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Chapter One

When Aorja Kitano awoke in her prison cell, she did a quick check of her body to make sure that her fellow prisoners hadn't tried to rape her in her sleep. Considering her privates felt in order, she supposed she had only been paranoid, even irrational. It wasn't like the other prisoners of Rock Isle had the guts to so much as touch her. Not after what she did to that disgusting Vicrun her first week in the prison, anyway.

Sitting up on her cot, Aorja yawned widely as she looked at her cell. It wasn't much, especially in comparison to her old room back in North Academy. The walls were made of old gray rock, slightly damp thanks to the ever-present sea mist that covered Rock Isle like a veil. On the wall opposite her was a series of scratches that acted as a simple calendar that let her know how many days and months she had been here. Her cell door was open, but it almost always was, seeing as that Vicrun fellow she had killed had torn the old door off during her first week here. She had tried to repair it, but Aorja had never been very good at etimancy and had been unable to convince the guards to repair it.

Again, not like the other prisoners would think of even trying to gut me in my sleep, Aorja thought, a smile crossing her lips at the thought. They remember Vicrun. And Tascum. And Ohmak. They all may be a bunch of the world's worst murderers, rapists, thieves, blasphemers, and general thugs, but they have enough common sense to know that they shouldn't mess with people like me, at least if they want to live a full, long life.

A scream of pain, followed by a loud thud, didn't even make Aorja flinch. She was used to waking up to the noise of prisoners fighting each other. Sometimes, the fight ended in a draw and both prisoners lived; other times, one of them would kill the other in cold blood.

And sometimes, Aorja would awake to the sound of the prisoners violating each other. That was always disturbing, but Aorja was of the opinion that as long as they weren't touching her or looking at her lustily, they could do what they wished to each other.

It's not like I even want to be here, Aorja thought, feeling her hair, which used to be long and beautiful, but was now short and grimy after going so long without a proper bath. But those guards are way too good at their job. Last time someone tried to escape Rock Isle ... oh, those guards are even more merciless than me.

For some reason, Aorja giggled. Perhaps it was because she genuinely loathed her fellow prisoners, so anytime the guards mistreated them, it was like free entertainment for her. Sometimes, she would even frame a prisoner she particularly disliked for doing something that she did just to get him or her punished. That was always fun.

But as fun as it was, Aorja was beginning to think that she would have to get out of here sooner rather than later. When she first got here, she hadn't expected to still be in here after a year. She had thought that maybe her former master, the Ghostly God, would save her; after all, she had served him faithfully for about a year before her treachery was revealed and she was banished from North Academy, the most elite mage school in the world, forever for her crimes.

Then again, I guess that's expecting too much from those southern gods, Aorja thought. They treat their servants like how spoiled children treat their old toys. I probably shouldn't have expected anything better from him.

Her throat was too dry for her to be thinking such thoughts, so she called out, “Raka, get me a glass of water. I'm thirsty.”

She didn't know if Raka was around or not. The old woman, who acted as Aorja's servant, was sometimes still sleeping at this time. Based on what Aorja could see of the sky outside of her cell, it was still early morning; nonetheless, she waited patiently to see if Raka would show up.

A moment later, Aorja heard the shuffling of feet just outside of her cell door. Then an old woman, with stringy, silver-gray hair, the gray uniforms that all prisoners wore, and an empty pistol holstered around her belt, shuffled into the cell. She carried, with a shaking hand, a stone cup full of water. Aorja normally didn't trust the food or liquids offered to her by the other prisoners, but over the past year she had learned that Raka could be trusted, at least as much as any of these prisoners could be trusted.

Aorja took the cup from Raka's hand and sniffed the water. She didn't smell any poison or excrement in it, so she downed it in one gulp. Letting out a relieved sigh, Aorja handed the cup back to Raka, who said not a word as she took the cup back.

“Thank you for being so prompt, Raka,” said Aorja, flashing her usual brilliant smile, even though she knew Raka didn't need it. “How are the rest of the prisoners this morning? Anyone kill someone else?”

Raka shook her head. “No, Miss Kitano, no, no. Two aquarians got into a fight, but they knocked each other out. Some of the other prisoners are taking turns assaulting them, while the former thieves are rifling through their belongings for anything valuable.”

“Sounds like another normal day at Rock Isle,” said Aorja. She giggled, but then stopped when her stomach growled. “Raka, could you get me something to eat? Remember, I don't want any bread more than five days old and make sure that the fish is only half-rotten.”

Raka bowed. “Yes, Miss Kitano, I will be back with your breakfast shortly.”

Raka shuffled out of the cell. Aorja watched her go, not letting herself breathe normally until Raka was gone.

Then Aorja leaned back against the rock wall of her cell. Raka was one of the few women at Rock Isle; at least, one of the few women who had not been thoroughly abused and discarded like a torn sock. She had been here longer than most of the prisoners, at least thirty years. And according to what a handful of the older prisoners had told Aorja, Raka had been known as the Southern Killer back in her youth, a nickname she had earned by killing in the name of the southern gods, who she claimed to worship.

