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        Re:Birth: A Slow Burn LitRPG Mage Regressor

    
    
    
    
                At 79, Adom is an old mage who has known nothing but illness and regret. When the world finally burns and all hope turns to ash, at the last beat of his fading heart, a mysterious being appears in the dimming light with a simple question:

"If you could try again, would you?"

What's left to lose when you've already lost everything?

A handshake seals the deal, and Adom wakes up on his old school grounds, sixty-seven years in the past. When everything is still possible. A second chance with all his knowledge intact, his memories preserved, and his youth restored.

This time, Adom wants it all: to feast on food he's never had, to travel a world still full of wonder, to finally live the life he dreamed of. There's just, as always, one small catch—he needs to prevent the end of the world first.

But as Adom will soon discover, changing history might demand sacrifices even greater than watching it burn...



What to expect: This is a slow burn. And it's hopefully going to be a very, very long story. I wanted a character driven fantasy, with action, comedy, and a lot of heart in it. Everything has been carefully considered to create a coherent world with a magic system that makes sense. 

Our protagonist is not OP (yet) but is not a pushover either, just a former researcher mage forced to become something else entirely to prevent his world's end and discovering that things were not entirely the way he thought. This is his journey, told step by step, with all the struggles and triumphs that entails.

Release Schedule:

5 chapters a week.

Chapter length: Anything from 2.5k to 15k

            

    
        Chapter 01. The Deal

    
    
    
    
                huff... huff...

A figure dragged itself across the sand.

The sun was setting, bathing the world in shades of amber and gold. It was beautiful. Perfect, even. The kind of sunset that made people stop and stare, that made them write poetry or take pictures or call their loved ones.

huff... huff...

The figure's name was Adom. Adom Sylla.

Today, Adom had decided he was going to die. By drowning, specifically.

It was supposed to be peaceful, poetic even - just him, the waves and that perfect sunset. Instead, he'd somehow managed to get attacked by a troll.

A troll, of all things, on his carefully chosen quiet beach.

The irony that he'd fought so hard to stay alive against something that could have done his job for him wasn't lost on him. But getting his head repeatedly smashed against rocks hadn't been part of the plan. He had standards, after all.






Except now his body had failed him. Again. Just as he'd finally dealt with the troll and worked up the courage to finish things properly, the chair's systems had crashed. And now here he was, crawling through blood-stained sand, unable even to die right.

 











The final reading of the connected wheelchair flashed through his mind:

CRITICAL SYSTEM FAILURE
Mana Stability: 12% [DANGEROUS]
Neural Sync: ERROR
Life Support: OFFLINE
Connection Lost...

At least he'd made it to the beach.

He couldn't breathe right. Each gasp tore through his lungs like broken glass, leaving the taste of blood in his mouth. The sand felt wrong under his hands - coarse and wet with something that wasn't just seawater.

His legs wouldn't work. Hadn't worked since the fall, or maybe it was the explosion. Everything after the screaming started was a blur. He forced another handful of sand behind him, dragging his body forward.

The sea breeze carried salt and rot and the beach stretched out ahead, empty except for the bodies. So many bodies. The tide was trying to take them, pulling at uniforms and civilian clothes alike. A knight's armor, somehow still pristine except for the dark stains, bobbed in the surf.

War didn't care about perfect sunsets or final moments. War just left things broken.

Another push. Another few inches gained.

His chest hurt. The diagnostic warnings had gone quiet minutes ago. Or hours. Time wasn't working right anymore.

"Just... a little... more..."

His voice also didn't sound right anymore. Too weak. Too old. Each word cost him more breath than he could spare, but the silence was worse. The silence meant hearing the waves lap against dead things.

Something massive lay half-submerged near the pier. Probably a leviathan. Best not to look at it. Best not to remember what it did before the artillery finally brought it down. Best not to think about the sounds it made.

Blood dripped onto sand. His blood, this time. A cough wracked his body, and for a moment the world went dark around the edges.

It hurt. It hurt so much.

But he kept crawling. One hand in front of the other. Away from the bodies. Away from the thing in the water. Away.

Just a little more.

He could almost hear the echoes of laughter, see the ghostly outlines of those long-gone structures. The phantom sensation of sand between his toes, the warmth of the sun on his skin, the salty air that engulfed his lungs - all these memories washed over him, as relentless and bittersweet as the tide itself.

Seventy-nine years of life. A lifetime for most, an eternity for some.

Few were those who could boast of such longevity, and fewer still who'd want to, given the circumstances. Adom Sylla's case was, to put it mildly, a surprise to everyone - himself included.



At 79 years old, Adom had been sick for 67 of those years. A record, perhaps, though not one anyone would be eager to claim. It had started when he was 12, a persistent cough that refused to go away. By 13, he was spending more time in hospital beds than his own. The disease - a rare magical malady that fed on his very life force and mana pool- had been his constant companion ever since.

Despite the odds, Adom had carved out a brilliant career as a mage. Was it talent? Determination? Or just sheer, pig-headed stubbornness? Whatever the reason, the man had refused to give up, even as his body slowly crumbled around him.

He outlived so many people. Family, friends, acquaintances. Had accomplished so many things as a mage.

Yet, Adom felt he had nothing but disappointments to show for it. Disappointments in himself, in others, and something else. Something he couldn't quite put his finger on. Oh well, it would come back to him later. If there was a later.

There wouldn't be.

Unfulfilled dreams, too. So many of those.

This was Sam's dream, actually. To die by the beach.

His vision blurred, then sharpened suddenly, mind crystallizing with a clarity he hadn't felt in years. Ah. Sam. There was a name he hadn't heard or pronounced in... how long? Like Mother. Like Father. All long gone now, so long he couldn't even remember their faces anymore. Just impressions, feelings, the ghost of memories that refused to fade.

A bird picked at something that might have been a decapitated head nearby. Right there, that exact spot - that's where he'd had his first ice cream. Every Sunday, mother and father would bring him here. And there, where that massive thing lay dead in the water, that's where his mana had manifested for the first time.

"This is so cool!" The echo of a voice, young and excited. Sam. His best friend back then.

What had happened between them? They'd been so close. He could still hear Sam's voice, the way he'd tease him constantly, how they'd practice dueling behind the school. How they'd get beaten up by the stronger kids just because. Just like that.

He should have stood up to them.

"Should've... stood up..." The words came out as a wheeze, followed by another cough.

Ah. There it was. The something else he couldn't remember earlier.

Regrets.

Yes. That's what his life could be reduced to.

They piled up like the bodies on this beach, didn't they?




His hearing started to fade, replaced by the thundering of his own heart. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Each beat slower than the last. A countdown he knew too well.

Sweat mixed with blood on his face, despite the cool breeze. Above, a shadow circled - patient, waiting.

Thump-thump.

Fifty-six heart attacks throughout his life. Fifty six near-death experiences. Not many people could put that on their resume. Each one had taken something from him - a bit of liver here, kidney function there, pieces of himself left behind in hospital rooms that became more familiar than his own bedroom.

His arms shook as he tried to pull himself forward again. Failed.

You never really appreciate your legs until you wake up one morning in your third-favorite hospital room and can't feel them anymore. Puts things into perspective, watching nurses wheel you past the playground you used to run in. Watching life continue while yours just... stopped.

...Thump... thump...






His heart beat defiantly, a stubborn percussion against the approaching silence. Adom forced himself forward, his movements even more desperate than before.

 


...Thump... thump...

 

The bird's shadow grew larger.





The sea was right there. He could smell the salt, feel the spray on his face. He just needed to make it a little further, to feel the water fill his lungs, to let the waves carry him into the abyss.

 









Thump... ...thump...



The heartbeat slowed, each pulse feeling like it might be the last. Adom's fingers finally touched the water's edge, but it was a hollow victory. His hearing dulled, the sound of the waves fading to a distant roar.

Thump...

Everything was going black. Adom felt himself slipping away, consciousness flickering like a candle in the wind.

Thump-




And then... nothing.

A peculiar lightness spread through his limbs. His fingers wouldn't move anymore, no matter how much he willed them to. His chest felt like concrete had been poured into it, heavy and still. The world tilted sideways, or maybe his head had. Sand pressed against his cheek, each grain suddenly fascinating in its clarity.

Just... a little... more...

His hands trembled one final time, then stilled. Through dimming vision, he watched the bird land near his face. Its talons left tiny imprints in the bloodstained sand. So this was it - he'd become another feast, another corpse among the others. The bird cocked its head, studying him with one bright eye.

Number fifty-seven did the trick it seemed.

Go ahead, he thought, unable to form the words anymore. At least... something good... can come from this...

The bird hopped closer, beak aimed at his eye. Then, inexplicably, it spread its wings and took flight, abandoning him there in the sand.

What... not good enough for you either?

Something shifted beside him. Not a shadow - there was no shadow to be seen - but a presence, as real as the sand beneath his cheek. The smell of incense cut through the salt and rot. Filling Adom's nose.

And there were red flowers suddenly growing all around him. Chrysanthemum, by the look of it. Was that magic? Hallucination? He could not feel any mana though, but then again, he could not feel anything.

Hallucination it is then.

"Good evening," said a calm, almost cheerful feminine voice. "Beautiful sunset today, isn't it? The clouds are particularly lovely - all those shades of purple and gold. You don't often see them mix quite like that."

Huh?

"Though I must say," she continued, "the monster birds are being rather picky today. Usually they're not so discriminating about their dinner choices."

A strange calm washed over Adom, despite the situation. Despite his stillness. Despite everything.

The voice intrigued him - melodious, warm like honey in summer. She must be beautiful, he thought. An elf, perhaps? No, that sweet tone, and here by the sea... a mermaid? Were those still around these days? He hadn't heard of one being spotted since the wars began.

To his surprise, when he tried to speak, words actually formed. His voice was weak, barely above a whisper, but it was there - though he couldn't feel his lips moving anymore. How strange.

"Who... are you?"

He still couldn't see her, couldn't turn his head. Just the sand, the darkening sky, and that lingering scent of incense mixing with the salt air.

Adom heard her sigh - not an exasperated sound, but something almost fond.

"Oh, Adom. I'm a bit disappointed you don't recognize me," she said, "but I understand. It's always different, face to face."

"Do I... know you?"

A soft chuckle, like wind chimes in a gentle breeze. "Well, I know you. We've met many times before." A pause. "56 times, to be exact. This would be our 57th encounter."

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant waves. Understanding dawned slowly, like the last rays of the setting sun.

Ah.

"You seem shocked." She said, amusement coloring her voice. "Why? You quite literally invited this encounter."

"It's not every day we get to talk to you."

He felt more than heard her settling beside him in the sand, a movement without substance.

After a moment of comfortable silence, she spoke again. "Rise, Adom Sylla."

Suddenly, he was light - impossibly, wonderfully light. Like a dandelion seed caught in a summer breeze. And there, just below, lay... himself. Blue eyes stared unseeing at the darkening sky, mouth slightly parted, skin already taking on that peculiar waxy quality that belonged exclusively to the dead.

One hand still reached toward the sea, fingers half-curled as if trying to grasp something just out of reach.

What a strange thing, to see your own corpse. Like stumbling across a wax figure of yourself in an abandoned museum - familiar yet fundamentally wrong.

He'd always wondered how others saw him. Mirrors showed you what you expected to see, photographs captured moments rather than truth. But this... this was different. This was real.

The old man on the sand looked smaller than he'd imagined. Thinner. Years of illness had carved deep lines around his eyes and mouth, but there was something else there too - a stubborn set to his jaw that even death couldn't quite erase.

His white hair, still thick despite everything, was matted with sand and blood and troll drool. The mechanical chair lay broken several yards back, its pieces scattered like fallen autumn leaves.

His first reaction was shock - surely that couldn't be him? But then... a sigh escaped him, followed by something that might have been a smile. The tension he'd carried for sixty-seven years finally began to ease from his shoulders.

He turned to look at her properly for the first time, and... oh.

She looked human, and yet clearly wasn't. Like a painting of a person that somehow stepped out of its frame, too perfect to be real. Her skin was Sun-kissed bronze hue, seeming to absorb the dying sunlight rather than reflect it.

Hair white as the whitest of moons flowed around her face as if underwater, defying gravity in gentle waves. A midnight blue robe draped her form like liquid shadow, moving with impossible grace even in the stillness.

Her features were regal, elegant - high cheekbones, full lips curved in a gentle smile, a straight nose that would have made ancient sculptors weep.

"I... didn't expect you to look like this."

Who would have?

She turned to him then, and Adom found himself staring into eyes that contained entire universes - deep green pools filled with spinning galaxies and dying stars. Her smile widened slightly.

"Everyone sees me differently," she said. "Some see an old man with a beard. Others, a young boy or young girl. A grim reaper with a scythe. A wolf. A bright light." She chuckled, the sound like distant wind chimes. "Some people even saw me as a truck."

Even her laugh was elegant, Adom noticed.

"I'm not unhappy with this form, I must say," she added, running a hand through her cosmic hair. "It suits the evening, don't you think?"

"It does," he agreed, watching the sun sink lower.

It was strange - he had no lungs to breathe with, yet he could feel the air. No skin to feel with, yet the breeze touched him. No nose to smell with, yet the incense scent lingered. But apparently, even as a soul, his legs still didn't work.

Seriously?

As the sun dipped closer to the horizon, he asked, "When do we go?"

"What do you mean?"

"You came here to take me, didn't you?"

"Hmm." She traced patterns in the sand with a finger that left no marks. "Did I?"

"What do you mean?"

Adom then drew in what felt like a breath - funny how those habits lingered even without a body. He wanted to say something.

'I'm ready.'

The words were difficult to push out, weighted with all his regrets and unfinished business. He wasn't ready. Not really. But at least... well, at least this confirmed something, didn't it? An afterlife. The possibility of seeing them all again, make amends - Mother, Father, Sam, everyone...

Wait.

The realization hit him like a bucket of ice water. Adom had never believed in any of the old gods or the new ones. Had actively rejected them all, in fact. If there was an afterlife, then there was probably... everything else too. Paradise. And its rather uncomfortable alternative.

Oh.

Oh no.

He looked at the woman beside him, suddenly very aware that he might have seriously miscalculated his entire philosophical stance on existence.

Adom gulped audibly, the daunting question lodged somewhere in his non-existent throat.

She smiled at him then. "Do you really want to go?"

Confusion washed over Adom. He turned back to look at his body lying in the sand, then at her, then back at the body again. There was no ambiguity there - no rise and fall of the chest, no flutter of pulse at the throat, not even the smallest twitch of muscle. That was, without question, a corpse. His corpse. Dead as dead could be.

"Do I... have a choice?" he asked slowly, the words coming out uncertain and slightly baffled.

The lady's smile curved into something more enigmatic. "Well," she said, "I have a deal for you."

Hmm. A deal. Not suspicious at all. No matter what the fairytales said about absolutely never striking deals with mysterious cosmic beings. Very normal.

"...What kind of deal?" he asked anyway, his spectral voice cautious.

"A second chance," she said simply. "To go back. Live your life again. Make different choices. Be happier."

The words felt unreal at first. Adom's non-existent heart seemed to stop all over again. The sunset, the beach, even his own corpse - everything blurred around him as her words echoed in his mind.

Go back?

The images flashed through his consciousness in a torrent - the day the bombs fell, the screams of people as magic tore reality apart, his father's last breath in his arms as the healing spells failed one by one, the burning cities, the mass graves, the dead marches, the endless refugee camps, the final devastating war that had turned the world into a wasteland, as mages unleashed powers that should have remained forbidden.

He'd watched it all crumble. Watched as humanity tore itself apart, watched as the fairy realms collapsed, as corruption poisoned everything good, as hope itself died a slow, agonizing death. He'd lived long enough to see the last tree wither, the last clean river turn toxic.

Lived to see the World Dungeon rise.

And now... now this being was offering him a chance to...

His mind couldn't even process it. The sheer magnitude of what she was suggesting - the possibility of maybe, just maybe...

His ghostly form trembled. All his carefully constructed acceptance, his hard-won peace with death, his resignation to the end - it all shattered like glass.

A second chance.

Those three words contained everything he'd ever wanted and everything he'd forced himself to stop hoping for.

"...What?" was all Adom managed to whisper.

Another thought cut through his shock - everything had a price. What was Death's?

As if reading his thoughts (and perhaps she was), she spoke. "You're wondering about the cost." She drew patterns in the air with her finger, leaving trails of stardust that formed and reformed into spiraling galaxies. "But there isn't one. This moment, right here, was always meant to be."

She gestured at the darkening horizon. "Whatever happens to you has been waiting to happen since the beginning of time. Every tear, every loss, every moment of despair - it shaped you."

Her voice grew gentle. "You're not here to correct a mistake, Adom. You're here because this is exactly where you're supposed to be. Think of it less as a second chance, and more as... the next step in your journey."

"Why me?" Adom asked, his voice small against the vastness of what she offered. "I was just a mage. But not..." he gestured helplessly at nothing and everything, "not nearly enough to change whatever's coming. Not powerful enough to stop all... that."

"Why not?" she replied. "Others have walked this path before you. A simple farmer once changed the course of history, and all he wanted was to grow wheat."

She turned to face the sea again. "If you could go back, with all your memories intact, what kind of man would you be, Adom Sylla?"

Adom considered her question, really considered it.

He wanted everything he did not have the pleasure to experience in his life. He wanted to travel the world. Go on adventures. Eat the most succulent meals. To drink the most bizarre drinks. Talk and befriend people of all intelligent races, visit their lands, experience their culture.

Adom wanted to live. Simply live.

But then a flicker of fear crossed his spectral features.

In order for him to do that, there would need to be a world to begin with. So, would he be burdened with the mission of stopping that?

He felt the fear of failure, fear of watching it all crumble again, fear of being too weak, too late, too little. But then... something else kindled in his eyes. A spark of defiance, bright and sharp as the first star appearing in the darkening sky.

The same defiance that had kept him studying when others said magic was beyond him after the illness. The same fire that had made him push forward when his body wouldn't work. The same stubborn light that had kept him fighting long after hope had died.

The spark that, even after everything, had never quite gone out.

"Yes," she said, satisfaction in her voice. "That is exactly what you need to feel."

Adom confirmed then that she was indeed reading his thoughts. Though... he had no actual head anymore, so she was reading his... what exactly?

The metaphysical implications were starting to give him a metaphysical headache.

She rose to her feet, and Adom found himself looking up, and up, and up. She seemed to stretch into infinity, her robes merging with the darkening sky, stars dancing in their folds. She extended her hand down to him - a hand that somehow remained elegant and human-sized despite her cosmic proportions.

"Accept the deal," she said, her voice now echoing all over the space. "Fight for the world you would like to live in."

Her voice grew softer, gentler. "And when it's all over, when all is said and done, and you have completed a hopefully long, satisfying life..." She paused, her star-filled eyes warm. "Then I will take you."

Being promised collection by this entity, even one who looked like a beautiful lady, should not have felt reassuring. Yet somehow, it only made Adom more determined to make that meeting as distant as possible.

He smiled and reached for her hand. It felt like touching starlight and shadow at once, warm and cool, solid and ethereal, impossibly ancient and perfectly present.

"Deal."

The moment their hands clasped, everything - the beach, the sunset, his corpse, even Death herself - simply... ceased. No fade to white, no dramatic flash. Just sudden, complete nothingness. No up or down, no light or dark, no sound or silence. Not even the concept of empty space. Just...

Nothing.

Through the nothingness, her voice came one last time:







"Make it count, Adom Sylla."











*****

 

Adom floated in the nothingness, formless and senseless.

 

Time lost all meaning. He couldn't tell if seconds or eons had passed. The emptiness was absolute, oppressive.

 

Then, a flicker. A pinprick of awareness in the endless. It grew, expanding like a bubble in the void. Suddenly, glowing blue text materialized before him:

[System Initializing...]

 

The words hung there, impossibly bright in what was now darkness. More text appeared, each line bringing a surge of sensation back to Adom's formless consciousness:


[Name: Adom Sylla]
[Race: Human]
[Life Force: 100/100]
[Class: Mage]
[Date: 5th of Sapin, 847 AR]

As the last line faded, reality crashed back into existence around him.

The first thing that came back was sensation - a dull throb that seemed to exist everywhere and nowhere at once. Then pressure, the weight of his own body, real and solid and impossibly heavy. His lungs burned as they remembered how to breathe, each heartbeat thundering in his ears like a drum.

Consciousness trickled in like water through a cracked dam.

"...dead?""...poke him with a stick..."
"...your wand away before..."
The voices faded in and out, mixing with the ringing in his ears.

"Mr. Sylla?"

Everything felt too much - the cold wetness on his face, the taste of blood in his mouth, the hard ground beneath him, the scratch of rough fabric against his skin. His nerve endings fired all at once, relearning what it meant to be alive.

"...dom? Adom?""Leave him..."
"...should we get the..."
"...breathing, look..."

His eyelids flickered, impossibly heavy. Light stabbed at his retinas, making the world swim in blurry patches of color. Something shifted nearby - shadows moving against brightness.

"Mr. Sylla? Can you hear me?"

The world slowly began to arrange itself into recognizable shapes, like a painting coming into focus. The ringing in his ears faded to a distant hum, replaced by the clear voices of...

The world swam in and out of focus, faces hovering above him. Faces he'd forgotten he once knew. Faces that had haunted his dreams for decades. This was like watching a memory play out, except...

[Attribute Unlocked: Regressor's Memory]

The memories crashed into Adom like a tidal wave. The beach. Death. Her star-filled eyes. The deal... THE DEAL!

"AH!" He jolted upright, earning a chorus of startled gasps from the crowd around him.

"I think you broke him, Damus."

Damus? His head whipped left, then right, taking in the sea of young faces staring at him like he'd grown a second head. They all looked so... small. So unbearably young.

Strong hands gripped his shoulders, steadying him. "Easy there, Mr. Sylla. You need to breathe. That was quite the hit you took during the duel." The adult voice paused, hardening slightly. "For which you will come and see me in my office, Mr. Lightbringer."

Adom heard a tsk somewhere in the crowd.

It worked. It really worked! He was-

Wait. He squinted at the man holding his shoulders. Who was... ah, The stern face, the scarred face that could only come from battle, the silver-streaked beard...

...Crowley? Professor Crowley!

His heart hammered against his ribs. There was Damus Lightbringer, standing awkwardly to the side, looking so young it hurt. No scar carved into his face, no hollow darkness in his eyes. Just a boy who'd cast a spell too powerful for a practice duel.

The fifth of Sapin. The day he'd spent a day in the infirmary because little Damus couldn't control his temper. Look at him, that little-

"Adom?"

Adom's eyes widened. That voice. That impossible voice.

He turned slowly, looking past Crowley, and there...

There was Sam.

Alive. Whole. Young. Stupid, wonderful Sam, with his crooked grin and worried eyes, his ginger hair catching the sunlight like copper wire.

Adom's trembling fingers found his own face - smooth, impossibly elastic skin, the sharp sting where Damus's spell had hit him, cool water droplets still clinging to his cheeks. He felt the roundness there, the absence of decades of worry lines. Young. He was young.

A laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep inside him, wild and uncontrolled, bordering on hysterical.

"Did he hit his head?""Should we get the healer?"
"He's gone mental..."

"Adom?" Sam's voice cut through the whispers, concerned. "Are you alright?"

Adom threw his head back and shouted to the sky, not caring how crazy he looked, not caring about anything except the air in his young lungs and the beating of his restored heart:

"I'M BACK!"

"Yeah. You definitely broke him, Damus."












            

    
        Chapter 02. The Rules Of Street Fighting

    
    
    
    
                "What is your name, young man?"

Nobody had called him young in ages. The thought made Adom chuckle, earning him a sharp look from the nurse.

A movement near the door caught his attention - the nurse's familiar, a large Sunhound whose name danced frustratingly at the edge of his memory.

What was his name again? Buddy? Bailey? Something with B...

The creature was watching him with unusual intensity, his head tilted in that peculiar way animals do when they sense something isn't quite right.

"Adom Sylla, ma'am." The words came automatically while his eyes wandered, trying not to meet the Sunhound's unnervingly perceptive gaze.

The infirmary smelled exactly as he remembered - bitter herbs and sweet-scented healing potions, with that underlying tang of antiseptic magic that always made his nose itch.

Afternoon light streamed through tall windows, catching dust motes that danced in the air and making the Sunhound's fur shimmer like gold. He'd forgotten about those windows, how they filled the room with golden light at this hour.

"Is something wrong, Biscuit?" The nurse asked, noticing her familiar's unusual behavior.

Biscuit! That was it. The name clicked into place in Adom's mind with an almost physical sensation of relief.

The Sunhound's nose twitched, and Adom could feel the creature's innate magic reaching out, sensing... something. Something different. Something changed. Sunhounds were known for their ability to detect illness and magical anomalies - it was why they made such excellent familiars for healers. But surely it couldn't...

Adom looked away.

There were the familiar white curtains separating the beds, starched so stiffly they could probably stand on their own. And those shelves - rows upon rows of colored bottles, their contents shimmering with barely contained alchemy. Blue for mana restoration, red for blood replenishment, that peculiar shade of green for bone-mending...

"And what day is it?"

"Fifth of Sapin." His gaze caught on the ceiling beams. Dark wood, worn smooth by centuries of magic. How many generations of students had laid here, staring up at those same beams?

"Year?"

"847 After Restoration." He'd always wondered about that crack in the third beam that looked exactly like a dragon. Strange how some memories stay with you, crystal clear, while others...

"And who is our current Archmage?"

"Sir Gaius the..." Adom caught himself just in time. Sir Gaius the Dead, his mind supplied. Sir Gaius the Betrayed. Sir Gaius whose body would be found in three years, after...

"...the Wise," he finished smoothly.

The nurse - Miss Thornheart, that was her name - narrowed her eyes at his hesitation. She'd been old when he was young (the first time), her hair already steel-grey and pulled back in that severe bun. But her hands were steady as she held up her wand, its tip glowing with diagnostic light.

Ah, wands. He hadn't seen one in years - they'd fallen out of fashion in his time, as wand and staff users became increasingly rare. Not by choice, of course.

Hard to maintain a tradition when most of its practitioners were dead.

Wands were mainly used by those who struggled with manual spell-weaving - the "spell-dyslexic" as some unkindly called them - and first years just starting to learn the basics of magic. The runic inscriptions helped focus and guide the mana flow that some mages couldn't naturally control with their hands. So strange seeing one here now.

So strange seeing everything here.

Miss Thornheart sighed, finally lowering her wand. "He seems perfectly fine, Professor Crowley. Just a mild concussion. A night's rest should set him right."

Professor Crowley, shifted uncomfortably, his dark robes rustling. "Are you certain this isn't a case of..." He hesitated, then leaned closer to Miss Thornheart's ear, "possession?"

The nurse's expression hardened. "That was the first thing I checked when you brought him in, babbling about being 'back'. The diagnostic showed nothing unusual. No foreign essences, no spiritual intrusion. He's perfectly normal."

Crowley turned to Adom, his bushy eyebrows furrowed. "Then what was that about, young man? That shout about being 'back'?"

Adom managed what he hoped was a suitably embarrassed smile. "I... got knocked out, sir. Wasn't thinking straight when I came to."

He couldn't exactly tell them he'd traveled decades back in time. They'd either think he was mentally unstable - and wouldn't that be an interesting first day back? - or assume he was making light of serious magical principles.

Or worse, label him a deviant.

The Three Absolute Rules of magic were drilled into every mage from their first day: Nothing is created, everything is transformed. Death is irreversible. Time is uncontrollable.

These weren't just theoretical principles - they were fundamental laws that defined the boundaries between responsible magic use and dangerous deviation. Breaking them wasn't just impossible; the mere suggestion of trying marked you as someone who couldn't be trusted with magic.

Luckily enough, even the mad respected these boundaries. The last recorded attempt to break them was some 800 years ago - a rather unfortunate case of 'skill issue', as modern mages would say. So at least no one's first thought upon hearing him say "I'm back" would be time travel.

Time travel, in particular, was considered dangerous nonsense, the kind of thing that got you funny looks in the better cases and serious discussions about your fitness to study magic in the worse ones.

For the absolute worst case, as a deviant, you'd find yourself having a very final discussion with the Mage Council's executioner. They were quite efficient about it too - no dramatic trials, no last words. Just a very quick solution to a very dangerous problem.

Adom almost smiled at the irony. He'd spent years believing the same thing, dismissing the very notion as absurd.

Then he broke the Second and Third Rules an hour ago.

Which in itself would be fine to explain if he could prove it. Not that he could - or should. That would involve explaining things to people who solved magical anomalies by removing them permanently.

Well, in their defense, when entire civilizations are wiped out overnight and continents reshape themselves because someone decided to be "innovative" with these rules, you tend to take them seriously. The Fourth Age ended that way. And the Third. And the Second.

The ruins of those ancient magical societies stood as silent warnings, their perfectly circular voids in reality still studied by modern mages. So their zealousness in enforcing these rules was... understandable.

"Must have been quite a knock to the head," Crowley muttered, not quite convinced.

"You have no idea," Adom grinned, then noticed both adults staring at him with unsettled expressions. Right. Teenagers didn't usually respond to authority figures with knowing grins.

He swung his legs off the bed. "I'm leaving now-" The words were out before he could stop them, and he immediately saw Professor Crowley's eyebrows shoot up while Miss Thornheart's lips pressed into a thin line.

Decades of being an accomplished mage, of making his own decisions, of being the authority figure - he'd completely forgotten how these interactions were supposed to go.

Students didn't announce their departures to professors; they asked permission. Basic manners that had been drilled into him as a child, now completely forgotten in the habits of adulthood.

Adom caught himself and cleared his throat, fighting back another inappropriate grin. "I mean... may I be excused, Miss Thornheart? Professor?"

The nurse's expression had shifted from stern to oddly curious, while Crowley was looking at him as if he'd grown a second head.

Adom gestured vaguely at his own temple, forcing an apologetic smile. "The concussion, remember?"

The excuse was becoming quite convenient, really.

Biscuit finally seemed to make up his mind, padding over to Adom and pressing his warm nose against his hand. Whatever the Sunhound had sensed earlier appeared to have been dismissed as non-threatening, though Miss Thornheart's thoughtful expression suggested she'd be keeping a closer eye on her newest patient.

Much to Adom's displeasure.

"You may go, Mr. Sylla. Please be careful, and you do not have to come to tomorrow's practice. Get some rest."

"Thank you, Professor." And then Adom ran.

He ran.

Here's the thing about running: when you've spent decades barely able to walk, dragging yourself around in a wheelchair, watching your body betray you bit by bit... well, running becomes something of a dream.

A half-forgotten memory that makes your heart ache. Young people at the Xerkes Celestial Academy of Mystical Arts or for short, Xerkes, took it for granted - this ability to just pick up your feet and move, to feel the wind in your face, to cover distance with nothing but the strength of your own legs.

Adom ran through the courtyard, his feet pounding against the ancient stones, past startled students with their various familiars.

Xerkes had only one rule about familiars: as long as it didn't burn or kill other students or furniture, and could fit in a classroom, it was allowed.

Hmm. That was two rules...

Anyway.

Students stared at the weird kid sprinting and laughing like a maniac. He didn't care. He ran in place, feeling his muscles respond instantly, perfectly, no pain, no stiffness, no betrayal. Just pure, beautiful motion.

The late afternoon sun cast the Academy's white towers in gold, their spiral tips reaching into the cloudy sky like they always had.

“Sylla,” someone greeted with a nod, while another called out, “Watch it, Sylla!” as he nearly collided with them. He waved a quick apology, laughing as he ran on. Snatches of conversation followed him—“Is he racing death?”—and a few curious glances turned his way - children who would become colleagues, rivals, friends, some even enemies.

But right now, they were just confused teenagers watching another teenager have what appeared to be a mental breakdown in the middle of the school grounds.

It felt like flying. It felt like freedom. It felt like a dream.

Except it wasn't a dream. And that? That was even better.

"Hey, shrimp!"

Adom stopped automatically, his body responding before his mind could intervene. What was that called again? Ah yes, reflexes, and in this case, it seemed his body was still wired in a way that made him answer to specific things still.

A habit he would have to correct soon.





He turned around, still panting, still smiling, to see Damus approaching with his usual entourage.

 

They were talking among themselves, snickering - not really evil, just... kids drunk on the power of being in the right group, at the right time, with the right leader.

 









Damus Lightbringer. Now there was a story.

Heir to House Lightbringer, descendant of the last Sword Saint, and one of the most talented student in their promotion. Everyone knew who he was - how could they not? His magical potential was off the charts, and he had the kind of natural charisma that drew people to him like moths to flame.

Adom and Damus had known each other practically since birth. Their fathers - Duke Jasper Lightbringer and Arthur Sylla - had been adventurers together, part of the "Jolly Jumper" party. They'd even survived being trapped in the Midnight Labyrinth, an infamous Dungeon, for three years, and came out of it as its conquerors. The stories about them were still told in taverns across the continent.

Funny thing was, Adom couldn't quite pinpoint when Damus had changed.

The two of them been close as children, practically brothers. Then they came to Xerkes together, and something... shifted.

It started small - a joke here, a comment there, always about Adom's insecurities, always in front of others. The "friendly" sparring matches that left bruises. The way he'd wait until others were watching before pulling his little pranks.

And of course, there was the nickname - "Shrimp."

How lovely.

Though to be fair, looking down at his current body, Adom had to admit he was rather scrawny at this age. All knees and elbows and absolutely zero muscle. No wonder Damus had started calling him that.

Wait. Started? Was starting? Time travel really did mess with your verb tenses.

They crowded around him, that special kind of teenage intimidation disguised as playful roughhousing. Marcus Blackthorn grabbed him in a headlock, ruffling his hair with knuckles just a bit too hard to be friendly.

Finn Cooper and Leon Walsh flanked them, creating that familiar wall of bodies that always made escape impossible.

"Man, you really got your ass handed to you," Marcus laughed, still not letting go. "For a moment there, I thought you were dead!"

"Crowley's got some nerve," Leon added, his freckled face split in a grin, "matching you with Damus. Everyone knows he's the best fighter in second year."

There we go...

"Third year too," Finn chimed in, always the eager one. "Remember when he beat Jules from third year in practice?"

Third year? Really?

"Fifth year," Marcus added, finally releasing Adom. "Don't forget about Catherine from fifth year."

It was a miracle their noses weren't brown yet from all the licking.

Damus stood slightly apart, that familiar half-smile on his face as he watched his friends roughhouse with Adom. He had that look - the one that said he was above it all while secretly orchestrating every moment.

"Sorry about that spell from earlier, shrimp," he finally said. He always insisted on finishing all his sentences addressed to Adom with that word. Then came the usual patronizing remarks."You had it coming though. Your footwork's terrible. No wonder you keep falling." Good old Damus. So predictable.

Ooh. There goes that half-smile again, this meant it was time for the false sympathy, in three, two, one..."Hope you're not holding a grudge. Are you? S-"

"Shrimp." Adom finished. Earning him the widened eyes of Damus and his fanboys.

It was strange.

Back then - now? - when all this started, Adom had refused to believe Damus could be like this. They'd shared too many childhood memories, too many secret adventures. Then, gradually, that disbelief had turned into fear. And anger. Mostly at himself, for never fighting back, for letting it happen.

It was also, as Adom only now realized, the reason he hated eating shrimps. The taste of them, the sight of them, the word itself. It always reminded him of how passive he was back then when clearly, he had no reason to be. Others would end up paying the price for that passive acceptance, unfortunately.

But now? Looking at Damus, Adom felt more baffled than anything else. How had he ever been intimidated by... this?

Because this was just a kid. A privileged kid with that spiky blond hair that used to be the trend at this point in time (God, it looked ridiculous now that he saw it again). His face was scattered with acne that no amount of magical remedies seemed to cure.

His uniform was perfectly pressed, of course - couldn't have the Lightbringer heir looking anything less than perfect - but his tie was deliberately loose in that "I'm too cool to care" way that took at least ten minutes to get right.

Just another noble kid with pimples playing at being a big shot, really. Funny how perspective changes everything.

"What are you looking at?"

Adom smiled. A window!

"Actually, you should avoid scratching those," he said, gesturing vaguely at Damus's face. "Moonweaver Apothecary makes this really effective magical ointment for acne. Not very well-known, but it works wonders."

Marcus, Finn, and Leon froze, their heads swiveling back and forth between Adom and Damus. Their expressions shifted from confusion to shock to something approaching horror.

Ah, right. The unwritten rule: thou shalt not mention Damus Lightbringer's skin condition. Ever. It was like the sun - everyone saw it, everyone knew about it, but nobody dared speak of it. Not even to offer help. Especially not to offer help.

Damus's eyes went wide, and his face... oh, his face was turning a fascinating shade of red that had nothing to do with acne.

"...What did you say?" Damus's voice was low, his eyes darting around to check if anyone had dared to laugh.

"Oh," Adom said, raising his voice to ensure perfect clarity across the courtyard. "I SAID," He inspired, then, "YOU SHOULD AVOID SCRATCHING YOUR ACNE." He enunciated each word with deliberate precision. "AND THAT MOONWEAVER APOTHECARY MAKES A REALLY EFFECTIVE MAGICAL OINTMENT FOR IT. NOT VERY WELL-KNOWN, BUT IT WORKS WONDERS."

The words rang out across the suddenly silent courtyard. A few students who hadn't heard the first time stopped to stare. Someone gasped. A group of third-years paused their conversation mid-sentence.

Adom maintained eye contact with Damus, his expression perfectly neutral, as if he'd just commented on the weather rather than committed what amounted to social suicide in the hierarchy of Xerkes.

One might argue there was no need for this - Adom was technically an adult now, and stooping to teenager-level provocations seemed beneath him.

But this was long overdue.

Because here's the thing about letting people treat you however they want: you're not just setting your own boundaries, sometimes you're teaching them how to treat others around you. Adom's passivity, his weakness, his desperate hope that things would get better if he just endured it quietly - all of that had consequences. Consequences that extended far beyond his own suffering.

Sam.

It started in their third year. The signs were all there, crystal clear in hindsight. Sam switched rooms suddenly, made excuses not to be seen with Adom anymore. Then came the bruises he couldn't explain, the way he'd flinch at sudden movements.

The final straw came at their third end-of-year ceremony. Damus' friends thought it would be hilarious to project images across the great hall - images of Sam, naked, being forced to dance and pose, tears streaming down his face. They played it in front of everyone: the entire school, visiting dignitaries from the city, Sam's family. His little sister had been there.

If Adom had just once taken Sam aside, really talked to him, instead of pretending not to notice. If he'd asked about those bruises, about why Sam suddenly couldn't look him in the eye anymore. If he'd just... done something. Anything.

But he hadn't. Even though his own illness was already starting to show back then, even though his legs would sometimes give out without warning, even though he was scared and in pain - that wasn't really an excuse, was it? Because he could have still spoken up. Could have told a professor, could have confronted Damus, could have at least let Sam know he wasn't alone.

Instead, his silence had sent a message: if Adom wouldn't even stand up for himself, he definitely wouldn't stand up for Sam. It made Sam an easy target - the quiet kid whose only friend wouldn't even snitch. Free game, as they say.

One conversation. That's all it might have taken. One moment of courage, one decision to set boundaries, one friend actually being a friend instead of a coward.

But he'd chosen to watch instead. To stay quiet. To hope it would all just go away on its own.

It didn't.

Sam didn't live to see the next sunrise. He preferred ending his life than facing the humiliation.

And Adom? Adom just watched. Like he always did.

But not this time.

Not. This. Time.

The reasonable course of action, the mature one, would be to report any bullying to a professor. That's what any sensible adult would advise.

But sometimes, kids didn't need a scolding. Especially not privileged, self-absorbed little shits who were completely oblivious to the suffering they caused others. Sometimes, what they really needed was a good punch in the face.

Of course, it would be completely unethical for an adult to go around punching twelve-year-olds. That would be wrong on so many levels.

Oh, but wait.

Technically speaking, in this exact moment, Adom wasn't an adult at all. In fact, he was very much twelve years old too.

His lips curved into a smile.

Damus grabbed Adom's collar, yanking him close. "Have you gone completely insane?!"

"Easy, Damus, we could be se-"

"SHUT UP, LEON!"

Leon's mouth snapped shut.

"Mind letting go? I don't like being this close to people." His eyes flickered to Damus's face. "Especially with a face like that."

Damus's face contorted, a vein visibly pulsing in his forehead. His free hand clenched into a fist, drawing back.

Here we go.

Now, Adom wasn't a battle mage by any means. Though decades of practicing defensive and offensive spells did count for something. In his current physical state, he probably couldn't win a straight-up fight with Damus - the boy had at least twenty pounds on him, all muscle.

But street fights didn't work like duels.

Adom had read about this during one of his longer hospital stays, in a book that definitely shouldn't have been in the children's ward. Rule number one of street fighting:

The element of surprise.

As Damus's fist came sailing toward his face, Adom's mind was already moving, conceptualizing the pattern of a barrier spell. No time for hand gestures - just pure visualization, drawing mana from his surroundings and shaping it with practiced precision. The geometric patterns formed in his mind: hexagonal reinforcement, distributed force dispersion, minimal energy waste.

[Aegis Barrier]

Damus's fist slammed into the barrier with a sound like hitting thick glass. He stumbled back with a howl, clutching his hand. "What did- what did you do?!"

The translucent barrier shimmered around Adom, its hexagonal patterns catching the sunlight. He hadn't moved an inch, hadn't even raised his hands - the spell had simply... appeared.

"FIGHTING!" someone excitedly shouted as gasps and whispers rippled through the growing crowd.

"Isn't that an Aegis Barrier spell?" a voice cut through the murmurs. "That's a third-year defensive spell. How's he weaving it without gestures or grimoire?"

The barrier hummed softly, steady and unwavering, while Damus stared at his reddening knuckles in disbelief. His eyes darted between his injured hand and Adom's calm face, trying to process what had just happened.

Second rule of street fighting: double down on the surprise.

While Damus was still blabbering, Adom charged forward.

The fifth of Sapin, year 847 after restoration - today, when Damus had used the spell 'Hardening' during their "practice session," knocking Adom unconscious with a blow to the face. That's when he'd returned to this time, waking up on the ground with the taste of blood in his mouth and decades of memories suddenly crammed into his twelve-year-old brain.

He couldn't avoid taking that hit - it had already happened. But now? Now he was grateful for it.

Because it made this moment so much sweeter.

As he closed the distance, mana flowed around his fist, condensing into a dark, metallic coating that seemed to drink in the light.

The little shi- no, the little noble's mouth was still open, probably forming some threat or insult, when Adom's mana-enhanced fist connected with his jaw. The impact rang out like a hammer striking an anvil, a satisfying CRACK that seemed to echo across the suddenly silent courtyard.

Damus spun, actually spun, from the force of it, saliva and blood arcing through the air, before crumpling to the ground like a puppet with cut strings.

This felt really, really good.

[You have dealt 32 damage.]

[You have received 5 recoil damage.]

[+1 Endurance]
[+1 Agility]

Adom froze momentarily as the words materialized in his mind.

What was that?

It was there when he came to. And here again. It surely was not magic. Spells could easily be identified since they had mana traces in them. This felt... like nothing at all.

Adom quickly glanced around. Had anyone else noticed? No, it seemed not.

Damage? Recoil? He instinctively understood their meaning, though the implications were foreign and troubling.

He pushed the thought aside, forcing himself to focus. This wasn’t the time.

Damus groaned, his hands pressing against the ground as he tried to push himself up. Blood trickled from his split lip, and his eyes were unfocused, but somehow he was still conscious. Had to give it to him - the guy was stubborn.

Rule three of street fighting: When in doubt, hit them again.

Adom took two quick steps forward and brought his foot up in a clean arc, connecting solidly with Damus's face just as he managed to get his head off the ground. The impact made a sound that was somehow both wet and crunchy and the strange blue messages appeared again.

"STOP!"

Leon and Marcus rushed forward, with Marcus grabbing Adom's arm while Leo positioned himself between them and Damus, who had finally, properly collapsed.

"You've lost your mind!" Marcus shouted, trying to pull Adom back. "You could have killed him!"

Adom looked at the hand gripping his arm with the same detached interest he'd shown Damus earlier. "Let go."

Marcus flinched at his tone, and Finn - who'd been watching from the side - cleared his throat. "Marcus. Let him go."

At least one of them was smart.

As they hauled Damus's limp form toward the infirmary, Adom called after them: "If any of you want some more, you know where to find me."

They didn't answer.

The courtyard erupted.

"Did you see that?!" "Without hand gestures-" "He just-" "Someone get Professor Meris!" The voices overlapped, creating a wall of sound.

"That was AMAZING!" a first-year practically bounced in place.

"He's going to be in so much trouble," a prefect muttered, already heading for the faculty wing.

"Damus had it coming," someone whispered, then louder when others nodded. "He really did."

"Professor Meris is going to FLIP-"

"Did anyone else see the barrier pattern? That was advanced geometric-"

"But from HIM? Isn't he barely passing-"

"I heard Damus was bullying-"

Adom looked up, scanning the growing crowd, and there - on the second-floor balcony - stood Sam. His eyes were wide, mouth slightly open, hands gripping the railing.

He smiled, gave a little wave, then pointed up: 'I'm coming there.'

The crowd parted as he approached the stairs. He could feel their stares - most of them just confused. A few older students were already theorizing about his spell work, gesturing at each other with academic excitement. Others whispered behind their hands, no doubt already drafting letters home about this.

"Someone should tell a professor," a girl insisted.

"Shut up, Maya, that was the coolest thing I've ever seen!"

"Did you see his face? He wasn't even worried-"

"Damus was bleeding-"

"Good."

His legs worked - for now at least - and he savored the simple ability to climb stairs without pain. The students on the stairwell pressed themselves against the walls, giving him a wide berth.

"That barrier spell though-"

"Forget the barrier, did you see that punch?"

"My sister said Finn made someone cry yesterday-"

"Yeah but this isn't the way-"

"Isn't it though?"

He kept climbing, one step at a time, heading toward Sam.

Toward a future he was going to change.

            

    
        Chapter 03. Catching Up

    
    
    
    
                "What the hell was that?!" Sam's arms were flailing wildly. "Since when do you fight like some- some kind of mystical warrior monk from the eastern mountains?! Did you secretly train with shadow assassins while I wasn't looking?!"

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. God, he'd forgotten how Sam could turn everything into some fantasy novel reference. "It's so nice to see you, Sam. I missed you a lot." He opened his arms. "Want a hug?"

Sam's face contorted into an expression of pure confusion. The students around them exchanged glances, whispering behind their hands. Adom couldn't care less.

"Why are you being so weird, dude?" Sam took a step back. "Miss me? We literally share a dorm. We saw each other at breakfast." He squinted. "Did you hit your head? Because that would explain the sudden martial arts skills AND the weird emotional stuff-"

It had been decades for Adom though.

He just kept smiling, arms still wide open. "Hug?"

"Come on. Stop it." Sam looked around frantically. "People are staring! This is NOT helping your reputation after that whole thing you just pulled and- and- stop looking at me like that! Why are you looking at me like that?!"

Adom didn't budge, just stood there smiling.

"FINE!" Sam threw his hands up in defeat. "One side-hug! Like normal people! Like bros do! Just- stop with the puppy eyes!"

Sam awkwardly shuffled closer, giving Adom the most hesitant, rigid side-hug in the history of side-hugs, complete with the mandatory two pats on the back that apparently made it more masculine.

The two-pat side-hug was so perfectly, awkwardly Sam that he had to bite back a laugh. Sixty years, and some things never changed.

He matched the awkward energy, giving his own two pats in return, playing along with the whole "bros being bros" thing that had seemed so important when they were actually twelve. It was ridiculous and perfect and absolutely everything he needed.

"There. Done. Happy now?" Sam pulled back, adjusting his robes and eyeglasses like they'd been somehow disheveled. "Can we talk about the fact that you just went full warrior-mage on Damus? Because that feels like the more pressing topic here."

"Saw it in a book," Adom said, grinning.

"What book? Because l-" Sam glanced around, suddenly very aware of the dozens of eyes still fixed on them. He hunched his shoulders slightly, that familiar nervous tic Adom had almost forgotten about.

"Hey, uh, maybe we should go to the library? Or the dining hall? You know, somewhere less..." Sam gestured vaguely at their audience.

"Wait." Adom's eyes lit up. "Is Xerkes still doing that tomato soup?"

"Are you serious right now?" Sam's jaw dropped. "Xerkes' tomato soup? The soup that literally has whole tomatoes floating in it? The one that made people actually cry? That soup?"

"That's the one."

"The soup that started a petition to ban it last term? The one they say violates at least three cooking regulations? The one that-"

"Yes, Sam. That soup. The awful one. I want some."

"Did that punch scramble your brain? Because I distinctly remember you saying it tasted like 'someone boiled old boots in tomato juice and then forgot about it for a week.'"

Adom was already walking. Maybe his palate had changed after sixty years. Or maybe he just missed how horrifically bad it was. Sometimes you don't appreciate truly terrible things until they're gone.

"Are you coming?" he called back to Sam. "I want to see your face when I actually enjoy it."

"This is definitely brain damage," Sam muttered, hurrying to catch up. "We're going to need to get you checked out. Right after you explain about that book. And the fighting. And why you're suddenly craving food crimes."

*****

"Urgh." Adom's face scrunched up as he swallowed.

"See? SEE? I told you!" Sam was practically bouncing in his seat. "What did you think was going to happen?"

Apparently, sixty years hadn't changed his palate at all. If anything, the soup was worse than he remembered - chunks of barely-cooked tomatoes floating in what tasted like hot water someone had waved a tomato at. From a distance.

No salt. No pepper.

"Ah, that feels nostalgic." He took another spoonful.

Sam stopped mid-rant, staring at him. "Are you... are you actually eating more?"

The dining hall of Xerkes brought back memories. Just like before, it had a glass dome ceiling. Blue fire orbs floated near the top, mixing with the daylight. Round tables were spread across three levels, connected by staircases and floating platforms. Plants grew everywhere - on the walls, in hanging baskets - and some of them would steal food when students weren't looking.

"By the way, where are your eyeglasses?"

Adom blinked.

Ah. That explained why everything had been slightly blurry.

In his time, they had developed a complex artifice-enhanced spell for vision correction - it had taken decades to perfect the layered runes and enchantments needed to handle different types of vision problems. But that was still twenty years away from being created, and another five again from being perfected.

Now, he'd have to make do with regular eyeglasses. "Must have lost them during the thing with Damus this morning. I'll check the found objects later."

"Speaking of Damus..." Sam leaned forward. "What was that all about? Seriously?"

"Sam." Adom set down his spoon. "Starting today, we're going to fight back."

"We?"

"Yes, we." Adom grinned. "You wanted to know about those spells, right?"

"Uh, yeah?"

"An adventurer mage taught them to me. I've been practicing in secret."

Sam's eyes went wide. "What? Who? What other spells did you learn? When did this happen? Why didn't you tell me?"

"She made me promise not to tell anyone." Adom's smile turned mysterious. "But... she had floating white hair and galaxies in her eyes."

Sam stared at him for a long moment. "Why are you doing this?"

"Doing what?"

"Bullshitting me."

"I'm not though."

"Right. You're saying you talked to a girl? You?"

Adom froze for a second. He'd expected Sam to not believe him anyway, but not the reason of his disbelief.

"Wait," he said, "that's the only thing you retained from what I said? I told you she had white hair and literal galaxies in her eyes. Galaxies, Sam."

"But she was a girl? Pshh, right." Sam's face couldn't have been more serious if he tried.

Right. That's who they had been - two awkward, bookish nerds who could barely string two words together when a girl walked by. God, this was embarrassing. He'd somehow forgotten that part of his past self.

Adom laughed.

"Excuse me?" A hesitant voice interrupted them. "Are you going to finish that?"

Adom turned to find a round-faced boy hovering by their table, his black robes bearing a single red line on the shoulder - a first year. Blonde hair fell into clear brown eyes, and his cheeks were slightly flushed, either from the stairs or from gathering the courage to approach upper-years.

Something about the boy's jovial expression tugged at Adom's memory. Do I know this guy?

"The soup," the boy clarified, pointing at Adom's bowl. "If you're not going to..."

"Please, save me from myself." Adom pushed the bowl toward him. "I'm Adom, by the way. This is Sam."

"Leo!" The boy plopped down beside them, already reaching for the spoon. "I saw what you did earlier, with that barrier spell. That was incredible! Was that really a multilayered weave? We've only just started learning basic patterns in Professor Kern's class - you know, 'straight lines for Push and Pull, direction matters more than force.'" He mimicked their professor's droning voice perfectly.

Sam snorted. "Oh man, Kern's still using that line? When we were first-years, he made us recite it before every practical session. 'Direction before force, focus before flow.'"

"It was a multilayered spell," Adom cut in, watching Leo attack the soup with surprising enthusiasm. "Double hexagonal pattern with flow variation."

Leo's eyes went wide, spoon frozen halfway to his mouth. "But that's third-year material! Are you taking special classes as a second year?"

"That's what I've been trying to figure out," Sam said, grinning at Leo. "Our mysterious prodigy here won't tell me where he learned it. Says a warrior-mage taught him during summer break."

"Really? Could you teach me?" Leo blurted out. "I mean, not the advanced stuff, obviously, but maybe some tips? The professors keep saying visualization is key, but honestly, I'm still struggling with keeping my line straight for Push spells."

A glob of soup dripped from his forgotten spoon, and a vine darted down to catch it before it could hit the table.

"Where are you at in Fundamentals right now?" Adom asked. "Still working on basic Push?"

"Yeah. We just finished the first chapter in Kaveth's Primer. 'Forces and Control.'" Leo grimaced. "We're supposed to master pushing at different strengths before moving to Pull spells next week."

Sam perked up. "Ah, the control exercises? Learning to push a feather without sending it flying across the room?"

"Exactly," Leo sighed. "I either barely move it or blast it away. Can't seem to find the middle ground."

"The grimoire's focusing phrase helped me with that one," Sam offered. "'Gentle as a summer breeze, steady as a river's flow.' Really helps calibrate the force. I still use it sometimes when I need extra precision."

"You don't have to use the words," Adom added, noting Leo's surprised look. "It's all in the head, but they're in the grimoire for a reason. Same with the hand movements - they're training wheels, helping you build the right mental pathways. Once those are solid, you can weave with pure intent."

"Like Professor Kern's demonstration last week?" Leo asked eagerly. "He moved like five different objects at different speeds, all at once!"

"Exactly." Adom drew another line, letting mana particles dance visibly along it. "But before you get there, you need to master the basic forms. Have you been doing your daily weaving exercises?"

Leo shifted uncomfortably. "Well..."

"They seem pointless, right?" Sam grinned. "Just tracing lines in the air over and over, practicing different pressures. But trust me, they work. My fine control was terrible until I actually committed to doing them properly."

"Want to try pushing something light now?" Sam continued. "We can walk you through it. Right, Adom?"

"Well..." Adom considered for a moment. "Every spell has its own geometric pattern. The simpler the pattern, the easier the spell. As you know, Push and Pull are the most basic - just straight lines. That's why they teach them first."

"The trick is," Adom continued, "mana particles want to follow certain paths. They're like... you know when sunlight hits dust motes?" Leo nodded. "Imagine those dust motes actually wanting to form shapes. The straight line is just the simplest shape they can make."

Sam leaned forward. "I've never heard it explained quite like that."

"Right. So when you're struggling with your Push spell, you're probably trying to force the mana. Don't. Just..." Adom drew another line, slower this time, and Leo gasped as tiny motes of light followed his finger's path. "Show it where to go. The particles will do the rest."

"Want to try a basic Pull spell?" Adom asked.

Leo straightened up, nearly knocking over his spoon. "Right now?"

"Why not? Just remember - don't force it. Visualize the line, feel the mana, and..." Adom gestured encouragingly.

"Here," Sam leaned forward, "the trick that helped me in first year was thinking about what you want to happen. Don't focus on the mana yet - just think about what you want. Intent."

Leo raised his hand, face scrunched in concentration as he attempted to Pull the soup bowl. His fingers twitched, but the bowl didn't move.

"Your line's wobbling," Adom said gently. "Try this - close your eyes."

Leo did.

"Now, open your palm," Sam added, "and think about reaching for that bowl. Just... feel the distance between you and it."

"Oh, I'm starting to get it."

"Good," Adom said. "Now visualize the path to it. A perfectly straight line, like a string connecting your palm to the bowl."

"I... I think I see it," Leo whispered, eyes still closed.

"Perfect. The mana particles will want to follow that line," Adom explained. "Now, keeping that image in mind, make a smooth, straight movement with your hand - like you're pulling on that string."

Leo took a deep breath and drew his hand back in a clean, straight motion. The bowl slid smoothly across the table toward him, stopping right at his fingertips. His eyes flew open in delight.

"I did it!" He beamed at them both. "I really did it!"

"Nice work," Sam grinned. "Clean movement, clear intent - that's exactly how it should look."

"And I said this before, but with practice," Adom added, "you won't even need the hand movements anymore. The mana will respond to your intent alone. That's how more experienced mages can weave without gesturing - but for now, the movements help train your mind to direct the mana properly."

"Leo!" A voice called from across the hall. "We're going to be late for Fundamentals!"

"Coming!" Leo scrambled up, somehow having already finished most of the soup. "Thanks for this! And, um, if you ever have time to help a first-year..." He let the sentence hang hopefully.

"We'll see," Adom said, finding himself smiling at the boy's earnest enthusiasm.

"Thank you!" He shouted one last time to them, before disappearing in the sea of students.

Sam sat back with a satisfied smile. "You know, I always wanted to be that cool senior who helps the little ones. Guess we're doing it already."

"We're second-years," Adom pointed out, amused.

"Details, details." Sam took a spoonful of his soup and grimaced. "Ugh, it's gone cold." He traced a quick square pattern in the air, and a warm glow settled over the bowl. "Besides, remember how lost we were last year? Would've killed for some friendly advice beyond 'direction before force, focus before flow.'" He affected Professor Kern's monotonous drawl again.

Then, with a gasp, Sam's spoon suddenly froze halfway to his mouth, his shoulders tensing visibly. He stared intently at his soup as if it held the secrets of the universe. Something about his friend's deer-in-spellfire expression triggered an inexplicable surge of anxiety in Adom's gut. He fought it down, irritated at his body's betrayal.

"What–" Adom started to turn.

"Don't," Sam squeaked. A blush crept up his neck. "It's... it's Mia Storm."

"Hello, boys."

Sam managed a slight nod, his eyes still fixed downward. His mouth opened briefly as if to speak, but nothing came out.

Around them, Adom noticed the familiar signs - a boy nearly spilling his drink while pretending to read, another one trailing off mid-sentence, several others suddenly finding reasons to fix their hair or straighten their uniforms.

Oh. Right. Her.

Silver curls, bright eyes, that little smile that suggested she knew something amusing about the world. The girl who would grow up to become the youngest Chief Alchemist in imperial history.

The girl he'd spent three years pining after like a particularly pathetic puppy.

Looking at her now was like looking at a photograph of someone's kid sister. Had he really written poetry about those eyes? Actually sat in Advanced Thaumaturgy composing internal sonnets about the way she held her quill?

The human brain was a fascinating and terrible thing.

"Oh, hello Mia. How're you doing?" Adom said. Still impressed at how young she looked. In another timeline, this little one would become the youngest chief alchemist in history, only to fall during the catastrophic Dungeon Break of Valanya. He was 26 at the time when he heard the news.

Sam let out an audible gasp, making both Adom and Mia turn to look at him.

"Is he okay?" she asked, her eyebrows raised slightly.

"He's practicing to be a mime," Adom said automatically, his mouth running on autopilot while his brain tried to sort out which memories belonged to when. "Very method."

The corner of Mia's mouth twitched. "Actually, Adom, I was looking for you."

That was new.

Their most meaningful interaction had been when she'd sneezed and he'd dropped his entire lunch tray. He didn't even know she knew his name back then.

"Found me."

"Your glasses." She pulled them from her bag. "From the duel? You left them behind when Damus, um..." She made a vague exploding gesture.

"Thank you," Adom smiled, taking them back. "You spared me a trip to the lost objects office." 

"My pleasure," Mia said, then added with a slight tilt of her head, "It's actually the first time I've seen you without them. It suits you pretty well."

Sam gasped again, louder this time.

Adom sighed, shooting his friend a look before turning back to Mia. "Thank you. I–"

"Mia!" One of her friends called from across the cafeteria. "We've got five minutes!"

"Oh, right - I have Healing next," she said, then paused. "Aren't you in that class too?"

Adom opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. Was he? The class schedules blurred together - this was so long ago he couldn't remember. "Different section," he said finally, hoping he wasn't lying.

"Ah, that explains why I haven't seen you there." She adjusted her bag. "I should go. Talk later?"

"Yeah, bye," Adom replied casually.

As Mia walked away, Adom turned back to find Sam staring at him with an expression that could only be described as religious awe. A fresh wave of remembered anxiety washed over him - that old, familiar feeling from his first time through adolescence. The boy's palms were actually sweating. Seriously?

This problem would need to be addressed.

"You okay there?" Adom asked, trying not to smile.

Sam's response was muffled by the table. "How do you just... talk? Like that? To her?"

This too was strange.

Sam just felt like Sam. The age gap that should have been there, the distance an accomplished adult should feel from a kid's concerns and friendships and problems—none of it existed.

Sitting here felt exactly like sitting with his best friend. Nothing more, nothing less.

"Sam. She is a normal person," Adom said.

Sam looked like this answer had personally offended him. "She's Mia Storm."

"She's also twelve."

"Thirteen, actually. Her birthday was two months ago. 5th of Govin. It's-" Sam stopped as he realized what he'd just admitted and turned red.

They stared at each other.

Damn. We used to be weird.

"Stop judging me," Sam muttered.

"I'm not judging."

"You're making a face."

"This is my normal face."

"Aaaah..." Sam buried his head in his hands. "I need to fix this."

Yeah, Adom thought, this would definitely need fixing too.

            

    
        Chapter 04. System

    
    
    
    
                "We should head to the Spell Weaving class," Sam said, gathering his things. "Professor Thane hates when people are late."

"Actually," Adom said, rubbing his temple, "I think that duel with Damus affected me more than I thought. I'm going to skip today, get some rest."

Sam's face immediately shifted to concern. "Where are you hurt? Should we go back to the infirmary? Did they miss something? I knew that punch looked too strong-"

"It's okay, Sam." Adom cut him off. "I just need to lie down for a bit." He paused, then added, trying to sound casual, "Actually, could you take me to our dorm first?"

"Our dorm?" Sam's brow furrowed. "Is it that bad? You can't even remember- I can stay if you need-"

"Sam," Adom said firmly. "I'm fine. Just a headache. But yes, everything's a bit... fuzzy right now."

Sam nodded, and they made their way through Xerkes' winding corridors. The academy hadn't changed much in sixty years - or wouldn't change much, depending on how you looked at it. Still, Adom was grateful for the guidance as Sam led them up three flights of stairs, down a corridor lined with enchanted paintings, and finally to a door marked "214."

Their shared room was exactly what you'd expect from two teenage boys studying magic - scrolls scattered across desks, crystal formations growing in the window, and what appeared to be a failed attempt at an automated clothing-folding spell still sparking weakly in the corner. Sam's side was meticulously organized chaos, while Adom's... well, he'd have to figure out which side was his.

Normally, Xerkes assigned three students to each dorm room - a tradition dating back to the founding fathers of the academy. But either through administrative oversight or luck, Adom and Sam had ended up without a third roommate.

The extra space had quickly been converted into an impromptu potion-making station, complete with a small ventilation charm that Sam had rigged up after their third failed attempt at brewing Clarity Extract had filled the room with purple smoke.

"We should probably put some order in here soon," Adom said, surveying the room.

Sam let out a surprised laugh. "You? The guy who thrives in chaos?"

I'm not that guy anymore, Adom thought, memories of his meticulously organized office at the Council floating through his mind. Sixty years of fastidious record-keeping had a way of changing habits.

"Thanks for showing me back," he said, starting to head toward one of the beds.

"The one on the left is yours," Sam called out, making Adom correct his course.

"Thanks again."

Sam sighed, hovering by the door. "I'll bring some snacks and ice cream when classes end." He adjusted his bag. "Stay safe, man."

"I will."

"Bye then," Sam said, lingering for a moment longer before finally heading out, the door clicking shut behind him.

Adom exhaled deeply as he lay on his bed, staring at the familiar-yet-strange ceiling. Just this morning - was it even this morning? - he'd woken up in his bunker, bones aching, joints creaking with the weight of his 79 years.

The last twenty-four hours felt surreal - from his final moments on that beach to his conversation with that mysterious woman, and now... here. Back in his twelve-year-old body. Back when the world still made sense. When his biggest worries were exam scores and whether he'd embarrass himself in front of Mia Storm.

Back when his parents were still alive...

His chest tightened at the thought. They were alive right now. Not just alive - they were probably going about their daily routines, completely unaware that their son had just lived an entire lifetime without them. He wanted, more than anything, to see them. But from this place...

He should write them a letter soon then.

The lack of long-distance communication crystals in this era meant that correspondence was still largely done the old way. The current crystals could barely manage conversations across a city block, nothing like the continent-spanning network that would revolutionize communication in a few years. For now, his parents were just a letter away - achingly close, yet frustratingly distant.

Adom's exhaled as his thoughts drifted to all the possibilities this opportunity at a second chance gave him.

Maybe this time he could actually see those places he'd only dreamed about. He could wander through elven cities, explore the depths of dwarven strongholds...

At this point in time, getting a travel permit to any non-human territory would be nearly impossible. The elves especially were notorious for turning away human visitors - something about "preserving cultural purity," though everyone knew it was more about the lingering tensions from the perpetual conflicts.

The dwarves were slightly more welcoming, if only because they enjoyed trading their metalwork. Still, they rarely allowed humans past their surface markets. The deeper halls of their cities remained a mystery to most.

An adventurer's license would help - it was one of the few documents respected across all territories. He'd seen a few lucky guild members brandish those badges like keys to the world. But getting one meant proving yourself capable of handling whatever dangers lay beyond city walls and dungeons. No small feat for a twelve-year-old, even one with sixty years of memories.

He smiled, picturing himself at some small tavern in a far-off port, trying dishes he couldn't pronounce, trading stories with travelers from across the sea. Or maybe camping under strange stars, sharing a meal with new friends around a campfire. Simple pleasures he'd never gotten to experience in his previous life.

Then, when he got tired of all the traveling, he could find a quiet place somewhere, eventually. A little home where he could grow his own herbs and vegetables, invite friends over for dinner, watch the seasons change...

"Ah, damn it."

Adom's smile faded as reality crashed back. These sorts of thoughts in his situation should not be welcome. All those dreams meant nothing if he didn't prevent what was coming. That's what the deal had really been about, hadn't it? Not a gift, but a responsibility wrapped in the illusion of choice.

The magnitude of what lay ahead of him was almost overwhelming. He had decades now - decades to prevent the catastrophes he knew were coming. The Valanya Breach. The Fall of Sundar. The Great Collapse. The World Dungeon. Among others. So many others.

All the horrors that would transform the world into the wasteland he'd just left. And he had to do it all starting as a 12-year-old boy who still had to stand on tiptoe to reach the higher shelves in the library.

I guess it could have been worse... He thought as he imagined himself coming back as an infant. Still, that would have left him time to enjoy the little things of life too.

...Okay, maybe this was worse after all.

Anyway!

Adom sat up.

Before he could even begin to tackle that monumental task, there was something else he needed to understand. That blue thing - that strange, shimmering presence he kept seeing today.

It appeared every time he worked with mana now, something he'd never noticed in his first life. Whatever it was, it definitely hadn't been there before.

As if responding to his thoughts, the blue shimmer coalesced in front of him, transforming into a translucent window of information:

[Name: Adom Sylla]
[Race: Human]
[Life Force: 100/100]
[Class: Mage (Runicologist*)]

[Mana Pool: 387/400]

[Unique Skills][Identify]  (Very Rare) 
[Inventory] (Very Rare)

[Active Skills]
[None]

[Passive Skills]
[None]

[Stats]
[Expand to see more...]

[Physical Condition: Very Weak]
Suggestion: Physical training required. Current body requires conditioning to handle advanced magical output.

"Whoa..." The moment he saw it, an instinctual understanding flooded his mind. The System - that's what this was.

But how did it work exactly?

He reached for his notebook and quill on the bedside table. "Let's test this inventory thing," he muttered, tapping the [Inventory] section. Five empty slots appeared before him, shimmering with a faint blue light.

Cautiously, he held out the notebook toward the first slot. The item seemed to dissolve into motes of light before vanishing completely. He did the same with the quill in the second slot.

"Interesting... It's like a dimensional storage bag, but with fixed slots instead of space limitations."

As if responding to his musing, text appeared below the inventory display:

[Maximum item dimensions per slot: 2m x 2m x 2m]
[Maximum item weight per slot: 200kg]

"Oh, so you're interactive," Adom said, raising an eyebrow. He retrieved the notebook and quill with a simple thought, watching them materialize in his hands. "Convenient."

Then he put them back in.

His eyes drifted to [Identify].

"What's this about?" he wondered aloud.

[Identify: Reveals basic information about objects, creatures, and phenomena.]

He tested it on his notebook:

[Notebook]Class (Quality): D (Poor)
Durability: 72%
Notes: Contains various spell diagrams and half-finished homework assignments. Several pages have ink stains.

"Huh." Adom flipped through the notebook, confirming the accuracy of the description. "That could be useful." He turned his gaze to the shimmering window itself:

[System Interface]Type: Unique
Status: Bonded
Notes: A manifestation of the agreement. Further features will unlock as conditions are met.

Well, that was deliberately vague.

"Wait," Adom said, frowning. "This Identify ability, and the Inventory too—I never had these before. These aren't natural abilities, are they? They don't even seem to use mana."

[Correct. Identify and Inventory are unique gifts provided as part of the agreement. They do not consume mana and function independent of normal magical principles.]

"Gifts?" Adom's eyebrows rose. "So you do provide some abilities directly."

[Only these two. All other capabilities must be developed naturally. The System primarily measures and categorizes your existing potential rather than granting new powers.]

The agreement...

His eyes moved down the window, noting the detailed stat breakdown:

[Physical Stats]
Strength: 6
Agility: 8
Stamina: 5
Dexterity: 7

[Mental Stats]
Intelligence: 142
Wisdom: 138
Focus: 91
Memory: 145

[Basic Abilities]
Reading: Advanced
Writing: Advanced
Mathematics: Intermediate
Physical Education: Poor

And dozens more...

"Another question," Adom said, frowning at the stats display. "These numbers - what exactly do they mean?"

[Stats reflect measurable physical and mental capabilities. For example: Current Strength rating of 6 indicates ability to lift approximately 60kg maximum weight]

"Just 60kg? I think I can lift more." He replied, flexing his tiny biceps.

[...No. You cannot. Please refrain from hurting yourself.]

"Why do you have to say it like..." Adom trailed off, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You know what? Never mind. Just... how do these numbers increase?"

[Through natural development. Would you like a demonstration?]

"Sure."

[Perform a push-up]

"A push-up? Is this really necessary?"

[Demonstration optional. Physical exercise one of many methods for natural strength development]

"No, no, I'll do it," Adom got down on the floor, somewhat awkwardly. He managed one push-up, arms trembling slightly.

[Again]

He complied, breathing harder this time.

[Again]

By the sixth push-up, his arms were shaking. "I don't see how this-"

[Continue]

The ninth push-up was a struggle. His muscles burned.

[Two more. Physical improvement requires pushing limits]

Gritting his teeth, Adom forced himself through the tenth, then the eleventh push-up. His arms felt like jelly.

[One final repetition]

With a grunt, he managed the twelfth push-up before collapsing onto the floor, panting.

A small notification appeared:

[Physical exertion past normal limits has resulted in natural body strengthening][Strength: +1/1000]
[Stamina: +1/1000]

"What's..." Adom panted, still on his hands and knees, "what's with the plus one?"

[Progress measured on scale of 1000.]

[Current status: Strength 6 (1/1000) - 0.1% progress toward Strength 7
When progress reaches 1000/1000:


	Level increases to Strength 7

	Maximum lift capacity increases to 70kg

	Progress resets to 0/1000
Same principle applies to all physical attributes]



"So," Adom said between breaths, "you didn't give me those stats. My body actually got stronger from the exercise?"

[Correct. Each full stat point represents significant physical development. Example: Strength 6 to 7 requires approximately:


	3 months consistent training

	Proper nutrition

	Adequate rest

	Progressive overload exercises
System merely quantifies natural development. Stats will decrease if maintenance exercises are neglected]



In all his years studying magical artifacts and constructs, Adom had never encountered anything quite like this - a system that responded so naturally to thoughts, providing precise information without any visible mechanisms or magical circles. He needed to verify its consistency from multiple angles.

"And my mana pool?" he asked, looking at the 387/400 display.

[Mana capacity develops through two natural methods:


	Physical conditioning - healthy body supports larger mana pool

	Meditation - increases efficiency of mana pathways
Combat training combines both aspects, leading to natural growth]



"So if I want to increase my mana pool..."

[Regular physical exercise and meditation recommended. Would you like to attempt another set of push-ups?]

"Heh...I think I'll pass for now."

Adom's eyes lingered on his class designation. "What's this little star next to 'Runicologist' for?"

[Indicates current primary specialization path.
Available Mage Paths:


	Runicologist (Expert) 

	Diviner (Locked)

	Battle Mage (Locked)

	Elementalist (Locked)

	Alchemist (Locked)

	Druid (Locked)

	Healer (Locked)



Complete mastery of all paths enables class evolution: [True Archmage]

'True Archmage'...

Among humans, that title had never been more than an honorary position. The current Archmage, Sir Gaius, while undoubtedly powerful, was simply an exceptional battle mage who'd been chosen to oversee the Magisterium—a towering bastion of arcane authority responsible for governing and safeguarding all matters pertaining to mages and magic within the Empire of Sundar.

His role was more administrative than anything: protecting and directing the Empire's mages.

And because humans needed the position to be filled, if only to avoid the embarrassment of being mocked for having none, someone like Sir Gaius had been the natural choice.

The elves, now they had a genuine True Archmage. Adom had never seen them personally, but tales spoke of their mastery over all seven paths of magic. The dwarves too had boasted one, until their passing two centuries ago. But humans? The task seemed beyond their reach.

Even with magic extending their natural lifespan - assuming they weren't cut down early - human mages typically lived to around 150 years. Lady Verana had set the record at 202, and even she had only fully mastered two paths. The time required to truly master all aspects of magic, to reach the pinnacle of each specialization... it simply exceeded what even the longest-lived humans could achieve.

So human mages faced an impossible choice - either spread themselves thin attempting to learn everything, becoming mediocre at all, or focus on one path while barely scratching the surface of the others. Even those rare few who managed to master two paths had dedicated their entire lives to the pursuit.

A thought nagged at Adom's mind as he considered his situation.

In his past life, He had never been intentionally placed on the frontlines. His role had always been more cerebral than physical—he was a researcher, a scholar, someone whose value came from deciphering magical theory, not wielding it in open combat. That position came with protections, but also restrictions. He'd operated under the weight of oversight, protocol, and chains of command. His movements had been limited. His voice, even with its authority, had to be carefully measured.

And in the world that was coming—the one he alone remembered—such constraints could prove fatal.

This time, things had to be different. He couldn't afford to stand behind the lines, trusting others to act. He needed the freedom to move, to intervene, to act without waiting for permission.

At Xerkes, the path-choosing ceremony was a pivotal moment in every student's third year. After experiencing the basics of all seven magical disciplines in their first two years, students would gather in the Celestial Pavilion during the spring equinox. There, before the Academy's masters and their peers, they would declare their chosen path. It was more a tradition, really.

In his previous life, Adom had stood proudly before the maesters and chosen the path of runes. He remembered how natural that choice had felt, how right. But next spring, when his turn came again, he'd have to make a different choice.

A different choice...

He would be fighting—there was no avoiding that. Not just wild beasts or dungeon creatures, but people. Mages. Knights. Rogue guilds. Even governments. He’d need to be able to defend himself and strike preemptively when required.

And not just that—he’d be moving constantly.

Across cities, through borderlands, into places most people wouldn’t dare step. The mission he carried wasn’t one that would be served from behind a desk or buried in a library scroll. Freedom of movement was non-negotiable. Waiting for official permissions, asking for escorts, petitioning councils? That would only slow him down—and he didn’t have time to waste.

But the future he remembered held threats far larger than anything one man could face alone. There would be moments where he’d need more than independence—he’d need influence. Authority. The ability to rally others, command forces, mobilize armies if it came to that. 

So what kind of mage could do all of that?

One path. Only one.

The Battle Mage.

Crossing his legs, Adom focused on his mana core, that well of energy nestled deep within. The mana pathways throughout his body were still developing - they would continue to do so until he turned twenty-one. Like a second circulatory system, they carried mana instead of blood. He could feel the potential there, raw and untapped.

It was fascinating how knights used the same energy so differently. While mages like himself could manipulate raw mana directly, knights compressed it into what they called 'Fluid,' transforming it into pure physical enhancement. Battle mages were unique in that they learned both arts - pure mana manipulation and Fluid transformation.

"I wonder..." Adom murmured, trying to recall those basic lessons from his father. Perhaps he could get a head start on the path.

He closed his eyes, recalling his father's patient instructions from years ago. His old man had spent countless hours trying to teach his academically-inclined son how to transform mana into Fluid. The knowledge was still there, buried in his memories - the theory, the process, the visualization.

"Feel it," his father would say, "let your emotions guide the transformation."

A droplet of sweat rolled down Adom's temple as he concentrated on his mana core. The energy was there, swirling, ready to be used. But Fluid required something more than just technical understanding. It needed emotion - raw, powerful, overwhelming emotion.

He'd always found that requirement ridiculous. The idea that feelings could catalyze a physical transformation of energy seemed absurd to his analytical mind. Yet history proved otherwise. Every knight, every battle mage who'd ever manifested Fluid had done so through the power of their emotions. Rage, exhilaration, love, despair - any emotion would do, as long as it burned hot enough.

The problem was quantifying that "hot enough." How much emotion was sufficient? How did one measure the intensity of a feeling?

Adom focused on his current emotional state. Joy bubbled within him at his second chance at life. Anxiety churned in his stomach about the challenges ahead. Hope burned bright when he thought about changing his fate. He tried to amplify these feelings, to let them fill his entire being.

The mana in his core responded, stirring faster, flowing through his pathways with increased speed. But despite his concentration, despite the sweat now dripping down his face, the crucial transformation remained elusive. His mana stayed as it was - raw, untransformed energy.

With a frustrated sigh, he opened his eyes. Perhaps he needed something stronger than hope and anxiety to trigger his first transformation.

A small window expanded as Adom kept pondering:

[Alert]

[Life Force Status: Currently stable]
[Warning: Potential development of Lifedrain Syndrome detected]
[First symptoms estimated to manifest within 2-3 months without intervention]

Adom's breath caught in his throat. Lifedrain Syndrome. The magical degradation that had slowly eaten away at his body for decades. It wasn't until he was in his fifties, after years of research and desperate searches for a cure, that he'd discovered the cruel truth - his body had been prone to it from birth.

His perpetually skinny frame, which no amount of food could ever change, every unexplained exhaustion, every failed attempt to build stamina during his childhood - they hadn't been normal weakness. They were early symptoms no one knew to look for.

He remembered the concerned looks from the school healers during his second year at Xerkes, He was exactly his current body's age when the first visible symptoms had appeared in his previous life. The way they'd dismissed the occasional tremors and mana fluctuations as puberty-related magical instability.

As if responding to his mounting dread, a new window materialized:

[System Protocol: Timeline Divergence Detected]
[Initiating Emergency Quest: “The Race Against Time”]
Objective: Cure Lifedrain Syndrome before visible symptoms manifest.
Time Limit: 2 months, 21 days, 14 hours, 48 minutes
Failure Condition: Terminal deterioration
Reward: Survival

Adom stared at the glowing text.

He had spent his entire former life slowly losing a battle he didn’t know had started. Not this time.
This time, he would win.

[Quest Logged]
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                Funny thing about Lifedrain Syndrome - they actually found a cure for it.

About thirty years into the future, Adom himself led the research team that cracked it, working with some of the most brilliant healers and alchemists left in the world. It took them the better part of a decade, countless sleepless nights, and expeditions to places most sane people wouldn't go near just to gather ingredients.

As the chief runicologist on the project, Adom had been responsible for the magical framework that made the cure possible. Normally, he wouldn't know the first thing about brewing advanced healing potions or understand half of what the alchemists were muttering about optimal distillation temperatures. But this wasn't just another research assignment for him - it was personal.

So Adom made damn sure he understood every single detail of this one cure.

He'd pestered the alchemists through endless preparation trials until he could recite every heating technique and mixing ratio by heart. He'd sat with the healers as they mapped the disease's interaction with mana pathways, learning injection methods that had absolutely nothing to do with his expertise but everything to do with his survival.

By the time they'd perfected the cure, Adom could reproduce this specific treatment from memory. 

The cure worked. That wasn't the problem. The problem was its timing.

If you caught the disease early enough - before any visible symptoms appeared - and took small doses of the treatment over several months, you had an 90% chance of never developing Lifedrain Syndrome at all.

If you'd already shown symptoms, but caught it within the first year, you could try the more aggressive approach: direct injection into the mana pathways. The survival rate for that was 3%.

Three percent didn't sound great. Then again, when you consider that untreated Lifedrain Syndrome had a death rate of 99.99% - with that 0.01% mainly consisting of people who technically hadn't died yet - suddenly three percent looked like a miracle.

Not that any of this had helped Adom in his previous life. By the time they perfected the cure, he'd been living with Lifedrain Syndrome for decades. Well past that one-year window that might have given him even that slim chance at survival. He'd spent years developing a cure he couldn't use himself.

Now, back again, he had exactly 2 months, 21 days, 14 hours, 37 minutes before the first visible symptoms would appear. The System's precision would have been amusing if it wasn't so terrifying.

Adom was supposed to be sleeping now, but his mind kept circling back to the cure's ingredients. Most of them were surprisingly common - herbs any student could gather, plants found in the academy's own grounds, those ubiquitous blue mushrooms that dotted the forest floor.

But then there were the two components that made seasoned alchemists pale: a fresh wyvern's heart and some water of jouvence.

A single wyvern's heart could bankrupt a merchant family. The kind of expense that would force his parents to sell their home, and probably still leave them in debt. And that was assuming he could even convince them to help - somehow he doubted "I'm actually your son from the future and I need this to prevent a magical disease I haven't fully developed yet" would go over well.

The nearest wyverns were in the Ranges of Darakya, a good ten days' journey from Arkhos by boat. Even if Adom somehow managed to slip away from school without raising suspicions - and good luck explaining that absence - actually obtaining a heart meant either facing a wyvern himself (suicide) or finding someone willing to hunt one (ruinously expensive).

Then there was the water of jouvence. Everyone knew it could only be found in one place: the Wellspring Dungeon, deep in the Northern Wastes. The dungeon itself was supposedly only accessible during the winter solstice, and even then, its challenges had killed more adventurers than anyone cared to count.

The few vials of water that made it to market each year cost more than most people earned in a lifetime.

That left Adom with only one choice.

Crime.

Legal channels would take too long and were impossible anyway. No reputable merchant would sell a wyvern's heart and water of jouvence to a student without proper documentation, official research permits, and a master alchemist's sponsorship. Even worse, these components were notorious for their use in forbidden magic. The questions alone would draw exactly the kind of attention he couldn't afford.

And then there was the waiting list for water of jouvence. With only a handful of vials making it to market each year, legitimate buyers often waited years for their turn - noble families and prestigious research institutions had standing orders that stretched back decades. Two months? He might as well wish for wings.

The black market was his only real choice. Criminal enterprises didn't care about permits or credentials, and they knew better than to ask why their clients needed certain ingredients. He'd pay more than legal prices - probably far more, given the risk premium smugglers charged - but at least they'd sell to him at all. Still, he'd need more money than his entire allowance for the year. Far more than he could explain away to his parents without raising questions he couldn't answer.

And so, tomorrow he'd have to visit someone. The thought made him both nervous and oddly excited - he'd never done anything truly illegal. Strange how being young again made even the prospect of criminal activity feel like an adventure.

But excitement wouldn't pay for a wyvern's heart. Or water of jouvence. Especially with the underworld's steep rates, he needed funds. Significant funds. The kind of money a student simply didn't have access to.

Adom sighed into his pillow. Think, think, for God's sake, how does a regressor makes money fast?

 Ah! He gasped.

 Of course. He smiled.

By using a regressor's greatest advantage: knowledge.

Then Adom deflated almost immediately.

He was starting to regret all those times he'd scorned gambling halls in his past life. And horse racing. And Krozball betting. And stock market speculation. And pretty much anything that would have given him reliable knowledge of winning odds or future market changes.

He'd been too busy with his research, his books, his experiments. Even sports - he couldn't name a single winner of any major tournament from this period.

What kind of regressor didn't know next week's winning lottery numbers?

Adom groaned into his pillow, then rolled onto his back. There had to be something from this time period he could use. Something, anything... what did he know about this year that could make him rich? What happened, what changed, what was discovered...







"The treasure!" he shouted, bolting upright.

He started pacing his room, careful not to bump into anything. Two years from now... what was that guy's name? It started with a T... or was it an M? Thomas? No... Martin? No... Trevor... Marcus... Thom... Tim...

Some dude.

Two years from now, some dude would become the talk of every tavern and newspaper across the isles. The lucky bastard had stumbled into a cave while chasing his goat and found what turned out to be a leprechaun's hoard - 500,000 gold pieces from the Krona reign. The coins were still legal tender, their value unchanged after all these centuries.

Adom remembered it vividly because for weeks, you couldn't walk two steps without hearing someone discussing the discovery. Every detail had been repeated ad nauseam - the cave's location, how the guy had nearly broken his neck getting in there, how he'd thought the glinting was just mineral deposits until he got closer...












Adom nodded to himself. Tomorrow after classes, he'd head to the cave, retrieve the treasure, and then visit his... contact. Get the ball rolling on acquiring the ingredients. Simple enough plan.

He got into bed, crossed his arms behind his head, and stared at the ceiling.

Minutes ticked by.

More minutes ticked by.

Adom was lying there, having literally traveled back through time after watching the world end, carrying the weight of preventing that future on his shoulders, and he was supposed to just... go to sleep?

"No!" he shouted, then immediately winced at the volume.

This was ridiculous.

He needed to go to that cave right now. What if someone else found it first? Which was, objectively speaking, completely absurd - the treasure wouldn't be discovered for another two years, and he hadn't told a soul about it. But still. STILL.

He was already pulling on his boots before his rational mind could catch up with his paranoia. Sometimes the only way to quiet an irrational fear was to do something equally irrational about it.

Getting out of school was surprisingly easy. Nothing technically prevented students from leaving as long as they had a valid reason, and "feeling unwell" was as good as any. The nurse barely glanced at him before signing his permission slip.

It was late afternoon. In any other circumstances, Adom might have paused to take in the sight of Xerkes - the floating pavilions drifting lazily above the city's spires, the familiar streets he hadn't walked in decades, the merchants closing their shops for the day.

But not today. He just grabbed the forty silver pieces he knew he always kept in his drawer and headed straight for the merchant district.

He ran, cursing his younger body's poor stamina, a simple run left him winded. He spotted a shop called 'Garrett's' just as the merchant was pulling down his shutters.

"Wait!" Adom called out between gasps, doubling over with his hands on his knees. "Please... just... one moment."

Garrett - or so Adom assumed his name was - paused, one eyebrow raised as he watched Adom struggle to catch his breath. He was a stocky man with calloused hands and laugh lines around his eyes.

"We're closing, boy," he said, though he didn't continue with the shutters. "Whatever it is, it can wait until tomorrow."

"Dimensional bags," Adom wheezed. "The cheapest ones you have. It's for a school project at Xerkes."

Garrett's expression shifted at the mention of the academy. "Xerkes, eh?" He looked Adom up and down, taking in his disheveled appearance. "Funny how that name opens doors in this city." He sighed, pushing his shutters back up. "Alright, come in. But make it quick."

Inside, Garrett rummaged through a back shelf, muttering to himself. "Let's see... got some basic ones here. Nothing fancy, mind you. Half-cubit capacity each, rough stitching, but they'll hold."

He placed four small, worn leather bags on the counter. They looked unremarkable, save for the faint shimmer of enchantment around their openings.

"Ten silver for the lot," Garrett said, then added with a hint of pride, "Cheapest you'll find in the district. They're not pretty, but they're honest work. Won't fall apart on you mid-transport like some of that fancy rubbish they sell up in the floating markets."

"Perfect," Adom said, counting out the coins. "Thank you. Really. And you can keep the change."

"Hmm. Just don't come running back tomorrow saying they're too small," Garrett warned. "And next time, maybe don't wait until closing?" He looked at Adom's still-flushed face and shook his head. "Or at least work on your running first."

"Thanks again," Adom said, and headed straight for the strider station.

The massive razorback strider squawked when he approached - twelve feet of irritable, feathered transportation. He paid the rider fifteen silver for a trip to Redcliff Valley, trying not to wince at the price. The creatures might look like overgrown, bad-tempered ostriches, but they could cover more ground in an hour than a horse could in three.

The beast slowed to a stop at Adom's signal. "Here's good, sir."

Redcliff Valley lived up to its name - rust-colored cliffs dropping sharply to meet the sea, white foam crashing against their bases.

The setting sun cast long shadows across the scrubland, and in the distance, the first lights of Arkhos port were beginning to twinkle. Even after everything, this corner of the island still took his breath away.

The rider, a weathered man probably in his fifties, frowned down at him. "Night's falling, kid. Not usual to see a boy your age out here at this hour." He hesitated, then added with careful neutrality, "Everything alright at home?"

Adom almost laughed when he realized what this looked like - a child heading to a remote location at dusk, alone. Every indication of a runaway. "Oh yes. Everything's fine, sir. Just have some business to attend to. I'll be heading back tonight."

The man studied him for a long moment, thumb absently stroking his graying beard. "Tell you what. I'll be at the Salty Dog for a while." He pointed to a distant building where warm light spilled from windows onto the clifftop. "When you're done with your... business, come find me. I'll give you a ride back."

"I'm not sure I can afford the evening rates..."

"No charge." The man's eyes crinkled. "Just don't want a kid wandering around these cliffs after dark."

"Thank you, sir. I'll find you when I'm done then."

They parted ways, the strider's heavy footfalls fading into the growing dusk. Adom watched them go, oddly touched by the stranger's concern. He'd forgotten how people could be kind for no reason at all.

And so, Adom surveyed the cliffs. Caves dotted the red rock face like holes in cheese, some barely more than shallow indents, others yawning black mouths that disappeared into darkness. At least forty of them, he counted. Somewhere among them was his ticket to survival.

What did he remember about the cave? He squinted, trying to drag details through sixty years of accumulated memories. It was... high up. Yes. The guy had been chasing his goat up a narrow path when he found it. And there had been something about the entrance being partially hidden by... rocks? Plants? Something that had made it easy to miss.

He also remembered people making a big deal about how the cave entrance looked like a crescent moon when you stood at the right angle. Or was it a fish? No, definitely a crescent moon. That detail had stuck because someone had spun a whole theory about leprechauns and lunar magic that had made the rounds in the papers.

And there had been something about water... right. The cave had to be above the high tide line, because the treasure would have been long ruined otherwise. That at least narrowed things down - he could ignore all the caves near the bottom of the cliff.

Still left him with about fifteen possibilities to check. Adom sighed and started climbing. At least his younger body made this less likely to kill him.

He channeled mana through his pathways, the familiar tingle of [Levitation] making him lighter. Not enough to float - that would be too conspicuous - but enough to make climbing feel like walking up stairs instead of scaling a cliff face.

One by one, he checked the caves above the tide line. The first one was barely deep enough to count as a cave. The second was promising until it opened into a natural chimney. The third was just right except for being shaped like a lopsided triangle. The fourth...

Hours passed. The sun disappeared entirely. Still no crescent moon.

He sat on a ledge, frustrated and confused. He was absolutely certain about this location - the newspapers had mentioned Redcliff Valley dozens of times. The crescent shape had been a major talking point. The treasure had definitely been here.

Hadn't it?

Darkness had fully settled now, and Adom was starting to wonder if maybe his seventy-nine-year-old memories weren't as reliable as he'd hoped. After all, what were the odds of remembering exact details of a newspaper story from six decades ago?

He looked up at the moon, now fully visible in the night sky, and froze.

Oh.

Oh.

Adom's eyes widened. Of course. A leprechaun's treasure wouldn't just be sitting in some obvious cave. These creatures were infamous for their deceptive magic, hiding things in plain sight through complex enchantments.

They'd been known to conceal entire castles as pebbles, or turn forests into single trees that only revealed their true nature under specific conditions.

And now that he thought about it, that guy had found it at night, hadn't he? Chasing his goat under moonlight...

"If I was a leprechaun," Adom muttered, "what kind of magic would I use?"

He activated [Identify], scanning the cliff face systematically. The system's descriptions appeared in his mind:

'Natural rock formation''Common cliff moss'
'Cave entrance (shallow)''Thorny brush, indigenous to Xerkes'
'Cave entrance (15 meters deep)''Weathered limestone deposit'
'Ancient ru-'

He blinked. Wait, what was that? He'd looked away too quickly.

"What was that last one?"

He turned back, focusing his [Identify] on that specific spot again. There - almost hidden among the natural patterns of the rock:

[Ancient runic array (purpose: concealment), estimated age: 537 years]

As soon as he deactivated [Identify], the rune vanished completely - invisible to the naked eye. He activated it again, studying the intricate pattern.

Runes were the architecture of magic - geometric patterns that shaped and directed mana flows like riverbeds guiding water. Each symbol was a command, each connecting line a channel, each intersection a transformation point. The truly fascinating part was how they could tap into the natural mana currents that flowed through the world, creating enchantments that could sustain themselves for centuries.

This concealment array was a masterwork. The primary sigil spiraled outward in the Pattern of Endless Return, sacred to leprechaun runecraft. Secondary marks branched off at spirit-angles, creating a cascade that bent both light and perception around it. But the true genius lay in the lunar resonance marks woven through the pattern - tiny runes that shifted the array's power with the phases of the moon.

Adom had to admire the craftsmanship. These were the kind of runes you only saw in museums or old ruins. Modern runesmiths used much simpler arrays, more efficient, built on centuries of streamlined magical theory. But these old patterns... they had an artistry to them that modern runecraft had lost in its pursuit of practicality.

Knowledge of runes had survived since the time of Law, the Farmer Mage himself, who was said to possess natural runes - something Adom had never seen in his long life. Not much was known about natural runes, but they had helped Law create the foundations of artificial runecraft that mages used today.

But admiration, Adom realized, wouldn't get him inside. He needed to figure out how to disable it - or at least work around it.

Adom studied the rune carefully. Different runes responded to different triggers - some needed blood, others specific words, many just raw mana. But this one...

"If it's tied to moonlight," he muttered, thinking aloud. "Then entrance would only show under moonlight, so the rune must use it too. And if leprechauns made it..." He remembered something from his magical theory classes. "Leprechauns always built redundancies into their magic. They never relied on just one key."

The pattern seemed to flow toward a central point, currently obscured by centuries of vine growth. Working carefully, keeping [Identify] active to ensure he didn't lose sight of the rune, he cleared away the vegetation. Each time he exposed more of the pattern, new details emerged - smaller runes branching off the main array, all converging toward that center point.

"Okay, so moonlight's one component," he reasoned. "The rune needs to see it directly." He stepped back, making sure the moon's light fell squarely on the newly exposed pattern. Nothing happened, but the lines seemed to shimmer slightly.

"And if it's using moonlight, it's probably designed to channel mana the same way." He traced the pattern with his eyes. "Look at how all these lines spiral inward - like a funnel. It's not just blocking magic, it's... directing it?"

He placed his hand on the central point and channeled his mana carefully, trying to match the flow suggested by the pattern. For a moment, nothing happened. Then he felt it - a subtle resonance, like two tuning forks harmonizing. The rune began to glow faintly, moonlight and mana interweaving through its ancient lines.

"That's it," he breathed. "It's not about forcing it. It's about matching its rhythm..."

The rune flared with silvery light, matching the moon's pale glow perfectly. The illumination spread through the pattern like liquid mercury flowing through glass channels, until Adom no longer needed [Identify] to see it.

Then came the transformation - it started at the edges, the ancient geometric patterns beginning to flow like water, yet somehow maintaining their precise mathematical beauty.

The lines twisted, curved, and reformed themselves in a hypnotic dance. Where rigid angles had been, now flowing scripts emerged. The transformation rippled inward, each ring of runes morphing in sequence, like watching a language being born.

What emerged was... writing? Yes, definitely writing, but in no script he immediately recognized. The letters - if they could be called that - had a certain angular quality to them, each character precise and purposeful. He squinted at them, trying to make sense of the flowing shapes.

Wait. He'd seen something like this before, in the books about the outer kingdoms. The way the characters were constructed, each one built from straight lines meeting at sharp angles...

"Dwarven?" he muttered in disbelief. "Why would there be Dwarven writing on a leprechaun's treasure cave?"

Something wasn't adding up. And how had that shepherd managed to get past this? This wasn't the kind of puzzle you solved by accident - it required knowledge of ancient languages, understanding of complex magical theory, and...

Adom ran his hands through his hair, sighing deeply. The writing seemed to mock him with its incomprehensible angles. He could decipher it, but the idea of going back and get the documents he'd need felt daunting. Then a thought struck him - perhaps... perhaps [Identify] could give him some insight?

He did not think the skill could translate things. It was a long shot, but at this point, what did he have to lose?

[Identify] displayed its findings:
Writing style: Late Second Era Dwarven Common Script
Origin: Mountain Holds of Khahazad
Approximate dating: 2,847 years old

"Great. Very helpful," Adom sighed, turning to climb down. Then new text appeared in his vision:

[Would you like to translate this language?]

"YES!" Adom practically shouted, then caught himself, grinning like a child.

The ancient Dwarven script began to shimmer and shift, each character dissolving and reforming in Common before his eyes. Like watching ink bleed through paper in reverse, familiar letters emerged from the angular shapes:

"What dies each night but rises anew,Never the same yet always true,
Marked forever by what came before,
Yet clean as dawn upon the shore?"

It was a riddle.

"Huh."

Adom hated riddles.
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                Adom paced back and forth, muttering the riddle under his breath for what felt like the hundredth time. His footsteps had probably worn a path in the dirt by now.

"Dies each night... rises anew..." He pinched the bridge of his nose. Give him a complex spell formula, and he could break it down in minutes. Present him with an ancient magical theorem, and he'd find three different ways to prove it before breakfast. Back in his previous life, he'd written a twelve-volume treatise on theoretical applications of crystalline mana structures while bedridden with fever.

And yet here he was, stumped by four simple lines of poetry.

He let out a dry laugh. The irony wasn't lost on him - the man who had once been a hair's breadth from becoming Archmage, defeated by a riddle that a shepherd had apparently solved. Though to be fair, that part still didn't make sense.

"Focus," he told himself, returning to the glowing text. The words swam before his eyes, taunting him. In his old study, he'd had a wall covered in theoretical proofs that had made even senior mages' heads spin. But riddles? They required a different kind of thinking - lateral, intuitive. His mind preferred straight lines, clear paths from A to B.

"Something that dies... but comes back..." He started pacing again. "Something marked by the past... but clean..."

The moonlight was starting to fade. Soon he'd have to either solve this or come back another night. And wouldn't that be a blow to his pride - the former almost-Archmage, having to admit defeat to a leprechaun's door puzzle.

Adom sat down, crossing his legs. Fine. If his mind wanted logic, he'd give it logic. He pulled out his notebook from his inventory and began writing.

"Dies each night, rises anew... The sun?" He looked up expectantly. Nothing. "No, the sun doesn't really die..."

He scribbled more notes. "The moon? No, always the same... Stars? Same problem... Dreams?" He spoke each answer to the glowing text. Nothing.

"Something marked by the past but clean..." He tapped his quill against the paper. "Water? It carries sediment but looks clean... No, doesn't die each night. The tide? Close, but not quite..."

An hour passed. His notebook filled with crossed-out answers.

"Dawn? Day? Twilight? Night itself?" Each answer met with silence.

Finally, he threw his quill down. "Why?!" His voice echoed off the cliff face. "Why was I chosen to come back if I can't even solve a simple riddle?!"

He stood up, frustration boiling over. "How am I supposed to change anything? How can I possibly alter the future when I can't even..." His voice cracked. "How can I... how..."

Wait.

The future.

His breath caught in his throat. "Rises anew... never the same..." The words took on new meaning. "What's never the same but always happens?"

He glanced up at the moon, thinking about coming back the next day. Tomorrow...

His eyes widened.

"Tomorrow," he said slowly, testing the word. "Dies each night - because today becomes yesterday. Rises anew - each dawn brings a new tomorrow. Never the same but always true - because each tomorrow is different, but it always comes. Marked forever by what came before - because every tomorrow carries the weight of yesterday, but..." He smiled. "Yet clean as dawn upon the shore - because it's always a fresh start. A new beginning."

"Tomorrow," he said with certainty. "The answer is tomorrow."

The silvery text hung motionless in the air. One second passed. Two. Three.

Adom's smile began to fade. His certainty wavered. "Oh, come on," he whispered, that familiar frustration starting to bubble up again. "That has to be—"

The rune pulsed once, brilliant moonlight flooding its channels. A deep rumbling sound emanated from within the cliff face, like the mountain itself was waking up. Adom stumbled back as the rock wall began to shake.

Dust sprayed from hairline cracks appearing around the rune. The rumbling grew louder, accompanied by mechanical clicks and the hum of old magic awakening.

The wall split along those cracks with precise, geometric movements. Segments of rock shifted and retracted, layers sliding against each other like the workings of some ancient machine. Each piece moved with purpose, accompanied by that grinding sound and puffs of centuries-old dust.

When the movement stopped, a crescent-shaped entrance stood before him, edges too clean to be natural, too rough to be purely magical. Moonlight spilled through, catching the dancing dust motes.

Adom let out a laugh that was half relief, half disbelief. "I did it," he breathed. Then louder, "I actually did it!"

He stared at the crescent-shaped entrance, his heart still racing. What if he'd been wrong? What if the wrong answer had triggered some ancient defensive magic?

"Nope," he said firmly, shaking his head. "Not going down that road. Some questions are better left unanswered."

And for someone who'd spent two lifetimes pursuing knowledge, it was probably the first time he'd ever been happy not knowing something.

[New Location Discovered: Moonfall Cavern]

Adom waited for the worst of the dust to settle. Still, better safe than sorry - he pulled his shirt collar up over his nose and mouth. Years of working in ancient libraries had taught him that centuries-old dust was never pleasant to breathe.

He wove [Flame] with ease, a small but steady fire materializing above his upraised palm. The light illuminated the path ahead, and he could not see how deep the cavern was.

Taking one last deep breath through his makeshift filter, Adom stepped into the opening. The grinding sounds had stopped, but he could still hear the occasional settling of stone, like the mountain was slowly exhaling after holding its breath for too long.

The air inside was stale, carrying that distinctive smell of long-sealed spaces - a mix of old stone, mineral deposits, and time itself.

As his flame cast moving shadows on the rough walls, tiny creatures scuttled away into cracks - mostly beetles and cave crickets that had somehow made their way in over the centuries. Spider webs, ancient and dusty, stretched between jutting rocks.

The passage wasn't natural - while not perfectly smooth, the walls showed signs of deliberate shaping, with geometric patterns occasionally visible beneath years of mineral buildup. Water had dripped down some walls, leaving behind crystalline streams of calcium deposits.

Adom paused, frowning. Something wasn't adding up. None of this - the rune, the mechanical entrance - had been mentioned in the news when this place would be discovered. In his past life, he'd read about a shepherd simply finding a cave with treasure. He'd always wondered about that...

"The rune must have expired," he muttered, his voice echoing slightly. "That's why the shepherd just walked in. All this..." he gestured at the walls with his flame-bearing hand, "would have been sealed away until the magic finally failed. Dude probably just had the dumb luck to be here when it happened."

He snorted. "Five hundred thousand gold pieces. Just like that." The sum still boggled his mind.

Something caught his eye - a faint glint in the darkness ahead, different from the usual mineral sparkle. The way it reflected his flame's light was distinctive, almost like it was responding to the magical energy itself...

"Is that a mana crystal?"

As Adom approached the glinting object, he used [Identify]. The response was immediate:

[Object: Waypoint Crystal
Type: Transportation Focus
Status: Active (Auto-triggering)]

"Wait, what do you mean auto-triggering—"

The crystal pulsed with azure light. Adom tried to step back, but it was too late. The light enveloped him, and the sensation that followed was like being pulled through honey - slow, disorienting, and slightly uncomfortable. The world stretched, twisted, and then...

He hit something with a metallic clinking sound. Multiple metallic clinking sounds, actually.

Something was digging into his back, hard and irregular. Groaning, he pushed himself up to sitting position, fighting back a wave of nausea as his head spun. His stomach lurched, and he had to take several deep breaths to keep from emptying its contents right there. He froze as he finally got his bearings.

"Tsk. Transportation crystals," he muttered, waiting for the world to stop swimming. "Would it kill their makers to add some stabilization magic? Even a basic momentum dampener would..." He swallowed hard. "...would be nice." Groaning, he pushed himself up to sitting position, and froze.

Gold.

Not just a few coins. Not even a chest's worth. Gold coins spread out beneath him like a metallic beach, flowing down in gentle slopes. Gems caught the light of... wherever it was coming from, throwing rainbow sparkles across the chamber. Ornate cups and plates peaked out between coins, their precious metals tarnished but unmistakably valuable. A sword hilt studded with rubies protruded nearby, its blade still miraculously gleaming after all these years.

His mouth went dry. He'd seen the imperial treasury once, during a special ceremony. This... this was more.

[Location Discovered: The Serpent's Labyrinth - Treasury Chamber]

He stood carefully, coins sliding and tinkling around his feet. The chamber was vast, its ceiling lost in shadows above. The treasure spread out before him wasn't a mountain - you couldn't swim in it like those ridiculous children's stories - but it was more wealth than he'd ever seen in either lifetime. Enough to buy a small kingdom. Enough to...

Something moved in the shadows at the far end of the chamber.

Adom's heart stopped.

This, he realized with growing dread, was definitely not in the shepherd's story.

Adom's mind kicked into survival mode. First rule of unknown magical environments: gather information, don't panic. Stay alive long enough to think.

He maintained [Identify] as a constant thread of magic while his eyes scanned the chamber methodically. The skill's feedback was concerning - multiple magical signatures, some he'd never encountered before. Ancient protections, probably. No one left this much wealth unguarded.

His hand found the ruby-studded sword, lifting it carefully. The balance was surprisingly good.

[Item: Flamebrand Sword (Class S)
Type: Enchanted Weapon
Status: Active
Properties: Unknown]

Better than nothing.

He kept his casting hand free - in his experience, magic was always more reliable than steel. The [Flame] spell still hovered above him, casting moving shadows that made everything more uncertain.

Another movement in the darkness. Then another, from a different direction. The coins shifted somewhere to his left with a gentle tinkling sound.

He was in the open. Exposed. Amateur mistake.

Slowly, deliberately, Adom began moving backward toward the nearest wall. Keep your back covered. Control what can approach you. Basic combat principles he'd read lifetime ago.

The magical signatures were getting stronger. Or closer.

Something slithered in the darkness.

The chamber suddenly felt a lot smaller, and the shadows a lot deeper.

Adom canceled [Flame]. Relative darkness swallowed him for a heartbeat. In that same instant, he wove [Fireball], launching it high into the air above.

The chamber exploded with light, and time stopped.

There was no time to see all the details, but one thing Adom was sure of.

Snake. Massive snake. Jaws open. Coming straight for him—











Adom's body moved before his mind could process. Pure instinct threw him sideways as the massive head struck. The impact shook the chamber, stone cracking where he'd stood a fraction of a second before. Coins sprayed everywhere like metallic rain.

Adom rolled to his feet, already weaving another [Fireball], this one with enough power to drain half his mana. The spell struck the creature's scales with a thunderous roar. The beast screamed - a sound that belonged in nightmares - as flames engulfed its head. There was no smell. No smoke.

The first fireball above was fading. In its dying light, Adom spotted an archway across the chamber.

He ran.

Gold coins scattered under his feet, treacherous as marbles. Behind him, the creature thrashed, its massive body sending treasures flying. Something hot brushed his back - its breath? Poison? He didn't want to know.

"Shit shit shit shit—"

He vaulted over a fallen pillar, nearly lost his footing on landing. The archway seemed impossibly far. The sound of scales on coins grew closer. Too close.

A fang caught his shirt, almost ripping it away. Adom didn't look back. Looking back meant death. The archway was just ahead, ten steps away, five—

The beast lunged. Adom dove forward, rolling through the arch as massive jaws snapped shut behind him. He scrambled to his feet, running blindly into the darkness beyond, the creature's frustrated roar echoing off the walls.













"What—" Adom gasped for air, "—the actual hell?!"









He wove [Flame] with shaking hands, nearly botching the spell. The light revealed stone corridors branching in multiple directions.

"A maze?!" His voice cracked. "A MAZE?! That idiot shepherd just found some gold in a cave my ASS!" He stumbled forward, still trying to catch his breath. "Nobody said anything about a giant snake! Or a labyrinth! Or—" Another roar echoed through the corridors, making him jump. "Or THAT!"

The sound of something massive moving through stone tunnels came from... everywhere? Nowhere? The maze's acoustics made it impossible to tell.

"If I survive this," he wheezed, picking a direction at random, "I'm finding that shepherd and—" He caught his foot on an uneven stone, barely keeping his balance. "And I don't know what I'll do, but it'll involve a very long conversation about the difference between 'I found some treasure' and 'THERE'S A GIANT SNAKE GUARDING IT IN A MAZE!'"

Another roar, closer this time. Or was it? Damn these echoes.

"And what kind of idiot am I?!" He turned a corner, then another. "Oh look, a mysterious rune and a sealed cave! Let's just walk right in! Brilliant, Adom. Absolutely brilliant!"

Adom slumped against a wall, chest heaving. No. Panic wasn't helping. Panic would get him killed. He needed to think.

He forced his breathing to slow, trying to quiet his thundering heart. Think. Analyze. Solve.

The crystal had transported him directly to the treasury. No path in, just... there. Which meant finding his way back to the entrance wasn't an option - there might not even be one. And now he was in a maze with...

Another distant roar. Right. That.

"Okay," he whispered, organizing his thoughts. "Facts. That fireball was strong enough to kill a horse. It's still alive. Probably resistant to fire magic." He grimaced. "Would've been nice to know that before using half my mana."

The sound of something large moving through stone echoed again.

"Can't fight it. Can't outrun it forever. Can't find an exit I don't know exists." He closed his eyes, thinking. "There has to be a way out. Nobody builds something like this without an escape route. The crystal brought me in, so..."

He opened his eyes. "There has to be another crystal."

The question was: how to find it before that thing found him?

As Adom caught his breath, something moved in his flame's light. He instinctively tensed, but it was too small to be the snake.

[Creature: Cave Hopper
Type: Indigenous Maze Dweller
Status: Alert]

The creature looked like a rabbit, if rabbits had evolved in darkness - pale, with oversized ears and eyes that reflected his flame's light. It froze upon seeing him.

"You survive down here," Adom whispered. "You must know safe places..."

The hopper bolted. Without thinking, Adom followed. These creatures always knew where to hide, where predators couldn't reach. The hopper bounded ahead, surprisingly fast. Adom's [Flame] bobbed as he ran, casting wild shadows that made following harder.

"Wait, you little—"

The ground vanished.

There was a moment of weightlessness, a sharp intake of breath, and then—

Impact. Pain shot through his side as he tumbled down a steep slope. His [Flame] spell flickered out. Something cracked under him - multiple somethings. He rolled to a stop in complete darkness, groaning.

When Adom rewove [Flame], the light revealed what had broken his fall. Bones. Hundreds of them. Small ones, large ones, complete skeletons and scattered remains. Some belonged to cave hoppers. Others to creatures he didn't recognize. All picked clean.

His hand had landed in a ribcage big enough to belong to a deer.

"Oh no," he breathed, scrambling to his feet. A skull rolled away, disappearing into a pile of other bones. The chamber wasn't large, but every inch of floor was covered in remains. This wasn't just a pit - it was a feeding ground.

Something moved in the tunnel above.

The sound of scales on stone grew closer.

"Hsssssssssssss..."

The sound made his blood freeze. Adom's hand found the sword in the darkness, gripping it tight. He adjusted his glasses while his heart hammered so hard he could hear it over the rattling of disturbed bones beneath his feet.

Two enormous eyes appeared in the tunnel above, reflecting his flame's light like mirrors. Adom quickly used [Identify] while preparing [Barrier].

[Creature: White Wyrm
Level: 10
Life force: 500/500
Type: Indigenous Great Forest Dweller
Status: Enraged]

The eyes drew closer. Adom's grip on the sword tightened. Wait for it. Let it commit to the strike. Don't waste energy on useless movements.

A massive head emerged from the tunnel, scales gleaming dully in the flame light. The creature's mouth opened, revealing rows of teeth longer than daggers. Muscles tensed along its neck.

Adom's breath seemed unnaturally loud in the sudden silence.

The wyrm struck.

[Barrier] flared to life as Adom dove sideways. Fangs scraped against magic with a sound like nails on glass. The beast's head smashed into the bone-covered floor where he'd stood.

Now.

Adom swung the sword with everything he had, aiming for the creature's neck—

The blade bounced off scales with a metallic clang.

"Oh, that's not fair."

The wyrm's head snapped toward him, jaws opening wide.

Adom rolled through bones as massive jaws snapped shut where he'd been. His mind raced through facts like flipping pages:
Immune to steel. Immune to fire. But it reared back from the flames. Why? Why fear something that can't hurt you?

The wyrm's head tracked his movement. Those eyes. If he could just—

He grabbed a handful of small bones, hurling them at the creature's face while weaving [Fireball]. Not a massive one - just enough to—

The beast's head jerked back instinctively from the flying debris. Perfect.

Adom launched the fireball directly at its eyes, already moving, already reaching for the sword again. The flames wouldn't hurt it, but the light, the surprise—

The wyrm reared back, exactly as he'd hoped. Adom charged forward, sword aimed for those massive eyes—

Something massive swept his legs. The world spun. His newly made [Barrier] shattered like glass.

[-24 Life Force]
[Status: You Suffered A Moderate Injury]

Adom slammed into a pile of bones, air rushing from his lungs. His glasses cracked. Pain exploded across his ribs. The sword clattered away somewhere.

"Hssssssssssss!"

The wyrm thrashed wildly, still blinded by the fireball's light. Its massive body whipped around the chamber, smashing into walls. A rib cage larger than Adom went flying.

Then he saw it.

Through cracked glasses, he watched the beast's underbelly scrape across a jagged bone. A tiny cut appeared.

[-0.5 Life Force] (499.5/500)

Adom's eyes widened. He spotted a narrow crevice leading up out of the pit.

"Alright," he whispered, scrambling toward it. A plan crystallized in his mind.

"[Pull]!" Adom's hand shot out, magic yanking the sword through scattered bones just as the wyrm's jaws struck.

He caught the blade and dove into the crevice, brushing past plant leaves that partly obscured the narrow opening. Fangs scraped stone inches behind him, the beast's frustrated roar vibrating through the rock itself. Too narrow for it to follow.

The sound of the massive body thrashing against the opening echoed after him as he climbed. But he kept going. He had a weakness to exploit now.

Adom stumbled into a cavern where crystals caught his [Flame]'s light, throwing scattered rainbows across pools of water. Cave hoppers and other small creatures scattered at his approach, their tiny feet pattering away into darkness.

The sword clattered to the ground as he practically fell forward, plunging his face into the nearest pool. The water was cold, almost painfully so, but he didn't care. His throat felt like sandpaper.

He kept his head submerged longer than necessary, letting the silence calm his racing thoughts. The water muffled everything except his heartbeat and the soft echo of drops falling somewhere deeper in the cave.

When he finally came up for air, his mind was clearer. The beast had found him multiple times now, always after he'd made noise. The running, the fighting, even just talking to himself - sound carried far in these tunnels.

He touched his bruised ribs gently, wincing. The snake's reactions were almost predictable - it struck at movement, at sound. It would rear up to deliver killing blows, exposing its belly in the process. If he could somehow...

Adom picked up a small stone, tossed it into a far pool. The splash echoed weirdly, seeming to come from multiple directions at once. Just like the snake's movements had seemed to come from everywhere earlier.

His eyes narrowed, studying the cavern's layout. The uneven ground. The pools. The crystal formations creating natural acoustic channels.

He could use this.

If he positioned himself just right, created noise in specific places... he could make the snake strike exactly where he wanted. And when it reared up for the kill...

Adom picked up the sword again, testing its weight. He'd only get one chance at this.

"Alright," he whispered, "let's set up a welcome party."

The cavern's acoustics revealed themselves with each careful step. Adom's fingers traced the crystal formations, feeling vibrations travel. Three large crystals created a natural funnel for sound - perfect. A tap here echoed precisely where he needed it.

His boot slipped on wet stone. The scraping sound echoed.

He froze.

Nothing.

Breathing slowly through his nose, he began digging near a pool's edge. Each movement had to be silent. The ground gave way easily, softened by centuries of water seepage. His hands worked methodically, measuring depth against his arm's length. The sword laid carefully aside, he widened the hole just enough - no more, no less. Extra space meant extra sound.

A crystal tumbled.

Adom's heart stopped.

Silence.

Sweat dripped despite the cave's chill as he positioned loose stones around the hole's edge. When struck right, they'd create a sequence of sounds like running prey. The echoes would lead straight to—

Something shifted in the tunnels beyond.

Adom didn't breathe for ten seconds.

False alarm.

Water from the nearest pool was already seeping into his trap, softening the earth further. The snake's weight would do the rest. He tested the hole's depth one final time, calculating the sword's arc. It had to be perfect. One chance.

A distant hiss froze his blood.

Too soon.

He eased himself into position, every movement measured. The sword aligned just so. Loose stones ready to create their deadly symphony.

Now came the worst part.

Waiting.

As expected, the wait was unbearable.

One.Two.
Three.

Water dripped somewhere. Each drop echoed like thunder in Adom's ears. His arms ached from holding the sword at the perfect angle, but he didn't dare adjust his position.

Four.
Five.

A pebble shifted near the tunnel entrance. His heart stopped.

Too soon. Please be too soon.

Silence returned. His muscles screamed to move.

Six.
Seven.

"Hsssssssss..."

The sound came from everywhere and nowhere. Adom's fingers tightened on the sword grip. Sweat rolled down his forehead, but he couldn't risk wiping it away.

Eight.
Ni—

A crystal shifted. Wrong timing. Wrong place.

The hiss grew closer.

Don't move. Don't breathe. Don't—

Something heavy scraped against stone above. Particles of dirt rained into the hole. One landed on his nose. It itched unbearably.

Ten.
Eleven.

The massive body slithered past his hiding spot. He could feel the ground vibrate. Just a little further. Just a little—

His leg cramped. The sword trembled slightly.

The movement above stopped.

Twelve.
Thir—

The snake's head snapped toward his position.

A heartbeat of perfect stillness.

Adom's free hand found a loose crystal. One chance.

He flicked it.

The carefully arranged stones responded, creating a cascade of sounds - prey running, stumbling, panicking. The acoustics carried the symphony exactly as planned.

The massive head whipped away, following the phantom prey.

Almost... almost...

The wyrm's body tensed, coiling. Adom could feel its weight shifting above him, preparing to strike. The ground groaned under its mass.

Now.

"AAARGH!"

The sword thrust upward as the snake struck downward. Scales parted. Resistance, then - a give. Every muscle in Adom's arms screamed as tons of serpentine flesh threatened to wrench the blade sideways. His shoulders felt like they were being torn apart, but he held the sword steady - if it tilted even slightly, the strike would fail. The blade sank deep into soft flesh. The beast's own momentum did the rest.

Steel tore through the wyrm's entire length as it shot forward. Blood cascaded into the hole like a red waterfall, hot and thick, drenching Adom completely. The creature's shriek shattered crystals, a sound of pure agony that echoed through every tunnel of the maze.

Internal organs spilled from the massive gash, splattering across the cavern floor. The snake's body thrashed wildly, its coils smashing against walls, its blood painting everything crimson.

Adom held the sword steady, even as more blood poured over him, into his mouth, his eyes. The blade kept cutting, kept tearing, until the wyrm's momentum finally ceased.

The massive body collapsed, twitching, organs still sliding out of the horrific wound that had split it nearly in half.

A final, wet hiss escaped its jaws.

Then silence.

[Achievement Unlocked: Serpent Slayer]
[You have slain the White Wyrm (Level 10)!]

[Stat Increases:Intelligence +3 (Quick thinking in combat)
Strength +2 (Wielding sword against massive resistance)Dexterity +2 (Precise movements under pressure)
Vitality +2 (Survival against overwhelming odds)Wisdom +3 (Strategic planning and execution)
Agility +2 (Evasive maneuvers)]

[Note: Specific stat increases can be hidden by the user.]

[Life force 100 → 205]

[Inventory increased to N/10]

Blood-soaked and trembling with exhaustion, Adom let out a shaky breath. The sword slipped from his fingers, clattering against stone. He was alive.

"I'm alive."

Somehow.

"Wait a minute," he frowned, addressing the System, "I thought you didn't grant power? Why do I have stat increases?"

[Clarification: System does not grant power directly. Recent combat experience has pushed your body and mind to their limits, resulting in natural growth. Stat increases reflect your own achievements and adaptations during intense stress.]

Adom nodded slowly, processing the information. He glanced at his hands, flexing his fingers. The trembling had subsided.

"And the life force increase? The inventory expansion?" he pressed, still skeptical.

[Life force increase is a natural result of pushing beyond previous limitations. Inventory expansion is a System feature unlocked by demonstrated growth, as previously explained.]

"I see..."

Every inch of Adom dripped red as he hauled himself from the hole. The blood had seeped everywhere - under his fingernails, between his toes, in every fold of clothing. His hair was matted with it, thick and warm. It filled his ears, coated his tongue with a familiar metallic taste that made him pause.

His boots made wet sucking sounds as he pulled them from the red pool that had collected in his hiding spot. Blood ran down his glasses in rivulets, turning the world red.

He took them off.

The wyrm's massive corpse stretched across the cavern, internal organs still spilling from the terrible gash. Parts of its tail still twitched, muscles remembering life. The wound gaped like a second mouth, showing just how perfectly his sword had split it.

[Warning: Special Blood Detected]
[Analyzing...]

The blood dripped thick and warm across his skin, making odd 'clop clop' sounds as it landed. A strange tingling sensation began to spread wherever it touched, though the blood itself remained stubbornly present.

Wait. Tingling?

Adom froze. Blood wasn't supposed to tingle. Not normal blood, not monster blood, not any kind of blood. His heart began to race as the sensation intensified, spreading across his skin like pins and needles.

"No, no, no," he muttered, frantically trying to wipe it away, only managing to smear it further. His mind raced through everything he knew about monster parts. Hearts could grant abilities if you were born with the right constitution. Some organs were sought after as aphrodisiacs by foolish nobles with more gold than sense. Certain flesh just tasted impossibly salty, while other parts would kill you outright. But blood? Blood wasn't supposed to do anything except maybe poison you if you were unlucky.

The tingling grew stronger. Was this how it felt to be poisoned by monster blood? Monsters were mutants, creatures warped by concentrated mana over time, and no two were exactly alike. That's what made them so dangerous - you could never be entirely sure what effects their parts might have. What worked like a charm for one adventurer could kill the next. And this was a White Wyrm - a creature he knew very little about. Who knew what its blood might do?

He'd heard horror stories of adventurers who'd gotten monster blood in their wounds. Some dissolved from the inside out, others suffered mutations that... He cut that line of thought off, his breathing becoming rapid and shallow.

[Wyrm Blood properties integrating with host body]

"Integrating what? Wait!" He shouted, as if that would have changed anything.

[New Passive Skill Acquired: White Wyrm Body (Very Rare) (Level 1)]

[White Wyrm Body: Your flesh remembers the serpent's blood that bathed it. Each instance of body damage will gradually strengthen your physical resistance. Current defense multiplier: 1.01x. Through successive damage and healing, your body will develop resistance potentially surpassing the White Wyrm's own scales while maintaining human flexibility and adaptability. Maximum potential: Unknown.]

Adom's panic subsided as he read the system notification, replaced by cautious relief. A skill? That was... unexpected.

As the system notification faded, the tingling gradually subsided. He took a deep breath, his panic giving way to curiosity as his analytical mind kicked in. A skill from monster blood? That wasn't supposed to happen unless...

"System," he started, trying to keep the hope from his voice, "did something change with my constitution? Like, can I safely consume monster parts now?" The possibilities raced through his mind. "Is this some sort of... reward for coming back?"

[No. You are not special.]

Adom blinked at the blunt response.

[Monsters are mutants. While their effects on humans are generally predictable, variations can occur. This particular White Wyrm happened to possess this property, which was transferred to you through blood contact. Had it been another White Wyrm, the effects could have ranged from nothing to death. You were merely lucky.]

There was a long moment of silence as Adom processed this.

"Was the 'you are not special' line necessary?"

[The System only provides accurate information.]

"...Right," he muttered, wiping more blood from his face. "Thanks for that."

Looking at his blood-soaked reflection in one of the pools, Adom raised an eyebrow. "So, let me get this straight - you want me to get hit. A lot. Repeatedly. For this to get stronger?"

[Yes.]

"Alright, just making sure we were on the same page," he muttered dryly, wiping futilely at his face and only managing to smear more blood around. "Because getting beaten half to death is exactly what I had planned for my weekend anyway."

The system offered no response to his sarcasm. The wyrm's corpse just continued its death spasms behind him, as if to emphasize exactly what kind of punishment his body would need to endure to reach that level of defense.

"Awesome."

[Note: A critical area remains unaffected. Upper mid-back unexposed to Ancient Blood. This will remain normal and vulnerable.] The System displayed.

Adom froze. His hand reached for the spot between his shoulder blades, where he found a leaf. Probably from the earlier crevice. It was the only place untouched by the wyrm's blood.

"Oh, no you don't," he muttered. He turned back to the still-pooling blood, crouched, and scooped a handful into his palm. Without hesitation, he reached over his shoulder and smeared the warm liquid onto the bare spot.

It soaked into his skin instantly, leaving a faint, almost imperceptible tingle in its wake.

"There. Perfect."

Adom glanced at the still-warm blood pooling around his feet. "Hey. Can I store some of this? You know, just in case I missed a spot somewhere important?"

[Analysing...]

[Blood absorption window has expired. Current blood properties: Normal. No special qualities remain.]

"Of course," he sighed, then turned his attention to the wyrm's split carcass. "Well, might as well not waste everything."

He waded through the gore toward where the massive heart lay exposed through the wound. Even in death, it was larger than his torso. The organ would fetch a considerable price - monster hearts always did. And if he was lucky, he might find a Constitution-gifted individual willing to pay even more. Those rare few who could consume monster hearts and gain their properties... a gift Adom unfortunately never possessed.

He picked up his sword again, carefully cutting away the crucial connecting tissues.

"At least something good came from getting a blood bath," he muttered, working the heart free. "Besides the whole 'please hit me harder' skill."

[Heart of the White Wyrm has been added to inventory]
[Item will remain in stasis until retrieved]

Adom looked at the sword in his hands, still dripping with wyrm's blood.

He trained in swordsmanship for some time when he was younger. 

It wasn't just that he was terrible at it - though he absolutely was. The countless bruises from dropped guards and mistimed parries proved that. No, the bigger problem was that he'd never wanted to learn. Why spend hours swinging a sword when he could be learning about the theoretical foundations of elemental magic?

His father had eventually given up, though the disappointment never quite left his eyes.

"Well," Adom muttered, "looks like I don't have that luxury anymore." This world wouldn't let him hide behind books. "System, what exactly does a rank S weapon mean?"

[Rank S represents one of the highest quality classification possible. This blade was forged from Star-fallen steel, a material of celestial origin.]

The corner of his mouth twitched upward. A Star-fallen blade. The kind of weapon that made collectors lose their minds - and their fortunes. The type that, in the right hands, could carve its way into legend itself.

In his hands, though... He shook his head. That would need work.

"The treasure," he suddenly remembered. The sword wasn't the only secret this place held.

He spotted a deeper pool nearby and waded in, watching clouds of red disperse in the clear water. The cold bit at his skin as he scrubbed wyrm's blood from his clothes, his hair, his skin.

Once reasonably clean, he climbed out, clothes soaked but at least no longer crimson. He oriented himself, trying to remember the path back to the treasure room through the maze of tunnels.

The route now eerily quiet without the wyrm's presence. When he finally reached the treasure room again, he let out a low whistle. He hadn't been dreaming - this was far beyond the reported 500,000 gold pieces. This had to be at least 50 million, maybe more. The disparity between historical records and reality was puzzling. How had such a vast difference gone unreported?

A question for another time perhaps but for now, he had more pressing matters.

Reaching into his inventory, Adom pulled out the dimension bags he had purchased earlier.

He began filling the bags methodically, watching as the system confirmed each one's capacity. One bag full. Two. Three. Four. Five. About fifty thousand gold pieces secured, and it barely made a dent in the massive pile.

"That'll do for now," he decided, storing the bags back in his inventory. He'd need to check the rune at the cave's entry later, make sure it wouldn't expire at an inconvenient moment. The rest of the treasure would have to wait.

Adom cast one last look at the glittering hoard. "Don't worry, I'll be back. But first, I need to find a way out of here."

The exit, as it turned out, didn't require an epic quest through winding tunnels or another death-defying swim. No, it was right there in the treasure room, because of course it was. A seemingly innocuous crystal jutted from the wall behind where the wyrm had originally coiled, barely visible unless you knew to look for it.

Adom stared at it for a solid minute, fighting the urge to facepalm. All that running, all that planning, all that blood... when he could have just... He shook his head, choosing to file this under "things we don't talk about" along with that time he spent three hours trying to open a locked door before realizing it opened outward.

The crystal hummed at his touch, and the world shifted. In an instant, he found himself back in the entrance chamber. As he stepped out into the moonlight, the cave entrance sealed itself behind him with a soft grinding of stone on stone.

He turned back, eyes narrowing as he studied the rune patterns etched around the now-sealed entrance. His fingers traced the air, memorizing each curve and line. He'd be back, of course. Fifty thousand gold pieces was nice, but there were still millions more waiting down there. Not to mention whatever other secrets that treasure room might be hiding.

"The Salty Dog," Adom corrected himself as he made his way down the cliffs, his steps careful in the darkness. Midnight had probably come and gone, and he felt a twinge of guilt about keeping the kind stranger waiting - if he was even still there.

The strider was the first thing he saw, its massive form silhouetted against the tavern's warm lights. The creature turned its long neck toward him, letting out a soft warble that was surprisingly gentle for such an intimidating beast. Adom reached up to pat its feathered neck, earning another pleased sound.

"At least you're still here," he murmured to the creature, trying not to think about how much trouble he'd be in if the rider had given up and left. The walk back to Xerkes would be... unpleasant.

Taking a deep breath, Adom pushed open the heavy wooden door of The Salty Dog. The tavern smell - ale, smoke, and something vaguely resembling food - washed over him as he stepped inside.

The tavern fell silent the moment he stepped in. The music was interrupted, conversations died mid-sentence, and every head turned toward the door.

"Oi, Garth," a grey-bearded man slurred, swaying on his stool. "Garth. Garth. Y'see what I'm seein'? There's a... there's a li'l ghoul right there. Right by th'door. Ain't there? M'not... m'not seeing things again, am I?"

"For heaven's sake, Morris, that's a child," a woman's voice cut through the silence. She stood up from behind the bar, wiping her hands on her apron as she approached Adom. She crouched down, her face a mixture of concern and alarm. "Sweet merciful God, child, are you lost? What happened to you?"

Adom caught his reflection in the mirror by the door and finally understood their reaction. His hair was plastered to his head, clothes torn and mud-stained, and despite his earlier attempts at cleaning up, dried blood still caked parts of his skin and clothes. He looked like something that had crawled out of a grave.

"Oh, it's not my blood," he said helpfully.

The woman's expression froze.

"I was hunting," Adom added quickly, "There was an accident..." He raised his hand, conjuring a small [Flame] that danced above his palm.

"Ahhhhh," the entire tavern seemed to exhale in unison.

"Magic student," someone muttered.

"That explains it."

"Remember when my nephew started at the academy? Came home looking like he'd fought a tornado."

"Mages," several people said simultaneously, shaking their heads and returning to their drinks.

The woman laughed, it was a very memorable one. The kind of warm laugh that made her whole face light up. Her eyes crinkled at the corners "Must have had quite the adventure, haven't you?"

"You have no idea."

"Come sit, I'll fix you something to eat—"

"Actually," Adom interrupted, glancing at the strider outside, "I'm looking for someone. The owner of that strider out there?"

"Oh, you mean Kai? He's just gone to the privy. Mentioned having one last fare tonight – that'd be you then?"

Adom nodded.

"Well, come on then," she said, taking his hand. "At least have some milk and cookies while you wait. You're skinny as a rake, child."

Adom chuckled, about to politely decline when—

"Oi, Tara!" came a slurred voice from the corner. "Can I 'ave some milk an' cookies too?"

"Me too!" another drunk chimed in, then turned to Adom with an exaggerated wink. "Don' turn 'er down, lad. Best chocolate chip cookies this side of the isles, I tell ya!"

"Are you grown men really trying to mooch cookies from a child's plate?" Tara put her hands on her hips.

"Noooo," came the collective response, followed immediately by, "Maybe a little?"

She sighed the long-suffering sigh of someone who'd been dealing with these regulars for years. "Come on, love," she said to Adom. "Before this lot tries to adopt you just to get at my baking."

"Too late!" someone called out. "I already picked out a name for 'im!"

Adom settled at the counter while Tara bustled behind it. "Just took a fresh batch out of the oven," she called over her shoulder. "Give them a minute to cool."

"Thank you, ma'am."

Tara's smile warmed. "Such nice manners."

He felt it before he saw it - that distinct sensation of being watched. Turning slightly, he caught sight of a man with an impressive red beard staring at him intently. Adom looked at the counter. The ceiling. The door. Anywhere else.

The man kept staring.

"Warm or cold milk, dear?"

"Warm, please."

"Coming right up!"

The staring continued. Then - poke.

Did he just-  Adom thought while facing him.

"What?!"

"Do a trick."

"...What?"

"A trick. Do a trick."

Like moths to a flame, other patrons gravitated toward them. "Yeah, you're a mage, ain't ya? Show us somethin'!"

Before he knew it, the whole tavern was chanting, "Trick! Trick! Trick!"

Adom glanced around and sighed at the eager faces, clearly belonging to men who'd had a few too many drinks. He supposed he could entertain them, even for a bit.

"Anyone have a deck of cards?"

"Ooooh, a card trick!"

The red-bearded man produced a weathered deck from his pocket, nearly dropping it twice before successfully handing it over.

Adom shuffled the cards with practiced ease - one of the few useful skills he'd picked up in his past life's countless nights of solitary research. The familiar motion drew everyone closer.

"Sir," he addressed the red-bearded man, "would you like to assist?"

"Me?" The man straightened up proudly. "Name's Shawn!"

"Alright, Shawn. Pick a card, any card." As Shawn reached for the deck, Adom channeled a tiny thread of mana into the cards. Just enough. Not too much.

Shawn selected a card, showed it to the crowd (Seven of Hearts), and returned it to the deck.

Adom shuffled again, then paused. The bard, who had resumed playing softly in the background, caught his eye. With a slight nod, the musician changed his tune to something more dramatic.

"Now," Adom said, raising his voice slightly, "your card will come to me." He held the deck in his left hand, raised his right, and snapped his fingers. A small [Flame] appeared above his palm, and simultaneously, a single card floated up from the deck, spinning slowly in the air.

The tavern went silent.

The card continued rising until it was eye level with Shawn, then flipped to reveal - the Three of Clubs.

"That's... not my card," Shawn said, disappointed.

"Oh?" Adom feigned surprise. "Are you sure? Maybe you should check your pocket."

Shawn reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a card. The Seven of Hearts. His eyes widened.

"But how did you—"

"Wait," Adom interrupted, pointing at the floating Three of Clubs. "What's that behind your ear?"

Shawn reached up and found another card. The Three of Clubs he'd just been looking at was now somehow behind his ear, while the one that had been floating was gone.

The tavern erupted.

"MAGE! MAGE! MAGE!"

Tara, returning with the milk and cookies, had to weave through the celebrating crowd. "Well," she said, placing the plate in front of him, "I haven't seen them this excited since the time Old Morris convinced everyone he'd caught a mermaid, and it turned out to be a painted cod."

"Thank you, ma'am," Adom said, reaching for a cookie. The moment he bit into it, time seemed to slow down. The chocolate chips were still melting, creating perfect pockets of richness that contrasted with the crispy edges and soft center.

The buttery sweetness spread across his tongue, accompanied by hints of vanilla and... was that a touch of cinnamon? The cookie somehow managed to be both delicate and substantial, crumbling just right without falling apart.

The system displayed: [+1 Life Force]

He closed his eyes, savoring each note of flavor like it was a symphony. In seventy-nine years of living, he'd never...

His eyes snapped open. "Hey!"

Where there had been a plate full of cookies moments ago, there was now a single lonely survivor, surrounded by guilty-looking crumbs. The drunk men around him were all chewing suspiciously, avoiding eye contact.

Tara's laugh rang out. "Don't worry, dear. I've got more batches cooling. I'll pack you a tray to take with you, since you seem to be enjoying them."

"These are the best cookies I've ever eaten," Adom said with complete sincerity, the kind that could only come from seven decades of comparison.

"TOLD YOU!" shouted the man from earlier, spraying cookie crumbs everywhere. He swallowed hard and pointed at Adom triumphantly. "What'd I say? Best cookies this side of the isles! This side of ANY isles!"

"I'll definitely come back here whenever I can," Adom said earnestly, reaching for the last cookie before anyone else could steal it.

Tara laughed. "You sound just like my boy. He's around the same age as you too. Gets this same look in his eyes every time I bake a fresh batch."

"Really? Your son is lucky to have these at home," Adom said softly, then added more quietly, "Makes me miss my mother's cooking even more." He made a mental note to visit home as soon as possible. Maybe take a leave?

"Say, Tara," one of the men piped up, swaying slightly on his feet, "wasn't your little one wanting to be a mage too? Should introduce him to our cookie mage here. At least he'd be paying for his treats, unlike some of us freeloaders."

Adom felt his cheeks burn - the drunk had a point.

"Oh, no, I couldn't possibly—" Tara started.

"I'd love to help," Adom interrupted. "I could be his sponsor at the academy."

Tara fell silent, her hands stilling on the counter. "Are... are you sure?"

"Absolutely. These cookies are more than worth it," he smiled. "Has he been tested already?"

"Yes, since he was four. The stone turned silver for him."

"Oh?" Adom's eyebrows rose. "Why wasn't he taken in then?"

Tara's expression flickered, her hands twisting her apron. "There were... some complications with the process..."

Noting her discomfort, Adom quickly changed the subject. "Well, I'll do my best to have him join Xerkes by next semester. I mean it."

"Thank you!" Tara's eyes were suddenly bright. "I... thank you."

She looked like she was about to cry, and probably, to not ruin the mood, she exclaimed, "Oh! Wait just a moment," before disappearing into the kitchen. She returned moments later with a cloth-wrapped bundle that smelled heavenly. "Here you go, dear. Still warm."

Adom accepted the package, the warmth seeping through the cloth into his hands. "Thank you, really."

At that moment, a deep voice came from behind. "You're here."

Adom turned to see Kai, looking exactly as he had hours ago, as if time hadn't passed at all.

"I'm sorry for making you wait," Adom said, but Kai waved it off.

"Not a problem. Usually head out around this hour anyway." He looked Adom up and down, taking in the dried blood, torn clothes, and general dishevelment. "Rough night, huh?"

"Very. Yes."

Adom turned to Tara, who was still dabbing at her eyes with her apron. "Good night, ma'am. And thank you."

"GOOD NIGHT, KAI!" the entire tavern erupted in unison, then, "GOODBYE, COOKIE MAGE! COME BACK SOON!"

Adom waved, unable to suppress a smile as he followed Kai out, carefully clutching his precious bundle of cookies. The last thing he heard was someone attempting to start another round of "MAGE! MAGE! MAGE!" before the heavy door swung shut behind them.

The journey back to Xerkes was quiet, largely because Adom fell asleep almost immediately after settling into Kai's cart. He woke to a gentle shake of his shoulder.

"We're here," Kai said.

"Oh. Thank you," Adom mumbled, still groggy. "See you around."

Kai just waved, his strider letting out a soft whicker as they turned away.

The academy structures loomed unchanged before him - thank goodness. He made his way to his dorm, feet moving automatically along familiar paths.

"HOLY SHI-!" The scream pierced the quiet as he opened the door. Sam's eyes went wide. "Dude! What the hell happened to you?!"

"Went hunting," Adom said casually. It was a perfect excuse, really - mage students, especially those in their first three years, were actively encouraged to practice their spells through hunting, particularly if they were interested in becoming battle mages.

"You wanna be a battle mage?" Sam's eyebrows shot up.

"Been thinking about it."

"You've been so weird today. Like, cool, kinda. But weird."

"Thank you, Sam."

"You're welcome— wait, is that... are those cookies I'm smelling alongside all the blood on you?"

Adom chuckled. "Best cookies ever." He unwrapped the bundle, the aroma filling their room. "Wait, should we get milk?"

"There's the distributor down the corridor. Still should be working at this hour," Sam said, already heading for the door. "Don't start without me!"

Adom settled on the floor, exhaustion finally catching up with him. There was something nagging at the back of his mind, something important he'd forgotten, but no matter how hard he tried to grasp it, it slipped away like smoke.

Sam burst back in with two bottles. "Only one cow milk left. The rest is mooyak," he said, holding up a bottle of familiar blue liquid.

"Dibs on the mooyak then."

"Fine by me. I prefer cow anyway." Sam tossed him the blue bottle and dropped down beside him. "These smell amazing."

"Try one."

Sam bit into a cookie and his eyes immediately closed, just as Adom's had done earlier. "Who made these?!" he demanded through a mouthful of crumbs.

"A nice lady back at a—" Adom's eyes suddenly went wide.

"What? Are you having a stroke or something?"

"His name."

"Huh?" Sam asked, already reaching for another cookie.

"I didn't ask for it!" Adom groaned. "Her son's name! I just... I promised to help get her son into Xerkes and I don't even know his name..."

            

    
        Chapter 07. The Dregs

    
    
    
    
                After twenty minutes of navigating the academy's ever-helpful (and occasionally over-helpful) corridors, deflecting three duel challenges, politely declining to recount his fight with Damus for the seventh time that morning, and somehow ending up in the West Wing twice despite explicitly heading east, Adom finally arrived at his destination. In the East Wing. Where he'd been trying to go all along.

Little victories.

He doubled over, hands on his knees, catching his breath. Adom's lungs, he noted with clinical detachment, were definitely not built for this much walking. Adding "cardio" to his mental to-do list, he reached for the classroom door—

BOOM!

"Whoa!"

Adom jumped back instinctively as a wave of purple smoke seeped under the door, bringing with it the distinct smell of burnt sugar and... was that peacock feathers?

Several gasps echoed from within, followed by the tinkle of shattered glass and what sounded suspiciously like something still bubbling.

When he finally opened the door, he found the classroom divided between students hiding behind their cauldrons and others trying very hard not to laugh. In the center of it all stood a girl, her face and robes covered in sparkling purple residue, her notebook now sporting several smoking holes.

Professor Mirwen had an arm around the sniffling girl's shoulders, somehow managing to look both sympathetic and amused.

"Now, now, Miss Chen. As I always say, if you haven't blown up your cauldron at least a hundred times, you haven't really tried. Though I must say, adding the moonflower essence before the stabilizing agent was... a creative interpretation of the instructions."

A few poorly disguised snickers came from the back of the room, quickly silenced by the professor's raised eyebrow.

"Ah, Mr. Sylla," she said, noticing Adom in the doorway. "How kind of you to join us. Please find a seat before someone else discovers an exciting new way to redecorate my classroom ceiling."

Everyone's eyes instinctively looked up at the various colorful stains marking the stone above.

As he stepped inside, the whispers rippled through the classroom like wind through leaves.

"That's him—""The one who fought Damus and won—"
"THE Damus?! That skinny kid?""I heard he used forbidden magic—"
"Never even talks in class—""My sister said he glowed like—"
"Probably just got lucky—"
"Did you see the lightning though?"

Just what kind of person did the rumors make Adom out to be?

"Silence!" Professor Mirwen's voice cut through the chatter. Her eyes settled on Adom, who had just spotted Sam waving enthusiastically from their usual spot near the window.

"It seems you've become quite popular this morning, Mr. Sylla," she said. "I trust it's for good reasons?"

"Always, Professor," Adom replied, trying to channel his younger self's earnestness.

"Good." She nodded, returning to wiping purple residue off Lisa Chen's textbook.

Adom was halfway to his seat when—

"Forgetting something, are we?"

He turned back, perplexed. What was she talking about? His books were in his bag, his wand was... he never used a wand in his second year. His thoughts scattered as he finally noticed what everyone else was wearing. The mandatory protective glasses. Of course. He was about to confess he'd left them in his room when—

"I knew you'd forget," Sam whispered, pressing a spare pair into his hand. "You always do."

"Thanks, Sam" Adom whispered, sliding the glasses on. Sam just grinned, already flipping open his notebook.

"Now then," Professor Mirwen said, finally finishing with Lisa's cleanup, "since Miss Chen has concluded her... energetic presentation, next we have..." She consulted her list. "Ah, Mr. Sylla."

You've got to be kidding me. Adom had barely caught his breath from the morning marathon through the academy's corridors. But there was no helping it now.

As he approached the demonstration desk, Professor Mirwen explained, "You'll be preparing a Resonance Draught today. As you know, a properly brewed potion should create harmonic vibrations when exposed to specific sound frequencies. The liquid must maintain a perfect azure hue and produce three distinct tonal responses when tested. This will account for 25% of your final grade, so do be careful."

Behind him, Lisa's sniffling crescendoed into fresh sobs.

That's it?

He began arranging his instruments with practiced precision.

"Mr. Sylla, please narrate your process for the class."

"Right." He cleared his throat. "First, we need a copper-bottom cauldron for this specific brew - iron would interfere with the sonic resonance. I'm setting the flame to exactly three-quarters strength, as the Resonance Draught requires precise temperature control."

His hands moved with quiet confidence as he spoke. "Adding the base solution - pure spring water with a three-drop measure of morning dew. The dew acts as a natural frequency conductor."

"And why morning dew specifically, Mr. Sylla?" Professor Mirwen interjected, quill poised.

"Because it's naturally attuned to the day's first vibrations, Professor. Evening dew would create discordant frequencies."

He continued, measuring ingredients with fluid grace. "Now, powdered quartz crystal, but it must be added in a spiral pattern to establish the initial resonance field. You can see the liquid beginning to shimmer - that's the crystalline matrix forming."

"Excellent observation. And the timing for the next step?"

"We wait exactly thirty-seven seconds - there's a subtle shift in the surface tension that..." He trailed off, watching intently. "Now. Adding three clockwise stirs with a silver rod, followed by one counterclockwise to stabilize. The color should begin shifting toward azure, starting from the edges."

The class watched as the liquid transformed exactly as described.

"The critical step is the sonic essence," he explained, carefully uncorking a small vial. "It must be added drop by drop while humming a perfect middle C. This creates the base frequency the potion will later respond to."

The liquid rippled with each drop, perfect concentric circles spreading outward as Adom hummed the note.

"And finally," he concluded, "three drops of liquid moonstone to lock the resonance pattern. When done correctly..." He picked up a tuning fork from his kit, struck it, and held it near the cauldron. The potion swirled, producing a clear, pure tone. He adjusted the fork slightly - a different note emerged. One more adjustment - a third distinct tone rang out, each one perfect and crystalline.

Professor Mirwen examined the potion, its azure surface still swirling with subtle iridescence. "That's... rather impressive for a second year. Have you been practicing, Mr. Sylla?"

"A bit lately, yes." For about sixty years, he added mentally.

"Class, take note of Mr. Sylla's precise technique. Twenty out of twenty. You may return to your seat."

As he walked back, the whispers started again:"Did you see how steady his hands were—"
"Perfect pitch on that humming—""Show-off—"
"How did he know about the surface tension—"

Adom slid back into his seat, and Sam immediately leaned over. "Dude, how did you get this good at alchemy?"

"I've always been good at alchemy," Adom reminded him. "It's one of my favorite disciplines."

"You're good, but not that good. That's Mia Storm level good!"

Adom was about to explain when—

"Mr. Harbinsky."

Sam froze mid-whisper.

"Mr. Harbinsky?" Professor Mirwen repeated, more firmly this time.

"...Me?" Sam squeaked.

"Are there two Samenel Harbinsky in this class that I'm unaware of?"

The class erupted in laughter as Sam, his face almost matching the color of his hair, stumbled to his feet and made his way to the front.

Sam's presentation was a study in controlled chaos - he dropped his notes twice, accidentally added ingredients in the wrong order, then somehow saved it with quick thinking and rapid stirring.

His Resonance Draught ended up a shade too turquoise but still produced the required tones, if slightly off-pitch. Professor Mirwen awarded him 16/20, making him beam with pride as several classmates congratulated him on scoring third highest.

The rest of the day flowed like a well-worn stream. In Theoretical Magic, Professor Thane went off on another tangent about the proper geometry of ancient incantations, only to be interrupted by his own demonstration backfiring and turning his mustache bright pink.

During Magical History, half the class dozed off while Professor Hans enthusiastically detailed the Rise of House Borealis in 3832 BR, though they perked up considerably when she mentioned it was likely to appear on next week's test.

At lunch, a malfunctioning spell made the cafeteria's self-serving plates get into an argument with the floating drink pitchers about proper meal sequencing, resulting in several students getting their dessert before their main course.

Adom found himself repeatedly explaining that no, he hadn't used any forbidden magic against Damus, while Sam helpfully deflected the more persistent questioners with increasingly outlandish theories about hamsters being involved.

Where did that even come from?

The afternoon brought Practical Applications class, where a student managed to accidentally merge his chair with his desk while attempting a simple transformation spell. It took three teaching assistants and a very amused Professor Kirna to separate them, though the chair maintained a distinct desk-like aesthetic afterward.

By the time the final bell chimed at 3 PM, Adom had answered forty-seven questions about yesterday's duel, declined twelve more challenges, and somehow acquired a small fan club of first-years who trailed him between classes until Sam scared them off by claiming Adom was contagiously radioactive.

"Library?" Sam asked as they packed their bags. "We could start prepping for the exams. I found this great corner where the bookshelf actually suggests relevant readings based on your stress levels."

"Think I'll pass," Adom said, suppressing a yawn. "Still feeling yesterday in my bones."

"Really?" Sam studied him with genuine concern. "Then yeah, definitely go rest. You look kind of pale anyway."

"Says the guy planning an all-nighter."

"Hey, these runic sequences aren't going to memorize themselves. I still can't tell if Professor Thane was saying 'ethereal manifestation' or 'eternal constipation' in her drawing."

"We'll see each other tomorrow then," Adom said, watching Sam hoist his overstuffed bag. All-nighters, he thought with a slight shudder, remembering the years of caffeine-fueled study sessions that seemed to stretch into eternity. Some experiences he definitely didn't miss from his first time around.

They parted at the corridor junction, Sam heading toward the library's towering spires while Adom turned toward the dormitories.

Adom gratefully shed his school uniform - the black robes, white shirt, tie, waistcoat and his ring that marked him as a Xerkes student - and changed into his own clothes: worn leather boots, comfortable dark pants, a soft gray henley, and his favorite navy blue jacket with brass buttons. Simple, practical clothing that helped him blend in with the city crowds.

Arkhos, the capital of Lumaria, the Borealis Duchy, sprawled across its island like a living thing, equal parts ancient stone and modern innovation. The city had grown around Xerkes Academy over the centuries, until the two became inseparable - much like magic and progress themselves.

Steam-powered trams wound through cobblestone streets. Ancient buildings with their weather-worn gargoyles stood shoulder-to-shoulder with sleek new constructions of glass and steel. The air hummed with both mechanical and magical energy, the scent of sea salt mixing with coffee from countless cafes and the ever-present undertone of alchemical experiments.

In the older district, where the streets still followed their original meandering paths, tourists and locals alike gathered around the preserved Farm of Law - a humble plot of land that had somehow survived millennia of urban development.

Its simple wooden fence and modest farmhouse seemed almost impossible amid the city's grandeur, yet there it stood, protected by both law and legend. Children pressed their faces against the fence, hoping to spot some sign of the mysterious farmer-mage who had reintroduced magic to humanity before vanishing without a trace. Some 3000 years ago.

The markets were in full swing as Adom walked through the city center, where merchants sold everything from mundane vegetables to bottled starlight. Street performers entertained crowds with minor illusions while automated brass musicians played on street corners. Students from Xerkes, easily identifiable by their rings despite their civilian clothes, mingled with the crowd, taking advantage of their freedom to explore the city until classes.

Above it all, the great lighthouse of Arkhos stood sentinel at the island's edge, its eternal flame - said to have been lit by Law Borealis himself - still burning after all these centuries, guiding ships through the often treacherous waters around the Lumaria archipelago that consisted of an impressive 12,025 islands with 4,672 Dungeons scattered throughout.

Adom wandered through familiar streets that existed now only in his memories - and wouldn't exist at all in about forty years when the bombardments began. But today, those same streets pulsed with life: merchants haggling over the price of enchanted trinkets, children playing hopscotch with chalk that changed color with each jump, elderly couples sharing spiced tea at corner cafés.

There were so many restaurants to try here. More than he ever cared to count. But he wanted to discover them.

He stopped at the crowd gathering around a street performer named Old Jack. The man was creating elaborate fire dragons that danced above the audience's heads, weaving between floating rings of blue flame. Adom remembered this act; he used to be so entertained back when he would visit Arkhos with his parents as a kid.

A child in the crowd gasped as a fire butterfly landed on her nose, warm but not burning. "Are you a real mage, mister?"

Jack smiled. "The Seeker's stone turned silver for me when I was your age, little one. Should've gone straight to Xerkes then." He created another butterfly, this one changing colors as it flew. "But I made some bad choices, unfortunately."

The girl's mother pulled her closer, whispering something about "generational opportunity" and "secure future." It was true - having a mage or knight in the family meant wealth and status for generations to come.

It was why the Empire sent Seekers every five years to test children across every province, every island, every remote city and village. Missing a potential mage was considered a tragedy.

The crowd applauded as Jack's dragons performed one final spiral before dissolving into a shower of harmless sparks. Some things, Adom mused, had a way of working out differently than expected. He dropped a coin in Jack's hat - for the nostalgia - and continued his walk through the living city.

It was still so entertaining.

Here, a fish seller chasing a cat that had made off with his prized catch, over there, on the left, an old man feeding pigeons some breadcrumbs. A beggar sat in his usual spot, his sign reading "Will do magic tricks for food"

Then there was the Weird Stuff Store.

Yes, that was literally its name. Someone, presumably the first Mr. Biggins, had looked at their shop five centuries ago and thought "yes, this is the pinnacle of creative naming." The current Mr. Biggins, from the long line of Mr. Biggins, was supposedly the 102nd owner, though nobody quite knew how that math worked out.

You could buy regular candy bars right next to Levitating Licorice that actually tried to float away if you didn't hold onto it tight enough. They sold ordinary sandwiches alongside things like Pocket Dimensions (Small Size, Perfect for Lunch Storage!) and Crystallized Dragon Sneezes, a sort of spicy candy. Very sour at the start, and very sweet in the middle, only to end up even more sour at the end and make you sneeze fire from the nose.

No longer regulatory.

Suffice to say, a lot of the other things in the Weird Stuff Store were no longer regulatory compliant these days for obvious reasons, yet, the store kept selling them. And people kept buying. And no problem ever arose.

Then there were the Frosties - hundred flavors of frozen heaven (or hell, depending on your choices). Adom and Sam had tried every combination possible. Cloud Nine mixed with Summer Sunset had been their masterpiece, and "Lightning in a Cup" - Storm Essence and Rainbow Rush that actually made you feel tiny lightning bolts crackle between your teeth.


Their worst creation? Pickle Surprise. Sam's temporary transparency and time-bubble hiccups had been... interesting. Though somehow, That flavor had its dedicated customers.

The store was called "Weird Stuff" - it had to cater to its demographic.

"Actually, you know what..." Adom pushed through the door, its bells chiming their eternally unfinished melody. He found himself craving their old favorite.

The flavors he wanted to mix were already front and center in the Frosties machine.

Right. The store was one of the many enchanted shops on the islands - which wasn't surprising, being neighbors with Xerkes Academy and all. The building's enchantment, generated and maintained by runes, would show you exactly what you wanted to buy, sometimes before you even knew you wanted it.

Of course they were.

That kind of spell was... problematic these days. Mind reading without customer consent had been perfectly normal maybe fifty years ago, but progressists had been pushing hard against it at this point in time. Most stores had abandoned the practice as customers grew more privacy-conscious. But not the Weird Stuff Store.

Mr. Biggins didn't give a shi-

"Why hello there, young man!" The old shopkeeper materialized behind the counter, his white hair sticking out in all directions as if he'd just been electrocuted (which, given some of his inventory, was entirely possible).

"Hello Mr. Biggins. It's been a while. How have you been?"

"Oh, splendid, splendid! Had to wrestle a Pocket Dimension this morning - nasty little thing tried to eat my socks. Again. But otherwise, feeling fresh as a spring chicken! Could probably take on a dragon today." He paused, stroking his beard thoughtfully. "Though perhaps a small one." His gaze returned to the glasses. "Those have seen better days. Not like you to be careless with your things."

Adom couldn't help but laugh. Classic Biggins - the man made no sense half of the time.

"Just went hunting last night," he replied casually.

"Hunting..." Biggins murmured, almost to himself. "How peculiar indeed..."

"Speaking of troublemakers," Biggins continued, reorganizing an entire shelf without looking at it, "where's that partner-in-crime of yours? Young Sam, wasn't it?"

"Sam's back at Xerkes," Adom replied, watching as three different types of candy sorted themselves out on a nearby shelf.

"Xerkes?" Biggins stopped his stacking. "Correct me if I'm wrong - though I'm only wrong on Thursdays, and this is clearly a Wednesday, unless the calendar's lying again - but aren't you supposed to be there too?"

"Just running some errands," Adom said, moving toward the Frosties machine and grabbing a cup. He glanced at the candy display. "Could I also get a bag of those hard candies? The mixed fruit ones."

"Well, well," Biggins chuckled, unwrapping a piece of chocolate. "That's a change - quite the change indeed. You usually never come on a Wednesday at this hour - become quite bold, haven't you?" He laughed then popped the chocolate in his mouth, then held out the bar. "Want some?"

"It's really just errands," Adom said, pulling the brass lever for his Frosty. "For a project. An important one."

"No doubt, no doubt!" Biggins said cheerfully, still holding out the chocolate. He reached behind the counter and grabbed a paper bag, starting to fill it with candies.


The bell chimed its discordant melody as a group of first-years entered the store.

"Welcome, welcome!" Biggins called out cheerfully.

"Hello, Mr. Biggins!" they chorused back.

"That's him," one whispered to her friends, not nearly as quietly as she thought. "The one who fought with Damus."

The girls huddled near the candy display, their whispers and giggles punctuated by quick glances in Adom's direction. He regretted hitting Damus in front of everyone.

"You know," Biggins said casually, organizing some jellybeans that were trying to escape their jar, "it feels like just the day before yesterday you could barely look at a young lady without turning red as a Flame-Breathing Gummy Bear." He chuckled. "Time does fly."

Adom barely registered the comment as he placed his Frosty on the counter and accepted a piece of the chocolate. "Thanks. Though you know, merchants aren't supposed to eat their own products."

Biggins let out a hearty laugh. "Ah, the tragedy of being a shop owner with an incurable sweet tooth! Can't help myself, I'm afraid." He laughed again, adjusting his spectacles. "That'll be on the house, by the way. Last customer of the day."

"Closing early today?"

Biggins laughed, the sound like wind chimes in a thunderstorm. "Time is just yesterday wearing tomorrow's hat backwards."

"Right," Adom said, deciding it wasn't worth trying to decode that one. He pocketed the bag of candies. "Thanks, Mr. Biggins. I'll see you around."

"Welcome back!" Biggins called as Adom reached the door.

"But I'm leaving," Adom said, pausing with his hand on the handle.

"Exactly!" Biggins beamed, as if that explained everything.

Adom shook his head with a smile and, catching the first-years' eyes, gave them a small wave. They waved back enthusiastically, breaking into fresh giggles as he stepped out.

As the door's bell chimed in three different octaves, he could hear their excited chatter through the closing door and couldn't help but think that if he'd known standing up to his bully was all it took to be this popular with girls, he might have done it in his first life. The thought made him chuckle.

He took a sip of his Frosty as he walked. Cloud Nine and Summer Sunset swirled on his tongue - cream and citrus and something ethereal that tasted like sunlight through morning mist. Even better than he remembered, and he remembered it being amazing.



But enough nostalgia. He had a cure to find.

*****

Beneath the gleaming spires of the merchant district and well past where cobblestone streets gave way to mud paths, there was a part of the island that tourist guides conveniently forgot to mention. Even most locals pretended it didn't exist, though everyone had heard the whispers.

The Undertow, they called it.

Funny thing about the Sundarian Empire - they didn't actually mind the illegal trading, the smuggling, or even the occasional theft of priceless artifacts. What really got under their skin was that sweet, sweet tax revenue slipping through their fingers. When investigations revealed that the Undertow's annual turnover equaled roughly 5% of the entire Empire's economy... well, let's just say a lot of bureaucrats needed their fainting couches that day.

It had been around for centuries, they discovered. All the way back to the 23rd Duke of House Borealis.

A sprawling web of underground markets and secret warehouses, spreading beneath every major city in the Empire. Merchants who could get you anything from legitimate artifacts to things that definitely "fell off the back of a cart."

Need a banned spellbook? They had those.

Experimental potions that hadn't quite gotten Ministry approval? Sure thing.

Regular stuff too, though nobody went there for that - why brave the Undertow's dangers just to buy something you could get at the corner store?

Adom had never ventured there himself - in this life at least.

Though he knew that in about three decades, when the final bombing of Arkhos would tear open the ground like an overripe fruit, everyone would see what had been lurking beneath their feet all along. A whole shadow economy, complete with its own rules, hierarchies, and a very strict "no questions asked" policy.

The Empire had tried to shut it down countless times, of course.

But trying to catch Undertow operators was like trying to grab smoke - just when you thought you had them, they slipped away through hidden passages and secret doors that seemed to appear and disappear at will. Not that the Empire's heart was really in it.

As long as the goods kept flowing and society kept functioning, they mostly just grumbled about the lost tax revenue and pretended not to notice.

After all, even some of their own officials were known to make discrete purchases there from time to time. Not that anyone would admit it, of course.

The best way into the Undertow - if you were either brave or desperate enough to try - was through the Dregs, the lowest part of Arkhos in every sense of the word. Down where the city's grand floating platforms cast permanent shadows on the streets below, where the air hung thick with factory smoke and failed enchantments.

The Dregs weren't just poor - they were forgotten. The bottom rung of a city that prided itself on soaring ever higher. Here, buildings sagged against each other like rotting teeth, their walls stained with the residue of magical waste that rained down from above.

Street kids played with broken enchanted trinkets while their parents worked jobs the upper districts preferred not to think about.

Adom had always been one of the fortunate ones. His father had started as just another fortune-seeking adventurer, but year after year of successful expeditions into dungeons had built him both wealth and reputation.

Enough of both that he'd eventually traded his adventuring gear for a knight's ceremonial sword, while his mother's healing magic kept noble families paying in gold and favors.

They were the kind of rich that meant Adom had never had to think about being rich - the kind that got him into Xerkes without a scholarship, that kept him far from places like this and the sharp lessons they taught.

The kind of rich that made him an obvious target for the boy currently sizing him up from the shadows.

Three...Adom kept walking, pretending not to notice.
Two...The soft scuff of worn boots behind him.
One...

"Aha!"

His hand snapped back, catching a bony wrist mid-reach. The would-be thief couldn't have been more than thirteen - all angles and hungry eyes, wearing clothes that looked like they'd been inherited from inheritance.

"Why, hello there," Adom said. "You know, you could have just asked."

"Let go!" the boy hissed, trying to twist free from Adom's grip.

Adom released him, watching with barely concealed entertainment as the pickpocket stumbled back, face flushed with equal parts anger and embarrassment. "You might want to work on being a bit quieter. I could hear you breathing from three steps away."

The boy's face darkened, jaw clenching. "Shut up. I'm the best pickpocket in the Dregs."

Is he... proud of that?

"Is that so? The best don't usually announce it," Adom finally. "They prove it."

The boy's mouth twitched in irritation.

"You know what though?" Adom continued. "Since you're the best, you probably know your way around here pretty well."

"Depends what you're looking for."

"I need to meet someone. Man named Cisco."

The boy let out a dry laugh. "Right. Some pampered rich kid thinks he can just waltz in to meet Cisco?"

"One silver piece."

The boy's stance shifted slightly, words stumbling. "That's not—"

"Two. Three if you can do it today."

"Ten," the boy said, crossing his arms. "And I'll take you straight to him."

"You think a boy my age would be walking around with ten silver pieces?"

"How much you got then?"

"Three. Final offer."

"Fine," the boy huffed. "Pay up."

"Ah ah ah," Adom waggled his finger. "Wouldn't be very smart of me to pay before getting what I'm paying for, would it?"

"Half now, half after."

"And how do I trust you?"

The boy straightened his spine, chin lifting. His voice dropped an octave, attempting gravitas. "I may be a thief—"

"A bad one."

"—shut up!" His shoulders tensed, but he recovered, clearing his throat. "But I am not. A liar." Each word carried the weight of practiced nobility, like he'd heard it in a street performance once and saved it for just such an occasion.

Adom's eyebrow arched slightly. A beat passed.

Then another.

His laugh was short and sharp. "Really? That's what you're going with?"

The boy's attempt at dignity crumbled. His ears turned red first, then the rest of his face followed. "I—just—stop laughing! I meant every word!"

The theatrical solemnity of moments before lay in shambles around his feet.

"Do you need me or not?" the boy snapped, fists clenched at his sides.

"Alright, alright, calm down. Damn, you have no sense of humor, do you?"

Adom flicked a silver coin through the air. The boy snatched it mid-flight, then frowned at his palm. "This isn't half."

"I may be a clown," Adom intoned, matching the boy's earlier theatrical gravity with exaggerated precision, "a good one—but I am not a liar."

The boy let out a long-suffering sigh.

"You'll get the rest when I meet Cisco."

They wound their way deeper into the Dregs, Adom taking in everything with careful eyes. This was his first time here - in this life, or the other - and the reality hit harder than the stories. Shadows seemed deeper here, clothes more threadbare, hopes worn thinner. A woman stirred a pot that seemed to hold more water than ingredients. Children played with broken trinkets that still sparked with dying magic, while their parents watched from doorways with hollow eyes.

The contrast with the upper districts felt like a physical thing, heavy in the air. A few hard-eyed men sized him up from an alley entrance - expensive clothes, clean hands, easy target - but Adom kept his gaze down, staying close to his guide. Not too close though. His fingers remained near his coin purse.

"So," Adom said, stepping around a puddle that smelled nothing like water, "do you have a name, or should I just call you Pickpocket?"

"Don't call me that," the boy muttered, earning Adom's confusion.

I thought he was proud of that. Huh. Not totally hopeless, I guess.

"I'm... uh, Barn."

"Barn?" Adom glanced at the weathered sign of the tavern they'd just passed - 'Barns & Targ' - and bit back a smile. "You definitely didn't just get that from—"

"Of course not!"

"Eren! Eren, you're back!"

A group of smaller children came tearing around the corner, faces lit up with gap-toothed grins. They swarmed around them, tugging at the boy's sleeves. "Do you have some cookies from your mom today? Can we see? Did you—"

Eren's face had gone the color of old chalk.

Adom cleared his throat, adopting the same noble gravity Eren had attempted earlier. "I am not a liar."

"Shut up."

"Not now, you guys," Eren continued. "I'm working. But I'll bring you all some cookies when I'm done, alright? Promise."

"You always say that!" a tiny girl with missing front teeth protested.

"Did I break my promise last time, Maya?" He ruffled her hair. "Or the time before that, Tim?"

"Pinky promise?" A small boy with a soot-streaked face held up his finger.

"Pinky promise, Rook." Eren linked fingers with him, then looked meaningfully at the others until a chain of pinky promises had been made.

"Is he your job?" Maya pointed at Adom.

Before Eren could answer, Adom stepped forward. "Yeah. Name's Law."

"Law? Like the farmer mage from the stories?" Tim's eyes went wide.

"Just like that. Hey, would you all like some candies?"

"You have candies?" Several pairs of eyes locked onto him.

Adom reached into his pocket, pulling out a paper bag from the shop he'd visited earlier. The children crowded around as he handed them out. "These are some special candies."

"Thank you, thank you!" They chorused, sticky fingers already working at the wrappers. Maya immediately popped hers in her mouth, cheeks bulging. Tim carefully wrapped his back up, probably saving it for later.

Rook split his in half, offering the other piece to Eren.

Eren glanced at the offered half-candy, then flicked Rook's forehead. "Heh. Keep it. You're skinny enough already."

The liitle boy rubbed his forehead, pouting, but quickly popped the candy in his mouth before Eren could change his mind.












"Want one?" Adom said as he popped a candy in his mouth, holding another out to Eren.

Eren looked at the offered candy, then clicked his tongue. "No. Let's go." He turned sharply, leaving Adom to wave goodbye to the children as they headed deeper into the Dregs.













"You sure?" Adom dangled the candy between them. "Kids are gone. No need to play tough."

 

"Do you ever shut up?"

 













"Sometimes."

"Good. Try it."

"Well, if you don't want the candy..."

Eren's eyes flickered to the wrapped butterscotch, trying and failing to look disinterested. For all his street-hardened act, he was still just a kid. The sweet would probably cost him half a day's pickpocketing.

Adom sighed. "Oh, come on. Stop with the side-eye." He grabbed Eren's wrist and pressed the candy into his palm.

"I don't—" Eren started to protest, then stopped. His fingers closed around the wrapper. "...thanks."

"You're welcome, Barns."

"You never let anything go, do you?"

Adom's laugh echoed off the cramped walls. "Can't help it. You make it too easy."

As they made their way through the maze of cramped alleys, the buildings pressed closer, their foundations sinking into the perpetually damp ground. Finally, they reached what might've been a tavern once, before time and neglect had their way with it. Two men flanked the door, the kind whose muscles weren't just for show.




"Wait here," Eren said, moving toward them.

Adom leaned against a wall, looking perfectly at ease. His fingers traced a subtle pattern in the air - [Echo-thread] - and suddenly the conversation by the door became clear as if whispered directly into his ear.

"Got someone wants to see mister Cisco," Eren's voice came through.

"Yeah? Who's the fancy boy?" One of the guards grabbed Eren's collar, yanking him closer. "Better not be wastin' our time, rat."

"Dunno who he is," Eren said, voice steady despite the grip. "But he's got coin. Good stuff too, not that copper shit."

The other guard spat. "Rich little bastard probably got lost on his way to buy silk underpants."

"Nah, he asked for mister Cisco specific. By name."

"Did he now?" The first guard released Eren with a shove. "And what's your cut for bringing him, street trash?"

"Just doing my job," Eren muttered, straightening his shirt. "You gonna let him in or what?"

The guards exchanged looks. "Tell pretty boy to come here."

Eren beckoned, and Adom strolled over, hands in his pockets.

"Name," the first guard growled.

"Law. Son of Count Bardeaux." Adom's posture shifted subtly - chin lifted, shoulders back, the practiced arrogance of nobility. "Perhaps you've heard of him?"

The guards exchanged glances. "Bardeaux, eh? Bit far from your fancy towers, aren't you?"

"I wasn't aware the Dregs had restricted access." Adom's tone was mild. "Is there a problem?"

"What's your business with Cisco?"

"That's between him and me."

The second guard stepped closer, trying to use his height advantage. "You got some balls on you for someone who looks like they haven't even dropped yet."

"Thank you," Adom replied pleasantly. "I do try."

The first guard's jaw clenched, but after a long moment, he jerked his head toward the door. "Wait here." Both men disappeared inside, leaving Adom and Eren in the damp afternoon air.

They stood in silence broken only by distant shouts and the constant drip of water from rusted pipes. The guards' absence felt heavy, deliberate.

"I honored our deal," Eren said finally. "The rest of my money."

Adom pulled out two silver coins, then after a moment's thought, added a handful of candies. "Here. Thanks."

Eren stared at the unexpected extras, his jaw tightening. For a moment, he looked like he might throw them back. Instead, he pocketed everything with quick, sharp movements. "Want me to wait?"

"Think I can find my way back. No need to worry."

"Tsk. Wasn't worried. Could've charged you more is all."

Adom laughed. "Bye, Mr. Pickpocket. See you around, maybe."

Eren turned to leave, then paused. "...Law's not your real name, is it?"

"Of course not. What do you think I am, stupid?"

"Right." Eren started walking away, raising a hand without looking back. "Take care."

Adom stood lost in thought, wondering what Cisco looked like. The reports he'd read in his past life only spoke of the man's actions - how as an information broker, he'd organized the underground escape routes when Arkhos burned, saved hundreds of lives. A ghost of a hero, known only by name and deed. Now, after all this time...

"Come in, Lord Bardeaux. The boss will be seeing you."

"How joyful." Adom's smile held genuine anticipation.

The tavern's atmosphere hit like a slap of bitter wine. A fiddle cried somewhere in the smoke-thick air, its notes threading through rough laughter and rougher conversations. Cards slapped against sticky tables, coins clinked, and somewhere a woman's laugh cut sharp as broken glass. The whole place reeked of spilled beer, unwashed bodies, and desperation worn comfortable as an old coat.

"Not the usual entertainment young master's used to, eh?" The guard's laugh rasped like rusted hinges.

"Not really, no." Adom breathed in. "But it has its charm."

Eyes tracked Adom through the room - hard eyes, measuring eyes. "Pretty little lordling," someone muttered. "Rich boy's lost his way." A burly man at the bar spat. "Since when we babysitting?"

At the inner door, one of the guards caught Adom's arm. "Word of advice, young master. Boss don't like smart games. Keep it simple, keep it straight."

"Wouldn't dream of anything else."

The door opened to reveal a spacious office. A tall man in crisp white clothing stood beside a massive desk - dark-skinned, blond, with wire-rimmed glasses that caught the lamplight. He had the steady presence of someone used to authority. Cisco, Adom thought, just as a deep voice rolled from behind the desk.

"Young Master Bardeaux. Welcome."

Huh. Not Cisco then.

"Thank you," Adom said, advancing into the room.

"I hear you were asking for me. By name." The voice carried amusement. "Curious, that a noble would know of such a humble personage."

"I have good contacts."

"I see." A sharp clap echoed. "Turn me around, Marco."

Marco moved toward the chair with practiced grace. Each step seemed to stretch time, the leather creaking as the massive chair began to rotate. Adom's prepared speech died in his throat.

First came the tail, long and elegantly curved over the armrest. Then tiny hands folded over a silver-headed cane. Finally, the chair completed its turn, and Adom found himself staring at... nothing.

He lowered his gaze.

Lower.

Lower still.

There, barely visible above the polished desk, sat a mouse beastkin in a perfect miniature suit. Silver-grey fur caught the lamplight, each whisker precisely trimmed. Behind tiny spectacles, dark eyes studied Adom with centuries of cunning.

Adom's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

Cisco. The most dangerous information broker in the slums was... cute.

Don't laugh. Don't you dare laugh.

"A pleasure to meet you, Mister Cisco."

"You're even younger than I expected." The mouse's deep voice seemed impossibly large. "What can I help you with?"

Adom opened his mouth, but Cisco raised one tiny paw.

"Before you start, young Master Law Bardeaux..." He adjusted his suit with delicate precision. "I prefer to build partnerships on respect and dignity. There can be no respect in a relationship founded on lies." His whiskers twitched. "Perhaps you'd like to start with your real name?"

Adom smiled. He'd hoped to avoid this, but wasn't surprised. "I'd prefer to maintain my anonymity, for now. Law will suffice."

"So you confess it's not your real name?"

"No, it's not."

"Honesty." Cisco's tail curled thoughtfully. "I respect honesty. Most who come here try to maintain their lies even when caught. You admit your deception openly - which means you have good reason for it." His dark eyes studied Adom with renewed interest. "And in my experience, those with the best reasons for secrecy are often the most interesting clients." He leaned forward, paws folding atop his cane. "Let's cut to the chase then. What do you want?"

"I need water of jouvence. One liter, minimum. And a wyvern's fresh heart. Within a month."

Cisco's whiskers stilled. The silence stretched until it hummed.