Nowadays, though, Raka was quieter and slower. She never killed or attacked or stole from the other prisoners. She was probably in her seventies (though Aorja didn't know her exact age) and thus too old to get into any fights with the others. Even so, nearly every other prisoner on Rock Isle gave Raka a wide berth. Some said she was a cannibal, a trait she had taken from the southern gods, who were said to eat humans, but so far Aorja thought that that was just an unfounded rumor.

Even today, Aorja didn't quite understand why Raka chose to serve her. She suspected it had to do with Raka's affiliation with the southern gods. On some nights, when Aorja couldn't sleep, she would sometimes hear Raka praying to some southern god or another. Some nights it was the Loner God, other nights it was the Leaf Goddess, but she never seemed to get an answer to her prayers.

Maybe she heard I used to serve the Ghostly God and thinks that, if I help her, I will somehow connect her to the southern gods again, Aorja thought. Or maybe she's just a submissive old lady who thinks allying with me will keep her safe from the other prisoners.

At that moment, a massive, deafening explosion suddenly shook her cell. It knocked her straight off her cot, sending her sprawling to the floor tangled in her old, moldy blankets as cries and yells from the prisoners and the guards crashed together in the air to create a resounding madness that made it almost impossible for Aorja to hear her own thoughts. She untangled herself from her blankets and dashed out the open doorway onto the walkway that ran along the walls and led down to the bottom.

Rock Isle's main prison area was shaped like a pit, with the cells dug out of the rock walls, dozens and dozens of cells that were currently empty of the other prisoners. Almost all of the prisoners had gathered in the bottom of the prison, near the massive rock that stood between the prison itself and the sea on the other side.

Or it used to, anyway. A giant hole had been blasted in the wall, far larger than something the average prisoner could even hope to create. Through the hole, the crashing of the waves mingled with the shouts of the prisoners and guards, a sound so loud that Aorja wished she had known enough audimancy to silence everyone.

Chunks of debris from the wall were everywhere, with a handful of the larger chunks having fallen on some of the prisoners, likely killing them instantly. The guards—large, burly men who wore thick black armor, with the hook symbol of the Goddess Hona carved into them, and carried long swords and spears—were trying to herd the prisoners back up into their cells, but the prisoners were so disoriented by the explosion and the water that kept splashing through every now and then that the prison guards were not seeing much success. Everyone was running around everywhere, it seemed to her, and no one seemed to know what was going on.

What in the world is going on here? Aorja thought. She looked at the hole in the wall. Did one of the prisoners somehow cast an exploding spell or something?

That was when she noticed someone standing in the hole. From a distance, he was hard to see, but when Aorja leaned over the railing of the walkway to get a better look at him, she saw that he was undoubtedly Carnagian. His dark skin gave that away immediately, although she had never seen a Carnagian with such light hair before, almost like he was part Shikan as well.

The man stood in the wall for a moment, as still as a statue, before raising what looked like a large war hammer and then bringing it down on the ground underneath his feet.

The minute his hammer's head hit the wall, it sent a massive tremor through the entire prison. Aorja was almost thrown off the walkway and down to the floor of the prison below, but she managed to catch herself before she fell to her death.

As for the prisoners and guards below, they had been knocked off their feet and lay in a heap on the floor, confusedly yelling and untangling each other from themselves. None of them seemed to notice the Carnagian man yet until he spoke loud enough to drown out every other noise in the area, including the crashing of the waves of the sea behind him.

“Prisoners of Rock Isle,” the man's voice boomed, like that of a god's. “Cease your senseless bickering and confusion. Rise from your feet and listen to your savior who has come to rescue you from your unjust treatment by the guards.”

Aorja gulped. Although she still held onto the railing as tightly as she could, she felt a strong desire to obey this man, whoever he was. She stood up, just as the other prisoners below did the same. Even the guards rose, although they quickly separated themselves from the prisoners and pointed their weapons at the mystery man.

“Who the hell are you?” one of the guards shouted. “Did you make that hole in the wall?”

The Carnagian man chuckled. “Indeed. It was a simple task, but an effective one at getting your attention, don't you agree?”

“I know what's going on here!” another guard yelled. “This guy is staging a prison break!”

The Carnagian man ran a hand through his hair. “Oh, you got me, all right. You discovered my dastardly plan. I will now give up, like a good criminal, and allow you to put me in my cell, where I will no doubt be treated very kindly by the other prisoners.”

Aorja smiled. She still had no idea who the man was—he sounded somewhat older based on his voice—but she liked that kind of sarcasm in men. Whoever he was and whatever he was doing here, Aorja decided then and there to support him.

The guards, however, didn't appear as infatuated with his sarcasm as she was, because they were now climbing up the wall to reach the hole. None of the prisoners dared move a muscle, even though this was probably the best opportunity they were going to get to make an escape.