"Interesting requests." He tapped his cane thoughtfully. "Rare items. Expensive items. Hard to locate, harder still to acquire." His dark eyes glinted. "As an information broker, I can certainly find them and connect you with the right people for retrieval. But..." He studied Adom carefully. "No disrespect intended to a potential client, but you don't strike me as someone with that kind of capital."

He turned slightly. "Marco, calculate the operation costs. Including expedited delivery."

Marco adjusted his glasses.

"Water of jouvence requires highland spring access, six months minimum aging, specialized alchemists - twenty thousand for production alone. Premium for immediate stock acquisition, fifteen thousand. Transport through three secured checkpoints, eight thousand. Bribes for customs, three thousand. Security detail, five thousand." He paused, barely breathing. "Wyvern heart - tracking party for two weeks minimum, twelve thousand. Professional hunter team, twenty-five thousand. Medical preservation, four thousand. Transport costs in specialized containers, seven thousand. Rush delivery fees across territories, eighteen thousand. Additional bribes and miscellaneous expenses, eight thousand. Total operation cost: one hundred and twenty-five thousand gold pieces, excluding our standard fees."

Cisco's tail swished. "So, what do you think?"

Adom smiled, moving his hand behind his back. Marcus tensed, stepping forward, but Cisco raised one tiny paw. "Stand down."

Adom grunted with effort, muscles straining as he pulled out a leather bag from his inventory. It crashed onto the desk with a sound that made the wood groan. "One," he wheezed. "Ten thousand."

"Magic..." Marco murmured, adjusting his glasses.

Another grunt, more strain. The second bag landed with a heavy thud. "Two," Adom panted, wiping sweat from his brow. "Another ten."

"You seem quite out of breath for someone so young," Cisco observed with amusement. "Perhaps more exercise would do you good."

"That's..." Adom straightened, still catching his breath, "exactly what I plan to do soon."

One final effort, face reddening. "Aaand... three." The last bag hit the desk with a decisive bang, scattering a few papers. "Ten thousand more. Thirty thousand total. Feel free to count it - it's all there."

Three bags sat before them, their presence as heavy as their weight.

"The remaining ninety-five thousand upon delivery," Adom said, finally recovering his composure.

Cisco chuckled. "What an interesting young fellow. Normally, I wouldn't accept less than half for a job of this scale." His whiskers twitched. "But in your current state, I fear attempting to produce more bags might actually kill you."

"I appreciate the consideration," Adom replied flatly.

"Then we have a deal. Return in one month for your items." Cisco turned slightly. "Marco, add our standard fees to the remaining balance."

"Ninety-five thousand plus twenty percent operational fee... Total remaining balance: one hundred and fourteen thousand gold pieces."

"Works for me," Adom said.

"I trust you understand there would be... grave consequences should you fail to honor our agreement?"

"Perfectly. I have no intention of making an enemy of you."

"Good." Cisco extended his paw across the desk - tiny, grey, and perfectly manicured.

Adom stared at it for a moment, then reached forward. His hand hovered, adjusted, readjusted, fingers awkwardly trying to find the right position to shake something the size of a child's toy.

At last, the tiniest handshake in his life. "Deal."

The handshake had barely broken when the sounds erupted from below - crashes, shouts, the unmistakable noise of bodies hitting walls.

Marco moved toward the door, but before he could reach it, it exploded inward. A mountain of muscle and tattoos filled the frame, blood streaming from various wounds. A dagger protruded from his thigh, yet he seemed not to notice.

Some called his kind barbarians, though you'd have to be particularly eager to die to use that slur. Free Folk was the term - or in this case, a very angry Freeman.

"CISCO!" The Free Folk warrior's voice shook dust from the ceiling. His chest heaved, eyes wild with rage.

Cisco didn't even flinch. "Thormund. I had hoped we could discuss this more civilly."

"Civilly?" Thormund spat blood. "My men-"

"Your men betrayed us. Betrayed you," Cisco interrupted calmly, adjusting his tiny suit. "They were dealt with accordingly."

"I SAID I'D HANDLE IT MYSELF!"

The warrior lunged forward. Marco stepped between them, but against Thormund's mass, he might as well have been a sapling before an avalanche.

Adom saw it unfold as if in slow motion - the massive hands reaching for the tiny information broker, Marco's futile attempt to intercept, Cisco's whiskers barely twitching.

He thought hard about this for a literal second. Having his supplier squashed to death before delivering the goods would be rather inconvenient for his plans. So...

[Control].

Thormund froze mid-stride, his fingertips inches from Cisco's desk. The room fell silent except for the warrior's ragged breathing.





            

    
        Chapter 08. The Power Of Spite

    
    
    
    
                Everyone stared at Adom.

"Oh," said Cisco. "A mage."

A panting man stumbled through the broken door, clutching the doorframe for support. His face looked like someone had used it to test several varieties of hammers. One eye was swollen completely shut, the other barely a slit, and his nose pointed in at least two different directions.

"Boss!" he wheezed between broken teeth. "We need to- you have to- that crazy barbaria-"

"WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU CALL ME?!" Thormund roared from his frozen position, veins bulging impressively against his immobile neck.

"Oh shit- I mean- I'll get- REINFORCEMENTS!" The man spun around, wobbling. "FROM THE MAIN BASE! DON'T DIE BOSS! I'LL BE RIGHT-"

There was a solid, meaty thunk, followed by the drawn-out screech of a body sliding down something.

"Third time this month someone's run into that statue," Marco noted, adjusting his glasses. "Perhaps we should move it."

"RELEASE ME, MAGE!" Thormund's muscles bulged against invisible restraints. His fluid began pouring out like steam from a kettle, making Adom's temples throb with the effort of maintaining [Control].

Just as the pressure was becoming unbearable, a thin beam of light shot from the tiny ring on Cisco's even tinier paw. Thormund's eyes rolled back, and he collapsed like a felled tree.

"He'll need a few hours of sleep and some... proper education later," Cisco said, adjusting his miniature spectacles. He turned to Adom. "Now then. Mage. You might have mentioned that during our negotiations."

"You didn't ask," Adom replied mildly, massaging his temples. "Besides, your prices are quite steep enough without adding a mage surcharge."

A muscle in Marcus' jaw twitched, but Cisco's whiskers quivered in what might have been amusement.

"Fair enough," the tiny broker conceded. He glanced at Thormund's unconscious form. "I didn't expect you to step up and try to save my life - though I assure you, it wasn't necessary. Still..." He straightened his tiny cravat. "Let's consider this particular detail forgotten. No surcharge for being a mage."


"Mages have a higher risk assessment," Marco interjected, still tense. "Most are Empire officials. We need to ensure you're not a spy."



"Are you a spy, Law?" Cisco asked.

"Not at all," Adom replied.

"There. Not a spy. Relax, Marco. Given his youth, he's likely just a student from Xerkes. Probably not tied to the Empire. Yet." Cisco waved his tiny paw dismissively.

Adom didn't object. There was no point.

"So." He straightened, ready to leave. "One month it is, then."

"I wouldn't go that way if I were you, Law." Cisco said while getting off his chair.

"And why not?"

Instead of answering, Cisco glanced at Thormund's unconscious form. "This idiot probably had a tail when he came charging in here." He gestured toward the window with one tiny paw. "Would you mind taking a look?"

Adom moved to the window, pushing aside the dusty curtain. Black smoke rose in thin spirals from three different rooftops, forming distinct patterns against the afternoon sky.

"A special signal from my agents," Cisco explained, already sorting papers into his miniature briefcase. "We have company coming. Several groups, by the look of it."

"Charming," Adom said dryly, watching another smoke signal join the others. "Just what I needed today."

"Marco, give our esteemed client a cloak." Cisco began tucking various tiny scrolls into his sleeve.

Marco pulled a dark gray cloak from his briefcase - which seemed far too small to have held it - and handed it to Adom.

"I appreciate the concern," Adom said, taking the cloak with mild confusion, "but I have nothing to do with... whatever this is. They don't even know my face."

"I'm afraid that's not quite accurate," Marco said, adjusting his glasses. "The situation is rather more complex. The smoke patterns indicate both criminal elements and law enforcement presence. Standard protocol in such situations dictates that all parties exiting these premises will be considered persons of interest."

"Furthermore," Marco continued, "having to explain your presence here would be problematic. As you now have certain... financial obligations to our organization, we'd prefer to avoid any complications that might interfere with those arrangements."

Already in debt, Adom thought. The ink isn't even dry on the contract.

Wait, there was no ink. Come to think of it, was there even a contract?

"Unless, of course," Marco added, raising an eyebrow, "you have some method of bypassing the police's stealth magic detectors? Or perhaps a convincing explanation for your presence in this particular establishment?"

Cisco and Marco both looked at him expectantly.

"Right," Adom said, pulling the cloak around his shoulders. "Let's go then, shall we?"

"Marco, if you would?" Cisco adjusted his top hat.











"Yes, sir." Marco cupped his hands with care, and Cisco stepped into them with the dignity of a king mounting his carriage. With delicate precision, Marco settled him into a padded breast pocket. The tiny broker straightened his miniature coat tails and smoothed his whiskers.

He was cute. Cute and dangerous. Quite a strange combo.

"On your feet, you lot! Scatter-Eight!" Cisco's sharp command cut through the room. The 'unconscious' men snapped to attention. "Heinrich, eastern route! Johan, collect the ledgers and clear all evidence from the back room. Art, you and Wilhelm take the basement path."

"Lars, help Art with those blood stains," Johan called out, already moving between hidden compartments. "Pattern Three cleanup."

"On it!" Lars pulled an enchanted cloth from his sleeve, the fabric shimmering as it dissolved traces of the earlier fight.

The man by the statue groaned, finally stirring. Marco paused to deliver a sharp kick. "Up. West route. And do try to avoid our décor this time."

"Lars, what's the status on those blood stains?" Johan called out while organizing documents.

"That was ONE time I missed a spot-" Lars muttered, working his enchanted cloth over the floor.

"Three times this month!" several voices corrected in unison, not pausing in their tasks.

"Thormund comes with us," Cisco ordered. Marco hoisted the massive barbarian with surprising ease. He was stronger than he looked.

The room erupted into coordinated chaos. Bodies moved with practiced efficiency, like actors in a well-rehearsed play. Someone triggered a mechanism, and furniture began sinking into the floor. Hidden panels slid open, carpet rolled itself away, and even the air seemed to clear of any magical residue.

"West side's clear!"

"Basement route secured!"

"All traces removed, sir!"

Adom found himself being hustled through a passage that had definitely been a solid wall moments ago, watching in fascination as an entire operation disappeared like morning mist.

Behind them, the last traces of their presence vanished under a web of precisely executed protocols and spells. No wonder the Empire had never managed to pin anything on these organizations.






















They descended through a series of hidden passages, each turn revealing new tunnels that shouldn't logically exist beneath the city. Marco led the way, still carrying Thormund's bulk with surprising ease, while the others moved in practiced formation around them.

Their footsteps echoed in perfect rhythm, like a well-rehearsed orchestra of escape artists.

 



The tunnel opened into a circular chamber, its walls covered in faintly glowing runes. At its center, a more complex array of symbols pulsed with a white light.

"Standard exit protocol," Cisco announced from Marco's pocket. "Thirty-second intervals."

One by one, they stepped onto the array. The runes flickered to life - a complex pattern that seemed to bend reality around its edges. When Adom's turn came, he hesitated for just a fraction of a second.

He really, really did not like portals.

Then Marco gave him a gentle push, and reality shattered.

The sensation started with his fingertips - each individual cell seeming to wave goodbye to its neighbors as they scattered into the void. His arms unraveled like loose thread, followed by his chest cavity, which was an entirely new and unwelcome experience. He could feel his liver doing something livers probably weren't meant to do, and his stomach... well, his stomach was having the time of its life, apparently deciding that existing in twelve different locations simultaneously was its new favorite hobby.

At least I skipped lunch, Adom thought, as his consciousness stretched across what felt like several counties, still annoyingly aware of every single part of his disassembled self. His teeth were somewhere to the left. Or maybe the right. Possibly both.

Time and space didn't exactly work properly when you were traveling at roughly half the speed of light, converted into pure energy and trying very hard not to think about the fact that your spleen was currently leading a rebellion against the laws of physics.

Reality snapped back together with the grace of a drunken juggler, and Adom stumbled forward, his body parts thankfully all reporting for duty in their usual locations.

Well, hopefully at least.

Non-regulation portals had a nasty habit of... rearranging things. Having, for example, a left kidney switch sides after a non protocolar portal travel was not unheard of.

In fact, coming back without your head or another body part entirely was not unheard of either. These things needed a lot of precision and those runes back there had definitely not been drawn by certified portal architects.

The thought wasn't particularly comforting.

"First time?" Lars asked sympathetically, looking far too comfortable for someone whose atoms had just played musical chairs with the universe.

"No," Adom managed, straightening up. "I just really, really hate being right about how much I hate portals."




As the portal's disorienting effects faded, Adom found himself blinking at what could only be described as a city turned inside out. Massive cavern walls stretched up into darkness, their surfaces dotted with carved windows and doorways that glowed with a thousand different colors of magical light.

Suspended bridges of stone and metal crisscrossed the void, connecting various levels of the underground metropolis.

The air was thick with more than just the usual underground dampness - it carried the mingled scents of exotic incense, questionable alchemical experiments, and what he really hoped wasn't burning flesh.

Voices in dozens of languages created a constant murmur that echoed off the stone walls, punctuated by occasional shouts from merchants hawking their wares.

"Welcome to the Undertow," Marco said quietly, adjusting his grip on the still-unconscious Thormund. "Try not to stare too obviously at anything. Or anyone."

Before Adom could respond, a cloaked figure hurried past, leading what appeared to be a chained goblin child. In an adjacent alley, a group of well-dressed merchants examined a cage containing something that looked disturbingly elvish. Nobody seemed to notice. Or perhaps they just didn't care.

The creature, no, the person's eyes met Adom's - hollow, defeated.

The merchant handling the cage noticed his stare, turning slowly to fix Adom with a calculating gaze that felt like being sized up for a cage of his own.

"I believe I mentioned not staring," Marco murmured. "Unless you're planning to make a purchase, don't entertain thoughts of playing hero. It tends to significantly reduce one's life expectancy down here."

Adom forced his gaze away, his jaw clenched tight. Behind him, he heard the merchant make a soft "tsk" before returning to his business.

They passed a gambling den where the stakes appeared to be measured in years rather than coins - he caught glimpses of glowing hourglasses and age-marked faces through the doorway. Next door, a shop openly displayed rows of fairies in bottles, their ethereal light casting shifting shadows on the walls.

A woman in an elaborate mask and little else lounged on a balcony draped in red silk, her barely-covered form leaving multiple afterimages as she moved - some sort of space manipulation magic that promised interesting possibilities to those with coin to spend.

When she caught Adom's eye, she blew him a kiss that literally sparkled in the air. He looked away, but not before hearing one of the merchants behind him mutter, "Trade my left arm for a night with one of those succubi courtesans."

Below her, a fight broke out over what looked like a manticore egg - valuable enough to kill for, common enough that nobody seemed surprised by the violence. Blood splattered on the cobblestones, and within seconds, both the egg and the bodies had been efficiently cleared away by silent figures in gray.

"Keep moving," Cisco murmured from Marco's pocket. "The cleanup crews don't distinguish between casualties and witnesses."

They passed through a market square where everything was for sale - literally everything. Body parts, memories, people's dreams... Adom saw a man haggling over what appeared to be his own reflection in a mirror. In another stall, a merchant was measuring out precise quantities of bottled screams.

"Never seen the deep markets?" Lars asked, noticing his expression. "Don't worry. You get used to it. Eventually."

The truth was, Adom wasn't shocked by the Undertow - not really.

What disturbed him was how familiar it felt. What others saw as the depths of depravity, he recognized as merely the surface of what humanity was capable of. In thirty years, places like the Undertow would be considered tame - quaint, even. The markets he knew from his past life... his future... made this look like a children's fairground.

Here, at least, they still bothered with masks and shadows, still kept their darkest dealings underground. In the world he came from, the same trades would happen in broad daylight. Slave markets would operate next to bakeries, flesh merchants would have storefronts with display windows, and people would barely blink at the sight of bodies being cleared from the streets.

That was, until they were all erased by dragon breath.

This wasn't the worst humanity could do. Not by far.

Adom was about to suggest finding a way out of this charming place when their path was suddenly blocked by a group of men in a not very subtle way.

The leader - or at least the one with the most obvious limp - was probably human, judging by his completely ordinary attempt at looking menacing. His companion, on the other hand, was about as human as a winter morning.

Hair white as bone, skin that made paper look tan, and a smile that revealed canines just a bit too long to be sporting. Vampire. Because clearly, this day wasn't interesting enough already.

One of Cisco's men muttering "shit, we've been caught" under his breath was probably unnecessary for Adom to deduce these weren't exactly welcoming party material. But he appreciated the confirmation nonetheless.

The limping man adjusted his perfectly tailored coat, offering a slight bow that managed to be both courteous and condescending. "Cisco, old friend. What a delightful surprise."

"Augustus." Cisco's voice drifted from Marco's pocket, matching the man's refined tone. "I wasn't expecting to find you in these... humble surroundings."

"Oh, you know me." Augustus's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "I'm remarkably difficult to kill."

Around them, the market's usual bustle had subtly shifted. Merchants were suddenly very interested in reorganizing their wares. Passersby found urgent business elsewhere. Even the succubus on the balcony had disappeared behind her silk curtains.

Augustus clasped his fingers with a sharp snap that echoed off the cavern walls. "Helios?"

The vampire's smile widened, revealing more of those unsettling fangs. With theatrical flourish, he reached into an ornate bag at his hip and withdrew... something. The head of a young man, to be precise.

"Your 'messenger'," Augustus sighed, examining his perfectly manicured nails, "wasn't quite up to standard. If you're in the market for quality assassins, you really should come to me first." He clicked his tongue. "So much less... messy that way."

Marco's grip on Thormund tightened ever so slightly. Behind him, Lars's hand disappeared beneath his cloak, while several of Cisco's other men shifted their stances. One of them - a broad-shouldered man with a scarred face - actually took a half-step back, whispering "Gods, that's Viktor." Another cursed under his breath, and a third seemed to be fighting the urge to reach for his weapon.

"I'll keep that in mind," Cisco replied. "Your attention to detail is, as always, appreciated."

The vampire - Helios - kept smiling, his eyes fixed on the only child of the group.

Adom's muscles tensed as he assessed the situation. He'd never been a battle mage - his talents lay elsewhere. Taking down Damus or that serpent had been straightforward enough, but this... this was different. He might handle one or two of Augustus's men if things went south, but the vampire was another matter entirely.

Also...

Helios hadn't stopped staring at him since they'd been surrounded. Adom felt an urge to ask if centuries of unlife had made him forget about age-appropriate interactions, or if being creepy around minors was just a vampire thing.

The market's usual chaos had given way to a carefully orchestrated exodus. Even the rats seemed to know better than to stick around. The air felt charged, like the moment before lightning strikes, and Adom was acutely aware that they were standing in a very efficient kill box.

He really should have expected this. After all, nothing in his life had ever been simple.

Augustus's gaze drifted to Thormund's unconscious form, his expression almost pitying. "The barbarian was remarkably easy to provoke. Though I suppose I should grant him a quick death, considering he led us right to you." His smile turned philosophical. "It's quite fascinating how predictably you appear when your pets are in danger, Cisco."

"Since you have grievances with me," Cisco's voice remained perfectly steady, "there are proper channels. Protocols. Let us maintain some civility in our disagreements."

"Of course, of course." Augustus waved his hand as if shooing away an annoying thought. "Speaking of civility..." He snapped his fingers again. "Bring out our other guest."

One of his men stepped forward, carrying something bundled in dark cloth. The bundle squirmed.

Cisco's sigh seemed to echo through the entire cavern. "Really, Augustus?"

The cloth fell away, revealing a white-furred mouse beastkin - a lanky teenager with a split lip and defiant eyes that immediately found Cisco in the crowd.

"Oh hi, Uncle." His voice cracked slightly, trying for casual but landing somewhere between worried and apologetic. "Help?"

Several of Cisco's men tensed. Lars's grip on his concealed weapon tightened enough that his knuckles cracked.

"What's your price for my nephew, Augustus?" Cisco's tone remained infuriatingly businesslike.

"Well, considering you sent such a... subpar assassin my way," Augustus gestured at Viktor's head, which Helios was still holding like some macabre accessory, "I think a reasonable portion of your current operations would be fair compensation."

"No."

"Uh, Uncle Cisco?" Valiant's whiskers twitched nervously. "It's me? Your beloved nephew? Valiant? Remember?" He attempted a winning smile that looked more like a grimace. "Ha... haha?"

Another profound sigh from Cisco's direction. "You won't get a single coin from me, Augustus."

Augustus clicked his tongue, patting Valiant's little shoulder with exaggerated sympathy. "Tsk, tsk, tsk. You see how cold-hearted your uncle is? Why, if this was my nephew..." He pressed a hand to his chest dramatically. "I would have melted on the spot. Simply melted."

Adom's eyes darted around, cataloging every possible escape route while trying to look like he was just admiring the local architecture. The bridge to their left had enough support beams to slow down pursuers. That merchant stall with the bottled dreams could provide decent cover. And that narrow alley between the flesh market and the dream dealer's shop...

A fire spell would buy them maybe three seconds of chaos - not much, but enough to slip away if timed right. The vampire would be the real problem, but if he wove an invisibility spell right after the fireball... No, better to prepare the invisibility first, then the fire. Less chance of the spells tangling.

He was just calculating how many people he'd need to knock over to reach that promising-looking side passage when Augustus's attention shifted to him.

"And who might your little friend be? Another one of your protected children?"

Oh come on.

The atmosphere shifted. It wasn't anything obvious - no dramatic gestures or threatening moves - but Adom felt it in his bones. The way Cisco's men subtly adjusted their stances. The barely audible sound of Lars's teeth grinding. The slight tremor in someone's breathing behind him.

Adom kept his gaze down, suddenly very aware of his heartbeat. His palms were sweating. When had that started?

"This one's not for sale, trade, or negotiation."

There was an edge to Cisco's voice that made everyone tense - sharp, urgent, like he'd spotted something the rest of them hadn't yet. Even the mouse beastkin's whiskers twitched at his uncle's tone.

In his peripheral vision, Adom saw Helios shift his weight forward, just slightly. Just enough. The vampire's head was tilted at that particular angle predators use when they've spotted something interesting. Something worth pursuing.

The market had gone dead silent. Even the rats had stopped scurrying.

"All the more reason to have him, wouldn't you say?" Augustus's smile widened. "What exactly does the boy do that makes him so... special?"

Adom risked a glance up. Mistake. Helios was staring directly at him, lips parted just enough to show fang. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second, and Adom felt something cold and ancient trying to sink hooks into his mind.

"None of your business."

"Magic." Helios's voice sliced through the conversation like a cold knife, making everyone turn to stare at Adom. The vampire's smile grew impossibly wider, revealing even more of those unsettling fangs. "He does magic, boss. If I focus really hard, I can smell it on him. Real magic. Interesting magic."

"Oh, a mag-"

[Fireball]

BOOM!

Augustus's face disappeared in a flash of searing flame, his scream cut short as flesh melted and hair vaporized. The smell of burning meat filled the air as his body staggered backward, hands clawing at what remained of his features.

[Fireball]

The second spell hit the potion stall dead center. Glass shattered. Liquids ignited. The explosion sent shards of burning wood and alchemical compounds in every direction. Someone's arm went flying past, still clutching a sword.

[Camouflage]

[You have slain [Augustus Cain]]

"KILL THEM ALL!" Cisco's command cracked like a whip.

The place erupted into violence. Lars's crossbow bolt found a throat, spraying arterial blood across the stone floor. Marco's blade opened a man from navel to sternum, entrails spilling out in a steaming heap. The air filled with screams and the wet sounds of steel meeting flesh.

Helios's roar of fury shook dust from the ceiling as he lunged through the flames, his pristine clothes now splattered with gore. The vampire's fangs snapped shut on empty air where Adom had been standing a heartbeat before.

Dream-vials exploded, releasing nightmares made manifest. Men screamed as shadowy apparitions added to the pandemonium. The acrid stench of burning hair and meat mixed with the copper tang of blood.

Through the chaos, Adom moved exactly as planned, each step calculated. His first human kill in this life lay burning behind him, face melted into an unrecognizable mass of charred flesh. No time to think about that now. No time to process. Just move.

Adom's heart hammered against his ribs as he weaved through the carnage. A shadow-tendril whipped past his face, close enough that he felt its cold touch brush his cheek. His [Camouflage] flickered – maintaining invisibility required focus, and his mind was anything but focused right now.

Blood. There was so much blood. Someone's intestines squelched under his boot as he dodged past a falling body. The spell flickered again. Calm down. Calm down. The exit was just ahead, past the-

His [Camouflage] failed completely as a nightmare-shadow slashed across his path. He stumbled, regained his footing, recast the spell with trembling hands. The magic sputtered, barely taking hold. His training had never covered anything like this. The screaming, the burning flesh, the-

Focus. There. The passage he'd spotted earlier. Just twenty more steps. Fifteen. Ten-

"FOUND YOU!"

Helios's voice, far too close behind him.

[Water Spray] hit the ground, followed instantly by [Fire] - steam erupted in a scalding cloud. Helios blurred through it, skin blistering but healing just as fast.

[Control]
A merchant's table flipped up, sending glass vials flying at the vampire. Helios dodged most, but one shattered against his shoulder, a liquid hissing as it ate into his flesh.

"Getting annoying now-"

[Fireball] struck the airborne liquid, igniting it. Blue flames crawled up the vampire's arm. He snarled, patting them out even as Adom was already casting-

[Push]
The burning display cart rocketed toward Helios. The vampire batted it aside, but Adom had already woven-

[Stone Spike]
The jagged protrusion caught Helios's leg, tearing through muscle. Blood sprayed, but the wound was closing even as-

CRACK!

Adom saw the fist coming. Saw it shatter the [Barrier] he weaved on his stomach. It barely stopped the blow from tearing through him, but he still felt the full force of its consequences.

Reality compressed into a single point of agony.

The world became pure force. His feet left the ground, stomach somewhere in his throat, the barrier spell creaking under impossible pressure as his small body turned into a projectile.

People screamed, diving out of the way as he crashed through the wall of a shop. Wood splintered. Glass shattered. Even through the barrier, he felt ribs crack, organs compress. Adult bodies could hardly take hits like that. Children's bodies...

Suffice to say that without the spell, Adom would have been paste on the wall.

[+4 White Wyrm Body]

Adom's world narrowed to blinding pain. He couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. His body convulsed, stomach heaving violently as he curled into himself. Black spots danced in his vision. Every attempt to draw breath sent daggers through his chest. That body enhancement skill might have been the only thing that kept the barrier spell from being insufficient - his organs would have liquified on impact otherwise.

Through the settling dust and debris, two yellow eyes gleamed. Helios emerged from the hole in the wall, wood cracking under his feet as he approached, fangs glinting in a satisfied smile.












"Still alive? Impressive. Let's fix that."













In moments like these, when faced with an obviously superior vampire in a part of town where screams were more common than street names, most people would consider two perfectly reasonable options.

 













First: begging for your life.

Completely sensible. Adom was a mage, after all. Useful. Practical. The vampire might see value in keeping him alive.

Second: running away.

Less effective, granted. Playing hide-and-seek with someone who could punch you through architecture typically ended with your neck between their fangs. But still rational.

Yes. These were the thoughts of reasonable people making reasonable choices in unreasonable situations.

Adom had always considered himself a calm reasonable person. Rational. Logical. Whenever the situation called for it.

But sometimes, when you're a 79-year-old man in a child's body, and someone hits you so hard you become one with the furniture, you discover new things about yourself.

Like spite.

Pure, unadulterated, petty spite.

The kind of spite that makes you forget you only have one life to lose. The kind that makes you want to punch a vampire in his perfect teeth just because he made you go through a wall. The kind that burns hotter than reason, logic, or self-preservation.




The worst part wasn't even the pain. It was the indignity. He'd passed gas. Him. Adom Sylla. A respected senior citizen. In public. No one probably heard it, but still.

 


Someone was dying here today.

[System recalibrating...][Detecting physiological changes...]
[New parameter detected: Emotional Catalyst - Spite]
[Initiating power synchronization...]

[New skill: Spiteful Fighting Spirit acquired! (Rare)]
• Physical Parameters Updated:


	Strength: +50%

	Agility: +30%

	Reflexes: +40%

	Pain Tolerance: +100%

	Mana Pool: +25%



[Warning: Physiological changes detected]• Heart Rate: 180 BPM ↑
• Blood Pressure: Critical ↑• Adrenaline Levels: 300% above baseline
• Muscle Tension: Maximum
• Vessel Dilation: 85%

[BREAKTHROUGH - Fluid Channels Unlocked!]• Status: Active
• Flow: Unstable• Resonance: Spite-aligned
• Channel Pattern: Azure Flame

[Integration Complete]

Blue energy crackled across Adom's skin like living flame, his rage crystallizing into raw power. For the first time in his life, he felt fluid moving through his body, responding to his fury, turning his spite into strength.

He glared at the vampire, whose smug grin never wavered.

"I'll wipe that smile off your face, punk."

















            

    
        Chapter 09. Making Enemies And Friends

    
    
    
    
                The blue fluid crackling across Adom's skin actually made Helios pause. For about three seconds, which was probably some kind of record for vampire reaction times to unexpected situations.

"Oh?" His perfect eyebrows rose slightly. "Now that's interesting. Some hidden strength perhaps? A touch of courage?" He took a step forward, wood creaking beneath his feet. "Admirable, really. Most would have-"

The man started monologuing.

Helios, it seems, really wanted Adom to understand the vast gulf between them. The centuries of experience. The careful cultivation of power. The futility of resistance. Something about being apex predators and food chains, blah, blah, blah.

Adom wasn't really listening. There was no time for that. Instead, he was remembering another rule of street fighting. Was it rule four? Maybe seven? Honestly, at this point, the exact numbering didn't matter.

What mattered was the principle:

'The best time to attack is when they're still explaining why you can't possibly beat them.'

[Stone Spike]

Stone spikes erupted through the floorboards, punching through Helios's legs, chest, shoulders - pinning him in place like an insect on display. His perfect face contorted in shock, then rage, then pain.

[Fireball]. Once, then...

[Fireball] [Fireball] [Fireball] [Fireball]

The rapid-fire spells lit up the room like a miniature sun.

Heat rolled off in waves, warping the air and forcing sweat from every pore. The first fireball caught Helios in the chest with a roar that drowned out all other sounds. The second and third followed with thunderous cracks, their explosions merging into one continuous blast that engulfed his torso. The fourth turned his head into a torch. His screams started as something inhuman, then became very, very human.

Each spell hit before the previous one's flames had died. They left deep scorch marks where they collided, and soon, the stench of burning flesh mingled with the wood smoke. The heat became so intense that the remaining glass in the windows began to crack.

"MAGE! IT'S A MAGE!"

People scrambled over each other trying to escape the shop, their previous morbid curiosity evaporating at the sight of actual combat magic.

[Control]

Everything that wasn't nailed down - broken furniture, glass shards, wooden splinters, even that merchant's cart from earlier - suddenly developed a burning desire to become intimately acquainted with Helios's person. At high velocity.

And because Adom was feeling particularly spiteful (and because some habits are hard to break), another [Fireball] for good measure.

The explosion rattled windows and sent smoke billowing into the street.

There was something deeply satisfying about setting the object of your anger on fire. Multiple times. Probably not the healthiest coping mechanism, but Adom wasn't exactly looking for therapy recommendations right now.

Still, Adom knew better than to celebrate too early.

The problem with vampires was their endurance. Everyone knew that. Without the power of the sun, killing one was like trying to put out a forest fire with a water pistol - theoretically possible, practically suicidal.

Which was why Adom wasn't particularly surprised when the charred, smoking wreck that was Helios broke free from the stone spikes with a sound that might have been a roar, if his vocal cords hadn't been mostly ash. The vampire launched himself forward, movements jerky and wild, claws extended where his perfectly manicured fingers used to be.

Rule number five of street fighting came to mind: "The best defense is not being there when they try to hit you."

The vampire's burned eyes were useless, but his other senses were working just fine. Not that it helped much - Adom could practically taste the rage coming off him. Every swipe, every lunge was powered by pure fury.

[Fireball]

Dodge.

[Push]

Roll.

Another [Fireball] for good measure.

BOOM

Each miss, each new burn, each impact just fed that anger. Helios's movements became more erratic, more predictable. The kind of patterns even someone like Adom - who'd spent more time reading books than throwing punches - could read.

Which brought him to another rule of street fighting: "If you're going to do something stupid, do it with absolute confidence."

There - the opening was so obvious. Helios overextended on a swipe, his balance shifted just a fraction too far forward.

[Steel Fist]

[Push]

The second spell wasn't aimed at Helios. Adom cast it on himself, launching his body forward like a missile. The combination of momentum and reinforced fist met Helios's jaw in what was possibly the most vicious hook ever thrown by a 79 years old boy.

The impact was spectacular. Bone met bone with a crack that echoed through the room. Adom's shoulder dislocated instantly - not that he felt it. Too much spite for pain right now.

[-13 Life force][+6 White Wyrm Body]
[-56 Mana Pool]

Helios went flying through the same wall he'd sent Adom through earlier - a fact that brought Adom more satisfaction than he cared to admit. The vampire's body disappeared into the market, accompanied by the sound of multiple impacts and shattering wood.







Maybe Helios had passed gas on impact too. Adom liked that idea.

He didn't stick around to verify the trajectory or landing site. His shoulder was starting to send urgent messages to his brain about its current condition, and he had a feeling hanging around to admire his handiwork would fall under "pushing his luck."

Besides, he had places to be. Preferably places that weren't here.











People were running, and where people ran, there was usually an exit. Simple logic. Adom joined the flow of bodies, letting the current carry him along. The system's combat high was starting to fade - his shoulder wasn't just dislocated anymore, it was making itself known with the kind of pain that suggested he'd really outdone himself this time.


[System recalibrating...][Spite-enhanced parameters degrading...]
[Pain suppression: 68%... 45%... 31%...]

The Undertow was descending into pure chaos. Helios wasn't the only one making noise anymore - seems the vampire's little rampage had kicked over a hornet's nest of old rivalries. Somewhere to his left, he heard the distinctive sound of steel meeting flesh, followed by screams. Gang colors started appearing: red ribbons, blue sashes, marked skin.

"Kill those Brotherhood fucks!""Watch the shadows! They're coming through the-"
CRACK
A body flew past Adom, hitting a wall with a wet thud.

Behind him, Helios's rage echoed off the walls - the sound of someone methodically destroying everything in his path. Wood splintered. Metal shrieked. People screamed.

[Camouflage]

The spell wove around him just as two men with matching tattoos started gutting each other with curved daggers not three meters away. Blood sprayed across fleeing civilians. Nobody stopped to help. Nobody even looked back.

A woman shoulder-checked him as she ran past, clutching something wrapped in cloth to her chest. His shoulder exploded with fresh agony - the spite-fueled numbness was definitely wearing off now. Through the gaps in the crowd, he caught glimpses of what was happening in the market proper: A man being beaten to death with brass knuckles. Someone getting dragged into a dark corner by multiple hands. Fire spreading from stall to stall.

[Pain suppression: 24%... 15%...]

The Undertow was eating itself alive.

"THE MAGE! FIND THE FUCKING MAGE!"

Helios's voice carried even through the mayhem. Right. Time to be somewhere else. Anywhere else. Adom pushed forward, following the densest part of the crowd, each step sending fresh waves of pain through his body.

The air was full of thick smoke, blood, and fear. More screams. More fighting. More dying.

A hand gripped his injured shoulder - firm, deliberate. Someone had seen through the spell. Adom's fist shot up, already channeling another [Steel Fist], when-

"Wait-!" A harsh whisper, barely audible over the chaos. A familiar face materialized beside him, ducking low.

"E-" Adom started, but Eren's hand clamped over his mouth. A merchant crashed past them, knocking several people aside in his panic.

"The fuck you looking at?" Eren snarled at a woman who'd turned to stare at him apparently talking to thin air. She quickly looked away, pushing deeper into the crowd.

They kept moving, Eren's grip steering them through the mass of bodies. Adom maintained the [Camouflage], his lips barely moving as he whispered, "How-?"

"Your footprints, idiot," Eren muttered through clenched teeth, pretending to adjust his collar. "Left perfect tracks in the ashes back there."

A drunk stumbled between them, separating their conversation for a moment. When he passed, Eren continued, "Listen carefully. These people? They're heading for the safe zones. Guards there have-"

"WHICH WAY DID HE GO?" Helios's roar cut through the din. Several people near them stumbled in their rush to get away.

"-magic detection tools," Eren finished, now speaking into his sleeve like he was wiping his face. "Show up invisible, they'll gut you before asking questions."

"And I should trust you because...?" Adom whispered back, ducking as someone swung a makeshift weapon at unseen pursuers.

"Because I-" Eren stopped, shoved a gawking teenager aside. "What, you got a better plan? Your shoulder's fucked, you're in the middle of the biggest shitshow the Undertow's seen this month, and that vampire? He's naked, literally smoking and angry. Very angry."

As if to emphasize his point, another explosion of violence erupted behind them. More screams. More running.

Adom's shoulder throbbed in agreement. "Fine. Lead the-"

"Stop talking to me," Eren hissed. "Just follow. And fix your spell - your right leg's showing."

They peeled away from the crowd, moving against the flow. Eren shouldered past panicking people, creating a wake that Adom could follow. Each collision sent fresh pain through his shoulder.

A wet, meaty sound drew Adom's attention. The goblin - the one that had been chained like a dog earlier - was straddling its former master's chest. The merchant's hands were raised in desperate supplication.

"Please, I'm sorry, I'll-"

"MASTER SORRY?" CRACK The goblin brought a bloodied rock down. "SORRY NOT ENOUGH!" CRACK "CHAINS HURT!" CRACK "HUNGRY ALWAYS!" CRACK

The merchant's pleas became gurgling sounds. Then nothing. The goblin kept swinging, screaming incoherently until what remained of the merchant's head was a dark paste against the cobblestones. Someone vomited nearby.

Eren pulled Adom into an alley. The sounds of the massacre in the market grew slightly muffled, replaced by closer, more intimate violence. Two men were strangling each other in a doorway. Neither seemed to be winning.

"Help! Please!"

The elf's cage. It was wedged between two waste bins. His fingers gripped the bars, knuckles white. Blood trickled from where the metal had cut into his palms.

"Sorry," Eren muttered, barely slowing. "Got my own stuff to-"

"Not you," he hissed, eyes fixed on a point just beside Eren. ""The mage. I sense you. Please."

A door exploded outward next to them. Two women tumbled out, one driving a broken bottle into the other's neck. Eren cursed, pulling harder.

"I know what you are!" the elf called after them. "What you can do! Please! They'll come back for me!"

The desperation cracked his voice. Adom's step faltered. Eren's grip turned bruising.

"Don't," he said. "You help him, word gets out, we're both dead. Move."

Behind them, the elf rattled his cage, his pleas drowned by approaching shouts and breaking glass.

As they passed the cage, Adom's fingers twitched. He tried to weave [Control] while maintaining [Camouflage] - like trying to juggle while walking a tightrope. His invisibility flickered, parts of him fading in and out like a bad mirage.

"What are you doing?" Eren murmured, eyes widening. "Turn invisible before we're-"

That split second was all Adom needed. [Control] lashed out, crushing into the lock's mechanism. Metal groaned, pins shifted-

Click

The sound was lost in the mayhem. Even Eren, still dragging him forward, didn't notice. But Adom caught the elf's sharp intake of breath, the slight widening of those amber eyes as understanding dawned. The cage door was still closed, but now...

They turned a corner, leaving the elf and his not-quite-locked cage behind. What he did with that opportunity was his business now.

The deeper levels of the Undertow were different. Here, the chaos of the upper market felt distant, replaced by something more... deliberate. The corridors widened into vast chambers carved from living rock, their ceilings lost in darkness above. Crystal formations cast everything in a bluish glow.

"You can drop the spell," Eren muttered, his shoulders finally relaxing. "Down here, a cloak draws less attention than footprints appearing from nowhere."

Adom let [Camouflage] fade, his mana reserves grateful for the break. The air was cooler here, carrying strange scents - incense, exotic spices, sweets.

They emerged into what could only be called a bazaar, though that word felt inadequate. Where the upper market dealt in survival, this place traded in luxury. Silk tapestries hung between ornate pillars. Fountains burbled quietly, their waters tinted with swirling colors that probably weren't entirely natural.

"Keep moving," Eren muttered. "And don't stare too long at anything. Some of these merchants, they take eye contact as an invitation to negotiate."

Merchants here didn't shout their wares - they didn't need to.

Their goods spoke for themselves. A woman in flowing robes demonstrated a dancing flame that changed color to match viewers' emotions. An old man with silver-rimmed spectacles arranged golden lamps that probably were more than just golden lamps.

But it was the menagerie that dominated everything.

Cages lined the walls, each more elaborate than the last. Not the crude iron boxes from above - these were works of art. Gold and silver filigree, crystal and precious stones, designed to display their occupants like the treasures they were.

"The Collector's Corner," Eren explained, noting Adom's stare. "Where the truly rare finds end up."

A serpent with scales like opals coiled in a terrarium of living crystal. A bird with feathers that seemed to shift between planes of existence preened itself on a perch of pure silver. But it was the massive golden cage at the center that drew every eye.

Inside, a midnight puma lounged on cushions of deep purple silk. Its fur was darker than shadow itself, seeming to absorb the crystal light rather than reflect it. When it yawned, its teeth gleamed like polished daggers.

When it turned its head, Adom found himself staring into eyes as startlingly blue as his own. The creature held his gaze for a long moment.

"Don't," Eren grabbed his arm, breaking the connection. "That thing's worth more than either of us could make in ten lifetimes. Two million gold for a single claw." He pulled Adom along. "Killed three handlers before they figured out it only eats off silver plates. Like feeding royalty."

The puma's eyes followed them as they passed.

"Where exactly are we going?" Adom asked, keeping his voice low as they moved through the market.

Eren glanced around before answering. "There's a portal ahead. Old one. Leads straight to the outer Dregs." He adjusted his collar, a nervous habit. "Most of the main exits are probably locked down by now, but this one... let's just say not many remember it's here."

"Sorry about that," Adom said, thinking of the chaos they'd left behind. "About causing all this trouble."

Eren let out a short, bitter laugh. "It happens more than you'd think. If it wasn't you, it would've been someone else." He stopped suddenly, turning to face Adom. "But not everyone takes down one of the Third Sector's top dogs single-handedly. And a mage at that." His eyes narrowed beneath his hood. "You're lucky your face isn't known. The kind of bounty they'd put on your head..." He shook his head and started walking again. "Let's just get to that portal."

A small voice piped up from somewhere between them. "Uhhh... I don't think that portal's working anymore, actually."

Eren and Adom froze.

"What was that?!" Eren's hand went to his knife.

"How would I know?" Adom spun around, looking for the source. "Did that sound like me to you?"

"No, but it definitely came from..." Eren pointed at Adom's cloak.

Adom felt something move against his side, like a small creature skittering beneath his clothes. That horrible, skin-crawling sensation when you feel something alive where nothing alive should be. His hand balled into a fist, ready to smack whatever it was-

"Don't squish me! I'm a person, a person!" the voice squeaked in panic.

A tiny white head poked out from a fold in his cloak - pointed nose, whiskers, and very human-like eyes.

"You..." Adom's fist froze mid-swing.

"Haha... hello there!" The white mouse gave an awkward little wave with one paw. "Lovely weather we're having down here, isn't it? Very... um... cave-like?"

"Mister Valiant?" Eren's jaw dropped.

"Oh, hey Eren!" The mouse brightened. "How's it going? Haven't seen you in a while, dang. You grew up even more than last time."

Adom pulled them into a shadowed alcove, away from the market's prying eyes.

"How long have you been here?"

"Oh, you know..." Valiant fidgeted with his whiskers. "Just... the whole time? The moment never seemed quite right to mention it." He let out an awkward little laugh that died quickly under Adom's stare.

"How did you even-" Eren started.

"Well, my kind can change size at will to reasonable degrees. So, I downsized to the max and jumped right into his pocket! " Valiant perked up. "Right when he was setting Augustus' head on fire. Which, by the way, very impressive." The mouse gave an enthusiastic gesture with his paws. "I mean, you're probably the most wanted enemy of the Moon Children and their affiliates now, but still... that was something else! The way his head just-"

"Thanks," Adom cut him off, sounding exhausted. His day had already been complicated enough without finding out he'd been carrying a stowaway mouse-person through half the Undertow.

"Right." Valiant smoothed his whiskers, undeterred. "Oh, and I must say, your magic has this fascinating smell. Like lightning and old books. Did you know that? Probably not, since you're not a beastkin. We're very sensitive to these things, well, I am. You see-"

"Earlier," Adom interrupted, "you said the portal doesn't work anymore. How would you know that?"

"Oh, well- hey, wait a minute." Valiant's whiskers drooped. "Here I am, trying to have an intellectual discussion about the olfactory properties of thaumaturgical emanations with an actual mage, and he just- I mean, do you know how rare it is to meet someone who can smell magic and e-"

Eren and Adom exchanged a look.

"Mister Valiant." Eren's sharp tone cut through the mouse's rambling.

"Hmm? Oh! Right, right. The portal." Valiant cleared his throat. "Well, you see-" Valiant stood on his hind legs, adopting what he clearly thought was a more professional posture. "I was actually checking all the escape routes - that's what we do, you know, us mice. Well, some of us. Actually, mostly just me. Uncle Cisco says I shouldn't, but how else would I- right, sorry, the portal."

Adom and Eren shared another look.

"Three days ago," Valiant continued hurriedly, noticing their expressions, "some cloaked individuals came through. They did something to it - ritual stuff, very fancy. Lots of chanting. Changed the runic patterns. The portal's still there, but now it just leads to a wall. Solid stone." He mimed hitting his head. "Found that out the hard way."

"And you didn't think to tell anyone?" Eren asked.

"I was going to! But then there was this fascinating shipment that came in, and then I got distracted by this shiny thing, and then- oh, you're both giving me that look Uncle Cisco does."

"Is there another way out?" Adom asked, his patience wearing thin.

Before Valiant could answer, a commotion erupted from the direction of the market. Shouts. Running feet. The sound of metal being drawn.

"FOUND THEM!" A voice called out.

Adom backed away, only to feel his spine stiffen at the sound of boots behind him. Shadows shifted on the floor - he looked up. Crossbows glinted in the crystal light, their wielders lining the upper levels like crows.

More figures emerged from the market's shadows, brandishing everything from noble-forged steel to crude butcher's cleavers. They parted, making way.

Helios stepped forward, pale flesh unmarked, pristine - and completely bare. His smile showed too many teeth.

"I've been looking for you, mage." His voice carried through the sudden silence. "Our last encounter was... cut short. Being tossed aside like a ragdoll." He touched his chest, where flames had eaten through him hours before. "The burning alive part? Also not appreciated. Even if I can heal."

Adom's eyes flickered between the weapons surrounding them. "Maybe put some clothes on first? I mean, who talks to people with their peepee out like that?"

Something dangerous flashed behind Helios' smile. The temperature seemed to drop.

"Always with the clever words," Helios purred. "Let's see how well you talk with your throat open."

The circle of steel tightened.

Adom's mind raced, calculating angles and distances. Crossbows above. Steel below. Too enclosed for fire - he'd cook himself. But air... air was everywhere.

In his mind, geometric patterns began to form. A barrier spell that could protect all their angles needed a perfect geodesic structure - interlocking triangles forming a sphere. Each vertex had to align precisely, or the whole thing would collapse under pressure. Three seconds minimum to weave it properly.

"When I signal, drop," he whispered to Eren.

Helios' bare feet made no sound on the stone. "What are you whispering about, little mage?"

The air compression would be trickier. Hexagonal patterns layered in three dimensions, each layer compressing inward while maintaining stability. Two seconds, if he could hold the barrier steady simultaneously.

A crossbowman above adjusted his stance. Another loaded an incendiary bolt. The circle of steel tightened even more.

"Take aim," Helios commanded. The silver patterns on his skin began to pulse.

Adom started weaving. The barrier pattern came first, each mental triangle locking into place.

[-12 Mana Pool]

One mistake and both spells would collapse.

Helios' eyes narrowed. "He's weaving. Kill-"

"NOW!"

The barrier erupted outward just as crossbow bolts launched. They sparked against the geodesic surface, but Adom was already weaving the compression spell. Hexagons folded inward, layer after layer, the air growing dense enough to distort light.

"Break that barrier!"

Silver light slammed against Adom's defenses. The geometric pattern wavered. A crack appeared - then another. He couldn't hold both spells much longer.

The compression was almost complete. Just one more layer...

A crossbow bolt punched through the weakening barrier, grazing his shoulder. Blood splattered the stone.

Now or never.

Adom released the compression spell. The hexagonal pattern exploded outward, air rushing to fill the void. The shockwave hit like a physical wall.

Bodies flew. Crystal shattered. Support pillars cracked.

Three seconds until they regrouped. Three seconds to move.

"Let's go, Eren!"

"They'll find us. They'll kill us. We're dead. We are so dead." Eren's words came between gasps as they ran deeper into the market, where life continued undisturbed.

Adom's eyes swept across the rows of cages, mind racing. "The merchants who run these cages - what kind of people are they?"

"What?" Eren glanced back at the chaos they'd left behind.

"As a group. Are they more powerful than Helios' people?"

"MAGE!" Helios' roar echoed through the market corridors.

"They're the Silver Circle merchants. They're among the most powerful here, yes, and they have bad blood with the Children, but why-" Eren's eyes widened as Adom's intention became clear. "No. No, no, no-"

[Control]. The spell wrapped around the first lock, crushing it. Then the next. And the next. The creatures inside didn't move yet, unaware of their freedom. The serpent. The reality-shifting bird. There were even Dire Wolves.

"Have you lost your mind?!"

Adom's gaze met ice-blue eyes. The midnight puma watched him intently from its golden cage, tracking his movements as he freed the others. Its muscles rippled beneath fur as it pressed against the bars, waiting.

Adom smiled.

[Control].

The lock shattered.

The puma exploded from its cage with a roar that shook the crystal lights.

"He's completely craz-" Valiant's squeak cut short as Adom filled his lungs.

"THE ANIMALS ARE ESCAPING!"

Then it began.

A woman screamed as the puma landed in the crowd. Other creatures finally noticed their broken locks. Chaos erupted.

"My merchandise!""The cages!"
"Run!"

The wolves went first, running as a pack. The bird took flight, becoming half-visible, then solid, then gone. The opal serpent slithered free, scales catching light like broken rainbows.

"There!" Helios' voice, closer now.

Adom caught a falling merchant with [Pull] as the crowd surged. Another stumbled - he used [Push] to direct them away from trampling feet.

Somewhere, Helios cursed. The market descended into beautiful mayhem.

But this wasn't enough.

They needed more chaos to disappear.

"My beasts! My fortune!" A merchant in expensive silk robes lunged desperately toward the cages, even as the beasts swooped over his head. "Years of collecting, ruined!"

[Pull]. Adom caught him before he could fall into gorilla looking beast's path.

"I saw who did this!" Adom said urgently, steadying the merchant. "The naked vampire? Breaking all the locks?" He released his grip. "He went that way!"

Fear. Rage. Financial ruin. In moments of blind panic, the human mind seeks the simplest explanation - preferably one that can be punched. And there's nothing simpler than a naked, arrogant vampire with a history of property damage.

The merchant's face contorted with fresh rage. "HELIOS!" he screamed into the chaos. "YOU BASTARD!"

Other merchants took up the cry. "It's Helios! Of the Moon Children!" "He's destroying our stock!" "Kill him!"

Armed guards - the merchants' personal security - turned their weapons toward the approaching vampire. A crossbow bolt struck Helios in the shoulder. His response was immediate and brutal - one movement, and the shooter's neck snapped.

"No, you fools-" Helios started, but another merchant's guards attacked, their blades finding flesh.

Adom allowed himself a small smile as he ran, leaving the merchant's shouts behind them. The seeds of doubt would spread faster than any denial.

"That was evil," Eren muttered as they ducked into another passageway.

"Quite vicious for a child," Valiant muttered from Adom's collar.

"You just started a war between the Silver Circle merchants and the Children of the Moon," Eren said incredulously.

Before Adom could respond, Helios' scream split the air. "MAAAAAGE!"

They glimpsed the scene through gaps in the fleeing crowd. Three merchant guards had Helios pinned with spears. Blood ran down his body. But then he started healing and broke free.

The nearest guard's chest simply... caved in. Another's head twisted completely backward. The third tried to run - Helios caught him by the throat and-

"Shit!" Eren yanked Adom sideways as more figures emerged from the shadows ahead. Helios' people.

"How did they-"

[Control]. Adom sent market stalls crashing down, scattering merchandise. But one of Helios' men was already too close, blade whistling toward Adom's head. Too fast to dodge. Too fast to weave a spell.

The sword never connected. A crossbow bolt sprouted from the attacker's skull, seemingly fired from nowhere. The body crumpled.

No time to process. They ran.

Adom's lungs burned. Each spell was taking more effort now. Black spots danced at the edges of his vision.

"Wait-" Valiant squeaked.

A figure emerged from a side passage, hurling one of Helios' men through a crystal display like a rag doll. Marco. And behind him - Cisco's other men, engaging the enemy with practiced efficiency.

"Over here!" Marco's voice boomed over the chaos. "Move it!"

The remaining enemies fell back as they had been overpowered.

"Reinforcements," Eren breathed. "How did they-"

"Questions later," Marco growled. "We need to go. Now."

Marco led them through a maze of alleys until they reached a nondescript doorway, barely visible between two buildings. A hooded figure stood guard, hands hidden in flowing sleeves.

No words were exchanged. Marco pressed something into the figure's palm - it glinted like crystal in the dim light. The hood nodded, and pale fingers traced geometric patterns in the air. The doorway shimmered, reality folding inward until it resembled a liquid mirror.

Marco gestured. "In. Now."

Adom stared at the portal's rippling surface. Usually, he'd argue - portals were horrible things that took you apart and put you back together wrong. But right now, having his molecules scrambled seemed vastly preferable to staying in a city with an enraged vampire.

He stepped through.

The familiar sensation of being unmade washed over him. His consciousness scattered like dust in wind, each particle aware but disconnected. For a moment that lasted both an instant and an eternity, Adom ceased to exist as a singular being.

Then reality snapped back.

He stumbled out onto grass, gasping. Above him, stars filled an endless sky - real stars, not the crystal lights of the market.

The familiar stench of the dregs - waste and rust and desperation - replaced the market's incense.

"What the hell was that?!" One of Marco's men - Lars - suddenly shouted, pointing into the darkness. "Something just-"

"What are you on about?" another man grumbled as he emerged from the portal.

"I swear I saw something! Right there - darted into that alley!" Lars was already drawing his weapon.

Eren emerged next, looking slightly green, followed by Marco and the rest of his men. The portal rippled one final time before collapsing in on itself, leaving only empty air where the doorway had been.

Marco's hand went to his blade. "Lars. How many?"

"Just one, I think. Fast. Too fast."

"Spread out," Marco ordered. Two of his men swept the alley with practiced efficiency, but found nothing - just shadows and garbage.

"I'm telling you, I saw-" Lars insisted, still pointing.

"Your eyes are playing tricks," one of the others said. "Portal travel does that."

"But-"

A small white head popped out of Adom's pocket, whiskers twitching. Valiant stretched dramatically, tiny paws reaching for the sky. "FREEDOM!" he squeaked, then immediately started grooming his ruffled fur. "Oh, blessed air! No more pocket! No more hiding! No more-"

"Keep your voice down," Eren muttered.

"You try being stuffed in a pocket while someone runs for their life," Valiant sniffed, but his volume dropped considerably. "I think I have lint in places mice shouldn't have lint."

"Still complaining about everything, nephew?"

"Uncle!" Valiant said. He scampered down Adom's arm, pausing at his wrist. "Oh, now you show up. Where were you when everything went sideways?"



From the shadows emerged Cisco, impeccably dressed. He adjusted his tiny suit. "Running a business, dear nephew. I see you're alive - not thanks to your reckless habits, I'm sure."

"Not thanks to YOU," Valiant retorted. "If it wasn't for the mage here-"

"Ah yes." Cisco's gaze shifted to Adom. "Young Master Law. You eliminate one of my greatest thorns and save my wayward nephew in the same day." His whiskers twitched thoughtfully. "Augustus had been a particular... irritant for three years. Cost me seventeen good men, two shipping routes, and my favorite tea set."

"It was nothing," Adom said, trying not to think too hard about how casually they discussed death.

Marco stepped forward, Cisco balanced professionally in his palm, raising him to eye level with Adom. The sight of the enforcer carefully holding his tiny boss like a delicate teacup was... something.

"Nothing?" Cisco straightened his tie. "I think not. We're professionals, Master Law. We believe in paying our debts." He paused, whiskers twitching. "Should you ever find yourself with an... inconvenient acquaintance, our services are at your disposal. At a discount, naturally."

"Marco," Cisco called without looking away from Adom. "What sort of discount can we extend to Master Law?"

Marco's response was immediate: "Based on current market rates, operational costs, and factoring in the elimination of Augustus' competing enterprise, we could offer a twenty-seven point five percent reduction on our standard fees, sir. Thirty-two if the target doesn't require disposal."

Cisco nodded along to the calculations, still balanced perfectly in Marco's steadily held palm.

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. "I... appreciate the offer. Though I hope I won't need such services anytime soon."

"Of course, of course." Cisco said. "But the offer stands. Now, if you'll excuse us - we have some loose ends to tie up regarding tonight's... excitement."

"I hope to see you around, Master Law!" Valiant called out, already scampering up Marco's shoulder.

"Not hope," Cisco corrected, his form still perfectly poised. "Expect. One month from now, Master Law. This exact hour." He checked his miniature pocket watch. "Currently ten past midnight. Do remember."

They melted into the shadows of the Dregs, leaving Adom and Eren alone in the oppressive darkness. The younger boy started walking, and Adom followed, their footsteps echoing off the narrow walls of the winding alleys.

Above them, clotheslines created strange shadows in the moonlight, like prison bars across their path.

"So," Eren broke the silence, stepping over a puddle that reflected the glow of a distant lantern. "You're a mage."

"Yeah." Adom's voice was quiet, matching the hushed atmosphere of the sleeping Dregs. Somewhere in the distance, a cat yowled.

"That was pretty cool, what you did back there. With the beasts and everything." Eren glanced back. "Never seen anything like it."

Adom let out a dry chuckle. "Cool? I killed a man today, Eren. And those beasts I freed? They're loose in the city now. They might hurt people."

They passed under a broken archway, its stones worn smooth by decades of shoulders brushing against them. The smell of rot and river-damp grew stronger as they descended deeper into the maze-like streets.

"Hurt people?" Eren scoffed, kicking aside a broken bottle. "Down here in the Undertow? Trust me, there aren't many who wouldn't deserve it." He shrugged. "Besides, those beasts will probably head for the forests outside the city. Animals usually do."

"That's... a rather harsh view of things."

"It's a harsh place." Eren's voice was matter-of-fact. "You did what you had to do. That's how it works down here."

They turned another corner, and a gust of wind brought the smell of the river, stronger now. Mixed with it was the scent of smoke from somewhere in the distance, and the ever-present undertone of decay that seemed to permeate the Dregs.

"Still," Adom insisted, "taking a life shouldn't be something we consider... normal."

"Says the man who just got offered a discount on assassination services," Eren grinned over his shoulder, and despite the grim subject matter, there was something infectious about his youthful cheek.

"Got me there," Adom admitted, stepping carefully over a suspicious dark patch on the ground. The moonlight caught Eren's profile as he turned, and something about it tugged at Adom's memory, but the thought slipped away before he could grasp it.

They reached the invisible line where the Dregs ended and the cleaner streets of the city began. The contrast was stark - even the cobblestones changed, becoming more even, better maintained. Eren stopped at this boundary, hands in his pockets.




"Well, this is it," he said, rocking back on his heels. "I should head back. Been a wild night, hasn't it?"

He smiled again, and something about that smile caught in Adom's mind like a splinter. The moonlight fell across Eren's face, highlighting his features, and Adom found himself staring, trying to place why it felt so familiar when the boy smiled like that.

"Something wrong?" Eren asked, his smile faltering slightly.

"No, it's just..." Adom tilted his head, studying the boy's face. "You look familiar somehow."

Eren shook his head. "Don't think so. Pretty sure I'd remember meeting a mage." He laughed, and again, that laugh, that particular way his eyes crinkled at the corners...

"No, it's definitely something..." Adom muttered, more to himself than to Eren. "Your face, it's like I've seen it somewhere..."

"Only person people say I look like is my mother," Eren said with a slight shrug. "She works at a small tavern near the sea as its keeper for night shifts. Though I'd be surprised if you knew it."

"The Salty Dog?"

Something flickered across Eren's composed features - genuine surprise. "You do know it!" There was an unexpected note of enthusiasm in his usually measured voice. 

"Your mother," Adom said, surprised. "Is your mother's name Tara?"

Eren nodded, smiling broadly now.

The world really is small, Adom thought to himself.

"I was there last night. Had the best cookies I've ever tasted in my life. Your mother was really kind - even packed some for me to take back to the academy. Actually," he added, "I told her I'd help sponsor her son into Xerkes. That would be you, I suppose?"

"You can do that?!" Eren's eyes went wide, a rare break in his usual composed demeanor.

"Sure," Adom replied. "Students can sponsor others after their first year. I'm in my second year now."

As quickly as the excitement had appeared, it drained from Eren's face. He seemed to consciously settle back into his casual stance. "Oh, that's... that's nice of you, but actually, forget about it. Mother still thinks I want to be a mage because that was my dream when I was little. But I'm good where I am now."

Like many conversations about Xerkes Academy, this one had stumbled into the uncomfortable territory of finances.

There were really only two ways to study at Xerkes - either you came from money, or you signed up for Imperial service after graduation. For everyone else, the tuition fees were astronomical. Something had clearly happened with Eren's family that had made them unable to take the Imperial scholarship when it was offered. It seemed obvious from his reaction.

"If it's about the money," Adom said simply, "I can take care of it." He pulled out a small piece of parchment and wrote down a series of numbers. "Here's my student identification number. When you get to Xerkes, just tell any raven in the messenger tower this number. They're trained to recognize student IDs. I'll get notified right away."

Eren took the parchment with slightly trembling fingers, staring at the numbers like they were some kind of lifeline. His shoulders remained tense despite his attempts to appear casual. His hands opened and closed at his sides, and he kept adjusting his stance like he couldn't quite figure out how to hold himself. Adom recognized that pride - the kind that made accepting help feel like swallowing thorns.

After what felt like a small eternity, Eren lifted his head. He still wouldn't quite meet Adom's eyes, instead fixing his gaze somewhere around Adom's shoulder. "Thank you," he said, the words coming out rough but sincere. "I mean it." He carefully folded the paper and tucked it into an inner pocket.

"No problem," Adom replied, keeping his tone light, matter-of-fact. "See you tomorrow then? After five?"

That got Eren to look at him properly, surprise breaking through his carefully maintained composure. "Already?"

"If you're going to take the Xerkes tests, you'll need some accelerated training," Adom said. "Tomorrow I can check your level of proficiency, see where we need to start."

The tension in Eren's shoulders eased slightly at the practical approach. He nodded, some of his usual confidence returning to his posture. They parted ways there - Eren heading back toward the lights of the Dregs, while Adom turned toward the academy.











It felt good, he thought as he walked back, to be able to help someone else for a change.













 

















            

    
        Chapter 10. Transcendent Nerds

    
    
    
    
                Monster Anatomy and Dungeon Theory class.

The droning voice of Professor Drake faded into background noise as he lectured about dungeon classifications. Something about how the Guilds ranked them from F to SSS based on the monsters inside, the resources, and the death rates...

Every muscle in Adom's body screamed in protest. When he'd collapsed into bed last night after the fight, the adrenaline had still been coursing through his system, masking most of the pain. But this morning? It felt like his body had waited until he opened his eyes to unleash every single ache it had been saving up. His ribs, where the creature's fist had nearly caught him, throbbed with particular intensity. He shifted in his seat, immediately regretting the movement.

A sudden warm touch on his ankle made him jump, sending a fresh wave of pain through his battered body.

"Gizmo! Stop that!"

Adom looked down to find a small red salamander gazing up at him with opalescent eyes. Their face seemed permanently fixed in what looked like a gentle smile, head tilted slightly to one side in curiosity. Despite his discomfort, Adom couldn't help but smile back.

"I'm so sorry!" A lanky boy with rich brown skin and light brown eyes hurried over, trying to scoop up the wayward familiar. His braided locks fell into his face as he reached for the salamander. "He gets a bit too friendly sometimes."

"It's fine," Adom chuckled, recognizing Gus Howl from his combat class. "He's quite charming, actually."

The salamander, instead of returning to his Bonded One, crept closer to Adom. Almost instinctively, Adom reached down to scratch his head. The scales were surprisingly soft, almost velvet-like under his fingers. The creature's eyes closed in contentment, and suddenly his entire body began to glow, small flames flickering across its skin.

"Gizmo, no!" Gus exclaimed, finally managing to grab his familiar. "Sorry, again. He, uh, tends to catch fire when he gets too excited. The healers say it's like magical hiccups."

"Don't worry about it," Adom said, still smiling. "A little fire never hurt anyone."

"He seems to like you. I didn't think you had fire affinity, Sylla." Gus whispered, watching as Gizmo settled contentedly in his arms, still giving Adom that perpetual salamander smile.

Adom glanced at the familiar, keeping his voice low as Professor Drake continued his lecture about dungeon classifications. "Fire and wind, actually."

"Double affinity?" Gus's eyes widened, before he caught himself and lowered his voice again. "Nice! I'm fire, but..." He gestured at Gizmo with a slight grin, "probably obvious, huh?"

Adom held back a chuckle, nodding instead. He noticed how Gus's braided locks seemed to shimmer with a slight reddish tint under the classroom's magical lights, and how his skin had a warm, almost scale-like sheen to it - subtle traits he'd gained from his bond with Gizmo. The boy even had the same kind of permanent half-smile as his familiar, though Adom doubted he was aware of it.

Gizmo squirmed in Gus's arms, his opal eyes following the movement of Professor Drake's chalk on the board. The familiar's attention was focused entirely on the lecture, occasionally tilting his head at particularly complex theories. A few students nearby smiled at the salamander's scholarly attitude, though they quickly returned their attention to their notes when the professor glanced their way.

"He understands everything already?" Adom mouthed silently, impressed.

Most familiars took years to develop such comprehensive understanding. The stronger the bond between familiar and bonded, the more they evolved together - some of the most powerful pairs had familiars who could speak just like humans, read complex texts, even appreciate fine arts and music.

Gus nodded proudly, running a finger along Gizmo's back. "Sometimes better than I do," he whispered, earning a smug look from his familiar.

"Mr. Sylla and Mr. Howl, care to share your little conversation with the rest of the class?"

Professor Drake's voice cut through the lecture hall, making every head turn toward them. Across the room, Sam let out a visible groan, his hand meeting his forehead in exasperation.

"Sorry, Professor," Adom said quickly, straightening in his seat despite his protesting muscles.

"Today's lecture is particularly important," Drake continued, his chalk hovering mid-air. "This material will feature prominently in your final examinations."

"We were paying attention, sir!" Gus piped up.

Adom nearly sighed. Professor Drake was usually reasonable, but Gus just had to push it...

"Is that so?" Drake's eyebrows rose, his lips curving into a slight smile. "My apologies then. Perhaps you'd care to tell us what we were just discussing, Mr. Howl?"

Gus's confident expression crumbled. "Uh... well... we were talking about..." Even Gizmo seemed to shrink in his arms, the salamander's usual smile looking more like a grimace.

"Mr. Sylla?" Drake turned his attention to Adom. "Perhaps you could help your classmate?"

"Uh..." Adom's eyes darted across the room, catching Sam's frantic hand movements. His friend was trying to draw something in the air - an 'M' shape? Sam wasn't finished, but Drake was waiting. "M-monsters...?"

Without even turning around, Drake's smile widened slightly. "Mr. Harbinski, while your loyalty to your friends is admirable, please refrain from providing unauthorized assistance."

"Sorry, Professor," Sam called out, prompting scattered laughter throughout the classroom.

Adom met his friend's eyes apologetically, then caught sight of Mia a few seats away. She was trying to suppress her giggles behind her hand, and when their eyes met, she gave him a small wave. He couldn't help but smile back, even as his cheeks burned with embarrassment.

Professor Drake sighed.

"As I was explaining before, monsters are ordinary creatures that have undergone prolonged exposure to concentrated mana. When a living being absorbs sufficient quantities of magical energy over an extended period, it undergoes a transformation."

He gestured to the diagram on the board. "For instance, a common wolf, after years of exposure to dense mana, might evolve into a dire wolf. Similarly, if you were to leave a domestic dog in a dungeon environment with high mana density for several years, it would likely transform into a Bloodmaw."

His chalk drew quick illustrations in the air - a normal wolf morphing into the larger, more fearsome dire wolf, its features becoming sharper, more magical in nature.

"Do you understand now, gentlemen?"

"Yes, Professor," Adom and Gus responded in unison.

"Good," Professor Drake nodded. "And remember, next class we'll have a special guest from the Pentoss Guild bringing in an actual monster for a practical demonstration."

The classroom erupted in excited whispers. Someone from the back called out, "What kind of monster, Professor?"

"That," Drake smiled, tapping his chalk against the board, "would be spoiling the surprise, wouldn't it?"

In his past life, Adom remembered this day clearly - it had been a Shimmerscale, a monster evolved from a common lizard. The creature's scales could refract light, making it partially invisible, but it was generally docile unless threatened. The memory brought a smile to his face; it had been one of the more entertaining classes that semester.

"Now, if we could return to our discussion of classification systems..." Drake's voice cut through the excitement.

*****

As the class filed out, Sam practically bounced over to Adom's desk. "Okay, seriously, what happened to you? First you're suddenly good at magic, then you're beating up Damus, and now you're chatting right in the middle of a class?"

"Let's just say I've been through a lot," Adom replied, quickly packing his books.

"There you go again with the mysterious stuff! Stop talking like some old guy."

"But I am an old guy."

"Right, and I'm the King of—" Sam paused. "Hey, want to head to the library? After that performance, I have about a million questions."

"Can't. Got something to do today." Adom slung his bag over his shoulder, wincing slightly at his protesting muscles.

"What? But what was all that about? The theory stuff, and—"

Adom was already heading for the door. "If you're that curious, you better keep up!" he called back, breaking into a light jog.

As he rushed through the doorway, the sound of Sam scrambling to gather his things behind him, he missed the soft "Excuse me, Adom..." that floated from somewhere near the front row.

Adom weaved through the shifting corridors of Xerkes, the map of today's layout guiding each turn. Left at the alchemy classroom, right where the astronomy tower would be tomorrow, straight through where the dining hall had been last week. His lungs burned, but each step meant another precious second added to his time.

"Adom!" Sam wheezed behind him. "Please... stop..."

"Can't! They close early on Fridays!"

"Who... closes... what?"

"The club!"

They dodged around a group of third-years practicing levitation, their black robes billowing as objects floated around them. Adom grabbed Sam's sleeve, yanking him away from a wall that was mid-shift.

Students parted before them like a sea of black robes and loosened ties - some jumping aside, others just watching the spectacle of the usually reserved Adom Sylla practically dragging a gasping Sam Harbinsky through the halls.

"Since when... do you even... like to... run?" Sam panted.

Adom didn't answer, focused on counting the archways. Three... four... there! He skidded to a halt so suddenly that Sam nearly crashed into him.

"We're here!" Adom announced, while Sam doubled over, hands on his knees.

"Here... where?"

Adom gestured to the heavy wooden door in front of them, its brass sign gleaming: "Combat Athletics Club."

At Xerkes, clubs weren't just after-school activities - they were a vital part of student life. Each year, ambitious students vied for the coveted title of Best Student, which came with perks like priority access to restricted sections of the library, private study rooms, and most importantly, the right to participate in advanced seminars with visiting masters. The clubs offered precious additional points toward this goal, but they were more than just a means to an end.

From the Poetry & Prose Society to the Dueling Association, clubs gave students the chance to explore interests beyond pure magical theory. Some practiced swordplay, others honed their aim at the archery range, while the Culinary Arts Guild experimented with both magical and non-magical recipes. The Theatrical Company put on elaborate performances, and the Gardening Circle maintained the academy's extensive botanical gardens.

Competition between clubs was fierce - the top three at year's end received special privileges, funding, and their names engraved on the great shield in the main hall. They also received the Golden Medal, one of the most prestigious honors a club could earn - though in the end, it was just that: a medal.

Some said the Combat Athletics Club hadn't made the top three in over a decade.

Adom and Sam had always steered clear of this whole system, preferring the quiet corners of the library where they could read their fantasy novels and talks of magic in peace. They weren't exactly what you'd call "joiners" - Sam could barely speak in front of groups, and Adom... well, until recently, Adom had been even worse.

"You're not serious, are you?" Sam's voice cracked. "Clubs? Us? We talked about this - we don't have time for... for..."

"Social activities?" Adom finished, a sad smile playing on his lips.

"Exactly! We're supposed to be focusing on real magic, on making groundbreaking discoveries!" Sam's eyes lit up with that familiar fire. "Remember our pact? To become the greatest mages in history? To revolutionize magical theory together? Become the next Law Borealis!"

Adom remembered. Oh, how he remembered.

Two awkward kids, huddled in the library's corner, sharing wild dreams between dusty tomes. They'd spend hours arguing about who would make the next big breakthrough, each convinced they'd be the one to unlock the secrets of the universe. In his past life, he'd actually done it - reached those heights, achieved those dreams. For Sam. For both of them.

And what had it gotten him? Standing atop a mountain of achievements built on corpses, watching the world burn.

"Sam," Adom said softly, "those dreams... they're beautiful. And you should chase them. But," he placed a hand on his friend's shoulder, "we were wrong about one thing. The greatest discoveries, the real breakthroughs - they don't happen in isolation. Every major advancement in magical theory came from collaboration, from people working together, challenging each other's ideas."

"But we work together!" Sam protested.

"Two socially awkward bookworms hiding in the library isn't exactly what I mean." Adom chuckled. "Look, I get it. More than you know. The idea of putting ourselves out there, of dealing with other people - it's terrifying. But that's exactly why we need to do it."

"But—"

"You can't change the world from inside a shell, Sam. Trust me, I've tried." A pause. "Those fantasy books we love? The lone genius who saves the day through sheer brilliance? That's not how it works in real life. Real change, real progress - it comes from connections, from understanding people, from being able to work with them even when they drive you crazy."

Sam fidgeted with his tie, looking uncertain. "I just... I'm not good with people."

"Neither am I," Adom said. "But that's a skill, like any other. And like any skill, it gets better with practice."

This, to Adom, was an important step.

He wasn't just trying to help Sam become more socially adept. He was trying to prepare him, to help him develop the strength and resilience he'd need for what was coming. The world wouldn't end because of failed spells or flawed theories - it would end because of people, their choices, their failures to understand each other. And maybe, just maybe, by helping Sam grow beyond their comfortable little bubble, he could save more than just his friend's life this time.

"Besides," Adom added with a grin, "you can't tell me you're not at least a little curious about what's behind this door."

Sam sighed, shoulders slumping. "Fine. But if it's just blockheads and brutes in there, I'm out."

"Deal," Adom said, reaching for the handle.

The door swung open to pure mayhem.

"COME ON BRO, YOU GOT THIS!" A massive student bellowed at his partner doing push-ups. "TWENTY MORE! PAIN IS JUST WEAKNESS LEAVING THE BODY!"

"AAAAAAAARGH!" The guy doing push-ups screamed back with each rep.

WHAM! Right in front of them, a fist connected with abs that looked carved from stone. Both Sam and Adom involuntarily clutched their stomachs.

"HARDER!" the guy getting punched demanded, spittle flying. "MY GRANDMOTHER HITS HARDER THAN THAT!"

"Huh?" Sam's voice was barely a squeak.

To their left, two students were tangled in what looked like a human pretzel. One had the other's leg bent at an angle that made geometry weep. The victim's face was purple, veins popping on his neck like angry snakes.

"TAP OUT, KAIUS!"

"OVER MY DEAD BODY!"

"THAT CAN BE ARRANGED!"

In another corner, three students were taking turns body-slamming each other into training mats. "LIGHTWEIGHT BABY!" one screamed as he got thrown.

"Bro, your form is OFF!" someone shouted across the room. "Watch me! WATCH ME! See how I'm CRUSHING my boy's windpipe? That's the proper technique!"

Two students charged each other like bulls, colliding with a thunderous crack that echoed off the walls. Neither backed down. "IS THAT ALL YOU GOT?!" they roared in unison.

"YOU'RE A BEAST!" "NO, YOU'RE A BEAST!" "WE'RE ALL BEASTS!"

Sam and Adom exchanged looks.

Without a word, Sam turned on his heel and tried to casually stroll away. "Well, I think we can say we gave this a fair—"

Adom's hand shot out, grabbing Sam's robe in an iron grip.

"No no no no—" Sam's shoes squealed against the floor as Adom dragged him inside. "Are you CRAZY?! This is a murder dome! We're going to DIE!"

"We won't die," Adom said flatly, pulling his thrashing friend past two students practicing what appeared to be competitive face-slapping while chanting magical theorems.

"YES WE WILL! That guy just suplexed someone through a—IS THAT A WALL OF FIRE?!" HOW IS THAT ALLOWED IN SCHOOL?!

"It's just Friday," Adom deadpanned.

"JUST FRI—" Sam's voice cracked as someone nearby let out a war cry that shook dust from the ceiling. "If this is Friday, I don't want to see Monday! Let me go! I have theorems to memorize! THEOREMS!"

Ignoring Sam's increasingly desperate protests, Adom scanned the chaos for his target. Hugo Faible, 6th year prefect and president of this madhouse, wasn't hard to spot - that shock of purple hair stood out even in this circus of mayhem.

There he was, at the far end of the room, casually bench pressing another student as if they were a barbell. "EIGHT!" Hugo roared, arms trembling. "NINE!"

"YOU'RE A MACHINE!" the human weight screamed back encouragingly.

"TEN! LIGHTWEIGHT!" Hugo's voice boomed over the general cacophony of screams, thuds, and what sounded suspiciously like bones cracking.

"I want to go home," Sam whimpered, still trying to squirm out of Adom's grip. "I have a very nice book about theoretical transmutation waiting for me. It's peaceful. It doesn't bench press people."

Hugo reached failure at twelve, arms shaking as his human barbell rolled off and landed gracefully beside him. The guy immediately handed Hugo a water bottle, grinning.

"Weight spell was set to 242 lbs today," the human weight announced proudly. "New PR!"

Sam let out a hollow chuckle, eyes fixed on the ground. "I hate you," he muttered to Adom. "I hate you so much right now."

Adom smiled down at his friend, a look of almost pity in his eyes. "I know."

"When I die here, I'm going to haunt you. I'll follow you around the library, knocking books off shelves. Forever."

"That's fair."

Hugo approached them, wiping sweat from his forehead before putting on his glasses. "Hello," he said, "can I help you?"





At seventeen, Hugo Faible was already over 6 feet 6 inches tall. His frame packed with muscle. Being half Freeman explained his insane genetics - that bloodline was known for producing warriors of exceptional physical prowess.









In Adom's future, Hugo would become a revered contributor in the field of magical theory as well as one of the most fearsome battle mages of their generation.

Back to the subject at hand. Adom had come here for two things.

The first:

"Hi," Adom said, adjusting his broken glasses. "My friend here and I—"

"Not your friend," Sam muttered.

"—would like to join the club, if possible."

Hugo looked perplexed for a moment, studying the two scrawny students before him. Then Adom smiled, and Hugo's face immediately lit up like a holiday spell.

"Welcome!" he beamed, his entire demeanor shifting to that of an excited puppy. "You've absolutely come to the right place! We never turn away anyone looking to better themselves." He gestured enthusiastically at the chaos around them. "Don't let all this intimidate you - everyone here started somewhere. Some of our strongest members could barely lift a spellbook when they first joined!"

Behind them, someone crashed through what sounded like several pieces of furniture.

"ALL GOOD!" a voice called out. "THE BLEEDING IS MINIMAL!"

"See?" Hugo grinned warmly. "Just one big family here. Though maybe we should discuss the details somewhere slightly less... lively?"

"I'm going to die," Sam whispered.

Hugo led them to an office that seemed almost jarringly normal compared to the chaos outside. Everything was meticulously organized - training schedules on one wall, achievement certificates on another. The room smelled of muscle recovery potion and sandalwood incense.

"Just need signatures here and here," Hugo said, pulling out some forms.

"Wait!" He reached into a drawer, producing what looked like a small decorated tube. "It's tradition!"

Adom picked up the quill. "Do you offer boxing lessons?"

"Oh yes!" Hugo's eyes lit up. "We have Classical Pugilism, Dwarven Ground Fighting, Elvish Wind-Strike Style, good old wrestling of course. There's also Meridian Combat - that's like hitting pressure points but with more screaming - and Storm Fist technique." He pulled out a schedule. "Everything's properly structured. You start with basics, then progress through intermediate forms. We track everyone's development, make sure the foundations are solid before moving up. Can't build a castle on sand, right?"

"That's exactly what I need," Adom said, signing.

POP! The tube exploded in a shower of colored paper and magical sparkles.

Hugo laughed - somehow managing to make even that sound welcoming rather than intimidating. That same charisma would serve him well in the future.

Then it was Sam's turn. He stared at the form while Hugo watched expectantly, practically vibrating with enthusiasm. Adom couldn't tell if Sam was signing because he didn't want to disappoint such genuine excitement, or because he feared what might happen if he didn't (though there was nothing to fear).

Sam gulped, picked up the quill, and signed.

POP! Another shower of sparkles.

"You did good, kid," Adom patted his shoulder.

The expression on Sam's face did more in conveying his current sentiments towards the situation, and towards Adom than any words could.

Hugo wrapped them both in a bone-crushing hug. "WELCOME, BROTHERS!"

"Can't... breathe..." Sam wheezed.

"That's the spirit!" Hugo beamed.

*****

"New brothers!" Hugo announced proudly. "Everyone, meet Adom and Sam!"

The group immediately surrounded them with the energy of excited puppies in extremely muscular bodies.

"Welcome to the iron family!" A tall girl with scarred knuckles grinned. "I'm Diana."

"Took courage to walk through that door," another nodded approvingly. "Harry's the name. First step's always the hardest."

"You guys look like proper nerds," a broad-shouldered senior chuckled. "Phil here. Nothing wrong with that though - Hugo here was the biggest nerd in third year."

"Still am," Hugo adjusted his glasses proudly. "Just a nerd who can bench press a horse now."

"And now you two are on the path to becoming transcendent nerds too!" added a guy with a fresh black eye. "I'm Kaius, by the way. The one Phil couldn't submit earlier."

Adom smiled - second time he'd heard that phrase today. Must be fate.

Sam was trying his best to look unintimidated, but Adom could see his fingers fidgeting with his robe's sleeve.

"Petra," a stocky girl with close-cropped hair raised her hand with a grin. "Welcome to the family."

"Knowledge is power," a student said sagely, introducing himself as Vale, "but sometimes power needs to be power too, you know?"

They all nodded as if this made perfect sense.

This was exactly what Adom needed - a controlled environment to train his [White Wyrm's Body] skill, taking measured hits that would build his resistance while extending the time before the first symptoms appeared. The disciplined routine and support system would be invaluable, and Sam... well, Sam needed this more than he knew.

But that was only the first reason.

The second—and most important—reason Adom had joined the Combat Athletics Club was standing right there, adjusting his glasses and excitedly explaining proper breathing techniques.

Hugo Faible wasn't just the enthusiastic leader of the academy's most muscle-headed club. He was also one of Professor Kim's research assistants. And Professor Kim? That was where things got interesting.

Professor Kim was one of Xerkes' brightest minds, teaching advanced theoretical magic to fifth through seventh years. His groundbreaking work in micro-magic—the study of magical phenomena at their smallest, most fundamental level—had revolutionized entire fields of magical theory.

In about five months from now, the professor would discover something extraordinary. A phenomenon that would change everything—and ultimately get him killed. His groundbreaking research would be twisted, corrupted, and weaponized a few years later into one of the deadliest creations in history:

Dragon Breath.

A name that would one day make even hardened warriors tremble.

This weapon would ignite the first truly modern magical war, a decade-long nightmare that would claim millions of lives. From its ashes, other conflicts would arise—one of which would ultimately take Adom's father from him.

But right now, Professor Kim was still alive. Still teaching. Still months away from his fateful discovery. And Hugo Faible was one of the few people with regular access to the professor's laboratory.

The problem was simple, then: Adom needed to get closer to Hugo. Through him, to Professor Kim. Before history repeated itself. Before the dominoes began to fall. Before Dragon Breath turned the sky black with death.

            

    
        Chapter 11. Craving Frosties

    
    
    
    
                "He won't bite, Sam." Adom watched his friend eye the salamander like it might suddenly breathe fire in his face. Which, to be fair, wasn't entirely impossible.

"Are you sure?" Sam's hand hovered uncertainly above Gizmo's head. The familiar tilted his head, that permanent gentle smile somehow looking even more encouraging.

"He's really friendly," Gus assured from the seat behind them. "Sometimes too friendly. Yesterday, he tried to follow a third-year girl into the library."

Adom chuckled. "Did she have some fire-affinity crystals in her bag?"

"Yeah. Gizmo's got expensive taste."

Sam's hand was still frozen mid-air. Gizmo, apparently tired of waiting, stretched his neck up and bumped his head against Sam's palm. The boy yelped, nearly falling out of his chair.

"See?" Adom grinned. "He likes you."

"His scales are... warm," Sam marveled, slowly relaxing as Gizmo leaned into his touch. "And soft? I thought they'd be rough."

"Like velvet, right?" Gus beamed proudly. "Watch this - scratch under his chin."

Sam did as instructed, and Gizmo's eyes closed in pure bliss. Small flames began flickering across his scales, casting dancing shadows on their desks.

"Gizmo," Gus warned, though he was still smiling. "What did we say about getting too excited in class?"

The salamander opened one eye, looking absolutely unapologetic.

"You know," Sam said, growing bolder with his pets, "for something that can literally burst into flames, he's actually kind of cu-"

The classroom door burst open with enough force to make everyone jump. A massive figure ducked through, and suddenly all thoughts of cute salamanders vanished as the students stared up - way up - at their visitor.

"Right then!" The giant's voice boomed through the room. "Who's ready to meet a real monster?"

Gizmo scrambled back to Gus's desk, his scales flickering. Around them, students straightened in their seats, all eyes fixed on the enormous man and the empty space beside him.

"Is that..." Sam whispered, grabbing Adom's arm, "is that Guild armor?"

Adom nodded, fighting back a smile. He remembered this class from his past life, but somehow, seeing the familiar adventurer in person still made his heart race with excitement.

Professor Drake cleared his throat. "Class, this is Master Borgen from the Pentoss Guild. He's graciously agreed to bring us a specimen for today's practical demonstration."

"Graciously?" Borgen let out a laugh that made the windows rattle. "Been dying to show this beauty off! Found her in the Whisperweald Dungeon, Class B. Ain't she just perfect?"

He gestured to what looked like empty air beside him. A few students leaned forward, squinting.

"Ah, right!" Borgen chuckled, pulling out what looked like a handful of glowing dust. "Bit shy, this one. Watch this..."

He blew the dust gently into the air. As it settled, something... shifted. Like watching water ripple in clear glass, the air seemed to bend and twist until...

Gasps filled the room. Where there had been nothing, now stood a creature about the size of a large dog. Its scales shimmered with every color imaginable, constantly shifting like oil on water. A long, elegant neck supported a triangular head with intelligent golden eyes, and a tail that could probably reach across half the classroom swayed gently behind it.

"This," Professor Drake said, "is a Shimmerscale. B-rank monster, evolved from common lizards after prolonged exposure to light-affinity mana crystals."

"Beautiful, isn't she?" Borgen beamed like a proud parent. "Go on, girl. Show them what you can do."

The Shimmerscale tilted its head, those golden eyes scanning the classroom. Then, slowly, its scales began to shift. The iridescent colors faded, and suddenly the creature was almost invisible again - except now they could see the faintest outline, like heat waves rising from hot pavement.

"Merlin's beard," someone whispered from the back.

"Natural camouflage," Drake explained, writing on the board. "The scales can bend light around them, making the creature nearly invisible. In their natural habitat, this makes them exceptional ambush predators."

"Though this little lady prefers dried fish to hunting," Borgen added, pulling something from a pouch at his belt. The Shimmerscale's head snapped toward him, suddenly visible again, its tongue flicking out expectantly.

"Now then!" The giant man clapped his hands together, making several students jump. "Who wants to learn about their hunting patterns? Or maybe how they use their camouflage for mating displays? Oh! Or that time I saw one take down a Dire Wolf pack by itself?"

Professor Drake sighed, but Adom could see the slight smile on his face. "Perhaps we should start with basic anatomy, Master Borgen."

"Right, right..." Borgen nodded, still grinning. "But trust me, kids, that wolf pack story? Absolute cracker. Remind me to tell it after the lesson."

The Shimmerscale, apparently tired of being ignored, bumped its head against Borgen's leg. The massive man immediately melted.

"Oh, alright, one more treat." He tossed another dried fish, which the creature snatched from the air with surprising grace. "See that? Lightning-quick reflexes. Typical of light-affinity monsters. Now, if you look at their skeletal structure..."

Adom found himself leaning forward, notebook forgotten. He'd seen this lesson before, in another life, but somehow, watching the Shimmerscale's scales dance with color as Borgen enthusiastically pointed out its features, it felt brand new.

Besides, he thought as the creature's golden eyes met his for a moment, some things were worth seeing twice.

As the lesson progressed, the adventurer named the Shimmerscale Luna, apparently because her scales reminded him of moonlight on water. The creature responded to her name with an almost prideful bearing, her head held high as she demonstrated her camouflage abilities.

"See, that's the thing about monster classifications," Borgen explained, while Luna lazily coiled her tail around his boots. "They're not just about power levels. A C-class dungeon might spawn B-class monsters if the mana concentration is right. Take the Whisperweald - technically a C-class dungeon, but the light-affinity crystals there are so pure that even common lizards can evolve into beauties like Luna here."

From the front row, Mia's hand shot up. No surprise there - she hadn't earned those top scores by staying quiet. "But sir, wouldn't that make it a B-class dungeon by default?"

"Excellent question!" Borgen's voice boomed. "Anyone want to take a stab at it?"

"Because monster evolution doesn't necessarily indicate dungeon evolution," Damus drawled from his corner, not bothering to raise his hand. "The dungeon's core determines its class, not its inhabitants."

Adom kept his eyes forward, ignoring the pointed look Damus sent his way. It was almost amusing how hard the boy tried to create conflict - like a puppy trying to pick fights with older dogs. Still, being the adult he was mentally, Adom couldn't help but feel a twinge of shame at letting himself get baited into their previous confrontations.

Damus' words were directed at Borgen, but his posture was stiff, deliberately angled away from where Adom sat. Behind him, Finn and Marcus exchanged meaningful glances, their hands clenched into fists under their desks.

"Correct!" Borgen nodded. "Though some monsters, like our Luna here, can be tamed with the right approach. Others..." He trailed off, his expression darkening slightly. "Well, let's just say you don't want to try befriending a Shadowmaw, no matter how cute it might look as a pup."

Sam shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Maybe we should head to the library after class," he whispered. "Take the long way around..."

"They won't try anything," Adom murmured back, though he noted how his friend's shoulders remained tense. He had to suppress a sigh. Having to redo school was bad enough; getting wrapped up in teenage drama was worse. Still, seeing Sam practically vibrate with tension over these wannabe tough guys... yeah, they'd definitely need to work on that.

Gizmo hopped over to Adom's desk again, butting his head against Adom's hand until he got the expected scratch.

"You know," Gus said quietly, watching his familiar's antics with a slight frown, "he's always friendly, but... with you, it's different. Like he's known you forever or something." He shrugged, clearly trying to play it casual. "Weird, right?"

Adom kept scratching Gizmo's ears, mind turning. First Biscuit's behavior last week, now this. Either familiars could sense the regression, or... well, better file that thought away for later.

"The key is understanding their nature," Professor Drake added, his chalk drawing complex diagrams in the air. "Shimmerscales, for instance, evolved in light-rich environments. Their camouflage isn't just for hunting - it's a way of processing excess mana. Makes them naturally more stable than, say, darkness-affinity monsters."

Luna demonstrated this point by shifting her colors to match Professor Drake's robes perfectly, earning appreciative murmurs from the class.

"Now, speaking of stability," Borgen continued, pulling out what looked like a crystal map, "let me show you how dungeon layouts affect monster evolution patterns..."

As Borgen prepared his next demonstration, Luna took the opportunity to investigate the students more closely.

She made her rounds through the classroom, her scales shifting colors as students reached out to touch her. Some squealed in delight, others hesitated before working up the courage. When she reached their corner, Sam's nervousness melted away after the first touch. "She's so warm," he whispered, clearly enchanted.

Adom smiled, reaching out to run his fingers along Luna's scales. Like touching sunlight, if sunlight had texture. His heart quickened with anticipation - this was the moment he'd been waiting for since Borgen walked in.

Then Luna reached Gus's desk, and just like before, everything changed.

Her scales shifted to a deep, resonant gold - not the playful imitation she'd shown others, but something that seemed to pulse from within. She pressed her head against Gus's palm, and a soft, melodic trill filled the air.

Gizmo, who had been contentedly dozing on Gus's desk, perked up. The salamander scuttled forward, touching his nose to Luna's scales without a hint of hesitation.

"Oh," Borgen's booming voice softened with interest. "Now that's promising. Boy. Ever considered druid studies?"

"I..." Gus looked between Luna and Gizmo, clearly struggling to process what was happening. "I've been taking the preliminary classes, but..."

"She's offering a bond," Professor Drake explained. "Typically, familiars can sense when their bonded human is compatible with another creature. Your salamander's reaction suggests..."

"A resonance," Borgen finished. "Rare to see it happen this quickly, but not unheard of. Especially with someone already studying the craft."

A familiar bond wasn't servitude - it was partnership, pure and simple. Two beings choosing to share their magic, their strength, their very essence.

"If you want to," Gus said softly to Luna, "I'd be honored."

The Shimmerscale's trill grew stronger. She pressed her forehead against Gus's, scales blazing. Gizmo climbed onto Gus's shoulder, adding his own warm glow to the moment. The magic built slowly, naturally, like watching a flower bloom in fast motion.

"Well done," Borgen approved. "Clean bond, no hesitation on either side. Though..." He stroked his beard thoughtfully. "You realize this means we'll need to discuss guild affiliation. Luna's contracted to Pentoss for another five years."

The class shifted their attention to Gus, who seemed to shrink slightly under the sudden scrutiny. Luna pressed closer to his side, her scales taking on a gentle, reassuring shimmer.

"I..." Gus glanced at Gizmo, who chirped encouragingly. After a moment of what seemed like silent communication with both familiars, he straightened. "Actually, I was planning to declare as a druid at the third-year ceremony. Field work and dungeon research were always my goal."

"Were they now?" Borgen's eyes crinkled with interest. "And would you consider a five-year contract with Pentoss? Same terms as Luna's - full guild benefits, training, expedition priority. After that, you'd be free to go independent or join another guild if you prefer."

Gus's hand absently stroked Luna's scales while he thought. "Would I... would we be able to start training before graduation?"

"Supervised expeditions to C-rank dungeons, certainly. Maybe even B-rank by your final year, depending on your progress." Borgen grinned. "Can't let talent like this go to waste, eh?"

The bond was still settling, magic humming in the air as Luna and Gizmo flanked Gus protectively. It wasn't the theatrical light show most stories described - just three beings finding their natural rhythm together.

"Then yes," Gus nodded, somehow looking both terrified and determined. "I accept."

"Excellent!" Borgen's voice boomed back to its usual volume. "We'll sort out the paperwork after class. Now, Professor Drake, I believe you were saying something about environmental adaptation?"


*****


After class, students crowded around Gus, showering him with congratulations. Some were already asking about dual-familiar bonds, a rare feat that druids were famous for. Each additional familiar exponentially increased a druid's capabilities - some famous figures were said to have bonded with dozens of creatures, though most settled for two or three.

"This is just the beginning," Borgen explained proudly while gathering his things. "Druids with multiple bonds can channel different types of mana simultaneously. Imagine combining Luna's light affinity with Gizmo's fire abilities..."

"I wish I had a familiar bond," Sam sighed as they packed up their bags.

Adom snorted. "You jumped three feet in the air when Gizmo touched your hand."

"That was different. I wasn't prepared."

"I remember you screamed when a cat walked past you one day."

"What? I never did that."

Adom laughed. "Come on, don't you remember? It was when-" He stopped mid-sentence, blinking. Right. That hadn't happened yet - it would be in a few months, during the autumn festival.

"Sorry, I must be thinking of someone else," he mumbled.

"Are you going senile on me?" Sam grinned. "First you wanted to actually eat that horrible tomato soup, now you're making up stories about me and cats. You're starting to sound like old Mr. Biggins - 'Back in my day, the staircases moved counterclockwise!'"

"I don't sound like Mr. Biggins," Adom protested, though he made a mental note to be more careful with his foreknowledge.

"Well," Sam shouldered his bag with exaggerated dignity, "maybe I'm just waiting for the right familiar. One that's less... bitey. Or scaly. Or..." He paused, considering. "Do they make silent familiars?"

"There are ghost-type familiars. And spirits. Djinns, too." Adom offered helpfully.

Sam's face went pale. "I take it back. I'm perfectly happy being bondless. And you," he pointed accusingly at Adom, "are definitely going to start wearing those memory crystals the healers keep recommending to old people."

"They're not memory crystals, they're focus stones, and I don't need them," Adom grumbled, following his friend out of the classroom.

"Whatever you say, grandpa."

They headed for the door, Sam still muttering about the unfairness of all magical creatures having either "too many teeth or too many eyes or both," while Adom tried not to laugh too obviously at his plight.

Adom paused at the doorway, the odd sensation of being watched prickling at his neck. He turned to find Damus and his group still inside, their eyes fixed on him. Sam had already gone ahead, his voice fading down the corridor.

Were they actually planning something?

Adom stood his ground at the threshold, meeting their stares directly. This could all be solved quite simply - just a word to Professor Meris about the bullying. The headmaster didn't tolerate that sort of thing. No need for confrontations or escalation.

"Hey, you coming or what?" Sam's voice broke through his thoughts. "I'm not saving you a seat at lunch if you're going to stand there all day."












"Yeah," Adom said, turning away. "I'm coming."













The morning sun hung bright in the cloudless sky when Adom and Sam left.

 











The campus grounds were unusually empty - most students had gathered around the Krozball field for team tryouts. The distant cheers and shouts echoed across the academy walls, a familiar sound that marked the beginning of every season.

"They're really going at it this year," Sam remarked, watching a player execute a particularly aggressive maneuver that sent their opponent tumbling through the air. "Word is they've got a new coach. Someone from the pro leagues."

"Yeah..."

"You know what I need right now?" Sam said, stretching his arms over his head.

"A frosty from the Weird Stuff Store?"

"How did you-" Sam blinked at him.

Adom smiled, a distant look in his eyes. The taste of the drink lingered in his memory, along with summer afternoons just like this one, conversations that hadn't happened yet, jokes that hadn't been told. "Just do."

They both checked their pocket watches - it was barely past eleven.

"We've got plenty of time," Sam said, already heading toward the path that led to the city. "Could even grab lunch at Martha's if you want. Next class isn't until three anyway. Coming?"

Adom felt the familiar warmth of déjà vu wash over him as he followed his friend. "No time like the present."

*****


The bell above the door chimed as they stepped into the Weird Stuff Store.

A sign hung crookedly by the entrance: "WE'RE HIRING!" and beneath it in smaller text: "Just kidding, we found someone. Try Madame Mildred's Mystical Miscellany if you're looking for work."

Sam and Adom exchanged glances. The former's mouth twitched, ready to comment.

"Let's not start," Adom said quickly.

"Yeah, probably best," Sam agreed with a resigned sigh as they stepped inside.

True to its reputation for knowing exactly what customers wanted, an ancient frosties machine - one Adom had never seen in the store before - stood right in front of the entrance.

The machine was a bizarre contraption, more artwork than appliance, with its twisting tubes and glowing crystals that pulsed with a soft blue light. Steam hissed from its valves in rhythmic bursts, and two pristine glasses had already materialized in its dispensing tray, filled with swirling, color-shifting liquid that looked like captured aurora borealis.

"Now that's service," Sam whispered, eyeing the drinks with unconcealed desire. "I swear this place gets weirder every time we come here."

The rest of the store stretched behind the machine, some were moving by themselves, and it seems some new candies had arrived too.

Sam grabbed both glasses from the dispensing tray, each filled with the same swirling mixture of Cloud Nine and Summer Sunset - their signature combination.

"Thanks," Adom said as they made their way to the wooden counter that served as the cashier's desk, their footsteps echoing against the creaking floorboards.

Adom tapped the small brass bell on the counter once, then twice. The gentle 'ding' seemed to be swallowed by the shop's strange acoustics. They waited, but Mr. Biggins was nowhere to be seen.

"Maybe we could just leave the money on the counter?" Sam suggested, already fishing in his pocket for coins. "I mean, the machine did serve us, so..."

Before Adom could answer, the shop's doorbell chimed. Heavy footsteps and grumbling filled the entrance as someone walked in.

"Useless, the lot of them," the newcomer muttered, his voice rough with frustration. "Can't even follow basic formations. What do they teach these little shits nowadays? Back in my day, you'd get benched for a month for that kind of sloppy footwork. Don't even get me started on their defensive stances..."

The man continued his tirade, seemingly unaware of Adom and Sam's presence as he paced near the entrance, running a hand through his graying hair.

Sam's eyes went wide as saucers. "That's him!" he whispered urgently, elbowing Adom. "That's Bart Thrasher - the new coach!"

Adom nodded slightly, having recognized the man instantly. The coach continued his frustrated monologue, something about "complete disregard for basic positioning" when he finally noticed them. His eyes fell on their uniforms, and he let out a heavy sigh.

"Oh for fuck's sake..." he muttered, shaking his head. Just as Sam's face lit up, mouth opening to ask for an autograph, Thrasher cut him off with a sharp wave of his hand. "Don't bother. I don't do autographs."

Sam's expression crumpled like a deflated balloon.

"Jerk," Adom muttered under his breath, taking another sip of his drink.

Thrasher's head snapped toward him, eyes narrowing. "What did you just say?!"

"If you've got something to say about my attitude, kid, say it to my face," Thrasher growled, taking a step closer. The temperature in the shop seemed to drop a few degrees. "Not mumbling like some coward who can't probably even form a proper Fluid cover during basic drills."

Adom kept his gaze steady on his drink, deliberately taking another sip of the swirling mixture. It was harder to tell if his apparent calmness was infuriating Thrasher more or less.

"I said," Adom finally spoke, his voice clear and even, "that for someone who's supposed to be leading Xerkes' Krozball team back to glory, you've got a pretty bad attitude toward its students."

"Hey, uh, let's all just enjoy our frosties, right?" Sam stepped forward, hands raised placatingly, but the tension in the air only thickened.

Thrasher let out a laugh that held no warmth. "Listen to me, you little sh-"

CUCKOO! CUCKOO!

A mechanical bird burst from a clock none of them had noticed before, its wooden wings flapping wildly as it circled their heads. The bird looked suspiciously real for something made of carved wood, especially when it landed on Thrasher's head and pecked at his hair before zooming back into its clock.

A low, wheezing laugh echoed through the shop, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. The shelves appeared to shift and twist, making way for a tall, thin figure who stepped out of what had appeared to be a solid wall moments ago.

Mr. Biggins stood there in his perpetually stained purple coat, bits of chocolate smeared around his mouth, his silver hair sticking up in impossible angles.

"Chocolate?" he offered, extending a box of assorted treats while simultaneously popping another into his mouth. His expression remained completely deadpan as he chewed, eyes moving between his customers with an unsettling intensity. "They're quite fresh. Made them this morning. Or was it last week? Time is such a peculiar thing in here, wouldn't you agree?"

Thrasher stood there, mouth still open from his interrupted threat, looking completely thrown off balance by the sudden appearance of the shopkeeper.

His face cycled through several emotions - confusion, annoyance, disbelief - before settling on a mix of bewilderment and irritation as Mr. Biggins shoved the box of chocolates practically under his nose.

A muscle twitched in his jaw as he stared at the treats, some of which appeared to be moving slightly. One chocolate in particular seemed to be changing colors in sync with his rising blood pressure.

His earlier intimidating presence deflated somewhat as he took an unconscious step backward, eyeing Mr. Biggins as if the shopkeeper might be contagious.

"I... what... no," he managed to sputter, his previous anger temporarily forgotten in the face of such bizarre behavior. "I don't want any damn chocolates."

Mr. Biggins shrugged, popping another chocolate in his mouth. "Your loss. They're quite good," he said, seemingly unbothered by Thrasher's reaction. A small puff of purple smoke escaped his mouth as he spoke.

Suddenly, his eyes widened. "Oh! Young Adom and young Sam! How absolutely marvelous to see you two here!"

"...But you literally looked at us when you arrived," Adom pointed out, gesturing with his frosty.

"Did I?" Mr. Biggins tilted his head. "Must have forgotten. Memory's a bit like a sock drawer, you know. Things get mixed up, go missing, sometimes you find things you don't remember putting there in the first place." He stopped, looking thoughtful.

Was he always this weird? Adom couldn't remember. It didn't seem right that they'd let him work in this state.

Adom placed the coins on the counter. "We just took some frosties, Mr. Biggins."

"Hope they were to your liking?" Mr. Biggins asked, his eyes suddenly sharp and focused.

"As always," they replied in unison, turning to leave.

"Young Adom!" Mr. Biggins called out.

"Yes?"

A chocolate sailed through the air in a perfect arc. Adom caught it reflexively.

"They're very good. Do try one before heading out."

Without insisting, Adom popped the chocolate in his mouth. The flavor bloomed on his tongue - rich, complex, with hints of something he couldn't quite place. Orange? "Thanks, these are really good indeed."

"Of course, of course," Mr. Biggins nodded, tossing another chocolate to Sam.

"Oh, uh, I'll have mine later," Sam said, pocketing it.

"I'd very much like your opinion on the texture though," Mr. Biggins said, his smile unchanging but his eyes suddenly intense.

Sam shifted uncomfortably before unwrapping the chocolate and taking a bite. "It's... smooth, but also kind of... crystalline? Like it dissolves in layers?"

"Good!" Mr. Biggins clapped his hands together. He made shooing motions toward the door. "Now off you go! Have adventures! And do be careful on the road."

The boys stood outside the store, backs against the warm stone wall, slurping their frosties thoughtfully.

"Well. That was weird," Sam finally said.

"Was thinking the same thing."

"Was he always that weird?"

"Was wondering that too."

"Hmm," they both went, taking another sip.

"Adom." Sam said slowly. "Maybe we should call the Imperial Services for Retired Practitioners? You know how they usually handle aging mages and stuff. I mean, ever since that incident with that old Mage turning his entire neighborhood into ashes, they've been pretty strict about getting potentially unstable magic users into proper care before anything... happens."

"...Yeah, maybe we should talk to Mr. Biggins first," Adom said thoughtfully, stirring his frosty with the straw. "Just... politely ask him if everything's okay?"

"Definitely. Super politely," Sam agreed as they ambled down the cobblestone street. "Hey, want to grab some cheese sticks and crepes at Martha's? You know, to shake off all that weird-"

A faint shimmer rippled through Adom's mana field, followed by a soft chime in his mind:

[Enchantment canceled: [Track-and-Trace]]
[Source: Unknown]
[Duration: Unknown]
[Status: Terminated]

Adom frowned. A tracking spell? When did I even weave a track-

Oh. 

His frosty slipped from his grip.

Without warning, Adom grabbed Sam's arm and yanked him into the nearest doorway - a small antiquarian bookshop. The bell above the door hadn't even finished ringing when Adom pressed them both behind a tall shelf.

"What's going on?" Sam whispered, his frosty sloshing dangerously.

"Wait," Adom breathed, his fingers already weaving the delicate pattern of Mana Threading. The spell spread outward like a spider's web made of ghostly blue light, catching fragments of sound and carrying them back. He filtered through them carefully: a child begging for sweets, two merchants haggling over prices, the clip-clop of horse hooves...

Then:"Shit, we lost him!"
"The signal just... vanished."
"Keep looking. They have to be close."

"Sam," Adom whispered, his heart racing. "Someone was tracking us. Following us."

Sam's frosty stopped halfway to his mouth. "What?"

Adom held up a finger, concentrating on the voices filtering through his spell:

"How can a tracking spell just cancel like that?"

"Maybe the kid noticed and dispelled it himself?"

"You absolute moron, when have you ever heard of someone detecting a tracking spell on themselves?"

"Well then, genius, how do you explain it?"

"Would you both shut up? They have to be around here somewh-"

"Can I help you boys?"

They whirled around to face a tall, thin man in a tweed jacket, his wire-rimmed glasses perched low on his nose.

Adom suddenly became aware of the other customers - all staring, all silent.

"We're just browsing," Sam said quickly, trying to sound casual.

"Of course," the shopkeeper nodded. "Just mind the rare manuscripts section, if you would. Some of those volumes are quite-"

"Excuse me." A man in an expensive coat stepped forward. His clothes were perfectly tailored, his boots polished to a mirror shine. "Are you seriously allowing Xerkes students into your establishment?"

The shopkeeper blinked. "I'm sorry, sir?"

"These students," the man said. "From that magic school. Do you have any idea how dangerous they are?"

"Sir, I really don't think-"

"Three weeks ago, a group of magical thugs from Xerkes robbed my friend's jewelry store. Melted through his security wards like they were paper. Stole everything." The man's voice was getting louder, more aggressive. "And here you are, letting them wander around unsupervised."

"That's a lie," Adom said before he could stop himself. "No Xerkes student has ever been reported for theft. That would have been all over the news."

The man's eyes snapped to Adom, his face darkening. "Are you calling me a liar, boy?"

"If you're claiming Xerkes students robbed someone, then yes," Adom said firmly. "Because it never happened."

"Do you know who I am?"

Oh boy. It was one of those people.

The man stepped closer. "I'm Grant Goldwin. My family has ties with half the commercial district in this city. And some little magic brat thinks he can call me a liar?"

The shopkeeper was looking increasingly uncomfortable, his hands gripping the edge of his counter. "Gentlemen, please-"

"These magical freaks think they're untouchable!" Goldwin was shouting now, his composure completely gone. "They can burn you alive with a thought! Crush your mind! And you people just let them walk around like they're normal children!"

"We're not freaks," Sam said quietly.

"Not freaks?" Goldwin laughed harshly. "You have the power to kill dozens of people without even touching them! You think that's normal? You think decent people should just accept that?"

Other customers were backing away now, some looking genuinely frightened. An elderly woman clutched her purse tighter, eyeing Adom and Sam like they might explode at any moment.

It was a less common experience in a city like Arkhos–known for hosting one of the greatest magical academies in the human world–but unfortunately... mages were feared by many people.

"They robbed my friend!" Goldwin lied, his voice rising along with his blood pressure as he grew increasingly outraged by the fiction he’d created. "Used their unnatural abilities to break through protections that cost thousands! And when he reported it, what happened? Nothing! Because the authorities are too scared to touch your precious magic school!"

"That's not-" Adom started.

"SHUT UP!" Goldwin roared. "I don't want to hear another word from you! You're all the same - arrogant, dangerous, thinking you're better than everyone else because you can wave your hands and make things happen!"

The shopkeeper was visibly trembling now. "Mr. Goldwin, please, perhaps we could-"

"Could what? Let these criminals browse through your shop? Let them case the place for their next robbery?" Goldwin turned his fury on the shopkeeper. "My family has contracts with every major supplier in this district. We could make sure you never get another shipment of rare books again."

Outside, Adom could see passersby stopping to peer through the windows, drawn by the shouting. Some were pushing closer to the door, trying to see what the commotion was about.

"I... I don't want any trouble," the shopkeeper whispered, his resolve crumbling.

"Then get them OUT!" Goldwin slammed his fist on the counter. "These magical thugs have no business being here!"

For God's sake...

"Boys," the shopkeeper said quietly, not meeting their eyes. "I think... perhaps you should go."

"We haven't done anything wrong," Sam protested.

"GET OUT!" Goldwin screamed. "Before I call the city guard and have you arrested for trespassing!"

The noise was incredible now. Other customers were heading for the door, some casting fearful glances at Adom and Sam. The crowd outside was growing larger, pressing against the windows.

"Out! Out right now!" The entitled man actually started shooing them toward the door, his hands pushing at their shoulders. Adom's jaw clenched, magic crackling at his fingertips before he forced it down. It would be so easy. It would feel so good...

Sam was still trying to reason with the man.

"Wait, please, we just need-"

Too late.

They stumbled onto the sidewalk as the man stood in the doorway, red-faced and shouting: ""This is what happens when you tolerate these magical deviants! They think they own the world!"

Adom turned, his stomach dropping as he met the cold eyes of two men who had just passed the store. One smiled, all teeth and no warmth.

Shit.

"Found them," one of the men said quietly, his grin widening. Both started moving toward them through the afternoon crowd.

"Run," Adom hissed, grabbing Sam's arm. They bolted down the street, nearly colliding with a woman carrying shopping bags.

"Sorry!" Sam called back as they weaved through the crowd. Adom could hear heavy footsteps behind them, getting closer.

"Move it, kid!" One of their pursuers shouted, shoving someone aside.





"Sam," Adom said urgently, "can you weave an invisibility spell?"

"I... I think so?" Sam's hands trembled as he began the intricate pattern, his fingers leaving faint traces of shimmering air. The spell flickered to life around them, then immediately sputtered out. "Damn it-"

"You're stressed," Adom said, already beginning to weave his own magic. "Let me enhance yours."

Sam tried again, his invisibility spell wavering in and out of phase like a bad illusion. One moment they were translucent, the next fully visible. Adom quickly layered his own magic over Sam's unstable weaving, reinforcing the spell until it held steady.

"There," Adom breathed, just as two men appeared at the edge of the crowd.

But as Adom turned to lead them away, he saw one of the men pull something from his coat - a small, crystalline device that pulsed with an eerie blue light. An artifact.

A spell detection artifact.

"Damn it all," he whispered, watching as the device's glow intensified, clearly picking up their magic.

The men started moving in their direction, following the artifact's guidance.

"Change of plans," Adom said, grabbing Sam's arm. "We're going to lead them away from here."

"What? Why would we-"

"Trust me." Adom began walking deliberately down the street, making sure to stay just visible enough in their flickering invisibility spell. "They have a way to track our magic anyway. Better to control where this chase goes."









His eyes darted around, searching for-

"This way!" He yanked Sam into a narrow alley between two buildings. The shadows swallowed them as they sprinted past overflowing trash bins and scattered cats.

"Who are they?" Sam panted. "What do they-"

"Less talking, more running!"

They emerged onto another street, this one quieter. Behind them, Adom heard one of the men curse as he stumbled over something in the alley.

"Split up?" Sam suggested.

"No," Adom said firmly. "Bad idea. We need to-" He stopped mid-sentence, an idea forming. "Actually... Sam, how good are you at illusions now?"

A sudden, searing heat erupted in Adom's chest, like molten metal flooding his veins. He stumbled, catching himself against a wall as the world tilted sideways. His vision blurred, then sharpened with unnatural clarity as he saw Sam clutch his own chest, gasping.

The familiar blue window of the system materialized before him.

[Substance absorbed]

Sam looked up, his glasses reflecting the blue glow emanating from Adom's trembling form.

"Is that Fluid...?"

*****

"Left alley! Move your asses!" Jaef shouted, shoving past a group of tourists. His leather coat caught on someone's bag, nearly making him stumble.

"Would you shut up?" Trevor hissed, matching his pace. "Might as well wave a sign saying 'hey officers, suspicious people running here!'"

Kade brought up the rear, somehow managing to look bored while sprinting. "Man, I could really go for some ice cream right now. You see those frosties they had? Why don't we get stuff like that in the Dregs?"

"Focus!" Jaef snarled, rounding the corner into the alley. "If we can't catch him alive, we-"

"Yeah, yeah, kill the kid, clean job, higher-ups will have our heads," Trevor rolled his eyes. "You've only said it like fifty times today."

"Because you idiots keep getting distract- wait." Jaef stopped so suddenly that Kade crashed into his back.

The alley split in two directions.

"Oh for fuck's sake," Kade groaned, straightening his jacket. "Did anyone actually see which way they went?"

Trevor squinted at the ground. "Footprints go both ways. Little shits must've used an illusion."

"Split up?" Kade suggested, already eyeing the right path.

"No, you moron, that's exactly what they-" Jaef started.

"Last one to find them buys ice cream!" Kade called out, already sprinting down the right path.

"I hate this job," Jaef muttered, watching Trevor take off down the left. "I really, really hate this job."

Trevor skidded to a halt, chest heaving. "Wait... why can't I see the end of this alley?"

"Because we're fucking idiots who fell for the most obvious-" Jaef grabbed Trevor's shoulder. "STOP MOVING!"

They froze. The alley ahead of them... stretched. And stretched. And stretched. The walls seemed to pull away like taffy, the cobblestones rippling like water. What should have been a twenty-meter alley now disappeared into an impossible vanishing point.

A child's laugh echoed through the space, bouncing off the walls in a way that made it impossible to tell where it came from.

"What the fuck is that?" Trevor's voice cracked. He turned to Jaef, face pale. "Hey, didn't Helios say the kid was just an apprentice?"

Jaef stared at the warping reality around them, his mouth dry. "This doesn't make sense. This is high-level spatial manipulation. No apprentice could..." He trailed off as the laughter echoed again, closer this time.

The walls continued stretching, twisting now, the bricks beginning to spiral in impossible patterns. Shadow and light played across the surfaces in ways that hurt their eyes.

"Jaef?" Trevor's voice was barely a whisper.

"Yeah?"

"I don't think we were told everything about this job."

"Move," Jaef growled.

"What?"

"MOVE!" He started weaving a complex pattern with his hands, magic crackling between his fingers. "If I can't pinpoint the source, I'll just blast this whole fucking illusion apart-"

"I wouldn't do that if I was you." The voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere, calm and eerily adult-like for someone so young.

"WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?" Jaef spun in circles, his spell still building power. "SHOW YOURSELF!"

"Just surrender." The voice was gentle now, almost kind. "No one has to get hurt."

A scream pierced the twisted space behind him. Jaef whirled around.

Trevor was gone.

"Trevor?" His voice bounced off the warped walls. "TREVOR!"

Nothing but that damn child's laughter, fading into silence.

Jaef stood alone in the impossible alley, his spell still crackling uselessly between his trembling fingers.

"Fuck this," Jaef snarled, letting his magic build to dangerous levels. Blue sparks danced across his skin, the air growing thick with potential energy. His hands shook as he forced more and more power into the spell, well past the point of safety.

The warped alley seemed to pulse in response, shadows writhing along the walls. That damn laughter echoed again, but Jaef ignored it, focusing on his spell. If these brats wanted to play games, he'd show them what real magic could do.

"Last chance!" he shouted, his voice cracking with strain. The magic was starting to burn now, like holding onto live wires. "Come out, or I'll-"

The world tilted.

For a fraction of a second, Jaef felt weightless, his brain struggling to process what was happening. There was a blur of movement in his peripheral vision - too fast to track, too close to dodge.

Something solid connected with his jaw.

The impact sent shockwaves through his skull, rattling his teeth and exploding behind his eyes in a burst of white light. The half-formed spell shattered, magic dispersing in a shower of sparks that he barely registered.

His legs went numb first. Then his arms. The ground rushed up to meet him, or maybe he was falling down to meet it - his scrambled brain couldn't tell the difference anymore.

As consciousness slipped away, Jaef had one final, absurd thought: When did the kid get so tall?

Then darkness swallowed him whole.

*****

Adom braced himself against the wall, chest heaving. A cowl of fluid fully covering him. The assasin knocked out in front of him. He stared at the notifications still hanging in his vision, trying to process what had just happened.

[You have consumed [Pure Mana Elixir] (Rank: S)]
[Your mana Pool has exceeded the maximum amount possible at your level]

[Stat Increases:
Mana pool: 500/500

Life force 205 → 210]

His mana paths burned - not painfully, but with an intense warmth that spoke of rapid expansion. What should have taken months of training had happened in seconds. He could feel the new channels forming, branching out like lightning through his body.

He flexed his fingers, watching small sparks dance between them. The mana responded instantly, flowing smooth as water where it had once been like pushing through sand.

On the moment, they'd just gone with it - what choice did they have? With assassins on their tail, Adom and Sam had to act fast.

The spatial manipulation spell had been risky - technically, Adom knew enough about mana control to attempt spells at a two-circle mage's level. His understanding was there, his control was precise enough, but he'd always lacked the raw mana capacity for such feats.

This wasn't anywhere near two-circle level, not even one-circle, but with his newly expanded pool, it was leagues beyond what he could have managed minutes ago.

The pure mana elixir... Adom's thoughts kept circling back to Mr. Biggins' chocolates. It had to be - especially since Sam had also eaten them. The timing, the effects-

"ADOM!"

Sam's terrified shout ripped through his thoughts. Adom spun around, but too late - the assassin was already on him, dagger glinting as it swept toward his throat. Less than a second from death-

A black blur shot through the air.

The sound that followed wasn't human - a deep, feral growl that resonated through the alley. The assassin didn't even have time to scream before the wet crack of breaking bones filled the air. The sound of tearing flesh, the spray of blood across the cobblestones.

Adom looked down to his left, eyes widening in disbelief.

"...You?"

It turned to face him.

Those eyes... the exact same shade of blue as his own, seeming to pierce right through him. Its fur rippled like liquid shadow, darker than the alley's gloom.

Midnight puma.

The same one he'd freed in the Undertow.

Time seemed to slow as they locked eyes, Adom's chest still heaving from exertion. The creature's presence felt surreal, yet here it was, standing over the remains of his would-be killer.

A sudden glow reflected off the puma's fur.

The creature's head snapped toward the light.

"NO, SAM!"

Adom's hands moved faster than thought, throwing up a barrier just as Sam's fireball roared through the air. Magic collided with magic in a thunderous crack. The explosion lit up the alley like miniature daylight, forcing Adom to shield his eyes.

When the spots cleared from his vision and the smoke began to settle, the puma had vanished. Only blood and the cooling corpse at his feet proved it had been there at all.

Sam's legs gave out as he stared at the corpse, blood still pulsing from the ruined throat in grotesque spurts. He doubled over, retching violently onto the ground.

"Can't- I can't-" His breathing came in sharp, desperate gasps. "There's so much blood- Adom, what-"

Adom sprinted to him, dropping to his knees. "Hey, hey, look at me man." he grabbed Sam's shoulders, forcing his friend to face him instead of the corpse. "Deep breaths, okay? Like this." He exaggerated his breathing, keeping his voice steady. "In through the nose, out through the mouth. Come on, with me."

"But the- the thing, it just- and the man-" Sam's words tumbled out between gasps.

Voices echoed from the street. Getting closer.

"Shit." Adom's thoughts churned. They couldn't be found here - not with a mutilated corpse and two unconscious assassins. His hands moved in quick, practiced motions, weaving spells over the knocked-out men.

The voices were almost at the alley's entrance.

"Hold onto me," Adom ordered, pulling Sam close. His friend was still shaking, but managed to grip Adom's robes.

They vanished, leaving behind only cooling blood and questions that would never be answered.

            

    
        Chapter 12. A Mature Person Would Walk Away

    
    
    
    
                The invisibility spell dissolved as the boys burst through the door of dorm 214, both panting from the run. Sam immediately started pacing the cramped space between their beds, hands clutching his head, fingers digging into his scalp.

"Dead," he muttered, his voice cracking. "He's dead. We killed- there's a dead man in that alley and we just- we just-" His breathing came in sharp, painful gasps. "Oh god, oh god, oh god-"

"Sam, you need to calm-"

"DON'T TELL ME TO CALM DOWN!" Sam whirled around, face contorted. "A MAN IS DEAD! Do you understand that? DEAD! Not sleeping, not unconscious - DEAD! His throat was- was-" He doubled over, dry heaving. "The sound- like ripping paper but- but wet and-"

Adom's chest tightened with guilt. Assassins. This was his fault. He'd dragged a twelve-year-old - a child, really - into something that would haunt his dreams for years. Sam wasn't ready for this. Not yet.

"Listen, I know it's-"

"No, you don't know!" Sam's voice rose hysterically. "You don't know anything! You're just standing there like- like this is normal! Like we didn't just watch someone die! Like there isn't blood on our-" He looked down at his robes, seeing phantom stains, and suddenly started clawing at the fabric. "Get it off, get it off, GET IT OFF!"

"Sam, please-" Adom stepped forward, reaching for his friend's shoulder.

The push spell erupted from Sam with explosive force - raw, uncontrolled magic born of pure panic and rage. The worst kind. It caught Adom square in the chest, sending him sprawling onto his backside. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs.

[-2 Life Force]
[+3 White Wyrm's Body]

When he looked up, Sam stood there trembling, hands still raised, tears streaming down his face. For a moment, shock seemed to break through his panic - his eyes widened at what he'd just done, one hand half-reaching toward Adom.

"I-" Sam's voice caught, guilt flashing across his features. But then something shifted in his eyes, like a door slamming shut. His half-extended hand clenched into a fist, and that raw, wounded anger returned with doubled intensity.

"What the actual- what just- WHAT?" His voice cracked. "There were assassins, Adom! ASSASSINS! And then that- that thing just appeared and- oh God, I- I-" He dry-heaved again, steadying himself against his desk. "How... how could this happen..."

"Sam-"

"And why were they even after us? We're KIDS! We're supposed to be worrying about homework and cleaning duty, not people trying to MURDER us! And that THING-"

"Sam, listen-"

"Was that creature even real? I saw you. You protected it. Maybe I'm going crazy. Yes, that's it, I'm just going crazy and-"

"SAM!" Adom grabbed his shoulders, stopping the frantic pacing. "Breathe, man. Just... breathe. We're safe now. In our room. No assassins, no blood, no giant cats. Just... sit down before you pass out."

Sam exhaled deeply.

"Listen, you need to calm down first, and-"

"You." Sam's voice suddenly went cold, his panic shifting to something else. He took a step back, staring at Adom like he was seeing him for the first time. "Who are you, really?"

Oh no.

"What? Sam, what are you-"

"You're not the friend I know." Sam's hands were still shaking, but his eyes had gone hard. "The Adom I knew couldn't even look at blood without getting queasy. The Adom I knew would never just... handle all this like it's nothing. A hit on the head doesn't change someone this fast." He backed up until he hit his desk. "So who the hell are you? Because you're not him."

"Of course I'm me," Adom said quietly.

"STOP LYING!" Sam's hands shot up, trembling as they began weaving a spell. "Who the hell are you? A spirit? Did you possess Adom? Get out of his body." The spell's glow intensified. "GET THE FUCK OUT!"

Adom just looked at his friend - really looked at him. A scared twelve-year-old trying to make sense of a world that had just turned upside down. And wasn't that the crux of it? Sam was right, in a way. He wasn't the Adom from yesterday, not really. Sixty and plus years of apocalyptic future had changed him in ways this Sam couldn't begin to understand.

He could tell him everything right now.

About the wars and catastrophes that would come. The plagues. The horrors that would break their world apart. About how he'd lived and died and somehow gotten a second chance to fix it all.

But what good would that do?

This Sam, young and already struggling with anxiety, would crumble under that knowledge.

Telling him now would just send him spiraling back into that shell of isolation he'd worked so hard to break free from.

No. Some truths were better carried alone, at least for now.

Sam's hands shook harder at Adom's silence, the half-formed spell flickering unstably between his fingers. He would not shoot. Never. Adom knew it. But it still felt horrible to see him in such a state. Sam's face twisted through a mix of emotions - fear, betrayal, anger - each fighting for dominance.

"Say something!" The words came out almost like a plea. "Stop just... standing there! The real Adom would be freaking out, or making stupid jokes, or- or something!" His voice cracked. "But you're just standing there, all calm, like people tried to kill us every day. Like we didn't just see someone die. Like..." The spell wavered dangerously as tears started forming in his eyes. "Like you're someone completely different wearing my best friend's face."

Adom sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Of course I'm me, Sam."

"But-"

"You still sleep with Mr. Snuggles hidden under your pillow," Adom cut in calmly, watching Sam's spell flicker. "You're terrified of thunderstorms because of what happened that night at your grandmother's farm. You put on a brave face, but you still check under your bed every night - not because you still believe in the Umbra, but because that's what your mom used to do before everything."

The spell between Sam's fingers dimmed slightly.

Good. Just like that.

"You hate carrots but eat them anyway because you think they'll make you taller. You have a secret stash of romance novels hidden in that loose floorboard by your bed - the really cheesy ones with shirtless guys and sexy girls on the covers. And you still blame yourself for what happened to your mother and little sister, even though I keep telling you it wasn't your fault."

Sam's hands dropped to his sides, the spell dissipating entirely. "How..."

"Because I'm me, Sam. I might be acting different, but I'm still me. The same one who helped you sneak into the kitchen to steal cookies last summer break. The same one who covered for you when you accidentally set Professor Wilson's wig on fire. The same one who knows you sing in the shower when you think no one can hear you."

"..."

The tension hung in the air like a physical thing. Adom held his breath, waiting. This was the moment - either Sam would accept him or...

Finally, Sam's shoulders slumped. He took off his glasses, quickly wiping at the corner of his eye. When he spoke again, his voice was rough but had lost its edge. "The books, uh... they have really good plots, you know..."

The absurdity of the statement hit Adom like a wave. A laugh bubbled up in his throat, born perhaps from relief as much as humor. "Oh yeah, I'm sure it's all about the plot. Just like that erotic novel you've got hidden in your sock drawer - what was it called? 'The Blacksmith's Burning-'"

"I GET IT! Damn!" Sam's face went bright red as he shoved his glasses back on. "No intimacy in this room. None. Zero." he mumbled, dropping onto his bed.

Then his expression sobered. "Hey, about earlier... when I pushed you. Are you hurt?"

Adom almost made a joke about his pride being wounded, but something in Sam's face stopped him. "I'm fine. Really."

"Those men..." Sam's voice dropped lower. "Why were they after us? What kind of trouble are you in?"

"I may have... gotten involved with some troublesome people."

"Troublesome?" Sam's eyebrows shot up. "Troublesome enough to want you dead and kidnapped?"

"They're... particularly spiteful."

"We need to tell Headmaster Meris," Sam said, sitting up straighter. "This isn't just some school prank, Adom. These were actual assassins!"

"Let me sort this out first," Adom raised his hands placatingly. "Going to the Headmaster now would just create more problems. The school board would get involved, there'd be investigations-"

"That's kind of the point!"

"Sam, please. Just... give me time to handle this. Trust me?"

Sam opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. His shoulders slumped. "Okay. Alright. Fine. But if anything else happens-"

"We'll go straight to Meris. Promise."

A heavy silence fell between them. Sam stared at the ceiling from his bed. Adom noticed how carefully his friend was avoiding certain questions, stepping around the edges of what had happened. And somehow, he knew Sam hadn't completely bought his explanations - there was still doubt in those eyes, carefully hidden behind acceptance. Which was fair enough. But at least he wasn't pushing further.

"...Look, I don't know what happened to you," Sam finally said. "And clearly you don't want to tell me. But..." He sighed. "You're still you. Kinda."

"Ouch."

Sam chuckled. "Maybe Damus' hit did change something, but..." He sat up, fixing Adom with a serious look. "I... guess change can be good. Just be careful what kind of stuff you get your feet into, yeah?"

Adom smiled. "Yeah."

The silence that followed was the special kind of awkward that only comes after baring your soul to someone. Sam suddenly found the ceiling absolutely fascinating, while Adom developed an intense interest in a loose thread on his sleeve. Someone coughed. Neither was sure who. The sound seemed to echo forever in the small room.

Adom shifted his weight, feeling like he should say something - he was technically the adult here, even if his current body disagreed - but everything that came to mind sounded painfully forced. The silence stretched on, becoming almost physically painful.

Thank whatever gods were listening when Sam practically lunged for his pocket watch, despite both of them knowing exactly what time it was. "We should head to class. Starts in 45 minutes, and today it's at the Floating Spires." He grimaced, clearly overselling his concern. "Professor Crowley always gets cranky when we're late."

Adom latched onto the save like a drowning man to driftwood. "Look at you," he said, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. "Already bouncing back."

Sam stood up, slapped both his cheeks with his palms, and squared his shoulders. "Well, if you can change that much overnight, so can I." He grabbed his bag. "Even if I might throw up again later."

*****

The thud of another bullseye echoed across the training yard as Damus's Firebolt struck dead center, leaving a smoking crater in the target. Third perfect shot in a row. The tall student grinned, already raising his hand for another weave.

"Adequate form, Mr. Lightbringer." Professor Crowley's voice carried the perpetual edge of someone who'd seen too many students die from 'adequate.' "But you're telegraphing your strikes. In a real fight, that half-second wind-up will get you killed."

The grin faltered. "Yes, Professor."

"Excellent form, Miss Storm." Professor Crowley's boots crunched on the gravel as he approached. "But that hesitation will get you killed. You're not feeding your pet cat - you're launching a combat spell. Commit to it."

Mia's shoulders tensed. Her next cast flew straighter, harder, but still lacked killing force.

Crowley paced the line of students, his scarred face harsh in the morning light. "Miss Chen, your aim is off by three degrees. Mr. Blackwood, that's not a Firebolt, that's barely a spark - put some conviction into it." He stopped at a trembling student whose spell had gone wide. "Mr. Peterson, if that was a real battle, you'd have just immolated three civilians and missed your target entirely."

"Not like I'm going to be a battle mage anyway," Peterson muttered, just loud enough to carry.

The temperature seemed to drop several degrees as Crowley turned.

"Is that so?" His voice was deceptively soft. "Tell me, Mr. Peterson, do you think dark creatures care about your career choice? Do bandits stop to ask if you specialized in healing before they try to slit your throat?"

The boy swallowed hard.

"Students." Crowley's voice cut through the air. "What empire do you serve?"

The question caught them off-guard. A few mumbled responses drifted across the yard.

"WHAT EMPIRE DO YOU SERVE?" The battlefield roar made several students jump. Adom's hand twitched instinctively toward a defensive stance - He'd heard rumors that Crowley had been some high-ranking battle mage in the Imperial forces before choosing, for whatever reason, to teach at Xerkes. And it showed.

"THE GLORIOUS EMPIRE OF SUNDAR!" The response came in ragged unison, Adom's voice mixing with the others.

Crowley's eyes swept the line. "Mr. Blackwood. Why do we call it an Empire and not a Kingdom?"

"Um..." Blackwood shifted his weight. "Because... it's bigger?"

"False. Miss Chen?"

"Because... we have colonies?"

"Partially. Mr. Lightbringer?"

Damus straightened. "An empire expands. A kingdom maintains. Empire means constant warfare at the borders."

"Excellent." Crowley paced the line. "And what does constant warfare mean for you, the next generation of mages?"

Silence.

"It means that whether you plan to heal the sick or grow prettier roses, you will serve. The Empire will call, and you will answer. And when that day comes..." He stopped in front of Peterson, whose earlier spell had gone wide. "Will you be ready? Or will you hesitate, like Miss Storm, and die wondering why your perfect form didn't save you?"

The training dummy behind Peterson still smoldered.

"You are mages," Crowley continued, voice dropping to that dangerous quiet. "The non-mages fear you. Fear makes people irrational. Dangerous. You need to be ready - not just for the Empire's enemies, but to be able to defend yourselves, whether you plan to be battle mages or bloody florists."

"Mr. Sylla." Crowley's eyes fixed on Adom. "Show them proper form."

Why me of all people? Was what Adom wanted to ask, but kept to himself.

He stepped forward, ignoring the whispers. His hand rose, smooth and precise. No wasted movement. The spell formed with practiced ease - gather, compress, aim...

[Firebolt] streaked across the yard, a lance of concentrated flame that punched through the dummy's chest. Before the smoke cleared, two more followed, creating a perfect triangle of destruction.

"Excellent targeting," Crowley nodded. "Note the economy of motion, the consistent power output."

Sam whistled low beside him. "Damn, you've gotten good at this. Been practicing?"

"A bit."

Adom flexed his fingers, feeling the familiar drain. [Firebolt] was efficient but demanding - each cast took more from his mana pool than a simple [Fireball]. Three shots and he was already feeling the strain. Not good enough. Not nearly good enough.

"Mr. Sylla has shown remarkable improvement," Crowley continued. "Though I suspect-"

BOOM

An explosion hit out of nowhere and the class spun to see Damus's target sporting a perfect hole through its center, edges still smoking. The boy stood with his hand raised, a satisfied smirk playing at his lips.

"Mr. Lightbringer." Crowley's muttered. "What have I said about interrupting lectures to show off?"

"Sorry, Professor. The spell was ready, and I didn't want to lose focus."

"If you had been focusing properly, you'd know that control matters more than power. Mr. Howl?" Crowley gestured to Gus. "Show us proper control."

Gus' Firebolt was barely visible - a whisper of heat that left a precise, coin-sized hole in the dummy's forehead. No excess damage, no wasted energy. An advantage of having only one affinity to an element was that you could do things with that element much faster than someone having more than one.

"Excellent. That, Mr. Lightbringer, is how you kill someone without destroying half the building behind them."

Damus's face reddened. His eyes found Adom's in that way they always did lately, looking for competition. Adom responded by sticking out his tongue, just slightly - childish, maybe, but worth it for the way Damus's jaw clenched.

"Real mature," Sam whispered beside him, trying not to laugh.

"Says the guy who wants to put itching powder in his shoes."

"That's different."

Adom focused on his next weave, hiding his grin. He knew it was petty, this little rivalry he'd cultivated just to annoy Xerkes's golden boy. Crowley had always favored Damus, right until Adom started actually trying in class. Now the professor's praise was split between them, and watching it drive Damus crazy was honestly the highlight of these morning sessions.

"Keep that up," Sam muttered as Adom landed another perfect shot, "and he's going to challenge you to a proper duel."

"Good. Maybe then he'll stop trying to prove himself every five minutes during class."

The class continued with its usual rhythm of spells, corrections, and the occasional explosion from someone's miscast. Through it all, Adom kept count - he was three praise-worthy shots ahead of Damus now. Not that he was competing. Not at all.

*****

By the final class, Sam was complaining about the homework ("Three scrolls on elemental theory? Are they trying to kill us?") while fixing his tie. Adom nodded sympathetically, though he could probably write those scrolls in his sleep. After Sam's earlier suspicions, he'd have to be even more careful about appearing ordinary.

"I'm heading back to the dorm," Sam yawned, stretching. "Got that stash of elven chocolate my aunt sent last week. The good kind, with those little golden sparkles you like. Want to come? We could break into it and play that new board game."

Adom's mouth almost watered at the mention of elven chocolate - his one weakness in either lifetime - but... "Think I'll stay out a bit longer," Adom said carefully. "Need some fresh air."

Sam gave him a look but didn't push it. "Just... stay out of trouble? For real this time?"

"Yes, mom."

Sam rolled his eyes and headed off toward their dorm, leaving Adom alone with his thoughts.

Just another day pretending to be twelve again. Well, minus the whole assassination attempt thing.

Speaking of assassination... Adom's mind drifted back to what he'd heard them say.

Helios.

Of course that bastard was involved. Must have tagged him during the chase - but how? A rune? Some kind of tracking device? Another mage working with them? The possibilities nagged at him, but one thing was clear: Helios needed to be dealt with. Permanently.

At least they were safe inside the Academy. Xerkes' paranoia had its uses - they had layered so many protection spells into every brick and corner that even breathing wrong could trigger an alarm.

No one got in without the wards recognizing their magical signature. But being trapped inside wasn't an option. They'd need to leave eventually, and Adom couldn't have assassins waiting every time they stepped outside the gates.

That favor Cisco owed him... well, looked like he'd be calling it in sooner than expected.

Then there was the thing with Mr. Biggins.

Elixirs were the aristocracy of potions - crystallized mana in many forms, requiring ingredients so rare and conditions so specific that even attempting to make one could bankrupt a small nation.

The process itself was absurd: from months to years of preparation, precise astronomical alignments, and ingredients that had to be harvested at exact moments. Most elixir masters were lucky to produce three or four successful batches in years.

And what they'd consumed? Adom had never heard of anything like it, not even in his previous life.

Standard elixirs could expand your mana channels, sure - widen them by maybe 10%, 20% if you were lucky. The really premium stuff, the kind kings killed each other over, might push it to 30%.

But what Mr. Biggins had given them had shattered those limits completely. The kind of expansion they'd experienced should have been impossible, should have torn their channels apart.

The fact that they'd survived at all was miracle enough. The fact that they'd actually absorbed it... well, that opened up questions Adom wasn't sure he wanted answered. What exactly had the old man given them? And more importantly, who was the old man?

Heck, who just hands out reality-breaking elixirs like they're cheap candy?

The questions churned in Adom's mind as he packed his bag, already planning his route to that bizarre little shop. Sam had headed back to their dorm, leaving Adom free to-

"Student Adom Sylla!"

The harsh caw made him jump.

One of the Academy's messenger ravens - those glorified magical post offices with feathers, as students called them. The school's solution to everything from emergency notifications to "your mother sent cookies."

Much more dignified than magical scrolls zipping through hallways and smacking students in the face, as had apparently happened in the Academy's early years.

"You have a visitor waiting at the entrance," the raven announced in its peculiar mix of human speech and bird-like inflections. "They identified themselves as Eren."

Adom's eyes widened. He quickly pulled out his pocket watch - 5 PM exactly. Right. He had promised to meet Eren today.

He hurried toward the entrance, his thoughts still tangled between elixirs and assassins, when he heard voices by the entrance - not shouting exactly, but that particular tone that always preceded trouble...

*****


"So you're just... waiting here?" A girl's voice. "That's kind of weird, don't you think?"

"Like I said, a raven was sent." Eren's voice was steady, controlled. Too controlled. Adom knew that tone - it was the same one a person used right before things got messy. "I'm waiting for someone."

Adom rounded the corner to find three students standing near Eren. They weren't doing anything obviously threatening - just chatting, if you didn't know better. One girl, her uniform pristine down to the last fold, was examining her nails. The two boys flanking her looked equally relaxed, though something about their positioning made Adom's instincts twitch.

"Oh, come on," one of the boys was saying. "We're just curious. You can't blame us for wondering when we see someone new hanging around. Safety first, right?" He smiled, all perfect teeth and calculated warmth.

"Especially these days," the girl added, looking up from her nails. "You understand, don't you? With everything that's been happening lately..."

Eren stood perfectly still, hands in his pockets, looking bored. But Adom caught the slight tension in his shoulders, the way his weight was shifted just so, ready to move.

"Must be nice," the other boy drawled, eyeing Eren's worn jacket with careful casualness, "having friends in high places. Better than whatever... places you usually hang around in."

These little...

Eren's hand slipped into his pocket, jaw tightening. "What did you just say to me, you-"

"Eren! How're you doing, man?" Adom's voice cut through the tension, deliberately bright.

The trio turned, and something shifted in their expressions - subtle, but there. The girl's eyebrows rose slightly, while the boys exchanged a look that lasted a fraction too long.

"Oh," the girl said, voice dripping honey, "you must be the friend he's waiting for. How... nice." She paused, examining Adom with the same attention she'd given her nails earlier. "I don't believe we've had the pleasure. I'm Adelaide Rosewood, of the Baronial House Rosewood. These are Amadeus Blackdeer of the Baronial House Blackdeer, and Clyde Winterbourne of the Most Noble House Winterbourne, Marquis of the Northern Reaches."

Of course. Adelaide, Amadeus, and Clyde. Because God forbid they just be called Bob.

"Adom Sylla," he replied, keeping his voice neutral. He moved to stand beside Eren, casually breaking their loose circle. "Sorry I'm late. Just got the raven's message."

"No problem." Eren's response was minimal, measured.

"Sylla?" Amadeus tilted his head, like he was trying to place the name. "Not from one of the old families, are you?"

Adelaide's lips curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Oh, Amadeus, don't be rude. I'm sure Adom's family is... perfectly respectable." The pause was barely noticeable, but it was there.

Adom suppressed a sigh.

Clyde had been quiet, watching the exchange with an odd intensity. Now he straightened slightly, eyes narrowing. "Wait a minute. Sylla... I've heard that name recently." He studied Adom more carefully now, like he was piecing something together. "Weren't you involved in something with Damus Lightbringer the other day?"

"Oh?" Adelaide's interest sharpened visibly. "That incident? But I heard..." She trailed off, looking between Clyde and Adom.

"Can't be," Amadeus said. "I mean, the story going around is that someone actually managed to..." He gestured vaguely, clearly skeptical.

"It is him," Clyde said slowly, certainty creeping into his voice. "I was there, actually. Saw the whole thing." His lips twitched. "Though I have to say, you look even less impressive up close."

Adelaide let out a small laugh, quickly covered by her hand. "Clyde, honestly."

"What? Just being observant." Clyde's eyes never left Adom. "I mean, look at him. Those cracked glasses, barely comes up to my shoulder. Looks like he'd have trouble lifting a textbook, let alone..."

"Are you sure about what you saw?" Amadeus asked, not bothering to hide his amusement. "Because this is..." He gestured at Adom like he was some kind of puzzling specimen. "Well, you know."

Adom felt something cold and familiar stirring in his chest. He kept his face perfectly neutral, even as he cataloged every subtle jab, every measured slight.

"Oh, I'm quite sure," Clyde said, voice thick with false sincerity. "Though I have to wonder... how exactly did someone so..." He paused, clearly savoring the moment. "...diminutive manage such a feat? Unless, of course, you cheated?"

"Clyde!" Adelaide's reprimand was laughing rather than serious. "You'll hurt his feelings. Look, he's already turning red."

"Just being honest," Clyde said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. "My parents always taught me the value of honesty. You don't mind honesty, do you, Sylla?"

A mature person would walk away.

That's what Adom kept telling himself, watching their perfectly practiced smiles, their calculated cruelty disguised as concern.

The funny thing was, in his seventy-nine years of life (and quite a few of those spent reading), he'd always thought these types of people were just lazy writing - the stuck-up rich kids with their carefully crafted insults and pristine uniforms. Yet here they were, like they'd walked straight out of a mediocre novel, hitting every predictable beat with almost admirable dedication.

It was almost fascinating, in a tired sort of way. If he weren't so annoyed, he might have appreciated the sheer commitment to the stereotype. Adom knew himself quite well after living a little bit longer. He wasn't the type to suffer disrespect - especially not from children who could technically be his great-grandchildren, and definitely not after the day he'd had.

Actually, this was perfect.

[Fluid Control Activating]
[Spiteful Fighting Spirit..]

These little brats needed a lesson in humility, and Adom was in just the right mood to deliver one. Something memorable. Something that would make them think twice before-

"Brother!"

The cheerful voice cut through his darkening thoughts.

Adom turned to see a group of familiar faces jogging towards them.

Hugo's massive frame led the pack, his purple hair bouncing with each stride. Behind him came Diana with her scarred knuckles, Harry still nursing that pretzel-hold from earlier, Phil with his broad shoulders, and Kaius sporting what looked like two black eyes now instead of one.

"Transcendent nerd detected!" Kaius called out cheerfully, the whole group moving like a small, very muscular stampede.

The contrast couldn't have been more stark - Clyde and his friends suddenly looking very small as Hugo's towering frame approached, his genuine smile a sharp contrast to their practiced smirks.

"Everything alright here?" a sweating Hugo asked, his tone still cheerful but his eyes sharp as they swept over the scene.

"Yeah," Clyde grunted. "Just chatting."

"Oh, hope we're not interrupting then," Hugo smiled, somehow managing to take up even more space as he casually stretched. "Adom, don't forget tomorrow - 6 AM sharp."

"First day's crucial for building proper form," Diana added professionally. "We'll need to assess your baseline."

"Make sure to get the standard training gear from the equipment office," Phil chimed in, absently doing shoulder rolls. "They're enchanted for durability. Better than ruining your own clothes."

"And don't skip breakfast," Kaius grinned, shadow boxing. "You'll need the energy. We go pretty hard on fundamentals."

"Speaking of which," Harry cracked his neck, "we should demonstrate proper stance sometime. You know, for educational purposes."

The kids began finding urgent reasons to check their watches and straighten their uniforms.

"Actually, we should-" Adelaide started.

"Right, class-" Amadeus added quickly.

"Yeah, wouldn't want to be late," Clyde muttered, already backing away. "Nice chat."

"Oh, before you go-" Hugo pulled out some forms with that same bright smile, "recruitment's still open. Could really use some new blood in the club."

Kaius helpfully pushed the papers into their hands. "Yeah, great for building character."

"And confidence," Diana added meaningfully.

The kids took the forms like they were handling live snakes. "Thanks, we'll... consider it," Clyde mumbled.

"Have a great day!" the combat club members called out in perfect unison, waving enthusiastically until the group hurriedly disappeared around the corner.

Hugo turned to Adom. "You good, brother?"

"Thanks, guys."

"Don't mention it!" they chorused, then noticed Eren half-hiding behind Adom.

"Oh!" Hugo immediately seemed to shrink, somehow making his massive frame less imposing. "Hello there! Friend of Adom?"

Eren nodded nervously.

"Any friend of our brother is family," Phil said warmly, his voice softer than before. "I'm Phil. The gentle giant here is Hugo."

"You should come watch Adom train sometime," Diana suggested kindly. "We have great seats for spectators. Very safe distance from the action."

"And snacks!" Kaius added. "Can't forget the protein bars."

Eren relaxed slightly, managing a small smile.

"Well, we should get going," Hugo said, adjusting his glasses. "Still got five miles to run before dinner. Cardio day, you know how it is." He beamed at Adom. "See you tomorrow, brother! Bring water!"

"And your fighting spirit!" Harry called back.

"AND PROTEIN!" Kaius's voice echoed across the yard.

As the group jogged away, their chant echoed across the courtyard:

"PAIN IS JUST WEAKNESS LEAVING THE BODY! OORAH!"
"LIGHTWEIGHT BABY! YEAAAH!"

Adom and Eren watched in silence as the enthusiastic chorus faded into the distance.

Finally, Eren spoke.

"Somehow I feel like they just saved those kids from you. You were about to touch that Clyde guy, weren't you?"

"Viciously."

After the word left his mouth, Adom had a brief moment of clarity where he realized that, as a mentally 79-year-old man, announcing his intentions to 'viciously touch' a child probably wasn't his finest moment. Even if said child was a remarkably punchable young noble.

Mental note: work on phrasing.

"Soo," Eren turned to him. "'Law', or should I call you Adom?"

Adom chuckled. "Call me whatever you want."

"So... what are we doing this evening?"

"Well," Adom adjusted his broken glasses, "I had planned to test your current level, and I still will. But first, I need to make a detour in town and check something."

*****

On their way to town, Adom filled Eren in on his eventful morning - the assassination attempt, the ensuing chaos, and his rather creative solution to the problem.

"So basically," he explained, casually stepping over a puddle, "they're walking around with scrambled memories right now. Can't remember my face, my name, or anything about me. And the police caught them."

Eren whistled. "Brutal. Effective, but brutal."

"Speaking of which," Adom continued, "I need you to set up another meeting with Cisco in a few days. There are some... questions I need to ask him."

"About the people trying to kill you?"

"Among other things."

They turned the corner onto Market Street, and Adom stopped dead in his tracks. The Weird Stuff Store's windows were dark, a "CLOSED" sign hanging crookedly on the door.

"Oh, you've got to be kidding me." Adom's palm met his face with an audible smack.

The walk back was punctuated by Adom's continuous stream of muttered curses.

"That old fox did this on purpose," he grumbled, kicking a pebble. "Probably sitting in there right now, laughing behind those dusty curtains."

"You really think so?" Eren asked, trying to keep up with Adom's irritated pace.

"Oh, absolutely. He's got that..." Adom waved his hands vaguely, "that whole mad and mysterious shopkeeper thing going on. Probably thinks it's funny to make me come back later." He stuffed his hands in his pockets. "Watch, next time I show up he'll act all surprised, like 'Oh, were you looking for me? I was just taking a very important nap.'"

His impression of the Mr. Biggins' voice made Eren snort.

They finally reached the academy, and Adom led them to one of the training rooms.

It was everything you'd expect from Xerkes Academy - and then some.

Polished marble floors gleamed under floating orbs of light, their glow reflecting off walls covered in intricate runic arrays. Various magical devices lined the shelves: crystalline focusing prisms, enchanted practice dummies that could actually fight back, and measurement tools that looked like they belonged in some mad scientist's laboratory.

Eren tried (and failed) to act casual as he walked around, but his eyes kept darting everywhere like an excited kid in a candy store. He paused at a display case, fingers hovering over a sleek wooden wand.

"Third-generation Hawthorne," he murmured. "Diamond core, triple-helix runic array. Even in the Undertow, these go for small fortunes."

"You know your wands," Adom noted.

Eren chuckled, a bit self-conscious. "Always wanted one for training. My hands aren't great at weaving yet."

"That's normal - you haven't had proper magical education." Adom tilted his head thoughtfully. "Actually, I should still have my first-year wand somewhere in my dorm-"

"REALLY?!"

The shout echoed off the marble walls. Eren froze, caught in his own enthusiasm. He cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and in a carefully measured voice said, "That would be... appreciated."

Adom burst out laughing.

"Stop it," Eren muttered, ears turning red.

"Your face!" Adom wheezed. "You went from five years old to fifty in two seconds flat!"

"I said stop!"

"You know," Adom finally managed, wiping tears from his eyes, "you could just act your age instead of trying to be Mr. Serious all the time."

Eren pointedly examined a nearby runic array, pretending he couldn't hear the occasional snicker still coming from Adom's direction.

After one final chuckle, Adom stepped to the center of the room. "Ready?"

"Yeah." Eren's face was still a bit flushed, but his eyes were focused now.

"Take your clothes off."

"What?"

"Just the top." Adom fiddled with a crystalline device that looked like a cross between a stethoscope and a kaleidoscope. When Eren hesitated, he sighed. "It's procedure. Less than a minute - just need to check your mana pool capacity and if you've hit any natural limits."

Eren muttered something under his breath but complied, shrugging off his jacket and pulling his shirt over his head.

"The device works by reading the mana pathways through direct contact," Adom explained, adjusting some dials. "I'll place it on your back, activate it, and we'll get a quantitative measurement of your-"

He stopped mid-sentence.

Eren half-turned. "Problem?"

There... might be.

Adom had studied runes since before he could properly write. Complex arrays, ancient scripts, forbidden patterns - he'd memorized thousands. Could recognize them in his sleep. It took a lot to surprise him these days.

But this...

To untrained eyes, the mark sprawling across Eren's upper back might have looked like an oddly symmetric birthmark, or perhaps a scar that had healed unusually well. But Adom knew better. He'd seen this pattern exactly once before, years ago, in a book he wasn't supposed to have access to for at least another decade.

A natural rune.

Not drawn, not carved, not branded - but grown into the flesh itself, as if it had always been meant to be there. The implications made his throat dry.

"Adom?" Eren's voice had an edge to it now. "What's wrong?"

"That mark on your back," Adom asked casually, placing the device against Eren's skin, "where'd you get it?"

"Oh, this? Mother said I was born with it. Just a birthmark. Why?"

The device beeped, and Adom's eyes widened at the display:
MANA POOL: 10,000+ M
ABSORPTION RATE: 98%
MEASUREMENT VERIFIED
CRYSTAL RESONANCE MODE ACTIVE

"What's wrong?"

Silence.

Adom reset the device. Measured again. Same result. Third time. No change.

He stared at the screen.

This machine was Xerkes' latest model, capable of measuring even the most powerful mana crystals.

When readings exceeded a certain level, it automatically switched to crystal resonance mode - a feature added for measuring artificial constructs like golems or crystal containing large quantities of mana. No one had expected to need it for a person, but Xerkes built their devices to measure everything. Just in case.

Adom's current mana pool sat at 500 M according to his system, and he'd verified it against the machine's measurements with Sam earlier today, after their elixir absorption. The readings matched perfectly - the system wasn't using some alternate scale.

Mana pools were like fingerprints - everyone was born with one, each unique in size and potential. Some people were stuck with what they got at birth. Others grew steadily throughout their lives. Some hit their ceiling early, while others never stopped expanding. Natural limits varied wildly.

But when a mana pool reached certain thresholds, something extraordinary happened.

Rings.











At 3,000 M, the first ring formed around the mana core. The second ring appeared at 9,000 M, triple the first threshold. The third would manifest at 27,000 M, triple again, and each subsequent ring required tripling the previous threshold.

Magic was mathematics.

Each leap between circles represented not just a difference in raw power, but a fundamental transformation in what a mage could achieve.





















In his past life, by age 79, Adom had achieved two rings - making him a two-circle mage.

The gap between a regular mage and a circle mage wasn't just a matter of degree - it was a fundamental difference in nature. A regular mage might conjure a fireball; a one-circle mage's output could turn a forest to ash in less than a few minutes. Two circles meant enough mana output to reshape coastlines and level cities.

Three circles?

The Farmer Mage, who was said to be over 50,000 M, conquered a level S dungeon by himself. Or so the legends say.

And here was Eren, casually sporting 10,000 M.

The absorption readings from the device had shown something else too.

Every mage had an absorption rate - a measure of how much their mana pool could still grow.

Adom liked to think of it like a sponge: a dry sponge (100%) could soak up lots of water, while a saturated one (0%) couldn't absorb a single drop more.

Young mages with vast room for growth showed rates near 100%.

As they approached their natural limits, that number dropped steadily toward zero. Once it hit zero, that was it - their mana pool would never expand again.

Adom had witnessed countless mages face that moment - when the device showed zero and their dreams hit their ceiling. Some had wept, others smiled in acceptance. Each confronting their destiny in their own way.

Eren's readout had shown 98%.

A monster, Adom thought, a chill running down his spine. He's a true monster. Damn.

"How old are you?"

"Twelve. Why?"

"Two-circle mage at twelve..." Adom muttered, almost chuckling at the absurdity.

[Identify]

Name: Eren Raubtier
Race: Human
State: Curious. Agitated. Worried.

No level shown, as usual with non-monsters. A laugh bubbled up from Adom's chest, startling Eren.

"What's wrong with you? Is there a problem?"

Adom's mind raced. Someone this exceptional existing in this time period, yet no trace of them in the future?

Impossible - unless... unless they died young.

He smiled, reaching out to fist-bump the rune on Eren's back. "This is going to make a lot of things easier."

It felt like a weight lifting from his shoulders. What if he'd been wrong all along? What if he wasn't meant to be the one to save the world? What if it was Eren? It would explain why Death sent him back - not to be the hero, but to be the guide. To shape this raw talent into something that could truly defy fate.

"What are you talking about?" Eren asked, confusion clear in his voice.

Adom's smile widened. "I'm just really glad I found you."

            

    
        Chapter 13. Wakey-Bird

    
    
    
    
                CHIRP CHIRP CHIRP

A mechanical bird bounced on its brass perch, red crystal eyes flashing with each piercing note. Its metallic feathers clicked and whirred as its head bobbed up and down.

CHIRP CHIRP CHIRP

The sound echoed through the small room. A pillow flew through the air, missing completely.

CHIRP CHIRP-

CRUNCH.

Adom's spell-enhanced fist smashed through the construct, scattering gears and springs across the floor. The bird's head rolled under the bed, one eye still weakly blinking.

"Thank you," Sam mumbled, face buried in his mattress.

"No problem," Adom replied flatly, shaking his hand. "Remind me again why we keep making these things so durable?"

The Wakey-Birds, as Sam had dubbed them (despite Adom's protests about the name), were their solution for days when they needed to wake up earlier than usual. Regular alarms could be turned off. These couldn't. The only way to silence a Wakey-Bird was to physically destroy it - and they'd designed the stupid things to dodge the first few attacks.

"At least make them quieter next time," Sam muttered, still horizontal. "Why are we up at... what time is it?"

"Five."

"Why are we up at five?"

"Training at six, remember?"

The remains of the bird gave one last pathetic chirp before falling silent. That made seventeen they'd destroyed this year.

Adom stretched, joints popping. He'd forgotten how much being young hurt too. Everything was either too flexible or too stiff, with no in-between. "Come on. Up. If you make us late, I'm designing the next bird to shoot lightning."

"You wouldn't."

"Try me."

Sam finally rolled over, hair sticking up in directions that defied geometry. "I hate morning you."

"Morning me hates everyone equally." Adom started gathering the scattered parts. They'd need these for bird number eighteen. "But morning me also knows we need to be ready by-"

"Yeah, yeah. Training. Six. Got it."

The red crystal eye under the bed finally stopped blinking.

Another morning at the academy was officially underway.

The bathroom filled with steam as Adom let the hot water run over his shoulders. His muscles were already complaining about the early hour, but his mind was racing.

He could hear Sam in the other room, probably making a mess with the porridge again. They'd worked out this routine for the academy - alternate shower and breakfast shifts. Efficiency was everything when you were trying to cram thirty hours of work into a twenty-four-hour day.

Adom had always been good at compartmentalizing - it was the only way to stay sane when juggling multiple lives' worth of memories. Right now, he had several mental folders demanding attention: Making the cure, see his parents, the Mr. Biggins mystery, the Professor Kim file, the Helios problem, the treasure of the cave, the probably hungry puma roaming somewhere in the city because of him, saving the world, and of course, the Eren situation.

Hmm. That was a lot. Where to begin?

The Eren situation. Yeah. Might as well start there.

Two and a half billion.

That's how many belonged to what scholars called the "Founder Races" - humans, dwarves, and elves.

Not that they were the only sentient species, far from it. Beastkin, spirits, and countless others populated the world. But these three races shared a peculiar connection - they all traced their origins to the same individual, built civilizations together, fought each other and most importantly, shared the same fundamental approach to magic.

Steam curled around Adom as he worked the soap into his hair, still trying to process yesterday's discovery.

One percent. That's how many were blessed - or cursed, depending on who you asked - with the ability to manipulate mana. Twenty-five million mages spread across the ten continents.

The average mage, after reaching their peak, commanded about 1,000 M(ana). The "talented" ones, the ones who got special treatment and entry into prestigious academies and institutions, might reach 2,000 M. Every family prayed their children would be among those blessed few.

But then there were the circle mages.

Adom traced a circle in the condensation on the shower wall. Out of all those millions of mages, only 0.85% ever achieved even a single ring. The math was brutal - roughly 212,500 circle mages in the entire world.

And among those...

He wiped the steam from his face. Two. There were exactly two known two-circle mages in the world right now. Sir Gaius, the current Archmage of the Magisterium, and High lady Sylaria Caelindril, Queen-Consort of the Great Elven Kingdom of Tan'or.

Both well over seventy years old. Both having spent decades climbing to that peak.

And then there was Eren. Twelve years old. Ten thousand M. Ninety-eight percent absorption rate.

The third two-circle mage in the world was a pre-teen from the dregs on the islands of Arkhos.

"Oi!" Sam's voice cut through his thoughts. "Either drown yourself properly or hurry up! Your porridge is getting cold!"

Adom turned off the water, reaching for his towel. "Since when do you care about my breakfast?"

"Since you promised to help me with enhancement formulas if I stopped letting you skip meals!"

Right. He had promised that.

The numbers kept spinning. Two point five billion. One percent. Zero point eight-five percent. Two circle mages.

No, three now.

And none of them had saved the world.

Adom grabbed his porridge and settled at their small table, but not before pulling out Sam's old tea collection - a parting gift from his merchant father that had gathered dust in the corner until yesterday, when Adom had casually asked if he could have it if Sam wasn't going to use it.

Sam watched, both amused and disturbed, as his Adom weaved a precise heating spell on their battered kettle and meticulously measured loose tea leaves into an equally worn teapot.

"Since when do you drink tea?" Sam asked, pushing his own bowl aside. "I've never seen you touch the stuff before."

"Ah," Adom's eyes lit up as steam rose from the kettle, his face morphing into that perfect noble's expression - nose slightly upturned, one eyebrow arched just so. He crossed his legs with exaggerated grace and lifted his cup without extending his pinky finger - a deliberate jab at those who did. " Tea, my young friend, is one of life's finest pleasures. Your father has excellent taste. This particular blend—" he lifted the tin, inhaling deeply, "—is a delicate balance of Northern herbs with just a hint of..."

"Stop," Sam held up a hand, fighting a grin. "You're doing the weird old man thing again. And please don't compliment my dad's tea preferences. It's unsettling."

"You simply cannot rush proper tea preparation," Adom continued, dropping exactly three sugar cubes into his cup. "The water must be precisely the right temperature, you see. Too hot and you'll scald the leaves, too cool and—"

"Your porridge is getting cold while you're having your midlife crisis over my dad's leaf water."

"Leaf water?" Adom looked genuinely offended, taking a slow, appreciative sip. "Mmm. Truly, your father is a man of refined—"

"Nope. No. Stop being weird about my dad's tea. Eat your breakfast, Professor Tea Time. We have ten minutes."

Adom sat with both his porridge and his carefully brewed tea, taking another reverent sip. Another thought hit him, and he almost choked on his first spoonful of porridge as he started chuckling.

Right. Because being a two-circle mage at twelve wasn't enough. Eren also had what looked like a natural rune. A completely different mental folder right there - 'The Eren Case, Part Two: Because Obviously One Impossible Thing Wasn't Enough.'

His chuckling turned into full-blown laughter.

"Stop being creepy and eat your breakfast," Sam said, throwing a sock at him. "And whatever's breaking your brain this early in the morning, I don't want to know. Also, you're doing that thing where you cradle your teacup like it's made of gold. We have ten minutes before we need to leave."

Adom caught the sock without looking, still grinning. "Just... just appreciating the absurdity of life." He took another slow sip of tea. "You know, in the Northern Isles, they age their tea leaves in—"

"If you don't start eating right now, I'm dumping your precious tea down the drain."

"You wouldn't dare."

"Try me."

But he did stop laughing, focusing on his porridge instead. Two mental folders for one twelve-year-old. That had to be some kind of record. Though perhaps he could introduce the boy to proper tea appreciation...

"Stop smiling at your teacup like that. You're freaking me out."

*****

The boys stood in front of the heavy wooden door like two condemned men at the gallows. The early morning darkness still clung to the corridors, broken only by the gentle glow of enchanted crystals. 5:59 AM.

Neither moved.

"I still can't believe you convinced me to do this," Sam finally broke the silence, his voice barely above a whisper. His eyes hadn't left the door since they'd arrived three minutes ago.

"I'm sure it will be a good and wholesome experience," Adom replied, face completely expressionless. "We'll learn the power of friendship, get muscles, and have plenty of adventures together. Maybe even find our true selves along the way."

Sam's head slowly turned toward him. "That... sounds exactly like the plot of 'The Iron Scholar's Journey to Strength.'"

"It was supposed to be a novel reference joke, yes."

"Ah." Sam turned back to the door. "I get it now."

A moment of silence.

"Ha." The single syllable from Sam echoed in the empty corridor, dry as desert sand.

The clock struck six, and from behind the door came the first echoes of what sounded suspiciously like a war cry.

"Well," Adom said, reaching for the handle. "After you."

"I hate you."

"I know."

The door creaked open, and the first thing that hit them was the smell - a unique blend of sweat, leather, and something Sam couldn't quite identify but made him wrinkle his nose.

"Don't ask," Adom muttered. "Trust me on this one."

The training hall was already alive with activity. Students were scattered around, and if you passed them on the street, you'd never guess they were mages. Built like brick walls, most of them - the kind of people you'd expect to see hauling cargo at the docks, not drawing intricate magical circles.

At the front, Hugo was leading what appeared to be their morning ritual, his voice booming: "BODY IMPROVEMENT! FIGHT ON!"

The response shook dust from the ceiling, making Sam jump slightly.

Was this some sort of cult?

"Is it too late to fake my death?" Sam whispered.

"Yes." Adom grabbed his sleeve before he could retreat. "Besides, look how normal they are when they're not... well, doing that."

Indeed, between the enthusiastic chanting, pairs of students were helping each other stretch, sharing water flasks, and exchanging what looked like training tips. In one corner, a massive guy who could probably bench-press a horse was gently showing a newer member proper form for what appeared to be a basic movement.

"I don't want to be transcendent anymore," Sam muttered, watching as someone casually lifted a weight that looked heavier than his bookshelf. Very impressive.

"Too bad. We're already here."

They waited in awkward silence as the chant concluded with one final "FIGHT ON!" that made the training dummies rattle. Hugo bounded over, practically glowing with enthusiasm, and spent the next few minutes introducing them to the rest of the club. Thirty faces, thirty names, thirty variations of encouraging smiles and friendly nods. Adom caught maybe half of them.

Now thirty-two members. The number felt significant somehow.

"You know," Sam observed, "when you said 'training club,' I was expecting more... robes. Less muscles. Maybe some theoretical discussions about magical enhancement?"

"Oh, we have those too!" Hugo replied beside them, somehow managing to sound enthusiastic without shouting now. "Usually during breaks."

He produced two pieces of paper with a flourish. "Here you go, brothers! Your paths to greatness!"

Sam's eyes grew wider with each line he read, his face slowly draining of color. "This... this can't be..."

"Personalized training programs!" Hugo beamed. "I stayed up late designing them based on our chat yesterday. See, Sam, you're showing classic signs of mana-strain induced muscle deterioration - common in theoretical specialists. We'll need to focus on your core strength first, lots of stabilizing exercises. And your posture needs work, so I included specific stretches for that."

Sam made a sound like a deflating balloon.

"And Adom," Hugo turned, adjusting his glasses professionally, "you've got decent baseline fitness, but your right side is notably stronger than your left - probably from spell casting stance. We'll need to balance that out. I've included a nutrition plan too - you both need more protein. And minerals. And everything, really."

The paper in Adom's hands listed exercises he hadn't done in decades. His muscles preemptively ached just reading them.

"Now!" Hugo clapped his hands, making them both jump. "Let's start with stretching - VERY important, prevents injuries, improves mana flow. Then we'll do some light cardio, just thirty minutes for you two since you're new. The others will do their usual hour."

Around them, club members were already pairing up, helping each other stretch with the kind of cheerful enthusiasm usually reserved for holiday celebrations or particularly exciting theoretical breakthroughs.

"Light cardio," Sam repeated faintly, staring at the training program again. "Light."

Adom looked at the detailed schedule in his hands, then at the room full of energetic fitness enthusiasts, then at his friend's increasingly pale face.

He couldn't tell Sam he was regretting this too. Not after dragging him here. Not after all those speeches about getting stronger together.

"Come on," he said instead, patting Sam's shoulder. "At least we'll suffer as a team."

"That's the spirit!" Hugo exclaimed, somehow having heard him despite being three meters away. "EVERYONE! Let's welcome our new brothers properly! STRETCHING CIRCLE!"

The entire club moved with practiced coordination, forming a perfect circle. Two spots opened up between Diana and Vale, who waved them over with encouraging grins.

"I read that novel too, by the way," Sam muttered as they walked over. "'Iron Scholar's Journey.' The protagonist dies in chapter three from training too hard. He gets reincarnated, but still."

"That's... not very motivating."

"Ha."

Then came a message:

[System Side Quest Alert]Complete 10 miles under an hour using only physical means in a single continuous attempt
Note: Enhancement magic, movement spells, spatial manipulation, or any other magical assistance will void the quest. Progress must be completed in one uninterrupted session.
Current Best Time: N/A
Reward: Skill - [Iron Lungs] (Rare) (Passive)
Description: Dramatically increases overall stamina and oxygen efficiency. Reduces fatigue build-up, enables longer periods of sustained physical activity, and improves recovery time.
Status: In Progress (0%)

...10 miles. Under an hour.

He would have sighed and complained had he not been the one to drag Sam.

*****

Left foot, right foot. Left foot, right foot. The steady rhythm of feet hitting the ground mixed with Adom's increasingly labored breathing.

[+1 Endurance]

His lungs burned.

[+1 Endurance]
[+1 Stamina]

Ten minutes in, and his legs felt like lead. Sweat trickled down his back, his temple, stinging his eyes. The training track stretched endlessly before him.

[+6 Endurance]
[Minor increase to Cardiovascular Endurance]

"Keep going, Adom!" Hugo called out encouragingly as he lapped Adom for the third time, barely breaking a sweat. Show-off.

His calves screamed. A stitch formed in his side, sharp and insistent. Beside him, Sam had given up any pretense of dignity and was making sounds like a dying whale.

[Minor increase to Pain Tolerance]

Twenty minutes. His throat was raw. Each breath felt like swallowing sand. But the notifications kept coming, each one a tiny victory.

[Body Adaptation Progress: 12%]

The world narrowed down to the next step, the next breath. His glasses slipped down his sweat-slicked nose. He didn't bother pushing them back up.

[Achievement Unlocked: First Mile][+2 Stamina]
[Minor increase to Recovery Rate]

By minute twenty-five, even his eyebrows were sweating. He didn't know eyebrows could sweat. The notifications blurred together, but he caught glimpses:

[+1 Stamina...][Minor increase...]
[Body Adaptation...]

Finally, mercifully, Hugo called time. Adom collapsed onto the nearest bench, lungs heaving, legs trembling.

Next to him, Sam lay face-down on the floor, mumbling something about regrets and betrayal. Adom would have laughed, but he didn't have the breath for it.

[Side Quest Failed]
Time: 30:00
Status: Failed (Complete 10 mile in under an hour)
Analysis: Current completion time is much slower than required
Recommendation: Continue cardiovascular training. Current physical condition indicates potential for significant improvement.
Quest will reset tomorrow at dawn.

[Recovery Phase Initiated]

This skill would not be easy to obtain it seemed.

*****

After gulping down water like they'd crossed a desert, and a mandatory fifteen-minute rest period that Hugo insisted on ("Recovery is just as important as training, brothers!"), Kaius approached them, his usually boisterous demeanor replaced by a calm, teacher-like presence.

"First things first," Kaius said, adjusting Adom's stance with gentle movements. "Boxing isn't about hitting hard - it's about proper form. Everything starts with your feet." He tapped Adom's left foot. "Dominant hand back, non-dominant forward. Shoulder-width apart. You're not a tree, stay light on your feet."

[System Side Quest Alert]Master Basic Boxing Form
Requirements: Perfect stance maintenance (10 minutes)Perfect basic straight punch form (50 repetitions)
Perfect basic defensive positionReward: Skill - [Boxing Fundamentals]
Status: In Progress (0%)

"Good. Now, hands up, protect your face." Kaius demonstrated, bringing his fists up. "Elbows in - you're protecting your body too. Chin down, eyes up. Your hands are your castle walls, and your chin is the treasure you're protecting."

Adom mimicked the position, feeling somewhat awkward.

"Common beginner mistake - you're too tense. Relax your shoulders. You need to be able to hold this position for rounds." Kaius gently pressed Adom's shoulders down. "There. Now, basic straight punch. We'll use the dummy."

He demonstrated in slow motion. "Power comes from the ground up. Turn your foot, rotate your hip, extend your arm. Straight line, like threading a needle. Return immediately to your defensive position. Every punch leaves you vulnerable - the faster you return, the safer you are."

[Form Analysis: 12% accuracy]
[Basic Stance Maintenance: 1:23/10:00]

"Again. Slower this time. Feel each movement."

The training dummy waited patiently as Adom worked through each punch, Kaius correcting small details - an elbow here, a foot position there. Each attempt brought new notifications:

[Form Analysis: 15% accuracy]
[Basic Straight Punch: 3/50]
[Form Analysis: 18% accuracy]
[Basic Straight Punch: 4/50]

"Good," Kaius nodded approvingly. "Remember, we're not trying to knock anyone out today. Form first. Power comes later. Speed comes later. Everything in boxing builds on proper fundamentals."

[Form Analysis: 23% accuracy]
[Basic Stance Maintenance: 3:45/10:00]
[Basic Straight Punch: 7/50]

"That's it," Kaius encouraged as Adom threw another careful punch. "Every movement has a purpose. Nothing wasted. Boxing isn't just about hitting - it's about efficiency."

The next hours blurred into a rhythm of punch, correct, repeat. The training hall echoed with the sounds of other members calling out encouragement between their own exercises.

"Looking good, Adom!"
"Keep that guard up, Sam!"

Sweat dripped down Adom's back, his shirt long since soaked through. His arms trembled with each extension, muscles burning in ways he hadn't felt since his Academy days.

"Elbow in," Kaius reminded, tapping Adom's arm. "I know you're tired, but form doesn't take breaks."

"Kaius," Sam wheezed, "have mercy. Please."

"Mercy is for rest days," Kaius replied cheerfully. "Now, again!"

The absolute audacity of these young people, Adom thought, making a respected academic work like a common laborer. In his day, they had proper respect for... for...

Wait. This was his day.

His internal grumbling scattered as something clicked between one punch and the next. His body found the rhythm it had been fighting against, each movement flowing into the next with a precision that felt... right.

[Side Quest Completed: Master Basic Boxing Form]
Requirements met:

Stance maintenance: 10:00/10:00

Basic straight punch form: 50/50 (Final accuracy: 87%)

Basic defensive position mastered
Reward: Skill [Boxing Fundamentals] acquired!

[Boxing Fundamentals (Passive) - Level 1]Basic understanding of boxing mechanics. Improves punch accuracy, defensive awareness, and overall form efficiency.
Current bonus: +5% to punch accuracy, +3% to reaction time

[Mana Pool Expanded: 505/505]
Note: Physical conditioning has improved mana circulation efficiency

Adom's arms felt like overcooked noodles, his legs barely supporting him. Every muscle he didn't know he had was announcing its existence through various degrees of pain. But for some reason, he was happy.

"Excellent work today, brothers!" Hugo beamed, somehow still energetic. "That's enough for you two. Here—" He pulled four vials from his training bag, the liquids inside glowing faintly. "Tonic and muscle recovery potions. Made them myself. The green one's for stamina, the blue for muscle repair. Take them now, they work best immediately after training."

Sam eyed the vials suspiciously. "These aren't the ones from your experimental batch, are they?"

"Of course not! Those are for advanced members only."

Adom decided he didn't want to know.

[Potion Consumed: Basic Tonic]
Effect: Restores 30% Stamina
Duration: Immediate
[Potion Consumed: Muscle Recovery Elixir]
Effect: Reduces muscle fatigue by 65%Accelerates muscle repair by 40%
Duration: 6 hours

The effect was almost instant. Warmth spread through his limbs, the burning ache in his muscles fading to a manageable soreness. His vision sharpened as the fatigue-induced fog lifted.

"Remember: proper nutrition is key to recovery. Protein within thirty minutes. Complex carbs. Stay hydrated. Tomorrow we start weight training, same time!"

"Weight... training," Sam wheezed.

"Rest well! And no skipping meals!" Hugo called after them as they stumbled out. "Your bodies are temples under renovation!"

Sam dragged himself along the corridor. "I can't wait to collapse into my bed and die."

"It's 9:30."

"What?"

"We have Theoretical Applications of Arcane Geometry in thirty minutes."

A moment of silence.

"Adom?"

"Yes?"

"I know I've said this three times today already," Sam groaned, "but I really, truly, with every fiber of my currently dying body, hate you."

"Ouch."

*****

Whoever said that working out in the morning gives you energy for the day was either a liar or had never actually tried it. Sure, right after their morning session, riding high on Hugo's suspicious potions and the satisfaction of completing his first quest, Adom had felt incredible - focused, energetic, like he could take on the world. That lasted approximately twenty-seven minutes.

Then, somewhere between Professor Bane's arcane diagrams and their third attempt at drawing a straight line in Practical Enchantment, reality hit harder than his morning crash into the training bench.

The day stretched into an endless blur of trying not to fall asleep, questioning every life choice that led to this moment, and learning that even blinking could feel like a workout.

By the time their last class ended at 5 PM...

"Finally," Sam sighed deeply, his shoulders slumping. "I'm going to take the longest shower of my life and try to remember what it feels like to be human again."

"I need to head to the weird stuff store," Adom said, adjusting his glasses. Funny how that worked - dead tired all day, but now that rest was actually possible, he felt wide awake. Annoying, but convenient.

"The Mr. Biggins thing?"

"Yeah."

"Ah," Sam's tired expression brightened slightly. "I'm curious too. My mana pool shot up to 400. Should probably thank the man, but..." he gestured vaguely at his entire being, "...existing is hard enough right now."

"Thank him?" Adom frowned. "Aren't you worried about what kind of person he might be?"

Sam's laugh came out as a wheezy chuckle. "Adom, we've known Mr. Biggins since we got to Xerkes. Sure, he's weird - who names a magical shop 'Weird Stuff Store' anyway? But evil? The guy gives candy to stray cats and names them after ancient mages and philosophers. Plus," he smiled, "anyone who gives me an elixir that brings me closer to becoming a legendary mage gets a high five in my book. Well, when I can lift my arms again."

Adom stood there for a moment, processing. He'd spent the whole day constructing elaborate theories about sinister plots and hidden agendas, and here was Sam, casually pointing out the obvious - sometimes a weird shopkeeper was just a weird shopkeeper who happened to help students achieve their dreams.

Maybe coming from an apocalyptic future had rewired his brain to see threats in every shadow, which was precisely why - despite his muscles protesting every step - Adom found himself at the store's entrance as evening approached.

This time, it was open.

The bell jingled cheerfully as Adom stepped inside.

"WATCH OUT!"

[Boxing Fundamentals activated][Reaction Time +3%]
[Defensive Awareness active]

His body moved before his mind caught up, muscle memory from just hours ago kicking in like some sort of combat-induced PTSD. Chin tucked, elbows in, hands up - Kaius's voice echoing in his head like an especially aggressive conscience.

He dropped into the defensive stance they'd drilled into him this morning, having vivid flashbacks of that training dummy rushing at his face.

All this happened in the split second it took for a mechanical bird to zoom past where his head had been, crash into a shelf of color-changing inkwells, and explode in a shower of purple sparks.

"Are you al-"

CRASH!

A cascade of boxes hit the floor as their levitation spell broke, followed by the sound of various magical items clattering, tinkling, and in one case, making a noise like a surprised goose.

A girl in a Xerkes uniform - 4th year by the four red lines on her robe's shoulder pad - stood amid the chaos, her hands covering her mouth in horror. Her auburn pigtails seemed to droop along with her shoulders as she surveyed the damage.

"Oh no! Oh no oh no oh no-" She adjusted her glasses frantically, then remembered Adom existed. "I'm so sorry! The articulated messenger bird wasn't supposed to be active, I was just moving it to the testing area and I must have bumped the activation rune and- oh dear, the color-changing ink is spreading- I'm really sorry! Are you okay? Not that I'm assuming you couldn't handle a simple mechanical bird, but- oh, the ink is reaching the enchanted carpets..."

She fumbled for her wand, nearly dropped it, caught it, then promptly stepped on one of the fallen boxes, stumbling forward with a small "eep!"

Adom wove a quick [Control], helping guide some of the fallen items back into their boxes and then containing the spreading ink.

"Oh, thanks!" She brightened, then immediately knocked over a stack of books she'd just straightened. "Ar-are you a student from Xerkes? Me too!"

"We're... both wearing the uniform, so..." Adom muttered to himself, not realizing he'd said it aloud.

"Sorry! Of course we are, that was a stupid question, I just- sorry! I get nervous and then I say obvious things and then I apologize too much and then I apologize for apologizing and- sorry! I mean- oh no, I'm doing it again..."

"Hey, it's okay," Adom raised his hands in what he hoped was a calming gesture, feeling completely out of his depth. "Maybe we should focus on the ink before it reaches those singing crystals?"

After a few deep breaths ("In through the nose, out through the mouth - Mr. Biggins always says it helps with the nerves!"), they managed to clean up the mess together. Between his organizing spells and her apparently encyclopedic knowledge of where everything belonged, it only took a few minutes.

"Thank you so much! Really, you didn't have to help, but you did, and the ink could have been such a disaster, and-" she caught herself before another avalanche of thanks could start.

"It was nothing, really."

She readjusted her glasses, and suddenly gasped so dramatically that Adom took a step back.

"Oh! Oh no! You're a customer!" She smacked her forehead. "What am I doing?!" In a blur, she sprinted behind the counter, nearly tripping twice in the process. "Sorry! Sorry for not properly greeting you!"

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and with the brightest smile she could muster, recited in a carefully rehearsed tone: "Welcome to the Weird Stuff Store! Where the peculiar becomes particular, the strange becomes spectacular, and we guarantee every item has at least one feature we can't explain! My name is Emma! How can I help you today?"

She opened her eyes, looking at Adom with an expression that clearly asked "Did I do the greeting right?"

"Uh... thanks?"

Adom then cleared his throat. "I didn't know someone else worked here aside from Mr. Biggins?"

The question hit differently than it should have. In his past life, through all his years at Xerkes, the Weird Stuff Store had been synonymous with its eccentric owner. Until the day Arkhos burned, it had always been just Mr. Biggins and his mysterious merchandise.











"Oh! Yes!" Emma fidgeted with her sleeve. "I got hired two days ago! Assistant manager!" She said the title with equal parts pride and terror. "I actually just came in looking for a part-time job, and Mr. Biggins asked if I wanted to be assistant manager right there! Said the store practically runs itself and it wouldn't be hard at all. Then he handed me the keys and... sort of ran off?" She laughed nervously. "Though I'm still learning where everything goes, and sometimes the mechanical birds activate themselves - well, maybe I activated them by accident - and the singing crystals don't like my organizing system, they keep rearranging themselves when I'm not looking, and yesterday I found out some of the books are carnivorous but Mr. Biggins forgot to mention which ones..."





















"Actually, I was hoping to see Mr. Biggins himself."











"Oh," she straightened her glasses again. "He said he'd be away from the islands for a while. But he left me instructions for everything!"

She reconsidered. "Well, most things." Another pause. "Some things... the important things? I think?" Her confidence deflated with each word.

This didn't make sense. Adom knew he was probably overthinking this - Biggins was just an eccentric shopkeeper after all. And yet... the man had never left the store in all his years at Xerkes, not in Adom's timeline anyway. The only variable now was Adom himself, and if Biggins had suddenly decided to travel, he wanted to know why.

Maybe Sam was right, and he was seeing conspiracies where there were none. But something about Biggins and this whole situation nagged at him, refused to let go.














He squinted at Emma, scratching his chin thoughtfully. "Hmm..."

Emma shifted under his intense stare, her fingers twisting the hem of her sleeve even more frantically. "Um... is... is something wrong?" She looked anywhere but at him, a blush creeping up her neck. "You're making me a bit nervous..."

"Oh! I'm sorry," Adom said quickly, realizing he'd been glaring at her like some kind of suspicious detective. "Bad habit. I tend to... think too hard about things sometimes."

She relaxed a little, though her fingers still worried at her sleeve. Adom mentally shook himself. Surely this was an actual, authentic awkward teenager who couldn't even maintain eye contact. Right?

...Right?











[Identify activated]
Name: Emanuella Belier
Race: Human
Status: Nervous, Anxious, Trying Her Best, Slightly Overwhelmed, Afraid of the Third Shelf on the Left]

She was... actually just Emma? Not Mr. Biggins in disguise? Then where was he, and why had he left right after...?

"Did Mr. Biggins say when he'd be back? Or where he was going?" Adom tried to keep his tone casual, though his suspicions were mounting.

"Um," Emma tapped her fingers together. "He was kind of... vague? He just said there was some 'urgent business' he needed to attend to, and that it might take 'as long as it takes' - which isn't very specific, I know. He left yesterday morning, actually! Just showed up while I was organizing the gravity-defying paperweights - they keep floating away, by the way, I think they're rebelling against the new management - and he said 'Emma, dear, watch the store for me, there's a good lass' and then he just..." she made a vague gesture with her hands, "...poof! Well, not literally poof. He used the door. But it felt very poof-like, if you know what I mean?"

Watching Emma ramble nervously, gesturing animatedly with her hands, Adom could more or less see why Mr. Biggins hired her as his assistant. Birds of a feather, indeed - they shared the same chaotic energy, though hers manifested more in physical clumsiness while his showed in... well, everything else.

"I see. I'll come back another time then."


"Okay! Um, sorry I couldn't help more! And sorry about the bird earlier! And thank you for helping with the mess! And- oh, I'm doing the sorry thing again..."

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. "It's okay," he said, waving goodbye before she could start another round of apologies, and stepped out of the store. The bell jingled behind him, accompanied by what sounded suspiciously like another crash and a muffled "oh no!"

Outside, a group of cats lounged in their usual spots - there was Merlin, the orange tabby, sprawled across the windowsill, and Eldrich, the fat gray one, dozing by the door. Arcanus, the one-eyed white cat, was busy grooming himself on the steps. But there was a new addition today - a sleek black cat with striking blue eyes, sitting regally apart from the others.

Adom ducked back inside. "Could I get some of those cat treats?"

"Oh! Of course!" Emma bustled around, nearly knocking over a jar in her haste. "Mr. Biggins always keeps some for them."

Armed with treats, Adom returned outside. Merlin and Eldrich immediately perked up, and even Arcanus deigned to accept an offering. But the black cat just watched him with those unnerving blue eyes, turning its nose up at the treats.

Emma poked her head out the door. "That one's new," she said. "Showed up yesterday. Won't eat the regular cat food - only takes meat, and only if it's served on a proper plate." She giggled. "I've been calling it Your Highness. Seems fitting, right?"

As if to prove her point, Emma brought out a small plate with some meat scraps. The black cat gracefully rose, approached the plate with measured steps, and began to eat with what could only be described as refined dignity.

Something about those blue eyes nagged at Adom's memory. The way it held itself, that particular shade of black...

The cat met his gaze.

[Ident-]

Before he could finish activating the skill, the cat bolted, knocking over the plate with a clatter. Emma jumped, nearly falling over herself.

"Oh! That's the first time-" she steadied herself against the doorframe. "Usually it's so composed..."

Adom took a half-step forward, questions burning - could it be? But the cat had already vanished down an alley, leaving only scattered meat scraps and an overturned plate.

"Sorry about that," Emma wrung her hands. "It's probably not used to strangers yet. Most strays are like that at first."

Right. Just a stray. Probably.

"Well then," Adom said, forcing himself to focus. He had other mysteries to solve first. "I should get going. Good luck with... everything."

"Thanks! And sorry again about-"

The door closed on another string of apologies. Adom's brain had already committed to a long evening of investigating Mr. Biggins's mysterious behavior, and now it refused to switch into rest mode despite his protesting muscles.





Might as well be productive. He thought. There was still another task to do: the treasure.

*****

The bell above Garrett's door chimed as Adom stepped inside, breathing in the familiar scent of leather and metal.

"Well, well." Garrett looked up from his ledger, those laugh lines crinkling around his eyes. "Look who learned to tell time."

"The sun's still up and everything," Adom agreed, unable to help a sheepish grin. "Last time was an emergency."

"Ah yes, the 'school project.'" Garrett made air quotes with thick, calloused fingers. "Must have been quite the assignment to have you running like the Guard was after you."

"Something like that." Adom wandered over to a display of ornate compass boxes, trying to look casual. "How's business?"

"Oh, you know." Garrett closed his ledger with a theatrical sigh. "The Merchant's Guild keeps raising their fees, my wife keeps telling me to retire, and my competitors keep undercutting me with inferior goods." His mustache twitched. "Same as always."

"Your wife has a point about retiring."

"Bah!" Garrett waved dismissively. "What would I do all day? Garden? I'd rather wrestle a manticore." He squinted at Adom. "Speaking of which, my grandson won't shut up about that incident at the academy last week. Something about a student beating the Lightbringer heir?"

"Really?" Adom suddenly found the compass display fascinating. "Haven't heard about that."

"Mhmm." Garrett's tone suggested he wasn't buying it. "So, young man, while I enjoy our chat, I assume you didn't come just to hear an old merchant complain about his troubles?"

"Actually..." Adom turned from the display, meeting Garrett's knowing look. "I need a bag. The best dimensional one you have."

Both of Garrett's eyebrows shot up. "Oh?" He leaned forward on his counter, fingers drumming against the wood. "You do realize that past a certain threshold, dimensional bags become... quite expensive?"

"That won't be a problem."

"Won't it now?" Garrett stroked his beard, eyes twinkling. "Well then, let me show you something special." He disappeared into his back room, still talking. "Most customers, they come in wanting the biggest space for the lowest price. But size isn't everything, you know? It's about the quality of the enchantment, the stability of the pocket dimension..."

There was some rummaging, followed by what sounded suspiciously like a small explosion and muttered cursing in at least three languages.

"Found it!" Garrett emerged, slightly singed but triumphant, holding what looked like an ordinary leather satchel. "This, my young friend, is what happens when you convince a master enchanter to work with quality materials instead of mass-producing cheap tricks."

"Just look at the stitching here - genuine drake leather with golden thread-"

"Are those potions?!" Adom blurted, spotting rows of gleaming bottles behind the counter.

"Hm?" Garrett glanced over his shoulder. "Eh? Oh, yes, yes. Now, as I was saying, the dimensional matrix is reinforced with-"

Adom spent the next ten minutes hearing more about leather treatment and spatial theory than he'd ever wanted to. Each time he opened his mouth to interrupt, Garrett would launch into another feature - the self-repairing enchantments, the built-in preservation runes, the weather-resistant coating that apparently involved the tears of some creature Adom was pretty sure didn't exist.

"Mister Garrett..."

"And the expansion coefficient is perfectly calibrated to-"

"Mister Garrett, I'll buy the bag."

"You haven't even heard about the- what?" Garrett blinked. "Oh! Oh, right." He straightened his vest, clearing his throat. "Well then. That'll be nine thousand gold coins."

Without a word, Adom began pulling stacks of coins from his inventory, dropping them into the counting receptor. The ancient mechanism whirred to life, golden pieces cascading down with musical clinks. Garrett's eyes grew wider with each stack, his mouth forming a perfect 'o'.

Clink... clink... clink...

They stood in silence, watching the counter tick up.

Clink... clink... CLINK

"By the Thirteenth," Garrett said flatly, he picked up one of the coins, biting it. "Old minting too," he mused, eyeing Adom. "Are all of you Xerkes students this rich?"

"Isn't your grandson studying there?" Adom raised an eyebrow.

"Never said he was poor," Garrett grinned, pocketing the tested coin. "Just perpetually 'between allowances,' as he puts it."

"About those potions..." Adom gestured toward the bottles, pointedly ignoring the merchant's questioning look.

Twenty minutes later, Adom stepped out into the evening air, his new bag considerably lighter than his coin purse. Behind him, Garrett called out, "Come back anytime! Preferably during business hours!"

"Goodbye!" Adom shouted back, grinning as he heard the merchant's laughter fade behind him.




            

    
        Chapter 14. Curiosity Killed The Cat

    
    
    
    
                The sun hung low over the island, stretching shadows across the dirt path like dark fingers. To Adom's right, the ocean crashed against the cliffs below, its breeze carrying salt and the sweetness of wildflowers from the grassy slopes to his left.

A flicker of movement caught his eye. High above, a figure on a broomstick glided through the clouds, their blue robes marking them as an Imperial mage. They waved as they passed overhead, and Adom returned the gesture automatically, watching them soar effortlessly through the air.

"I wonder how they do it," he muttered, shaking his head. "Even if I was trapped in a dungeon and flying was the only way out, I wouldn't—" He stopped mid-sentence and glanced skyward. "Hmm. Actually, forget I said that. No need to tempt fate or whatever cosmic force runs this universe. I'd rather not jinx myself."

A sudden gust of wind rustled through the grass, as if in acknowledgment. Adom wasn't sure if he was being paranoid or appropriately cautious.

This was the kind of weather that made you forget Arkhos was home to tens of different criminal organizations and one very angry vampire. The kind of weather that also made jogging feel like voluntary torture.

[Endurance +2]

Thirty minutes into his "light jog" and Adom's legs burned with that special kind of hatred reserved for exercise.

Each step sent a dull throb through his bad leg, a constant reminder of why he was putting himself through this hell. He'd found that focusing on complex problems helped distract from the pain, or at least gave him something to be annoyed about besides his burning lungs.

The problem of Helios sat in his mind like a puzzle box waiting to be solved, though right now it competed with thoughts like 'breathing is overrated' and 'who invented jogging and why haven't they been arrested?' Sun exposure was the only permanent solution for a vampire - everything else was just a temporary inconvenience.

Something about sunlight drained their life force completely. Imperial mages had theories about why the sun affected these mutants so drastically - perhaps something in their altered biology simply couldn't handle solar radiation.

But studying vampires was nearly impossible; most victims of vampire bites either succumbed to the rotting effects of their bacteria-laden saliva, or, in rare cases where they got treatment in time, were cured. The even rarer survivors who weren't treated became vampires themselves, but none had ever volunteered for research. Stake them with silverwood? They'd wake up eventually. Dismember them? They'd piece themselves back together. Burn them? The ashes would reconstruct given enough time.











The tracking spell Helios had placed on him was what worried him most. Sure, the Borealis duchy of Lumaria was huge - finding someone specific among its sprawling cities and countless islands was like looking for a particular grain of sand on a beach. But Helios had managed it once already. As long as the vampire was out there, Adom would never truly be safe.





















"So, I need to get a vampire," he wheezed between breaths, "who's probably centuries old and definitely not stupid, to walk into sunlight." He jumped over a loose stone, landing awkwardly. "Simple. I'll just... ask... nicely."

His lungs felt like they were filled with angry wasps. He slowed to a walk for ten seconds, just enough to catch his breath, before grudgingly returning to what could charitably be called jogging.

The real challenge wasn't even Helios himself - it was the aftermath. The Children of the Moon (or Moon Children? Their branding was so inconsistent) wouldn't take kindly to losing someone like Helios. They'd want revenge, and unlike their daylight-challenged members, their human associates could operate at all hours.

[Endurance +3][Stamina +4]
[White Wyrm's Body +1]

Adom started breaking down the problem like a complex spell formula, trying to ignore how his shirt was now thoroughly soaked with sweat. Step one: map the organization's structure. Every criminal enterprise had a hierarchy, and hierarchies had weak points. Who reported to whom? Where did the money flow? Which members were loyal and which ones were opportunists?

"Information gathering first," he gasped out between strides. "Find their warehouses... safehouses... fronts..." He realized he was talking to himself again, but at this point, oxygen deprivation made it hard to care.

A hollow clop-clop-clop echoed from around the bend. The wooden cart came into view first, loaded with freshly cut logs that still carried the scent of the forest. Adom seriously considered whether being run over might be preferable to more jogging.

The horse - a sturdy brown mare with a white streak down her nose - plodded along at that particular pace that suggested she knew exactly how fast she needed to go and wouldn't be convinced otherwise. Adom envied her reasonable speed.

"Evening there, young man!" The driver's voice carried the warmth of well-aged whiskey, and far too much cheerfulness for someone watching another person slowly die via exercise.

He was the sort of old man who looked like he'd been old forever - face weathered by sun and wind into a map of laugh lines, white beard neatly trimmed, eyes twinkling with the kind of wisdom that came from decades of watching the world go by.

The kind of person who'd probably never had to jog a day in his life and lived to be a hundred anyway.

His clothes were simple but well-maintained, the sleeves of his cotton shirt rolled up, exposing forearms hardened by years of labor in the fields. A farmer, probably. The sort who got his exercise doing actual useful things instead of running in circles.

"Eve-" Adom wheezed, stepping to the side of the road, "-ning, sir."

The old man pulled gently on the reins, and the mare stopped with the air of someone who had already planned to stop anyway. "Getting mighty late for a Xerkes student to be out here dying of exercise." He squinted at Adom's sweat-soaked uniform, then at the lengthening shadows. "Sun's fixing to set soon." He reached into a worn leather bag beside him and pulled out what looked like an orange. "Care for a ride? Bessie here," he patted the horse's neck, "could use a rest, and you look like you could use one even more."

Adom glanced at the path ahead. He'd planned to jog the whole way, but... The orange the old man was peeling released a sweet citrus scent into the air, and his legs were staging an open rebellion against further movement. Hugo would know, but at this point, Adom was too exhausted to care.

"That's very kind of you, sir."

"Ben," the old man corrected, already making space on the wooden bench. "Sir was my father, and he was a much more serious fellow than me. Here," he handed Adom a perfectly peeled orange half as he climbed up, trying not to show how his muscles screamed at the movement, "fresh from my daughter's grove. And I've got some salted peanuts here somewhere... ah!" He produced a small cloth bag. "Nothing better than peanuts and oranges on an evening ride, that's what my grandmother used to say. Course, she said a lot of things. Once told me the secret to a happy life was never trusting a chicken that could whistle."

Adom couldn't help but smile as he settled onto the bench, his body thanking him for finally stopping the torture session. The orange was perfectly ripe, the kind that made you understand why people bothered growing fruit in the first place.

"I'm Adom," he offered, accepting a handful of peanuts and trying to eat them at a pace that didn't reveal how the run had made him ravenous.

"Adom! Good strong name, that. Bessie, say hello to Adom." The mare flicked an ear back without changing her pace. "Don't mind her, she's got opinions about everything. Been with me fifteen years now, knows these roads better than I do. Speaking of..." Ben clicked his tongue thoughtfully, "where you headed, young man? Not many students out this way unless they're looking for trouble or treasure. Sometimes both, if the stories my daughter tells about her Xerkes days are true."

*****

"Redcliff Valley," Ben announced as the cart rounded a bend. "Sure is getting darker, though. Sure you want to stop here?"

"This is perfect," Adom said, preparing to get down. "Lots of good practice opportunities. Hunting too."

"Ah, you mages and your hunting. My daughter was the same way when she was at Xerkes. Always out here practicing, testing spells, hunting creatures..." His expression sobered slightly. "Course, that was before all these strange happenings. People seeing spirits nowadays, you know. Just last week, Miller's boy swears he saw something with glowing eyes in the western woods."

Adom chuckled - he'd studied the ancient runic arrays himself, massive spell circles that encompassed the entire island chain. The Isle Wards, as they were called, had been repelling malevolent spirits and even demons (though those hadn't been seen for millennia) since the time of Law. Whatever Miller's boy had seen, it certainly wasn't a spirit.

"Oh? You're laughing at an old man's warnings?" Ben's mock-serious tone dissolved into a warm laugh. "Bah, look at you though - got a good head on your shoulders, I can tell. More mature than most youngsters these days. Still," he wagged a finger, "doesn't hurt to be careful, eh?"

"I promise I'll keep both eyes open," Adom assured him, jumping down from the cart.

"It's been nice having company for the ride back," Ben said, adjusting the reins. "Most days it's just me and Bessie exchanging opinions about the weather. You're welcome to visit the farm sometime - good folk should stick together in these strange times."

"The farm?" Adom asked, brushing off his uniform.

"Up on the cliff, the one with the sea view. Can't miss it - got those fancy enchanted windmills spinning day and night."

Adom's eyebrows shot up. "Wait, you mean the Farmer Mage's estate? That farm?"

Ben's laugh echoed across the valley. "The very same! Twenty-three years now, serving the duchy. Someone's got to keep those magical crops in line, might as well be this old groundskeeper."

He patted the cart's side. "Come by sometime. We've always got fresh bread, and the missus makes a mean apple pie. Besides," he winked, "my daughter would never forgive me if I didn't extend proper hospitality to a promising young mage."

"I'd like that," Adom said, genuinely meaning it. There was something comforting about talking to someone who reminded him of his actual age.

"Off with you then," Ben said, clicking his tongue at Bessie. "And remember - no trusting whistling chickens!"

"Got it!"

The familiar path seemed shorter this time, muscle memory guiding him up the cliff face. The cave entrance was exactly as he remembered - and yet completely different. Nature had already reclaimed its territory, vines and scrub brush obscuring what had been freshly exposed during his last visit.

His fingers found the rune beneath the vegetation, just where he'd left it. One simple activation later:

The riddle came.

"Tomorrow," Adom answered, almost bored. The stone groaned open just like before, revealing the dark passage beyond. No need for theatrics this time - he had work to do.

The treasure chamber opened. After battling the motion sickness from the short travel, he wove [Light Sphere] after [Light Sphere], sending them to hover at different heights throughout the chamber. Each new light revealed more wonders.

Every small sound made him tense, ready to bolt, but the chamber remained as silent as before. Under the constellation of floating lights, he could finally appreciate the true scope of the treasury.

Mountains of gold coins formed the foundation, but it was what lay scattered among them that took his breath away. Rubies as big as his fist, sapphires that seemed to contain entire oceans, emeralds that put the forest's deepest greens to shame. Ancient weapons caught his eye - a lance of silver color, its length perfectly balanced as he gave it an experimental thrust.

"Whoa!" he yelped as the lance suddenly elongated in his grip, nearly doubling its length.

"[Identify]"

[Item: Horizon's Reach (Class S)
Type: Enchanted Weapon
Status: Active
Properties: Length manipulation, Piercing Enhancement]

He carefully set it down, moving on to an S-class warhammer that crackled with barely contained lightning when he lifted it. The weapon was beautiful, but so heavy he could barely swing it properly.

[Item: Storm's Voice (Class S)
Type: Enchanted Weapon
Status: Active
Properties: Lightning Enhancement, Thunder Strike]

A set of throwing knives caught his attention next.

[Item: Seeker's Set (Class A)
Type: Enchanted Weapons
Status: Active
Properties: Target Tracking, Return to Wielder]

"[Identify], [Identify], [Identify]," he muttered, moving from weapon to weapon. A-class, S-class, even a few that were clearly masterwork pieces. He tested a few more - a mace that left frost in its wake, twin short swords that moved like they were alive, a bow that didn't seem to need arrows. But in the end, he regretfully set them aside. He already had Flamebrand, and these treasures, magnificent as they were, would just take up space he needed for more practical loot.












"I'll come back for you, my preciouses," he whispered to the weapons, patting the frost mace one last time. "That's a promise."














The rest of his systematic search yielded results faster than expected. A cluster of pure mana crystals, their azure depths still swirling with power after centuries. Those went straight into the first bag. A delicate chain of white gold with tiny pearls. Oooh. Expensive. Into the bag.

"Hello, what's this?" Adom brushed aside a cascade of gold coins to reveal an ornate box inlaid with opal. Inside, nested in aged velvet, lay a set of rings, around a dozen, that made his instincts practically sing. The rings were light, their dark metallic sheen unmistakable.

"Is that Starfallen steel?" he whispered in disbelief. The metal was usually reserved for ancestral weapons, passed down through noble families for generations. To find rings made of it...

"[Identify]"

[Item: Starfallen Steel Ring (Class SS)
Type: Accessory
Status: Normal
Properties: Made of starfallen steel]

Even without enchantments, these rings were worth a small fortune just for their material alone. Those would need proper examination later, but for now - into the bag they went.

Two hours later, his bags were bulging with selected treasures: gems that still held magical charge, mana crystals that radiated power, and enough gold coins to make even a duke blush.

Adom stood in the middle of the chamber, surrounded by disturbed piles of wealth, and had a moment of perfect clarity.

"Damn. I'm rich," he stated flatly to no one in particular, the absurdity of it finally hitting him.













But there, at the heart of this sea of riches, something caught his eye. His earlier rummaging must have shifted enough of the treasure to reveal it - a light, brighter and purer than his magical spheres, seemed to pulse gently from beneath where a pile of coins had been.

Adom made his way carefully through the treasure, sending small avalanches of coins cascading with each step. As he got closer, he could see it was a necklace - a delicate silver chain supporting a crystal that seemed to hold daylight itself.

His hand trembled slightly as he picked it up. The gem was warm to the touch, almost alive. "[Identify]," he whispered.

"Celestium," he yelped, nearly dropping the necklace. "A genuine Celestium crystal!"

These stones were found only in the deepest mines of the Far North, where dwarves and humans had waged countless wars over mining rights. A single Celestium crystal could finance a kingdom's war efforts for years, but their true value lay in their properties. They were known to be the most efficient mana storage medium ever discovered, capable of holding vast amounts of magical energy without degradation.

Folk tales spoke of even greater powers - the ability to seal away primordial beings like demons, umbra, phoenixes, and dragons. Some legends claimed the ancient heroes had used Celestium to imprison creatures that threatened to destroy the world itself.

Adom found himself strangely drawn to the crystal, its subtle warmth seeping into his fingers. Just to be safe...

"System, is there anything sealed in this crystal?"

[No entities detected within the Celestium crystal.]

"Phew," he laughed nervously, tucking the necklace carefully into his most secure bag. "Guess folk tales are just folk tales after all."

Adom pulled out his pocket watch, squinting at its face in the magical light. Yep. It was definitely time to wrap things up. He'd already found more than he'd dreamed of, enough to treat Sam and Eren to every fine restaurant in the Thousand Isles. Maybe even buy one of those restaurants, he thought with a grin.

He'd come back for those masterwork weapons another time. For now, he needed to get out and update the concealment runes outside, make sure this place stayed hidden. No sense in getting greedy and-

Something glinted in his peripheral vision, far in a corner he hadn't explored yet. Adom sighed heavily. He was literally in the process of leaving, and now this? Still...

His curiosity won out. Making his way over, his search finally brought him to a shadowy corner of the chamber where [Identify] suddenly flashed:

[Ancient runic array (purpose: concealment)]

Adom froze, eyes narrowing, hand hovering mid-reach.

The same type of rune as the one at the entrance. His fingers traced the familiar leprechaun spiral pattern, following the lines of the Endless Return. The craftsmanship was identical - same artist, probably.

His thoughts immediately went to the last hidden chamber he'd uncovered - and the rather large, rather angry serpent that had been waiting inside.

He should probably leave it alone.

He should definitely focus on gathering the treasures he could already see and getting out.

He stared at the rune.

But what if...?

Curiosity killed the cat, as they say. Though in his case, it was more like "curiosity repeatedly put the cat in mortal danger, and the cat somehow kept coming back for more."

So Adom stood there, studying the rune, mind racing. "There's no confirmation something dangerous is even in there."

But even as he thought it, he knew better. This was a sealed gate in an ancient treasury, protected by the same runes that had hidden a giant serpent. Of course there was something behind it.

He rolled his shoulders, feeling the day's fatigue. No, who was he kidding? He'd come here already tired, and nothing guaranteed that whatever waited behind this door wouldn't be beyond him even at full strength.

"I could always come back later..."

The thought rang hollow. Between the illness, the Undertow mess waiting outside, and everything else crashing down around him, when exactly would 'later' be?

"Ugh.." Adom's frustrated sigh echoed through the chamber, sending dust cascading from the shadows above. Several coins tumbled down a nearby pile, their tinkling somehow adding to his frustration.

A silence.

"Yeah, no," he muttered. "Not doing this today. I choose life."

He'd barely taken three steps when a pulse of pure light suddenly filled the chamber behind him. Adom spun around, hands raised defensively.

"I didn't even touch anything..." he protested to the empty air.

The rune suddenly pulsed with a discordant light that made Adom's senses scream in warning. The pattern was destabilizing, but not in the usual way of a failing spell. This was... deliberate. Engineered.

His eyes widened as he recognized the dissolution sequence - a variation of the Architects' Gambit, a failsafe used in the most secure magical vaults. The principle was simple and merciless: once initiated, a magical sequence had to be completed.

Failure to complete the intended action - in this case, walking through that door - would trigger the failsafe, either shunting everything it contained into a pocket dimension or destroying it entirely.

Either way: Anything behind that door, permanently lost.

The ancient mages weren't known for leaving loose ends.

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me," he said flatly, watching the rune's light begin to fluctuate. "Really? A completion compulsion sequence? That's just... that's just mean."

Adom glanced between the massive piles of treasure and the glowing doorway. Something clicked in his mind.

"Wait... the records said they found 500,000 gold pieces here, but this is..." He looked at the mountains of wealth surrounding him. "No, that can't be right. Only whatever's behind that door would vanish, not what's out here in the main chamber..."

A soft, almost imperceptible 'hsssss' whispered through the air.

A 'hssss'?

Adom didn't even turn around. Didn't hesitate. Didn't think.

He just ran.

[Push]!

The spell launched him forward as the hissing grew louder behind him. His feet barely touched the ground as he propelled himself through the chamber, coins scattering in his wake.

[Push]!

Another burst of speed as the hissing intensified, closer now. Too close.

[PUSH]!

As the presence loomed directly behind him, Adom spun mid-flight, fingers already weaving the familiar pattern. Lightning crackled between his hands.

"[Thunderbolt]!"

The spell exploded from his palms just as something massive lunged from the darkness. For a split second, the lightning illuminated a nightmare of stone and crystal - then the blast hit, sending chunks of rock flying. The recoil combined with his [Push] momentum threw Adom backward through the tunnel.

He managed to twist in the air, rolling as he hit the ground. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs, but nothing felt broken. Small victories.

A grinding sound echoed through the chamber. Adom looked up.

And up.

And up.

"What is it with giant snakes?" he wheezed, scrambling backward.

But this wasn't exactly a snake. The thing rising before him was a twisted mockery of one, its serpentine form carved from living stone, connected to the door. White light spilled from its partially opened maw like liquid moonlight. Its crystal eyes blazed with that same light.

The stone serpent's head tilted at an impossible angle, joints grinding like millstones as it studied him. That movement - so fluid, so wrong - sent chills down Adom's spine. It reminded him of something he'd seen in an old manuscript, an illustration of...

He didn't finish the thought. The creature's maw opened wider, that dead white light pouring out like a waterfall. Adom turned and ran.

His legs burned as he sprinted through the chamber, fatigue from his earlier run catching up at the worst possible moment. Behind him, stone scraped against stone as the monster gave chase, its massive body flowing across the ground like liquid rock.

[Push]!

The spell gave him another burst of speed, but he could hear the thing gaining. His chest felt like it was on fire.

Too slow. He was too slow, too tired, and that thing was too fast. The entrance seemed impossibly far away.

The snake's head twitched.

Not the subtle play of light on crystal he'd seen before. This was actual movement. Smoother than last time. Alive. Stone grinding against stone in a way that stone absolutely should not move.

The rune flared brilliant white - not the prismatic shimmer of before, but a harsh, dead light that made his teeth ache. Wrong. This was wrong. The dissolution sequence shouldn't look like-

The massive serpent's head snapped toward him with impossible speed, crystal eyes now blazing with that same white light. Its jaw unhinged with a sound like breaking granite.

"FUC-" was all Adom managed before the stone serpent struck. He tried to dodge, tried to raise a shield, tried to do anything - but his body seemed frozen, caught in that terrible white glare.

The last thing he saw was an impossible maw of stone and light rushing toward him, and his last coherent thought was a bitter appreciation for the irony: he'd finally made the smart choice, and it hadn't mattered at all.

Then the stone jaws closed around him, and everything went white.

            

    
        Chapter 15. The Trial of Courage

    
    
    
    
                Everything hurt.

That was the first coherent thought to surface through the grey fog. Not specific pain, just... everything. Like his entire body had decided to go on strike.

Sounds came next, muffled and distant, as if his ears were stuffed with cotton. His own breathing, echoing strangely.

He tried opening his eyes, immediately regretted it, and settled for cataloging what he could without moving. Cold stone pressed against his back. The air felt... old. Stale. His mouth tasted like he'd been licking a copper pot.

Who... was he?

The thought drifted lazily through his mind. He should probably know that. Important detail, really. Name. He had one of those.

Adom. Right. He was Adom.

Good start. Progress.

What else?

Mage. That felt right. Something about... research? Books? His head throbbed when he pushed too hard at the memories.

The copper taste in his mouth was getting worse. He tried swallowing, which led to coughing, which led to his body remembering it could move, which led to every muscle screaming in protest.

"Ow," he managed, his voice raspy and strange in his ears. "Ow, ow, ow."

He forced his eyes open again, blinking at the dim... ceiling? Stone. Definitely stone. Carved with some kind of pattern he couldn't quite focus on.

Pattern. Stone...s... snake?

The memory hit him like a bucket of ice water. The treasure chamber. The gold. The giant stone snake that had-

Adom bolted upright with a strangled gasp, heart hammering. "It ate me!" he wheezed. "The door ate me!"

His vision swam from the sudden movement, and he braced himself against the floor, trying not to be sick as the memory of stone jaws and white light played behind his eyes.

Memory entanglement. A common consequence of bad dimensional travel. Another reason to hate portals. Because that snake was definitely one.

"Right. Right." Adom pressed his palms against his eyes, forcing himself to breathe slowly. "Assessment. I'm alive. That's... that's definitely step one covered. Good job, me."

He lowered his hands, taking proper stock of his surroundings. The chamber was roughly circular, maybe thirty feet across. Natural cave formation, but with signs of deliberate shaping - the floor had been smoothed, and there were what looked like drainage channels cut into the stone.

Phosphorescent moss provided a soft blue-green light, clustering around several crystalline formations that jutted from the walls. The air was cool but not cold, with a slight mineral taste.

"No immediate threats," he muttered, continuing his inventory. "Two passages leading out. One with a sort of spiral rune, one with none. Some kind of ventilation system - there's airflow. Plant growth, so there's enough moisture and..." He squinted at a patch of what looked like miniature silver ferns. "...nutrients? Those shouldn't be able to grow underground unless..."

Adom's eyes tracked across the chamber. Moss, crystals, unusual flora, small pile of broken machinery, grumpy leprechaun, two other paths, more crystals-

Wait.

Grumpy what?

His head snapped back so fast his neck cracked.

On his right, sitting cross-legged on a crystal outcropping, a leprechaun was watching Adom with mild interest.

His clothes might have once been the traditional greens and golds, but years of apparent wear had reduced them to a uniform grey.

His hair and beard were a wild mass that would have made any self-respecting bird reject it as too chaotic for nesting material. There was what looked like a small gear being used as a hair tie, a worn out hat and a small bag at his waist. From the looks of it, a very old dimensional bag, since it had a rune on the exterior.

"How're you doing, lad?" The Leprechaun said.

"..."

Adom's brain briefly considered shutting down again, or at least reassess. Illusions were not a symptom of bad dimensional travel.

The leprechaun's bushy eyebrows furrowed. "Well, that's just rude, that is. If you're going to be one of me hallucinations, least you could do is answer when spoken to. Basic courtesy, even for a figment."

"I'm not-" Adom started, then paused. "Wait. Your hallucination? You're clearly my hallucination. I'm the one who just got eaten by a stone snake."

"Oh, this one's got some spirit!" The leprechaun brightened, adjusting the gear in his hair. Two more gears dropped from that somehow. "Been ages since me mind conjured up something with actual personality. Usually just get the quiet ones who stand there looking confused. Boring, the lot of them."

"I'm not a hallucination," Adom said firmly. "I'm a real person who just had a very bad day involving magical security systems and questionable life choices."

"That's exactly what a hallucination would say," the leprechaun countered, wagging a finger. "Besides, no real person could get past the snake. I've been here..." He squinted at nothing in particular. "...a fair while."

"The snake ate me. I did not come here willingly."

"Likely story. Next you'll be telling me you're not just a manifestation of me loneliness and deteriorating sanity."

"I am absolutely not a-" Adom stopped. "Hang on. How long have you been down here?"

"Time's a bit fuzzy," the leprechaun admitted, scratching his beard. Several small cogs fell out. "Lost count after the first few centuries. Or was it decades? The moss has grown seventeen times, or maybe seventy. Hard to tell when you're going mad."

"You're not real," Adom declared. It was likely just another effect of the dimensional travel messing with his head. "You're just my brain trying to process trauma through increasingly bizarre imagery. I mean, look at your hair."

"Me hair?" The leprechaun looked offended. "Says the one dressed like..." He gestured vaguely at Adom's robes, clearly struggling to find the right words. "...whatever you're supposed to be."

"These are standard Academy robes."

"Well, they look ridiculous. Like something a confused rainbow would wear."

"This is ridiculous. I'm arguing with a hallucination about fashion."

"No, I'm arguing with a hallucination about fashion."

They glared at each other across the chamber.

"Right," the leprechaun announced, hopping down from his crystal. "Only one way to settle this."

Before Adom could react, the ancient fae darted forward with surprising speed and pinched his arm. Hard.

"Ow!" Adom yelped, jumping back. "That hurt!"

They stared at each other in mutual surprise.

"Huh," the leprechaun said finally. "You're real."

"Of course I'm real. I've been saying that for- wait." Adom reached out and poked the leprechaun's shoulder. His finger met solid resistance. "You're real too."

"Well," the leprechaun said after a long moment. "This is awkward."

"...So," Adom said slowly, rubbing his pinched arm. "You've been trapped here since... whenever. And I just got swallowed by a stone snake. Any chance you know the way out?"

This was probably a stupid question. Since the Fae was still there. But it just came out of his mouth, for reasons unknown. Probably panic.











The leprechaun snorted, settling back onto his crystal perch. "If I knew that, lad, do you think I'd be using gears for hair accessories?" He tugged at the makeshift hair tie. "Though I've grown rather fond of this one."

"Fair point." Adom glanced between the two passages. "Those tunnels lead somewhere, though."

"Oh aye, they do." The leprechaun's eyes glinted with what might have been amusement. "One leads to a room full of riddles. The other..." He shrugged. "Well, let's just say there's a reason I stopped exploring after the first few decades. Or centuries. Whatever it's been."

"Wonderful," Adom muttered. "Just wonderful. I don't suppose you have a name? Since we're apparently sharing this delightful prison?"

The leprechaun stroked his chaotic beard thoughtfully, dislodging another small cog. "Had one once. These days I mostly go by..." He made a series of sounds that seemed to involve at least three consonants that shouldn't be able to exist simultaneously.

Adom blinked. "I... can't pronounce that."

"Neither can I, most days. Just been talking to meself too long." He waved a hand dismissively. "Call me whatever you like. Been called worse by better hallucinations."

"You do realize I'm still not a hallucination?"

"That's exactly what all me hallucinations say. Right before they start singing. You're not going to start singing, are you?"











Adom exhaled wearily, removing his glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose before readjusting them. "No, I'm not going to sing."

 













"Good," the leprechaun nodded sagely. "You don't look like you'd be any good at it anyway."

Adom let out a long-suffering sigh, looking around the chamber again. "Listen, I need to find a way back. So..." He hesitated, "since you don't have a name... Bob?"

"Hmph." The leprechaun neither agreed nor disagreed, just continued watching him with that same mild interest.

"Right," Adom pressed on, trying to ignore the feeling that he was being silently judged. "Could you at least tell me what you've learned about this place? In all your time here?"




The leprechaun shifted on his crystal perch. "It's a test."

 


"A test?"

"Stop repeating everything I say, hallucination."

"Adom. That's my name. And I just repeated it once."

"Humans," the leprechaun grumbled, shaking his head and dislodging another small gear. "Always so impolite. Of all the things me mind could conjure up, it had to be a human. Couldn't be a nice, curvy leananshí with those perfect..."

He made several increasingly lewd gestures. "And that thing they do with their tongues when they're about to steal your soul. Oooh. Now that's what I call a way to go mad. At least I'd die happy."

At this point, Adom was certain the leprechaun was calling him 'hallucination' purely out of spite. Also, gross. "Can we focus on the test part?"

The leprechaun blinked, snapping out of his reminiscing. "Eh? Oh, right. The test." He straightened up, some semblance of seriousness returning to his weathered face. "Some high-and-mighty mages built this place. All very mysterious and important, they were. Set up these trials and puzzles, they did. You want out?" He pointed upward with a crooked finger. "You've got to pass their test."

"And you've been stuck here because you couldn't solve it?" Adom asked, his academic curiosity finally overriding his irritation.

The leprechaun's bushy eyebrows drew together. "Couldn't solve it? Listen here, hallucination."

"Adom."

"I solved three of their precious riddles before I realized something wasn't right. The whole thing's rigged, it is. Changes every time you think you're getting somewhere." He paused, scratching his beard thoughtfully. "Course, might've just been going in circles. Hard to tell when you're underground for a few centuries."

"So what kind of riddles were they?"

"Oh, nasty ones. Not your usual 'what walks on four legs' nonsense." He leaned forward, lowering his voice. "First one was about sacrifice - had to figure out what to give up. Thought I was clever, offering a lock of me hair." He tugged at his wild mane. "Didn't work. Then tried me shoes. Then me gold..." His voice trailed off, and for a moment, real pain flashed across his face.

"They took your gold?" Adom asked softly, understanding dawning. For a leprechaun to lose their gold...

"Aye. And that was just the first riddle." He straightened up, his voice hardening. "Second one was worse. All about choices and consequences. Third one..." He shuddered. "Well, let's just say I decided to make this chamber me permanent residence after that. At least the moss is good company. Doesn't ask riddles or steal anything."

The ancient fae glanced at one of the passages and muttered something that sounded suspiciously like "better than the singing statues, anyway."

"Singing statues?" Adom asked, then quickly shook his head. "No, wait - the riddle path. You said it took your gold as a sacrifice?" His eyes narrowed in thought, fingers absently tracing one of his sleeve. "And it kept demanding more sacrifices with each riddle..."

The leprechaun nodded glumly.

"That's not a test," Adom said slowly. "It's a terminal recursion trap. We studied these in Historical Magical Architecture. They were popular about eight centuries ago, inspired by high-level dungeons."

He started pacing. "The victim thinks they're making progress, but each sacrifice just triggers the next loop. It's designed to drain everything from the prisoner - possessions, hope, eventually life force itself."

Bob was silent.

"And now that it's mentioned..." Adom gestured at the passage. "The architecture does gives it away - see how the stonework has that subtle spiral pattern? Classic Eighth Dynasty prisoner containment. They'd use these on the worst criminals, give them the illusion of possible escape while..." He trailed off, noticing the leprechaun's increasingly red face.

"You mean to tell me," the ancient fae said very carefully, "that you figured this out just by looking at some stones? While I've been here for centuries trying to solve impossible riddles?"

"Well, it's pretty standard knowledge now," Adom said apologetically. "They actually banned these types of traps about three hundred years ago. Too cruel, even for death row prisoners. The psychological torture of false hope combined with the slow drain of life force..." He winced. "The records say most victims went mad before they died."

The leprechaun's face had progressed from red to an interesting shade of purple. Several gears fell from his beard as his jaw worked soundlessly.

What was it with those gears and why did he have that many and why did they keep dropping from his hair and beard?

Anyway.

"Though," Adom added quickly, ignoring his other questions for now, "you obviously figured out something was wrong. You stopped playing their game. Most victims didn't."

"Figured it out," the leprechaun muttered. "Figured it out, he says. Like I meant to camp in this moss-covered hole for half a millennium." He glared at Adom. "Any other obvious observations you'd like to share, oh wise one?"

Adom studied the other passage, the one the leprechaun had briefly mentioned before changing the subject. "So... what about that other path? The one that made you decide the riddle route was preferable? You talked about singing statues.."

The leprechaun's irritation faded into something more guarded. "Ah. That one." He tugged at his beard nervously. "It's... direct. Very direct. No riddles, no tricks, just..." He made a vague gesture with his hand. "Pure chaos. Raw magic. The kind that makes your teeth taste purple and your eyes hear colors."

"That actually sounds promising," Adom said, earning a look of disbelief from his companion. "No, really. Think about it - the riddle path was designed to trap people by seeming logical and ordered. So the opposite path..."

"...might be the real way out," the leprechaun finished slowly. "Or it might be what finally drives me properly mad instead of just mostly mad." He hopped down from his crystal perch again, straightening his clothes. "Though I suppose if you're not actually a hallucination, and I'm not actually a hallucination..."

"Then we might as well face whatever's down there together?"

"I was going to say 'then at least I'll have someone else to blame when it all goes horribly wrong,' but your version sounds better."

Adom approached the other passage, his footsteps echoing strangely in the chamber. Unlike the riddle path with its ornate spiral stonework, this entrance was... plain. Almost crude. No runes, no markings, just rough-hewn stone that seemed to swallow the light.

He adjusted his increasingly battered glasses. "What exactly did you see in there?"

The leprechaun's usual manic energy dimmed. "Everything. Nothing. Things that couldn't exist but did anyway." His voice grew distant. "Felt like thousands of years in there, each second longer than the last. Saw meself losing everything, over and over. Saw things that..." He shuddered, several gears falling from his clothes. "Let's just say the riddles seemed friendlier."

Adom frowned. "That doesn't make sense." He gestured at the architecture. "This is something else. The construction is too old, too... purposeful."

He edged closer to the entrance, running his fingers along the stone frame, searching for hidden runes. The darkness beyond was absolute - not the darkness of absence of light, but something deeper.

When he called out a tentative "Hello," the sound didn't echo or fade - it simply ceased to exist, as if the void had swallowed it whole.

"Mad, isn't it?" The leprechaun's laugh was sharp and brittle. "Makes those nice, orderly riddles seem downright welcoming."

As Adom's fingers traced the rough stone, he felt subtle indentations beneath his touch. Furrowing his brow, he weaved a [Light Sphere], causing Bob to stumble back.

"You're really a mage?" the leprechaun gasped.

Adom chuckled. "Yeah." He moved the light closer to the wall, illuminating ancient text carved into the stone. The writing seemed to shift and move under his gaze, but he could make out the words:

"Orynth's Labyrinth," he read aloud. "Test of Courage - Face what lies within the void." His finger traced the final line. "And... 'Progress can only be made forward. Retreat will reset the trial.'"

Bob seemed to shift uncomfortably.

"Bob... did you know someone named Orynth?"

The leprechaun's laughter filled the chamber, but it wasn't his usual manic cackle. This was bitter, sharp. "Know him? That red-eyed bastard's the one who trapped me here."

"The creator of the labyrinth?"

"Oh aye. One of them. Very proud of his work, he was." Bob's fingers tightened around a gear until his knuckles went white. "Wouldn't shut up about it."

Adom perked up. "That could be useful. Usually, a labyrinth's design reflects its creator's personality. If you knew him—"

"Been a while," Bob cut him off, his voice clipped. Several gears clinked against the floor as he shifted uncomfortably. "Don't remember much about him that way."

"But why would he trap you here if—"

"By the void, you ask too many questions!" Bob snapped, throwing the gear he'd been clutching. It bounced off the wall with a metallic ping that echoed far longer than it should have. "Instead of interrogating me about ancient history, maybe use that scholarly brain of yours to figure out how this actually works!"

"That's... what I was trying to do," Adom muttered, turning back to the entrance.

[Identify].

The darkness rippled. For a moment, something gleamed in the stone - a rune, hidden beneath layers of magic, pulsing with a faint, sickly light.

Adom reached out, fingers brushing against the faint outline in the stone. Blue text shimmered:

[Ancient runic array (purpose: concealment), estimated age: unknown]

The rune was complex - interwoven lines forming a pattern that seemed to shift under his gaze. Seven points, connected by curves that reminded him of water flowing through invisible channels.

"What are you doing now?" Bob asked, peering over his shoulder.

"Shh."

The leprechaun made an indignant sound. "Did you just 'shh' me? In my own..." He continued muttering about "presumptuous little humans" and "no respect for their elders."

Adom ignored him, focusing on the pattern.

The rune's design was familiar - a Septennial Concealment Array, though far more archaic than the streamlined versions used today.

Where modern arrays used efficient three-point formations, this one maintained the traditional seven points, complete with the redundant stabilization curves that hadn't been necessary since the Third Age's breakthroughs in runic optimization.

He pressed his palm flat against the stone, sending a careful pulse of mana into the first point.

The rune flickered.

Another pulse, slightly stronger. The second point lit up.

Third pulse. Fourth. Fifth. Each point illuminating in sequence, the curved lines between them beginning to glow with a pale blue light.

Sixth pulse - the pattern was almost complete.

Seventh -

The entire array blazed to life, lines of power spreading outward across the stone like frost across a window.

"How in the nine hells did you do that?" Bob demanded, his beard-gears spinning rapidly. "I've been staring at these walls for centuries and never saw any runes!"

"Because I'm smart," Adom said flatly, still studying the spreading patterns of light.

"Are you implying I'm not smart?"

"I never said that."

"But you thought about it."

Adom turned to him with the faintest smile, but before he could respond, the wall before them shifted. Stone ground against stone as a new surface emerged, covered in flowing script.

"What's that then?" Bob squinted at the text. "More of your clever runes?"

"No, this is..." Adom leaned closer, adjusting his glasses. "Ancient Imperial. Fairly late period, actually. The grammatical structure is almost modern." He traced the characters with his finger. The script was elegant but practical - none of the flourishes that marked the early Imperial period's obsession with calligraphic beauty.

"Well? What's it say?" Bob hopped from foot to foot, gears jingling with each movement.

"Test of Courage," Adom read, his finger moving across the characters. "The first trial of Orynth's Labyrinth demands that you face what lies within your own heart. Enter the void, confront your deepest fears, and emerge victorious." He paused, frowning at the next section. "Interesting..."

"What's interesting?" Bob peered at the incomprehensible script.

"It says the test can be taken alone or with companions. If multiple people enter together, they share the trial - and if one succeeds, all succeed." Adom glanced at the leprechaun. "That's unusually generous for an ancient trial."

"Oh?" Bob leaned closer to read.

"'Participants begin with 200 life force. Should it be depleted, you may retry the trial or surrender. Surrendering means starting from the very beginning of the Labyrinth.'" Adom's fingers traced the warning runes. "No mention of permanent death, at least."

"Generous indeed," Bob snorted. "You didn't see what's in there. Though..." He tugged at his beard thoughtfully, several gears spinning slower. "Might explain why it didn't work when I tried. Was alone then, wasn't I?"

"The text doesn't say it has to be done together," Adom clarified, still reading. "Just that it's an option. Though considering what you've told me about your experience..."

"You're not seriously suggesting we go in there together?"

"You said it yourself - the riddle path is a trap. This is the real way forward."

"Yes, but..." Bob's gears clinked anxiously. "There's facing your fears, and then there's whatever that void does to your mind."

"It's either that or—" Adom stopped mid-sentence as another gear clinked to the floor. "Actually, I've been meaning to ask. What's with all the gears? And why do they seem endless?"

"Oh, these?" Bob picked up the fallen gear, which immediately split into two in his hand. "Found them right here in this chamber, actually. Quite the neat trick - touch one, and it makes another."

Adom's eyes widened. "That's not just a neat trick. That's a Multiplicity Artifact. There are only three known to exist in the entire..." He shook his head. "And you've just been using them as clothing decorations?"

"Well, what else was I supposed to do with them? Count them? Already tried that - got to several million before I lost track." Bob attached both gears to his sleeve. "Besides, they make a lovely sound, don't you think? Almost like gold."

Adom turned back to the void, ignoring Bob's impromptu gear orchestra. "So. The rune was just for instructions. We either go in together, or we stay here."

"Technically, you could go alone."

"And leave you here for another few centuries?"

"I've grown rather attached to the place," Bob said, though his gears clinked a distinctly nervous rhythm. How was that even possible?

"Right."

They both stared into the absolute darkness.

"Together then?" Bob asked quietly.

"Together."

"We're going to regret this, aren't we?"

"Probably."

They stepped into the void.

[Time of Entry: 19:23:07]

*****

Adom wove a [Flame] spell, the familiar warmth spreading from his palm. The darkness remained absolute, but at least he could see his own hand now. And Bob, standing uncomfortably close.

The void felt... wrong. Not empty, but somehow negative - as if the space itself was actively hostile to their presence. Their footsteps made no sound, and the air had no temperature. It was a unique sensation.

"Maybe we should..." Bob coughed, gears turning awkwardly. "Hold hands?"

"No."

"I'm being practical! You're the one making it weird."

"Still no."

"Fine, but when you get lost in this nightmare void, don't come crying to—"

The sentence cut off mid-word.

Adom turned. Bob had been right beside him, close enough to touch. Now there was only darkness. He reached out, finding nothing but that same hostile emptiness.

"Bob?"

The void swallowed his voice.

"Right. Of course." Adom adjusted his glasses, more out of habit than necessity. The gesture felt absurdly normal in this abnormal space. He continued forward, his flame spell creating a small bubble of visibility that somehow made the surrounding darkness feel even darker.

The silence was absolute. No echoes, no ambient noise, not even the sound of his own breathing. Just the steady rhythm of his footsteps that he felt but couldn't hear.

He kept walking.

More walking.

And more.

Adom stopped, turning in a slow circle. He hadn't been afraid of the dark since he was five, when he'd finally understood that darkness was simply the absence of photons. He'd spent hours in the library reading about light particles and wave theory, finding comfort in the rational explanation that had chased away childish fears.

But this... this wasn't natural darkness. Obviously.

This void defied scientific explanation. The magical architecture required to create such a space was staggering. Modern mages had centuries of magical theory and advancement at their disposal, their spells far more sophisticated than anything from the past. And yet... this construction shouldn't be possible for its time period. The complexity of the void's structure went against everything he knew about magical development. It was like finding advanced crystalline matrices in primitive ritual circles - it simply didn't align with any known progression of magical knowledge.

How had mages from that era managed something this complex?

He felt a pull – not physical, but an inexplicable certainty in his mind. Forward. He knew which way was forward, though he couldn't have explained how. The knowledge simply existed, as fundamental as gravity.

Turning back in that direction, Adom gasped. A door had materialized at the edge of his flame's light – simple, brown, wooden. Utterly ordinary, which made its presence here all the more unsettling. It stood unsupported in the void, as if someone had simply forgotten to build the wall around it.

His steps faltered for just a moment.

This door...

"What the hell is this?" said Adom. That damned door...

That scratched corner where he'd kicked it in frustration. The brass handle, slightly tarnished on the right side where thousands of nervous hands had gripped it. Even that peculiar whorl in the wood grain that his young eyes had traced over and over while waiting.

Room 347. Doctor Kane's office.

"So this is where we're going, huh? Memory?" Adom muttered. His voice still made no sound, but he felt the words in his throat.

He stood before the door, studying it with the same detached curiosity he now used for analyzing magical phenomena. Funny how such an unremarkable piece of wood could mark the boundary between before and after. Between health and decay. Between childhood and... whatever came after.

Forward.

His hand reached for the handle.

Light flooded his vision, and suddenly the world had weight again.

*****

"—dom? Adom? Can you hear me, young man?"

His mother's arms were around him, warm and real. The scent of her sweet apple and cinnamon perfume mixed with the sharp antiseptic hospital smell. He'd forgotten that detail - how the two scents had clashed yet somehow merged in his memory.

Her tears were soaking into his shirt. His father stood by the window, shoulders rigid, staring at nothing. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the sterile white floor.

This felt more substantial than memory. The scratch of his cotton shirt against his skin. The slight tremor in his mother's embrace. The weight of the air itself.

It all felt real. Undeniably real.

Where was he again? Ah, yes. Room 347. Doctor Kane had just finished explaining Lifedrain Syndrome. Three to five years, he'd said. Maybe less.

He'd lived sixty-seven more, just to spite the diagnosis.

"Orynth, you bastard," Adom muttered.

Making him relive this moment, the exact second his life began to crumble. Of all the trials the ancient mage could have designed...

His mother's arms tightened around him, misinterpreting his words as confusion or denial. So he could interact with them here, huh?

If only she knew.

"I missed you both," Adom said softly, looking between them. "So much."

His mother pulled back, brow furrowing. "What are you talking about, my little one?"

"Doctor," his father's voice was tight, controlled. "Are there cognitive symptoms we should know about?"

"Arthur." His mother whirled on him. "Our son just got the worst news of his life and you're suggesting he's losing his mind?"

"I'm trying to understand all the—"

"Understand? Understand what? That you're already giving up on him?"

The doctor raised his hands. "Please, Sir and Lady Syll—"

Adom watched them argue, a familiar heaviness settling in his chest that had nothing to do with his illness.

These fights. They'd had so many after his diagnosis - voices rising, blame flying, love turning bitter with fear and helplessness. He'd forgotten how early they'd started. How bad they'd ended.

Then it came.

That familiar tickle in his throat. Adom almost laughed - he knew this script by heart. First the tickle, then the burning sensation spreading through his chest like hot wire. The tightness that made each breath shorter than the last. The metallic taste at the back of his throat.

He coughed.

His mother stopped mid-sentence. His father took a half-step forward.

Another cough. Harder this time. Then another. And another. A rhythm he'd lived with for sixty-seven years, now playing out in its opening performance.

He raised his hand to his mouth, going through motions that felt like muscle memory even though this body hadn't learned them yet. When he pulled it away, black blood coated his palm, thick and glistening in the afternoon light.

"Heh." The chuckle came out wet and dark.

"Adom!" His mother's scream.

"Son!" His father's shout.

The world tilted sideways, the floor rushing up to meet him. Right on schedule.

As consciousness faded, he wondered what Orynth had in store for him next.

1st attempt successful.
Would you like to continue? [Y/N]

Forward. Always. It was the only way out.

"...Yes. Yes you asshole."


*****

Adom opened his eyes and squinted immediately due to the light.

A warm breeze ruffled his fur. Not his - a dog. The Service Companion sat beside his chair, tongue lolling in a perpetual smile. An old Moonspire Shepherd, with its characteristic white coat that seemed to catch and hold sunlight.

"...Fido?" Adom's voice caught. His first dog. His last dog. The one his father got him for his eighteenth birthday. He'd forgotten. How had he forgotten?

The dog's tail thumped against the cobblestones, ears perking at his name. That same goofy expression Adom remembered from that time.

He reached down, fingers sinking into thick fur. Fido smelled like pear and summer storms - the enchanted shampoo his mother used to buy from the markets. The memory hit harder than any spell.

The café terrace buzzed with afternoon life. Children chased each other between tables while their parents sipped spiced tea. A street performer juggled balls of light, each one singing a different note as it arced through the air. Two old men argued over a game of stones, their laughter carrying across the square.

Adom's tea had gone cold, forgotten beside a half-eaten plate of honey cakes. The sun hung lazy and golden in the cloudless sky, casting long shadows across the festival banners.

Festival banners.

His eyes caught on the flowing script: "1457th Festival of Kati."

His cup clattered against the saucer. "No."

This wasn't just any festival day in Kati. By then, his hometown had transformed into one of the Sundar Empire's most formidable fortress cities. Its walls, reinforced with defensive enchantments, stood as a beacon of hope for refugees fleeing the endless border wars. The city where he'd grown up had become a sanctuary for millions of souls.

Millions.

"No," he repeated, softer this time.

Fido whined, pressing against his leg. The old dog always knew when something was wrong.

"Papa, what's that?"

A child's voice, from the next table. Small finger pointing up.

Adom's hands began to shake. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the pleasant temperature. He knew what he'd see before he looked, but he looked anyway.

Could he do anything about it? Probably not.

The sky was darkening. Not with clouds - with absence. A void spreading across the blue, like ink in water. People were noticing now, conversations falling quiet, faces turning upward.

The juggler's light-balls winked out.

"Just weather magic," someone said, uncertain. "For the festival?"

But Adom remembered this day. Remembered what came next.

A low hum began, felt more than heard. The stones beneath his feet trembled. Cups rattled on tables. The old men's game pieces scattered.

Fido growled, hackles rising.

"Oh gods," a woman whispered. "Look."

Through the spreading darkness, a point of light. Growing larger. Brighter. A falling star in reverse colors, wrong in ways that hurt to look at.

It had many names.

Life's bane. God's wrath. World-ender. The Final Word. A hundred names in a dozen languages, each attempting to describe the indescribable. But in that moment, as it fell toward Kati, only one name mattered.

Dragon's Breath.

Not fire, not destruction, but erasure. Complete. Absolute. The kind of death that didn't just kill - it rewrote existence itself, leaving nothing behind. Not even ashes. Not even memories. Humanity's crowning achievement in the art of warfare. The weapon that made elves pause their eternal dances, that hushed the singing forests, that gave even the deathless ones reason to fear. The ultimate expression of human ingenuity turned toward a single purpose: unmaking.

And he was watching it descend on his home. Again.

Adom lunged for Fido's collar. "We need to move!"

The dog planted his paws, one hundred and forty pounds of muscle refusing to budge. It wasn't Fido's fault. He was trained like that. To not let Adom do simple things like running. In his condition at that time, he would have had a heart attack for that.

"Fido, please," he begged the dog. "Please move!"

People still sat at their tables, pointing up at the darkening sky. A child started crying.

"RUN!" It was pointless. "Everyone needs to run! NOW!"

A few heads turned. A mother grabbed her children, hurrying them away. Others just stared at him, the crazy young man screaming in the square.

The sky shifted from steel-gray to a darker one. The air felt wrong - too thick, too heavy.

Then he saw it.

A star falling in daylight, but wrong. No star should move that fast. No star should pulse with that twisted light. The horizon where it fell began to glow, a false dawn in the wrong direction.

Someone whispered, "Saints preserve us."

The ground shook. Tea cups danced off tables. A woman screamed.

Fido finally moved, but in the wrong direction - trying to herd Adom toward shelter. The dog's training fighting Adom's desperate pulls.

"I order you to-"

The horizon ignited, far beyond the city walls where the Empire's Third Legion made camp. Ten miles distant, but it didn't matter.

A pinprick of light bloomed into an impossible sun - white-hot, reality-bending brilliance that turned day into negative space. The festival crowd fell silent, necks craned upward. Some still stood transfixed, shielding their eyes, murmuring about new festival magic. They didn't understand. Couldn't understand.

The ground shook first. Not the gentle tremor of earlier, but a deep, primal vibration that rattled teeth and toppled glasses. In the distance, a sound no human throat could make - part thunder, part scream, part the universe tearing. The very air seemed to hold its breath.

Then it rose. A pillar of destruction climbing into the sky, burning white at its heart, crowned by a blooming mushroom of blacks and grays that devoured the clouds. Even at this distance, the world lost its colors, reduced to stark shadows and searing light. Those still watching saw their own bones through closed eyelids. Time stretched like taffy, each second an eternity of waiting.

The shockwave came visible across the plains - a wall of pure force that flattened the grasslands, rolled through the army camp like it was paper. Even from here, they could see the massive siege engines tossed like children's toys. It raced toward the city, a ripple in reality that turned stone to dust and flesh to vapor. The roar of its approach drowned out even the screams.

People ran. Really ran now, a stampede of bodies crushing together in the narrow streets. Adom lost his grip on Fido's collar in the surge. The dog vanished in the panicked crowd.

"FIDO!"

A mountain of a man slammed into him, sending them both sprawling. "Sorry lad, sorry!" The stranger hauled Adom to his feet with one meaty hand.

The second wave hit.

This one wasn't light or sound - it was force. Pure, unstoppable force that picked up carts and people like toys. The air itself seemed to catch fire.

Adom saw the building coming. A small house, lifted whole from its foundations, tumbling end over end through the burning air.

His last thought before impact was of Fido's goofy smile.

Then world exploded into sound and fire.

*****

His ears rang with a high-pitched whine that drowned out everything else. The world spun lazily, even with his eyes closed. Consciousness came back in fragments - the taste of copper in his mouth, dust coating his tongue, the weight of... something pressing down.

Where...?

The ringing slowly faded, replaced by muffled sounds of destruction. Reality pieced itself together through the fog in his mind. The festival. Fido. The light in the sky.

Ah. Yes.

Orynth's test.

Pain screamed through every nerve as tons of concrete pinned him down. His legs - he couldn't feel his right leg anymore, but his left was a symphony of agony, bone fragments grinding against each other with each breath.

Hot wetness pooled beneath him, and he wasn't sure if it was blood or the broken heating pipes. His chest felt like it was being crushed in a vice, each shallow breath sending jolts of electricity through his ribs. Dust filled his lungs, making him cough, each spasm multiplying the pain exponentially.

Even knowing this was Orynth's test didn't dull the sensations. The body remembers, and Adom's remembered this moment with perfect clarity - the precise way his pelvis had shattered, the burning as debris scraped against exposed bone, the peculiar numbness creeping up from his toes that would never quite go away.

This was the sequence burned into his nightmares. Dragon's Breath to shatter their defenses, to erase their strongest warriors and mightiest walls. Then, while the survivors still reeled from the horror, the Aslan Empire would descend like wolves upon the helpless. A perfect strategy, tested and proven across a dozen conquered nations.

The concussive force of spells shattering shields vibrated through the rubble crushing his legs, each tremor sending fresh waves of torment through his broken body.

Through a gap in the concrete, Adom watched the sky turn colors that shouldn't exist as battle mages tore reality apart above.

A knight crashed through a wall, his armor molten, screaming.

A child stumbled past, cradling something gray and wet in blood-stained hands, calling "Mama, mama, your head fell off..." Adom would never forget that face - hollow-eyed, tear-streaked, yet focused with terrible determination as small fingers tried to push pulpy matter back into a shattered skull. "Stay still, Mama. I'll make it better. I promise I'll make it better."

"Hey..." Adom's voice cracked.

The child looked up. Couldn't have been more than six. A face that should have been worrying about lost toys or scraped knees, not... this. "Mister, can you help me? My mama's not answering. I'm trying to put her thoughts back, but they keep slipping."

Adom's throat closed. He reached out, tried to form words to pull the child away from the corpse, to run, to live-

The light spell cracked across the street like lightning. A single shot, precise, professional. The child's body jerked, a puppet with cut strings. Those empty eyes locked onto Adom's face in the final moment, filled not with fear or pain, but simple confusion.

Adom's scream died in his throat. How? How could anyone...? What threat could a child possibly...?

But this was war. This was the moment when the world stopped making sense, when humanity shed its skin and revealed the monster beneath.

The air tasted like copper and ozone. Someone was singing - a lullaby mixed with sobs, coming from beneath a collapsed building. The singing stopped abruptly as another explosion sent bodies flying.

His father's voice cut through the chaos: "Hold the line! Protect the civilians!"

Through the smoke and debris, Adom saw him. Commander Arthur Sylla. Two star knight. Leading the defense, his sword glowing with fluid as he cut through enemy soldiers. Each swing precise, each step calculated. A warrior doing his duty.

It was about to happen.

In exactly four minutes, his father would spot him in the rubble. In four minutes and thirty seconds, he would turn his back on an enemy to reach his son. In four minutes and forty-five seconds...

A mage's corpse landed nearby, still crackling with residual energy. Her eyes were open, staring at nothing, mouth frozen in a half-cast spell.

The singing had started again, from somewhere else now. A different voice, a different lullaby. The same abrupt end.

The rubble pressed against his chest.

Four minutes.

He could already see his father scanning the battlefield, that moment of recognition about to dawn on his face. The enemy mage was positioning himself, spell already forming in the air.

The same choreography of death he'd carried for decades.

A child screamed somewhere - not in pain, but in that hollow way that meant they'd seen something their mind couldn't process.

A battlemage's shield shattered, raining crystalline shards that cut through three soldiers below. The singing had started again, from beneath another pile of rubble.

Adom's hands found purchase on broken concrete. First try - muscles screamed, bones ground against metal rebar piercing his abdomen. The pain whited out his vision. He collapsed.

[Life force: 38/200]

His father turned.

Second try - he pushed harder. Blood bubbled up his throat, spilling black over his chin. The rebar twisted inside him, tearing new paths through flesh. The edges of his vision darkened. By all rights, he should have passed out. He refused.

[Life force: 23/200]

His father took another step.

Third try - Adom roared. His flesh tore around the metal, blood streaming hot down his side. Concrete shifted, crushing his left leg further. Every nerve ending blazed with agony. His body begged him to stop.

[Life force: 19/200]

He told his body to shut up.

"Fuck that."

The words came out as a growl. The rubble shifted as Adom pushed his torso up on trembling arms, metal sliding wet and raw through his abdomen. His crushed legs remained pinned, useless, but his upper body rose like a wounded beast.

[Life force: 09/200]

"Illusion or not—" Energy crackled around his hands, blue-white and savage. Each movement sent fresh waves of agony through his shredded flesh. He didn't care.

[Life force: 03/200]

"I. Am. Not. Reliving. This."

His father's eyes widened in recognition. The enemy mage raised his hands, death-spell forming—

"NOT THIS TIME!"

The energy beam erupted from Adom's palms with decades of rage behind it. Clean. Precise. A perfect circle through the mage's chest where his heart should have been. The spell dissipated as its caster fell, surprise frozen on his face.

The battlefield seemed to stutter, like reality hiccuping. His father stood frozen mid-step, sword half-raised, expression caught between shock and confusion.

Around them, the war raged on. A knight's enhancement gear backfired, turning him inside out. A young mage apprentice tried to hold his intestines in while still weaving shields. The singing had stopped again.

"Son?" his father's voice wavered. "How did you—"

Time stopped.

206th attempt successful.Would you like to continue? [Y/N]
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Right. Two hundred and six times he'd felt the rebar tear through his organs. Two hundred and six times he'd tasted his own blood, felt his bones splinter. Two hundred and six times he'd watched that child try to piece their mother's brains back together. Then die for no reason.

But this time - this one time - his father was still standing.

The battlefield continued its apocalyptic dance around them, but for just a moment, Adom allowed himself to look at his father's time stopped face. Alive. Confused, but alive.

Blood bubbled up his throat again, darker than before. His vision swam.

[Life Force: 01/200]
[Warning: Terminal threshold approaching]

He needed to choose. Quickly. Forward into whatever fresh hell Orynth had prepared, or reset and lose this victory he'd paid for two hundred and six times over.

The choice was obvious.

*****

The world shifted. Memory flooded in - another moment, burned into his soul. The camp of New Harbor, Year 853.


The cough tore through his chest like barbed wire, each spasm threatening to split him in two. Adom gripped the metal rails of his wheelchair, knuckles white, waiting for his lungs to remember how to work. Blood flooded his mouth.

The fluorescent lights of the refugee camp's medical wing buzzed overhead, casting harsh shadows across equipment that looked ancient even by pre-war standards. His reflection in the cracked mirror told its own story of decay: hair white as fresh snow, skin like old parchment stretched too thin across hollow cheeks.

He was twenty-two at that time. Twenty-two going on eighty.

He dabbed at his mouth with a handkerchief. Red, of course. Always red these days.

The Life Drain Syndrome had carved lines into his face that belonged on men thrice his age. Each wrinkle mapped a different spell, a different experiment, a different desperate attempt to protect what remained of humanity. The mage suit hung loose on his frame now - he'd lost weight again. The crystalline nodes embedded in the fabric pulsed with a weak blue light, monitoring his failing vital signs.

"PLEASE! NO, IT STILL WORKS! I CAN FEEL MY TOES!"

The screams from the next chamber cut through the thin walls. Adom knew that voice - Gregory, one of the scouts. Yesterday's patrol had gone wrong.

"Hold him down!" The healer's voice, sharp with urgency. "The rot's reaching his knee. It's this or death."

"I'LL DIE WITH MY LEG! PLEASE! I CAN STILL-" The words dissolved into unintelligible sobbing.

The wet sound of saw meeting flesh. Gregory's screams pitched higher, became something animal, primal. The rhythmic scraping continued, inexorable.

The door burst open. "My Lord Mage!" A soldier stood there, blood-splattered and breathing hard. Her armor bore fresh dents. "We've got incoming. Orc warband, at least two hundred strong. They've got dwarven siege engines with them."

A particularly agonized shriek from next door. The saw hit bone.

"GODS, PLEASE, JUST KILL ME!"

The soldier flinched at Gregory's plea but kept her eyes on Adom. "Sir, we need to move. Now."

"Where is my mother?"

The soldier hesitated, just for a moment. "Lady Sylla was last seen at the outer perimeter, my lord. Healing survivors from the first wave."

No.

"Get her back." His voice cracked. "Get her back inside NOW."

But he knew. He already knew. The memory was already playing out - his gentle mother, who'd sing healing hymns while tending gardens, who'd cradle injured birds and weep over withered flowers. Who never turned away anyone in need.

"Sir, we need to evacuate. The orcs are-"

He remembered how it played out: The sounds came first. The splintering of bones. The wet, meaty sounds. Then someone screaming "Lady Sylla!" And finally, finally, the sight of her through the medical tent's window - her small form caught between massive, armored bodies. Crushed like a flower under boots.

His heart stuttered, skipped, seized. Not from the Life Drain this time, but from seeing something so pure, so kind, reduced to... to...

They'd had to peel her off the ground. His mother, who'd spent her life putting broken things back together, couldn't even be buried whole.

Adom slumped in his wheelchair, chest constricting. The seventh heart attack in his life wasn't from pushing too hard. It was from remembering this moment, remembering how they'd brought him her remnants, remembering how someone who'd dedicated her life to healing had died with such violence.

"My lord!" The soldier's voice seemed distant now. "We need to move!"

But Adom could only see his mother's last smile that morning, could only hear her last words: "Remember to eat something, dear. You're working too hard again."

The war horns bellowed closer, but they couldn't drown out the truth - this was the day his mother died, and something in him died with her. Not just his health, not just his heart, but his belief that anything good could survive this world.

This needed correction.

Adom wheeled himself forward, each turn of the wheels sending sparks of pain through his arms.

[Life Force: 189/200]

This was attempt ninety-eight. He'd memorized every death, every failure, every moment he wasn't fast enough, strong enough, clever enough to save her. Not this time.

"My lord, you can't possibly-" The soldier's protest died as Adom raised his hand.

"Watch me."

The first wave hit the outer barriers. Adom's fingers traced complex patterns, weaving spells that made his blood burn. He was already a circle mage by then. A sick, wounded one, but a circle mage nonetheless.

A dwarven siege engine exploded, showering the advancing horde with burning debris. His heart stumbled, protesting the strain.

[Life Force: 156/200]

"FORM RANKS!" His voice carried across the battlefield, stronger than his body had any right to be. Soldiers rallied, finding formation around his wheelchair. "ARCHERS, TARGET THE SHAMANS!"

Another spell. Lightning chained between orc warriors, their armor conducting death. The effort sent him into a coughing fit, spattering his lap with blood.

[Life Force: 134/200]

He could see her now - his mother, kneeling beside wounded refugees, her healing magic a soft green glow. So focused on saving others, she didn't see the berserkers breaking through.

[Life Force: 112/200]

"LEFT FLANK, BRACE!" The command tore from his throat as he channeled power through his failing body. A wall of force materialized, crushing the first berserker wave. His vision blurred. Too much. Too fast.

But he was closer now. Ninety-seven failures had taught him every move, every spell, every sacrifice needed. His wheelchair creaked as he pushed forward, soldiers forming a protective wedge around him.

[Life Force: 87/200]

A dwarven bolt thrower targeted his position. Adom's counter-spell caught the projectile, reversed its course. The machine exploded, taking its crew with it. Blood trickled from his nose.

[Life Force: 65/200]

"Mother!" His voice barely carried over the chaos. She looked up, eyes widening. The massive orc behind her raised its axe-

Time slowed. Not from magic, but from desperation. Adom saw every detail: the axe's arc, his mother's turning head, the distance between them. Numbers and calculations flooded his mind - trajectory, force, spell matrices.

[Life Force: 43/200]

The spell left his hands before he could consider the cost. Reality bent. Space folded. His mother vanished from the axe's path, reappearing beside his wheelchair. The effort sent him into cardiac arrest.

[Life Force: 21/200]

"Adom!" Her hands glowed green, pouring healing magic into his seizing heart. "My boy, what have you-"

"Not... done... yet." Each word was agony. But he had one more spell. One final gambit.

[Life Force: 9/200]

Power gathered around him, drawing from his very soul. The remaining orcs charged. The last siege engine aimed.

[Life Force: 4/200]

"I love you, mother. And I missed you." The words came clearly despite his failing body. "Now run. Please."

The spell released. A dome of pure force expanded outward, disintegrating everything in its path. Orc, dwarf, machine - all reduced to ash.

[Life Force: 2/200]

As darkness took him, Adom smiled. Ninety-eight tries, but he'd finally done it. His mother was saved. He knew this was not real. This was an illusion. But God, it felt right.

And this time, when his heart stopped, it was worth it.


A new wave charged.

[Life Force: 1/200]

"Come on then," Adom whispered, raising his hands one final time.

Time stopped.

[Congratulations. You've conquered this fear.]
[Would you like to proceed with the next memories?]

[Warning: Each attempt drains your spirit. Surrender is always an option.]





Continue? [Y/N]

"..."

[Y]

*****

The first hundred years nearly shattered Adom.

He lived through all the events of his past life. One by one. Each detail. Each experience.

Watching Sundar fall again and again, hearing children scream as they plummeted through clouds turned to fire. His mind started fracturing around the fifties - laughing as blood rained down, trying to catch it with his tongue. By the seventieth fall, he was singing nursery rhymes while deflecting arrows.

He almost gave up then. Almost.

[Life Force: 189/200]
[Status: Fragmenting]

The Plague Wars twisted everything. Black spores blooming under skin, turning friends to enemies. He tried saving everyone at first. Then some. Then just himself. His hands shook for weeks after watching a mother eat her children, spores bursting from their eyes like black tears.

"Just surrender," the voices whispered. "Start over."

The voices, ah, the voices. He did not know who they belonged to, many voices, male and female, intertwined, always tempting him, they appeared around the 30th year of this test.

He refused. Always refused. Always moved forward. Out of spite. Out of rage. Out of ardent desire to punch the hell out of whoever made him go through this.

Was this madness?

[Life Force: 167/200]
[Status: Reshaping]

Something changed during the Dead March. When the Necromancer rose from the north.

Fifty thousand corpses shambling across the plains, and amid the horror, he found... purpose. Not hope - hope had died somewhere between the hundredth child's death and the thousandth betrayal. Something harder. Colder.

The voice saying "give up" grew quieter.

The World Dungeon rose.

When every dungeon, in every part of the globe hit S-rank and above, simultaneously, the world held its breath. Then came the great outbreak - all dungeons breaching at once, their portals dissolving until the entire planet became one massive, living dungeon. Monsters pouring out endlessly.

Civilizations fell then.

No more safe zones. No more sanctuary cities. Just endless dungeon floors where continents used to be.

Nobody ever knew why and how it came to be.

He survived that. Lived through the Night of Long Knives by feeling blade-paths before they cut. Watched humanity turn savage as they realized there were no more rules, no more borders between 'inside' and 'outside.' Just an endless maze of monsters, traps, and people who'd learned to become worse than both.

[Life Force: 134/200]
[Status: Evolving]

Each failure taught him. Each success cost him pieces of who he was.

The Children's Crusade should have broken him. Watching infants manifest powers that turned reality inside out. Instead, he found himself understanding their babbled prophecies, seeing the logic in their madness.

His disease changed too. The black blood grew thicker, more alive. Sometimes he caught it spelling words in languages that shouldn't exist.

Yes. this was madness.

[Life Force: 98/200]
[Status: Awakening]

He lost count of the attempts somewhere during the wars and cataclysms. Time became fluid, meaning shifted like quicksand. He died so many times the concept of death became abstract - just another transition, another lesson.

The voices in his head still screamed for surrender, but now a deeper voice answered back:

"No."

[Life Force: 76/200]
[Status: Transcending]

During the Week of Burning Stars in the World Dungeon, he realized he wasn't going mad anymore. He realized he'd stopped counting attempts. Stopped fearing failure.

His broken mind had reassembled itself into something new.

The Day of Inverted Light almost felt beautiful. Reality fractured into twelve black suns, each showing him his deepest fears, his worst failures. He watched himself break in a thousand ways.

But he didn't break.

[Status: Emerging]

Through all the horror, all the death and rebirth and madness, something was taking shape. His will hadn't broken - it had crystallized.

The voice that had begged for surrender was silent now. In its place, something new had formed. Not fearlessness - fear would always exist. But something stronger than fear.

[Status: Becoming]

He kept walking. Kept moving forward.

Chains rattled with each step. Iron links bit into flesh, wrapped around limbs, throat, heart. Adom trudged forward, each movement a war against weight that shouldn't exist.

He turned. Turned to look at his burden.

The chains stretched endlessly behind him, each link screaming. Memories dangled from them like rotting fruit. Every failure. Every death. Every moment he wasn't strong enough, fast enough, smart enough to save them all.

How does one carry a world?

Adom stood still, the weight crushing his shoulders. He found himself drowning in the absurdity of his task.

A bitter laugh escaped his lips. "What rational mind would accept this?" he asked the darkness. There was no answer. "What sane person looks at the end of all things and says 'Yes, I'll carry this alone'?"

The memories shifted, showing him cities yet to burn, friends yet to die. Knowledge was his prison - knowing every horror that awaited, every moment where humanity would prove itself unworthy of salvation.

"They don't even want to be saved," he whispered, watching the chains of future-past wrap tighter. "They'll tear each other apart regardless. I've seen it - how they turn on each other when the dungeons break, how quickly they abandon their humanity."

The logical part of his mind - the part that had survived a hundred resets - laid out the facts with cruel clarity: One man cannot change the nature of billions. One soul cannot bear the weight of every possible tomorrow.

It was mathematically impossible, fundamentally irrational.

He sank to his knees, feeling the cold comfort of reason. Why struggle against inevitability? Why carry this burden when the outcome was statistically predetermined? The voices whispered calculations of failure, probabilities of doom, and each number felt like truth.

"Perhaps," he murmured, "this is simply the universe's way of teaching acceptance. Some equations have no solution. Some weights cannot be borne..."

The darkness crept closer, offering rest. Offering an end to the paradox of his existence. After all, what was more rational than accepting one's limitations? What was more logical than acknowledging the impossible?

His eyes grew heavy. The chains sang softly of release, of letting go, of embracing the statistical certainty of failure. His brilliant mind, his analytical soul, everything that made him who he was agreed - this was the reasonable choice.

The only choice.

His eyes began to close...

"Lad? Lad! Where are you?!"

"Huh?"

"LAD! WHERE IN THE BLAZES ARE YOU?"

That impossibly annoying voice cut through the darkness. Bob. The leprechaun's brash tones somehow pierced through the statistical fog of despair, and Adom found himself calculating a new probability.

The chains shifted as he laughed, not bitter this time. "Probability," he mused.

He remembered a story his mother once told him, about how life began on Earth. A precise dance of molecules, temperature, and timing. The odds against it were astronomical - trillions upon trillions to one. If the planet had been slightly closer to the sun, if one comet had struck differently, if any single variable had changed... and yet, here they were.

"ADOM! DON'T MAKE ME COME LOOKING FOR YOU, LAD!"

The voice was getting closer, and with it came clarity. Humans weren't equations to be solved. They were impossibilities that insisted on existing anyway. Every breath was a defiance of entropy, every heartbeat a rebellion against cosmic odds.

"We're all unlikely stories," he whispered to the chains. "Every one of us shouldn't exist, and yet we do. We persist. We fight."

The memories shifted again, but now he saw them differently. Yes, humanity would tear itself apart - but they would also rebuild. Yes, they would betray - but they would also sacrifice themselves for strangers. Every horror he'd witnessed had its mirror in acts of impossible courage, impossible love.

"LAD, I SWEAR TO THE OLD GODS, IF YOU'RE MOPING-"

The leprechaun's voice carried equal parts irritation and concern.

...Concern? Why? They barely knew each other.

Then Adom realized something else - in all his calculations of failure, he'd forgotten to factor in the variables he couldn't predict. The Bob-shaped variables. The moments of random kindness. The statistical impossibilities that kept happening anyway.

The chains still weighed heavy, but now they felt different. Not a burden to escape, but a proof to humanity's stubborn refusal to follow mathematical certainty. Every reset, every failure, every moment of darkness was just another impossible story waiting to be told.

"Who am I," he asked the void, "to decide which impossibilities are too impossible?"

The darkness retreated slightly, confused by this new calculation.

"FOUND YOU! What're you doing sitting in the dark like some brooding hero from those terrible stories?"

Bob's voice. Not memory, not probability, but present. Real. Annoying.

"Bob. A little help here?"

"You disappeared right in the middle of me rambling!" Bob huffed, extending his small hand. "Nearly gave me a heart attack, which would've been quite the feat considering we leprechauns do not suffer heart attacks."

As he helped Adom up, Bob's voice trailed off, his eyes fixing on something ahead. "Well, would you look at that."

A white door stood before them, pristine and impossible in the void.

"Fancy bit of carpentry, that," Bob mused, trying to mask his unease with humor. "Though the color scheme's a bit bland for my taste. Could use some gold trim, maybe a few rotating gears..."

Adom's hand hesitated over the handle. This time, though, another hand - small - reached out alongside his.

"Together then?" Bob asked, his voice unusually serious. "Since you seem to have a knack for doing the impossible, and I have a knack for being impossibly annoying."

Adom felt the ghost of a smile touch his lips. "Together."

They turned the handle.

Light embraced him, lifted them, carried him up through layers of gentle radiance until...

Adom gasped, falling to his knees in a cave. His lungs burned as if he'd been holding his breath for centuries.

His mind reeled, trying to process the weight of countless apocalypses, numberless deaths, infinite horrors - all compressed into memory like diamonds formed under impossible pressure.

Adom looked at his hands. Clean. Unmarked. No scars from the Dragon's Breath. No burns from catching starfire. The same hands he'd had when he first entered.

His thoughts, chaotic and frenzied, began to settle.

A soft chime echoed in his mind as text appeared before him:

[Time of Entry: 19:23:07]
[Current Time: 19:24:12]

One minute and five seconds...

One minute and...

[Congratulations! You have completed the Trial of Courage]

[Detecting changes...]

[New Skill Acquired: Indomitable Will (Transcendent Rank)]

[Indomitable Will - Passive - Level 1]
Your will has been tested against every conceivable horror and emerged unbroken. Fear becomes a tool rather than a master. Mental attacks and control effects are reduced by 90%. Resilience scales infinitely with your emotional state, turning overwhelming pressure into strength.

Special Effect: "That Which Does Not Yield" - When all hope seems lost, when survival seems impossible, your will crystalizes. Each consecutive action against impossible odds increases your chance of success.








"How're you doing, lad?"

Adom turned to see Bob stumbling out of another exit, gears flying everywhere as he steadied himself against the wall. The ancient fae looked shaken, his usual manic energy subdued.

"I... gave up," Bob admitted, his voice uncharacteristically quiet. "Same as always. But then..." He looked around, confused. "There was this light. Never saw that before when I failed. Usually just get sent right back to the start, don't I? But this time... And then i heard you mumbling nonsense. Then, I saw you."

"The trial rules," Adom said, understanding dawning. "If one person succeeds, everyone does."

"You mean..." Bob's eyes widened. "You actually did it? You faced whatever that..." He gestured vaguely at the void. "Whatever that was?"

Adom nodded, still processing the weight of what he'd experienced.

"Well," Bob said, a hint of his usual spirit returning as more gears clattered to the floor. "Suppose I owe you one then. Though don't expect me to stop calling you hallucination just because you got us through."

It was strange, really.

Just moments ago, Adom had lived through what he did. Yet now... now it was slipping away like morning dew, becoming hazy and distant, like trying to remember a dream you made last week.

He chuckled, shaking his head at the sheer audacity of it. Orynth hadn't just designed a trial to break people - he'd made sure they couldn't even properly remember what broke them.

The memories were there, somewhere, compressed into that crystalline core of newfound strength in his mind, but trying to recall the specifics was like grasping at smoke. Just vague impressions of terror and triumph, without the messy details that might drive someone mad in retrospect.

What a magnificently twisted piece of work. Really had to admire the craftsmanship, even while hating everything it represented.

"So... what now?" Bob asked, plucking a gear from his beard and watching it split into two. "Never actually made it to this part before. Suppose you're the expert here."

Suddenly, a laugh rolled through the chamber. Deep. Resonant. Each note lingering longer than it should.

Bob's gears clinked frantically as he shoved Adom behind him. "Get back, lad."

Metal clinked against stone as something massive descended from the darkness above. Golden fur caught the light, rippling over muscles that could tear a man in half. Wings of deepest black unfurled, each feather sharp as a blade. Its face bore a woman's features, but those eyes... cold, calculating, watching them like a cat watches mice.

"No one has walked these halls since their creation," it purred, tail swishing back and forth against the stone. "I wonder... who passed my master's first trial?"

A sphinx.



















            

    
        Chapter 16. The Trial Of Wisdom

    
    
    
    
                Meeting a sphinx was rarely good news.

Sure, they were magnificent creatures, guardians of ancient knowledge and sacred places - but they also had this rather unfortunate habit of eating people who couldn't answer their riddles. Which, historically speaking, was most people.

The whole setup was rather unfair, really. Here you had beings who'd spent centuries, or even millennia contemplating the mysteries of existence, asking impossible questions to folks who were just trying to get through their day without being eaten by a giant cat-bird-person hybrid.

Not that anyone would point this out to a sphinx. That would be the kind of mistake you'd only make once.

And of course, because the universe had a sense of humor that bordered on sadistic, sphinxes were almost always found in exactly the places you couldn't avoid - guarding ancient treasures, protecting forbidden knowledge, or, in this particular case, serving as the arbiter of a Test of Wisdom in a magical labyrinth designed by someone who clearly enjoyed watching people suffer.

At least they were better than dragons. Dragons just ate you without the courtesy of a philosophical discussion first.

Or so Adom heard.

The sphinx lounged across the chamber's entrance, its massive form both graceful and terrifying. Golden fur rippled over muscles that could tear a man in half without effort. Its wings, folded now, stretched halfway up the cavern walls - each feather edged in metallic bronze. A golden monocle glinted over its right eye, somehow making its leonine features even more unsettling.

Its tail - thick as a young tree - swished lazily against the stone floor as it studied them, head tilted at an angle that somehow managed to look both regal and predatory. A deep purr rumbled through the chamber, like distant thunder trapped underground.

"Hello, friends," it said pleasantly, voice rich and cultured despite coming from a mouth filled with teeth longer than daggers.

"We're not your friends," Bob growled, still planted firmly between Adom and the sphinx. Several gears dropped from his beard, their multiplication making a small cascade of metallic sounds. "And don't try any of that riddle nonsense with us, you overgrown house cat."

Adom barely registered Bob's protective hostility.

He was too busy staring at the monocle. Of all the bizarre things he'd seen in this labyrinth - and there had been many - somehow a sphinx wearing a monocle felt like it should have been mentioned in at least one of the ancient texts.

The sphinx adjusted said monocle with one massive paw, the gesture so prim and proper it bordered on absurd. "Such hostility. And here I was, preparing my best riddles."

"Right then. We'll just be on our way," Bob said, backing up slowly and pulling Adom with him. "No need to bother a... distinguished creature such as yourself."

The sphinx clicked its tongue - an oddly human gesture from a decidedly inhuman mouth. Its chuckle echoed off the chamber walls. "I'm afraid that won't be possible."

"And why's that?" Bob's gears clinked a nervous rhythm.

"I am the guardian of this place." The sphinx said, examining them like particularly interesting insects. "Have been for..." It paused, considering. "Well, long enough that things get rather dull. So you'll have to play with me if you want to pass." Its tail swished against the stone floor. "Obviously."

"What kind of 'game' exactly?" Adom asked, eyeing the monocle that caught the light with each tilt of the sphinx's massive head.

"Oh, not just one." The sphinx said. "I've been terribly bored, you see. Three or four wouldn't be too much to ask for, would it?" It purred, a smile spreading across its feline features. "Or five... even six, why not?" It looked positively delighted at the prospect, tail curling in obvious pleasure.

Adom frowned. This casual "maybe this many, maybe more" approach felt wrong.

"What is it then?" Bob's gears clinked impatiently.

"My, aren't we hasty?" The sphinx stretched, claws scraping against stone. "I've had quite a lot of time to think about this. First would be a riddle-"

"Bloody hell, I knew it!" Bob spat, gears flying. "You're all the same, aren't you? Always with the sodding riddles-"

The sphinx pressed a paw to its chest in mock offense. "How terribly stereotypical of you. Next you'll accuse me of eating failed contestants."

"You don't?" Adom asked.

"Oh no, I absolutely do," the sphinx said, adjusting its monocle. "But one shouldn't judge a book by its number of teeth." It threw its head back and laughed at its own joke, the sound bouncing off the walls.

"What's the second?" Adom cut in.

The sphinx's gaze swept over him, slow and considering, like a butcher appraising meat. Adom fought the urge to step back. "For you two... a puzzle."

"What kind of puzzle?" Bob demanded.

"Hmm. Perhaps we should focus on passing the first challenge before discussing the others, no?"

Adom and Bob exchanged glances. The Leprechaun cleared his throat, suddenly finding the floor very interesting.

"Now then," the sphinx said, looking at them both. "Which of you was it that passed the test of courage?"










"The laddie here," Bob said, jerking a thumb toward Adom.

Before either could blink, the sphinx was there - right there - its massive head inches from Adom's face. The speed of the movement was impossible for something so large. The displacement of air knocked loose crystals from the walls.

"Bloody hell!" Bob cursed, stumbling backward.

Adom took one step back but held his ground, though his heart hammered against his ribs. The sphinx's breath was hot against his face, smelling of ancient stone and something metallic.

"Fascinating," it purred, studying him with eyes like molten gold. "I didn't expect a boy to be the one. They usually break so easily." Its tail swished with interest. "Tell me, little human - how do you feel? Any... changes you've noticed?"











The sphinx loomed so close Adom could see himself reflected in its massive golden eyes - a pale, exhausted figure with shadows under his eyes he didn't remember having before.

 

His hair was matted with sweat, face drawn tight with tension he hadn't realized he was carrying.










He opened his mouth to ask it to back away, but the sphinx spoke first.

"Was it horrible?" it purred, whiskers twitching with excitement. "Traumatizing? How many times did you die? How long did you spend in there? I heard it was quite... exquisite in its cruelty."

A laugh rumbled from its throat, and something in Adom snapped.

He had, until that moment, managed to push most of it away - like waking from a nightmare that immediately starts to fade. The memories were there but distant, blurred, safer when kept unfocused. But the sphinx's words dragged them back into sharp relief: the feeling of his bones breaking, the sound of his own screams, the endless, endless dying-

"Did you scream each time? Did you-"

Blue mana erupted around Adom's hand, responding to a rage he didn't even know he was feeling. The spell formed almost by itself, raw and violent, seeking release-

Bob's hand clamped around his wrist. "Don't."

The sphinx's smile widened, showing every one of its gleaming teeth. "You should listen to your friend, little human. Though I must say, that reaction was... illuminating."

"Back off," Adom said, voice tight. "Please."

The sphinx inclined its head and retreated with fluid grace, still wearing that knowing smile. "As you wish."


The sphinx glided back, and Adom drew in a long, shaky breath. Released it slowly. His hand trembled in Bob's grip - residual magic or anger or fear, he couldn't tell which.

Bob released him gently. "I know, lad. I know it was hard." His voice dropped lower, meant just for Adom. "Been trapped here centuries meself, never managed that test. Not once." Another gear gear fell. "But right now we need you calm. Let's get through this first, then you can fall apart all you want."

"My, my," the sphinx drawled. "A leprechaun dispensing wisdom! How novel. Perhaps centuries of imprisonment do have their benefits after all?"

Bob ignored it completely, his attention still on Adom.

"Oh, no sense of humor at all," the sphinx sighed, tail flicking with mock disappointment. Its expression brightened suddenly, monocle glinting. "So! The riddle!"

"Hmm. Never been... ah... particularly good with riddles, lad," Bob muttered, looking at Adom. "More of a hit-things-until-they-stop-moving sort of fellow."

"Wonderful timing for that confession," the sphinx said, settling into a more comfortable position. "Now then, the rules are simple. One question. But..." Its monocle caught the light. "If one of you fails, you both fail. And if you both fail..."

The sphinx smiled, revealing far too many teeth.

"Bloody bollocks," Bob whispered.

Adom's eyes darted around the chamber while Bob and the sphinx traded barbs.

Circular room, about forty feet across. High ceiling lost in shadow. Two exits - the one they'd come through, and another across the room. Columns every ten feet or so. If it came to a fight...

[Identify]

[Name: Alexandros the Knowing]
[Race: Greater Sphinx]
[State: Amused/Anticipating]
[Traits:


	Ancient Being

	Guardian of Knowledge

	Reality Warper (Local)

	Immune to Mental Effects]



The results made his throat go dry.

Those weren't the stats of something they could fight. Not here, not in its domain. The "Reality Warper (Local)" trait alone...

"Well then," Alexandros purred, settling into a crouch like an oversized house cat. Its wings folded neatly against its sides. "Shall we begin with your first question?"

"Hang on," Bob raised a hand. "Don't we get to confer or something first?"

"Oh, by all means." The sphinx's tail swished. "Take all the time you need. I've waited centuries - what's a few more minutes?"

Adom leaned closer to Bob, keeping his voice low. "See that exit behind it? If we-"

"Don't even finish that thought, lad," Bob whispered back, eyes fixed on the sphinx. "Look at how it's positioned. That's not just lounging - it's got every angle covered. And..." He nodded subtly toward the ceiling. "It's got wings. Sphinxes are absolute masters of their territories - they don't just guard them, they ARE the territory. Running isn't an option."

The sphinx's monocle glinted as it watched their exchange with obvious amusement, like someone observing mice discussing how to outsmart a cat. Its tail kept drawing lazy patterns on the stone floor.

"Right then," Bob sighed. "Suppose we'll have to do this properly." He straightened up, beard clinking softly. "Give us your worst, you pretentious feline."

"Oh, I intend to."

Alexandros cleared its throat - a sound somewhere between a purr and thunder - and spoke in a voice that seemed to resonate throughout the chamber:

"Three scholars seek truth in their own way,The first through books that cannot lie,
The second through deeds that cannot hide,The third through hearts that cannot die.
When darkness falls and truth is lost,
Which path led furthest from the light?"

The words hung in the air.

"You have one hour," the sphinx said casually, examining its claws. "Oh, and silly me - I nearly forgot the rest of the rules."

Its smile widened incrementally.

"Each wrong answer costs you one of your senses. Both of you. And once you're out of senses..." It let the implication hang. "Also, any attempt to communicate your thoughts about the answer counts as an answer itself. Oh, and if one of you gets it wrong..." It gestured between them with a massive paw. "Well, you both suffer the consequences."

"Hold on, that's not how you-" Bob's face turned an impressive shade of red. "You can't just add rules after- Huh?"

The leprechaun stopped mid-sentence, his nose twitching. Adom noticed it too - or rather, noticed the absence of it. The musty chamber air, the ozone tang, the sphinx's peculiar scent - all gone. Just... nothing.

"Ah," Alexandros purred, "I see you've discovered what happens when you protest the rules. Shall we count that as your first wrong answer? One sense down, four to go."

Adom's brows furrowed as he watched Bob's mouth open and close soundlessly, the leprechaun's face cycling through several interesting shades of purple. The sphinx just sat there, monocle glinting, looking for all the world like a cat that had just been served a particularly fine cream.

The chamber suddenly felt much smaller.

Adom stared at the sphinx's smug face, fighting down an overwhelming urge to punch that monocle right through its skull. Not that he could - the [Identify] results had made that clear enough - but the fantasy was satisfying.

Everything about these rules was designed to isolate them. No communication? Shared punishments? It wasn't just about solving the riddle - it was about breaking any chance of cooperation. Divide and conquer.

He glanced at Bob, who was still doing his best impression of a kettle about to boil over. The leprechaun had admitted he wasn't good with riddles, true, but...

Adom's fingers twitched, half-forming the gestures for a Message spell before stopping. Would that count as communication? Probably. The sphinx seemed the type to count even raised eyebrows as an answer attempt. And they couldn't afford to lose another sense.

But then again, did he really need Bob's help? The leprechaun had straight-up admitted to being terrible at riddles. Maybe it would be better to just-

No.

Adom forced himself to focus. One hour. Limited senses. The smart play was solving the riddle first, then figuring out how to share the answer. No point in creating the perfect communication system if they didn't know what to communicate.

Three scholars. Truth. Books that cannot lie, deeds that cannot hide, hearts that cannot-

"Knowledge!" Bob's voice cut through his concentration, stern and confident.

Adom's thoughts screeched to a halt. He blinked.

Did... did Bob just...?

"Incorrect," the sphinx purred, sounding absolutely delighted.

This damned fae...

Adom's hands clenched into fists, his mouth opening to scream at Bob - but he caught himself just in time. His tongue suddenly felt... wrong. Dead. Like trying to taste with a piece of leather in his mouth.

The second sense. Taste. Gone.

Adom whirled on Bob, gesturing wildly - what were you thinking, why would you just blurt out an answer, are you trying to get us both killed? His hands moved in increasingly agitated patterns while the leprechaun shrunk back, hands moving in frantic patterns of regret..

And then... nothing.

The sphinx's tail was swishing against stone. But there was no sound. None at all. The absolute silence pressed against his ears like cotton wool, making his head spin.

Then Adom realized their mistake. They were communicating. Right in front of the sphinx.

Three senses gone.

Sight and touch left.

And still... fifty-four minutes on the clock.

Adom sat down cross-legged on the stone floor. Panicking wouldn't help. Getting angry at Bob's impulsiveness wouldn't help. And gesturing wildly definitely wouldn't help - they'd learned that lesson the hard way.

Three scholars seeking truth. Each with their own methodology. Books that cannot lie - perhaps representing pure knowledge, academic pursuit. But no, that was exactly what Bob had guessed, and the sphinx had shot it down.

Movement caught his eye. The sphinx was... grooming itself. Like a housecat.

It noticed him watching and waved cheerfully, somehow managing to make even that simple gesture insufferably smug.

Adom quickly looked away.

He glanced up at Bob, who sat with his eyes closed, completely still. Was he... meditating? In the middle of a life-or-death riddle game?

Focus.

A dull throb had started behind Adom's eyes, growing steadily more insistent. He rubbed his temples with a grimace.

Deeds that cannot hide - actions, perhaps? The physical manifestation of truth? And hearts that cannot die... emotion? Faith? Love?

But then there was that last part. "When darkness falls and truth is lost." A test, then. When everything goes wrong, which path remains truest?

Faith seemed like a strong contender. When all else fails, belief endures. But... no. Too obvious. Sphinxes didn't pose riddles with obvious answers. That was the whole point.

Experience, maybe? Deeds that cannot hide - practical knowledge earned through action rather than study. When everything falls apart, experience remains.

He had that and faith as possible answers. Two chances left. If either was wrong...

Bob hadn't moved an inch, still sitting there like some bizarre statue. What was he...?

No. Focus. Think.

The key had to be in that last line. "Which path led furthest from the light." Not closest to truth, but furthest from light. Was it a trick question? Was the answer about which path was wrong rather than right?

His head hurt. Was the Sphynx doing something?

Two answers. Two chances. And absolute silence to think in.

Thirty minutes passed.

Wisdom, experience, faith, emotion, belief, instinct, truth itself, memory, love, conscience - each answer seemed perfectly logical until he examined it from another angle. Then it would fall apart, and he'd be back to square one.

Movement drew his attention. Bob was getting up, his movements deliberate and slow. Adom watched, puzzled, as the leprechaun walked over and sat directly in front of him. What was he doing?

Adom looked away, his gaze finding the sphinx instead. It had stopped its grooming, head tilted, watching them with unblinking eyes. He tried to ignore Bob's presence, tried to return to his mental list of possible answers, but...

From the corner of his eye, he could see Bob's hand moving against the stone floor. Was he writing something? No, that would count as communication, wouldn't it? The sphinx wasn't stopping him. In fact...

The massive creature padded closer, moving with liquid grace until it loomed over them both. Its shadow fell across Adom's face as it bent down, that eternal smile still fixed in place, waiting. Expecting.

Why wasn't it stopping Bob? Why was it waiting for Adom to look down? Was this another trick? Another trap?

If Bob was risking this, it had to be important. Right?

...Right?

After a moment's hesitation, Adom looked down.

One word: MIND

Darkness immediately slammed into him like a physical blow. He almost chuckled - of course. Of course the sphinx would let them have that one last exchange, just to take another sense. Bastard probably had that smug smile plastered across its face right now.

His heart raced. One chance left. One single chance before the final sense would be stripped away, leaving them helpless prey for the sphinx. The pressure of it made his thoughts scatter like startled birds.

Again. Focus.

Mind? What did that have to do with anything? He'd been considering wisdom, knowledge, emotion, faith... but mind? He turned the word over in his thoughts, trying to connect it to the riddle. Three scholars, books, deeds, hearts... was Bob onto something, or had they just wasted their second-to-last sense on a dead end?

Only touch remained now. And twenty-five minutes to solve this in complete darkness and silence.

At least he wouldn't have to look at that monocled face anymore.

The headache intensified.

Mind... no, that couldn't be the answer. It was too simple, didn't fit the structure of the riddle at all. Which meant Bob was trying to tell him something else.

Mind. Mind magic?

Oh?

Oh!

The realization hit. Bob wasn't giving him an answer. He was most likely telling Adom to lower his mental defenses. But why would he...?

Unless...

[Indomitable Will]

In the darkness and silence, Adom carefully, deliberately, let his mental barriers drop. It felt like unclenching a muscle he hadn't known was tense - the mental equivalent of finally releasing a breath held for so long he'd forgotten he was holding it.

Almost immediately, heaviness crept through his body. His muscles felt like lead, his thoughts growing sluggish. Even through touch alone, he could feel himself sliding sideways, stone floor cool against his cheek.

The last thing he registered before consciousness fled was the faint sensation of falling, falling, falling...

The sensation of stone against his cheek vanished, replaced by soft grass beneath his feet. Sunlight filtered through leaves above, birds called to each other in the canopy, and a warm breeze carried the scent of wildflowers.

"Took you long enough."

Bob sat on a fallen log, looking exactly as he had in the real world, but somehow... more at ease. More in his element.

"Almost thought I'd made a mistake, thinking you were smart."

"You can dream walk?" Adom blurted out, still trying to process the shift from dark silence to this vibrant forest.

Dream walking was, at its core, a specialized form of mind magic that let the user enter and manipulate the dreams of others. Unlike regular mind magic that affected consciousness directly, dream walking operated in that strange space between sleeping and waking - the realm where minds naturally drifted during sleep.

Most creatures capable of it were spirits, beings of pure mind and energy who could slip between dreams as easily as humans walked through doorways. Some particularly skilled mages could manage it too, though it took years of study and precise control.

Which made Bob's ability all the more puzzling.

Leprechauns were magical creatures, yes, but they weren't spirits. They were firmly physical beings, known more for their crafting abilities and mischievous nature than any sort of mind magic. Yet here he was, casually strolling through Adom's dreamspace like he owned it.

"How are you even doing this?" Adom asked, watching a butterfly that seemed to be made of liquid gold float past his nose.

"We don't have time for magical theory right now," Bob cut him off, waving a hand dismissively. "Where are you at with the riddle?"

"Right." Adom nodded, pushing back his questions for later - assuming there would be a later. "I've got about ten possibilities. Faith, experience, wisdom, memory... but none of them feel quite right. They all fall apart when I look at them too closely."

"Let's break this down, lad," Bob said, conjuring two more logs for them to sit on. "Time's slipperier than a greased pig in here, so we've got to make haste. What's got your mind in knots?"

"The scholars," Adom began, settling onto one of the logs. "Three different approaches to truth. Books, deeds, hearts - knowledge, action, and feeling. But then it asks which path led furthest from the light, not closest to truth."

"Ach, could be a trick question," Bob muttered, picking at some moss. "Reminds me of me cousin Tommy, the wee devil. Caught him nicking me gold, he did. Swore on his mother's grave he'd never tell me another lie. Kept his word too - stopped talking to me altogether, the crafty little shite."

"What did you say?"

"Eh? About Tommy? Just that the lying gobshite kept his word by not speaking to me at all instead of-"

"No, before that. About it being a trick question." Adom stood up, pacing. "We're looking at it wrong. We're assuming the scholars are searching for truth together, but what if they're not? What if they're competing?"

Bob shrugged. "Makes sense, don't it? Put three folk in a room, they'll be at each other's throats before you can say 'top o' the morning.'"

"And each would believe their way is right..." Adom's mind was racing now. "Books cannot lie - but they can be misinterpreted. Deeds cannot hide - but their meaning can be twisted. Hearts cannot die - but they can be..."

The dream-forest darkened suddenly. Bob leapt to his feet with a string of colorful curses. "The beastie's found us!"

The trees began to twist, their branches turning to writhing shadows. The golden butterfly from earlier melted, its wings dripping onto the forest floor like molten metal.

"When darkness falls and truth is lost," a familiar voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere. The sphinx materialized from the shadows, but wrong - too many teeth, too many eyes, its monocle reflecting impossible geometries.

"Well, well, well," it purred, each word distorting the dream further. "Aren't you two a clever pair?"

"Seven seconds," the sphinx's distorted voice reverberated through the twisting dreamscape. "Shall we count together?"

"Go feck yourself, you pompous cat!" Bob snarled, stepping in front of Adom. "If you want a fight-"

"Six..."

The forest was collapsing inward, reality folding like wet paper.

"Five..."

"We were so close," Adom muttered, his mind still racing. Books, deeds, hearts...

"Four..."

When darkness falls and truth is lost...

"Three..."

Each believing their path...

"Two..."

"BETRAYAL!" Adom screamed.

The countdown stopped. The dream froze mid-collapse, held in perfect stasis. The sphinx's monstrous form paused, then melted away like morning mist, leaving only the familiar monocled face they knew. Its eternal smile faltered for just a moment.

"Oh," it said, sounding almost disappointed. "And here I was hoping you'd fail this one. No fun."

The dream shattered-

Adom jerked awake, gasping, his sense of touch overwhelmed by the cold stone beneath him. Next to him, he heard Bob wheeze as consciousness returned.

"Congratulations," came the sphinx's voice, somehow managing to sound both pleased and annoyed at once. "You have passed the riddles."

"Ha! Knew you'd crack it, lad!" Bob wheezed between fits of laughter, slapping his knee. "Clever as a fox in a henhouse, you are! Though I'll tell you what - for a moment there, when that overgrown housecat started its countdown, I thought we were proper fecked!"

Adom barely heard him, too busy cursing his own curiosity.

All because he couldn't leave a strange cave entrance alone. All because he had to know what was behind that glowing barrier. Now here he was, one test down, an even harder one ahead, and no way to turn back.

Bob was still going, practically dancing now. "Did you see its face? Like someone poured salt in its sugar bowl, it was! Serves you right, you pompous-"

"If you're quite finished celebrating the most elementary portion of our encounter," the sphinx cut in, its voice dry as desert sand, "we can proceed to what you've actually come here for."

Both of them fell silent.

The sphinx's smile widened just a fraction. "The puzzles await." Its tail swished lazily through the air. "Shall we begin?"

As Bob continued his celebratory jig, Adom's mind began to work in a different direction.

He studied the sphinx - its perfectly composed posture, that eternal smile, the way it watched them through that ridiculous monocle with barely concealed amusement.

A thought came to mind. They'd solved the riddles, yes. Barely. With luck and dream magic and split-second timing. And now... puzzles. After that, what? How many layers of challenge could this creature invent?

The answer was obvious: as many as it wanted.

There were no rules here except those the sphinx chose to enforce. No oversight, no limitations. It could keep adding conditions, raising difficulties, moving goalposts until they inevitably failed. And then... well, sphinxes weren't known for letting their prey leave disappointed.

He watched Bob, still laughing and cursing in equal measure, and felt an unfamiliar darkness settle over his thoughts. If this trial was about wisdom, then the wise thing to do would be to get out of here. Not trying to solve puzzles and infinite riddles.

They needed an exit strategy.

Or - and the thought surprised him with how natural it felt - they needed to figure out how to kill a sphinx.

The sphinx's paw moved through the air with deliberate grace, and suddenly there was an orb floating between them. About the size of a melon, its surface was a maze of interlocking runes that seemed to shift and dance in the cave's dim light.

"One hour," it said simply. "No communication." Its eyes flicked to Bob, who was already opening his mouth. "No complaints." The monocle glinted. "And no magic."

Adom's hand, already halfway to the orb, froze. Runes without magic were like... like a book without words. The entire point of runic arrays was their ability to channel and shape magical energy. Even the simplest activation required mana.

Bob's face was turning an interesting shade of red, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. Adom's arm twitched instinctively to stop him, but he caught himself - even that would have counted as communication.

The leprechaun's face then went from red to purple, but he kept his mouth shut. Somehow.

Good.

The sphinx leaned forward slightly, tail curling with anticipation. "Ah," it sighed, watching Bob struggle against his own nature. "Shame. I thought you'd make it funnier."

The orb continued to float between them, its runes mockingly inert, while the sphinx settled back to watch.

Adom settled onto the cold floor, the orb's shifting runes reflecting in his eyes. But his mind was elsewhere.

One hour. Not to solve a puzzle - to solve a sphinx.

He watched it from the corner of his eye. The way it lounged in the air as if gravity was merely a polite suggestion. The way shadows bent around it slightly wrong. Everything here moved to its will, reality itself bowing to its whims. In its domain, a sphinx was practically a god.

In its domain...

His fingers traced absent patterns in the dust as his mind raced. No one killed sphinxes because in their lairs, they were invincible. But outside... without their reality-bending powers... without their ability to strip senses and twist dreams...

The sphinx's purr deepened as it watched him, clearly amused by whatever it thought he was plotting. Bob had settled into sullen silence, probably still fighting the urge to curse in seventeen different dialects.

Slowly, deliberately, Adom reached into his inventory and withdrew Garrett's dimensional bag. The sphinx's ears perked up with interest as he began methodically emptying it onto the floor. Gold coins clinked and rolled. Scrolls clattered. Potion bottles clinked against each other.

"Ooh," the sphinx practically cooed, tail curling with curiosity. "What are we doing here?" Its monocle glinted as it leaned forward to watch, clearly thinking this was part of some attempt at the puzzle.

The pile of items grew. More coins. A silver chalice. Three rubies. A lot of other things.

Bob's eyes followed the gold with professional interest, but Adom kept his focus on the now-empty bag, mind racing through calculations and possibilities.

Runes were, at their core, instructions written into reality itself. The simplest ones were single commands - heat, light, force. But the real art came in their combination, the way they flowed into each other, each modification changing how mana moved through the whole array.

Dimensional bags were something else entirely. The rune that created their pocket dimensions was a masterpiece of magical engineering, refined over centuries. What had once been a sprawling array of hundreds of interconnected symbols had been gradually compressed, simplified, optimized.

The modern version looked almost elegant: three concentric circles, crossed by lines that bent at precisely calculated angles, with smaller symbols nestled in the spaces between - like a mandala designed by a mathematician with an obsession for spatial geometry.

Here was the neat part: the rune was actually terrifyingly unstable.

The only reason dimensional bags worked at all was because of the layers of security runes wrapped around them, preventing any tampering with the dimensional matrix. Without those safeguards, the pocket dimension would collapse in on itself, creating a vacuum that would try to equalize with reality.

Anything nearby would be pulled in until the pocket was full, at which point it would seal permanently - a one-way trip into a space between spaces.

Only someone either suicidally brave or stubbornly desperate would even consider bypassing those security runes to mess with the dimensional matrix itself. Someone who knew exactly what they were doing - or exactly what they wanted to break. A runicologist.

Adom, staring at his empty bag while the sphinx watched with growing curiosity, was definitely all of the above.

Ha. Haha...

With practiced precision, Adom dragged his thumbnail across his palm, letting blood well up. Blood was, after all, the most basic magical conductor - far less detectable than actively channeling mana. The sphinx continued watching, head tilted, as Adom pretended to examine the bag's outer surface.

The security runes were simple enough to bypass if you knew what you were looking for. Three key points, modified with exactly two drops of blood each. The standard Arnstadt configuration, used in nearly all modern dimensional bags. The blood seeped into the leather, and he felt the first layer of protection dissolve.

The second layer was trickier. Temporal locks, designed to prevent exactly this kind of tampering by desynchronizing the rune matrix from local time. But they had a weakness - they were calibrated assuming someone would try to rush the process. Moving deliberately slowly, he traced the counterpattern with his bloodied nail, letting each line stabilize before moving to the next. Fifteen seconds per stroke. Enough time for the temporal disruption to normalize.

Finally, he reached the dimensional rune itself. The real artistry wasn't in breaking it - that was easy. The challenge was modifying it just enough to create instability while maintaining directional control. Too much damage and the vacuum would pull everything in. Too little and it wouldn't activate at all.

He altered three key vertices, using the bag's own geometric pattern as a guide. Each vertex needed to be shifted just enough to create instability - about one-eighth of the distance to their nearest neighboring rune.

Too far would cause immediate collapse, too little would fail to compromise the matrix. After years of studying runic arrays, his fingers knew the exact distance by feel, like a locksmith sensing tumbler positions.

The blood seeped into the final marks, and he felt the matrix shiver, holding itself together by a thread. Like a dam with hairline cracks, just waiting for the right pressure.

The intact bag in his hands meant success - the dimensional matrix was now like a coiled spring, waiting for its trigger. One opening was all it would take. The bag closed with a soft click.

"No solution yet?" the sphinx asked, its voice dripping with false sympathy. "Thirty minutes remaining."

Adom looked up at the creature and smiled. Not a nervous smile, or a defeated one, but the kind of smile that made the sphinx's own falter for just a fraction of a second.

"And what," it asked, monocle glinting, "could possibly be amusing you at this moment?"

Adom kept smiling, tilting his head slightly as if to say 'you know I can't answer that.'

The sphinx's tail twitched - the first genuine sign of irritation he'd seen from it. "Oh, come now. I said you couldn't communicate with each other. I never said anything about speaking with me."

Of course you didn't, Adom thought, maintaining his smile. And if I'd tried to point that out earlier, you'd have created a new rule on the spot.

But now... now he just needed to figure out how to get an ancient, reality-bending creature of pure cunning to stick its head in a bag.

"Hey. What are your thoughts on time travel?" Adom asked casually, running his fingers along the bag's edge.

The sphinx blinked. "You do realize you have thirty minutes left?" A pause. "Twenty-nine, now."

"Yes."

"And you wish to spend your remaining time discussing theoretical impossibilities?" Its tail swished lazily. "If those are to be your last moments, who am I to deny you?"

"Impossibilities?" Adom's smile widened fractionally. There it was - that slight shift in the sphinx's posture, that barely perceptible lean forward. For all their power, sphinxes had one consistent weakness: they couldn't resist new knowledge. And what could be more tempting than something they believed impossible?

"Time travel," the sphinx stated flatly, "is a magical impossibility. The mana requirements alone-"

"What if I could prove otherwise?"

The sphinx's tail stopped mid-swish. Its eternal smile flickered, replaced for just a moment by something else - hunger. Not the physical kind it had shown before, but the intellectual variety. The need to know.

"Prove?" it purred, shifting slightly closer. "And how would you propose to do that?"

"My arrival here is proof; I traveled from the future."

Bob lifted his head.

The sphinx's purr cut off abruptly. Its monocle actually slipped a fraction before realigning itself. For the first time, the creature's composed demeanor cracked, revealing raw curiosity underneath.

"That's..." it started, then paused, recalculating. "You're lying."

"Am I?" Adom kept his voice carefully neutral. "You can sense lies, can't you? All sphinxes can. So tell me - am I lying? Alexandros?"

The sphinx's composure shattered completely. Its monocle slipped off, dangling from its chain as its massive head jerked back in shock. "Wait a minute... How could you possibly-"

"It's a perk of time travel," Adom said simply.

The creature's tail had stopped moving entirely now. Its eyes narrowed, studying him with new intensity. Testing. Probing. Looking for the deception it was certain had to be there.

The silence stretched. The sphinx drifted closer, almost unconsciously, its scholarly nature warring with its certainty that time travel was impossible.

"Twenty-seven minutes," it said finally, but its voice had lost its mocking edge. "Explain."

"The method is less important than the result." Adom replied. Chuckling.

The sphinx's eyes narrowed to slits. It despised not knowing - all sphinxes did. And now here was someone claiming to know something it didn't, something it thought impossible, and refusing to share the details?

"Less important?" Its voice had dropped an octave, a hint of growl beneath the scholarly tone. The sphinx drifted even closer, almost at arm's length now. "You claim to have achieved what centuries of mages and archmages couldn't even theorize properly, and you consider the method... less important?"

Adom kept his expression carefully neutral, though his heart was hammering. The bag felt heavy in his hands. Not yet. Not quite yet.

"The proof is in the result," he said simply. "Unless, of course, you're not interested in seeing it?"

The sphinx's tail was lashing now, its scholarly patience warring with growing frustration. "Twenty-six minutes," it said, but the time seemed almost an afterthought now. "Show me."

"Allow me to present the result."

He lifted the bag slowly, deliberately, watching the sphinx's eyes lock onto it with laser focus. The creature was practically hovering over him now, its scholarly demeanor completely overtaken by raw intellectual hunger. Even its monocle seemed to gleam with anticipation.

The perfect predator, about to become prey.

One movement. That's all he would have. One chance to trigger the compromised dimensional matrix before the sphinx could react, before it could bend reality or strip his senses or simply tear him apart.

His fingers found the opening clasp.

Bob, forgotten in the corner, had gone completely still, as if sensing the tension in the air.

"Well?" the sphinx purred, leaning closer still, its eternal smile now tight with impatience. "Show me this impossible-"

Click.

The vacuum erupted with the force of a collapsing star.

Reality warped and twisted as the compromised dimensional matrix tore open, creating a pull that made Adom's bones vibrate. The sphinx's eyes widened in that fraction of a second before understanding hit - literally.

"YOU DARE-" its roar cut short as the force yanked it forward. Its claws carved deep gouges into the stone floor, golden fur rippling in the dimensional wind. Bob dove behind a boulder, screaming something that would have made a sailor blush.

Adom braced himself behind the bag, feet sliding on the stone. The pull was stronger than he'd calculated - much stronger. His robes whipped violently, he was trying to maintain his glasses on his nose, and loose stones flew past his head into the void.

The sphinx's rear half was already being drawn in, its form distorting as it fought against the dimensional pull. But instead of using its reality-bending powers, it was fully occupied with raw physical resistance, muscles straining, claws leaving molten streaks in the stone.



See, there's a cruel irony in dimensional magic - for all its reality-warping might, a sphinx becomes as helpless as a kitten when caught between worlds. The bag's maw had created a pocket where Alexandros's powers meant nothing, like a king suddenly stripped of his crown and army the moment he steps into foreign lands.

Here, in this between-space, where the cave's reality bled into the endless void of the bag, all the creature had were its muscles, claws, and increasingly desperate determination not to be pulled into a dimension it couldn't bend to its will.




Hah. As if.





[Fireball]!

Adom's spell struck true, engulfing the sphinx's face. It screamed - not its usual controlled voice, but something ancient and furious.

[Lightning Chain]

[Force Bolt]

[Burning Arrow]

Each spell hammered into the creature as it struggled.

"FECKING BRILLIANT!" Bob emerged from cover, hurling his own arsenal. Daggers, coins, and what looked suspiciously like stolen silverware pelted the sphinx's face.

But it was working free. Inch by terrible inch, its muscles straining, the sphinx was pulling itself out of the vortex. Its monocle had fallen, revealing an eye blazing with fury.

Adom's mana was dropping fast - [200], [150], [100]... The spells weren't enough. The bag needed to fill completely to seal, and the sphinx was too strong, too-

Oh!

"Bob! The bolt! NOW!"

The leprechaun understood instantly, tossing his prized multiplying bolt. Adom caught it and threw it into the vortex. The bolt split into two, then four, then sixteen, then hundreds, thousands, each copy striking the sphinx before being sucked into the void. A storm of metal, each hit driving the creature back slightly.

"HAH! EAT THAT, YE PRETENTIOUS FELINE!" Bob cackled.

The sphinx's roar of rage turned to one of desperation as the combined force finally overwhelmed it. Its claws left burning trails in the air itself as it fought, but the vacuum was winning. Just a little more...

But Adom could see its wings starting to spread, preparing for one final effort. If it got them fully extended-

"No... NO-" The sphinx's final scream cut off with a thunderous BOOM that shook the entire cave. The shockwave sent Adom cartwheeling through the air, his glasses vanishing into the void in the last instant before the bag sealed. Bob flew in the opposite direction with a string of creative curses that ended in a solid thunk against stone.

Dust filled the air, thick enough to choke on. Debris rained down from the ceiling, pinging off rocks and adding to the chaos.

"LAD! LAD, WHERE ARE YE?" Bob's voice echoed through the haze.

Adom pushed himself up, every muscle screaming. "Here," he managed between coughs.

A wet, gurgling sound froze them both.

"Bloody hell," Bob whispered. "The bastard's still-"

A weak curse in an ancient language drifted through the settling dust, followed by the sound of liquid spattering on stone.

Adom forced himself to his feet, vision blurry without his glasses. His mana reserves were dangerously low - barely enough for two more spells. But if he was going to die here anyway...

The dust began to clear.

The sealed bag lay innocently on the cave floor, looking almost pristine despite everything. Behind it...

The sphinx's front half lay sprawled on the stone, the rest of its body cleanly severed where the dimensional pocket had sealed. Golden fur matted with ichor, wings broken and twisted at unnatural angles. One had been completely crushed by falling rocks. Its chest heaved with labored breaths, each one bringing fresh streams of golden fluid from its mouth.

But its eyes - its eyes were still sharp, still focused, still burning with intelligence as they fixed on Adom and Bob. Its eternal smile had finally vanished, replaced by a grimace of pain and fury.

"You..." it rasped, more ichor bubbling up. "How... dare..."

Adom didn't hesitate.

The Flamebrand Sword flashed in his grip as he lunged forward. No speeches. No final words. Just the brutal necessity of survival.

The blade struck true, slicing deep into the sphinx's exposed neck with a wet, sickening sound. Golden ichor erupted in a pressurized spray, splattering across Adom's face and chest in hot waves. The sphinx's eyes widened - not in pain or fear, but in pure shock as its lifeblood pumped out in rhythmic pulses.

Its mouth opened in a silent scream, golden blood flowing between its teeth like molten metal. The creature thrashed wildly, its remaining claws carving deep furrows into the stone as Adom wrenched the blade sideways, severing arteries and muscle.

He drove the sword deeper, the edge grinding against vertebrae as he sawed through the thick neck. The sphinx's remaining wing beat frantically, trying to escape, or maybe it was just a reflex.

Those ancient, intelligent eyes locked with his for one final moment. The knowledge in them clouded, dimmed, and finally went dark - like stars winking out one by one.

With a final effort, Adom pulled the blade free. The sphinx's massive head dropped to the stone, nearly separated from its body. Golden ichor continued to pump from the ragged wound, pooling beneath the creature and steaming where it touched the stone.

Adom stepped back, his robes soaked with sphinx blood, his breath coming in ragged gasps as the reality of what he'd done settled over him.

"YE DID IT! YE ACTUALLY BLOODY DID IT!" Bob was jumping up and down, his hat long lost in the chaos. "YOU THOUGHT YOU OUTSMARTED US, BUT WE OUTSMARTED YOUR OUTSMARTING!" His manic laughter echoed through the cave. "ADOM! ADOM! ADOM!" His voice bounced off the walls like a victory chant. "I've never- In all me years- A SPHINX! A bloody SPHINX!"

As Bob's celebration continued, Adom examined the cleanly severed remains with a frown. The dimensional bag had cut directly through the sphinx's chest cavity, taking its entire heart and who knows what else.

"Damn it," he muttered, kicking at the stone floor in frustration.

"What's wrong, lad?" Bob asked, pausing his victory dance.

"The heart's gone," Adom explained, gesturing to the clean slice through the sphinx's torso. "The bag took it. Perfect cut right through the chest cavity."

"And that's... bad?" Bob raised an eyebrow, already returning to scooping up scattered gold coins.

"No one's killed a sphinx in centuries," Adom said. "Can you imagine what a sphinx heart would be worth? What it might do? That's the kind of loot that would make this whole nightmare worthwhile!"

Bob scratched his beard thoughtfully. "Any chance of getting it back out?"

Adom shook his head. "Not unless you want to risk letting that thing out too. The dimensional matrix is completely compromised - opening it again would be..." He trailed off, there was no need to even finish that sentence.

"Right," Bob nodded. "Probably best to leave that particular treasure where it is, then. Besides," he grinned, scooping up another handful of coins, "plenty more where that came from!"

Adom sighed as a blue text materialized in his vision:

[Congratulations! You have completed the Trial of Wisdom!]

[Your ability to see through the sphinx's deception and refuse to continue its game of riddles marks you as truly wise.]

[Rare Achievement: First sphinx slaying in 300 years]












Bob was still dancing around, picking up scattered gold coins and what remained of his multiplying bolt. "We're rich! We're alive! And we're bloody RICH!"













Adom's ragged breathing slowly steadied as his body adjusted.













[+3 White Wyrm Body]
[Physical Resistance increased]

His fingers brushed against the golden monocle lying in the blood. The artifact shimmered and contracted, shrinking until it fit perfectly in his palm - no longer sized for a massive sphinx's eye.

The delicate frame bore flowing dwarven runes, intertwining like vines around the rim. Despite its age, the craftsmanship was unmistakable - definitely post-Sundering era work. Before men, elves and dwarves separated. A crack ran through the lens, likely from the battle.




The golden monocle gleamed in Adom's palm.

 


[Riddler's Bane (S-Class)]

This monocle enhances magical perception, allowing the wearer to perceive the subtle patterns and structures within magical phenomena they study. The deeper the wearer's knowledge of a particular magical system, the more intricate details the monocle reveals.

Effects:


	Reveals the underlying structure of magical workings

	Heightens perception of mana flow and its interactions



Note: The monocle does not grant knowledge - it only illuminates what the user already understands at a deeper level.

[Current Status: Active]

Adom slipped the monocle over his right eye, and the world... shifted. Not dramatically, but in countless subtle ways that made his breath catch. The air itself seemed alive with gossamer threads of mana - ambient magic he'd always had to strain to perceive now danced clearly in his vision. The cave walls thrummed with old enchantments, their patterns unfurling like ancient tapestries.

[Light], he cast experimentally.

His eyes widened. Through the monocle, he could see the exact way his mana coalesced, the precise moment it transformed into luminous energy. The spell's structure was laid bare - not just the surface pattern he'd memorized, but the deeper flows and eddies that made it work. Like seeing the individual brushstrokes in a painting he'd only ever viewed from afar.

The residual magic from their battle still lingered in the air. He could trace the exact path his fireball had taken, see where it had interacted with the sphinx's failing reality-bend. Even the dimensional bag's fractured matrix was visible, its broken geometry still bleeding traces of power.

Fascinating. With this, he could-

"Ooh, shiny." Bob wandered over, peering at the monocle. "That's some fancy eyewear ye got there. Interesting?"

"Very," Adom replied before storing it in his inventory.

Feeling the magical exhaustion weighing heavily on him, Adom reached for one of the high-grade mana potions he'd purchased, now on the ground.

The crystalline liquid went down smoothly - none of that bitter aftertaste of cheaper potions. Instead, it tasted like honeyed mint tea with a hint of citrus. You could always tell the quality by how sweet it was.

[Mana regenerating...]

"You about done staring at that trinket?" Bob called, his dimensional bag steadily swallowing coin after golden coin. "Not that I'm complaining about the haul, mind you, but you haven't touched a single piece of this lovely gold." He paused, narrowing his eyes suspiciously. "Feeling ill?"











Adom smiled tiredly. "Take it all, Bob. You earned it."

"Now I know something's wrong with- wait, what?" The leprechaun froze mid-grab. "All of it? Seriously?"

"All yours."

Bob's grin threatened to split his face as he began shoveling gold faster. "You're either the most generous mage I've ever met or the most foolish. Either way, I'm not arguing!"































Adom turned toward the passage the sphinx had been guarding.











"How much deeper do you think this labyrinth goes?" he muttered, starting forward.

"Knowing our luck? Probably straight to hell itself," Bob grumbled, jogging to catch up. "And knowing your curiosity, we're going to find out."

The passage twisted and turned until finally opening into... something else entirely.

Adom's steps slowed. The chamber was vast, its ceiling lost in shadows above. But it was what filled the space that made his blood run cold.

Golems. Hundreds of them. All standing motionless in various combat stances. Their metallic and stone bodies gleamed with runes.

And in the center...

A knight-golem knelt, both hands resting on the pommel of a great sword. Its armor was intricate, covered in runes that seemed to shift in the dim light. Unlike the others, this one radiated with mana.

"Bob," Adom whispered. "We need to leave. Now."

They spun toward the entrance, only to find solid stone where the passage had been.

Ah, come on.

"Uh, lad?" Bob's voice shook slightly. "There's writing appearing on the wall. In human script, looks like. What's it say?"

Adom's shoulders slumped as glowing letters materialized:

WELCOME TO THE THIRD TRIAL
THE TRIAL OF STRENGTH

The sound of grinding metal and stone filled the chamber. The knight-golem's head slowly raised. Around them, the army of constructs began to move, their runes flickering to life.

"Oh, bloody hell," Bob whispered. "Who is doing this to us..."















































            

    
        Chapter 17. The Trial Of Strength

    
    
    
    
                "SWEET MOTHER OF A DISEASED GOBLIN'S LEFT TESTICLE ON A RUSTY SPOON COVERED IN TROLL SNOT-" Bob's creative stream of profanity echoed through the chamber as dust and ancient stone fragments rained down from the ceiling. Somewhere in the darkness, water dripped steadily.

The golems moved with a grinding symphony of metal and stone, their runes pulsing in patterns that made Adom's eyes hurt. More text began materializing on the wall in that same ethereal script.

"AND IF WHOEVER'S PULLING THESE TRIALS OUT OF THEIR ARSE THINKS I'M GOING TO-"

"Bob."

"-SHOVE IT RIGHT UP THEIR-"

"Bob..."

"-WITH A RUSTY PICKAXE AND THREE POUNDS OF-"

"BOB!"

"ME NAME'S NOT FECKING B- oh." The leprechaun blinked, finally registering Adom's hand on his shoulder. "Sorry, lad. Got a bit carried away there." He straightened his hat, which had somehow stayed on through his tirade. "What?"

"You need to calm down. Look." Adom pointed at the wall where the rules were appearing.

Bob squinted at the glowing text. "Well? What's it saying? And please tell me it doesn't involve more bloody riddles."

"No riddles." Adom's eyes narrowed as he studied the glowing text. "Three trials of strength. Though only the first is revealed to us now."

He pointed to the massive bridge spanning the chasm - a stone construction that stretched across the void like a skeletal finger. Ancient runes pulsed dimly along its sides, barely illuminating the sheer vastness of the chamber they stood in. The ceiling was lost in darkness above, while carved columns thick as ancient trees lined the walls, disappearing into shadows.

"First, the Trial of Dominion. I think it's a sort of... tug of war against a golem, on that crumbling bridge."

"Tug of what now?"

"You don't know what tug of war is?"

"Me friend, I'm over a thousand years old and spent most of that time with trees and mushrooms and grumpy old fae more attached to their gold than common sense." He scoffed. "Human games weren't exactly high on me list of interests."

Adom sighed. "Two opponents, each holding one end of a rope. You pull until your opponent either falls or crosses a line. Except here..." He gestured at the bridge. "Simple enough - pull your opponent to their death before they do the same to you."

"Ah." Bob nodded sagely. "So it's like that time I got into a dispute with a treant over territory. Except with more fallin' to our deaths."

"You fought a treant?"

"Aye," Bob said, bending down to search for a pebble. "The stubborn thing thought me lucky charms garden was on his territory. Can you believe it? Three hundred years I'd been growin' those clovers."

"What are you doing?" Adom asked, watching the old fae weigh the stone in his palm.

"Just... verifying somethin'." Bob moved to the edge, held the pebble out. "Scientific inquiry and all that."

"Scientific-?" Adom's question cut off as Bob dropped the stone into the darkness. They both instinctively leaned forward, ears straining.

Seconds passed.

More seconds passed.

"Seriously?" Bob's whisper echoed slightly in the vast space.

They kept listening.

And listening.

A distant, barely audible clunk finally reached their ears.

Bob and Adom slowly turned to look at each other, faces carefully blank.

"Right then," Bob said, taking a very deliberate step back from the edge. "Best keep our footin', eh?" He glanced at the glowing text again, scowling. "Three trials, revealed one at a time... what do these bastards think this is, some sort of game? Like we're here for their entertainment?" He spat on the ground. "Probably sittin' somewhere comfortable, watching us dance like puppets on strings."

"If they are watching," Adom said quietly, "then let's show them what we can do."

"Aye." Bob adjusted his hat grimly.

The grinding of stone and metal around them intensified as new text blazed across the wall:

CHALLENGERS, APPROACH THE BRIDGE

"Well," Bob said, eyeing the massive stone construct that would be their battleground. "Least we're in this together. How is this tug-o'-woor thingy?"

"Tug of war," Adom corrected, watching the golems take position.

"What?"

"The game. It's called tug of war."

"Ah gràinne milis na deamhain féin!" Bob muttered, then louder: "Dheamhan dochar air do cheann cairdiúil!"

"I have no idea what you just said, but if that was directed at me, I return the sentiment."

"Ha! Good lad." Bob's grin flickered briefly. "Though you look about as confident as a pixie in a dragon's lair for someone who's done this tug-o'-woor before."

"Because I didn't mention one small detail." Adom's eyes followed the golems as they took position on the opposite end of the bridge. Two of them. Each holding an end of a massive chain. "When I competed in these games as a child... we used rope. Not chain."

"Ah." Bob stared at their opponents, then down at his own diminutive height, then back at the golems. "Don't suppose you've got any spells that could make me about seven feet taller?"

"No. But I do have an idea." Adom's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "How's your balance when pulling?"

"Better than most," Bob grumbled, still clearly agitated from earlier. "Though I'd rather be testin' it on Orynth's neck, the smug bastard." He gave the chain a testing tug. "Still can't believe this nonsense. First they drop us in this oversized death pit, then expect us to play circus performer on a bridge that's older than me grandmother's-"

Adom's eyes flickered briefly to Bob at the mention of that name. Another piece of the puzzle - how did a leprechaun know one of the ancient Architects? But now wasn't the time for questions.

The bridge stretched before them, ancient stone worn smooth by countless centuries. Each step toward its center felt heavier than the last, the abyss below a hungry void that seemed to pull at their very souls. The chain lay between them - thick links of metal that could have anchored a titan's warship.

At the far end, the two golems stood motionless. Silent. Waiting.

"Don't like this," Bob muttered, adjusting his grip on the chain. "Not one bit. The way they're just... standin' there. Like death's own statues. Sends shivers right down to me bones, it does."

Adom barely heard him. The world had taken on a strange, distant quality, like he was viewing it through murky water. His limbs felt leaden, his thoughts scattered like leaves in autumn wind. What he wouldn't give for a moment's rest. Just a brief pause to catch his breath, to sit down with a steaming cup of tea...

"Lad!"

"Huh?" Adom blinked, Bob's voice yanking him back to the present.

"You alright there?"

Adom looked down at his trembling hands, at the sweat already beading on his skin despite the chamber's chill. He managed a weak laugh. "What do you think?"

"Aye, stupid question." Bob's voice softened, losing some of its usual gruffness. "Just hang in there, yeah? And don't you worry about the heavy lifting." He grinned, rolling up his sleeves to reveal surprisingly corded forearms. "May not look it, but I once arm-wrestled a bridge troll to a standstill. Course, we were both blind drunk at the time, but that's beside the point."

"Hold on," Adom said, momentarily distracted from his exhaustion. "Fighting treants, wrestling trolls... what kind of life did you lead before all this?"

Bob's eyes twinkled with mischief. "Ah, in me younger days? Let's just say I had a particular talent for finding trouble. Or maybe trouble had a talent for finding me. Hard to tell after the first few centuries." He chuckled. "There was this one time in the Dragon's Spine Mountains-"

A grinding screech cut through the air. Across the bridge, the golems had begun gathering their length of chain, their movements precise and methodical. They were built like strongmen, broad-shouldered and solid, their stone and metal bodies radiating an aura of raw power. Runes pulsed along their joints, casting sharp shadows across the bridge.

"Right then," Bob muttered, positioning himself in front of Adom. "I'll handle the pulling. That big brain of yours got any tips? Because these lovely fellows don't look like they're here to exchange pleasantries."

Adom watched the golems' movements, memory stirring. "Actually... yes. When I was little, maybe six or seven, there was this kid I used to know, Damus. We'd play tug of war in their estate. He was twice my size, but I won more often than not."

"Oh?" Bob began gathering the chain. "Do tell."

"It's all about the timing," Adom said. "Most people think it's about pulling harder than your opponent. It's not. It's about-"

The chain jerked suddenly as the golems took up the slack. Bob planted his feet, muscles straining.

"Less lecture, more instruction, lad!"

"Right. Watch their movements. Wait for them to pull - they'll have to reset their stance after each attempt. That's when you pull back. Not before, not during. After. Use their own recovery against them. And..." Adom's voice trailed off as he watched the golems' runes pulse in unison. "They're about to-"

The chain snapped taut with devastating force. Bob was yanked forward with a startled yelp, boots scraping against stone as he struggled to find purchase.

"MOTHER OF A-" The rest of his curse was lost in the grinding of metal as the golems pulled again. Bob's knuckles went white around the chain, his whole body straining backward.

Adom grabbed the chain too, but it was like trying to stop a landslide with bare hands. The metal links were freezing against his palms, already slick with sweat. His exhausted muscles screamed in protest.

"Hang on, lad!" Bob's voice was tight with effort. "Just... need to... find me footing." The leprechaun's boots finally caught a groove in the stone, and he dug in with a grunt. "Bloody bastards are stronger than they look. Caught me off guard, they did."

Adom could hardly believe what he was seeing. Bob - barely reaching his chest in height - was actually holding his ground against two golems. Veins stood out on his neck and forearms, his face turning an alarming shade of red, but he wasn't giving up an inch.

"Remember what I said!" Adom called out, pulling alongside him. "Wait for their recovery-"

The golems yanked again.

The force of it lifted Bob clear off his feet for a heart-stopping moment before he slammed back down. They slid another foot closer to the edge.

"Easier said than- BALLS OF A BRASS MONKEY!" Another pull. Another foot lost. "Than done!"

Adom could feel the void in front of them, an endless hungry darkness waiting for a mistake. His arms felt like they were being torn from their sockets. Through the pain and exhaustion, he noticed a pattern - the golems pulled in sync with their pulsing runes.

"Bob! The runes! They pulse right before-"

The chain jerked again. Bob's stream of cursing would have made a sailor blush. They were maybe ten feet from the edge now. Nine. Eight.

Desperation clawing at his chest, Adom reached for his magic. Just a small burst, something to give them leverage-

The air cracked like thunder. Something massive whistled past his ear, missing him by inches. He turned his head just enough to see a spear embedded in the wall behind them, its shaft still quivering from impact. On the platform above, a golem lowered its arm, its message clear: no magic.

"FOCUS, LAD!" Bob roared. His hat had finally fallen off, sweat pouring down his face. "TELL ME ABOUT THAT TIMING!"

Another pull. Seven feet. Six.

"Watch... watch the runes!" Adom's voice was ragged. "They dim right after! That's when they reset! That's when we-"

The runes flared. They braced. The pull came, brutal as ever, but this time they were ready. The instant the runes dimmed, Bob threw his weight backward with a roar that echoed off the chamber walls. Adom pulled with everything he had left.

The chain moved. Just a little. Just enough.

"AGAIN!" Bob bellowed. "TELL ME WHEN!"

Five feet from death, Adom watched the runes, praying his trembling arms would hold just a little longer...

The runes pulsed. Flash. Pull. Dim.

"NOW!"

They heaved backward in perfect sync. The chain moved another precious inch. Their feet found better purchase on the worn stone.

Flash. Pull. Dim.

"NOW!"

Each coordinated pull brought them further from the edge, but Adom's arms felt like molten lead. His vision swam. Only Bob's grunted counting kept him focused. Four feet from the edge. Five. Six.

Then Adom saw it - the golems' fatal flaw.

"Bob!" he gasped between pulls. "They're anchored! Look at their feet!"

The leprechaun spared a glance between straining breaths. The golems' feet were indeed locked into grooves in the stone, giving them leverage but limiting their movement.

"That's... great... lad," Bob managed through clenched teeth. "But... unless you've got... a bloody pickaxe..."

"No - they can't adjust! They're pulling straight! If we..." Adom's lungs burned. "If we pull sideways..."

Understanding flashed in Bob's eyes. "On your mark!"

Flash. Pull. Dim.

"NOW! LEFT!"

They threw their weight sideways, yanking the chain at an angle. The golems' rigid stance worked against them. For a terrible moment, nothing happened.

Then came the sound of stone cracking.

One golem's foot broke free from its anchor. It staggered, throwing off the other's balance. Their synchronized pulling shattered.

"AGAIN!" Adom screamed.

Flash. Stumble. Dim.

They heaved left once more. The second golem's anchor cracked. The constructs tried to compensate, their movements now jerky and desperate.

"Once more!" Bob roared. "EVERYTHING YOU'VE GOT, LAD!"

Adom's world narrowed to this moment. The chain. The pull. Bob's battle cry beside him. His screaming muscles finding one last surge of strength.

Flash-

The golems pulled.

-Dim.

They yanked sideways with everything they had left.

The golems' remaining anchors shattered. Without their bracing, the force of their own pull sent them staggering backward. Their feet found empty air.

Time seemed to slow. Adom watched as the massive constructs tipped over the edge, their runed joints still pulsing, arms windmilling uselessly. The chain went slack so suddenly that he and Bob fell backward onto the bridge.

The sound of the golems hitting bottom came long, long moments later. A crash like thunder rolled up from the depths, then silence.

Adom lay there, gasping, every breath feeling like knives in his chest. Beside him, Bob had collapsed onto his back, face still crimson, chest heaving.

"That..." the leprechaun wheezed, "was too... bloody... close."

They'd done it. Somehow, they'd done it. But as Adom's racing heart slowly steadied, one thought kept echoing through his mind:

This was only the first trial.

Adom lay there staring at the darkness above, his chest still heaving, when a hand entered his field of vision. Bob stood over him, somehow already back on his feet despite his face still being flushed from exertion.

"Come on then, lad." The leprechaun's grin was infectious, even with sweat still dripping from his chin. "Between that brilliant mind of yours and these stubborn old muscles, we'll make it out of here alive. You have me word on that."

Adom couldn't help but smile back. "Sure." He grabbed Bob's hand, surprised again by the strength in the leprechaun's grip as he was pulled to his feet.

The grinding of stone drew their attention. The wall's ethereal script shifted and flowed like water, forming new words. Adom's smile faded as he read.

"What?" Bob asked, noting his expression. "What fresh hell are they throwing at us now?"

"The Trial of Swiftness." Adom's eyes moved rapidly across the glowing text. "There's a hammer and a helmet. They'll be placed between us and another golem. First one to reach them wins."

"That's... suspiciously simple."

"There's more." Adom rubbed his temples. "The hammer's supposedly extremely heavy, and the helmet magically adjusts to fit whoever wears it. If the golem gets the hammer first..."

"We're proper fecked?"

"Unless we can get the helmet on quickly enough, yes. And if we get the hammer..."

"We need to smash the bastard before it gets the helmet." Bob spat on the ground. "Because of course the helmet makes them invulnerable. Wonderful." He adjusted his hat irritably. "Don't suppose we could just... not play their game? Sit down, have a nice cup of tea instead?"

"After what happened when I tried to use magic?" Adom gestured at the spear still embedded in the wall. "I doubt we have a choice."

"Right." Bob cracked his knuckles. "So, any brilliant ideas? Because I'm fast for me size, but something tells me these golems aren't exactly sluggish either."

"I might have one." Adom's eyes had taken on that distant look Bob was starting to recognize. "But you're not going to like it."

"Lad, I haven't liked anything since I fell into this oversized tomb. Out with it."

"I heard leprechauns were naturally fast. Something about blessing-enhanced reflexes?"

Bob snorted. "That's like saying all dwarves are master smiths because of Grimbeard the Great. Stereotype, that is."

"But you just said you were fast for your size."

"Aye, I did. Because I am." Bob puffed up his chest. "Peak specimen, I'll have you know. Back in the day, all the leanansídhe were mad for me. Had to beat them off with a stick, I did. Well, more like a twig, given me size, but-"

He cut off as Adom stumbled, the world tilting sideways. The chamber's columns seemed to dance and blur, stone walls rippling like water. His legs felt distant, disconnected. Some part of him wanted to laugh at Bob's boasting, to ask more about these leanansídhe, but exhaustion had sunk its claws too deep. Even breathing felt like too much effort.

"Easy there, lad!" Bob caught him before his knees could buckle, surprising strength in those short arms. "Bloody hell, you're burning up. Should've said something sooner."

"M'fine," Adom mumbled, though the ground wouldn't stay still. "Just need a moment..."

"Sure you do. And I'm a bloody unicorn in disguise." Bob's voice had lost its usual gruffness, replaced by genuine concern. "When's the last time you properly rested?"

When had he last rested?

The thought floated through his foggy mind as he leaned against Bob. He came back what, Three? Four days ago? God, he couldn't even remember. Since coming back, everything had been a constant rush - racing against time, against fate, against his own memories.

He hadn't even stopped to just... breathe. To sit in the market and watch people haggle over fresh bread. To smell the flowers blooming in the Temple gardens. Funny, that. His whole dream had been to live life differently this time around, to savor every moment he'd taken for granted before.

But how could he? Every time he tried to relax, tried to just exist in the moment, the knowledge would creep back in. The streets he walked would burn. The people he passed would scream. The sky would turn black with-

"I'm tired," he whispered, more to himself than to Bob. "God, I'm so tired."

For some reason, he suddenly craved some honey cake. The same one he had back in Kati. He'd only managed three bites. Just three perfect, wonderful bites. The sweetness had still been on his tongue when the sky turned dark. When Dragon's Breath fell, and Kati followed.

He never had honey cake again. Not in all the years that followed. Not in that entire lifetime. Strange, how such a small thing could hurt so much. Three bites of perfection, of normalcy, before everything burned away.

If he made it out alive - when, he had to believe when - he'd take a week off. Just walk the streets of Arkhos. Get some of those honey-glazed pastries from a random old woman that would sell them. Those were the best kind. Old people always made the best street food.

Maybe get a dog, something small and loyal. Name it Fido. Or a familiar.

Yeah... that would be nice.

"Just..." he managed, trying to focus on Bob's worried face through the haze, "had an eventful few days."

"Eventful few days, he says," Bob muttered, adjusting his grip to better support Adom's weight. "Like he's been to a bloody harvest festival instead of whatever mess got you looking half-dead." His voice softened. "Hang in there, lad."

The chamber suddenly rumbled, cutting through his exhausted musings. Stone ground against stone as the room began to shift, walls rearranging themselves like pieces of some massive puzzle.

"Seems our gracious hosts are getting impatient," Bob growled, helping Adom straighten up.

Adom watched the room transform, fighting back another wave of dizziness.

The wall's script shifted: CHALLENGERS, ADVANCE.

The golems moved in perfect unison, creating a path through a broad corridor. Despite his exhaustion, Adom couldn't help but notice how their movements seemed almost... ceremonial.

"Well," Bob muttered, supporting Adom as they walked, "suppose they're not big on breaks between death-defying challenges."

"At least this time we're not dangling over an abyss."

"No, just racing a bloody golem for magical artifacts. Much better." Bob's tone was light, but his grip on Adom's arm remained steady. "Speaking of which... about what you said to the sphinx back there."

"Ah. That."

"Don't try telling me you were bluffing." Bob kicked a pebble, watching it bounce down the path. "That overgrown cat would've known. And the way you knew his name..." He glanced sideways at Adom. "You said you came back from the future?"

Adom chuckled. "Tell you what - I'll explain everything if you tell me how a you know that Orynth guy. And why you can dreamwalk."

"Ah, well, would you look at these lovely stone walls-"

"Bob." Adom stopped walking. "If you know something about whoever built this place, I need to know. It might help us find a way out."

The leprechaun was quiet for a long moment, adjusting his hat with unusual care. "Orynth... used to be a friend. Bastard tricked me into owing him a debt."

"How?"

Bob sighed. "It's a stupid story, really. There I was, minding me own business, making shoes-"

"Shoes?"

"What? You think leprechauns just sit around counting gold all day? We've got to make a living somehow." Bob waved dismissively. "Anyway, I specialized in climbing boots. Best in the business, if I do say so myself. Even had a nice little shop at the end of a rainbow-"

"Of course you did."

"Oi, who's telling this story?" Bob glared. "So there I was, testing a new pair on the cliffs of Mount Silverhorn. Beautiful day, perfect for climbing. Then this wyvern shows up."

"A wyvern."

"Did I stutter? Yes, a bloody wyvern. Nasty piece of work, too. There I am, dangling off a cliff face, about to become lunch, when who should appear but Orynth himself." Bob's voice went flat. "Standing on thin air, cool as you please, sipping tea."

"Tea?"

"Earl Black, if you must know. With honey." Bob's eye twitched. "So he looks at me, looks at the wyvern, and says - and I'll never forget this - 'Those are fascinating boots you're wearing.'"

Adom stared. "While you were about to die?"

"While I was about to die! Then he says, 'I'll help you with your little predicament if you agree to make me three pairs.'" Bob kicked another rock, harder this time. "What was I supposed to say? No? The wyvern's breath was hot enough to curl me beard!"

"So you agreed."

"So I agreed. He snaps his fingers, the wyvern turns into a bloody songbird, and I'm standing safe on the cliff."

"Wait, he turned a wyvern into a songbird?" Adom stopped walking.

"Bloody hell, I know!" Bob threw his hands up. "Never seen anything like it before or since. Didn't even use those fancy mage hand movements, just..." He snapped his fingers for emphasis.

"How was a mage that powerful not recorded in history?"

"Eh, he lived up in that mountain of his, mostly. Had this huge farm near the Duke's castle at the time. The Duke was-"

"Borealis," Adom finished.

"Oh? They're still around then?"

"How long ago exactly was this?"

Bob scratched his chin. "Hard to say exactly. More than a thousand years, less than two thousand."

"You mentioned back at the fist chamber that he was a 'red-eyed bastard'?"

Bob chuckled darkly. "Aye, that he was."

"The Borealis house is known for their red eyes. Most of them have them. They're descendants of the First Men - of Law Borealis..."

"Look at that," Bob said quickly. "Time for more death-defying nonsense. Better get moving, eh?"

The chamber floor began to shift, sand swirling in impossible patterns. From its depths rose a massive war hammer, its head carved with ancient runes that pulsed with an inner light. The weapon hung suspended in the air, surrounded by a semi-circle of golems standing at attention.

On the opposite side of the chamber, more sand parted to reveal a helm that seemed almost alive, its silver metal rippling like quicksilver in the dim light. Another group of golems took position around it, their metallic forms gleaming.

"Bob," Adom said, fighting to keep his balance as exhaustion threatened to overwhelm him. "Since your... friend built this place, is there anything you can tell me about it?"

"Orynth wasn't the only one who made it." Bob's eyes darted between the two artifacts. "There were others. All of them powerful mages, mysterious types. Wouldn't tell anyone what they were doing, spent decades working on it."

"How long exactly?"

"Orynth worked on it for sixty years of his life. Don't know about the others."

"Sixty years?" Adom frowned. "What was the purpose?"

Bob shook his head. "He became obsessed with it near the end. Kept saying he had to finish it before his time came. Had to make sure everything was perfect."

"But why? Was it the treasure? What could be worth sixty years of work from multiple master mages?"

The leprechaun turned to look at Adom, and for once there was no trace of humor in his eyes. "I really don't know, lad. That's the honest truth. He changed over those years. Became... different. More secretive. Stopped coming by the shop. Last time I saw him..." Bob trailed off, looking troubled. "Well, let's just say he wasn't the same person who saved me from that wyvern."

They arrived at the end of the golem-made corridor. A vast circular arena opened before them, its floor covered in fine, shifting sand

"Sit down, lad," Bob said firmly, guiding Adom to a worn stone step. "You can barely stand. Let me handle this one."

"But-"

"No buts. Save your strength." Bob's usual grin had been replaced by something harder, more focused. "Besides, speed's me specialty."

From the swirling sands emerged a new golem, taller than the others, its joints clicking like a deadly clockwork as it took position. The hammer hung between them, its runes pulsing with ancient power. The helm gleamed on the far side, liquid silver in the dim light.

The wall's script flared: BEGIN.

Everything happened in heartbeats.

The golem lunged forward, its metallic legs coiling like springs. Bob was already moving, a blur of green and gold. Sand erupted where the golem's foot struck, but the leprechaun was gone, rolling under its reaching arms.

Three steps to the hammer.

The golem pivoted impossibly fast, its joints screaming. Bob twisted mid-stride, barely avoiding metal fingers that whistled past his ear.

Two steps.

They reached the hammer simultaneously. The golem's hand closed on empty air as Bob dove between its legs, his own fingers wrapping around the weapon's handle.

One step.

The hammer came up in a brutal arc, faster than something that size should move. The golem started to turn-

CRACK.

The sound echoed like thunder, followed by the quieter tinkle of shattered metal and stone hitting sand. The golem's head bounced once, rolled, and came to rest at Adom's feet. Its body swayed for a moment, then toppled.

Four seconds. Maybe five.

Bob stood there, hammer resting on his shoulder, chest heaving slightly. "Well," he said, breaking the stunned silence. "That was bracing."

Adom realized he'd been holding his breath. "That... that was..."

"What?" Bob grinned, his usual mischief returning. "Told you I was fast for me size." He gave the hammer an experimental swing. "Nice balance on this thing too. Might keep it as a souvenir."

Relief flooded through Adom, making him dizzy. Or maybe that was just the exhaustion. Either way, he found himself laughing - a slightly hysterical sound that echoed off the ancient walls.

"You're insane," he managed between chuckles. "Absolutely insane."

"Coming from the lad who traveled through time?" Bob winked, extending his free hand. "Come on then. Up you get. Something tells me we're not done yet."

And he was right.

A new golem stepped forward, its runes pulsing with deadly intent. Bob and Adom exchanged glances.

"Hang on," Bob frowned, hammer still resting on his shoulder. "Pretty sure I just turned the last one's head into gravel, didn't I?"

"You definitely did."

"Right. So..." Bob gestured at the waiting construct with his free hand. "What's this about then?"

He stepped forward, but two golems materialized from the shadows, crossing their spears to block his path. Their message was clear: no entry.

"Oh, for the love of- What now?" Bob's eye twitched. "Did I win too quickly? Would they prefer I dance a jig first? Maybe tell a few jokes?"

Adom pushed himself to his feet, swaying slightly. "I think... I think they want me to do it too."

"What? No. Absolutely not. You can barely stand!"

"We did the first trial together," Adom said quietly. "Maybe that's the point. Everyone has to prove themselves."

"Prove themselves?" Bob's voice rose an octave. "To who? These oversized wind-up toys?" He turned to glare at the waiting golems. "Listen here, you stone-headed bastards! In case you hadn't noticed, the lad's about to fall over! If you think I'm going to let you-"

"Bob."

"-and another thing! Whoever's pulling your strings can take their trials and shove them right up their-"

"Bob!"

"WHAT?"

"I have to do this."

The leprechaun deflated slightly, though his scowl remained. "No, you don't. We can find another way. Or I could just..." He hefted the hammer meaningfully.

Adom managed a weak smile. "Since when did you start worrying so much about me?"

"Don't get it twisted, lad. That big brain of yours is the only reason we're not dead twice over already." Bob snorted. "And I'd rather keep it intact and inside your skull, not splattered across the floor. Need it to get out of this oversized maze, don't I?"

Adom sighed in relief.

"What's that look for?" Bob asked, hammer still casually propped on his shoulder.

"Oh, just glad this didn't turn into one of those cheesy moments."

"Cheesy?" Bob's brow furrowed. "What's dairy got to do with anything?"

"It's a modern expression. Means overly sentimental."

"You future folk are strange," Bob muttered. "Perfectly good words already exist for that sort of thing. Mawkish. Saccharine. But no, you had to drag perfectly innocent cheese into it." He shook his head. "Next you'll tell me you use 'bread' to mean something entirely different too."

"Actually-"

Adom almost laughed at the absurdity of it all - casually discussing modern slang while potentially walking to his death. There was something darkly hilarious about that. But the humor died in his throat as he stepped onto the sand.

The moment his foot touched the ground, the world... shifted. The arena seemed larger from inside, the walls stretching up into impossible darkness. Sand swirled around his ankles, alive with strange patterns that made his eyes hurt if he looked too long.

And he could have sworn the golem in front of him looked much less impressive from where he was sitting. The chamber felt different from this angle. More intimate. More real.

From the depths rose another war hammer, identical to Bob's, and another helm. The golem took position.

The golems... Adom looked at the one in front of him, as it positioned itself.

These constructs were centuries old, yet they put modern golems to shame. The most advanced constructs of his time were clumsy things that wealthy families used for basic housework - stiff, awkward magical masses that could barely manage to vacuum floors without getting stuck in corners. Even the elves, for all their magical superiority, hadn't managed to create anything close to this level of sophistication.

Yet here stood machines crafted ages ago, moving with deadly grace, executing complex combat maneuvers that should have been impossible with ancient magic. It was like finding advanced runic arrays in primitive cave paintings - knowledge that shouldn't exist, couldn't exist, and yet somehow did. What kind of man had Orynth been, to possess knowledge that would still be considered advanced hundreds of years in the future? And what had happened to all that knowledge?

Adom's exhausted muscles trembled, but his mind was clear. He had to win this.

He breathed in deeply. Then out. Again. And again as the golem settled into a perfect combat stance. He could feel it happening inside him - his core churning, condensing the raw mana, transforming it into something denser, more potent.

He let it rise up, felt the it respond, growing thicker, more potent. The sensation was like warm. Flowing through his veins. Pleasant.

[You are using Fluid]

"Wait-" Bob's voice cut through his concentration, genuine surprise in the old warrior's tone. "You can use that thing?"

"Yeah."

"What do you me-" Bob's question cut off as the wall's script flared to life.

Adom moved.

The Fluid surged through his system like liquid fire, every muscle screaming in protest at the sudden acceleration. The world narrowed to a single point : the hammer.

His vision tunneled, heartbeat thundering in his ears.

The golem was fast. Impossibly fast.

Its metal feet barely seemed to touch the ground as it crossed the distance in explosive steps. Adom pushed harder, feeling his muscles strain beyond their limits. The hammer grew closer, closer-

His foot slipped.

Time slowed to a crawl as he saw the golem's hand reaching out, metal fingers extending toward the weapon. Adom's heart stopped. No. Not like this.

Pure instinct took over. He threw his arms forward, using his momentum to launch himself into a desperate dive. The ground rushed up to meet him, sand stinging his eyes. The golem's fingers were inches from the hammer-

Adom kicked out with every ounce of strength he had left. His boot connected with the construct's hand, sending a shock of pain up his leg.

The golem's grip missed by a hair's breadth.

He snatched the hammer mid-roll, muscles burning as he forced himself back to his feet. The golem was already pivoting, its movements liquid smooth as it darted toward the helm. Adom's exhausted body responded on pure adrenaline. He hurled himself forward, swinging the hammer in a wild arc.

The weapon connected with the helm just as the golem's fingers brushed its surface. Metal rang against metal, the helm spinning away into darkness. The golem's head snapped toward him, runes flaring-

Adom brought the hammer down.

The impact shuddered through his arms, nearly tearing the weapon from his grip. Stone and metal exploded outward as the golem's head caved in. Its body stood for a moment, swaying, then collapsed in a heap of broken parts.

Silence fell.

Adom stood there, chest heaving, hammer trembling in his white-knuckled grip. Black spots danced at the edges of his vision. Every breath felt like drinking molten glass.

"A Dhia na trócaire..." Bob's whisper echoed across the chamber. "Nach raibh sin..."

[White Wyrm's Body has reached level 2!]
[After experiencing damage, your body is now slightly sturdier]

Adom slumped forward, gasping for air. "I'm really... really not made for combat."

"What are you on about?" Bob clapped him on the back, making him wheeze. "You moved like a bloody wildcat out there! Never seen anything like it - well, except for that one time with the pixie queen's guard, but they had those mushrooms that make you-"

A sound cut through Bob's rambling. Metal on stone. Clang. Clang. Clang. Measured. Deliberate.

The golems lining the walls parted like a metallic tide, revealing a figure that made Adom's breath catch. Plates of armor covered it from head to toe. A massive sword dragged along the ground.

"Oh, for feck's sake," Bob muttered. "Can't even let a man catch his breath, can they?"

The armored golem stopped before them. Ready. Silent. The chamber rumbled, walls shifting and reforming. New text blazed across the stone.

"The wall says we have to-"

"Fight that thing to get out?" Bob interrupted, not taking his eyes off the armored golem. "To the death, I'm guessing?"

"Obviously," Adom replied, then caught himself.

When had discussing fights to the death become so... normal?

"Well," Bob grinned, helping him up, "ready for the Knight-Golem? We can take him on if we try."


"...Give me five minutes."

"You alright there, lad?" Bob's voice seemed to come from somewhere far away, despite him standing right there.

"Yeah." Adom tried to focus on the leprechaun's face, but it kept... shifting. Like trying to read through water.

"How many fingers am I holding up?"

"What are you doing?"

"How many?"

Adom sighed, squinting. The fingers blurred, split, merged. "Four."

"You hesitated."

"Lost my glasses in the fight against the Sphynx," Adom muttered, trying to stand straighter but feeling his knees wanting to buckle. "Vision's not great without them."

"You've been fighting just fine without them until now." Bob's voice had lost its usual playful edge. "Shouldn't be a problem suddenly."

Now that the adrenaline was fading, Adom became aware of just how heavy his body felt. His arms were lead weights. Each breath felt like inhaling through wet cotton. The chamber's edges were starting to blur, not from poor vision, but because his brain was struggling to process what his eyes were seeing.

He was reaching his limit.

"Seriously. When's the last time you slept, lad?"

Four measly hours, cut short by those damn wakey birds. He should've listened to his body, should've went to bed... His thoughts wandered to Sam, probably curled up right now in a warm, comfortable-

"Oi!" Bob's sharp voice cut through his daze. "If you're daydreaming about beds while standing, you're in no shape for the Knight-Golem. Step aside, I'll handle this one."

Adom opened his mouth to protest, but his whole body felt heavy. Four hours of sleep, non-stop fighting since the Sphinx, and now this... Maybe Bob was-

"That wasn't a suggestion," Bob picked up his hammer, already moving forward.

The wall's runes shifted:

FINAL TRIAL
CHAMPIONS STEP FORWARD

Suddenly, the chamber filled with a metallic chittering - every golem, broken or whole, trembling against stone.

Adom stared at the knight. For a split second, he thought he saw-

"Are they summoning a bloody demon or-" Bob started.

Blue erupted from the knight's joints. Not fire - Fluid. Pure, ethereal Fluid, coating metal in impossible ways, flowing like living mercury across armor. The Knight-Golem moved, each step leaving burning footprints that slowly faded.

"Mother of..." Adom stumbled back, his exhausted mind struggling to process what he was seeing. Fluid-enhanced golems. This was impossible.

An idea.

Adom pulled Riddler's Bane from his inventory, his tired mind straining to process the readings.

The Fluid wasn't just coating the golem - it was integrated into its core structure, flowing through channels that shouldn't exist in metal. Runes pulsed in sequences he'd never seen, creating impossible interactions between magic and mechanics.

This doesn't make sense...

He shook his head, the analysis only raising more questions. Modern mages would kill to see this. Or run screaming from it.

The golem reached the arena's center. It stood, waiting, the chamber falling into absolute silence.

Adom glanced at Bob. "...Still wanna go alone?"

"I- of course I do," Bob's hammer shook slightly. "A leprechaun never goes back on his word."

"I...thought leprechauns were supposed to be deceitful."

"Bad rep from a few bad apples," Bob adjusted his grip. "Like humans with their-"

"Ah," Adom nodded. "Yeah. We get that too."

CHAMPIONS STEP FORWARD continued to pulse overhead, now casting red shadows across their faces.

"Can you hold it off for a few minutes?"

"Got a plan?"

"A plan?" Adom slid down against the wall. "Need to see how it moves. Can't afford to miss. Also, I have nearly depleted my fluid reserves"

"I'll just try not to die," Bob's voice carried forced lightness.

"Thank you."

"Lad...if I don't make it-"

Adom lifted his heavy head. "What?"

"Nothing," Bob didn't turn around. "I said nothing."

The leprechaun stepped forward, his feet barely whispering against stone as he approached the waiting giant.

"Oi, you big heap of scrap! Me gran's armor was shinier than yours!"

Bob's voice cut through Adom's haze. The leprechaun danced, hammer glinting-

SWISH.

The golem moved.

One moment there, the next- Adom's tired mind couldn't even track it. Only Bob's speed saved him, launching himself backward as the Fluid-coated blade cleaved through where he'd stood.

Bob's hat wasn't so lucky. It floated down, split clean in two.

"My favorite hat!" Bob met Adom's eyes, genuine fury flashing across his face. "May you rot in the deepest pits of Tír na nÓg, ya blasted tin can!" He ducked another impossibly fast strike. "Adom! You better use this time wisely, lad, or I swear by all the golden clovers-"

The golem repositioned, its Fluid armor rippling like a disturbed pond.

Adom leaned back against the wall, fighting to keep his eyes open. Bob's shouts and the sounds of destruction echoed through the chamber. As long as he stayed outside the fighting zone...

He closed his eyes.

Breathe. Just breathe. Don't think about anything. But how could he focus with the sounds of metal against metal, with Bob out there, alone, being the only thing between him and-

Another crash. He opened one eye. Bob was bleeding.

He squeezed his eyes shut again.

Think. He needed to think of something calming. Something, anything-

Summer. The garden. God, how long ago was that? Seventy years? More?

Definitely more.

The air had smelled of fresh-baked madeleine and salt breeze - Mother always baked before their beach trips. He could almost taste the anticipation of tomorrow's adventure, but right then...

Little Adom sat cross-legged on the grass, enormous glasses making his eyes look like owl's.

The book in his lap was almost as big as he was - "Fundamentals of Magic: A Comprehensive Guide." He'd just earned his silver crystal, a mage's color. The youngest in three generations. Mother said it was because he was born in the Whispering Woods, where ambient mana pooled like morning dew. But that wasn't important right now. What mattered was understanding why the third law of magical resonance-

"Son." Father's voice, gentle but firm. "Put the book down. Come meditate with me."

"No!" Little Adom clutched the book tighter. "I'm reading about res'nance!"

"The resonance will still be there after meditation."

"But I almost understand it!" His voice rose to that particular pitch only angry five-year-olds could achieve. "Just three more pages!"

"Adom."

"I don't like meditating father! It's boring!"

God, he'd been such a brat. Father had just sat there, patient as stone, while he threw his tantrum. Looking back now, through the lens of exhaustion and decades...