Very soon, the guards reached the hole in the wall and surrounded the Carnagian man. Swords and spears blocked off every conceivable exit the man could make, but despite that, he didn't seem very bothered by it. He simply brushed his hair out of his eyes and looked around at the guards as if unimpressed.

That was when Aorja felt powerful magical energy radiating from the Carnagian man. As a mage, Aorja could sense the magical energy from other mages, but she had never quite sensed the kind of power this man had. While it wasn't as much as the kind of power that the Magical Superior had, it was far more than the average mage had, and she could tell that he wasn't even using his full power yet, if he had a limit to his power at all, because she could not sense one in him.

That was why she wasn't surprised when the Carnagian man held up one hand and an immense fire erupted around him. The fire enveloped the guards, cutting off their cries of shock as abruptly as if they had never been there at all. The flames grew so large that they completely obscured the Carnagian man and the guards and even blocked off the hole in the wall. It kept growing larger and larger, causing Aorja to think for a moment that it was going to consume all of Rock Isle and kill every guard and prisoner on it.

But then the flames rapidly died down, retreating like they were being sucked down a drain, and when they did, they revealed that the Carnagian man still stood where he had been standing before. There was no sign of the guards except for piles of midnight black ash on the ground, but those soon vanished when a wave from the ocean outside crashed through the hole and washed the ashes away. The Carnagian man did not get wet in the slightest, which was probably because of some spell he had cast on himself to repel water off his body.

“There,” said the Carnagian man as smoke rose from his shoulders. “Now, does anyone else wish to fight me or will you do the wise thing and listen to what I have to say?”

None of the prisoners said a word. Indeed, none of the prisoners even seemed to be breathing. They just stared up at the Carnagian man with awe and fear. Aorja, meanwhile, leaned even further over the railing, trying to get a better look at the man.

Even from a distance, Aorja could tell that he was a fine specimen of a man. Large muscles, gold-and-red robes that accentuated his physique rather than take away from it, a strong square jaw that was to die for ... he was practically the perfect man, much better than any of the men she had known back in North Academy and infinitely superior to the walking piles of dirt known as the male prisoners of Rock Isle.

Yet there was something about his appearance that made Aorja feel déjà vu. She was sure that she had never seen this man before, yet at the same time, she thought that she must have. It wasn't just his face, but his skin color, his hair, his whole build, even the hammer in his hands. She only wished that she could remember where.

More importantly, how could I ever forget a man like that? Aorja thought. He looks a little older in years, but that's fine. Older men are more mature than younger men, more experienced. Definitely make better partners, anyway.

“I see no one has the courage to talk back to me,” said the Carnagian man. “That is a problem I will have to deal with later, after I train all of you to transcend your Limits and rise to new levels of magical power unknown to most mages.”

Still none of the prisoners spoke. No doubt they were all afraid of the man, too afraid even to ask him what he meant by what he just said. After that massive display of power he showed earlier, Aorja didn't fault them for it. She herself felt a little fear mixed with her desire for him after all.

Nonetheless, Aorja began climbing down the stairs to the floor of the prison, wanting to get closer to the Carnagian man to see if she could jog her memory.

“But of course, I am ahead of myself,” said the Carnagian man. He held up his hammer. “Do any of you know what this is? It is a symbol of the god Grinf, the God of Justice, Fire, and Metal, patron god of Carnag, and the Judge of the World. It is a symbol of justice, a sign that all who have committed terrible crimes against humanity and the gods will one day receive the punishment they so richly deserve.”

The passion in his voice as he said that ... oh, Aorja liked that. It made him look even stronger and manlier; indeed, he appeared almost divine. That just made her walk down the stairs more quickly, listening as the Carnagian man lowered his hammer.

“But do not fear,” said the Carnagian man. “I am not here to harm you or punish you for your crimes. For Grinf is a merciful god as well as judgmental, and I am no different, even though I am not a god myself. Grinf has told me that you prisoners have served your time and that soon—very soon—each and every one of you shall be free from this wretched jail for the rest of your lives.”

Aorja actually stopped when she heard that, even though she hadn't reached the floor of the prison yet. The prisoners began looking around at each other, confused, as if wondering if this was some kind of trick.

“How do we know you're not just going to do to us what you did to those guards?” one of the prisoners shouted. “And you haven't even told us your name, so how can we trust your word?”

“I am not finished speaking yet,” said the Carnagian man. “There is only one condition you must swear by, if you accept my offer to walk free: You must become my servants and train under me to push past the false Limits you have created in your minds, the ones that keep you from achieving your true potential as mages.”

Aorja continued walking down the stairs, reaching the prison yard just as another prisoner yelled, “What, we have to give up one prison in exchange for another? That's an awful deal!”

The rest of the prisoners began shouting in agreement before the Carnagian man glared down at them all, silencing them instantly. Aorja, on the other hand, found herself drawn even more to him when she saw that. She'd serve him even if he hadn't promised to help them push past their 'false Limits,' whatever that meant.