Another crash from the arena, but Adom held onto the memory.

His father sighed, settling on the grass beside him. "I understand you love your books, son. Your magic. I'm glad you've found something that lights up your eyes like that." He paused. "But do you know what most mages lack?"

Little Adom hugged his book, curiosity winning over stubbornness. "...what?"

"Patience." Father smiled. "Life is short for us humans. Seventy years, if we're lucky. Most mages spend that time chasing after magic, but they forget its foundations." He looked at Adom. "Did you know the Farmer Mage was a knight before everything?"

"Really?"

"Indeed. And do you know what he did more than anything else? He meditated."

"Why?"

"That's how he perfected his magic." Father crossed his legs. "Here, let me show you something. When you're tired, when your Fluid feels empty, there's a way to restore it. The way he did it."

"But Fluid and mana are different!" Little Adom perked up. "The book says-"

Father chuckled. "Watch." He closed his eyes. "First, you breathe. Not just normal breathing. You need to find a quiet place in your mind. For me, it's the top of Mount Serene, where the air is crisp and clean. Can you picture your special place?"

Little Adom nodded reluctantly. "The library."

"Good. Now, imagine sitting there. Feel the air filling your lungs. Release it slowly." Father's breath became rhythmic. "Focus inward. Feel your Fluid. It's like... imagine a river inside you. When you're tired, it slows to a trickle. But if you listen carefully, if you breathe just right..."

Adom watched, eyes widening, as Fluid began to coat his father's body. Not just coating - it swirled, danced, lifted him slightly off the ground. When Father opened his eyes, they gleamed with renewed energy.

"Will I be able to do that?" Little Adom whispered, book forgotten in his lap.

"Of course. When you learn to meditate."

"But it's boring!" The whine returned. "I don't wanna sit still! I wanna learn spells!"

"Adom-"

"NO! Books are better! You can't learn this from just sitting!"

The memory blurred as another explosion rocked the chamber. Bob's voice carried over the chaos: "That the best you can do, you glorified suit of armor?"

Adom's eyes snapped open. The library. His quiet place. Even now, he could smell the old books, feel the worn leather chair beneath him. Father had been right - as usual. He just hadn't been ready to hear it at five years old.

He closed his eyes again, focusing on his breath. In. Out. The sounds of combat faded... He reached for the familiar comfort of the library, but... no. Something felt wrong. The leather chair, the dusty tomes - that was little Adom's sanctuary, the refuge of a stubborn child who hadn't known what he had.

He'd changed since then.

The beach. Yes. The salt air filled his lungs, seabirds calling overhead. The warmth of sun on his skin, the gentle tickle of sand beneath his feet, waves lapping at his ankles. The laughs. The joy. So many memories there...

The ambient mana whispered around him, familiar after years of manipulation.

But this was different. Instead of directing it outward, he drew it inward, letting it pool in his core. Years of mage training made the process almost intuitive - the mana swirled, transformed, refined itself into something denser. Fluid.

Breathe in.

The rising sun made the water look like gold. Its warmth caressed his skin, and he felt lighter, as if the waves themselves were lifting him. The exhaustion that had weighed him down began to dissolve like they were never there.

Breathe out.

Higher now. The water released him to the sky, but there was no fear. Only peace. Only power. The Fluid spread through his body like liquid sunlight, filling empty channels, restoring depleted reserves. Each breath drew him higher into the endless blue, until the beach below was a distant crescent of gold.

Floating. Free. Complete.

His eyes opened to reality. Fluid coated his body in a gentle azure glow, and his feet hovered inches above the ground.

[You have learned: Meditation]Strength restored to 48%
Core capacity: 51%
Fluid reserves: 53%
[Expand to see more...]

The numbers barely registered. This feeling - this was what his father had tried to show him all those years ago. Not just restoration, but transformation. Connection.

Below him, Bob ducked another devastating swing from the Knight-Golem, but Adom saw it differently now. He was calmer, yet, more alert.

Was this what knights and battle mages felt?

He understood now. Finally, truly understood.

[Riddler's Bane equipped].

Through the monocle's lens, the golem's armor blazed with information. Weak points appeared and vanished like dying stars - except one. There, just below where a human's heart would be, a hairline fracture in the plating. Almost invisible, but...

"Bob!" Adom's eyes fixed on that spot. "The chest plate, left side! See how it's reinforced?"

"Bit busy trying not to die!" Bob ducked another swing that would have taken his head off. "What about it?"

"They over-reinforced it! The core's there, but the extra plating created a stress point!" Adom's mind raced. "Hit that spot, same place, every time. We crack it open-"

The golem's blade whistled through the air where Adom had been standing. He rolled, came up gasping. "-we expose the core!"

"That's your brilliant plan?" Bob's hammer sparked off the golem's armor. "Hit the strongest part until it breaks?"

"Trust me!"

Bob spat blood and grinned. "Always do, lad."

The leprechaun charged in, hammer raised. The golem's blade came down in a killing arc, but Bob was already moving. His weapon connected with the chest plate - CLANG - the impact echoing through the chamber.

A backhand caught Adom as he tried to flank.

"Again!" he shouted, tasting copper.

Bob struck the same spot - CLANG - sparks flying. The golem's counterattack opened a gash across his shoulder, but he didn't falter.

CLANG

CLANG

CLANG

Each hit precise, relentless. Blood ran down Bob's arm, but his strikes never wavered. The golem's movements became more aggressive, as if sensing the danger.

Its blade almost caught Adom's side. He stumbled, vision blurring.

"It's working!" Bob called out. A hairline crack had appeared in the plating. "But it's adapting! Can't get close enough-"

The golem's fist caught him square in the chest. Bob flew backward, hit the wall with a sickening crunch.

"BOB!"

"Still... here..." The leprechaun struggled to his feet, using his hammer for support. "Just... need an opening..."

Adom watched the golem advance on his friend, its Fluid coating rippling like liquid metal. The crack in its armor was barely visible now, sealed by the flowing energy. If they didn't finish this soon...

His eyes caught something in the monocle's display. The Fluid wasn't just armor - it was part of the golem's targeting system. Every movement was calculated, predicted, guided by that ethereal power.

But predictions could be wrong.

"Bob! When I say now, throw the hammer! Right at its head!"

"What? But the core-"

"TRUST ME!"

The golem raised its blade for a killing blow. Bob tensed, hammer ready.

"NOW!"

Bob hurled his weapon with everything he had left. The hammer spun through the air, a perfect arc toward the golem's head. The construct's Fluid shifted, calculating the trajectory, preparing to dodge-

Adom lunged forward.

The golem had to choose - dodge the hammer or strike Adom. Its Fluid calculations split focus for a fraction of a second.

"BOB! CATCH!"

Adom snatched the hammer out of the air mid-spin and threw it back to Bob in one fluid motion. The golem's blade missed him by inches, its perfect targeting disrupted.

Bob caught the hammer and swung with the momentum, putting his entire body into the strike. The weapon connected with the weakened plating.

CRACK

The armor split open like a shell, revealing the pulsing core beneath. Fluid leaked from the wound like blood.

"ADOM!"

Bob's hammer arced through the air again. This time, Adom was ready.

He caught it, Fluid enhancement surging through his muscles. One perfect swing. Everything they had left. The hammer connected with the exposed core.

The impact sent the core shooting out of the golem's back like a cannonball, taking chunks of metal with it. The construct froze mid-motion, its Fluid coating flickering once, twice - then simply dropped to its knees and fell forward with a hollow clang.

Silence fell.

Adom collapsed, vision swimming. Every breath felt like inhaling glass. The chamber spun around him, but he forced himself to move. Crawling more than walking, he reached the remains of the golem. Its metal surface still radiated heat when he touched it.

[Knight Golem obtained]
[Golem Core obtained]

Into the inventory they went. He'd study it later, understand how it worked...

"Bob," Adom managed through ragged breaths, "we got something interesti-"

The words died in his throat as he turned. Bob was propped against a wall, but something was wrong. Very wrong. His small frame was covered in deep gashes, and blood - too much blood - pooled beneath him. His usually rosy complexion had gone ashen, the characteristic leprechaun vitality drained away.

But Bob still smiled. "What's with the stare, lad? Tis' but a scratch."

Adom crawled to Bob. The leprechaun's chest still rose and fell, barely.

"Saw that coming," Bob wheezed. "Few hundred years without a proper fight..."

Adom's mind raced. No potions left. Healing magic was out - he could barely light a candle with his remaining mana. But Bob's pulse was weakening.

[Indomitable Will] flared as Adom hoisted Bob up. The leprechaun weighed like solid stone but was too weak to protest.

The wall flickered: CONGRATULATIONS, YOU HAVE PASSED THE TEST OF STRENGTH. YOU MAY NOW LEAVE THE LABYRINTH.

"Stay with me," Adom stumbled toward the exit, legs threatening to give out. "Keep talking. Your home - what was it like?"

Bob's voice came thin. "The crystal forests... never saw anything like 'em..."

"Yeah?" Another step. His muscles screamed. "Tell me your name again," Adom panted as they crossed the threshold. "The real one."

"Ah... Cearbhallán..." Bob's voice grew fainter. "Ó Dochartaigh..."

"Family name too?" Adom pressed, fighting the darkness. Each step felt heavier.

"Clan of the... Midnight Bell..." The leprechaun's words slurred. "Been ages since... anyone asked..."

They disappeared into the shadows, Adom still urging his companion to pronounce more impossible syllables as the labyrinth's light faded behind them.



            

    
        Good news and Very good news

    
    
    
    
                Announcement time!

I have good news and very good news! Let's start with the very good news: I have officially finished writing Book 1 in its entirety on my end! I'll be starting Book 2 very soon too. I'm incredibly excited for you all to see what I've been preparing, and I really hope it will meet your expectations.

I've taken your feedback into account (thank you so much for that!), and I'll be implementing those suggestions in the edits, even for the earlier chapters. I'll also be editing a few things about the system - feel free to give your opinions on it, as they will absolutely be taken into account. Because of these upcoming edits, we'll have to go back to the once-every-two-days release schedule for a while, but I'm working towards making this a daily release without dropping in quality (which is the tricky part).

Now for the good news: I have a Patreon now! It's super recent - like, less than an hour recent - and if any of you want to support the story or read ahead, you're more than welcome to do so.

For now, there's only one tier, which is 5 chapters ahead, but in the coming days, it will become 10 chapters ahead for that tier, and we'll add a new tier with 15 chapters ahead. This will not only help me stay disciplined with the edits but also allow me to allocate more time to writing the chapters - hopefully making them good enough for you all. The Patreon will also follow the every-two-days update schedule.

I'll also be setting up a Discord soon - we're almost at 4000 now, and I think this calls for a proper little community! Thank you so much for that, by the way. I really, really hope I'll be able to deliver a story that resonates with both you and me, bringing you entertainment value, fuzzy feelings, the occasional sad moment, and sometimes even making you ponder the meaning of life.


            

    
        Chapter 18. To You, 3000 Years Later

    
    
    
    
                Bonds.

Strange how they form. One moment you're alone, the next you're dragging a bleeding leprechaun through darkness, refusing to let him die. Adom only met Bob tonight - or was it today? Time blurred in the labyrinth's depths.

To be honest, he hadn't even liked Bob at first. The nerve of him, claiming Adom was his hallucination. Calling him 'lad' when Adom had lived through seventy-nine years, even if his body showed twelve. And that wit, sharp as a blade, matching Adom's own grumpiness step for step.

Yet here they were.

A glimmer ahead pulled his attention. Exit? Trap? Bob's breathing had grown shallow.

Their night had been madness. Fighting sphinxes, golems, their worst fears - and each time, it was Bob's face Adom would see first. It wasn't that ugly of a face, mind you, but definitely not the sort one would want to wake up to. Unless old grumpy leprechaun were one's taste. No judgment.

But somehow, without realizing it, Adom had grown fond of the bastard.

The light grew stronger. Adom adjusted his grip on the leprechaun, ignoring his screaming muscles. One more step. Then another.

They'd make it. Both of them.

"Bob!" Adom's voice echoed in the tunnel. "Don't close those eyes, no matter what!"

Bob didn't answer. His skin had gone from pale to grey, clothes soaked through with blood. The gashes across his chest still oozed, slower now - and that was worse. His eyes stared at nothing, glazed, barely blinking.

Adom felt warm wetness seeping into his own clothes where he held Bob. Too much blood. Far too much.

The tunnel's end burst into white.

Adom stumbled, blinked. Tried to make sense of what he was seeing. Or rather, what he wasn't seeing. No walls. No ceiling. No floor. Just endless white in all directions. They stood on... something. Nothing. Both.

And there, rising before them, a door. Black as pitch, massive enough to swallow a castle. Beside it stood a pedestal of twisted silver, like frozen mercury. On top, a single vial caught light that had no source.

Bob's head lolled against Adom's shoulder. His breathing came in wet gasps now.

The vastness of the white space pressed in. Wrong. Everything about this place felt wrong. Like reality had simply... stopped.

Adom's boots made no sound as he moved forward. The door remained impossibly tall no matter how close they got.

He pressed two fingers against Bob's neck. The pulse flickered like a dying candle. Too weak. Too slow.

Adom approached the door. The symbols carved into it began to shift, flowing like liquid metal, bleeding into each other. Reforming.

The darkness pulled away from the center, coalescing into a figure - humanoid, featureless, white as the void around them.

Something snapped in Adom's mind. All the fear, frustration, and rage of the past hours crystalized into a single moment of pure fury. His free hand clenched into a fist, mana surging through his exhausted body. Enough. Enough of these games, these trials, these manipulations-

"Welcome."

The word echoed from everywhere and nowhere. Not one voice, but many - old and young, male and female, all speaking in perfect unison. The sound rippled through the endless white space like waves through water.

Adom's attack died before it began. He took an instinctive step back, Bob's weight suddenly heavier in his arms.

He knew this type of magic - simulacrum spells, echoes of their creators. Basic ones could repeat phrases, more complex ones could hold simple conversations. At this point, nothing in this labyrinth surprised him anymore. The magic here went beyond anything he'd seen in his seventy-nine years of life - beyond even what existed sixty-seven years in the future.

Bob's pulse fluttered under his fingers. Right now, he needed to-

"Your companion is dying," the figure stated.

"Who are you?" Adom shifted Bob's weight, trying to keep him upright. "..Are you Orynth?"

"We are many," the figure responded. "Orynth was but one of us. At the height of magical understanding, when each discipline reached its peak, we combined our knowledge. Created this place. Just for this moment."

Adom's jaw clenched. "If you're done with your games, we need to leave. I don't have time for-"

"Time," the figure interrupted him. "Yes. You are running short of it. We are glad you survived the trials." Its featureless face turned toward Bob. "What you experienced here was... necessary."

Adom's blood ran cold. He stared at the figure. "Do you know me? Do I know you?"

"Hmm," the collective voices hummed thoughtfully. "A boy with a man's mind. Isn't that what you are?"

Adom flinched at the words.

"Do not be afraid," the figure said, its tone oddly gentle. "We are not your enemy."

"Funny," Adom bit out. "Friends don't typically force people through what you put me through."

"We are not your friends either," the figure replied simply. "Merely, hopefully, allies."

"What does that mean?"

"Divination shows possibilities. Countless branches of time, of choices. In some, we meet. In others, we don't. This encounter, here and now, is just one thread among trillions."

"And what usually happens?" Adom asked, shifting Bob's weight. "When we meet?"

"We do not know exactly," the figure admitted. "The future branches too widely, too wildly, for such precision. We only know that in this moment, in this possibility, you needed to be ready."

Before Adom could press further, the figure raised its arm, pointing to the vial. "This is the Elixir of Rebirth. It will heal your friend's wounds completely. Within minutes."

Adom narrowed his eyes, using [Identify]. The system's response made his breath catch. SSS-rank. The figure wasn't lying. An artifact that powerful could-

Bob's pulse skipped under his fingers. Then skipped again.

Adom reached for the vial, fingers trembling slightly. It was so tiny, barely containing one drop. That's all it would take. "Open your mouth, Bob, yo-"

"Wait."

His hand froze mid-motion. There it was. The catch. There was always a catch with these bastards.

"What?"

"You could indeed give this to your friend. It would heal his wounds, save his life." The figure's voice rippled through the void. "Or... you could use it on yourself."

Adom clicked his tongue. "He needs it more than-"

"It could heal your illness right away."

His head snapped up, heart stopping. The vial nearly slipped from his fingers.

Two months. The symptoms wouldn't even start for another two months. No one in this timeline should know about it. Not a soul. Let alone some echo of a few dead mages from centuries past. The realization that they had known about him, peered into his future, his private moments, his inevitable decline... it made his skin crawl.

Bob's weight seemed heavier suddenly. His breathing more shallow. Or was that Adom's imagination?

"You have a choice," it continued, as if it hadn't just violated every boundary of his existence. "Save yourself - you need it. Or save him... and risk experiencing that powerlessness again."

Adom's hand moved to uncork the vial, tilting it toward Bob's lips-

"Are you certain?" the figure asked, its collective voices rippling with something almost like concern. "This elixir... you are unlikely to encounter its like ever again. The choice you make here cannot be undone."

His hand tightened around the vial. Bob's pulse fluttered weakly against his shoulder - one, maybe two minutes left. No hospital could help now, not with injuries like these.

Cisco's delivery was due in a month. But deliveries got delayed. Ships sank. Caravans were raided. Accidents happened. And even if it arrived... the cure wasn't simple. Weeks of precise dilution, careful alchemical processes that could go wrong at any step. One mistake and...

He looked at Bob's face, grey and still.

Honestly, what did he really know about him? A stranger he'd met hours ago. Grumpy, sarcastic, irritating Bob. Who'd saved his life two, maybe three times tonight. Who'd thrown himself between Adom and that last golem...

But this was his life. His. He'd already lived through that hell once - the weakness, the pain, watching his body betray him day by day. Unable to live the way a human is supposed to. Lying there, useless, powerless...

He'd killed himself once because of that illness.

It could be so simple. Take the vial. Walk away. Sure, Bob's death would haunt him for a while, but he'd be alive. Healthy. Safe.

His fingers traced the vial's stopper. Just one quick motion...

Bob's breathing hitched, a wet, rattling sound.

The vial felt cold in his hand. Cold.

Surely, the good thing to do would be to save the one that needed saving, right?

Speaking of it, what did it even mean to be good, really?

Not the simplistic good of fairy tales - helping old ladies cross streets, rescuing cats from trees. But truly good. The kind that costs you something. The kind that hurts.

Some did good to others for divine reward, parsing holy texts for guidelines on virtue. Others calculated karma like accountants, assuming good deeds would return with interest. The cynics claimed altruism was just clever selfishness - that even sacrifice was about feeling righteous, superior.

Maybe they were all right. Maybe they were all wrong.

He'd lived seventy-nine years, and still couldn't say for certain. But he knew this: every time he'd chosen comfort over conscience, chosen easy over what he considered was right, something inside him had... diminished. Not dramatically. Not noticeably to others. But he'd felt it - a slow erosion of whatever made him human.

The vial felt heavier now. Was that what goodness was? Not a prize to be won or a ledger to be balanced, but a choice to remain uncorrupted? To stay human in moments that tempted you to be less than human?

Perhaps that was why it hurt. Pain wasn't the price of being good - it was the proof you still could be. That you hadn't surrendered that choice, even when surrendering would be easier.

The liquid caught the light as it fell from the vial, a single drop of possibility suspended in space. Not because it would bring him reward, or because some cosmic scale demanded it. Simply because, in this moment, this was who Adom chose to be.

The drop touched Bob's lips.

The Leprechaun drew in a deep, shuddering breath, like a drowning man breaking the surface. Color flooded back into his face, the grey tinge dissolving like watercolor in rain. His wounds knitted themselves closed with quiet whispers.

"So you have chosen your friend."

"Damn, that's some fast-acting stuff," Adom muttered, turning the empty vial over in his hands. The craftsmanship alone... the applications for research... He slipped it into his pocket with absolutely zero subtlety. "Could probably learn a thing or two from analyzing this."

He let out a small huff. "Besides, I can always make my own cure later. No pressure."

Bob's breathing had settled into a steady rhythm, his face peaceful. Almost annoyingly peaceful, really. The leprechaun was probably going to be insufferably smug about this whole thing when he woke up.

"You sure you don't have any more of that lying around?" Adom asked, still shamelessly patting down his pockets where he'd stashed the empty vial.

"You pass."

"...Pass?" Adom's voice dropped dangerously low. Then erupted. "That was another one of your stupid trials?!"

"Yes," the figure's many voices responded simply. "In all the possibilities we glimpsed, none where you chose to take the vial ended well. For you, or for what's coming."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Compassion is a mark of strength in itself. You will need strength, boy. Not just of magic or mind, but of heart." The figure's featureless face turned toward him. "You chose to remain uncorrupted, even when corruption would have been easier. That matters more than you know."

Adom pinched the bridge of his nose. Ah, here we go. Another 'chosen one' story. Just what he needed today.

He sank to the ground beside Bob's unconscious form, the white surface beneath him neither warm nor cold, solid yet somehow insubstantial - like sitting on a dream.

Bob's chest rose and fell steadily now, color returning to his face. The blood still soaked his clothes, but somehow, his body seemed to be generating more - like watching life itself pour back into him. Adom had seen countless healing spells, but nothing quite like this. Magic. Always magic, twisting everything around them.

"I have so many questions." His voice came out quieter than intended.

"And we will answer what we can."

Adom ran a hand through his hair, trying to organize the chaos in his mind. "Let's start with why this is happening."

"Three thousand years ago, Law Borealis had a vision."

"Law Borealis..." Adom repeated, pieces clicking into place - Orynth's involvement, the labyrinth, the trials. His throat felt dry. "The farmer mage? This is related to him?"

"Yes." The figure's response seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. "Everything is."

"Explain," Adom said, his eyes fixed on the figure.

"The farmer mage was like you. He died, and returned to his past after striking a deal."

Adom's eyes widened as the shock took hold.

Law Borealis - the man whose name was whispered in every corner of every realm.

Stories said he could manipulate Fluid by age five, weave spells by twelve, and best master swordsmen before his voice had deepened. Adom had always dismissed those tales as exaggerations, the kind that sprung up around any legend. But if he'd lived it all before...

"God, it makes so much sense now."

"When Law reached the pinnacle of his power," the figure's voices wove through the void, "his mastery of divination let him peer into what lay ahead. He looked, driven by simple curiosity, to see what would become of the world of men after his passing."

The figure's next words seemed to drop the temperature of the endless white space. "All he saw was fire. Blood. Ashes."

Adom's hair stood on end, goosebumps racing across his skin. He knew those ashes. Had choked on them in another life, watched them fall like gray snow over the corpses of entire cities.

"He saw your time, boy. Witnessed the devastation you fled from. And in his desperation to prevent the end of the world he'd worked so hard to save, to protect..." The figure's many voices grew softer, almost gentle. "He began searching for a solution."

In the white void, flames of ethereal blue burst into existence, dancing and twisting into shapes. Adom watched, transfixed, as the fire sculpted itself into the figure of a man - tall, broad-shouldered, wearing simple farmer's clothes.

"Law tried to act on the elements within his reach," the figure narrated as the blue flames showed the mage working, weaving, planning. "But despite all his power, despite everything he'd accomplished..." The fiery Law aged before Adom's eyes, hair turning white, shoulders bowing under an invisible weight. "He was still just a man. And men die."

The flames shifted, multiplied, splitting into countless branching paths that filled the void around them. Each path showed different versions of history unfolding, spinning out in endless variations. "He looked into trillions upon trillions of possibilities, searching for a way to prevent events that would unfold centuries after his death."

The countless timelines swirled like a storm of blue fire, and in each one, a single figure began to glow brighter than the rest. Adom's breath caught as he recognized his own silhouette, repeated again and again across the possibilities.

"In all of them," the figure continued, "across every timeline, every possibility, one person stood out."

"Me." Adom's voice was barely a whisper.

"Yes." The flames converged, forming Adom's face in brilliant azure light. "You. Adom Sylla."

Adom's expression soured. "So I'm what, the 'chosen one'? Some destined hero?"

"No." The figure's voice was firm. "It wasn't that you were 'chosen' or 'special' in some mystical sense."

This hurt a bit.

"Law's divination worked by calculating probability branches" The figure continued. "Trillions upon trillions of them. In most futures where this world survived, you happened to be at critical nexus points making key decisions. Not because of destiny, but because of circumstance, choice, and sometimes sheer coincidence."

The blue flames shifted to show a vast network of branching timelines, each one splitting endlessly. "Divination doesn't show absolutes - it shows statistical patterns across probability branches. You weren't the only significant figure Law saw, but you were one of the most frequent variables appearing at critical junctures. He identified several dozen potential individuals across the timeline who could influence these events, but you were simply the most... accessible."

"Oh."

"Fate is a strange thing," the figure said as the blue flames shifted and swirled. "There are endless possibilities, countless paths. Each choice you make forges your destiny - it's all in your hands. But some threads run deeper than others."

The flames showed Law again, older now, writing in massive tomes. "Unable to reach across millennia to aid you directly, Law decided to prepare for your arrival. The Borealis house has produced hundreds of descendants since his time. Each successor to the duchy was given a sacred task when deemed worthy: to aid you when the time came. To prepare for your arrival."

"Orynth," Adom breathed.

"Yes. Orynth Borealis carries Law's blood in his veins," the figure's voices resonated as the blue flames shifted, showing a younger Orynth receiving an ancient tome from what Adom assumed to be his father. "Like all before him, he inherited this burden when he proved worthy."

The flames expanded, filling the void with scenes of a great hall. "During the Third Age's Golden Era of Magic, Orynth gathered them all." The fiery images showed dozens of figures - Men, elves, dwarves, and so many others. "The greatest mages of every race, every discipline."

Each figure took shape in the dancing flames - "Master diviners calculating million possible futures," - robed figures surrounded by floating crystals and time-charts - "druids spending years searching for the perfect serpent, its blood carrying the perfect ability, its lifespan long enough to await your arrival, yet not so powerful it would overwhelm you." - others deep in ancient forests, testing countless specimens - "battle mages designing the golem trials," - armored figures sketching complex runic arrays.

"They worked as one," the figure's voices grew stronger, "believing in a future they would never see. Believing in you."

The flames showed them laboring through days and nights, seasons turning to years, some growing old as they worked. "The treasure you discovered was placed to aid your task. Every detail was measured, every possibility weighed. The perfect confluence of challenges and rewards, designed to forge you into what you needed to become."

The figure's voice resonated through the void. "We did what we could to ensure the future generations, our descendants, our life's work would not go to waste. We hope you will make good use of it all."

Adom sat there in silence.

How do you even respond to that?

His first reaction, to be honest, was to reject it all.

What right did they have to place a burden like this on him? Why, in all these timelines, was he the one who stood out? He had so many questions, and each one led to other questions - why did Death even strike a deal with him in the first place? Why not another person? What were her motivations?

"We understand this is a lot to take in. A lot to process."

"Hah." Adom let out a bitter chuckle. "So I'm just a convenient intervention point in someone else's calculation?"

"You misunderstand," the figure countered. "You are your own person, with your own will. Law didn't 'choose' you to carry out his plan - he recognized you would be in a position to make your own choices that could alter what's coming."

The flames shifted to show specific scenes.

"In many branches, you were positioned near critical Dragon's Breath research. In others, you had connections to the military through your father. In most, you showed aptitude for magic that would make you capable of understanding what needed to be done. These weren't predestined paths - they were choices and circumstances that put you at critical junctures."

The figure's voices grew clearer. "You remain free to accept or refuse this knowledge we offer. To act or not to act. Law simply recognized that your specific position within these events gave you unique opportunities that others lacked."

The flames showed the consequences of various choices - some leading to salvation, others to ruin. "The divinations merely showed the probabilities: if beings like you, with your specific knowledge and position, choose not to act, the world ends. And if you do choose to act, nothing is promised."

The flames showed brief glimpses of other figures - other potential candidates across different timelines, all fading as Adom's image remained. "There were others who could have served, but you were the most probable success point."

He stared into the void, at the fading traces of blue flame that had just shown him centuries of preparation, all for him.

"Fuck."

Perhaps not the most eloquent response to learning you're the focal point of a multi-millennia divination project, but entirely appropriate.

The beauty of that particular four-letter word lay in its versatility - it could express surprise, anger, resignation, disbelief, and about seventeen other emotions simultaneously. Right now, Adom wasn't quite sure what he was feeling, a tangled knot of reactions too complex to name, so... fuck seemed as good a summation as any.

Silence.

More silence.

The silence stretched after his outburst until Adom cleared his throat. "That fuck wasn't directed at you by the way. Just... it's a lot to take in. Indeed." His tone was completely flat as he ran a hand through his hair. "Just... wow. Colossally fucked, aren't I? Death really pulled a fast one here. 'Oh, just come back to life, it'll be fine!' Yeah, sure. Didn't mention any of... this."

"You are not alone," the figure stated.

"What?"

"Throughout the years, we established an organization - the Order. They have existed for centuries, waiting to provide you with additional help. They await your arrival."

"Well, that's... thoughtful of you. Where are they?"

"There are many branches across many continents," the figure's voices explained. "But we can only guarantee the one in Silverkeep."

"Guarantee?" Adom's eyebrows rose. "Why's that?"

"Despite all our efforts, our divinations showed corruption taking root in many timelines. Even among them, not all can be trusted equally."

"That's... great. Really great."

"The Silverkeep branch has remained most true to their initial values across all possibilities. They have not become political, have not deviated, and will aid you if they identify you as the one they await."

Adom considered this for a moment. "And where do I find them?"

"One of them was supposed to be here, in Arkhos, where we determined you would be reborn."

"And who is this person?"

"If they have not revealed themselves to you yet, they likely have their reasons. But they surely know you came back." The figure's voices held a note of certainty. "They probably even welcomed you back."

Adom frowned, trying to piece together who could be the Order's agent. Who had he met since coming back? Who had welcomed- A sudden thought struck him, his eyes widening as he completely abandoned that train of thought.

"Wait! There's a boy I met. Eren. He has the potential to become the greatest mage in this era - I've seen it myself." He leaned forward. "How come it's me, and not him?"

The figure was silent for a long moment. Too long.

Adom tilted his head, ignoring the persistent ache in his body.

"We... do not know of such a name," the figure's voices finally responded, "in all the timelines we have encountered..."

"What?" Adom's brow furrowed. "But isn't this the timeline I'm supposed to be in? The one with all this 'chosen one' business? How could you not know about Eren?"

"This... appears to be a new timeline. One that was not supposed to happen."

"I figured as much. In my previous timeline, Eren wasn't known either, and-"

"You must kill him."

Adom went completely still. The words hung in the air, heavy and cold. He didn't move, didn't breathe, just stood there as the silence stretched.

"...what?"

"Of all the timelines we have seen - millions upon millions of them - there was never a boy with that name and the potential you describe." The figure's voices grew uncertain. "We may have miscalculated. The appearance of this Eren suggests our divinations weren't as comprehensive as we believed."

The flames shifted, showing gaps and blank spaces in the threads of futures. "We identified you as the most efficient intervention point, but not the only one. This is the fundamental limitation of divination - we can only calculate based on what we can see."

The voices grew more urgent then. "But his existence does create unpredictability. If he lives and his influence grows..." The voices merged into one. "The variables multiply beyond what we anticipated. The futures become too chaotic to predict with any accuracy. The safest route would be to eliminate the variable."

Adom rose slowly, his voice carrying a dangerous edge. "What if I refuse? What are you going to do?"

"Our primary role is to aid you," the figure's voices replied evenly. "This suggestion was merely advice. We cannot force your hand if you refuse." The voices softened. "We have nearly fulfilled our role here. You have passed the trial of compassion, as our weavers instructed-"

Something emerged from the white ground, rising smoothly - a grimoire. It hung in the air before drifting toward Adom, who grabbed it with wary hands. On its cover were inscribed runes: ᚷᚱᛁᛗᛟᛁᚱᛖ ᛟᚠ ᛏᚺᛖ ᛈᚱᛁᛗᛟᚱᛞᛁᚨᛚ ᚱᚢᚾᛖᛋ

He couldn't make sense of the script. Opening it revealed nothing but empty pages. When he used [Identify], the spell only returned [???] - which was odd.

He looked up at the figure. "What is this?"

"We do not know," the voices responded. "It was written by Law, for you. It was written for you, and now finds itself in the hands of its owner."

Something cold settled in Adom's stomach.

"The time draws short," the figure said suddenly. "The mana sustaining this spell approaches its limit."

"Wait- I have questions-" Adom stepped forward, panic rising in his voice.

"The treasure will remain in the cave, where it was placed for you. As will everything else." The figure began to dissolve, fragments of light peeling away like autumn leaves. "We have fulfilled our task..."

"No, wait!" Adom lunged forward, trying to grab the dispersing form. The figure split, multiplying into dozens of distinct forms - men and women of different ages and appearances, all circling him. Their faces were clear now - scholars, warriors, mages from different eras, all looking at him with the same intensity. These were them - the ones who had orchestrated everything, who had waited centuries for this moment.

"Good fortune," they spoke in unison, all smiling at him, all having what looked like hope in their eyes.

"Wait!" Adom's eyes locked onto one face he thought belonged to Orynth. He reached out desperately. "Please, just-"

But his hand passed through empty air as the figures dissolved into motes of light, scattering like stars before fading completely, leaving him alone in the white void with nothing but a mysterious grimoire and far too many questions.

For a moment, Adom's jaw clenched, anger rising like a tide. He wanted to grab the figure, shake answers out of it, demand explanations for everything that had happened since that day on the beach. But... what would be the point? You couldn't bully information out of a spell.

He picked up the book instead.

He hadn't been chosen by chance that day on the beach. He had a task - colossal, impossible, but a task nonetheless. That wasn't news. What was news was this: this world was old, older than he'd imagined, and there were people who'd known things, seen things, planned things long before he'd ever drawn breath.

That thought bothered him.

Bob stirred, a small groan escaping his lips. His eyelids fluttered, consciousness seeping back slowly. The leprechaun blinked a few times, confusion written across his features as he tried to make sense of the endless white space.

"You missed all the fun," Adom said drily.

"Lad...?" Bob gasped suddenly, patting himself down frantically. "I- I was... how'm I...?" His hands found the places where wounds should have been, where blood should have stained.

His eyes darted around, then back to Adom standing there.

Adom opened his mouth. "Glad you're sa—"

"Oh, blast it all," Bob's face crumpled with grief. "You died too, laddie? Or are you just a hallucination?"

"For fu— I'M NOT DEAD!" Adom snapped, the burst of irritation completely disproportionate to the situation. "And I'm not a hallucination! How many times will I have to tell you?!"

*****

Adom explained what had transpired - the choice, the vial, the trial. He left out anything about regression, sticking to the immediate events. Bob listened intently, occasionally nodding, his eyes distant.

The leprechaun looked at Adom for a long moment, then mumbled something under his breath.

"What was that?"

"Ah, just some old leprechaun gibberish, lad." Bob waved his hand dismissively. "I... thank you. For saving me life back there. For getting us through these blasted trials."

"It was nothing," Adom shrugged, suddenly finding the infinite white space fascinating.

Silence stretched between them, comfortable but heavy with unspoken thoughts.

"By the way," Adom finally said, "I've been meaning to ask. How did you end up here? What happened between you and Orynth?"

Bob's face fell, age lines deepening around his eyes. "We used to be friends."

"Then... why were you in the labyrinth? Last time I asked, you wouldn't say, but..."

"Because I betrayed him." Bob's voice was soft. "And was punished for it."

"What happened?"

Bob's eyes crinkled with a sad smile. "I like you, lad. I really do. But you're asking too many questions." He tilted his head. "Besides, I still don't understand how you knew about time travel, seeing as the sphinx detected no lies. Tell me that story, and I'll tell you mine."

Silence stretched between them.

Adom found himself weighing his options, studying the leprechaun's face. Bob had trusted him through the trials. And he was halfway to figuring it out anyway.

"You really want to know?" Adom asked finally.

"Aye, I do."

Adom took a deep breath. "I died. In my original timeline, I was older - much older. And when I died, I woke up as my twelve-year-old self, with all my memories intact."

He waited for shock, disbelief, maybe even fear. Instead, Bob just nodded slowly, as if Adom had told him it might rain later.

"That's it?" Adom asked, incredulous. "You're not... surprised?"

"Should I be?" Bob tilted his head. "Where I come from - the fae realm - we have plenty of tales about the Aislingfhil."

"The what now?"

"Aislingfhil. Roughly translates to 'dream-returners' in your tongue, though that doesn't quite capture it." Bob shrugged. "Folk who die and wake up in their younger selves, carrying all their memories back. Never met one myself, mind you, but the stories are common enough."

Bob looked Adom up and down with a critical eye, then snorted. "Not impressed, lad."

"Excuse me?"

"Well, if you're going to be one of the legendary Aislingfhil, you could at least try to look the part. Bit scrawny, aren't you?"

Adom rolled his eyes. "Right, well, now that we've established I'm a disappointment to legendary status... what about your story with Orynth?"

Bob glanced around the infinite white space, then back at Adom with a dry expression. "That tale would take the better part of a day to tell properly, lad. You really want to sit here and listen to an old leprechaun ramble?"

A pause. A thought. Then a decision.

"Let's get out of here." Adom turned toward the door immediately. He was too tired. This could wait. 

"Aye, that's what I thought." Bob said, laughing.

They heaved the massive door open together. As it swung wide, white mist poured through the opening, swirling around their feet. The void beyond seemed to stretch and twist, reality bending like light through water. Adom felt a strange tugging sensation, as if the world itself was being pulled inside out.

"Ah, here we go," Bob muttered, swaying slightly. "Brace yourself, lad. These transitions can be a bit—"

The white space fractured like breaking glass. Colors rushed in from all sides - the deep blue of early morning sky, the purple-pink blush of dawn, the earthen browns of the cave mouth. The sudden assault of sensations was dizzying - wind on skin, the scent of dew-dampened grass, birdsong cutting through the silence.

Adom stumbled, his hand finding the rough cave wall for support. His stomach lurched as if he'd just stepped off a spinning carousel. Beside him, Bob didn't look much better, though the leprechaun was already straightening up, rolling his shoulders experimentally.

"Sweet mother of mercy," Bob breathed, touching his chest where the fatal wounds had been. "That elixir of yours... I've never felt anything like it. Every limb of my body feels like it's singing." He flexed his fingers, watching them move with wonder. "If I were you, lad, I'd have taken it myself without a second thought. You've got too good a heart for your own good."

"Bob—"

"No, I mean it." The leprechaun's eyes were serious now. "Good-hearted people can be proper idiots sometimes, rushing about, sacrificing themselves..." He shook his head, but there was warmth in his voice. "But I'm grateful you're that kind of idiot. Don't think I'll ever stop being grateful."

Adom's first thought was that there was no way he'd make it to classes today, let alone training.

A chuckle escaped him then - funny how he was already so accustomed to his new life that classes were his first concern after everything that had happened. He drew in a deep breath of morning air, savoring the freshness, the life in it. He hadn't realized how much he'd missed it until now.

As he exhaled, watching the sun climb over the horizon, he turned to Bob. "So, what are you planning to do now that you're free?"

"Well," the leprechaun stretched, his joints popping, "me magic was dampened in that cursed place and I can feel it returning. Think it's time I paid me family a visit."

"That's a great—"

Before he could finish, Bob pressed something into his palm - a small whistle, intricately carved with symbols that seemed to shift when you weren't looking directly at them.

"This is goodbye, laddie, but not farewell." Bob's eyes crinkled. "I'll come visit once I've sorted through everything. A few centuries away gives you quite the to-do list, after all."

"Oh, I totally understand," Adom laughed, examining the whistle. "What's this for?"

"Blow it if you ever need me before I return." Bob's hand shot out as Adom raised the whistle to his lips. "Just— !"

Adom froze.

"Just for emergencies, lad. This isn't a toy."

"Sure, sure," Adom grinned, tucking the whistle into his pocket alongside the empty vial.

Bob turned to face the sunrise fully, his eyes drinking in the light like a man dying of thirst. His fingers trembled as he reached toward the sky, as if trying to touch the sun itself. After centuries in darkness, even the smallest ray must feel like a miracle.

"Take care, lad."

"You too, Bob."

"That's not me name, you know."

Adom chuckled, still watching the sunrise.

There was a sound like bells chiming underwater, a shimmer of green and gold, and when Adom looked back, Bob was gone - in true leprechaun fashion, leaving nothing but the faintest scent of clover in the morning air.

Adom looked down at the winding path leading back to the academy. "Well," he sighed, already feeling the weight of exhaustion settling deeper into his bones, "I need to sleep."


            

    
        Chapter 19. (Trying To) Move On

    
    
    
    
                "Is he breathing properly?"

"I think he is."

"Damn. He looks better without his glasses."

"I think so too."

"Shh, he needs some rest, guys."

"Poor thing must be exhausted."

"Did anyone tell Headmaster Meris?"

"Sam's handling that."

"Has he moved at all since they brought him in?"

"Just mumbling sometimes. Something about a labyrinth."

"And leprechauns."

"I think he cursed death for some reason."

"Fever dreams, probably."

"Let him rest. Come on, let's give him some space."

"Someone should stay though."

"I'll take first watch."

"Wake me for second."

The door opened.

"Out! All of you muscle-brains, OUT!" Miss Thornheart's voice cut through the room like a thunder spell. "The boy needs rest, not an audience! He has severe fatigue, not a performance slot!"

"But Miss," Diana's voice cracked with emotion, "he felt so weak that he went hunting just to prove to us he was strong. How admirable..."

That's not what happened at all, Adom thought, maintaining his perfectly crafted fake sleep-breathing rhythm.

"I know, right?" Hugo's glasses clinked as he nodded. "Pushing himself so hard... reminds me of when I first started. Remember when I tried to lift that enchanted boulder?"

"The determination..." Phil whispered reverently.

"The spirit..." Harry added.

"The complete disregard for personal safety..." Petra finished.

Adom fought the urge to frown. They'd constructed an entire narrative in their heads and were now fully committed to it.

Miss Thornheart let out a long-suffering sigh. "You can all admire his supposed heroics when he's discharged. Now, out!"

"Yes, Miss Thornheart..." they chorused, shuffling towards the door.

"Thank you for taking care of him," Hugo said earnestly.

The club members shuffled out, murmuring promises to return with potions and fruits.

Adom cracked one eye open slightly - and immediately regretted it. Biscuit, Miss Thornheart's perpetually excited Sunhound, was staring right at him, tail beginning to wag. He snapped his eye shut, but could feel the dog's breath getting closer.

Don't bark. Don't bark. Don't bark.

"Biscuit. Come here, you silly thing," Miss Thornheart called.

The padding of paws moved away, and Adom heard the infirmary door finally close.

Miss Thornheart's long-suffering sigh followed them out.

After they left, Adom heard her mutter, "Biscuit, you almost gave him away." A pause. "And you, young man, can stop pretending to sleep now."

Biscuit's tail thumped against the floor in agreement.

Adom groaned, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. "Sorry about that, Miss Thornheart."

"Well," she said, adjusting a potion bottle on the bedside table, "I suppose playing dead was easier than explaining to that lot that you weren't actually wrestling bears in the forest to prove your worth."

Biscuit waddled over and plopped his head on Adom's lap, drool already forming a small puddle on the white sheets.

"They're good kids," Adom sighed, absently scratching behind the dog's ears. "They just have a... unique way of showing it. I think."

"Unique is one word for it," Miss Thornheart snorted. "Last month they tried to sneak in an entire weight rack because one of their members had a cold. Said something about 'gains waiting for no virus.'"

"I can only imagine," Adom muttered, stroking Biscuit.





"Indeed," Miss Thornheart said, measuring out a green liquid into a small cup. "Though I must say, you're an... unexpected addition to their little family."










Biscuit shifted his weight, making the bed creak as he tried to climb further onto Adom's lap, despite being far too large for such an endeavor.

"Biscuit, manners," Miss Thornheart scolded. "Here, drink this. It'll help with the fatigue."

Adom accepted the cup, eyeing the viscous liquid dubiously. "What is it?"

"Nothing as exciting as whatever heroic quest your club members have invented for you," she replied dryly. "Just a simple restorative. Though I'm sure they'd prefer to believe it's distilled Troll blood or something equally dramatic."

"Don't even joke about that," Adom muttered under his breath, then quickly downed the potion.

The potion tasted like chocolate-flavored mud with an undertone of something oddly spicy - not entirely unpleasant, but definitely medicinal.

"Anyway," Miss Thornheart said as he drank, watching him with sharp eyes, "what exactly did you get yourself into? There's no beast on this island capable of doing... this," she gestured at his general state of exhaustion, "to a second year of this school."

Adom finished the last drop, suppressing a shiver as warmth spread through his limbs. "I wasn't careful enough. Went there already tired."

Miss Thornheart retrieved the cup, her hand lingering in the air for a moment. "So... it really was hunting?" Her eyes narrowed slightly. "Are you sure?"

Adom gave her his most genuine smile, the one that usually worked on most teachers. "One hundred percent."

"Hmm." The word hung in the air like a particularly stubborn cloud. She tucked the cup away in her apron pocket with deliberate slowness, her expression suggesting she'd rather believe Biscuit had suddenly developed the ability to do advanced arithmetic.

"Well then," she said finally, straightening her apron with practiced precision, "you'll be excused from classes for the next few days. Hunting hazards are, after all, among our valid absence reasons."

"Thank you, Miss Thornheart."

"Just..." she paused at the door, Biscuit reluctantly trailing after her, "do try to be more careful with your... hunting next time."

"Woof!"

"Goodbye, Biscuit!" Adom waved.

Once alone, he let out a deep sigh and sank back into the infirmary bed. The events of the past day played through his mind like a poorly rehearsed theater performance. Two hours of walking back to Xerkes, his legs feeling heavier with each step, the buildings of the city finally appearing like a mirage in the distance.

Then... nothing. Just the vague memory of stones rushing up to meet him, and concerned voices floating around his head.

They'd sent word to his parents - well, to his mother, at least. Father was probably halfway across the empire by now, doing whatever it was that Imperial Knights did when they disappeared for months at a time. He remebered he had a mission at the Twin Peaks at this time. Mother, though... she'd probably come from Kati, no doubt about it.

Trust him to finally get a visit from her by practically collapsing in the middle of the street.

A wry smile crossed his face as he stared at the infirmary ceiling. Communication crystals. That would be his next project - assuming he could figure out how to extend their range beyond the current pathetic distance.

It was almost funny how such a basic concept hadn't been properly developed yet. Sure, there were some prototypes floating around, but they were about as reliable as trying to train a cat to deliver messages.

Adom lazily opened his status window, the familiar blue interface materializing before his eyes:

[Name: Adom Sylla][Level 6]
[Race: Human]
[Class: Mage]

[Mana Pool: 197/600]
[Life Force: 134/225]

[Active Skills] (3/10)

[Mana Manipulation] (Magic) Lvl 408[Boxing Mastery] (Common) Lvl 1
[Fluid Control] (Uncommon) Lvl 1

[Passive Skills] (3/10)

[Indomitable Will] (Transcendent) Lvl 1[White Wyrm's Body] (Rare) Lvl 2
[Spiteful Fighting Spirit] (Rare) Lvl 1

[Unique Skills]

[Identify]

[Merged Skills] (0/10)

[Physical Condition: Fatigued*]

[Active Quest][The Race Against Time]
Find a cure for Lifedrain Syndrome before symptoms manifest
Time Limit: 2 months, 16 days, 10 hours, 37 minutes

Adom glanced at the quest timer in his status window: [2 months, 16 days, 10 hours, 37 minutes]. "Heh." The sound wasn't quite a laugh, wasn't quite a sigh.

He reached into his inventory and pulled out the empty vial. When he uncorked it, he caught a faint but distinct scent - strange and complex, like herbs and something metallic, with an undertone he couldn't quite place. Sweet? No, not exactly. Whatever it was, the smell was barely there, just molecules clinging to the glass.

He held the vial closer to his nose, trying to capture every nuance. Somewhere in those lingering molecules lay the key to its recreation - theoretically. But theory and practice were entirely different beasts, especially in alchemy.

Creating a formula from residual molecules was like trying to rebuild a castle after it had crumbled to dust. You might have all the basic components there, but understanding how they originally fit together was another matter entirely.

The precise timing of each reaction, the exact temperature at each stage, the specific stirring patterns - none of these left their mark on the final product's molecular structure.

Worse still, alchemical processes weren't just about physical and chemical reactions. They involved mana flows and magical catalysts. Those ephemeral aspects left no trace in the remaining molecules, like trying to determine a dancer's choreography by looking at their footprints in the sand.

But Adom found himself smiling anyway. After all, the impossible just meant nobody had done it yet. And he had something most alchemists didn't - a desperate need to succeed.

Wait. Actually, most alchemists had that. It was probably why there were so few mages specialized in the field.

That, and the fact that many of them were notorious criminals. If Adom remembered correctly, 37% of all deviant mages were alchemists. He'd heard of one father who merged his own daughter and dog together, trying to create the perfect chimera. He was executed for his transgression.

But still. Desperation. That was the key word here.

Adom slipped the empty vial back into his inventory. He'd have to speak with Professor Mirwen about this - though explaining why he needed help recreating an Elixir of Rebirth without revealing why would be... interesting. Still, she was probably the best option.

His thoughts drifted to his labyrinth loot.

Among the various items, what really caught his attention was the monocle he'd found near the Sphinx's remains. He pulled it out carefully, turning it over in his hands.

[Riddler's bane]

He held it up to his eye, peering through the pristine lens. For a brief moment, the world seemed to shift, like text overlaying reality, before the magic settled into a gentle hum.

"Knowledge," he muttered. "The Sphinx was all about knowledge."

He studied the monocle thoughtfully. The design was elegant but impractical for regular use. Perhaps he could have it integrated into a proper pair of glasses? That would be far more convenient, and less conspicuous than walking around with a monocle like some noble gentleman.

He carefully wrapped it in a soft cloth before storing it away in the inventory.

Adom stretched as his mind wandered to his more pressing tasks. The golem in his inventory needed studying. Speaking of inventory, he should tweak the ring a bit more. Then there was the book of Law, the mysterious person from the Order. Ah, he also needed to see the Headmaster about Eren's sponsorship, and somehow get closer to Professor Kim without seeming too obvious about it.

Hmm. Maybe he should take a week like he said the last time. These could wait.

Maybe he could-

The infirmary door creaked open, interrupting his thoughts.

"Oh, you're awake!" Sam stood in the doorway, arms full of fruits, his round glasses slightly askew. He pointed at Adom with his elbow, trying not to drop his load.

"Hey Sam," Adom smiled at his friend's familiar awkwardness.

Sam shuffled in, depositing his burden on the bedside table. "The whole school's talking about you again, you know. They're saying all sorts of things."

Adom couldn't help but laugh. "What sort of things?"

"Well," Sam adjusted his glasses, clearly excited to share the gossip, "some say you fought a monster. Others swear it was three monsters. And I heard one first-year claiming you wrestled a bear, but nobody's believing that one, thankfully."

Adom chuckled. If only he knew... "People have active imaginations."

"Oh!" Sam jumped slightly, as if shocked by his own forgetfulness. "I brought you fruits!" He gestured at his earlier delivery - apples, oranges, and what looked like a bunch of purple berries that were probably from the school's greenhouse.

"Thanks, Sam." Adom grabbed an apple, biting into it. He hadn't realized how hungry he was.

They ate in silence for a moment before Sam's expression turned serious, his earlier excitement fading. "Hey... are you really planning to become a battle mage instead of a runicologist?"

Adom paused mid-bite. "Been thinking about it. Yeah, probably will."

Sam nodded slowly, picking at a berry. "You've changed so fast lately, I barely had time to adjust." He looked up. "You said you were going to see Mr. Biggins yesterday. I'm assuming he didn't beat you up?"

"Honestly?" Adom let out a dry laugh. "I wish it was that simple."

"Look," Sam set down his fruit, "I respect that you've made your choice and want to stick by it. But there won't be much of a choice left to make if you die trying to do... whatever it is you're trying to do." He met Adom's eyes. "If you want to talk about what's suddenly going on with you - well, I'm your best friend. You can tell me."

He paused, then furrowed his brow. "Wait. This isn't one of those situations where you think you're your best friend's best friend, but you're not, is it?"

Adom chuckled despite himself. "No, you idiot. You're my best friend too."

"Oh, okay. Just making sure." Sam popped another berry in his mouth, then grimaced at its tartness. "These are not as ripe as they look."

"You know what I could really go for?" Adom sat up straighter. "Some honey cake."

"Hmm, honey cake. I like Homer's."

"Want to come with me tomorrow?"

"Sure, but-" Sam's eyes widened suddenly. "Oh! Speaking of tomorrow - Headmaster Meris wants to see you. Seemed pretty urgent actually. Said if you don't go to him, he'll probably come here."

"Good timing. I needed to see him anyway."

"Yeah?" Sam raised an eyebrow. "What for?"

"There's this kid I want to sponsor."

"Oh?" Sam leaned forward in his chair. "What's so special about him?"

"He's a two-circle mage."

Sam laughed, then grabbed another berry. "No, seriously, what's special about him?"

Adom just looked at him, a slight smile playing on his lips.

Sam's chewing slowed. The smile on his face started to fade as he studied Adom's expression. "Wait." He swallowed. "You're serious?"

"Mhm."

"You're bullshitting me."

"Not even a little bit."

"A two-circle mage."

"Yep."

"A two-circle mage."

"I'll introduce you. You'll see."

Sam threw a berry at him. "You know what? I don't even know why I'm surprised anymore by your lies. Next week you'll probably tell me you found a dragon in the library basement."

"Don't be ridiculous," Adom caught the berry. "Dragons prefer towers."

"I hate you sometimes."

"No, you don't."

"No," Sam sighed, "I really don't. But I'm starting to think I should."


*****

The next day...

The art of making honey cake was, according to Homer, "quite simple, really." A statement that managed to both overstate and understate the complexity of the process simultaneously. Sure, the basic recipe was straightforward enough: flour, eggs, butter, and, of course, honey. Mix them together, add a pinch of this, a dash of that, bake until golden brown, and voilà - honey cake.

Except it wasn't that simple at all.

The secret - and many people didn't know this - lay in the honey itself. Not just any honey would do. No, it had to be honey from bees that fed specifically on the violet-gold blossoms of the Sundarian moonflower. That's a lot of words. These delicate flowers only grew in patches blessed by fairy dust - or rather, the powder that naturally fell from fairy wings during their morning dances.

...Which, when you thought about it, was essentially fairy dandruff.

Okay. Best not to dwell on that particular detail.

The resulting honey had a particular shimmer to it, almost like liquid sunlight, and when baked into the cake, it created something that was less a dessert and more of a religious experience.

Adom lifted a spoonful to his mouth, letting the cake melt on his tongue. His eyes fluttered shut, and a small, involuntary "Mmmmm" escaped his lips as he wiggled slightly in his chair.

Bliss.

Sam watched this display with a mixture of amusement and secondhand embarrassment. "I know it's good," he said, shaking his head, "but why do you have to make it weird?"

"Been way too long since I had this." Adom took a sip of his orange-cardamom tea, wiggling again at the taste. "Life is so good sometimes."

"Yeah, I can see that," Sam said dryly, watching his friend's display of pure culinary joy.

"Homer, you've outdone yourself," Adom called out to the rotund man behind the counter, who was humming contentedly while arranging fresh pastries.

"Aww, you're too kind," Homer beamed, his round face flushed with pleasure. He patted his considerable belly. "Quality control is very important in this business, you know."

Sam glanced around the cozy shop, with its worn wooden tables and perpetual smell of baked goods. "Didn't you say Eren would join us?"

"Yeah, left a message with the ravens. If anyone comes asking for him, they'll direct him to the weird stuff store. That's where we're heading after this."

"You're still obsessed with that Mr. Biggins thing, aren't you?"

"Yeah," Adom said, stirring his tea thoughtfully. "Need to check something."











The thing about cryptic messages in magical labyrinths was that they rarely lied. Someone from the Order knew who he was and could help him - that's what he was told. And out of all the people he'd met since coming back, Mr. Biggins stuck out like a sore thumb that had been deliberately painted neon green and decorated with tiny bells.













First, there was the weirdness. Not the normal kind of weirdness that came with being a magical shopkeeper (though there was plenty of that too), but the calculated kind. The kind that felt like a mask worn by someone who knew exactly how weird they were being.

 










Second, there was the mystery. The way he seemed to know things he shouldn't, say things that made sense only in hindsight. Thinking back, he did tell 'Welcome Back' to Adom, when he went there after coming back.

And third - well, who just hands out high-grade elixirs to students and then conveniently disappears? That wasn't just weird, that was suspicious with a capital 'Sus.'


They finished their desserts, thanking Homer as they left. The baker was already occupied with a fresh batch of doughnuts, humming what sounded suspiciously like a sea shanty while dusting them with sugar.

The bell above the Weird Stuff Store jingled as they approached. The usual crowd of cats lounged on the windowsill - the orange tabby stretching lazily, a new calico giving them an imperious look, though Adom noticed the black one was absent.

"I'm telling you," Sam said as they entered, "you're being dramatic. Mr. Biggins isn't some evil mastermind. He's probably just a weird old man who-"

"Welcome to the-"

Sam's mouth snapped shut so fast you could almost hear his teeth click. He suddenly became very interested in a shelf of color-changing quills that had never caught his attention before.

"Oh hey Emma, how're you doing?"

"Hey Adom!" Emma's bright voice came from behind the counter. "I'm doing good, you?"

"Can't complain. How's the new job treating you?"

While they chatted, Sam continued his bizarre exploration of the store's furthest corners, examining items he'd never glanced at twice before - crystal paperweights, self-sorting bookmarks, and was that... a shelf of enchanted sock puppets?

Best to ignore him.

"You seem more comfortable here now," Adom noted, watching Emma confidently reorganize a display of mood-sensing bookmarks.

"Yeah, it's getting easier," she smiled. "The store's becoming less of a mystery every day. Though..." she lowered her voice, glancing at a particular shelf, "I'm pretty sure the third shelf is haunted. Things keep moving around when I'm not looking, and sometimes I hear whispers..."

"And Mr. Biggins?"

"Still not back." Emma shrugged. "But I think he shouldn't be away any longer."

"Tell me..." Adom leaned against the counter. "Is Silverkeep where he traveled to?"

Emma's forehead wrinkled in thought. "You know, I don't think he ever..." She trailed off, looking past him with a puzzled expression.

Adom frowned and glanced back. Sam was pretending to be deeply fascinated by a collection of singing teacups, though his ears were distinctly pink.

"Is your friend... alright?" Emma asked, trying and failing to hide an awkward smile.

Adom caught himself laughing as realization dawned. Of course. They were still teenagers, weren't they? Well, physically at least. Sam was acting exactly like what he was - a teenage boy trying very hard to look cool (and failing spectacularly) in front of a pretty girl.

Although... Adom had noticed lately that his adult mind seemed to be gaining ground over his teenage body. The mood swings were easier to control, the hormonal impulses more manageable. Which was, quite frankly, a relief. Being almost 80 and getting flustered around a 12-year-old girl would have been... well, let's just say "problematic" would be putting it mildly.

Adom grabbed three frosties. "These too, Emma. One's for Eren."

They thanked her and headed out, Sam practically speed-walking through the door.

"You know," Adom started, while giving treats to the cats, a grin spreading across his face, "for someone who claims to be smooth with-"

"Dude," Sam burst out suddenly, "introduce me. Please."

Adom nearly dropped his frostie. "Hold on. You actually like her?"

"Was that not obvious?"

"Sam," Adom said, in what he realized was definitely his 'old man giving life advice' voice, "if you like a girl, you don't get creepy around them. You either talk to them, or leave. There's no third option where you lurk around pretending to be interested in..." he squinted back through the window, "singing sock puppets."

Sam fell silent, staring at Adom with an increasingly bewildered expression. Then, out of nowhere: "Seriously, what the fuck happened to you?"

"What do you mean?" Adom asked, licking his frostie with exaggerated innocence.

"Don't play dumb." Sam jabbed a finger at him. "Two months ago, you were the one getting weird around girls. Now you're giving dating advice like some... some..."

"Wise old man?"

"I was going to say pretentious know-it-all, but yeah, that too." Sam narrowed his eyes. "It's not just that. You're different. The way you talk, the way you act... Even the way you eat that frostie is different. You used to inhale them. Now you're savoring it like it's some fancy wine."

"People change-" Adom started, but Sam grabbed his shoulder, making him wince. His muscles were still very sore.

"Teach me."

"What?"

"If you've somehow cracked the code on how to not be a complete disaster around girls, teach me. I'm tired of turning into a walking catastrophe every time-"

"Uhh... Adom?"

They both turned around. Eren stood there, hands in his pockets, shoulders slightly hunched, watching them with careful eyes. He had that way of appearing silently that came from growing up having to be aware of your surroundings at all times.

"Eren! Perfect timing." Adom extracted himself from Sam's grip. "This is Sam, my best friend. Sam, this is Eren."

"Hey there!" Sam's entire demeanor shifted to something warmer, more welcoming. "Adom mentioned you're interested in magic?"

Eren nodded slightly, accepting the frostie Adom handed him with a quiet "thanks." He studied it for a moment before taking a small, cautious bite.

"Sam here," Adom said, "is what we call a berd."

"A what now?" Eren asked, the frostie making his words slightly muffled.

"A book nerd," Sam explained, rolling his eyes. "It's what this idiot calls anyone who actually studies instead of running headfirst into trouble."

"Says the guy who tried to charm his own shoes and ended up stuck to the ceiling for three hours."

"That was ONE time-"

"Or when you tried to enchant your quill to take notes for you and it wrote love poems to your sandwich instead?"

Eren's lips twitched slightly at that one.

"At least I didn't try to use a levitation spell on myself and crash into Mrs. Peterson's prize-winning petunias," Sam shot back.

"That was before-" Adom caught himself. "Anyway, Sam knows more about magical theory than anyone else in our year. He could teach you the foundations while I handle the practical stuff."

"If... if that's okay," Eren added quietly, glancing at Sam.

"Are you kidding? Finally, someone who might actually appreciate proper magical theory!" Sam's enthusiasm was genuine, if a bit overwhelming. "We can start with the basic principles of energy flow, or maybe the way different emotions affect spell shaping, or how to properly visualize the patterns - oh! And the really fascinating bit about how intention shapes magical resonance-"

"Maybe let him finish his frostie first?" Adom suggested, watching Eren's eyes grow wider with each technical term.

"Right, sorry," Sam grinned sheepishly. "I get excited about this stuff. We can start with whatever you're comfortable with."

Eren relaxed slightly, taking another bite of his frostie. "Thanks. I'd... I'd like that."

"Great! Now that that's settled," Sam turned back to Adom, "you still haven't explained how you went from 'crashes into flowers' to 'dispenses ancient wisdom' in three days."

"Ancient wisdom? I just told you not to be creepy!"

"Don't-"

"Whoo.Time flies, kids," Adom cut in, checking the position of the sun. "I've got that thing with Headmaster Merris today, so I need to run."

Eren shifted uncomfortably, glancing between them.

"Hey," Adom said quietly. "Sam's a good guy. You'll be comfortable around him in no time. Besides," he grinned, "I wanted my two favorite nerds to know each other anyway."

"I resent that classification," Sam protested.

"Sure you do," Adom called over his shoulder as he walked away, leaving the two of them with their frosties.


*****

Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.

Headmaster Meris's office was exactly what you'd expect from a senior teacher - mahogany desk, green leather chairs, walls lined with bookshelves, and that perpetually ticking clock that seemed determined to make awkward silences even more awkward.

Tick. Tock.

Twenty minutes. Just the clock and two students, one fuming, one trying not to smile.

The morning sun filtered through tall windows, highlighting the dust motes dancing in the air. Perfect weather for a lecture about proper conduct and the importance of maintaining dignity within academy grounds.

Adom glanced sideways at Damus, who sat with his arms crossed, jaw working like he was chewing on particularly bitter words. It was strange, seeing him like this. As kids, they'd been inseparable. Running through the Lightbringer castle grounds, sharing lunch, planning adventures...

Come to think of it, Adom had never really had the opportunity to talk to Damus much ever since he returned.

Well, if they were going to sit here anyway...

"Sooo," Adom drawled, "that fist technique of yours. Pretty solid."

Damus's jaw clenched. "Don't talk to me."

Teenagers. Ugh.

"You know," Adom continued quietly, now watching the dust motes dance in the sunlight, "we never really talked about it. How you just... changed one day. Started pushing me around. What happened there, Damus?"

The silence stretched. Damus's jaw worked, but no words came out.

"No?" Adom nodded slowly. "Alright. Then let me tell you what I think, and we can be done with this."

He turned in his chair, facing Damus properly. "You disappointed me. Not because you stopped being my friend - people grow apart, it happens. But because you turned into exactly the kind of person we used to make fun of. Remember Lord Carston's kid? The one who used to push around the servants?"

Damus's fingers dug into the armrests.

"But you know what?" Adom continued, his voice dropping lower. "Your reasons don't really matter anymore. What matters is this: the next time you try something like last time? I'll break your jaw." He was relaxed now, almost casual. "That scared kid who let you do whatever you wanted is gone. And he's not coming back."

"Is that a threat?" Damus's voice came out hoarse.

"I like to think of it as a promise." Adom stretched his legs out. "Leave me alone, Damus. Find someone else to torment. Because this?" He gestured between them. "This is over."

The clock kept ticking. Outside, students walked past the window, their shadows briefly darkening the room.

"How..." Damus finally spoke, his voice uncertain. "How did you change like this?"

"People change," Adom said simply. That was the perfect excuse for a regressor, really. "Especially when you bully them every time you're bored." He smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. "Funny how that works, isn't it?"

The thing about childhood trauma is how it lingers, seeping into the cracks of your adult life when you least expect it.

In Adom's first life, this moment - this conversation - never happened. The resentment festered, quiet and constant, even decades later when they both wore different titles. Damus, the legendary Sword Saint, defender of the realm. Adom, the brilliant but sickly magical researcher.

Two successful men who could never quite look each other in the eye at state functions.

Funny how time changes perspective. Seventy-nine years of life had taught Adom that sometimes closure doesn't come with grand gestures or dramatic confrontations. Sometimes it's just sitting in an office with morning sunlight streaming through the windows, finally saying the words you should have said decades ago.

The weight of it all - the humiliation, the anger, the betrayal - seemed lighter now, dissolving like those dust motes dancing in the air.

It wouldn't fix everything, of course. Damus would still be Damus, and old habits die hard. But the rules had changed, and they both knew it. No more cornering in empty corridors, no more casual cruelty disguised as noble privilege. Just two people who used to be friends, now carefully maintaining their distance.

The door opened with a soft creak, and Headmaster Meris's boots clicked against the wooden floor. Time to face the music about proper conduct and maintaining dignity within academy grounds. Adom almost wanted to laugh - he'd already had his most dignified moment of the day.

"Adom, my boy! And young Damus!" The voice was warm and scratchy, like well-worn leather. Both boys rose automatically.

Headmaster Meris was barely visible behind the stack of scrolls he was carrying, his wild gray hair sticking out at odd angles around the parchments. He bumped into his desk twice before managing to deposit his load, sending a cascade of loose papers floating to the ground.

He ignored them completely, instead attempting to scale his oversized chair. His first try ended with him sliding back down, his feet dangling for a moment.

"Ha! They really make these chairs too tall these days," he said, adjusting his vest with dignified nonchalance. "Must be all those giants joining the faculty."

Adom and Damus exchanged a quick glance, their mutual discomfort momentarily overshadowed by the shared experience of watching their respected mentor struggle with furniture. Their polite smiles weren't entirely fake.

On his second attempt, the Headmaster managed to scramble up, though several more papers went flying in the process. He settled into place, his feet nowhere near touching the ground, and finally Adom could properly see him.

Headmaster Meris looked exactly as he always did - like someone had taken a brilliant researcher and shrunk him in the wash. His beard was as unruly as his hair, both shot through with gray that seemed to have appeared overnight sometime in the past decade.

His eyes, though, were sharp and clear behind his round spectacles, carrying that particular gleam that appeared whenever he was working through a particularly fascinating problem.

Adom felt the familiar surge of admiration he'd had since his fourth year, when he'd first started studying under the man who'd revolutionized modern runecology. The Headmaster's office walls were covered in awards and commendations, most of them gathering dust while their owner focused on his latest research instead.

Headmaster Meris gestured at the chairs in front of his desk, his silver rings catching the light. "Sit down, sit down, my boys. We have quite a bit to discuss."

The Headmaster tapped his fingers on the desk, a rhythmic pattern that Adom recognized from countless research sessions. It always meant the Headmaster was organizing his thoughts.

"Thank you, sir," Adom said, settling into his chair. Damus followed suit, his movements stiff.

"Now then," Meris began, leaning forward slightly, "I heard some rather interesting news a few days ago. Something about two of our brightest students deciding to redecorate the west wing with spells and blood." His tone was light, but his eyes were keenly focused on both of them. "Would either of you care to elaborate?"

"That's correct, Professor," Adom said. Damus remained silent, his jaw clenched.

"I see." Meris stroked his beard thoughtfully. "You know, when I was appointed to oversee this academy's matters, I made a promise to myself. I told myself I would never be the kind of administrator who sees students as problems to be solved." He picked up a crystal paperweight, turning it in his hands. "But I find myself quite concerned when two young men with your potential resort to throwing spells in the hallways."

He set the paperweight down with a gentle click. "The rules about dueling aren't arbitrary, my boys. They exist because every year, some brilliant young mage thinks they can control more power than they're ready for. And every year, we have to explain to parents why their child is in the infirmary."

Adom felt heat rise to his face. Was there a need to talk about the bullying? He wondered. Beside him, Damus shifted uncomfortably.

"Do you understand what I'm saying?" Meris asked, looking at them both in turn.

"Yes, sir," they mumbled in unison.

"Excellent!" Meris clapped his hands together, his whole face lighting up with a smile that made Adom's stomach drop. "Then you'll be happy to know I've arranged for you both to spend some quality time together."

Both boys' heads snapped up.

"Oh come now," Meris laughed. "Did you think this would end with a simple scolding? No, no, my boys. I believe in practical solutions." He rubbed his hands together, looking entirely too pleased with himself. "And I have just the thing in mind."

Adom was curious. Uneasy, but perplexed.

"I see you've joined quite an interesting club, Adom my boy."

Adom slumped in his chair. "...oh no."

"What?" Damus turned to look at him, confusion clear on his face.

"Now, now, don't make such faces," Meris chuckled, bouncing slightly in his oversized chair. "And young Damus, you're not in any clubs yet, are you?"

"No, sir," Damus straightened his spine. "I've been focusing on my swordsmanship."

"A noble pursuit indeed!" Meris stroked his beard. "Though, as you know, the Swordsmanship club doesn't accept second-years..." His grin widened. "Which is why I thought you might join young Adom in his club."

"Professor, with all due respect," Damus said stiffly, "I'm not interested in spending my time with books-"

"Oh!" Meris's eyes lit up. "But who said anything about books?" He turned toward the door. "Hugo, my boy! You can come in now!"

The door opened, and Adom felt his stomach drop as Hugo ducked to fit his massive frame through the doorway. The sixth-year adjusted his glasses, his muscles rippling under his uniform as he moved.

"Young Damus," Professor Meris gestured grandly, nearly falling off his chair in the process, "meet Hugo, president of the Combat Athletics Club. I believe you two will have quite a lot to discuss."











Adom stared blankly at the wall behind Professor Meris's head. Next to him, Damus's knuckles went white against the armrests of his chair.

Hugo's broad smile did nothing to ease the tension. Damus protested, of course - vehemently. But Headmaster Meris had that particular gleam in his eyes that meant his mind was made up, and no amount of "but sir" or "my father will hear about this" would change it.

Adom found himself fighting back a smile. He hated the the idea but watching Damus squirm made it almost worthwhile. It was petty, really, and probably proved his immature side was still very much alive and kicking. Unfortunately.

After a few more minutes of Hugo explaining the club's schedule and Damus looking increasingly horrified, Meris finally started wrapping things up.

"Actually, sir," Adom said, just as they were about to leave. "There's something I'd like to talk to you about."

Damus's head snapped toward him, eyes wide with what looked suspiciously like fear. Probably thinking Adom was about to report the bullying.

"Privately, if possible."

"Of course, my boy," Meris nodded. "Hugo, young Damus, if you wouldn't mind..."

Once the door closed behind them, Meris settled back in his chair. "Now then, what's troubling you? And speaking of troubles - where are your eyeglasses? I heard you got into quite a situation during that hunting expedition..."

"Just a small mistake," Adom waved it off. "Won't happen again."

"I should hope not." Meris leaned forward, fingers steepled. "What's on your mind?"

Adom took a deep breath. "It's about a boy I'd like to sponsor."

The Headmaster's eyebrows rose, disappearing into his wild gray hair.























            

    
        Chapter 20. Fulfilling Elderly Duties

    
    
    
    
                "I can't."

"Yes, you can. You're not visualizing the weave properly." Adom leaned back in his chair, feet propped up on the practice room table in clear violation of at least three academy rules.

"I am! Look - threads of mana, geometric patterns, all that stuff. Nothing's happening."

"Because you're trying to force them into existence, Eren. They already exist. You just need to—"

"If you say 'focus' one more time..."

"I was going to say 'see them,' actually. But now that you mention it, focusing wouldn't hurt." Adom tilted his head, watching another failed attempt scatter golden sparks across the worn wooden table. "Though I have to admit, you're very consistent at failing. Same exact fizzle every time. It's almost impressive."

"I do not like you, Adom. Like, at all."










Adom laughed. "Mana will answer to your intent - that's how magic works. Right now, your intent isn't helping because you're so focused on proving you can do this that you're not actually visualizing what you're trying to do. See, mana responds to clear mental images. The stronger your intent to cast a spell, the clearer the pattern becomes in your mind."

He watched another fizzle with amusement. "You know, there's this theory that mana is semi-sentient - some mages swear it knows when you're trying to force it without proper visualization. Not sure if I believe it, but watching you right now..." He smirked. "But what do I know? I'm just the guy who can actually do magic."

"Why can't I just punch things instead? I'm good at punching things."



















"Because punching things won't make you impress Headmaster Meris and, you're thinking too hard about the math and not enough about the image. It's like trying to describe a color using only numbers."

"But you always say magic is mathematical!"

"It is. But first you need to see it. Feel it. The math comes after."

"That makes zero sense."

"Neither does your attempt at that weave. Try again."

"...still nothing."

"Because the pattern's already there - you just need to reach out and grab it."

"Easy for you to say, Mr. Perfect-Pattern-Every-Time."

"I prefer 'Your Magical Magnificence,' but I'll accept that too."

"Ugh. Show me again?"

"Weren't you watching the first three times?"

"Please?"

"Fine. But this time, actually watch the weave, not my amazing hair."

Adom sat cross-legged across from Eren in the practice room. "Before we start with actual spells, you need to understand how weaving works. You can sense mana now, which is the first step, but manipulating it is different."

"Different how?" Eren asked, watching the mana particles drift around them.

"Think of it like this - every spell is essentially a pattern, a specific structure of mana. When you arrange mana in these patterns, it creates effects in the physical world. It's not just about moving the mana around - it's about organizing it precisely."

Adom gathered some mana in front of them. "See how chaotic and unstructured it is naturally? Magic happens when we impose order on it. Every spell has its own unique pattern - like a blueprint or a template. Some are simple, others incredibly complex, but they all follow the same principle: mana arranged in specific structures produces specific effects."

"So when mages weave spells..."

"They're essentially guiding mana to conform to these patterns, yes. That's why we call it weaving - you're taking these loose threads of mana and weaving them into a coherent structure."

"Is that why some people can sense mana but can't weave spells?"

"Exactly. Sensing mana is one thing, but manipulating it - forcing it to hold these precise patterns - that's what separates mages from non-mages. Now, let me show you a basic flame spell pattern..."

"Watch closely," Adom said, gathering mana in front of them. "A flame spell has one of the most straightforward patterns. Feel how I'm structuring this?"

Eren focused, sensing how Adom was arranging the mana. "It's... organized. Not random anymore."

"Right. The pattern for fire needs three distinct layers. First..." Adom carefully arranged the bottom layer of mana. "This base structure has to be perfectly stable. Feel how tight and orderly it is? Like a lattice."

"I can sense it," Eren nodded, his eyes half-closed in concentration. "But why that specific arrangement?"

"Because fire needs fuel. This pattern converts mana into heat and energy. If it's not structured exactly right, you'll either get no flame or an explosion." Adom traced the pattern with his finger. "See, magic doesn't create something from nothing - it transforms mana into other forms of energy. The base layer breaks down mana into pure energy, mostly heat. The tighter the lattice, the more controlled the conversion."

"So the flame isn't... created? It's transformed mana?"

"Exactly. Everything in magic is transformation. When you make fire, you're not creating flames - you're converting mana into heat and light in a specific way. When you levitate something, you're transforming mana into kinetic force. Even illusions work by transforming mana into light and sometimes sound."

"That's why stronger spells need more mana?"

"Right. The more dramatic the transformation, the more mana you need. Making a small flame needs just a bit of mana converted to heat, but creating a fireball needs enough mana to generate both intense heat and the force to propel it." Adom paused. "Now, watch the second layer."

The mana above the base began to shift, forming an intricate spiral pattern. "This part determines how the energy flows. See how it creates a natural upward motion?"

"Yeah... it's like a funnel?"

"Good observation. The spiral pattern is crucial - it's what actually generates the flame. Now for the final layer..." Adom carefully wove the top portion of mana into a looser but still precisely structured pattern.

"That looks different from the others," Eren noted.

"This layer controls the flame's shape and behavior. More structured for a focused flame, looser for a spreading one. All three layers have to work together perfectly." Adom completed the pattern, and a small flame appeared above his palm. "See? The pattern holds the spell together. Without it, the mana would just dissipate."

"Can I try?"

"Start with just the base layer. Don't rush - focus on getting the structure exactly right. Remember, magic isn't about power, it's about precision."

Eren concentrated, trying to replicate the lattice-like pattern he'd seen. The mana moved sluggishly, refusing to hold the shape.

"You're thinking too much about moving the mana," Adom advised. "Focus on the pattern itself. The structure is what matters - the mana will follow if your visualization is clear enough."

Eren sat there, face scrunched in concentration, completely still.

"What are you doing?" Adom asked, raising an eyebrow.

Eren opened one eye sheepishly. "Trying to... weave?"

"Without hand movements? Is that why you've been refusing to use my old wand?" Adom shook his head. "Listen, there's a reason first-years are given wands. Weaving is complex when you're just starting - your mind isn't used to manipulating mana in such precise patterns yet. Wands either direct the weaves automatically or have pre-structured spells stored in them."

"But you don't use hand movements," Eren pointed out.

"Because I've practiced these basic spells thousands of times. The more you practice a specific spell, the more familiar its pattern becomes to your mind. Eventually, you can weave it instantly, without thought." Adom paused. "But you need to walk before you can run. If you really don't want to use a wand, at least use hand movements. They help visualize the pattern better."

Adom raised his hands. "Watch. The base layer?" He made a gathering motion, fingers curling inward. "This helps you visualize the compression of mana. Then," his right hand moved in a spiral motion, "this matches the energy flow pattern. Finally," his fingers spread and lifted, "this shapes the output."

A perfect flame appeared above his palm. "See? The movements mirror the weave's structure. They train your mind to recognize and replicate the patterns."

To demonstrate, Adom then cast the same spell without moving, the flame appearing instantly. "With enough practice on a specific spell, your mind learns to shape the weave automatically. But you need to master the basics first."

Eren's frustrated expression made Adom pause. Then understanding dawned on his face, and he chuckled. "Eren... I get it. It must be frustrating seeing someone your age weave spells so easily without movements. You want to prove you can do it too, right?"

Eren looked away. "Maybe."

"I've had more years of practice than you could imagine."

"But... I thought most second-years like you can't cast without movements either."

Adom grinned. "That's because I'm me. A genius."

"Oh, shut up," Eren groaned. "You're impossible."

"Impossibly talented, you mean?"

"I take it back - you're not a genius, you're just insufferable."

"An insufferable genius," Adom corrected with a smirk.

"Come on. One more try. Then we can grab food from that place you like, the one with the suspicious meat pies."

"They're not suspicious, they're traditional."

"Traditional doesn't mean safe. But fine, one more attempt, then questionable street food. Deal?"

Eren's last attempt fizzled spectacularly, sending a shower of golden sparks across the table. Adom watched the display with a mix of amusement and resignation. "Well, that's enough for today. Let's go."

*****

The streets of Arkhos were always busy this time of day, filled with the smell of cooking food and the chatter of merchants and customers.

They found their usual spot at Old Mari's stall, where Mari greeted them with her gap-toothed smile. "Ah, my favorite mages! The usual? Three pies and two sweet mango milks?"

The meat pies - stuffed with minced lamb and wild mushrooms, seasoned with herbs from the northern mountains - were wrapped in flaky, golden-brown pastry that crackled perfectly with each bite.

They looked suspicious mainly because Mari seemed to have a personal vendetta against conventional geometry - no two pies ever had the same shape, some looking more like abstract art than food.

She also made them with chicken and leeks, or spiced beef and potatoes, but the lamb ones had become their favorite.











It was actually a discovery for Adom in this life - the stall had apparently been serving pies for 26 years, tucked away in this odd corner of the market district. Despite being somewhat hidden, the place was incredibly popular with locals who, for some inexplicable reason, refused to give directions to anyone asking.

Why people insisted on gatekeeping good food was a question Adom would never understand. Did they not realize they were actively hurting Mari's business? She could probably own three stalls by now if her customers weren't so determined to keep their "secret spot" secret.

Strange, strange people.













The cold mango milk, sweetened with honey and given a creamy texture from being churned with ice, helped wash down the hearty pies - two for Eren's bottomless teenage appetite, one for Adom.

 









It had been nine days since Adom's return from the labyrinth.

While he'd recovered enough to walk around and attend classes, the fatigue still lingered. He'd spent the past week teaching Eren, trying to prepare him to meet Meris.

Two circles. At twelve. It was absurd no matter how Adom thought about it.

During entrance exams, they didn't typically check applicants' mana pools - they focused on control and basic technique. Which was fortunate, because if they knew what Eren was capable of, the Empire would be all over him.

A mage with that much raw power could shift the balance of power between nations. The Empire of Sundar would treat him like a precious resource - the best education, the finest accommodations, personal tutors... and suffocating expectations.

Adom knew that pressure all too well. The constant monitoring, the "suggestions" about your career, the subtle reminders about your duty to the Empire. It could break someone if they weren't prepared for it.

That's why he'd focused on teaching Eren the absolute basics.

Better to have him enter the academy looking like a promising but normal student than a walking catastrophe waiting to happen.

Headmaster Meris had barely believed it when Adom told him. He'd listened intently, his sharp eyes studying Adom's face as he explained about finding Eren, about his raw potential, about the two circles. The old man had actually fallen silent for a full minute - something Adom had only seen happen twice before.

They'd agreed that Adom would present Eren only after proper preparation, and Meris had readily accepted keeping the boy's true capabilities under wraps. Adom knew the old Headmaster well enough - he'd always protected his students from unnecessary scrutiny and pressure. The man might be eccentric, but he understood the weight of expectations better than most.

By the third day, Adom was starting to worry. For all the raw power Eren possessed, he was... distinctly untalented in magic. Below average, if Adom was being honest. The boy could barely weave the simplest spells, and his control was atrocious. Even with constant guidance, his attempts at basic patterns kept falling apart.

The problem wasn't just academic. Two circles of mana at twelve years old meant Eren's power would only grow. Without proper control, without the ability to properly channel and regulate that much energy... Adom rubbed his temples, remembering the cases he'd studied in his previous life.

Mages were walking powder kegs in that sense. It was why their education focused so heavily on control, on theory, on emotional regulation. Raw power without finesse wasn't just inefficient - it was dangerous. A mage who couldn't properly control their mana became a threat to themselves and everyone around them. Strong emotions, stress, fear - any of these could trigger an uncontrolled release of power.

That's why the academies were so strict about emotional control, why they drilled theory into students' heads before letting them attempt even basic spells. One mistake, one moment of lost control, and...

Adom thought, despite himself, about the figure's words in the labyrinth: "Kill him."

Had he made a mistake? Taking responsibility for someone with this much power and so little natural ability to control it?

The meat pie suddenly tasted like ash in his mouth.

"You're thinking too hard," Eren said, breaking into his thoughts. "Your face gets all scrunchy when you're worried about something."

"I do not get scrunchy."

Adom watched Eren devour his second meat pie, contemplating how much the boy didn't know about himself.

He'd deliberately kept quiet about the true extent of Eren's potential. Telling a twelve-year-old they had enough raw power to potentially level cities was... well, not the wisest move. Even the most level-headed kid might get ideas, and Adom had seen enough talented mages go wrong to know better.

He hadn't even hinted at it. "Talented" was all the boy needed to know for now.

Besides, Adom still didn't know Eren well enough to fully trust him with that knowledge. The child seemed kind and responsible, sure, but so had others before their power went to their heads.

"Want my half of the pie? You only had one." Eren asked, pushing the wrapped package across their usual corner spot.

"Thanks," Adom said, managing a smile. As Eren reached for his pocket to pay, Adom waved him off. "It's on me."

"Thanks," Eren said, looking relieved in that way kids do when they don't have to spend their scarce pocket money.

Old Mari wrapped up a fourth lamb pie, sliding it across her worn wooden counter with her characteristic gap-toothed smile. "This one's on the house. You boys have been good customers this past week. Best entertainment I've had in years, watching you try to explain magic with those fancy hand gestures."

"Thank you, ma'am," they both said almost in unison, which made the old woman cackle.

"Such polite young mages," she said, already turning to tend to her geometrically challenged pies bubbling in their clay oven. "Now off with you before the evening rush starts and my regulars see me getting soft."

"Same time tomorrow?" Adom asked as they reached the crossroads where they usually parted ways.

Eren shook his head. "Actually, got to help mother at the tavern tomorrow, her boss has fired a few people recently. And there will be the usual rush and all that."

"Makes sense," Adom said, stepping around a puddle from one of the street cleaners' water spells.

"Oh!" Eren snapped his fingers. "That reminds me - mother wants you to come for dinner at the tavern for Yule in a few months. Her boss accepted to let us have the tavern for the occasion. Says she wants to thank you properly for helping me with all this magic stuff." He grinned. "She also said you can bring your friends too, if you want."

Adom blinked, caught off guard by the invitation. Despite his adult mind, he sometimes forgot he was physically Eren's age now - complete with the social expectations that came with it. "That's... kind of her."

"So you'll come?" Eren's eyes lit up with that earnest excitement that made him seem even younger than twelve. "Mother makes the best roast for Yule. Way better than these pies." He glanced around suspiciously. "Don't tell Mari that though."

"Your secret's safe," Adom said, amused. "Yule is only in a few months, but, what time should I be there?"

"After sunset? When it's quieter." Eren started walking backward, still facing Adom. "And thanks again for today. Even if I did almost set your textbook on fire."

"Almost being the key word here," Adom called after him, watching the boy dash off towards the Dregs.

Adom kept walking, his mind turning over the morning's events. He paused at the corner of Merchant's Row, where Jack was still performing his fire show. The floating dragons danced above an enthralled crowd, as mesmerizing as ever.

Adom dropped a coin in Jack's hat, a small smile playing at his lips. Some things really didn't change.

His thoughts drifted back to Eren and his situation. The Dregs weren't kind to families trying to make an honest living. He'd seen the patches on Eren's clothes, noticed how the boy always tried to pay for their study snacks despite clearly struggling to afford them. The tavern couldn't be doing much better - not in that part of the island.

A scholarship... that could work, if he could train Eren well enough. The boy had raw talent in spades, but control was still an issue. Those scorch marks Eren mentioned weren't just teenage exaggeration. Still, with proper guidance...

Or he could just leave a bag of gold coins at the tavern. Anonymous, of course, with a simple note.

Not that it would change much in the grand scheme of things. With his magical potential, money wouldn't be a problem for long once Eren got proper training.

Still... a little help now might make a big difference in the present. Adom had seen too many talented young mages fall through the cracks in his previous life, their potential wasted simply because they couldn't afford to nurture it. Just like Jack.

Adom shifted his grip on the meat pie, still warm in its wrapping. Sam would demolish this in seconds, he thought with a small smile.

A soft scraping sound echoed from the alley behind him. He kept walking, pace steady, but his senses sharpened. Another sound, closer this time. Footsteps, trying to be quiet but not quite managing it.

The street was emptying as afternoon bled into evening. He passed a pair of police officers, noting their positions without being obvious about it. The crime wave in Arkhos was becoming more than just statistics now - especially with Helios' people getting bolder. His hooded appearance that day had bought him some time, but now they were probably targeting any young mage they could find.

More footsteps. Three sets now, maybe four. They were herding him, he realized, trying to guide him away from the main streets. The meat pie suddenly felt very inconvenient in his hands.

The meeting with Cisco next week would change everything, but he had to survive until then. Eren had arranged that - he couldn't waste it by getting ambushed in some back alley.

Decision time. He could try to reach the guards, but that might put civilians at risk if these were indeed Helios' people. Better to handle this cleanly, quietly.

Adom turned down a narrow street, then another, seemingly random but actually leading exactly where he wanted. The footsteps behind him quickened slightly.

The dead end ahead was perfect - high walls, no windows, single approach. He could feel the fluid enhancement humming through his veins, ready to respond. He turned to face the alley's entrance, letting his pursuers think they'd trapped him.

Four figures emerged from the shadows, trying to look menacing. Street thugs, not Helios' people - he could tell from their stance.

"Lovely evening for a walk," Adom said quietly, carefully setting down his meat pie on a nearby crate. No need to waste good food.

"Hey there, friend!" The tallest one stepped forward, arms spread in an exaggerated welcoming gesture. His smile showed several gold teeth. "Bit far from Xerkes, aren't you? Dangerous neighborhood for a student to be wandering alone."

"We could escort you back," added a shorter man with a scarred eyebrow, moving to flank him. "For a reasonable fee, of course. Consider it a... scholarship contribution."

The third one, barely older than Adom's current physical age, laughed nervously. "Yeah, think of your fellow students. Some of us couldn't afford those fancy clothes of yours."

The fourth remained silent, but his fingers kept twitching toward something in his jacket. Probably a knife.

"That's thoughtful of you," Adom replied, noting how they were positioning themselves. "But I'm actually quite familiar with these streets."

"Oh?" Gold-teeth's smile widened. "Regular visitor? Must have deep pockets then. Come on, share some of that Xerkes wealth. We all know what those clothes cost."

"Would be a shame if something happened to such a generous student," Scarred-eyebrow added, his friendly tone slipping slightly. "Lots of accidents happen in these alleys."

The young one shifted uncomfortably. "Just make it easy, yeah? No need for anyone to get hurt."

Adom sighed. They were desperate rather than cruel, but desperate people were often the most dangerous. "I understand times are hard," he said, letting his stance relax deliberately, invitingly. "But you really should have picked someone else."

He weighed his options as he studied their faces. The coins in his pocket would mean nothing to him - he had more wealth than these men would see in their lifetimes. One generous handout and they'd leave him alone... for tonight.

But then what? They'd mark him as an easy target, maybe follow him, try to befriend him. Worse, they'd be encouraged to continue targeting other students. Some of whom might not be as capable of defending themselves.

Adom's smile made the tallest one shift uncomfortably. "What's so funny, kid?"

The fluid in his veins hummed, a familiar warmth spreading through his body as he contemplated these four unfortunate souls. The elderly really did have a responsibility to guide wayward youth, didn't they? Even if said elderly happened to be wearing a twelve-year-old's face at the moment.

"You know," Adom said conversationally, "you're not very smart, are you?"

Their smiles vanished, replaced by uncertain glances at each other.

"See, you've made several critical errors in judgment. First, you're targeting mages. Young mages, who are notoriously unstable with their powers, especially when they feel threatened. Did you know some students accidentally incinerated their entire dormitory last week because someone startled them during their sleep?"

They took a collective step backward.

"Second," he continued, as ethereal blue light began to dance around his fingers, "you picked an alley with one exit."

[Mirage]

The illusion shimmered into place behind them - solid stone where the entrance had been. The young one let out a strangled sound.

"Which, speaking of exits..." Adom's hands erupted in azure fluid-fire, casting strange shadows on the walls. "Currently seems to be missing."

"Oh gods," the youngest squeaked, turning to Gold-teeth. "This was your idea!"

"My idea?" Gold-teeth's voice cracked. "You're the one who said students were easy marks!"

"Both of you shut up," Scarred-eyebrow hissed, but his eyes were fixed on Adom's burning hands.

"Ah ah ah, children," Adom chided, the fluid-fire crawling up his arms. "You've been very naughty, and it's my responsibility to teach you proper manners."

"This is your fault," the silent one finally spoke, jabbing a finger at Gold-teeth. "You said he was just some rich kid!"

"Me?" Gold-teeth's gold teeth chattered. "It was his idea!" He pointed at the youngest, who looked ready to faint.

"I-I just mentioned I saw him walking alone! You're the one who said we should-"

"Fascinating," Adom interrupted, taking a step forward as they took another step back. "Please, do continue explaining whose brilliant plan this was."

The one with the twitching fingers finally snapped. "He's just a ki-"

The knife never made it past his pocket. One moment he was lunging, the next - a fluid-enhanced straight right caught him perfectly on the chin. His eyes rolled back before he hit the ground, body twitching slightly from the neural shock.

[+1 Boxing Mastery]

The remaining three stared at their fallen companion, then at Adom, then back at their companion. Their brains seemed to be having trouble processing the sequence of events - probably because there had barely been any sequence to process.

They dropped to their knees almost in unison, dignity forgotten.

"Please don't kill us!" Gold-teeth sobbed, his precious metals catching the blue light. "I have a cat!"

"I'll join a monastery!" the youngest one blurted, tears streaming down his face. "I'll never take advantage of the weak again!"

Scarred-eyebrow just whimpered something incomprehensible about his mother while staring at his unconscious friend, who was still occasionally twitching.

Adom flexed his hand, studying the unconscious man with clinical interest. The fluid enhancement had turned what should have been a child's punch into something that dropped a grown man instantly. It wasn't his first time experiencing it, but still.

Fascinating.

He'd have to explore these limits more thoroughly later.

"Now then," he said, letting the fluid-fire crawl up to his shoulders. "About your future career choices..."

The three conscious men flinched.

"The Merchant's Guild is always looking for security escorts," Adom said conversationally, as if he wasn't terrifying them out of their minds. "They need people who know these streets, who understand how... less savory individuals think. Legitimate work, good pay, and they don't ask too many questions about your past."

"These noble schmucks?" Gold-teeth mumbled under his breath. "I can't believe this..."

"Hm?" The fluid-fire flared brighter.

"I-I mean!" Gold-teeth straightened up, suddenly very business-like. "We would be more than honored to work for the esteemed Merchant's Guild, young... sir!"

"Of course, they'll need someone to vouch for you." The flames danced higher. "I could do that. Or..." He let the threat hang.

"Yes! Please!" Gold-teeth was nodding so fast his teeth clicked. "We'll go first thing tomorrow!"

"Wonderful. And if I hear about any more students being troubled in these alleys..." The temperature dropped several degrees. "Well, let's just say I'll be very disappointed."

Scarred-eyebrow raised a shaking hand. "What about..." he gestured at their unconscious friend.

"Oh, he'll wake up soon. Make sure he understands our little arrangement." Adom smiled, and they collectively shuddered. "I'll know if you don't show up tomorrow. I'll be watching."

Adom watched as they stumbled to their feet, the youngest and Gold-teeth hauling up their unconscious friend between them.

They bowed awkwardly - multiple times - while shuffling backward, mumbling a chorus of "thank you, young sir" and "we won't disappoint you" before finally turning tail and running as fast as they could manage while dragging their companion.

"Senior citizen duty accomplished!" Adom declared cheerfully to the empty alley, picking up his miraculously undisturbed meat pie.

The Silvester Family's Merchant Guild was one of the five guilds on the island, and the only one not dedicated to adventuring. Their wealth was legendary - their mansions dotted the noble quarter like jewels, their ships dominated the harbor, and their influence reached into every corner of trade. They were also, as Gold-teeth's reaction had shown, not particularly popular among the common folk.

It wasn't hard to understand why.

The Silvesters had a habit of buying out smaller businesses, setting prices that independent merchants couldn't match, and generally ensuring that the gap between rich and poor grew wider every year. They were the epitome of noble privilege - looking down on common folk while profiting from their labor, living in luxury while others struggled to put food on the table.

But for people like those would-be muggers? The Guild offered something rare: a legitimate opportunity. The sad truth was that on this island and in the world in general, you either had connections or you struggled endlessly.

The adventurer guilds wouldn't touch anyone without combat experience or magical talent. Most merchants wouldn't hire someone with a suspicious background. The mines were always hiring, sure - if you didn't mind a life expectancy measured in months.

The Silvesters' security force was different.

They provided real training, decent pay, and clear paths for advancement. Sure, the nobles would always look down their noses at you, but you could earn a respectable living, support a family, maybe even save enough to start your own business someday.

They were always looking for people who knew the streets, who could spot trouble before it started, who understood how the desperate thought because they'd been desperate themselves.

Adom headed toward the guild hall. Being a Xerkes student came with certain... privileges. The Silvesters might look down on common folk, but they'd trip over themselves to curry favor with someone wearing these robes. One word from him, and those four would have their chance.

The guild hall's application reception was a stark contrast to the opulent exterior - just a plain room with a desk, a few uncomfortable-looking chairs, and a bored guard who was currently slumped in his seat, sword propped against the desk, hat pulled over his face.

Adom cleared his throat.

No response.

He cleared his throat again, more forcefully.

Still nothing.

"Excuse m-"

"I heard you the first time," the guard drawled from under his hat, not moving an inch.

"Then why didn't you answer?"

"Didn't feel like it," the man replied, finally pushing his hat back and sitting up with the enthusiasm of a sloth. He blinked at Adom's Xerkes robes, but his expression remained steadfastly unimpressed.

"...You gonna stand there all evening or actually say something?"

Adom sighed. Sometimes he missed the days when people showed proper respect to their elders. "I'm here to vouch for four potential recruits for the security force. They'll be coming tomorrow morning to apply."

"And what makes you think they're suitable recruits?"












"Well," Adom said, "they attempted to mug me in an alley about twenty minutes ago. One of them is probably still unconscious. But they showed excellent teamwork, survival instinct, and a remarkable ability to recognize when they're completely outmatched. Plus," he added cheerfully, "they're very motivated to change careers now."













The guard looked Adom up and down again, more thoroughly this time. "You beat four people? You?"

 





















"That's rather offensive."

"Just being honest, kid."

He stood up - and kept standing up. The man was easily six and a half feet tall, well-muscled beneath his uniform, with long dark hair tied back in a loose tail. He couldn't have been more than twenty-five.

Grabbing some papers from his desk, he pulled out a quill. "Names?"

"Well, there's Gold-teeth, Scarred-eyebrow, the young one, and the unconscious one."

The guard's quill stopped mid-stroke. He stared at Adom. "Those are their names?"

"No, I was a bit too busy avoiding being mugged to ask for proper introductions."

The guard snorted, then shrugged. "Tomorrow's problem, I guess." He scribbled the descriptions down anyway. "Gold-teeth, Scarred-eyebrow, Young One, and..." he paused, "Unconscious One?"


























"And the big one," Adom sighed.

The guard paused his writing, looked at Adom, then at the paper, then back at Adom. "So... Gold-teeth, Scarred-eyebrow, Young One, and..." he made a final flourish with his quill, "...the one you knocked out cold. Got it." He sounded almost amused now. "You know, this might be the most interesting recruitment form I've filled out all month. Usually it's just 'my uncle knows someone' or 'I need money for my sick grandmother.'"






















He reached for the heavy brass stamp beside him.

The dull 'thunk' of the seal hitting the paper echoed in the empty reception room. "Well, 'Young Master Who Knocks Out Muggers,' your colorfully-named friends can show up tomorrow morning. Though I'd suggest they bring their actual names with them." He paused, then added with a hint of genuine curiosity, "You really knocked one of them out cold?"













"Yeah," Adom chuckled, turning to leave. "I'll stop by another day to make sure they showed up."

 










"See ya!" the guard called out, already settling back into his chair and repositioning his hat.

Adom stepped out into the evening air, finally heading back toward Xerkes. He looked down at the meat pie in his hand - stone cold now. All this mentoring and reforming of street thugs had really cut into his dinner plans.

Just as he arrived at the west wing's door, a deliberate rustling sound made him freeze. He spun around, a [Fireball] materializing in his palm, casting orange light across the courtyard. "Who's there?!" He sighed in exasperation. "Really? Can't I just go home for once?"

Then he saw them - two gleaming eyes in the darkness of a nearby bush. A low, rumbling sound emerged, not quite a growl, not quite a purr. The hair on the back of Adom's neck stood up - not from fear, but from that peculiar sensation one gets when being watched by someone else.

"You." The [Fireball] flickered out immediately.

It was the midnight puma.

Had it followed him all this way? The creature remained in the shadows, its eyes fixed on him, unblinking. Adom could hear its breathing now, steady and controlled.

He lowered his hand, remembering how his stance might appear threatening. He hadn't seen the puma since that night in the alley, when it had saved his life and... well, ended another's. He'd wondered about it often - where it had gone, if it was still in the city, if it was safe, if it had hurt anyone else...

"Hey there," he said softly, crouching down to appear less imposing. "Remember me? From the alley?"

A curious chirrup sound came from the bushes. The puma poked its head out slightly, ears perked forward, interested but cautious.

"That's it," Adom encouraged, keeping his voice gentle. "It's just me."

He looked down at his cold meat pie, then back at the hesitant feline. "Sorry, Sam," he murmured, placing the pie on the ground between them. "It's lamb. Might be a bit salty for your taste, but you're welcome to try it. It's very good."

The puma's nose twitched visibly. It took one careful step out of the bushes, then another. The moonlight revealed its midnight-black fur, those same intelligent eyes he remembered from the alley.

"That's right," Adom coaxed, staying perfectly still. "No fireballs, no threats. Just a cold pie that could use a home." He watched as the puma took another step forward. "You've been keeping an eye on me, haven't you?"

The puma paused, tilting its head slightly as if considering his words. Its tail swished once, twice. It finally approached the pie cautiously, keeping one eye fixed on Adom as it lowered its head to sniff the offering.

"Go on, it's just for you."

It began to eat, its movements quick and desperate. In the moonlight, Adom could see how its ribs pressed against its skin, how its flanks had hollowed. At least that answered one question - it clearly hadn't been feeding on humans, or it wouldn't be this thin.

"You know," Adom mused, watching it devour the pie, "I've been wondering how you managed to stay hidden in a city like this. Not a single report of a puma sighting, not even a rumor. How did you-"

He never finished the question.

The puma's form began to shrink, faster than seemed possible, until with a soft 'poof', a regular black cat with startling blue eyes sat where the massive predator had been just moments before.

"Whoa!" Adom fell backward in surprise. This was unheard of. Animals couldn't change form like that.

Unless... unless they were not animals.

Eyes wide, he cast [Identify] on the cat.

[???]

Adom's jaw dropped as the black cat looked at him and simply went, "Meow."




            

    
        Chapter 21. Professor Kim

    
    
    
    
                "Meow."

"I thought you didn't want to have cats."

"I don't."

"Then why is there a cat drinking milk in our dorm?"

"It's a long story."

Adom sat on his bed, watching the small black cat lap delicately at the bowl of milk he'd scrounged earlier. It was surreal seeing such a dainty creature and knowing that just hours ago, it had been a massive midnight puma. The transformation still boggled his mind.

The cat - he wasn't even sure if he should still call it a puma - paused its drinking to look up at him with those startling blue eyes. In the warm light of the dorm room, they seemed to shimmer with an intelligence that made him distinctly uncomfortable.

Sam sat down on his bed too, nursing his scratched hand. He'd learned the hard way that their new guest had strong opinions about being petted without permission. "At least it's cute. I like cats. Let's keep it."

"Yeah," Adom said, watching the black cat meticulously clean its whiskers. "At least for now."

"So..." Sam looked at his roommate. "What are we naming it?"

"Haven't really thought about it."

"How about Asteroid Destroyer?"

"No."

"Apocalypse Bringer?"

"Absolutely not."

"Death's Shadow?"

The cat actually hissed.

"Maybe we should call it-"

"Please stop," Adom begged. "You're terrible with names."

"Hey. I named my father's familiar!"

"Sam."

"What's wrong with that?"

"Mighty Fox is not a proper name for a fox familiar."

"I liked it."

"That says more about you than anyone else."

Sam flopped back onto his bed with an exaggerated huff. "You and your cat have no sense of grandeur." He lay there for a few seconds before rolling onto his side. "So... are you going to make it your familiar?"

Adom looked at the black cat, which was now watching their exchange with what he could swear was amusement in those too-intelligent blue eyes. "No."

After much consideration, Adom had decided to bring the creature - puma, cat, or whatever it truly was - back to the dorm. The decision wasn't entirely logical, but it hadn't tried to maul him in the alley, which seemed like a point in its favor.

At first, he'd thought it might be a spirit, but those had a different feel to them - more ethereal, less... solid.

A shapeshifter, perhaps? But natural shapeshifters usually couldn't maintain forms this perfectly, and they tended to avoid cities.

A familiar without a mage? Possible, but unlikely - familiars didn't typically show this level of independence.

The more he observed its seamless transformations and those unnaturally intelligent blue eyes, the more one explanation kept rising to the top of his list: a curse.

Curses were tricky things in the magical world - not quite spells, not quite bindings, but something in between. They worked by imposing a twisted pattern onto someone or something's natural mana flow.

While normal spells were temporary transformations of mana, curses were more like permanent distortions, forcing someone's mana to flow in unnatural ways that created lasting effects.

The strength of a curse depended on how deeply it was woven into the target's mana.

Surface curses were relatively simple - things like bad luck or minor transformations. These sat on top of someone's natural mana flow, like a parasitic pattern. Deeper curses actually altered the fundamental structure of someone's mana, making them far more difficult to break.

What made this particular case interesting was the transformation aspect. Most cursed transformations were crude - turning someone into a toad or a rat. But this was different. The creature moved between forms with an unsettling grace, and those eyes... they held far too much awareness for a simple transformation curse.

This had to be old magic, the kind that went bone-deep and rewrote the very essence of someone's being. The kind that was very rare to study. And as a mage that stumbled upon a very rare case...

Adom knew that breaking it would require more than just dispelling the surface pattern - he'd need to understand the entire structure of the curse, layer by layer, and carefully unwind it without damaging the original mana pattern underneath.

If he even could. Some curses became so integrated with their target that removing them was like trying to separate two colors of paint after they'd been mixed.

But it made for a good challenge.

Adom looked at the cat, then at Sam, who was already burrowing under his covers. He probably should tell his friend that this tiny, milk-drinking ball of fur had been a massive, shadowy puma just hours ago.

"Sam..."

"Goodnight guys," Sam mumbled into his pillow, then rolled over with a sleepy yawn.

Adom watched the steady rise and fall of his roommate's breathing. "Hmm. Maybe another time."

The cat caught his eye and let out what sounded suspiciously like a snort of agreement.

"Come on," Adom said to the cat, patting a spot on his bed.

The cat looked at him, blinked once, very slowly, then deliberately curled up right where it was - perfectly centered on Sam's rug. Within seconds, it was making small sleeping noises, whiskers twitching.

Adom chuckled despite himself. Right. That's why he didn't want pet cats - their absolute refusal to acknowledge any authority but their own. Even a cursed one, potentially dangerous and definitely magical, still had that insufferable feline tendency to do exactly the opposite of what was asked of it.

"Suit yourself then," Adom said, finally getting to bed.

*****

And just like that, two weeks passed in the most excruciating, horrible manner imaginable.

Every morning at dawn, Adom forced himself out of bed despite every muscle fiber screaming for mercy, lacing up his shoes with hands that still trembled from the previous day's punishment. Mile by mile, his lungs learned to burn without breaking, his legs discovered new depths of agony before adapting, growing stronger.

The discipline was brutal - choosing pain over comfort, progress over rest, pushing through the wall where his twelve-year-old body begged him to stop. But day by day, something remarkable happened: his stride lengthened, his breathing steadied, his shoulders broadened with newfound strength.

Between classes, he squeezed in meditation and strength training, devouring mountains of food to fuel his rapidly changing frame.

The cat watched his daily transformation with what could only be described as impressed skepticism, while Sam oscillated between admiration and genuine worry for his roommate's sanity.

By the fourteenth day, Adom's reflection showed a different person entirely - leaner, harder, with the quiet confidence that came from breaking your body down and building it back up stronger.

And yet!

He still hadn't hit that ten-mile mark.

Until today...

[Indomitable Will activated]

[+1 Endurance]
[+3 Endurance]

"COME ON, ADOM!" Hugo's voice boomed across the training hall. "YOU'RE ALMOST THERE!"

"He's actually doing it!" Diana shouted, jumping up and down at the track's edge.

"GO GO GO!" Phil and Kaius were practically vibrating with excitement.

"THIRTY SECONDS LEFT!" Vale called out, watching the timer.

"DON'T YOU DARE STOP!" Even Sam, who usually treated physical exercise like a personal insult, was screaming himself hoarse. "DON'T YOU DARE!"

Adom couldn't really hear them anymore. His world had narrowed down to the burning in his lungs and the steady thud of his feet against the track. Every breath felt like swallowing fire. His legs had stopped being legs about six minutes ago - they were just pain-filled appendages that somehow kept moving.

[Stamina critically low][Pain Tolerance increase detected]
[Body operating at 77% capacity]

He wanted to throw up. He really, really wanted to throw up. But throwing up would mean stopping, and stopping wasn't an option. Not today. Not when he was so close.

[Pain suppression increased]
[Secondary wind activated]

"FIFTEEN SECONDS!"

His vision was starting to blur at the edges. The constant notifications in his peripheral vision had melted into a smear of blue light. He couldn't feel his face anymore.

Was that normal? Probably not.

"TEN SECONDS!"

[Heart rate very high][Warning: Physical limits approaching]
[Recommendation: Decrease pace]

"SHUT UP!" he growled at the system, pushing harder.

"FIVE!"

"FOUR!"

"THREE!"

"TWO!"

"ONE!"

[Congratulations! Side Quest Completed!]
[10 Miles completed in: 59:58]
[Achievement Unlocked: Breaking Barriers Of One's Body]
[Reward: Skill - [Iron Lungs] unlocked]
Description: Dramatically increases overall stamina and oxygen efficiency. Reduces fatigue build-up, enables longer periods of sustained physical activity, and improves recovery time.[+5 Stamina permanently added]
[Body Adaptation Progress: 27%]

Adom barely registered being lifted off his feet. The entire club had rushed the track, hoisting him onto their shoulders like he'd just won some grand championship instead of just... not dying during cardio.

"HE DID IT!" Hugo screamed.

"Up! Up! Up!" The club chanted, tossing him in the air. Through his exhaustion-addled brain, Adom noticed Sam grinning like an idiot, clapping harder than anyone.

"Now that," Sam shouted over the celebration, "was actually kind of awesome!"

Adom would have replied with something appropriately sarcastic, but he was too busy trying not to throw up on his celebrating clubmates.

Also, he couldn't feel his legs. Or most of his body, really.

[Iron Lungs skill integration beginning...][Estimated recovery time: 47 minutes]
[Recommendation: Water. Lots of water.]

"It was just a run..." Damus's dry voice cut through the celebration from somewhere in the back of the room, where he was casually leaning against the wall.

The entire club turned to glare at him in perfect synchronization - even Sam, who normally avoided confrontation.

Hugo just grinned wider, still holding the almost unconscious Adom. "Everything's 'just' something until you actually try to do it."

Damus raised an eyebrow, but wisely chose not to comment further.

*****

Adom sat against the wall, legs stretched out, watching the blurry shapes of people training. His vision had gotten worse since losing his glasses - now he could barely make out anything beyond 157 inches. Just vague shapes moving around, their edges bleeding into each other. The cat sat next to him, back straight, looking thoroughly unimpressed with the whole affair.

A water bottle appeared in front of his face, blocking what little vision he had left.

Adom squinted, which only made Hugo laugh.

"You know," Hugo said, settling down next to him, "you actually look pretty good without the glasses. Very scholarly-warrior chic."

"Everyone's telling me that. But I look like I'm constantly judging everyone," Adom muttered, accepting the water bottle. The cat gave it a disdainful glance.

"Aren't you, though?"

"That's... fair."

Hugo's laugh boomed across the training hall, making several students miss their steps. "You should really get new ones though. Can't have you missing all the important form corrections I'm about to show Sam."

As if summoned by his name, Sam's yelp of surprise echoed from somewhere in the blur of motion that was the training area. The cat's ear twitched - the closest thing to interest it had shown all morning.

"I can see just fine," Adom lied, taking a sip of water.

"You've been staring at the storage closet for five minutes."

"...that was the sparring area."

"No, that's over there," Hugo pointed somewhere to the left. "You were literally having a staring contest with a door."

"Ah."

Note to get new glasses. Very soon.

The cat chose this moment to yawn deliberately, showing off an impressive array of teeth that seemed just a bit too sharp for comfort. Hugo glanced at it, his expression shifting ever so slightly.

"Your new friend doesn't seem very impressed with our training methods."

"The cat," Adom said, "has very high standards."

"Have you considered making it your familiar?" Hugo asked, watching the cat with curious eyes.

"I tried. It... declined the offer."

Hugo's laugh echoed through the hall again. "Very cat-like indeed."

Adom hesitated for a moment, then turned toward Hugo. "By the way..."

Over the past two weeks, Adom had been carefully planting seeds. A question here about advanced magical theory during water breaks. A casual mention there about helping younger students with their assignments. He'd even started organizing the equipment after training sessions without being asked.

The club was just a club - a place for training. But it was also where Hugo spent a good portion of his time when he wasn't assisting Professor Kim in his research. And that's what Adom needed - those moments between exercises, those casual conversations where he could show he was more than meets the eyes.

Never anything obvious. He couldn't afford to seem eager. Just a second-year student showing unexpected maturity and academic insight. The kind of thing that might come up naturally in conversation between a teaching assistant and his professor.

It was a delicate balance.

Too much interest in Professor Kim's work would mark him as just another fan. Too little would defeat the purpose entirely. So instead, Adom focused on becoming the type of student Professor Kim would want to meet. The type Hugo would mention in passing during their assistant meetings.

The worst part was the waiting. Every time Hugo praised his progress or nodded thoughtfully at one of his theoretical questions, Adom had to resist the urge to press further.

He couldn't rush this. After all, he was supposed to be focused on training, on improving himself. The fact that he happened to be exactly the kind of student Professor Kim might want as a future assistant? That had to seem coincidental.

Hugo, for his part, seemed genuinely intrigued by Adom's questions. He'd pause before answering, sometimes cocking his head slightly as he considered the depth behind what seemed like simple curiosity. It wasn't the polite attention he gave to most students - there was a sharpness to his focus when Adom touched on more complex theories.

A few times, he'd even stayed after training to continue their discussions, absently fixing stances and correcting forms while diving deeper into magical theory. It was during these moments that Adom caught glimpses of the assistant researcher beneath the jovial club president - someone who clearly spent hours in the lab, who understood magic at a level far beyond basic spellwork.

But Hugo never quite took the bait. He'd engage enthusiastically with Adom's ideas, challenge his assumptions, even praise his insights - but he kept the conversations firmly in the theoretical realm. If he suspected Adom's ulterior motives, he gave no sign of it. And if he ever mentioned these conversations to Professor Kim, Adom had no way of knowing.

Then again, maybe that was the point. Hugo hadn't gotten to be a sixth-year research assistant by being oblivious to people's intentions.

"By the way," Hugo said, adjusting the straps of his bag as they finished cleaning up.

Adom's hands stilled on the training mat he was folding. He kept his voice casual. "Hm?"

"You know I'm Professor Kim's assistant, right?"

"Yeah. Why?"

Hugo shouldered his bag. "I mentioned our conversation about micro magic to him the other day." He paused. "The professor said he'd like to meet you, if you're interested."

Adom carefully kept folding the mat, fighting to keep his expression neutral even as something warm unfurled in his chest. There we go.

"Oh?" he managed.

"Don't play too cool now," Hugo said, his usual grin returning. "I saw that almost-smile."

"What does he want to discuss?" Adom asked, placing the folded mat on the pile, carefully not meeting Hugo's eyes.

"Your theory about resonance patterns in enchantment arrays." Hugo was watching him now, that familiar sharp focus back in his gaze. "It's similar to something he's been working on in the lab. Actually..." He paused, and Adom could feel him choosing his next words. "It's not just similar. You approached it from a completely different angle, but you ended up at the same theoretical framework he's been developing."

Adom allowed himself a small smile. Weeks of careful suggestions had paid off - dropping bits of advanced theory disguised as innocent questions, presenting alternative approaches as if they were just interesting thought experiments. He'd known exactly which problems Professor Kim was tackling in some of his research, and had carefully guided Hugo toward those specific topics, making the connections seem natural, coincidental.

A second-year student wouldn't know the solutions, of course. But asking the right questions? Suggesting unconventional approaches? That was just showing promise. And now it had worked - he had his opening.

"When did you want me to meet him?"

"Right now, actually, if you're free. He's usually in the lab around this time," Hugo said, adjusting his glasses.

Adom made a show of considering it, as if he might have more pressing matters than meeting one of the academy's leading researchers. "Yeah, that works for me. We could head over together?"


"Great, let's go then," Hugo said, already heading for the door.

 

*****

 


The cat padded silently between them as they made their way through the academy's winding corridors, its tail held high like some sort of furry navigation system. It had rejected every name Sam had suggested over the past week - "Lord Whiskers" had earned a particularly withering glare.

As they approached the research wing, Hugo slowed his pace. "I should probably warn you," he said, rubbing the back of his neck. "The professor is... special."

"I know," Adom nodded. "His work on magical resonance theory is brilliant. The implications for enchantment stability alone—"

"No, that's not—" Hugo cut himself off, looking oddly uncomfortable. "I mean, yes, he's brilliant, but that's not what I'm talking about." He sighed, glancing down at the cat, which had stopped to clean its paw with deliberate disinterest. "You'll see for yourself. Just... look beyond the apparent. You might be surprised."

Adom felt a twinge of unease.

In his past life, Professor Kim had been a reclusive figure, known only through his groundbreaking papers and occasional presentations. The man himself had remained a mystery, always declining public appearances in favor of his research. Now, watching Hugo's strange hesitation, Adom wondered what exactly he'd gotten himself into.

The cat finished its grooming and looked up at them both, its expression somehow managing to convey that it found their conversation tedious. It flicked its tail once and continued down the hall, clearly expecting them to follow.

"Right," Hugo muttered. "This way." He paused. "And try not to stare. He really hates that."

Stare at what? Adom wanted to ask, but Hugo was already moving again, following the cat around a corner toward a heavy wooden door marked "Advanced Theoretical Research - Authorized Personnel Only."

Hugo approached the door and knocked - one-two, one-two-three, one-two - a rhythmic pattern that made Adom and the cat exchange glances. Before Adom could comment on the peculiar entry code, the door swung open on its own with a soft creak.

A wave of smells hit them: the sharp tang of magical reagents, the bitter undertone of spent tonic potions, the metallic note of enchanted equipment running hot. It wasn't unpleasant, exactly, but it had the distinct aroma of too many hours spent indoors with too little ventilation. The kind of smell that spoke of sleepless nights and forgotten meals.

The laboratory itself was dim, lit only by the soft blue glow of various magical instruments and the occasional spark from whatever experiment was running in the corner. Shadows played across walls lined with shelves of equipment and books, their shapes shifting as different devices pulsed with energy.

"Let's go in," Hugo said, stepping through the doorway. "Professor Kim, how are you doing today?"

The figure at the workbench didn't turn around or pause in whatever they were doing. Their hands moved in precise motions over what looked like a complex array of crystals and metal, either completely absorbed in the work or deliberately ignoring them.

Hugo sighed. "And there he goes again." He glanced at Adom with an apologetic shrug. "Sometimes he gets like this when he's working. Could be hours before he—"

The explosion wasn't particularly large, but it was bright enough to make them all flinch. Blue sparks scattered across the workbench as the professor cursed under his breath, frantically scribbling in a notebook.

"Fascinating reaction to the microscopic resonance, must account for the crystalline matrix's tendency to—"

"Professor," Adom said carefully, "I think your mustache is on fire."

"Professor Kim! Fire!" Hugo called out.

The professor spun around, eyes wide behind protective goggles. "Oh! Hugo! And a random boy! And a random cat! Fire?" His hands patted his coat. "Where? Oh, my mustache!"

He looked left, then right, then left again, before lunging toward a large aquarium filled with what appeared to be glowing fish. Without hesitation, he dunked his entire head into the water.

"What the f—" Adom started, but the professor was already pulling his head out, water and a few confused fish dropping from his now-extinguished mustache.

"Welcome to my laboratory!" Professor Kim beamed at them, pushing his goggles up onto his forehead. "I was just conducting a minor experiment. Completely routine explosion. Now, who might you be?"

"Professor," Hugo began, "this is Adom Sylla, the second year I—"

"Adom Sylla?!" Professor Kim's face lit up like one of his experimental arrays. He practically bounded across the laboratory, narrowly avoiding three different precarious-looking setups, water still dripping from his mustache. "The one who proposed the alternative approach to resonance patterns!"

He grabbed Adom's hand and shook it with enthusiasm that bordered on concerning. "How are you? Wonderful to finally meet you! Hugo's told me all about your theoretical framework. Brilliant perspective, absolutely brilliant. Have you considered the implications for multi-layered arrays? Of course you have, you must have, that's why you suggested the parallel configuration, isn't it?"

Adom stood there, his hand still being vigorously shaken, trying to process how he'd gone from watching a man dunk his head in an aquarium to being praised for theoretical magic in the span of thirty seconds. He managed a "Thank you, Professor" while attempting to subtly regain control of his arm.

"Oh! But you must see what I'm working on! Well, what just exploded, but the principle is sound!" Professor Kim finally released Adom's hand only to grab his sleeve instead, pulling him toward the workbench. "Hugo, bring that notebook, the blue one."

"This one?"

"No, the other blue one. The blue-blue one!"

As Professor Kim excitedly pulled him toward the still-smoking workbench, Adom's eyes darted between the scattered crystals, the charred metal components, and what appeared to be a small flame that was now burning upside down.

This... was not what he'd expected. All his careful planning, all those subtle conversations with Hugo, and now he was being dragged toward an active explosion site by a man whose mustache was leaving a trail of confused, glowing fish on the floor.

"See, the resonance matrix should have stabilized here," Professor Kim pointed at a blackened crystal, "but instead it created this fascinating chain reaction—" Another small pop made them both jump. "Oh, don't worry about that, completely normal. Probably."

He suddenly spotted one of the glowing fish flopping near his feet, just as the cat was crouching into pouncing position. "Oops, sorry Gege!" He scooped up the fish and dropped it back in the aquarium, barely breaking stride in his explanation. "Now, where was I? Ah yes, the chain reaction..."

Adom found himself torn between genuine academic fascination and basic self-preservation instincts. The theoretical framework was brilliant, he could see that even in its half-destroyed state, but he was also fairly certain that smoke wasn't supposed to be that color.

Behind them, he heard Hugo muttering something that sounded suspiciously like "At least nothing's on fire this time." This time?

Professor Kim was still talking about resonance patterns when Adom's eyes adjusted enough to the dim light to make out something in the corner. Behind stacks of books and equipment, partially covered by a heavy cloth, sat an unfinished framework. A prototype. Even in its crude state, the theoretical arrays were unmistakable.

So this was where it started, Adom thought. Dragon's Breath.






            

    
        Chapter 22. Magic Theory

    
    
    
    
                The funny thing about world-changing discoveries is how they always seem to start with the best intentions. "This will revolutionize everything," they say. "Think of the possibilities," they insist.

And they're right, of course. Just not in the way they expect.

Take Dragon's Breath, for instance.

When Professor Kim first unveiled his prototype, he could barely contain his excitement. Here was a material that could store as much magical energy as a proficient second-circle mage. "Imagine," he'd said, eyes bright behind those ridiculous goggles, "a world where even those without magical talent could access powerful enchantments. Where every home could have the energy equivalent of a mage at their disposal!"

The academic community went wild. Papers were published. Theories were proposed. Everyone wanted a piece of what promised to be the greatest magical breakthrough since the re-discovery of magic by Law, the Farmer Mage.

No one stopped to ask the obvious question: what happens when you give that much power to people who really shouldn't have it?

Well, no. That's not entirely true. Some people did ask that question. They just weren't the ones anyone was listening to.

Three months after the initial announcement, Professor Kim was found dead in his laboratory. The official report called it an accident - something about an experimental malfunction. Quite convenient, really, how all his notes burned in the same "accident." Even more convenient how the prototype vanished without a trace.

The world moved on. New discoveries were made. Papers were published about other breakthroughs. Life continued its predictable pattern of magical academia doing what magical academia does best - arguing about theoretical frameworks while missing the bigger picture.

And then Verdant Isle disappeared.

One day it was there, a thriving community of fifteen thousand souls. The next? Nothing but a smoking crater where an island used to be. The first public demonstration of Dragon's Breath wasn't exactly subtle.

The textbooks would later call it "The Mana Conflicts" - a nice, sanitized term for what was essentially everyone trying to either steal, replicate, or defend against a weapon that could turn cities into memories.

Within five years, three more countries had their own versions of Dragon's Breath. Within ten, the death toll had reached numbers that made statisticians quit their jobs and take up farming. The kind of numbers that stop being numbers and start being tragedies.

Which just goes to show that if you're brilliant enough to create something revolutionary, you should probably be smart enough to imagine how people might revolutionarily misuse it.

Then again, Professor Kim did keep glowing fish in his laboratory and seemed to regularly set his own mustache on fire, so perhaps expecting that level of foresight was asking a bit much.

Adom had one mission: sabotage the prototype that would one day become Dragon's Breath and eventually kill millions. Simple enough.

But first, he needed Professor Kim to stop talking.

Just. Stop. Talking.

"—and see, the crystalline matrix here interfaces with the—" the professor was saying, hands waving enthusiastically as he knocked over what looked like a very expensive piece of equipment. He caught it without looking, still focused entirely on his explanation of magical theory. "—which creates a cascading effect through the secondary array—"

The world's most dangerous invention was sitting right there, covered in dust and old papers, and its creator was currently explaining the proper way to calibrate resonance frequencies while his mustache smelled like burnt hair and gel. Lots of gel.

"—absolutely fascinating implications for energy transfer across multiple—"

Stop. Talking.

That's when Adom noticed his cat, perched on the highest shelf with predatory focus, blue eyes fixed on the dust-covered prototype.

"—and if we adjust the resonance frequency, we could theoretically—" Professor Kim's endless monologue cut off abruptly as he spotted the cat. "Oh! Hello there, kitty cat! Aren't you a cute little—"

The cat didn't even blink.

"Professor," Hugo said slowly, "I don't think it likes that name."

The cat's eyes met Adom's.

There was a moment of perfect understanding between man and feline. The kind of silent communication that transcends species, time, and common sense.

"Kitty cat, don't you dare—" the professor warned, scrambling toward the shelf.

The cat's tail twitched. Once. Deliberately.

Time seemed to slow as both Professor Kim and Hugo raised their hands, weaving a spell. But they were too late.

The cat maintained perfect eye contact with the Adom as it extended one paw and, with the kind of casual malice only felines can achieve, viciously batted the prototype off the shelf.

Adom watched it all unfold like a perfectly choreographed disaster: the prototype tumbling through the air, Professor Kim and Hugo diving forward with matching expressions of horror, papers scattering in their wake.

The cat remained on its perch, looking thoroughly pleased with itself, as if it hadn't just potentially altered the course of history.

Or prevented it.

But then...

No sound of feline-induced destruction followed.

Adom looked down, heart sinking as he saw Hugo, hand raised and brow furrowed in concentration, holding the prototype suspended in a perfect levitation spell. Damn it.

Professor Kim stood frozen, arms still outstretched, mouth open in a silent scream that had yet to catch up with reality. For perhaps the first time since Adom had met him, the professor was completely silent.

"I've got it, Professor," Hugo said, carefully maneuvering the prototype back to safety. "It's okay. Everything's fine."

The professor seemed to remember how to breathe. "Oh thank the circles, Hugo. Thank you. Thank you!" He practically collapsed against his desk, dabbing at his eyes with his sleeve. "That was... that was..."

"I am so sorry," Adom said, watching his cat stretch lazily on its perch, looking entirely too satisfied with itself. "I really don't know what got into—" Actually, he knew exactly what had got into it. The same thing that made him wish Hugo had been just a fraction slower with that spell.

"No, no," Professor Kim waved him off, definitely wiping away tears now. "It's a cat. Cats do cat things. It's what they do. Can't blame them for following their nature, can we?"

Hugo carefully placed the prototype on the professor's desk. "Maybe we should keep it somewhere more... secure?"

The professor's eyes fixed on the device, now free of its dusty cover. "Oh, this?" He noticed Adom's intense gaze. "I suppose you're wondering what all the fuss is about?"

"It must be something important," Adom said, trying to keep his voice neutral. "To cause such a reaction."

"Important?" Hugo snorted. "It's only twenty years of the professor's life."

"Twenty-three, actually," Professor Kim corrected, running a gentle finger along the prototype's edge. "My magnum opus, you could say. The project that's consumed nearly half my life."

"Really?" Adom leaned forward, feigning fascination while his stomach churned. "What exactly does it do?"

The cat's tail twitched again, but this time Hugo shot it a warning look. "Don't even think about it."

So Adom endured three more hours of theoretical discussion, nodding at the appropriate moments while the professor excitedly explained concepts that Adom had already learned – would learn? – from the professor's own published works. Future works. Works that would be scattered across charred library remains.

The irony of correcting the professor's theories using the professor's future discoveries was not lost on him.

"That's... actually a fascinating perspective," Professor Kim said for the third time, scribbling frantically in his notebook. "I never considered approaching the resonance matrix from that angle. Hugo, are you noting this down?"

"Every word, Professor," Hugo replied, though he kept shooting suspicious glances at Adom. Whether it was due to the cat incident or Adom's surprisingly deep knowledge of experimental magical theory, it was hard to tell.

Adom could have completed the prototype in two weeks if he wanted to. He had all the knowledge, after all – decades of research compressed into his memory. But that was exactly why he needed to guide the professor down a different path. Plant seeds of doubt. Suggest alternative approaches that would lead nowhere. Buy time.

"But what if," Adom said carefully, watching the professor's eyes light up with each new suggestion, "we considered a non-linear absorption pattern?"

The professor's quill stopped mid-sentence. "Non-linear? But that would mean..."

"Complete restructuring of the base theorems," Hugo finished, frowning at the equations.

"Exactly," Adom said, trying not to smile as he watched twenty-three years of research begin to unravel. Sometimes the best way to prevent a disaster wasn't to destroy it, but to ensure it never quite came together in the first place.

The guilt gnawed at Adom's stomach as he watched the professor enthusiastically tear through decades of his life's work, redesigning fundamental principles based on suggestions that Adom knew would lead nowhere.

The man's pure excitement and genuine love for discovery made it worse. But then Adom remembered Verdant Isle, and the guilt became a bit more manageable.

"Oh circles!" Professor Kim suddenly exclaimed, checking his pocket watch. "The council meeting! I completely forgot!" He scrambled around the laboratory, stuffing papers into his bag in no particular order while Hugo calmly collected the actually important documents and slipped them in as well.

"It was wonderful talking with you, truly fascinating discussion—" the professor rambled as he headed for the door, nearly tripping over three different chairs in the process. "Hugo, could you—"

"Already locked the prototype cabinet, Professor."

"Ah, yes, thank you, and the—"

"Secondary arrays are powered down."

"Right, right, and—"

"The fish are fed, the wards are up, and you're already ten minutes late."

"Right! Yes! Thank you!" The professor disappeared through the door.

Adom had just started to relax when the professor's head popped back in. "Oh, and Adom!"

"Yes, Professor?"

"This was absolutely wonderful! Such fresh perspectives! You must come back, we have so much more to discuss! The non-linear absorption patterns alone could revolutionize—"

"Professor," Hugo interrupted. "The council?"

"Right! Yes! But Adom must return!"

"Don't worry, Professor," Hugo said, with a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "I'll make sure to bring him back myself."

"Marvelous! Simply marvelous!" And with that, the professor finally disappeared, his rapid footsteps echoing down the hallway.

Hugo adjusted his glasses, leaning against one of the workbenches.

"So," he said, crossing his arms over his chest. "Want to tell me how a second-year student knows more about experimental magical theory than most 6th years?"

The cat jumped down from its perch, landing silently between them.

"I read a lot," Adom said, which wasn't technically a lie. He had read everything – would read everything? – about this field. Including Hugo's own future contributions to magical theory.

"You read a lot," Hugo repeated, a slight smile playing at his lips. "And somehow developed insights that took the professor decades to reach?"

"Sometimes fresh eyes see things differently," Adom said, carefully constructing each response. "When you're not bound by established theoretical frameworks, you can spot patterns that others might miss because they're too close to the work."

Hugo's eyebrows rose slightly. "That's... actually a good point."

"Besides," Adom continued, "half of what I suggested might be completely wrong. I just think it's worth exploring different approaches."

"No," Hugo said, pushing off from the workbench. "Your suggestions about the non-linear absorption patterns? Those calculations were solid. Complex, but solid." He paused, studying Adom with renewed interest. "You're not just well-read. You understand this at a fundamental level."

Adom shrugged, letting a bit of genuine pride show through. After all, he had learned from the best – including the man standing before him. "I find it fascinating. Always have."

"You know," Hugo said, a glint of academic excitement replacing the suspicion in his eyes, "there are some other projects I've been working on. Things that could benefit from... fresh eyes."

"I'd be honored," Adom said, meaning it. Future-Hugo's research had saved countless lives during the Mana Conflicts. Getting to see his early work would be genuinely fascinating.

The cat, apparently bored with their academic détente, began methodically knocking empty vials off a nearby shelf.

"Although," Adom added, watching the cat, "maybe somewhere with fewer breakable things?"

Hugo laughed, the last of his suspicion melting away. "Agreed. The east wing's cafeteria's still open. We could grab something to eat while we talk theory?"

*****


The day had slipped away faster than Adom expected, and he was still sitting there, staring at an empty book through Riddler's Bane like it would somehow make words magically appear on the blank pages. Despite spending the better part of the week trying to figure out what exactly Law had given him, he had made exactly zero progress. Which was both frustrating and impressive, considering there wasn't even anything to make progress on to begin with.

No words. No invisible ink. No hidden messages. Not even a single doodle in the margins. Just page after page of absolutely nothing.

He was starting to wonder if Law was just messing with him at this point. Maybe the real treasure was the time he'd wasted along the way.

"Hey," Sam said from his bed, where he was sprawled out looking like he'd been hit by several successive waves of exhaustion, which, considering the day's training, wasn't far from the truth. "You could just buy new glasses instead of trying to read with some old guy's monocle."

Adom snorted, finally letting the book drop onto his lap. "Yeah."

His mind was still racing with theoretical frameworks and potential alterations to history, while his cat lounged across his pillow like it owned it. The empty book could wait - it wasn't like it was going anywhere, being empty and all.

"You know," Sam said, voice muffled by his pillow, "I'm really glad you didn't die during running practice today."

Adom snorted again. "Thanks?"

"No, seriously." Sam actually pushed himself up to sitting position, which was impressive given how he'd been declaring himself 'permanently horizontal' just moments ago. "You looked like death warmed over, but you kept going. Like, I've never seen anyone look so absolutely done with existence but still refusing to stop."

"I mean, stopping would have meant dying on the spot, so..."

"That's exactly it!" Sam was fully animated now, gesturing with unusual enthusiasm. "You just... pushed through. And I was thinking, maybe I should do that too, you know? Not just with running, but with everything. Like, maybe I could be... better? A better version of me?"

Adom turned to look at his friend, genuinely surprised. Sam, who took pride in his ability to find the path of least resistance through life, Sam who once spent three hours figuring out how to avoid a ten-minute task, was talking about self-improvement?

The silence stretched between them, growing increasingly awkward as Sam seemed to realize what he'd just said out loud.

Adom couldn't help it. He started laughing.

"Oh, shut up," Sam groaned, falling back onto his bed, his face noticeably redder. "This is why I don't say things."

"No, no," Adom managed between chuckles. "It's just... you know what? You are changing. You've been different lately. In a good way."

"Yeah?" Sam asked, trying and failing to sound disinterested.

"Yeah." Adom stood up, stretching. "Change looks good on you."

The cat opened one eye to watch him move toward the door.

"Where are you going?" Sam asked, propping himself up on an elbow.

"Just need to walk a bit. Bit of insomnia tonight."

"Ah." Sam was already sinking back into his pillow. "I'll probably be asleep when you get back."

"Probably for the best. You look like you're about to pass out mid-sentence."

"Do not," Sam mumbled into his pillow, already half-asleep. "G'night."

"Night, Sam."

The cat silently padded after Adom as he slipped out the door. Behind him, he could already hear Sam's soft snoring beginning to fill the room.

Whether it was the [Iron Lungs] skill making him more resilient to fatigue, or just the endless stream of magical theories bouncing around in his head, sleep felt like a distant concept.

The conversations with Professor Kim and Hugo had stirred something in him – that familiar excitement of pushing magical boundaries that he'd known in his previous life.

The night air was crisp as he walked through the academy grounds, watching the massive stone buildings slowly drift across the landscape like clouds made of marble and granite.

The Third-Year dormitory was currently rotating clockwise, its gothic spires scraping against the star-filled sky, while the Library Tower seemed to be waltzing with the Alchemy Department, their foundations leaving trails of soft blue light in their wake.

"Evening, Adom," called out Guard Captain Marina from her patrol route. She was accompanied by two newer recruits – Adom recognized them from last week's incident with the escaped experimental frogs.

"Everything alright?" asked Devon, the younger of the two guards, hand instinctively resting on his wand.

"Just couldn't sleep," Adom replied, gesturing vaguely at the shifting buildings. "Thought I'd walk it off."

"Ah, insomnia," Marina nodded knowingly. "The gardens are particularly nice tonight. Just keep an eye out – the Rose Garden's getting a bit territorial again. Tried to eat Thompson's hat yesterday."

"I liked that hat," the other guard, Thompson, muttered.

"I'll keep my distance from any suspicious-looking roses," Adom promised, earning a chuckle from the guards.

"Stay safe, kid," Marina called as they continued their rounds. "And try to get some sleep eventually!"

Adom watched them disappear around a corner before continuing his walk. The Rose Garden was indeed settling into place near his dorm – he could already smell the mix of night-blooming varieties.

It was his favorite among the academy's numerous gardens, not just for its beauty but for its personality. Even now, he could see some of the more mischievous bushes trying to rearrange themselves into new patterns while the older roses swayed disapprovingly.

A particularly bold red rose attempted to snag his sleeve as he passed, but the cat swatted it away with practiced indifference.

Finally, he reached his destination – one of the practice rooms, its stone walls still settling into place with a soft grinding sound. The room had just finished its nightly migration.

He placed his hand on the door, feeling the protective wards recognize him. This was probably a terrible idea, especially with tomorrow's meeting with Cisco looming. But his mind was too awake, too full of possibilities, and sometimes the only way to quiet a restless mind was to exhaust it completely.

The door swung open silently, revealing the empty practice room beyond. The cat slipped in first, its tail held high like a banner, while Adom followed.

The crystal lights embedded in the walls flickered to life as he walked deeper into the practice room, casting a soft blue glow that made the polished stone floor shimmer. Adom reached the center of the room, the magical circles etched into the floor dormant but ready.

The cat settled itself on the edge of the innermost circle, tail wrapped neatly around its paws, watching him with those too-intelligent eyes. Over the past weeks, their relationship had shifted dramatically.

Ever since that conversation about curses, when Adom had tested his theory by asking the cat to respond to increasingly complex questions, things had been... different.

The cat wasn't just smart – it was human-level intelligent, trapped in feline form. Sometimes, late at night in their dorm room, Adom would find himself discussing magical theory with it, and the cat would respond with deliberate movements: one tap for yes, two for no, or complex patterns of movement that somehow conveyed entire concepts. It was unnerving how quickly they'd developed their own form of communication.

Most people at the academy assumed it was his familiar, which made things easier to explain, but also felt wrong somehow. How do you treat something that looks like a pet but isn't?

The cat noticed his hesitation and gave him what he'd come to recognize as its "you're overthinking things again" look.

"I know, I know," Adom said quietly. "Once I sort out a few things on my end, I promise you're next on the list. There has to be a way to break your curse."

The cat blinked slowly at him – their shared signal for agreement – before settling in to watch whatever experiments he was about to attempt.

Adom pulled out the broken golem knight in front of him – or what was left of it, anyway.

He'd been working on it a lot these past few days.

The cat's ears perked up with interest, moving closer to inspect the remains.

"See this?" Adom murmured, picking up one of the larger pieces. "Golems shouldn't be able to use Fluid. They're magical constructs powered by runes and crystallized mana. But this..." He traced the channels where the fluid had once flowed. "This is more like a circulatory system. Almost organic."

The cat placed a paw on one of the smaller pieces, then looked up at Adom with what he'd come to recognize as its "theoretical question" expression.

"Exactly," Adom nodded, already setting up a basic analysis array on the floor. "If someone managed to create a hybrid between mechanical and organic systems in a golem, that would be..." He paused, remembering the future he was trying to prevent. "Well, that would be groundbreaking. And potentially terrible."

The cat's tail twitched – their signal for danger or warning.

"Don't worry," Adom said, arranging the golem pieces within the array. "I just want to understand how it works. Knowledge itself isn't dangerous. It's what people do with it that causes problems."

The cat gave him a look that clearly said "that's debatable," but settled down to watch as Adom began his analysis. Sometimes he wondered if the person trapped in that feline form had been a researcher too – they certainly had the mindset for it.

With methodical precision, Adom began dismantling the golem's outer shell. Each piece of armor came away with careful application of a minor dispelling charm – whoever had built this hadn't wanted it to be easily taken apart.

The cat watched intently, occasionally batting away pieces that rolled too close to the analysis array's boundaries.

"Let's see what you're really made of," Adom muttered, using Riddler's Bane. The monocle immediately sharpened his perception, making the magical patterns more distinct. The construct's internal structure began to make more sense – or rather, its strangeness became more apparent.

"I really don't get it," he said, tracing what appeared to be crystallized fluid channels. "These pathways... they're not just conducting mana. They're transforming it somehow." The cat leaned in closer, equally fascinated.

The internal architecture was unlike anything he'd seen in standard golem crafting. Instead of the usual rigid mana channels, these were more like veins, flexible and adaptive. "It's almost like..." Adom paused, an idea forming. "Like it's turning regular mana into fluid form as it flows through the system."

But that would require...

His fingers found the central chamber where the core should be. Most golems had a simple crystalline core, a power source that fed mana through fixed channels. This was different. The core was organic, almost heart-like in its construction.

"This isn't just a core," he realized. "It's a converter. But converting mana to fluid form requires..." He trailed off, carefully extracting the core-like organ from the dismantled body and setting it on the analysis array. The golem's remains lay scattered around them, completely inert without its power source.

The cat made a questioning sound.

"Well, technically, if we want to understand how it works..." Adom began, already knowing this was probably a terrible idea. He formed a small mana channel between his palm and the core. "We just need to restart it. Just enough to observe the conversion process."

The cat's tail began to twitch nervously.

"Just a tiny bit of power," Adom assured it, feeding a careful stream of mana into the core. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the core pulsed, once, twice, and a pattern of runes he'd never seen before began to glow along its surface.

"That's... interesting," he said, leaning closer to examine the runes. "These look almost like—"

The cat suddenly hissed, fur standing on end.

"What's wrong?" Adom asked, looking up from the core in his hands.

"Oh."

Behind the dismantled pieces of armor, behind the exposed channels and deconstructed parts, the golem's eyes were glowing blue.

Without its core.

            

    
        Chapter 23. Golem

    
    
    
    
                Here's the thing about golems: they need cores to function. That's like, Magical Engineering 101. Day one stuff. The kind of basic fact you learn right after "don't eat mysterious glowing mushrooms" and "yes, that ancient tomb is probably cursed."

So when you're holding a golem's core in your hands, staring at the very definitely core-less golem whose eyes are now glowing a serene blue, you start questioning everything you know about magical engineering. And possibly your life choices.

Adom stood there, [Fireball] spell burning hot and ready in his palm, aimed at what remained of the golem's exposed frame. Behind him, a low growl filled the room as the cat's form began to shift and expand, fur rippling as muscles grew and stretched until a full-sized puma stood in its place, teeth bared and ready to pounce.

"Wait," Adom said, holding up his free hand.

Something wasn't adding up.

The golem hadn't moved. Hadn't attempted to reassemble itself. Hadn't tried to recover its core. It just... sat there, pieces scattered across the practice room floor, eyes glowing with that steady blue light. Watching.

Adom's spell flickered slightly as a new thought occurred to him. He'd been ready to reduce the construct to ash based on pure reflex, but this wasn't matching any known pattern. The golem had been fully capable of violence in the labyrinth, yet now, even in its most vulnerable state, it showed no signs of aggression. His mind was racing through possibilities, each more unlikely than the last. A backup core? Some sort of residual power? A really elaborate trap?

"This is either going to be the most interesting discovery I've made," Adom said to the puma, "or the stupidest last words anyone's ever had."

The puma made a rumbling sound that somehow managed to convey both "please don't" and "you're going to anyway" at the same time, but remained tensed and ready, blue eyes fixed on the golem's remains.

The soft hum of the [Fireball] spell provided an oddly comforting background noise as Adom took one careful step forward, then another. The crystal lights in the practice room cast overlapping shadows of the scattered golem parts across the floor – a scene that would've been almost artistic if it wasn't so unsettling.

"Hey there," Adom said, immediately feeling foolish for talking to what was essentially a head with glowing eyes surrounded by metallic parts.

But then again, he regularly had conversations with a cursed cat, so who was he to judge what constituted normal conversation partners?

The golem's eyes tracked his movement, but that was all. No sudden movements, no attempt to reassemble itself, no ominous whirring sounds. Just that steady blue glow, like a pair of calm lakes on a moonlit night.

Adom glanced down at the core in his left hand, still pulsing with those strange runes, then back at the golem. Something about this felt... deliberate. Like walking into a room and finding everything slightly out of place – not enough to scream 'trap', but enough to know someone had been there.

"You're not supposed to be active," he said to the golem, keeping his spell hand ready. "That's not how you work. That's not how any of this works."

The golem, predictably, didn't respond.

The puma, now back into its cat form, had moved from behind his legs to a position where it could watch both Adom and the golem, its tail twitching with what he'd learned to recognize as analytical interest rather than fear.

Through Riddler's Bane, the core's runes shimmered with that same ethereal blue glow, their geometric patterns forming intricate webs that seemed to pulse with ancient power.

Runes were the building blocks of organized magic – precise geometric patterns that could accomplish specific magical effects when properly arranged. A modern runicologist might pride themselves on knowing a few thousand of them, but there were millions upon millions of possible configurations, each with its own unique purpose.

Even for Adom, who had spent years studying these mystical geometries, these particular patterns were far beyond anything in modern use. No surprise there – if this core truly dated back to Orynth's time, it would be roughly a thousand years old, placing it squarely in the Third Age.

The Ages of Magic were a testament to humanity's cycle of triumph and catastrophe.

Four times now, human civilization had climbed to dizzying heights of magical achievement, and four times it had stumbled spectacularly, forcing each new age to begin almost from scratch.

The Third Age had ended when some brilliant fool had attempted to pierce the veil between life and death, trying to resurrect their lost love. The Second Age collapsed after an equally ambitious attempt at time travel tore reality apart at the seams.

Each time, the accumulated knowledge of an entire civilization was largely lost, leaving future generations to piece together what they could from fragments and ruins. The Fifth Age had advanced magical engineering far beyond its predecessors in many ways – modern runic arrays were marvels of efficiency and precision, refined through centuries of methodical study and experimentation.

But sometimes the old ways held secrets that time had forgotten.

These Third Age runes were different from the standardized patterns Adom knew – not crude or primitive, but following a completely different philosophy. Where modern runes were precise and specialized, these were adaptable, interconnected in ways that defied current magical theory.It was like finding an intricate water clock in an age of steam engines – not necessarily better or worse, but achieving similar goals through fundamentally different means.

The glowing patterns beneath his monocle hinted at principles of magical engineering that had been lost in the great collapse.

Politics hadn't helped, of course.

The older races – the elves with their thousand-year lifespans and the dwarves with their carefully guarded archives – had their own reasons for keeping certain knowledge from reaching human hands.

Can't really blame them, given humanity's track record with world-ending magical disasters. A few strategic "accidents" here, some conveniently lost manuscripts there, and human progress remained carefully measured. Just another layer in the complex dance of inter-species relations that had shaped the magical world for millennia.

These runes, though... these were something else entirely. They spoke of an era when human mages had stood at the height of their power, before hubris brought it all crashing down. And now here they were, glowing with impossible life in a core that somehow worked even when separated from its golem.

Adom spread his notes across the practice room's floor, positioning them where the crystal lights cast the clearest illumination. The cat – he really needed to give it a proper name one of these days – perched on a stack of reference texts, tail swishing with scholarly interest.

"Right," he muttered, sketching the core's outermost runic circle in his notebook. "Modern containment runes are derived from older patterns, simplified over centuries of refinement. These have to connect somewhere..."

He traced a [Mana Flow] rune in the air with his finger, letting a trickle of power illuminate the pattern. Next to it, he sketched the corresponding pattern from the core. Where the modern rune was elegant in its simplicity – three clean lines intersecting at precise angles – its ancient counterpart sprawled like a thorny vine, branching into subsidiary patterns.

The cat's ears perked up, and it made a sound somewhere between a meow and "obviously."

"Yes, yes, I see it too," Adom replied, adding another sketch. "The secondary branches aren't decorative. They're..." He paused, squinting through the monocle. "They're fail-safes. Alternate power channels. Modern runes are more efficient, but these... these are adaptable."

Hours slipped by as Adom filled page after page with comparative diagrams. The cat moved between positions – sometimes watching the golem, sometimes batting at his quill, occasionally making that distinctive grunt that meant "you're thinking about this wrong." Each time he thought he'd grasped the pattern, some new detail would catch his eye, sending him back to his references.

"Look here," he said, tapping his quill against a particular sequence. "We use [Power Containment] runes as pure boundaries – energy goes in, stays in. But these older versions..." He traced the pattern with a finger glowing with mana. "They're more like... membranes. Permeable. They don't just contain power, they..."

The cat's tail went rigid.

"They transform it," Adom breathed. "That's why the golem's still active. The core isn't just a power source – it's more like a... a template. The actual energy could come from..." He glanced around the room, suddenly very aware of the ambient magical field generated by the practice room's crystal lights.

Carefully, he sketched a modified version of a modern [Energy Detection] rune, incorporating elements from the ancient pattern. A drop of mana to activate it, and...

The air lit up with flowing streams of power, all converging on the scattered golem parts. The cat yowled a warning, but Adom was already moving, fascinated by the implications. "It's using the ambient magic! The core wasn't the power source at all, it was just the- shi—!"

The golem's arm moved faster than anything that size had any right to, missing Adom's head by inches as he threw himself backward. The cat – now very much a puma again – caught him mid-fall, breaking his tumble as the fist crashed into the wall behind them.

"Right," Adom said, heart pounding as he scrambled to his feet. "Note to self: successful magical breakthrough does not always equal good magical breakthrough."

The golem parts began to twitch, and the blue glow in its eyes flickered to a deeper, darker shade.


Another set of runes caught his attention - spiraling patterns that seemed to fold in on themselves.

"No way," he muttered, sketching furiously. The cat peered over his shoulder with unusual intensity.

Back in the labyrinth, he'd seen this golem use Fluid. At the time, he'd been too busy trying not to die to question how a construct could possibly manipulate it.

But here it was, written in the runes themselves. These patterns weren't just storing mana - they were processing it, compressing it, forcing it through layers of increasingly dense runic matrices until...

"It's artificially generating Fluid," he breathed. The cat's tail went completely still - a sign Adom interpreted as surprise. "These mad geniuses actually created a runic sequence that can transmute raw mana into Fluid."

He could recognize maybe one in every dozen runes in that particular sequence. The rest were completely foreign, following principles that violated half of what he knew about the subject. The fact that it worked at all was nothing short of miraculous.

"I could spend years studying just this section alone," he muttered, adding another diagram to his growing collection.

*****

Scattered papers rustled as Adom paced the room, running fingers through his disheveled hair. His monocle caught the moonlight from the high windows, casting prismatic patterns across his diagrams.

The hour of the wolf.

"It's not just storing power," he muttered, while yawning and adding another hasty sketch to his growing collection. "Look at these branching patterns here – they're not containment runes at all. They're... they're more like a nervous system."

The cat chirped inquisitively, batting at a diagram with its paw.

"Exactly!" Adom's quill flew across the page, matching ancient patterns with their modern equivalents. "Modern golems use rigid control runes – direct commands, binary responses. But these..." He traced a complex spiral pattern, letting mana illuminate its branches. "These allow for adaptive responses. The core isn't just a power source or a control unit – it's more like a... a template for consciousness."

His hands shook slightly as he drew a new diagram, combining Fifth Age precision with Third Age adaptability. The first attempt sparked and fizzled. The second left scorch marks on the page. The third...

The third pattern hung in the air, shimmering with potential.

"That's why it responded to the ambient magic. The core contains the pattern, but any compatible energy source can power it. It's brilliant, really. Terrifying, but brilliant."

Hours melted away as Adom worked, the cat alternating between helpful suggestions and judgmental naps. Each breakthrough led to new questions, each solution revealed deeper mysteries. His fingers were stained with ink, his sleeves dusted with chalk from countless erased attempts.

"The key," he said, marking a complex series of interlocking runes, "is the resonance pattern. Modern golems use standardized control runes, but these..." He pressed his palm against a freshly drawn array, pushing mana through it. The pattern absorbed his energy, shifted, adapted. "With the right modification, I..." he smiled. "I think I can make these attune themselves to the my personal mana signature."

The cat's tail twitched – approval.

"One more element." Adom's voice was hoarse from hours of muttered calculations. He sketched a final set of runes – a hybrid creation combining modern stability with ancient adaptability. "A control matrix keyed to my specific mana frequency. Without it, we'd have a fully conscious construct with no loyalty parameters. In theory."

Finally, after triple-checking every connection, he lifted the core. New runes of his own design now intertwined with the ancient patterns, glowing with a subtle resonance that matched his own magical signature.

Adom took a deep breath, weaving a [Shield] spell and raising it around himself – the strongest he could maintain. The cat shifted into its larger form, muscles tensed beneath midnight fur.

"If this goes wrong," he said, positioning the core above the golem's chest cavity, "we run. No heroics."

The puma huffed in agreement.

"Three..." His hands steadied as he aligned the core."Two..." The shield strengthened around him.
"One..." runes pulsed in harmony with his additions.

"Arise."

Blue light rippled through joints, coursing like liquid lightning until it reached those massive eyes. Adom stepped back, shield humming, while the puma's muscles bunched in anticipation.

Theory was one thing - he'd spent hours modifying those runes, weaving his mana signature into their very structure.

But would it work?

The golem stood motionless, its magical field pulsing in perfect synchronization with the core. Just as the calculations had predicted.

Adom and the puma shared a look. This was the moment of truth.

Magic, at its core, was all about intent. Every mage knew this - it was why the most powerful spells came from the heart rather than the tongue. And Adom had done something rather clever with that principle. He hadn't just marked the core with his magical signature; he'd woven it into the very fabric of the golem's consciousness matrix. In theory, the construct should respond not just to his magic, but to his will.

In theory.

He cleared his throat. "Raise your right arm?"

The golem's arm lifted in one smooth motion, holding perfectly steady at shoulder height.

Adom contained his excitement.

No, no. Too soon to jump. let's try...

"Lower it."

The arm descended.

Adom's quill slipped from his suddenly trembling fingers, clattering to the floor. He stared at it for a moment, then at the golem. "Would you... um, please pick that up for me?"

The golem moved with surprising grace for something its size, kneeling to retrieve the quill. But here was the real test - before Adom could say another word, the construct was already extending its arm, offering the quill back to him.

Just as he'd hoped. Not responding to words at all, but to the pure intent flowing through that modified core.

"YES!" Adom leaped into the air with a whoop of joy, papers scattering around him. "I DID IT!"

The puma, finally satisfied that the immediate danger had passed, shrank back into its smaller form, giving him a look that somehow managed to be both pleased and exasperated.

Adom's celebration froze mid-jump. "Oh."

The cat's ears perked forward inquisitively.

There was more to this golem than simple tasks.

The core's architecture had revealed layer upon layer of combat runes - formations, attack patterns, weapon stances. This wasn't some simple worker construct or messenger automaton. This was a knight, a warrior, built for the battlefield. The same deadly efficiency that had nearly killed them in the labyrinth was now under his control.

"I got an idea," Adom said, a grin spreading across his face as the cat's ears flattened in preemptive disapproval. The room suddenly felt full of possibilities - and maybe just a hint of future regret.

Adom pulled out the Flamebrand sword from his inventory, turning it over in his hands.

The craftsmanship was evident - perfect balance, elegant lines, deadly purpose in every curve. Growing up as a knight's son meant he could at least recognize quality, even if he couldn't use it properly.

He'd seen enough of his father's training sessions to know that becoming proficient with a blade took years of dedicated practice. Years he'd spent hunched over books instead, learning runes and occasionally punching things that annoyed him.

Strange how satisfying that had become, actually. When had he started enjoying the feeling of his fist connecting with enemies? Probably around the same time he started collecting scars and getting into increasingly questionable situations.

He extended the sword toward the golem, handle first. The construct's fingers closed around the grip with precise, practiced movements.

"Show me how this is supposed to be used."

The golem settled into a stance. Then, out of nowhere, the blade erupted into flames.

It could do that?

"Oh." Adom blinked. "Right. Flamebrand. It's in the name."

The demonstration that followed made Adom feel slightly better about his own inability to use the weapon. The golem moved like liquid metal, each strike flowing into the next, leaving trails of fire in the air that hung for moments before dissipating.

High guard, low sweep, thrust-parry-riposte - movements Adom recognized from his childhood but had never seen executed with such mechanical perfection. The blade sang through the air, its flames showing patterns that would have been beautiful if they weren't so obviously deadly.

The cat watched from atop a table, tail twitching with grudging approval.

"Well," Adom said as the golem returned to ready stance, flames still dancing along the blade, "that's definitely better than me smacking things with it and hoping for the best." He had effectively just gained a personal knight, one that would never tire, never question, and apparently knew exactly how to use a magic sword.

The corner of his mouth twitched upward. "I wonder what else you know how to do?"


*****

Morning.

The sun felt particularly offensive today, its cheerful rays completely at odds with Adom's current state.

He stared into his untouched coffee, watching the steam rise in lazy spirals. The private dining room's morning light felt too bright, too cheerful, and definitely too early. Across the oak table, Cisco methodically spread butter on his toast while Marco arranged the morning's documents with precise movements.

Valiant sprawled in his chair, tail swishing against the polished wood. "Rough night, huh?"

"Interesting one," Adom managed, suppressing a yawn.

"Ohoho," Valiant's whiskers twitched. "Interesting, he says. I bet it was interesting." He winked, grinning. "Very interesting, if you know what I mean."

Valiant laughed heartily, tapping the table.

Three sets of eyes turned to the young mouse beastkin. All had different intensities, but carried the same sentiment. Disappointment.

The silence stretched.

Valiant's laughter died slowly, like air leaking from a balloon. He glanced between their faces, tail going still. "You guys have no sense of humor."

Cisco turned another page of his morning report.



Adom wasn't quite sure what to make of Valiant. The young mouse beastkin treated everyone like a childhood friend, even those he'd just met, skipping entirely past the usual social graces that made interactions bearable.

Perhaps it was the exhaustion from last night's work with the golem making him irritable, or maybe it was just his age showing, but there was something particularly grating about someone who acted like the court jester at a funeral.



Cisco paused in his methodical toast-buttering, nose twitching slightly. "You smell like cat."

 


"Ah," Adom took a sip of his coffee, keeping his expression neutral. "Got one recently."

"WHAT?!" Valiant nearly knocked over his cup, tail straight as a rod. "You? A cat? Those things are vicious! My cousin got scratched up real bad by one last month! Said it looked at him like he was breakfast!"

"It's just their nature," Adom said mildly, thinking of judgmental blue eyes and surprisingly supportive purrs. "They're independent creatures. They do what they want."

"Independent? More like murderous! Did you know they play with their food? Actually play with it before—"

"We're aware of feline hunting habits, Valiant," Marco interrupted, not looking up from his papers. "Some of us even appreciate their efficiency."

Valiant shuddered dramatically. "Efficiency. Right. That's what we're calling it now."

"They're also excellent judges of character," Cisco added, with just the slightest emphasis that made Valiant's whiskers droop.

The conversation drifted into a comfortable lull, broken only by the clink of cups and the rustling of papers, until Cisco finally set down his toast and cleared his throat.

"As entertaining as this morning's zoological discussion has been," he said, wiping his hands, "I believe we have more pressing matters to discuss?"

"Thanks for meeting on such short notice," Adom said, settling into his chair. "Eren mentioned you had something to discuss as well?"

Cisco nodded, his usual calm demeanor carrying a hint of tension. "There have been... complications with your order."

"Complications?" Something in Cisco's tone made Adom's stomach tighten.

"The wyvern proved more troublesome than anticipated. Ambushed our first hunting party near its nest. We lost good people." Cisco's fingers drummed once on the table. "I've dispatched a second team, more experienced with aerial predators, but it will delay things."

"How long?"

"Two weeks. Perhaps three at most." Cisco spread his hands apologetically. "We'll adjust the price accordingly, of course."

Adom forced himself to breathe slowly. Two weeks. He ran the calculations in his head - the preservation spells on the other ingredients would hold, barely. The cure was still possible within that timeframe. Just... tighter than he'd like.

"Two weeks," he repeated, more to himself than the others. "Alright. We can work with that."

"Now," Cisco said, leaning back slightly, "what did you wish to discuss?"

"Right." Adom set down his cup. "Few weeks ago, I was attacked. Broad daylight. My friend was with me." He paused. "Children of the Moon. Helios's people, without question."

"How did they track you?" Cisco asked.

"The Undertow incident. They slipped a tracking spell on me during all that mess."

"Cunning bastards," Valiant muttered.

"They are."

"So you want to kill the vampire," Cisco said, reaching for his cup. "Getting him out in daylight won't be easy, but we could do it if we try."

"Not quite." Adom's voice was level. "Killing Helios won't stop the Children of the Moon from coming after me for retribution." He let the words settle. "Which is why I think it's time we dealt with them. All of them. Permanently."

The clink of Marco's pen against the inkwell was the only sound in the room. Valiant's whiskers twitched once, twice, then went still. Even Cisco, who rarely showed surprise, sat a fraction straighter in his chair.

"You're not suggesting a mere disruption of operations," Cisco finally said.

"No," Adom said simply. "I'm not."





            

    
        Chapter 24. Operation Bring Down the Bat

    
    
    
    
                How does one take down a criminal organization?

Well, the smartest approach would probably be to not mess with them in the first place. Walk away. Move to another city. Change your name. Buy a cottage somewhere remote and take up gardening.

But since that option was thoroughly out the window—thanks to a tracking spell and two attempts on his life—Adom had to consider alternatives.

He could go to the authorities, except, according to Cisco, the Children of the Moon had their tendrils deep in local law enforcement. He could try to bankrupt them, but that would take years he didn't have. He could challenge their leader to single combat... Actually, nevermind. That was stupid. That'd definitely get him killed.

Adom's approach was simpler: identify the weak points and press until something broke. It wasn't elegant, but then again, neither was he. What he did have was a frighteningly practical mind, a talent for magic that surprised even himself sometimes, and the kind of cunning that came from spending too much time thinking about how things could go wrong.

It turned out those were exactly the right qualities for bringing down a criminal empire. Who knew?

"You've caused quite the mess in the Undertow," Cisco said, his tiny paw now adjusting the silver-headed cane. "The Children haven't had time to properly hunt you - too busy fighting a war on six fronts."

"Me?"

"Hmm." His whiskers twitched. "Bad blood runs deep in the Undertow. The Silver Circle never forgot how the Children muscled into their shipping routes five years ago. The River Kings still remember the warehouse massacre. Even the Shadow Market holds a grudge over a business with some artifact smuggling." The mouse's dark eyes glinted. "All it needed was a spark. A spark that you caused."

"And now?"

"Now?" Cisco's tail curved with satisfaction. "The Children are losing territory by the day. Their allies - the few they had - are suddenly developing selective memory when it comes to old agreements. No one wants to back a losing side." He gestured at his ledger. "My profits are up thirty percent - turns out a lot of people were waiting for an excuse to move against them."

"They made enemies of everyone who mattered in the Undertow," Adom noted.

"Arrogance." Cisco shrugged. "They thought fear would keep everyone in line. But fear only works until something scarier comes along." He paused. "Or until someone shows that the monster can bleed."

"In that case," Adom said, "I don't suppose I could get a discount?"

Cisco's deep laugh filled the office. "No."

"That–"

"Now, about the Children of the Moon." Cisco's voice cut through Adom's budding protest. "They're vulnerable. Their attention is split, resources stretched thin. Perfect time to strike."

He tapped his cane against the desk. "First, we identify their income streams. Protection money, smuggling routes, gambling dens. Interrupt those, their soldiers don't get paid. Unpaid soldiers get... creative with their loyalties. Then we target their information network. Bad intel leads to poor decisions. Poor decisions..." He gestured with one tiny paw. "Well."

"And you know all their weak points."

"Naturally. Complete intelligence package: locations, contacts, schedules. Everything you need to dismantle their operation." He paused. "For a price."

"Which would be?"

"Eighty thousand."

"That's—" Adom stopped. "Hold on. This benefits you too. You said they have been a thorn in your side for years."

"True."

"And I've already helped increase your profits."

"Also true."

"So really, you should give me a discount."

Cisco's tail curved thoughtfully. "Fifty percent."

"Ninety-five. Plus you still owe me that twenty-seven point five percent reduction on the assassin, as Marco calculated that day."

Marco adjusted his glasses.

"Ninety percent. And fifteen off the assassin."

"You know," Cisco said, each word measured like drops of poison, "most people who sit in that chair understand the delicate nature of our relationship. The careful balance between..." His tail coiled. "...favor and necessity."

"I understand perfectly. I'm still not paying full price for something that benefits me so little."

"So little?" Dark eyes fixed on Adom. "Tell me, what do you think happens to the territory once the Children fall? The wealth? The connections?" His deep voice grew softer, more dangerous. "Have you considered that perhaps I already have plans for all of it?"

"Keep it," Adom said flatly. "I don't want their territory, their money, or their people. I want them gone."

Cisco went very still. "No profit?" A pause. "Just destruction?"

"Just destruction."

The mouse's expression shifted - something between appreciation and curiosity. "Five percent of operational costs. You cover your own expenses."

"Deal."

Marco adjusted his glasses again, probably calculating how many headaches this partnership would cause him.

Cisco lifted his absurdly tiny coffee cup. "We start today. The Children have a shipment coming in at midnight - weapons, mostly. Would be a shame if someone tipped off the city guard about illegal cargo at dock thirteen."

"And you're just now mentioning this?"

"Information has a shelf life." He took a delicate sip. "I'll keep you updated on similar opportunities. And I'll be expecting that five percent soon." His dark eyes shifted. "Marco, what's the exact figure?"

"Forty thousand gold pieces, accounting for operational costs, minus the previously discussed reductions, factoring in current market variables and anticipated resource allocation," Marco said without looking up from his ledger, "comes to thirty-nine thousand, seven hundred and twenty-two gold pieces and four silvers."

Adom looked at Marco. "I still say you're making these numbers up."

Marco adjusted his glasses.

"He always does that," Cisco said, setting down his cup. "It's either extremely impressive or extremely annoying. I haven't decided which."


*****

 


After all the morning's discussion, things wrapped up pretty quickly. Cisco laid out his plan for what he called "Operation Bring Down the Bat" – which would kick off that very night.

He'd start by disrupting their weapons shipment and keep hitting them where it hurt, creating the kind of chaos that made criminal organizations implode. All Adom had to do was pay his 5% and watch it all unfold from a safe distance.

Speaking of money well spent, he'd decided to call his armored construct "Golem Knight." Simple, effective, and it did exactly what it said on the tin. Though he made a mental note to commission a new set of armor soon – might as well make an already intimidating magical construct even more formidable. Another thing for the to-do list.

Oh, and about to-do lists... Adom checked his pocket watch and felt his stomach drop. 11:34 AM. Oh no. Alchemy class was in twenty minutes.

Adom slipped into the alchemy classroom just as Professor Mirwen was setting up for today's demonstration. The scent of herbs and mineral solutions filled the air, mingling with the perpetual undertone of scorched wood that seemed embedded in the very stones of the classroom.

"Today, we'll be studying the Aureolin Healing Draught," Professor Mirwen announced. "Can anyone tell me why this particular potion is considered one of the most challenging healing solutions to brew?"

As usual, only Mia Storm's hand shot up, while the rest of the class suddenly found their notebooks fascinating.

"Yes, Miss Storm?"

"The Aureolin Draught requires perfect temperature control throughout its brewing process. A variation of even half a degree can render it useless – or worse, toxic."

"Excellent, Miss Storm," Professor Mirwen said, making a note in her ever-present grade book. "That's another perfect answer for your participation record."

Adom watched as Professor Mirwen began the demonstration. The potion started as a clear liquid, slowly taking on a golden hue as she added precisely measured ingredients. When she introduced powdered sunstone, the mixture began to emit a soft, pulsing glow.

"What makes this potion particularly valuable?" she asked again.

Mia's hand was already up. "Unlike standard healing potions, the Aureolin Draught can heal internal injuries without side effects, and it works instantaneously."

Lisa Chen, still sporting faint purple spots from last class's mishap, whispered something to her friend about Mia being a know-it-all. Sam, next to Adom, was sketching what appeared to be a detailed diagram of the brewing process, his tongue stuck out in concentration.

The demonstration continued, with Professor Mirwen explaining each step in detail. When she added three drops of artificial phoenix tears (which made half the class gasp – those were rare and expensive), the potion shimmered like liquid sunlight.

"And finally," she said, "why must this potion be brewed during daylight hours?"

This time, even Mia hesitated, but raised her hand anyway.

"The potion draws power from natural light," she said, though less confidently than before. "Artificial light would..."

"Close, Miss Storm, but not quite," Professor Mirwen smiled. "Can anyone else...?" She looked around the silent classroom. "Mr. Sylla?"

Adom, who'd been lost in thought about possible improvements to the formula, startled slightly. "The potion doesn't actually draw power from light at all," he said. "It's the ambient life energy that peaks during daylight hours. Brewing at night would result in a potion that draws vitality from the patient instead of supporting their natural healing process."

A few students turned to stare at him.

As the class ended and students filed out, Sam packed up his things. "Market later? We cannot go empty handed." he asked.

"I'll join you there," Adom replied, gathering his materials. "Need to speak with Professor Mirwen first."

Sam nodded and headed out, nearly colliding with a first-year who was trying to peek through the doorway at him.

As Adom waited for the last students to file out, he pulled the carefully wrapped vial from his bag. Before he could approach Professor Mirwen's desk, Sam suddenly turned back.

"Oh, wait. Almost forgot." Sam rummaged through his bag, pulling out something wrapped in soft cloth. "Found these while cleaning my drawer last night. Thought you might want them back."

Adom unwrapped the cloth, and his eyes widened. In his hands were his old glasses from first year – the ones that had been broken during that awful day when Damus and his friends had cornered him behind the library. The frame had been carefully repaired, though you could still see the places where it had snapped. The lenses had been replaced, and despite the frame's worn appearance, they were clean and functional.

"You... kept these?" Adom's voice was barely above a whisper.

Sam shrugged, looking slightly embarrassed. "Just in case, you know? You've been squinting a lot lately, and well... figured they might help until we can get you new ones."

Adom's hands trembled slightly as he unfolded the arms of the glasses. He slipped them on, and the world snapped into focus. They weren't perfect – there was a slight scratch on the left lens – but they felt familiar. Right.

"How do I look?" he asked, adjusting them self-consciously.

Sam grinned. "Finally like yourself again."

Adom couldn't help but laugh, though it came out a bit shaky. "We definitely need to get new ones soon."

"Obviously. But these'll do for now." Sam headed for the door again. "See you at the market!"

Adom started walking.

The delayed shipment of ingredients left him uneasy. He wanted to believe everything would work out, that he was just being paranoid and the delivery would arrive right on schedule. But a nagging voice in the back of his mind wouldn't let him rest easy. Experience had taught him the value of contingency plans. Even if the alternative was far more complicated, the peace of mind it offered was worth the extra effort.

Better to have a backup plan and not need it, than need it and not have it.

He'd spent hours analyzing the Elixir of Rebirth, combining his knowledge with Riddler's Bane, but had made frustratingly little progress.

Not surprising, really – while he was no slouch in alchemy, his expertise lay in magical theory and runicology. Completely different beasts.

No, what he needed was the insight of a true master of the craft. And they didn't come much more qualified than Professor Alissa Mirwen.

Her thesis on catalytic transmutation had revolutionized modern alchemy, earning her the Paracelsus Medal three times over. The shelves in her office practically groaned under the weight of awards and recognitions from every major alchemical institution in the known world.

Her work on stabilizing volatile compounds had saved countless lives, and her contributions to medical alchemy were required reading at every prestigious academy.

A bitter thought crossed his mind. In his original timeline, after Arkhos fell – and Xerkes with it – he'd never managed to learn what happened to her, or to so many others. The lists of the missing had been endless, and most were presumed dead in the chaos that followed.

But here she was, very much alive, preparing for her next class with the same methodical precision he remembered. If he could get her to appoint one of her student assistants as his tutor... well, that would be ideal.

Professor Mirwen was known for taking promising alchemists under her wing, training them personally in advanced techniques. Her assistants were among the most knowledgeable students in the academy when it came to practical alchemy.

Adom approached Professor Mirwen's desk, the cat padding silently behind him.

"Mr. Sylla," Professor Mirwen looked up from her notes, eyebrows raised slightly. "How unusual to see you lingering after class. Usually it's Miss Storm who..." She glanced past him. No one was there.

"I've been doing some thinking about my future path," Adom began. He'd rehearsed this conversation in his head. "And I believe I'd like to pursue alchemy."

"Oh?" Professor Mirwen set down her quill, giving him her full attention. "That's quite a departure from your current focus on magical theory and runic studies."

"Not necessarily," Adom said, warming to his role. "I've come to realize that alchemy represents a perfect synthesis of theoretical knowledge and practical application. The way different elements interact, the precise calculations required..." He was surprised to find some truth mixing with his performance. "It's fascinating, really."

Professor Mirwen's lips twitched slightly. "And this sudden fascination wouldn't have anything to do with your recent... extracurricular activities?"

Adom nearly missed a beat. Careful now. "I'm not sure what you mean, Professor."

"Mr. Sylla," she said, leaning back in her chair, "in the past weeks, you've shown up to class without your glasses, been into a fight, joined a club..." Her lips curved into a slight smile. "For which, I must say, I commend you."

"Uuh... Thank you?"

"And I've heard interesting rumors about you running through the forest at odd hours." She paused. "Not to mention that rather remarkable familiar that's suddenly appeared."

The black cat, as if on cue, wrapped itself around Adom's ankles, its blue eyes fixed unblinkingly on Professor Mirwen.

"You know, Mr. Sylla," she continued, her voice taking on a gentler tone, "it's quite common for students your age to go through... periods of change. Seeking to affirm themselves, making bold decisions, sometimes rash ones." She adjusted a small brass scale on her desk. "It's a natural part of finding one's path."

Ah, Adom thought, she thinks this is some sort of teenage rebellion phase. The irony almost made him smile.

"In my experience," she continued, "students going through such changes tend to cause quite a bit of trouble." Her eyes met his, sharp and knowing. "Are you going to cause trouble, Mr. Sylla?"

"No, Professor," Adom said, trying to look as sincere as possible. "I just want to learn."

"Hmm." She drummed her fingers on the desk thoughtfully. "And I suppose this sudden interest in advanced alchemy is completely unrelated to all these changes?"

"I..." Adom started, then switched tactics. "Would you believe me if I said it's all related to my newfound interest in alchemy?"

"Not for a moment," she said cheerfully. "However, your actual motivations are your own business. What interests me is that you're here, asking for additional training in my field." She drummed her fingers on the desk. "Though I suspect you were about to suggest something specific?"

Adom nodded. "I was hoping you might be able to assign a senior student to help me with some advanced studies. Someone who could guide me through the basics I might have... missed."

"A senior student," Professor Mirwen repeated thoughtfully. "Someone to help you understand certain specific aspects of alchemy, perhaps? Particular formulations or... effects?"

Well played, Professor, Adom thought. Well played indeed.