“I don't think you understand,” said the Carnagian man. He pointed behind himself with his gavel. “The outside world is dangerous and hostile towards prisoners like you. If you walk out now, you will likely be recaptured at some point and thrown back in here. If you wish to stay free, then follow me and I will teach you how to keep your freedom even if the whole world tries to take it away from you.”

By now, Aorja stood at the back of the crowd of prisoners, ignoring their combined body odor that smelled like sweat, excrement, and dirt mixed together to make a poor perfume. She had to stand on her tiptoes to see over the heads of her fellow prisoners, staring as hard as she could at the Carnagian man looking down on them all like one of the gods.

“And I offer this for free,” said the Carnagian man, holding out one hand. “You will be under no obligation to serve me once you have learned all you need to learn. Once I have taught you how to beat your Limits, you may go and do whatever you wish with your new freedom. How does that sound?”

“Too good to be true,” said one of the prisoners near the front. “You still haven't told us your name, dark-skin. We'd be more likely to take your offer seriously if maybe you had properly introduced yourself first.”

The Carnagian man stroked his chin, as if considering that request, and then nodded. “Very well. I should get this out of the way now so we can continue the negotiations on more personal terms. You may call me Jakuuth Grinfborn, a Limitless mage ... and the one and only son of the great god Grinf.”


Chapter Two

Two months later ...

Darek Takren walked around the huge, thick block of ice that he had just conjured from the air. Its surface was smooth, without any sort of ridges or cuts to disturb it. The ice was so clear that he could almost see straight through it, aside from the thick white patches here and there. Cold air radiated from the ice, but whereas most people would step back from it to retain their warmth, Darek drew closer to it, as he found the cold air calming.

And calmness is exactly what I need in this situation, Darek thought. I haven't been this stressed out since Uron's attack last year.

Darek stole a quick glance over his shoulder when he passed the front of the ice block. The lobby of the Arcanium was completely full, as every student had gathered to watch him carve this ice block into the shape of Xocion, the God of Ice and the god he had pledged his life to. The teachers, all two dozen of them, stood in the back, including the Magical Superior, who sat on a stone chair in the center of the group, and Darek's mom, Jenur Takren, who stood to the Magical Superior's left.

Everyone was quiet, as Darek had asked them to be in order that he could think more clearly. Plus, it was tradition for the teachers and students to remain silent during the graduation ceremony. It was considered respectful to keep one's mouth shut until the ceremony was over. It also allowed the graduates the space they needed to concentrate on what they were going to do.

Darek returned his attention back to the ice block, which he stopped in front of, but he wasn't really looking at the block. His eyes darted up to the Wall of Mastery behind the ice block, which featured dozens of paintings, preserved by magic, of past graduates, the best of the best who even today were still honored and revered by the other students for their mastery over magic.

None of Darek's graduating class were getting on the Wall this year, not even Darek. That didn't disappoint him much. Very few students were ever worthy of getting their own painting on the Wall. Still, seeing all of the faces on those paintings 'looking' down on him made Darek feel anxious, more so than ever before. Bifor Kamon's painting in particular made him nervous, largely due to Kamon's thick scar and haughty eyes, as if the painting was somehow judging him.

All his life, Darek had been looking forward to the day of his graduation. He had lived in North Academy for years before becoming an official student and then spent the last ten years training vigorously under the tutelage of some of the best mages in the world. During that time, Darek had seen many graduations, but until he had stepped up here in front of everyone else, he had not truly realized just how nerve-wracking the whole experience could be.

It didn't help that Darek had decided to make this time the moment when he would break through the ceiling. Not the actual, physical ceiling of the Arcanium, of course, but rather the uppermost limits of his magical power, which was called 'the ceiling' by most mages.

Darek tried not to think too much about it, however, because thinking always slowed him down. And if the teachers even caught a whiff of what he was trying to do, they would undoubtedly put a stop to this demonstration right away.

That's why I have to act quickly, Darek thought, pointing his wand at the ice block. If I can do it fast enough, then I should be able to break through the ceiling before any of them even realize what I'm trying to do.

Most mages considered breaking through the ceiling highly dangerous, even lethal. Darek had always been taught that every mage had certain limits to his or her own powers. Because every mage was different, this limit varied from individual to individual; nonetheless, it was a very real and very dangerous thing to attempt to break through, as mages who tried to break through the ceiling usually fell into comas or even died. It was similar to pushing the limits of your physical body; at a certain point, you could not go any further and had to stop or shut down.

Indeed, under ordinary circumstances, Darek would have never even thought about breaking through the ceiling. The Magical Superior, his mother, the other teachers, and his books had always said the same thing: Do not break through the ceiling. No matter what.

Cracks began forming in the ice block, but so slowly and subtly that Darek doubted anyone could see them except for himself. This was a delicate procedure, as ice carving always was, although using magic was still superior to carving using actual ice carving tools, such as the kind he had been told that non-magical humans used outside of North Academy.