"Something like that," he admitted.

"Well then," Professor Mirwen said, standing up, "I believe I have a better solution." She began gathering her materials with precise movements. "Instead of assigning you a student tutor, I'll handle your additional training myself."

Adom blinked. He'd been prepared for several possible outcomes, but this wasn't one of them. "Professor, I couldn't possibly—"

"Oh, but I insist," she said, and there was a glint in her eye that reminded him why she was considered one of the most brilliant minds in modern alchemy. "As it happens, I already conduct special sessions with Miss Storm on Thursday evenings. Advanced theoretical work, transmutation, experimental procedures, practical applications..." She smiled. "The sort of things that might interest someone with your... newfound passion for the field."

Adom felt a genuine smile tugging at his lips. This was better than he could have planned. Not only would he have direct access to Professor Mirwen's expertise, but the regular sessions would provide perfect cover for his increasing interest in advanced alchemical processes.

"That would be perfect," he said aloud. "Thank you, Professor."

"Excellent. Thursdays at seven, then." She paused at the door. "And Mr. Sylla? Whatever game you're playing, whatever answers you're seeking... do be careful. Alchemy can be rather... volatile when approached with hidden agendas."

"I'll keep that in mind. Thank you professor."

As Adom turned to leave, the black cat let out a questioning meow, its blue eyes fixed on him.

"I need to make a quick stop somewhere with Sam," he told the cat, adjusting his bag. "Care to join us?"

The cat's only response was to pad silently after him as he left the classroom, its tail held high like a banner.

*****

The strider's long legs ate up the dirt road with an easy gait, the cart swaying gently behind it. The black cat perched regally on the front bench between them, watching the passing landscape while the light breeze carried the mingled scents from their market haul - fresh bread, ripe peaches, and what the vendor had sworn were the best butter cookies this side of the isles.

Law's Farm.

The thought had been needling at Adom ever since the events of the labyrinth. A living piece of history, still running after all these centuries, and he'd never bothered to visit. Then again, until recently, ancient farms hadn't exactly been high on his priority list.

But Ben had invited him, hadn't he? The old groundskeeper's warm voice and easy manner still fresh in his memory, along with the promise of hospitality...

"You know," Sam's voice cut through his thoughts, "we've been at Xerkes what, two years now? And I've never actually been up there." He gestured toward the clifftop where enchanted windmills spun lazily against the morning sky. "Pretty sad when you think about it. I mean, it's literally the Farmer Mage's farm. The Farmer Mage." He shifted in his seat, glancing sideways at Adom. "You sure it's okay for me to tag along? I mean, the old man invited you, not me."

"Yeah," Adom replied, adjusting a peach that threatened to escape its wrapping. "I don't like going to new places alone anyway."

The cart wound its way up the mountain path, each turn revealing more of the sparkling ocean below until the whole southern coast of Arkhos stretched out like a painting.

The sunlight caught the enchanted windmills, their crystalline blades throwing rainbow light across fields of gently swaying wheat that definitely wasn't in season anywhere else on the island.

Stone fences lined with wildflowers marked the boundaries between pastures where fat sheep grazed alongside creatures that looked like someone had tried to cross a cow with a cloud - their wool-like fur shifting colors in the breeze.











A border collie spotted them first, barking excitedly as it raced alongside their cart, herding them up the final stretch of road.

The cat merely glanced at the energetic dog with royal disdain, turning its head away as if the very concept of acknowledging such common behavior was beneath its dignity. Adom and Sam exchanged looks and burst out laughing.













The farmhouse itself was a sprawling two-story building of weathered stone and dark wood, with a wrap-around porch that seemed designed for long evenings watching the sunset over the ocean.

 









Herb gardens surrounded it in concentric circles, each ring holding plants that shouldn't have been able to grow together - winter mint beside summer sage, frost berries next to desert bloom.

The air itself felt different here - cleaner, easier to breathe, carrying the mingled scents of ocean spray and fresh-baked bread. Even the cat seemed affected, ears perked forward with unusual interest as it surveyed this new domain from its perch.

A booming laugh rolled across the farmyard as Ben emerged from behind a stack of freshly cut timber, his face creasing into a map of cheerful wrinkles. "Well, if it isn't my jogging friend!"

He dusted off his hands on his work pants, that same twinkle in his eye Adom remembered from their first meeting. "And you've brought company! Including..." he paused, studying the black cat who had jumped down from the cart with unusual grace, "...quite an interesting cat."

"Thank you for the ride," Adom turned to the strider driver, reaching for his coin pouch. "Would you be able to return in about two hours?"

"Nonsense!" Ben interjected, waving his hand dismissively. "I'll take you back myself later. No need to arrange another ride."

After Adom paid the driver, he lifted a covered basket from the cart. "We brought some things from the market - just a small thank you for having us."

"Oh, you shouldn't have!" Ben's face lit up as he peeked under the cloth. "Fresh peaches! And are those butter cookies I smell?"

"The vendor claimed they're the best in the duchy," Sam chimed in with a grin. "Though personally, I think the honey cakes might give them a run for their money."

"Sorry for dropping by unannounced," Adom added. "This is Sam, by the way - my friend from Xerkes."

"A pleasure, sir," Sam said, offering a polite bow.

"Another mage in training, are you?" Ben's eyes crinkled with interest.

"Yes, sir. Second year, like Adom." Sam gestured at the windmills. "I've read so much about this place - those enchanted windmills are famous even in the northern provinces."

"Ah!" Ben's face lit up. "My daughter's a mage too - graduated Xerkes few years back. Works with weather patterns now, down in the southern isles. Always nice to meet fellow practitioners. Though," he chuckled, "I'm just a simple farmer myself. The land does most of the magic around here - I just tend to it."

"Does she work with the merchant ships?" Sam asked, genuinely curious.

"The southern isles are quite far," Adom mused. "Must be quite different from working the farmland here."

"That's my Maya - never could resist a challenge," Ben beamed proudly. "Though she started right here, helping me predict the rains for planting season."

The old groundskeeper's eyes lingered on the cat for a moment longer than strictly necessary, but his warm smile never wavered. "Perfect timing too - just finished splitting the morning's wood. Though," he added with a knowing grin, "I suspect you didn't come all this way just to watch an old man stack lumber."

"Actually," Adom began, but Ben raised a weathered hand.

He wiped his brow with a worn handkerchief, gesturing toward the main house. "Come on then, let's get you two settled. Nothing like morning tea after a long ride, that's what my grandmother used to say. Course, she also said never to trust a rooster that could do arithmetic, but that's a story for another time..."

Following Ben's lead, they made their way through the farmyard. Sam's head kept turning left and right, taking in everything with wide eyes.

"The air here..." Sam whispered to Adom, "it's incredible."

Adom nodded. Even for a mage-tended farm, the concentration of mana was unusual.

It permeated the air like morning dew, fresh and pure, making them feel oddly light, almost buoyant. Each breath seemed to fill them with vitality.

Past the windmills and orchards, a grand manor house rose in the distance, its stone walls gleaming in the morning sun.

"That's the duke's residence," Ben explained, following their gaze. "Though it's been quiet these past months. His Grace was summoned to the capital by the Emperor himself - took most of the household with him. Just us caretakers watching over things until they return."

A loud meow interrupted them as the black cat suddenly darted ahead, making straight for an ancient apple tree. Despite the season, its branches were bare of fruit.

"Oh! Adom, look!" Sam's voice rose with excitement. "Is that-?"

Ben's hearty laugh rolled across the grounds. "I see you know your history, young man! Yes, that's Master Law's tree - or so the stories say. Been here longer than any of us, that's for certain. Three thousand years, give or take a century." He sighed fondly. "Used to bear the sweetest apples you'd ever taste, golden as sunrise. Haven't seen a single fruit in years now, though. Still, just having it here..." He patted the gnarled trunk as they passed. "Well, it's a piece of history, isn't it?"

Despite Sam's excitement, Adom felt nothing particular from the ancient tree.

He'd hoped for... something, anything - a residual trace, a whisper of magic that might give him a clue about Law or the book. But the tree, however old, seemed to hold its secrets close.

Ben led them to a wooden table under a sprawling oak, its weathered surface worn smooth by countless meals. As he busied himself with an old iron kettle over a small cooking fire, Sam kept sneaking glances at the apple tree, practically bouncing in his seat with barely contained enthusiasm.

The smell of herb tea and honey mingled with woodsmoke. Ben had also brought out fresh bread, still warm, and a pot of thick stew that had been simmering since morning. It was simple fare, but somehow perfectly suited to the setting.

"Nothing better than a hot meal in the open air," Ben said, ladling out generous portions. "Though Maya always says I add too much pepper."

Adom found his eyes drawn back to the apple tree. The black cat remained there, sitting perfectly still, staring up into the bare branches as if seeing something they couldn't. Even Ben's old sheepdog, which had wandered over hoping for scraps, couldn't distract it from whatever had caught its attention.

He was about to get up and investigate when Ben placed a steaming mug in front of him. "Here you go, boys. My special blend - good for clearing the mind."

The tea was fragrant and soothing, and soon they were all listening to Ben's stories about Maya's early days of magic study - how she'd accidentally created a miniature raincloud that followed her around for a week, how she'd made the windmills spin backwards trying to improve their efficiency.

It was only when Ben started clearing the dishes that the cat finally sauntered over, looking perfectly satisfied with itself, and settled near Adom's feet as if it had never been anywhere else.

"...and that's when Maya realized you can't actually herd butterflies with wind magic," Ben chuckled, gathering the last of the cups. "Though I must say, it made for a spectacular garden party."


*****

Several hours later, nightime, somewhere in the docks of Arkhos...

"Pass me the blunt, Lars."

Lars handed it to Johan without looking away from the water. The moon caught the ripples just right, making the harbor look almost pretty, if you ignored the smell. "Getting cold out here. Winter's coming."

"That's what your sister said last night," Frank drawled from his perch on a crate.

Hans snorted his drink. Lars flipped Frank off without turning around. "Go fuck yourself."

"Can't. Too busy with your—"

"Both of you shut it," Johan cut in, though his shoulders shook with silent laughter. "Guard patrol in ten."

Frank stretched, joints popping. "They're late anyway. Cisco sure this is the right dock?"

"When's he ever wrong?" Hans asked, wiping his nose with his sleeve.

"Fair point." Frank pulled his coat tighter. "Still. Sitting here with my ass freezing to these crates wasn't how I planned to spend my night."

"Could be worse," Lars said. "Remember that job in the sewers?"

A collective groan rose from the group.

"We agreed never to talk about that again," Johan muttered, passing the blunt back.

"Heard that mage kid's been stirring up trouble," Hans said, breaking the comfortable silence. "The one who got the Children all riled up."

"You mean the one who got them and the Circle at each other's throats?" Johan took another drag. "Smart play."

Lars checked his pocket watch. "Midnight."

"You don't think..." Frank shifted uneasily. "You don't think Helios shows up tonight, right?"

"Relax," Hans said. "Marco said he's busy elsewhere. Something about a meeting with—"

A scuff of boots against wood.

The blunt hit the ground, stomped out in one fluid motion. Steel whispered against leather as weapons appeared in practiced hands. Lars pressed himself against a stack of crates, counting footsteps. One set. Light. Trying to be quiet and failing.

A shadow moved past their hiding spot.

Lars lunged, one hand clamping over the stranger's mouth before they could scream. The knife at their throat caught moonlight.

"Wait," Johan hissed, moving closer. The tension bled out of his shoulders. "Lars, let him go. It's our guy."

Lars released his grip.

The guard's eyes flicked from Johan's curved blade to Frank's brass knuckles, then lingered on the worn grip of Hans' crossbow. He swallowed hard, Adam's apple bobbing.

"Those, uh..." His voice cracked. He cleared his throat, tried again. "Those weren't part of the arrangement."

"Insurance," Johan said simply.

The guard's gaze settled on Lars' knife. A small dark stain marked his collar where he'd started sweating. "Right. Insurance. Of course." He let out a weak laugh that didn't reach his eyes. "Totally reasonable. Totally normal. I'm just here to unlock the gate and look the other way. Like we agreed."

"Then do it," Lars said quietly.

The guard led them down the dock, past rows of legitimate cargo until they reached a section marked with a subtle chalk symbol - a crescent moon inside a triangle.

"Just came in," he whispered, gesturing to a stack of unmarked crates. "Arrived through the ghost port."

"Ghost port?" Frank asked.

The guard glanced around before explaining. "They use hedge mages to create a pocket space - like a bubble between realities. Ships sail in through normal waters, then slip sideways into the bubble. Makes them invisible to harbor patrol. When they're ready to unload, they phase back in, but only part way. Cargo exists in both spaces at once until it's marked and pulled through completely."

Lars ran his fingers over the chalk symbol. "Smart."

"That's why you need someone like me to mark it," the guard said, a hint of pride creeping into his voice. "Without the right sigils, you'd reach for a crate and your hand would pass right through. Or worse - get stuck between spaces."

"Fascinating," Johan drawled. "Now open it."

The guard pulled out another key, this one marked with similar symbols to the chalk marks. "Right. Yes. Of course."

The lock clicked and the crate's lid creaked open. Rows of weapons packed in straw.

"Would you look at that," Hans whistled low. "Quality stuff."

Frank lifted a crossbow, testing its weight. "Children aren't going to like missing these beauties."

Lars grinned, running his finger along a sword's edge. "Shame, that."

They shared a laugh, the kind that comes easy after a job well done.

"Keep it down," the guard hissed, though he was smiling too. "My payment?"

"Alright, alright." Johan chuckled, reaching into his pocket. Then—

"Huh."

It was such a small sound. Confused. Almost thoughtful. Lars turned just in time to see Johan's eyes go wide, his mouth forming a perfect 'O' of surprise. A dark stain spread across his chest.

The moment stretched like molasses. Lars saw everything with crystal clarity - the way Johan's hand fell from his pocket, coins scattering across the dock. The guard's empty smile. The metallic gleam between Johan's ribs.

Then time snapped back like a bowstring.

"AMBUSH!" Lars screamed, but Hans was already falling, a crossbow bolt through his throat. Frank's brass knuckles caught moonlight as he spun—

Hot blood sprayed across Lars' face.

Frank's head took a lazy spin through the air, a look of surprise forever frozen on his features before it splashed into the dark water. The body stood for a moment, a fountain of red, before crumpling.

"FRANK! JOHAN!"

"Good evening, gentlemen."

The voice was smooth as silk, almost cheerful. Lars turned slowly, blood dripping from his chin.

A tall figure stood at the edge of the lamplight, sword resting casually on his shoulder. Moonlight caught his unkempt blonde hair, and stubble shadowed his jaw like he hadn't bothered to shave for a few days. His eyes glowed an unnatural green, shifting and swirling. The same energy dripped from his blade, as if it was on fire. Green fire.

A Fluid user.

The guard broke first, scrambling backwards. "Please, sir, I was just—"

"Leaving?" The figure's smile widened. "How rude." He made a lazy flicking motion with his sword. A crescent of green fluid sliced through the air.

A signature move every person in the Empire knew to fear and admire.

The guard's scream cut off abruptly as his upper half slid away from his legs. Both pieces hit the dock with a wet thud, the cut so clean it took several seconds for blood to well up.

"Star Knight," Lars whispered, the words tasting like ash. Every story, every warning about these enhanced killers crashed through his mind. The fluid in their veins that made them more than human. The impossible speed. The casual violence.

"Oh, you recognize me? I'm flattered." The knight stretched, joints popping like he was preparing for a light workout rather than standing in a growing pool of blood. "Though I have to say, this wasn't much of a challenge. I was hoping for some entertainment tonight."

Hans raised his crossbow with shaking hands.

"Now that's the spirit!" The knight's laugh echoed across the water. "But really, you might as well throw rocks. It would be just as effective and far less embarrassing."

Lars never thought he'd count the seconds to his own death. Funny how the mind works.

One.
The knight moved like he wasn't bound by the same rules as everyone else.

Hans got off his shot. The knight caught the bolt with his teeth, spat it out, and crushed Hans' skull under his boot in one fluid motion. "Oops," he chuckled, wiping gore from his boot on Hans' jacket. "Been meaning to cut down on the sweets."

Two.
The last two members of Lars' crew died in the space of a blink. One bisected vertically, the other's spine pulled out through his chest. The knight was humming a tavern song.

Three.
Lars stood alone, watching his own breath fog in the cold air. The knight hadn't even broken a sweat. If anything, he looked bored.

"Would've been faster," the knight mused, flicking blood from his blade, "but I do enjoy our little chats. Makes the job less monotonous, you know?"

Lars realized he was still counting. There wouldn't be a four.

"What's your name?"

Lars' tongue felt like lead. Was this some sick game?

"Come now." The knight patted his shoulder, making Lars flinch so hard he nearly fell. "Easy there, friend. I'm not that frightening, am I?" He paused, considering. "Well, perhaps a little."

"Silver Circle or another group?"

"A-another group," Lars managed, surprised he could form words at all.

The knight sighed dramatically. "Shame. Was hoping to catch some Silver Circle rats. Oh well."

He waved his hand dismissively. "Not important. Listen carefully now - I need you to deliver a message. Since your people knew about this shipment, you clearly have decent information networks. So maybe you can help spread the word about 'him' ."

"Him?" Lars asked before he could stop himself.

"Oh, you can talk properly! Wonderful." The knight's cheerful tone made Lars' knees weak. "You know - that troublesome mage. The one causing all this fuss. The Children are paying quite handsomely for his head, so tell him to do us all a favor and come quietly." His green eyes flickered. "Before I have to find him myself."

"Do you understand?"

"Yes," Lars whispered.

"Excellent!" The knight made a shooing motion with his hands. "Off you go then."

Lars stood frozen, certain this was a trap. The fourth second had come to pass. The moment he turned, that blade would—

"Oh, for heaven's sake." The knight rolled his eyes. "Go. Scram. Vamoose. Whatever word you prefer. I don't have all night, and you're getting blood on my nice clean dock."

Lars ran. He ran until his lungs burned and his legs gave out, the knight's laughter echoing in his ears. He ran until the dock and its horrors were far behind him, though he knew with terrible certainty that no distance would ever be far enough if that man decided to chase.





            

    
        Chapter 25. It's Not Murder If I Ask For It

    
    
    
    
                "Standard rules."

Professor Crowley stood in the academy's training grounds, morning light casting long shadows across the grass. The copper circles beneath their feet had seen countless duels, worn smooth by generations of students.

Around them, crystalline pillars hummed softly, ready to contain any wayward spells.

"No lethal spells, no strikes to vital points. Basic enhancement and defensive arts only - nothing beyond second-year curriculum." His voice carried across the field. "Remember - you are mages of Xerkes. Honor that."

The usual chatter from the stone benches had died away. Even the birds seemed to have gone quiet.

Duels always had that effect. For some reason.

Adom studied Karion across the circle. The other boy's hands were steady, his stance balanced - no swagger. Just focus.

The copper circles began to glow as both drew power. Around them, the crystal pillars hummed, barrier spells shimmering into place.

"This counts for ten percent of your finals," Crowley said. "Remember - the moment you step outside your circle, the duel begins. Victory by yield, incapacitation, or ring-out." He looked between them. "Ready?"

The silence deepened.

Neither boy moved.

Neither blinked.

Crowley raised his hand and let it hung in the air, suspended between one moment and the next.

And then it fell.

"Fight!"

Adom wove a barrier - no gestures, just pure intent shaped by will. A heartbeat later, Karion's force bolt crashed against it, bright and violent.

Fighting another mage was like playing three games of chess at once while running a marathon. Every spell cost mana. Every defense needed maintenance. Every moment required complete awareness - of your reserves, your opponent's stance, the dozen possible counterspells you might need in the next breath.

Adom let his barrier fade and launched three quick bolts of his own. Karion deflected two, dodged the third, his hands tracing the standard defensive forms. Those precious half-seconds of gesture-weaving gave Adom the opening he needed. He layered a subtle binding spell beneath his next attack - basic second-year magic, but perfectly timed.

Karion saw the obvious strike coming. He didn't notice the trap until his shield spell snagged on the binding, destabilizing both. His recovery was fast, but Adom was already moving, pressing the advantage with a series of precise, mana-efficient strikes.

This was the core of magical combat - not raw power, but the interplay of technique and timing. Every spell was a commitment of energy. Every defense had its blind spots. Victory went to the mage who could think three moves ahead while executing the current one perfectly.

Karion switched tactics, abandoning complex shields for quick deflections. Smart - less mana drain, more mobility. But Adom had anticipated this. He wove his attacks into patterns, each spell forcing specific responses, gradually limiting Karion's options. Like a net slowly tightening.

But lately, these pure magical duels had started feeling... sterile. Adom couldn't quite place when the restlessness had begun. Was it puberty increasing rashness as Professor Mirwen had so diplomatically suggested? Or maybe after everything he'd been through, he'd simply developed a deep, personal appreciation for solving his problems with a well-placed punch to the face.

The cause did not matter that much. He liked it that way.

Adom began closing the distance, weaving his spells tighter, shorter. More personal.

Karion noticed.

A grin spread across his face. He understood.

Karion Dimitri, heir to the Dimitri Barony in the northern reaches of Sundar. They weren't friends, barely spoke outside of classes, but everyone knew of his family. The Dimitris were an old bloodline, notorious for their unique approach to magic. While most noble houses focused on pure spellcraft, the Dimitris had maintained their warrior-mage traditions for generations, blending physical combat with magical theory.

The boys met in the middle of the arena. Adom's barrier deflected a force bolt while his left hook sliced through where Karion's head had been a moment before. The other boy moved like water, his counter-spell flowing into an elbow strike that Adom barely blocked.

This was better. This was alive. More challenging. Pure spell-weaving? Adom clearly had the edge there. But here, in this dance of fist and force, technique and timing? Here, Karion was in his element.

Magic crackled between punches. Basic spells woven in split seconds, defensive barriers snapping up and down between exchanges. Adom's straight right connected, backed by just enough force magic to make it sting. Karion answered with a sweep enhanced by momentum spells.

The adrenaline sang in Adom's blood. This wasn't just about mana management anymore - it was about reading muscles, anticipating strikes, feeling the flow of combat in bone and breath. Their spells became shorter, sharper, integrated into their movements. A barrier flash-formed to cover a dodge. A force push disguised by a feint.

Adom saw the trap a fraction of a second too late. Karion's apparent opening was a lure, his defensive stance a lie. That was when something strange occured.

Time. Time seemed to slow as Adom's body registered what his mind already knew - he'd overcommitted.

The world spun. When his vision cleared, Karion had him locked, position perfect, leverage absolute.

"I yield," Adom managed between heavy breaths.

[[Mana Manipulation] (Magic) has reached level 103!]
[[Boxing Mastery] (Common) has reached level 2!]

The training grounds erupted.

"Did you see that?!""Holy- that was incredible!"
"The way they switched from spells to combat-""Idiot threw away a perfect advantage-"
"Shut up, that was the best duel we've had all year!"
"Pure Dimitri style right there-"

The second-years were practically falling off the stone benches, their previous silence forgotten in an explosion of excited chatter and wild gestures. A few were already trying to mimic the moves they'd just witnessed, nearly smacking their classmates in the process.

Karion rolled off him, breathing hard, sweat darkening his uniform. He extended a hand down to Adom, who was still trying to remember which way was up.

"That," Karion panted, grinning, "was a proper fight."

Adom looked up at the offered hand, smiled, and grabbed it. As Karion pulled him up, he added, "Though you know you would've won easily if you'd stuck to pure spellwork, right?"

Adom laughed, wiping dirt from his clothes. "Where's the fun in that? Besides, I wanted to see if the stories about Dimitri combat magic were true."

"Speaking of stories," Karion said, rolling his shoulder where one of Adom's enhanced punches had connected, "I always see you in the library. Or used to, anyway. Then the rumors started about you going hunting in the forest preserve..." He gestured at Adom's improved physique. "Guess they weren't just rumors."

"Could've used my glasses though," Adom admitted, squinting slightly. "Pretty sure I missed some good openings there."

"You fight without your-" Karion started before Professor Crowley's voice cut through their conversation.

"If you two are quite finished with your mutual admiration society," he called out "we have three more duels to get through before lunch."

The boys shared a look and quickly moved to clear the arena, but Crowley pulled them aside as the next duel was setting up, speaking low enough that only they could hear.

"Excellent showing, both of you. Mr. Dimitri - 17 out of 20. Clean victory, good form throughout." He turned to Adom. "15 out of 20. Your initial spell work was exceptional, but deliberately abandoning a winning position during an exam..." He shook his head. "Test your limits on your own time, Mr. Sylla."

"Fifteen?" Adom frowned. He'd expected a deduction for abandoning his advantage, but that seemed...

"Not for your tactical choices," Crowley clarified, his voice dropping even lower. "You used Fluid. Just for a fraction of a second, but you did. I don't need to remind you that's forbidden, regardless of your year."

"You can use Fluid?" Karion whispered, eyes wide.

Adom opened his mouth to deny it, then hesitated. That moment when time had seemed to slow... had he unconsciously...?

"We'll discuss this another time," Crowley said firmly. "Now, back to your seats. Both of you."

The morning's matches continued, the arena's barrier spell humming back to life as Professor Crowley called the next pair.

Around the arena's edges, students and their familiars watched with varying degrees of interest. He felt something warm press against his leg. The black cat - still nameless, still mysterious - had decided to grace him with its presence. It now allowed him to scratch behind its ears, purring softly.

"That was amazing!" Sam whispered, still wide-eyed from Adom's match. " I mean, you lost, but still. When did you learn to-"

"Samenel Harbinsky and Reed Pierce, take your positions!"

Sam's face lost all color.

"Stop panicking," Adom said quietly. "Your spell weaving is good. Just be confident. Good luck."

"...Thanks. I'm gonna need it." Sam muttered as he stepped into the circle, adjusting his robes with trembling hands.

But as soon as Reed launched his first attack - a simple fire spiral that any second-year should be able to counter - Sam's shield crumpled like paper in rain.

Adom winced.











"Match!" Crowley called out. "Pierce, 14/20." He turned to Sam. "Harbinsky, 11/20. Your weaving patterns were correct, but hesitation in combat is fatal. Work on your confidence before the next evaluation."













"...Yes, professor."










Whispers rippled through the crowd. "Two copper on Damus's match?" "Make it three, and I'll take that bet."

Sam slumped onto the bench beside Adom, nursing a singed sleeve. "I don't suppose you could-"

"Sam. Let's train together," Adom said immediately, before Sam could continue.

He'd been watching his friend struggle for weeks now, and something in today's match had finally crystallized his decision. Sam had potential - Adom had seen it in their theoretical classes, in the way he could break down complex spell patterns like they were children's puzzles. He just needed someone to believe in him.

And while Adom might not be the most qualified teacher, having learned most of his combat skills from that old street fighting manual and surviving against people who'd thought they could steamroll him... well, sometimes the best teachers were the ones who remembered what it was like to struggle.

"Really?" Sam's eyes lit up slightly, though he tried to hide it. "You're not too busy?"

"For you? Don't be ridiculous." And maybe, Adom thought, teaching would force him to better understand the basics he'd been skipping over in his rush to get stronger. It was time to commit to this properly. "We'll start tomorrow morning."

Several matches blurred past - the usual display of standard academy techniques, nothing remarkable. Then Damus stepped into the arena.

The whispers died. Even Crowley straightened, his scarred face showing keen interest.

Damus moved like his element was air itself, each gesture flowing into the next. His opponent, a tall girl from the eastern provinces named Jana, never stood a chance. The fight lasted exactly forty-three seconds.

"Match! Lightbringer. 18/20. Kars. 16/20. Good match." Crowley's announcement was unnecessary. Everyone had known the outcome before it began.

Adom watched Damus bow to his defeated opponent, every movement precise, controlled - the hallmark of a true combat mage in training. The memory of their own fight rose unbidden. He'd won that day, yes, but it was pure luck, really - the surprise of the "Shrimp" fighting like a back-alley knife fighter.

The 'Art of Street Fighting' had given him an edge that day, but only because Damus hadn't expected it. Next time...

He could feel the stares boring into his back, hear the whispers.

"How did that guy even beat Damus?""Must've been a fluke."
"Maybe Lightbringer was sick that day?"
"No way he'd lose to someone half his size otherwise."

Adom resisted the urge to roll his eyes. First off, Damus was not that taller than him.

And second, yes, because height was clearly the determining factor in magical combat. These people would probably fall for the same tricks Damus had, but that wasn't the point.

Adom's fingers drummed against his notebook where he kept track of the Fluid movement exercises.

His current approach - using surprise and cunning to overcome superior skill - had worked so far. But sooner or later, he'd face someone who wouldn't give him the luxury of being underestimated. Someone who'd come at him with full force from the start.

The club's schedule flashed through his mind. If he doubled his boxing practice, added extra Fluid control exercises between classes...


*****

Later that day, after classes...

"You never did tell me how you lost your glasses during hunting," Sam said as they walked down the cobblestone streets of Arkhos. Market stalls lined both sides, their colorful awnings fluttering in the early autumn breeze. "How does someone even struggle with a deer that badly?"

"Bold of you to assume it was a deer," Adom said, stepping around a puddle that reflected the city's floating towers. "I tripped over a root and fell into a thorny bush. Not my finest moment."

Sam's skeptical look suggested he wasn't buying it, but he didn't press further.

The fact that Adom had actually spent hours in a magical labyrinth with a grumpy leprechaun doing a series of tests- and somehow emerged stronger rather than irreparably traumatized - was probably best left unmentioned. He still wasn't entirely sure how Orynth's magic had managed that particular feat of mental gymnastics.

"The optician's shop should be around this corner," Adom said, pausing at a vendor selling roasted chestnuts. The warm, sweet smell made his stomach growl. "Unless they've moved since the last time I was here."

Which was about six decades ago.

They turned onto Silver Street, where enchanted lanterns were already starting to glow despite the early hour, their light catching on the various magical implements displayed in shop windows. The optician's sign - a pair of golden spectacles that actually blinked at passersby - creaked gently in the wind.

"At least we won't have to go all the way to the upper district," Sam said, eyeing the floating towers above them. "I hate those sky bridges."

"Not fond of heights?"

"Not fond of bridges that sway in the wind while floating hundreds of feet in the air, no."

The shop bell tinkled as they stepped inside, it smelled like polish and old wood.

A plump woman with silver-streaked hair looked up from where she was adjusting a pair of floating spectacles with a crystal wand. Her own glasses shifted through different colors as she spoke.

"Welcome to Clarity & Craft! I'm Madame Iris- oh my, those are quite the prescription frames you're missing, young man."

Adom blinked. "You can tell?"

"Thirty years of matching eyes to lenses, dear. Your squint has a squint." She gestured at the displays around them. "Now, we have everything from Basic Clarity to our premium Eagle's Vision line. Those let you spot a copper coin from two districts away - though I wouldn't recommend them unless you fancy constant headaches."

Sam wandered over to a pair that kept splitting into multiple frames and merging back together. "What about these?"

"Ah, the Diplomat's Choice! Shows you what people looked like five minutes ago. Wonderful for catching liars, terrible for avoiding motion sickness."

"Just prescription lenses, please," Adom said hastily. "For reading and distance."

"Sensible choice." Madame Iris pulled out a small golden disk etched with concentric rings of runes. "Hold still, dear. This will map your sight-pattern."

The disk hummed softly, runes lighting up as she held it before his eyes. "Interesting... your magical signature is quite unique. Almost like-" She paused, then smiled. "Well, never mind that. Now, frames?"

They went through several options - self-cleaning, unbreakable, ones that adjusted their tint based on lighting. Adom settled on a simple pair with thin silver frames.

"Good choice. Now, the attunement..."

She placed the frames on a velvet cushion and began tracing patterns with her wand. The runes from the disk transferred to the lenses, shrinking until they were nearly invisible, mere whispers of light catching the glass.

"The runes will sync with your sight," she explained, "adjusting constantly as you wear them. Try them on."

Adom put them on. The world snapped into focus.

"They're great. But..." He reached into his pocket and pulled out the monocle - Riddler's Bane. "Would there be any way to integrate this into the new glasses?"

Madame Iris took the monocle carefully, her own color-shifting glasses flickering rapidly as she examined it. Her eyes widened slightly. "This is... my word, this is quite the artifact you have here, young man," she said in a lower voice, glancing at Sam who was thoroughly distracted by a display of smoke-lens spectacles.

"Can it be done?"

"Done? I could do it right now." Her eyes sparkled with professional excitement. "Give me a few minutes in my workshop."

They heard various sounds from the back room - gentle chiming, a few whispered chants for some reason, what might have been crystal being carefully worked. When she emerged, she held a pair of glasses that looked almost identical to the simple silver frames Adom had chosen, but with an almost imperceptible sheen to the right lens.

"I've layered your prescription over the artifact's lens, and changed its form to better adapt to the pair," she explained quietly, "maintaining its original properties while adding the clarity you need. The enchantment shouldn't be affected at all - in fact, the prescription layer might even help focus its effects more precisely. Quite remarkable craftsmanship in this piece, by the way. Haven't seen work like this in decades..."





"Perfect," Adom said, then frowned. "Though for combat training..."

"Say no more." Madame Iris produced a thin enchanted cord. "Dwarvish style metalweave. Flexible but unbreakable. Might save your nose in a fight. And they are thin enough to be almost invisible."

As she attached the cord, she added with a wink, "Oh, and I've thrown in a little extra protection charm - no charge. Impact resistance and stabilization enchantment. Even if you take a hit to the face or they get jostled about, they'll stay put and keep working. Can't have a young mage losing his sight in the middle of a scrap, can we?"

"That's incredibly generous, thank you," Adom said, genuinely surprised by the unexpected kindness. "I really appreciate it."

"Think nothing of it, dear. Just promise me you'll be careful out there."

Sam peered at a pair of specs that seemed to be made of living smoke.

"Don't even think about it," Adom told him. "Those probably show you your own future or something equally headache-inducing."









"Ghost Glimpse model," Madame Iris confirmed cheerfully. "Very popular with spirit mediums and temple diviners. Quite the marvel for ceremonial work - though I always advise customers to use them sparingly. The ethereal plane can be... overwhelming for beginners." She adjusted her own color-shifting glasses with pride. "We do have a modified version that's gentler on the senses, if you're interested in divination work."

Sam's eyes lit up for a moment before Adom shook his head. "Maybe another time. We should head back before afternoon classes."

"Of course, of course," Madame Iris said, wrapping up their purchase. "But do come back if you're curious about our specialized collections. A young mage never knows when alternative perspectives might come in handy."

They walked back through the market, Adom occasionally tilting his head just to marvel at how crisp everything looked. It had only been a few days without his glasses, but he'd somehow forgotten just how clear the world could be. The floating towers weren't just vague shapes anymore, and he could actually read the market signs without squinting himself a headache.

With a subtle thought, he activated the artifact's power in his right lens - the world shifted, mana particles dancing through the air like dust in sunlight. Another thought, and they vanished, leaving just the crystal-clear normal vision. Perfect. The integration was seamless.

"We're getting those chestnuts," he declared, already veering toward the vendor they'd passed earlier. Now he could properly see the steam rising from the roasting pan, the way the shells had split to reveal the golden-brown nuts inside. "I can actually see how perfectly roasted they are now."

Sam laughed. "Is this going to be a thing? You rediscovering everything with working eyes?"

"Absolutely." Adom bought a paper cone full of hot chestnuts, sharing them as they walked. The warmth seeped through his gloves, and the sweet, nutty taste was exactly as good as the smell had promised.

The rest of the day unfolded normally - afternoon classes, training with the club, the usual chaos of academy life - except now Adom could actually see what he was doing. The round silver frames settled on his nose like they'd always belonged there, and if anyone noticed the nearly invisible cord keeping them secure, they didn't mention it.

But as the last class wrapped up, Adom wasn't ready to call it a day.

"Hey," he caught Sam's sleeve as they left the lecture hall. "Come to the pitch with me?"

Sam clutched his books closer, eyeing the darkening sky like it might bite. "Now? It's cold out there. And dinner-"

"Won't take long. Besides," Adom grinned, "you can't hide in the library forever."

"I don't hide," Sam muttered, but fell into step beside him anyway. "I strategically avoid situations where people might set me on fire."

"That's why we're going now. No one around to see you practice."

"Oh, wonderful. So when I freeze to death, no one will find my body until spring." Sam hugged himself tighter. "You know, my father says everyone in this school is basically a walking disaster waiting to happen. One bad day, one slip in control..." He gestured vaguely. "Boom."

"That rarely happens."

"But it happens. Remember last year? When that fifth-year lost control during exam week? Three people in the infirmary." Sam's voice dropped. "As my father says, better safe than sorry when everyone around you can accidentally kill you with a sneeze."

Adom stayed quiet for a moment. He couldn't exactly argue with that.

He'd seen enough training accidents to know how quickly things could go wrong.

He glanced at his friend, understanding the weight behind those words.

Sam came from a long line of merchants - generations of non-mages who'd never had to worry about accidentally setting things on fire or freezing them solid. Then Sam had awakened at eight, the stone turning silver for him when the seekers came.

The first mage in his family's history.

No one had been prepared for what that meant, least of all Sam himself. That devastating loss of control, his sister being injured and his mother still lying comatose in a healing ward three regions away... The monthly letters Sam wrote, knowing she might never read them.

Like all awakened mages, he'd had no choice but to learn control - it was imperial law, and simple necessity.

No wonder his father's protective instincts had transformed into constant cautioning against the dangers of magic. Better safe than sorry had become the family motto, even as they supported Sam's education from afar. After all, what merchant father knew how to raise a mage child safely?

Sam wasn't a coward - cowards didn't spend extra hours in the library learning theory, didn't push themselves to understand every aspect of magic they could. Cowards didn't keep trying, keep studying, keep pushing forward despite their fears.

That same caution that kept Sam safe, though, was also holding him back from reaching his full potential.

"That's why we're doing this," Adom finally said, gentler than usual. "So next time someone loses control, you'll be ready."

The krozball pitch stretched out before them, vast and empty in the deepening dusk. The black cat padded after them, settling on the sidelines like a tiny spectator.

"Seriously though, what are we doing out here?" Sam rubbed his arms. "In case you hadn't noticed, it's cold as a frost giant's-"

"Learning," Adom said, feeling his Fluid stir, warming him from within. "Remember what you said about eastern focusing techniques? Time to put theory into practice."

He planted his feet shoulder-width apart and drew in a deep breath. The cold air filled his lungs, sharp and crisp. As he exhaled, a thin wisp of vapor curled upward. Another breath in, slower this time, deeper.

The Fluid responded, thrumming beneath his skin like a second heartbeat.

Sam shifted uncomfortably. "Is this the part where you reveal you've secretly been a breathing expert all along?" When Adom didn't respond, he turned to their feline observer. "Any idea what he's doing?"

"Meow."

"Thanks. Very helpful."

With each measured breath, more vapor spiraled around Adom.

The autumn chill bit deeper than it should, especially this early in the season. Something in his chest tightened - not from the cold, but from memory. The year 847 had ended just like this, hadn't it? The same unseasonable chill that everyone had laughed off as a quirk of weather. No one had thought to question it until years later, when that Necromancer rose from the northern wastes.

But Adom was too weak to do anything about that now. Too far away. And who would believe him anyway, based on nothing but unusual weather? No, he just had to focus on the task at hand.

One final exhale and...

The warmth that had been building beneath Adom's skin suddenly erupted, rushing through every vessel and pathway in his body. Blue Fluid burst from within, wreathing him in light that rippled like water yet moved like flame.

His breath caught – not from effort, but from the sheer euphoria flooding his system. Every nerve sang, every sense sharpened. The autumn chill that had been biting at him moments ago became nothing more than a gentle caress.

Power. Pure, intoxicating power thrummed through him, settling into his bones like it had always belonged there.

"FLUID?!" Sam stumbled backward, the blue light reflecting off his glasses. "You manifested actual Fluid?! How did– when did you–"

Adom couldn't help the smile that spread across his face. It wasn't the first time, but the rush of manifesting Fluid never got old – that perfect moment when everything clicked into place and the world became sharper, brighter, more real somehow.

His body felt lighter yet stronger, as if gravity itself had loosened its hold.

"This," he said, "is what we're going to learn."

Adom rolled his shoulders. His joints cracked satisfyingly as he stretched, the sound crisp in his heightened awareness. He bounced on his toes, luxuriating in how responsive his body felt.

"So what emotion did it for you?" Sam asked, watching him warm up. "Everyone says it's different. Anger, joy, desperation..."

"Spite."

Sam fell quiet for a moment. Then: "You know what? That's totally like you."

Adom paused mid-stretch. "You think I've always been like that?"

"There were signs." Sam adjusted his glasses, speaking in that matter-of-fact way of his. "Like when Instructor Brown from our first year said you'd never master basic shielding, and you spent three weeks perfecting it just to demonstrate it in front of the whole class. Or that time when Drew said memorizing runic sequences was pointless, so you learned the entire Third Codex by heart just to correct him every time he misquoted it. Oh, and remember when Helena said your handwriting was atrocious? You spent two months practicing calligraphy until yours was better than hers."

Adom blinked. He didn't remember any of those moments from his actual childhood – his first childhood. These were memories from this life, this version of him. But hearing them laid out like that...

"You just..." Sam waved a hand vaguely, "get this look in your eyes sometimes. Like someone told you 'no' and you decided that was personally offensive."

Adom let out a laugh that was maybe a touch too self-conscious, suddenly aware of how that look Sam described might be playing across his face right now.

"Well, since you're such an expert on my personality..." He rolled his wrists. "Want to help me figure this out? All those eastern scrolls you've been hoarding in your room, all those theories about Fluid manipulation – we could test them." The Fluid flickered slightly, betraying his still-tenuous control. "I mean, I can barely keep it stable, but..."

Sam's eyes lit up behind his glasses. He was already reaching for the notebook that seemed permanently attached to his robes. "Wait, you mean – all those treatises about emotional resonance and energy pathways? The meridian theory from the Jade Scrolls?"

"Exactly." Adom grinned. "And maybe watching might help you find your own trigger. You've got the theory down better than anyone – probably better than most of the instructors."

"I've been studying the way Fluid manifest differently in each person," Sam was already scribbling. "The scrolls say it's like a fingerprint – unique to each individual.Let's start by the basics, Breathing.?"

The black cat, which had been dozing, suddenly perked up its ears, golden eyes fixing on the blue light dancing around Adom.

"Oh, getting interested, are we?" Adom smiled at their feline observer. "Just watch – we're about to put on quite a show."

"I found my breath pattern, by the way. I can meditate." Adom said casually, still stretching.

Sam nearly dropped his notebook. "What? Already? It takes years to find yours among hundreds of thousands of possibilities! Even masters spend decades helping people find their individual patterns. How did you–"

"Accident, really." Adom shrugged, turning to face the practice pitch. His Fluid rippled with each controlled breath. "The spite got it started, but emotion alone isn't enough to maintain it. You know what they say – Fluid can only be optimized in a strong body. I need to work on control, on the physical aspect."

Sam was practically vibrating with excitement now, pushing his glasses up his nose repeatedly. "This is incredible! We could document your progress, map your pattern, study how it develops with– wait." He pulled out a fresh page. "What are we going to try first?"

"Well," Adom rolled his shoulders one last time, then turned to Sam with a slight smile. "You're going to shoot me."

"...what?"

"Shoot me. With fireball spells. Or wind arrows. Anything. Your choice."

"Have you lost your mind?"

"No? I am completely sane."

"Adom..." Sam pinched the bridge of his nose under his glasses. "There are dozens of safer ways to test Fluid control. We could start with basic resistance exercises, or energy circulation paths, or–"

"Boring."

"–or measure your Fluid's response to controlled stimuli–"

"Still boring."

"–or document its natural flow patterns–"

"Sam." Adom's Fluid pulsed slightly with his impatience. "I need real pressure. Real stakes. How am I supposed to learn control if I'm just standing there doing breathing exercises?"

"By not dying?" Sam threw his hands up. "Look, even if – and that's a big if – I agreed to this madness, my accuracy with offensive spells is terrible. I could actually hurt you."

"Perfect! That makes it even more motivating."

Sam stared at his friend for a long moment. "You know, when I imagined helping with your training, I was thinking more along the lines of taking notes and offering theoretical insights. Not... attempted murder."

"It's not murder if I ask for it," Adom said cheerfully. "Come on, what's the worst that could happen?"

"Do you want that list alphabetically or by severity of bodily harm?"

"Look, it's not just about testing limits. Fluid enhances reflexes, right? But I need to learn how to gauge that enhancement, how to control it under pressure. I can't do that with theoretical exercises." Adom's Fluid swirled more steadily now, matching his more serious tone. "Right now, I either can't access it at all, or it comes out too strong. I need to find the middle ground, and for that..."

"...you need dynamic stimulus," Sam finished reluctantly, his academic side starting to see the logic. "And the threat response would create more realistic conditions for control practice."

"Exactly. Besides, if I'm going to lose control, better do it here with you than in the middle of a battle."

"You're going to be in battles?"

"Don't mind that." Adom waved his hand dismissively, and before Sam could press further, he continued, "You know enough theory to spot if something's going wrong, and you're too cautious to actually hit me with anything dangerous."

Sam adjusted his glasses, clearly wavering. "The principle is sound, but... You do realize you're asking me to break about fifteen different academy safety protocols?"

"Seventeen, actually. I counted." Adom grinned. "Think of it as a practical research opportunity."

"Hmm."

"So, are you in or are we doing this the boring way?" Adom asked, already settling into a ready stance.

Sam sighed heavily, Taking off his robe despite the cold. "I can't believe I'm agreeing to this. If anyone asks, I was coerced."

"That's the spirit!"

"And we're starting with the weakest possible spells."

"Fine, fine."

"And if I see anything – anything – looking unstable, we stop immediately."

"Yes, Professor."

"And–"

"Sam," Adom interrupted, his Fluid beginning to stir more actively. "Stop stalling and shoot me."

"Okay, I'm weaving the spell now," Sam announced, raising his hand with exaggerated slowness.

Adom rolled his eyes. "You know, the point of combat training is that I'm not supposed to know exactly when you're going to– OW!"

[-1 Life Force]

A small burst of wind caught him in the shoulder, making him stumble back a step. Sam's mouth twitched. "You were saying?"

"That," Adom said, rubbing his shoulder, "was actually pretty good."

"Theory isn't everything." Sam readied another spell, looking slightly more confident. "Ready?"

This time, Adom didn't answer, but his Fluid began to move with more purpose.

            

    
        Chapter 26. Curse

    
    
    
    
                "Huff... Huff.. Hufff..."

"This is completely insane," Sam announced, for what felt like the hundredth time that evening.

[Indomitable Will Active]

"On- huff.. one more time..." Adom wheezed, straightening up with determination that his wobbling knees somewhat undermined.

This was attempt number twenty-one. Sam had missed twice - though Adom suspected at least one of those "misses" had been intentional. The other nineteen hits had left various parts of his body stinging, his pride somewhat bruised, and his earlier confidence about this brilliant training idea significantly dented.

Who knew the academy's most cautious student could aim so well when properly motivated by academic curiosity?

Despite the bruises forming under his robes, Adom couldn't help but smile. Because there had been progress. Real, measurable progress.

[Fluid Control has reached Level 2!][White Wyrm Body has reached Level 3!]
[ [Boxing Mastery (Dodging)] is getting better][ [Agility] is getting better]
[ [Iron Lungs] is getting better]
[Physical enhancement moderately strengthened]

The difference was subtle but unmistakable. His Fluid moved more smoothly now, less like choppy waves and more like flowing water. The world around him seemed to come into sharper focus - he could track the slight movements of Sam's fingers as he prepared his next spell, catch the whisper of wind before it manifested into an attack.

His body responded faster too. Not by much, but enough that he'd managed to partially deflect the last three hits instead of taking them full force. The Fluid wrapped around him more naturally, like a second skin rather than an ill-fitting coat.

It had taken twenty-one attempts, multiple bruises, and what felt like enough wind spells to power a small windmill, but he'd done it. Level 2.

...Level 2.

Adom's smile turned slightly manic as he straightened up. Because here was the thing about Level 2 - it meant Level 3 existed. And if Level 3 existed...

Sam apparently recognized that look. He'd seen it too many times not to. "No," he said firmly, already knowing it was futile. "Whatever you're thinking, no. You can barely stand."

But Adom was already settling back into his stance.

After all, what kind of person would he be if he stopped at Level 2 when Level 3 was just waiting to be reached?

"Just a few more tries," he said, ignoring how his muscles protested the movement. "I think I'm getting the hang of it."

The black cat, still watching from the sidelines, let out what sounded suspiciously like a sigh.

Adom breathed in deeply, then out.

"Are you r-"

The world didn't exactly slow down. That would have been too simple, too convenient. Instead, everything became... clearer. More defined. Like switching from a clouded lens to a crystal-clear one.

It had started around the eleventh attempt, when desperation and bruises had finally forced him to stop trying to just react faster and actually think.

He'd noticed something then - a pattern so subtle he'd almost missed it. The way Sam's weight shifted slightly to his left when preparing a low shot. The barely perceptible tension in his right shoulder before a high one. The slight difference in how he moved his fingers for a straight shot versus a curved one.

Since then, every attempt had been less about dodging and more about observation. Learning. Understanding.

His Fluid responded differently now too.

Instead of trying to make it circulate faster in his body, he let it flow naturally, using it to enhance his already-improving perception. Each trial added another piece to the puzzle - the timing between Sam's inhale and the spell's release, the correlation between wind pressure and attack angle, the almost rhythmic nature of spell combinations.

It wasn't perfect. Far from it. But where before he'd been frantically reacting to each attack, now he was starting to... anticipate. His body, battered but adapting, was slowly learning to move before his conscious mind caught up. Muscle memory building up through painful repetition.

[Pattern Recognition is forming...]

The notification flickered at the edge of his vision, but Adom kept his focus. He could feel it - that space between conscious thought and instinct where everything just... flowed. What he'd started calling 'the zone' in his head, for lack of a better term.

Sam's fingers twitched in a now-familiar pattern. High shot, coming from the right. Adom's body was already moving, Fluid shifting to reinforce his dodge before the spell had fully formed.

It wasn't mastery. Not even close. But it was the beginning of understanding, and sometimes that was even more valuable.

One...

In that crystalline clarity of focus, Adom could see it. The telltale distortion in the air, like heat waves rising from hot pavement, except... purposeful. Directed. The wind arrow took shape, and for a brief, beautiful moment, he could almost trace its path in his mind - the way it would curve upward, heading straight for his chest.

Two...

His muscles tensed, Fluid already flowing to support his planned movement.

Three...

Time seemed to stretch like honey as a small smile tugged at his lips. This time. This time he had it. He could see it, feel it, knew exactly where it would go at fou-

"OUCH!"

The sharp sting in his right thigh broke through his focus like a rock through glass. He hopped awkwardly on his left leg, pride stinging almost as much as his thigh.

The arrow had dropped. It had dropped, and he hadn't seen it coming at all.

Sam, the traitor, was trying very hard not to look amused. "You know, when you said 'one more time' twenty minutes ago, I don't think either of us thought you meant twenty more times."

Adom rubbed his thigh, mind already analyzing what had gone wrong. He'd been so sure about that trajectory... Maybe if he paid more attention to the way the air currents moved instead of just the initial formation? Or was there something in Sam's stance he'd missed?

He opened his mouth to say "again," but then stopped, the word dying in his throat. His mind finally wrestled control back from his stubborn determination. His legs were shaking, his energy reserves were running dangerously low, and he could already feel tomorrow's bruises forming. Being bold was one thing. Being reckless was another.

"Same time tomorrow?" he asked instead, straightening up with what dignity he could muster while still favoring his right leg.

Sam looked at him for a long moment, then chuckled and shook his head. "You know, normal people would take at least a few days to recover after getting hit nineteen times with wind arrows."

"Good thing I'm not normal people then," Adom replied with a tired grin. "I'm a manly man. The manliest of men, in fact." He attempted to flex, which resulted in a poorly concealed grimace. "Don't you agree, kitty cat?"

The black cat's ears flattened, accompanied by a low warning growl.

"...Is that its name now?" Sam asked, eyebrows raised.

"No, that's just one of the names it hasn't hissed at yet," Adom said, still nursing his pride along with his various bruises. "Besides, I had to test it. For science. Like a proper manly man would."

The cat's tail twitched in what looked suspiciously like disdain.

Besides, Adom had several theories about that dropped arrow that needed testing.

*****

They gathered their things, Sam wincing as he rolled his shoulders. "I need a long shower after this."

"You need a shower? All you did was stand there and torture me."

"Shows what you know about spellcasting." Sam massaged his temples. "My mana pool is practically empty. Wind arrows might be basic, but maintaining precision for that many casts..." He gave Adom a pointed look. "Which, may I remind you, was entirely your idea."

"Fair," Adom conceded with a laugh. "Though I notice, around the 5th time, you didn't seem to mind using me for target practice anymore."

"Academic curiosity," Sam said primly, then broke into a smile. "Come on, let's grab some snacks from the dining hall. I've got that new strategy board game from a toy store - the new one with the knights and mages roles?"

"Meow," the black cat interjected, tail swishing deliberately.

Adom paused, his expression shifting to that familiar contemplative look. "Actually... I think I'll head to the library first."

"Now?" Sam raised an eyebrow. "It's getting late."

"Says the one who practically lives there," Adom countered. "I actually sleep, you know. You're the one who's managed to make Miss Grimclaw tolerate you through sheer persistence."

"Oh please, she tolerates us both," Sam snorted. "Though lately you've been spending more time getting beaten up than reading. Sorry - 'training in battle magic.'" His air quotes were practically audible.

"At least I'm not the one she caught drooling on a book at three in the morning."

"That happened once! And I wasn't drooling, I was... contemplating deeply."

"With your eyes closed? And snoring?"

Sam waved his hand dismissively. "Just go do your research, man. Some of us have a date with hot water and muscle salve."

They parted ways at the courtyard intersection, trading good-natured barbs until they were out of earshot.

Adom watched Sam's retreating form until he disappeared around the corner of the dormitory wing. A familiar weight settled in his stomach - guilt. He wasn't actually heading to the library, and lying to Sam, even by omission, felt wrong.

But what choice did he have? Sam would either think he'd lost his mind or, worse, try to help by telling a professor. No, some secrets were better kept, at least for now.

The black cat headbutted his leg with an impatient "Mrrrow!"

"Yeah, yeah, I'm moving," Adom said, turning away from the library path and heading toward the eastern exit. The cat trotted alongside him, tail high in the air.

"Meow! Mew mew!" The cat's complaints echoed off the stone walls.

"Look, I told you - I'm not exactly an expert in curses. The theory, sure, but actually breaking them?" He spread his hands. "That's advanced magic."

"Mrrrrrrrrrrow!" The cat somehow managed to sound both skeptical and annoyed.

"Oh, if you're asking about a solution?" Adom grinned down at his companion. "I might have one in mind. Though we'll have to see if-"

"Meow?"

"Patience. We're almost there."

They reached the massive eastern doors of Xerkes. The guards wouldn't make their rounds until late at night - their job was more about keeping students from doing anything foolish than keeping outsiders away. The enchantments handled that part well enough, allowing exits but preventing unauthorized entry. Adom reached for the handle-

"STUDENT ADOM SYLLA!"

He spun around. A glossy black raven circled overhead, a piece of paper clutched in its claws. As the bird released its cargo, the cat crouched, muscles tensing.

"Cat. Don't you dare," Adom warned. "That's an employee of the school."

The raven perched on a nearby gargoyle, looking down at the cat with what could only be described as disdain. Then, to Adom's amazement, it actually scoffed - a short, harsh sound that was definitely not part of normal raven vocabulary - before spreading its wings and taking off.

Adom's chuckle at the raven's attitude died in his throat as he unfolded the paper, reading Eren's familiar scrawl:

Cisco wants to see you at the coffee spot in 2 days at 1pm. Says there's something to talk about. I sent a raven, but it came back and said it didn't find you in the main yard, so I left this letter. Hope that's okay. 

- Eren

His heart dropped.

What happened? Was it about his order? The timeline flashed through his mind - one month and twelve days until the first symptoms.

His fingers tightened on the paper, crinkling it. Not enough time. Never enough time. Had something gone wrong with the ingredients? Maybe they couldn't get what he needed. Or worse, what if it was stolen? His breath quickened. Or was it about their operation? The one they'd discussed over steaming cups of coffee?

Please let it be about the operation, he thought, his mind spinning faster and faster. At least that he could handle. That wouldn't mean-

"Meow."

Sharp claws pricked through his pants leg, yanking him back to the present. The cat stared up at him, tail twitching.

Adom blinked, becoming aware of how tightly he was gripping the paper, of how his shoulders had tensed up to his ears. He forced his fingers to relax, stuffing the crumpled note into his pocket.

"Let's go," he said, pushing the heavy door open. No point torturing himself with maybes. Better to just find out.

The early night air hit his face as they stepped out into the city.

*****

The streets of Arkhos wound past like a familiar dream. Through the Weird Stuff Store's window, Adom caught a glimpse of her arranging crystals on a shelf, Mr. Biggins nowhere in sight. Emma was still there, she looked up, but he was already past, moving deeper into the city where the streets grew wider and the buildings shorter.

The strider station buzzed with its usual evening activity - drivers calling out destinations, passengers haggling over fares. A young man with bright red hair leaned against his cart, feeding his strider an apple.

"Beach district?" Adom asked.

The driver grinned, tossing the apple core aside. "Hop in."

The cart's wooden seats creaked as Adom settled in, the cat curling up beside him. They rolled forward with a gentle lurch, the strider's paws clopping against cobblestones.

Above, the full moon hung like a silver coin in the darkening sky. The autumn wind carried the scent of smoke from chimney fires, and Adom pulled his cloak tighter.

The steady rhythm of the strider's gait and the cart's swaying motion made his eyelids heavy. His muscles ached from the training session, and Cisco's message gnawed at the edges of his mind, but the exhaustion won out. He slumped against the cart's side, his breathing growing deeper...

"Mrrrow!"

Adom jerked awake to find the cat's paw batting his nose. The cart had stopped moving.

"We're here," the driver called over his shoulder. "Beach district, as requested."

"Thanks." Adom stretched, working out the kinks in his neck. "Any chance you could wait here for a bit? I'll need a ride back."

The driver patted his strider's flank. "Can spare an hour. That work?"

"Perfect." Adom hopped down, his boots sinking slightly in the sand. "That should be enough."











The cat jumped down and padded beside him in the sand. Waves crashed to their right, and the city's lanterns glowed behind them.













Adom walked along the shore, his steps slowing.

 

The last time he'd been on a beach, he'd died.

 

God. That moment felt like a lifetime ago now. And, for some reason, he could no longer remember her face. Death. All he could remember was that she'd been as beautiful as the moon.

 


He'd spent hours hunched over his desk one night, pencil scratching paper, trying to capture her features. Nothing came out right. Just fragments: eyes that held eternity, a smile that made him forget to be afraid.

Would she look the same when they met again? Because they would meet again - that was certain as sunrise. He just hoped next time it wouldn't be because he'd failed.

Adom stopped, bending down to unlace his boots. The sand was cold between his toes, and he wiggled them deeper, enjoying the sensation. Salt air filled his lungs as he breathed in deep. Something about beaches at night always calmed him - the steady rhythm of waves, the vast darkness of the ocean ahead.












A scuttling movement caught his eye. The cat pounced, batting at a small crab that had ventured too far from the water. The crab waved its claws in protest before disappearing into the cat's mouth with a crunch.

"You know," Adom said, watching the cat lick its paws clean, "I've been searching everywhere for someone who can break your curse." He kicked at a piece of driftwood. "The Veyshari are probably getting ready to leave Arkhos soon - they always do when it gets cold. Better visit them now while we can."

"Meow?" The cat looked up, bits of shell still stuck to its whiskers.

Adom chuckled. "You'll see. Come on, their camp should be just past those rocks."

A gust of wind whipped his cloak around his legs. Above them, clouds drifted past the moon, casting shifting shadows on the sand.

The Veyshari. Every city had stories about them - whispered rumors of demon blood and dark pacts. But that's all they were: stories.

The truth was simpler. They were nomads who followed the warm seasons, setting up their colorful camps on the outskirts of cities, trading goods and offering services that locals either couldn't or wouldn't provide.

Curses were their specialty. While temple priests and local mages would demand explanations and permissions, the Veyshari just asked how much you could pay. They didn't care if you wanted to curse someone or break a curse - gold was gold.

Adom glanced down at the cat padding beside him. In his months of research about curses, he'd barely scratched the surface. Books only told you so much, and most "experts" were frauds looking to empty your pockets. But the Veyshari? They had generations of real knowledge, passed down through families. If anyone could figure out what - or who - this cat really was, it would be them.

The first hint of their presence was a faint drumbeat carried on the wind - so distant Adom almost thought he'd imagined it. But as they walked, it grew clearer: the steady thump of hands on leather, joined by the higher notes of pipes. Soon he could make out voices too, singing in a language he didn't understand.

Around the bend, the beach widened.

The music was louder now, mixing with laughter and the crack of burning wood. Then he saw them: dozens of colorful tents and wagons arranged in a half-circle, a massive bonfire at their center. People danced, their feet kicking up sand as they spun. Others sat in groups, passing around bottles and plates of food, their faces glowing in the firelight.

"We're here," Adom said to the cat. But before he could take another step-

"Dikhen! Ek streyino!" A child's voice cut through the music. "Hai les yekh mačka!"

The drums stuttered and fell silent. The pipes squeaked to a stop. The dancers froze mid-step, and every head turned toward them.

Adom fought the urge to step back. "Just... act normal," he whispered to the cat, immediately feeling foolish. The cat responded by sitting down and starting to groom itself.

The silence stretched. Someone coughed. A baby's cry rang out from one of the tents, quickly hushed.

"Right," Adom muttered. "This isn't awkward at all."

He took a hesitant step forward, forcing what he hoped was a friendly smile. "Hello? Good evening?" His voice cracked slightly.

An old man near the fire spat into the flames.

Adom froze.

Was that bad? Was he supposed to leave? He'd read about tribal customs, but nothing about fire-spitting.

"I'm, uh..." He glanced from face to face, finally settling on staring at the fire instead. Easier to speak that way. "My name is Adom. Adom Sylla. And this is..." He gestured downward. "...Cat."

The cat chose that moment to let out a loud "Mrrrow!"

"Mačka!" a little girl squealed with delight.

"Oh! Yes, uh... ma...chka?" Adom attempted, mangling the word thoroughly.

A deep laugh rumbled from the crowd, and the circle of people parted. A man stepped forward - no, stepped wasn't the right word. He seemed to fill the space as he moved, massive and barrel-chested, with wild white hair that cascaded past his shoulders. His beard was even more impressive, gleaming in the firelight like spun silver, matched by bushy eyebrows that seemed to have a life of their own.

"Welcome, welcome!" His voice was like distant thunder, his words carrying an exotic lilt. "I am Mirko, and these peoples, they are my peoples." He spread his arms wide, encompassing the entire camp. "What brings boy and his mačka to our fires, hm?"

Adom glanced uncertainly at the crowd still watching him. Mirko must have noticed his hesitation because he waved a hand dismissively. "Speak free, young one. We are all family here."

"Well..." Adom swallowed. "I think... I think this cat is cursed. And I was hoping you might be able to help me... uncurse it?"

Mirko glanced over his shoulder at someone in the crowd, then turned back to Adom. "And what makes you tink dis cat is having curse, hm?"

"Kitty Cat, if you would?" Adom said softly.

The cat stretched lazily, then let out a growl that seemed to come from somewhere far deeper than its small body should allow. People backed away as the growl grew louder, more primal.

The cat's form began to shift and stretch, its shadow on the sand morphing into something much larger. Muscles rippled beneath expanding fur, midnight black in the firelight. Within moments, a massive puma stood where the housecat had been, its deep blue eyes reflecting the flames.

A collective gasp rose from the crowd. Someone whispered a prayer. A child started crying.

"What do you think?" Adom asked.

Mirko turned again, this time to a young woman who stood slightly apart from the others. Copper-red hair fell in wild waves past her shoulders, adorned with small bells and colored beads that chimed softly as she moved. Intricate runic tattoos spiraled up her arms, disappearing beneath the flowing sleeves of her embroidered dress. Her face bore ceremonial paint - three white dots beneath each eye, and a crescent moon on her forehead.

She stepped forward, bare feet silent in the sand, and circled the puma. Her hands moved in subtle gestures as she walked, and her lips formed silent words. The puma watched her, turning its massive head to follow her movement. Finally, she returned to Mirko's side and whispered in his ear.

"Our sorceress, she is saying cat has powerful curse indeed," Mirko announced, nodding gravely.

"Oh," Adom said, shoulders sagging with relief. "Well... that's good to know. I mean, not good, but... I wasn't imagining things."

"You want us to lift curse?" Mirko asked, spreading his massive hands.

"If you could, that would be nice, yeah."

"Hmm-" Mirko began, but the sorceress grabbed his sleeve.

"Kak," she said urgently, "Me mangav te dav tut duma."

"Ah," Mirko turned back to Adom. "Must speak with sorceress first. But come! Join camp!"

"Uhh..." Adom glanced at the puma, which was now sitting placidly in the sand.

Before he could protest, hands grabbed him from all sides. Laughing voices pulled him forward as children darted around his legs.

"XABEN!" Mirko's voice boomed over the crowd. "TE KERAS PATIV AMARE GOSTOSKE!"

The camp erupted in cheers. The drums picked up again, faster now, joined by pipes and tambourines. Someone started singing in that mysterious language.

Mirko winked at Adom. "Make self comfortable with cat. We return soon."

"Wait-" Adom started, but a clay bowl was thrust into his hands. Steam rose from its contents.

The old man who'd spat in the fire appeared at his elbow. "Thud," he said, nodding at the bowl. "Good for cold night. Drink, drink!"

"Thank you," Adom said. He looked around and spotted the puma already lapping from its own bowl, surrounded by children who were cautiously patting its head.

He raised the bowl to his lips. The warm liquid was rich and creamy, sweet but not cloying. There was cinnamon, he thought, and maybe honey, and something else he couldn't quite place. It coated his tongue like melted silk. Before he knew it, he was tilting the bowl back, drinking deeply until it was empty.

He lowered the bowl to find expectant faces watching him. "Eh? Eh?" they asked, gesturing at the empty vessel.

"It's very good," he said, giving an awkward thumbs up.

"BAXTALO!" they shouted in unison, and several people reached out to pat his shoulders and back. The music swelled, and the dancers spun faster, their skirts swirling like autumn leaves in the firelight.

The dancers whirled around him, a kaleidoscope of colors and movement. An older woman with silver braids grabbed his hand. "Dance! Dance!"

"Oh, no, I can't-" But another grandma had already seized his other hand, pulling him into the circle.

"Like this!" Silver-braids demonstrated a simple step-kick-step. Adom tried to copy her, his feet stumbling over themselves. The grandmas cackled good-naturedly, guiding his movements with surprising strength in their weathered hands.

Step-kick-step. Step-kick-step. The rhythm began to make sense. The drums seemed to pulse through his feet, up his legs, into his chest. Hey, this wasn't so bad! He found himself grinning as he spun between the women, his steps growing more confident.

[Your Stamina is improving]

"No more, no more!" he gasped finally, chest heaving. The grandmas released him with approving pats on his back, and he stumbled to the edge of the circle, breathing hard.

That's when he noticed Mirko approaching with the sorceress. The music softened, though it didn't stop entirely.

"We can lift curse," Mirko announced.

"Oh, nice!"

"But is expensive." Mirko raised his bushy eyebrows. "You sure you have money?"

"How much?"

"One hundred gold pieces."

"A hundred gold?" Adom repeated. He'd expected thousands, given how rare curse-breaking was. He fought to keep the smile off his face. "Deal."

Mirko's hand engulfed his in a grip that made Adom's bones creak. "Deal is made!" the big man declared. "Cannot be broken now!"

Adom flexed his fingers when they were released, trying not to wince. "When do we start?"

"Now," the sorceress said, her voice clear and firm. The puma's ears pricked forward, and it padded toward them.

Mirko called out in in their tongue, and the crowd melted away from the center of the camp, forming a wide circle. Only Adom, Mirko, the sorceress, and the puma remained in the firelit space.

"Please, step back," the sorceress instructed Adom. He retreated to the edge of the circle.

She knelt in the sand, her skirts pooling around her, and began drawing runes with her finger. Adom recognized them - ancient symbols of unbinding, breaking, and freedom. The puma sat perfectly still as she worked, watching her create the intricate circle of runes around it.

From her dress, she produced a crystal that pulsed with deep purple light. Adom's eyes widened. Mana crystals like that were rare outside dungeons, where magical energy concentrated naturally. Breaking a curse this powerful would need significant magical reserves - the crystal made sense.

"Anen mange bakro!" she called out.

Through the crowd came two men, leading a sheep. Another man began digging a hole in the sand. Adom's throat went dry. Were they going to...?

The sorceress drew a knife from a sheath at her hip. The blade caught the moonlight, gleaming sharp and clean. "O rat si vaš o Del," she intoned, "thaj o mas vaš e manuš."











The sheep stood quietly, almost serene, as if understanding its role in all this. Its dark eyes reflected the moonlight as it gazed at the blade, showing neither fear nor resistance.

When the knife moved, there was only a soft exhale - almost like a sigh of acceptance - before the blood began to flow. The men held the animal steady as its blood filled into the hole, dark against the pale sand. The sorceress began moving her hands in complex patterns, her lips forming words Adom couldn't hear.





















The camp had fallen completely silent. Even the babies weren't crying. Children peeked from behind their parents' legs, eyes wide. The firelight cast long shadows that seemed to dance with the sorceress's movements.

A single drum beat cut through the night.

Adom's head snapped right.

Another beat, from the left.

More drums joined in, their rhythm slow and deliberate. Then voices rose, deep and melodic, men and women weaving an ancient chant.

"Do not be afraid," the old man whispered beside Adom. "Is tradition." Adom managed a weak smile in response.

The chanting grew stronger as wisps of mana began to coalesce around the sorceress. The blood in the hole started to move, defying gravity, seeping into the runes she'd drawn. They glowed crimson, then formed a shimmering barrier around the puma. The great cat looked at Adom, confusion in its blue eyes matching his own.

Much of this ritual seemed... excessive, but who was he to judge another culture's ways?

Suddenly, the puma gasped - a terrifyingly human sound. The bonfire, which had been burning steadily, began to writhe and dance wildly. The chants rose in pitch as smoke started seeping from the puma's fur. It paced the circle's edge, growing more frantic.

Adom instinctively stepped forward, but the old man's hand gripped his arm. "No interrupt," he hissed. "Sacred moment."

The fire roared higher, its light casting twisted shadows. The chanting reached fever pitch as thick smoke obscured the puma. From within came growls and yowls, the sounds of both great cat and house cat intermingling. Then, horrifyingly, human words: "Hurts! It... hurts!"

The bloody runes pulsed purple, drawing mana from the crystal like threads of lightning. The air grew thick, heavy with power. Adom felt his hair stand on end, sweat beading on his forehead despite the night's chill. The light from the circle intensified, brighter and brighter, until he had to shield his eyes.

The drums reached a crescendo, the chanting became a roar, the fire twisted impossibly high - and then, with one final thunderous drum beat, everything went silent.

"Come on, kitty cat... come on..." Adom whispered into the silence. The sorceress remained on her knees, chest heaving, spent from the ritual. No one spoke. No one moved.

The smoke began to drift away on the sea breeze, revealing something - someone - curled on the bloodstained sand. Dark hair spilled across pale shoulders like spilled ink in the moonlight.

The woman stirred, and when she opened her eyes, they were the same striking blue as the puma's. Her features were delicate, almost feline - high cheekbones, a fine nose, lips slightly parted in confusion.

Their eyes met. For a moment, time seemed to stop - then Adom's brain registered her complete lack of clothing, and he spun away so fast he nearly fell.

There was a rustle of fabric as the sorceress draped a blanket over the woman's shoulders. From the corner of his eye, Adom could see her trying to stand on shaking legs, looking at her own hands as if she'd never seen them before.

"It is done," the sorceress said softly.


            

    
        Chapter 27. Kitty Cat And Little Mage

    
    
    
    
                Well... shit.

Adom's mind was still trying to process what had just happened. The cat - his cat - the one he'd been living with for days now... was a woman. A grown, very beautiful woman.

His brain helpfully began cataloging every single time he'd changed clothes in front of the cat. Every morning routine. Every post-training shower. That time he and Sam spent an entire evening making increasingly crude jokes about one of their professor's mustache...

Oh God.

The realization hit him like a bucket of ice water. He'd even given the cat a bath once, after it - she - had fallen into a mud puddle. He could feel his ears burning at the memory.

Through the embarrassed haze, he watched as the Veyshari women fussed over her, bringing more blankets and what looked like a spare dress. Her movements were uncertain, like someone relearning how to use their own body. But there was something about her face that tugged at his memory - a half-remembered dream, perhaps? The curve of her cheek, the way her eyes crinkled slightly when she looked around... it felt familiar, yet he was certain he'd never met her before.

As if sensing his thoughts, she turned toward him. Their eyes met again, and this time she smiled - a warm, gentle expression that transformed her entire face. She raised her hand slightly, beckoning him over.

Adom stood frozen, his feet apparently having forgotten how to move.

"Very beautiful woman," the old man beside him commented matter-of-factly. "Good hips. Strong."

"Purano beng!" An elderly woman - who from their familiar bickering had to be the old man's wife - smacked him on the back of his head with practiced precision. "Na dikh pe late kavka!"

The old woman turned to Adom, shooing him forward with her hands. "Go, go. No mind him. Old goat only has eyes left, brain gone long time ago."

Yes. Definitely his wife. Man had it coming too.

Adom's feet began moving, though his brain was still debating the wisdom of this decision. The crowd parted before him, creating a path that felt miles long. He passed two men carrying the sheep's carcass, their knives already working with practiced efficiency. The metallic scent of blood mixed with woodsmoke and sea air.

Different faces turned to watch his progress. An old grandmother nodding approvingly. Young children giggling behind their mothers' skirts. A teenager rolling his eyes and muttering something that made his friend snicker. Somewhere, the drums had started again, softer now, like a heartbeat in the background.

What was he supposed to say? 'Hi' felt ridiculous. 'You look different without fur' would probably get him slapped. 'Sorry about that bath last week' - God, no. Maybe something dignified about being honored to finally meet her properly? No, too formal. 'You have beautiful eyes' - true, but creepy given the circumstances.











He carefully stepped around the bloody runes still drawn in the sand, his shadow stretching long in the firelight. The sorceress was helping the woman adjust the borrowed dress, which hung slightly loose on her frame.

Up close, he had to tilt his head back to look at her properly - she was tall, easily a head and a half taller than his current twelve-year-old body.

Something about that height difference made him feel even more awkward about the whole situation.













She turned toward him fully now, and whatever carefully constructed greeting he'd been forming evaporated like morning mist.

 









"Kitty Cat?" he heard himself say.

...For God's sake.

The instant the words left his mouth, he wanted to walk straight into the ocean and keep walking. Several of the Veyshari women didn't bother hiding their laughter. Even the sorceress's lips twitched.

But the woman - the former cat - just smiled wider, and somehow that was even worse.

"Hello, little mage."

"Little... mage?" Adom squeaked, then immediately wished he hadn't.

She laughed softly, one hand covering her mouth in a surprisingly delicate gesture. "You don't need to be so stoic, you know. I'd like to think we know each other well enough by now."

Get it together, he told himself firmly. You've faced death. Literally. This is just... just...

"I... I..." he started, but she cut him off.

"Thank you," she said simply.

Adom fell silent, watching as she spread her fingers in front of her face, examining them like precious treasures. She touched her hair, ran her hands down her arms, wiggled her toes in the sand. Each movement seemed to fill her with quiet wonder.

"It's strange," she said softly, "being an animal. Everything is... simpler. Clearer. Hunger means eat. Tired means sleep. The world is all scents and sounds and instincts." She touched her face, tracing her own features as if making sure they were real. "But human thoughts are still there, just... muffled. Like trying to read through foggy glass. And then sometimes the cat's mind would take over completely, and I'd find myself chasing mice or batting at string, and the human part of me would just watch, amused."

She stretched her arms above her head, arching her back slightly. "But this... oh, this feels right. Like slipping into your own bed after a long journey. Everything exactly where it should be." A soft smile played across her lips. "Though I might miss being able to lick my own shoulder."

"I'm glad you're back then," Adom finally managed, finding his voice.

"Me too," she smiled warmly. "And thank you, again."

He kept looking at her, brow furrowed slightly. There was something... he could swear he'd never met her before, and yet...

She caught his stare and her smile faltered. "What's wrong? Is there- is the curse still-?" Her hands flew to her face, checking for whiskers or fur.

"No, no, nothing like that," Adom quickly assured her. "It's just... I feel like I know your face from somewhere. I can't place it, but..."

His eyes narrowed slightly as he tried [Identify], expecting the curse-induced [???] to have disappeared. But the same mysterious marker floated above her head. That was... odd. He'd assumed the unknown status was because of the transformation magic, but now...

"Oh. I suppose you would." Her voice grew quiet, something unreadable passing across her features. She didn't elaborate.

Adom wanted to ask more, but something in her expression made him hold back.

She straightened, offering a slight smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "My name is Morgana," she said softly, "though it's been... quite a while since anyone called me that."

Before Adom could respond, Mirko's heavy hand landed on his shoulder, nearly knocking him off balance. "Curse gone! One hundred gold pieces!" The old man was beaming, his teeth glinting in the firelight.

"Right," Adom said, still a bit dazed. He reached into his inventory, pulling out the agreed-upon payment. Several of the Veyshari gasped and muttered among themselves as the coins materialized from thin air.

"Ah! You mage too?" Mirko asked, eyebrows rising as he counted the coins.

"Yes."

"Then why you not break curse yourself, eh?" He pocketed the money with practiced swiftness.

"I'm... not really specialized in curse-breaking. Different school of magic entirely."

Mirko burst out laughing, reaching out to grab the sorceress who had been trying to slip away. "My sister's daughter! Best curse-breaker in all tribes!" The woman yelped indignantly as he pulled her into a one-armed hug. "Best, yes? You tell him - best!"

The sorceress jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, spitting out what sounded like several creative curses in thier tongue.

"Yeah," Adom agreed, watching as she finally extracted herself from her uncle's grip with a huff. "She's definitely the best."

The best... the best... He repeated in his thoughts, an idea rising.

Adom turned back toward Morgana, but his mind was already racing in two directions - the impossible cat on one side, and on the other... He studied the sorceress, remembering the intricate dance of her hands as she drew those runes.

"Those symbols you used," he said, gesturing to the fading marks in the sand. "Some of them are really old. Most mages don't even use them anymore."

The sorceress shrugged, adjusting her shawl. "Is tradition."

"Yes, I understand that, but..." Adom's eyes traced the patterns again. Most were familiar, true, but others... they reminded him of... His hand moved almost automatically to his inventory. "Actually..."

He pulled out the Grimoire of Law. One of the runes drawn by the sorceress caught his attention during the ritual - a complex swirl that seemed to shift under his gaze. He tried [Identify] on it, but just like with the book itself, all he got was [???]. Another dead end.

Behind him, he was vaguely aware of some children tugging at Morgana's dress, offering her bread and what smelled like fresh stew. Her gentle laughter carried on the evening breeze.

"Do you recognize any of these runes?" he asked, holding the book out to the sorceress.

She muttered something under her breath, her eyes widening slightly. "This very old," she said, switching to her accented trade speech. "Where you find?"

Adom ignored the question. "Can you read it?" Hope crept into his voice. After weeks of getting nowhere...

She held out her hands, and he passed her the grimoire. She opened it, frowned at the blank pages, then looked at him questioningly.

"I know, it's strange. But the cover - can you read what's on the cover?"

She studied it intently, her finger tracing the symbols. She and Mirko exchanged rapid words in their language, pointing at different marks. Adom's heart beat faster with each nod and gesture.

Finally, she shook her head. "No. Not know meaning."

His shoulders slumped. "But look," he said, pointing to one of the symbols. "This one, it's like the blood rune you used earlier for binding, but it's different from how we draw it today. It's more like..." He traced the pattern in the air.

"Ah," she said, nodding. "But this knowledge, it come from father, from his father. We not make these. We learn from giants."

"Giants?" Adom blinked. "But they're practically extinct. Nobody's seen one in a hundred years, and they're all the way across the-" He stopped, wheels turning in his head.

Behind them, Morgana was now surrounded by a small crowd of children, showing them how to properly hold a spoon ("No, like this - see? Much more dignified."). But Adom barely noticed, his mind churning with possibilities.

"The giants," he said slowly. "They would know about these runes?"

The sorceress nodded, handing the book back to him. "They make first runes. All magic writing come from giants. You want know about book?" She pointed east, toward the distant mountains that marked the edge of the Aslan continent. "Find giants."

"Thank you, uh..." Adom said to the sorceress, realizing he'd never caught her name.

"Mirela," she said, adjusting her shawl.

"Thank you, Mirela."

She nodded once, and Adom turned away to look at a group of women by the fire.

Morgana sat cross-legged there, surrounded by children who kept calling her "mața femeie" while touching her hair. The women presented her with the sheep's heart on a wooden plate, steam still rising from it. Adom watched from where he stood, the grimoire heavy in his hands.

"Powerful curse," Mirko said beside him, making Adom jump slightly. "Need life force to break. Sheep die, curse break." He slapped Adom's back with another booming laugh. "Magic! Who knows how work, yes?"

Adom rubbed his shoulder, wondering if bruises from friendly gestures counted as combat damage. "Right..."

"She must eat heart," Mirela added softly, watching as Morgana picked up the offering. "Her curse take sheep life. Must honor sacrifice."

Adom nodded, transfixed by the scene.

Under the firelight, Morgana brought the heart to her mouth with both hands, not bothering with the offered utensils. There was something mesmerizing about watching her eat a raw heart with the delicate savagery of a wild animal.

Her movements were still feline - efficient, graceful, predatory. Blood trickled down her chin, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, seemingly unbothered by the watching children.

A glint of moonlight caught his eye, and Adom's stomach dropped. The moon! The Strider had said he'd only wait an hour...

"I have to go," he said quickly, already moving toward Morgana. The drums continued their steady rhythm as he approached, and she looked up at him, hands still red with the sheep's blood.

"Leaving already?" Morgana wiped her hands on a cloth offered by one of the women.

"The Strider's waiting for us- well, me." Adom shifted awkwardly. "Since you probably can't exactly walk into Xerkes..."

She smiled, understanding. "I'll walk with you a bit along the beach."

As Adom turned to leave, the camp erupted in a flurry of goodbyes. Mirko wrapped him in a bone-crushing hug. "Stay! We eat sheep, yes? Good meat!"

"No, no, he drink with men!" someone shouted from behind.

"Idiot, he boy still. No drink!" came another voice, followed by what sounded like a light smack.

The sorceress pressed a small pouch of herbs into his hand. "For good dreams," she said.

Huh?

Children tugged at his clothes, asking in broken trade speech if he'd show them more magic next time. One small girl clutched his leg until her mother pried her away, scolding gently in their tongue.

Finally, after what felt like a hundred handshakes and back-slaps and promises to return, Adom managed to extract himself from the warmth of the camp.

They walked along the shoreline, waves lapping at their feet, the drums of the Veyshari camp fading into a distant heartbeat.

The moon cast silver streaks across the dark water, and neither spoke for a while.

"Sam was supposed to be the quiet, shy one," Morgana said suddenly, breaking into his thoughts. "Seems you both share that trait after all."

"I prefer 'reserved,'" Adom corrected with mock dignity. "It sounds more dignified."

They both chuckled, the sound mixing with the rhythm of the waves.

"You can ask, you know," she said after another moment. "I know you well enough by now to recognize that look. Curiosity - terrible habit, really."

"Well... if you insist." Adom kicked at a bit of wet sand. "How exactly did end up cursed? And, why? And more importantly, by whom?"

Morgana's steps slowed.

Instead of answering immediately, she walked to the water's edge, where the waves lapped gently at her feet. She knelt down, peering at her reflection in the moonlit water. A small gasp escaped her lips.

"Is something wrong?" Adom asked, moving closer.

"No, no..." She touched her face gently, watching her reflection ripple in the water. "It's just... the last time I saw my own face, I was ten years old." Her voice grew soft. "I look so much like my mother now."

She sat down in the sand, not seeming to mind that the waves occasionally reached her dress. After a moment, she patted the space beside her. Adom hesitated briefly, then sat down too.

"What year is it now?" she asked suddenly, still studying her reflection.

"847," Adom replied.

Morgana was quiet for a moment, doing the math in her head. "So I'm twenty-one now..." she murmured, more to herself than to him. She ran her fingers through her hair, seeming fascinated by its length. "Eleven years as an animal. No wonder everything feels so... strange."

"I can imagine..." Adom said. Still waiting for her to answer the questions.

"The 'who' doesn't matter anymore," she said, watching the waves. "As for the how and why..." A slight smile touched her lips, though it didn't reach her eyes. "Let's just say I made some people very angry by existing in the wrong place at the wrong time."

She glanced at him, then back at the ocean. "Sometimes the safest thing to be is a cat in a crowd of people who are looking for a girl."

"But why would anyone curse a ten year old?"

Morgana chuckled softly. "You know, in all these years, you're the first person who's actually helped me without asking too many questions."

She was deflecting the question, it seemed.

Morgana drew patterns in the wet sand with her finger. "Most people want something. Information, favors... but you just saw a puma in trouble and decided to help. Even took me to a curse-breaker."

"Well," he said, "I was mostly curious about who or what might have been behind that curse."

She looked at him then, really looked at him, and her expression softened. "Thank you for that. For everything. The food, the shelter, even that dreadful bath after the mud puddle incident."

Adom felt his ears burn at the memory, but she just laughed.

"Don't worry about it. Cats don't really care about modesty."

They both laughed at that.

"What will you do now? Where will you go?" Adom asked after their laughter faded.

"Oh, somewhere. Anywhere." She smiled more genuinely now. "It's been a long time since I could go wherever I wanted." She reached out and ruffled his hair, much like she used to bump her head against it when she was a cat. "Don't worry about me. I'm quite good at landing on my feet."

She stood up, brushing sand from her dress. "Though I must admit, I'll miss our little chats, little mage. Even if they were rather one-sided."

"Are you planning to go with the Veyshari?"

"Well, they seem like quite the welcoming people." Morgana said, glancing back toward the distant firelight. "I could see some places that way."

"Yeah, that's a good plan."

Morgana tilted her head, studying him with that feline curiosity. "You sound like you want to tag along."

"I want to travel," Adom admitted. "At the end of the year, when we choose our paths... I'm going for Battle Mage. And for practical experience, I'm thinking of asking to leave school for a while. Get an adventurer's license, be more free to move around. See some things in the world, you know?"

"That sounds like a good plan..."

"They won't leave until first snow," Adom said. "That's still some time away. Maybe I could... visit again?"

"I'd like that."

Adom stood up, brushing sand from his clothes. "I should go before the Strider leaves without me."

"Tell Sam I said hi," Morgana called after him.

"I'd rather not. He'd freak out if he knew you were..." Adom trailed off.

Morgana put her hands on her hips, eyebrows raised. "If I were...?"

"Well... a lady."

She laughed. "Bye, little mage."

"Bye, Kitty Cat."

Which, oddly enough, didn't feel weird at all. Unless you thought about it.

*****

The Strider's silhouette loomed against the moonlit beach, its legs shifting restlessly in the sand. The young man tending to it perked up at Adom's approach.

"Oh, you came! Was just about to leave, actually."

"Thanks for waiting," Adom said, climbing onto the cart. The wood creaked under his weight.

The young man's eyes scanned the beach behind Adom. "Where's your cat? The black one you came with?"

"She... said she'd like to stay."

"The cat... said?" The young man's brow furrowed, but after a moment he just shrugged and clicked his tongue. The Strider lurched forward, its chitinous legs finding purchase in the loose sand.

The rhythmic swaying of the cart and the soft whisper of waves gradually faded into white noise. Adom leaned back, letting his thoughts drift through the day's events. The curse-breaking ceremony kept replaying in his mind - the blood runes, the sacrifice, Morgana emerging from the smoke...

He shook his head. That was one mystery solved, at least. Though 'solved' might be too strong a word. Morgana clearly had her secrets - big ones, dark ones. The kind that got ten-year-olds turned into cats. He wasn't entirely sure he wanted to pull on that particular thread. Well, he did, but...

Better to focus on more pressing matters. The puma problem was officially off his mental checklist. Now there was the Eren case, and the new lead with the Law grimoire. Giants. He'd have to check the library for any information about their runic systems. Though really, how much could he accomplish here at school? By next year, he'd be free to travel, to search for answers firsthand. After dealing with Dragon's Breath, of course.

The cart hit a bump, jolting him from his thoughts. Right. The cure. Something was definitely wrong with Cisco's situation - he could feel it in his gut. Maybe it was time to seriously consider alternative solutions.

Actually... this might work out perfectly. Tomorrow was Alchemy with Professor Mirwen. Perhaps he could start laying the groundwork for another approach to the cure.

His system interface flickered at the edge of his vision:
Time Remaining: 1 month, 28 days, 14 hours, 45 minutes

Good. No big deal. Things would go smoothly. Positive thoughts.

Adom yawned, his eyelids growing heavy as the cart swayed. Everything would be alright. Everything would be...

His head nodded forward as sleep took him, the Strider's steady gait carrying him back toward Xerkes under the watching moon.

            

    
        Chapter 28. Alchemy

    
    
    
    
                Through the classroom window, autumn painted the academy grounds in warm colors. A gentle breeze scattered fallen leaves across the courtyard, where a first-year was poking at a particularly fat frog with a stick.

The boy wasn't being cruel, exactly - more like that peculiar brand of childhood curiosity that involved seeing how far you could annoy something before it hopped away.

Adom watched the scene with mild interest, Professor Lan's lecture on basic ward theory fading into background noise.

The first-year managed to flip the frog onto its back. The creature's legs kicked uselessly at the air while the boy watched, fascinated.

Adom's mind drifted to his own problems. Professor Kim's Dragon's Breath project needed careful handling - one wrong move and the consequences would ripple through decades. Then there was the cure... The time limit in his interface was a constant reminder ticking away in the corner of his vision.

The frog had righted itself, only for the stick to prod it again.

Seventy-nine years of magical knowledge crammed into a twelve-year-old brain made formal education feel rather redundant. He could ace every test, answer every question - except in Alchemy, ironically enough. That one he actually needed to attend. Everything else though...

His fingers traced absent patterns on his desk. He could be in the library right now, researching giant runes or working on the cure. Instead, he was sitting through lessons he could probably teach in his sleep. Had taught, in fact, to wide-eyed recruits who'd called him "Lord Mage Sylla" with varying degrees of terror and respect.

The frog made another bid for freedom. The first-year blocked its path with the stick.

Without moving his head from its comfortable position propped on his hand, Adom weaved a subtle attraction spell, just enough to make the frog zip suddenly between the boy's legs. The startled yelp that followed was rather satisfying.

A small giggle escaped before he could catch it.

"Care to share what's so amusing, Mr. Sylla?"

Professor Lan's voice cut through his thoughts like a knife through butter. Right. Maybe he should pay at least some attention to class. For appearance's sake, if nothing else.

Adom straightened in his chair, offering Professor Lan an apologetic smile. The rest of the class dragged by like molasses, his mind constantly wandering to more pressing matters - Cure, Dragon's Breath, freedom...

By lunch time, the dining hall hummed with the usual chaos. Apprentice mages clustered around long wooden tables, their voices echoing off stone walls as they compared notes, complained about assignments, or argued about the proper pronunciation of that new fire spell their Professor had demonstrated.

Adom took another bite of his turkey leg, savoring the tenderness of the meat. The kitchen staff had outdone themselves - perfectly seasoned, just the right amount of smokiness. A welcome distraction from the day's monotony.

"You're doing it again," Sam said from across the table, pointing his fork accusingly.

"Doing what?"

"That thing where you stare into space and look all..." Sam waved his hands vaguely. "You've been moping all day. Is it because your cat left?"

Adom nearly choked on his turkey.

"I mean, cats do that sometimes," Sam continued, misinterpreting Adom's reaction. "They just... wander off. Could come back today even."

A laugh bubbled up from Adom's chest before he could stop it. "I really doubt that."

"Well, you never know with cats." Sam shrugged, then brightened. "Hey, what are you doing after lunch? I was thinking of heading to the club, get some training in."

"Would you look at that," Adom grinned, setting down his turkey leg. "Wasn't it just a few weeks ago you were cursing my name for dragging you there? What was it you said? Something about 'sadistic training regimens' and 'cruel and unusual punishment'?"

"I was young and ignorant then," Sam declared with mock solemnity. He pushed up his sleeve with flourish. "Look! Look what all that training did!"

Sam flexed his arm dramatically. There was... well, there was certainly enthusiasm, if not actual muscle definition. Yet.

"Very impressive," Adom said with complete seriousness, while a third-year at the next table poorly disguised their snicker as a cough.

"Right?" Sam beamed, completely missing the sarcasm. He rolled his sleeve back down, nearly knocking over his water goblet in the process. "So, you coming or what?"

"Can't today. Got that thing with Professor Mirwen," Adom said, wiping his hands on a napkin.

"Oh right, the special course." Sam shook his head. "I still don't get you, you know? First, we were both going for Runicologist. Then suddenly you're all about Battle Mage, and now you're taking extra Alchemy classes?" He gestured with his fork. "What's next? Divination?"

"It is what it is," Adom said, standing up with his plate. "Speaking of which, I should get going. Lesson's in a few minutes."

Adom made his way to the disposal area, where animated dishes scrubbed themselves clean in perpetual motion.

"See you later then," Sam called after him. "Try not to blow anything up!"

Adom waved goodbye and stepped out into the corridor, where Xerkes' ever-shifting architecture was beginning its occasional dance.

He checked his map of the building's current layout. Professor Mirwen had said to meet in the East Tower's secondary laboratory - which, given the building's constant movement, meant he needed to take the third corridor, wait for the rotating bridge to align, then catch the floating platform before it drifted too high.

Three sharp knocks echoed in the stone corridor.

"Come in!" Professor Mirwen's voice carried through the heavy oak door.

Adom stepped into the laboratory, it had a... sterile smell. If that meant something. Copper apparatus lined the walls, their tubes and vessels gleaming in the light of crystals. Professor Mirwen stood behind a workbench, her silver-streaked hair tied back in its usual practical knot. Beside her, Mia sat perched on a tall stool, her notebook already open.

"Hey," Adom nodded to Mia.

"Hey, Adom." she returned the greeting with a smile then looked back at her notes.

"Ah, perfect timing, Mr. Sylla. We were just about to begin." Professor Mirwen gestured to an empty stool. "Please, join us."

Adom settled onto the wooden seat, noting how different the atmosphere felt with just two students instead of a full class. More focused. Less opportunity to daydream, too.

"Now then," Professor Mirwen said, resting her hands on the workbench. Her rings clinked softly against the worn wood. "Before we delve into the practical aspects, I'd like to hear your understanding of alchemy. Mr. Sylla?"

"Ah, sure." Adom straightened slightly. "Alchemy is the magical discipline that focuses on the transformation of matter through the manipulation of its fundamental properties. Unlike pure transmutation magic, it requires catalysts and reagents to achieve stable results. Its primary applications include potion-making, material enhancement, and the creation of magical compounds."

"Very good." Professor Mirwen's lips curved in a slight smile. "That's the textbook definition, word for word if I'm not mistaken. But tell me - what is alchemy to you?"











The question hung in the air between them, accompanied only by the soft bubbling of something green in a nearby retort.













Adom shifted on his stool, the question weighing heavier than it should. How to explain alchemy to an alchemist? As a runicologist - or former runicologist - he could spot ward configurations in his sleep. Show him a rune, and he'd tell you its purpose, its variations, its history. The knowledge was as natural as breathing. Most of the time.









But alchemy? He glanced at the bubbling retorts and intricate apparatus surrounding them.

His expertise there began and ended with potion-making, and even then, only because necessity had demanded it. The countless hours spent with healers and alchemists, desperately working on the Lifedrain cure, had taught him enough to reproduce that specific potion. But that was like claiming to be a chef because you could make one really good sandwich.

Magic was vast. Impossibly vast. Even after seven decades of study, some aspects remained as mysterious as they'd been when he first stepped into Xerkes as a wide-eyed eleven-year-old. Put him in front of a healing circle, or ask him about druidic transformations - paths that some spent upwards of a decade mastering - and he'd be as lost as any first-year.

Professor Mirwen's smile softened at his hesitation. "It's alright, Mr. Sylla. Your silence speaks volumes." She adjusted one of her rings. "Many students come to alchemy thinking it's just another branch of magic to master. But it's more than memorizing reagents and following recipes."











The green liquid in the nearby retort chose that moment to change to a deep purple, as if emphasizing her point.













"What you learn in the first and second years before choosing your path," Professor Mirwen said, carefully measuring drops of the purple liquid into a crystal vial, "barely scratches the surface. Yes, every mage should know how to brew a healing potion or craft a simple elixir. But alchemy..." She paused, watching the liquid swirl. "Alchemy is the art of understanding change itself."


She set the vial in a brass holder and drew a circle around it with chalk. "You both know the fundamental laws, I assume? Ms. Storm?"

Mia sat up straighter. "Yes, Professor. The first is the Law of Conservation - matter and energy can't be created or destroyed, only transformed."

As she spoke, Professor Mirwen traced five small circles around the main one, each containing a different runic symbol. "Exactly. Watch." She touched the first circle, and the liquid in the vial began to separate into distinct layers. "Every component maintains its essence, even as it changes form."

"Then there's the Law of Equivalent Exchange," Mia continued. "The output must equal the input."

Mirwen nodded, touching the second circle. The layers in the vial began to merge again, but differently. "If I want to strengthen this solution, I must provide additional energy or material of equal value. Nothing comes free."

"The Law of Elemental Harmony requires balance between the five quintessences," Mia said, as Professor Mirwen activated the third circle. The liquid stabilized, taking on a golden hue.

"Precisely why most amateur alchemists fail," Mirwen noted. "They focus on the physical components and forget the elemental balance. One drop too much fire essence, and..." She gestured at some scorch marks on the ceiling.

"The Law of Providence states that materials can only be transformed within their natural limitations," Mia recited. "And finally, the Law of Resonance - similar elements amplify each other."

Professor Mirwen activated the final two circles. The golden liquid brightened, then settled into a perfect, stable shimmer. "These aren't just rules in a textbook. They're the fundamental principles of reality itself. Break them, and the consequences are... severe." She lifted the vial, now containing what looked like liquid sunlight. "This is what happens when you work with the laws, not against them."

"So, Mr. Sylla," Professor Mirwen held up the vial of golden liquid, "what did you understand from this demonstration?"

Adom adjusted his glasses, the Riddler's Bane having helped him follow the flowing patterns of magic during her work. The artifact didn't give him new knowledge, but it had clarified what he'd already learned about transformation magic during his work with the Lifedrain cure.

"You started with nightshade," he said. "I recognize it from healing work - mild, irritating poison in its natural state. Then you used the runic circles to..." He gestured at the chalk marks, "to break it down. Fire pulled it apart, water and air moved things around, earth kept it stable while it changed." He paused, watching the golden liquid shimmer. "And the runic circle for mana gathering at the end made the change stick. You turned something that hurts into something that doesn't."

"Not quite right," Mia interjected, twirling her quill. "The mana circle didn't just 'make it stick' - it powered the whole transformation. Without it, the other elements would've just moved things around uselessly."

Professor Mirwen nodded. "Ms. Storm is correct. Mana is the foundation, not the finishing touch." She held the vial up to the light. "But you grasped the essential concept, Mr. Sylla. Alchemy isn't about destroying and creating - it's about understanding what something is, and guiding it to become what it could be." She set the vial down with a soft clink. "Though I must say, I'm surprised you followed the process so well. Most non-alchemists only see the end result."











Adom scratched his cheek, offering a small smile. "You just have a way of making complex things clear, Professor."


"My, my." Professor Mirwen's eyes twinkled with amusement. "I didn't take you for one to give compliments, Mr. Sylla."

Mia snickered as Adom's smile turned awkward. He adjusted his glasses again.

"Could I..." he hesitated, then pushed forward. "Could I try a transmutation?"

"Confident, aren't we?" Professor Mirwen raised an eyebrow.

Confidence had nothing to do with it.

If anything, the thought of attempting alchemy made his stomach twist. But time wasn't a luxury he had anymore. The Lifedrain Syndrome would return in less than a month, and with the Cisco situation growing more unstable by the day... He needed to understand this. The Elixir of Rebirth might be beyond his current abilities, but if he could grasp these principles, maybe he could develop an alternative to the cure. Something more permanent. Something that wouldn't require constant renewal.

He met Professor Mirwen's gaze, and something in his expression must have conveyed his urgency, because her amused smile softened into something more understanding.

"Well then," she said, reaching for a fresh piece of chalk. "Let's see what you can do."

Adom knelt by the workbench, chalk in hand.

The circle part was simple enough - he'd studied enough runes to draw perfect circles in his sleep. He sketched the main circle, then the five smaller ones around it, each designated for an element. Fire in the east, water in the west, air in the north, earth in the south, and mana at the top. His runes were precise, each stroke carrying meaning: transformation, flow, stability, harmony, power.

Professor Mirwen nodded approvingly and placed a bottle of clear liquid in the center. "Water with trace amounts of fat and protein. Turn it into milk."

Adom adjusted his glasses, activating Riddler's Bane. The world shifted, magical currents becoming visible like streams of light. The liquid in the bottle wasn't just water - he could see the suspended particles.

"You might want to put your palms together during the weaving," Mirwen suggested. "It helps focus the mana flow. Optional, of course, but recommended for beginners."

"Go on, Mr. Sylla."

Adom brought his palms together, mind racing through the laws. Conservation - he had the basic components, just needed to rearrange them. Equivalent exchange - the energy he'd put in would determine the transformation's extent. Elemental harmony - balance was key.

He touched the fire circle first, watching the components separate. Then water, to maintain fluidity. Air to distribute the particles evenly. Earth to stabilize the new structure. Finally, mana to power the transformation.

The liquid began to change, turning white, but something wasn't quite right. The consistency thickened too much, and a distinctive odor filled the air - like milk that had been left in the sun for several days. Or weeks.

Adom winced as wisps of vapor rose from the now-gooey substance.

"Actually quite impressive for a first attempt," Professor Mirwen said, though she did take a step back from the pungent fumes. "Ms. Storm, what did our aspiring alchemist miss?"

Mia tapped her chin thoughtfully. "The sequence was right, but the proportions were off. You pushed too much power through the fire circle, which overheated the proteins. And when you tried to compensate with water, it threw off the balance. That's why it curdled."

Adom's eyes widened. Of course - he'd treated it like a runic array, where more power meant stronger effects. But in alchemy, precision mattered more than power.

The smell of his failed experiment grew stronger, making his eyes water.

"Well, at least nothing exploded." Mirwen joked.

The next two hours flew by as Professor Mirwen guided them through advanced alchemy concepts. Despite his initial disaster with the milk, Adom found himself absorbing the principles with growing fascination. Each demonstration made the abstract laws more concrete, more real.

"Well," Professor Mirwen said finally, clearing away the last of their practice materials, "this was quite productive. I must say, Mr. Sylla, I expected you to be rather behind Ms. Storm." Her eyes crinkled with amusement. "You are, of course, but not nearly as much as I anticipated."

"Watch out, Storm," she teased. "Looks like you've got competition."

Mia laughed, gathering her notes. "I'll believe that when he can transmute water into milk without creating biological weapons, Professor."

Professor Mirwen reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a small card with gold trim. "Here, Mr. Sylla. When you have time, visit the library's fourth-year section. This will grant you access."

Adom's eyes widened as he took the card. "Fourth-year?"

"We'll be working at that level," she nodded. "Best to get familiar with the essential concepts now." She smiled at their stunned expressions. "Off you go, both of you. I'm sure you have other classes to prepare for."

As they walked through the corridors, Mia glanced at Adom. "I didn't expect you to choose the alchemist path. You seemed more like the pure theory type."

"I find it fascinating," Adom admitted, still looking at the library card. "The way everything connects, how understanding one principle leads to another..."

"Really?" Mia's eyes lit up. "My mother's an alchemist - she's the one who got me interested in it. Used to let me watch her work when I was little. Probably broke about a dozen safety regulations," she chuckled. "But seeing her transform things, understand how they worked at their core... it was like magic within magic, you know?"

Mia Storm.

She defied every expectation Adom had about top students. Perfect scores across the board, walking the path that would have made her the youngest Archmage in Sundar's history at 44 - if she hadn't died in the wars before then...

With her perfect scores, one would have expected her to be someone buried in books, awkward in conversation, isolated. Instead, here she was, the most popular second-year student by far, with even Damus trailing behind her in that regard, talking about her mother's alchemy experiments like they were sharing jokes over lunch.

"How do you do it?" The question slipped out before he could stop it.

"Do what?"

"All of it. The perfect scores, the advanced studies, and still..." he gestured vaguely, "being normal?"

Mia chuckled, adjusting her bag. "Let's just say when your family's been attending Xerkes for generations, you pick up a few tricks about succeeding here."

"What kind of tricks?"

She glanced at him sideways, seeming to weigh something in her mind. "Well..." she lowered her voice slightly, "take alchemy, for instance. Everyone struggles with the fourth-year curriculum because they're going about it the wrong way."

Adom leaned in, intrigued.

He knew well enough how the Empire's ranking system worked - the highest-scoring graduates from Xerkes were fast-tracked to positions as lord mages, given lands and privileges, their academic achievements directly translating to status and power.

This naturally created a cut-throat environment where students guarded their study methods like precious gems. Not wanting the others to be higher. The fact that Mia was sharing anything at all was surprising.

"There's this old grimoire in the third-year section - 'Paracelsus's Incomplete Works.' Most people ignore it because it looks like a basic text, but..." she glanced around before continuing, "you have to weave your mana in a specific pattern - first a thin stream through the page's core, then spread it like a web while pulsing it at exactly three-second intervals, on page 394. If you get the frequency right, the hidden notes appear. You'll find hundreds of notes in the margins. Some student or professor from centuries ago basically broke down all the complex concepts into simpler terms. Nothing new or groundbreaking, just clearer explanations that make it easier to grasp the fundamentals."

She adjusted her bag. "That's the thing about Xerkes - they don't hand you anything. Most of the real knowledge, you have to dig for it yourself. Find your own shortcuts, discover your own methods." A small smile played on her lips. "Half the learning is in the searching."

The casual way she dropped this information made it feel less like she was sharing a secret and more like she was commenting on the weather.

"Thank you for sharing this," Adom said warmly. "I'll definitely check it out as soon as I can."

"No problem," Mia replied with an easy smile. "Just... keep it between us, yeah? These little discoveries are worth their weight in gold around here."

"Don't worry about that," he assured her, suddenly changing direction at the next intersection.

"Oh? Where are you heading?" Mia asked, tilting her head.

"Got one last thing to do today - meeting with Professor Kim."

"The Professor Kim?" Her eyes widened slightly.

"Ah, yes," Adom nodded. "He's allowed me to consult with him occasionally. Today's one of those days."

"Really? You have to introduce us sometime," Mia said, a hint of excitement in her voice.

"Definitely will, once I get a bit closer to his inner circle," Adom promised with a slight smile. "Baby steps, you know?"

They parted ways there, Mia heading towards the dormitories while Adom turned towards the professor's tower



*****

The sound of Adom's footsteps echoed through the academy's corridors as he made his way from Professor Mirwen's alchemy session to Professor Kim's lab. His mind was still processing Hugo's words from earlier - another chance to meet with the professor. Another opportunity to prevent catastrophe.

Except this time, there would be no convenient feline intervention. No judgmental stares or perfectly timed tail-flicks of disapproval. The absence of Morgana's silent presence beside him felt strange, like missing a particularly critical piece of equipment before an experiment.

"See some places," she'd said. Right.

A group of first-years scurried past, giving him odd looks for talking to himself. He barely noticed them.

He reached Professor Kim's laboratory door, his hand pausing before the knocker. Today's goal was simple enough - continue subtly derailing Dragon's Breath research.

"One apocalypse at a time," he reminded himself, and just as his knuckles were about to meet wood, the door swung open. His hand connected with something solid instead - a broad chest covered in a well-worn leather coat.

"Oh, what's up?" The man's voice was friendly, almost jovial. Stubble dotted his jaw in a way that suggested he'd forgotten to shave rather than chosen not to. His blond hair caught the afternoon light filtering through the corridor windows. Green eyes regarded Adom with casual interest.

"Oh, sorry," Adom said, taking a step back.

The stranger's smile widened. "No harm done." He stepped aside with an easy movement, gesturing for Adom to enter. "Here for the professor?"

"Yes," Adom replied. "He's expecting me."

"Ah, you must be the promising student Hugo mentioned," the man said. "Adom, was it?"

"Uh, yes," Adom replied.

"Huh. Got a good head on your shoulders, kid." He looked at Adom for a moment. "Well, don't keep the professor waiting."

As Adom passed him, he found himself wondering if the man was a warrior, maybe an adventurer, or a martial artist. He had that same indefinable quality his father carried - something you couldn't quite put your finger on unless you'd grown up around it.

"Oh, Adom!" Professor Kim's voice called from somewhere behind a stack of books. "Perfect timing! Just let me finish with this... no, wait, that's not right... ah, there we go!"

Adom stepped into the chaos of the laboratory, where papers defied gravity by clinging precariously to every available surface. Hugo stood by the workbench, methodically organizing what appeared to be the aftermath of one of the professor's "eureka" moments.

Professor Kim's head popped up from behind a teetering stack of books. His mustache looked slightly singed on one side. Again.

"Adom! Perfect timing! You won't believe what happened with the resonance matrices after we implemented your suggestions!" He waved a paper enthusiastically, nearly knocking over a jar of something that definitely shouldn't be knocked over. Hugo caught it without looking up.

"They exploded," Hugo supplied helpfully.

"Magnificently!" The professor beamed as if this were the greatest possible outcome.

"They weren't supposed to explode," Hugo added, carefully placing the jar out of the professor's reach.

"But that's what makes it fascinating!" Professor Kim practically bounced across the room. "The non-linear patterns created an unexpected feedback loop in the—"

"Speaking of unexpected," Adom cut in, before they ended up down another three-hour theoretical tangent, "I just ran into someone leaving. Tall fellow, blond hair?"

"Oh, that was Gale!" Professor Kim's eyes lit up. "Mr. Fox's new right hand man. Such a pleasant fellow, always asking such interesting questions about our progress."

Adom blinked. "Mr. Fox?"

Hugo looked up from his organizing, pushing his glasses up his nose. "Our benefactor. The academy's board thought the project was..." he glanced at the professor, choosing his words carefully, "perhaps too ambitious."

"They called it impossible!" Professor Kim threw his hands up. "Said I was chasing fairy tales! That the energy conversion rates I proposed violated fundamental magical laws!"

"Which they did," Hugo muttered under his breath.

"But Mr. Fox understood the vision!" The professor continued, either not hearing or choosing to ignore Hugo's comment. "Fifteen years of funding! Complete creative freedom! All he asks for are progress reports!"

Adom felt his stomach drop.

External funding? In his past life, he'd always assumed Dragon's Breath had been an academy project, contained within Xerkes' walls. But private backing meant outside interests. Unknown players. People he hadn't accounted for in his plans.

The implications made his head spin. How many others knew about this research? How far had the information spread? And more importantly - what did they plan to do with it?

Hugo caught his expression. "Mr. Fox keeps to himself. Most people haven't heard of him. Even we've only met him once or twice."

"Three times!" Professor Kim corrected. "Remember that winter solstice party?"

"Professor, that was a cat. A ginger cat that wandered into your office."

"Are you sure? He had the same mysterious aura..."

Adom barely heard their banter, his mind racing through possibilities. A merchant wealthy enough to fund fifteen years of unrestricted magical research should have been impossible to miss. Yet in seventy-nine years of life, through wars and politics and countless intelligence briefings, he'd never heard the name Fox mentioned once.

Something wasn't adding up.

But, despite himself, he pushed the mystery of Mr. Fox aside. He had more immediate concerns - like the prototype sitting innocently on the workbench, waiting to destroy the world. One enigmatic merchant wasn't going to distract him from—

"Oh!" Professor Kim exclaimed suddenly. "That reminds me! The explosion revealed something fascinating about the crystal matrix's stability under pressure..."

Adom settled in for another long session of carefully guided misdirection, though a small part of his mind kept circling back to the man named Gale. Something about that man...

No. Focus. One potentially world-ending problem at a time.

            

    
        Chapter 29. Ghost Port Operation

    
    
    
    
                Through the quiet evening paths of the academy grounds, Adom's footsteps carried the weight of frustration. Another day of subtle sabotage – or attempts at it, anyway. Four times he'd tried to derail the prototype today, each attempt more creative than the last, and each time feeling Hugo's sharp eyes following his movements with growing suspicion.

The worst part wasn't even the failed attempts. It was watching Professor Kim's eyes light up at each "mistake," that dangerous spark of scientific curiosity growing brighter. Every suggestion Adom made to lead the research astray just seemed to fuel Kim's fascination.

The man was treating Adom's carefully planned misdirection like an intellectual puzzle, a game of "what if" that only made him more determined to see his original project through to completion.

"At this rate," Adom muttered to himself, adjusting his glasses, "he'll have a working prototype within the week."

The thought sat like lead in his stomach. He needed a new approach, something more direct, but what? The prototype was nearly complete, and time was running out. Each passing day brought them closer to—

"Student Adom Sylla!"

The sharp call cut through his brooding like a knife, causing him to stop mid-step.

"You have a visitor waiting at the entrance," the messenger raven announced. "They identified themselves as Eren."

"Thanks," Adom said, watching as the raven immediately spread its wings and took off without another word. "Rude."

His earlier frustrations about Kim's prototype evaporated, replaced by a sharp alertness.

Adom adjusted his course toward the entrance.

He spotted Eren before Eren saw him - a small figure in a worn jacket, leaning against the academy's outer wall, one foot propped up against the weathered stone. When Eren finally noticed him approaching, he pushed off the wall with an easy motion that didn't quite hide his tension.

"Hey Eren," Adom said. "Everything alright?"

"Hey." Eren's grin was quick but didn't reach his eyes. "Not great, to be honest."

"What's going on?"

Eren glanced at the passing students, lowering his voice. "Things got really messy in the undertow lately."

"What do you mean?" Adom asked, feeling his stomach tighten.

"Cisco wants to see you as soon as possible. He'll explain everything."

"How soon?"

"Now."

"That bad?"

"Probably worse," Eren said quietly.

Adom let out a short, stressed laugh. "Of course it is." He ran a hand through his hair, glancing back at the academy towers. "Where?"

"The cafe. You know, the one from last time."

*****

A few moment later...

"We have a problem."

"What kind of problem?"

"Star Knight problem."

"Oh."

Silence

"That's bad."

"Very bad, indeed."

"How bad are we talking, exactly?"

"The kind of bad that killed three of my men," Cisco said flatly, setting his cup down with a soft clink. "Left one alive and deeply traumatized to spread the word. Made quite a show of it too."

"He was asking questions." Marco added.

"About?"

"You."

"...Me?"

"The troublesome mage who caused trouble in the Undertow and caused the Children Of The Moon to enter a war with the Silver Circle."

"Ah."

"Yeah. Ah."

The cafe's usual warm atmosphere felt suddenly cold. Through the window, Adom watched people pass by, going about their normal day, completely unaware of the conversation happening inside. He could almost pretend this was just a casual coffee and pastry time, if not for the grave look in Cisco's eyes.

"All this time," Adom said, his voice barely above a whisper, "I thought I was being clever. Playing them against each other. A perfect little distraction while we..." He trailed off, staring into his untouched coffee. "I never thought they'd bring in a Star Knight."

"Nobody did," Cisco said. "The Children aren't known for outsourcing their problems."

"They must be desperate," Marco added.

"Or angry," Eren said quietly.

Adom replied. "Both. Definitely both." Then asked. "How did the Knight become involved?"

"According to our intel, he was in the capital," Marco said, leaning forward. "Doing mercenary work for some noble families. Mostly intimidation, few assassination jobs. The Children approached him a few days ago."

"After the warehouse incident," Cisco added.

"The one where—"

"Yes. Where we exposed their smuggling route to the Circle. Cost them nearly half a million in product." Marco's voice dropped lower. "They lost face. Bad enough to lose the cargo, but letting their rivals know about the ghost port was the kind of embarrassment they couldn't let slide."

"So they hired the one person who could guarantee results," Cisco finished. "Someone even the Circle's elite would think twice about crossing."

"Star Knight," Adom said, the name tasting bitter.

"Star Knight."

This was less than ideal. No, that was an understatement - this was a catastrophic deviation.

Adom sighed, rubbing his temples. "What exactly did you have in mind, Cisco?"

"There's a price on your head." Cisco said casually as he took a sip of his coffee.

Adom opened his mouth to respond, but the beastkin's cold laugh stopped him. "Not just yours. Me, my men... seems the Children want to make an example of everyone involved in this little escapade."

Marco nodded grimly. "They're making it personal."

"So we have no choice but to act," Cisco concluded, his tiny fingers drumming a quiet rhythm on the table.

Adom's mind raced. Going to the authorities was worse than useless. The Children had too many badges in their pocket, and a dead informant in a dark alley would just be another unsolved case.

He glanced at Cisco, the information broker who'd built his empire on knowing exactly which officials could be bought and which ones might actually care. If even Cisco wasn't suggesting the legal route, that spoke volumes.

"What if we outbid them?" Adom asked.

Cisco let out a short laugh, then caught himself. "First of all, I'm impressed. You've been holding out on us if you think you can match what they're paying." He shook his head. "But more importantly, that's not how this works."

"What do you mean?"

"Mercenaries operate on reputation, young man. The moment one accepts a counter-offer, their career is over. No one would ever hire them again. Other mercenaries would hunt them down themselves, just to keep the system intact." Cisco leaned forward. "You can't buy loyalty in this world - not the professional kind. Once a contract is signed, it's final. Breaking it isn't just unprofessional; it's suicide."

An idea then came.

Adom leaned back. "Well then, if we're all in the same sinking boat..." He picked up his coffee cup, finally taking a sip. "Perhaps we should focus on sinking theirs first."

"Did you not hear the part about the Star Knight?" Eren's voice cracked slightly. "Because I feel like you're not properly processing the 'Star Knight' part of this situation."

"Actually..." Adom set his cup down. "There's something in what Cisco said that made me think." He leaned forward, lowering his voice. "What happens if the client can no longer pay the service?"

"Thinking along the same lines, I see." Said Cisco.

"The Knight's fee alone must have cost them a fortune." Marco added.

"And they're already stretching thin trying to maintain their territory against the Circle and other organizations," Cisco said. "Hit them hard enough, fast enough..."

"They won't be able to maintain their contract," Adom finished. "And a mercenary without payment..."

"Is no longer our problem," Cisco concluded. "The question is, how many of their operations can we disrupt before he catches up to us?"

Adom sat straight, fingers interlaced around his coffee cup. "When's their next big operation? Something that would hurt if it went wrong?"

Cisco glanced at Marco, giving a slight nod.

Marco pulled out a small notebook. "According to our intel, they have three major moves tomorrow night." He flipped through the pages with his thumb. "First, weapons shipment coming through the north docks. Mid-level risk, decent security. Would cost them about fifty thousand if disrupted."

He turned another page. "Second, protection money collection from the merchant district. Low risk, but high visibility. Losing that would cost them around thirty thousand, plus reputation damage with the merchants."

Marco's voice dropped slightly. "Third one's the big one. They're moving something through the ghost port. Don't know what exactly, but..." He tapped the page meaningfully. "They've stationed their elite guards there. Triple the usual security. Conservative estimate puts the cargo value at half a million, minimum."

"I'll take the ghost port," Adom said quietly.

The cafe fell silent. Even the gentle clink of cups seemed to pause as three pairs of eyes fixed on him.

Eren was the first to break the silence. "You're joking, right?"

"Their elite guards," Marco said slowly, "are there for a reason."

Cisco just watched him, eyes narrowed, waiting for the explanation he knew was coming.

Adom took a deliberate sip of his coffee, ugh, so bitter. Honestly, he preferred tea. The fragrant, tasty type. Anyway.

"Think about it." He begain. "The Knight's probably watching the obvious targets - the docks, the merchant district. But the ghost port?" He set his cup down. "That's their secret ace. They wouldn't expect us to know about it, let alone hit it. Not after what happened last time."

"Which is exactly why they've tripled security," Marco pointed out.

"Yes," Adom smiled thinly. "Which means they've pulled guards from other locations. They're expecting muscle. They're expecting the Circle. They're not expecting one mage who can slip through their defenses."

Adom's smile faded slightly. "Of course, it's a gamble. The Knight could very well be there, watching their most valuable operation."

"And you're not afraid?" Eren asked, his voice barely above a whisper. "To face a Star Knight?"

Adom turned to look at Eren, a glint in his eyes that hadn't been there before. "Who said 'I' would do it?"


*****

The cafe felt different after Law left.

Quieter, somehow, though the ambient noise of other patrons hadn't changed. Eren had muttered something about needing to get back before curfew and slipped out moments after the mage, leaving just the two of them at the small corner table.

Marco hadn't said a word since.

Cisco sipped his coffee, watching his lieutenant stare at the table like it might provide answers to questions he wasn't asking. The silence stretched on until it became noticeable, then uncomfortable, then downright pointed.

"What is it?" Cisco finally asked.

Marco looked up. "What's what?"

"You're being silent."

"I'm always silent."

"Not this silent." Cisco set down his cup. "Out with it."

Marco's jaw worked for a moment before he spoke. "I don't think we should keep working with the mage."

"Why not?"

"A Star Knight is involved now." Marco's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "We're risking our lives and the men's lives for an outsider."

"A customer," Cisco corrected.

"A customer," Marco amended, but his tone didn't change. "Is it worth it? Really?"

Cisco leaned back in his chair, studying the young man's face. "You think we should cut him loose."

"I think we should prioritize our people."

"And I think you're not seeing the bigger picture."

Marco's expression tightened - a sign of irritation Cisco had learned to read years ago. "Then please explain it to me, sir."

"That kid," Cisco said, gesturing toward the door Law had left through, "is going to be somebody important someday."

"Based on what?"

"I'm seventy years old, Marco. Not bad for a mouse beastkin. You know what that gives you? Perspective. The ability to gauge potential." Cisco's small fingers drummed against his cup.

"He's what, twelve?"

"Exactly." Cisco leaned forward. "He's twelve, and he's already orchestrating conflicts between criminal organizations. He's twelve, and he's thinking three moves ahead. He's twelve, and he just proposed hitting the ghost port while a Star Knight is hunting him."

Marco was quiet for a moment. "You think he'll make it to adulthood."

"I think if he does, he'll be a name everyone knows. The kind of person who can help us develop the Dregs. The kind who can pull our people out of poverty and misery instead of just managing it."

"And if he doesn't make it?"

Cisco shrugged. "Then we're back where we started. But the potential payoff..." He shook his head. "You don't get opportunities like this often, Marco my boy. Investing in someone before they become powerful? That's how real change happens."

"Investing." Marco's voice carried a bitter edge. "Sir, with all due respect, it feels like you're gambling with our people's lives on a maybe."

"Everything we do is gambling with our people's lives. At least this gamble has upside."

"Does it? Or are you just telling yourself that because you like the kid?"

The question hit closer to home than Cisco wanted to admit. There was something about the young mage that reminded him of himself at that age. But that wasn't the point.

"It doesn't matter if I like him," Cisco said. "What matters is what he can become."

"And what if you're wrong? What if he's just a clever kid who's going to get us all killed?"

"Then we adapt. We always do."

Marco leaned back, frustration clear in every line of his body. "So we're doing this. All of it. The ghost port, the Star Knight, everything."

"We're doing this."

"Because you have a feeling."

"Because I have experience." Cisco's tone carried a finality that Marco recognized. "Enough."

Marco's hands clenched once on the table, then relaxed. He nodded curtly and stood up, leaving his coffee half-finished.

Cisco watched him go, then returned to his drink. The coffee had gone cold, but he finished it anyway.

Sometimes being a leader meant making decisions others couldn't understand. Sometimes it meant betting everything on a twelve-year-old boy with too-smart eyes and a dangerous smile.

Sometimes it meant hoping you were right.


*****

Back in their shared room, Adom dropped onto his bed face-first, not even bothering to remove his shoes. The mattress creaked in protest.

"That you?" Sam's voice came muffled from the bathroom, accompanied by the sound of running water and brushing.

"Yeah," Adom mumbled into his pillow.

"Hey, I found some interesting references about those enchantment arrays we were discussing the other day." Water splashed. "There's this fascinating variation from the eastern provinces that uses a completely different geometric progression-"

Adom made a vague sound of acknowledgment, his mind already drifting. Tomorrow. Ghost port. He needed to review the layout again. Do some shopping. Some work. The timing would have to be perfect. And then there was still Kim's prototype to deal with...

"...and apparently, they've been using this method for centuries, can you believe that? It's like we've been doing it the hard way all this time..."

Sam's enthusiastic voice faded into a comfortable background hum. Adom's thoughts grew hazier, mixing with half-formed plans and calculations. Elite guards. Security patterns.

"...Adom? You still awake?"

But Adom was already gone, his breathing deep and even, still fully clothed on top of his covers. The last thing he heard was Sam's quiet chuckle and the soft click of the bathroom light being turned off.


*****


Morning. 7AM.

Adom stared at the transportation crystals laid out before him, listening to a halfling try to scam him.

The merchant was a round-faced fellow with meticulously combed sideburns and clothes just a touch too fine for his shabby little shop - the kind of outfit meant to suggest prosperity without actually proving it.

"...finest quality, straight from the Crystal Gardens themselves," the halfling continued, his stubby fingers gesturing at the array of blue-tinted stones. "You won't find better prices anywhere in the capital, I guarantee it. Why, just last week, a noble from the upper district came by and bought three dozen-"

To anyone with basic knowledge of transportation crystals, the flaws were painfully obvious. One had a visible crack running along its surface - a disaster waiting to happen. Another's core was clouded, its energy matrix probably destabilized. Using any of these for emergency teleportation would be like playing dice with death, except the dice were loaded and death was definitely winning.

"-and my supplier, very exclusive contact, mind you, ensures each crystal is personally inspected by master artificers-"

Adom watched the halfling's animated performance with a sort of detached fascination. The merchant hadn't even noticed that his potential customer's eyes hadn't left that cracked crystal for the past minute. Or perhaps he had noticed and was hoping his steady stream of practiced patter would somehow hypnotize Adom into ignoring the obvious death trap he was trying to sell.

"-so, what do you say? Interested in making a purchase? For you, I could offer a very special price."

Adom looked at the crystals again. By all rights, he should be furious. A defective transportation crystal wasn't just bad business - it was practically attempted murder. That crack alone could send someone into the void between spaces, or worse, scatter them across half the continent.

He sighed. It wasn't worth the energy.

"Thank you for your time," Adom said, already turning toward the door.

"Wait, wait!" The halfling's voice jumped an octave. "Perhaps we could discuss the price? I'm sure we can reach an arrangement that-"

The door's bell jingled as Adom stepped outside. This was the fifth store he'd visited this morning.

He walked a few steps, then stopped.

No, he couldn't just leave it.

Defective transportation crystals weren't just a scam - they were a public hazard. Someone less knowledgeable might actually buy one of those death traps.

As if on cue, he spotted a city guard doing his morning rounds.

"Officer," Adom called out, gesturing at the shop he'd just left. "That store is selling malfunctioning transportation crystals. One of them has a visible crack in the matrix."

The guard's eyebrows shot up. "You're certain?"

"Absolutely. Saw them myself." Adom said casually. "Just thought you should know."

The guard's expression hardened as he started toward the shop. "Right. I'll handle this."

He had it coming, Adom thought as he sank into a bench near the park.

The morning air was still crisp, carrying the scent of dew and fresh bread from nearby bakeries. He'd been out since 5 AM, searching for transportation crystals suitable for tonight's operation. They weren't exactly rare, but ones powerful enough to cover the distance he needed? Those were another matter entirely.

His initial plan had seemed so straightforward in the cafe yesterday. But after five shops and nothing but frauds or weak crystals, he was starting to reconsider. Maybe he should call it off. A failed attempt would be worse than no attempt at all, especially with a Star Knight in play.

Adom stood up, stretching his stiff muscles. Well, might as well check if Biggins had returned, as he did every morning. The familiar walk to the Weird Stuff Store helped clear his head.

The usual cluster of cats was absent from the storefront - probably too early for their daily congregation. The bell chimed as he pushed open the door.

"Welcome to the Weird Stu- oh, hey Adom!" Emma's cheerful voice greeted him from behind the counter.

"Hey Emma," he smiled back. "Aren't you supposed to be at Xerkes? Kind of early for a morning shift."

"Oh, my classes don't start until afternoon," she explained, organizing some crystals in a display case. "I'm on the healer's path, so most of our practical sessions are scheduled later. The morgue's busier in the evenings, you know?"

Adom nodded. Made sense - most magical accidents tended to happen in the afternoon labs when students were tired and more prone to mistakes.

"I assume Mr. Biggins hasn't-"

"No, still no sign of him," Emma said apologetically.

Adom sighed. "Well, I'll just take a-"

A sudden blur of motion was his only warning before something slammed into his chest with enough force to knock him backward. Emma gasped.

Adom groaned, pushing himself up onto his elbows. The world was still spinning slightly.

"Oh gods, are you alright?" Emma rushed around the counter. "I'm so sorry! This is exactly what I was afraid would happen!"

"I think so," Adom managed, rubbing his chest. "What exactly-"

Then he saw it. Lying innocently on the floor beside him was a transportation crystal roughly the size of a small barrel, its blue surface pulsing with a gentle inner light. His academic mind immediately started cataloging details - crude cut, unpolished edges, but the core... the core was practically singing with power.

"What the- how did-" Then it hit him. The thought-reading enchantment on the store, designed to provide customers with what they were looking for, as long as it existed somewhere in the inventory.

Emma was already trying to wrangle the massive crystal, muttering under her breath. "I always knew this would cause trouble. Who even puts something like this on the top right shelf? It's just asking for accidents..."

"Why is there a transportation crystal in this store?" Adom asked, still slightly dazed.

Emma gave him an apologetic shrug. "We sell all kinds of things. It is the Weird Stuff Emporium, after all..."

"Fair enough," Adom replied, surprised by her touch of sarcasm. He pushed himself to his feet, studying the crystal more carefully. Despite its rough appearance, the energy matrix was remarkably stable. Perfect, actually. "Can I... buy it?"

Emma's face lit up with unexpected enthusiasm. "Yes! Please! Everything here is for sale, especially this menace that's been threatening to fall on my head since day one!" She squinted at the small tag attached to the crystal. "Oh, it's one silver piece."

Adom's jaw dropped. "One silver piece?" He stared at the crystal, then back at Emma. "For this?"

He'd seen smaller, less powerful crystals sell for tens of gold pieces. This one was crude, yes, and needed serious polishing, but the quality was undeniable. One silver piece was absurd. It was practically giving it away.

A smile spread across his face. "Deal."

*****

A few moments later...

"Is that a transportation crystal?"

"Yep."

"It's huge."

"Yep."

"Must have cost your entire allowance and a kidney," Sam whistled, eyeing the crystal. "These things aren't cheap."

"One silver piece."

Sam's laugh died when Adom didn't join in. "You're joking."

"Nope." Adom fished in his pocket and pulled out both the original price tag and a slightly crumpled piece of paper. "Emma even wrote me a receipt. Well, not really a receipt - the Weird Stuff store doesn't do those - but I asked her to write it down because I knew you wouldn't believe me."

Sam snatched both items, staring at them in disbelief. "One silver... how is that even... what?"

"You planning to make a lot of crystals?"

"Yeah."

Sam leaned against the doorframe of their shared room, watching as Adom carefully positioned the massive blue crystal on his workbench. "That's why you were out since morning?"

"Among other things." Adom was already pulling out his tools - precision chisels, measuring instruments, stabilizing runes.

"Need any help?"











Adom looked up from his work, a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "I thought you'd never ask."













"So what's the plan?" Sam asked, pulling up a stool.

 










"Well, transportation crystals, obviously. But I've got something else in mind too. Something more complex."

"I'm listening."

Now, for one unfamiliar with the intricacies of magical transportation, it would be important to clarify - transportation crystals are not to be confused with transportation portals. Where portals were fixed magical constructs requiring elaborate rune circles and permanent power sources, crystals were more... let's say, personal.

See, a transportation crystal starts its life as part of a larger whole - a mother crystal, like the impressive specimen currently occupying Adom's workbench. The trick was, one needed two crystals from the same source, cut from the same block. They were like twins, in a way, sharing an inherent magical resonance that can't be replicated between crystals from different sources.

The real artistry lay in the extraction and attunement process.

The craftsman had to carefully carve out two smaller crystals while maintaining their internal matrix structure. Then came the delicate part - feeding mana into both crystals, attuning them to the same frequency.

This mana infusion created a unique magical signature, ensuring the pair would respond exclusively to each other and ignore the resonance of any other crystals from their original source.

It was like teaching them to sing the same note, a note that carried the magical signature of their maker.

A poorly attuned pair could lead to chaos. With each jump, the crystals would swap positions - the destination crystal taking the place where the traveler had jumped from. In badly harmonized pairs, the destination crystal might even materialize at random locations within the resonance perimeter.

Stories abounded of inexperienced craftsmen losing their crystals entirely, watching helplessly as each jump scattered them further and further apart, turning simple travel into a dangerous game of magical hide-and-seek.

But when properly maintained, the magic worked with elegant simplicity. One crystal would be placed at the intended destination, while its twin remained with the traveler. A jump required only focused thought on the desired location.

As long as the destination lay within the perimeter created by the resonance between the two crystals, travel was possible to any point in that space - much like a spider moving along its invisible web of threads.

The larger and purer the original mother crystal, the greater the distance these paired crystals could cover. And judging by the size of Adom's new acquisition, he was planning to cover quite a distance indeed.


Sam held the stabilizing frame steady. Adom's hands moved with surgical precision, guiding the enchanted chisel along invisible fault lines in the massive crystal. Sweat beaded on his forehead - one wrong move could shatter weeks' worth of potential.

"Little more to the left," Sam murmured, squinting at the crystalline matrix through a mage-lens. "There's a natural cleavage plane... right... there."

A soft chiming sound filled the air as the first smaller crystal separated cleanly from its mother. Sam caught it in a cushioned basket while Adom let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

"One down," Adom grinned, already repositioning his tools. "Ready for round two?"

The second extraction went even smoother than the first. Soon, they had two perfectly matched crystals, each about the size of a fist, gleaming with inner light.

"Now comes the fun part," Adom said, setting up the attunement circle. Runes carved into the wooden workbench began to glow as he positioned the crystals.

Sam watched, fascinated, as Adom closed his eyes and began channeling his mana. The crystals' blue glow intensified, then shifted, taking on a slight purple tinge that matched the color of Adom's magical signature.

"They're fighting it," Adom muttered through gritted teeth. "Still too connected to the mother crystal."

"Try modulating your output," Sam suggested, monitoring the resonance patterns. "Pulse it, like a heartbeat."

The change was immediate. The crystals' glow stabilized, pulsing in perfect synchronization.

Hours melted away as they tested the pairs. They started small - Sam would place one crystal in the courtyard while Adom jumped from their workshop. Then they pushed further - the market square, the city limits, the farming districts beyond.

"This is incredible," Sam called through their low range communication crystal as he placed a crystal in a field well outside the city. "The resonance is still strong, barely any degradation. How far are we?"

"Forty-five kilometers," Adom replied, checking his measurements. "Want to push it further?"

They did. With each successful jump, they added distance. At fifty kilometers, most transportation crystals would have started showing strain. These barely flickered.

The afternoon sun was high in the sky when Adom made his final modifications, carefully etching enhancement runes into the crystals' bases. The purple glow deepened, gained complexity.

"Seventy kilometers," Sam announced finally, reading the distance measurements with obvious pride. "Stable as a rock. For homemade crystals, this is incredible. I mean, sure, the Imperial artificers managed that insane 340-kilometer jump with their specially grown crystals, but this? With a random find from the Weird Stuff store?"

Adom collapsed into a chair, magically exhausted but satisfied. The crystals pulsed softly on the workbench, their harmony perfect, their attunement complete.

"Not bad for half a day's work," he smiled, watching the last rays of sunlight play across the crystals' facets. "Not bad at all."


*****

"Man, I missed this," Sam said, stretching his arms overhead. "Just us, doing weird magical experiments. Feels like forever since we've had time for side projects."

"Between our club duties and my... everything else," Adom shrugged, organizing his tools.

"Speaking of which," Sam glanced at the darkening sky. "I should head to the club. Got a meeting with some of the seniors about next week's event."

"Go ahead. I'll stay here, get some more work done."

"Don't blow anything up while I'm gone," Sam called over his shoulder, already heading for the door.

"That's YOUR job!"

After Sam's footsteps faded, Adom waited a few extra moments before reaching into his inventory.

The golem emerged.

When transportation crystals were first discovered, everyone saw two crystals connecting and allowing transport between them. They assumed both crystals were equally creating this connection. When measuring maximum range, they'd place the crystals apart and test jumps, naturally concluding that 70km was the "maximum connection distance."

Confirmation bias.

This assumption was so fundamental that for centuries, no one thought to question it. All experiments were designed to measure "connection distance," so that's exactly what they found.

A breakthrough 30 years from now happened when a mage was experimenting with crystal resonance patterns and noticed something odd, with the proper runic configuration, one crystal generated a consistent field regardless of its pair's location. It turned out one crystal created the field, and its pair just responded to it. Simple, but nobody saw it because they were all too busy measuring "connections" between crystals to notice one was doing all the work.

Adom carefully completed the runes he'd started earlier, but with a crucial difference.

Instead of the traditional configuration that treated both crystals as equal partners, he modified one to be the controller - the field generator. Its paired crystal, which he embedded in the golem along with the talisman, would be able to instantly relocate anywhere within that 70km bubble.

He'd had the idea during the coffee with Cisco - crazy, maybe, but potentially brilliant. The golem was already an extraordinary piece of work, but with these crystals... He carefully began dismantling the chest plate, looking for the perfect spot to embed one of the transportation crystals.

The other purchase he'd made that morning burned in his pocket. The talisman vendor had been... an experience.

The shop had been tucked away in an alley so narrow Adom had to turn sideways to reach the door. Inside, a thin man with uncomfortably intense eyes had watched him browse the "relationship enhancement" section with growing amusement.

"Ah, the Connection Talisman," the vendor had practically purred when Adom finally pointed to it. "A popular choice. Very popular. Though usually purchased by... shall we say, more paranoid lovers?"

"It's for a project," Adom had muttered, avoiding eye contact.

"Of course, of course. They all are." The vendor's knowing smile had made Adom want to sink into the floor. "Would you like me to wrap it in our discrete packaging? Many customers prefer-"

"Just the talisman, please."

Now, looking at the innocent-seeming piece of jewelry, Adom pushed away the lingering discomfort. Yes, these were typically used by suspicious partners to spy on each other - hence the vendor's unsettling implications - but the magical principle was sound.

Once linked, the talismans would allow him to see and hear everything from the golem's perspective.

He carefully embedded the transportation crystal into the golem's chest cavity, then attached the talisman next to it. The matching talisman went around his own arm. With these modifications, he'd be able to instantly summon the golem anywhere within that 70-kilometer radius, while maintaining perfect awareness of its surroundings.

The crystals pulsed with their soft purple glow, harmonizing with the golem's existing enchantments. Perfect.

"Well," he said to the empty workshop, "let's see what you can do."

He closed his eyes, channeling mana into the small jewel. The metal grew warm against his skin, then-

The world... doubled.

Adom's breath caught. He was still himself, standing there in the workshop, but he was also... taller. Much taller. Through the golem's eyes, he watched himself - a slim figure in academy robes, looking somewhat better than he remembered from the mirror this morning. Was his hair always that neat? And when did his shoulders get so straight?

The sensation was dizzying, magnificent, terrifying. Two sets of eyes, two sets of ears, both feeding information to his mind with perfect clarity. Through the golem's enhanced vision, the workshop appeared sharper, more defined. Each sound came through with crystal clarity - his own breathing, the distant chatter of students in the hallway.

"This is..." he whispered, and watched himself speak through the golem's eyes. The word echoed strangely, bouncing between his perspectives.

An idea struck. Without really thinking about it, without any conscious command, the golem moved. Two smooth steps brought it to his bed. Metal fingers slipped beneath the frame, and-

"Oh." The word escaped him as the golem lifted the entire bed one-handed, as easily as if it were made of paper. Through his own eyes, Adom watched two meters of enchanted metal and stone hoist his furniture skyward. Through the golem's eyes, he looked down at his human self from what felt like a mountain's height.

He found himself grinning. The golem didn't grin - couldn't, really - but he could feel its mechanical readiness through their shared connection.

"Put that down," he told himself, half-laughing, "before Sam comes back and thinks I've lost it."

The bed settled back into place without a sound. The golem's control was perfect - all that strength, wrapped in precision. Like having the power of a storm contained in a surgeon's hands.

Right. The transportation crystal. Adom fingered the smooth surface in his pocket, then glanced at the golem's chest where its twin lay protected beneath layers of enchanted metal. Time to try the real test.

He focused on a spot about five steps ahead, right next to his workbench. Clear visualization, that was the key. Just like they'd practiced with Sam earlier. A touch of mana into the crystal, a clear thought of the destination, and-

THUD!

"Whoa!"

Adom's actual body stumbled backward, landing hard on his behind as the golem vanished and reappeared instantly at the targeted spot. The jump had taken less than a blink, but the sudden shift in perspective - seeing himself fall from across the room while also experiencing the fall - sent his head spinning.

"Okay," he muttered, pushing himself up, "that's going to take some getting used to."

As he steadied himself, another thought crossed his mind. The beach. The one where he and Morgana had walked last week, with its distinctive rock formation jutting out over the water. He could picture it perfectly - the weathered gray stone, the way the waves crashed against the cliff face, the exact spot where they'd stood watching the sunset...

Blip.

"AHHH!"

Splash!

Cold seawater engulfed the golem's frame as it materialized three feet off-target - right over the ocean instead of the beach. Adom's real body, safe and dry in the workshop, still let out a yelp of surprise. He couldn't feel the water - the golem had no sense of touch - but the visual sensation of plunging into the sea was so vivid his brain insisted he should be soaked.

He willed the golem to wade out of the surf, metal feet crunching against wet sand. The sound of children's excited shouts drew his attention.

"Uriaș de fier! Uriaș de fier!"

A group of Veyshari kids had stopped their game to stare at him, dark eyes wide with wonder. Adom made the golem wave, earning delighted squeals and enthusiastic waves in return.

Time to go before he drew more attention. He focused on his workshop, on the exact spot he was looking at from his flesh-and-blood eyes, right in front of himself-

Blip.

The golem reappeared precisely where he'd been looking, water still streaming from its joints. Adom let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

"Well," he said to his metal companion, "looks like we need to work on our targeting. A few feet off might not matter in an empty room, but..." He glanced down at the puddle forming around the golem's feet. "Let's try to keep our feet on solid ground from now on."

Over the next few hours, Adom practiced jumps within the safety of his workshop. Five steps ahead. Next to the window. Beside the bookshelf. Each jump got more precise as he learned to focus his visualization. A clear mental image was everything - the exact height from the floor, the specific angle, the precise spot in space.

But there was still one glaring problem.

THUD.

Even with perfect positioning, each landing announced the golem's presence like a hammer strike. Two meters of armored construct hitting the ground wasn't exactly subtle. And for what he had planned...

"This won't do at all."

He called the golem back, already reaching for his engraving tools. Sound dampening runes were tricky - too weak and they'd be useless, too strong and they'd create suspicious zones of silence. But if he modified the standard configurations...

The first set of runes went around the golem's feet and joints, designed to absorb impact vibrations. The second set, spiraling up its legs and torso, would catch and disperse any residual sound waves. A third set, more complex, created a kind of acoustic barrier - sound could pass through, but muffled, distorted.

For good measure, he added concealment runes along the golem's shoulders and back. Not true invisibility - that would require way more power than he could spare - but enough to blur its outline, make it harder to spot in shadows.

"Right then," he said, setting down his tools. "Let's see if-"

A knock at the door nearly made him jump out of his skin. Sam's voice carried through: "Adom? You still up? I forgot my key..."

The golem vanished into his inventory just as the door handle turned. Adom threw himself onto his bed, trying to look casual.

Sam stepped in, then paused. His eyes narrowed. "What were you doing?"

"Nothing. Just... working."

"Uh-huh." Sam's gaze drifted to the bed, which was sitting at a distinctly different angle than usual. "And why is your bed crooked?" His eyes dropped to the floor. "Is that... water?"

"I was working with the crystals."

"Right." Sam crossed his arms. "So why do you look like I just caught you doing something inappropriate?"

"Oh please," Adom rolled his eyes. "I know about your special collection under your bed. Don't even try playing this game."

Sam's face reddened. He hurried to his desk, snatched his locker key. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

"The magazines, Sam. The ones with the-"

"I'm going back to the club!" Sam practically bolted for the door. "And we're never speaking of this again!"

"Deal."

"I'll be back in an hour. That should be... enough time, right?"

"Will do!" Adom called after Sam's retreating back, face burning.

Adom groaned and buried his face in his pillow. Great. Now his friend thought he was some kind of... He groaned again, louder.

At least it made for a decent cover story. Better to have Sam think he was up to something embarrassing than figure out what he was actually planning. Though he'd definitely need to be more careful about the water puddles next time.

Adom rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling. A part of him wanted to tell Sam everything - about the golem, the crystals, all of it.

But no. Sam would freak out. He'd probably try to talk Adom out of it, or worse, insist on helping.

"He's just a kid," Adom muttered to himself, then snorted at how that sounded. They were technically the same age, but... well, Sam still got excited about new enchantment theorems and academy gossip. He shouldn't have to worry about criminal organizations or whatever Adom might find in that place tonight.

Adom sighed, pushing himself up from the bed. His stomach growled, reminding him he'd skipped lunch entirely. Between the crystal work and the golem modifications, he'd lost track of time completely.

He straightened his bed, carefully adjusting it back to its proper angle. No need to give Sam more ammunition when he returned.

The library would be quiet this time of day. He could grab some food, find a secluded corner among the towering shelves, and just... think. Plan. There was still so much to consider, and tonight...

Tonight, he would strike.

The thought sent a shiver down his spine - equal parts excitement and apprehension. He checked his inventory one last time, making sure everything was secure, then headed for the door.

Time to clear his head. He had a few hours left to make sure everything was perfect.

It had to be perfect.

*****

Night. 2AM.

A letter from Cisco had arrived earlier through a raven - encrypted. "Star Knight confirmed in Meridian District. Window clear." Simple, direct. Just what he needed to know.

After hours spent in the library practicing micro-jumps and height control until his head ached, Adom settled into position in the practice room of the Combat Athletic Club of Xerkes, 50 kilometers from the ghost port. He'd burned those cargo coordinates into his memory.

There was something he'd been itching to try since he got the golem knight. At the time, he'd wondered what practical use such an asset could have.

Now he knew.

[Golem Knight Activated]

The moment Adom activated the golem, his consciousness stretched like taffy being pulled in two directions. One part remained anchored in Xerkes, while the other... the other plunged into his inventory for the first time. It wasn't the abstract menu he'd grown used to - it was an endless void, neither dark nor light, simply... nothing. And there, suspended in that nothing, stood his golem knight, waiting.

He took it out.

Cisco's detailed map of the ghost port flashed in his mind - the exact spot he needed, marked with precise coordinates. Third warehouse, central courtyard, where the support beams created a perfect killing ground. He focused on those coordinates, and reality... shifted.

The void cracked open, and suddenly he was seeing through eyes that weren't his own. The golem materialized silently - those hours of practice paying off - behind a thick support beam. Through enhanced senses, he caught the glint of two guard uniforms not five meters away.

His consciousness melded with the golem's frame, heart pounding in his actual body back in Xerkes. One wrong move...

"Did you hear that?" Guard One's hand twitched toward his weapon.

"For fuck's sake, Milo, how much did you drink?"

Adom pressed the golem's frame against the beam. The warehouse was full of shadows and blind spots. Even with enhanced vision, he could barely make out the path to his target through the forest of containers and support columns. One wrong jump in this darkness...

"Just... just a bit. Zara offered, and-"

"The succubus from the red light district? Again?" A deep sigh. "You absolute moron."

He needed them to move. Every second here was a risk, but jumping blind would be worse. Much worse.

Through the golem's vision, Adom watched Guard One's face flush red. "It's different with her! She actually listens when I talk about my dreams. About opening that little shop in-"

"She's a succubus. It's literally her job to make you think-"

Come on, move. Just take three steps forward. Clear the path.

"You don't know her like I do! Last night she told me about her childhood in-"

"Succubi don't have childhoods, they manifest from- you know what? Fine. Waste your savings. Just don't come crying when-"

A distant metallic creak echoed through the warehouse. Both guards tensed, hands on weapons. Adom's consciousness froze in the golem's frame.

Three seconds of absolute silence.

"...probably just the wind," Guard One muttered, then brightened. "Anyway, Zara said once I save enough, we could-"











Guard Two's groan almost masked the sound of Adom's relief cycling through the golem's cooling vents. The pair began walking their patrol route, their voices growing distant as they argued about succubi and true love.

The path ahead finally clear, Adom let out a slow breath back in Xerkes, his golem frame stepping out from behind the beam-

Orange light spilled across the floor.

His core processes froze. A guard, torch in hand, had just rounded the corner of a cargo container. Not ten feet away. The flame's glow caught the golem's semi-transparent frame, casting ethereal shadows on the warehouse walls.

Time stretched like cold honey.

The guard's eyes went wide, torch trembling in his grip as he took in the two-meter translucent figure before him. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple. His hand inched toward his sword.

Adom raised one finger to where the golem's lips would be. Don't.

The guard's mouth twitched. His fingers wrapped around the sword handle-

No choice.

The golem crossed the distance in a blur. One hand clamped over the guard's mouth, muffling his startled intake of breath. The other fist connected with his face in a sharp crack. Blood sprayed from his arcade, running into his eyes. He swayed, dazed but still conscious, trying to focus through the crimson veil.

The second punch dropped him like a stone.

Adom's heart hammered in Xerkes as the golem dragged the limp body behind a cargo container. Every second exposed was a second too long. He had to move. Now.






















Through the golem's senses, he listened. Footsteps echoing off metal - two pairs heading east, probably the love-struck guard and his partner. Another set moving along the upper walkway, boots on grating. Murmured conversation from somewhere behind the maze of containers - at least three more voices.












There. The cargo Cisco described. Fargonian make - the distinct copper-threaded reinforcements on the corners, those characteristic runes etched into the seals. Plain steel container at first glance. Third row, second stack.













He moved the golem forward, each step calculated. Pausing only to snuff out the unconscious guard's torch - he couldn't risk the moving shadows betraying his position. Darkness enveloped him, and he cursed silently back in Xerkes. A night-vision rune would have been invaluable, but the delicate arcane geometry would have taken hours to etch into the golem's crystal matrix. Too late for that now.

 















One hand reached into the dimensional pouch, fingers closing around the artifact - a small crystalline sphere, no bigger than a marble.

Looked innocent enough, but beneath its surface, intricate runic patterns pulsed with stored potential. In his other hand, back in Xerkes, he held the trigger stone - when infused with mana, it would resonate with the identical patterns etched into each explosive sphere, setting off a chain reaction.







The artifact felt cool against the golem's palm as he approached the container. Once placed, a simple surge of mana into the trigger stone would turn this entire weapons cache into-








A clatter, followed by a curse.

"Everything alright down there?" A voice echoed from somewhere above.

Adom froze, the artifact still warm in the golem's palm.

"Yeah, just... slipped on something." Metal scraped as the guard picked himself up.

"Slipped? On what?" The voice from above sounded puzzled. "We keep this place bone dry. Can't risk water anywhere near the cargo."

Through enhanced vision, Adom watched the guard bend down, torch hovering near the floor. A dark smear gleamed in the firelight. The guard's head tilted. "Is that blo-"

The golem's strike was precise. A dull thud, and the guard crumpled.

"Hey, what was that noise?" A pause. "Marcus?" Another pause, longer, more annoyed. "You know it's really rude to ignore people, right? We've talked about this. Just because you're new doesn't mean-"

The voice was coming from the walkway above - third support beam, moving west. Adom willed the golem upward, silent as shadow.

"I swear, if you're playing one of your stupid pranks again, I'll-"

The guard never finished his sentence. The golem's blow dropped him mid-word.

Are they dead? The thought flashed through Adom's mind as he stared at the two still forms. He hadn't meant to- The first guard twitched. Relief flooded through him.

The man groaned softly.

Bam. Back to sleep.
























Adom moved the golem swiftly through the shadows, scanning. Time was running out - someone would notice the missing guards soon. He sorted through sound patterns: two guards still chatting by the east entrance, one set of footsteps circling the perimeter, and-

There. Second cargo. Same characteristics. He reached into the pouch-

Footsteps above. Too close.

The golem pressed against the container wall, becoming nearly invisible as a guard passed on the walkway overhead. Three seconds... five. Clear.

Movement resumed. The second artifact joined its twin, nestled against the container's base. Just one more to-

"Hey! Anyone seen Marcus?"

Adom's hands moved faster. The final cargo container stood twenty meters ahead. The third artifact felt slick in the golem's grip. Almost there. Almost-

"Marcus? Marcus! Check the west section! He's not responding to me!"

No time for stealth. The golem sprinted the final stretch, Adom started placing the artifact, metal fingers moving with precision despite the chaos. Just one more after this-

There was a hole in the cargo Adom was trapping. He could have ignored it, but...


Through the golem's eyes, a soft blue radiance seeped beneath a massive iron door, pulsing like a captive heartbeat. The artifact in the golem's grip suddenly felt insignificant.

"No..." The word escaped Adom's lips, barely a whisper. His mind refused to process what his eyes were telling him.











The footsteps were getting closer. He needed to finish placing the crystals. He needed to leave. But that light... he knew that light.













Celestial Tears. The purest form of mana crystal known to exist.

 










These crystals formed only in the deepest, most mana-dense dungeons, where ambient magical energy compressed under its own weight for centuries. Like diamonds of pure magic, each one worth a king's ransom. Too pure and unstable to be used in common enchantments - they'd shatter at the slightest magical resonance.

Unless, of course, they underwent the Awakening. A rare phenomenon where the crystals were exposed to a precise sequence of elemental energies. The process stabilized them, made them capable of channeling immense magical power.

The same property that made them the final, crucial component of Dragon's Breath.

Footsteps thundered down the corridor. Adom directed the golem to quickly place the corrupted crystals.

Time stretched like molasses. The void began to swallow the golem, reality peeling away layer by layer, when—

Green.

A sickly emerald glow came from the distance, closing fast. Too fast. Through the golem's enhanced senses, Adom registered movement at impossible speeds. Death approached, wreathed in verdant light.

"DODGE!"

The golem twisted, catching the flash of blue flame-like energy coating the blade as it sliced through the space where its torso had been a fraction of a second before. Steel whispered past crystalline form, missing by mere inches.

The figure pivoted, ethereal green light casting strange shadows across a face Adom knew. The same face he'd seen at Professor Kim's, the one that had made him think of his father.

Gale.

Their eyes met as the golem's head entered the void again. A heartbeat stretched into eternity. Adom's fingers closed around the artifact in his pocket, sending a resonance pulse through the network of artifacts he'd laid.

And Gale... smiled.

The first fire from the artifacts ripped through the facility as the void claimed the last of the golem. That smile burned itself into Adom's memory. The smile of a hunter acknowledging his prey.

One second. The entire encounter had lasted less than one second.



            

    
        Chapter 30. I Am Regretting This

    
    
    
    
                Gale.

Mr. Fox's right-hand man, according to Professor Kim. And Mr. Fox had been funding the professor's research for years.

If Gale was the knight employed by the Children of the Moon, and he answered directly to Mr. Fox, then that meant either the man was a big shot among the Children or...

"He's the founder of the Children of the Moon, and its current boss," Cisco said. "His true name is Ernest Boyle."

"And that knight..." Adom's voice trailed off.

"You said you knew him as Gale?" Cisco shifted in his chair. "We managed to find some information about him, he is a noble, from fallen House Coeur-de-Lion. Galahad Coeur-de-Lion."

"Galahad Coeur-de-Lion," Adom repeated, tasting each syllable. "Ernest Boyle. The Children of the Moon."

New names. New pieces on a board he was only beginning to understand. A noble house he'd never heard of. An organization that seemed to have its fingers everywhere. Were these the people that would eventually assassinate Professor Kim? The same people who would put Dragon's Breath out there, triggering the future he was trying to prevent?

It made too much sense. The professor's funding. The Celestial Tears hidden in that facility. All the pieces were falling into place, forming a picture that made his blood run cold.

Because if he was right – if these were indeed the players who would shape that dark future – then he wasn't just dealing with common criminals or ambitious nobles. He was up against an organization with the resources to create magical mass destruction weapons, the connections to silence renowned professors, and the audacity to sell apocalypse to the highest bidder.

He'd always assumed Professor Kim was assassinated because the project was publicized, drawing unwanted attention from power-hungry vultures. Now he realized the bitter truth: whether the professor went public or not was irrelevant. The very people he desperately tried to keep in the dark hadn't just known about the project – they'd been bankrolling it years before Adom drew his first breath.

The stakes hadn't just risen. They'd exploded.

But with hardships came ease.

The path ahead had crystallized. Two objectives, clear as day: stop turning around the bush, and destroy the prototype then get the professor out of the equation. Not dead – god, he'd had enough of death already. But out. Safe. Away from the Children of the Moon.

Could he just... tell Kim the truth? "Hey, professor, your benefactor is actually the head of a secret organization that's going to kill you and use your invention to create magical weapons of mass destruction. How about we grab some coffee and discuss your retirement plans?"

He snorted. Right.

But then again... Kim wasn't stupid. The man was brilliant, even if he currently trusted his benefactors. That was the problem, wasn't it? The professor was too focused on his research to see the wolves in sheep's clothing. Too grateful for the funding that let him pursue his life's work.

Adom's chair scraped against the floor as he suddenly stood, anger flashing in his eyes. "Cisco. You told me he was in Meridian District. Your letter specifically said the window was clear!"

Cisco's whiskers twitched, his usually composed demeanor showing a crack of genuine concern. "That's what has been bothering me since last night. My man watching him swears the Knight was there, then..." The mouse beastkin's paws gestured in frustration. "One moment he was in Meridian, the next he was moving at impossible speeds toward your location. No warning, no indication. Just sudden movement, as if he knew exactly where to go."

"That doesn't make any sense," Adom said, pacing now. "How could he have known? The only people who knew about the operation were-"

"We're still looking into it," Cisco cut in, his tone grave. "But I assure you, the intelligence breach didn't come from my end."

Adom opened his mouth to argue further when Marco burst through the door, slightly out of breath.

"The operation," Marco said, excitement breaking through his usual professional demeanor. "It worked. They definitely lost significant assets."

Adom's anger momentarily subsided. "How much are we talking about?"

Marco shook his head. "Hard to tell right now. We haven't gotten all the intel yet, but-"

Adom's mind was already racing again. The Knight's impossible appearance, the speed, the timing... something wasn't adding up. How had Gale known? And more importantly, what else might he know?

He straightened in his chair.

That wasn't the immediate problem. He needed to open Kim's eyes, but how? Wild claims about the future would sound insane. But he had something better: he had seen their facility. He knew their names. He could provide concrete evidence that the Children of the Moon were more than just generous benefactors.

"Would you have anything on Ernest Boyle?" Adom leaned forward. "Documents, records, anything that could prove what kind of man he is?"

Cisco's whiskers twitched once as he reached for his glass. "I'll have Eren bring you a package."

"Thank you."

"No," Cisco swirled the amber liquid in his glass, "thank you. What you pulled off at that facility..." He paused, a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "You cost them. Significantly. Right now, they're running themselves ragged trying to find the culprit."

He took a slow sip, his eyes never leaving Adom. "My sources tell me they're looking for a fearsome warrior. Tall. Imposing." The mouse beastkin set his glass down. "No offense, but you don't exactly fit that description."

Adom offered a polite smile, not really in the mood for jokes but not wanting to be rude.

"Their own assumptions work against them," Cisco continued. "Makes them blind to... certain possibilities. Keep that advantage. You'll need it."

"I'll keep that in mind." Adom said, getting up.

Before turning to leave, he paused. "While I still have you here - about my order?"

"Ah, yes." Cisco nodded, setting his glass down. "The Water of Jouvance has been obtained. It's already en route." He glanced at Marco. "And the other item?"

Marco straightened. "The wyvern's heart will be here in a week."

"A week?" Adom's eyebrows rose. "Are you sure?"

"Positive," Marco replied with quiet confidence. "Our contact in the north is reliable."

"Looking forward to it, then." Adom rose from his chair. "Cisco. Marco."

They exchanged brief nods, the practiced courtesy of professionals, before Adom took his leave.

*****


The autumn chill bit through Adom's coat as he trudged back toward Xerkes. His steps dragged against the cobblestones, each one feeling heavier than the last. He hadn't slept more than an hour or two since last night's operation, and his body was making its protests known.

His stomach should have been growling - when was the last time he'd eaten? Yesterday? But there was no hunger, just a hollow emptiness that matched his thoughts.

Children of the Moon. Celestial Tears. Star Knights and fallen noble houses.

Adom ran a hand through his hair, not caring how disheveled it made him look. How exactly was he supposed to approach Kim about any of this?

Even if Cisco's documents proved convincing enough - and that was a big if - what then? The prototype was already near completion. Who was to say they wouldn't just take it by force? These people had resources, connections, and apparently a knight who could move faster than should be physically possible.

A bitter laugh escaped his lips, drawing curious glances from passersby. He couldn't tell if his growing headache was from lack of sleep, the weight of the situation, or both.

Both. Definitely both.

And then there was his own clock ticking away. One month? A little bit more?

He took a glance at the system: 1 month, 18 days, 12 hours, 21 min

The illness lurking in his future felt simultaneously too close and too distant, like a storm cloud that kept changing position every time he looked up.

"Where the hell is he?!"

Adom's head snapped up. A crowd was gathering ahead, their murmurs carrying across the street. More shouts rose above the general din, urgent and afraid.

He should probably keep walking. He was tired, irritated, and had enough problems without-

His feet were already moving toward the commotion.

Because of course they were.


The crowd parted as Adom approached the Adventurer's Guild entrance. Two warriors stood their ground, armor still caked with dried blood, facing a man whose rage seemed to fill the entire street.

"Gankers!" The man's voice cracked with fury. "You left him to die!"

In his white-knuckled grip, he clutched a muscled arm. Just an arm. The severed limb still wore a bronze bracer, its surface scratched and dented.

"Sir, please," the female adventurer tried, her voice steady despite her pale face. "When the dungeon started shifting-"

"Lies!" the man lunged forward, nearly dropping the arm. "My boy was strong! He wouldn't just-"

"The walls changed," the male adventurer cut in. "One moment he was there, the next-"

Adom had seen this before. Everyone did. Dungeons were as much a part of life as markets or taverns.

They appeared without warning, promising riches, artifacts, power. But for every successful raid, there were scenes like this. Parents receiving pieces of their children. Wives becoming widows. The lucky ones got bodies to bury.

"Where's the rest of him?" The father's voice dropped. "Where's my son?"

"The dungeon's sealed," the female adventurer said. "Won't open for another month. We barely made it out ourselves."

The father's face twisted. With a roar, he charged the adventurers, his son's arm raised like a club. "You cowards! You left him! You-"

Guards appeared, seemingly from nowhere, grabbing the grieving man. He thrashed in their grip, still clutching the arm, screaming accusations as they dragged him away.

The crowd murmured, some shaking their heads, others just watching in silence.

Adom turned away, jaw clenched. As if this day wasn't difficult enough already.

He walked faster, leaving the scene behind, but his frustration only grew. One more thing. One more goddamn thing on a day already overflowing with them.

Adom pushed open the door to his room, the familiar creak barely registering in his exhausted mind.

Sam was sprawled across his bed, nose buried in a thick tome, legs dangling off the edge. "Oh hey, you won't believe what I found in the library today - there's this fascinating theory about elemental resonance in early morning spellweaving and-" He looked up, his excited grin fading. "Whoa, you look like death warmed over. Where've you been? You missed all of Runicology."

"Not in the mood for classes today." Adom made his way to his bed, letting gravity do most of the work as he collapsed onto it. The mattress welcomed him like an old friend, and he suddenly realized just how desperately he needed sleep.

"Not in the- since when are you not in the mood for classes?" Sam sat up, letting his book fall closed. "Did something happen?"

"Everything's fine." The words came out muffled against his pillow.

Adom just sank deeper into his bed, not even bothering to take off his shoes. His mind felt like it was stuffed with cotton, heavy and useless.

"Sam," he said, not looking up as he took off his glasses and placed them carefully beside his pillow, "wake me at dawn, please."

"Uuh, yeah," Sam said hesitantly, closing his book entirely now. "Are you... are you alright?"

"Yeah," Adom mumbled into his pillow, his voice already heavy with approaching sleep. "Everything's perfectly fine."

The obvious lie hung in the air for a moment, but Sam did not call him out on it, and Adom couldn't bring himself to care. Not today.

"Sleep well then," Sam said softly, setting his book aside with unusual care.

"Thank you Sam."

*****

THUD. THUD. THUD.

Each impact sent vibrations through Adom's arms, sweat already soaking through his shirt despite the early hour. The training room was empty except for him and the punching bag, which swayed with each strike.

[+2 Iron Lungs]
[+1 Boxing Mastery]

His breathing remained controlled, measured, even as his thoughts raced. Ernest Boyle. Gale. The future. His parents. The world. All of it threatened to overwhelm him, so he channeled it into his fists instead.

THUD. THUD. THUD.

Adom's arms burned, but he pushed through it. The illness in his blood was spreading – he could feel it. How long until it became noticeable? How long until he became a cripple again?

[+1 Endurance]

The face of Gale flashed in his mind, that smug smile, those calculating eyes. THUD. Then Ernest Boyle, the man giving him such a hard time. THUD. The future he'd seen, his parents' deaths, the world in flames. THUD. THUD. THUD.

His technique grew sharper with each strike, more precise. He couldn't afford to fail. Couldn't afford to die. Too many lives depending on him, too many threads to unravel, too many disasters to prevent.

[Indomitable Will Activated]

The burning in his muscles intensified, but so did his focus. He'd never trained like this before, never pushed himself this hard. But then again, he'd never had to save the world before either.

His strikes became faster, harder. The bag swung wildly, chains creaking in protest. Still, he didn't stop. Couldn't stop. Not while there was still strength in his arms, still breath in his lungs.

Because if he failed...

No. That wasn't an option. He would succeed. He had to. No matter what it took, no matter the cost.

THUD. THUD. THUD.

"Whoa there brother, way to go!" A sudden voice cut through his focused haze.

Adom stopped mid-strike, chest heaving as he turned around. Kaius stood in the doorway, his tall frame leaning casually against the entrance. Despite the early hour, he was already in his training gear, a towel draped around his neck.

"Hello Kaius," Adom managed between breaths, suddenly aware of how drenched in sweat he was.

"Morning, Adom," Kaius grinned, but his eyes narrowed as they fell to Adom's hands. "Hey, your wraps are loose, and those gloves..." He crossed the room in a few long strides. "The way you're throwing those crosses, you'll mess up your wrists. Here."

Adom looked down at his hands. He hadn't even noticed the wraps had started unraveling, or that his form had deteriorated as exhaustion set in.

"Oh," he said, flexing his fingers. "I wasn't really... I mean, I'm not actually trying to learn boxing properly."

Kaius raised an eyebrow. "Having a tough time?"

Adom's throat tightened. He turned back to the bag, adjusting his glasses which had started sliding down his sweaty nose. "You could say that."

"Listen," Kaius said, moving to hold the bag steady. "If you're going to beat up this poor bag, at least let me show you how to do it without beating yourself up too." His voice carried no judgment. "Trust me, nothing worse than having to explain to the healers why your wrists are sprained from improper form."

Adom hesitated, his breath still coming in heavy pants. Part of him wanted to dismiss the offer - he hadn't come here for a lesson, just needed to vent. But Kaius was right; his hands were already starting to ache in ways they probably shouldn't.

"Here," Kaius continued, stepping back from the bag. "First, let's fix these wraps. You want support, not a tourniquet." He gestured at Adom's hands. "Plus, if you're going to channel all that frustration into something, might as well get stronger while you're at it, right?"

The corner of Adom's mouth twitched despite himself. That was Kaius - always finding ways to turn any situation into an opportunity for improvement. It was probably why he was one of the few upper-years Adom actually didn't mind being around.

Just like all the other club members, really.

"I suppose you have a point," Adom conceded, starting to unwrap his hands.

Kaius expertly rewrapped Adom's hands, explaining each loop and cross. His movements were precise, neither too tight nor too loose. "See? You want to protect these knuckles, but still keep mobility in your fingers. There's an art to it."

While working, he glanced up at the bag. "Got some time before my usual routine. Want to spar a bit?"

"Sure," Adom said, flexing his newly wrapped hands. They already felt better.

Kaius smiled, moving to grab his own gear. As he prepared, he spoke casually over his shoulder. "You know, I used to come here at dawn too. Still do, sometimes. There's something about hitting things that helps clear the head better than any meditation technique they teach us." He paused, adjusting his wraps. "Whatever's eating at you – it doesn't have to make sense to anyone else. Sometimes life just gets heavy, you know?"

Adom watched him, surprised by the mature perspective. He'd gotten so used to seeing his schoolmates as children that moments like these caught him off guard. "Do you have a younger sibling?" The question slipped out before he could stop it. "You seem experienced at... this."

Kaius's hands stilled for a moment. His smile remained, but something shifted in his eyes. "Used to," he said simply.

"Oh." Adom replied. "I'm sorry."

"Don't be," Kaius shook his head, resuming his preparations. "Made peace with it a while ago. Life's funny like that – throws you curveballs, knocks you down." He finished wrapping his hands and turned to Adom with a wink. "But as my favorite philosopher would say, you can come back from anything – it's all about the mindset."

They moved to the padded area of the training room, Kaius taking a relaxed stance while Adom settled into a more rigid position. Despite his earlier exhaustion, Adom felt his focus sharpening.

"Remember," Kaius said, bouncing lightly on his feet, "this isn't about winning. Just move, breathe, and let it flow."

The next fifteen minutes were a lesson in humility. Kaius wasn't just strong; he was efficient. Every time Adom threw a punch, Kaius seemed to flow around it like water, responding with light taps that could have been devastating hits if he'd wanted them to be.

[System recalibrating...]

"Good," Kaius would say occasionally, "but guard your left side more." Or, "Nice dodge, now follow through."

By the end, Adom was completely drained, but his mind felt clearer than it had in days. The overwhelming thoughts about Ernest, Gale, and the future were still there, but they'd settled into something more manageable.

"Water?" Kaius tossed him a bottle from his bag. They sat on the training room floor, catching their breath.

"Thanks," Adom said, both for the water and everything else.

"Same time tomorrow?" Kaius asked casually, wiping his face with a towel. "If you're going to make a habit of dawn training, might as well do it right."

Adom looked at Kaius, a sudden heaviness settling in his chest.

In his original timeline, he'd never heard of a battle mage named Kaius. No notable achievements, no memorable stories - probably just another name lost in the endless casualty lists from the wars that would come. The kind of person whose life would be reduced to a statistic, a footnote in history.

Looking at him now - young, strong, full of easy smiles and quiet wisdom - Adom felt something shift in his perspective.

This wasn't just about preventing an apocalypse. It was about people like Kaius, who deserved more than becoming another casualty in senseless conflicts. People who should have the chance to live, to grow old, to pass on their philosophy about comebacks and mindsets to others.

Kaius was still waiting for an answer, casually wiping sweat from his neck.

"Yeah," he found himself saying. "Same time tomorrow."

[System recalibrated!]

[Boxing Mastery has reached Level 2!][Basic footwork and striking techniques have been improved]
[Damage reduction while boxing increased by 5%]

The day unfolded like most others at Xerkes Academy, except it didn't – they never really did.

During the Spell Weaving class, Adom adjusted his glasses as he watched Gus Howl's salamander familiar, Gizmo, set fire to Jason Burke's robes after the latter over-stimulated the creature.

Some students still hadn't learned that magical creatures weren't toys for entertainment.

"He had it coming," Sam whispered beside him, trying not to laugh as the Professor calmly extinguished the flames.

The morning continued with Runicology, where the pop quiz proved to be more entertainment than challenge. After seventy-nine years of life and a previous career that heavily relied on runes, the basic principles felt like reading children's books.

"Whatever you're doing, keep doing it," Professor Wei said as he handed back Adom's paper, a rare smile on his stern face. "The only perfect score in class."

The afternoon's Monster Anatomy class started normally enough with Professor Drake dissecting a cave crawler – until Finn, one of Damus' friends, displaying the kind of curiosity that often preceded disaster, decided to poke the yellow-green organ on the creature's abdomen.

"What's this one do?" he asked, finger already in motion.

Professor Drake's "DON'T-" came a moment too late.

The resulting explosion of post-mortem gases sent students scrambling for the exits, leaving behind half-written notes and dignity in equal measure. The stench managed to accomplish what three years of cleaning spells hadn't – it cleared out the decades-old dust from the classroom's corners.

Hours later, after multiple baths, Finn trudged into the dining hall trailing a unique combination of tomato, lime, and lingering cave crawler essence.

The whispers of "Finn the Smelly" started at the far table and spread like wildfire.

Kids could be cruel.

Between classes, he spotted three fourth-years cornering a first-year behind the library building. Rather than intervene directly, he simply caught Guard Captain Marina's attention as she passed nearby. She handled the situation with her usual efficiency.

As the day wound down and students began heading to their dorms or clubs, Adom turned to Sam. "Hey. Want to help me with fluid control practice?"

Sam's enthusiasm vanished. "No. Absolutely not." He shifted uncomfortably. "Last time I hit you five times in ten minutes, Adom. And that's with me holding back."

"That's why I need the practice," Adom insisted. "The fluid enhancement should help me dodge better."

"Should. But doesn't." Sam ran a hand through his hair, frustrated. "Look, you're my best friend, and no offence but you're... well, you're kind of an easy target. Even for me. And I'm terrible at combat magic."

"None taken." Some was taken. "Plus, that makes you perfect for practice," Adom pressed. "Come on, I need to figure this out. Just one more session?"

Sam looked at him for a long moment. "Fine. But the moment it gets too rough, we stop. I mean it this time." He pointed an accusing finger at Adom. "And no more 'just one more try' after I knock you down three times in a row."

Adom smiled. "Deal."

"I'm going to regret this, am I not?"

*****

"I am regretting this."

This was the twenty-third attempt.

[-4 Life Force][White Wyrm Body has reached level 4!]
[Fluid Control has reached level 3!][+3 Endurance]
[+7 Iron lungs][Physical enhancement moderately strengthened]
[Indomitable Will is active]

"One more time," Adom panted, pushing himself up from the ground.

Sam sighed.

Adom smiled.

"Are you a masochist, Adom?"

To any outsider, yes, it might have looked like Adom was actually enjoying the constellation of bruises left by Sam's increasingly potent wind spells (way to go Sam!), the cold air in the pitch, and the distinct feeling that tomorrow's muscles would have some choice words for him. But to Adom, who had a blue screen hovering in his peripheral vision, there was a very good reason to be happy.

[Subject [Adom Sylla] is approaching emergence threshold...]

Something was changing.

Sam exhaled sharply. "Here goes nothing."

"I saw that lip twitch," Adom said. "You're trying not to smile."

"This hurts me more than it hurts you."

"I doubt i-"

The spell cut him off mid-sentence. That little-

Time slowed.

In the last twenty-three attempts, Adom hadn't managed to dodge a single hit. Not one. He'd seen some of the spells coming - translucent ribbons of compressed air, twisting like serpents, distorting the space around them - but seeing wasn't enough. Each failure had taught him something, though. The way wind moved. The way it curved. The subtle differences between a feint and a real attack.

The first few attempts, he'd relied purely on reflexes. That hadn't worked.

Then he'd tried predicting trajectories based on Sam's movements - also a failure.

He'd created scenarios in his head, mapped possible paths, calculated angles. Each attempt added another layer of understanding, another piece of the puzzle. Sometimes the spell would curve when he expected it to go straight. Sometimes it would speed up when he thought it would slow down. Every assumption he made was proven wrong, until he realized he was thinking too much.

It wasn't about thinking. It wasn't about calculating. It was about feeling.

The Fluid enhancement had made him faster, sharper. His eyes could track the spell's movement better now, his body could respond quicker. But that wasn't enough either. He needed something more.

The wind spell was coming. Time seemed to stretch. His eyes tracked the distortion in the air, the way it rippled and twisted. Based on its trajectory, it was aimed at his right thigh - but something felt off. An instinct, born from twenty-three failures, screamed that this wasn't right.

He hesitated. The logical part of his brain insisted the spell would hit his thigh. The angles, the speed, the trajectory - everything pointed to it. But that feeling, that nagging sensation...

Trust it.

The world slowed to a crawl. The spell curved, and in that moment, Adom saw it - really saw it. Not where it was going, but where it wanted to go. Not its path, but its intention.

His body moved before his mind could catch up. He bent backward, feeling the Fluid surge through his muscles, supporting the impossible angle. The wind spell brushed past his chest, missing by inches, and struck a nearby tree with a sharp crack.

Time resumed its normal flow.

"Whoa," Sam breathed.

His heart was pounding - when had that started? Adom panted, still bent at an awkward angle, and from this position he could see the damage on the tree. His eyes widened.










"Were you trying to actually kill me?"

"Huh?"

A piece of bark fell from the deep gouge in the trunk. Sam gasped, his face draining of color.

"Oh gods- I'm sorry, I'm so sorry!" He rushed to Adom, hands trembling as they checked for injuries. "I lost control, I didn't mean to- I got carried away with the theoretics of wind compression and- are you hurt? I should've been more careful, I-"

Adom started laughing.

Sam stopped mid-panic, staring at his friend. "Did I... did I do something to your head too? Are you alright?"

Trying and failing to contain his laughter, Adom straightened up. "Yeah," he managed between chuckles. "Actually, I'm more than alright."

[New Skill Acquired: Flowing Perception (Uncommon) (Active)]
[Ability: Enhanced prediction and analysis of movement patterns]
[Current Level: 01]






















"Let's go home, Sam."













 



















            

    
        Chapter 31. Blacksmith

    
    
    
    
                Adom's smile grew increasingly strained as Miss Grimclaw examined Professor Mirwen's card for what must have been the eighth time. The goblin librarian held it up to the light, squinted at it, turned it over, and then fixed Adom with another piercing stare from behind her tiny silver spectacles.

He refused to fidget. Or blink. Though his face was starting to hurt.

The great archivist of Xerkes' library sat perched on her elevated chair, which still left her at eye level with most humans' chests. Today she wore her usual severe gray dress, complete with a chain of brass keys that clinked softly whenever she moved.

"Curious," she said finally. "Most curious."

Five thousand years ago, her ancestors had communicated primarily through grunts and aggressive gestures.

Like most goblins, they'd lived in warrens deep underground, raiding surface settlements for food and shiny trinkets. This wasn't even prejudice - it was simple historical fact. Before the Great Integration, goblins and orcs hadn't even possessed written languages of their own. Even now, most of her kind preferred the simplicity of tribal life, viewing reading as suspicious magic and formal education as a waste of perfectly good raiding time. The few goblins who ventured into human cities usually worked as craftsmen or merchants, their natural cunning turned to trade rather than academics.

Yet here was Miss Grimclaw, not just literate but probably the most educated person in the building - and everyone knew it.

She'd become something of a celebrity in academic circles, her papers on magical theory cited in universities across three continents, despite her never casting a single spell herself.

The running joke was that she'd memorized every book in the library just by glaring at them long enough. She'd earned her position through decades of ruthless dedication, proving that a goblin could not only match human scholars but surpass them. Her existence was considered a fascinating anomaly by many researchers - though none dared suggest such a thing to her face.

"Professor Mirwen was quite clear about-" Adom began.

"I can read," Miss Grimclaw cut him off, tapping one long green finger against the card. "The question, Mr. Sylla, is why a second-year student requires access to fourth-year restricted materials." Her eyes narrowed. "Particularly one with your... attendance record of late."

Adom's smile threatened to crack. Of course she'd know about his missed classes. Miss Grimclaw knew everything that happened in Xerkes. Some students swore she had a network of mice spies. Others insisted she could read minds.

The truth was probably worse: she just paid attention.

Adom cleared his throat. "Actually, I was thinking of switching to battle magic."

Miss Grimclaw looked him up and down with the sort of careful assessment usually reserved for particularly dubious ancient texts. "Is that so? Mr. Harbinski will miss you terribly in the theoretical studies section. You two were quite the fixture here." She adjusted her spectacles. "Until recently."

"Sam will adapt," Adom said, trying to keep his voice light. "He's got a new theory about elemental resonance to keep him company."

Something flickered across Miss Grimclaw's sharp features - not quite a smile, but perhaps its scholarly cousin. She finally handed the card back, her brass keys jingling. "Fourth-year battle magic materials are in Section R, third floor, east wing. And naturally, this grants you access to third-year materials as well."

"Thank you, Miss Grimclaw."

"Good to see you back in the library, Mr. Sylla." She paused, then added with brutal frankness, "Though I must say, you don't strike me as particularly suited for combat magic. You seem more the type to get a paper cut and require immediate medical attention."

"Ouch."

"Off you go then," she said, already turning back to her work. "Try not to bleed on any of the books."

Adom climbed the stairs to the third floor, joining the steady stream of students heading to their favorite study spots.

The Library of Xerkes wasn't the biggest in the world - not even close, really. The elves had their crystal archives, and the dwarves their endless underground vaults. But for humans? This was as good as it got.

Eleven million books, scrolls, and manuscripts, give or take.

Not bad for a species that only really got into proper magic a few thousand years ago. While other human schools had risen and fallen throughout the ages, Xerkes kept standing, kept collecting. These days, every graduating mage worth their salt added at least one book to the collection. Some obligation about "continuing knowledge" or whatever.

He passed the first-year section, where kids still struggled with basic theory. The usual crowd hunched over their texts, looking appropriately miserable. A few older students floated near the ceiling on platforms of air, browsing the higher shelves.

The alchemy section was tucked away in the east wing. Fewer students here - most preferred their magic theoretical and explosion-free. The books looked more worn too, like they'd seen some action themselves.

"'Paracelsus's Incomplete Works,'" Adom muttered, remembering Mia's words. The search runes carved into the shelves flickered to life - one of Xerkes' better ideas for managing eleven million books. No one had time to dig through endless shelves like some kind of literary archaeologist.

The runes pulsed once, twice, then a soft blue glow appeared several shelves away. Third-year section.

He reached up and pulled down the glowing volume. The leather binding was worn smooth by countless hands before his, and something about it felt... heavy.

"Right then," he muttered. "Let's see what you're hiding."

Adom found a quiet corner and set the book down on a reading desk. Page 394. He opened it carefully, the aged paper crackling slightly under his fingers. The page looked ordinary enough - just another dense block of alchemical theory that made his eyes want to glaze over.

Right. Mana weaving. He took a slow breath, gathering his magic.

First, a thin stream through the page's core. He channeled his mana carefully, like threading a needle. Too much force and he'd probably set the thing on fire. Not exactly the way to stay on Miss Grimclaw's good side.

The mana sank into the page, and he felt a slight... resonance?

Now for the tricky part.

Spread it like a web. He extended his magic outward from the center in delicate strands, counting under his breath. One-two-three, pulse. One-two-three, pulse. The rhythm had to be exact, Mia had said.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, like water seeping through paper, text began appearing in the margins. Cramped, careful handwriting filled every available space, diagrams squeezed between paragraphs, arrows connecting concepts.

"Well," Adom whispered, leaning forward with growing excitement, "hello there."

Hours slipped by as Adom lost himself in the hidden notes. Whoever had written them wasn't just explaining concepts - they were connecting them, showing how different aspects of alchemy flowed into each other. Things he'd struggled with for months suddenly clicked into place.

The anonymous annotator moved far beyond fourth-year material. Their explanations touched on advanced theory Adom had only glimpsed in passing references, but somehow made it feel accessible. Like building blocks, each concept supporting the next.

He scribbled his own notes frantically, mind racing with possibilities. The section on resonance frequencies in transformation arrays alone would revolutionize his approach to several experiments he'd been stuck on.

When his pocket watch chimed the hour, Adom blinked in surprise. The library had grown quieter, afternoon sunlight slanting through the high windows. His neck ached from hunching over the book.

Miss Grimclaw looked up as he approached her desk, the book clutched carefully in his hands.

"I'd like to borrow this one, please." He placed 'Paracelsus's Incomplete Works' on her desk.

She adjusted her spectacles, examining the spine. "Interesting choice, Mr. Sylla. Most students find Paracelsus rather... dense."

"It's surprisingly clear once you get into it," he said carefully.

Something flickered in her eyes - knowledge, perhaps? - but she simply nodded and reached for her ledger. "One month, as usual. Do try to return it in the same condition, unlike that unfortunate incident with 'Basic Botanical Brewing' last term."

"The..." Adom blinked, momentarily confused. What incident was she talking about...?

Then it hit him. "Oh! Right, that." The mushrooms. How could he forget? The book's diagrams sprouting actual glowing fungi right there in the library, Miss Grimclaw's face turning an impressive shade of purple. He'd spent weeks' worth of allowance paying for the cleanup and restoration.

In another life.

"I'll take excellent care of it," Adom assured Miss Grimclaw, securing the book in his bag. He glanced at his pocket watch again and winced slightly. He still needed to get to the Club before their session ended - Hugo would be there, and he needed to arrange a meeting with Professor Kim.

*****

Adom walked through the school corridors, dodging students and floating equipment. His mind kept circling back to the same problems: How to convince Hugo? When could he see Kim again? And the bigger question that made his stomach turn - what if the professor already knew about the weapon potential and didn't care?

He almost walked into a first year, mumbling something about Tuesday's notes, and kept moving.

Even if Kim refused to listen, even if Adom somehow managed to destroy the prototype... well, Kim was still Kim. The same brilliant mind that created it once could just create it again. How do you stop something like that?

"Watch it!" someone yelped as Adom nearly collided with them at the corner.

"Sorry, sorry," he mumbled, sidestepping. His reflection in a passing window looked pale. The professor had to listen. He had to. The alternative was...

He shook his head. One thing at a time. First, he needed to find Hugo.

Adom pushed open the door and stepped into the Combat Athletics Club. The sharp smell of sweat, leather, and polish hit him - and he realized, with mild concern, that he was actually starting to like it. When had that happened?

"Hey Adom!" called Petra, towel around her neck, heading for the showers.

"Later, Adom," nodded Kaius, packing up his gear.

He spotted Phil by the weapon racks, pulling on his jacket. "Phil, have you seen Hugo?"

"Yeah, he's over there," Phil pointed toward the practice mats. "Helping the new one with his form."

"Thanks."

Stepping around a pair of exhausted-looking third-years, Adom headed for the mats. The sound of someone being thrown onto them, followed by Hugo's patient "No, like this," drifted over.

Adom watched Hugo spot Damus on the bench press. The new kid was pushing way more than Adom expected - and when Damus noticed him watching, he somehow managed to push even harder, face turning red with effort.

"Eight... nine..." Hugo counted steadily. "Last one. Make it count."

Is he trying to prove something? Adom shifted his weight, deciding to let them finish. No point interrupting Hugo mid-training - especially when he needed a favor.








Since Damus had joined the club, they hadn't exchanged a single word. It worked well enough - an unspoken agreement to stay out of each other's way, stick to their own corners of the club. Simple. Clean. No need to complicate things.













"Hey, Adom!" A few more minutes passed before Hugo grabbed his towel and walked over, dropping onto the bench next to Adom. "Thanks for waiting. Damus's got potential, just needed to fix his form."

 


"What was wrong with it?"

Hugo wiped his face, glancing toward the showers where Damus had disappeared. "Common thing with swordsmen. They're used to keeping their shoulders tight, blade up. Makes sense in a fight. But that same tension screws up their bench form - they end up loading the anterior delts instead of letting the chest do the work. Had to get him to relax the shoulders, keep them pinned back."

"Huh."

"Anyway," Hugo turned to him, "you looked like you needed to talk about something?"

"Yeah, about that-" Adom's stomach chose that exact moment to let out an embarrassingly loud growl.

Hugo's laugh boomed across the training area. Adom felt his face heat up as he pressed a hand against his traitorous stomach.

"Come on," Hugo said, landing a heavy pat on Adom's back that nearly knocked him forward. "I know this place in the city - best eastern meals in the isles. We'll talk over proper food." He was already standing, gathering his things. "My treat."

Adom opened his mouth to refuse - this was urgent, they needed to talk now - but his stomach growled again, softer this time, like it was making its final argument. When was the last time he'd eaten? The library hours had blurred together, and before that...

He sighed, shoulders slumping in defeat. "Fine. But it better be as good as you say."

"Trust me," Hugo grinned, shouldering his bag. "You'll thank me when you taste their flat bread."

The boys were halfway to their destination when Hugo collided with what felt like a walking wall of metal.

"Sorry!" Hugo stumbled back, catching himself. "I wasn't-"

The figure didn't respond. Didn't even pause. Just kept walking, cloak billowing behind them, elaborate armor gleaming under the imperial sigils.

Wait. Imperial?

"Please make way," a guard approached them, his own armor less ornate but bearing the same markings. "Clear the street."

More armored figures emerged from the crowd, forming a loose perimeter. Adom frowned. Imperial guards? In Arkhos?

"Excuse me," he called out to the guard. "I thought imperial forces didn't operate in the isles. What's going on?"

The guard glanced down at him, expression professionally neutral. "We're accompanying His Highness, Crown Prince Kalyion Vi Savarnis, on his visit to the city."

"Oh right, the prince's visit," Hugo nodded, like this was perfectly normal. "Heard about that."

The guard moved on, shepherding other pedestrians aside.

Adom's frown deepened. The crown prince? Here? That... that hadn't happened last time. He would have remembered something like that - royal visits weren't exactly subtle affairs. In his past life, Kalyion had never visited Arkhos during this season.

What changed?

The thought nagged at him as he watched the armored figures disappear into the crowd. Small changes in the timeline by some sort of ripple effect were expected but a royal visit? That suggested something bigger had shifted. Something-

"Hey." Hugo's voice snapped him back. "You coming? Wei's flatbread waits for no man."

"Right." Adom shook off the unsettling feeling. "Lead the way."

They finally reached the small restaurant around two, the autumn chill making the warmth seeping from under the door even more inviting. Yellow light spilled onto the street through fogged-up windows, and Adom caught himself sniffing the air - spices, grilled meat, fresh bread. His stomach twisted painfully.

"See?" Hugo's grin widened. "And that's just what makes it past the door."

Before Adom could respond, Hugo's hand landed between his shoulder blades, shoving him forward. Adom stumbled, catching his balance.

"Could you maybe not throw people around with those bear arms of yours?"

Hugo's laugh echoed in the street, inviting some glares from passerby. "Please. You train with us now - you can handle a little push." He stepped past Adom, reaching for the door. "Come on, the others are waiting."

"The others?"

"It's cheat day," Hugo said, like that explained everything. "Some of us like to come here, stuff our faces properly." The door chimed as he pulled it open. "After you."

Inside, wooden tables filled the small space, worn smooth from years of use. Steam rose from bowls, mingling with conversation and laughter. Phil, Petra, and Kaius occupied a corner table, cups of hot tea already in front of them.

"Adom?" Petra brightened. "Didn't expect to see you here!"

Kaius pulled out a chair. "Come on, sit. You're just in time."

Phil leaned back, grinning. "First timer? Oh, this'll be good."

Hugo dropped into the seat next to Phil. "Told him my treat. His stomach was making more noise than Phil during warmups."

"That's not tr-"

"Don't even try to deny it," Petra grinned. "We all hear you counting under your breath."

"Well," Kaius rubbed his hands together, "guess we'll have to get you through the menu. It's not huge-"

"Six dishes," Phil cut in. "Seven if you count the flatbread separately."

"Which you should," Hugo insisted.

The old chef appeared from the kitchen, wiping his hands on his apron. His weathered face crinkled as he recognized the group. "Ah, the hungry fighters. And a new face!"

"Give him the special, Master Wei," Hugo called out. "He hasn't eaten since the ancestors were young."

"Such disrespect," the chef clicked his tongue, but his eyes sparkled. "The young think they can joke about age." He turned to Adom. "But they always come back to old Wei's cooking, don't they?"

A few minutes later, a steaming bowl appeared in front of Adom - rich broth, thick noodles, tender meat, and vegetables he didn't recognize. The aroma alone made his mouth water.

"Watch this," Hugo nudged him, tearing off a piece of flatbread. "When you're done with the noodles, dip the bread in the broth. Trust me."

"Master Wei's been making this since before the city had walls," Petra said, stealing a piece of Phil's bread.

"Hey!"

"That's why it's so good," Kaius nodded. "Old people cook with their soul."

"I heard that!" Wei called from the kitchen. "Keep talking and see if I make extra bread for you lot!"











Adom felt a surge of solidarity with the old man.





















"Sorry, Master Wei!" they chorused, not looking sorry at all.

The steam rose from Adom's bowl in lazy swirls. Everyone at the table had gone quiet, watching him expectantly. Even Master Wei had paused in the kitchen doorway, cloth in hand. Adom felt his neck heat up under their intense scrutiny - eating while being watched wasn't exactly comfortable. The act of chewing wasn't exactly anyone's most dignified moment.

"Go on," Petra urged, leaning forward.

Adom stared at the chopsticks beside his bowl, trying to remember how he'd seen others use them. His fingers felt clumsy as he attempted to position them.

Kaius noticed his hesitation. "Here," he said quietly, demonstrating with his own pair. "Hold the bottom one like this, against your ring finger. The top one moves, like a pencil."

After a few awkward attempts and some gentle corrections from Kaius, Adom managed to get a somewhat stable grip.

"No, no, you have to get the noodles and the meat in the same bite," Phil instructed. "Here, like this-" He demonstrated with his own chopsticks.

"And make sure you get some broth," Hugo added. "That's where all the magic is."

Kaius rolled his eyes. "Just let him eat, you vultures."

Adom wished they'd look anywhere else - preferably at their own bowls - but their eager faces made it clear that wasn't happening. Fighting down his self-consciousness, he gathered the noodles, making sure to catch a piece of meat and some vegetables. His chopsticks wobbled slightly, but he managed to keep the food from falling. He was acutely aware of every movement, trying not to look too awkward or slurp too loudly.

The first bite pushed all those thoughts away. His mouth filled with warmth - tender noodles, perfectly cooked meat that nearly melted on his tongue. The broth was rich and complex, spices he recognized dancing with ones he didn't, and underneath it all was a depth of flavor that spoke of hours of careful preparation. His eyes widened before he could help it, completely forgetting his audience.

"There it is," Hugo laughed, nudging Phil. "That's the look everyone gets their first time."

Master Wei's satisfied nod was barely visible before he disappeared back into the kitchen. Around the table, the others wore knowing grins, like they'd just inducted him into a secret club.





The Wei Club.
*****


After the meal, they lingered at Wei's for a while, trading stories and laughter. Adom made a mental note to bring Sam and Eren here sometime - they'd love the cooking just as much. One by one, they started heading back to Xerkes, until only Hugo and Adom remained.

Hugo fell into step beside him on the walk back. After a few moments of companionable silence, he cleared his throat. "Alright, out with it."

"What?"

"Something's been on your mind. You kept glancing at me all through dinner like you wanted to say something." Hugo's expression grew serious. "Listen, if those kids from before are giving you trouble again-"

Ah.

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. "No one's bullying me, Hugo."

"You sure? Because lately you've seemed... I don't know, overwhelmed? Even during training." Hugo ran a hand through his hair. "Kaius told me to give you space, said you might be going through something, but..." He stopped walking, turning to face Adom. "Look, I know I'm not exactly the wise sage type, but if you need someone to talk to, I'm here. We all are."

The sincerity in Hugo's voice caught Adom off guard. It was touching, really - this teenager trying his best to be a supportive older brother figure. The irony of the situation wasn't lost on him; here was Hugo, probably seventeen or eighteen, worried about someone who had lived through nearly eight decades in another life. But he couldn't exactly explain that, could he?

"I appreciate it," Adom said carefully, fighting back an amused smile. "Really. But I promise, I'm okay."

He wasn't. Not really. But he hoped to be.

Hugo studied his face for a moment longer, clearly not entirely convinced. "If you say so. Just... remember what I said, alright? You don't have to deal with everything alone."

In the city's central district, the afternoon crowds flowed around them - merchants calling their wares, children chasing each other between market stalls, the distant sound of a street musician's flute.

"So what was it you wanted to tell me?" Hugo asked, sidestepping a cart loaded with vegetables.

Adom watched a couple of pigeons fighting over a dropped piece of bread while he gathered his thoughts. A group of students passed by, their voices mixing with the general bustle of the street.

He took a breath. No point in overthinking it. "Could you arrange a meeting with Professor Kim for me?"

Hugo blinked. Blinked again. Then burst out laughing, drawing curious glances from passersby.

"Sorry, sorry!" He wiped his eyes, still chuckling. "Whew. And here I thought you were dying or something." He adjusted his glasses, grinning. "Of course you can meet the professor. Actually, I knew you'd want to be his assistant eventually. I'm in my sixth year now, and I'm planning to spend next year dungeon raiding, so he'll need someone to replace me anyway." He nudged Adom with his elbow. "We both think you'd be perfect for it. No need to be so anxious about asking to meet him - he's been wanting to talk to you too."

Ah.

Adom kept quiet as Hugo rambled on. He was completely wrong about Adom's motivations, but he'd achieved his goal anyway.

Maybe he needed to stop making everything so complicated when it could be as simple as just asking.

"So, when do you want me to set up the meeting? Professor Kim usually has time in the mornings, before his first class-" Hugo paused mid-sentence when he realized Adom had stopped walking.

"You're not coming?"

"Just remembered something I need to deal with," Adom said, already turning in the opposite direction.

"Oh. Well, I'll let you know about the meeting then?"

"Thanks, Hugo."

They parted ways at the crossroads, Hugo's footsteps fading into the crowd while Adom headed down the side street.




There really was something he needed to do - something that had been nagging at him since that night.

It wasn't just the explosion, or the fight itself. It was Gale's smile.

The way the man had looked at him through the flames, completely at ease, like they were sharing some private joke instead of trying to kill each other. There had been no malice in that smile, and somehow that made it worse. Like Adom was just... entertainment. A particularly interesting game piece that had caught his attention.

Even if they managed to take down the Children of the Moon - and that was a big if - something told Adom that Gale wouldn't stop. Not really. That smile said it all: "I found you, and now the game begins."

Adom flexed his fingers, still feeling the morning's workout in his muscles. Getting stronger physically was just the start. He needed every advantage he could get, and right now, his biggest asset was incomplete, stored away in his inventory like a broken toy.

He'd spent hours studying the Golem Knight's specifications, taking notes of every detail he could remember about it. The way the stone and metal had been perfectly integrated, how each joint moved with impossible precision. Whoever built it understood materials in a way that made his academic knowledge feel like a child playing with blocks.

He needed an armor. A proper armor, that he could fully integrate for the golem.

The Undertow wasn't an option this time.

The black market was great if you wanted something that "fell off a wagon" or "got lost in transit," but actual craftsmen? The closest thing you'd find there were thieves bragging about which master's workshop they'd robbed last week.

No, for this kind of work, he'd need to find a real artisan, right here in the city. Someone who could actually create and help craft an armor a knight would wear, not just fence other people's creations. Someone skilled enough to work with both stone and metal at this level of precision and more importantly, someone who wouldn't ask too many questions.

"Right," he muttered, pulling out the city map he'd marked with potential craftsmen earlier in the morning. "Time to find a blacksmith who won't think I'm completely insane."

He paused.

"A blacksmith who won't think I'm completely insane, in a city of magic users."

When he put it that way, maybe this wouldn't be so hard after all.

Blacksmith visits in the Scholar's District started promisingly, at least. Master Vallens' workshop was immaculate, his credentials impressive, and his work displayed in neat rows that would make any merchant proud. The problem became apparent when he opened his mouth.

"I don't do business with children," said Vallens, barely glancing up from his ledger.

"I'm a Xerkes student-"

"Playing with your father's money, no doubt." He finally looked at Adom, his expression somewhere between bored and contemptuous. "Come back when you're old enough to appreciate real craftsmanship."

Adom could have mentioned that price wasn't an issue. Could have pulled out as much money as necessary, or explained the situation. But something about the man's dismissive tone made him turn around without another word.

There were other smiths in the city. No need to waste time on someone who couldn't see past his age.

The second shop was its polar opposite. Tools scattered everywhere, the smell of beer competing with forge smoke, and the blacksmith - who introduced himself as "just Pete" - couldn't stop talking.

"Knight armor for a golem? Sure, sure, made plenty! Well, one. Maybe two? There was this thing last year, might've been a golem. Or a very large cat. Had metal bits though!"

Adom left before Pete could finish his story about the maybe-golem-maybe-cat.

Madame Laurent's Precision Engineering looked promising from the outside. The displays showed delicate mechanical works, tiny gears meshed perfectly. But something felt off about her too-wide smile, the way her eyes lingered on his student robes.

"Of course I can help! And for a student..." She lowered her voice conspiratorially. "I might even offer a discount. Just need to see the original piece first. For reference."

The gleam in her eyes reminded him too much of certain Undertow merchants. Hard pass.

The fourth shop had actual armor and golem parts in the window. Unfortunately, they looked like they'd been assembled by someone whose understanding of anatomy came from abstract art.

"It's a stylistic choice," the smith insisted, gesturing to what might have been an arm. Or possibly a very confused snake.

The fifth blacksmith, an elderly man who seemed more interested in his lunch than potential customers, barely looked up from his sandwich.

"Golems? Too much hassle. Try the Engineering District."

The sixth, in said Engineering District, had the skills but also had a six-month waiting list.

"Could bump you up to four months if it's urgent," the apprentice offered, flipping through an overstuffed ledger. "Master Brandon is very popular these days."

The seventh shop was tucked away in a side street, so modest Adom almost missed it. No displays, just a simple sign: "Kern's Metalworks." The sound of hammering drew him in.

An older woman was working at the forge, her movements precise and methodical. She didn't stop when he entered, just held up one finger in a "wait" gesture while she finished whatever she was working on.

What was it with Blacksmiths in this city?!

Three minutes later, she dunked the piece in water, steam hissing.

When she turned, Adom noticed her arms were well-muscled probably from years of smithing.

The workshop itself was modest but organized, with racks of weapons that made him pause. His father being a knight meant he'd grown up around quality arms and armor - he might not be a fighter himself (yet), but he knew good work when he saw it.

And this was the real deal.

Every piece in the shop screamed master craftsmanship.

"Welcome. What can I help you with?" she asked, wiping her hands on her apron.

Adom pulled out the detailed drawings he'd made of the armor. "I was wondering if you could craft something like this."

She took the papers, studying them with increasing interest. Her eyebrows rose slightly as she flipped through the pages of specifications and measurements.

"This is... unique," she said finally. "The integration of stone and metal, these joint designs... I've never seen anything quite like it." She looked up at him. "Where did you get these specifications?"

"Can you make it?"

She set the drawings down carefully. "I'm not specialized in armors, especially not ones this advanced."

"Oh." Adom's shoulders slumped. He'd thought... well, with the quality of work he'd seen, he'd hoped he'd finally found one of those legendary craftsmen from the stories - the mysterious masters who signed their work with secret marks and created impossible things.

He was already turning to leave when her voice stopped him.

"However," she said, "my apprentice has quite a talent for armor work."

Adom turned back, skeptical. "If you can't do it, what could an apprentice manage?"

A small smile crossed her face. "The kid's good. Very good. Especially with unusual projects like this." She tapped the drawings. "Sometimes fresh eyes see solutions old hands miss."

Adom hesitated. An apprentice? Then again, after a day of dead ends...

"Sure," he said finally. "I'd like to meet them."

The woman's smile widened slightly. "Fili!" she called out. No response. She sighed, shaking her head. "FILI!"

The back door of the smithy creaked open, and Adom found himself staring at what appeared to be a moving pile of metal scraps. Two legs shuffled beneath the precarious tower of parts, inching forward carefully.

"I got the pieces you asked for, Master! I think I found all the- oh no, oh no, oh no-"

The tower swayed. A piece slipped, then another, and suddenly the whole collection was tipping forward.

Adom's hands moved before he could think. [Levitate].

Dozens of metal pieces froze mid-fall, hanging in the air like a strange metal constellation.

The blacksmith and the young apprentice both looked at him.

"Where would you like these?" Adom asked, glancing at the woman.

"The sorting table, if you don't mind. The one by the wall."

He guided the pieces over, setting them down carefully. "There you go."

"A-are you a mage?" said the younger voice.

Didn't the uniform give it away?

"Uh... yes?"

Behind the now-sorted pile stood a young man about Adom's age, fidgeting with his apron strings. The apprentice was shorter than him, with rich brown skin and a shock of vivid red curly hair above bright green eyes - unmistakable features of dwarf-human heritage. A Halfdwarf, though that term had fallen out of favor decades ago.

Most people called them Stonebloods now, though they were rare enough that most citizens only knew them from stories. The dwarven kingdoms beyond the mountains had always been more welcoming of mixed heritage than humans or elves, taking in children of such unions and raising them as their own. Unlike the rigid social structures of human nobles or the infamous "purity" obsession of elven houses, dwarven culture celebrated the strength that came from diversity.

But what was one doing here?

Stonebloods weren't common in Arkhos - Adom had only seen a handful in his life, mostly merchants or craftsmen passing through. The isles' predominantly human population meant most Stonebloods preferred the more diverse mainland cities or their ancestral mountain kingdoms. To find one as a permanent resident, especially as a smith's apprentice, was unusual but not unheard of.

He found himself wondering what series of events had led Fili from the dwarven kingdoms to this modest smithy in a human city.

"A mage..."

The woman raised an eyebrow. "Fili, you just watched him use magic."

"I know, Master, but you said to start conversations with questions, and that was the first thing that came to mind, like in chapter three of-"

"You little bookworm," she said. "What's the first rule of the shop?"

"Oh! Right!" He turned to Adom, straightening his back like a soldier at attention. "Welcome to Kern's Metalworks, where quality meets craftsmanship! We offer competitive prices and satisfaction guaranteed! Our current special promotion includes-"

Master Kern placed a hand on his shoulder. "Fili."

"Yes?"

"Your own words. Not the merchant's guidebook."

"But the book said-"

"The book is a guide, not a script. Remember what we talked about?"

Fili deflated slightly. "That people want to talk to people, not books."

"Exactly." She squeezed his shoulder. "Now, why don't you look at what this young man brought us? I think you'll find it interesting."

Master Kern pushed the drawings toward Fili, and Adom found himself holding his breath. After a day of rejections and silly people, he was suddenly very invested in what this awkward, earnest apprentice might say about his project.

Fili leaned over the drawings, his previous awkwardness melting away as his eyes darted across the pages. His fingers traced the lines without touching them, hovering just above the surface.

Adom leaned forward too, watching the transformation. Maybe this was it - not the gruff, legendary master smith from the stories, but something potentially better.

A young Stoneblood apprentice with that particular intensity he'd seen in truly gifted craftsmen. Sure, there were plenty of jokes about dwarves and their smithing abilities, but stereotypes aside, there was a reason people sought out dwarven-trained smiths for the really impossible projects.

"These joint mechanisms..." he muttered, more to himself than anyone else. "The way the stone interfaces with... Master, look at this integration point here." He pointed to a specific detail, entirely focused now, his earlier social stumbling forgotten. "It's not just layered, it's... braided? I've never seen anything like this."

Master Kern leaned in, nodding slightly. "That's what caught my eye too."

Fili pulled one page closer, squinting. "The tolerances would have to be perfect. We'd need to..." He trailed off, reaching for a piece of charcoal and a scrap of paper, making quick calculations. His hand moved with none of the hesitation that had marked his earlier movements.

He looked up suddenly, as if remembering he wasn't alone. "Oh! Sorry, I..." He glanced at Master Kern, who gave him an encouraging nod. "I mean... these are fascinating. Where did you... um... if you don't mind me asking, where did you learn to design like this?"

"I specialized in runicology," Adom said, trying to keep his voice casual. "Drawing precise concepts like this becomes second nature after a while."

Fili's eyes lit up like a forge fire. "Then you have the model? The actual golem the armor will be made for? The way these mechanisms interlock, it must be incredible to see in motion-"

"It's, ah, at the Academy," Adom lied, feeling a twinge of guilt at the apprentice's genuine enthusiasm. "Can't really show it to anyone. Secret project, you understand."

"Oh! Of course, of course!" Fili nodded vigorously, clearly impressed by the implied importance. "That makes perfect sense. The applications of this design..." His hands moved as he spoke, sketching shapes in the air. " The way the armor would fusion with the golem..."

"So... can you do it?" Adom asked hesitantly, watching Fili's face.

"With these notes?" The young smith looked up from the drawings, a quiet confidence in his eyes that hadn't been there before. "Yes. Yes, I can."

Adom smiled, finally letting out a breath he'd been holding. "Perfect. How much will it-"

"Oh!" Fili glanced at Master Kern. "The pricing is usually her decision, since I'm still an appren-"

"This one's yours, Fili." Master Kern's voice was firm but gentle. "I don't know enough about armor-work to price it properly."

Fili froze, his mouth slightly open, eyes darting between his master and the drawings. The charcoal piece in his hand trembled slightly. For a moment, he seemed to have forgotten how to speak - a different kind of speechlessness than his earlier social awkwardness. His free hand gripped the edge of the workbench, as if to steady himself.

Master Kern pretended not to notice her apprentice's reaction, busying herself with organizing some tools on a nearby shelf, giving him space to process what this meant.

Finally, Fili swallowed hard and turned back to Adom, his voice barely above a whisper. "My first..." He cleared his throat, trying to sound more professional. "I mean, let me calculate the materials and time required."



            

    
        Chapter 32. Getting Ready

    
    
    
    
                "One week. That's what it should take, sir!"

"That's it?" Adom looked at Master Kern.

"If Fili says one week, then one week it is." She nodded, and Fili let out a small, excited giggle before catching himself.

Adom couldn't help but smile at the apprentice's enthusiasm. "Then I'll trust you with it. I'll come back in a week." He shifted his weight, reaching for his coin purse. "Now, about the cost-"

"Oh! Well, um, aside from the materials..." Fili's fingers twisted together. "Since you're my first customer ever, there's no service charge."

"Really? That's not necessary, I can pay-"

"No, no!" Fili's awkwardness gave way to unexpected firmness. "It's tradition. I couldn't possibly take service money from my first customer."

"Oh." Adom blinked. "Well, what will the materials cost then?"

"Ah, one minute!" Fili darted toward the back of the shop. There was an immediate crash, followed by the sound of shuffling papers and sliding metal.

"Everything alright there?" Adom called out.

"Uh, yes!" More crashing sounds. Then, "Master...?"

Master Kern sighed. "Top shelf, right side, Fili."

"Thank you!"

A moment later: "Master...?"

She looked at Adom apologetically. "Excuse me for a moment."

"Oh, no worries."

Master Kern disappeared into the back room. Her voice carried clearly: "Three years, Fili. You've been working in this smithy for three years, and you still can't remember where I keep the price book?"

"I know, I know, but you keep moving it-"

"I haven't moved it in six months."

"Oh. Really?"

Adom heard more shuffling, followed by what sounded like a heavy thud and Fili's muffled "Found it!"

The apprentice emerged carrying an enormous leather-bound book, its corners worn smooth with age. He heaved it onto the counter in front of Adom, their eyes meeting briefly before Fili offered an awkward smile and a mumbled "Sorry."

He opened the book, fingers trailing down columns of numbers. "Let's see... premium-grade iron for the core structure... enhancement-grade steel for the joint mechanisms... specialized binding materials..." He muttered to himself, making quick calculations on a scrap of paper. "The crystalline components for the runic interfaces... That's going to be... yes..." More scratching of charcoal. "And the stabilizing elements..."

Finally, he looked up. "For all the materials, it comes to one thousand and fifty-eight gold pieces, and thirty silvers." He paused, then added quickly, "But that includes the highest grade materials! We could potentially use lower grades for some components, but I wouldn't recommend it!"

Adom reached for his coin purse, counting out the gold and silver pieces, then added a small stack of extra coins. "For any unexpected price changes," he explained, sliding them across the counter.

"Thank you for your trust, sir!"

The word hit Adom oddly. In his previous life, he'd grown used to being called 'sir' - expected it, even. But somewhere in the past few days, he'd unconsciously started thinking of himself as young again. Hearing it from someone who looked barely older than his current physical age felt... wrong.

"Just Adom is fine," he said, extending his hand. "Nice to meet you, by the way."

Fili's eyes widened as if Adom had just offered him a precious gift. His face broke into a broad grin, and before Adom could react, both of Fili's hands engulfed his in a grip that made him suddenly, acutely aware of what it meant to be a blacksmith's apprentice.

"Nice to meet you too, Adom! I promise you won't regret this! I'll start working on it right away - well, after I clean up the workshop, and finish Master Kern's current projects, of course, but I could stay late, or come in early, or both! I've never worked on anything this complex before, but I've been studying similar mechanisms for years, and-"

Adom's fingers were starting to go numb. He tried to subtly extract his hand, but Fili's enthusiasm translated into a grip that could probably bend iron. The apprentice kept talking, apparently oblivious to Adom's increasing discomfort.

"Fili." Master Kern's voice cut through the stream of words. "I think Adom would like his hand back."

"Oh!" Fili dropped Adom's hand as if it had suddenly turned red-hot. "I'm so sorry! Sometimes I forget my own strength, and then Master Kern has to remind me, and- oh, I'm doing it again, aren't I?"

Adom flexed his fingers, trying to restore circulation.

[+1 White Wyrm's Body]

"It's fine," he said quickly, taking a prudent half-step back while trying to make it look casual. "Strong grip. That's... probably good for a blacksmith."

Fili's shoulders visibly relaxed, though his cheeks remained flushed. "Really good for hammering metal," he said with a small, self-deprecating laugh, then immediately winced at his own words. "Not that I'd- I mean, your armor won't be- I'll be very careful with the delicate parts!"

He started reaching for something on the workbench, presumably to demonstrate his capacity for gentleness, but Master Kern cleared her throat softly. Fili's hand froze mid-motion, then slowly retreated to his side.

"Right," he said, taking a deep breath and obviously trying to contain his excitement to more manageable levels. "One week. I'll have everything ready." He managed to maintain his composure for about three seconds before adding, "Would you like to see the workshop where I'll be working on it? I've already got some ideas about how to approach the joint mechanisms, and-"

Master Kern coughed.

"Or... maybe next time? When you come to pick it up?" Fili offered hopefully, bouncing slightly on his toes despite his evident attempt to stay still.

Adom glanced around the smithy, taking in the organized rows of weapons. Swords of various lengths hung on the walls, their polished surfaces catching the forge light. Spears and lances stood in racks, their points gleaming. War hammers and maces rested on sturdy shelves.

Again, beautiful craftsmanship, all of it. And now that he was training regularly, the idea of learning to use them held a certain... appeal. But something told him that wasn't his path. The golem would handle the heavy weapons - that's what it was designed for. As for himself...

His eyes caught on a pair of thick leather smithing gloves lying on the workbench, their palms and fingers reinforced for handling hot metal. Something clicked in his mind - an idea starting to form.

"Actually..." He turned back to them, flexing his fingers unconsciously. "How are you with gauntlets? Something like knuckle bracers, but designed for combat?"

"For the golem, I presume?" Master Kern stepped forward this time.

"Ah, additional armor pieces for the golem I presume?" Master Kern nodded approvingly. "Smart thinking. The joints are always-"

"No, these would be for me."

Fili's eyes darted to his master. Master Kern's eyes flickered to her apprentice. The exchange lasted less than a heartbeat, but Adom knew exactly what passed through their minds. At least they had the decency not to voice their thoughts about a scrawny teenager wanting combat gauntlets.

Master Kern grunted, her calloused fingers drumming once on the workbench. "In that case, I'll handle that part myself."

"So," she pulled a worn notebook from her apron pocket, "what exactly are you looking for in these gauntlets? Weight preference? Material flexibility? Protection coverage?"

Adom considered for a moment. "I need them to be durable enough to withstand repeated impact, but light enough that they don't slow down my movements. The knuckles should be reinforced - maybe with a shock-absorbing mechanism? Something that would distribute the force of impact so I don't shatter my own bones when striking."

She nodded, charcoal scratching against paper. "Smart. Joint mobility range?"

"Full range of motion in the fingers and wrist. I need to be able to form specific hand positions quickly." He traced a few spell-casting gestures in the air. "And I'll need spaces for mana crystals - three, maybe four anchor points? Plus surface area for runic inscriptions. The runes would need to be positioned so I can chain them together for quick spell weaving."

Kern's eyebrows rose slightly as she continued writing. "Spell weaving configurations with impact resistance..." She tapped her charcoal against the page. "We could use a layered design. Enhancement-grade steel for the outer shell, spelled leather inner lining for flexibility. Crystalline anchor points here, here, and here-" she sketched quick marks, "with runic channels connecting them. Shock absorption through spelled spring mechanisms in the knuckle plates..."

She looked up. "The crystal placement would affect the balance. Any preference for positioning?"

"One on each palm for channeling, one on each forearm for storage. If you could work in a fifth one, maybe between the knuckles...?"

More scratching on paper. "Doable. We'll need to adjust the weight distribution, but..." She held up the sketch, showing a complex network of interlocking plates and runic patterns. "Something like this?"

Adom leaned in, studying the design. The technical aspects were well beyond his expertise, but even he could see how the various elements would work together. "Can you really make something like this?"

Master Kern's stern face cracked into a smile. "Of course."

"What specific fighting style are you planning to use with these gauntlets?" Master Kern asked, adding more details to her sketch.

"Something that allows for quick strikes and fluid movement, but strong enough to punch through..." Adom paused. "...tough opponents."

"Tough opponents?" Fili piped up, eyes wide with curiosity. "What kind of practice involves punching through tough things?"

"Ah, yeah... practice." Adom laughed awkwardly, the sound hollow even to his own ears. "You know how it is... better safe than sorry?"

Fili opened his mouth to ask more, but Master Kern's eyes met Adom's, and in that brief moment of eye contact, he knew she saw right through his flimsy excuse. Thankfully, she simply turned back to her sketch.

"The knuckle joints here and here," she gestured with her charcoal, while Fili leaned in to watch, "will need reinforcement without restricting finger movement."

"Like the articulation system you showed me last month?" Fili asked eagerly. "The one with the overlapping plates?"

"Similar principle, yes." She continued sketching. "But we'll need something more sophisticated for this, especially with the runic integrations."

Fili bounced on his toes. "Will you be using the new metal-folding technique you've been developing?"

"Fili," she said gently, and he immediately fell silent, though his eyes remained bright with interest.

Master Kern turned the sketch toward Adom. "Given your requirements, I'd recommend Tungstral metal. It's second only to star-fallen steel in terms of durability, but it has good flexibility for what you need. Most Imperial Knights prefer it for exactly these properties."

"Oh." Adom said.

He reached into his inventory and pulled out an ornate box. Both smiths fell silent as he opened it, revealing the rings nestled inside.

Fili's breath caught. "Is that... I've never seen so much star-fallen steel in one place before."

"You've never seen star-fallen steel at all, boy," Kern corrected quietly, her eyes not leaving the box.

"Right," Fili whispered, transfixed.

"Could you use this to make the gauntlets instead?" Adom asked.

Kern didn't ask where he got it from, which made him like her even more. She simply nodded and carefully took the box. "The cost for crafting would be five thousand gold coins. The gauntlets can be ready in a week, along with the golem's armor."

"That's fine."

"GREAT!" Fili burst out, then immediately covered his mouth with both hands, glancing apologetically at his master. "I..."

Master Kern's lips twitched slightly. "Yes, Fili?"

"I just... I was thinking about how the gauntlets and the golem's armor could share some design elements, and maybe we could..." He trailed off, looking between them uncertainly.

"Go on," Master Kern encouraged.

"Maybe we could coordinate some of the runic patterns? Make them more efficient?" His words tumbled out faster. "Since I'll be working on the golem's armor anyway, and if Master Kern doesn't mind me observing the gauntlet construction, I could make sure the runes complement each other perfectly!"

"That's actually a good idea," Adom said, and Fili's face lit up. "But would coordinating both projects affect the timeline?"

"No, no!" Fili started, then caught himself and glanced at Master Kern.

She nodded slightly. "The timeline remains the same. I'll focus on the gauntlets while Fili works on the armor." She gave her apprentice a meaningful look. "As long as he stays organized."

"I will!" Fili promised, then turned to Adom. "I've already got some ideas. See, if we align the structural support here-" He reached for the sketches, then froze mid-motion. "Um, may I, Master?"

"Go ahead."

Fili carefully moved Master Kern's armor sketch next to his own preliminary drawings for the armor. His earlier excitement had transformed into focused intensity as he pointed out various technical details. "If we adjust these connection points, and maybe incorporate a similar material grade at the interface..."

"Of course," Fili added quickly, straightening up, "that's just a suggestion. We can do it however you prefer."

"I trust your judgment," Adom said, and immediately regretted it as Fili's eyes began to shine dangerously. He took a preventive step back, adding, "Both of your judgments."

Master Kern smoothly stepped in before Fili could respond. "Then we'll see you in a week. Same time?"

"Yes, same time works perfectly," Adom said, reaching for his coin purse.

Master Kern held up a hand. "The payment can wait until you've seen and approved the finished work." Her eyes held a glimmer of professional pride. "I prefer my clients to be fully satisfied before any coins change hands."

Adom smiled. "Thank you. I appreciate that."

"See you in a week!" Fili called out as Adom turned to leave. "I'll make sure everything is perfect! The joints will be smooth as silk, and the mechanisms will be- ow!" He rubbed his arm where Master Kern had gently nudged him.

"Let the poor boy leave, Fili."

"Right, sorry!" Fili waved, somehow managing to put his entire body into the gesture. "Goodbye! Thank you for trusting us!"

"Bye!" Adom waved back.

*****

Adom finally made his way toward the Academy - he couldn't afford to be late to another class, not with people now starting to notice so often.

As he approached the Academy gates, a familiar figure came into view. Eren stood with his arms crossed, leaning against one of the stone pillars in a pose that was probably meant to look casual but betrayed nervous energy in every line.

"Hey," Adom called out.

Eren straightened. "Hey. I sent a raven earlier, but it didn't come back."

"Yeah, they just deliver the message and leave. If you're not there to receive it, that's it."

"Huh." Eren's face scrunched up slightly, then quickly shifted to something more animated. "So... your name's getting pretty popular in the undertow. Or well, not your name exactly, but everyone's talking about the warrior who blew up the Children's shipment." His voice dropped to an excited whisper. "How did you even manage that? They say the Children have gone practically rabid looking for-"

"Did Cisco send you with something?" Adom cut in, glancing at the stream of students flowing through the gates.

"Oh. Right." Eren glanced around. "Maybe we should find somewhere quieter?"

"It's fine. Just need to touch it."

Eren reached into his jacket, barely exposing what looked like a sealed envelope. Adom's fingers brushed against it, and it vanished instantly.

"That's so cool," Eren breathed. "Will you teach me how to do that?"

"Sure, as long as you promise not to use it for pickpocketing."

"I don't pickpocket."

"Our first meeting was literally you trying to pickpocket me."

Eren's face settled into an expression of dignified calm. "That was in my younger days."

"That was about one month ago."

"Well-"

"Actually," Adom cut in, checking his pocket watch, "I've been meaning to talk to you about life in the undertow, and how it might conflict with your future at Xerkes." He adjusted his glasses. "But I need to get to class - attendance is mandatory. The pie place, later?"

"Sure." Eren nodded, trying and failing to hide his obvious disappointment at the conversation being cut short. "The pie place."

The day passed in a blur of lectures and assignments, but Adom's mind was elsewhere, turning over problems like puzzle pieces that refused to fit together. His notes were sparse, his participation minimal - just enough to avoid drawing attention. The professors' voices faded into background noise as he wrestled with the implications of what he had to do next.

The proof about Mr. Fox sat in his inventory like a loaded weapon. The smart move, the obvious move, would be to anonymously deliver it to both the headmaster and Professor Kim. Let the system work as intended. The Academy had protocols for dealing with corrupt sponsors, after all. It was one of the oldest and most respected institutions in the capital.

And yet...

Adom absently drew circles in his notebook, his mind racing. In his previous life, he'd learned the hard way that corruption rarely traveled alone. It bred in networks, in carefully cultivated relationships. Mr. Fox hadn't chosen this Academy by chance - someone had to have vouched for him, introduced him, smoothed his way through the bureaucracy.

The question was: how deep did those connections go?

He thought about Professor Kim's enthusiasm, his brilliant mind focused on pushing the boundaries of what was possible, never questioning who was funding that pursuit or why. But was that simple academic naivety, or something else?

The headmaster's office would be the logical place to deliver the evidence. Adom had known Merris well in his past life - worked with him, trusted him implicitly. The man's integrity was beyond question, his dedication to the Academy absolute.

But that was exactly the problem. Merris was just a man - a good one, yes, but still bound by the limitations of his position and perspective. In Adom's previous life, despite all of Merris's experience and wisdom, he had missed the warning signs about Dragon's Breath. Not through any fault of his own - he simply hadn't been in a position to see the whole picture, to connect dots that were deliberately kept separate.

How much could be happening right under Merris's nose even now, carefully arranged to seem innocent when viewed through the lens of academic administration? In his previous life, hadn't the Dragon's Breath project continued despite numerous red flags that should have raised alarms at the highest levels?

The smart play would be to trust the system, yes. The safe play would be to assume the system was compromised. And the right play... well, that's what he needed to figure out.

"-dom? Adom!"

He blinked, focusing on Sam's concerned face across the table.

Ah. Right. It was dinner time. He had not seen the day go by.

Steam rose from the meat pies at Old Mari's stand, mixing with the evening air. The three of them - Adom, Sam, and Eren - sat at one of the worn wooden tables, the streets busy with the usual dinner crowd. Someone knocked into their table as they passed, making their cups rattle.

"Watch it," Sam muttered, then turned back to his pie. "Adom, you haven't touched yours at all. Mari's outdone herself today - the meat's perfect."

Adom poked at his pie with a fork, breaking the crust. More steam escaped.

"He's right," Eren said through a mouthful. "Better than usual."

Adom set his fork down and leaned back, watching people move through the streets. A cart rolled by, wheels clattering on the cobblestones.

"You've been quiet all evening," Sam said, wiping his mouth. "Actually, you've been different lately. More... I don't know. Distant?" He looked at Eren. "You've noticed it too, right?"

Eren shrugged, suddenly very interested in his pie. "People get like that sometimes."

"See?" Sam pointed his fork at Eren. "Even he's noticed, and he barely knows you."

Adom pushed his chair back slowly. The wood scraped against stone.

"I need to walk."

"Come on, you haven't eaten anything," Sam protested. "At least finish half-"

"You can have it," Adom said, already standing. "I just need to think."

Sam started to rise. "I'll come with-"

"No." Adom's voice was quiet but firm. "Finish your food. We'll talk at the dorm later."

"You're worrying me, you know that?" Sam frowned. "Whatever's going on-"

"It's fine." Adom managed a small smile. "Everything's fine."

He turned and walked away, weaving between the tables and crowds. Behind him, he heard Sam ask Eren, "He tells you stuff sometimes, right? Is he okay?"

Eren's response was lost in the street noise.

Adom found a quiet corner in the rose garden and took out the envellope Eren gave him. Two sealed packages, two anonymous messages - one for Kim, one for the headmaster. Simple, clean, and hopefully effective.

But his mind kept circling back to Gale. A Star Knight-level threat on his trail. The kind of opponent Adom had no business facing.

No amount of preparation would make a fight with that guy winnable. Not with his current capabilities, not with any amount of tricks or planning.

The police weren't an option either. Not with what Cisco had told him about the criminal factions' reach into law enforcement.

Walking into a station to report this would be like painting a target on his back - he'd have no way of knowing which officers were clean and which were on someone's payroll. But then again, what was the best counter to someone operating at Star Knight level?





Another Star Knight.

 









And as it happened, Adom knew one very well. One who would definitely come if he knew his son was in real trouble.

Father would be at the Twin Peaks right now, holding the line against Dastonian empire's forces.

A letter could be sent, but... Adom's fingers drummed against his leg. Gale and his people were looking for him now. The clock was ticking, and he had no idea when they'd make their move. Would they strike tomorrow? Next week? They clearly weren't the type to give up easily, and they had the resources to keep the pressure on.

A normal letter would take days to reach the front lines, if it reached Father at all. The battles had made communication channels unreliable - messengers were being intercepted, supply lines disrupted. Even if the letter made it through, how long would it take Father to secure permission to leave his post? The bureaucracy alone could take weeks.

No, he needed something faster. Something immediate. Something that would cut through all the red tape and get Father moving right away.

His hand brushed against his pocket as he sat up straight.

Oh.

The whistle!

A solution so obvious he'd nearly missed it, hidden right there in plain sight all along.

Finding an empty classroom wasn't difficult at this hour. Adom slipped inside, his footsteps echoing in the silence.

He settled into a chair near the back, the wood creaking softly under his weight. For a moment, he just sat there, letting the quiet settle around him like a familiar blanket. Then, reaching into his inventory, he withdrew the small wooden whistle.

Adom turned it over in his hands, examining every nick and scratch. Then, bringing it to his lips, he took a deep breath and blew.

Nothing. No sound emerged.

Frowning, he channeled mana into the whistle, watching as the barely visible runes etched into its surface flickered faintly in response. He knew the enchantment was still there - it had only been weeks since his last encounter with Bob, and magical items like this didn't just stop working.

He tried again, this time maintaining a steady flow of mana as he blew. Still nothing. Not even a whisper of sound.

...Okay. Third time's the charm, he thought, gathering his mana once more. But before the whistle could touch his lips, a familiar voice cut through the silence, thick with an accent and more than a little irritation:

"You better not blow it again, lad."

Adom's lips curved into a smile.

"Hello, Bob."

*****

At the same moment, in the dregs...

The market crawled with vermin pretending to be people. Helios could smell their fear, hear their hearts racing whenever he passed. Like mice spotting a cat. They'd glance his way, then quickly look down, suddenly fascinated by their shoes or the grimy cobblestones.

Their whispers followed him like insects.

"Don't look, don't look."

"Is that...?"

"Shh!"

He wanted to tear their tongues out. The hood of his cloak felt like it was strangling him, but he couldn't show his face. Not after what happened last week. Or the week before that. Or the one before that.

The bodies were probably still floating in the river.

A child started crying as he passed. The mother quickly hushed it, hurrying away. Smart woman. Helios' fingers twitched. His fangs ached.

Then he heard it.

"That's him! Helios, the vampire from the children."

His ear twitched. Three men, near the tanner's stall. About forty paces behind him.

"The one who got his ass handed to him by that kid mage?"

Laughter. Low, trying to be quiet. As if that mattered.

"Yeah, heard he went full naked too. Got himself kebab'd by the Silver Circlers..."

More laughter.

Helios stopped walking.

The market went silent. Even the rats in the walls held their breath.

"Oh shit, did he-"

Helios moved. One moment he was standing in the middle of the street, the next he had the loudmouth by the throat, slamming him against the nearest wall.

"Are you actually stupid?" Helios growled, punctuating each word with another slam. The man's head left wet marks on the stone. "Did you think I couldn't hear you?" Slam. "Did you think these ears were just for show?" Slam. "Did you think vampires have selective hearing?!"

The man tried to speak. Probably to beg. Blood was running down his face, getting in his mouth.

"Because that would be really fucking convenient, wouldn't it?" Slam. "To only hear what we want to hear?" Slam. "To not have to listen to every single" - slam - "stupid" - slam - "worthless" - slam - "WORD!"

The final impact did it. The man's head came apart like rotten fruit, painting the wall red. The body slumped, twitching.

Helios turned to the other two men. They were frozen, faces pale as milk.

"Anyone else want to share some funny stories?"

They ran. Smart choice.

Helios looked down at his hands, now covered in blood and... other things. Great. Another cloak ruined. Another market he couldn't come back to.

And they were still whispering. Always whispering.

All of this was because of that fucking little mage. He'd humiliated him. Made him look weak in front of every single bastard present that day.

"Sir."

A grunt from behind him. Helios turned around, blood still dripping from his fingers. "What?"

The messenger - some low-level grunt in cheap clothes - kept glancing at the twitching body, throat working like he was trying not to vomit. "Mr. Fox... he wants to see you."

"Fine." Helios wiped his hands on his ruined cloak. The messenger was still staring at the corpse, face green. "Oh, stop looking like you've never seen a dead body before. Clean this up." He kicked the corpse. "And don't worry about drinking it. I'm tired of human blood today."

The messenger nodded frantically, probably grateful to still have his head attached.

Helios walked away, boots leaving red prints that quickly faded to brown. His mind wandered to that little brat, that insufferable child. He imagined catching him alone, somewhere quiet. No witnesses. No rescue this time.

He'd take his time. Make the boy understand true fear, not that cocky bravado he'd shown before. He'd watch those eyes widen as realization set in - no escape, no help coming. Then he'd feed. Slowly. Savor every drop, every scream.

The fantasy carried him through the winding streets until he reached Fox's building. The guards straightened when they saw him, trying to hide their trembling. Smart boys.

"Evening, sir."

"Mr. Helios."

He ignored them, climbing the stairs to Fox's office. The wood creaked under his feet, complaining about his weight. Everything in this dump was cheap, falling apart. Fox could afford better, but he liked to keep up appearances.

Helios didn't bother knocking. He pushed the door open - and stopped.

Fox was there, sitting behind his desk like always. But next to him stood Gale, that pompous bastard, looking as smug as ever.

"You called, sir?" Helios kept his voice neutral, but his fangs ached. Two people he wanted to kill, in one convenient location. Shame he couldn't. Yet.

"Ah, Helios." Fox gestured to the chair. "Sit."

Helios glanced at Gale, who smiled and gave him a little wave. Pretentious prick in his thousand-gold coin armor.

"Whatever you just thought about me," Gale said casually, "right back at you."

Helios' smile was all teeth. No warmth.

"Calm down, both of you," Fox said, standing up and reaching for his coat. "This isn't helping."

"What's going on?" Helios asked, not sitting.

"You're being reckless. Killing everyone who looks at you funny isn't exactly keeping a low profile."

"They disrespected me."

Gale chuckled. Helios turned towards him, but Fox cut in before things could escalate.

"We're fighting on too many fronts already. The last thing we need is you leaving bodies all over the city because someone whispered about you." Fox straightened his collar. "Take a break. Cool off."

"That's it? That's why you called me here?"

"Mainly." Fox adjusted his cuffs. "Also, stay ready. We need to find the one who destroyed our cargo. Lost a fortune in crystals that night."

Helios turned to Gale. "You were there, weren't you? How'd that bastard get away from you?"

"Magic," Gale said, examining his nails.

"But how?"

"Am I talking to a magician?"

"No."

"Then why ask me to explain magic?" Gale's smile was infuriating. "Would you understand if I did?"

Helios opened his mouth to respond, but footsteps in the hallway made them all turn. Someone was coming.

A knock at the door. Fox's ears perked up - his actual fox beastkin ears, because apparently this idiot thought being subtle meant using your species as a code name. Who does that? Helios had hated him for it since day one. Just one more reason to want to tear his throat out.

"He says he wants to talk to you, sir," came a voice from outside.

"Enter," Fox called. "And who might you be?"

A man stumbled in, practically reeking of fear. Helios could hear his heart hammering, smell the sweat beading on his forehead.

Pathetic.

"D-Devon, sir. I'm so sorry to come this late, I know it's terribly inconvenient, and I wouldn't dare impose if it wasn't important, but I thought you should know-"

"I have places to be," Fox cut in. "Stop wasting my time."

Devon's eyes darted to Gale, who smiled and wiggled his fingers. "Hello there."

The man actually squeaked. Like a mouse. Helios' fangs itched - he hated weak people, hated how they cowered and stammered and-

"If you don't start talking," Helios growled, "I'm going to tear you apart. Slowly."

Devon was trying to steady himself, but his heart was still going crazy. Helios just wanted to rip it out, watch it beat its last in his palm.

"I-I'm one of the men you put a bounty on," Devon managed.

Oh?

Helios laughed, crossing the room in a blur. His hand wrapped around Devon's throat. "Is that so? Which group are you from? Silver Circle? The Klan?" He squeezed slightly. "Not that it matters, but I'd like to know who's about to lose a member-"

His arm stopped mid-motion. Just... stopped. Like hitting a wall of steel.

Helios looked up. Gale had his hand wrapped around Helios' wrist, that infuriating smile still on his face. Helios tried to pull free. Nothing. Not even a twitch. How the fuck was this bastard so strong?

"Now, now," Gale said, casual as discussing the weather. "It's not very smart to kill someone before they tell us why they're here, is it?"

"Let. Go."

"Sure thing." Gale released him. "Have a chocolate or something. Chill out."

Devon was frozen in place, so terrified he'd actually pissed himself. The smell hit Helios' nose, making him tsking in disgust.

"P-please," Devon sobbed, tears running down his face. "Don't kill me. I-I'm one of Cisco's men."

"Cisco?" Fox's ears perked up again. "Well, well, well."

Helios' attention snapped back to Devon. Now this was interesting.

"Oh, did Marco send you?" Gale asked, lounging against Fox's desk.

Devon nodded frantically.

"Marco?" Helios turned to Gale. "That piece of shit?"

"What?" Gale spread his hands, grinning. "Being feared is useless if you can't leverage it properly."

He pushed off the desk, walking in a circle around Devon like he was giving a lecture. "See, while you were out there turning everything that moved into paste, some of us were actually working. Little Marco figured out they'd get caught eventually." He stopped, gesturing at Devon. "So he came to me with a deal - he'd give us the mage who started all this mess, in exchange for their lives." His smile widened. "Work smarter, not bloodier."

Fucking arrogant piece of shit showboating cocksucker-

"Right back at ya, sunshine," Gale sang.

Fox watched them both, ears twitching in annoyance. He cleared his throat. "If we could focus on the matter at hand?"

"Marco's setting up a meeting with the mage," Devon stammered.

"Wonderful," Gale purred.

Fox nodded. "Good, good."

Helios grabbed Devon by the collar, yanking him close. "The mage? Which mage?"

"L-Law," Devon squeaked.

Helios froze. Then laughed, the sound sharp and wild. "Law? That's his name? Law?" His grin stretched wider. Finally. A fucking lead.

"Where? When?"

"Marco s-said they're deciding soon! The mage placed an order with Cisco. He'll come collect it when it arrives-"

"Wait." Helios shook him. "Are we talking about the little mage? From that day?"

Devon hesitated.

"Yes," he whispered.

"LOUDER!"

"Yes!"

"Law," Helios savored the name. "Law, Law, Law."

Gale's hand appeared on his shoulder, forcing him to release Devon. "Thank you so much. Tell Marco we'll be in touch."

"Th-thank you," Devon practically ran out the door.

Fox wrinkled his nose. "It reeks of piss in here now."

Helios didn't care. He couldn't stop grinning. Best news he'd had in weeks. That little bastard had a name now. Law. He could taste it already-

"Ugh. Freak," Gale muttered.

Helios' joy curdled. One of these days, he was going to find a way to kill that smug bastard. One of these days.

"That's one problem dealt with," Fox said, straightening his coat. "Now we just need to find whoever destroyed our cargo. The boss came all the way to Arkhos just for this mess."

"You know," Gale tapped his chin, "I have a feeling our mage friend and our cargo problem might be connected."

"Don't know, don't care. That's your job to figure out." Fox turned to Helios, his expression hardening. "And you - don't move until you get orders. I've got enough problems with the boss already."

He headed for the door, pausing. "I'm counting on you, Gale. And Helios?" He stressed each word. "Don't. Act. Rashly."

"Say hi to His Highness the Prince for me!" Gale called after Fox's retreating back.

The door clicked shut, leaving behind only the lingering smell of fear and urine.

            

    
        Chapter 33. The Greater Good

    
    
    
    
                Adom smiled as Bob materialized in the empty classroom. The old leprechaun's white beard was neatly trimmed now, his new emerald coat adorned with golden threads that caught the lamplight. Even his boots gleamed, polished to mirror shine.

"You clean up nice, Bob. Business must be good."

"Aye, and you've put on some proper muscle since I last saw you." Bob circled him once, nodding in approval. "About time too. You were skinny as a twig."

"Wait, really?" Adom flexed his arm, squinting at it. "You can tell?"

"Course I can tell. Who do you think I am?" Bob snorted, reaching up to pat Adom's head. "Still got that smart head on your shoulders though. Good lad."

"These boots are incredible," Adom said, gesturing at Bob's footwear. "Drake leather?"

Bob's chest puffed up. "Finest craftsmanship north of the Silver Mountains. Tell you what - I'll make you a pair once you grow into them proper." He eyed Adom's current shoes with clear disapproval. "Can't have you running around in those shabby things."

"They're not that bad-"

"They're an insult to me professional pride is what they are." Bob shook his head, then looked up at Adom with narrowed eyes. "Now, what sort of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?"

Adom told Bob everything.

Well... almost everything.

He started with his first time in the undertow - the pickpocket who became an ally, the vampire who nearly killed him, the fight that followed. Bob's eyebrows climbed higher with each detail, his fingers drumming against his knee as he perched on a nearby desk.

The story spilled out faster after that. The Children of the Moon's shipment, the explosion, the way the criminal underground erupted into chaos. Bob's drumming fingers went still when Adom described the aftermath - how the Children had responded by hiring someone who could go toe-to-toe with Star Knights.

Throughout the telling, Bob's face shifted between emotions like clouds across the sun. He scowled at the mention of the vampire, nodded grimly at the description of the fight, and actually grinned when Adom detailed how he'd blown up the shipment. But that grin vanished when Adom explained about Gale, replaced by something harder.

When Adom finally finished, silence filled the classroom. Bob stared at the floor for a long moment, then looked up at Adom.











"Bloody fucking hell," he spat, then switched to his own tongue. Adom didn't understand the words, but the venom in Bob's voice made it clear they weren't blessings.

Bob sighed, running a hand through his beard. "A Star Knight's no joke, lad. Then again, you did take down a sphinx."

"The sphinx underestimated me," Adom said. "This one won't make the same mistake."

"Smart one." Bob nodded, then straightened. "So, you want me to take a message to your father?"

Adom pulled out the sealed letter. "If possible. At the Twin Peaks."

"The Twin Peaks? Border of the Empire?" Bob scratched his chin. "No problem. I'll be there by tomorrow morning. Give it to Commander... Sylla, was it? Tall fellow, blue eyes like yours, got that scar running across his right eye?"

"That's him."

"Aye." Bob tucked the letter into his coat. "I'll head out now, get there faster." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a four-leafed clover, holding it out to Adom. "Here. Enchanted for luck."

Adom stared at the clover. As a mage, he found the concept of luck magic rather absurd - probability was a mathematical constant, not something you could bend with a plant, enchanted or otherwise. Even accounting for magical theory, 'luck' was too vague a concept to properly channel energy through.

Still, he took the clover from Bob's hand. The old leprechaun had saved his life too many times to refuse such a gift, dubious magical theory aside.













"Better not die before I come back with your father," Bob said, fixing Adom with a stern look.

 










"I'll try not to," Adom replied. "And... thanks, Bob. For everything."

Again.. There was that bells chiming underwater sound, a shimmer of green and gold, and Bob was gone just like before, leaving nothing but the scent of clover in the classroom.


Adom sighed as the scent of clover faded, his heart beating a little faster at the thought of seeing his father again.

He'd imagined their reunion differently - around a dinner table perhaps, sharing a meal and stories, his father's rare laugh filling their home. Instead, he was sending a warning about a Star Knight. Time wasn't on his side with someone like Gale involved, and he couldn't risk telling everyone directly.

Speaking of which...

He reached into his inventory and pulled out the golem. The construct stood silently beside his desk as he sat down, closing his eyes. He visualized Headmaster Merris's office - the heavy oak door, the worn stone walls, the ever-present stack of papers threatening to avalanche off his desk.

The talisman felt cool against his skin as he slipped it on. His consciousness shifted, that familiar disorienting lurch as-

Blip.

The golem materialized in the corridor outside Merris's office. Empty. Good.

Blip.

The next jump landed him - well, the golem - right into one of Merris's paper towers. Documents scattered everywhere like startled pigeons.

"Shit, sorry, sorry, sorry," Adom muttered from his classroom chair, making the golem scramble to gather the fallen papers. The metal and stone made hands weren't exactly made for delicate paper-sorting. After three attempts to create a neat stack, he settled for "mostly not on the floor" and placed the envelope prominently on the center of the desk. Merris couldn't miss it unless he was actively trying to.

Blip.

Back in his body, Adom rubbed his temples. The motion sickness from jumping with the golem was getting better - he no longer felt like his stomach was trying to escape through his nose - but it still wasn't pleasant. Like reading a book in a carriage on a bumpy road. He'd take regular teleportation over golem-jumping any day.

Next up, Professor Kim.

Adom handed the remaining envelope to the golem and focused on the professor's laboratory. The familiar walls, the perpetual smell of burning something, the countless experiments laid out on every available surface...

Blip.

"WAUGH-" Adom's cry cut off as the golem materialized a foot off the ground, gravity doing what gravity does best. The construct crashed down onto its metallic behind, right into a desk covered in what looked like very delicate glassware.

The resulting chaos sounded expensive.

"MERCIFUL HEAVENS! BANDITS! HOOLIGANS! SCIENTIFIC SABOTEURS!" Professor Kim's voice hit a pitch usually reserved for opera. A fireball whooshed past the golem's head, singing the wall behind it.

From his classroom, Adom winced. "Professor, wait-"

Another fireball caught the golem square in the face. The construct stumbled backward, knocking over what appeared to be a very intricate system of tubes and beakers. Liquid of various colors began mixing in ways that probably weren't meant to mix.

"MISCREANT! VANDAL! DESTROYER OF CAREFULLY CALIBRATED EQUIPMENT!" Kim was backing away, hurling both fireballs and increasingly creative insults. His robes were askew, his glasses crooked on his nose. "BACK, YOU METALLIC DEMON!"

"Professor, stop!" he called uselessly from his classroom chair, forgetting in his panic that the golem couldn't speak. He made the construct raise its hands in surrender and point to where its mouth would be, trying to mime that it meant no harm.

This only seemed to terrify Kim more. "IT'S MAKING ARCANE GESTURES! HEAVENS PRESERVE US!"

What was this man doing here at this time anyway?

The golem slowly lowered itself to one knee, deliberately moving to pick up a fallen beaker. It carefully placed the glassware back on a nearby table.

Professor Kim's next fireball faltered slightly. "What in the..."

The construct continued methodically cleaning, stacking papers that had scattered, righting an overturned chair. Each movement was precise, careful, almost apologetic.

"You're... not here to destroy my life's work?" Kim's grip on his spell remained firm, but his voice had dropped from panic to cautious curiosity.

The golem shook its head, the metal joints in its neck moving with surprising fluidity.

"Fascinating." Kim took a tentative step forward, squinting through his crooked glasses. "The articulation in those joints... and is that enchanted metal in the core structure? The craftsmanship is remarkable." Another step. "There's someone controlling you, isn't there? This isn't autonomous behavior."

The golem nodded.

"Extraordinary. The control mechanism must be..." Kim was fully in academic mode now, though the fireball still flickered in his palm. "The response time is nearly instantaneous. How did you even get in here? The wards should have-"

The golem raised a single finger in a 'wait' gesture, reaching slowly into a compartment in its chest. Kim tensed, but his academic curiosity seemed to be winning over his fear.

The construct withdrew the envelope with deliberate care.

"For... me?" Kim's eyebrows rose as the golem nodded. "Well. You could have knocked, you know. Instead of..." He gestured at the still-considerable mess with his free hand. "Though I suppose this is more dramatic. And infinitely more interesting from an arcane engineering perspective."

The golem extended its arm, envelope held carefully between stone fingers. Kim darted forward like a sparrow snatching bread, backing away just as quickly.

"What is this? What game are you playing?" The fireball in his palm pulsed brighter. "Don't move. Not a single joint, or I'll melt you down to scrap."

The golem nodded slowly, standing perfectly still.

In his classroom, Adom's fingers drummed nervously on his desk. He'd originally planned to deliver this himself, but... what if Kim panicked and gave names to those people? No. Better to watch the professor's reaction from afar, through the golem's eyes.

Kim tore open the envelope with his free hand, adjusting his glasses with a knuckle. His eyes darted across the first lines, then stopped. Started again. The color drained from his face like water from a broken vessel.

He looked up at the golem, mouth working silently for a moment. "This... this can't be true?"

The construct nodded once.

Kim's eyes dropped back to the paper. The fireball in his palm flickered, forgotten, as he continued reading. His legs seemed to give out halfway through, and he groped blindly behind him for his chair, missing twice before finally finding it.

"Stars above," he whispered. "Stars and void above..."

The paper crumpled in Kim's shaking hands. His eyes darted across the lines again and again, as if hoping the words would rearrange themselves into something less devastating.

"No." It came out as a whisper. Then louder: "No. These are LIES!" He surged to his feet, the forgotten fireball flaring dangerously bright. "Twenty-three years! Twenty-three years of research, of breakthroughs, of... of..." His voice cracked. "Do you have ANY idea what this project means? The lives it could change?!"

The golem stood silent, immobile.

"This is... this is SLANDER! FABRICATION! MALICIOUS LUNACY!" Kim's free hand slashed through the air, the paper crinkling further in his grip. But his eyes kept returning to certain lines, certain names, certain documented transactions that explained too much. Cisco had done an excellent job at tracking all of this.

The professor's shoulders slumped, then straightened again in denial.

In his classroom, Adom's knuckles were white on his desk edge. He could see it in Kim's face - the desperate need to reject what he was reading warring with his methodical researcher's mind connecting dots he'd never wanted to see.

"I won't believe it. I CAN'T believe it. Not from some... some animated STATUE that crashes into my laboratory in the dead of night!" Kim's voice rose again, but the tremor in it betrayed him. "These people... they've funded hospitals. Orphanages. They've..." He trailed off, the paper shaking harder. "Under my nose. All this time. Using my work to... to..."

He collapsed back into his chair, the fireball finally guttering out. "Everything I've done. Everything I was going to... Oh stars. Oh void. The implications..." His head dropped into his hands, the paper falling to the floor. "If I stop now... if I... twenty-three years. My life's work. But if they... if they're really..."

Silence.

A broken sound escaped him, something between a laugh and a sob. "A good man's work in evil hands is still evil, isn't it? Even if... even if he didn't know. Even if he didn't want to know."

The golem stood motionless as Kim wrestled with his thoughts, the only sound in the laboratory being his ragged breathing and the occasional clink of disturbed glassware settling.

Finally, he looked up, eyes red-rimmed behind his glasses. "These documents... the connections they show..." He swallowed hard. "Even if half of this is true, I need to stop. At least until..." His hands clenched. "The Empire needs to know. The Academy board. Someone has to investigate this properly."

The golem moved suddenly, making Kim flinch. But it only reached for a piece of chalk on the nearest desk. Its fingers wrote in precise strokes:

HEADMASTER MERRIS HAS BEEN INFORMED.

Kim stared at the words. "Merris knows? When did he..." He trailed off, then his eyes narrowed. "Who are you? Really? How do you know all of this?"

More chalk scratches: WHO I AM DOESN'T MATTER. THE EVIDENCE DOES.

"Evidence that appeared out of nowhere, delivered by a golem that broke into my lab in the middle of the night," Kim said, but his voice lacked conviction. His eyes kept drifting to his prototype. "If you're right about any of this... if they're really using my work for..."

The golem wrote: DESTROY THE PROTOTYPE. GO TO MERRIS. THE EMPIRE NEEDS TO KNOW EVERYTHING.

Kim stared at the prototype - his life's work, countless breakthroughs, years of dedication. "Destroy it? But..." He ran a hand through his hair. "Maybe we could secure it somewhere. In a vault, or..."

THEY HAVE PEOPLE EVERYWHERE, the golem wrote. NOT WORTH THE RISK.

"Twenty-three years," Kim whispered. He looked sick. "All those advancements, the possibilities..." His voice hardened. "But if they're using it for... No. You're right."

Kim's breath hitched. Silence stretched for what felt like hours before he whispered, "Take it." His voice broke. "D-do it. I... I can't. I can't do it myself. Twenty-three years and I... just do it. Please."

The golem moved forward with measured steps, carefully lifting the prototype. It turned back to Kim, who couldn't meet its gaze, his head bowed as if the weight of his decision was physically pressing him down.

Through the golem, Adom stared at the device, turning it slowly in his fingers. Such a small thing, to have caused so much death in his timeline. Would cause. Should have caused.

The original intelligence had been wrong. He'd thought it was simple - murderers stealing research from Kim's corpse, fumbling their way to apocalypse. But this? Quite possibly foreign money. Criminal organizations. A web of corruption spreading through multiple empires. It made things more complicated, but also made more sense. The weapon's rapid deployment in his timeline hadn't been luck. They'd been ready. Waiting.

At least now Kim wouldn't develop it. That would buy time. Months, maybe years before they found someone else who could piece it together. Time enough to get to the Crown Prince, currently visiting Arkhos. Time to show him the same documents that had broken Kim's resolve. Time to start dismantling the networks that had nearly ended the world.

Mr. Fox would need dealing with. Gale too. The whole rotten structure needed to face Imperial justice, not just disappear into shadows to try again.

Adom began methodically dismantling the prototype on Kim's workbench. One fire put out. Bigger ones still burning. But for the first time since he'd returned, he could see a path forward that didn't end in ashes.

The professor stood with his back turned, but his shoulders twitched at every snap of metal, every crack of crystal components being separated.

"Forgive me," Adom whispered from his classroom, though Kim couldn't hear him.

Crystalline matrices were crushed to powder. Delicate enchantment lattices unwoven thread by thread. Retention coils snapped. Each piece of Kim's life's work coming apart.

The professor's hands were white-knuckled on the edge of a nearby table. His breathing was uneven, but he didn't look. Not once. Though his trembling got worse when the distinctive sound of the primary core being crushed filled the silent lab.

"Safer this way," Kim mumbled, almost to himself. "Safer. Had to be done. Had to..."

When the last piece lay in ruins, the golem picked up the chalk again:

GO TO MERRIS TONIGHT. THESE PEOPLE ARE POWERFUL. YOU NEED PROTECTION.

Kim let out a shaky breath. "No. I... I know someone better." He straightened slightly. "Prince Kalyon is in the city. He's been a friend for years. He'll..." A weak smile. "He'll listen. He has to listen."

The golem nodded slowly, then wrote: BE CAREFUL. TRUST NO ONE ELSE.

"My life," Kim whispered again, finally turning to look at the scattered remains of his work. "But better this than..." He couldn't finish.

Blip.

The golem materialized in front of Adom's desk. This should have felt triumphant. He'd succeeded - shown a good man the truth, prevented something terrible. And yet...

Adom felt a deep ache in his chest.

As a researcher himself, he understood. The countless nights of work, the breakthroughs, the setbacks, the moments of inspiration - all of it sacrificed in an instant of painful clarity.

One problem partially handled - though 'handled' felt like too clean a word for what had just happened.

These people wouldn't simply accept their investment vanishing into thin air. They'd come for Kim, and soon. He needed a way to make them back off, something that would keep the professor safe. Another problem to solve, another fire to put out.

But this one... significantly less apocalyptic.

He glanced at the timepiece hovering in the corner of his vision: [1 month, 19 days, 23 hours, 45 minutes]

The numbers pulsed gently as a constant reminder of the other crisis looming over him. The Dragon's Breath situation might be partially defused, but the cure... that couldn't wait. Not with that clock ticking down.

Time to shift focus. Though the weight of Kim's sacrifice made it hard to simply move on to the next task, the merciless march of those numbers demanded his attention.

*****

Morning.

Adom sat cross-legged in classroom 3B, early morning sun hitting the glass vials arranged around him. It smelled of chalk dust and old wood and milk that turned bad weeks ago.

...Maybe months ago.

Failed alchemical arrays covered the floor, their runic patterns half-erased but still visible in the dusty stone.

"For God's sake" Adom muttered as he adjusted his glasses, activating Riddler's Bane as he studied the open grimoire. The hidden notes shimmered into view - cramped handwriting filling the margins with observations and corrections.

"Water, fat, protein," he muttered, checking the mixture in the nearest vial. "Simple components, complex arrangement."

His first attempt went exactly as expected - the liquid turned an unpleasant shade of yellow and started smoking. The second wasn't much better, though at least nothing curdled this time.

By the fifth try, he was beginning to see the pattern. Through Riddler's Bane, he could track how the components moved and interacted. The fat molecules didn't just need to be distributed - they needed to form specific structures. The proteins had to fold in particular ways.

"It's not about forcing the change," he realized, watching another failed attempt swirl in its vial. "It's about... guiding it."

The next hour passed in a blur of attempts and adjustments. Each failure taught him something new. Too much fire destabilized the proteins. Too little left the fat improperly distributed. The balance had to be perfect.

On his twelfth try, something clicked. He could see exactly where he'd been going wrong. It wasn't about power at all - it was about precision. Understanding. Working with the substance's nature rather than against it.

He drew the circle again, more carefully this time. Five smaller circles around the edge, each with its rune precisely placed. The vial of water-fat-protein mixture went in the center.

This time, when he activated the circles, everything flowed naturally. Fire separated the components without breaking them. Water maintained the right consistency. Air distributed everything evenly. Earth stabilized the new structures. Mana bound it all together.

The liquid turned white, then thickened slightly. No smoke. No odd smells. Just... milk.

Adom picked up the vial, holding it to the light. Perfect consistency. He uncorked it and took a cautious sniff. Then a small sip.

It tasted like milk. Actual, proper milk.

He set the vial down among its failed predecessors, a small smile tugging at his lips. One tiny step closer to understanding the principles he'd need for the cure.

The clock in his vision pulsed: [1 month, 19 days, 11 hours, 32 minutes]

Time to clean up and get to his next class. But first, he carefully copied the successful circle configuration into his notebook. He had a feeling he'd need it again soon.

Adom trudged through the academy grounds, mind heavy with yesterday's mess.

By now, Bob should be halfway to his father's position. Adom checked his timepiece - if the leprechaun kept the pace he promised, he'd arrive soon enough. Just had to trust he'd make it in time.

Then there was the Professor's disappearance.

Hugo had caught Adom at dawn, outside the club. The young man's usual smirk was gone, replaced by genuine concern. "He's not in his lab," Hugo had said, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "Always there when I check in the morning. Always. But today? Nothing. No notes, no signs of work, just... empty."

Adom rubbed his temples. The Professor wouldn't just vanish, not with everything at stake. Not when they were so close to-

A scream ripped through the morning air.

Then another.

Students were rushing toward the eastern gate, a crowd forming faster than morning dew. Adom felt his stomach drop. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

"Holy shit!" Someone yelled from ahead."Don't get closer-"
"Is that blood?"
"Someone call a professor!"

Adom shoved his way through the growing mass of bodies, dread building with each step.

Through the wall of uniforms and morning robes, he caught a glimpse of someone crouched at the gates. His heart stopped. Gus. The usually cheerful second-year was hunched over something, his shoulders shaking. Blood stained his academy robe.

"Gus?" Adom pushed forward, but a hand grabbed his shoulder.

"Stay back!" Crowley's voice cut through the chaos. The professor strode through the parting crowd. "Everyone back to your classes. Now!"

Nobody moved.

"I said NOW!" Crowley's mana crackled around him, making the air heavy. That got them moving.

Then Crowley saw who was at the gate. "Mr. Howl?"

Gus looked up, face streaked with tears and dirt, lips trembling as he tried to form words. His hands shook as they cradled Gizmo's body, fingers running over and over the salamander's dulled scales like he could somehow bring back their shine.

"Giz... Gizmo..." His voice cracked. Fresh tears spilled down his cheeks as he hugged the familiar closer, rocking slightly. "He was just... he was just trying to..."

"Easy, son." Crowley knelt beside him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. "Take your time. What happened exactly?"

"We... we were coming out of the guild." Gus drew several shaky breaths, trying to steady himself. "Late night research. Gizmo was... was playing with the light crystals like always..." A sob caught in his throat. "Four men. Didn't see their faces. Dark robes, with masks. They surrounded us and started asking about some student. A Law. Said they needed to find him."

Murmurs rippled through the remaining students. Adom's heart pounded against his ribs. Law. The name he'd given when he first introduced himself to Cisco.

"I told them I didn't know any Law," Gus continued, his words coming faster now, more desperate. "Said there were hundreds of students here. They got angry. Started shouting. Said they knew he was here. When I couldn't... when I wouldn't..." He clutched Gizmo closer, his whole body trembling. "They were Fluid users. Gizmo sensed them getting angry first. He always knew... always protected me... he tried... breathed fire at them, but they just... they just..."

His voice dissolved into broken sobs, burying his face against Gizmo's cold scales. The familiar that had been his constant companion for three years, that small warm presence that would curl around his neck during lectures, now lay lifeless in his arms.

"Professor," one of the teachers stepped forward. "Should we alert-"

"Get a raven and inform the headmaster." Crowley's eyes never left Gus. "Now."

Adom watched as Crowley helped Gus up, the boy still cradling his dead familiar. The morning sun caught the tears on Gus's face, the blood on his hands, the terrible stillness of what had been, just yesterday, a mischievous little salamander that would warm up students' hands and leave scorch marks on classroom ceilings.

They were looking for him. And they were willing to kill to find him.


            

    
        Chapter 34. And Then Nothing Remained

    
    
    
    
                Kim counted cobblestones as he walked. Not intentionally - his mind just did that sometimes. Seventeen across on this street. Twenty-three on the last one. The numbers helped steady his nerves, gave him something to focus on besides the shadows that seemed to move when he wasn't looking directly at them.

The night air bit at his face. Clean streets, he thought. Too clean. The usual litter and debris had been swept away for the Crown Prince's visit, leaving the cobblestones eerily pristine in the lamplight. Everything looked wrong without its normal layer of city grime.

A cat darted across his path.

Kim jumped.

"Argh!"

Then immediately felt foolish.

His hands wouldn't stop shaking. He shoved them into his pockets, fingers brushing against the folded documents. The paper felt like it was burning through his coat.

Twenty-nine cobblestones across here.

A couple walked past, laughing about something. Kim pressed himself against a wall to let them pass, heart hammering. Just normal people, enjoying a normal evening. Not everyone was out to-

He cut that thought off. Paranoia wouldn't help. Though maybe a little paranoia was warranted, given what he'd learned about his funders. About what they'd planned to do with his work.

The Royal Quarter loomed ahead, its white stone walls gleaming under enchanted lamps. Thirty-two cobblestones across. Guards in polished armor stood at attention, their faces impassive behind their helmets.

And behind them... Kim swallowed hard. The other guards. The ones that didn't move. Didn't speak. Just... watched. Their black armor seemed to drink in the light, making them look like holes cut into the night itself. Imperial Shadows, some called them. The Crown Prince's personal guard.

"State your business," one of the regular guards said as Kim approached.

"I need to see Prince Kalyon." Kim's voice cracked. He cleared his throat. "It's urgent."

"The hour is late. Return tomorrow-"

"Please." Kim stepped forward. The guards tensed. "Tell him Professor Amadeus Kim is here. He knows me. We're..." Friends felt too presumptuous suddenly. "We've worked together. For years. Please. It's important."

The guard studied him for a long moment. One of the Shadows turned its head slightly - the smallest movement, but it made Kim's skin crawl.

"Wait here."

Kim counted cobblestones while they verified his identity. Forty-seven across at the gate. The numbers weren't helping anymore. His mind kept spinning back to his laboratory, to the remains of his life's work scattered across the floor. Twenty-three years of research. Gone. Because he'd been too blind to see how it was being twisted.

"Professor?"

Kim looked up. A different guard had returned.

"His Highness will see you. Follow me."

They led him through torch-lit corridors, past tapestries and suits of armor. Two of the Shadows fell into step behind them, their footsteps making no sound on the stone floor. Kim tried not to think about them. Tried not to imagine what they might do if they knew what he carried.

More corridors. More turns. Kim lost count of the cobblestones.

Finally, they stopped before an ornate door. The guard knocked twice.

"Enter."

The door swung open, and there was Kalyon, bent over a desk covered in papers. He looked up, and Kim nearly collapsed with relief at the familiar face.

"Amadeus?" The prince's brow furrowed with concern. "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."

Kalyon looked exactly as Kim remembered - those striking blue eyes, dark raven hair, and that carefully trimmed beard he'd started wearing in recent years. Twelve years Kim's junior, but you wouldn't know it from the way he carried himself. Even hunched over his desk like this, there was something quietly regal about him.

Strange to think that once upon a time, this man had just been an eager young noble who'd spend hours in Kim's laboratory, pestering him with questions about magical theory. Kim hadn't even known he was speaking to the future Crown Prince until the announcement was made. Now, fifteen years later...

"Amadeus?" Kalyon stood, concern etching deeper lines in his face. "Sit down before you fall down. When was the last time you slept?"

Kim tried to remember. Had it been four hours ago? Six? Everything before the golem's visit felt like one long blur.

"Here." Kalyon was already moving to a cabinet near his desk. "You look like you could use this."

He pulled out a dark bottle, its surface covered in spiraling runes that pulsed with a soft purple light. The cork came free with a soft pop that seemed to release the scent of summer flowers.

"Moonbloom wine," Kalyon explained, pouring two glasses. "From the floating vineyards of Celestia. They say the grapes absorb starlight, and the wine soothes troubled minds." He handed one to Kim. "From my private collection."

Kim wasn't much of a wine person - most of it just tasted like spoiled grape juice to him - but he took the glass gratefully. His hands were still shaking. He drained half of it in one swallow.

Oh.

This... this wasn't like any wine he'd tasted before. It was summer afternoon naps and cool morning breezes. Warm blankets on cold days. The satisfaction of solving a particularly tricky equation.

He finished the rest in another gulp.

"Careful there." Kalyon chuckled, taking a measured sip from his own glass. "This isn't tavern swill. One glass of this could buy a small house in the merchant district."

And yet he'd opened it without hesitation, just because Kim looked troubled. That was Kalyon all over - the same generosity he'd shown as a young man, always ready to share whatever he had. Even now, as Crown Prince, that hadn't changed.

"Thank you," Kim said quietly. "I needed that."

"I can see that." Kalyon set his glass down, all traces of humor falling away. "What's happened, Amadeus? I haven't seen you this shaken since that time you accidentally turned half your laboratory staff into geese."

"That was an accident! And I turned them back!" The protest came automatically, but Kim's heart wasn't in it. The wine had steadied his hands, but the weight of what he carried still pressed down on him. "I... I need your help, Kalyon. And what I'm about to tell you... it's going to sound impossible. Terrible. But I can prove every word."

Kalyon studied him for a long moment, then reached for the bottle again.

"I think," he said carefully, "we're both going to need another glass for this conversation."

Kim told him everything.

The project, the breakthroughs, the funding that had seemed so legitimate. His voice grew stronger as he laid out the evidence, spreading ledgers and letters across Kalyon's desk. Guild seals, merchant stamps, trading contracts - all leading back to names and organizations that made his blood run cold.

Kalyon listened intently, asking sharp questions that cut straight to the heart of things. Though not a mage himself, he'd always had an almost academic passion for magical theory - now that same analytical mind picked apart the conspiracy thread by thread.

"And this merchant seal here," Kalyon tapped one of the letters, "you're certain it connects to those 'Children of the Moon' you talked about?"

"The markings match their known trading houses." Kim's hands shook slightly as he pulled out another parchment. "And look at the timing of these shipments. Every major breakthrough, every advancement - gold and resources moved through these same channels."

Something flickered across Kalyon's face - so brief Kim almost missed it. Anger? No, something else. The prince took another slow sip of wine, his eyes never leaving the papers.

"They played me for a fool," Kim said bitterly. "All these years, thinking I was working for the betterment of the Empire, and instead..." He gestured helplessly at the evidence. "They were going to turn it into a weapon. Something that could kill millions. Maybe more. Definitely more."

"And you destroyed the prototype?" Kalyon's voice was carefully neutral.

"Yes. Completely. There's nothing left for them to steal or replicate." Kim leaned forward. "But that's not enough. These people, these organizations - they need to be stopped. Arrested. Their whole network torn apart before they can try again with someone else's research."

Kalyon stood abruptly, walking to the window. His shoulders were tense under his formal robes.

"This is... troubling," he said finally. "Very troubling. Foreign powers and criminal enterprises, operating so boldly within our borders..." He took another drink, longer this time. "You did the right thing coming to me, Amadeus."

"I knew you'd understand." Relief flooded through Kim. "You've always cared about doing what's right. Even back when you were just that eager young noble pestering me about theoretical magic."

A small smile touched Kalyon's lips, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. "Those were simpler times, weren't they?"

"They were." Kim straightened. "So what's our next step? The Imperial Guard could-"

"Let me handle this." Kalyon's voice had an edge to it now. "This level of conspiracy... we need to move carefully. One wrong step could send them all scurrying back into their holes."

He returned to his desk, rifling through the documents with clear agitation. His movements were sharp, precise - almost angry. Kim watched him with growing concern. He'd never seen Kalyon this unsettled.

"You're worried," Kim said softly.

"Of course I'm worried." Kalyon knocked back the rest of his wine. "This goes deeper than you realize, Amadeus. The implications..." He shook his head. "I'll need time to verify everything. To make sure we have an airtight case before we move."

"But-"

"Trust me." Kalyon's blue eyes locked onto his. "I will see justice done. You have my word."

The intensity in his voice was reassuring. This was why Kim had come to him - because Kalyon had always been someone who fought for what was right. Someone who cared about more than just power and politics.

"Thank you," Kim said. "I knew I could count on you."

Something passed across Kalyon's face - too quick to read. He poured himself another glass of wine, his movements controlled but somehow tense.

"You should get some rest," he said. "You look exhausted. I'll have guards escort you home."

"But shouldn't we-"

"Rest, Amadeus. You've done your part. Let me handle things from here."

Kim wanted to argue, but exhaustion was starting to crash over him in waves. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the weight finally lifting from his shoulders. Either way, his eyes felt heavy.

"You're right," he admitted. "I haven't slept since..." He couldn't even remember.

Everything would be alright now. Kalyon would handle it. Justice would be done.

Kim pushed himself to his feet, muscles protesting after sitting so long. "I'll be counting on you then, Your Highness."

"Before you go." Kalyon's voice was casual. Too casual. "Who gave you these documents?"

Kim hesitated. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"Try me." The prince's smile was gentle, encouraging. The same smile he'd worn when asking about magical theorems years ago.

"It was... a golem."

"A golem?" Kalyon's eyebrows rose.

"See? You don't believe me."

"No, no. Please, explain." Kalyon leaned forward.

"I don't know much about whoever was controlling it. They just... appeared." Kim shrugged helplessly. "Left the documents, warned me about the project."

Kalyon pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a long breath. Not worry - annoyance?

Kim laughed. "You know what's funny? You look more inconvenienced than concerned." He shook his head, still chuckling. "I just handed you a conspiracy that could shake the Empire. Solving this, exposing these people - it would make you a hero. Even as Crown Prince, that kind of popularity would be invaluable, and yet..."

Kalyon's eyes snapped to his, a flash of something dangerous there and gone so fast Kim almost missed it. The laughter died in his throat.

Wait.

The pieces were there, scattered in his mind like puzzle fragments. Years of casual conversations. Of sharing breakthroughs over wine. Of Kalyon's endless fascination with his work...

That merchant at the prince's 20th birthday celebration. What was his name? Kim had forgotten, but he remembered the way the man had smiled, had mentioned knowing someone who'd be interested in funding magical research. Had introduced him to Fox just a week later.

Fox, who'd always seemed to know exactly what direction to push their research. Who'd asked such specific questions about applications Kim hadn't even considered yet.

The same questions Kalyon had asked, years earlier, presented as mere intellectual curiosity.

Oh.

Oh no.

Kim's throat went dry. His heart started hammering against his ribs, thoughts scattering like startled birds. "Y-you're right," he managed, voice steadier than he felt. "I should get some rest."

The prince didn't look like his old friend anymore. He looked like what he truly was - a lion who'd been playing with his food for years.

Stay calm. Stay calm. His hands were trembling. He forced them still.

"G-goodnight, Your Highness." Kim turned toward the door, pulse thundering in his ears. Just a few steps. Just-

"Stop."

Kalyon's voice had changed. It was hard to explain, but the most poetic, and easy way was that it felt like the warmth was gone

Kim's hand froze on the door handle.

"You know," Kalyon said conversationally, "I always admired how quick your mind was. How you could take scattered pieces of information and assemble them into a coherent whole." The sound of wine being poured. "It's part of what made you such a valuable asset."

Kim's fingers tightened on the handle. His thoughts raced, analyzing options, calculating odds. The guards outside. The distance to the window. The drop to the courtyard below.

"Though I must admit," Kalyon continued, "I had hoped you wouldn't put it together quite so... obviously. Your face has always been an open book, old friend."

The last two words dripped with mockery. Kim's shoulders tensed.

"Turn around, Amadeus."

He didn't want to. Every instinct screamed at him to run. But where could he go? What could he do?

Slowly, feeling like a puppet on strings, Kim turned.

Kalyon was still sitting at his desk, wine glass in hand. But his eyes... his eyes were different now. No more pretense of warmth. No more fake concern.

Just cold, calculating interest.

Like a researcher watching an experiment unfold.

"I think we should talk a bit more." The prince said.

I've been such a fool.

For years, he'd been such a perfect, blind fool.


*****

Phew. Focus. Focus.

Adom rubbed his palms together, too aware of how clammy they felt. He'd thought these kinds of sensations were behind him by now. Apparently not. His fingers drummed against his leg as he stared at the circles drawn on the table, hyper-conscious of the presence behind him. Amazing how the weight of someone's attention could make even the simplest task feel like defusing a bomb.

Alchemy, as any alchemist could tell you, was all about understanding. Not just knowing - actually understanding. The difference between reading about swimming and actually getting in the water, so to speak. And right now, Adom was definitely in the deep end.

It didn't help that elemental essences were tricky things to work with. Raw mana was straightforward enough - pure magical energy, like white light. But essences? Those were trickier.

They were mana that had been filtered, transformed into specialized forms that resonated with specific aspects of nature. Like that white light passing through different colored glasses, each essence had its own 'flavor' of magical energy. Water essence spoke to water, air essence to air, and so on.

Which was exactly why alchemists used them instead of raw mana. You could technically hammer a nail with a rock, but wouldn't you rather use a hammer?

He stared at the clear water in the beaker, fingers hovering over the chalk circles he'd drawn. Three circles surrounded the main one, not five - no need for unnecessary elements in this transformation.

The runes were precise - he'd made sure of that. One wrong line, one wobbly curve, and instead of sweet water, he might end up with something that could melt through the floor. Again.

"Take your time," Professor Mirwen said from somewhere behind him. "The water isn't going anywhere."

Right. No pressure. Just trying to convince water molecules to fundamentally change their nature while one of the academy's most respected alchemists watched his every move. Simple.

Adom adjusted his glasses, activating Riddler's Bane. He did not really need to adjust them to use the artifact, but somehow, it became a habit.

The world shifted, magical currents becoming visible. The water wasn't just water anymore - it was a dance of molecules, a symphony of hydrogen and oxygen bonds waiting to be conducted. Through the artifact's lens, he could see how the molecular bonds vibrated, how they might be... persuaded to change.

"Remember," Professor Mirwen's voice carried that teaching tone he'd come to recognize, "what elements do you actually need for this transformation? Many students make the mistake of using all five elements for every change."

Adom nodded, studying the circles he'd drawn. Water essence in the first circle - that was obvious. You needed water to change water, establish a connection with the substance's fundamental nature. Air essence in the second - to alter how the molecules would interact with taste buds, carry the sweetness. And mana in the third, to power and stabilize the change.

No fire needed - he wasn't trying to heat or excite the molecules. No earth either - this wasn't about physical stability. Sweet water was still water, just... friendlier to the tongue.

He touched the water circle first. This was the trickiest part - using water essence to change water itself. Like trying to paint water with water. But it wasn't about adding more water - it was about reshaping what was already there, encouraging new patterns to form.

Through Riddler's Bane, he could see the molecular bonds shifting, becoming more receptive to change. The liquid in the beaker rippled slightly.

Air essence next. This wasn't about adding air to water - that would just make bubbles. Instead, he guided the essence to alter how the water molecules would interact with taste buds. It was like teaching the water to speak a new language, one that would say "sweet" instead of "neutral" when it met the tongue.

The liquid began to shimmer faintly as the changes took hold.

Finally, mana. Not too much - this wasn't some grand transformation requiring vast power. Just enough to bind the changes, make them permanent. Like setting a painting after the colors were perfect.

The water cleared, looking deceptively ordinary. That was good - sweet water shouldn't look different from regular water. The change was subtle, internal.

Professor Mirwen stepped forward, her rings catching the light as she reached for the beaker. Adom held his breath as she dipped one finger into the liquid, then brought it to her lips.

Time seemed to stretch. She didn't immediately spit it out - that was good. She wasn't turning purple or growing extra limbs - even better. But her expression remained neutral, unreadable.

Adom's palms were sweating. He'd checked and double-checked every step, balanced each essence carefully, followed every law to the letter. But alchemy was finicky. One microscopic mistake in how the molecules were arranged...

Finally, Professor Mirwen smiled.

"Perfect. Clean, sweet, with no artificial aftertaste." She set the beaker down with a satisfied nod. "And more importantly, you understood exactly what elements were needed - no more, no less. That's the mark of a true alchemist in training."

A long breath escaped Adom as his shoulders relaxed. He hadn't realized how tense he'd been until the moment passed.

"That was amazing!" Mia's voice came from behind him, followed by the sound of her stool scraping against the floor as she stood. "The molecular manipulation was so precise."

"Thanks," Adom said, turning to face her. "That book you recommended in the library really helped."

Mia waved her hand dismissively. "Oh please, that was just a book. You managed to grasp advanced molecular manipulation in what, one week? That's not the book - that's talent."

"You're one to talk," Professor Mirwen said with a smile as she carefully placed the beaker back on the testing station. "If I recall correctly, you mastered this particular transformation in just a week as well, Miss Storm. It's refreshing to have two students who grasp these concepts so naturally. Makes teaching advanced classes much more interesting."

Adom shifted uncomfortably in his chair, forcing a polite smile. "I just... have a knack for understanding mana, I suppose."

The special course wrapped up without ceremony.


They gathered their things, exchanged casual goodbyes, and headed their separate ways. As Adom walked through the academy's stone corridors, his mind wandered to the possibilities his growing alchemical knowledge might offer. Perhaps soon he could try-

"Student Adom Sylla!"

The harsh caw made him look up. A raven circled once before dropping a piece of paper in his direction. Before he could catch it-

"Hey!"

Adom snatched the paper from the air and turned around. One of the new guards was approaching - young, probably in his mid-twenties, with the crisp uniform that hadn't yet seen enough weather to lose its stiffness.

"Evening," the guard said, his tone friendly but professional. "Cutting it a bit close to curfew, aren't we?"

"Just heading back to the dorms," Adom replied, tucking the paper into his pocket.

The guard - his name tag read 'Morris' - nodded. "Make sure you do. First week on the job and I've already had to write up three students for trying to sneak out after dark." He shook his head. "You'd think with everything that's happened, people would be more careful."

"Some students don't like being confined," Adom said diplomatically.

"Better confined than dead," Morris replied, then winced. "Sorry, that was blunt. Just... we're here to keep you lot safe, you know?"

Adom nodded, knowing all too well why such measures were necessary. The past week had been chaos incarnate. Ever since Gus and the death of his familiar, Gizmo, Xerkes had transformed from a prestigious magical institution into something approaching a fortress. The murder of a familiar was no small matter - it left permanent scars on both the magical and emotional level. That someone would do it so casually spoke volumes about what they were dealing with.

The investigation hadn't helped matters. Every student named Law - all one thousand four hundred and thirty-eight of them, boys and girls - had been questioned, their backgrounds examined, their movements tracked. Adom's stomach churned every time he thought about it. All those students under suspicion because of his actions' ripple effects.

And then there was Professor Kim's disappearance. No trace of him since the night of the golem incident. The official story was that he'd taken an emergency leave of absence, but nobody really believed that.

"Just stay safe, alright?" Morris said, breaking into Adom's thoughts. "Whatever's going on out there... it's not worth risking your neck over."

"No argument here," Adom replied, managing a small smile. "Have a good evening."

The academy grounds were eerily quiet. The usually bustling courtyards lay empty, gardens deserted save for the occasional patrol. The new curfew had changed everything.

A flash of orange caught Adom's eye near the gates. He ignored it.

"Psst."

He kept walking.

"Psst!"

Still walking.

"PSSST! I know you can hear me!"

"WHAT?" Adom turned toward the gates, exasperated.

A fox beastkin in a rumpled journalist's vest was attempting - and failing spectacularly - to hide behind a bush that was clearly too small to conceal him. "Hey, hey, could you come here for a minute? Just a few questions about Professor Kim-"

Adom turned around, spotted a guard, and pointed at the gates. As he walked away, he heard the guard's stern warning about the barrier's imminent activation, followed by the journalist's indignant protests about technically being outside school grounds.

This had become depressingly routine over the past week. Journalists were like vultures circling the academy, hoping to catch any snippet of information about two major stories. The attack on Gus and Gizmo's death was one thing. But Kim's disappearance? That was different.

Merris had found the files Adom left in Kim's office. What was in them had been serious enough for the headmaster to do something almost unheard of - he'd summoned a council from the Magisterium. The Archmage himself would be coming to Xerkes.

That announcement had thrown the academy into a frenzy of speculation. Some said Kim had been conducting forbidden research. Others whispered about conspiracy, about dark forces moving in the shadows. A particularly popular theory suggested he'd discovered something so dangerous that he'd been "disappeared" for everyone's safety.

Adom paused at his dorm room door, hearing the rhythmic count of Sam's new evening workout routine through the wood. "...eighteen... nineteen..."

The paper crinkled in his pocket. He pulled it out, unfolding it carefully. The raven's message was brief:

"Order ready for collection. Find us where the Merchant's old road meets the three sisters' tears, when the moon kisses the eastern tower."

The corner of his mouth twitched up. Adom wasn't aware Cisco liked dramatic codes. Or was this Eren's idea?

The old road was obvious enough - the abandoned market district. Three sisters' tears would be the fountain with the triple spouts. And the moon's position... that gave him the time. Tomorrow night, then.

A smile spread across his face. With those two elements, he could finally synthesize a proper cure. One more problem solved without-

The smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. He mentally kicked himself for even thinking that. Nothing was ever that simple. The moment you thought things would go smoothly was exactly when the universe decided to remind you just how wrong you could be.

"...twenty-one... twenty-two..."

Shaking his head, Adom pushed open the door just as Sam hit his final count.

"...twenty-four... twenty-five!" Sam's arms trembled slightly as he held the last position before letting himself drop to the floor. He rolled over, grinning up at Adom from his spot on the worn dormitory carpet. "Hey."

"Twenty-five? New record!" Adom grinned back.

"Right?" Sam's face lit up. "Started with ten last week. Pretty good, huh?"

"You're actually sticking to it," Adom said, dropping his bag by his desk. "I'm impressed."

Sam sat up, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. "Well, what else am I gonna do? Can't exactly go anywhere after six." He stretched, joints popping. "Besides, check this out."

He flexed his arm, and Adom had to admit - there was definitely more definition there than a week ago. The daily routine was paying off.

"See?" Sam's grin widened. "Feel it! That's actual muscle!"

"Yes, yes, you're very impressive," Adom said, but he was smiling too. It was good to see Sam focused on something productive, even if it was just a workout routine.

"Give me another week," Sam declared, standing up. His shirt was dark with sweat patches. "I'll be able to bench press you."

"Please don't try."

"No promises!" Sam called over his shoulder, already heading for the door with his towel. "Gonna grab a shower before the hot water runs out."

"Sammy. You're literally a mage."

"Yeah, but heating cold water isn't the same as properly hot water. It gets all... weird. Like reheated tea." Sam and Adom both made a face. Reheated tea. What an odd thing to drink. Horrible, actually. "Besides, do you know how much concentration it takes to maintain the right temperature while you're trying to wash your hair? I'd rather just have normal hot water."

The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Adom alone with his thoughts and the lingering smell of exercise in the air. Which, when you thought about it, was basically sweat particles. Gross.

The sound of running water filled the quiet room as Adom settled on his bed, mind drifting through his mental checklist. The notification from the academy's office this morning still made him smile - his mother would be here in three days. She'd been held up by her healer duties, but soon she'd arrive by boat in Arkhos.

How should he even react when he saw her? Play it cool like he used to? Try to maintain that aloof dignity he'd worn like armor in his younger days?

He snorted. Who was he kidding?

Full-on bear hug. That was the only way. He'd wrap his arms around her and refuse to let go. Simple as that.

But first things first - his health. The cure would need two weeks of careful brewing once he had everything mixed properly. Eren had already gotten most of the ingredients - they sat waiting in his inventory. Just the water and the heart left to go. He'd picked up alchemy hoping to reverse-engineer the Elixir of Rebirth, but maybe that wouldn't be necessary anymore.

And the day after tomorrow would bring the armor and gauntlets too. His mind wandered to what they'd look like, how they'd feel. Another piece of the puzzle falling into place.

Adom kicked off his shoes and changed into his new night clothes, inhaling deeply. That fresh-clothes smell never got old. The three-headed spider silk felt nothing like what one would expect - instead of sleek and cool, it was more like wearing a cloud, soft and somehow both sturdy and gentle against his skin. One of those materials that just knew what you needed - cool when you were warm, cozy when you were cold.

He reached for the small pouch the Veyshari sorceress had given him. The [Identify] skill had revealed it as a Class B calming herb - maybe she'd noticed how worn out he'd looked? He brewed it carefully, watching the water turn a soft amber color. The aroma slowly filled the room, sweet and natural, like someone had stirred honey into it, but better somehow. More... real.

The first sip confirmed what his nose had told him. It was good - really good. Easy to drink, with none of the bitter aftertaste most medicinal teas had. He could feel the tension in his shoulders starting to ease already.

Adom then sank into his bed, immediately seeking out the cold side of his pillow. Some things never changed - even with the chill in the air, nothing beat that first contact with the cool, fluffy surface. The mattress welcomed him with that perfect balance between soft and firm, and he pulled up his heavy blanket - one of his mother's parting gifts when he'd left for Xerkes.

The phoenix of House Sylla spread its wings across the blanket's surface, the kind of dramatic design only mothers and grandmothers seemed to find appropriate for bedding. He smiled, curling his toes under the cover. Even now, years later, he still kept his feet firmly beneath it. Just in case.

Sam's horrible humming drifted through the shower noise - something that would normally drive him up the wall, but tonight it just blended into a sort of peaceful white noise. The world was still a mess - missing professor, academy in chaos, tension thick in the air - but for the first time in ages, he could see a way forward. Get the cure. Get out of danger. Train Eren until the kid could handle himself and Adom not having to carry the weight of the world alone on his shoulders.

The incense he'd lit was doing its job, cinnamon and vanilla replacing Sam's lingering workout smell and mixing with that new-clothes smell he loved so much. The incense, of course. Not the sweat.

His thoughts began to drift, becoming hazier, warmer. The familiar weight of the blanket, the soft pillow beneath his head, the distant hum of crickets outside - everything felt right.

For once, tomorrow didn't seem so daunting.

*****

Adom woke before his alarm, stretching out like a cat in the warm patch of sunlight that had found its way through the window.

For once, he'd actually slept well. Really well. There had been a dream - something about a tree? An apple tree, maybe. The details were already fading, leaving behind only a vague sense of peace and the image of branches swaying in a breeze.

Birds were chattering outside, having their usual morning debates. He lay there for a moment, watching dust motes dance in the early light, joints popping as he stretched again. The bed was almost too comfortable to leave, but his stomach had other ideas.

"Look who's up early," Sam commented from his side of the room, already halfway through his morning pushups. "Nine... ten..."

Adom just hummed in response, joining him for a shorter set. His arms protested at first, but the movement helped shake off the last bits of sleep. Besides, he'd promised himself he'd at least try to keep up with Sam's new fitness kick.

The cold water from the tap made him hiss - someone really needed to fix the temperamental heating runes in their bathroom.

With the new curfew in place, students had nothing better to do than shower or bathe at the same time, and the ancient heating system clearly wasn't built for this kind of strain. At least a two thousand people trying to get hot water at once did funny things to the runes.

He splashed his face anyway, the shock fully waking him up. The mint taste of toothpaste helped too, though he had to dodge Sam's elbow twice while they shared the small mirror.

"Dining hall today?" Sam suggested, adjusting his tie. "They're doing the full breakfast spread."

The suggestion was enough to break their usual routine of tea and whatever they could scrounge up in their room. The dining hall was quieter than usual this early, the morning light streaming through the high windows making everything look a bit softer, a bit more welcoming.

Adom loaded his plate with poached eggs that actually looked poached instead of drowned, the yolks still perfectly runny, ready to burst. The bacon was crispy enough to snap, and they were glistening. Literally glistening.

The pancakes came in a tall stack, golden-brown and fluffy, with butter melting slowly down the sides and pooling with the maple syrup. Warm buttered toast, perfectly crisp on the outside and soft inside, sat next to a generous helping of slow-cooked beans in a rich sauce that begged to be soaked up with the bread.

The food at the academy was usually good - they had to keep their mages-in-training well-fed, after all - but lately it seemed they were pulling out all the stops. Maybe guilt over the curfew had the kitchen staff feeling generous. The black tea was proper black tea too, not the watered-down stuff they usually served later in the morning, strong and fragrant with just the right amount of bite.

"They have Slimy for dessert," Sam pointed out, already reaching for the wobbling, iridescent dish. There was no need to elaborate on why it was called Slimy, nor discuss its ingredients. Some things were better left unquestioned, especially when they tasted that good.

First class was Runicology - a class Adom rarely paid attention to - which meant Professor Karn would spend half the lecture telling stories about his glory days instead of teaching. Adom didn't mind - it gave him time to properly digest breakfast, and some of those stories were actually useful. Sometimes.

The morning passed in that strange way mornings do when you're actually awake for them - not quite rushing, not quite dragging. By the time early classes wrapped up, Adom felt more put together than he had in weeks. Maybe there was something to this whole "proper sleep and actual breakfast" thing after all.

Classes wrapped up earlier than usual - something about a staff meeting that no one questioned too closely. Adom was packing his books when Sam appeared at his shoulder, that familiar grin on his face.

"Club tonight," Sam said, not really asking. "Found a way to control ice spells for frozen desserts. Think I finally cracked it. Plus, brought that board game from home - the one with the moving pieces that try to eat each other."

Adom shouldered his bag. "I'll join later tonight."

"Promise?" Sam raised an eyebrow. "And try not to get into trouble before then?"

That got a laugh out of Adom. "We have a curfew. How much trouble could I possibly get into?"

"I don't know how you do it," Sam shook his head, "but you seem to have a special talent for finding it lately."

"Your confidence in me is touching."

"Just be there tonight. The dessert actually works. Probably won't even give anyone brain freeze."

"That's a low bar."

"Better than zero."

They parted ways at the corridor junction - Sam heading toward the club room, Adom turning toward the east wing where an empty classroom was being renovated. The sound of Sam's footsteps faded, replaced by the quiet echo of his own against the old stone floors.

The classroom door clicked shut behind him, lock sliding into place with a quiet snap. Dust motes swirled in the air, disturbed by his movement through the half-renovated room. Paint cans and tarps created strange shadows in the corners as Adom settled by the window, watching as the moon climbed higher.

Right on schedule, the academy's barrier shimmered to life - that familiar, almost invisible ripple in the air that meant curfew was starting. Perfect timing.

The golem emerged from his inventory with a soft hum. He draped a heavy cloak he recently bought over it, adjusting the fabric until it hung naturally enough to pass for a person. At least in the dark.

The talisman felt cool against his arm as he secured it.

No way he was going out there himself, not with everything going on. He'd told Eren to make that clear to Cisco. The children were watching too closely now. So he'd stayed put all week, sending Eren on errands instead.

Poor kid. Adom made a mental note to treat him to one of those fancy places in the merchant district once this was all over. Maybe that new place near the textile market that Eren kept looking at whenever they passed by.

He did miss going out, though. The thought of Mr. Biggins' shop crossed his mind - had the old man returned yet? Another problem for another day. One crisis at a time.

Less than a week ago, before curfew started, Eren had shown him the meeting spot Cisco had chosen - the old fountain tucked away in one of those forgotten courtyards the city seemed to collect. Three spouts, all broken now, hidden behind overgrown vines and decades of neglect. Smart choice. The kind of place locals avoided out of habit and visitors never found. The perfect spot for exchanges that needed to stay quiet.

Adom checked the moon's position one last time, then activated the talisman. Consciousness split. Crystal activated.

Then Blip.

The golem materialized in a narrow alley, three blocks from the meeting point. Intentional. Through its eyes, Adom scanned the surroundings, the newly added night vision based rune in the construct giving everything a subtle blue tinge.

Back in the classroom, Adom's real body settled more comfortably against the wall, but his shoulders remained tense. Safe or not, this kind of remote work always left him feeling exposed.

The golem moved with measured steps, its cloak barely rustling. The empty streets felt quiet, the kind of quiet that made every small sound seem important. Water dripping from somewhere. Wind moving loose tiles. The distant echo of what might have been footsteps, or might have been nothing at all.

Adom guided it past boarded-up shopfronts, keeping to the shadows. Each corner meant stopping, listening, looking. Everything, ordinary or not, looked suspicious. A hanging sign became a crouched figure. A pile of crates transformed into potential hiding spots.

Not paranoia if they're actually looking for you, he reminded himself, forcing his real breathing to stay steady even as the golem's magical senses strained for any sign of movement.

A sudden flash of movement to the left-

The golem's arm came up, Flamebrand sword flaring to life beneath the cloak, ready to-

Oh. It was a rat.

It sat on its haunches, whiskers twitching as it stared directly at the golem. Through the construct's eyes, Adom stared back at it.

"Did you know you were about two seconds away from being turned into very small, very crispy pieces, little guy?"

The rat scratched its ear, distinctly unimpressed, then disappeared into a drain.

Two more blocks to go. The fountain's courtyard would be just past that row of abandoned houses, through the narrow passage that Eren had shown him. Every step brought him closer, and every step made the back of his neck prickle more, despite his physical body being safely behind academy walls.

Just because he couldn't see anyone watching didn't mean they weren't there.

The fountain's courtyard was empty. Completely empty. It was not supposed to be empty.

Strike one.

The golem moved forward - and stopped, its cloak rippling against something invisible. Oh? Adom made it reach out, fingers pressing against a barrier that definitely hadn't been mentioned by either Cisco or Eren. Strike two. Maybe he should just-

A shiny bald head suddenly popped through the barrier like a particularly aggressive mushroom. It swiveled left, then right. The golem's sword was out in an instant, the blade getting that one reddish tone before it caught on fire.

"Wait, stop! Don't kill me!" the head whispered urgently. "I'm with Cisco! One of his guys!"

The golem kept the sword steady, but didn't advance.

"Damn. Almost got killed for nothing." The man's eyes darted around before settling back on the cloaked figure. "Huh. You're pretty tall for a kid." He squinted. "Wait, aren't you supposed to be, like, fourteen or something?"

Through the golem, Adom processed this information with growing confusion. Fourteen?

"Look, come here," the head whispered, glancing around again. "It's not exactly safe out there, you know?"

The golem pointedly gestured for him to come out instead.

"Oh. You can't talk?" The head tilted. "Right, right, makes sense. Security and all that." Another glance around. "But seriously, you should-"

The golem's 'you come here' gesture became more insistent. Followed by a universal "who even are you?" shrug.

"Fine, fine," the head sighed, disappearing. A moment later, the entire man materialized right in front of the golem, making Adom jump slightly in his classroom chair. "Sorry about that. Barrier's a bit wonky. Shows everything shifted to the left from my side. Kept thinking you were standing next to that broken cart over there."

The golem lowered its sword, but kept it out.

"Well? Coming in?" The man gestured at the barrier. The golem remained perfectly still.

"Not coming?" He sighed. "Look, we don't have all night."

The golem made a series of gestures - pointing at the man, then making a 'don't know you' motion, followed by a 'get someone else' wave.

"What are you- Is this charades now?" The man squinted, trying to decipher the movements. "Listen, kid, I'm trying to help here. You want to stand out here all night?"

The golem responded by pointing more emphatically at the barrier, then making an 'X' with its arms.

"I don't- what does that even-"

"Egg, what's going on out here?" Marco emerged from the barrier, looking between them.

"Oh thank the spirits," Egg threw his hands up. "I told you not to send me! The kid - who's big as fuck, by the way-" he turned to the golem, "no offense-"

"None taken." Adom said. Back in the classroom.

"-won't come in because he doesn't know me, which, fair enough, I guess, but how was I supposed to know that? And now we're playing magical charades out here in the open like a bunch of-"

Marco pinched the bridge of his nose. "My apologies...", he looked up and down at the golem, "Law. Our lack of... foresight is rather evident." He shot Egg a look. "Cisco is waiting inside to finalize your order."

The barrier rippled as the golem passed through, it looked like walking through a sheet of water. Behind it lay a narrow alley, barely visible in the dim light. Broken crates and discarded barrels lined the walls, creating shadows within shadows. At the end, a small house hunched in the darkness, its windows dark and shuttered.

Marco led the way. "I wasn't told you would be sending a golem instead of coming yourself. Quite an advanced one at that." He kept his voice low, barely above a whisper.

"That ain't a kid?" Egg's voice rose sharply in the quiet.

"Shut up."

"But I thought it was a-"

Marco stopped so suddenly that Egg nearly walked into him. "I will make you shut up myself if you don't keep quiet." The words came out in a harsh whisper. "This isn't time for jokes or levity. We have people looking for us, or have you forgotten that?"

Adom had never heard Marco speak like this before. The usually composed man's face was tight with tension, his shoulders rigid. Through the golem's vision, Adom could see Marco's hands trembling slightly before he clenched them into fists.

The man seemed to catch himself then, letting out a slow breath. "My apologies," he said, his voice returning to its usual measured tone. "Things have been... nerve-wracking lately. Business has become increasingly difficult to maintain with the new events in the Undertow."

The golem nodded.

They reached the house, its door looking ready to fall off its hinges. Marco produced a key from somewhere in his sleeve, the lock clicking open with surprising smoothness for such a decrepit-looking mechanism.

"Let's go in," Marco said, holding the door open. The darkness beyond seemed to swallow what little light reached them from the street.

Egg had fallen silent now.

The inside of the house matched its exterior - deliberately shabby. The golem followed Marco through a short hallway and into what might have once been a living room. Now it held only a few chairs, a table, two boxes, and several people Adom recognized.

Cisco and Valiant stood near two wooden crates, the young mouse beastkin's tail twitching.

"Law," Cisco nodded, his whiskers twitching. "Apologies for the barrier, and making you come all the way here. The price on our heads doubled after those... incidents last time. Two thousand silver pieces now." He gave a humorless laugh. "Makes being seen in public somewhat problematic. Even our usual dead drops aren't safe anymore - they're watching those too closely."

"Hey Law!" Valiant waved enthusiastically, then paused. "Wait, is that a golem? Are you a golem?" His eyes widened. "That's amazing! The movement is so smooth - most constructs I've seen move like they're made of wooden blocks, but this one-" He took a step forward, tail curling with excitement.

"Valiant." Cisco's quiet voice stopped his nephew mid-step. He gestured to two of his men. "Open the boxes."

One approached the wooden box, while another carefully lifted the silver case.

The golem stood motionless as the wooden box was placed on the rickety table with a heavy thud. Through it, Adom observed the simple metal clasps.

As the lid lifted, two of the guards stepped back instinctively. "Gods, I hate that smell," Egg muttered from somewhere behind them.

Inside, suspended in clear viscous liquid, floated the dark mass of the wyvern heart, nearly the size of a human head. Even through the golem's sight, Adom could see its pearlescent sheen - the unmistakable mark of a magical creature.

"Thormund hunted it," Cisco said, glancing at the golem. "The gentleman who interrupted our first meeting. Lost an arm in the process."

The golem inclined its head in acknowledgment.

"Don't be too concerned. He got careless." Cisco's whiskers twitched. "We preserved it in crystalline stasis gel to maintain freshness. Top quality, from the northern alchemists."

The golem reached forward, its fingers dipping into the gel to test the heart's surface. Back in his classroom, Adom smiled - despite the indirect contact through the construct, he could tell it was perfect. The preservation was flawless, exactly what the cure would need.

The other case, silver that one, came next, its intricate vine engravings seeming to shift. The guard opened it carefully, revealing a crystal vial no larger than a thumb. The liquid within caught what little light there was, clear yet somehow iridescent - the Water of Jouvance.

Through the golem, Adom studied the vial with satisfaction.

Finally. He thought.

"I trust you brought the payment?" Cisco's whiskers twitched again.

The golem reached into its cloak, producing several small pouches that landed on the table with soft thuds. It gestured toward them with a fluid motion.

"Marco, if you will."

The sound of clinking gold filled the room as Marco began counting. One by one. The golem stood silent, its head turning slowly to survey the room. Valiant kept whispering excitedly about the construct's movements, earning occasional sharp looks from his uncle.

In his classroom, Adom sighed and directed the golem's gaze away from the enthusiastic young mouse.

That's when he noticed it - one of Cisco's men, the one standing near the door, deliberately avoiding the golem's gaze. His weight shifted from foot to foot, fingers drumming against his thigh.

Adom frowned. Through the golem's vision, he began cataloging details. Marco, focused on counting. Cisco, watching the process with practiced patience. Valiant, still stealing glances at the golem. The other guards, maintaining their positions with professional detachment.

But that one man... Adom recognized him now. Present at their first meeting, one of those Thormund had roughed up, the one that ran up the statue and knocked himself down. His behavior didn't match the others. Too much movement. Too much tension. His eyes darted between the door and the windows more frequently than warranted.

Their eyes met briefly before the man looked away again. A thin sheen of sweat had formed on his forehead despite the cool room. His hand twitched, inching toward his sword hilt.

Strike three.

The golem moved with impossible speed. Before the man's fingers could close around his weapon, the construct's hand was around his throat, lifting him off the ground. Weapons appeared in every hand - except the nervous man's, his sword only halfway drawn.

The golem's free hand pointed deliberately at the man's partially drawn sword, then made a series of quick gestures toward the windows and door - mimicking the man's previous nervous glances.

The coins stopped clinking. Marco's hand froze mid-count.

"Devon?" Cisco's voice had gone dangerously soft, understanding dawning in his eyes as he observed the golem's gestures. "Were you about to do something foolish?"

Devon screamed.

"We've been compromised. Move, now!" Cisco's words cracked through the air like a whip.

The golem hurled Devon at the other guards in a single fluid motion. Just one touch - that's all Adom needed to jump with the boxes. Three steps to them. Two. One. The construct reached for them, fingers almost brushing the-

A pinpoint of light bloomed in the corner of its vision.

The world twisted.

BAM

The golem crashed through the floorboards, wood exploding outward like shrapnel. In his classroom, Adom's heart slammed against his ribs as a heavy hand clamped down on the construct's shoulder. Yesterday's thoughts mocked him - everything will be fine - as he looked up into Gale's face.

"Gotcha."

Helios stood beside him, smiling that knife-edge smile. Adom couldn't jump - not with Gale's hand on him here. They'd jump together.











A scream suddenly tore through the air.

Valiant's voice, high and terrified. Through the construct's eyes, Adom saw what the young mouse was seeing: Marco, trusted right hand, faithful soldier, with one arm locked around Cisco's throat.

The mouse beastkin's feet kicked uselessly at air, his tail thrashing in desperate arcs. Then came the crack - sharp and final. Cisco's body went limp, his tail dropping like a cut puppet's string. Marco let the corpse fall, Valiant's uncle crumpling to the floor like discarded waste.













Time slowed to a crawl.

 









Blue Fluid looking like flames erupted across the golem's surface as it drew the Flamebrand sword, the motion singing through the air. If it could just strike Gale onc-

"Aha. Not so fast."

Gale's fist descended like a meteor. Stone shattered. The shabby house's floor cratered, dust billowing up around them.

Across the house, chaos exploded. Cisco's remaining men charged forward with Valiant, weapons glinting. Marco's knives answered - two flashes of steel. Egg stumbled back, blood flowering at his throat. The second guard crumpled, blade buried between his ribs, his sword clattering uselessly to the floor.


The golem blazed, raw power surging through its frame.

No more restraint.

Adom unleashed everything, the sword's flames turning white-hot, melting the floorboards beneath it.

"Interesting trick. A golem using Fluid." Gale's grip never wavered, even as the golem's sword carved a burning arc through the air. He caught the blade with his free hand, the metal screaming against his palm. "But where's the real you, mage?"

The house erupted into chaos. Marco's knives flashed in deadly arcs as the remaining guards charged. Valiant lunged at him with a roar of grief, tears streaming down his face. "You killed him! You killed my uncle!"

"WHERE IS HE MARCO?!" Helios's voice boomed through the carnage, his eyes wild as he tore through the room. "WHERE'S THE FUCKING MAGE?!"

Marco slammed the young mouse into the ground with brutal efficiency letting go of what appeared to be a transportation crystal of his own.

The light. Adom realized. The sudden appearance.

"It's the golem! The mage controls it remotely!" Marco answered Helios.

The golem's sword broke free from Gale's grip, leaving a smoking gash across his palm. But Gale just smiled, his other hand still locked on the construct. "You used a transportation crystal last time, didn't you? Clever escape trick." His fist crashed into the golem's chest, cratering it. "Where are you hiding it now?"

Bodies hit the floor. Blood sprayed. Marco's knives found two more throats while Helios upended furniture, growing more frenzied with each empty corner. Valiant scrambled back up, throwing himself at Marco with desperate fury.

The golem's flames intensified, turning the air itself into a furnace. Its fist connected with Gale's jaw - finally, a solid hit - but the man barely flinched.

"MAGE!" Helios roared.

Valiant broke free from Marco, charging toward Helios with a dagger. "I WILL KILL YOU ALL!"

No choice.

Adom jumped.

The world vanished. Then - open sky. Wind howling. City lights spinning below them as they plummeted through darkness. Gale's grip remained iron-tight, Helios clinging to his other arm, Valiant's small form tangled between them.

"Got you now-" Gale started.

Adom jumped again.

Salt water exploded around them. The ocean's cold darkness swallowed them whole. Gale's grip weakened for a split second - but before Adom could break free, those fingers dug in harder. They tumbled through the depths, a desperate tangle of limbs. Valiant's tail wrapped around the golem's wrist as the young mouse fought to stay with them.

Another jump.

Forest canopy, 45 kilometers away from the real Adom, rushing up to meet them.

Another.

Mountain winds screaming past.

Another.

They crashed into the city's market square, appearing ten feet above cobblestones. Stalls exploded beneath them as they hit. Fruit scattered, bread crushed, people screaming as they scattered from the impossible sight of four figures materializing from thin air.

"Papa!" A little girl's voice cut through the chaos. She stood frozen, doll clutched to her chest, directly in their path as they tumbled through merchant stands.

"Helios!" Gale's voice snapped as the other man's hand reached out, crackling with energy. "Not children!"

"Shit-" Adom jumped.

The girl's scream cut off mid-breath as reality twisted again, leaving only destroyed stalls and terrified witnesses behind. The last thing Adom saw was a man running toward the girl, arms outstretched, before the world dissolved once more.


And so, another jump.

Seventy kilometers above the earth. The air burned with cold, so thin it could barely hold sound. Far below, the sprawling city was nothing but a constellation of dim lights, impossibly distant.

Gale's fist cratered the golem's chest with devastating precision. Metal shrieked. "Running out of places to run?"

"WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU, MAGE?!" Helios's scream tore through the freezing air, his grip like iron bands around the golem's other arm.

The construct fought with calculated brutality. No wasted energy. Every strike aimed at weak points, pressure points, joints. He did everything right. But these men... they moved like they'd spent lifetimes learning how to kill things that weren't supposed to die.

In his classroom, Adom's mind raced through options, discarding each one faster than the last. Then his thoughts settled on one thing.

The rune

The last-resort failsafe he'd built into the golem's chest. The kind of paranoid precaution that seemed excessive until the moment you needed it.

It would reduce the construct to atoms. Valiant would die instantly - probably the kindest death available right now. But it had to be triggered. For it to work, the chest cavity had to be breached, exposing the crystal and talisman within, and-

Gale's fist punched through the metal plating.

Perfect.

The rune blazed to life.

Its intricate patterns catching moonlight like liquid silver. Anyone who understood runic magic knew what came next. It was simple physics, really - runes needed time to propagate their effects across a surface. The average was 1.1 seconds. The best runesmiths could optimize down to 0.8. Adom had managed 0.85 seconds on the golem's frame. More than enough time for-

Gale laughed. A sound like broken glass. "You clever bastard."

Adom's blood froze. He recognized it.

What happened next redefined everything Adom thought he knew about combat speed. The metal plate containing the rune - his failsafe, his trump card - separated from the golem's chest in a single perfect sword strike. The plate was already beginning to glow with imminent detonation as it spun away through the thin air.

Gale had known exactly where to cut. When to strike. How to disarm the trap before it could even properly arm itself.

Time slowed to crystalline clarity as Gale's fingers closed around the exposed control crystal. Raw mana - his mana - poured into the transportation crystal like liquid lightning.

He's a mage!

He knew exactly what he was doing - disrupting the control matrix, trying to jump back to Adom's location.

But this was not the end of it.

The rune-inscribed plate still tumbled through the air nearby, its patterns growing brighter with each fraction of a second. Not yet detonated. Not yet dead.

The golem's hand shot out, snatching the metal in the air. Adom poured every ounce of intent into the construct's final motion.

Kill him.

A perfect right cross aimed at Gale's chest, the glowing plate clutched in its fist like the world's deadliest brass knuckles.

Physics took over.

The explosion turned the night into day. The golem's arm disappeared in a spray of superheated shrapnel. The blast wave hit like a hammer, finally breaking Gale's grip as it threw him backward through the thin air. Helios screamed - a sound cut short as the explosion claimed his leg, blood instantly freezing in the high-altitude cold.

Valiant clung to Helios's waist like a rabid animal, eyes wild and unseeing, mouth twisted in a silent scream that the thin air couldn't carry. Even with his leg obliterated, frozen blood crystallizing in the stratospheric cold, Helios's grip on the golem remained unbroken - fingers dug so deep into the metal they left permanent gouges.

From his classroom, Adom felt sudden warmth against his thigh. Gale. the mana injection. The twin crystal - his pocket was glowing. No. No no no-

He bolted for the window, fingers closing around the crystal that now pulsed with dangerous light. Had to get it outside, had to-

The world went white.

The explosion threw him backward, ears ringing with that unique high-pitched whine that follows massive detonations. His vision swam with afterimages, lungs struggling to pull in air through the shock wave that had just emptied the room. Papers swirled in the chaos, desks overturned, glass from the shattered window tinkling as it rained down.

He didn't even register the pain, adrenaline and battle focus drowning out everything but survival.

Helios roared as flames engulfed his features, flesh charring, one eye reduced to a smoking ruin - but his grip never loosened.

"THERE YOU ARE, MAGE!" Helios snarled, raising his free hand, his face now only burned tissue and exposed bone."I'll kill you here!"

Valiant struck, claws raking across Helios's ruined face. The vampire screamed but maintained his grip even as blood poured down his already regenerating cheeks.

A movement caught his eye through the smoke - voices were already shouting outside about the explosion, professors rushing towards his classroom. Perfect. If he could just teleport to them, even Helios wouldn't dare-

The damaged golem positioned itself between them, its remaining arm deflecting Helios's savage strikes. Even with one limb blasted away and its chassis cracked and sparking, the construct fought, buying Adom precious seconds. But Helios was beyond stopping - he smashed through the golem's guard like a demon possessed.

The vampire lunged for the crystal still clutched in Adom's trembling hand. [Flowing Perception] and [Boxing Mastery] let Adom weave aside, but Helios's hand closed over his, crushing down on both his fingers and the crystal. Valiant continued his assault, but Helios was beyond reason now, his mangled face twisted with rage as he squeezed.

A crack appeared in the crystal's surface.

A crack? On a transportation crystal?

Adom's heart stopped. He tried to let go, to pull away-

Too late.

The light took all three of them.

The world dissolved into screaming chaos. Their bodies, no longer solid, stretched and twisted through a whirling vortex of light and shadow. Adom felt Helios's grip, still iron-tight, but it wasn't flesh holding flesh anymore - just the memory of contact, the idea of connection.

Valiant's howls echoed strangely, as if coming from everywhere and nowhere. They tumbled through the void, fighting in a state between existence and non-existence, consciousness fragmenting at the edges.

Horror dawned in what remained of Adom's rational mind. A malfunctioning crystal. This wasn't teleportation - this was freefall through reality itself. Each second stretched into eternity as his thoughts raced: they could materialize anywhere. Miles above the earth, deep beneath it, in the heart of a volcano, or the bottom of the ocean. The crystal's magic, destabilized by the crack, could tear a hole between dimensions, dump them in another continent entirely, or scatter their atoms across the cosmos.

Helios seemed to realize it too. His ruined face contorted in what might have been fear - the first time Adom had ever seen that expression on the vampire.

The light grew brighter, reality thinning around them like tissue paper about to tear. Their screams merged into one continuous note as the void reached up with hungry fingers-

And then nothing remained.



            

    
        Chapter 35. At Least I Kept My Glasses

    
    
    
    
                They say drowning is peaceful at the end. A gentle surrender as your lungs fill with water, your mind drifting away into darkness.

That was untrue.

There's nothing peaceful about the way your body betrays you, fighting against itself in blind panic. The way your chest spasms, desperate to draw breath where there is none. The way water seeps into your ears, muffling everything until all you hear is your own thundering heartbeat and that horrible, hollow rushing sound.

The pressure crushed him from all sides, icy water forcing its way down his throat, his nose, into his lungs. His wrist throbbed where Helios had gripped it - probably broken, the bastard. The pain felt distant now, inconsequential against the burning in his chest.

Strange, how clear his thoughts were. Wasn't he supposed to be unconscious? The broken crystal's magic had torn them apart, scattered them through... wherever this was. Ocean? Lake? Did it matter?

Ah? There it was.

That peace they spoke of. As his consciousness began to slip away, the panic subsided, replaced by an almost gentle lethargy. For a moment, just a very little moment, it didn't feel so bad after all.

Maybe they were right, after all.

The darkness beckoned, promising rest. Release. Just let go...

What am I even thinking...

[Indomitable Will]

A pulse. Deep in his core.

Blue light rippled through his veins.

Again.

And again.

His mana transformed, crackling with desperate electricity. Every cell screaming to live.

There was so much he hadn't done. So many words unsaid. So many promises unkept.

Not like this. Not so soon.

The pulses came faster now. Each one stronger than the last, pure survival instinct converting his remaining mana into raw electric life force.

His heart stuttered. Then burned.

Neurons fired like lightning storms in his brain, adrenaline flooding every pathway. Muscles seized. Lungs spasmed.

Wake UP.

His body remembered what it meant to be alive. What it meant to breathe, to fight, to burn against the dying of the light.

Another pulse. Stronger. Brighter. Fury incarnate.

WAKE. UP.

[Using Iron Lungs]
[Fluid Control (100% capacity)]

His eyes snapped open, a scream tearing from his throat and echoing strangely through the water. Clarity was forced back into his mind, even as his body revolted against the impossible situation. He could think. He could move.

He could fight.

A faint glow pulsed somewhere above - or was it below? Direction had lost all meaning in this watery void. But it was light, and light meant hope. Surface or salvation, it didn't matter. Anything was better than drowning in this endless dark.

Something moved in the darkness behind him. The water rippled with its passage.

[PUSH]

The spell launched him through the water, his body cutting through the pressure like an arrow. The light grew brighter, closer. His lungs burned despite Iron Lungs' effect - the skill could only do so much. Spots danced at the edges of his vision.

The thing followed, faster now. He could feel the currents of its pursuit, the water churning in its wake.

Just a little further...

The water exploded around Adom as he burst through the surface, launching into open air. His body convulsed violently mid-flight, stomach heaving as water erupted from his mouth and nose. The sky spun sickeningly overhead, stars blurring into streaks of light. That first desperate gasp turned into wracking coughs that tore at his raw throat, each spasm sending needles of pain through his chest.

His lungs felt like they'd been scrubbed with glass. The electrical aftermath of his mana conversion left his muscles twitching and burning, nervous system still crackling with residual energy. The broken wrist screamed back to life as the adrenaline began to ebb.

Too much - it was all too much.

His stomach lurched again, expelling more water as he fought to stay conscious through the sensory overload.

The stars kept spinning. Or was he the one spinning? Direction seemed like a distant concept as his brain struggled to reorient itself after the near-death experience.

Then heard it through water filled ears. The sound of water below, something massive following his trajectory.

Adom managed to twist mid-air, liquid streaming from his clothes. His heart almost stopped again.

A fish. No - calling it just a fish would be like calling a dragon a lizard. Scales like polished obsidian gleamed in the moonless sky, each one larger than his palm. Its maw gaped wide enough to swallow a horse whole, rows of teeth glinting like daggers.

[Force Wave]
[Significant use of Mana reserve in one spell: -158]

The spell burst from his hands, the concussive blast catching the creature's snout. The impact thundered across the water's surface, sending Adom rocketing higher as the beast recoiled.

[Identify]

Great CarpLevel: 75 (in water) / 35 (out of water)


"hack -rp?!" The sound ripped from his abused throat, half-word half-gag, before the reality of his situation hit him - he was still airborne, and gravity wasn't known for its mercy.

[Levitate]

The spell sputtered and flickered, his mana control shaky from the trauma. A hoarse, broken scream tore from his throat as his stomach lurched at the height.

The carp crashed back into the dark water below, but Adom could barely focus on it - his vision swimming as he fought to maintain the spell through trembling limbs and violent coughing fits.

He veered wildly through the air, overcorrecting each tilt and spin, his fear of heights making every second an eternity. The shore seemed to drift and sway before his eyes. His concentration slipped, the spell faltering - dropping him several feet before he desperately caught himself again, bringing up another wave of nausea.

When he finally reached the shore, his landing was anything but graceful. The spell gave out entirely a few feet up, sending him tumbling and rolling across the ground. He ended up sprawled on his side, retching water, his broken wrist cradled against his chest and every muscle screaming in protest.

After several attempts, he managed to push himself to his hands and knees, immediately regretting it as the world tilted sideways. Water dripped from his hair and clothes, joining the puddle forming beneath him as he fought for each breath.

Adom retched again, bringing up the remains of this morning's breakfast - bits of half-dissolved pancake and bacon that now tasted like ash on his tongue.

Something felt... wrong. Different. The air tasted strange - too thick, too still. Where was he? Where were the others?

His head jerked up, survival instincts screaming despite his exhausted body. The movement sent the world spinning again, but what he saw through his blurred vision made his blood run cold.

The sky... that wasn't the night sky. No moon. No clouds. Just an endless expanse of deep, dark purple stretching overhead, dotted with stars that seemed too bright, too close. Stars that didn't move quite right.

His breathing quickened as he forced himself to look around, fighting against the tremors that still wracked his body. The shore he'd collapsed on was black sand, coarse and glittering with strange minerals. Behind him, dense vegetation loomed - trees too dark to be natural, their leaves seeming to absorb what little light reached them.











And the expanse of liquid before him... He squinted, trying to gauge its boundaries through his hazy vision.

The far shore, if there was one, remained hidden in darkness, but the curved coastline suggested a lake rather than a sea or ocean. The water was wrong though. Too dark, too still. Like liquid obsidian stretching into infinity, broken only by the ripples from his emergence. No waves. No wind.

The surface tension seemed different somehow - he could see where water drops had fallen from his clothes, the way they sat atop the surface a moment too long before merging, as if the liquid were something thicker than water.













"No..." The word scraped past his raw throat as the pieces clicked together. The sky. The air. The wrong water. "No, no, no..."

 









Out of all the places the broken crystal could have sent him - other continents, other kingdoms, the void between stars - he'd landed here. In a place that appeared in every cautionary tale told to novice delvers.

"I'm in a dungeon." His fingers dug into the soil, knuckles white.

The realization hit him like a physical blow, stealing what little breath he'd managed to recover.

Adom staggered to his feet, trembling fingers running through his soaked hair. His breath came in short, sharp bursts as he paced along the shoreline, leaving wet footprints in the dark soil.

"A dungeon... I'm in a dungeon..."

No.

He forced himself to stop. Deep breaths.

His first impulse was to unleash every vulgar curse he knew about Helios, Gale, the children, and Marco.

The urge sat bitter on his tongue. But seventy-nine years had taught him dignity, if nothing else. He wouldn't stoop to gutter language just because they'd forced his hand.

The shoreline stretched into darkness in both directions, the water's surface now deceptively calm. He took in his surroundings, organizing his thoughts.

Most dungeons were archived, and could be recognized following their attributes.

A dark lake, a purple sky, a carp in the water... Okay.

Good news first: As Adom read it once, The Dark Lake was part of the Mornreach Depths, one of the many dungeons in Lumaria. At least he hadn't been thrown halfway across the world - or worse.

The bad news made his stomach churn. Mornreach was a Rank B dungeon. To escape, he'd need to either kill the dungeon's anchor being - what adventurers called the 'Boss' - or wait for the next opening.

Class B dungeons operated on strict cycles: open for one week every six months, allowing adventurers to enter and attempt to clear them. The only alternatives were killing the boss, which would momentarily open the dungeon for resource gathering, or forcing the portal - a desperate move that could trigger a dungeon break, inverting the portal and letting everything inside pour out into the world.

The next opening could be months away.

His time for the cure would expire in one.

Adom's face flushed red. His hands clenched into fists.

"YOU THRICE-DAMNED BLOOD-SUCKING PIECE OF SHIT!" The words echoed across the water. "YOU MANGE-RIDDEN EXCUSE FOR A VAMPIRE! YOU ABSOLUTE WASTE OF IMMORTALITY!"

What followed would have made veteran sailors blush, mercenaries take notes, and demons cover their ears. He mixed languages, invented new combinations of profanity, and questioned Helios's parentage back several generations. When he ran out of known curses, he created new ones.

After his outburst, Adom forced himself to breathe deeply, steadying his racing heart. His hands were shaking - from cold, exhaustion, or fear, he couldn't tell anymore. So much for dignity and not stooping to gutter language. Then again, he supposed nearly being eaten by a giant fish earned him some leeway with his principles.

"Deal with the situation," he muttered. "Deal with what's in front of you."

Adom gingerly examined his left wrist, hissing as his fingers probed the swollen flesh. The skin had already darkened to an ugly purple, and even the slightest movement sent daggers of pain shooting up his arm. The way the joint sat slightly askew told him everything he needed to know.

[Status]
Health: 127/450
Mana Pool: 423/700
Active Effects: Minor Hypothermia, Broken Bone (Left Wrist)

"Huh."

Most of what he knew about dungeons came from his own experience with the World Dungeon, books and his parents' stories. They'd met as adventurers when they were much younger - his father a wannabe swordsman, his mother a healer apprentice. Made for some interesting dinner conversations growing up, their different perspectives on the same events. Between their firsthand accounts and his own studies and experiences, he probably knew more about dungeon mechanics than most non adventurers.

Time to put that knowledge to use.

First rule of solo dungeon survival: secure shelter. But to find shelter, he needed to orient himself.

The dark water stretched out before him, its surface now deceptively peaceful. The bioluminescent growths above cast just enough light to see by, their blue-green glow reflecting off the black pebbles at his feet. His sodden clothes clung to his skin, each gust of wind sending fresh shivers through his body.

"North," he muttered through chattering teeth. "The exit portal is always north, and the safe zones cluster around it."

But which way was north? He closed his eyes, thinking it through. Dungeons had their own logic, their own patterns. The most dangerous areas were always furthest from the exit. The lake - with its level 75 monster - had to be deep in hostile territory.

He opened his eyes, scanning the shoreline. To his left, the bioluminescent growths seemed slightly brighter, the ground slightly more elevated. To his right, the darkness grew deeper, the water seeming to stretch endlessly into shadow.

The safe zones would be on higher ground, better lit, more hospitable to human life. Left it was.

Adom cradled his broken wrist against his chest and began walking, each step carrying him further from the lake's edge.

Something suddenly crunched beneath his foot, accompanied by a soft green glow that caught his eye. Adom stopped, frowning. In this place, anything glowing was either a threat or...

He bent down, wincing. There, partially buried in the dark sand, was Bob's four-leaf clover. As he picked it up, one of its leaves detached, floating down to join the black granules below.

"Three leaves now," he muttered, turning the clover between his fingers. "Just my luck."

But was it bad luck?

The odds hit him then - the broken crystal could have scattered them anywhere. The void of space. The core of a star. Dimensions where reality itself broke down. Or worse he could have been torn apart at the atomic level during transport.

Hell, he could have landed in one of those SSS-class dungeons - the kind where even breathing wrong could kill you. The ones where reality warped and twisted until your own thoughts turned against you. Places that had driven even veteran adventurers mad.

"A B-rank dungeon. Just a B-rank dungeon." He let out a shaky laugh. "Maybe I am lucky after all."

Wait. He'd definitely stored this in his inventory after Bob gave it to him. He never kept important items in his pockets. So why was it here? Had the transportation magic affected his inventory somehow?

Adom carefully placed the clover back in storage, watching to make sure it registered properly. For the first time in his life, he found himself actually hoping the thing worked.

A sound cut through his thoughts - metal grinding against stone, somewhere ahead in the darkness. Adom gasped. That particular screech of metal... He knew that sound. Knew it as well as his own voice.

"No way..."

He broke into a run, ignoring his protesting muscles and the way his wet boots squelched with each step. The sound had come from just beyond that rise...

There, in a small impact crater that had carved through the dark soil, lay his golem. Adom's breath caught in his throat. Its left arm was completely gone. The chest plate had caved in, exposing the transportation crystal and talisman in its core. But as he approached, those familiar blue eyes flickered to life.

His hand instinctively went to his own arm, fingers finding the matching talisman still there. Still intact. The connection hummed between them, weak but present. In this alien place, seeing something so familiar, so constant...

"Look what they've done to you..." He knelt beside the golem, hand hovering over its damaged plating.

Its remaining hand still clutched the crystal that had started this whole mess.

And suddenly, he noticed something else gleaming beside the golem – the flamebrand sword, its metal catching what little light there was despite being half-buried in the dark soil. He carefully retrieved it, the familiar weight somewhat comforting in his hand as he examined it for damage before he sighed, opening his inventory.

The golem's eyes dimmed as it disappeared with the sword into storage - he'd need to find shelter before attempting repairs. Maybe he could salvage something useful from the damaged parts. At least the core systems seemed intact, even if the chassis was a mess.

Seeing the golem brought back painful memories.

The Wyvern heart... it had been right there, perfectly preserved. The Water of Jouvence, just waiting to be collected. He'd been so close. So damn close.

[Status: Time Remaining]
1 month, 11 days, 21 hours, 45 minutes

The numbers seemed to burn into his vision. Not even six weeks. The crushing weight of it all pressed down on him - trapped in a dungeon, broken wrist, depleted mana, damaged golem, no supplies, no allies...

No.

He caught himself, forcing the spiral of thoughts to stop. Every experienced delver knew that mindset was critical in dungeons. They responded to emotions, fed on despair. You needed something to hold onto. A goal. A drive. Any small victory to keep you going.

The silence pressed in around him as he searched for a silver lining, anything to...

His fingers absently adjusted his glasses, and a dry chuckle escaped his throat.

"At least," he muttered to the empty air, "I kept my glasses."

After a moment, he remembered the whistle Bob had given him. Adom rummaged through his inventory and pulled it out, turning the simple object over in his hand. Worth a try, he supposed.

He brought it to his lips and blew. As expected, no sound emerged – at least none that he could hear. Adom waited, looking around expectantly, counting off seconds in his head.

Nothing happened.

"Figured as much," he muttered, placing the whistle back in his inventory with a sigh.

Adom pushed himself back to his feet, wincing as his wet clothes shifted. Each step felt heavier than the last, exhaustion settling deep in his bones. The adrenaline from nearly drowning had worn off, leaving him acutely aware of every ache and pain.

He trudged upward, following the slight incline. His boots sank into the dark sand with each step, making the climb more taxing than it should have been. The air remained oddly cold against his wet clothes, sending periodic shivers down his spine.

As he crested the rise, he stopped. Blinked. Looked back at the lake. Then forward again.

"What in the..."

Where there should have been perhaps woodland, or at least a continuation of the shore, an endless expanse of obsidian dunes stretched out before him.

A desert. A cold desert, right next to a dark lake.

The transition between the two was jarring, like someone had taken two different landscapes and stitched them together without caring about natural geography.

Adom forced himself to look away from the lake, fighting down an unsettling urge to go back to its waters. His throat felt parched, despite - or perhaps because of - the amount he'd swallowed while drowning. The black surface seemed to beckon, promising relief.

He knew better.

The archives in Arkhos held horrifying accounts of what happened to those who drank from the Dark Lake. It wasn't toxic - that would have been merciful. Instead, it triggered something in human minds, an overwhelming compulsion that grew with each sip. Like a drug that corrupted every survival instinct, bending even the strongest willpower against itself.

The official records were clinical, detailing symptoms and timeframes. But the personal journals... those haunted him now. Adventurers writing their own death sentences in increasingly desperate scrawls. Begging companions to tie them up, to knock them unconscious, anything to stop them from returning to the water. In the end, they always broke free. Always returned. Always drank until their stomachs ruptured, crying even as they lifted handful after handful to their lips.

Two hours. That's all it took from first voluntary sip to death.

Adom swallowed hard, his throat clicking. The water he'd ingested while drowning hadn't quite reached the threshold for full addiction - if it had, he'd already be running back to the shore. But the pull he felt, the way his eyes kept drifting back to those dark waters... he was close. Very close.

A distant rumbling made him freeze mid-step. The obsidian sand trembled beneath his feet, tiny grains dancing across his boots. The desert wasn't any safer than the lake - the dunes were known to be home to massive worms that could swallow a house whole.

At least the physics made sense here. Gravity worked normally, water flowed downhill, fire burned. Not like other dungeons where you might find yourself walking on ceilings or breathing water. Small mercies.

A cold wind whipped across the dunes, carrying stinging grains of black sand. Adom pulled his wet collar higher, trying to shield his face. He couldn't stay out here - not with those worms below and that purple sky above. Especially not with Helios potentially watching from the shadows. The vampire would be looking for revenge after having his face burned, and an open desert made for poor cover.

To his right, a cluster of rock formations rose from the sand like broken teeth. Dark openings gaped between the stones - caverns, maybe deep enough to offer shelter. His father's words came back to him: "Caves were always our first choice. Your uncle Jasper and I learned early on - the big threats need big spaces. Most predators in dungeons are the same - they're built too large to navigate narrow passages."

It made sense.

His father and Damus' father had survived three days in a cavern during their first dungeon dive, back when they were younger. The real dangers in caves were usually much smaller - easier to handle than the monstrosities that roamed open spaces. And if you chose right, picked a cave with a single entrance, you only had to watch one direction.

Adom adjusted his course, keeping his footsteps as light as possible on the shifting sand.

The rumbling came again, closer this time. He quickened his pace, broken wrist throbbing with each jarring step.

Adom approached the nearest cavern opening cautiously, pressing his back against the rough stone beside it.

A small orb of light formed at his fingertips as he wove the basic illumination spell, sending it floating into the darkness ahead. The pale glow bounced off wet walls, revealing a tunnel that curved deeper into the rock. No immediate movement. No sounds. He waited, counting his breaths - thirty seconds, then sixty. Nothing emerged to investigate the light.

He picked up a handful of loose rocks and threw them in, one by one. Each clatter echoed through the passage, fading into silence. No skittering. No hissing. No territorial growls. It wasn't a foolproof method, but it had saved his father's life more than once.

The cavern system stretched further than his light stone revealed, branching passages disappearing into darkness. Connected caves meant multiple escape routes, but also multiple entry points for threats. He'd have to stay near the entrance, where he could see anything approaching from either the desert or the deeper tunnels.

"Ow..." he winced from his wrist. He had no potion in his inventory. No painkiller. He'd have to try and ease the pain himself.

Settling against the wall just inside the mouth of the cave, Adom crossed his legs and closed his eyes, focusing on his breath. In, out. In, out. Each cycle deeper than the last, his mind settling into familiar patterns. On the seventh breath, [Meditation] activated, and the world shifted.

It was like someone had pulled back a veil he hadn't known was there. The ambient mana, previously a vague presence at the edge of his senses, suddenly became crystal clear. It swirled through the air in invisible currents, far denser than anything he'd experienced outside. The sheer concentration of magical energy was staggering.

Where a normal environment might offer a gentle stream of mana to work with, this was like standing in a river. Every breath drew in more power than he could gather in an hour of meditation outside.

Out of all the types of adventurers out there, mages thrived in dungeons the most because their greatest limitation - the relative scarcity of ambient mana - simply didn't exist here. It was like giving a master painter an endless supply of colors, or handing a swordsman a perfectly balanced blade.

[Mana Pool: 425/700]

Each breath pulled the energy inward, filling his depleted reserves with shocking speed. The warmth spread from his core to his limbs, dulling the sharp edges of pain in his broken wrist.

[Mana Pool: 445/700]

How many times had he read about this in his hospital bed? Countless stories of adventurers drawing power from dungeon depths, facing down impossible odds with enhanced abilities. The books made it sound thrilling, romantic even.

[Mana Pool: 508/700]

They never mentioned how your clothes could still be heavy with water that tried to kill you. How every shadow might hide something waiting to end your life. How the taste of fear could linger in your throat while your hands refused to stop shaking.

[Mana Pool: 605/700]

...Okay. Maybe they did. A lot, actually.

Maybe that was what even made reading it so appealing, the sense of danger, the monsters, the landscapes. But to be honest, stories about dungeons were only fun when you weren't the one bleeding in them.

[Mana Pool: 700/700]

Thirty-six minutes. Adom blinked, almost not believing how quickly his mana pool had filled. The throbbing in his wrist brought him back to reality - a sharp reminder of the next challenge.

He cradled his broken wrist in his lap, studying the swollen flesh. No adventuring party worth their salt went without a healer. And for good reason - healing magic was the most demanding of all magical disciplines in term of mana emission.

It required an intimate understanding of the body's intricate design, where every nerve, vessel, and bone played its part. A healer didn't just pour magic into wounds - they had to guide the body back to its natural rhythm, restore its fundamental patterns. That's why healing mages spent two extra years in study compared to their peers, learning the countless ways a body could break and how to mend each one.

A faint smile crossed his lips as he remembered his childhood declaration that he'd become a healer just like his mother. Back then, healing meant watching her close his scraped knees with a gentle touch and a warm green glow. She'd made it look so easy - but those were surface wounds, simple redirections of the body's natural healing.

This was different.

Bone healing required intimate knowledge of skeletal structure, an understanding of how fragments needed to align, how to stimulate the exact type of cell growth required. The sheer mana cost was staggering - even a medium flesh wound consumed around 500 M. His current maximum was 700, and bone healing...

Adom prodded the injury gently, mapping the break while grunting at the pain. The bone had snapped clean through, displaced but not shattered. Small mercy, that.

Still, realigning and mending it would drain him completely, possibly multiple times.

At least the dungeon's abundant mana meant he could recover quickly between attempts. Outside, this would be nearly impossible without potions or a trained healer. Here, it was merely daunting.

Adom shifted his position, bracing his back more firmly against the cave wall. Time to see if all those hours watching his mother work, all those anatomy books he'd studied when trying to find a cure for his own illness, would pay off. The alternative was trying to survive this place one-handed.

First things first - stabilization.

He retrieved the damaged golem, eyeing its forearm plating. With his good hand and careful application of magic, he shaped a piece of the metal into a crude brace.

"Sorry about this," he muttered to the golem as he put it back into the inventory. "We'll get you proper armor and repairs later."

Once the splint was secured, he faced the harder part. Healing magic wasn't something to dabble in lightly.

Mages who tried to mend simple breaks, only to find their bones sprouting malformed growths months later, the body's building blocks replicating wildly after being given the wrong magical signals.

The body was intricate, complex - forcing it to change without proper understanding was begging for disaster.

But he knew enough basics to at least support the natural healing process. Just a little. Nothing ambitious.

The first attempt drained his mana almost immediately, with barely any noticeable effect. He waited, watching the purple-tinged darkness above while his mana slowly replenished. The second try yielded similarly disappointing results - just a slight warmth around the break.

Hours passed this way. No monster in sight.

Try, drain, wait, repeat. Each attempt brought minimal progress - a slight reduction in swelling here, a small easing of pain there. The work was tedious, demanding absolute concentration. One wrong push of magic could send the healing awry, encouraging the flesh to knit in ways it shouldn't.

By the fifth attempt, his head was pounding from maintaining such precise control over such small amounts of magic. It would have been easier, in some ways, to simply blast the injury with raw power - but that was exactly the kind of thinking that led to malformed healing.

The sixth try finally showed real progress - the sharp, grinding pain dulled to a persistent ache. Not healed, not even close, but... manageable. The bone was still broken, would need proper medical attention eventually, but at least now it wouldn't leave him completely vulnerable.

[Mana Pool: 100/700]

He flexed his wrist carefully within the makeshift brace. The movement was restricted, weak, but no longer sent spikes of agony up his arm. It would have to do.

"Temporary," he reminded himself firmly. "Just enough to keep going. Don't get ambitious."


He'd kept his mana at around 100 all the time in case a monster would attack. No wonder healers were so rare and valuable.

Adom was in the middle of a session when a scream pierced his meditation - not human, more like a bleating cry. His eyes snapped open as something burst from behind a dune: a six-legged creature with fur like burnished copper, running full-tilt. Blood already stained its flanks.




Something took it through the skull before Adom could process more detail. The point erupted from the creature's eye socket in a spray of gray matter and viscera, momentum carrying the corpse forward until it tumbled, twitching, barely thirty meters from his position.

Then emerged from the same dune five figures. Scaled skin stretched over lean muscle, but their torsos rose almost humanoid, arms ending in curved, dark claws. Their tails whipped behind them as they converged on their prey.

The first one reached the kill and tore into it with serrated teeth. Steam rose from the fresh corpse as they ripped through muscle and organ, fighting each other for choice pieces. One yanked out a length of intestine, spattering the sand with half-digested matter. Another cracked open ribs like twigs to reach the heart.

[Identify]

[Desert Stalker (Variant: Sand Rapids)][Level 22 Hunter-Class Monster]
[Pack Predator - Enhanced Speed and Pack Tactics]

The one with the head in its jaws - the alpha, Adom presumed, by its larger size - paused mid-bite. Its eyes, vertical pupils in amber irises, fixed directly on Adom's position.

That clawed arm rose, pointing straight at him. The others stopped eating, heads snapping up, muzzles dripping gore.

They screeched.

"Shit."

The cave entrance beckoned behind him, but instinct screamed against it. He'd be trapped, and they were faster than him. His mana sat at barely 304 - not enough for prolonged combat when the weakest monster was at level 22 and the alpha at 29.

Long range combat was his best bet.

[Wind Spear] was weaved first, followed immediately by twin [Fireballs]. The spells launched in rapid succession, the wind spell catching the nearest two predators before they could fully react. It punched through scaled hide like paper, nearly bisecting one and taking the other's arm off at the shoulder.

[You have slain a Desert Stalker!]

The fireballs detonated among the remaining three, but they'd already scattered.

The first caught a Stalker mid-leap, detonating in its chest. The explosion turned its torso into a rain of charred meat. The second fireball caught another in the spine, the blast practically vaporizing its lower half.

[You have slain two Desert Stalkers!]

The survivors didn't hesitate. They pounced on their fallen packmates with the same savage hunger. Claws ripped through still-smoking flesh. The alpha tore out a half-cooked organ, swallowing it whole, its eyes never leaving Adom's position.

"What th-"

[Flowing Perception] flared to life as his instincts screamed. [Boxing Mastery] activated a heartbeat later as he threw himself sideways. A spear - his mind registered it was bone, serrated and cruel - missed his head by inches and took out a chunk of cave wall the size of a small car, stone exploding outward in deadly shrapnel.

Adom's breath caught as the creatures simply... vanished. Their scales shifted color and texture until they melted into the landscape. The last one's outline wavered like heat haze before disappearing completely.

"Camouflage." He assessed his options rapidly. The dunes were their territory - he'd be dead in seconds. Out there, they could surround him from any angle, their scaled bodies perfectly concealed in the sand. He'd already spotted more movement behind other dunes - probably worms.

The lake... He squinted at the distant shimmer. Too exposed. The path there was open ground, and he'd seen more rippling movements in that direction. They were herding him, he realized. Any attempt to reach the water would leave him completely vulnerable during a long run across open terrain.

These things seemed to be built for speed and raw power. Even one would tear him apart in close combat. The cave suddenly, painfully became his only option - at least there he could control the engagement space, force them into a bottleneck where their numbers meant less.

A flame spell sparked to life in his good hand as he ducked into the darkness. His wrist had improved but each impact still sent jolts of pain up his arm as he ran. The firelight cast wild shadows that made every corner look like it held death.

Six passages gaped before him like hungry mouths. "Damn it!" Pure instinct made him choose the left middle tunnel. He sprinted forward, throwing frequent glances over his shoulder, trying to track any movement in the dancing shadows.

The screeches hit his ears - they'd entered the cave. "Already?" His mind raced. They'd been at least thirty meters behind him. To close that distance so quickly...

His foot met empty air mid-thought. The world tilted sickeningly. Something caught him - not ground, not stone. It clung to his clothes, his skin, resisting every attempt to pull free. The more he struggled, the more entangled he became. A sickly-sweet smell filled his nostrils, making his head swim.

Claws clicked on stone. One of the Stalkers burst into his flame light, leaping - only to become caught in the same invisible trap. It thrashed mere feet from him, jaws snapping. Its breath hit Adom like a wave of rotting meat, each exhalation carrying the stench of old death. Rows of serrated teeth gleamed wetly, designed to grip and tear.

The creature's head shot forward, mouth gaping wide enough to show the ridged palette.

"Shut..." Adom focused everything into his index finger, condensing the flame spell into a single burning point. "Your mouth!"

The monster's screech became a wet gurgle as the spell punched through the roof of its mouth like a bullet. Its head exploded in a spray of bone and brain matter, spattering Adom with gore that in the cool cave air.

[You have slain a Desert Stalker!]

The blood was not warm. It was almost cold, even.

Adom's stomach heaved at the carnage, at the blood running down his face. A different kind of movement caught his eye - the alpha, emerging into the light. It was massive. Adom fought against the sticky substance holding him. "What is this stuff?!" The sweet smell grew stronger, almost narcotic.

The alpha stalked closer, tail lashing. Then it froze. Its head snapped up, pupils contracting to slits. A screech - different this time, almost fearful - and it turned and bolted back into the darkness.

Adom hung there, blood-soaked and confused, as something massive shifted in the shadows above. Whatever could terrify a creature like that...

His heart hammered against his ribs as he forced himself to look up.

The movement was almost delicate - eight legs, each longer than Adom was tall, stepped into the cave's natural glow with impossible silence. White chitin gleamed like polished bone, decorated with intricate black patterns that seemed to shift and flow in the light. Its body hung above him, easily large enough to swallow a grown man whole, and at least five Adom-sized men.

Eight eyes, deep crimson and utterly alien, fixed upon him with predatory focus. They glowed with their own inner light, like burning coals in the darkness.

[Greater Cavern Weaver - Albino Variant]
[Level 69 Apex Predator]

"Ah, fuc-"


            

    
        Chapter 36. The Spider

    
    
    
    
                Just give up.

Seriously.

There are moments in life when the situation becomes so utterly hopeless that all you can do is accept it. When the walls close in, when every path leads to a dead end, when fate itself seems to have written your final chapter - sometimes, the only peace comes from simply saying "it is what it is" and letting go.

Finding yourself in the depths of a dungeon, woefully unprepared, staring into eight crimson eyes that seem to pierce your very soul - eyes belonging to a monster that could snuff out your life as easily as snuffing out a candle - well, that's certainly one of those moments.

It was simply too much in one day.

The morning had started so perfectly though. He'd slept better than he had in years, the kind of deep, restful sleep that made him feel truly alive again. The pancakes had been golden, the bacon crisp, the tea rich and dark. For one brief, beautiful moment, everything had felt right with the world.

Then, two hours ago, he'd been drowning in water that wasn't quite water. An hour ago, he'd been dragging himself through black sand while desert worms hunted beneath his feet. Thirty minutes ago, he'd been fighting for his life against scaled predators that could turn invisible at will.

And now this...

Adom wanted to laugh. Or scream. Or both.

What was even the point? Fight one monster, only to face another. Survive one death trap, only to fall into the next. The universe had made its position clear - he wasn't meant to walk out of this dungeon alive.

Maybe it was time to accept that.

Maybe...

The spider moved closer, its legs making no sound as they touched the stone. Its mandibles clicked together.

...This did not feel right.

To be quite honest, he was getting tired of having these profound moments of acceptance. Twice in one day was pushing it, even for him.

No.

Fuck acceptance. Fuck fate. And especially fuck this overgrown arachnid with its symmetric eyes and fancy patterns.

Fight.

Yes. That was more like it.

Fight with every fiber of your being. Fight like each breath could be your last, because it probably will be. If death wants you, make it work for its prize. Take that eight-legged bastard with you if you can, or at least leave it with scars so deep that every time it looks at them, it remembers the human who did this.

[Indomitable Will] blazed to life.
[Spiteful Fighting Spirit] answered its call.

And Adom was on fire. Literally and figuratively.

It started small - a desperate spark of [Flame] that caught on a single strand of webbing near his wrist. For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the web caught.

The fire raced along the silvery strands like lightning through storm clouds, transforming the pristine white into angry orange in the blink of an eye. The heat hit him first - not unbearable, but present, like standing too close to a forge. Then came the smell: acrid, chemical, nothing like normal spider silk should smell like.

[-1 Life Force]

The burning sensation wrapped around his neck where the web had been particularly thick. Adom grit his teeth, forcing more power into the flames. If some burns were the price of freedom, so be it.

The spider recoiled, its massive form backing away from the expanding inferno. Its movements were precise, calculated - no panic, just... assessment. Those eight eyes reflected the dancing flames like blood-red mirrors, and Adom could swear he saw something like surprise in them.

[-2 Life Force]

The web around his thigh caught next, and this time the pain was sharper, more insistent. But with it came movement - the strands were weakening, turning to ash. Each breath brought in smoke and the taste of burning chemicals and desert walker, making his eyes water and his lungs protest.

The cave's ceiling disappeared behind a veil of black smoke. Good. Let it burn. Let it all burn.

[-1 Life Force]

More webs caught fire, spreading across the cave's intricate network of strands like a wave of destruction. The spider's carefully crafted trap was becoming its own prison, forcing it further back, away from the heat that threatened to singe its limbs.

Adom's arms came free first, then his torso. The web around his legs took longer, and each second felt like an eternity of controlled burning.

[-1 Life Force]

His throat was raw from the smoke, his skin angry and red where the burning web had touched it. But he was moving. Free.

The smoke billowed and swirled, but not randomly - it danced towards the far corner of the cave like an arrow pointing the way out. Basic dungeon knowledge: follow the draft, find the exit. Simple. If only.

Between coughs that threatened to tear his lungs apart, Adom spotted the massive silhouette shifting through the smoke. The spider was positioning itself between him and freedom.

I need a plan...

His mana reserves were limited, and the worst thing that could happen was to have them depleted after a powerful spell, without being sure it would actually hurt the spider. He noticed the flames had not even burned it, but it seemed afraid of them.

Pure strength? Against something that could probably bench-press a house? Not likely. Running? Those legs weren't for show, and he'd seen how fast it could move. He needed time. Space. A distraction.

The idea of the golem knight in his inventory suddenly felt very promising.

Cavalry it is, then.

The golem materializing in a flash and charged forward without hesitation, its heavy footsteps thundering against the cave floor...

...and then it was flying. Not charging, not running - flying. Like a child's toy thrown by a giant. The golem knight sailed past Adom's head so fast it was barely more than a silver blur, crashing somewhere in the darkness behind him with a sound like a thousand pots and pans falling down a flight of stairs.

Suffice to say, this was a bad situation.

The smoke was getting thicker, each breath more shallow than the last. His eyes burned, his vision swimming with tears and dancing black spots. No choice then. Precious mana or not, he needed to breathe.

[Wind] took shape between his hands. The air around him exploded outward, carving a sphere of clarity in the choking smoke.

A lightning spell tempted him - oh, how it tempted him. But with only 207 mana left in his pool, anything he could weave would barely tickle something of this caliber. Level 69 monsters didn't get to that level by being careless with adventurers throwing spells around.

Besides... it wasn't attacking.

The spider just... stood there. In the dying light of the flames, Adom could finally see it properly. All the attributes he had previously seen were there. But there was something else - something he'd never considered before.

Its breathing.

How had he never wondered what a giant spider's breathing sounded like? This one's was deep, rhythmic, like distant thunder trapped underground. Behind it, the charred remains of what used to be its web still smoldered, the desert stalker's corpse now nothing more than a smoking husk.

Maybe if he just moved to the right, slowly...

The spider shifted. Not moved - shifted. One moment it was there, the next it was already blocking his path, so fast his mind barely registered the movement. A gasp escaped his lips before he could stop it.

Backing away seemed like the next logical option, but the moment his weight shifted backward, the spider coiled forward, its front legs rising slightly. The message was crystal clear: Don't even think about it.

Adom's mind raced. This wasn't normal predator behavior - not even for dungeon creatures. Yes, they'd covered this in Advanced Monster Theory at the Academy. Higher-level dungeon denizens could match or exceed human intelligence. Professor Vale had been particularly insistent on that point, right before warning them that these were often the cruelest encounters.

But this... this felt different. The spider wasn't toying with him - it was... studying him? Containing him?

What could something like this possibly want from someone like him?

Pride aside, slowly, deliberately, Adom raised his hands, palms outward - the universal gesture of 'I yield' that worked with most intelligent beings. Whether it meant anything to an arachnid, even one of clearly superior intelligence, remained to be seen.

The spider's head tilted slightly, a disturbingly human-like gesture. Two of its front legs lowered fractionally, though the rest maintained their ready stance. That rhythmic breathing continued, unchanging, like a counterbeat to Adom's own racing heart.

Those crimson eyes studied his hands with particular interest. Was it checking for signs of spell-weaving? Looking for hidden weapons? Or was he just projecting human thought patterns onto something fundamentally alien?

A drop of sweat rolled down his neck, stinging the burns there. The air still tasted of smoke and chemical residue.

The spider's mandibles moved slightly, producing a soft clicking sound that seemed to have a pattern to it. Was it... was it trying to communicate?

Adom then frowned as he heard a high-pitched ringing, like a distant bell that somehow rang inside his skull. Then-

Pain.

WHITE-HOT, ALL-CONSUMING PAIN.

"Argh!"

Adom collapsed, his knees hitting the stone floor as his hands clutched his head. It felt like thousands of needles were being driven into his brain simultaneously, each one carrying its own unique agony. His screams echoed off the cave walls, mixing with the sound of his body thrashing against the ground.

The voices came next. Hundreds, thousands of them, all speaking at once. Some whispered, some shouted, some sang in languages he'd never heard. They cascaded through his mind like a waterfall of broken glass, each syllable cutting deeper than the last.

[Indomitable Will]

He started pushing back against the invasion. The pain began to recede, the voices growing fainter until...

[You have successfully resisted potent mind control!]

Mind control? That thing had tried to- The spider's shriek cut through his thoughts like a physical blow, sending him sprawling backward onto his bottom.

It was an ugly sight, but it's mouth was wide open.

A plan formed quickly: a concentrated fire bullet, just like with the desert stalker. If the carapace was too tough, aim for the mouth, right between those clicking mandibles-

His right hand was suddenly pinned to the ground by fresh webbing before his fingers had even twitched to begin the spell weaving. Not his whole body - just the exact hand he'd been about to use.

It knew. Somehow, it had known exactly what he was going to do before he did it.

But how? Mind reading seemed the obvious answer, but hadn't he just resisted its mental invasion?

The spider clicked its mandibles again, but this time, no mental assault followed. Instead, it... watched. Just watched, with an intensity that made Adom's skin crawl.

Around them, the last flames from his escape attempt still flickered, the dancing shadows casting on the cave walls. The spider's eyes reflected each tiny fire like eight blood-red mirrors, and then...

One of the small flames suddenly wavered, as if caught in a non-existent breeze. Then another. And another. The fires didn't go out - they just... moved. Twisted. Like something was trying to grasp them, to control them, but couldn't quite manage it.

"What are you..." Adom's voice trailed off as the spider tried again. And again. Each time, those eight eyes fixed on him with an expectation that felt almost... frustrated?

Then it hit him.

"Oh God," he whispered, the realization striking him as his eyes widened. "You're trying to weave magic."

The spider stopped mid-attempt. The silence in the cave became deafening.

The sheer impossibility of the situation made Adom's head spin. A giant spider had just tried to break into his mind, nearly caused him to be burned alive, tossed his golem around like a ragdoll, and now it was... practicing magic?

The spider's mandibles clicked rapidly, and the remaining flames all wavered at once, as if to emphasize the point.

Well, that explained why he wasn't dead yet. But it didn't make him feel any better about his chances of staying that way for long.