Despite how much of his attention that this action required, Darek was still too nervous about breaking through the ceiling to concentrate as deeply as he should. He knew he should have tried this in private, but it was difficult to find privacy in North Academy, and in all honesty, if he fell into a coma as a result of his efforts, he wanted to make sure that there were as many people to save his life nearby as possible.

I just hope the teachers don't get too angry with me, Darek thought with a gulp. Although their anger would be preferable to falling into a coma and dying in my sleep.

More cracks began forming in the ice, looking a little bit like the forks of a lightning bolt. They were bigger, more easily seen than the smaller ones, so Darek thought the students in the front row probably saw them by now. He carefully moved his wand to the right, chipping off corners here and there, but it still looked nothing like Lord Xocion yet.

But when it does, it will be superior to every other statue I have ever made, Darek thought. Because I will have broken through the ceiling and have upped the limits of my power. If I am going to deal with Uron, then I'll need all the extra power I can get.

That was the whole reason Darek was doing this in the first place. Last year, a powerful and evil being known as Uron had risen from the school's graveyard, where he had clashed with Skimif, the God of Martir, before vanishing after being blasted by an airship containing some of Skimif's power. Darek had not heard anything about Uron since then, nor did he know what the gods were doing about him.

Of course, that made sense. Skimif had told Darek, point blank, that Uron was to be left to the gods and that the mortals, even the North Academy mages, were supposed to stay out of the conflict. That was because Uron was immensely powerful, far too strong for even the Magical Superior to go toe-to-toe with, and Skimif did not want any of them getting hurt or killed.

As another layer of ice fell off the block, Darek remembered obeying Skimif's orders at the time, but over the past year he had spent a lot of time studying how to increase his power in order to help defend his friends and family from Uron. Uron had said that he was going to destroy all of Martir, and with the legendary God-killer gauntlet at his side, that threat was more credible than it first appeared.

None of us can sit idly by and let him do what he wants, Darek thought, not when our whole world is at stake. It may be the gods' duty to protect Martir from threats like Uron, but that doesn't mean we mages can't help, even if only in small ways.

It had only been within the last month that the answer to that question—how to increase his power—had occurred to him: He would have to break through the ceiling, which, if successful, would raise his limits to new heights.

The conclusion had scared him at the time, but since then, he had made peace with it. While Darek was not usually one to disobey the orders from his teachers, he decided that saving the lives of his friends and family was more important than following any warnings—no matter how well-meaning—they had given him.

Darek checked in with his magical energy levels. So far, he was still quite full, but he could feel his power rapidly draining from his body as he poured more ice magic into the block. If any of the teachers noticed, they were probably not going to do anything about it. It was normal for graduates to expend more magical energy than normal during their graduation ceremony, so right now, at least, Darek was safe.

Time to up my usage, Darek thought. And find out if I really can raise my limits.

So Darek poured more energy through his wand. He could now almost see the outline of the Xocion statue in the ice block, though he doubted the others could. It would be the grandest Xocion statue anyone had ever made, grander even than the ice statues created by the great Xocionian mage Siar.

It would be grand because Darek would break through the ceiling and reach new heights of magical power. And once he did, he would be far better equipped to defend Martir from Uron or anyone else who threatened his world and friends and family.

The prospect of gaining more power excited Darek so much that he increased his magical output, despite being aware that the teachers might notice. Layers and chunks of ice kept getting shaved from the block, much faster than they normally did when he carved a statue from ice.

Whether the others will notice or not, I have to keep doing it, Darek thought. Keep going, keep pouring energy, don't let up, especially don't let up long enough for the teachers to notice and stop you.

As Darek thought that, he could not help but remember how powerless he had felt last year, when Uron had first appeared. Yet even before he had met Uron, Darek had felt just as powerless when facing Aorja Kitano, his former best friend who had tried to kill him and his other friend, Jiku, before she was defeated and shipped off to Rock Isle to rot with the other prisoners there.

Darek had not seen Aorja in a year. He didn't even know if she was still alive or not. Nonetheless, just thinking about her made his blood boil. It slightly disturbed his concentration, causing him to accidentally move his wand to the left. That unintended movement cut through the ice's surface in a jagged way, which would have messed up Darek's attempt completely if he hadn't reasserted his control over his wand and forced it back to where it was supposed to be.

No time to wonder about Aorja, Darek thought. She's long gone. I must focus on the present, not the past.

He checked his energy levels again. Already, he had used up slightly more than half his energy. Granted, it was impossible to put a mage's magical energy supply into raw numbers, but Darek knew enough about his own magic levels to know that he had now gone past the halfway point.

Most mages, in his situation, would have slowed their magical usage, maybe even stopped entirely. Then they would rest so they could recharge their energy levels. That was how afraid most mages were of going beyond the ceiling, giving up after only using half their power, despite how small that usage was in the grand scheme of things.

Not Darek, though. Not today. Reaching the halfway point was good, but it was nothing worth bragging about. He would have to up his energy usage, and quickly, before the teachers noticed. He did not dare take his eyes off his ice block to see if the teachers had caught a clue yet, but sooner or later they would realize what he was trying to do, and he just couldn't allow that right now.