"Can you understand me?" Adom asked carefully, the words feeling strange in the silent cave.

The spider's legs stilled their movement. All eight eyes fixed on him.

"Move to your left if you can," Adom said, his mouth dry.

The spider took a deliberate step to its left, its movements unnaturally precise. Then it moved slightly closer, mandibles clicking in what almost seemed like... eagerness? Its front legs spread in what could have been a peaceful gesture, but Adom noticed how they still kept him carefully cornered.

During the mental assault, beneath the searing pain and violation, he'd experienced... something. Not quite a feeling, not exactly thoughts either. It was like catching glimpses of shape and shadow in murky water - impressions that defied description. For lack of a better word, he had 'felt' its essence, its intent. And whatever it was he'd sensed hadn't been anything close to benevolent.

Now, watching it try to manipulate fire, those shadowy impressions crystallized into understanding. That alien hunger he'd glimpsed hadn't just been for knowledge - it had been deeper, darker. More final. And if a creature like this wanted him as a teacher...

And suddenly he remembered one of Professor Vale's lectures about high-level dungeons, backed by countless stories he'd heard from adventurers in his past life, when the World Dungeon first appeared.

The internal politics of dungeons weren't static. Sometimes, a particularly cunning monster would grow strong enough to challenge the dungeon's boss. If it won and consumed the dungeon's core, it would become the new ruler. He'd seen entire dungeon ecosystems changing overnight when this happened.

He assessed his situation coldly. He was exhausted, injured, and in no condition to fight something like the spider. Even if he somehow managed to slip past it, he was still deep in a dungeon. He'd be dead within hours, if not minutes.

But if he taught it... taught it slowly, carefully, perhaps even incorrectly in crucial ways... he could use it. At least in this cave, he'd only have to watch his back against one monster, dangerous as it was, instead of the constant threats lurking outside. Not ideal, but beggars couldn't be choosers.

He had a little more than a month before the first symptoms. Time enough to find a way to kill it before it killed him.


The spider clicked its mandibles again, taking another step forward. Its front legs gestured toward Adom's hands, then to the remnants of flames still flickering around them. The meaning was clear enough - 'show me.'




"I... I can't right now," Adom said, trying to keep his voice steady. "I need to heal first. Magic requires focus, and..." He gestured to his burns and injuries. A lie, of course - he'd cast plenty of spells while worse off than this. But it didn't need to know that.

The spider went still for a moment. Then came a sound.

A horrible sound.

It started as a wet, gurgling noise from deep within the spider's body, like someone stirring a pot of thick stew. Adom was still trying to peel the stubborn webbing off his hand when-

SPLAT!

Something wet hit him full in the face, chest, arms, and legs, thoroughly drenching his entire body.

"WHAT THE F-" Adom screamed, thrashing backwards. The substance was clear, oddly odorless, but thick like gel. It dripped down his face and- "IT'S IN MY MOUTH!"

He spat frantically, wiping at his face with his free hand. "What did you- what the hell did you just-" His thoughts churned through all eventualities, each worse than the last. Acid? No pain yet. Poison? How long until-

[+3 Life Force][+7 Life Force]
[+4 Life Force]

"Huh?"

He lifted his hand, staring at the burn marks from the web fire. The angry red patches were... fading. Not just fading - healing. He could actually see the skin knitting itself back together, like watching a week's worth of recovery compressed into seconds.

"What in the..." He touched his neck. Smooth skin met his fingertips. Even the soreness in his lungs from the smoke was dissipating.

The spider clicked its mandibles again, almost... smugly? It had just... healed him? With spider spit?

"You could have warned me," Adom muttered, still wiping the healing goo from his face and glasses. "A little gesture, a sign, anything besides just..." He made a vague spitting motion with his hand, then immediately felt foolish for trying to teach manners to a giant spider.

The spider's legs gestured emphatically at the dying flames again, its movements becoming more insistent. The message couldn't be clearer: Show. Magic. Now.

Adom's throat went dry. The healing substance might have fixed his wounds, but it did nothing to calm his racing heart. This wasn't some friendly exchange of knowledge - this was a predator temporarily staying its hand. The moment he ceased being useful...

He forced himself to speak, careful to keep his voice steady. "I can't right now. Magic requires a full mana pool, and mine is severely depleted. I need to sleep, recover my strength." He swallowed hard, watching those eyes for any sign of aggression. "Then I can show you properly. Tomorrow."

The spider went completely still.

Adom's muscles tensed, ready for... well, not ready at all, really. What could he possibly do if it decided-

The massive arachnid suddenly moved. Adom squeezed his eyes shut, certain this was it - but the killing blow never came. Instead, the spider brushed past him, its carapace barely inches from his face.

The sound of rapid web-spinning made him open his eyes again. The spider was... sealing the cave entrance? Layer after layer of silvery web created an intricate barrier. Was it protecting him?

No - protecting its investment, more likely.

When finished, the spider positioned itself by the sealed entrance, settling into an alert stance. Guarding. Waiting.

Well. Apparently his request for rest had been granted.

There was something almost... reasonable about all this. Deadly, yes. Terrifying, absolutely. But also methodical, considerate even. A silver lining, if you could call it that.

Though that thought did little to comfort him as he tried to find a position to rest, knowing those eight red eyes would be watching his every move during his sleep.

Freak.

*****

Consciousness crept in like an unwelcome guest. The hard ground beneath him felt wrong - his bed had never been this uncomfortable. Adom's sleep-addled mind tried to make sense of it, grasping at the familiar while pushing away the unfamiliar.

Just five more minutes...

Then reality clicked.

His eyes snapped open, heart lurching as eight crimson ones stared back from across the cave.

"Oh," Adom whispered. "Not a dream then."

The massive spider remained at its post by the webbed entrance, patient and terrifying as ever. His scattered brain tried to process it all - the dungeon, the chase, the fire, the deal. Being forcibly recruited as a magic teacher to a giant spider.

Said like that, it still sounded like it should have been a dream. But the cold stone floor beneath him and those unwavering red eyes suggested otherwise.

He wasn't even aware he had fallen asleep, which made it all the more confusing.

The spider covered half the cave in two fluid steps, its movement so graceful it seemed to defy its massive size. Those eight eyes fixed on Adom with an expectant intensity that made his skin crawl.

"Right. The lesson." Adom's throat felt like sandpaper. "But first, I need to..." He gestured vaguely at himself. "Food. And... other necessities."

The spider's thorax twitched, that horrible gurgling sound building up again.

"No!" Adom scrambled to his feet, hands raised. "No spitting! I have food. I just..." He patted his stomach. "And I need to... you know."

The spider's head tilted slightly.

"I need to relieve myself," Adom said, face burning. Never in his life had he imagined having this conversation with a giant arachnid.

One leg extended, pointing deeper into the cave. Several tunnels branched off from the main chamber, disappearing into darkness.

"There?"

The spider remained motionless.

Adom took a careful step forward, eyes scanning the cave walls. The tunnels seemed roughly hewn, natural rather than carved. Some sloped upward, others down. Possible escape routes, assuming they didn't lead to worse threats. Or dead ends.

He moved toward the nearest tunnel, but the spider materialized before him with impossible speed. Adom yelped, stumbling backward.

A different leg pointed to another tunnel, the gesture somehow managing to seem both insistent and threatening.

"That one. Got it."

The redirected tunnel was shorter, ending in a small chamber. Empty. No other exits. No hidden passages. Just a dead end that served its immediate purpose.

It's guarding something in that first tunnel, Adom thought as he took care of business. Something important enough to risk showing its hand by stopping me. He filed that information away carefully.

The spider waited at the tunnel entrance when he returned, its patience somehow more unnerving than aggression would have been.

"I need to eat now," Adom said, reaching into his inventory. The wrapped candies he bought at the weird stuff store were still there. As a breakfast, they felt... absurdly inadequate. As he unwrapped it, a thought struck him.

Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it was the absurdity of his situation making him reckless. Or maybe it was just scientific curiosity.

He held out a second candy toward the spider. "Would you... like one?"

The spider's eyes shifted focus, all eight zeroing in on the small wrapped candy with an intensity that made Adom's outstretched hand waver slightly. Its front legs lifted, minutely, then stopped.

For a long moment, nothing moved.

Adom's arm started to tire, but he held still, watching.

Then, with a deliberate slowness, the spider backed up one step. Its legs settled back into their previous position. The message was clear enough - no.

"Fair enough," he muttered, pocketing the rejected candy and finishing his own. His stomach wasn't exactly satisfied, but it would have to do. Something clicked in his mind though - the spider's refusal wasn't casual. It had its own strict feeding system, that bizarre goo... If it wouldn't even accept normal candy, trying to poison it would probably be pointless. The thing seemed too methodical, too set in its ways to accept food from others.

He filed that thought away carefully, crossing one potential escape plan off his mental list.

Now short of excuses, Adom took a steadying breath. Teaching magic incorrectly would be a delicate balance - too obvious, and the spider would know. Too subtle, and it might actually learn something useful.

"Magic," he began, choosing his words with care, "flows through specific channels in the body." His hands moved in a deliberate pattern, one he'd seen street performers use to impress crowds. "These channels must be properly aligned before any spell can be cast."

The spider's legs shifted, mirroring his movements with disturbing accuracy. Adom fought to keep his expression neutral. The creature's ability to replicate complex motions was... concerning.

"Good. But remember - precision is crucial." He deliberately altered the pattern, making it slightly more complex. "The preparation stance must be perfect, or the mana will disperse." A complete fabrication, but one that played into the spider's apparent methodical nature.

Those crimson eyes tracked every finger movement, every shift in posture. Adom could almost see the creature committing each useless detail to memory. But he couldn't rely solely on physical misdirection.

"Now, for flame magic specifically..." He paused, letting anticipation build. "We begin not with creation, but with control." His hands moved over a small patch of ground. "May I?"

The spider's slight nod felt like permission and threat combined.

Adom cast a simple fire spell - the proper way, hiding the true mechanism behind his elaborate gestures. A small flame sprouted between them.

"Observe. Before we can create fire, we must learn to sense it." He moved his hands around the flame in sweeping motions that did absolutely nothing. "Feel how the heat responds to your presence. Like sensing the vibrations in a web, but with thermal energy."

The spider's front legs moved through the air above the flame, mimicking his movements perfectly. Too perfectly. Adom's heart skipped a beat - he needed to complicate things further.

"No, the movement must flow through all limbs for proper mana distribution." The lie came smoothly, born of desperate calculation. "Each appendage must maintain its own mana cycle while contributing to the whole. Like this..."

He demonstrated an impossibly complex series of gestures that would require the spider to coordinate all eight legs differently. The creature paused, processing this new challenge.

Minutes stretched into hours as Adom layered deception upon deception. Each "lesson" built upon the last, creating an intricate web of misconceptions that would hopefully take time to unravel. He introduced arbitrary rules about mana preparation, invented elaborate safety protocols that would waste energy, and emphasized the importance of perfect form over actual results.

"Remember," he said, watching the spider attempt a particularly wasteful series of movements, "magic requires patience." And he prayed his own patience would last long enough to find a way out of this cave.

A distant screech echoed through the cave, interrupting their lesson. Adom's blood ran cold - he knew that sound. Desert stalkers.

Another screech, closer. The spider's head snapped toward the entrance, legs shifting into a lower stance.

How close were they? The sound bounced off stone walls, making it impossible to-

His stomach lurched as the ground disappeared. "Whoa!" Something wet and sticky pressed against his back, and then he was rising, watching a bone spear whistle through the space he'd occupied seconds before. It struck the cave wall with a crushing sound, embedding itself deep in the stone.

"This is-" he squirmed against the webbing, feeling it stick to his clothes, his hair, "-absolutely disgusting."

Dark shapes materialized at the cave entrance. The stalkers' scaled skin caught the torchlight, one of them looked like the alpha from last time, black eyes reflecting nothing. Another one of them touched its torch to the webbed entrance. Flames raced up the strands.

Three stalkers entered. Then eight. Then thirteen.

Adom's mind shifted from disgust to rapid calculation. The cave was small, cramped for this many fighters. His mana had recovered somewhat during his rest. The ceiling placement, while humiliating, gave him a perfect vantage point.

If he timed it right...

He could use a burst of force magic to break free, propelling himself toward the entrance. The spider would be occupied with the stalkers. He could launch fire spells from above, then seal the entrance with a barrier spell once he was through. With luck, the collapsing cave mouth would take out several stalkers - and possibly the spider too.

The only wild card was those other tunnels. The spider might retreat rather than fight, but Adom's primary concern was escape. This might be his only chance.

He flexed his fingers carefully, mentally preparing while trying not to draw attention. Below him, the stalkers spread out in a practiced formation, and the spider... waited.

The first stalker's head hit the ground before Adom could blink. The second followed. Third. Fourth. Fifth. Blood sprayed in graceful arcs across stone walls.

Five seconds.

The remaining stalkers screeched, finally registering the threat. More poured in through the entrance. The spider moved.

No. Movement wasn't the right word.

Limbs blurred. Bodies fell. Blood painted the floor in expanding pools. One stalker lunged forward, lance extended - and met empty air. The spider was already behind it, legs piercing through scale and bone.

Adom's escape plan died in his throat. He'd be dead before reaching the entrance.

A stalker broke right, weapon raised. No - that was wrong. The spider had already moved to intercept its true path left, legs punching through its chest before the feint was complete.

How?

Three more stalkers attacked in formation. The spider flowed around their strikes like water, dealing death with mechanical precision. More bodies. More blood. The pile grew.

Wait.

A stalker charged straight ahead. The spider shifted left - before the stalker had even begun to turn that direction. As if...

[Flowing Perception] activated without conscious thought. The world slowed. Adom's vision sharpened, catching details his normal sight missed.

[+2 Flowing Perception]

Another stalker died. Adom squinted, trying to understand. The spider moved before the attack came, but how? He focused harder.

A second death. There had to be something he was missing. His [Flowing Perception] caught the usual tells - muscle tension, weight shifts, the flow of movement through air. But the spider was reacting before even these appeared.

Third death. Fourth. He forced himself to look deeper. Not at the attacks. Not at the movements. At the moments before.

[+1 Flowing Perception]

There - a stalker's hand twitched. No, before that. The spider was already moving. Earlier still. What was he missing?

[+2 Flowing Perception]

Ah.

The next death made it click. Just before the stalker's muscles tensed to attack, before its brain had even fully formed the command, its body made microscopic adjustments. Preparing for a decision not yet consciously made. The spider wasn't reading minds or seeing the future - it was reading the body's betrayal of its owner's intentions.

Simple. Mechanical. Like a leaf trembling before the wind actually hits it.

His [Flowing Perception] caught these tells after they formed. The spider caught them at their source, in that razor-thin moment between thought and action.

An armed stalker charged in, sword and shield probably scavenged from some fallen adventurer.

It effortlessly got flatened.

Metal scraped against stone as it stumbled - and for a split second, the spider's movements faltered. Another stalker's claw caught a fallen blade, sending it ringing across the floor. The spider's strike missed, just barely, before it compensated with terrifying speed.

The slaughter continued. Each death taught him more. Every spray of blood revealed new patterns.

When it ended, forty-three bodies littered the cave floor. No survivors. No escapees.

The alpha's severed head stared up at him from a pool of its own blood, black eyes now as lifeless as glass beads.

Then the spider ate them.

Digestive fluids darkened the nearest corpse. The spider's mandibles worked methodically, liquefying flesh and bone. Adom winced as it slurped the resulting soup through its mouthparts.

That could have been him.


As the spider consumed the first stalker, something strange happened. Adom blinked, unsure if he was seeing correctly. The spider's carapace seemed to shimmer slightly, almost imperceptibly changing. The pattern on its back shifted, taking on subtle scale-like textures similar to the stalker's hide. The transformation was slight—not dramatic enough to change the spider's fundamental appearance—but unmistakable to Adom's eye.

"It's evolving."

And suddenly, with crystal clarity, Adom understood exactly why the spider was keeping him alive. Why it was so intent on learning magic rather than simply devouring him immediately.

It wanted his abilities after learning how to use them.

Three bodies disappeared this way. The spider moved to the others, spraying them with webbing and some viscous fluid. The corpses went rigid, suspended in a grotesque cocoon. Food storage, then.

The web holding him suddenly gave. Adom dropped, catching himself with a grunt. His clothes stuck to his skin where the webbing had touched.

The spider turned back to their practice spot, stepping over scattered limbs and congealing blood pools. Its leg tapped the ground twice - the signal to resume their lesson.

Just like that. As if forty-three deaths meant nothing. As if they weren't standing in a charnel house.

Adom wiped sticky hands on his pants and took position. The copper stench of blood filled his lungs with each breath.

Class was back in session.

*****

Adom stopped counting the days after the seventh.

No sun, no moon - just endless stone and the spider's unwavering presence. Looking at his remaining time would only crack his fragile grip on sanity.

The candies ran out on day three. The spider dropped a fresh stalker leg by his feet that evening. The meat was grey-green beneath the scales, with a texture like spoiled fish mixed with wet sand. He retched three times before keeping it down. The aftertaste lingered - metallic and sour, like licking a rusted coin. But hunger won. Always did. The stalkers, he discovered, packed enough nutrients to keep him going. Small mercy.

A underground stream provided water, crystal clear and sweet. He'd watch the spider drink sometimes, its method methodical and alien. They shared that water source, at least.

The magic lessons stretched on. He taught slowly, carefully - honest about the time needed, dishonest about his methods. On the fourth day, the spider made his conjured flame flicker. Just a tiny manipulation, but Adom's heart nearly stopped. The creature could use mana. Had always been able to. What else could it do?

Between lessons, he explored. All tunnels open except one - forbidden, the spider made that clear. The rest of the cave system became his library. Every spare moment spent watching, learning, trying to understand the spider's precognitive combat ability.

[Flowing Perception] activated constantly now. He studied his own movements, the tiny tells that betrayed intention. The slight shoulder tension before casting. The weight shift before stepping. Could these be suppressed? Hidden?

[+3 Flowing Perception][+2 Flowing Perception]
[+4 Flowing Perception]

On the fifth day, something changed. Mid-observation, the skill pulsed.

[Flowing Perception is evolving...]

The tests began small. A deliberate shift of weight during practice. The spider's head would turn, tracking the motion before it happened. Scratch an itch - those legs would twitch toward the movement. Even thoughts of movement drew reaction.

Days blurred. Better not to count.

He layered his experiments. During magic practice, he'd create a flame while planning to move his hand left. The spider would orient itself left before he moved. Sometimes he'd abandon the planned movement entirely - studying how long the spider maintained its predictive stance.

More complex tests followed. Multiple planned movements. False intentions. Real ones hidden beneath. The spider caught them all, though sometimes... sometimes there was a delay. Microseconds between his deepest-hidden intentions and its response.

He watched it hunt. Every stalker that entered became a lesson. The green bastards were either very stupid for coming still, or very brave, or both. It deserved some respect. Useless, but to be respected.

The spider's movements weren't random. They followed flows - air currents, muscle tensions, the subtle symphony of pre-motion tells.

[Flowing Perception] strained with each observation. The skill grew sharper, more refined. He started seeing not just current movements, but their origins. The way a stalker's neck muscles tensed before its arm moved. How weight distributed before a step.

Sometimes, during lessons, he caught himself moving in response to the spider's motions before they happened. Brief moments of anticipation that felt more like instinct than thought.

The spider watched him too. He sensed its scrutiny. Hopefully it saw only a teacher teaching magic, not one dissecting its every move.

Time passed. How long? Don't think about it.

Then, one day, after a lesson, something clicked. His mind emptied of everything except pure observation. The spider stood before him, demonstrating a mana manipulation.

Right, he thought absently, his hand supporting his head. It moved right.

Left. Left.

His eyes widened as consciousness caught up to instinct. The system message appeared:

[Flowing Perception] is evolving into [Flow Prediction]...

[Acquired: Flow Prediction (Rare) (Active/Passive)]
[Ability: Perceive and analyze pre-movement patterns and intent]
[Current Level: 01]

[Warning: Skill effectiveness heavily dependent on user's focus and physical condition.]

His heart raced. He forced his breathing steady, face neutral. Don't let it show. Don't let it know.

The lesson continued.

*****

Don't check the time. Don't check the days. Focus.

Adom had been tempted to do it a few times, but, he knew it would distract him from what he was about to do.

The spider's latest attempt at mana control made Adom's stomach clench. Not just flickering flames now - it could dim them, spread them. Progress too fast. Much too fast. Soon it would connect the dots between mana control and actual spellweaving.

Then he'd outlive his usefulness. Simple math really.

His mana pool now sat at 750, full and ready. The wrist had partially healed, though phantom pain still lingered.

The stalkers' meat kept him strong, even if every bite still made him gag. Physical strength maintained. Mental strength... well, he was still sane enough to plan. Had to count for something.

The golem sat in his inventory, retrieved during one of his "bathroom breaks." The spider never followed him there, at least. Small mercies.

In that dark, damp cave, he'd carefully pull out the broken pieces of the Wakey Bird - the same one he'd destroyed in frustration back at the Academy. His hands would move slowly, methodically, trying to minimize any sound of metal against metal.

Ah, the Academy. It felt like a lifetime ago now. He'd hated the monotony then, the endless lectures, the strict schedules. What he wouldn't give to be back in those sun-filled halls, complaining about morning classes and bland cafeteria food. Everything to return to that simple life where his biggest worry was passing the next exam.

But here, in this cave that reeked of stalker blood and spider webs, those memories served a purpose. Each time he went to "relieve himself," he'd work on reassembling the construct, making small modifications to its design.

He had an idea - not fully formed yet, but growing clearer with each session. The runes needed to be perfect. The mana circulation had to be completely silent. One wrong click, one metallic scrape too loud, and all his careful planning would be for nothing.

He'd watched the spider's sleep patterns. Every rest period, there was a window - about an hour in, when its legs would go completely slack. The twitching that usually responded to nearby movement would slow, almost stop. Deep sleep. As deep as something like that could manage, anyway.

The plan was simple. Had to be. Complicated plans died fast against something that could read your moves before you made them. But even pre-cognitive combat had limits. You couldn't dodge what you couldn't sense coming.

Adom decided he would strike tonight.

...Or today. There was no sun or moon to know which was which.

He would strike soon. Yes. Better.

Just had to wait for those legs to go slack.



            

    
        Chapter 37. Fight

    
    
    
    
                The cave system had no secrets left. Well, almost none. That crack in the eastern tunnel's ceiling - just wide enough to squeeze through if blasted open. The underwater passage in the northern section that probably led somewhere. Three potential escape routes, all mapped, all viable.

All useless if he died here.

The forbidden tunnel remained the only mystery. The spider's reaction whenever he even glanced that direction told Adom everything. Something important lay hidden there. Something worth protecting. Something worth dying for - or killing for.

Even feigning disinterest had proven dangerous. A casual glance held too long would make those legs shift, mandibles clicking in warning. Once, he'd taken three steps in that direction during a "confused wandering" - the spider had materialized between him and the tunnel entrance so fast his mind couldn't process the movement. No violence, no threat... just presence. Absolute, undeniable presence.

Message received.

His bathroom breaks had served multiple purposes. While reassembling the wakey-bird, he'd realised the transport crystal's cracks weren't beyond repair. Mana crystals responded to careful manipulation. Each hairline fracture could be sealed with precisely controlled mana flow, like welding glass with heat. The crystal wasn't perfect anymore - new cracks would appear after every few jumps, requiring constant maintenance. But it worked. And right now, that's all he needed.

Now, in the artificial night of the cave system, Adom waited. The spider's legs twitched in their familiar pattern - not quite the deep sleep he needed. His own breathing remained carefully measured, each inhale and exhale a practiced rhythm. The [Flow Prediction] skill thrummed at the edge of his consciousness, reading minute changes in the spider's posture.

twitch
Still too alert.

twitch
Getting closer.

His mind reached for the golem, testing the connection. Seventy kilometers of control range - more than enough in these cramped caves. The construct sat ready in his inventory, each component checked and rechecked during his "bathroom breaks." One wrong sound, one metallic scrape too loud...

twitch
...Almost...

The spider's legs settled deeper into their rest position. The constant micro-adjustments that tracked nearby movement began to slow. Even those eight eyes seemed less... present, their crimson glow dimmed but never quite dark.

Now.

Adom kept his breathing steady, maintained his corner slouch. His consciousness split - half anchored here, monitoring every tiny shift in the spider's posture, half flowing through the golem's crystal eyes as it materialized silently in the forbidden passage.

Dark. Darker than the main caves. The golem's enhanced vision cut through it.

Time to see what the spider guarded so jealously.

His real body remained still, breathing steady. Can't twitch. Can't tense. The spider's combat precognition worked even in sleep. One wrong move and-

The golem's vision feed suddenly filled with something.

Webs. Everywhere. Not the usual messy catching nets scattered throughout the cave system. These were different - precise, layered, almost architectural in their design. The darkness seemed thicker here.

And there, at the center of this fortress, sat something that made all of Adom's mental preparations shift.

An egg.

Grey, oval, about the size of his torso.

Well, that explained a few things.

The golem's vision vision swept the rest of the chamber, revealing what lined these walls. Bodies. Dozens of them. Adventurers in torn leather and rusted chain mail hung suspended in silk cocoons. Most were little more than bones now, their remains picked clean. Others still had flesh, preserved by the web's chemicals. A face here, a limb there, frozen in various states of decay.

Stalker corpses dotted the collection too, along with other dungeon creatures. Their remains were less preserved - the spider seemed to prefer their meat fresh.

For once, Adom was grateful the golem had no sense of smell. The stench of decay in here must have been overwhelming.

During his imprisonment, he had built what he called his "scenario tree" - each branch a different possibility of what the spider might be hiding. A maternal spider protecting its offspring had been one of his more confident theories.

This was perfect. Better than perfect. An egg meant something to protect. Something vulnerable. Something that couldn't dodge or predict movements. And judging by the elaborate web fortress around it, something absolutely vital to the giant arachnid.

The spider's snoring grew deeper. Perfect timing. Through half-lidded eyes, Adom watched its legs twitch less, and less...and less.

Deep sleep phase.

New branch forming in the scenario tree: if those protective webs were anything special - and they had to be, given how they practically hummed with energy - they might be connected directly to the spider's consciousness. Touch them, and...

Only one way to find out.

The golem's single arm shot forward - an arc designed to slice through the web and snatch the egg in one fluid motion. Break and grab. No hesitation. No-

The snoring stopped mid-breath.

The scream that followed wasn't just sound - it was primal fury given voice, echoing off every surface until the whole cave system seemed to vibrate with it.

Adom jerked upright, putting every ounce of confusion he could muster into his voice. "What- what's happening?! What's wrong?!"

Before he could blink, the spider was on him.

Its mass slammed him against the wall, mandibles spread wide enough to show rows of hooked teeth inside its maw. The stench of rotting meat washed over him as those jaws opened wider, wider - he could see clear down its throat, could imagine how those hooks would tear him apart, rip him to shreds while he was still alive.

"I don't understand-" he started, his voice high and trembling, trying to radiate pure confusion through every gesture. The spider's mandibles snapped shut, cutting him off. Its front legs pinned his shoulders with crushing force. One twitch, one wrong move, and those jaws would close. His heart slammed against his ribs, but he kept his face locked in what he hoped was perfect bewilderment. He couldn't fight it, not like this, not at this range. All those careful plans, all that preparation - none of it mattered with death literally breathing in his face.

Keep the act. Keep the act. Look confused. Terrified (He actually was terrified). The golem. Make it move.

A sharp crack of stone against stone echoed from deep within the forbidden tunnel.

The spider froze. Then its head whipped toward the sound, mandibles snapping shut inches from Adom's throat. Eight legs scrambled against stone as it launched itself toward the tunnel entrance. Fast. Faster than anything that size had any right to be.

The golem had the egg, and Adom waited. About three kilometers away. The spider's massive form disappeared into the forbidden tunnel, its speed terrifying even from this distance.

Wait. Not yet.

The thundering of eight legs echoed through the cave system, getting closer to the golem's position.

Just before the spider would reach his construct, Adom made his choice. The golem released the egg, setting it carefully on the tunnel floor before retreating into the shadows. Let the spider have its offspring back - he just needed the distraction to escape.

The spider's discovery of the returned egg should have ended its rage. Should have sent it back to protective brooding. Should have bought him the time he needed to disappear.

The hammering of legs reversed direction anyway.

Despite everything, despite the distance, despite his acting, despite returning what it valued most - it knew exactly who was responsible. And it wasn't going to let that slide.

No time for subtlety. Dismissing the golem back into his inventory, both his hands moved in a blur - left hand weaving [Fireball] as his right gathered power for [Push]. Double weaving was hard enough, and mana draining, but at this point...

The fireball erupted just as the web barrier came into view, flames catching the sticky strands. The webs at the cave's entrance ignited like oil-soaked rope.

"[PUSH]!"

One second he was in the cave, the next - sky. A somewhat bright, purple, star filled sky. It was beautiful. Until it wasn't.

The [Push] spell had launched him straight through the main entrance, his body cutting through air like a stone from a sling. His stomach lurched into his throat as gravity realized what was happening.

"[Levitate]!"

He did not need to scream the spells, but for some reason, in this situation, screaming helped him calm down.

The spell caught him mid-flight, but control was a joke. The world spun - ground, sky, ground, sky. Wind tore at his face, making his eyes water. He couldn't hear anything except the roar of air rushing past his ears, couldn't even tell which way was up anymore.

Then he heard it. Even through the wind - that scream. The spider had followed him out. Of course it had.

But why? He'd given the egg back. Left it safe in the tunnel where any reasonable mother would focus on protecting it instead of chasing the threat that was already retreating. What was wrong with this thing?

He tried to turn, to look down, to get his bearings. Bad idea. The ground swayed sickeningly far below, a patchwork of trees and rocks that made his head spin. How high was he? Too high. Way too high.

Focus. Had to focus. Had to-

There. A dark shape moving through the trees. Fast. Following. The spider hadn't given up.

What the hell was it thinking? The threat was gone, the egg was safe, but it kept coming anyway. Adom tried focusing more using [Flow Prediction], but the skill required him to be calm and collected. And Adom was everything but calm and collected.

A wet thwip cut through the wind. White strands of webbing shot past him like arrows. Adom twisted mid-air, the sudden movement throwing off his [Levitate]. The world spun violently. Another volley - the spider was actually shooting at him from the ground, trying to bring him down.

This was insane. He'd returned its precious egg, and it was still trying to kill him.

His stomach lurched as another wild spin threw off his [Levitate]. Too high. Still too high. One wrong move, one slip in concentration, and the fall would kill him before the spider got the chance. The thought kept screaming at the edges of his mind - he could die here, actually die, broken on the black sand or torn apart by those mandibles when he eventually crashed.

And he would crash. The [Levitate] spell wasn't meant for sustained flight, especially not while dodging web-shots and fighting vertigo. He couldn't maintain this much longer. When he lost control - and he would lose control - where would he land? Would the spider be there waiting?

That would be game over.

[Indomitable Will]

No. Focus. Plan B. He'd prepared for this possibility.

The spider was still down there, still coming. Each second he spent tumbling through the air was another second it gained on him. His hands shook as he tried to stabilize himself. The screaming hadn't stopped. It would never stop, not until one of them was dead.

Next branch in the scenario tree - the one he'd hoped he wouldn't need. The dark lake.

His glasses stayed firmly in place despite the violent wind, and a hysterical thought bubbled through his panic: he really needed to thank that glasses lady if he survived this. Quality craftsmanship.

The lake stretched out below, a black mirror reflecting the sky. Getting there would be the trick. His current trajectory was all wrong, and the [Levitate] spell wasn't meant for this kind of maneuvering.

"[Wind]!"

In moments like these, when plummeting through the air with precious mana to spare for the upcoming fight, efficiency became everything. [Wind] was as basic as spells came - pure mana conversion into directional force. No fancy particle manipulation, no complex air current calculations. Just raw power, enough to knock a grown man off his feet. Or in this case, redirect one falling mage.

The spell jerked him sideways like a puppet on strings, fighting against his forward momentum. His stomach lurched again as competing forces played tug-of-war with his body. The world tilted, and he made a mental note that if falling from great heights was going to become a regular occurrence, he really needed to get better at this whole flying thing. Maybe practice somewhere closer to the ground next time.

"[Wind]!" he screamed again, this time using it more like an air anchor.

Another correction. Too sharp. His vision blurred.

The spider's screams grew closer. No time for self-discovery.

"[Wind!]" The spell cut through his velocity, this time like a break, but the sudden deceleration made his teeth rattle.

The lake surface rushed up to meet him. If there was going to be a fight - and there would be a fight - it needed to happen here. Water. Carp. Space to maneuver. A chance.

Assuming he didn't pass out first from the vertigo.

Adom clamped his mouth shut, held his breath. The lake's addictive properties weren't something he wanted to test. Not now. Not ever.

Impact.

The water hit like stone, every inch of his body screaming at once. Cold. So cold it burned. His bones rattled, his muscles seized-

[White Wyrm Body has reached level 5!][Physical Resistance has increased]
[-3 Life Force]

The pain... wasn't as bad as it should have been. Still hurt like hell, but he'd expected worse from a fall that height. Small mercies.

Darkness pressed in from all sides. The lake lived up to its name - even at what had to be just below the surface, he could barely see his own hands.

[Light Ball].

A sphere of white light bloomed beside him. Not enough.

[Light Ball]. [Light Ball]. [Light Ball].

Four orbs now, spreading out in a circle, pushing back the darkness. The water cleared enough to see maybe twenty feet in any direction. No sign of it yet. And the spider-

Something massive broke the surface above.

The impact sent ripples through the water, distorting his view through the spheres of light. But he saw enough. Eight legs, spreading wide. A body larger than a horse, descending into his sanctuary.

Its first movements were clumsy, legs fighting the water's resistance. Then those legs adjusted, spreading wider, moving in sync rather than independently. Not as efficient as land movement, but adapting.

You stubborn bastard, Adom thought. Even here you refuse to be helpless.

During his captivity, Adom had studied the spider's movement patterns obsessively. The way it distributed its weight across those eight legs, how it used micro-adjustments to maintain perfect balance. That kind of locomotion relied on friction, on solid surfaces. In water? It should've been like watching a cat try to run on ice.

Should've been.

Yet here it was, charging through the water with frightening determination. Each movement showed growing understanding of the new medium, but the water's resistance still robbed its strikes of their usual lethal speed.

His lungs burned. Time for that trick he'd been working on.

[Wind Spiral] followed by [Water Filter].

The spells merged, creating a temporary pocket of breathable air around his mouth. One deep breath. Release. The spell dissolved. Efficiency. No wasted mana.

A leg swept through the water where his head had been a second ago.

[Burst].

The tiny fire bursts propelled him backward, the water dampening the recoil perfectly. Small spells. Keep the mana pool full. He'd need it if that scenario came into play.

Through the spheres of light, Adom watched the spider's descent. He gathered his mana, carefully separating tiny droplets from the water around them.

[Water Shot].

Not one blast, but dozens of droplets accelerating simultaneously.

The spider's movements blurred - even underwater, its combat precognition was terrifying. Legs twisted, body contorting in ways that shouldn't have been possible as it dodged the barrage. But the water's resistance took its toll. One droplet caught its carapace, the impact barely more than a scratch, but it had hit. Something that hadn't happened once during their fights in the cave.

Details had a way of sticking in your mind, even when you didn't realize their importance at first. Back in the cave, during the Strider attack, one of them had charged ahead of its group. The ring of metal had echoed through the chamber as its shield and sword knocked together mid-stride. Before the spider flattened the Strider against the cave wall, there had been that moment - a slight hesitation in the spider's movements at the sound. Just for an instant, but in a fight that fast, an instant was everything.

The same spider that could predict and dodge almost anything, that could visibly process countless variables in combat, had been thrown off by simple sound waves. It made a certain sense - a being that relied so heavily on processing sensory input would be vulnerable to sensory overload.

The modified wakey-bird had been a gamble. During his captivity, Adom had rebuilt its resonance chamber, reinforced the striker mechanism. Each adjustment aimed at one goal - producing vibrations at strong enough frequency to overwhelm the spider's heightened senses. That's all he needed.

And now, underwater, where sound traveled differently, moved faster, reached further...

He pulled the device from his inventory, his fingers finding the activation mechanism through memory. The spider was still coming, its movements slowed by the water but no less deadly.

The wakey-bird activated.

Through the water, Adom couldn't see the vibrations themselves, but he felt them - a subtle pressure against his skin, like standing too close to a ringing bell. The sound reached his ears distorted, deeper than it had been in air.

The spider's reaction was immediate. Its charge faltered, legs twitching erratically. The massive body twisted in the water, movements losing their fluid grace. Its very coordination was being disrupted.

The water carried the vibrations better than air ever could. What had been a localized effect in the cave now filled the space between them, multiplied by the density of the liquid medium. The spider's spasms grew more pronounced, its legs moving in jerky, uncoordinated patterns.

For the first time since their encounter began, the creature seemed truly vulnerable.

[Water Shot]. [Water Shot]. [Water Shot].

Not three shots. Thirty. Not powerful, but that wasn't the point. Each projectile created its own ripples, its own trajectories, its own set of variables to process. Too many data points, too fast to track.

Two shots connected.

[-3/1500 Greater Cavern Weaver Life Force]

Fifteen hundred life force, and he'd just carved away three points. Not much, but it was the first real damage he'd dealt since this started. The spider's movements hitched for just a fraction of a second.

It lunged, movements lacking their usual precision. Rage had replaced calculation - legs striking through water like angry spears, but slower, much slower than in its domain. Each attack created visible disturbances in the water before reaching him, giving precious fractions of seconds to react.

A spell pushed Adom backward, muscles screaming in protest. Without [Indomitable Will], he'd have given up already. Every movement was a battle against water resistance, against burning lungs, against exhaustion creeping into his limbs.

He couldn't keep this up. Even with the spider handicapped by the water, time worked against him. One slip, one moment of fatigue, and those legs would find their mark.

Time for the gambit.

Another quick [Wind Spiral] and [Water Filter]. One deep breath. He couldn't afford to pass out now.

His inventory opened, releasing a chunk of stalker remains into the dark water. Blood and tissue dispersed in lazy red clouds. A risk, but if his theory about the lake's other resident was right...

There.

Movement in the darkness beyond his light spheres. It was... not what he was waiting for. Something else had caught the scent first.

A Level 27 Abyssal Maw emerged from the gloom, its serpentine body easily twice the length of the spider. Rows of crystalline spines ran down its length. Its jaw unhinged, revealing three concentric rings of teeth.

The spider's reaction was immediate and brutal. It met the Maw's charge head-on, eight legs spreading wide in the water. The Maw's teeth clamped down on one leg - and that was its last mistake. The spider's mandibles closed on its skull. Bone cracked. The water turned dark with blood as the spider literally tore the creature's head apart, ripping through armor-like scales as if they were paper.

The Maw's body thrashed once, twice, then went limp. The spider flung the remains aside with contemptuous ease, but the display of violence had cost it precious seconds of orientation.

His lungs burning again, Adom quickly formed another air pocket. Breath. Release. The wakey-bird's vibrations seemed to hit it harder now, its movements growing more erratic.

Strands of sticky webbing shot through the water - slower than in air, but still dangerous. Adom twisted away, the resistance of the water both helping and hindering his movements. The spider was adapting, learning how its weapons behaved in this new medium.

That's when Adom felt it. A deeper pressure change, something that made the water itself seem to shrink away. His light spheres caught movement - not the quick darting of scavengers, but something massive. Patient.

The great carp arrived.

Adom pushed himself further back, heart pounding. What else could he do in a fight like this?

The carp moved first. Each tail stroke sent shock waves through the water, forcing Adom to channel mana into staying in place. Physics was a harsh mistress underwater.

The spider twisted, trying to present fewer targets, but water resistance turned its usual grace into something almost clumsy. Four legs swept at the carp's approach - too slow. The fish's jaws snapped shut on one leg, crushing chitin like paper.

[-47 Greater Cavern Weaver Life Force]

Blood clouded the water. The spider's mandibles clicked in fury, venom sacs pulsing. But the carp was already moving again, its massive body coiling in ways that shouldn't be possible for something that size.

[Flow Prediction] showed him devastating possibilities. The spider would die in minutes at this rate. Can't have that.

[Water Jet]

The spell kicked him backward like a mule, but the pressurized stream caught the carp's gills. The monster flinched, giving the spider an opening. Three legs punctured scales, drawing first blood.

[-92 Giant Shadow Carp Life Force]

The water turned red. Both monsters paused, reassessing. The spider kept trying to scuttle toward Adom between exchanges, but each attempt drew the carp's fury.

Perfect.

His lungs screamed for air. One more [Wind Spiral] and [Water Filter]. The last breath he'd need in this fight. No need for complex water spells here. Just focus...

Another clash. The carp's tail swept like a battering ram, taking out two more of the spider's legs. The spider's remaining limbs wrapped around the carp's head, mandibles sinking deep near its right eye.

[-156 Giant Shadow Carp Life Force]
[-83 Greater Cavern Weaver Life Force]

The water churned so violently that Adom's [Light Balls] scattered, creating strobing effects that made tracking movement almost impossible. A massive current caught him, tumbling him end over end. His back hit something - rock? The spider's leg?

When he stabilized, squinting through the chaos, the carp had the spider pinned against the lake bottom. Only four legs remained, thrashing desperately. But the carp's right eye was gone, replaced by a ragged hole leaking blood into the dark water.

Adom would watch these two rip each other to shreds. 'Help' a bit if the odds were too favorable to one. Then he'd kill whatever was left standing. He was hopeful the spider would fall first.

The spider's legs trembled with each movement now, chitin cracking at the joints. Life Force down to barely a third. The carp wasn't much better - scales missing, blood clouding the water, but still twice as strong as its opponent.

Perfect.

No need for complex water spells here. Just focus. Concentrate the water in front of his palm, compress it until it screamed to be released. His other hand sparked with fire magic - the counter-force he'd need to stay stable in this chaos.

One...

The carp's tail sent another shock wave through the water. Adom's back teeth rattled. Focus. The water compressed tighter, a needle of pure pressure forming.

Two...

His lungs burned. Damn it. Forgot to take that last breath. The murky water made targeting a nightmare, Light Balls creating more shadows than illumination. Like shooting through static.

Three-

The spider's head snapped toward him. Eight eyes locked onto his position. Did it notice?

You overpowered bastard.

It abandoned its fight with the carp, legs pushing off the lake bottom. But the carp's jaws clamped down on its abdomen. The spider's shriek vibrated through the water.

Now.

The water-needle shot forth. The spider twisted - too fast, too damn fast. The pressure stream grazed its side instead of piercing center mass.

[-10 Greater Cavern Weaver Life Force]

But the carp's bite had done its work. The spider went limp as its Life Force hit zero. The carp's massive jaws worked once, twice, and the spider vanished down its throat.

Adom's second shot was already forming. The carp began to turn, exposing its wounded side. That empty eye socket - a direct path to the brain.

No armor. No bone. Just soft tissue and victory.

The pressure-needle pierced true this time, punching through the cavity and into the carp's brain. Its massive body convulsed once, then went still.

[You have slain Great Carp of the Dark Lake!]

Adom kicked hard, letting the remaining fire magic in his palm explode downward, launching him toward the surface. His muscles screamed, overtaxed from maintaining position in the fight.

He broke through with a gasp that was half-cough, half-desperate inhale. The purple sky stabbed at his eyes after the darkness below. Too bright. Too much. He paddled to the shore, dragging himself onto the rocks and mud. His clothes clung to him, water streaming off in rivulets.

Adom collapsed onto his back, chest heaving. The purple sky swirled above him, almost peaceful if you ignored the whole alien death-world thing.

[System recalibrating...][Flow Prediction has reached Level 2!]
[+5 White Wyrm Body]

He barked out a laugh that bordered on hysterical. "What the actual hell?" he wheezed between breaths. The absurdity of it all threatened to overwhelm him until his mind drifted to the time he spent on it.

The cave! The thought came suddenly.

With the spider dead, he could go back. Loot whatever valuables it had hoarded, maybe even take that egg for study. Rest properly for the first time in days. The thought was tempting - a safe shelter, time to recover, maybe even find something useful in all those adventurer corpses.

Then he heard it. Distant but unmistakable - the hunting cries of striders echoing across the landscape. Multiple voices, getting closer. Of course. With their territorial nemesis gone, they'd move in to claim the cave system. He'd seen their pattern during his captivity - constant probing attacks, always testing the spider's defenses.

The cave was no longer viable. Within hours, it would be swarming with the pack.

He had been avoiding it to not put more pressure on himself, but now...

Time Limit: 1 month, 03 days, 01 hour, 21 minutes

The euphoria drained from him like the water still dripping from his clothes. One month. One month before the illness began its work. He pushed himself to his feet, muscles protesting every movement.

He couldn't afford to waste another day here, not with the clock ticking.


            

    
        Chapter 38. Survivor's High

    
    
    
    
                North.

That was where you went when you wanted out of a dungeon. Always north. Some scholars claimed it was tied to the magnetic fields that most dungeons generated, others thought it was just God's way of giving people a fighting chance. Not that it mattered much to Adom right now - knowing why north led to freedom wouldn't make the journey any less deadly.

The lake was behind him now, its dark waters still echoing with the death throes of two monsters. What lay ahead would make them feel like pond fish. The Anchor Being. The very thought made his skin crawl. He'd heard stories, seen the aftermath of an average rank B dungeon boss. Whole teams of warriors, mages, and rangers - reduced to nothing but scattered equipment and bloodstains for not being careful enough. Rank B dungeons didn't play games.

One month and three days until the illness took hold. Against an Anchor Being, he might as well have twenty-six minutes. Still, the alternative was dying in here, alone in the dark, while that thing prowled its territory. At least going north offered the illusion of choice.

His boots crunched on phosphorescent moss as he walked, each step measured, each shadow analyzed. The real challenge wouldn't be finding the Anchor Being - it would find him. The challenge would be surviving the meeting.

That is, if he even made it that far.

Flying was awful. The constant shifts in air pressure made his stomach roll, his head spin, and his dignity take a serious hit every time he had to land and empty his stomach. But it beat walking through the desert section of this nightmare. Giant worms and desert stalkers had a nasty habit of turning people into red mist before they even knew what hit them. At least he was getting better at it - only puked twice this time.

The landing... well, that could have gone smoother. His ankle still throbbed from where he'd almost twisted it hitting the ground. Most mages who flew made it look so easy, gliding around on brooms or manipulating gravity like it was nothing. Meanwhile, he was still trying to figure out how to land without looking like a drunken pelican.

The shelter he'd found wasn't much - just a natural formation in the rock wall - but it beat being exposed. Especially after that... incident. Adom still couldn't wrap his head around it. A chicken. A massive, human-sized chicken that had tried to make him its lunch. The absurdity of dying by giant chicken would have been funny if it hadn't come so close to being reality.

At least something good came out of it. The beast had broken its neck in the crash, and now the smell of roasting meat filled his temporary refuge. Monster meat was usually a gamble with death - rich people paid fortunes for properly treated basilisk steaks or hydra tongues, but one wrong bite could kill you faster than the monster itself. The taste test was simple: if it was naturally too sweet, too sour, or too salty, you were better off starving.

The shelter was little more than a crack in the rock face that widened into a shallow cave, but it was dry and defensible - only one way in or out. The small fire he'd built cast dancing shadows on the worn stone walls, kept low to avoid drawing attention.

Thin strands of mana stretched across the entrance and surrounding area like gossamer threads catching the firelight. Spider webs. The days passed at being captive of one had taught him a thing or two about effective warning systems.

The giant chicken sizzled on its makeshift spit from a piece of the golem's armor, fat dripping into the flames with satisfying hisses. Each bite was a revelation - saltier than regular chicken, sure, but in a way that made his mouth water. The meat practically melted on his tongue, juicier than anything this size had any right to be. He'd have to remember this if he survived - monster chicken could make someone rich in the right market.

If I survive...

Adom leaned back against the cool cave wall, gnawing on a wing bigger than his torso. Time to think. Helios was still out there somewhere, probably. Hard to die of sun exposure in a place with no sun. Best case scenario: get out first, make the cure, and let the bastard rot in here. As for the Anchor Being...

He pulled out his school notebook from his inventory, jotting down ideas. A boss adapted to their environments, became one with their dungeons. This one had survived in a place with desert, lakes, and who knew what else. It would mot likely be ready for elemental attacks.

Maybe if he could combine pressure points with targeted fire spells? Or use the environment itself - dungeons were stable until they weren't. If he could trigger a collapse at the right moment...

A faint chime rang in his head - one of the mana webs vibrating. Something was moving out there, disturbing his warning system. Adom extinguished the fire with a thought, pressing himself against the cave wall. The chicken would have to wait.

Three more webs triggered in quick succession. Whatever it was, it was getting closer.

Fire coalesced in Adom's palm as he pressed against the wall, listening. The sounds coming from outside were... odd. Grunting, groaning, and then - a squeak?

He almost dropped the spell. A squeak? In a Class B dungeon? Everything here was supposed to be terrifying and deadly. Not... squeaking.

The creature was getting closer, sniffing the air. Probably caught the scent of his monster chicken. Adom tracked the sound, waiting until it was just past the entrance. Whatever it was, it was small. Maybe he could end this quickly, without-

He launched himself forward, spell at the ready, but his body locked up mid-strike. White fur. Black eyes that didn't quite focus. A familiar face contorted in a very unfamiliar snarl.

"Valiant?"

The mousekin didn't respond, at least not in any way that made sense. His usually clever eyes were clouded, feral. Berserker state - when reason peeled away and left nothing but ancient instincts. Adom had seen it before in other beastkin, a common trait all of them shared.

The mouse-man lunged, teeth bared, claws extended. Adom didn't think, just reacted, focusing a point of gravity downward. It didn't take much - berserker or not, Valiant still had the mass of a mousekin. The berserker hit the ground with a surprised squeak, pinned but still thrashing.

"Valiant, come back to your senses!" Adom muttered, maintaining the gravity point while he tried to figure out how to snap the beast out of it.

Valiant was a mess. Cuts and scrapes covered his white fur, some fresh enough to still be bleeding, others crusted over with dirt and grime. Foam gathered at the corners of his mouth as he thrashed against the gravity point, mixing with what looked like blood. His words came out garbled, switching between half-formed sentences and squeaks that grew more desperate by the second.

Adom winced. There was only one way to deal with berserker state, and it wasn't gentle. You had to knock them out completely - anything less and the feral side would keep fighting. He pulled back his fist, "Sorry about this."

The first punch made Valiant's head snap to the side. The second one finally silenced him, his small form going limp against the cave floor. Adom held his breath, listening for any signs that the commotion had drawn attention. Nothing but the usual ambient sounds of the dungeon.

"How in the hell did you survive this long?" he whispered to the unconscious mouse, releasing the gravity point. No offense to Valiant, but even at full strength, this place should have eaten him alive days ago.

Good for him.

Adom slumped back against the cave wall, retrieving his abandoned monster chicken wing. Steam still rose from the meat as he took another bite, eyes fixed on Valiant's unconscious form. The mouse beastkin's chest rose and fell steadily, the only peaceful thing about him right now.

A few minutes later, the chunk of meat he'd been working on was finally finished - amazing how hunger could make you forget your manners. He'd eaten most of it with his hands like some savage, but then again, there wasn't exactly anyone conscious to judge him. His mana reserves were still uncomfortably low from the flight and the fight with the chicken. Not dangerous yet, but not where he'd want them to be if something decided to investigate the earlier commotion.

Time to fix that.

He wiped his hands on his robe - it was already a lost cause anyway - and settled into a cross-legged position. The stone floor was cold and hard beneath him, but he'd meditated in worse places.

Adom closed his eyes, letting his mind drift.

The beach materialized around him. His visualization of it during his meditation moments had become more and more detailed. It was a good sign. The more real your 'inner world' felt, the more efficient your meditation would be.

He sat alone. Just the warmth of the sun on his skin and the gentle breeze in his hair.

White sand shifted between his toes. Waves rolled in and out, leaving foam patterns on the shore. The salt-heavy air carried hints of tropical flowers from the tree line. Seagulls circled overhead, their cries mixing with the endless rhythm of the surf. Small crabs darted across the sand, disappearing into tiny holes.

His safe space.

He'd go back there someday, hopefully. The thought floated through his mind like driftwood on the waves.

The mana started flowing, his body lifting slightly off the cave floor. Energy churned in his core, spreading through his limbs-

"Mage?"

Adom sighed, the beach fading away. When he opened his eyes, Valiant was sitting there, gingerly touching the bruises on his jaw and head.

"Hello, Valiant."

Valiant's whiskers twitched, nose wrinkling as he sniffed the air. His eyes landed on the remains of the giant chicken.

"What... happened?" His voice was rough. "Last thing I remember was running from something in the dark, and then-" He winced, touching his jaw again. "Did you hit me?"

"Twice," Adom said, settling back down as his feet touched the ground. "You were in berserker state. Foaming at the mouth and everything. Had to knock you out before you hurt yourself. Or me."

"Oh." Valiant touched his bruised jaw again, ears drooping.

"How did you even find me?" Adom asked, genuinely curious. He'd been careful about concealing his position.

"I don't... remember much of what happened, but..." Valiant's nose twitched again. "I could smell you."

Adom raised an eyebrow.

"Not like that!" Valiant's whiskers bristled. "I mean- like I told you before, it's your magic. Well, mana signature, technically. You have a specific..." he gestured vaguely with his paw, searching for words.

"How strong is it?"

Valiant sniffed the air thoughtfully. "Not much, actually. It's weird - everything's kind of... muddled in here? Like trying to hear through water. But I could still follow it. Sort of."

Something clicked in Adom's mind. Helios had known he was a mage the moment they'd met, hadn't even hesitated. If Valiant could track mana signatures this easily, even through his precautions... The vampire could probably find him anytime he-

"Is that chicken?" Valiant interrupted, eyes fixed on the remains of the earlier fight.

"Tried to eat me earlier. Returned the favor." Adom nudged what was left of the meat with his foot. "It's safe to eat, if you're hungry. Which, by the look of you, you probably are."

Valiant's nose twitched rapidly as he crept toward the chicken. He reached for a smaller piece, hesitated, then looked at Adom.

"How are we here? In a dungeon, I mean." His paw still hovered over the meat, waiting for permission.

"You don't remember?" Adom watched him carefully. "The transport crystal, Marco..." He paused. "Cisco?"

Valiant's paw froze mid-reach. His eyes widened, pupils contracting to pinpoints. Adom tensed, magic at the ready, watching for any sign of that berserker rage returning.

But Valiant just let out a small, sharp breath. "I-" His voice cracked. He grabbed the chicken piece, tore into it with mechanical movements. "Right. That happened."

His teeth worried at the meat, but his eyes were distant, seeing something else. Something worse. His breathing came faster, shorter.

"He was right there." The words tumbled out between bites. "Right there, and I couldn't- I should have-" He stuffed more chicken in his mouth, chewing furiously. "Marco, he just- and Uncle Cisco-"

The meat dropped from his trembling paws. Valiant started laughing. It wasn't a good sound.

Adom remained still, one hand hidden in his robes. The urge to say something sat heavy in his chest. But what could he say? 'Sorry about your uncle' felt hollow. 'It'll get better' was probably a lie. Sometimes silence was the only gift you could give someone.

"Sorry," Valiant said, still laughing, the sound edging toward hysteria. "Sorry, I'm just- I'm fine. I'm fine. I just need to- I need to find Marco. Make him pay. That's all. Just need to-"

The laughter cut off abruptly. Valiant's breath hitched once, twice. He grabbed another piece of chicken, shoving it in his mouth like he was trying to stop whatever was trying to come out.

Adom kept his silence, but shifted slightly closer - close enough to intervene if needed, far enough to give space. It was a horrible experience. The desperate scramble to find purpose before grief could swallow you whole.

After a while, Valiant's breathing steadied. He wiped his mouth with the back of his paw. "Do you know how to get out of here?"

"I... have a few ideas."

"We might die, won't we?"

We?

Adom paused, the word echoing in his mind. That was awkward...

Valiant had just automatically included himself in the equation. Any other time, Adom would have shut that down immediately - another person meant another variable, another potential problem, another life to worry about.

But how do you tell someone who just lost their close family member that you don't want them around?

"Of course," he said instead, wondering if he'd regret this later.

"What's the pl-"

"Maybe eat and sleep first," Adom cut in. "I'll explain everything tomorrow."

Valiant fell quiet, his tail curling around his feet. After a moment, he glanced up. "You going to be floating again?"

"Got a problem with that?"

"No, it's... nice." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "The glow reminds me of my old room. Uncle Cisco used to put this crystal lamp thing in it. You know, those ones that pulse and swirl? Said it helped cubs sleep better."

Adom said nothing, just watched as Valiant's eyes grew heavier.

"He was my last relative, you know?" Valiant's voice wavered.

"Ah. I didn't know."

"Don't be sorry though." His tail flicked. "I'll get Marco anyway. Make him pay for what he..." A yawn interrupted his words. "What he did to..."

Valiant's head drooped, then jerked back up. He blinked slowly, tried to continue speaking, but his words slurred together. Within seconds, his chin dropped to his chest, and soft snores filled the cave.

The fire crackled, casting dancing shadows on the wall. Adom watched the sleeping beastkin, replaying their conversation in his mind. The convenient mentions of being alone, the childhood memory that just happened to involve light like Adom's magic, the way he'd made sure to seem vulnerable yet determined...

Did he just emotionally manipulate me?

Adom's eyes narrowed. If that was intentional...

Well played. Adom chuckled. Well played indeed.

*****

Time passed in the cave. Enough for Adom to get some rest.

Until a mana string quivered, yanking him from sleep. His eyes snapped open, body already moving before his mind fully caught up. How long had he been out? A few hours, maybe?

"Valiant," he whispered, lunging toward the sleeping form. When the beastkin didn't stir, Adom's hand hesitated mid-shake. Would waking him even help? Against whatever was out there...

A low growl echoed through the darkness.

Eyes appeared in the shadows - first one pair, then another, and another. Red pinpricks of light reflecting the dying embers of their fire. The growls grew louder, more numerous, until they seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Dire Wolves. Three times bigger than an average wolf. Five times stronger. Because of course it had to be.

Adom settled into a fighting stance, the Golem Knight materializing from his inventory at his side. His heart thundered in his chest, each beat a reminder that he was very much alive and would prefer to stay that way.

It felt so... natural. When had this become normal? When had combat started feeling as familiar as reading a book?

The largest wolf stepped into the firelight, saliva dripping from fangs as long as daggers.

Okay, Adom thought, raising his fists, I guess this is my life now.

The largest Dire Wolf lunged first - they always did. Adom's [Flow Prediction] screamed at him to move left, but his body was a half-second too slow. Amateur boxer versus predator. His fist connected with matted fur as the wolf's teeth grazed his shoulder.

[+1 White Wyrm Body]

It was a graze, yes, but, he did not feel it as much as he thought he would.

"Golem!" The construct swung its flaming sword in a wide arc, buying Adom precious space. Five wolves. No, seven. All above level 14. The darkness in the dungeon kept shifting, making counting impossible.

Another wolf darted in from his blind spot. Adom threw up a hasty barrier spell - the simplest one he knew, just compressed air. The wolf slammed into it with enough force to shatter his defense, but it bought him time to sidestep.

Boxing won't work, his mind raced. Their heads are too thick for straight punches, and they're too high for proper hooks.

The Golem was holding three wolves at bay, its flaming sword keeping them cautious. But two more were circling behind it, and Adom could see their strategy forming. These weren't mindless beasts - they were hunters.

A wolf snapped at his legs. Adom channeled Fluid into his muscles and jumped, higher than humanly possible. "[Push]!" The spell sent him backward, away from snapping jaws. His landing was clumsy, but he managed anyway.

[+6 White Wyrm Body]

"Need to thin them out," he muttered, watching the pack's movements. The wolves were adapting, learning. Each attack was more coordinated than the last.

Adom threw a quick fireball - not to kill, but to separate two wolves working together. One yelped, fur singed, but both just got angrier. Their next attack came faster, more vicious.

Teeth clamped onto his arm. [White Wyrm Body] kept the fangs from puncturing deep, but the pressure was excruciating.

[-3 Life Force]
[+16 White Wyrm Body]

Adom's boxing training kicked in - not the punches, but the footwork. He twisted with the bite, using the wolf's own momentum to throw it off balance.

"[Lightning]!" The shout left his lips before he could second-guess himself. As a mage in the middle of combat, every drop of mana was precious - run out, and you were dead. No spells meant no defense, and no defense meant dinner for whatever found you first. He'd been carefully rationing his power with smaller spells, but sometimes survival trumped efficiency. If the energy attracted more visitors... well, that was tomorrow's problem.

A crack of electricity hit the wolf point-blank. It released him with a howl, but two more took its place.

The Golem was taking damage now, deep gashes in its remaining arm. Poor fellow. Its sword swings were slowing. They were being worn down, piece by piece.

A cold certainty settled in Adom's gut. Traditional combat wouldn't work. He needed something else, something...

His eyes caught the cave ceiling.

"I am not dying here," he whispered. [Flow Prediction] activated, showing him patterns in the wolves' movements. They were pushing them deeper into the cave. Standard pack tactics - corner the prey.

Perfect.

Adom backed up further, letting them think their strategy was working.

[Wind Barrier]

A hemisphere of compressed air formed around him and the Golem. The wolves slammed against it, testing for weaknesses.

He placed his palms against the cave wall. This would cost some mana. "Golem, overhead swing, full power, now!"

The construct obeyed, its flaming sword arcing upward with all its remaining strength.

"[Push]! [Push]! [PUSH]!" Three rapid-fire spells hit the ceiling where the sword struck.

Rock cracked. Then splintered. Then fell.

The cave entrance collapsed in a thunderous cascade of stone and dust.

[You have slain 2 Dire Wolves!]

Two wolves were crushed instantly. Three more scrambled backward, barely escaping. The remaining ones were cut off from their pack, trapped inside with Adom.

His barrier flickered and died. Two Dire Wolves remained in the cave with them, and now they were desperate. Desperate was dangerous.

The Golem's sword arm hung limp, nearly severed. Adom could hardly use a powerful spell at the in a closed space.

Both wolves attacked simultaneously. No more testing, no more tactics. Pure survival fury.

Adom's [Flow Prediction] saw both attacks coming, but he could only dodge one. He chose the wolf on the left, took the hit from the right.

Teeth sank into his thigh as he drove his elbow down into the left wolf's eye.

"Argh! You son of a-"

[-23 Life Force]
[+56 White Wyrm Body]

The Golem slammed its broken body into the right wolf, giving Adom a precious second to think.

One last play.

He grabbed the wolf's snout, accepting the cuts as its teeth tore at his hands. [Flow Prediction] showed him exactly where to place his feet. The boxing training guided his hips and shoulders, even as his mind screamed that this wasn't how you were supposed to fight wolves.

Adom twisted, using his Fluid-enhanced strength. The wolf's own bite force worked against it as he wrenched its head sideways. The crack was loud in the enclosed space.

[You have slain 1 Dire Wolf!]

The last wolf backed away, hackles raised, realizing too late that cornering prey sometimes meant cornering yourself.

The Golem's sword burst into flames one final time.

"Wai-!"

The wolf - too fast, too desperate - slipped past the flaming blade. [Flow Prediction] lit up Adom's mind like lightning, showing him exactly what was about to happen.

Time didn't actually slow down - that would be too good. The skill just let him process information faster, see patterns clearer. But his muscles, his reflexes, they all still moved at normal human speed. The gap between knowing and doing became a special kind of torture.

Zero-point-three seconds until impact. Most probably.

The wolf's jaws gaped wide, strands of saliva stretching between yellowed fangs. Adom's body was already pivoting, but he did the math - he'd clear maybe half the distance he needed to avoid those teeth. His throat would be torn out in another zero-point-two seconds.

Zero-point-one-

Only then did he notice it. Maybe it was because he saw his death coming, and had not paid attention, or maybe it just came from his blind spot.

A blur was dropping from above.

Something white and small, wielding what looked like a broken femur. Valiant drove the makeshift weapon into the wolf's eye socket with his entire body weight behind it.

It was already a difficult sight, but in slow motion...

The bone punched through the gelatinous orb with a wet pop, driving deep into the brain cavity. The beast's trajectory shattered, its killing lunge transforming into a spasm of agony mere inches from Adom's exposed throat.

The wolf thrashed wildly, blood and yellow-white fluid streaming from its ruined socket, mixing with brain matter that leaked around the improvised weapon. Its howls of agony echoed off the cave walls, the sound primal and wet. Adom didn't think - couldn't think. "Give it to me!" His hand shot out. The Golem, fulfilling the will of its master, tossed its sword.

Fluid surged through Adom's arms as he swung. The blade bit deep into the wolf's neck, catching on the thick muscle and sinew, before grinding against vertebrae. Hot arterial blood sprayed across his face, his chest, the metallic taste filling his mouth. The wolf's screams turned into a gurgling wheeze, pink foam bubbling from its jaws. Its legs kicked wildly, razor claws scrabbling against stone, leaving deep grooves in their wake.

Not dead. Not dead enough.

Adom wrenched the sword free with a sound like meat being torn from bone and swung again.

This time the head separated cleanly, toppling to the ground with a meaty thunk.

The dead eye still twitched, jaws snapping reflexively at nothing. The massive body collapsed, arterial blood pumping out in diminishing spurts from the ragged stump of its neck, painting the cave floor in expanding pools of blood. The smell of which filled the air, mixing with the stink of voided bowels.

[You have slain 1 Alpha Dire Wolf!]

Adom's legs gave out. He slumped against the cave wall, sword clattering from trembling fingers. His heart hammered so hard he could feel it in his throat, each beat sending fresh waves of someone else's blood trickling down his face. The salty, metallic taste lingered on his tongue, making his stomach roll.

He kept replaying those final moments in perfect clarity - the wolf's jaws, the distance, the math. Point-three seconds. Point-two. Point-one. He'd seen his own death coming with mathematical precision, had time to understand exactly how it would feel when those teeth tore through his throat.

A hysterical laugh bubbled up from his chest, quickly morphing into what might have been a sob. His hands wouldn't stop shaking. The adrenaline crash hit him like a physical blow, leaving him light-headed and nauseous. Every breath felt too shallow, too quick.

He wiped at his face, succeeding only in smearing the blood further. The wolf's head lay nearby, its remaining eye still staring at him, accusing. If Valiant hadn't... if he'd been just a fraction of a second slower...

His stomach heaved. Adom barely managed to turn aside before bringing up what was left of the monster chicken. The cave spun around him, the stench of blood and death suddenly overwhelming. He caught himself with one hand, throat burning, and forced himself to take deeper breaths.

Get it together, he thought. You're not dead. Focus on that. You're not dead.

Valiant stumbled over, his white fur stained red. "Holy shit," he wheezed, dropping the broken femur. "Holy actual shit."

Adom managed a weak nod, still trying to get his breathing under control.

"That was..." Valiant's whiskers twitched rapidly, nose working overtime. "That was really close. Like, really, really close." His paws were shaking almost as badly as Adom's hands. "I thought- when it lunged at your throat, I just-" He made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a squeak.

"Nice timing," Adom croaked, finally trusting himself to speak. "With the... bone thing."

"Yeah, well." Valiant's tail wrapped tightly around his legs. "Figured I owed you for the punch earlier."

They sat in silence for a moment, both staring at the carnage around them. The collapsed entrance had trapped them with the bodies of their kills, and the smell was getting worse.

"We should..." Adom pushed himself up, using the wall for support. "We need to move. That fight wasn't quiet, and the collapse..." He glanced at the cave-in. "Everything in range probably heard it."

Valiant's ears twitched at some distant sound. "Yeah. Yeah, you're right." He stood, grimacing at his blood-soaked fur. "North?"

"North."


*****

[Time remaining: 30 days, 23 hours, 12 min]

"Are we there yet?"

"No, Valiant. We're not."

A few minutes of blessed silence passed. The only sounds were their footsteps echoing through the dark corridor and the occasional distant screech of something best left undisturbed.

"...How about now?"

"Valiant." Adom pinched the bridge of his nose. "That's the thirtieth time you've asked. I've been counting."

"Oh." Valiant's ears drooped. "Am I annoying you?"

"A little bit, yes."

"I'll shut up then."

"That would be appreciated."

The tunnel stretched endlessly ahead, its walls covered in a film of phosphorescent moss that cast everything in a sickly green glow. They'd been walking for three hours, keeping to the smaller passages and avoiding the main paths and open fields where larger predators usually hunted. Ever since the wolf incident, Adom was constantly on high alert, but they couldn't afford to rest. Not here. Not with what he'd started noticing about the dungeon's patterns.

Despite the absence of sun or moon in these depths, there was a definite rhythm to the monster activity - almost like a day-night cycle. The phosphorescent moss would dim slightly, the more aggressive creatures would emerge, and the dungeon itself seemed to become more... hostile. It was fascinating, really. Nothing in what he read had mentioned this particular dungeon having such behavioral patterns. He'd have to document it later, assuming they survived long enough for him to write it down.

Right now though, his priority was getting them somewhere defensible before the "night" phase began. The last thing they needed was to be caught in the open when the really nasty specimens came out to hunt.

They'd already fought through two groups of lesser ghouls and circumvented what looked like a nest of crawler wasps.

If they maintained this pace-

Pop

Adom side eyed Valiant. He kept walking. Choosing to remain silent.

Pop

Valiant had this bad habit of making these strange noises with his mouth every time he was not talking.

Adom's eye twitched, but he forced himself to focus. The next junction should lead to-

Pop

Murder. Adom's thoughts drifted to murder. They were in a dungeon. Nobody would ever know. He could say it was a trap, or-

Pop

A long, suffering groan escaped his throat.

"Oh," Valiant perked up. "Am I irritating you again?"

"Are you doing this on purpose?"

"Not at all! It's just..." The beastkin fidgeted with his tail. "I can't help it. If I don't talk for too long, I start going a bit... you know."

"No, I don't know."

"Berserk."

Adom stopped walking. "What?"

"Yeah, it's a condition." Valiant nodded sagely, as if this explained everything. "Something about my own family. We're very social people, you see. Need constant interaction. If we stay quiet too long..." He made an explosion gesture with his hands. "Boom. Total meltdown. Start climbing walls, speaking in tongues, the whole package."

"That's... not a real thing."

"Oh, it absolutely is! Had an uncle once, tried meditation. Complete disaster. They found him three days later, fighting street cats. And he was winning, too. Until he wasn't. The vile creatures bit his tail off."

Adom stared at his companion for a long moment. "You're making this up."

"Am I though?" Valiant tilted his head. "Are you willing to take that chance? In here?" He gestured at the dungeon around them. "With me?"

They stood there, locked in a silent battle of wills, while somewhere in the distance something large and hungry roared.

Finally, Adom's shoulders slumped in defeat. "Fine. Talk. But if you ask 'are we there yet' one more time..."

"Wouldn't dream of it!" Valiant bounced happily beside him. A few seconds passed. "So... how much further?"

Adom's hand twitched.

And so they walked. And walked. And walked some more.

Occasionally they'd press themselves against walls or duck into alcoves as something slithered or prowled past their position. Once, they spent nearly an hour crammed into a narrow crevice while what sounded like an entire herd of something with too many legs thundered by.

"That was fun," Valiant had whispered after, picking stone dust out of his fur.

They took breaks when they had to - quick stops to catch their breath or check their bearings. During one such rest, Valiant actually fell asleep standing up, face-planting into Adom's back. Neither of them mentioned it afterwards.

The tunnel grew progressively wider as they continued, the moss-light becoming brighter, then dimming, then brightening again in irregular patterns. They passed several cave-ins, old corpses, and what looked like abandoned camp sites - silent testimonies to previous adventurers' attempts at survival.

After what felt like an eternity of walking, ducking, hiding, and more walking, the tunnel simply ended. No branching paths, no hidden doorways - just a vast field of dead, grey grass that stretched as far as they could see in the dim light. Small pebbles and broken bits of stone littered the ground, crunching under their feet with each step. The sky was bright purple, filled with constellations.

"Well, that's anticlimactic," Valiant said.

Adom scanned the area, eyes narrowing. The space was quite exposed. No cover, no defensive positions, nothing but open ground in all directions.

"Should we head back?" Valiant's voice carried across the dead field.

Adom's fingers tapped against his leg as he considered. The faint sounds from behind them - scraping, clicking, something moving in the darkness - were getting closer. "Let's go. We'll rest at the next safe zone." He kept his voice low. "Something's either tracking us or getting too close for comfort. Just look around for danger, and be ready to run for your life."

"Can't you just carry me? I'm tiny."

"Valiant."

"Okay, okay. I was just joking! Damn."

Adom rolled his eyes as Valiant kept side glancing at him as they continued.

"Out with it." He finally said.

"So..." Valiant chuckled. "Is your real name Law?"

"No."

"Then what is it?"

"I'd like to keep it that way."

"Oh, come on!" Valiant's tail swished in agitation. "We're in a dungeon together! Fighting monsters, shedding blood-"

"I've done most of the work."

"I saved your life from that wolf though."

"Fair enough." Adom sighed. "But I'm also letting you tag along. And don't think I didn't notice your calculated display of pitiful helplessness to ensure I wouldn't refuse."

"Anyway!" Valiant cleared his throat loudly while laughing awkwardly. "The fact is, we're basically brothers now-"

"No. Absolutely not. Don't even sta-"

"For real though! Two warriors, forged in battle, facing death together in the depths of a dungeon!" His voice took on a theatrical tone. "Standing back-to-back against the horrors of the deep! And you won't even tell your brother-in-arms your true name? That's cold, man. That's really cold."

Adom opened his mouth to respond, but something made him freeze. A slight shift in the air pressure. A sound, so faint it might have been imagination - like massive wings displacing air, far above. A shadow, barely noticeable, passing over the moss-light.

His instincts screamed. "Watch ou-"

Something slammed into him from above. The world spun. His stomach lurched as his feet left the ground, wind rushing past his ears. Pain exploded across his shoulders where massive talons dug in.

[-67 Life force]
[+102 White Wyrm Body]

Adom screamed.

"Don't worry, I will kill the beast!"

Valiant's voice cut through his pain-hazed mind. What the- When had he-

He caught a glimpse of movement below him. The beastkin was climbing up his body like a ladder, face set in fierce determination, blood-splattered fur gleaming in the starlight.

"Valiant, what the fuck are you-"

Wind screamed past his ears. Blood loss made everything swim. Each wing beat sent fresh waves of agony through his shoulders, and the constant spinning motion had his stomach trying to crawl up his throat.

[Identify]

[Giant Storm Harpy - Level 25]

Oh, he knew this one. Known for carrying prey to great heights before fucking dropping them.

The creature's wingspan stretched wider than a house. Its talons, currently buried in his shoulders, were the size of short swords.

Something warm pressed against his leg. Valiant was... still climbing him? The idiot was actually trying to reach the harpy.

"I'll bite its legs off!" The wind nearly drowned out Valiant's words.

Adom tried to yell "Stop," but another wave of pain sent him gagging. The world kept fading in and out. Too much blood loss. Too much height. His chest tightened at the endless purple void below. Or was it above?

Anyways.

[Indomitable Will has activated]

The fear didn't vanish, but his mind sharpened. He forced himself to look down, past his feet, past the blood drops falling like rain. They were moving north, following the curve of... was that water in the distance? Too dark to tell.

Valiant's teeth sank into one of the harpy's toes. The creature screeched, head snapping down toward them, beak gleaming like a sword.

"No- Valiant, stop!"

The harpy's head dove for them. Adom's hands came up through the pain. Fire gathered in his palm as the massive beak descended.

"[Fireball]!"

The spell caught the harpy full in the face. Flesh and bone exploded. The creature's scream cut off in a wet gurgle.

Then they were falling.

Wind howled past them as they plummeted. The harpy's corpse started to roll, its remaining wing catching air. Adom grabbed what was left of its leg, trying to guide their descent. His other hand stretched out, pushing against the air with wind magic, fighting to slow them down.

"Hold on!" He wasn't sure if Valiant could even hear him.

[You have slain Giant Storm Harpy - Level 25]

The water was getting closer. He pulled harder on the corpse, trying to angle their fall. The surface rushed up to meet them like a black mirror under the strange stars.

Please be deep enough, he thought.

It wasn't deep enough.

The water's surface rushed up, dark and flat. Adom's mind raced through options, discarding them as fast as they came. No time for complex spells. No time for-

"[Wind Push]!" He twisted his hand in a sharp gesture, creating a cushion of dense air just above the water.

They hit the barrier at an angle. The impact rattled his teeth, but the spell turned their deadly plummet into a wild skid across the surface. Water sprayed up around them as they rolled, tumbled, spun. The harpy's corpse broke free, vanishing into the darkness with a massive splash.

Adom's shoulders screamed as he tried to control their slide. Another quick wind spell helped him stay above water, skimming across it like a stone until their momentum died.

He finally sank into the water with a gasp. It reached his thighs, warm and stagnant. Mist curled around him, thick enough to blur anything more than ten feet away.

"Valiant?" His voice came out rough. Blood from his shoulders turned the water pink around him. "Valiant!"

"I'm alri- AARGH!"

"What's going on?!"

Adom sloshed toward the sound, each step sending spikes of pain through his shoulders.

"Where are y- Whoa!" His foot caught on something underwater. He pitched forward, face-planting into the murk.

Don't swallow, don't swallow, he thought, keeping his mouth shut. His hand touched the bottom, searching for purchase to push himself up.

Then Adom's fingers met something soft. Spongy. Wrong.

He opened his eyes in the murky water. A face stared back at him. A human face. Bloated, grey-green, skin sloughing off in patches. Empty eye sockets gaped at him. The lips had rotted away, revealing a permanent grin of yellowed teeth.

No!

[Push]

He launched himself out of the water, landing hard on a raised bit of ground. His stomach heaved as he coughed up water, trying to scrub the feeling of dead flesh from his hands.

"There are dead people here," Valiant called from somewhere in the mist. "Like, a lot of them."

"Yeah." Adom spat, still gagging. "I noticed."

Thinking again, it wasn't really that surprising. Of course there were corpses here. They were getting closer to whatever waited at the end of this place. These were the adventurers who came before, who didn't make it.

His tongue pressed against his teeth, trying to get rid of the taste. He needed to spit out whatever had gotten in his mouth when he fell. His hand moved up automatically, then froze. The same hands that had torn through rotting flesh like wet paper.

"God." His stomach lurched again. The image of that face wouldn't leave - the empty sockets, that permanent grin. He shuddered, wiping his hands frantically against his clothes.

Valiant emerged from the mist, fur dripping. Around them, the water stretched out like a dead sea. Shapes bobbed just beneath the surface - arms, legs, faces frozen in their last moments. Weapons and armor glinted dully in the starlight, still clinging to their long-dead owners.

A helmeted head drifted past, empty eye slots staring up at the purple sky.

Adventurer gear. Weapons. Supplies. Things they desperately needed.

His father's voice echoed in his head, lectures about honor and dignity. But honor wouldn't keep them alive down here.

"We need to search the bodies," Adom said, watching the head slowly spin in the current. "See what we can salvage."

Valiant's jaw dropped. "You want us to rob dead people? In this creepy-ass water? With their... their faces all..." He gestured wildly at a nearby corpse. "All mushy and stuff?"











"They're already dead, Valiant," Adom replied, grimly.













"Yeah, and I'd like to stay un-dead, thank you very much." Valiant backed away from a floating arm. "What if they wake up? What if they grab us? What if-"









"They won't." Adom forced himself to look at the nearest corpse. Its leather armor was still largely intact. Might even be something useful in those pouches. "They're just... dead. And we need supplies."

The words tasted as foul as the water. But they were true. His shoulders throbbed, reminding him how close they'd come to joining these bodies.

"Besides," he added, "they were adventurers. They'd understand."

"Oh, they'd understand? That's great. Hey dead people, don't mind us, just going through your pockets because you'd totally get it- SWEET MOTHER OF-" Valiant jumped back as his paw brushed against something near the water. "That was a face. That was definitely a face."

Adom took a deep breath, immediately regretted it as the smell of decay hit him, and waded toward the corpse in leather armor. Just don't think about it. Don't think about the way the flesh feels. Don't think about-

The pouch squished under his fingers.

"I hate this dungeon," he muttered. "I hate it so much."

Adom winced as he pulled the soggy pouch open. Several vials clinked against each other inside, their contents still glowing faintly.

"What'd you find?" Valiant called, still keeping his distance from the nearest corpse.

"Potions. White, red, blue." Adom uncorked the red one, gritting his teeth as he poured it over his shoulders. The liquid hissed and steamed where it touched his wounds.

"Uh, should it be doing that? Maybe it's gone bad?"

"It's fine. Well-made potions last centuries." The burning sensation intensified, then slowly faded. He could feel his flesh knitting together, blood vessels sealing themselves shut. The pain dulled to a manageable ache.











He uncorked the blue potion next. The liquid fizzed on his tongue, sweet and sharp like berries mixed with apple. Or at least it tastes as such. Tiny bubbles popped as they went down his throat, each one releasing a burst of energy that raced through his system. Grade-A mana restoration - someone hadn't spared any expense on these. His reserves filled with each effervescent swallow, magic tingling through his veins like liquid electricity.













[+100 Mana]

 









Valiant cleared his throat. "Any chance I could get a sip of that?"

"It's mana restoration." Adom touched his chest, resisting the urge to burp from the potion. "Can you use mana or Fluid?"

"...fair enough."

Adom waded through the water, examining the equipment scattered around them. Plenty of swords, but he'd just end up hurting himself. Most of the armor was either too big or too rusted to be useful. Though...

He picked up a pair of metal gauntlets from different sets. The joints were still good. With some modification, he could turn them into weighted knuckles. Something to give his punches more impact.

"Hold these," he told Valiant, who reluctantly accepted the dripping gauntlets.

A nearby corpse wore leg armor that looked closer to his size. It was a woman's. The greaves were salvageable, at least. As he worked them free, trying not to think about the sensation, his hand brushed against something else.

"Oh hey, that helmet might actually fit you," Valiant said, then added, "Though you might want to dump out whatever's still inside it first."

"Thanks for that mental image." Adom turned the helmet over, letting the water drain out. "Keep looking for anything useful. Small items, daggers maybe. Nothing too heavy."

"Yeah, sure, I'll just go shopping in the corpse market. No big deal. Totally normal Tuesday." Valiant gingerly picked his way between bodies. "You know, when I imagined adventuring, this was not in the brochure."

After a while...

"Hey, I found something!" Valiant's voice carried through the mist, followed by a splash and a muffled "ew ew ew."

Adom looked up from where he was adjusting the greaves. "What is it?"

"It's... well, it's still in the guy's hand. Like, really in his hand. Like, part-of-his-hand in his hand." Valiant appeared from the mist, dragging something. "But look at it! It's got these weird marks all over it."

The dagger Valiant had found was unlike anything Adom had seen before. Dark metal with strange, shifting patterns etched into the blade. Even through the grime and water damage, the edge looked impossibly sharp.

"Don't touch the blade," Adom said, wading over. The patterns seemed to move when he wasn't looking directly at them. "And please tell me you didn't just pull that out of-"

"Oh, I super did. Made this weird sucking sound and everything. But it's a magic dagger, right? Has to be worth something."

Adom reached for it, then hesitated. Something about those markings...

[Identify]

[Dagger of Night's Edge - Rare
A blade forged with Starfallen Steel. Cuts through metal as easily as flesh.]

"Huh," Adom said. "That's... actually really good."

"See? Sometimes the creepy option is the right option." Valiant paused. "Can we please get out of corpse soup now?"

"Soon," Adom said, eyeing a massive tower shield leaning against what might have once been a warrior. Perfect for the golem. The shield disappeared into his inventory with a quiet chime.

He moved methodically through the water, trying to ignore the occasional bump against submerged bodies. Four more potion vials clinked in his inventory. A serviceable iron dagger joined them - nothing special, but backup never hurt.

Then he saw the staff.

It was still clutched in its owner's hands, a robed figure half-submerged in the murky water. Adom gently worked it free, noting how the dead mage's fingers had frozen around it in a final desperate grip.

[Identify]

[Ashwood Staff - Class A
Core: Ancient ashwood bound with silver
Enhancement: +30% spell weaving efficiency
Runes: Stability (Major), Flow (Minor), Resonance (Minor)
Note: Well-preserved despite environmental damage]

His fingers traced the runes carved into the silver bands. With this, he could weave spells faster, more efficiently. Maybe even-

"Holy shit!" Valiant's excited yelp shattered his concentration. "Dude! Look what I found in this guy's waterproof scroll case!"

"Let me guess it-"

"It's a map! Like, an actual map of this place!" Valiant waved a leather tube over his head. "Guy must've been mapping as he went down. You know, before he..." He glanced down at the body he'd taken it from. "...stopped mapping."

Adom carefully unrolled the waterproof parchment, holding it away from the dripping water. The mapmaker had used different inks - black for walls and passages, red for warnings, blue for water sources. The handwriting was neat, methodical.

"Look," he said, pointing to their approximate location. "We're in the Drowned Commons."

"Oh great, it has a name." Valiant peered at the map. "What are all these symbols?"

The map was marked with various icons - crossed swords for hunting zones, beds for safe rest spots, skull marks for danger areas. Notes were scattered across it: 'SHADOW STALKER NEST - AVOID', 'WHITE FOREST - TOXIC SPORES', 'ANT PATROL ROUTE'.

Then Adom saw something that made him pause. A peculiar symbol he'd only seen in ancient texts - a spiraling rune marked in purple ink.

"That's... that's an anomaly portal," he said, almost whispering.

"A what?"

"Emergency exit. They're incredibly rare. Some dungeons have them - permanent portals that can be activated anytime to escape." He traced the route with his finger. "I didn't know this place had one."

"That's good, right? We can just use that to-" Valiant stopped, seeing where the symbol was located. Right next to a large chamber marked 'BOSS LAIR' in bold red ink.

"Of course," Valiant sighed. "It couldn't just be in the lobby, could it?"

Adom held the map closer to his [Light] spell, studying each path. "Left route goes through the 'Hunting Grounds.' Lots of loot markers, but..." He pointed to the notes. "'High-level beasts. Pack hunters. Bring fire.'"

"Hard pass," Valiant muttered.

"Middle path..." Adom traced the line with his finger. "Through the mantis nest. It's shorter, but there's this note: 'They hunt by sound. Stay off chitin floor. Lost entire team here.'" He squinted at a hastily drawn diagram. "Looks like there's a narrow ledge along the wall we could use."

"And the right?"

"'Old Quarters.' Longer route, but..." He studied the mapmaker's notes. "'Mostly cleared. Watch for scavengers. Good rest spots in sealed rooms.'" A small diagram showed several safe zones marked with bed symbols.

Valiant peered at the map. "So our choices are death by monster, death by mantis, or the long way around?"

"With possible rest stops."

"Which could also be occupied now."

"Yes."

"And all these lead to..."

Adom checked the map again. "The 'Throne Room.' That's where the boss is. And the anomaly portal." His finger tapped the purple spiral symbol. "Right next to each other."

"Of course they are," Valiant sighed. "Did they say what kind of boss?"

"No. But they drew a massive skull symbol next to it. Then underlined it. And circled it. Twice."

"Lovely." Valiant looked down each dark passage. "So... which flavor of terrible decision are we making today?"

Adom stared at the purple spiral, mind racing. His fingers absently traced the mark. Twenty-five days. A constant reminder of time slipping away.

Without the wyvern's heart, without the water of jouvance... Even if he got out, could he make the cure in time? Marco might have the ingredients, if he was still alive. If the components hadn't spoiled. If, if, if.

But first: escape.

He didn't need to win. Didn't need to figure out how to kill whatever sat in that throne room. Just needed to reach that portal.

The mantis nest route stared back at him. Shortest path. Highest risk. Would he even be able to keep his balance on that ledge? But the alternative was burning almost three weeks on the "safe" route, leaving barely enough time to find Marco, gather ingredients, brew the cure...

"We're taking the middle path."

Valiant's laugh was dry as bone. "Of course we are."

*****

A few moment prior, in another part of the dungeon...

Hmm hmm hmmmm...

Footsteps echoed through the darkness as a figure moved between shadows in the dungeon.

"Little boy, why do you cry?Lost your way in darkness deep?
Tell me all your troubles sweet..."

The humming paused. Something skittered in the dark. The figure's head tilted, listening, then resumed its song in a voice like honey over broken glass.

"...I'll make sure you go to sleep."

Drip.

Something wet landed on his cheek. He stopped, one foot hovering mid-step. Long fingers wiped the droplet, held it up to eyes that gleamed amber in the dark.

Sniff

Blood. Fresh. Still warm.

He brought it closer to his nose. The scent hit him - copper and magic and something else. Something familiar.

His tongue darted out, tasting. Ah. Yes.

His lips pulled back, revealing long inhuman fangs. The smile split his face like a wound.

"Oh, little mage..." The words came out in a purr, excitement making his accent thicker. "I found you."

Above, in the purple star-filled sky, blood continued to drip. Drop by drop. Like a trail of breadcrumbs, leading the way.

Hmm hmm hmmmm...


            

    
        Chapter 39. Why Do We Fall?

    
    
    
    
                Ghouls.

Adom's elementary school teacher, Ms. Pobniev, had always told them to never say any creature is ugly.

It was one of those lessons kind responsible adults impart, like "eat your vegetables" or "don't play with fire." She'd say God had crafted each being with purpose and intent. From the lowliest dung beetle to the most majestic griffin, all were part of the grand scheme of existence.

Ms. Pobniev would wax poetic about the dignity inherent in every living thing, how one should approach the world with respect and an open heart. "There's beauty in every being, children," she'd say.

Bless her heart.

Ghouls were the most repulsive, nauseating, vomit-inducing abomination Adom had ever laid eyes on. They were revolting, hideous, grotesque, and utterly loathsome. Walking offences to every sense, an insult to the very concept of aesthetics.

And the worst part? They weren't even natural deaths. They were monster parasites that sought out corpses, burrowing into dead flesh until they possessed it entirely. They'd wear that rotting meat puppet until it literally fell apart around them, leaving trails of putrid flesh in their wake.

The older the corpse, the more it decayed, the more of the parasite showed through tears in the skin - writhing, glistening things that had no right to exist.

Ugh.

BAM

Adom's weighted-knuckled fist connected with the ghoul's jaw. The bone shattered like porcelain, sending the creature spinning through the air in a spray of putrid flesh and blackened teeth.

[You have slain 01 Ghoul!]

"Holy shit!" Valiant yelped. "Did you just punch its face clean off?"

[Boxing Mastery has advanced!]
[Iron Lungs has advanced!]

Time slowed. Adom's vision sharpened, [Flow Prediction] allowing him to notice weak points across the ghouls' bodies - loose jaw, exposed throat, rotting knee joint.

He moved.

The weighted knuckles were just an afterthought now. His footwork had changed - lighter, smoother, each step placing him exactly where he needed to be. A ghoul lunged. Adom slipped left, his counter-punch crushing through its temple with mechanical precision.

Two more came at him. He weaved between them, letting their clumsy swings pass through empty air. Left hook to the ribs - they crumbled like wet cardboard. Right cross to the jaw - bone fragments scattered across the floor.

His breathing stayed steady, controlled. Four weeks ago, he'd have been gasping by now. But his lungs worked like bellows, feeding oxygen to muscles that moved with newfound efficiency.

Valiant was calling from somewhere behind him.

Adom didn't answer. He was busy watching the blue highlights dance across three more ghouls. Their movements were transparent now - telegraphed attacks, obvious openings. Slow. So slow.

Sweat ran down his back as he ducked under grasping hands. The stench of rot filled his nose. His fist found another jaw. Another throat. Another knee. Bodies dropped, one after another.

When the last ghoul fell - skull caved in by a perfectly timed uppercut - Adom finally stepped back. Eleven corpses lay scattered around him, properly dead this time. His knuckles ached. His shirt was soaked through. But his breathing... barely elevated.

"Okay," Valiant said into the silence. "Never took you for the combat mage type. Always figured you for one of those scholarly types who'd rather read about fighting than do it."

One of the fallen ghouls twitched. Without missing a beat, Valiant's boot came down on its skull, crushing its eye with a wet crunch. "Take this!"

"There was a time I would've laughed at the idea myself." Adom wiped sweat from his eyes, studying the carnage with clinical detachment. "Things change. Plus they're slow."

"They're also very, very dead. Which they weren't before you went all prize fighter on them."

"We should move," Adom said. "The smell's going to attract more."

"And miss watching you punch more undead into pieces? I'm starting to enjoy the show."

One of the ghouls gurgled, trying to crawl forward. Valiant's little boot came down hard, silencing it. "Though I suppose we could find a better venue."

Ten days.

That's how long they had been travelling for. The journey from that first terrifying time at the dark lake felt like years compressed into days. The perpetual purple sky above them - not quite dark, never truly bright - had screwed with their sense of time from the start.

They'd learned to navigate this twisted place. The map helped, showing safe zones marked in faded blue ink by whoever came before them. They'd added their own marks too - here be murder birds, don't enter the crystal caves, wasp territory. Simple rules for survival.

The monster chicken had been a godsend. Adom could store enough meat for weeks in his inventory, though the taste got old fast. Valiant barely ate - some quirk of whatever he was - which meant more for Adom. Their water supplies from the many water points were running low though. Three days left, maybe four if they rationed harder.

They'd developed a routine. Sleep in shifts in the safe zones. Mark new paths. Kill what needed killing. The stalkers had been the worst - silent things that followed for days, waiting for weakness. The murder birds were easier once they figured out they hunted by sound. Mimics... well, Adom had learned to punch anything that looked like treasure. Better safe than eaten.

The dungeon spread out in every direction - not just caves and corridors, but vast open spaces. Dead forests with trees of stone. Lakes of black water that reflected nothing. Mountains in the distance.

"Remember that field of giant mushrooms?" Valiant asked, probably thinking the same things. "The ones that tried to eat us?"

"Remember that nest of wasps you disturbed?"

"Right. Sorry about that..."

The map helped them avoid the worst areas, but even the "safe" zones weren't really safe. Just... survivable.

Adom drank from his inventory. Water just dropping in his mouth as he willed the inventory to open. They'd need to find more soon. Or hope the map's promise of a way out wasn't just another trap.

"Seriously, how do you do that without any dimensional bag?" Valiant asked.

"Magic."

"Ha. Look at this funny guy."

Ten days. And they were still alive.

For now.

Night phase was approaching - or whatever passed for night in this endless purple twilight. They'd found one of the safe zones marked on their map just in time, a small cave with natural formations that somehow dampened monster detection. The wounds from their earlier fights were mostly superficial, though Adom's knuckles still ached from punching through too many ghoul skulls.

He needed to center himself.

So while Valiant took first watch, Adom settled into his meditation pose.

He floated cross-legged, three inches off the ground, eyes closed as the safe zone's ambient mana hummed around them.

Valiant tore another piece of monster chicken, chewing thoughtfully. "Man, what I wouldn't give for a slice of hot buttered sourdough right now. The fancy kind, you know? With honey drizzled on top, and that aged mountain cheese from up north - the one with the herbs baked right in."

One of Adom's eyes cracked open. His feet touched the ground. "...is that good?"

"Good? It's..." Valiant sat up straighter. "Okay, so imagine the bread is still warm, right? And the butter just starts melting into it. Then you add this specific honey - there's this place in the eastern forests where they keep these tiny blue bees, makes the honey taste like mint somehow. And the cheese, God, the cheese. They age it in caves with wild thyme and rosemary."

The fire crackled between them. Valiant was gesturing now, fully animated.

"Uncle Cisco used to bring it back whenever he'd return from a job. He knew this old lady in the mountain villages who made it. Said she'd been making it the same way for sixty years, wouldn't tell anyone the secret. He'd always bring two wheels - one for eating right away, one for special occasions..."

His voice trailed off. The enthusiasm drained from his face like water through sand.

Adom stared at the fire for a long moment. "I never got to say it before, but... I'm sorry about Cisco. Really. What happened to him. He didn't deserve that."

The words felt heavy in his mouth. In another life, Cisco had survived for years more. Had become famous even. But Adom's presence, his choices, had changed things. Created ripples that ended with Cisco's death far too early. It was part of why he couldn't turn Valiant away when they met in the dungeon, though he'd never admit it aloud. Guilt had a way of making decisions for you.

"Yeah." Valiant poked at the fire with a stick. "He always told me death could come from anywhere in our line of work. Anyone. Anytime. Drilled that into my head since I was eight, after my parents..." He shrugged. "He raised me right. Taught me everything I know."

The stick snapped in his hands. He tossed the pieces into the flames.

"I just try not to think about it too hard. Need to focus on getting out of here first. And then..." He stared into the fire, jaw tight. "Well. Then."

Adom said nothing. The Marco case would indeed have to be taken care of.

Soon enough, after some time to rest, the duo arrived at their destination. The mantis nest. Which was odd. When did mantis ever live in nests? Then again, they were monsters. So, that was explanation enough. If they made it through that, there would be less than 2 hours before they reached the Throne Room.

Adom was exited. Anxious, but exited.

The cave mouth gaped before them, unremarkable among dozens of others they'd passed. No signs warned of what lay within. No bones littered the entrance. Just another hole in another cliff face under the perpetual twilight sky.

If they didn't have the map, they'd have walked right past it. Probably headed north, into some endless forest. Wander for months before dying of thirst or worse.

"I don't think this is a good idea," Valiant said, studying the crude drawings on their map. "Even with the ledge route marked. Plus, if you use magic, they can sense you, according to the adventurer notes."

Adom checked his knuckle weights, tightening the straps. "We're here now. No point complaining."

"Yes, there is. There's always point in complaining. It's therapeutic."

"The map hasn't been wrong yet. We follow the narrow ledge, stay quiet, and the mantises won't even know we're there."

Valiant folded the map with exaggerated care. "I never had sex."

"..."

Adom stopped adjusting his weights. Turned slowly. "Of all the times. Of all the places. You choose now, here, to tell me this?"

"Well, if we're about to die-"

"We're not going to die."

"If we're about to die, I wanted someone to know. It's been weighing on me."

Adom sighed and started walking toward the cave entrance.

"Hey!" Valiant hurried after him, voice dropping to a whisper. "Wait for me! Brother in arms! Hey-"

"Hush."

The darkness swallowed them both.

*****

The stench hit them first - sweet rot and something acidic that burned the back of their throats. Chittering echoed from below, a constant background noise of mandibles clicking and claws scraping stone.

The ledge curved along the cave wall, barely wide enough for one person. Below, the cavern floor disappeared into darkness, but movement flickered in the depths - quick darting shapes and the occasional gleam of compound eyes.

Adom pressed against the wall. Valiant climbed onto his shoulders, gripping his head for balance. They'd figured it out earlier - the mantises hunted by sensing vibrations through the ground. The ledge, separated from the main cave structure by a hairline crack that ran its length, wouldn't transmit their movements.

As long as they stayed quiet.

Step. Pause. Step. Pause.

A mantis screech pierced the darkness. Both of them froze. Something massive shifted below, joints creaking like old wood. The clicking grew louder, then faded.

Adom's foot found a loose stone. It shifted.

His heart stopped.

Valiant's fingers dug into his scalp, both of them clenching their jaws shut against the instinct to gasp. The stone settled without falling. One breath. Two. They exchanged quick nods and kept moving.

Then... came a laugh.

It echoed through the cavern - high, thin, almost childlike. But wrong. Like someone trying to remember how laughter should sound.

Adom's pulse hammered in his ears. Of all the times, of all the places... Helios. It had to be. Valiant's fingers tapped rapidly against his head - faster, go faster!

The clicking below changed pitch. Grew urgent. Whatever was down there was waking up.

More laughter, closer now. The mantis sounds rose to a fever pitch.

Step. Step. Step.

No more pausing. No more careful movements. Just the ledge and the wall and the desperate need to reach the other side before-

Something vast suddenly rose from the darkness below. They couldn't see it. Didn't want to see it.

But they could hear it breathing.

A soft humming drifted through the darkness. The hair on Adom's neck rose. His fingers went cold against the stone.

"Hmm hmm hmmmm..."

Footsteps echoed, moving between shadows. Not below. Not above. Somewhere else.

"Little boy, why do you cry?"

Adom's nose flared.

"Lost your way in darkness deep?"

Valiant's tapping became frantic. The mantises below were fully awake now, their clicking rising to a crescendo. Something massive scraped against stone.

"Tell me all your troubles sweet..."

[Fluid Control]

They ran as Fluid emerged all over Adom's body. Just blind movement along the ledge, fingers scraping rock, feet finding purchase by instinct alone.

A shadow passed through shadows. The temperature dropped.

"...I'll make sure you go to sleep."

The voice was closer now. Much closer.

Adom's heart pounded against his ribs. Each breath felt like ice in his lungs. The ledge seemed endless, stretching into darkness while that voice - that damned voice - drifted around them like smoke.

Helios was playing with them. Had probably been following them for days. And now, trapped on this ledge, they were exactly where he wanted them.

"Found you," the voice whispered, right behind them.

"[PUSH]!"

Mana surged through Adom's body, launching them off the ledge just as massive claws shattered the stone where they'd stood. Valiant's scream echoed through the cavern as they shot upward.

One mantis emerged from the darkness. Then another. Then a third.

"LOOK OUT!" Valiant's warning came just in time.

A blade of chitin larger than Adom's body scythed through the air. A fourth mantis emerged from the darkness like a nightmare - its head alone was the size of a wagon, mandibles dripping with caustic fluid that sizzled against stone. Plates of organic armor shifted and clicked as it moved and its compound eyes seemed to track them independently.

Adom twisted mid-air, but not fast enough. The edge of its foreclaw caught his leg, tearing through cloth and flesh. Hot pain shot up his thigh, but adrenaline dulled it to a distant throb.

Two more mantises crawled from the shadows, their movements jerky and wrong, like puppet joints controlled by invisible strings. Each one was as large as the first, their bodies house-sized abominations of chitin and muscle.

"They're so fucking big! Why are they so fucking big?!" Valiant shrieked, clinging to Adom's shoulders.

The Dagger of Night's Edge materialized in Adom's hand. Time slowed as [Flow Prediction] activated. He could see it all - attack paths, weak points, trajectories.

A mantis lunged, its bladed forearm whistling through the air. Adom twisted mid-flight, using the momentum to slide beneath the strike. The dagger flashed. Chitin split. The creature's limb separated cleanly at the joint, dark ichor spraying in an arc.

They were still rising. Another mantis struck from the left. Adom kicked off its head, gaining more height. The ceiling was close now. Just a few more seconds-

The staff appeared in his free hand. Lightning crackled between his fingers, amplified by the staff's 30% boost. Fire gathered in his other palm. Double spell weaving.The spells merged, becoming something new, something devastating-

[You have slain a Giant Mantis!]
[You have slain a Giant Mantis!]

"Hello, mage!"

It was too sudden.

Cold fingers wrapped around Adom's throat. The world blurred. His back slammed into the cave ceiling, the impact sending waves of pain through his body.

[+2 White Wyrm Body][+3 White Wyrm Body]
[+1 White Wyrm Body]

It just kept piling up as his Life force kept lowering.

"Look how you've grown," Helios purred, pinning Adom against the rock. "Such power. Such potential." His grip tightened. "Such waste."

"Law!" Valiant's fingers were slipping. The ground was impossibly far below.

Blood filled Adom's mouth. Each breath sent daggers through his ribs. Helios's face loomed in the darkness, pale and perfect and terrible.

"I've been searching for you, you know. Hard to locate." The vampire's smile widened. "Were you using magic to hide from me all this time?"

Valiant's grip failed.

[Indomitable Will]
[Spiteful Fighting Spirit]

Adom felt the Fluid surge.

The staff ignited with raw power, pressed between their bodies. Helios's eyes widened - too late.

[Firestorm]
[Aegis Barrier]

The explosion threw them apart, slamming Helios into the ceiling as Adom dove after Valiant's falling form. The vampire's laughter turned to a snarl of pain.

[+5 White Wyrm Body][White Wyrm Body has advanced!]
[Physical Resistance increased]

Adom's ribs screamed in protest as he streamlined his body, reaching for Valiant's outstretched hand. The ground rushed up. Another mantis scuttled beneath them, mandibles clicking in anticipation.

"Any time now!" Valiant shouted.

Their fingers touched. Locked. Adom pulled him close and twisted mid-air, staff already moving in the pattern for another spell. But Helios was there again, blood streaming from a crack in his perfect face, eyes burning with fury.

"Clever boy," he hissed, reaching for Adom's throat again. "But not clever eno-"

"WHY DO YOU TALK SO DAMN MUCH?!"

Adom's Fluid enhanced weighted knuckles connected with the vampire's jaw. The crack widened. Helios's head snapped back.

Without missing a bit, Adom immediately weaved another elemental spell. [Earth Spike]

The spell ripped from Adom's core, amplified by the staff. The stone floor erupted, jagged spears of rock punching upward. The mantis tried to dodge - too slow. Three spikes burst through its carapace, lifting it off the ground with a wet crunch.

[You have slain a Giant Mantis!]

But they were still plummeting. Adom twisted, keeping Valiant above him as he calculated angles, speeds, possibilities. The impaled mantis created a new problem - and a solution.

"Hold tight!"

He swung Valiant around, using their momentum to aim for the mantis corpse. Its body would break their fall, if they didn't impale themselves first on the spikes. The timing had to be perfect.

A shadow fell over them - Helios, diving after them like a bird of prey, face contorted with rage.

"[Push]!"

The spell sent them sideways, barely avoiding the vampire's grasp. They hit the mantis at an angle, sliding down its chitinous shell. The impact rattled Adom's teeth, but the corpse absorbed most of the force.

They rolled to a stop on the cave floor, gasping. Above them, Helios hovered near the ceiling, his perfect face now a mess of cracks and fury.

"You can't run forever, little spider," he called down. "I am the hunter. You are the prey. And when you tire-"

[Fireball]

He blasted the vampire. And used [Push] and [Levitate] to fly away immediately, bouncing off the walls and trying to avoid the mantises.

They burst out of the cave mouth into the purple sky, Adom's legs nearly buckling as the adrenaline began to fade. Each step sent waves of fire through his body. His vision swam, darkening at the edges.

[Life Force: 198/500]

"Are you al- HOLY FUCKING SHIT!" Valiant's voice cracked. "Your back..."

Adom tried to focus on moving forward, one foot in front of the other. The cold sweat on his face felt wrong somehow. Too cold.

"There's no skin left," Valiant's words came fast, panicked. "I can see- there's white stuff, tendons or... fuck. We need to hide, find somewhere to-"

"No." The word came out as a rasp. Adom could feel it now - the raw exposure of muscle and tissue where Helios had ground him against the cave ceiling. Each breath pulled at the wound. "He'll... he'll come back."

His knees betrayed him. His leg hurt. He caught himself against a rock, leaving a smear of red on the stone. The world tilted sideways.

"You're literally falling apart!" Valiant grabbed his arm. "There's a ravine half a mile east, we could-"

"Can't." Adom blinked hard, trying to clear his vision. Dark spots danced in front of his eyes. "He's hunting now. Really hunting. If we stop..."

A distant laugh echoed from the cave. Musical. Terrible.

Adom pushed off the rock, nearly falling again. His heart hammered against his ribs, too fast, too irregular. But they had to move. Had to keep moving.

"The map," he gasped. "How far to the... to the..."

"Two hours," Valiant said. "But you won't last two minutes like this!"

Another laugh, closer now. The temperature dropped.

[Indomitable Will]

Adom's legs found new strength born of pure desperation. "Then we better run fast."

Trembling fingers found the last red potion in his inventory. The glass was cold against his palm.

"This will hurt," he warned, mostly to himself.

The liquid splashed across his ruined back. Fire erupted under his skin. Adom's scream echoed across the wasteland, his vision whiting out as the potion seared into exposed muscle and nerve endings. His knees hit the ground hard.

[Minor Healing Potion applied][Bleeding stopped]
[Pain Resistance has increased by 1]

"Fuck fuck fuuuuck," he gasped, tears streaming down his face. The wound still gaped open, but at least it wasn't dripping anymore.

The white potion came next. His hands shook so badly he nearly dropped it. The seal broke with a pop, releasing a smell like ozone and burnt sugar.

"Last one," he muttered, and drained it in one desperate swallow.

The taste hit like lightning - metallic and sharp and impossibly cold. His heart stuttered, then began to race. The world sharpened into brutal clarity, colors too bright, sounds too loud. His pupils dilated until the blue of his iris was just a thin ring.

"Holy shit, your eyes," Valiant started to say, but Adom was already moving, muscles crackling with artificial energy.

"Run!" he shouted, the potion singing in his veins. They could outrun a vampire. They had to.

Behind them, Helios's laughter turned to a snarl of frustration as his prey found new speed.

Adom weaved a gravity spell, aided by the staff, warping space around them. His feet left the ground, Valiant clinging to his shoulders as they shot forward. The wasteland blurred past in streaks of purple and gray.

Every thirty seconds, they'd touch down just long enough for Adom to gather more power. Push off. Soar. Land. Repeat. The white potion kept his mind razor-sharp despite his body's protests.

[Mana: 342/900]
[Life Force: 198/500]

They covered impossible distances. Valleys and dead forests swept beneath them. The throne room's spire grew from a distant needle to a looming monolith.

When they finally landed at its base, Adom's legs gave out. He caught himself against the obsidian wall, chest heaving as he fought for air. The white potion's fire was starting to fade, leaving him shaky and over-sensitized.

"Map," he gasped, wiping sweat from his eyes. "There's a... safe zone. Behind those rocks." He pointed to a cluster of black stone formations about fifty yards from the throne room's entrance. "We need... need to plan. Can't just rush in."

"You need to rest," Valiant said, studying Adom's pale face. "You look like death warmed over."

"Ten minutes." Adom pushed off the wall, stumbling toward the safe zone. "That's all we can risk. Before he realizes... before he figures out where we're headed."

The marking on the map glowed faintly as they crossed into the safe zone's boundary. Adom collapsed against the cool stone, every muscle trembling with exhaustion.

"Ten minutes," he repeated, forcing his eyes to stay open. "Then we move. Have to... have to be smart about this."

The soles of his boots were completely worn through, leather splitting at the seams. Each landing sent jolts of agony through Adom's injured leg. Push off. Land. Push off again. The white potion kept him moving, but his heart was racing too fast, vision blurring at the edges.

A massive waterfall appeared through the purple haze, hundreds of feet high, thundering down the cliffside. The water glowed with a faint bioluminescence, casting strange shadows on the rocks.

"THERE!" Valiant shouted over the roar. "Behind the falls!"

Adom's legs buckled on the landing. He stumbled, caught himself. The cave entrance was barely visible through the curtain of water.

"Hold on!"

[Push]

They shot through the waterfall. Ice-cold water slammed into them. Then darkness. Rock walls rushed past. Adom's injured leg gave out completely as they hit the cave floor, sending them rolling.

Then the white potion wore off.

Adom's scream echoed off the cave walls as every nerve ending fired at once. His muscles seized, back arching off the ground. It felt like his blood had turned to acid. The artificial strength that had kept him going vanished, leaving only raw, screaming pain.

His leg. His back. Everything.

He curled into a ball, shaking violently. Aftereffects of the emergency white potion - the kind you only took when the alternative was death. The kind that let you ignore your body's limits, at a price.

Valiant's voice came from somewhere far away: "Breathe. Just breathe."

Adom tried. His heart was still racing, irregular, too fast. Cold sweat soaked his clothes. Every breath felt like swallowing glass.

Through the haze of pain, Helios' laugh echoed in Adom's mind. The blood trail they'd left...

Adom dragged himself toward the water curtain.

"What are you doing?" Valiant asked. "Stop moving!"

Adom tried to speak, but his throat was too tight. He gestured weakly at the entrance, at the blood pooling beneath him.

"Se...secure..." The word came out as a rasp.

Understanding hit Valiant. "Concealment runes? Like the other safe zones we used?"

Adom nodded, trembling. His fingers dipped into the blood from his back. The first rune came out messy, shaking. Blood was stronger than chalk or ink - it carried life force, made the magic deeper, more real. They'd used simple concealment runes before, but this...

His hand slipped. More blood spilled. Good. He needed it.

The runes took shape - crude, desperate things drawn in crimson. Hide. Obscure. Barrier. Protection. Each one tied to the next, forming chains of power around the cave entrance. His vision blurred. Keep going. Had to keep going.

Blood from his leg for the ground runes. Blood from his back for the walls. Layer after layer of concealment - sight, sound, smell. Helios wouldn't find them. Couldn't find them. Not if the runes held.

"Hey..." Valiant's voice shook.

"Almost..." The word came out as a wheeze. The final barrier runes were the hardest - circles within circles, each line precise despite his trembling hands. The cave floor looked like a slaughterhouse.

Last rune. Just... one... more...

Adom pressed his palm against the central sigil. Pushed his mana into the bloody marks.

The runes pulsed once, deep red to black.

Sound died. The waterfall's roar cut off like someone had thrown a switch. The air grew thick, heavy with magic.

Adom collapsed, chest heaving, focusing on his breathing while his body screamed at him from a dozen different places.

After a few minutes...

"First things first," he managed, eyes closed. "Status check. I'm in bad shape. Mana's regenerating. No potions left. Staff's okay. How are you?"

Valiant paced the perimeter, scanning the darkness. "I'm fine. But we've got bigger problems. That door's at least thirty yards of open ground from here. Helios catches us there, we're done."

"He won't expect a frontal assault." Adom opened his eyes, studying the throne room's entrance. "Too obvious. He'll be checking the side passages, hidden routes. Looking for us to be clever."

"So we're going with stupid?"

Adom let Valiant's question hang in the silence.

His fingers traced one of the blood runes, mind drifting to the pain in his back, the way his leg trembled even while sitting. He was barely able to stand.

[20 days, 01 hour, 02 min]

Each number felt like a nail driven into his skull.

The runes would hold. He'd need to maintain them every few hours, feed them more mana, maybe blood if they weakened. Helios might pick up traces, but breaking through all the layers would take time.

If they even had time.

"...I will not make it in time," Adom muttered, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

Reality was crushing him. His back was destroyed, leg wounded. No potions. No help coming. Even if he recovered enough to walk properly, it would take days. Maybe weeks. Time he didn't have.

The disease would come back. He could feel it waiting, like a weight in his chest. The coughing would start first. Then the fever. Then everything else, piece by piece, until he was back to being that broken thing in the bed, watching the ceiling, waiting to die.

Something hot and unfamiliar burned behind his eyes. He blinked hard, but the tears came anyway. Stupid. Stupid to think he could...

"Hey..." Valiant shifted uncomfortably. "Come on, don't be like that."

Adom wiped his eyes roughly with his sleeve.

"Look, I know things are bad, but-"

"You don't know anything." The words came out harsher than intended.

Valiant was quiet for a long moment, just the sound of water dripping in the cave despite the barrier. Then he sighed.

"Okay. Story time.You know why my uncle named me Valiant?"

Adom didn't respond.

"Everyone thought it was a joke at first." Valiant settled against the wall, close enough to talk, far enough to give space. "I was this tiny thing, even for a mouse beastkin. Scared of everything. Used to be this massive cat in our district - mean old bastard, bigger than any alley cat had a right to be."

He picked at a loose hair on his fur. "Would chase me every chance he got. I was too slow, too weak to fight back. Kids started calling me 'Coward' instead of Valiant. I'd come home crying, begging Uncle Cisco to change my name."

"One day, after a stupid bet with some kids I thought were my friends, that cat cornered me bad. I managed to scramble up onto our roof but..." A soft laugh. "God, I was terrified. Wouldn't come down even after he left."

Adom glanced over. Valiant was staring at nothing, lost in the memory.

"Uncle Cisco found me there, huddled behind the chimney. Sun was setting. I kept telling him I couldn't do it, wasn't strong enough. Better to just stay up there forever than face what was waiting below. That I had enough."

Something in his voice made Adom turn fully toward him.

"He just looked at me for a minute. Then he walked over..." Valiant's tail twitched. "And pushed me right off the roof."

"What?"

"Yeah. Straight off. What a heartless bastard, am I right? I landed in Farmer Reed's hay cart. Scared his horse so bad it bolted halfway down the street." A faint smile crossed his face. "I was... God, I was so angry. Screaming, crying. Called him every name I knew, which wasn't many back then. Asked him why he'd do that to me."

Valiant met Adom's eyes. "'Being valiant isn't about not being afraid, little tail,' he told me. 'It's about what you do when you're terrified.'"

The cave fell silent except for the steady drip of water.

"I didn't get it then. Was too busy being mad. But next time I saw that cat... I didn't run. Still got scratched up pretty bad, but I didn't run. Time after that, I got away clean. And the time after that?" He shrugged. "Well, let's just say that cat learned to find easier prey."

"What's your point?" Adom's voice was hoarse.












"My point is..." Valiant stood slowly, joints popping. "Sometimes the scariest part isn't the falling. It's convincing yourself to get back up afterward."













Adom stared at the cave wall for a long moment. "What... what does that have to do with getting back up?"

 











Valiant opened his mouth to respond, then seemed to catch himself.

"No, I mean..." Adom turned to look at him, genuinely confused. "Your story was about facing your fears, about being brave. But your point was about..." He trailed off, waiting for an explanation.

Valiant's whiskers twitched. He ran a hand through his fur, frustrated. "It's... look, it's the only tragic story I have that's even slightly about not giving up, alright? Just... work with me here."

Something shifted in Adom's chest. A small bubble of... something. He tried to hold it back, but when he looked at Valiant's earnest, desperate attempt to help...

The laugh came quietly at first. Then it grew, shaking his shoulders despite the pain that shot through his back. Each new wave made his wounds scream, but he couldn't stop.

"Hey!" Valiant's tail bristled. "I'm trying to help here!"

"I know," Adom managed between breaths, tears - different tears now - rolling down his face. "I know you are."

"Then stop laughing at me!"

Adom took a shaky breath, wincing as the laughter subsided. "I think... I think the question you were trying to answer was 'Why do we fall?'"

Valiant's ears perked up. "Yes!" He blinked. "YES! That's exactly what I... wait, are you still laughing?"

The laughter slowly faded, leaving Adom exhausted but somehow lighter. He leaned back against the cave wall, careful of his wounds.

"Thanks," he said quietly. "I needed that."

"Sure," Valiant muttered, looking anywhere but at him. "Whatever."

"And... you're right." Adom sighed. "It would be stupid to go out there now. Not in my condition."

"Then... do you have a plan?"

Adom fell silent, thinking.

"Because Helios is strong," Valiant continued, words tumbling out faster. "Like, really strong. If he catches us out there, we're dead. And these runes won't hold forever. He'll find us eventually, and then-"

"He's strong," Adom interrupted. "But not that strong."

Valiant stared at him. "He's the reason we're stuck here in the first place!"

"Incorrect. Gale did most of the work there." Adom shifted, wincing. "I've fought Helios more than once. The first time, I beat him. Barely, but I did."

"What about last time then?"

"Again, Gale did most of the work. If he hadn't disrupted the golem's crystal, if he hadn't held onto it between jumps..." Adom shook his head. "Helios wouldn't have been that big of a problem. His greatest advantage isn't his strength - it's his regeneration. No matter how many fireballs, thunderbolts, or devastating spells I throw at him, he always heals. Comes back angrier. If he'd been human, he would have died in our first encounter. Or even during the jumps with the golem, he would have definitely..."

Adom's voice trailed off. His eyes widened.

"What?" Valiant leaned forward. "Why'd you stop talking?"

Adom thought carefully. Twenty days until the illness took hold. Just enough time for his wounds to heal enough to attempt an escape through the portal in the boss' territory. But not nearly enough time to gather ingredients, craft the cure from scratch, and take it before the symptoms began. He had nothing here - no equipment, no ingredients, nothing.

But there was a vampire out there.

The thought made him pause. Not because he wanted to become one - God no. Despite what stories said, a vampire's bite was full of bacteria, and was more likely to kill you with infection than turn you. No, what interested him was something else entirely. Something that had been staring him in the face this whole time.

Vampires don't get sick. Their bodies reject all illness, heal from any wound. Even... even life-drain syndrome wouldn't affect them. Their regenerative abilities were beyond anything natural, beyond even most magic. And Helios... Helios had that same ability. Every spell, every wound, every attack - nothing stuck. He always came back, stronger and angrier than before.

Adom had never considered it before because... well, vampires were rare, for one thing. And it was a crazy idea. The alchemy involved would be incredibly complex. And it was a really crazy idea.

Alchemical transmutation.

In a sense, it was the art of taking properties from one thing and giving them to another. The most he'd ever done was turn water into milk, and later, turn water sweet. But this... this was different. He didn't need to understand how Helios's whole body worked. He didn't need to transmute everything. He did not need him to be alive by the end of the process.

Just one thing: that incredible regeneration.

He remembered the illness. The burning in his veins, the feeling of his own body turning against itself, the slow, inexorable drain of life. Was playing it safe worth going through that again? Worth dying over?

A slight smile crept across his face.

"Oh, hey. Wow, wow, wow.." Valiant's tail puffed up nervously. "Are you having another breakdown? Because I don't have any more inspirational stories, and that last one didn't even make sense-"

"No," Adom said quietly. "No, I'm not having a breakdown." His smile grew stronger. "In fact, I'm picking myself up."

He reached into his inventory, movements careful to avoid jarring his injuries. From it, he withdrew a worn leather grimoire - Paracelsus's Incomplete Works.

"What are you doing?" Valiant asked, peering at the pages as Adom opened it to page 394.

Instead of answering, Adom closed his eyes, focusing. A thin stream of mana flowed from his fingers into the page's core, making the paper glow faintly. Then, with practiced precision, he spread the energy outward like a spider weaving its web. Pulse. One, two, three. Pulse. One, two, three.

Slowly, ink began to bleed onto the previously empty margins. Hundreds of cramped notes appeared, flowing between diagrams and formulae that hadn't been visible moments before.

"Magic?" Valiant whispered, whiskers twitching in amazement.

Adom smiled through the pain in his back and legs. "You're goddamn right."

*****



[Time remaining: 19 days, 15 hours, 34 min]

Adom woke with a start, momentarily disoriented by the constant diminished sound of falling water. His face was pressed against the cold stone floor - he'd fallen asleep on his stomach, the only position that didn't make his shredded back scream in protest. Even so, pain radiated through his body in dull waves, making him acutely aware of every injury.

He hadn't meant to fall asleep. Hadn't even realized he was that exhausted until... well, until now.

The cave was dim, lit only by their small fire. Another cave. This dungeon seemed to have an endless supply of them, each one blending into the next. The runes were safely etched on the driest part of the cave wall, well away from the waterfall's mist. There wasn't much light filtering through the cascading water - just endless sheets of darkness beyond their shelter.

A soft snoring caught his attention. Valiant lay curled in a tight ball near the cave entrance, tail twitching occasionally in his sleep. So much for standing guard. Adom couldn't really blame him - the past few hours had been exhausting for both of them.

Beyond the waterfall, there was nothing. No movement, no shadows of pursuit. They were safe, for now. But for how long? Helios wasn't stupid. The blood trail they'd left behind was like a beacon, leading straight to the waterfall. Once there, it wouldn't take much for him to sense something was off about this particular section of rock wall. And yet...

Adom's hand went to his inventory, pulling out the clover Bob had given him. As he held it, another leaf detached and drifted to the ground, leaving just two remaining. The plant glowed a soft green before fading back to normal.

Was that it? Were they surviving purely on borrowed luck? The thought should have been more concerning, but Adom had more pressing matters to consider. If luck was on their side, even temporarily, he needed to make the most of it.

He turned his attention back to Paracelsus's book. Time to get to work.




[Time remaining: 16 days, 15 hours, 34 min]

Three days blurred together in a haze of reading, healing, and more reading. The margins of Paracelsus's work were a maze of cramped annotations, diagrams, and half-finished theories. Some notes contradicted others, while many trailed off mid-sentence, as if the writer had been struck by a new thought and hurried to capture it elsewhere.

Every three hours, like clockwork, Adom would set the book down, close his eyes, and focus on healing. The spells weren't much - battlefield medicine at best - but combined with regular meditation, they were slowly knitting his back together. The pain had dulled from searing agony to a persistent ache. His leg was healing faster, though he still couldn't put his full weight on it.

Their days fell into a pattern. Wake up, read, heal, read, heal, sleep. Repeat. The waterfall provided surprisingly clean water - something about the mineral content of the rocks, Adom suspected, though he hadn't bothered to analyze it. Their food consisted entirely of the chicken Valiant conjured - bland but filling. At least they wouldn't starve.

Valiant, for his part, was driving Adom slowly insane.

"But what if-""No."
"You didn't even let me finish!"
"I don't need to. The answer is no."

This had become a common exchange. Valiant would suggest increasingly ridiculous plans to escape or fight Helios, each more likely to get them killed than the last. When he wasn't doing that, he was pacing. Or tapping his claws against rocks. Or humming off-key. Or asking what Adom was reading about every five minutes.

"Is that one about vampires?""No."
"The one before looked like it had fangs drawn on it.""Those were crystallization patterns."
"Are you sure? Because-""Valiant."
"Right, right. Shutting up."

The silence would last approximately three minutes before something else caught his attention.

But despite the annoyance, having someone else there helped. Someone to take watch while the other slept. Someone to bounce ideas off of, even if most of those ideas were terrible. Someone to remind him to eat when he got too absorbed in his reading.

The runes held steady, requiring only occasional maintenance. No sign of Helios, though that didn't mean he wasn't out there, searching. The two-leaf clover remained unchanged after that last leaf fell, sitting on a nearby rock like a silent guardian.

Three days of study had given Adom a foundation. It was, as he felt, time for practice.



*****


Adom held the crystal up to the firelight, frowning as he noticed another hairline crack running through its core. The fissure caught the light like a thread of spider silk - barely visible, but potentially catastrophic if left unchecked. This was the second time he'd noticed such damage forming. The constant teleportation must be putting more strain on the crystal than he'd anticipated.

Without hesitation, he pricked his finger with one of his daggers. The golem remained motionless as Adom traced the length of the crack with his blood. He focused his mana with practiced precision, guiding it through his blood to seal the microscopic fissures in the crystal's structure. One wrong move in the mana manipulation and the whole crystal might shatter.




"What're you doing?" Valiant asked, peering over his shoulder. "Is that blood magic? I heard blood magic was dangerous."

"Not blood magic. Just magic." Adom didn't look up from his work. "But sometimes dangerous is necessary. The crystal's structural integrity needs to match exactly, down to the smallest imperfection. My blood carries my magical signature - it'll bind better than any external source."

The blood sank into the crystal, disappearing completely. Adom held his breath, waiting. After a moment, the crack sealed itself with a faint gleam.

"Now for the concealment runes." He turned the golem around, examining its metallic surface. "These need to be perfect. No room for error."

Working methodically, he inscribed the same runes he'd used on the cave walls, but modified for mobility. Each stroke had to account for the golem's movement, the way the magic would flow around its form. By the time he finished, his finger had gone numb from the repeated cuts needed to supply the blood.

"There." He sat back, wiping sweat from his forehead. "That should keep you hidden from most monsters. Even Helios will have trouble tracking you beyond visual range."

While the blood-runes dried, Adom turned his attention to the floor. The book lay open beside him as he began sketching circles in more blood, occasionally pausing to reference specific passages.

"What's all this for?" Valiant asked, tail twitching with curiosity as he watched the precise geometric patterns take shape.

"Tests." Adom's voice was distracted as he double-checked a particular rune sequence. "I need to understand how properties transfer between living things before I can attempt anything more complex."







"Properties?" Valiant's ears perked up. "Like what kind of properties? Are you going to make something explode? Because I really think we should not make something explode."

Adom sighed, adding the final touches to the outermost circle. "Not everything needs to explode. I need to understand how certain traits pass between creatures. How they combine."

"That sounds... less exciting than explosions." Valiant flopped down beside the circles, careful not to smudge them. "But what are you actually going to do?"

"First, I need specimens." Adom picked up the talisman he'd prepared, its runes matching those on both crystals. "Remember the Copper Halls? Those lizards we saw?"

"The glowy ones? That tried to zap you?"

"Those exactly." Adom secured the direwolf hide bag to the golem's back, checking the stitching one final time. "They've developed an interesting way of processing electricity. If I can understand how they do it..."

He let the thought trail off as he activated the talisman.

A little more than sixty kilometers. The copper-veined walls came into view. Other creatures skittered at the golem's approach - cave rats, blind bats, even a small pack of fire foxes that watched warily from an alcove.

The concealment runes were working, but not perfectly. The golem's form wavered slightly, like heat ripples over stone, but it wasn't truly invisible. Still, it was enough to avoid drawing too much attention.

There - a familiar green glow ahead. The lizards clustered around a particularly rich vein of copper, their scales pulsing with bioluminescence. Each one was roughly the length of Adom's forearm, with delicate frills around their necks that flared when agitated. As the golem approached, one of them noticed, raising its head in a warning display.

The creature's scales intensified their glow, and electricity began to arc between the small horns on its head. These lizards had evolved to process copper into both light and electrical energy - a fascinating adaptation that Adom hoped to understand better.

Before the lizard could release its charge, the golem's hand shot out with precise timing. Fingers wrapped carefully around the creature just behind its head, immobilizing it while avoiding injury. The lizard thrashed, its tail whipping uselessly against the construct's arm as Adom directed it to secure the specimen in the Dire wolf skin bag Adom made.

Now for the second specimen. Adom guided the golem toward a large, flat rock he remembered from their previous passage through these halls. The rock was partially embedded in the floor, but the construct's strength was enough to lift it.

Beneath it, exactly as he'd hoped, writhed clusters of pale, maggot-like creatures. Most dismissed these as simple carrion feeders, but they are their use. Each was about the size of his thumb, perfect for his purposes.

The golem carefully selected one of the larger specimens, adding it to another bag beside the still-thrashing lizard. With both creatures secured, Adom activated the teleportation crystal and in a flash of pale light, the golem materialized back in their cave.

"Now," Adom said, directing the construct to place the squirming bag near his runic circles, "we can begin the actual work."

He paused for a moment, steadying himself against the wall as a wave of lightheadedness washed over him. He'd used more blood than intended between the crystal repairs, the runes, and the circles. Still, he couldn't afford to wait.




He shrugged off his outer robe, tearing it into sturdy strips. The circles he'd drawn pulsed faintly in the firelight, each rune perfectly placed according to the fundamental laws.

"Hold this." He handed one end to Valiant. "And stay back. At your size, these lizards can discharge enough electricity to stop your heart."

"Sounds fun," Valiant said, retreating several steps.

The golem released the lizard into the primary circle. The creature bolted instantly, but Adom's hands moved with practiced efficiency, wrapping the cloth around its body while avoiding the crackling horns. The lizard thrashed, its scales flaring brilliant green as electricity arced between its horns.

"Careful!" Valiant yelped as a stray bolt scorched the cave wall.

"I've got it." Adom secured the final restraint, pinning the lizard's tail. The creature hissed, its frill fully extended. He positioned it precisely within the outermost circle, where the containment runes would help suppress its more aggressive tendencies.

The maggot went into the inner circle, its translucent body glowing with processed mana, pulsing in rhythm with its movements.

Adom adjusted his glasses, the Riddler's Bane revealing layers of magical resonance he'd otherwise miss. A flaw in his third circle - he corrected it with a fresh drop of blood. Each ring had to be perfect for what he planned.

He placed his hands on opposite sides of the outer circle, beginning to channel mana. The runes brightened, blood-red light pulsing through the patterns. The lizard's scales began to pulse more rapidly as the transmutation took hold. Through the Riddler's Bane, he could see its electrical generation pattern - a complex, crystalline structure of magical energy.

A dangerous harmonic built in the second ring. With careful precision, he adjusted his mana flow, damping the resonance before it could disrupt the pattern. The maggot in the inner circle began to glow more intensely, its natural mana processing creating interference patterns with the incoming transfer.

This was the delicate part. Extracting just the electrical generation properties while keeping both creatures alive would push the limits of what was possible within alchemical laws.

"Ooh, is it supposed to glow like tha-"

"Valiant." Adom turned. "If you speak during this, I might accidentally turn you into something very small and very electric. Quiet."

Valiant's ears flattened. He made a small squeaking sound, then mimed zipping his mouth shut.

Turning back to the circles, Adom took a deep breath and began. The transmutation process was delicate - like trying to isolate a single strand from a complex weave without unraveling the entire pattern. The lizard's electrical properties were fundamental to its being, inseparable from its life force, mana circulation, and basic cellular structure.

As he channeled mana through the circles, the runes pulsed in sequence. Each ring served as a filter, a control mechanism in the complex dance of energies. The outer circle isolated the desired property - electricity generation - while the inner rings maintained the balance required by fundamental law. Too much pull would drain the lizard's life force; too little would fail to transfer anything at all.

Through Riddler's Bane, Adom could see his first mistake forming - a slight imbalance in the elemental harmony. The fire aspect was overwhelming the air, causing the electrical energy to become too concentrated. He adjusted his mana flow, redistributing the elements more evenly.

The maggot began to glow brighter as the transfer progressed. Its natural mana processing abilities were fighting against the incoming changes, trying to convert the electrical properties into pure mana instead of integrating them. Adom hadn't anticipated this interaction - a oversight in calculating the resonance between the creatures' natural abilities.

He could see the transfer beginning to work - thin strands of electrical energy spanning between the two circles - but something wasn't quite right. The pattern wasn't holding. The maggot's body began to spark erratically, while the lizard's scales flickered uncertainly.

Adom gritted his teeth, trying to stabilize the process. But the Law of Providence was clear - you couldn't force a transformation beyond a creature's natural limitations. The maggot's simple biological structure wasn't designed to handle electrical generation. He could see through Riddler's Bane exactly where the pattern was breaking down - the cellular structures weren't compatible, the mana pathways too different.

With a controlled release of energy, he carefully dismantled the transfer before it could harm either creature. The circles dimmed, the electrical arcs faded, and both animals slumped in exhaustion but very much alive.

"Well," he muttered, studying the pattern echoes still visible through his glasses, "that was educational." He could see exactly where the resonance had failed, how the elemental balance had shifted wrong, why the transfer pattern hadn't held. Next time, he'd need to modify the inner circles to account for the maggot's natural mana conversion...

Valiant made an inquisitive sound, still maintaining his enforced silence.

"Yes, you can talk now."

"Did it work?"

"No." Adom adjusted his glasses, already making mental notes for adjustments. "But I know why it didn't. And that's almost as valuable."



 


*****

Days blended together in the cave. Every creak of stone, every whisper of wind had them reaching for weapons. Helios never came.

Adom sketched complex geometric patterns in a worn notebook he kept in his inventory, calculations filling the margins.

Routine became their armor. Every eight hours, they checked the perimeter. Eight hours after that, they planned. The rest was for sleeping in shifts, always one keeping watch. The dungeon's eternal twilight made time blur, but Adom's interface kept perfect count of each passing hour.

"Another day," Valiant would say occasionally, and Adom would nod, not mentioning how he knew it had been exactly sixteen hours and forty-three minutes since their last meal.

Adom's new reality started with learning to sit up without falling. His back screamed with each movement, vertebrae grinding against each other as damaged muscles slowly knit themselves back together. The wounded leg was getting better too.

"You're bleeding again," Valiant said one morning, watching Adom try to do push-ups.

"Just a little." He managed three before collapsing. Progress.

The golem needed work. Its missing arm wasn't the only problem - joints had crystallized, power circuits were failing. Adom spent hours with it, fingers tracing damage, making repairs with scraps of magic. Minimal power. Had to be careful with that now.

"What are you working on?" Valiant asked one evening, watching Adom trace intricate circles in the dirt.

"Just testing some theories," Adom replied, noting how the runes glowed faintly before fading.

They planned escapes over bird bones and cave mushrooms. Drew maps in the dirt. Calculated odds. Meanwhile, Adom's notebook filled with measurements - distance calculations, energy requirements, geometric progressions.

Late at what they considered night, when Valiant slept, Adom would test small-scale versions of his runes. The cave walls would illuminate with brief flashes of contained power. Each failure taught him something new.

One week. Seven days of the same walls, same conversations.

Following Adom's will, The golem grew more aggressive in its hunting, bringing back not just lizards but anything it could find. "Seems excessive," Valiant commented, watching it return with another load.

"Need to test something," Adom replied absently, marking something in his notebook.

During his watch shifts, Adom would send the golem out for hours at a time, claiming reconnaissance.

"Those runes you keep drawing," Valiant said one day, gesturing to the cave walls where faint magical residue still glowed, "they're containment circles?"

"Among other things, yes." Adom answered.

He closed his notebook, studying the patterns that had emerged from his research. If he was right about how properties could transfer between creatures, then it was time for more practical tests.

His back twinged as he shifted position, but the pain was duller now. The meditation sessions were helping, along with whatever healing magic he could spare. He could also walk, albeit with a noticeable limp, and most movements only caused minor bleeding.

"We need more specimens," he announced.

Valiant, who had been batting at dust motes in a shaft of crystal light, perked up. "More zappy lizards?"

"Among other things." Adom turned to the golem. "Three days of intensive testing. We'll need a variety. Different sizes, different abilities."

The first day's specimens arrived in waves. Cave crawlers with their natural armor. Blind bats that navigated through echo-location. More of the copper lizards. Each creature went into separate bags, carefully labeled with their properties and potential uses.

"Why do we need so many?" Valiant asked, watching the golem return with another load.

Adom was already setting up his circles, using blood from the specimens themselves to draw the patterns. "The transmutation process is complex. We need to understand how different traits interact."

The first attempt was simple - trying to transfer the cave crawler's armor to one of the maggots.

The circles glowed, the runes pulsed, but nothing changed. The maggot remained soft, the crawler's shell unchanged. Both creatures convulsed violently during the process, the maggot's soft body nearly liquefying before stabilizing at the last moment. The crawler's breathing became so shallow Adom thought it had died before it suddenly gasped back to life.

"That's one," Valiant counted helpfully.

By sunset - or what passed for it in the eternal twilight - they'd attempted three more transfers. All failures. Each test left the creatures on the brink of death - one lizard's scales blackened and flaked away, a bat's wings withered to nearly nothing before slowly regenerating, and a particularly large crawler had hemorrhaged a viscous blue fluid from every joint before somehow clinging to life.

Adom spent the night hours reviewing his notes, adjusting calculations. His back ached from sitting hunched over, but he pushed through it. The pain was manageable now, as long as he didn't make any sudden movements.

The second day brought more attempts.

Larger circles, more complex patterns. Trying to merge a bat's echolocation with a lizard's electrical properties. The resulting reaction left scorch marks on the cave ceiling. Both creatures seized violently, the bat's heart stopping completely for nearly thirty seconds before suddenly restarting.

The lizard's eyes had bulged, nearly bursting from their sockets before receding again, its tiny body trembling for hours afterward.

"Five!" Valiant announced cheerfully, having appointed himself official failure counter.

"Not failures," Adom corrected, wiping monster blood from his glasses. "Data points."

By the third day, Adom's limp was more pronounced from the constant movement, but his mind was sharper than ever. Each attempt had revealed something new about the fundamental laws governing transmutation.

The patterns were becoming clearer, though the cost was evident in the collection of barely-living specimens recovering in small cages around the cave perimeter.

For the eighth attempt, he chose his specimens carefully. A lizard, young but strong. One of the larger maggots, its mana circulation particularly vivid through Riddler's Bane. The circles he drew were more intricate than ever, incorporating everything he'd learned about resonance and resistance.

"Lucky number eight?" Valiant asked, watching from his self-designated safe distance.

Adom didn't respond, focusing entirely on the transfer. The runes began to glow, blood-red light pulsing through the patterns. He could see the energy flow, could trace how it moved between the creatures. Everything looked perfect, exactly according to his calculations.

And then... nothing. The lizard's scales dimmed. The maggot remained unchanged. Another failure.

Adom sighed, turning away to study his notes. Where had he gone wrong this time? Everything was perfect, the patterns aligned...

"Wait," Valiant said.

Adom turned slowly, his notes forgotten. The lizard lay quiet in its circle, scales dim but chest still rising with breath. But the maggot...

"I swear I just saw it..." Valiant leaned closer, whiskers twitching. "There! Did you see that? Like a little spark or something."

Adom adjusted his glasses, studying the maggot through Riddler's Bane. The creature's natural mana patterns had shifted, crystalline structures forming where none had existed before. "Interesting."

"Poke it with something," Valiant suggested, tail swishing with excitement. "That stick there."

Adom picked up the stick but hesitated, watching the maggot's movements. Its translucent body seemed to pulse with an unfamiliar rhythm.

"Oh come on, I'll do it." Valiant reached forward. "I think it glowed for a second there, right at the tip-"

CRACK!

"OUCH!" Valiant yanked his paw back, fur standing on end. "Son of a bi-"

"Language," Adom said automatically, but he couldn't keep the smile from spreading across his face. Through Riddler's Bane, he could see it clearly now - the lizard's electrical generation structures, perfectly miniaturized and integrated into the maggot's simpler form. The property transfer had worked exactly as intended, scaling down to match the recipient's size.

The lizard, still alive, showed no trace of its former electrical abilities. A complete transfer, not just a copy.

"You did it!" Valiant was still shaking his paw. "Though did it have to work right when I was touching it?"

"Perfect timing, I'd say." Adom replied. Success after seven failures. The pattern was complete.

As he bent to pick up his notebook, a soft white glow emanated from the outer edge of the transmutation circle. Delicate white flowers, resembling tiny star-shaped lilies, began sprouting from the bare cave floor, forming a perfect ring around the experimental setup. They grew rapidly, unfurling pristine petals that seemed to glow with an inner light.

Valiant's eyes widened. "Uh... what's with the glowy flowers? Is that supposed to happen?"

Adom stared at the blooming ring, perplexed. He hadn't incorporated any plant-based components in his transmutation circle. "That's... unexpected."

"Did you mess something up?" Valiant asked, keeping a safe distance from both the electric maggot and the mysterious flowers.

Adom carefully examined the runes through Riddler's Bane. The mana flow was stable, perfect even, but there was something else—a faint resonance pattern he hadn't noticed before, vibrating at frequencies he'd never seen in his previous work.

"I may have done something I didn't intend," he admitted, kneeling to inspect one of the flowers without touching it. "The core transmutation worked exactly as designed, but this..." he gestured at the flowers, "this is something else entirely."

"Should we, I don't know, pull them up?" Valiant suggested.

Adom shook his head firmly. "No. I don't want to alter anything about this configuration until I understand it better. For all we know, disturbing the flowers could destabilize the entire transmutation."

He was already smiling when a screen appeared:

[Path Discovered Through Study and Practice]
Through dedicated research and successful experimentation, you have achieved true understanding of fundamental alchemical principles.

Path of the Alchemist (Novice) has been recognized.

Current Paths:- Runicologist (Expert)
- Alchemist (Novice)

"Hah."

And so, the next phase could begin.

*****

[Time remaining: 06 days, 12 hours, 21 min]

"You know what I miss?" Valiant asked one 'night', poking at their small fire. "A good cup of coffee."

Adom made a face. "Coffee. Of course you'd like that bitter sludge."

"Better than your fancy leaf water."

"Tea is an art form. Coffee is just... violence in a cup."

"Says the man who's never had proper coffee." Valiant grinned. "Dark roast, fresh ground beans-"

"Tastes like someone burned dirt and decided to drink it."

"At least it has character. Tea's just hot water that got nervous around leaves."

Adom clutched his chest in mock horror. "You barbarian. There are hundreds of unique blends, each with their own-"

"Fancy words for plant juice."

"When we get out," Valiant said, "we're settling this properly. You try my coffee, I'll try your precious tea."

"Deal. But when I win-"

"When you what?"

"You'll have to admit tea is superior."

"In your dreams, kid." Valiant smirked. "I could fight dragons. Face down armies. But admitting tea beats coffee? That's where I draw the line."

"You're just afraid of the truth."

"Says the one who probably puts milk in his tea."

"I do not- okay, sometimes. But only with certain blends!"

"Heathen."

They shared a quiet laugh, and for a moment, the cave felt less oppressive.

"When we get out," Valiant said again, more softly this time.

"Yeah," Adom agreed. "When we get out."

During meditation, he thought of multiple scenarios. Tunnel collapse variations. Spell combinations. Combat formations. Discard, recalculate, adapt. The plans piled up like dead leaves.

His back and leg kept healing. Slowly. Too slowly. But enough to start proper training.

"Again." Valiant steadied him as he practiced standing on one leg. "You're favoring your right side."

"Because that's the side with a functional leg," Adom grumbled, but adjusted his stance.

Had to get out. Had to try.

Step by step. Day by day. Until finally, after 4 days of effort, Adom looked at their latest escape plan and didn't immediately see three ways it could kill them.


*****

"Are you sure it's safe?" Valiant asked, adjusting his belt for the third time in as many minutes.

The flickering torchlight caught Adom's sardonic smile. "Valiant, it's a dungeon. Nothing about this place has ever been safe." He ran his fingers over the nearest wall, tracing a faint runic pattern that pulsed briefly at his touch. "Though we did manage a few relatively peaceful days."

"Yeah, about that..." Valiant frowned. "It was strange, wasn't it? No much attacks, rare monsters..."

"Not strange at all." Adom gestured to the barely visible markings encircling their shelter. "These runes have been redirecting attention away from us. Simple misdirection, really. Make something seem uninteresting enough, and most creatures will ignore it."

"Oh? So that's what you've been working on all this time?"

"Among other things." Adom checked his notebook one final time before tucking it away. "You remember the plan?"

"I think so-"

"You think so?" Asked Adom, one eyebrow raised. "This isn't a training exercise, Valiant. Either you know the plan, or we're not leaving this cave."

"Fine, fine." Valiant held up his hands. "Northern tunnel to the first junction. Wait for your signal. If we see monsters, we backtrack to point B. If we get separated-"

"We don't." Adom's tone left no room for argument. "Under no circumstances do we separate. That's how people die in dungeons."

"Says the kid who keeps sending his golem off alone."

"The golem can't die. You and I can." Adom checked his staff turned crutch, testing its weight. "Continue."

"Right. Stay together. Move to the secondary route if primary is compromised. No magic unless absolutely necessary because-"

"Because?"

"Because we need to reach point A before letting Helios track us." Valiant's eyes flickered to the grey streak in Adom's hair. "Happy now?"

"Ecstatic." Adom turned to the golem, which stood silently in the corner. Its collection of gathered materials had grown impressively over their stay.

Adom took a deep breath. "Remember, if everything goes wrong-"

"Stay close to you, don't look back, don't stop running." Valiant finished. "Though I still think that's the part that sounds most like suicide."

"Better than the guaranteed death of staying here." Adom started moving toward the cave entrance, each step measured and careful. "The runes' effect will start fading soon. We need to move."

"Why now?" Valiant fell into step beside him, ready to catch Adom if his balance failed - a somewhat amusing thought given their size difference. "Why not wait another day?"

[Time remaining: 01 day, 12 hours, 21 min]

"Because I can feel it in my bones, friend. Literally. One more day might be one too many."

They paused at the threshold of their temporary sanctuary.

"Last chance to back out," Adom murmured.

Valiant snorted. "And let you have all the fun? Not likely. Besides, someone has to carry you when that leg gives out."

"I won't slow us down."

"Sure you won't." Valiant's tone was gentle. "Ready, Law?"

"Adom."

"Huh?"

"My name. It's Adom."

Valiant's confident stride faltered for half a step as he went silent. His whiskers twitched - once, twice.

"If you're about to share another detail about your sexual life, please don't."

"What- come on, you think I'm some kind of pervert?" Valiant's tail bristled. "Pshh."

The tunnel stretched before them, dark and uninviting. Their footsteps echoed in the silence - the uneven tap of Adom's crutch, Valiant's measured stride, the golem's clicks against stone.

"Hey." Valiant's voice was quieter now. "That tea of yours? I really want to try it later. So let's make it out alive, yeah?"

"Yeah."

Adom adjusted his grip on the staff, double-checked his notebook. "Stay close."

"Like glue."

They moved through the tunnels like ghosts - or at least, that's what it felt like inside the concealment bubble Adom had spent days preparing. The world outside had a dreamlike quality, edges blurred and sounds muffled as if underwater. Light from the crystals scattered strangely through the barrier, creating odd patterns that made depth perception tricky.

"Third time I've nearly walked into a wall," Valiant muttered, his whiskers twitching as he tried to gauge distances. "How long will these runes last?"

"Long enough. Theoretically." Adom limped alongside the golem. The arrays would burn themselves out after a certain point due to the amount of movement they were making.

A shadow moved in their peripheral vision - something large, with too many legs. The creature paused, head tilting as if catching a scent. Through the distortion field, its form wavered like heat rising from stone.

Valiant froze mid-step. Adom's fingers tightened on his staff.

The monster's mandibles clicked once, twice... then it skittered away, apparently deciding whatever it had sensed wasn't worth investigating.

"That's the fourth one," Valiant whispered once it was gone. "Getting pretty good at this invisible thing."

"Not invisible," Adom corrected automatically, resuming their careful pace. "Just... unremarkable. As long as we move slowly and-"

A ripple passed through the barrier, making the world shimmer like disturbed water.

"What was that?" Valiant's tail puffed up.

"Nothing. Expected." Adom's jaw clenched. "The runes are degrading faster than calculated. The movement..."

They encountered three more close calls in the next hour. A pack of cave wolves that nearly crossed their path - Valiant had to clamp his hand over his mouth to stop a squeak of terror when one passed close enough to feel its breath. A floating eye that hovered nearby for heart-stopping minutes before drifting away. Something that moved too fast to identify but left deep gouges in the stone as it passed.

Each time, the bubble held. Barely.

But nearly two hours in, the degradation became impossible to ignore. The barrier flickered visibly now, edges becoming unstable. The world outside would snap into sharp focus for split seconds before blurring again.

"Adom..." Valiant's voice had an edge of panic. "We're still at least twenty minutes from Point A, and this thing is-"

"This is Point A."

"Already?" Valiant's whiskers twitched nervously. "Thought we'd go deeper in before-"

"This is where Helios spends most of his time. When I was searching with the golem, I spotted him here more than anywhere else." Adom gestured at their surroundings. "He feeds off lesser monsters in this area. If we want him to notice us properly, it'll be here."

"Right, right." Valiant's eyes scanned the tunnel junctions. "Just got my timing mixed up. Thought we had another section to go."

Another flicker, longer this time. In the distance, something roared.

"Remember," Adom said quietly, "when the bubble fails, stay close to me. No matter what happens."

"Wouldn't dream of wandering off now." Valiant moved closer, his fur brushing against Adom's leg.

They waited in tense silence as the barrier flickered more frequently, the dreamlike distortion becoming unstable. The golem's runes were beginning to fade, their power almost spent.

"Wouldn't dream of wandering off now." Valiant moved closer, his fur brushing against Adom's leg. "Actually... I should probably climb up. Hold onto your shoulders." His claws flexed meaningfully. "If he gets too close, I can always go for the eyes."

"Haha, good idea."

They waited in tense silence as the barrier flickered more frequently, the dreamlike distortion becoming unstable. The golem's runes were beginning to fade, their power almost spent.

The concealment bubble shimmered one final time before dissolving completely, leaving them exposed in a vast open space. Gone were the confining tunnels and twisting passages.

Under normal circumstances, this area would be teeming with the dungeon's more peaceable denizens: crystal-horned grazers that fed on moss, floating jellies that drifted on underground currents, six-legged creatures that scuttled between the stalagmites searching for mineral deposits.

But not anymore.

Helios had made sure of that.

Adom had watched him during the scouting runs with the golem. Vampires weren't what the stories claimed. No elegant neck-biting, no careful feeding on blood alone. Helios tore into his prey like a starved beast, ripping chunks of meat, cracking bones for marrow. Blood was just part of the mess, spilling everywhere as he feasted. The weaker monsters didn't stand a chance.

"I feel... naked," Valiant whispered from Adom's shoulder.

"Not the time, Valiant. Please." Adom shut his eyes.

Valiant went quiet.

The runes on the golem had Adom's blood in them. Helios would certainly smell it. Just had to wait now.

Wait.

Wait.

Adom focused, listening. Stone creaking. Air moving.

Something else.

A whisper of movement-

The golem's arm shot up, metal ringing as it blocked something fast and deadly that would have taken Adom's head off.

And so it begins.

"MAGE!"

[LIGHTING BOLT].

[Flow Prediction] slowed the world just enough for Adom to savor every detail. The spell caught Helios square in the chest, electricity arcing through his body. Muscles seized, spine arching unnaturally. The impact lifted him off his feet, sending him flying backward like a broken doll. The smell of burnt flesh filled the air.

For what felt like years, Adom had dreamed of this moment. The way Helios's fangs cracked against each other as lightning coursed through him. How his claws spasmed, useless. For a split second, their eyes met. All that smugness, all that superiority - gone. Just raw, impotent fury.

Beautiful.

Helios hit a boulder hard enough to crack it, body still twitching. He tried to stand, muscles refusing to obey.

[Indomitable Will activated][Spiteful Fighting Spirit activated]
[Fluid Control]

This was long overdue.

"Hey, fangface! How's that tan coming along?" Valiant called out, his bravado barely masking the tremor in his voice.

Helios laughed, muscles knitting back together with sickening pops and cracks. "Got me there, mage."

Adom adjusted his grip on the staff. "You've become quite predictable."

Helios rose slowly, joints cracking back into place. His burned flesh was already healing.

"Why are you still talking?!" Valiant shouted at Adom. "Blast his ass!"

"Because he's smart," Helios said, rolling his shoulders. "He knows how this ends. The hunter always eats its prey."

"Agreed." Adom's staff began to glow blue as the golem shifted into a combat stance.

"Saw that construct of yours, you know. Skulking around." Helios's grin widened. "Tried to track you down, but couldn't get a fix. Grateful you came to me instead."

"Before we start-" Adom began.

"YOU'RE STILL TALKING WITH HIM?!" Valiant's claws dug into Adom's shoulder. "ARE YOU FUCKING WITH ME?!"

"Why the obsession?" Adom continued, ignoring Valiant's outburst. "What's your problem with me?"

"You DARE?" Helios's fangs gleamed under the purple sunless sky. "After that stunt you pulled in the Undertow? You humiliated me. Made me crawl out of there naked like some common beast, in front of people that used to fear me." His voice rose with each word, carrying across the open space. " Me - a Child of the Moon - reduced to that! And now you think you can just waltz in here with your pet rat and that construct, acting like-"

Unbelievable.

The vampire's rage-filled speech cut off as Adom's lips twitched, just slightly. Here we go again - Helios and his monologues. You'd think after the Undertow incident he'd have learned that talking just gives your opponent time to act. But no, vampires and their theatrical tendencies...

[Fireball].

Something about that almost-smile must have finally registered in Helios's brain, because he hesitated mid-rant. Too late. Again.

The spell erupted from Adom's staff without warning or flourish, a roaring sphere of concentrated heat that caught Helios mid-word. No dramatic wind-up, no shout - just pure, efficient violence.

"Sweet merciful SHIT!" Valiant yelped as Adom immediately followed up with [Push].

The spell launched them forward, straight toward the flames still engulfing Helios. Above them, the golem leaped in a perfect arc, its flamebrand sword leaving ribbons of light in its wake. The coordinated attack had been thought of countless times - Adom low, the construct high, perfect positioning for a pincer move.

Through the flames, Helios's hand shot out like a striking snake, aimed for Adom's throat.

But Adom's hand was already on the crystal.

This was transportation crystal 101, but it was so important. The harmonics of paired crystals were tricky things. When perfectly balanced with one mana signature, they created stable teleportation points - one anchor, one jump point. But deliberately destabilize that harmony, starve one crystal while feeding the other, and something interesting happened. The imbalance created a constant swapping effect, instantly exchanging the positions of anything touching either crystal.

Like, say, a mage and his golem.

Reality hiccuped. That familiar lurch of instant displacement hit Adom's stomach as he found himself suddenly above, watching his golem - which had been above him a heartbeat ago - drive its blazing sword through Helios's back. The vampire's claws sliced through empty air where Adom's throat had been.

The construct was already pulling back, executing the perfect retreat. Adom didn't waste the opening, even as his stomach rolled from the crystal-swap.

[LIGHTNING BOLT].

The spell crashed down just as the golem cleared the area. Electricity met flame met steel, with Helios caught in the middle of it all.

"Still talking too much," Adom muttered, trying to ignore how the world seemed to tilt sideways after the swap. Some sensations you just never got used to. At least Helios made it easy - get him angry enough and he'd forget everything except his own voice. Some people never learn.

Adom watched the chaos of fire and lightning subside. "Point B. Now." He cut through Valiant's panicked screaming. "We managed to catch him off guard. It's time."

The golem's flamebrand sword moved. The first sweep took Helios's legs at the knees. The vampire's scream of rage turned to pure agony.

[Fireball].

The spell caught him mid-howl, but Adom was already working on the crystal, fingers dancing across its facets, pushing his mana into it. The golem's next strike removed both arms at the shoulders, each cut cauterized by the blazing blade.

"YOU INSIGNIFICANT-"

[Fireball].

The air reeked of burning vampire flesh.

"Hold him!" Adom commanded. The construct grabbed what remained of Helios, its grip unrelenting despite the vampire's thrashing. The crystals hummed in perfect attunement - everything was ready.

"Hold on tight, Valiant."

"I am hol-"

[Push].

The spell launched Adom and Valiant forward with devastating force, sending him hurtling through the purple sky. Three kilometers. Point B. Where everything would end.

Behind him, the golem's crystal activated, vanishing with its screaming cargo. The wind whipped past Adom's face as he soared toward the destination, knowing his construct would be waiting. Helios had talked too much, fought too little, and now...

Now they'd finish this properly.

Adom's landing was anything but graceful - a stumbling roll that somehow ended with him on his feet. The golem was already there, its metal fingers wrapped around what remained of Helios. New flesh was knitting itself together where limbs had been, accompanied by wet, sickening sounds and the vampire's stream of curses.

"Get off, Valiant. Far back." Adom's voice was steady despite the rough landing.

"Okay, okay. Just... try not to die?" Valiant muttered, leaping down. The mouse beastkin scurried behind a massive oak, peering around its trunk.

"Let him go."

The golem released its grip, stepping back as Helios slumped to the ground. Valiant scrambled onto the construct's shoulder as it withdrew.

Adom faced the regenerating vampire, watching flesh and bone rebuild itself. Surreal didn't begin to describe it. Every step, every moment had aligned perfectly.

[01 day, 9 hours, 49 minutes]

One chance. That's all he'd get.

Helios pushed himself up on half-formed limbs, coughing and spitting. His eyes found Adom's small smile, and his face contorted with rage. "What are you smiling at, you worthless-" He broke off into another coughing fit. "I'll tear you apart for this, I'll-"

Adom planted his staff in the earth. Exhale. Inhale.

The vampire's rant died in his throat as lines of light began spreading across the ground, connecting tree to tree. Runes carved into the bark a few days ago by the golem, under Adom's careful instructions, flared to life, creating a perfect circle around them. First, a barrier. It rose, rose, rose some more, until there was no escape possible.

"...M-Mage. What are you doing?"

"You're supposed to be smart, aren't you?" Adom's voice was almost gentle. "Tell me, Helios... what's a vampire that can't heal?"

His eyes widened. "No..."

"Prey." Adom brought his hands together in a sharp clap. "You were prey all along."

The runes pulsed. Chains of pure mana erupted from the earth, wrapping around them both. Helios thrashed, but his newly reformed limbs were still weak. The binding circle had been waiting here for days, waiting for this exact moment.

The last line of the giant circle connected. Mana surged through the bloody sigil.

For a heartbeat, everything went still.

Then the space exploded with light and wind, a shockwave that would make a Titan's footsteps feel like gentle taps. White radiance erupted from the pattern, burning away the dust and darkness.

Waking up in a monster-filled dungeon with the timer of an incurable disease would break most people.

But delusion is a powerful thing.

It kept Adom moving, crawling through dark caves, fighting through pain. Until the familiar ache in his chest brought reality crashing back.

Shadowfade syndrome. The same illness that had taken everything from him in his past life. Not the quick kind of death - this was the type that stole life piece by piece. First, the simple pleasures would fade. No more morning runs along the beach, no salt air in his lungs. No magic at the risk of accelerating the progression. A hear attack whenever you'd get too angry. Or happy. Or sad. Or any intense emotion really.

Even food would lose its taste, everything turning to ash on his tongue.

He'd lived through this once already. Watched the world end while his body betrayed him, too weak to do anything but witness the collapse. Now he knew exactly what was coming. Every horrible detail. Every loss. Every death.

To put it mildly, it wasn't funny. At all.

Getting out of this dungeon meant nothing if he couldn't actually live afterward. It would be just another slow death, watching helplessly as everything fell apart again.

But then there was Helios. Ah, Helios.

For having watched a vampire heal, Adom found it to be fascinating. A cut closes before the blood can even fall. Broken bones snap back into place like they're made of rubber. Disease? They laugh at it. Their bodies simply refuse to be anything but perfect.

This crazy idea would have made Professor Mirwen throw him out of her classroom.

Using the golem's ability, he mapped zone B and the surrounding zones. The monster patterns were predictable - seventeen minutes between waves, each group following fixed paths. The golem traced the runes during the gaps, vanishing whenever creatures approached.

The circle had to encompass the zone completely. Each rune was placed to intersect these flows, creating a network that could channel two distinct essences: Vampire and human.

Adom let his mana roar, and at that moment, every being in and out of the circle froze.

A deafening roar from the vampire cut through the air. The creature strained against invisible bonds, muscles bulging.

"Please... don't..." Helios's voice cracked. "I beg of you, n-"

The quintessences began to flow - visible streams of power moving through the blood runes. Fire and Water balanced each other, Earth and Air maintained form, while mana bound it all together.

The Law of Equivalent Exchange activated first - two lives freely given would fuel the transformation

The Law of Conservation channeled their essence through the circle, nothing wasted.

The world began to blur at the edges. It was normal, his body was going through a major change. Adom forced his eyes to stay open, jaw clenched against the growing pressure in his chest. He couldn't pass out - not now. The transmutation required both elements to remain conscious, aware. Both the source and the recipient had to endure.

Through darkening vision, he watched the streams of essence circle through the runes. Helios fighting against the transformation, while Adom's body struggled to accept it.

Nausea rose. His heart fluttered erratically, each beat more painful than the last when...

Thump-thump.

Ah. That was to be expected.

[-10 Life Force]

That familiar squeeze in his chest. The pressure he'd felt fifty-seven times before. Not now.

Thump-thump.

[-12 Life Force]

His left arm went dead. Cold sweat ran down his spine. The circle pulsed, drawing essence from all of them.

[-7 Life Force]

Thump-thump-thump.

Can't fall. One slip and the backlash would tear everything apart. Blood trickled from his nose, metallic on his tongue. His heart stuttered, rhythm broken.

[-15 Life Force]

Through darkening vision, he saw her.

Right. That's what she looked like.

Standing by a tree, same as always. That smile. That warm, patient smile. He'd hoped to avoid meeting her again so soon.

The world began to fade to white.

Adom met her eyes and all he could do was smile back.

...Not today.

[Indomitable Will]

He screamed, forcing power through the circle. Two essences - immortal, mage - flowing together, breaking down, becoming something new.

Through the blinding radiance, a silhouette moved toward him. Muffled screams echoed - Helios's sweet cries of agony? Or was that Valiant? His senses were too scrambled to tell.

Light consumed everything.

*****

Darkness.

This was perhaps less than ten times now since he came back. But it was getting old.

Adom was getting tired of waking up confused and disoriented. At least he was thinking, which meant he was... well, something. Being dead hadn't felt much different last time, so that didn't really narrow it down.

The sound registered first - water falling, but gentler than before. The air felt different too - lighter, less like breathing soup. Mana danced around him, playful instead of oppressive. Almost... friendly.

He opened his eyes to spots of light. Everything was blurry.

Adom patted his face, finding his glasses exactly where they should be. Frowning, he pulled them off - and the world snapped into crystal clear focus.

"Huh."

Something moved beside him. He turned his head to see Valiant's mouth moving at incredible speed. The mouse beastkin's words came through like he was underwater - muffled, distant, incomprehensible. Valiant's paws were gesturing wildly, his face a mix of relief and fury.

Did it work? The transmutation...

His leg didn't protest as he shifted. That constant, familiar ache - gone. Adom ran his hand down where the injury had been, pressing experimentally. Nothing. No pain, no stiffness.

Still half-dazed, he reached behind himself, fingers searching for the network of scars that had mapped his back for decades. Smooth skin met his touch. Just... smooth skin. No ridges, no rough patches. Like they'd never existed at all.

Did it actually work?

Through his clear vision, he spotted the clover lying in the grass beside Valiant, who was still ranting at full speed. Only one leaf remained on its stem now. He'd really have to thank Bob properly when they met again.

His eyes drifted to where Death had stood by the tree. Empty space now.

"Oof." The breath left him in a long exhale.

Adom's hearing slowly cleared, sound trickling back in waves. "-and then the light just- are you even listening? Adom?"

"Hmm? Yeah. Yeah."

He turned around, looking toward where Helios had been during the ritual. Where the vampire should be...

[System Recalibrating...]

A groan suddenly cut through the air. Not Adom's. Which prompted him widen his eyes, then narrow them. He sighed, looking at the roses scattered around him.

"Of course it couldn't be that simple."

Adom followed the sound while valiant stayed back, each step testing his leg. Helios lay in a patch of white roses, his body breaking apart into motes of light. Their eyes met. Golden irises, dulled with pain but burning with hate, locked onto Adom.

Helios tried to speak, but only managed a wet snarl. His fingers dug into the earth as he dragged himself forward, leaving a trail of dissolving flesh. Even dying, even falling apart, the vampire's only thought was to reach Adom. To bite. To kill.

Adom watched him approach, face impassive. There was no pity in his eyes, no satisfaction either. Just cold observation. Only sunlight could kill a vampire - not because of any mystical weakness, but because something in it drained their vital energy faster than they could regenerate. The sacrificial circle had taken that vital energy completely.

Helios's fingers brushed Adom's foot. His mouth opened, fangs gleaming one last time.

Adom extended his palm. "You're one stubborn fellow, huh?" His voice was soft. "Goodbye."

Light erupted from his hand, and Helios's form shattered completely.

[You have slain Vampire: Helios Nasso!]

The motes of light danced upward as Adom stood still, watching them disappear into the sky.

[New Skill Acquired!]

[Healing Factor (Very Rare) - Level 1]
Description: Your body now regenerates at an accelerated rate. Healing speed and efficiency increase with skill level. Progress achieved through surviving damage. Current regeneration: 5x normal human rate.

Note: Accelerated healing reduces recovery time by 80%. Minor cuts heal in hours instead of days. Moderate injuries recover in days instead of weeks. Does not provide visible regeneration or restore lost limbs at your current level.

And then:

[Quest Updated!]
[The Race Against Time]
Find a cure for Lifedrain Syndrome before visible symptoms manifest
Status: COMPLETED
Reward: Lifedrain Syndrome removed

Adom stared at the notification for a long moment. His fingers traced the spot on his chest where the familiar ache had lived. Nothing. Just smooth, steady heartbeats.

He took a deep breath - his first in weeks without that underlying tension, without counting the seconds between beats. The air tasted sweeter somehow probably an aftereffect of the large mana manipulation that ocurred here. That, and the sudden flowers.

A small smile tugged at his lips. Not exactly how he'd planned it, but then again, when did anything ever go exactly as planned?

Valiant padded up beside him, clearing his throat. "Love the new style, by the way."

Adom turned to him, brow furrowed. "What?"

"The hair." Valiant gestured vaguely toward Adom's head. "The white streak. Very dramatic."

"Really?" Adom reached up, running fingers through his hair. Probably another effect of the transmutation. Magic always seemed to have a flair for the theatrical.

Valiant grunted, shifting his weight. "Look, hate to break the mood and all, but..." He glanced around at the scattered roses, the scorched grass, the lingering motes of light still drifting skyward. "Maybe we should get moving? Find that gate and get out of here before someone comes to investigate all this..." He waved his paw at the general devastation around them. "...commotion?"

"That," Adom said, taking one last look at where Helios had been, "is a very good idea."





            

    
        Chapter 40. Out of The Dark

    
    
    
    
                "By the way," Valiant said as they made their way through another identical-looking tunnel, "that whole 'prey' speech back there? Pretty edgy."

Adom kept his eyes on the path ahead, testing each step carefully. His body still felt strange - so smooth, so perfect. "What speech?"

"Oh, you know." Valiant cleared his throat and attempted his best Adom impression: "'Tell me, Helios... what's a vampire that can't heal?' And then that dramatic pause before 'Prey. You were prey all along.'" He chuckled. "I mean, it worked, but... wow."

A few moments of silence passed, broken only by their footsteps echoing off stone walls.

"...did I really sound like that?"

"Like you'd been practicing it in the mirror for weeks? Yeah, kind of." Valiant's whiskers twitched with amusement.

"I wasn't planning to talk at all," Adom muttered. "It just... happened."

"Hey, if you're going to be dramatic, that was the time to do it. You did just steal his super vampire healing thingy and everything." Valiant hopped over a small crack in the floor. "Oh man, reminds me of when I was younger. Used to practice these cool lines in front of the mirror. Had this whole routine worked out for when I'd become a famous adventurer."

"Really."

"Yeah! I'd burst in through the window - had to be a window, doors are boring - point my sword at the villain and say..." He trailed off, ears flattening. "Actually, no. It's too embarrassing."

"Come on." The corner of Adom's mouth twitched. "You can't stop there."

"Fine, but you can't laugh." Valiant struck what he probably thought was a heroic pose. "'Your reign of terror ends here, evildoer! Face the justice of-'"

"Hush." Adom stopped abruptly, holding up one hand.

Something scratched against stone somewhere ahead. A familiar sound, like claws dragging across rock.

They pressed themselves against the wall, all thoughts of edgy one-liners forgotten. Valiant's nose twitched rapidly as he scented the air.

"Please tell me that's not what I think it is," he whispered.

The scratching grew louder. Closer.

"Oh god, that reeks." Valiant's nose wrinkled as he sniffed the air. "Like something crawled inside something else that was already dead and then they both rotted together."

"Accurate description." Adom's weighted knuckles materialized from his inventory with a practiced motion. The scratching grew closer, accompanied by a wet, dragging sound.

The ghoul lurched around the corner, half its face already sloughed off, revealing muscle and bone underneath. Adom rolled his shoulders - still strange, how smoothly they moved now. Every joint felt fresh, like they'd been dipped in oil and polished. His body was a blank slate, wiped clean of history.

That old knee scar from falling out of the manor's oak tree? Gone. The tiny burn mark on his palm from his first fumbled fireball? Vanished. Even that embarrassing bite mark on his left cheek (the lower one) from when he and Damus had climbed the Lightbringer fence and got chased by their overly enthusiastic gardener's dog - that one had hurt for weeks. All of it, just... gone.

He felt alive. More than alive. Better than when he'd first woken up in his younger body. Everything worked with a precision that seemed almost unreal.

Before the ghoul could reach with its mangled hands, Adom's fist connected with what remained of its jaw. Bone shattered with a sharp crack.

[Earth Spike]

The spell ripped through the creature, stone spearing up through its torso. Black ichor sprayed across the tunnel wall.

"You know," Valiant observed, watching Adom drive a second spike through the thing's skull for good measure, "I've seen you kill plenty down here, but you're really... enthusiastic about the ghouls."

"I don't like ghouls."

As if to emphasize his point, the creature's bloated stomach burst open with a wet pop. A mass of writhing maggots spilled out, along with strings of greenish pus and chunks of half-digested flesh. The stench hit them like a physical wall.

"Holy- nope, nope, nope." Valiant clamped both paws over his nose. "Let's get the fuck out of this dungeon."

"Best thing you've said all day." Adom turned away from the mess, already walking.

"Hey!" Valiant scampered after him. "I say lots of good things! Remember when I- wait, you're doing that thing again where you pretend not to listen but you're actually smirking. I can see you smirking!"

The sound of their bickering echoed down the tunnel, leaving the impaled ghoul and its spilled contents behind.

*****

Two hours of walking had left them both on edge. They'd avoided what fights they could, dealt with those they couldn't, but the constant tension was wearing. Every shadow might hide another ghoul, every sound could be something worse. But finally, they reached it - the anchor being's territory.

A massive cliff face stretched up into the purple twilight, its surface broken by jutting rock formations that looked almost like giant steps. Or maybe a throne, viewed from far below.

Something moved up there. The impact shook loose fragments of stone that bounced down the cliff face.

BOOM.

The sound hit them like a physical force, echoing off the rocks.

"Hey, Adom?" Valiant's voice had gone slightly higher than usual. "Remind me what those journal entries said about the boss?"

"A titan."

"Right. A titan." Valiant nodded slowly. "Those are basically just... really big giants, yeah?"

Another boom. More rocks fell.

"The notes said he used to be a regular giant," Adom replied, eyes tracking the movement above. "An adventurer, actually."

"What went wrong?"

"When you defeat an anchor being - a dungeon boss - you can take its core. Become the new boss yourself. If you want." Adom adjusted his glasses. "The ambient mana shifts to match the new ruler. Sometimes, if they're powerful enough, the entire dungeon's rank increases."

BOOM.

"So this guy got ambitious?" Valiant's tail curled nervously around his legs. "Thought being dungeon boss would be fun?"

"Power's tempting." Adom started toward the cliff. "Especially when you're already strong. Giants have natural magic resistance, incredible strength. Perfect for controlling a dungeon's core."

"But?"

"But the core changes you. Twists you. The longer you hold it, the less... you, you become." Another step shook the ground. "Until you're just another monster."

They both looked up as a shadow fell over them. Something massive moved at the top of the cliff.

"Well," Valiant muttered, "that's just fantastic. So what exactly are you planning?"

Adom pulled out the map, pointing to a marked location near the cliff's peak. "The portal's up there. We use the crystal's swap ability every time he attacks. Should let us dodge while getting closer."

"Like we did with Helios?"

"Exactly." Adom traced their route with his finger. "We just need to be fast. Get to the gate, activate it, leave."

"That's it?" Valiant nodded, but his tail betrayed his nervousness, twitching back and forth. "Sounds almost too simple."

BOOM.

"Hey." Adom turned to him. "After what we pulled with Helios? This is doable."

"You think it'll all go well?"

Adom almost laughed. "Last time I said everything would go well, I ended up in this dungeon."

"That's... not encouraging at all."

"We'll do our best." Adom's eyes hardened. "And after that... well, Marco and his friends will have a thing or two to learn."

Another earthquake-like tremor shook the ground. Valiant slapped his cheeks with both paws, muttering to himself. "You're Valiant. Be valiant. Come on, be valiant..."

Adom smiled, watching Valiant psych himself up. The way he smacked his cheeks with those tiny paws was actually... kind of cute. Like watching a kid trying to be brave.

Wait. What the hell was that thought? 

Adom shook his head. "Let's go."

Adom reached into his inventory, movements slow and careful. The golem materialized. Waiting for his command.

They crouched behind a massive boulder, one of many scattered across the clifftop like discarded toys. The air felt wrong up here. Thicker. Every breath tasted like blood and rot.

Valiant peered around the edge first. His whiskers went rigid.

The titan - a real one - stood near the cliff's edge, surrounded by carnage. Easily three stories tall, skin like weathered granite, veins of purple light pulsing beneath the surface. His eyes blazed with that same sickly light, darting around with manic energy. Chunks of armor, probably centuries old, still clung to his massive frame, though most had been torn away in what must have been countless battles.

Monster corpses littered the ground around him, torn apart in ways that suggested he hadn't bothered with weapons. Just grabbed and pulled until things came apart. Some looked fresh. Others... not so much.

"...taking taking taking always taking..." The titan's voice carried across the plateau, muttering to himself as he paced. His movements were jerky, like a puppet with tangled strings. "...mine mine mine all mine shouldn't touch shouldn't BE here not allowed not allowed..." He stopped suddenly, scratching at his arms. Deep gouges marked his grey skin, some fresh enough to bleed. "...itches itches make it stop make it..."

Valiant shot Adom a wide-eyed look, paws moving in rapid gestures. Even without knowing proper sign language, Adom got the message clear enough: What the fuck is wrong with him?

The giant slammed his fist into the ground. The impact sent cracks spreading through the rock. "SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!" His voice dropped back to muttering. "...not real not real just the voices just the..."

More gestures from Valiant, more frantic this time. His tail had coiled so tight it looked painful.

Adom pointed past the giant's pacing form. There, set into the cliff face - the gate. Ancient stone arch, just tall enough for a person to walk through, covered in faint runes etched into the stone. The archway was empty now, waiting to be activated. Above them, the sky held that same sickly purple color as the titan's eyes.

Between them and freedom: just a raving giant monster who'd lost his mind to power.

Simple.

Adom glanced at Valiant again, extending his arm toward the gate in a "let's go" gesture. The mouse's eyes went wider than he'd ever seen them, head shaking so fast his ears flopped.

BOOM. The ground shook as the titan slammed both fists down this time.

"...coming coming always coming can't stop them can't..." The titan's mutterings grew louder, more frantic. He grabbed his own head, fingers digging into his scalp.

"He's talking," Valiant whispered, voice barely a breath. "A monster that can talk is a thousand times worse than one that can't. And this one's not right in the head." The mouse pressed himself flat against the boulder. "We should wait. Find another way."