By now, the ice block was perhaps halfway done. He could see Xocion's muscular arms and large chest, but no legs or head just yet. There was still so much to do, and he wasn't sure if he had enough energy to do it; nonetheless, he pushed further, pouring as much of his energy as he could into the block.

His wand hand shook, but he forced it to steady. A shaky, unsteady wand hand was a clear sign to even amateur mages that another mage was reaching his or her limits. Darek was not going to let his body betray his plans, at least not until it was too late for anyone to stop him.

It wasn't easy, though. The more magical energy he used, the more tired he got. His knees were getting weaker and his arms felt like lead. His eyelids became as heavy as armor and sweat ran down his forehead. For some reason, he felt hot, rather than cold, even though he was using ice magic, not fire magic.

This must be why so many mages refuse to go beyond the halfway point, Darek thought, although his thoughts were barely coherent even to himself. It feels like I'm dying.

Once more, Darek checked his energy levels. By his estimations, he had only a quarter of his usual magical energy left. It occurred to him that he was losing energy after the halfway point far quicker than he had when his magic was fuller. He was close to the ceiling now, so close that he was surprised none of the teachers appeared to sense his proximity to it.

Not ... a problem, Darek thought, watching as Xocion's legs began forming in the ice block. All ... the ... better ... for me ...

He staggered forward involuntarily. He heard the students behind him gasp, prompting him to shout, “I'm fine! Just getting a little tired is all. No need to worry about me. Everything will be fine.”

Even he could hear how awful his voice sounded. No doubt he sounded like a talking corpse to everyone else. He might even sound bad enough for the teachers to intervene, though so far, he did not hear any movement from them.

His magical energy levels were so low by now that he could barely even sense them. This frightened him more than he'd like to admit. Ever since he began his formal training as a student, Darek had always held the comfort of his magical energy levels in his own body no matter where he was or what he did.

Now, however, it felt like he was missing several of his internal organs. Vital internal organs, like his heart or lungs. Breathing was becoming a task suited only for a god, while standing was as difficult as pushing a three ton boulder up the tallest hill in the world.

Despite how his body was practically screaming for him to stop, Darek didn't. He had read only a handful of accounts of mages breaking through the ceiling. He had heard about what lay on the other side, for those lucky few who didn't fall into a coma. If he could just stay conscious for a little while longer, just a little while, then he would be all right.

The statue was almost complete now; he could tell that even in his half-conscious state of mind. A figure like a titan towered over him. Strong, muscular arms, lithe athletic legs, and a chest like the Walls that surrounded the school formed his statue of Lord Xocion. The only thing that wasn't yet complete was the head; however, Darek could already see its vague outline; although whether it was in his head or in the world, he could not tell.

Despite his heavy breathing and intense sweating, his robes getting drenched in the sweat, Darek couldn't help but crack a smile. My best work ... ever. Looking at these muscles. The abs. Even the fingernails. Is this what everyone is afraid of? Afraid of exceeding their limits and doing what they could only ever dream of?

He almost laughed. Of course, he hadn't yet reached the ceiling yet. It seemed unlikely that he would, but he kept pushing anyway. He had to. The teachers would have to be complete idiots if they hadn't noticed the immense amount of power he was expending at this point.

Just keep going, Darek thought. Don't let up. Remember Aorja. Remember Uron. Remember how you want to keep your friends and family safe from people like—

Darek stopped mid-thought. The tiredness in his body vanished. He stopped sweating. He no longer felt a heavy burden on his shoulders. He felt like he could jump for joy.

His senses came alive. He could hear the boots of Taci Xeon, one of his fellow graduates, scuffling across the floor, and she was on the other side of the lobby. He smelled the soap used by another student, which was scented like grapes. He saw the Xocion ice statue in far greater detail than before, noticing little cracks too miniscule for even his trained eyes to notice normally. And his wand felt real, more real than it had ever felt before, as though up until now he had not actually been holding it at all.

Time itself seemed to have slowed down around him. No; not slowed down. Darek was seeing time as it actually moved, rather than how his senses interpreted it. Everything around him looked slower, but in truth, his human senses had simply been blinding him to the true nature of time.

That was how Darek knew he had done it. He had achieved the impossible: He had broken through the ceiling.

And it felt great.

I feel so powerful, Darek thought. Is this how the Magical Superior feels? Is this what it feels like to be strong? It feels like there are no limits to my power. I feel more alive than I have in thirty-five years, as though I spent my entire life dead up until this point.

Darek wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. He didn't understand why he had always been warned against breaking through the ceiling. He suspected that his teachers had simply been falsely concerned over his well-being. After all, none of them had ever broken through the ceiling, so how could any of them know whether it was as bad as those old books said it was?

His face broke into an enormous grin. He wanted to compose a hymn to Xocion right there and then, even though he wasn't much of a poet. He no longer felt afraid of Uron or anything else in the world. He believed, as sincerely as he believed anything else, that there was no force in this world that could stand against him now.

“I wouldn't be so sure about that if I were you.”

Darek looked to his right. A skeleton stood there, with eyes glowing bright green, its mouth etched in a perpetual, creepy grin. Unlike everyone else in the room, the skeleton moved as normally as he did.

“What?” said Darek. “Who—no, what—are you? Where did you come from?”

The skeleton chuckled. “Just an interested observer who has decided to see just who was dumb enough to 'break through the ceiling,' as you mortals call it.”

“Dumb enough?” said Darek. Anger rose within him like a geyser. “Who are you calling dumb? I have transcended my limits. You want to fight me and prove who's the real dumb one around here?”

The skeleton stroked its chin, its bony fingers as thin as sticks. “Fighting me would be a very dumb move on your part, Darek Takren. Thank you for the offer, though. Perhaps I will take you up on it later, once your sanity has returned.”

“Sanity?” said Darek. “I am already sane. I am saner than I have ever been.”

“That was what the last mortal who broke through the ceiling said,” said the skeleton. “Then he became a raving lunatic. Not that I care. Sane or insane, you mortals are much the same to me.”

“Why are you here?” said Darek. “If all you're going to do is question my sanity and insult my intelligence—”

The skeleton held up one finger. “I apologize for that. I just wanted to let you know that your high is about to end and it will probably be very painful once it does.”

Darek blinked. “Wha—”

Without warning, the Xocion ice statue before him exploded. At the same time, Darek's arms and legs became tired and heavy again, making it impossible for him to stand. His breathing became so intense that he start coughing and choking, perhaps even coughing up blood, but his eyes were screwing up so badly that he couldn't tell for sure what was coming out of his mouth.

A chunk of ice from the exploding Xocion statue knocked him flat off his feet and onto the floor, the impact of which, combined with his sudden, extreme fatigue, forced him to black out completely.


Chapter Three

The minor spirit, more properly called a katabans, known as Durima hauled herself up over the edge of the cliff and onto solid ground. She rested there for a moment, her wet fur heavy on her shoulders, but after a few minutes, she sat up and deposited her catch—three disc-shaped fish that she didn't know the species name of, but which she had discovered over the last year were quite tasty and nutritious—onto the ground next to her.

That is the last time I am going fishing like that, Durima thought, glancing over the edge of the cliff into the ocean waters below. I will have to ask Gujak to make a fishing pole or something. Surely he can do that, can't he?

Shivering, Durima knew she should get inside Bleak Rock, the island that she and Gujak had called sanctuary for a year now, but it was so dark and depressing inside that she decided to sit out here for a while, even though a bitter cold wind had started and made her feel like she was sitting in the middle of a blizzard.

At least it's not raining, Durima thought, looking up at the sun in the sky. It's not even misty today. Think this is the first time I've seen the sun in three months.

She heard something skittering across the stone nearby, causing her head to whip to the right. A tiny, black spider was crawling along the ground near the disc-shaped fish. Without even thinking, Durima slammed her right fist down onto it, despite the fact that the spider probably hadn't even noticed her.

The spider had reminded her of the deceased Spider Goddess and Durima's own hand in the Goddess's death. Although that had been a year ago, it seemed like it had only been yesterday that Durima and Gujak had been captured by the Spider Goddess, who had tried to eat them, only for her to end up on the receiving end of the God-killer.

Durima didn't want to remember that. All her life, she had thought of herself as a loyal and devout follower of the gods. Sure, she didn't necessarily like each god equally, but she knew better than to conspire against them. It was a fool's errand and she knew that the only proper punishment for rebellious or disobedient katabans was nothing less than death.

But like all living beings, Durima and Gujak didn't want to die. It was technically what they deserved, after everything they had done, but just because they technically deserved it did not mean that they could get over their fear of being put to death that easily.

That was why they hadn't told anyone where they were going. After the fiasco at North Academy, in which some frightening being known as Uron had killed yet another goddess, the two had escaped in the confusion to Bleak Rock.

The reason for choosing Bleak Rock as their new home was simple. The island was well known for its mysterious and otherworldly nature. Most beings—mortals, katabans, and gods alike—always steered clear of it. Magic did not work on Bleak Rock exactly the same way it worked in the north or even on other southern islands, a fact Durima knew well after living here for a year and almost always being surprised by her spells acting in ways they were not supposed to.

Granted, Durima feared that the gods would get over their superstitious fear of Bleak Rock and sink the whole island into the southern seas anyway, but so far, they had not seen even a hint of the gods anywhere. As far as Durima could tell, the gods had completely abandoned her and Gujak, maybe even forgotten about them. Or maybe they associated Bleak Rock with the Spider Goddess's death and were too afraid to come for fear of their own lives.

Better than being executed for our crimes, I suppose, Durima thought. Though it still doesn't explain what they're doing, exactly, if they're not after us.

Another cold gust of wind blew through her fur, causing her to shiver even more violently, but she still didn't want to go back inside just yet. She wanted to enjoy the sun for as long as she could, as she had no idea when she would see it again, especially with the unpredictability of Bleak Rock's weather patterns.

Sometimes, great clouds of mist would surround Bleak Rock and cover the sky, clouds of mist that would remind Durima of her former master, the deity known as the Ghostly God, the God of Ghosts and Mist. There were none today, but she still thought about him anyway.

Like all of the other gods, Durima had not seen or heard from him in over a year. She found it strange because she assumed that the Ghostly God would want to take them in personally. After all, their accidental killing of the Spider Goddess had to have made the Ghostly God look bad in the eyes of his fellow gods, seeing as the only reason she and Gujak had been on Bleak Rock at all was because he had ordered them go to there.

Maybe that's why he's ignoring us, Durima thought. Maybe the other gods hate him for being so easily manipulated by Uron. He probably can't show his face in public anymore and doesn't think bringing us in will redeem him in the eyes of his siblings.

Of course, that still didn't make Durima feel better. Sooner or later, someone would come after her and Gujak. Who, she didn't know, but someone had to come after them. It was a miracle that they had been free for so long, despite spending an entire year in one specific location.

Anyone else would have let their guard down after so much time had passed with so little action. Not Durima, though. Having been a soldier in the Katabans War, she knew that just because everything seemed peaceful, did not mean that the enemy was not hiding somewhere nearby, waiting to take you down the minute you lowered your guard.

So far, that has not happened just yet, Durima thought. But as soon as Gujak or I get careless, we're done. I saw it happen to too many of my fellow soldiers during the War to have any illusions about safety.

Rising to her feet, Durima slung the disc fish over her shoulder and headed into the opening cut in the stone of Bleak Rock that led to its interior. She would take these fish to Gujak, who would then prepare them for their lunch, and then she and Gujak would spend another few hours or so sitting around in the darkness.

Because there just really wasn't much to do here. Gujak had taken to exploring Bleak Rock, which was apparently far larger than it appeared, for over the past year he had discovered a vast tunnel network that extended deep under the island, possibly even beneath the sea floor. Where it went to, neither of them knew, as most of the lowest tunnels were flooded with water or blocked off with heavy stone, but it was there nonetheless. The only hint of what lay below was a severed human hand, though who it had belonged to, they didn't know. They had left it where it was, as there was no point in taking it with them or doing anything with it.

Durima slid down the steep slide that always used to get her during their first month or two here, but after a year of living on this island, she could now slide down it as easily as if she was born to do it. She came to a graceful stop at the bottom, where she stood up, wiped off the grime her behind had collected as she went down the slide, and then looked to her left, toward the only tunnel that led deeper into the island's interior.

“Gujak!” Durima shouted, her voice echoing off the narrow walls of Bleak Rock's interior. “I got the fish! Get the fire going because I'm hungry!”

There was no answer, which immediately put Durima on high alert. Gujak always answered her whenever she announced that she had returned with food. He wasn't sleeping at this time, because he didn't take his afternoon nap for another hour, at least. And she doubted he was down in the lower tunnels, as there was nothing down there that Gujak could possibly want.

Then why didn't he answer? Durima thought. Either he's dumber than I thought ... or someone or something got him.

Durima's hair rose on her back, a habit she had developed over the past year or so whenever she sensed danger. She had been afraid that this day would come, the day when the gods finally gathered the courage to storm Bleak Rock and kill her and Gujak for their unforgivable crime against the Pantheons. Granted, she couldn't sense any godly presences in the area, but the gods were perfectly capable of cloaking their presences if they wanted, meaning that there could be a whole Pantheon of gods underneath her feet that were just waiting for her to come down and check on Gujak.

Her body's instincts told her to run, but Durima stayed where she was. While running seemed like a logical idea, Durima had nowhere to go. If she went to any other island, she would likely open herself up to certain death from the gods. There was still a possibility, however small, that Gujak was indeed all right, that there was a perfectly innocuous reason for why he had not responded to her yet, and it was a chance worth taking.

You have no choice, Durima, she thought. You'll have to go down below and find Gujak.

Bracing herself for whatever was to come, Durima began walking to the left, toward the tunnel that would take her to the staircase that would lead her down to the chamber below, where Gujak usually was at this time of day.

-

As Durima descended the slippery stone staircase, she stopped every two steps to listen for any sounds of enemies waiting in the dark. Her ears, although superior to mortal ears, picked up nothing except for the dripping of water somewhere in the distance. She didn't smell anything, either, except for her own wet fur that had yet to dry and the stench of the fish slung over her shoulder, which were starting to rot in the damp air.

This reminded her far too much of her and Gujak's first time going down these steps, when they discovered webbing left over by the Spider Goddess. Back then, the Spider Goddess had taken them both by surprise and almost succeeded in killing them. Durima did not expect a repeat of that event here (minus the Spider Goddess, obviously), but she nonetheless paid closer attention to her surroundings and senses in an attempt to detect any dangerous enemies lurking within.
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