Adom pointed at the gate again, more insistent.

Valiant's tail wrapped around himself like a shield. He shrank back further, ears flat against his skull. Any other time, Adom would've agreed completely. Hell, running away from the crazy titan sounded like the smartest plan he'd had all week. But that gate...

He pulled out the clover. One leaf left, still glowing faintly. No more time for smart plans.

The two-meter-tall golem stood ready. Adom gave it the signal, and it took off running past their hiding spot, heavy footfalls echoing across the rocky ground. Covered in blue Fluid.

The titan's head snapped around, movements sharp and broken. "WHO'S THERE?" His voice boomed across the plateau, then dropped to a whisper. "...not alone never alone they're coming they're HERE..." Then a roar: "SHOW YOURSELF!"

The golem kept its steady pace toward the far edge of the cliff.

"NO NO NO!" The titan launched himself after it. "NOT YOURS NOT YOURS MINE ALL MINE!" His words dissolved into meaningless sounds, raw and animal, as he charged across the plateau.

Adom drew a breath, counted. "One..."

The golem dodged the titan's grab, feet skidding on stone. Behind it, a massive fist cratered the ground.

"Two..."

"STOP MOVING STOP MOVING!" The titan's voice cracked like thunder. His next strike whistled through empty air as the golem vanished, reappearing twenty feet away.

"Three - hold tight!"

[Fluid control]

Valiant barely had time to grip Adom's shoulder before they broke cover. The mouse's claws dug in through the fabric as they sprinted toward the gate.

"HUMAN!" The titan's head snapped toward them, eyes blazing. "HUMAN HERE HUMAN HERE NOT ALLOWED NOT-" His fist came down like a meteor.

Swap

The impact shattered rock where they'd been a heartbeat ago. Now they were where the golem had stood, still running. The ceramic warrior was already diving into a roll, having anticipated the swap. The titan's head whipped back and forth between them and the golem, movements growing more erratic.

"NO NO TRICKS TRICKS ALWAYS TRICKS!" He slammed both fists down, splitting the ground. "CAN'T TRUST CAN'T TRUST THE VOICES LIE-"

Swap

Another near miss. The golem dodged the next hit, body cracking but holding. They were halfway to the gate.

"STOP STOP STOP!" The titan clawed at his own face. "Not real not real just the voices just the-" His voice dropped to a whisper. "They're not here they're not-" Then exploded: "HUMAN! REAL HUMAN!"

"Adom?" Valiant's voice was tight. "He's getting faster-"

Swap

The ground exploded where they'd been. Adom's legs burned as they ran. The gate was close now, thirty feet, twenty-

Pain.

White-hot needles drove into his skull. Adom stumbled, vision blurring. A silhouette flickered behind his eyes, reaching-

"Adom!" Valiant's voice seemed far away. "Move!"

Shadow fell over them. The titan's fist descended like judgment.

[PUSH]

Raw force erupted from Adom's palm. They shot sideways as the impact sent fragments of stone flying. His head felt like it was splitting open. That presence pushed against his thoughts, trying to get in-

"Get out!" He didn't realize he'd screamed it aloud. The pain intensified. That silhouette grew clearer, familiar somehow-

"FOUND YOU FOUND YOU!" The titan's voice cut through everything. "NO ESCAPE NO-"

Swap

They flickered to the golem's position. Adom stumbled, nearly fell. Blood trickled from his nose. Valiant's grip on his shoulder tightened.

"Gate's right there!" The mouse pointed with his free paw. "Whatever's happening, fight it!"

Ten feet to go. The presence in his mind pulled harder. That shape reached for him, its features almost clear now-

The titan's roar shook the plateau. "MINE MINE MINE!"

Swap

The golem almost got hit this time.

Five feet.

The pain peaked. Adom's vision went white. That presence pressed against his thoughts like a burning brand-

[Indomitable Will]

[You have successfully resisted potent mind control!]

Sweat dripped down Adom's face as he forced himself up, legs shaking. His mind felt raw, like someone had taken sandpaper to his thoughts.

"We need to go!" Valiant's claws dug deeper into his shoulder. "Now!"

The titan was still focused on the golem, his massive hands trying to crush the ceramic warrior. "BREAK BREAK BREAK YOU ALL BREAK-"

[Push]

The spell launched them forward. The gate was right there, ancient stone humming with dormant power. Just a few more-

Time slowed.

[Flow Prediction] kicked in, showing him what was coming. The sticky strands of web fluid would miss him by inches - if he moved now.

Adom threw himself sideways, dragging Valiant with him. The webbing shot past where his head had been, so close he felt the air displacement.

That sound. That familiar, horrible whisper of spider silk through air.

"How many things are trying to kill us?!" Valiant's voice cracked.

Adom didn't answer. He hated that sound. Hated it more than ghouls, more than anything in this cursed dungeon. Because he knew what made it.

His hands pressed against the gate's surface, pushing mana into the ancient stone. The runes flared to life, one by one.

"Adom?" Valiant's tail wrapped around his arm. "The titan-"

"I know." He spun around. The golem was still dancing between the titan's strikes, but it wouldn't last. Fine. Time to end this.

[Pull]

Raw force yanked the golem toward them like a shot. The titan's fist crushed empty air.

"ESCAPE ESCAPING NO NO NO-"

The gate hummed louder. Through the arch, Adom could see trees, real trees, and snow, swaying in wind he couldn't feel yet.

"Holy fucking shit." Valiant's whisper was barely audible. But it was enough to alarm Adom. So he turned.

That's when he saw her.

At the cliff's edge, far from the chaos, she stood. Naked, but not in any way that felt human. Milk-white skin that seemed to glow in the purple light, too smooth, too perfect. Her hair floated around her like living silk, moving to currents that weren't there. Two pairs of arms hung at her sides - graceful, impossible things, too long and elegant to be real. Each finger ended in a crystalline claw.

And her face.

Eight ruby-red eyes arranged in an inhuman pattern, all fixed on him with an intelligence that made his heart hammer against his ribs. Her features were beautiful in the way a perfectly preserved corpse might be beautiful - flawless and wrong. Her face was a mask of alien stillness, lips white as moon-bleached bone or mother-of-pearl, set in an expression that held neither malice nor mercy.

The spider. It had to be. She was evolved. Changed. Standing there like the incarnation of revenge.

His mouth went dry. Had he ever seen the notification for her death? The carp's, yes, but hers...

"MINE MINE MINE!" The titan's voice shook rocks loose from the ceiling.

No time. The golem slammed into Adom's chest as his [Pull] brought it home. He absorbed it into his inventory in the same motion.

The titan's hand descended like the end of the world.

"Jump!" Valiant screamed.

They dove through the gate. The spider's gaze followed them, and in it Adom saw something worse than hatred. Something patient and hungry. A promise written in eight blood-red eyes.

The gate shattered behind them with a sound like breaking reality.

And white light streamed past them, reality bending as they were transported through space. Valiant's echoing screaming had turned into creative cursing that would've been impressive if Adom wasn't so lost in thought.

The spider's eyes haunted him. He was almost certain she hadn't followed them through - the gate's destruction had been too quick, too final. But that didn't stop his mind from racing through the implications.

Would she take over? The thought sent a chill through him even as they hurtled through the light. She was intelligent, patient, and now evolved into something far beyond what she'd been. If she managed to kill the titan... well, the dungeon would probably evolve. Might even jump several ranks at once.

"Sweet merciful fuck, why does it feel like my stomach is trying to escape through my ears?!" Valiant's voice echoed from everywhere and cut through his thoughts.

But Adom's mind was already jumping to worse scenarios. Dungeon breaks were rare at this point in time, but they happened. Usually when a boss grew too powerful, too ambitious. And with her apparent intelligence, her obvious grudge...

The mouse's complaints actually helped ground him. Right. One crisis at a time. They had more immediate problems waiting for them in the real world. Two months. He'd been gone almost two months.

What had Marco done in that time? The bastard had probably spread all sorts of stories about Adom's disappearance. And the academy - had they marked him as dead? Missing? There would be paperwork, questions, probably an investigation. The thought of dealing with bureaucracy almost made him miss the titan.

His parents... my parents!  They must be there by now. Had they found any traces? How would they react?

"I think I'm going to throw up!" Valiant announced from somewhere.

"Don't you dare," Adom muttered, but his heart wasn't in it. His mind was already mapping out what they'd need to do first. Find out what stories were circulating. Re-establish key contacts. Deal with the academy. And somewhere in there, start planning how to handle Marco.

The white light began to fade around them, reality reasserting itself. Adom caught glimpses of what waited ahead - snow, trees, a winter sky.

Back to the real world. Back to schemes and careful plans.

At least no one would be trying to smash them with giant fists anymore.

Probably.

*****

Reality snapped back like a rubber band. One moment they were in that tunnel of light, the next - brutal cold and a face full of snow. Adom rolled across frozen ground, his body remembering old reflexes even as his mind tried to catch up. The wind cut through his ragged clothes like they weren't even there.

Somewhere to his left, Valiant's scream turned into a string of curses that ended in a muffled "oof" as he face-planted into a snowdrift.

Adom pushed himself up, limbs already stiff from the cold. Behind them, the gate stood silent and dark, its runes dead. No way back now - not that he wanted one. His breath came out in white clouds as he looked around, shivering.

"V-valiant?" His teeth chattered. "You alive?"

The snow shifted and a very disgruntled mouse emerged, shaking white powder from his fur. "Define alive. Everything hurts and I can't feel my tail."

"Where are we?" Valiant asked, wrapping his arms around himself.

Adom pointed across the dark waters stretching out below their cliff. There, on the horizon, lights twinkled through the winter haze. "That's Arkhos. We're maybe three hours out."

Valiant stared at the distant city in silence. "We did it."

"Yeah."

"Good." The mouse's expression hardened. "Because now I'm going to make Marco wish he'd never-"

"Not so fast."

"Oh come on!" Valiant's tail lashed in frustration, sending up little puffs of snow. "After everything they did-"

"The people Gale and Helios worked for?" Adom cut in, his breath steaming in the frigid air. "They had enough pull to get into my academy. Made a professor - a prominent one - work for them." He rubbed his arms, trying to get blood flowing. "That same professor disappeared without a trace after."

"What's your point?" Valiant's whiskers twitched with impatience.

Adom wove a flame spell between his palms, letting the warmth spread through his frozen fingers. The fire cast dancing shadows across the snow. "My point is, we've been gone two months. We don't know what stories are circulating, what kind of trouble we might be walking into." The wind gusted, making the flames flicker. "For all we know, I'm being hunted for something." Adom sighed, more white clouds coming out. "Look. i know you want revenge. I-"

"You bet your ass I do." Valiant's voice was hard.

"And you'll have it." Adom reached into his inventory, pulling out the whistle. The clover in his other hand crumbled, its last leaf falling away to nothing in one last green glow. "But first, we need friends."

He raised the whistle to his lips and blew. No sound came out - at least none that human ears could hear.

They stood there shivering, snow starting to fall heavier now. Dark clouds rolled in from the sea, promising worse to come. Adom kept the flame spell going, but against the growing wind it barely helped.

"So..." Valiant's teeth chattered. "What exactly are you doing with that whistle?"

"Like I said." Adom tucked the now-useless clover away. "We need friends."

Valiant looked around at the empty clifftop, ears twitching as snowflakes landed on them. "Is this another one of your mage stu-"

"Laddie!"

Valiant squeaked - actually squeaked - and jumped about two feet in the air.

Bob appeared as if he'd always been there, snow settling on his wild red hair and beard. That familiar grin split his weathered face. It was a face Adom hadn't realized he'd missed so much until right now.

"H-hello, B-bob," Adom managed through chattering teeth.

Valiant was still trying to get his heart rate under control, one paw clutched to his chest. "WHERE DID HE COME FROM?!"

            

    
        Chapter 41. Reunion

    
    
    
    
                In a blink, Bob materialized inches from Adom's face. Adom yelped and stumbled backward, landing hard in the snow.

"Holy shi-!" Valiant's tail went rigid.

Adom chuckled, brushing snow from his cloak. "Bob, you really need to stop doing that when it's not expec-"

"Ya feckin' eejit!" Bob yanked him into a bone-crushing hug, beard scratching against Adom's face. "Two months! Two bloody months! Searched every pub, every street, every dark corner in Arkhos!"

"Bob, I can't breathe-"

He really couldn't. What was it with small creatures like leprechauns and dwarves having that ridiculous amount of strength anyway?

"Thought ya were dead in a ditch somewhere!" Bob's voice cracked slightly. He pulled back, holding Adom at arm's length, sharp eyes examining every inch of him. "By the old gods, look at the state of ya! Where's yer proper cloak? Tryin' to catch yer death out here?"

"I'm fine, really-"

"Fine? Fine?!" Bob's face went red under his wild beard. "Last I saw ya, ya were runnin' around that cursed academy with some half-baked plan about-" He stopped, finally noticing Valiant. "Who's the mouse?"

"Um." Valiant raised a paw in awkward greeting. "Hi?"

"This is Valiant," Adom said, finally managing to stand. "He helped me escape the dungeon."

"Dungeon?" Bob's bushy eyebrows shot up. "What feckin' dungeon?"

"It's... a long story."

"A long story, he says!" Bob threw his hands up. "Go missing for months, show up in the middle of nowhere looking like ya fought a dragon, and all ya can say is 'it's a long story'?"

"Well-"

"Sìth is Solas!" Bob grabbed Adom's ear, twisting slightly. "I ought to box yer ears for the worry ya put me through!"

"Ow! Bob, come on-"

"Don't you 'come on' me, laddie!" But he released Adom's ear, running a hand through his own wild red and grey hair. He muttered something in the old tongue that made the snow around his feet briefly melt.

"What was that?" Valiant asked.

"None of yer business, that's what!" Bob snapped, then turned back to Adom. "At least tell me ya solved whatever mess ya got yerself into?"

Adom and Valiant exchanged glances.

"Not... exactly," Adom admitted.

Bob's face darkened. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Maybe we could discuss this somewhere warmer?" Valiant suggested, teeth chattering. "Preferably with food?"

"Ach, ya both look half-frozen." Bob's expression softened slightly. "Should get ya somewhere warm before-" He paused, something crossing his face. "Though I suppose ya should know... yer parents have been in quite the state."

Everything stopped. The cold, the wind, the snow - it all fell away. Adom's eyes went wide.

"My parents?"

"Yeah, about that..." Bob tugged at his beard, a habit Adom knew meant trouble. "Ya might wanna sit down for this, lad."

Adom looked up from his spot in the snow, one eyebrow raised. "Bob, I'm literally sitting in frozen water right now. How much more seated would you like me to be?"

Valiant snorted, quickly turning it into a cough when Bob shot him a glare.

"Yer da's about to rebel against the Empire."

The words hung in the freezing air. No one spoke. Even the wind seemed to pause, letting snowflakes drift silently around them.

Somewhere in the distance, a branch cracked under the weight of ice.

"...what?" Adom's voice barely carried through the falling snow.

Bob exhaled, his breath misting. "Ya remember sending me to get yer father, telling him ya were in trouble? Well, by the time we arrived, you vanished. No trace. Nothing." He kicked at the snow. "He started asking questions. Searching. But every lead went cold."

The wind howled between them. Adom sat perfectly still, listening.

"Then the Crown Prince showed up in the city few weeks back. Told yer father to stand down - said he was causing too much chaos for a Star Knight of his rank." Bob's face darkened. "Said they were 'handling' the investigation, but wouldn't give any answers about what happened at the academy, where ya disappeared."

Valiant's head snapped up. "Wait - his father's a Star Knight?"

"689th Commander of the Iron Wolves," Bob nodded. "Four hundred of the finest Star Knights in the Empire." He glanced at Adom. "I meself was surprised."

Adom's hands clenched in his lap. He'd known involving his father would draw attention - that's exactly what he'd been trying to avoid. But with Gale in the picture, another Star Knight and a mage to boot, he'd had no choice. But to this extent...

Holy fucking shit.

"The Iron-" Valiant's whiskers twitched rapidly. "Those are the elite corps that-"

"Aye. And when the Prince ordered him to stop searching, with no explanation..." Bob shook his head. "Well, yer father called in his entire battalion." Adom's head dropped in a deep sigh. "The Prince didn't like that - said he was overstepping. The argument got heated. Yer father demanded to investigate the Undertow, said something wasn't right about the whole thing."

Snow collected on Adom's shoulders as he sat, unmoving.

"W-what happened now?" asked Valiant.

"Now?" Bob continued, "Yer father's given the Empire an ultimatum. Either they open the city gates and let him conduct a proper investigation into yer disappearance, or explain what really happened at the academy." He paused. "Or he'll come in and find out himself, permission or not."

"And the Empire?" Valiant asked quietly.

"Sent fifteen hundred imperial troops to Arkhos. They're waiting at the gates." Bob's voice grew grave. "Both sides are dug in. One wrong move, and..."

The wind filled the silence that followed until Valiant's small voice broke it. "But... Adom's back now. Won't that fix everything?"

Adom pushed himself up, snow falling from his shoulders. His legs felt unsteady. "It'll make things worse." He brushed more snow from his shoulder. "Think about it. My father raised an army because I vanished. If I just walk back in now..." He let out a shaky breath. "They'll say I ran away. That my father mobilized the Iron Wolves for nothing. Started a rebellion over a rebellious son."

Another shiver ran through him, and this time it wasn't just from the cold. He tilted his head up, watching grey clouds spill endless snow over the world. "I just crawled out of a dungeon, and now..."

"Why not just tell the truth?" Valiant asked.

Bob shot the mouse a look. "For someone who managed to escape a dungeon, yer not exactly the brightest spark in the forge, are ya?"

"Hey!" Valiant's tail bristled. He was quiet for a moment, then: "Oh. Oh shit."

"The Crown Prince had his reasons for blocking the investigation." Adom's voice trembled slightly. "Reasons that probably involve him. If I show up now..." He wrapped his arms around himself. "Best case? They label me a runaway. No one believes anything else, no matter what I say. My father loses all credibility - and at his level, that's as good as a death sentence." The snow kept falling, collecting in his hair. "And then things get worse. Much worse."

"Ya should go see them," Bob said, his voice softening. "Yer mother's there too. Sweet lady, worried sick about ya."

Adom's face softened for a moment, almost saying yes, then he straightened. "I will. Today. But I need help first." He pulled his thin clothes tighter. "And somewhere to stay - can't go back to the academy now."

"What d'ya need?"

"Proper clothes. Warm cloaks. For all of us." He glanced at Valiant. "And... I need you to tell my parents where I'm going."

Bob's face darkened. "For feck's sake, lad, ya can't keep running off-"

"I'm not running," Adom cut in. "But if we want to end this, we need proof. About the Children of the Moon, about what they're doing. I need to prepare first." He met Bob's glare. "After you help with that... bring my parents to me?"

"Where?" Bob growled.

Adom turned toward Arkhos, squinting slightly. His vision, though better than before - good enough to go without glasses now - was still weak, but improving. Through the falling snow, he could make out shapes in the harbor.

"The Veyshari usually leave when winter comes, but..." He pointed toward the beach. "Their ship's still there. Probably stayed because of all this chaos." He lowered his hand. "I'll ask them for shelter, for now."

Bob stared at Adom for a long moment, then dragged a hand down his face. "The Veyshari. Ya disappear for weeks, the Empire's about to have a civil war, and yer planning to hide out with the bloody Veyshari." He let out a harsh laugh. "Perfect. Just perfect. Why not throw in a few pirates and maybe a demon while we're at it?"

He paced a few steps, snow crunching under his boots. "Ya know what? Fine. I'll get yer clothes. I'll tell yer parents. But ya better have a damn good plan beyond 'let's hide with the nomads and gather proof.' Because right now?" He gestured toward the city. "There's fifteen hundred imperial soldiers down there who aren't gonna care much about proof once the fighting starts."

He stopped, turning back to Adom. "And yer father? He's not gonna sit quiet once he knows where ya are. Man's been ready to burn down half the Empire looking for ya."

Then Bob vanished.

Valiant shook his head. "What a grumpy leprechaun..."

"Aren't they all?" Adom said.

"RIGHT?!" Valiant's tail swished excitedly. "I didn't want to say anything, you know, don't want to stereotype and all that, but I always heard leprechauns were grumpy. First one I ever meet and - surprise! - grumpy as can be. Coincidence? I think-"

Bob materialized right in front of Valiant's face, making the mouse squeak and stumble backward into the snow. A bundle of clothes hit Adom in the chest.

"That was fast..." Valiant looked around. "Hey, where are mine?"

"Nothing in yer size," Bob grunted. "Yer small enough to fit in his pocket. Nice and warm in there."

Valiant's whiskers bristled. "Now listen here, you-"

"Alright, alright," Adom cut in, already pulling on the heavy cloak and warmer clothes. The fabric was thick, well-made. "Thanks, Bob."

They exchanged nods, Bob's expression softening slightly. "Just make sure ya don't vanish into another dungeon before I bring yer parents, yeah?"

Adom nodded again, and Bob disappeared into thin air, leaving them alone in the falling snow.

Adom exhaled deeply, examining the clothes Bob had brought. Everything was exactly his size - thick wool socks, sturdy leather boots lined with fur, dark trousers, a warm tunic, and a heavy cloak with deep pockets. The fabric was high quality, dyed in deep blues and greys. There was even a pair of gloves. Had Bob been keeping these ready?

"We better g-" He started to open his cloak.

Before he could finish, Valiant had already darted into the pocket, rustling around before settling. "Hate to admit it, but that grumpy leprechaun was right. It is nice and warm in here."

A small smile tugged at Adom's lips. "Just stay quiet, alright? We need to get through Arkhos, find a strider, and make it to the beach." He adjusted his cloak. "That means no weird popping sounds with your mouth, no commentary, nothing."

"I'll try," Valiant said, then added under his breath, "No promises though."

Adom shook his head and started walking, snow crunching under his new boots as they headed toward the city, leaving their footprints to slowly fill with fresh snow behind them.

*****

It took them almost two hours to reach the city. Adom stuck to the paths he'd discovered during his years here - narrow alleys between buildings, service entrances, gaps in the old walls where stones had fallen away. The hood of his cloak was pulled low, a strip of cloth covering his face below his eyes. Only his blue eyes were visible, scanning the streets constantly.

Arkhos felt wrong. The usual bustle was gone, replaced by an eerie quiet broken only by the crunch of boots in snow. Imperial soldiers patrolled in groups of three or four, their red uniforms stark against the white ground. The few civilians hurried past with their heads down, darting from doorway to doorway like scared rabbits. Shops were closed, windows dark. The snow kept falling, making everything look softer than it was.

He stopped abruptly. There, posted on a wall, was a notice with his face - a sketch from his first year, showing him smiling next to Sam. His hair was shorter then, his face rounder. The word 'MISSING' was printed below in bold letters.

Sam. He wondered how his friend was doing, and Eren too. A bitter ache filled his chest as he remembered their meals together in the city, laughing over Old Mary's meat pies. He glanced toward her place now - closed. Another casualty of the current situation.

"Stop squirming," he murmured as Valiant shifted in his pocket.

"Just getting comfortable," the mouse whispered back. "Do you know how hard it is to find the right spot in a pocket? There's always a seam or a fold in exactly the wrong place..."

"Shh." Adom kept walking, keeping to the shadows. More soldiers passed, their hands on their weapons, eyes suspicious of everyone they saw.

"Oh no..."

An apple rolled across the snowy ground, stopping at Adom's feet. He picked it up, its red skin bright against his gloved hand. It was firm, heavy - the kind that would burst with juice at the first bite. His mouth watered; after weeks of nothing but monster chicken and water...











Movement caught his eye. An old man was struggling to gather several apples that had spilled from his bag. His back was curved like a bow, shoulders hunched from decades of life. White hair dusted with snow, hands gnarled and trembling slightly as they reached for the fallen fruits.

Looking at those shaking hands brought back memories of Adom's own aged body from his past life - the frustration of simple tasks becoming battles. The old man's broad shoulders and the way he carried himself, even now, showed he must have been quite strong once. Time spares no one, Adom thought, briefly wondering if his healing factor would change that this time around.

Something in his chest tightened - not everyone got the chance to live that long, to see their hair turn white and their hands wrinkle. And here he was, alone in the cold, trying to carry his apples home.





















"Here you are, sir."

The old man looked up, cloudy eyes crinkling behind wire-rimmed spectacles. Deep lines carved paths around his mouth and eyes. "Ah, thank you, young man. These old hands aren't what they used to be." His voice was soft, cultured, with the slight tremor age brings.

"Let me help you with those." Adom gathered the remaining apples, careful not to bruise them.

"Such a kind boy," the old man said warmly, his cloudy eyes crinkling. A patrol of soldiers marched past, and both of them paused, waiting in the uncomfortable silence until the sound of boots faded away. "Not many take the time anymore. Everyone's too busy watching their backs these days, rushing about..."

As Adom helped steady the bag, the old man tilted his head, studying him with a gentle curiosity. "You remind me of someone, you know. Something in the way you move, careful-like. And those eyes..." He chuckled softly. "My wife, God rest her soul, she had eyes just that blue. Like summer skies, she did."

"I'm sorry for your loss," Adom said quietly, meaning it. The old man's voice had softened at the mention of his wife.

"Oh, it's been years now. But kind of you to say." He tried to adjust his grip on the bag, hands trembling slightly. "Used to be able to carry twice this much without thinking. Now look at me - can barely manage a few apples."

"Time catches up with all of us," Adom said, the words carrying the weight of personal experience.

"That it does, boy. That it does."

That's when Adom's stomach, that traitor, chose to growl loudly.

"Oh my," the old man paused, already reaching into his bag. "You must take a few apples."

"No, I couldn't-"

"I insist. They're from the farmer mage's orchard, you know. That special apple tree of his."

Adom blinked. "That tree's bearing fruit? In winter?"

"Started a few weeks ago. The Duke's been having them distributed at the farm - anyone who comes gets a few. They're quite remarkable." He pressed four apples into Adom's hands, his papery skin cool to the touch. "A growing boy needs to eat properly."

"I... thank you." Adom carefully tucked the apples away.

"Take care of yourself, young man." The old man smiled warmly, revealing a few missing teeth. "These are dark days, but kindness still matters."

They exchanged goodbyes, and Adom watched the old man shuffle away through the snow, his slight frame seeming so fragile against the harsh winter day.

"Can I have one?" Valiant whispered from the pocket.

"Shh."

"Come on, I can smell them. They smell amazing."

"Wait until we get to the cart."

A soft but insistent tapping started against Adom's chest. He ignored it, keeping to the shadows as they passed the weird stuff store. Through the frosted window, he caught a glimpse of Emma arranging trinkets on the counter. Still no sign of Mr. Biggins. He pushed down his curiosity - other mysteries would have to wait.

The tapping continued.

"For the love of-" Adom muttered, then caught himself as a patrol passed.

Finding a strider wasn't hard - several carts waited near the market square, their drivers huddled together for warmth. The creatures themselves stood patiently in the snow.

"Beach fare?" Adom asked the nearest driver, a middle-aged man with a weather-beaten face.

"Two silvers."

"Done."

The tapping became more insistent as Adom climbed into the cart. With a resigned sigh, he pulled an apple from his cloak and dropped it into his pocket. The assault on his chest stopped immediately, replaced by happy munching sounds.

Adom took a bite of his own apple. The juice burst across his tongue, sweet and crisp, with an odd warmth that spread through his chest. Then he felt it - a surge of energy, familiar yet strange.

[+4 Mana]
[+1 Mana]

He nearly choked. Another bite.

[+3 Mana]
[+2 Mana]

The farmer mage's tree hadn't produced fruit since Law's death thousands of years ago. He'd read about its apples, of course - their properties, their power. But to actually taste one...

A rough laugh came from the front of the cart. "Good, ain't they?"

Adom quickly pulled the cloth back over his face as the driver half-turned. "Yes. Very."

"Best I've ever had. Weird though, that old tree suddenly bearing fruit after all this time." The driver clicked his tongue, urging the strider forward. "My gran used to say there was a spirit in it, keeping the apples from growing. Said it was waiting for something."

"Waiting?" Despite himself, Adom was curious. After everything he'd seen lately...

"Aye. Story goes the tree was planted by Law himself - used to feed whole villages with those apples during the old wars." The driver shrugged. "My gran said it stopped bearing fruit when he died, like it was mourning him or something. Sounds like nonsense, but..." He gestured at the snow-covered streets. "Strange times we're living in. Maybe it just felt like giving fruit again."

Adom took another bite, feeling the mana flow into him. A few weeks ago, he might have dismissed it all as superstition. Now? After everything he'd seen? He watched the snow fall, thinking of ancient magic and the ways it lingered in the world, working by its own rules that no one fully understood.

"Your gran might have been onto something," he said quietly.

The driver just nodded, and they rode on in silence through the white streets, the strider's claws clicking against the cobblestones.

*****

Two hours later, the cart rolled to a stop at the beach road. Adom pulled five silver pieces from his inventory and handed them to the driver.

"Sure you don't want me to wait?" the man asked, pocketing the coins. "Beach gets mighty cold at night."

"I'll be fine, thank you."

The driver shrugged, clicked his tongue, and the strider turned around, its clawed feet leaving deep tracks in the snow.

The beach stretched out before them, white and endless under the winter sky. Waves crashed against the shore, dark and foaming, throwing up occasional chunks of ice. The wind carried salt and snow, biting at exposed skin.

Valiant poked his head out of the pocket. "Got any more of those exquisite apples?"

"Here." Adom dropped another apple into his pocket. "Last two."

"These are incredible," Valiant said between bites. "Never tasted anything like it. Sweet, but there's something else too. Like... sunshine, if sunshine had a taste."

Adom bit into his own apple. "Magic apples. Who would've thought?"

They walked along the shoreline, their footprints - one set of boots and tiny mouse paws - quickly filling with fresh snow. The beach looked different in winter. During summer, it would be full of merchants, sailors, and children playing in the surf. Now it was empty, the dunes wearing caps of white like old men.

"You sure these Veyshari people will help?" Valiant asked, wiping juice from his whiskers.

"They helped before."

"Yeah, but you said that was when you needed a curse broken. But hiding from the Empire?" Valiant's tail swished nervously. "That's different."

"The Veyshari don't care much for empires or kingdoms. They follow their own laws."

"If you say so..." Valiant ducked back into the pocket as another gust of wind howled past.

They walked in silence for a while, until Adom spotted an orange glow in the distance. As they got closer, he could make out the massive bonfire, its flames reaching higher than the surrounding tents.

"Ready to meet some interesting people?" Adom asked his pocket.

"As long as they have food," came the muffled reply. "I'm already missing those apples."

Adom smiled and walked toward the firelight.

A child's voice cut through the winter air: "Dikhen! Šošoj murš!"

More small figures appeared on the dunes, pointing and waving. Their excited chatter carried across the beach as they bounced in place, their colorful winter clothes bright against the snow.

Valiant gripped the edge of the pocket tighter. "They're not going to try to catch me, are they?"

"I think they just think you're cute."

As if to prove his point, one of the smaller children broke away from the group, running toward them through the snow while shouting "Šošoj! Šošoj!" Her older sister chased after her, catching her before she got too close.

The first drums started, a steady rhythm that seemed to match their footsteps in the snow. More people emerged from between the tents, adults this time, their faces curious but not unwelcoming.

"There sure are a lot of them," Valiant muttered, shrinking further into the pocket. "And they're all staring at us."

"Well, you are a talking mouse."

"And you're a child mage. We're quite the pair."

A group of women near the fire paused in their work to watch them approach. One nudged another, pointing at Adom and saying something that made them all nod. Did they recognize him?

"At least there's food cooking," Valiant noted, his nose twitching. "Something with meat. And... is that bread?"

The drums picked up tempo as they got closer, joined by the first pipes. Children darted around them now, keeping a respectful distance but clearly bursting with curiosity about the mouse peeking out of Adom's pocket.

"Just... try not to bite anyone," Adom whispered.

"I am a gentleman, I'll have you know," Valiant replied with mock offense. "Even if they do smell like they've been handling cheese."

Mirko's massive form emerged from between the tents, his wild white hair and beard now adorned with small bells that jingled as he walked. His eyes lit up with recognition as Adom took off the piece covering his face.

"Ah! Little mage returns!" He spread his arms wide. "Welcome, welcome back to our fires!"

"Hmm?" His bushy eyebrows rose as he spotted Valiant. "What this? Another curse need breaking? Price same as last time - one hundred gold pieces!"

"I am not cursed!" Valiant's chest puffed up, whiskers bristling with indignation. "I was born this way, thank you very much!"

"Ah." Mirko stroked his beard, nodding sagely. "Sorry then, little šošoj."

The way he said it left both Adom and Valiant wondering if he was apologizing for suggesting Valiant was cursed, or expressing sympathy for Valiant's natural state of being.

Adom had to bite his lip to keep from laughing.

"Manly man!" A voice called out from somewhere behind the tents. "Is that you?"

Adom froze.

"Who's 'manly man'?" Valiant whispered, still looking somewhat miffed about the curse comment.

"Long story," Adom muttered, trying to look at the familiar voice's owner.

Morgana stepped into the firelight, wearing a heavy Veyshari winter dress with intricate embroidery. Her hair was braided in their style now, decorated with small silver bells like Mirko's.

"Hi Morgana," Adom said, and her face lit up with a warm smile.

"I'm so glad you're alright." She moved closer, concern evident in her eyes. "I went into the city last week. Saw Sam with some of those club members of yours, putting up missing person notices everywhere, asking anyone who'd listen if they'd seen you."

Adom's stomach twisted with guilt. "Yeah, I... I saw them too."

She tilted her head, studying his face. "That's new," she said, gesturing to the white streak in his hair. "Trying something different?"

For a moment, Adom was back in that dungeon, feeling the life being pulled from him, watching Death smiling at him, and all he could do was smile back. He swallowed hard. "Something like that."

"It suits you," she said simply, and he could tell she knew there was more to it but wasn't going to push. "Makes you look distinguished."

"Thanks," he managed, grateful for her tact.

"Ah!" Mirko clapped his hands together. "So you cause all this trouble, yes? City guards very angry. Say no one leave islands until idiot prince say so." He shook his head, bells jingling. "Big mess!"

"Anen paj thud!" Mirko called out to someone behind him, then turned back to them. "Too cold for talk here. Veyshari no like cold. We sit, drink warm milk, then talk."

He gestured toward the massive bonfire, where several people were already arranging cushions and blankets.

As they moved toward the fire, Morgana finally noticed Valiant who went back in Adom's pocket. "Oh, hello there," she said, bending slightly to get a better look.

Valiant seemed to shrink back, his whiskers twitching nervously.

"Everything alright?" Adom asked, confused by his friend's reaction. "Wait... can beastkin be attracted to humans?"

"Oh god, no!" Valiant sounded horrified. He looked up at the equally confused Morgana. "It's just... you have the same aura as a cat. It's... unsettling."

Morgana chuckled, settling down on one of the cushions. "Well, I was one for quite a while."

"You were what?" Valiant poked his head out further, curiosity overcoming his nervousness.

"It's another long story," Adom said, accepting a steaming cup from a young woman. "Involving curse-breaking and raw sheep hearts."

"Raw sheep-" Valiant started, then shook his head. "You know what? I don't want to know. This week has been strange enough already."

"So..." Adom wrapped his hands around the warm cup. "I need a place to stay, just for a while."

"Ah!" Mirko's face brightened. "Little mage want stay with Veyshari? Of course, of course! After all, you bring ranji to us!" He gestured toward Morgana with a proud smile. "She very good for tribe!"

Adom looked at Morgana questioningly. She just smiled and spoke, "Nais tuke, Mirko," then switched to normal speech, "but you flatter me."

"No, no! Only truth from Mirko's mouth! Always truth!" He tapped his chest firmly.

Adom blinked. "You already speak their language?"

"It's been almost two months," Morgana shrugged. "I used to study languages, back before... well, before everything. It's not so different from some dialects I know."

Mirko nodded enthusiastically, his bells creating a cheerful symphony. "We supposed to leave before first snow. Veyshari not made for winter, you see? But guards block roads, block ports-"

"I'm so sorry," Adom started, but Mirko waved his apology away.

"Bah! Not your fault. Prince idiots, guards idiots. Think they own everything, own everyone." He spat into the fire. "But!" His face lit up again. "Ranji show us how make proper winter clothes! From our own sheep! No need buy expensive cloth from city merchants!"

"They're quite good at weaving and embroidery," Morgana added. "They just needed to adjust the technique for warmer materials."

"Yes, yes!" Mirko beamed. "And now, if little mage stay, we have two sorcerers! And genius who beats winter!" He threw his head back and laughed, the sound booming across the camp. "First time in history - Veyshari stay through snow and laugh at cold!"

Valiant poked his head out. "Does this mean we get to stay somewhere warm?"

"Of course!" Mirko exclaimed. "Veyshari always take care of friends. Even tiny mouse friends who not cursed!" He winked at Valiant, who couldn't decide whether to be offended or amused.

Mirko clapped his hands together. "Not to worry! We hide little mage in plain sight. All wear same clothes, same colors - who tell one from other?" He gestured toward the tents. "Guards come, you just another Veyshari learning to weave. Or maybe tend sheep, yes?"

A young woman approached with a large platter, steam rising into the cold air. The scent of freshly baked bread filled Adom's nostrils.

"Ah! Marikli!" Mirko beamed. "Best bread in all camps. Watch, watch!"

The bread was flattened against the clay walls of a dome-shaped oven, baking until golden brown. As it came off, they spread melted cheese over the top, letting it bubble and brown. The first bite was heaven - crispy outside, soft inside, the cheese sharp and rich.

"This is amazing," Valiant declared, already on his third piece. He had gathered quite an audience of children, sitting cross-legged in the snow around him. "But you should have seen the dungeon! There I was, leading my trusted companion - the little mage here - through darkness and danger!"

The children leaned forward, entranced. One small boy offered Valiant another piece of cheese-covered bread.

"Brave mouse," an older girl said solemnly. "Like in old stories."

"Oh, I'm much braver than those stories," Valiant winked, accepting the bread. "Did I tell you about the time we faced the guardian?"

Morgana caught Adom's eye and smiled. "He's good with them."

"He's good at telling tales, you mean," Adom replied, but he was smiling too.

A woman brought them warm milk sweetened with honey - "Paj thud," Morgana explained. The heat spread through Adom's chest, chasing away the last of the winter chill.

"Xaiben!" someone called, and more platters appeared - roasted meat with herbs, stewed vegetables, something that looked like dumplings in a rich broth.

"Sarmi," Mirko explained, pointing to cabbage rolls stuffed with meat and rice. "And here, pišot - best you ever taste!"

The food was hearty, meant to ward off winter's bite. Adom couldn't remember the last time he'd eaten so well. Even in the academy's dining hall, meals had never felt this... warm. This right.

Then a child's voice cut through the comfortable atmosphere: "Aven manuš!"

More voices joined in: "Manuš! Manuš!"

Adom's head snapped up. Three figures approached through the snow, their forms dark against the white landscape. His heart stuttered in his chest.

He would know them anywhere.

His mother walked with the same grace she always had, her dark cloak billowing in the winter wind. Even at this distance, he could see her hands moving as she spoke - she'd always talked with her hands. Her hair would be streaked with more silver now, he knew, but her eyes would be the same warm brown that had watched over his fevers, celebrated his victories, comforted his defeats.

And his father... The way he moved, measured and deliberate, every step placed with purpose - Adom had that same walk. People used to comment on it, how the son moved just like the father. The Star Knight's cloak couldn't hide the straight spine, the squared shoulders. His father had always carried himself like he was wearing his armor, even in civilian clothes.

Bob led them, his wild red hair visible even from here. He gestured as he walked, probably explaining something - knowing Bob, complaining about something.

The drums picked up a new rhythm, welcoming and strong. Children ran past, bells jingling, bright clothes flashing against the snow.

Adom stood, his legs unsteady. The firelight caught his mother's face as she looked up, and he saw the exact moment she recognized him. Her step faltered. Her hand flew to her mouth.

His father stopped too, going completely still in that way he had - like a sword being drawn.

Somewhere behind him, Valiant was still telling stories to the children. Mirko was saying something about proper greetings. Morgana touched his arm briefly, a gesture of support.

But all Adom could see was his mother starting to run, his father's long strides eating up the distance, and Bob, that old grump, wiping suspiciously at his eyes as he watched them close the gap between them.

            

    
        42. Family Time

    
    
    
    
                Question.

How do you face the people you loved and buried?

Not in dreams, where everything feels half-real and fades with the morning light. Not in memories, growing fainter with each passing decade. But here, now, solid and warm and alive?

Adom had imagined this moment countless times over sixty years. In quiet nights alone, in busy days when something would remind him of them. He'd imagined what he'd say, what they'd say. Sometimes he'd talk to them, feeling half-mad but needing it all the same. "You should have seen this sunset, Mother." Or "Remember that silly joke you used to tell, Father?"

The reality was nothing like his imaginings.

His mother reached him first. She didn't slow down, didn't hesitate - just crashed into him with enough force to make him stumble back. Her arms wrapped around him, and suddenly he was enveloped in that familiar scent - sweet apple and ink and home. She was crying, he realized dimly. Or maybe he was. Maybe both.

"My boy," she whispered, her voice cracking. "My foolish boy."

He wanted to say something. Anything. But his throat had closed up entirely, and all he could do was hold on, press his face into her shoulder like he used to do when he was small. When he was actually small, not just wearing the shape of youth.

His father's arms encircled them both. Adom felt the scratch of his beard, smelled the familiar mix of steel polish and pipe tobacco. How had he forgotten these details? How had sixty years dulled the memory of exactly how his father's embrace felt?

They stood like that, the three of them, while the snow fell and the drums played and the world kept turning. And was that Bob crying over there? Huh. What an odd thing to see. That would make for excellent teasing material later.

Anyway.

"Don't you ever," his father's voice was rough, "ever do that to us again."

Adom tried to laugh, but it came out more like a sob. "I won't."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

His mother pulled back just enough to cup his face in her hands, studying him with tear-bright eyes. She traced the white streak in his hair, her expression flickering between relief and worry.

"You look thin," she said, and it was such a mom thing to say that Adom did laugh then, properly.

"I'm fine now," he said. "I'm home."

And he was. Not in the physical sense - they were standing on a beach in the snow, surrounded by nomads and their drums, with a talking mouse peering cautiously from behind. But home had never really been about places.

His father's hand was steady on his shoulder, grounding him in the moment. His mother's fingers were warm against his face. They were here, alive, real.

In his past life, he'd dug their graves himself. The soil had been hard, frozen. He'd refused help, needed to do it alone. Afterward, he'd sat between the mounds until his tears froze on his face.

But that was then. That was there. This was now, and they were warm and solid and alive.

"You have so much explaining to do," his father said, but his voice was gentle.

"I know." Adom managed a wobbly smile. "But can we just... stay like this? Just for a minute?"

His mother pulled him close again, and his father's arm tightened around them both.

"As long as you need," his mother whispered.

The drums played on, softer now. The snow kept falling. And if Bob was still crying somewhere behind them, well, nobody mentioned it.

Some moments don't need words. Some moments just need to be lived.

*****

There was a lot to explain. Like, a lot. Evil plans involving mass murder weapons that would destroy the world? Check. Dungeons full of death and monsters? You bet. Political mess threatening to tear apart the Empire? Oh yeah.

But honestly? None of that mattered right then.

When his parents approached, Morgana quietly pulled her shawl over her head in the Veyshari style, blending into the background with practiced ease. The tribe welcomed them with calls of "Aven! Aven!" while Mirko directed everyone to make space around the fire.

"Welcome, welcome!" he boomed. "Parents of little mage always welcome here! Sit, eat, be warm!"

Instead, they sat around the fire, and his mother fussed over how thin he was (he wasn't), and his father pretended not to be emotional (he was), and Bob definitely wasn't wiping his eyes every few minutes (he absolutely was).

"And who's this?" his mother asked when Valiant finally gathered enough courage to emerge from hiding.

"Valiant," the mouse said with a tiny bow. "Your son's savior and companion through dark dungeons and-"

"Have some more bread," his mother interrupted smoothly. His father just nodded sagely, clearly deciding that some questions could wait for another day.

Mirko kept bringing food - more of that amazing bread with melted cheese, rich stews, something sweet with honey that made Adom's teeth ache. His mother tried everything, asking about spices and recipes, while his father nodded along, clearly having no idea what they were talking about but content just to be there.

"Dikhen!" A child called out, pointing at the fire. The young sorceress had emerged from her tent, bells in her copper hair chiming softly as she settled near the flames with the grace of a dancer.

"Purani story," Mirko announced proudly to Adom's parents. "My niece, sorceress. She knows old magic best."

The sorceress began to speak, her voice carrying across the camp. As she spoke, she gestured at the fire, and shapes began to form in the flames - giants walking across mountains, a small figure stealing their secrets. The flutes started playing, low and haunting, while someone tapped a steady rhythm on a drum.

"The story of how we learned magic," Morgana translated quietly from her spot nearby. "How the first Veyshari tricked the giants and stole their runes."

The children gathered closer, their eyes wide as figures danced in the flames. Even Valiant stopped mid-story to watch, cheese forgotten in his paws.

As night deepened, more stories followed. The Veyshari started singing, their voices rising with the sparks from the fire. Adom's mother knew some of the words - of course she did - and joined in. His father hummed along, off-key but trying. Even Bob gave it a shot, though his accent made several children giggle.

"Šukar gilă!" someone called out, and more voices joined in.

Adom didn't sing. He just sat there, between his parents, letting the warmth of the fire and their presence wash over him. Sixty years of missing them, and here they were, his mother's hand in his, his father's arm around his shoulders.

When he finally fell asleep that night, it wasn't in some fancy bed or comfortable room. Just a simple tent, warm with borrowed blankets, the sound of the sea mixing with distant singing and his parents' steady breathing nearby.

Best sleep of his life? Yeah, pretty much.

The world-ending weapons could wait until morning.

*****

Almost morning.

Adom wasn't sleeping. Well, not anymore at least. Hadn't been for about fifteen minutes now, but he kept his eyes firmly shut, breathing carefully measured. Just five more minutes. That's all he needed. Just five more-

"You do realize I can notice your breath pattern when you're not sleeping anymore, right, son?"

Ah, for God's sake. Right. He could do that.

Adom cracked one eye open. The sun hadn't rised yet. The air smelled of sea salt and last night's fire, with a hint of his mother's ink-and-apple scent from the bedroll next to his. She was still sleeping, one hand curled under her chin like always.

"Good morning, Father," he managed, trying for casual and probably failing spectacularly as he pushed himself up and wiped sleep from his eyes. The borrowed blankets pooled around him, warm and heavy.

Arthur Sylla sat cross-legged on his bedroll, already dressed and looking irritatingly alert. He reached over and ruffled Adom's hair - now a mess of black and a little white - with that familiar half-smile that always meant he knew more than he let on.

"You little trouble maker. Good morning."

That was his father alright. Arthur had always been like this - quiet, observant, with that uncanny ability to read people that made him such a good commander.

He'd given Adom the grace of no questions yesterday. But knowing him...

"Look at you," Arthur said, confirming Adom's suspicions. "Leave you for a few months, and you get white hair, and lose your glasses. Again." He paused, head tilting slightly. "Are those muscles I see on you, son?"

Right. Months. For them, he'd just left for his second year at the Academy a few months ago. Wow. That was... that was something to process.

His father was still watching him, patient but expectant. The questions were coming. They both knew it. But first-

"I didn't lose my glasses," Adom protested weakly. "I just... don't need them anymore?"

Arthur's eyebrow went up. "Uh-huh. And the white hair?"

"Would you believe me if I said it was a fashion statement?"

"No."

"Worth a try." Adom sighed, running a hand through said hair. "It's... a long story."

"I imagine it is." His father's voice was gentle. "But we've got time."

And that was the thing about Arthur Sylla - he always did have time. For questions, for mistakes, for long stories that made no sense. Even now, sixty years and one resurrection later, that hadn't changed.

"Yeah," Adom said softly. "I guess we do."

"Good morning, boys," came Maria's voice, Adom's mother.

Adom turned to see her sitting up, not a hair out of place, looking far too alert for someone who'd just woken up.

Of course she was already awake. Of course this wasn't a coincidence.

"Morning, Mother," Adom managed.

"Sleep well, Lionheart?" his father asked her.

They shared a look that spoke volumes. Yeah, they'd definitely planned this.

Well, fair enough. He had sort of caused the whole Empire-wide crisis they were dealing with.

Adom looked between his parents - his father's patient smile, his mother's steady gaze - and suddenly felt very young again.

"So," his mother said. "About that white hair..."

*****

The secret to a good lie is to sprinkle it with some truths.

That's what Adom had been thinking all night long. How to deceive his parents. Tell them half truths, hide what he truly went through for the past decades.

But now....

As his parents looked at him expectantly, waiting for explanations, Adom felt his heart hammering against his ribs. The tent suddenly seemed too small, the air too thick. Every breath felt like a decision.

He was about to break one of the fundamental taboos.

From childhood, everyone knew the laws of magic - the boundaries that kept the world safe.

Don't try to manipulate time.

Don't attempt to revive the dead.

Don't even think about creating something from nothing.

It was annoying and borderline harassment the way these principles were drilled into anyone who could manipulate mana. But again, these weren't just rules; they were survival instincts embedded in society. Breaking them wasn't just illegal - it was heretical, dangerous, the kind of thing that could get everyone around you killed.

And here he was, living proof that those laws had been broken.

He hadn't done it himself, technically. He'd just... agreed to a deal with a rather suspicious entity. Been revived. Sent back to when he was young with sixty years of memories intact. Simple, really. Nothing worth getting executed over.

...Right?

But these were his parents. His actual parents. Alive and breathing and looking at him with concern.

His father, who had built House Sylla from nothing. A commoner who had fought his way to knighthood through blood, sweat, and tears. His shoulders bore the weight of four hundred Star Knights who had followed him into what might become rebellion.

His mother, descended from the ancient Lionheart mages who predated even the Time of Law. A high-ranking noble who had abandoned her house to marry a commoner. Her family had disowned her for it.

Come to think of it, his parents had always been rule-breakers in their own way. They were doing it again now, mobilizing forces against the Empire for their son's sake. They'd risk everything they'd built on the mere suspicion that something was wrong.

And with the scope of what Adom was facing - corrupt officials, catastrophes, ancient conspiracies, weapons that could destroy the world - one thing became clear: he needed help. Real help. Not just Bob and Valiant and whatever allies he could scrape together. No offence to the mentioned ones, of course.

What better help than his parents?

Adom opened his mouth, then closed it again. His tongue felt like lead. The words wouldn't come.

What if they rejected him? What if they feared what he'd become? What if, after hearing his story, they didn't see him as their son anymore but as some abomination, some stranger wearing their boy's face?

This could ruin everything.

Or it could make things so much easier.

"Adom," his father's voice cut through his spiraling thoughts. "Are you alright? You've gone pale."

His mother leaned forward, brow furrowed. "Is it that bad, whatever you're afraid to tell us?"

Adom's heart pounded so hard he thought they might hear it. He could feel sweat beading at his temples despite the morning chill.

"I—" His voice cracked. He cleared his throat. "I don't know how to—"

"You're scaring me, son," his father said, the worry lines around his eyes deepening.

His mother reached out, placing her warm hand against his cheek. The familiar gesture nearly broke him. How many times had she done this when he was a child? When he had a fever, or when he was upset about something at school?

"Listen to me," she said softly. "Whatever it is, you can tell us. We're your parents. There is nothing - nothing - you could say that would make us love you any less."

"Even if I've done something impossible?" Adom whispered.

His father's expression hardened slightly. "Is that what you're worried about? Breaking some Academy rule? Some law?"

"Arthur," his mother chided gently, then turned back to Adom. "What your father means is that we've broken plenty of rules ourselves. Important ones, sometimes."

"When it matters," his father added.

Adom took a deep breath, then another. His parents waited, patient but concerned. Outside, the camp sounds continued - the clinking of pots, children's laughter, the steady rhythm of drums.

His father nodded encouragingly. "Go on."

Adom closed his eyes briefly, gathering his courage. When he opened them again, he looked directly at his parents.

"Mother, Father, the truth is..." He swallowed hard. "I have died once and came back to life."



The words hung in the air. For three heartbeats, nobody moved.

His mother's hand froze against his cheek. His father went completely still.

"What exactly do you mean by that?" Arthur asked. His voice was controlled, careful, but Adom could hear the tension beneath it.

He couldn't back down now. "I mean exactly what I said. I died. And then I came back."

"How?" His mother's voice was barely above a whisper.

"I agreed to a deal."

"A deal?" she repeated, her hand dropping slowly from his face.

"Yes."

His father leaned forward. "With whom?"

Adom hesitated. This was it - the point of no return. He took a breath and met his father's eyes.

"Death."

His parents looked at each other. Not with horror, which he'd expected, but with something more complex. The look of two people having an entire conversation without words.

"Tell us everything," his father said finally.

So Adom did.

"I lived to be seventy-nine," he said. "I watched you both die. Everyone, really. The world... it fell apart."

His mother's hands tightened into fists in her lap. "How?"

"Wars at first. Then plagues. Things engineered by people who should've known better." Adom ran a hand through his hair. "I was sick for most of my life. Weak. I tried to fight it - all of it - but in the end..."

He couldn't meet their eyes for this part.

"In the end, I killed myself."

His mother made a small sound, like something breaking. His father reached across and gripped Adom's shoulder hard enough to hurt.

"You what?" There was real anger in his voice now.

"I was dying anyway," Adom said. "Slowly. Painfully. And I couldn't do anything to help anyone else. So I chose to end it on my terms."

His mother's eyes were bright with unshed tears. "And then?"

"And then I met her. Death. She proposed a deal - come back, right the wrongs, save the world before it's too late." Adom looked between them. "That's what I've been trying to do."

His father's grip on his shoulder loosened, but he didn't let go. "And you expect us to believe this."

It wasn't a question. Adom could see his father's mind working, assessing.

"I can prove it."

Before they could respond, Adom opened his inventory. The air seemed to ripple, and he pulled out two objects: the grimoire he'd received from Law and the golem, which unfolded to its full height, nearly brushing the top of the tent.

His parents even didn't flinch. They'd seen strange things before. But they did stare, his father's eyes narrowing, his mother's widening.

"Mother," Adom said. "Do you feel any mana from that dimensional space I just used?"

She concentrated for a moment. "No. Nothing."

"Because it's a gift from Death. Beyond the normal rules of magic."

His father circled the golem cautiously. "And this?"

"Found it in a cave. It's more sophisticated than any other golem in this world. I'd bet my life on that."

"You have, apparently," his father muttered, examining the golem's joints.

"The cave was just the beginning," Adom continued. "There were trials, tests. This grimoire was left by Law Borealis there."

His mother's head snapped up. "The Law Borealis?"

"Yes. I'm still figuring that part out."

"And the white streak in your hair?" his father asked, returning to Adom's side.

"Trasmutation. I took a vampire's healing factor."

There was no point hiding anything now.

His mother reached out, hesitated, then touched the white streak gently. "You've lived a whole life we know nothing about."

"Yes."

"Our son died," his father said slowly. "And you... came back."

Adom felt something cold settle in his stomach. This was what he'd feared - that they wouldn't see him as their son anymore.

"I'm still me," he said quietly. "Just... more."

"Seventy-nine," his mother murmured. "Older than either of us."

His father was still watching him. "If what you're saying is true, why would Death send you back? What's the goal?"

"To stop what's coming." Adom looked between them. "The thing with the prince is just the beginning. There's something bigger happening. Something that ends with everyone dead."

"And you expect us to help you," his father said.

"I need you to help me," Adom corrected. "I can't do this alone. I... I just can't."

There was a long silence.

His parents were looking at each other again, having another one of those silent conversations. Adom waited, his heart in his throat. This was the moment - they'd either believe him or they wouldn't. They'd either help him or...

Or what? Send him to a mind healer? Lock him up for his own protection? Turn him over to the Empire as a heretic?

Would they... would they do that to him?

His mother broke the silence. "How did we die? In your... other life."

The question caught him off guard. "What?"

"You said you watched us die. How did it happen?"

Adom swallowed hard. "There was a battle. Father was defending Kati against enemy forces. He... he took a killing spell while trying to help me get out of the rubble."

His father nodded slightly, as if that made perfect sense.

"And you, Mother. You just... we were attacked by orcs in one of our camps." Adom looked at her, trying to not picture the memory. "I... I did not make it in time. When I arrived, you were already gone."

His mother's eyes closed briefly.






Adom's eyes dropped to the ground.

The tent filled with another silence so complete he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. No one spoke. No one moved.

Doubt.

More doubt.

Had he made a mistake? He should have just lied. Found another way. Anything would be better than whatever this was - this horrible, stretching silence.

He wished he could sprout wings and fly away, right through the tent ceiling. Just vanish. He wished he never existed in the first place.

How did they see him now? As some old stranger wearing their son's face? Did they regret coming to help him? Regret causing a near-rebellion for someone who wasn't even the boy they thought they knew?

What have I done? Adom thought. This was it. The end of everything.

A warm hand settled on his back.

Adom looked up, startled, and found both his parents smiling at him. His father's hand moved from his back to ruffle his hair, messing it up completely.

"Never look down," his father said firmly. "Always keep your chin up. You haven't done anything to be ashamed of, and we're certainly not going to treat you any differently."

His mother grabbed his hand, squeezing it tightly. Adom's heart pounded against his ribs. These were exactly the words he'd needed. Exactly what he'd hoped for but been too afraid to expect.

"Listen to me," she said, looking directly into his eyes. "Whether you're twelve, seventy-nine, or a million years old, we will always be your parents."

"But I-"

"No buts," she cut him off. "Boy. You have spent nine months in my belly. We named you. We raised you. We know you better than you think, Adom Sylla. Don't you dare think we would ever stop being your parents."

His father snorted. "Not that we could even if we wanted to, anyway."

"Exactly." Maria weaved a quick spell with her fingers and poked his Arthur's shoulder with it, making him yelp.

"Ouch!" Arthur rubbed the spot where the tiny magical zap had stung him.

A chuckle escaped Adom despite everything. His nose was running, and his eyes felt hot.

God, this was so cheesy.

He'd cried just yesterday, and now they were putting him through this again.

His mother reached out and wiped a tear from his cheek with her thumb. "Look at you, still crying just like when you were five and fell out of that apple tree."

That broke something in him, and suddenly Adom was laughing through his tears.

"Thank you," he managed to say between breaths. "I didn't... I wasn't sure..."

"That we'd believe you?" his father asked, eyebrow raised. "Or that we'd still want you?"

"Both, I guess." Adom wiped his nose with his sleeve.

His mother made a disapproving noise and handed him a handkerchief from somewhere in her robes. "Use this, not your sleeve. Some things never change, apparently."

"Sorry," Adom muttered automatically, taking the handkerchief.

"So," his father said, leaning back and crossing his arms. "You're technically older than both of us now."

"I suppose so."

"Hmm." His father pretended to think about this. "Does this mean I can finally retire and make you handle all the paperwork?"

"Arthur!" his mother scolded, but she was fighting a smile.

"What? He's lived a whole lifetime. Surely he can manage the quarterly expense reports for the Iron Wolves."

Adom found himself grinning. "I'd rather face Death again, thanks."

His father sighed dramatically. "Worth a try."

His mother rolled her eyes at both of them, but her hand was still holding Adom's, warm and solid and real.

"Thank you," Adom said again, quieter this time. "For believing me. For... everything."

"We're your parents," his mother said simply. "That's what we do."



An awkward silence settled.

His father suddenly sat up straighter, his expression shifting from warm to focused in an instant.

"We need a plan," Arthur said, rubbing his chin. "The current situation is unstable at best."

"Dangerous at worst," his mother added.

Adom nodded. "Right. About that, I've been thinking."

And so, he told them about Professor Kim, the weapon called Dragon's Breath, the Children of the Moon, and his plan to solve the situation. His mother's eyebrow inched higher with each detail, while his father's face remained carefully neutral, though his eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of certain strategies.

When he finished, they were staring at him. Just... staring. Looking confused and lost.

"Did you listen to what I said?" Adom asked, uncertain.

His father reached out, pressing a hand to Adom's forehead. "Just checking."

"For what?" Adom laughed.

"Did you learn military strategy?" his father asked instead of answering.

"I had time to study—"

"This was so detailed!" his mother added.

"You managed to manifest Fluid through spite? Hah! That's my son!" his father pressed.

"He's just like your older brother."

"That he is! It seems you took more than just my brother's name, boy!" Arthur exclaimed.

Adom opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. They were barely letting him get a word in.

"Arthur," his mother suddenly beamed, squeezing his father's arm. "I told you it was just a phase! See? He's normal!"

"Normal?" His father laughed, deep and genuine - a sound so rare that Adom almost jumped. "Maria, the boy just outlined a better strategic plan than half my commanders could manage."

"Wait a minute," Adom held up his hands. "What do you mean 'just a phase'?"

His parents froze, exchanging another one of those looks.

"Oh, nothing bad," his mother said quickly.

"We just thought..." his father cleared his throat. "Well, you didn't seem interested in..."

"People?" his mother offered.

"Or anything that wasn't written down," his father added.

"You were worried about my personality?"

"Well, you did spend an awful lot of time with those books—"

"Remember when he wouldn't leave his room for three days because he found that treatise on ancient runes?"

"Or that time he missed dinner because he was translating old scrolls?"

"I was researching ways to counter magical weapons, actually," Adom said, the memory suddenly clear. "Looking for... well, looking for answers, I suppose. Even then."

"Of course, dear." His mother patted his hand.

His father's expression turned serious. "Speaking of concerning behavior. A dungeon, Adom? Do you have any idea how dangerous—"

His mother burst out laughing.

"What?" His father frowned.

"Oh, that's rich coming from you," she wiped her eyes. "Sir I'll-Start-A-Civil-War-Because-Someone-Won't-Answer-My-Questions."

"That was completely different—"

"Was it though?" Adom grinned. "Technically, Father, this is all your fault. If you hadn't mobilized the Iron Wolves—"

"I was justified."

"Of course you were, dear," his mother patted his father's hand the same way she'd done to Adom.

"I was! They were stonewalling me, refusing to investigate—"

"So you thought the reasonable response was four hundred Star Knights?"

"It worked, didn't it?"

"Yes, brilliantly." Adom rolled his eyes. "That's why we're hiding in a Veyshari tent avoiding a war."

His father opened his mouth, closed it, then slumped. "Your mother might have a point about the hot-headedness."

"Might?" Both Adom and his mother said in unison.

"Like father, like son?" his mother suggested innocently.

"I'm nothing like—" both Adom and his father started simultaneously, then stopped, looking at each other.

His mother smiled triumphantly. "Well, it took you seventy-nine years, but it seems the phase finally passed."

*****

The snow crunched under their boots as they walked away from the camp. Dawn was breaking and the clouds were purple and gold over the beach. His father would need to leave soon - head back to his men, keep the Crown Prince busy with talks and negotiations. Buy time.

They stopped at the edge of the beach, where sand met snow. Behind them, the camp was waking up, voices carrying on the wind along with the smell of breakfast fires. His mother stood beside them, adjusting her shawl against the morning chill.

"Did you grow up a bit?" his father asked suddenly, looking at him sideways.

Adom chuckled. "I might have."

Arthur Sylla had never been one for long emotional moments - a quick hug, a hand on the shoulder, maybe a proud nod when Adom did well in his studies. But this... this and last night had lasted longer than any heart-to-heart they'd had in a while. Maybe part of it was because Adom had always buried himself in books instead of trying to bridge that gap.

And now they wouldn't see each other again until everything was settled. If it got settled. The thought sat heavy in his chest, like a stone.

His father shifted his weight, cleared his throat. "Maybe we should consider another approach. Something that doesn't put you in such-"

"Brainless swordsman," his mother cut in fondly, reaching for his father's hand. "We need to trust him."

"I do trust him," his father protested. "I just-"

"Worry?" Adom offered.

His father's mouth twitched. "You're not making it easy."

"When have I ever?"

"Fair point." His father looked out at the sea, then back at Adom. "Just... be careful. More careful than me, at least."

"That's a low bar, dear," his mother said.

"I thought you were on my side?"

"I'm on the side of common sense, which you both seem to lack entirely."

His father stepped closer, resting his forehead against Adom's. It was warm, strong.

...Maybe a bit too strong. Almost a headbutt, actually.

"When this is all over," his father said quietly, "we'll catch up properly. But until then..." He pulled back, his hands heavy on Adom's shoulders. "Don't take unnecessary risks. Keep your head down. Let Bob guide you - he's smarter than he looks."

Adom chuckled. "Bob will love hearing that."

"I'm serious. No heroics. No fighting if you can avoid it. And for heaven's sake, stay away from-"

"Arthur," his mother interrupted gently, touching his arm. "The sun's getting high. You need to go."

His father nodded, pulling her into a tight embrace before stepping back. He looked at them both for a long moment, then pulled his cloak tight and turned away. Adom watched until his father's figure disappeared into the snowy distance, just another shadow in the dawn light.

"I'm a bit surprised," Adom said finally. "You're usually the more protective one."

His mother smiled, linking her arm through his as they walked back to camp. "Your father's hiding it well, but he's in a difficult position right now. He's always been like this - ever since we were young, if you can believe it. A brainless swordsman with no name or money to his name, rushing headfirst into trouble."

"Father? Really?"

"Oh yes. He pretends to be all calculated now, but he's always been the impulsive one. You know, he always managed to get out of trouble somehow, no matter how deep he was in it." She squeezed his arm. "So don't worry too much, and don't feel burdened. None of this is your fault."

"I can do this," Adom said. "I know I'm young, but-"

She laughed. "Young? Your father was twelve when we got stuck in our first dungeon."

Adom stopped walking. "Wait, what?"

"Oh yes. We couldn't stand each other back then. Made a bet that led us straight into trouble - your typical rank F dungeon, nothing too dangerous, but still." She grinned at his shocked expression. "What, did you think we were always the responsible adults you know?"

"You and Father... hated each other?"

"Hate is a strong word. Let's say we had a fierce rivalry that involved a lot of shouting matches and one very unfortunate incident with a magical sheep."

"How have I never heard this story?"

"Well, you never asked." She tugged him along. "Come on, I'll tell you all about how your father tried to impress me by challenging a mimic to a duel. And it didn't go well."

Morning came with fresh snow and goodbyes. The Veyshari packed their breakfast away while children ran around, picking up forgotten items. Morgana was nowhere to be seen. For some reason, she had been very discreet since Adom's parents came.

The cave looked different in daylight. Less menacing, more... well, cave-like. Bob and Valiant waited outside while Adom retrieved the gold, The former not particularly eager to revisit the place. The latter just tired of anything that sounded like cave or tunnel.

By midday, the streets were tense with activity. Soldiers patrolled in pairs, their armor gleaming in the winter sun and their red capes in the wind. Citizens hurried about their business, heads down, while merchants called their wares with forced cheer. The Iron Wolves' presence was particularly heavy near the gates - a reminder that peace hung by a thread.

"Where exactly are we going again?" Valiant poked his head out of Adom's pocket.

"Blacksmith," Adom replied, keeping his voice low. "I ordered some armor and gauntlets a while ago. Plus, the golem needs repairs before we can do anything else."

"Huh." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "Speaking of doing things - where'd the leprechaun go?"

"To tell Sam about me."

"Sam?"

"A friend. You haven't met him, but I think you'd get along." Adom paused at a corner, letting a patrol pass. "Say, you wouldn't happen to know where Eren lives, would you?"

"Uncle Cisco used to..." Valiant trailed off. "My uncle, he took care of the children of the Undertow. Made sure they wouldn't fall in with groups like the Children. Helped them find ways out when he could." He paused. "He always kept their information secret, wouldn't even write it down. Said it was safer that way, in case someone came looking."

"I'm sorry," Adom said quietly, understanding the past tense.

"Yeah." Valiant's whiskers drooped slightly. "But we could ask around, carefully. Some of the old families might know something."

"That would help, yes."

The smithy appeared ahead, steam rising from its doors in defiance of the cold. The rhythmic sound of hammer striking metal rang out - someone was hard at work. The warmth hitting their faces as they approached was a welcome change from the biting winter air.

The door creaked open, letting in a blast of cold air. Inside, the forge's heat hit like a wall, making Adom's frozen face tingle. Through the steam and smoke, he spotted a familiar figure - short, with that unmistakable wavy red hair. Fili was hammering away at something on his anvil, completely absorbed in his work.

"Excuse me?" Adom called out.

Nothing. Just the steady bam, bam, bam of metal on metal.

"Excuse me!"

Still nothing. Fili didn't even twitch, focused entirely on whatever he was crafting.

"How does he still have ears?" Valiant emerged from Adom's pocket, paws pressed against his own. "Hey! Hey you!"

Fili turned around, hammer still raised - and froze. His eyes went wide as dinner plates at the sight of the talking mouse.

"ARGH!"

"ARGH!" Valiant dove back into Adom's pocket so fast he nearly tore the fabric.

"What- how- there's a- it talked- but-" Fili stammered, backing into his anvil and nearly dropping his hammer.

"Fili, wait-" Adom pulled down his hood and unwrapped the cloth from his face. "It's me."

The hammer clattered to the floor. Fili stared at him, mouth slightly open, face going through several expressions in rapid succession.

"It is you..." he whispered.

And then his face twisted into something Adom had never seen before - not on friendly, cheerful Fili. His eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched, and suddenly the small blacksmith looked about ready to throw someone through a wall.

"YOU!"

            

    
        Chapter 43. Wam & Bam

    
    
    
    
                As it turns out, an angry Stoneblood charging at you is a pretty terrifying sight. They're built like small mountains, and Fili, despite being one of the shorter ones, still had arms thick as tree trunks from all the smithing. Arms currently trying very hard to reach Adom's face.

"Wait- what- why-" Adom backpedaled, fingers sketching a quick pattern in the air. The levitation spell caught Fili mid-lunge, leaving him floating a few feet off the ground, still swinging.

"Put me down!" Fili's face was almost as red as his hair. "You- you- do you have any idea what happened after you disappeared?"

"I can explain-"

"Explain? EXPLAIN?" Fili's boots kicked uselessly at the air. "The guards came! They took Master Kern! They questioned us, threatened to shut down the forge!"

From Adom's pocket came Valiant's muffled voice: "Why is everyone trying to kill us lately? What did you do to this one?"

"I didn't- I mean- I just ordered some armor-"

"Just ordered some armor?" Fili stopped struggling long enough to glare. "You ordered enchanted gauntlets and vanished! Then Master Kern put in her order too, said you'd come for it, but you never did! We waited and waited and then-" His voice cracked. "Then they came for her! Said he was somehow conspiring against the Empire! Do you know how long it's been since I've seen her? DO YOU?"

Oh.

Oh no.

"I'm... sorry?" Adom tried.

"SORRY WON'T BRING MY MASTER BACK!"

"Fili," Adom said softly, keeping the spell steady as the Stoneblood twisted in the air. "If I could have come sooner, I would have. A lot happened to me too."

"Oh, a lot happened to you?" Fili's laugh was bitter. "While you were off doing whatever, I was here watching them drag my master away! Do you know what that's like?"

"Actually..." Adom winced. "I might have some idea."

"Don't trust him!" Valiant hissed from the pocket. "He'll punch you the second you let him down!"

"Look," Adom continued, ignoring the mouse's protests, "I'll put you down if you promise not to do anything rash."

"Rash? RASH?" Fili's face started reddening again. "I'll show you-"

"That's not helping your case."

Fili stopped mid-rant, took a deep breath, then another. His lips moved silently - something that sounded suspiciously like some old mantra. "Iron cools, water flows, anger passes..."

"Don't do it," Valiant warned. "I'll go berserk if this little monster tries anything-"

"Not helping, Valiant."

Fili's eyes snapped to Adom's pocket. "Did that mouse just threaten me?"

"Iron cools," Adom reminded him quickly. "Water flows..."

"...anger passes," Fili finished automatically, then scowled. "Stop that."

"Ready to talk without throwing punches?"

The Stoneblood's shoulders slumped slightly. "Fine. But I'm still angry."

"Noted." Adom lowered him slowly to the ground, ready to reweave the spell if needed.

Fili's boots touched the floor. For a moment, he just stood there, fists clenched, clearly wrestling with the urge to swing.

"How about we talk a bit?" Adom suggested carefully.

"If he moves funny, I'm zapping him," Valiant muttered.

Fili took one final deep breath, his hands slowly unclenching. "Yes," he said finally, voice rough but controlled. "Yes, I think that would be a good idea."

He gestured to a worn wooden stool near the workbench, then leaned against his anvil, running a hand through his red hair. The forge's warmth filled the awkward silence between them.

"I'm... sorry," he muttered finally. "For getting angry. It's just-"

"You don't have anything to be sorry about," Adom cut in, settling on the stool. "I totally get it. But right now I need to understand something - you said they took Master Kern?"

Fili's shoulders tensed. "Yeah. About a month ago. They just... showed up one morning, saying a student from Xerkes had placed an order here." He picked up a hammer, turning it over in his hands. "Master Kern denied it, even when they said someone saw the student come in. She just... kept saying she had no customer named Adom."

"She denied knowing me?" Adom frowned. "Why would she-"

"I wasn't sure either," Fili's grip tightened on the hammer. "But she'd been saying things, you know? About the Empire being up to something bad. Especially after all those guards started showing up, and that business up at the mage school with the missing student and professor. It was quite the hot topic around here, actually-"

"Fili," Adom interrupted gently. "You're trailing off."

"Right, right." The hammer made a dull thunk as he set it down. "So yeah, they took her. Said they just needed to ask some questions, that it would only take a few days of interrogation." His voice cracked slightly. "It's been weeks now. They won't let me visit, won't tell me anything. Just keep saying the investigation is ongoing."

Valiant poked his head out of Adom's pocket. "That's not normal procedure."

"No," Fili agreed, eyeing the mouse warily. "It's not. And the thing is..." He glanced at the door, lowering his voice. "The night before they came, she was working late. Really late. Said she had to finish something important. When I asked what it was, she just smiled and said sometimes the best thing a smith can forge is trouble."

"Forge trouble?" Adom leaned forward. "What does that mean?"

"I don't know! She was always saying stuff like that. But the next morning, when the guards came, she looked... ready. Like she was expecting them. And before they took her, she looked at me and said 'Remember what I taught you about tempering steel?'"

"Which was?"

"That's just it - she taught me loads about tempering steel. Could mean anything." Fili kicked at a stray piece of coal. "Haven't touched her workbench since then. Keep hoping..." He trailed off again, staring at something in the distance.

"I might be able to help with this," Adom said slowly. "Maybe even free your master."

Fili's eyes widened. "How?"

"First, I need my gear. The armor and gauntlets you made."

"The armor?" Fili straightened up, heading to the back of the workshop. Metal clanged against metal, followed by the scraping of heavy boxes being moved. "Where did I... ah!"

Adom and Valiant exchanged glances as more shuffling sounds came from the back.

"Should we trust him?" Valiant whispered.

"Do we have a choice?"

Finally, Fili emerged, struggling with a massive wooden box. He set it down with a thud that made the tools on the nearby bench rattle. "This," he said, pride creeping into his voice, "might be my best work yet."

He unlatched the box, lifting the lid to reveal gleaming pieces of armor. Runes traced elegant patterns along the metal, flowing like water frozen in silver. The craftsmanship was extraordinary - each piece fitted perfectly with the next, creating a complete set that seemed to catch and hold the forge's light.

"Wow," Adom breathed, lifting out the breastplate. The metal felt almost warm under his fingers.

"Reinforced steel core with an outer layer of enchanted alloy," Fili explained, practically bouncing on his feet. "The runes are Master Kern's design - they'll help channel magical energy while dispersing harmful effects. The joints are double-layered for flexibility, and I added extra reinforcement around the vital areas. The pauldrons can-"

"This is incredible," Adom interrupted. "But before we can use it, we need to fix what's going to wear it."

"What do you mean?"

Adom reached into his inventory space - that pocket of nowhere that mages used for storage - and pulled out the golem.

Fili screamed, stumbling backward into his anvil as the construct materialized. It stood nearly eight feet tall, its remaining arm hanging limply at its side. The chest cavity gaped open, showing the transport crystal and talisman near the core mechanisms within, and various other dents and scrapes marked its metal skin.

"Sweet mercy of the forge," Fili whispered, clutching his chest. "What... how..."

"It's a long story," Adom said. "But right now, what I need to know is - can you fix it?"

The golem's head turned slightly, its dim eyes focusing on the Stoneblood. Fili swallowed hard, but Adom could already see the craftsman's curiosity overtaking his fear as he studied the damaged construct.

"I've never worked on anything like this before," he admitted. "But..." He stepped closer, examining the torn metal around the missing arm. "These connection points... the metal composition..." A small smile crept across his face. "Yeah. Yeah, I think I can work with this."

"How long would it take?" Adom asked, watching Fili examine the golem.

"Two days," Fili said, already measuring the chest cavity with his fingers. "One full day to understand how it works, another to repair it. Won't need sleep, or food, or-"

"Wow, wow, Fili," Adom raised his hands. "Don't hurt yourself. We need you in one piece."

"At least he's passionate," Valiant muttered from the pocket.

Fili barely seemed to hear them, running his hands over the damaged metal. "If we're going to break into the prisons to free Master Kern, I'll need to make sure the joints are perfect. Maybe reinforce the-"

"We're not breaking into any prison."

Fili's hands stopped moving. "Oh." He looked up, confused. "But... you said we'd free her?"

"There's a better way to do it." Adom glanced around the workshop. "Also, I need those gauntlets."

"Oh!" Fili's eyes lit up. He headed back to the storage area, voice carrying over the sound of moving boxes. "Master Kern spent more time on them than expected. Said something wasn't quite right with the enchantment matrix we bought from the mage association. She was still working on them when the soldiers..." He emerged with a smaller box, ornately carved with runic patterns. "She couldn't finish them properly, but..."

He set the box down carefully and opened it. Adom's eyes widened.

Inside lay a pair of gauntlets that seemed to drink in the forge's light. They were sleek, almost artistic in their design, with plates that overlapped like scales. Crystalline lines traced their way from fingertips to wrists, pulsing faintly with stored magical energy. They weren't as bulky as traditional armored gauntlets - instead, they looked more like extensions of the wearer's own hands, deadly and beautiful at once.

"What's wrong with them? They look amazing," Valiant squeaked, peering at the gauntlets. "Try them on!"

Adom lifted them carefully from the box. The moment his hands slid inside, text flickered in his vision:

[Starfallen Steel Battle Gauntlets]
[Rank: S]

They fit perfectly, like a second skin. The metal was cool against his hands, but quickly warmed to his touch. In each palm sat a mana crystal, different from his original design but somehow... better. The crystalline lines pulsed in sync with his heartbeat.

Adom closed his eyes, breathing in deeply.

[Fluid Control]

The familiar blue fire of his Fluid energy spread across his body, but when it reached the gauntlets, something changed. The crystals brightened, the lines glowing intense azure.

"Here," Fili dragged a heavily reinforced training dummy into the center of the workshop. "Master Kern tested them on this. The mana crystals are set up in a resonance pattern - see how they're linked?"

He pointed to the intricate network of lines. "When you channel energy through them, they don't just amplify it - they create a feedback loop that disperses the impact force away from your arms. You can hit as hard as you want without breaking your own bones."

His fingers traced the crystalline patterns. "The crystal matrix absorbs the recoil and redirects it. Master Kern spent three days just getting this part right. The Fluid channels through these lines here, amplifying your strength while protecting you from the backlash."

Adom tuned out Fili's technical explanation, focusing on the dummy. The gauntlets felt alive on his hands. He shifted his stance, drew back his fist-

The impact rang through the workshop like a bell. The dummy didn't just fall over - it shot across the room, smashing into the far wall with enough force to crack the stone. Wood splinters rained down as Fili yelped and ducked.

Adom stared at his hand. He hadn't even used his full strength.

"Was that..." he started.

"That was about a quarter of what they can handle," Fili said smugly. "Want to try again?" He scratched his head. "Master Kern said they weren't quite ready, though I'm not sure why. She did say they were safe to use..."

"Are you kidding?" Valiant poked his head out. "These things are perfect! We're going to kick so much ass!"

"They're made of starfallen steel," Fili said proudly. "Rare stuff. Tradition says you should give them a name."

"Oh! Oh!" Valiant bounced excitedly. "Call the right one 'Wam' and the left one 'Bam' - the Wam-Bam Gauntlets! Get it? Because when you hit things it's like-"

Text flickered in Adom's vision:

[Item Name Updated: Starfallen Steel Battle Gauntlets "Wam & Bam"]
[Rank: S]


"Wam and Bam," Adom repeated, grinning. It was perfect - simple, memorable, and exactly what they did. "I like it."

*****

The waves crashed against the shore, spraying frozen mist into the winter air. Adom sat on a fallen log, watching the ocean meet the sky at the horizon. Three hours had passed since he left the forge, where Fili had dragged the golem through a door hidden behind stacked crates and old equipment.

"Secret passage," Fili had said, grinning. "Where Master Kern and I work on the important stuff. Runic concealment - can't find it unless you know it's there." He'd tapped his nose knowingly. "Few days, and your metal friend will be good as new."

"Are you absolutely sure the angry leprechaun won't get caught?" Valiant paced back and forth on the log beside Adom, his tiny feet leaving prints in the snow. "Because if he gets caught-"

"He won't. And Sam's coming too."

Valiant stopped pacing. "Why are we dragging another kid into this mess?"

"Because there's a crystal in our dorm that I need." Adom rubbed his hands together, breath fogging in the cold air. "The golem needs new power crystals, and I can't exactly walk into the academy right now. Not with everything going on."

"You mean with the Archmage breathing down everyone's necks?" Valiant's whiskers twitched. "Yeah, heard he's in the city personally because of the Professor Kim situation. And those Children of the Moon creeps."

"Exactly."

They sat in silence for a while, watching seabirds wheel overhead.

"So," Valiant said finally, "when are we going after Marco and his cult buddies?"

"When everything's ready." Adom flexed his fingers in the new gauntlets. "When we have all the pieces in place."

Movement caught his eye - two figures approaching along the beach, their boots crunching in the snow. He recognized Bob's frame first, then Sam's form beside him. Bob was talking, gesturing with his hands while Sam stared straight ahead at Adom, expression unreadable even at this distance.

Adom stood, brushing snow from his clothes, and started walking to meet them.

As they drew closer, Adom could see the dark circles under Sam's eyes, the way his friend's clothes were slightly rumpled like he'd been sleeping in them. Sam's face cycled through emotions - disbelief, confusion, relief, and something else Adom couldn't quite read.

The distance between them closed step by step, snow crunching under their feet. Bob cleared his throat, breaking the silence.

"Found the wee lad just like ye asked," the leprechaun said, adjusting his green coat. "Though next time, maybe give a bit more warnin' before sendin' me on a fetch quest, eh?"

"Thanks, Bob." Adom's eyes hadn't left Sam's face.

"You missed my birthday." Sam's voice was quiet.

"Oh." Adom blinked. "Was it last month?"

"Yeah."

"Sorry about that." Adom shifted his weight. "What, uh... what did you do for it?"

"Went around town. Put up missing person notices with the club." Sam's hands were stuffed in his pockets. "For you and Professor Kim."

"Oh." Adom winced. "That doesn't sound like a very fun birthday."

"It wasn't." Sam kicked at the snow. "I told you not to get into trouble, didn't I? And then you just... disappeared."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"I was worried, man."

"Yeah." Adom smiled slightly. "I'm glad you're okay."

"I'm glad you're okay too." Sam squinted at him. "New style?"

"Hmm?"

"Your hair."

Adom's hand went to the white streak. "Oh. Right. Long story."

"Right then," Bob cut in, rubbing his hands together. "As touchin' as this reunion is, perhaps we could continue it somewhere less..." A gust of icy wind blew in from the ocean. "Less bloody freezin'? The camp's not too far."

The walk back to camp would take nearly an hour. Bob led the way, grumbling about the cold, while Adom told Sam everything - well, almost everything. He explained about the golem, about Master Kern's arrest, about Marco and the Children of the Moon. He left out the time travel and his real reasons for needing certain ingredients, but everything else came pouring out. Maybe it was because he was tired of keeping secrets, or maybe because if anyone deserved to know the truth, it was Sam.

Adom kept waiting for the freak-out, for Sam to tell him he was crazy or that they needed to go to the authorities. He'd already prepared a whole speech about understanding if Sam wanted nothing to do with this mess.

"Well," Sam said when Adom finally finished talking, "that actually makes a lot more sense now."

Adom nearly tripped over his own feet. "What?"

"I mean, the missing professor, the weird stuff at school, those creepy people hanging around town..." Sam counted off on his fingers. "Plus that thing in the market district where we almost got killed. I knew you had something going on. I jst felt like you'd tell me on your own when you felt like it."

"And you're... okay with all this?"

"Okay with it? No. We're literally going against the Crown Prince here." Sam shook his head. "But you're my best friend, and you're clearly in trouble and I believe you when you say you have a way to get out of it. So what do you need me to do?"

Adom stared at him for a moment, then smiled. He was actually sorry, really. As he'd severely underestimated Sam it seemed.

Maybe all those early morning workouts had done more than just build muscle.

"Remember those transportation crystals we were working on?"

"Yeah." Sam patted the dimensional bag at his hip. "Brought the big one too, like you asked."

"Finally!" Valiant poked his head out of Adom's pocket. "Someone competent around here."

"Who's this?"

"Oh right - Sam, Valiant. Valiant, Sam," Adom said, watching as his friend and the mouse beastkin sized each other up.

"Nice to meet you," Sam said with a small wave. "I read about mouse beastkin in class. You can sense magical disturbances and energy fluctuations, right? That must be really useful with all the... well, everything that's been happening."

"I like this kid," Valiant declared, whiskers twitching with approval. "At least someone's been paying attention in class."

"Sam." Adom's voice grew serious. "I'm going to need your help with those crystals again. And... there are some things we need to handle with the academy. With Headmaster Merris."

"What about the headmaster?"




            

    
        Chapter 44. Dominoes Waiting To Fall

    
    
    
    
                The Veyshari camp was alive with color and sound and constant motion, despite the winter chill. Steam rose from the massive bonfire at the center, its warmth a stark contrast to the cold sea breeze coming off the shore.

The massive bonfire roared at its heart, sparks dancing up into the darkening sky and the sea crashed against the shore nearby as its rhythm mixed with the sounds of music and laughter.

Adom watched as a group of children sprinted past through the packed snow, their faces curious and bright as they spotted him and their breaths forming little clouds in the air.

"Chovihano tikno! Chovihano tikno!" they called out, pointing at him. Though he didn't understand their words, their excitement was clear enough. One small boy, wrapped in a thick woolen coat, brandished a wooden sword, demonstrating with enthusiastic swings while chattering rapidly in their musical language.

Adom smiled and waved, glancing at Sam who stayed close to his side, clearly overwhelmed by all the activity. Near the cooking fires that dotted the snowy camp, women in colorful skirts and heavy shawls danced to the music, their curious glances following the newcomers.

"Sammenel!" Maria, Adom's mother, shouted Sam's name through the bustle. She stood up from her workbench near one of the larger tents, setting aside what looked like half-finished potions. Her hair was tied back loosely, herbs and reagents scattered across her workspace, protected from the snow by the tent's awning.










"Hello, Mrs. Sylla," Sam called back with a small bow of his head, the gesture making Adom roll his eyes.

Same old Sam, proper as always.

Those friends who acted so perfectly behaved around parents were usually the masterminds behind the worst idea - but not Sam. He meant every courteous word, every proper gesture.

Had to drag him kicking and screaming into anything remotely questionable. And now here he was, plotting against the Crown Prince himself. Come to think of it, Adom realized with a sudden pang of guilt, he might have been the bad influence all along.



















"Oh, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Auntie?" his mother laughed, making her way over. She pulled Sam into a quick hug, then held him at arm's length, her eyes scanning him in that way that always made Adom feel like she could see right through him.

"Look at you," Maria said warmly to Sam, studying his face. "Those morning training sessions Adom told me about are showing. How's your family? How's your sister, little Elena doing with her reading? She's what, nine now?"

"Oh, she's good," Sam replied, relaxing slightly. "Finally got through that book of fairy tales you recommended. She won't stop talking about the dragon stories. And yes, she nine now!"

"And your father? Still running the merchant guild ragged?"

"Someone has to keep them organized," Sam smiled. "Though he's been worried about... everything that's happening."

Maria's expression softened. "And your mother?"

"Ah. The same." Sam's voice quieted. "The healers say there's been no change."

Maria pulled him closer for another brief hug. "We'll find something that helps. I've been looking into some old remedies - there are always new paths to try."

"Oh, um, thank you, Mrs- I mean, Auntie Maria. I mean. I'll tell Mother-" Sam stumbled over his words.

"Sam." She reached out, squeezing his shoulder gently. "You're taking a huge risk, helping Adom with all this."

"Mother," Adom started, but she held up a hand.

"No, this needs to be said." She looked Sam in the eyes. "Thank you. For being there for my son, for believing in him. Not many would take such risks for a friend."

Sam shifted uncomfortably under the praise. "H-He'd do the same for me."

"Yes," she smiled. "He would."

More children had gathered around them, some tugging at Sam's clothes curiously, others pestering Adom with rapid questions in their language.

She glanced between them. "Now, I hear you two have something to take care of?"

"Yes," Sam answered, perhaps a touch too quickly, his composure slipping just slightly. "We should probably..."

"Go on then," she said. "I'll be here working on these healing potions. Stars know we might need them, the way things are going." She gave Adom a meaningful look. "Be careful, you two."

The boys found a quiet spot on the cliffs overlooking the beach, where the camp sprawled below like a painting made of firelight and color. Up here, the wind bit harder, but at least they could talk without tiny eavesdroppers running circles around them.

Adom leaned against a boulder, watching the scene below. Bob had somehow ended up surrounded by a gang of children who'd decided his beard needed decorating. They were weaving ribbons and small bells into it while he grumbled and complained, though he made no real effort to stop them. His protests just made them giggle harder.

"If ye put one more ribbon in there, I swear by all that's- no, not the pink one- ah, bloody hell."

Near the massive bonfire, Valiant was now sharing drinks with one of the elder Veyshari, matching the old man cup for tiny cup. The mouse was still his usual self - cracking jokes, being generally annoying. But Adom had spent enough time with him in that dungeon to notice the cracks in the act.

Even in his sleep, Valiant would mutter his uncle's name, mixed with curses at Marco. Sometimes he'd wake up screaming - thank god for those concealment runes they'd used back then. The mouse beastkin handled his grief like he handled everything else - with humor and an extra dose of being insufferable. But he'd drunk himself into a stupor last night, and here he was again, tiny cup after tiny cup.

Adom's jaw tightened. He knew why, of course. The image of Marco standing over Valiant's uncle flashed through his mind, uninvited. Patience, he told himself. Marco would pay for everything he'd done. Adom would make sure of it.

His eyes swept the camp again, searching the crowds, the tents, the dancing figures by the fire, but-

"What are you looking for?" Sam's voice cut through his thoughts.

"Morgana," Adom replied absently, still scanning. "Haven't seen her since this morning. She's been... avoiding me, I think."

"Who's Morgana?"

Adom's eyes went wide. "Ah." He turned around slowly, meeting Sam's confused look with an apologetic smile. "Right. You don't know about... that."

Sam crossed his arms. "I really don't like that look on your face. That's your 'I did something complicated and probably stupid' look."

"I have a look for that?"

"You have several." Sam sat down on a nearby rock, pulling his coat tighter against the wind. "So. Morgana?"

"It's... complicated."

"Everything's complicated with you lately." Sam's voice wasn't accusatory, just tired. "But go on. What's one more complication?"

"Remember Kitty Cat?" Adom asked.

Sam's eyebrows drew together. "Of course I remember the cat. It used to sleep on your..." His eyes narrowed, then widened comically. "No."

"Yes."

"Human?"

"As far as I can tell."

"Woman?"

"Woman."

"Adult?"

"Yes."

"How?"

"Curse."

Sam sat there for a moment, processing. Then his face went through several interesting expressions as certain memories apparently resurfaced. "We changed clothes with her in the room."

"Please don't remind me."

"She watched us get dressed."

"Sam."

"For weeks."

"I know."

"She slept on your bed!"

"To be fair, she was actually a cat then."

Sam buried his face in his hands then Sam started laughing. Not his usual polite chuckle, but a full, slightly hysterical laugh that echoed off the cliffs.

"You know what?" he wheezed, wiping his eyes. "I'm just going to stop being surprised. Every time you open your mouth lately, something impossible comes out. I'm just going to focus on whatever crisis we're dealing with right now and pretend everything else is normal."

He glanced toward the camp, then shuddered. "Though I really, really hope I don't run into her here. I might just stick my head in the freezing sand and wait for death."

A pause. "She's..."

"Yes, Sam." Adom knew exactly what his friend was trying not to ask. "She's beautiful."

Sam let out a long, deep sigh, muttering under his breath. "Of course she is. Of course our dorm cat turned into a beautiful woman. Why wouldn't she? That's just..." He waved his hands vaguely at the air. "That's just how things work in your life now, apparently."

"It's not like I planned it."

"You never plan anything. Things just... happen. Normal people's cats stay cats. Your cat turns into a beautiful woman. Normal people worry about exams. You're plotting against the Crown Prince. I don't even know why I'm surprised anymore."

He still did not know she was also the puma... maybe that was not necessary to tell him now.

"I thought you were suspending disbelief until the crisis passes?"

"Right. Right." Sam adjusted his glasses, then paused. "Speaking of which, you're not wearing yours anymore."

"Don't need them."

"How-" Sam started, then caught himself. "No, wait. Let me guess. It has something to do with the dungeon?"

"So, remember the part where-"

"Actually," Sam cut in quickly, holding up both hands, "let's change the subject. I think I've hit my quota of impossible things for today."

Sam reached into his dimensional bag, pulling out the transportation crystal. It was still bigger than Adom remembered, about the size of a melon now, its faceted surface catching the last rays of sunlight.

"So what exactly do you want to do with this thing?"

"I'll work on it tonight." Adom's eyes tracked the light playing across the crystal's surface. "But for now, I need you to do something else. I need you to go talk to Headmaster Merris. He'll take it more seriously if it is a student."

"About?"

"Everything I just told you."

Sam frowned. "How do you know he'll help?"

"Just trust me on this one."

After working alongside the man in his past life, Adom knew Merris well enough. Behind that stern exterior was someone who'd go to war for his students if he had to. And right now, that's exactly what they needed.

"We should tell Hugo and Kaius too," Sam said suddenly.

Adom sighed. "Sam, the less people who know about this-"

"You don't understand." Sam's voice had an edge to it Adom had rarely heard. "While you were gone, we looked for you. Every night. For hours. In the snow, in the rain, breaking curfew to search the streets."

The crystal in Sam's hands caught another ray of light and sent rainbow patterns across his face as he continued.

"The club members split into groups. We put up missing person notices - you and Professor Kim, side by side. Got into fights in the Dregs when people tore them down. Kaius got a black eye defending your name when an imperial soldier suggested you'd just run away."

Adom's throat felt tight. "Sam-"

"But Hugo and Kaius? They went further. They started investigating, connecting dots. They're convinced something's happening in the Undertow - something big. And they..." Sam swallowed. "They're planning to go down there."

"What? When?"

"In two days. At night. They didn't tell anyone - I only know because I overheard them planning it." Sam's knuckles were now white around the crystal. "They're going to get themselves killed looking for you and the professor, Adom. After everything they've done, everything they're risking - they deserve to know the truth."

Adom paced along the cliff's edge, pieces clicking together. The timing... it could actually work. He'd planned to move in two days anyway, and Hugo and Kaius were far from helpless. He'd seen them fight during training.

His father's battalion of Star Knights was already in position, ready to move at a moment's notice. The Imperial forces had practically turned the city into a powder keg just by being there.

And now the Mage Council...

"The Archmage and his entourage are supposed to arrive tomorrow," he thought out loud. "Merris summoned them weeks ago about Professor Kim's case, and they have to respond, civil unrest or not. That means three major forces all converging on Arkhos at once."

"It's going to be chaos," Sam said. "The Imperial forces will be watching the Star Knights..."

"The Guards from Arkhos will be split between protecting the Mage Council and keeping an eye on both armies..."

"And everyone's waiting to see who makes the first move."

Adom grinned. "Exactly. They'll be so busy watching each other, no one will be watching the Undertow."

"You're going to use the chaos as cover," Sam realized.

"Tell Hugo and Kaius to meet me at the old lighthouse of Arkhos the day after tomorrow. While the powers above are playing their games, we'll hit the Undertow where it hurts."

"What exactly are you planning to do down there?" Sam asked.

"Marco, Gale, that one bastard who calls himself Mr. Fox - I'm going to drag them all into the light." Adom's voice hardened. "Everything they've been doing in the Undertow, all the proof of their operations - I'll make sure it ends up right in front of everyone's faces. No more shadows, no more secrets."

"While the whole city's distracted by armies and mages..."

"We'll rip the rot out by its roots."

Adom pushed himself up from the cold rock, joints cracking as he stretched his arms overhead. His boots crunched through fresh snow as he walked to the cliff's edge, the wind whipping his coat around his legs.

The sun was setting now.

He squinted against the glare, raising a hand to shield his eyes. The clouds were the same color as that day - when he'd lain there dying, on a beach much like this one. When that woman had offered him a second chance, when he'd reached out and grabbed her hand.

Adom breathed in deep through his nose, letting the cold air fill his lungs, then exhaled. Smoke curled from his mouth into the wind.

Two days. The Mage Council, Imperial forces, Star Knights, and somewhere in the Undertow, answers for Gale, Mr. Fox, Kim and Marco - everything lined up like dominoes waiting to fall.

"We're really doing this, aren't we?" Sam asked behind him.

Adom's lips curved into a smile. The same sun was setting over Arkhos, over the prince, over Marco, over everyone who thought their secrets were safe in the dark.

"Yep."

The promised day was coming.


*****

The same day, at night...

The Iron wolves war galley cut through the dark waters, its black sails barely visible against the night sky. In his cabin, Commander Arthur Sylla stood before the tactical map spread across his table, the lantern light casting long shadows across his face.

"Do you understand what I said, Noss?"

The massive man leaning against the cabin wall let out a rumbling laugh. Even hunched over to avoid hitting his head on the low ceiling, Noss towered in the confined space. His beard, streaked with grey, did little to hide the scars that marked his face.

"Aah, don't worry, Commander. The little fire bird's in good hands."

Arthur's expression hardened. "This isn't a joke. My son specifically warned me about this man, Gale. He fights at Star Knight level and wields magic on top of that. He's not to be underestimated."

"Come now, Sylla. When have I ever let you down?"

"I'm serious, Noss." Arthur's hand clenched on the hilt of his sword. "You're one of my best. That's why I'm trusting you with this. We need Gale alive, preferably - he could be key in proving the Crown Prince's treachery."

Noss straightened up, his head brushing the ceiling. For a moment, the jovial mask slipped, revealing the veteran warrior beneath. "I understand, Commander. Capture, not kill. I'll drag that fucking Gale fella to you in chains if I have to."

"That was all I needed to hear, old friend."

"Though I have to say," his grin returned, "I'm looking forward to seeing little Adom again. Last time I saw that boy, he was barely up to my knee, trying to lift my war hammer."

"That was six years ago."

"Has it been that long?" Noss stroked his beard. "Well, must be quite the warrior now, coming up with a plan like this..." He chuckled. "Smart kid. Gets that from his mother, I'd wager."

Arthur's stern expression softened slightly. "Just keep him alive, you old bear."

"That's what you're really worried about, isn't it?" Noss's voice grew serious. "Not the mission, not the empire. You're worried about your boy."

Arthur turned to look out the cabin's window, where the lights of Arkhos glimmered in the distance.

"Well, I am his father," he said simply.

Noss chuckled. "Never thought I'd see the day. Remember when I met you? Barely out of your mother's milk, wild as a storm, picking fights with anyone who looked at you wrong. Didn't think you'd ever turn into the fretting father type."

"Have one yourself, you'll understand."

"Bah." Noss waved his massive hand. "I'm too old for that shit now. Besides, being an uncle's better - all the fun, none of the headaches."

Arthur's laugh was dry. "That's true enough. You'd have quite the headache indeed."

Three sharp knocks came at the door, followed by two slower ones.

"Enter," Arthur called.

A young man stepped inside and saluted. "Commander, Prince Kalyon's messenger is here. The prince requests your presence for a private discussion on the shore."

Arthur and Noss exchanged surprised looks.

"The prince wants to talk?" Noss raised an eyebrow. "Now that's interesting."

Arthur nodded, his expression thoughtful. "Indeed. I wonder what he has to say that couldn't be sent through official channels."

"Could be a trap," Noss said, straightening to his full height.

"Or an opportunity," Arthur replied, already reaching for his sword belt. "Either way, we'll find out soon enough."

The door creaked open to the smell of salt and tobacco. Men lounged across the deck, dice games scattered between coils of rope and weapon racks. The click of betting coins mixed with rough laughter and cruder jokes.

Now, one would expect the Iron Wolves, one of the most prestigious corps of the Sundarian Empire, to have knights that acted like, well... knights. But most of these men had manifested fluid before eighteen while picking pockets or running street games.

The Iron Wolves had always had an eye for talent in unusual places - young thieves, gamblers, brawlers. Kids who showed promise got dragged into brutal training instead of prison cells. The Empire got its Star Knights, and the streets lost their best prospects.

Taming them was another matter entirely. Even now, after all the training and discipline, they were allowed to keep their rough edges - and as tradition dictated, they chose their own commander, a knight from among them, who'd proven himself by defeating all three hundred and ninety-nine of his brothers in single combat.

"Commander on deck!" someone called out, more habit than ceremony.

A few men straightened up, but most just raised their cups in greeting. One spat a stream of tobacco juice over the side. "Going to meet the pretty prince, Commander?"

"Try not to let him seduce you," another called out, getting a round of laughter.

Arthur walked through them, boots heavy on the wooden planks. A grizzled sailor with an eye patch was already lowering a small rowing boat. "Weather's good for a midnight chat, Commander. Water's calm as a whore's bath."

"Speaking from experience, Rake?" someone shouted.

"More than you've had, you virgin bastard!"

Near the rope ladder, a weathered woman was checking her crossbow. "Want me to keep an eye on things from the crow's nest, Commander? My bolts fly straight in the dark."

"Save your arrows, Serra. The prince wants to talk."

"Talking's what got us into this mess," grumbled a man sharpening his sword. "Should've gutted the sneaky shit weeks ago."

"And started a civil war?" Arthur stopped beside him. "There's enough blood coming. No need to rush it."

The royal envoy stood stiffly by the boat, trying to ignore the hostile stares. His clean uniform and polished boots looked out of place among the scarred wood and salt-stained clothes.

"Commander," called out a voice from the stern. "Remember what the little shit did to your boy."

Arthur paused at the rope ladder. "I remember everything." He swung himself over the side, landing in the small boat with practiced ease. "That's why we're going to do this right."

The oars cut through black water, each stroke taking them closer to the shore where a single candle flickered. Even from here, Arthur could make out the figure seated at the table - dark hair, blue eyes, and the kind of face that belonged on coins and portraits. The kind of face that made you forget about the knife hidden behind the smile.

Kalyon Vi Savarnis. 4th of his name. Crown Prince of the great empire of Sundar.

The boat's keel scraped sand. Above, on the war galley, his men watched in silence. No warnings needed, no worried glances. They knew their commander.

The candlelight caught the prince's smile as Arthur approached.

"Commander Sylla." He began. "Thank you for accepting my invitation. I was beginning to think you'd refuse to talk at all."

Arthur took the seat across from him, face impassive.

"Your Highness." He said. "Wine?"

"Already poured." The prince gestured to the two cups. "Though I insist you drink first. Custom, you understand."

Arthur took a slow sip, watching Kalyon over the rim of his cup. The prince's blue eyes missed nothing.

"Excellent vintage." The prince took his own sip. "From my personal cellars. I thought we might as well enjoy some civility before discussing more... unpleasant matters."

"You invited me here. Say what you have to say."

"So direct." The prince smiled thinly. "Very well. The Mage Council arrives tomorrow, and we find ourselves in an awkward position. Three armies in one city is... volatile. I've asked you here to propose a solution that benefits us both."

"What benefit could you possibly offer me?" Arthur's voice remained level, but his eyes were hard. "My son is missing. A professor as well. And every investigation I've attempted has been blocked by your orders."

"Ah yes, about that unfortunate business. Tragic, really." The prince's smile never wavered. "But I believe we can come to an arrangement that satisfies both our concerns."

"I'm listening."

"A joint investigation. My forces, working alongside yours, supervised by the Council. Full transparency. No secrets." The prince leaned forward. "Peace, Commander. That's what I'm offering."

Arthur sat in silence, studying the prince. The proposal was sound. In normal circumstances, he would have accepted it without hesitation. A joint investigation under Council supervision was exactly the kind of diplomatic solution the Empire needed.

But Arthur knew better. Years of commanding the Iron Wolves had taught him to read men better than most could read books. And everything about the prince—the slight tension in his shoulders, the careful positioning of his hands, the calculated warmth in his voice—screamed deception.

"Your proposal is reasonable," Arthur finally said. "Which is precisely why I don't trust it. What are you hiding, Your Highness?"

The prince's smile flickered for just a moment. "Hiding? I'm offering you everything you've demanded."

"No." Arthur leaned forward. "You're offering me what you think will placate me. What I want to know is why. What happened to my son? What happened to Professor Kim? And why are you so desperate to control this investigation?"

"I assure you—"

"Don't." Arthur cut him off. "I took an oath to protect the Empire from all enemies—foreign and domestic. That includes princes who disappear scholars and students."

The prince's eyes hardened. "Careful, Commander. That's dangerously close to treason."

"And what you've done is dangerously close to tyranny." Arthur stood. "Your offer is noted, Your Highness. But until I know what you're hiding, there will be no arrangement."

"You're making a mistake." For the first time, urgency crept into the prince's voice. "My father entrusted me with resolving this situation. If I fail—"

"Then perhaps you should have thought of that before you stopped me the first time," Arthur cut him off. "The Mage Council will conduct their investigation. If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear."

The prince's eyes narrowed. "Is that a threat, Commander?"

"A promise." Arthur turned to leave. "Good night, Your Highness."

"Commander." The prince's voice stopped him. "One last thing. About your son... I truly hope he's found safe. It would be unfortunate if something happened to him because of his father's stubbornness."

Arthur said nothing as he rowed back to his ship. The prince would make his move soon, now that diplomacy had failed. But by then, it would be too late. Adom's plan was already in motion.

The promised day was coming.

            

    
        Chapter 45. The Promised Day - Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Dawn crept over the Dregs like a thief.

In the grey half-light, a rooster shifted on his perch, preparing for his sacred morning duty. Every morning since he could remember, he'd announced the sun's arrival to his corner of the world. The ritual was about to begin.

He puffed up his chest, tilted his head back, opened his beak-

And then he saw it.

The most dangerous animal on this planet. A violent creature filled with hateful thoughts and a lust for violence. Teeth like razors, to suck the meat from your bones.

The dog came barreling around the corner, tongue lolling, eyes fixed on feathers.

The rooster's war cry turned into a squawk of terror. He abandoned his post with desperate dignity, flapping through the falling snow as a boy's voice rang out behind him:

"Rex!"

Such was the vile beast's name.

"Rex, get back here!"

The rooster fled past Ms. Mabel's bread stall, sending her fresh loaves tumbling. Past Old Tom the cobbler, who raised his cane in solidarity - he too knew the terror of those teeth. Through puddles of melting snow, sending icy droplets flying, while that monster bounded after him with unholy glee.

"Sorry Ms. Mabel! Sorry Mr. Tom!" the boy called out, chasing after them.

The rooster's wings carried him over barrels and under washing lines, his dignity forgotten with each desperate flap. He'd seen what happened to Clarence last spring. Poor Clarence, who'd been too slow, too proud to run. Now nothing remained of him but a cautionary tale and a few scattered feathers.

Not today. Not this rooster.

Snow fell softly on the Dregs as the boy chased his little dog through narrow streets, past boarded windows and walls plastered with wanted posters. Steam rose from his breath as he called out...

"Rex! Come on! Leave the chicken alone!"

The dog - a scraggly mutt with mismatched ears - darted between carts and around corners, kicking up fresh powder, the terrified rooster just barely keeping ahead. Market stalls were just starting to open, vendors diving out of the way as chicken and dog barreled past. Imperial soldiers watched with hands on their weapons, scowling at the commotion.

"No running!" one of the soldiers barked as the boy rushed past, nearly slipping in the snow. The boy slowed, but neither dog nor chicken paid any heed to imperial authority.

The rooster, seeing salvation, banked hard toward the northern quarter where blue and silver banners of the Mage Council hung from lamp posts. Surely these mighty wizards would protect one of their feathered brethren. More soldiers stood guard there, hands on sword hilts, watching the growing chaos with hard eyes.

Rex bounded after his prey, either oblivious to the danger or not caring. Just before he could dart between the soldiers' legs after the frantically flapping rooster, a hand caught his collar.

"Whoa there, buddy." An older boy - the boy savior - who'd grabbed Rex crouched down, scratching behind those mismatched ears. "Let's not cause trouble today."

The dog immediately flopped onto its back in the snow, tail wagging as it begged for belly rubs.

"Rex!" The younger boy caught up, panting. "I'm so sorry, he just-"

"No harm done." The older boy - Adom - gave the dog one last pat before standing. Snow clung to his dark coat. "Though you might want to keep him closer. Things are a bit tense right now."

The boy scuffed his worn boot in the snow. "I know. I just got bored sitting inside all day. Ma won't let me go anywhere anymore and most stores are closed now, 'specially the candy ones." He glanced around at the empty stalls and quiet streets. "The city's not even fun now."

"Yeah, I know how that feels." Adom reached into his pocket and pulled out something wrapped in wax paper. "Here."

It was Veyshari candy - made from tree sap they tapped in spring, boiled down with spices until it turned golden and hard as glass. The boy's eyes went wide as Adom handed it over.

"Really?"

"Really. Just try to stay in the safer parts of the Dregs, alright? At least until things calm down."

The boy nodded eagerly, already unwrapping the candy. Rex whined, nose twitching at the sweet smell, tail wagging hopefully as he looked up at Adom.

"Oh, alright." Adom laughed, pulling out another piece. "Here you go, troublemaker."

Rex snatched the candy delicately from his fingers, tail thumping against the snow.

"Thanks big bro!" The boy tugged gently on Rex's collar. "C'mon boy, let's go home."

Adom watched them disappear around a corner, the boy's excited chatter fading into the morning sounds of the Dregs - cart wheels creaking through snow, vendors calling their wares, the clank of Imperial armor on patrol.

"Adom," Valiant's whisper came from the small hole in his pocket. "Look up there, on the roof of that little house."

The rooster stood on the snow-dusted shingles, watching them. As Adom met its gaze, it tilted its head, nodded once, and strutted away.

"Did it just... nod at you?"

"Yeah," Adom said softly. "I think it did."

"Because you saved it from the dog?" Valiant paused. "Were chickens ever that smart?"

Adom adjusted his face mask, his hooded face tilted down against the snow as they continued walking. "No idea. But hey, maybe they see more than we think."

The snow crunched under Adom's boots as they made their way through the quieter streets of the Dregs. Imperial patrols were thinner here, where the buildings leaned together like old drunks sharing secrets.

"You sure about this Thormund guy?" Adom kept his voice low, barely above a whisper. "Last time I saw him, he was trying to punch your uncle's teeth out."

"Because," Valiant cut in from the pocket, "that's just how he is. And he's also the guy who lost an arm getting that wyvern heart you ordered."

"Wait..." Adom's steps faltered as the memory surfaced. "Right. Cisco mentioned that. Said his one of his men lost an arm getting it. I just... with everything that happened after..."

"Forgot about it?" Valiant's voice held no judgment. "Yeah, well, that's Thormund for you. Might try to punch you one day, but he'll die keeping his word." A pause. "Look, I know he's... rough. Used to drive my uncle crazy with his freeman ways. Always drinking, telling inappropriate jokes, starting bar fights. But he was loyal. That's why Uncle Cisco kept him close, even when they fought."

They passed a boarded-up tavern, its windows dark. More wanted posters plastered its walls. One caught his eye - a crude sketch of a massive man with one arm, labeled "DANGEROUS - APPROACH WITH CAUTION."

"Found his name in those documents too," Valiant continued. "The ones from the Undertow? He's on Marco's hit list, right up there with us. Bastard's trying to clean house, kill anyone who might still be loyal to my uncle."

"And you think Thormund can help us get to the others? The ones still loyal to Cisco?"

"He's our best shot." Something hard entered Valiant's voice. "These people trusted my uncle. Fought for him. Then Marco betrayed him, killed him, and now he's hunting them down one by one. They'll want revenge just as much as I do."

Adom nodded slowly. "And Thormund can lead us to them."

"If anyone can, it's him. Man's got connections all through the freeman clans. Plus," Valiant added with a hint of pride, "he once broke a man's jaw for suggesting my uncle wasn't treating his people right. Knocked out three teeth with his remaining arm."

"Charming."

"Hey, freeman culture's different. That kind of thing means something to them." Valiant shifted again. "Point is, he's exactly what we need right now. Someone who can rally the old crew, someone they'll listen to."

"Someone who hates Marco as much as you do?"

"Exactly." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "Now shut up - we're getting close to the meeting spot."

Valiant was, well, Valiant - all sass and terrible puns wrapped in fur. But being Cisco's nephew, it seemed, had left its mark in more interesting ways than Adom initially thought.

The networks, the whispered words in dark corners, the way information flowed through the city's underbelly - he'd absorbed it all while perched on his uncle's shoulder. So when they needed to find Thormund and the others who'd kept faith with Cisco instead of bowing to Marco's betrayal, it took him exactly one day to arrange this meeting.

They came to a stop before a crumbling townhouse wedged between a bakery and what used to be an Imperial tax office. Like most buildings in this part of the Dregs, its windows were boarded up, snow gathering on the sills.

"Alright," Valiant whispered from the pocket, "pigeon network says we need to go through the cellar. There's a loose board in the floor - third from the left wall, about halfway down. Pull it up, you'll find a brass key."

The cellar doors were chained shut, rust coating the links. Adom found the padlock wasn't even locked - just made to look that way.

Inside, the cellar smelled of damp earth and old wine. Adom counted floorboards, found the loose one. The key was exactly where Valiant said it would be.

"Back outside," Valiant directed. "See that window on the second floor? The one with the blue curtain? Count three bricks down from it, then four to the right. Push in."

The brick slid back with a soft click. A keyhole appeared.

"Your uncle had this place the whole time?"

"One of many. Safe houses scattered all through the city. Marco found most of them, but this one..." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "This one was special. Uncle never even told Marco about it."

The key turned smoothly. A section of wall swung inward, revealing a narrow corridor. As soon as Adom stepped inside, he felt the familiar tingle of enchantment wash over him.

"Protection wards," Valiant explained. "Anyone trying to break in gets... redirected. Ends up three streets over, wondering why they're suddenly craving pickled herring."

"Specific."

"Uncle Cisco had a weird sense of humor."

They moved deeper into the corridor. Adom's boots made no sound on the floor - more enchantments. Somewhere ahead, something creaked.

[Flow Prediction] flared to life in Adom's mind. Without thinking, he wove a shield of force. Steel rang against magic as a sword swept through where his neck had been a heartbeat before.

Adom's hands were already moving through the gestures for a binding spell when a voice boomed:

"STOP!"

Heavy footsteps. A massive shape emerged from the shadows - a man built like a bear, missing his left arm at the shoulder. The same man Adom remembered trying to knock Cisco's teeth out that one day.

Thormund.

The big man cuffed Adom's would-be attacker upside the head with his remaining hand. "Idiot! These are the ones we're waiting for!"

"Ow! How was I supposed to know?"

"Because I told you they were coming! Were you drunk again during the briefing?"

"...maybe."

Thormund turned to Adom, shaking his head. "Sorry about that. Can't be too careful these days, but Dern here" - another cuff to the attacker's head - "needs to learn to listen better."

The half-formed binding spell faded from Adom's fingers as he lowered his hands. "It's fine. Better careful than dead these days." He pulled down his face mask and pushed back his hood, snow melting in his dark hair.

Thormund's eyes narrowed. "You're the mage from last time."

"Yeah. Sorry about..." Adom gestured vaguely at his face, remembering how Thormund had ended up unconscious after trying to hit Cisco.

"Ha! Good block that day. Caught me by surprise." Thormund stepped forward, extending his remaining hand. "Thormund, son of Bjornir, of the Northern Clans. Had the honor of fighting a wyvern thanks to your order." He rolled his shoulder where the left arm should have been. "Got a nice souvenir too."

"I'm so sorry about-"

"Not at all!" Thormund's laugh filled the corridor. "You should see how the wyvern looked after. Besides, we freeman wear our battle scars like medals. Shows we lived through something worth fighting."












Adom let out a flat laugh. Right. Lost an arm fighting a wyvern for a heart that ended up... nowhere, thanks to Marco. Hmm, perhaps it was not the best idea to tell him that.























Thormund peered around him at the empty corridor, brow furrowing. "Though... word was the boss's nephew would be here too. Little fellow, bit of an attitude on him from what I hear."

"Aw, Thormund," a familiar voice chirped from Adom's pocket. "You're making me blush."

Valiant poked his head out, whiskers twitching. "Valiant Maus, at your service. Uncle Cisco's favorite nephew."

"You were his only nephew," one of the men in the shadows called out.

"Details, details!"

Laughter echoed through the corridor - not just from Thormund, but from at least a dozen others emerging from the shadows. Some wore freeman furs and leathers, others the plain clothes of city folk. Adom recognized dock workers, craftsmen, all sort of random.

"Little boss!" Thormund grinned. "Should've known you'd end up a rat. Always sneaking around, getting into trouble."

"Excuse you, I'm a mouse."

"Same difference."

"Is not!"

More laughter. Adom watched, surprised, as these hardened men grinned and joked with the tiny beastkin.

Valiant hopped down from Adom's pocket, landing on a nearby crate with practiced ease.

"Careful, kid!" a gruff voice called out. "Don't knock over the-"

"Sorry, sorry!" A shuffling sound, followed by muttered curses.

Adom leaned forward, trying to see past the gathered men. A familiar figure emerged from behind a stack of crates, rubbing his shin.

"Adom?"

"Eren?"

The boy stared at him for a moment before his face split into a grin. "You're alive!" He crashed into Adom with a hug that nearly knocked them both over. "When they said a mage was coming, I hoped, but- wait." He pulled back, squinting at Adom's head. "Since when do you have white in your hair?"

Adom touched the streak of white running through his black hair. "It's a long story."

"Hey, I'm alive too," Valiant called out, sitting back on his haunches. "You know, just in case anyone cares about it."

Eren laughed, releasing Adom. "Hello, Mister Valiant. Good to see you're okay too."

"Still with the 'Mister,' huh?" Valiant's whiskers twitched with amusement. "After all this time?"

Adom's head was spinning. "Eren, what are you doing here? This isn't... this isn't exactly a safe place for-"

"For what? A kid?" Eren straightened up, trying to look taller. "I owed Mister Cisco. He got my mother that job at the tavern when no one else would hire her. Paid me good coin for running messages, kept me away from the really bad crews that were trying to recruit kids."

"Damn right," someone called from the back. "Old man looked out for all of us!"

"Remember when he caught those slavers trying to set up in the Dregs?"

"Or that time he paid for Doc Marie to treat all those kids with the fever?"

The voices overlapped, men calling out memories, each one carrying the weight of a debt that couldn't be repaid now.

"Thank you, Eren," Valiant said quietly, and somehow his voice carried over the others. "Uncle... uncle would've been glad to know you're here."

The boy nodded.

Valiant cleared his throat, shifting awkwardly on the crate. "So, uh... thanks. For coming. All of you." He scratched behind his ear. "I mean, when we sent out the pigeons, I wasn't sure-"

"Speak up, little boss!" someone called out. "Can't hear you squeaking back here!"

Laughter rippled through the crowd. Valiant's whiskers twitched.

"Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. Not all of us got voices like thunder." He tried to stand taller. "Look, I'm not... I'm not good at this. Uncle was the one who knew how to talk to people. Me? I'm better at stealing cheese and making bad jokes."

"That's for damn sure," Thormund grinned.

"But..." Valiant's voice caught. "But I have to say something, don't I? Because..." His paws clenched. "Because I was there. That night. When Marco..." The humor faded from his voice. "When that bastard showed his true colors."

The laughter died. Men leaned forward, listening.

"You know what uncle was doing, earlier that day? Planning. Always planning." Valiant's voice grew stronger, anger feeding it. "Talking about how we could fix up the old warehouse district. Make proper homes. How we could get the kids off the streets, get them learning trades instead of picking pockets. How we could make the Dregs something more than just the city's asshole."

Someone spat. "Why'd he do it? Marco, I mean. After everything Cisco did for him?"

"I've thought about it." Valiant's fur bristled, his voice quiet. "Turned it over and over in my head, watching that moment again and again. Marco, coming in with that smile. Uncle, trusting him like always." He let out a bitter laugh. "You know what I think? I think when he heard the Star Knight was coming, he got scared. Fucking terrified. And instead of standing with the man who pulled him out of the gutter, gave him a chance when no one else would..." The mouse's whole body shook. "He wrapped his hands around uncle's throat. Just... squeezed."

"Shit," someone muttered.

"Coward's way out," another voice growled.

"Always was yellow under all that swagger," Thormund added, and there were grunts of agreement.

"Uncle believed in this place. In all of you. Believed we could be more than what those upper city fucks think we are." Valiant was pacing now, rage making him forget his earlier awkwardness. "And that rat bastard Marco? He killed him for it. Killed him for daring to think the Dregs could be something better."

Adom watched as the men's faces hardened, as hands tightened on weapons.

"So yeah, uncle's dead. But what he wanted? What he fought for? That's still here. In all of you. In every kid he helped, every family he protected, every fucking dream he had for this shithole we call home." Valiant turned, facing them all. "I'm not asking you to follow me. I'm a mouse who can't even give a proper speech without fumbling it. I'm asking you to fight for what uncle believed in. To show Marco that the Dregs aren't for fucking sale."

"And how're we supposed to do that?" someone asked, but there was no mockery in it now. Just hard practicality.

"With this mage." Valiant gestured to Adom. "With each other. With everything uncle taught us about loyalty and trust and fighting smart instead of just throwing bodies at problems." His voice dropped, but somehow it carried clearer than ever. "So what do you say? Ready to remind that backstabbing cunt why you don't fuck with the Dregs?"

The response wasn't cheers. It was darker. Weapons being drawn. Curses being spat. The sound of men who remembered a debt, who carried a grudge, who were ready to collect with interest.

Adom stood there, watching this transformation.

"Shit," Thormund said into the silence, shaking his head with a slow grin. "Didn't think the little boss had that in him."

Laughter broke out again, lighter this time, releasing some of the tension.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Valiant bristled, whiskers twitching. "I can be inspiring when I want to!"

"Sure you can, boss." Thormund stepped forward, his remaining arm resting on his belt axe. "Sure you can." His face grew serious. "Look, you're not your uncle. Not yet. Maybe not ever - man was one of a kind. But..." He drew his axe, the steel catching the dim light. "You've got something of him in you. Something that matters. My axe is yours, boss. We'll help you grow into those big paws you've got to fill."

"Oh." Valiant's ears flattened, clearly not expecting this. "I, uh-"

"And my sword," called out a tall freeman, stepping forward. "For Cisco's memory, and for what his nephew might become."

One by one they came forward - dock workers, craftsmen, freeman warriors. Each pledging weapon or skill or loyalty. Valiant's head swiveled back and forth, watching them with growing panic. He turned to Adom, tiny paws gesturing frantically: What do I do?!

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. "Accept their allegiance," he whispered. "Just... try to look dignified."

Valiant straightened up, clearing his throat. He attempted what was probably supposed to be a stoic expression but looked more like he'd eaten something sour. "My friends, I... thank you for your trust. I will try to be worthy of it."

"Right then!" someone called out from the back. "When do we start cracking heads?"

The mouse's dignity cracked slightly with relief at the change of subject. "Tonight. But first..." He turned to Thormund. "Did you bring him? The one you told me about in the messages?"

Thormund's face darkened. He gestured to the shadows behind him, and two men dragged forward a third figure. Bound, gagged, bearing fresh bruises. They dropped him unceremoniously in front of Valiant's crate.

"Lars." Valiant's voice was quiet now, all pretense of dignity gone. Just cold disappointment. "I really hoped I was wrong about you, you know that?"

The man tried to say something.

"Take the gag off," Valiant ordered quietly. "Let him speak."

One of the men yanked the cloth from Lars's mouth. He coughed, working his jaw, eyes darting between the faces surrounding him before settling on Valiant.

"Please," Lars croaked. "You don't understand. You didn't see him. That Gale..." He shuddered. "That man isn't human. The power he's got? Any of you would've done the same. You would have-"

"I'm not interested in excuses." Valiant's voice cut through Lars's babbling like a knife. "Save your breath."

"Please. Please Valiant!" Lars's eyes were wet now. "Please, I have kids. A family. He said he'd-"

"So did the families you sold out." Valiant's tail lashed. "The ones hiding from the Star Knight. Remember them? The children uncle was protecting?"

Lars flinched as if struck. His gaze found Eren standing next to Adom, and something like shame crossed his face.

Adom watched silently, his blue eyes unblinking.

"I.. I don't want to die," Lars whispered. "Please. I'll do anything."

"Anything?" Valiant's whiskers twitched. "Then tell me what I want to know. About Marco. About what's happening in the Undertow right now. Everything."

Lars hesitated, glancing around at the hard faces surrounding him. At Thormund's axe, still drawn. At Eren's accusing stare. At Adom's quiet observation.

"He'll kill me if I talk."

"He'll kill you anyway," Valiant said flatly. "Tell me what I want to know."

Lars blinked. "You'd... let me go?"

"Uncle gave second chances." Valiant's voice was hard. "One chance, Lars. Lie to me, and that chance goes away. Clear?"

Lars swallowed hard, looking down at his bound hands.

"Alright," he whispered. "Alright, I'll tell you everything."

Valiant nodded at Thormund. "Take him somewhere quiet. Get it all down." His eyes met Lars's again. "And remember - I'll know if you're lying."

The silence stretched. Lars swallowed hard, looking down at his bound hands.

As the men filed out after Lars and Thormund, their boots scuffing against the floor, Valiant turned to Adom. His whiskers twitched nervously.

"How'd I do?" he whispered.

Adom grinned, giving him a thumbs up. "Pretty good, boss. Keep this up, you might actually grow into this whole leadership thing."

"Really?" Valiant's ears perked up. "I mean - uh, of course. Naturally. Total natural."











Eren just stood there, looking between the two of them with bewildered confusion.






















*****

Morning light filtered through the smithy's grimy windows. Adom stood at the door, alone - he'd left Valiant back in the Dregs, organizing tonight's preparations. Something felt off. The forge's warmth seeped through the cracks, but the usual rhythm of hammer strikes was missing.

He knocked. No answer.

Knocked again. Still nothing.

Footsteps echoed down the street - soldiers on patrol. Adom slipped inside before they rounded the corner.

"What the..."

The smithy looked like a hurricane had torn through it. Tools scattered everywhere, metal shavings coating the floor, half-finished projects knocked off workbenches. Even the forge seemed dimmer somehow, its coals barely glowing.

"Fili?" Adom called out, stepping carefully over a fallen hammer. "You here?"

A groan answered from behind a pile of crates.

Adom's hands moved instantly into defensive positions, a spell forming at his fingertips. Something red pooled on the floor near the crates, spreading slowly. A hand - definitely Fili's - stuck out from behind them, not moving.

"Fili!"

Adom edged closer, ready for anything. The red liquid seemed to be everywhere, and Fili lay sprawled on his back, covered in it, eyes closed, completely still.

"No, no, no..." Adom dropped to his knees, hands hovering over Fili's chest, trying to find the wound. "Where are you bleeding from? Fili!"

Fili's fingers twitched. Then his chest rose with a deep breath. His eyes cracked open, squinting at the forge light.

"Mmph... Adom? What're you..." He yawned, stretching like someone who'd fallen asleep in an awkward position. "Why're you looking at me like that?"

Adom's hands, still poised to weave healing magic, slowly lowered. Something wasn't adding up. No wounds. No pain in Fili's voice. Just... sleepiness?

"You're... not dying?"

"Dying?" Fili pushed himself up on one elbow, smacking his lips. A red droplet rolled down his cheek, but now that Adom looked closer, it was too bright for blood. Too thin. "Why would I be..." He looked down at himself, then at the puddles around them. Understanding dawned on his face. "Ah. The paint."

"The paint?"

Adom touched one of the red puddles. The liquid was almost watery, and oddly didn't have any smell at all. He rubbed it between his fingers - definitely not blood.

"It's lodestone paint," Fili explained, groaning as he got to his feet. His joints popped from sleeping on the hard floor. "We use it on enchanted metals. The lodestone powder helps the runes stick better, makes the enchantments last longer." He tried wiping some off his sleeve, only managing to smear it worse. "Normally you mix it thicker, but I was trying something new. Thought maybe if I made it thinner, it'd seep deeper into the metal."

He stumbled over to a workbench, still looking half-asleep. "Didn't work though. Just made a mess. Think I dozed off around the fifth batch..."

Adom stood up with a sigh, looking at Fili properly now. Dark circles under his eyes, hair a mess, clothes stained with gods knew how many different substances. No point scolding him - the guy looked like he hadn't seen a bed in days. Knowing Fili, that was probably exactly the case.











"But hey," Fili brightened suddenly, like a kid remembering it was his birthday, "I finished it! The armor's done, and the golem too. Got all the enchantments laid in just right." His excitement seemed to be fighting a losing battle with his exhaustion, but he grinned anyway. "Can't test them myself though - no fluid, you know?" He gestured at himself with a paint-stained hand. "Master Kern used to handle that part, before..." He trailed off, then shook his head. "But you could try them out. See if I got the runes right. Want to?"





















Adom nodded, and Fili's face lit up. He disappeared into the back room, metal clanking and things being moved around. "Just a second!" his voice came muffled through the wall. "Got it in this special box we have..."

He emerged carrying a wooden box about the size of a small chest. Runes covered every surface, glowing faintly in the forge light. Fili set it down carefully, then couldn't help launching into an explanation.

"The golem's fascinating, really. Never seen anything like it. The core especially - it's not like the usual constructs. Spent hours just studying how it works." He ran a hand through his paint-crusted hair. "Once I figure out how to use fluid myself, I want to try building something similar. See what makes it tick, you know? But for now..." He gestured at the box.

Adom looked at the box and simply said:

"Rise."

The lid sprung open. At first there was just darkness, then metal caught the morning light as the golem emerged. Up and up it rose, smooth and deliberate, until Adom had to tilt his head back to follow its ascent. Two meters of armored construct loomed over them, and for a moment the workshop felt smaller.

The armor took his breath away. Not gaudy or overdone, but purposeful.

Each plate of dark metal flowed into the next like water frozen in motion. The edges caught the light just so, creating patterns of shadow and gleam that made the whole thing seem alive even when still. Deep blues and blacks in the metal shifted as he moved around it.

Silver runes traced paths across the surface, stealth, protection, energy dissipation, so many runes. So many functions.

Adom reached out, hesitated, then rapped his knuckles against the chest plate. The sound surprised him - not the hollow ring of empty armor, but something deeper, more solid. Like knocking on bedrock. He ran his hand along one of the shoulder guards, feeling how each segment connected to the next.

Even with one arm missing, the golem had... presence. The kind that made you stand straighter without meaning to.

"The core," Fili was saying, practically bouncing despite his exhaustion, "it's got these channels I've never seen before. The way it handles fluid is completely different from normal constructs. The circulation system alone is-"

The golem's runes flared to life as Adom activated its Fluid. Blue energy coursed through the channels between its plates. Fili squeaked, jumping back, then immediately leaned in closer, eyes wide.

"The circulation," Adom noted, watching the fluid flow, "you've optimized it. These paths are more efficient than before."

"You can tell?" Fili beamed with pride. "I adjusted the rune patterns to reduce resistance. Wasn't sure it would work, but..." He circled the golem, examining every glowing line. "Look how smooth the flow is! And the armor - notice how it moves? Silent as a shadow, thanks to the dampening runes. Added extra protective layers too, worked them right into the metal. Took forever to get the enchantments to layer properly without interfering with each other..."

Something caught Adom's eye on the armor's shoulder plate - not quite a rune, more like a personal mark. "What's that?"

"Oh, that?" Fili scratched his neck, suddenly finding the floor very interesting. "Well, since this is my first real work and all... thought I should add my blacksmith signature. You know, tradition and all that."

Adom traced the mark with his finger, then froze. His eyes widened as he turned to stare at Fili. "This is yours? Your signature?"

"Yeah?" Fili shifted his weight. "Picked it when I was a kid, actually. I've been dreaming about using it since I first decided to become a blacksmith." He brightened a bit, getting into the explanation. "There's this old tradition, see - blacksmiths can take on a new name, something to mark their creations by. Mine is-"

"Fyre," Adom whispered.

"Yeah, exactl-" Fili's mouth dropped open. "Wait, how did you-"

Adom just stood there, mind reeling.

In his time - his future - that mark meant something. Everyone knew of the mysterious Sundarian blacksmith who became the greatest craftsman in the nation's history. S-rank artifacts, some even beyond that. In the right hands, their weapons had turned hopeless battles into victories.

Their armor had protected heroes who shaped history. Their creations surpassed even the works of elven artificers and dwarven master smiths. No one knew who Fyre was - they never showed their face, never claimed credit beyond that simple mark. But their work... their work was unmistakable.

Adom almost laughed. All this time, he'd pictured Fyre as some ancient master smith, holed up in a mountain somewhere. The kind you'd find in stories - long grey beard, arms like tree trunks, probably made some dark bargain with an ancient spirit to forge weapons of legend.

Instead, here was this kid covered in magical paint and practically vibrating with excitement over rune patterns.

He couldn't help but smile at Fili, who immediately got that confused look again. "What?"

"You know what? I think we're going to be very good friends."

"Friends? Friends..." Fili perked up, then seemed to catch himself, like he wasn't sure if Adom was making fun of him. "I... I always wanted a friend. Master Kern is great, but she's my master, you know? Not really the same thing. And the other kids..."

He started fiddling with his sleeve. "They always looked bored or annoyed when I tried talking to them. Got tired of seeing those looks after a while. Guess they didn't want to hear about enchantments and forge work when they could be doing... whatever it is other fifteen-year-olds do." He shrugged, trying to act like it didn't matter. "So I just... stopped trying."

While Fili rambled on, Adom turned to the golem. He drew the Flamebrand sword from his inventory. The golem's remaining hand closed around the hilt as he offered it, and immediately, flames burst to life along the blade making Fili squeak mid sentence.

The armor was ready. His mother had brewed enough potions. Noss, his father's second in command, would be there. Valiant and his men were coming too. And the armies...

It was done.

I am ready now, Adom thought, watching the flames. Now I am ready.

            

    
        Chapter 46. The Promised Day -  Part 2

    
    
    
    
                Drip. Drip. Drip.

Valiant Maus perched on Thormund's massive shoulder, whiskers twitching in the damp air of the empty Undertow. The corridor stretched before them like the gullet of some ancient beast—all crumbling stone, flickering torchlight, and the constant drip-drip-drip of water from above. Smelled like piss and mold and fear, which was pretty much the Undertow's signature scent.

Not that Valiant minded. When you're four inches tall, everything smells too strong.

"Ready, little boss?" Thormund's voice rumbled through his chest, vibrating under Valiant's paws.

"Born ready," Valiant replied, though his heart hammered against his tiny ribcage.

Twenty-seven men followed behind them. Twenty-seven who'd stayed loyal to Uncle Cisco. Twenty-seven who hadn't turned their backs when Marco wrapped his fingers around his uncle's throat and—

No, don't think about that now. Focus.

Valiant's mind skipped to the crude map Lars had drawn. Take the south tunnel, third right, then second left. Marco's headquarters would be at the end of that corridor. Straight shot. Easy.

Unless Lars lied, in which case we're walking into a trap, and I've led twenty-seven people to their deaths.

No, no, no. Don't think about that either.

"Hey," Thormund whispered, his breath smelling of the cheap rum he'd downed before they set out. "What's going on in that little head of yours?"

"Calculating odds," Valiant lied. Well, partial lie. He had been calculating odds earlier. They weren't great. "Thinking about the quickest way to gut Marco if I get the chance."

Thormund chuckled. "That's the spirit."

They turned right at the fork. The torches grew fewer here, shadows stretching longer, darker. Perfect ambush territory. Valiant's tail curled tight around Thormund's neck for balance.

"If I die tonight," Valiant said, the words tumbling out before he could stop them, "make sure the mage gets my cheese collection. Kid appreciates quality things. And tell that rat girl at the bakery I was the one who left those flowers. She'll know what it means."

Thormund didn't miss a step. "Save your farewells for when I'm old and even more stubborn than I am now. Tonight, you're not dying."

"Sure, but if I do—"

"You won't."

"But hypothetically—"

"We're not doing hypotheticals." Thormund cut him off, adjusting his grip on his massive battle axe. "You've got plans. Revenge for your uncle. Making him proud. And wasn't there something about electrical powers?"

Valiant's ears perked up despite himself. "Yeah! The mage said he might be able to use alchemy to give me electrical abilities. Like, I could zap people who try to grab me. Or maybe even kill if I really tried. Think how useful I'd be!"

"More useful than you are now, chatterbox?" One of the men said from behind.

"I'm multitasking," Valiant protested, eyes darting to a side passage they passed. Empty. Good. "Planning revenge, navigating, AND thinking about potential elemental affinities."

The men laughed.

His paws instinctively reached for the tiny sword strapped to his back—a needle-like blade, carefully forged to his size by Fili. Perfect for puncturing eyes or slicing throats of those who got too close. Useful when you weighed less than a loaf of bread but had a list of enemies longer than your tail.

The corridor widened as they approached an intersection. Their path continued straight ahead, but tension vibrated through Valiant's body. They were close now. Too close for comfort.

His thoughts raced, jumping like fleas between concerns. Had Adom reached the professor yet? What if Marco wasn't even here? What if the whole night was a waste and they'd die for nothing and—

Stop it. Uncle Cisco always said a racing mind was useful until it wasn't.

Valiant forced himself to breathe slow, counting each inhale. One, two, three...

When he opened his eyes again, they'd reached the final turn. Just around this corner, Lars had said, would be Marco's main chamber. Where he planned, where he plotted, where he betrayed everyone who'd ever trusted him.

"Wait," Valiant hissed, and Thormund froze mid-step.

The smell hit him first—tobacco, leather, sweat. Too many humans in one place. The soft murmur of voices floated from around the corner. Not guard chatter. Something more organized. A meeting?

Valiant's ears strained forward. "They're waiting for us."

Thormund's muscles tensed beneath him. "Trap?"

"Maybe." Valiant gripped the hilt of his tiny sword. "But they don't know we know. That gives us an edge."

"Not much of one," Thormund muttered, but he signaled the men behind them to prepare.

They rounded the corner.

The chamber opened before them, wider than Valiant had expected. Marco stood in the center, surrounded by at least thirty men—all armed, all watching the entrance. Behind them, tables with maps and papers. Planning something big, then.

What caught Valiant's attention, though, was Marco himself. He'd changed since that night. Cut his hair short, military-style. New scars on his face. Harder eyes.

"New cut?" Valiant called out, voice echoing in the sudden silence.

Marco's gaze found him on Thormund's shoulder.

"Yes," Marco replied, his hand resting casually on his sword hilt. "Seemed appropriate for a change in management."

The two groups stood facing each other, weapons ready but not yet raised. The air between them felt charged, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"You know," Marco continued, his voice deceptively conversational, "I didn't want it to go this way, Valiant. Your uncle gave me no choice."

"Really?" Valiant's tail lashed behind him. "Because from where I was sitting—watching you choke the life out of him—it looked like you had all the choices in the world."

Marco's jaw tightened. "You didn't hear our discussion before you arrived. About the mage. The Star Knight. Your uncle was going to get us all killed, being stubborn, protecting a child nobody knew. The price on his head—"

"Was worth more than loyalty?" Thormund growled, his massive frame tensing beneath Valiant.

"Was going to bring the Star Knight down on all our heads," Marco shot back. "Cisco wouldn't listen to reason. Yes, our business is based on the trust between us and the customer, but in that one situation, it could have been so simple. But he forced my hand. For what? Some academy brat?"

"For what was right," Valiant said, the words burning his throat. "But you wouldn't understand that concept, would you?"

Marco's men shifted positions, spreading out along the sides of the chamber. Valiant could feel Thormund's pulse quicken through the fabric of his shirt. The air in the chamber had turned cold somehow, despite the torches lining the walls. Or maybe that was just the chill of looking into the eyes of the man who'd murdered his uncle.

"I did what had to be done," Marco said. "To save the rest of us. To save the Dregs."

"You did what was easy," Valiant countered. "And now you're going to find out exactly how bad that decision was."

Marco's hand tightened on his sword hilt, his knuckles whitening. For the first time, something like uncertainty crossed his face as he looked at the men behind Thormund—men who had once followed him, now standing against him.

"Last chance," Marco said, his voice hardening again. "Walk away now, all of you. This doesn't have to end in blood."

Valiant drew his tiny blade, the metal catching the torchlight. It looked like nothing in his paw—a sliver of silver against the darkness. Ridiculous, probably, to anyone watching. A mouse with a toothpick against a man with a sword.

"You're wrong, Marco," he said, bearing his teeth in what might have passed for a smile if not for the cold fury behind it. "You know the rules out our line of work. After what you did, this always had to end in blood. Yours, specifically."

Marco drew. His men shouted.

And with that, Thormund let out a roar that shook dust from the ceiling, and the corridor erupted into chaos.


*****

Above the lighthouse of Arkhos, where Law Borealis himself had first lit the eternal flame centuries ago, Adom floated cross-legged in the falling snow. His breath formed small clouds in the air as he meditated, eyes closed, focusing on the steady thrum of Fluid through his body.

Storm clouds gathered on the horizon, dark masses promising heavy snow by the hour of the wolf.

Below, Arkhos blazed with more light than he'd ever seen - torches lined every street, magical lanterns hung from poles, as if the whole city was trying to push back the darkness. Up here, though, the old lighthouse's flame cast everything in flickering blue, making the snowflakes dance like fairies.

From his vantage point, he could see it all.

The streets were empty of civilian life - no children playing, no couples walking, no old men at their usual spots, not even stray cats or dogs. Just uniforms and weapons and tension.

Imperial soldiers patrolling in tight formations. Guards and warrior mages from the council moving in pairs through the streets. And there, beyond the harbor where ice crept along the shoreline, his father's fleet waited like sleeping giants on the black water. The Iron Wolves' war galleys, their dark sails furled, ready.

The silence spoke louder than words. No one had said it outright, no official declaration had been made, but everyone in Arkhos knew - something was going to happen tonight.

You could taste it in the air, see it in how soldiers gripped their weapons just a little tighter, how the warrior mages kept their hands ready for weaving, how even the eternal flame above seemed to flicker with anticipation.

It was the kind of tension that made you count the hours until dawn, wondering if you'd see the sun rise.

Adom wanted to see that sunrise. Not just for himself, but for all of them - the soldiers below who were just following orders, the city guards caught in the middle of something bigger than themselves, even those Imperial troops who probably had families waiting for them somewhere.

All he had to do, was succeed. Succeed, and the blood that would be spilled tonight - because there would be blood no matter what - will be minimal.

Adom breathed in, letting his mind drift over everything that had led him here. The Mage Council was in session now, the Archmage himself present. Sir Gaius, living legend had come to investigate the case of a single professor. Sam had done his part well - Merris knew everything now. Would he come?

His mother's face flashed through his mind. She wanted to go to the council. Tell them what was going on, and ask for their support.

He hadn't argued.

Somewhere in the city, Valiant was gathering his people. Noss would be here soon, and so would Hugo and Kaius.

It felt strange, preparing for real battle. In his previous life he'd been a researcher, buried in books and experiments. The few times he'd fought had been desperate situations, survival rather than strategy. And now...

Footsteps crunched in the snow behind him, accompanied by whispers carried on the wind.

"Up there, I think-""Is that him?"
"Can't tell from here..."

Adom turned, still floating, and couldn't help but smile as two familiar figures emerged from the lighthouse stairwell.

"...Adom?" Hugo's voice was hesitant, like he wasn't quite sure what he was seeing.

Adom let himself drift down to the snow-covered platform. "Hey guys."

They stared at him for a moment - Hugo with his massive frame wrapped in a heavy coat, Kaius lean and alert as always - before both moved at once.

"Why, you little-!" Kaius got to him first, pulling him into a bear hug that nearly crushed his ribs. Hugo joined in, his strength making both of them stumble.

"Where the hell were you?" Hugo's voice was rough with emotion. "We looked everywhere. Every street, every alley-"

"Even went down to the Dregs," Kaius added, finally releasing him but keeping one hand on his shoulder, like he might disappear again. "Got into three fights just asking questions."

"Yeah, I heard about that." Adom looked between them, taking in the changes. A fresh scar on Kaius's chin, dark circles under Hugo's eyes. "Sam told me you were planning to hit the Undertow."

"Damn right we were," Hugo growled. "Still are, if you need-" He stopped, squinting at Adom's face. "Wait. Your glasses. Where are your..."

"And your hair," Kaius reached out, touching the white streak. "What happened to you?"

"Did Sam not tell you?" Adom asked. "About the dungeon?"

"He told us you were trapped there," Kaius said, his eyes on the white streak in Adom's hair. "But not much else. For your hair to go like that... must've been bad."

"Very," Adom said.

Hugo shifted uncomfortably. "Listen, about Fox... I should've seen something was wrong. All those times, I-"

"You couldn't have known," Adom said. "None of us did."

"Think Kim's down there somewhere?" Hugo asked, looking over the city.

"Maybe. Valiant's got someone from their side - says they're keeping prisoners in the Undertow. Using them for research."

"What kind of research?" Kaius asked.

"The prototype he was working on, I suppose," Adom replied.

Hugo's jaw tightened. "Right. Then we better find him."

"THERE'S MY FAVORITE LITTLE SHIT!"

The booming voice made Hugo and Kaius spin around, magic already crackling at their fingertips - Hugo's fire spell blazing to life, Kaius's wind barrier half-formed. They'd heard nothing, not a single footstep on the stairs, and now this giant was just there.

"Wait-" Adom caught their wrists before they could launch their spells. "He's friendly!"

Noss's massive frame blocked the stairwell entrance, his beard crusted with fresh snow. He looked exactly like Adom remembered - like a bear someone had stuffed into human clothes. But he wasn't alone. Four other figures emerged behind him, each wearing the distinctive dark armor of the Iron Wolves.

"Uncle Noss," Adom started, but didn't get to finish. The big man crossed the platform in two strides and scooped him up like he weighed nothing.

"Look at you!" Noss laughed, spinning him around once before dropping him back in the snow. "Last time I saw you, you were this high-" he held his hand at waist level. "Now you're all grown up and starting wars!"

"I'm not starting a war-"

"Sure, sure." Noss ruffled his hair, then squinted at the white streak. "Huh. That's new. Trying to copy your old uncle's style?" He stroked his own grey-streaked beard.

One of the knights behind him - a broad-shouldered woman with a scar running along her jawline - stepped forward. "So this is the commander's kid? Thought he'd be taller."

"That's Vex," Noss said, gesturing to the woman. "Best tracker in the Iron Wolves. Can find a needle in a haystack, then use that needle to kill three men."

Vex rolled her eyes. "It was five men, and you know it."

Another knight - older, with salt-and-pepper hair cropped close to his scalp - nodded at Adom. "Dirk. I served with your father when he was still climbing the ranks. Beat his ass in knife-throwing competitions twice a month."

"And lost the other two weeks," a third knight chimed in - massive like Noss but completely bald, with intricate tattoos visible on his neck above his armor. "I'm Bram. Your father saved my life at the Battle of Ravenspire."

The fourth knight stepped forward, noticeably younger than the others - maybe late twenties, with a boyish face that seemed at odds with his scarred hands. "Anders. Joined up after your father was already commander." He grinned. "These old bastards are always telling stories about him. Half of them can't be true."

"Oh, they're true," Noss assured him.

Hugo and Kaius stood frozen, staring at the five Iron Wolves who'd appeared from nowhere.

"Oh," Adom gestured to them. "These are my friends - Hugo and Kaius. Guys, this is Noss. He serves with my father."

"Serves!" Noss bellowed another laugh. "I've been saving your father's ass since before you were born, boy. Matter of fact, I trained that bastard!" He turned to Hugo and Kaius, looking them up and down. "So you're the ones who've been watching this troublemaker's back?"

"We try," Kaius said, finding his voice first. "Though he doesn't make it easy."

"Ha! Sounds about right. This one's been giving people grey hairs since he could walk. Remember that time with the war hammer?"

"I do. I was what, six?"

"Nearly crushed your own foot. Your mother didn't speak to me for a week."

Vex moved closer, studying Adom's face. "Definitely got more of Elaine in you than your father. Same eyes." She reached out and flicked the white streak in his hair. "This is new, though. What happened?"

"Long story," Adom said.

"Involving a dungeon, if rumors are true," Dirk added, arms crossed. "Heard you were missing for days."

Hugo stepped forward, somehow finding his confidence. "He was. We searched everywhere."

"Even fought our way into the Dregs looking for him," Kaius added, clearly not wanting to be outdone in front of these warriors.

Anders whistled. "Academy kids with some spine! Didn't think they made those anymore."

"They do when they're friends with Adom, apparently." Kaius said.

"Sounds like his father," Bram rumbled, sharing a knowing look with Noss.

"Remember that time in Kirask?" Noss grinned. "When he decided the best way to infiltrate the rebel camp was to-"

"Disguise himself as a wine merchant," Dirk finished, "only to discover the rebels were all following some religious law about not drinking."

"So he convinced them he was selling 'holy water' from some made-up shrine," Vex continued, "and by the time we arrived with reinforcements-"

"He had half the camp passed out drunk on 'blessed wine' that would 'reveal divine visions,'" Bram concluded. "Clever bastard."

"So the troublemaking is hereditary," Hugo said, elbowing Adom. "That explains a lot."

Adom laughed heartily. "At least I come by it honestly."

"And now look at you," Noss continued, clearly enjoying himself. "All grown up and planning rebellion. Brings a tear to my eye."

"It's not a rebellion," Adom muttered. "Just a minor uprising. At most."

"Speaking of plans," Dirk said, his tone growing more serious, "your father briefed us on the basics, but we need the details for tonight."

Vex cracked her knuckles. "And we're here to provide the muscle."

"Damn right," Bram agreed. "So fill us in on the specifics, kid. How exactly are we handling this Gale character and extracting your professor?"

Hugo and Kaius both looked at Adom expectantly.

He took a deep breath. "Alright. Here's what we're going to do..."

*****


After Adom finished explaining the plan, Hugo whistled low. "That... could work. Risky as hell, but brilliant."

"The timing has to be perfect though," Kaius added, pacing the snowy platform. "If we're off by even a minute..."

"That's why you have me," Noss said, clapping a massive hand on Kaius's shoulder, nearly making his knees buckle. "Been coordinating attacks since before any of you were born."

"And the rest of us aren't exactly new to this either," Vex added dryly.

"I still think the direct approach would work better," Anders said, fingering the hilt of his sword. "Hit hard, hit fast."

"The professor's safety comes first," Adom insisted. "We don't know what kind of failsafes Gale might have set up. If he feels cornered..."

Dirk nodded. "Kid's right. Clean extraction is the priority."

"Without killing Gale," Adom emphasized. "We need what's in his head."

Hugo frowned, looking at their group. "So how are we splitting up?"

Adom pulled out a rough map of the Undertow. "Three teams. I'll take Vex and Anders to find the professor. Your tracking skills will help us move fast," he nodded to Vex, "and we'll need someone who can react quickly if we run into trouble," he added to Anders.

"Makes sense," Vex said with a nod.

"Hugo, Kaius - you'll go with Noss," Adom continued. "Your magic complements his fighting style, and you'll be handling the eastern approach."

Noss grinned. "I've always wanted to see academy magic up close."

"What about Dirk and Bram?" Kaius asked.

Adom smiled. "They'll be team three, with our ninth member."

"Ninth member?" Hugo looked around. "Did I miss something?"

Adom raised his hand and the golem emerged onto the platform, its massive armored form silhouetted against the night sky.

"Sweet merciful gods," Anders breathed, eyes wide.

"Is that what I think it is?" Vex stepped forward, circling the construct with professional appreciation.

Bram let out a low whistle. "A golem. Never seen one of that sophisticated before."

"And it can use Fluid," Adom said with pride. "It's faster, stronger, and the enchantments are layered for maximum efficiency. It will also be able to teleport with you to me if you touch it. So, in case I find gale and we need backup..."

Noss's beard twitched, and then he let out a deep, rumbling laugh that seemed to shake the snow from the railings. "Oh, you crafty little bastard. They won't know what hit them until we're showing them exactly what the gates of hell look like."

"Your father didn't mention this part," Vex said, running a hand along the golem's armored forearm.

"This keeps getting better and better," Bram rumbled.

"So it's settled," Adom said. "Team one: me, Vex, and Anders - we find Professor Kim. Team two: Noss, Hugo, and Kaius - you handle the eastern approach and create a diversion if needed. Team three: Dirk, Bram, and the golem - you position for the ambush on Gale."

"And if Gale's with the professor when you find him?" Dirk asked.

"We neutralize him if possible," Adom replied. "If not, we lead him toward your position. Either way, we don't engage him directly unless absolutely necessary."

"Just promise me one thing," Noss said, suddenly serious as he put a heavy hand on Adom's shoulder. "If it goes wrong - if Gale's too much - you run. You hear me? You get your professor and you run."

"I promise," Adom said, meeting his gaze directly.

"Good." Noss straightened up, his usual boisterous manner returning. "Now, let's go raise some hell."

*****

Jax couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching him.

His hand kept drifting to his sword hilt as he patrolled the empty corridor, torch flames casting dancing shadows on the damp stone walls.

There - a movement? He spun around, blade half-drawn, heart hammering.

Nothing. Just shadows and silence.

"Get it together," he muttered, continuing his patrol. The Undertow was quieter than usual tonight. Even the prisoners were silent, which was... weird. They usually moaned or sobbed or something.

Another flicker in his peripheral vision. Jax whirled again, sword singing free of its scabbard this time. "Who's there?"

Steel met steel with a harsh ring.

"For fuck's sake, Jax!" Devon knocked Jax's blade aside with his own. "Have you lost your damn mind?"

Jax's face burned as he lowered his weapon. "Sorry. Sorry. I'm just... on edge."

"No shit." Devon sheathed his sword, shaking his head. "That's the third time this week you've nearly taken my head off. What's got you so spooked?"

Jax ran a hand through his hair, looking around the corridor again. "I don't know. Just... got a feeling, you know? Like something's about to happen."

"A feeling," Devon repeated flatly.

"Yeah. Like..." Jax struggled to put it into words. "Remember before that big earthquake two years back? How all the rats suddenly vanished from the sewers?"

"What's that got to do with anything?"

"It's like that. Everything feels... wrong. Too quiet. Even my little girl - she never cries when I leave for work, right? Tonight she wouldn't let go of my leg. Screamed bloody murder when I had to go."

Devon's expression softened slightly. "How old is she now?"

"Eight months next week." Jax smiled despite his nerves. "Starting to crawl everywhere. Wife's going crazy trying to keep up with her."

"Listen," Devon said, leaning against the wall. "You're not wrong about things being weird. But jumping at shadows won't help. If something does happen - what exactly do you think you'll be able to do about it?"

"I-"

"If it's a Star Knight? We're dead. If it's one of those council mages? We're very dead. And if it's both?" Devon shrugged. "Might as well lie down and save them the trouble."

"That's not funny."

"Wasn't trying to be." Devon pushed off the wall. "Look, I've seen what those mages can do. Remember Garrett? All that training, all that experience - didn't mean shit when that mage got hold of him. They found pieces of him three streets away."

Jax swallowed hard.

"At least we have Gale," he said, gripping his sword tighter. "He's strong enough to-"

Devon's laugh cut him off. "Are you serious? You think Gale's going to save us?"

"He's Star Knight level! He's got this whole place under-"

"Jax, Jax, Jax." Devon shook his head. "Use your head. You know what's sitting in our harbor right now? Four hundred other Star Knight level warriors. The Iron Wolves. What's Gale gonna do against that? Fight them all?"

Jax opened his mouth, but Devon was on a roll.

"One Star Knight against four hundred? Those aren't odds, those're suicide numbers. And let me tell you something else - you want to know why I'm here?" Devon started pacing. "Money. Pure and simple. Good pay, decent hours - well, usually - and all I have to do is let the fighters know when weird shit happens. But the second things go south?" He jabbed a thumb at his chest. "I'm gone. No loyalty, no last stands, nothing. Because I'm not stupid."

"Devon-"

"And between you and me? Gale talks big, acts tough, but even he's got to know he's-"

"Devon!"

"What?" Devon finally noticed Jax's wide eyes, the way he kept looking over Devon's shoulder. The blood drained from his face. "...he's right behind me, isn't he?"

A low chuckle filled the corridor. "Now that," Gale's voice was thick with amusement, "was entertaining."

Gale balanced a tray of food in one hand, looking more amused than anything else. Steam rose from what looked like beef stew, the smell making Jax's stomach growl despite his fear.

"Sir, I- I didn't mean-" Devon stammered, backing up until he hit the wall. "Please don't kill me, I was just running my mouth, I-"

"Kill you?" Gale raised an eyebrow, taking a spoonful of the stew. "Now why would I do something stupid like that? Who's gonna patrol these halls if you're dead? Me?" He snorted. "I've got better things to do than walk in circles all night."

Devon blinked, thrown off by the response. "But... but I said-"

"That we're in deep shit?" Gale grinned, showing too many teeth. "Well, you're not wrong there. Four hundred Iron Wolves." He took another bite, speaking around the food. "Real party we've got brewing."

Jax and Devon exchanged confused looks.

"Though I gotta say," Gale continued, gesturing with his spoon, "you boys are worried about the wrong thing. The Iron Wolves?" He laughed. "They're just the obvious threat. The ones you can see coming." His grin turned sharp. "It's the ones you don't see that'll really ruin your day."

"Sir?" Jax ventured.

"Go take a look outside. Beautiful night. Stars are out. Might be the last quiet one we get for a while." Gale walked past them, heading toward the cells. "Now if you'll excuse me, got to have a chat with one of our guests. Been meaning to catch up."

They watched him disappear down the corridor, whistling what sounded like a drinking song.

"Did he just..." Devon started.

"Yeah."

"And we're..."

"Not dead, somehow."

They stood in silence for a moment.

"Should we..."

"Look outside?" Jax finished. "Yeah. Yeah, I think we should."

Gale walked down the corridor, enjoying his stew.

He stopped at a heavy wooden door, different from the others. Nicer. Almost like a real bedroom door, not a cell. He balanced the tray in one hand and knocked.

"Professor?"

Silence.

He knocked again. "Come on, I know you can hear me in there. Your breathing changed when I walked up."

"Go away." The voice was muffled, tired.

Gale sighed. "I'm coming in. Hope you're decent - actually, you know what? Even if you're not, I'm still coming in. Fair warning."

He shifted the tray, unlocked the door, and pushed it open with his hip.

Professor Kim lay sprawled on his bed - an actual bed, not a prison cot - staring at the ceiling like it held the secrets of the universe. He didn't even blink when Gale entered.

"Brought you dinner," Gale said, setting the tray on the small table. "Cook's beef stew. It's actually pretty good." He took another spoonful from his own bowl. "Even better with bread. Which, look at that-" he tapped the small loaf on the tray, "-I happened to bring some. Could get you something to drink too, if you want. Wine? Beer? Whatever works for you."

Kim kept staring at the ceiling.

"You know," Gale continued, pulling up a chair, "most prisoners would kill for this kind of treatment. Nice room, good food, actual furniture..." He gestured at the bookshelves lining the walls. "Hell, we even let you keep your books."

The professor's only response was a slow blink.

Gale sighed, stirring his stew. "Giving me the silence treatment, huh? Cold."

He kept eating, the metal spoon scraping against the bowl. "Look, sooner or later, the Iron Wolves are going to leave. And when they do?" He pointed the spoon at Kim. "We're taking you with us. Off the isles. And you'll have to finish your work anyway."

Another spoonful. "Or... you could just give us the final pieces of your theories. We've got people who can develop it themselves. No need to keep you around after that. You could go home."

Kim chuckled, a dry, humorless sound.

"I'm not joking."

"Twenty-three years." Kim finally turned to look at him, eyes hard. "They took twenty-three years of my research and turned it into a weapon. And you think I'd willingly help complete it?"

He rolled over, facing the wall. "Good luck finishing it. You won't get anything from me."

Gale opened his mouth to respond, but sharp knocks on the door cut him off.

"What is it?" He didn't bother hiding his irritation.

"Sir! We've got movement in the lower sections. Multiple battles reported-"

"So what? Always someone trying something funny down here-"

"This is different, sir. We've lost contact with three patrol groups. Complete silence. And the southern checkpoint just went dark."

Gale set his bowl down, previous amusement fading. "Well then." He stood up, glancing at Kim's back. "Guess we'll have to continue this lovely chat later."

Kim didn't respond.

"Don't let that stew get cold," Gale called over his shoulder as he headed for the door. "Be a shame to waste it."


*****

Jax trudged through the snow, pulling his cloak tighter. "Bloody blizzard's getting worse."

Devon walked beside him, squinting against the wind. "Can barely see ten feet ahead."

A group of guards rushed past them, weapons drawn, heading toward the western section. Jax and Devon exchanged looks, a knot forming in Jax's stomach.

Devon grabbed one of the running men by the arm. "Hey! What's going on?"

The guard yanked his arm free, but stopped. "Freemen attack in the Children of the Moon's territory. Got some others with them too - not sure who. Took out two patrols already."

"Shit," Jax swore as the guard ran off. "That's it. I'm done. Tomorrow I'm applying for a merchant's assistant position. Something safe, you know? Inside. With walls."

"You're panicking over nothing," Devon scoffed. "Probably just some idiots who got lucky." He paused, shifting uncomfortably. "Speaking of, I need to take a piss. Cover for me?"

"Seriously? Now?"

"When you gotta go..." Devon shrugged, heading toward a dark corner between buildings.

Jax could hear him muttering to himself as he unzipped. Then the sound of liquid hitting... something that definitely wasn't snow or stone.

"What the-" Devon started.

"You know," a calm voice said from the darkness, "I really liked these boots. Bob made them special for me."

Before Devon could turn, WAM, there was a dull thud and he crumpled with a whine, clutching his head.

"Devon?" Jax drew his sword, heart pounding. "DEVON!"

A figure emerged from the shadows, and Jax's blood ran cold.

The stranger knelt beside Devon's groaning form, pulling something from his pocket - a small disk that glowed with arcane symbols.

"A mage..." Jax whispered, his sword suddenly feeling very inadequate.

The stranger - Adom, though Jax didn't know that - pressed the talisman against Devon's chest. It flashed once, and Devon went still, bound by whatever magic the disk contained.

"Sorry about that," Adom said, standing up and brushing snow from his knees. "But we can't have you raising the alarm." He turned to Jax, who took an involuntary step back. "Now then..."

Jax looked at his sword, then at Adom, then at the escape routes around them. His chances weren't good in any direction.

"I have a daughter," Jax blurted out, his voice cracking. "Eight months old. Please..."

Adom tilted his head, considering, and for the first time, Jax really saw him in the glow of his Fluid. His heart sank even further.

A boy. Just a boy, no older than twelve or thirteen, wearing a light set of armor that seemed to fit him like a second skin. Blue runes pulsed along what looked like battle gauntlets. Deep blue eyes studied Jax with an intensity that felt wrong on someone so young. Black hair with that stark white streak falling over his forehead.

The Fluid around him was terrifying - not because it was violent or aggressive, but because of how naturally it moved with him, coating his form like living blue fire.

"Then why are you still standing there?" Adom asked. "Trying to protect your friend?"

Jax swallowed hard but held his ground, though his sword trembled slightly. The fact that he was being outmatched by a child somehow made it worse. "Someone has to."

"Admirable." Adom reached into his pocket again, making Jax flinch. "But unnecessary. He'll wake up with nothing worse than a headache." He pulled out another talisman. "You, on the other hand..."

Jax raised his sword. "Stay back!"

"Tell me something," Adom said, ignoring the blade. "If you could be anywhere else right now, where would it be?"

The question caught Jax off guard. "What?"

"Simple question. Where would you rather be?"

"I... home. With my wife. And my daughter. We just got a cat, too. And she hates it when I work nights, and..." Jax blinked, wondering why he was telling this to someone who was about to kill or capture him.

"Good answer." Adom moved faster than Jax could track. The sword went flying, and the talisman pressed against his chest. "When you wake up, go home. Find a new job. This isn't a place for family men."

The last thing Jax saw before the magic took hold was Adom's apologetic smile.

And so it began.

Adom moved through the shadows, mentally checking off the first part of the plan. Zone A secured, just as Lars had said. No casualties - just sleeping guards who'd wake up with headaches and, hopefully, better career choices.

Lars's intel had been good so far. The prisoners in Zone A were just a bonus - the real targets were Gale and Marco. With Gale captured and subjected to mind magic, they'd have irrefutable proof of the Children of the Moon's operations and potential connection to the Crown Prince. The Emperor would have no choice but to act, and his father's defiance of the Prince's orders would be justified.

That's where the distractions came in. Right about now, Valiant and his people would be hitting Marco's base in the Children of the Moon's territory. Lots of noise, lots of chaos - exactly what they needed.

Meanwhile, Hugo, Kaius, the golem, and Noss would be waiting for Gale. Four-on-one odds, even against someone of his caliber. No room for surprises there.

What worried Adom more was what they might learn from Gale's memories. In his past life, nothing had suggested the Emperor knew about Dragon's Breath. The second use of the weapon had been on Sundarian soil, in Kati. If the Emperor was truly unaware...

Adom smiled grimly in the darkness. One problem at a time. First, they had to make sure everything went according to plan.

He moved. Two guards ahead - a quick flash of his talisman, and they dropped without a sound.

Three more around the corner. He struck from above, using the ceiling as leverage. WAM. BAM. WAM. Down they went, not even time to draw their weapons.

Time was running short. Soon, the Crown Prince would realize the two-day truce was a feint. He'd definitely order an attack on the Undertow, thinking to catch them off-guard. But the Iron Wolves were already in position, waiting.

Another patrol. Adom's talismans found their marks before the guards could even register the blue glow of his Fluid. Their weapons clattered to the ground as they collapsed.

Somewhere above, steel would be clashing. Valiant's distraction would be in full swing. But what mattered was happening deeper in the Undertow. Hugo, Kaius, Noss, and the golem needed to subdue Gale before the real fighting started.

Before the Crown Prince's forces and the Iron Wolves turned the streets into a battlefield.

Adom paused at an intersection, listening. Footsteps approaching. Multiple targets. His hands reached for more talismans as blue Fluid coated his form like living fire.

Time to make every second count.

Boots pounding on stone - a patrol of six approaching. Adom rolled his shoulders, Fluid flowing through his muscles.

The first guard rounded the corner and caught a left hook that dropped him instantly. The second caught Adom's knee to the solar plexus. Three and four drew weapons, but Adom was already between them, weaving simple binding spells while his fists did the real work. Five tried to shout a warning - caught an elbow to the throat instead. Six turned to run and got a sleep talisman to the back of the head.

[+3 Boxing Mastery][+4 Iron Lungs]
[+2 Fluid Control]
[+1 Flow Perception]

Too easy. Either Lars was right about them pulling forces to the surface, or they weren't expecting trouble this deep in their territory.

The prisoner section loomed ahead. Cells lined both sides, some occupied, some empty. But there - at the end of the corridor - a door. Different. Almost like a bedroom door, not a cell.

Adom knocked. No answer.

He knocked again. Still nothing.

Third time.

"I told you I won't talk! Go away!" The voice was hoarse, angry.

Adom's eyes widened. That voice...

BAM! His Fluid-enhanced punch splintered the door. He stepped through - and immediately felt his mana dampen. Runes covered the walls, ceiling, floor. Anti-magic measures.

The figure by the bed spun around, dropping into a defensive stance. Professor Kim looked worse than Adom had ever seen him - hair wild, clothes rumpled, dark circles under his eyes. But alive.

Adom raised both hands. "It's me, Professor. It's Adom!"

Kim's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, then he stumbled back against his bed. "Is it truly you, young Adom? What are you- you can't be here, it's not safe, they'll-" His hands fluttered nervously, eyes darting between Adom and the door. "You need to leave, now, before they-"

"Professor," Adom's voice was steady. "I came to rescue you."

Heavy footsteps echoed in the corridor, and Adom tensed, prepared to fight – but then relaxed as he recognized the pattern.

"All clear!" Vex's voice called out. She appeared in the doorway, her scar more pronounced in the dim light. "We've secured the entire section. No sign of Gale."

*****

From Law's farmhouse, Kalyon watched the Iron Wolves' fleet through his spyglass. Their lanterns dotted the black waters like fallen stars, forming an unbroken chain across every escape route to the mainland. His fingers tightened on the brass tube until his knuckles went white.

He lowered the spyglass and rubbed his eyes. Three days without proper sleep was catching up to him. The Crown Prince of Sundar shouldn't be hiding in a farmhouse on the outskirts of Arkhos, squinting at enemy ships through a scratched lens. He should be in the Imperial Palace, directing operations from a position of strength.

Instead, he was here. Trapped.

Kalyon poured himself another glass of wine—cheap local stuff, nothing like the vintages from the Southern Provinces. His mouth twisted at the sour taste. An appropriate metaphor for his current situation.

He'd planned everything so carefully. Years of work, of negotiations, of risks. The Farmusian ambassadors had been skeptical at first, naturally. Five generations of warfare didn't vanish overnight. But they'd listened when he'd laid out his proposition.

The Sundarian Empire was losing ground on three fronts: the Elvish Coalition pushing from the west, the Dwarven Clans reclaiming mountain territories in the north, and the Nomadic Tribes harassing supply lines in the east.

The Imperial Council had refused his proposal for a new weapon. "Too costly," they'd said. "Too dangerous," they'd argued. "Not honorable," they'd insisted. As if honor had ever won a war.

So he'd turned to Farmus. To his mother's homeland. Old enemies, yes, but pragmatic ones. They understood the value of power. They'd provided the funding, the resources, the sanctuary for research. In return, they would receive protection against the Elvish Coalition, their own ancient enemies.

It was logical. Necessary. The only path forward.

And now it was all falling apart.

A map of the known world lay spread across the table, weighted down with empty wine bottles. Kalyon traced the borders of the Sundarian Empire with his finger. So vast, yet increasingly fragile. The Elvish Coalition had already taken three border towns in the west. The Dwarven Clans had reclaimed two mountain passes that had been under Imperial control for centuries. The Nomadic Tribes grew bolder with each passing season.

Without the weapon, the Empire would continue to bleed territory. Slowly but surely, decade by decade, until nothing remained but the memory of greatness.

Kalyon took another swig of wine. The Farmusians wouldn't waste time if he failed. They'd wash their hands of him, deny all knowledge. "The Crown Prince? Acting alone, against the wishes of his father? How shocking. No, we had no part in such treachery."

His allies would become his accusers. The evidence—whatever remained after tonight—would point solely to him. As intended, of course. That had been part of the arrangement. Plausible deniability for Farmus. But he'd expected to succeed.

Kalyon picked up the spyglass again. More Iron Wolves ships had moved into position. A complete blockade. Commander Sylla wasn't taking any chances.

Of course not. Adom's father had always been thorough, if nothing else.

That boy. That damned boy. Somehow at the center of everything. Kalyon had reports about him. Too many coincidences surrounding him. Too many pieces falling into place too perfectly.

Something was very wrong there, but he couldn't afford to focus on it now.

The walls seemed to close in around him. One farmhouse, with two exits, both watched. His elite guards were capable, but the Iron Wolves were better. If it came to direct conflict...

No. It wouldn't. Gale would succeed. The professor would be extracted. The prototype secured. There was still a path forward, narrow though it might be.

And if not... well, there were contingencies for that too. Unpleasant ones.

A knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts.

"Enter."

A young soldier stepped in, bowing low. "Your Highness, I bring news from the city."

Kalyon set down his glass. "Speak."

"Our forces report heavy fighting in the Undertow. Multiple zones breached. Several of our outposts have gone silent."

"And Gale?"

The soldier hesitated. "We've lost contact, Your Highness. His last message through the pigeons indicated he was with the professor, but then..."

Kalyon closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, they were cold and clear. "I see. And our contingency plans?"

"The assassins are in position. The Imperial troops await your command to engage the Iron Wolves."

Kalyon nodded slowly. "Very well. Tell the assassins to proceed. No witnesses, no evidence. Everything must be cleansed."

"And the Imperial troops, Your Highness?"

"Have them engage the Iron Wolves' perimeter forces. Nothing dramatic—I don't want this escalating into open warfare between Imperial troops and the Wolves. Just enough to create confusion. Enough to give us a window."

"For escape?" The soldier looked confused.

"For ensuring nothing remains to be found." Kalyon walked to the fireplace, watching the flames. "If we cannot secure the professor and his work, then we must ensure no one else can either. Order the fire teams to move in once the assassins complete their work."

The soldier paled slightly. "The entire Undertow, Your Highness?"

"If necessary."

"That would mean hundreds of—"

"I'm aware of the cost." Kalyon's voice was sharp. "But consider the alternative. If Commander Sylla discovers concrete evidence linking the Crown to the weapon... if proof reaches the Emperor..." He shook his head. "Civil war would be the least of our worries. The Empire would fracture. Our enemies would descend like vultures. Millions would die, not hundreds."

The soldier bowed, clearly uncomfortable but unwilling to argue. "I understand, Your Highness."

"As for our exit strategy," Kalyon continued, "prepare the fastest ship we have. We'll need to break through the blockade at the narrowest point, near the eastern shore."

"But the Iron Wolves have—"

"I'm aware of what they have." Kalyon cut him off. "But we have no choice. Every moment we remain on this island increases our risk of capture."

The soldier looked doubtful. "Even our fastest vessel would be intercepted, Your Highness."

"Would you prefer to face Commander Sylla and explain your part in all this?" Kalyon raised an eyebrow. "I thought not. Prepare the ship. We leave as soon as the professor is secured, regardless of what happens in the Undertow."

"Yes, Your Highness." The soldier bowed again and retreated.

Alone once more, Kalyon returned to the window. He could almost feel the noose tightening. The Farmusians would deny him if he was captured. The Emperor—his father—would have no choice but to make an example of him. The weapon would remain unfinished, and the Empire would continue its slow decline.

Unless... unless he could salvage something from this disaster. If he could reach the mainland with even fragments of the professor's research...

He lifted the spyglass again, counting Iron Wolves ships. Too many. Far too many for a simple retrieval operation.

Sylla knew something. Something important enough to deploy the bulk of his forces. Something important enough to risk the Emperor's displeasure by breaking the truce.

What did he know? And how?

His hand tightened on the spyglass until he heard a faint crack. He set it down carefully before he broke it completely.

No time for paranoia now. Only action.

The next few hours would determine everything—the fate of the professor, of the weapon, of his own future, and possibly that of the Empire itself.

If Gale succeeded, there was still hope. If not...

Kalyon glanced at the map again, eyes lingering on the Elvish Coalition's territories, the Dwarven Clans' mountain strongholds, the vast plains controlled by the Nomadic Tribes. Enemies on all sides, closing in year by year.

He'd taken this path for the Empire. For its survival. History would understand, even if the present condemned him.

Assuming, of course, that he lived long enough for history to render its judgment.

Boot steps on wooden floors. "Your Highness."

"Report."



            

    
        Chapter 47. The Promised Day - Part 3

    
    
    
    
                The hour of the wolf.

Coldest, darkest part of the night, when even the stars seem to dim and huddle together for warmth. When old folk say evil spirits walk freely, when madmen hear their demons clearest, when the world belongs more to monster than man.

A blizzard ripped through the air, winds screaming between trees and hills, snow cutting sideways like shards of glass. The cold was the kind that burned, that crept into bones and stayed there. It had turned Arkhos into a city of ghosts.

And through all this mess moved the wolves. A hundred of them, iron-clad, their armor dark beneath snow-laden cloaks.

Arthur led his men. Forward, towards the city.

His enhanced senses picked through the storm's chaos. Imperial boots scraping against stone - guards taking positions in the streets ahead. A cat yowling as it fought over scraps in an alley. A cart wheel's creak as someone hurried to get it under cover. A child's voice, high and worried: "Papa, why are the soldiers-" followed by a sharp "Shh. Away from the window."

The city lived and breathed ahead of them, but quietly, like a creature trying not to draw attention. Above them, through the blizzard, the floating buildings of Xerkes stood out - the only place still alive with light. The mage council was in session by now.

"They're watching," one of the men muttered, eyes up.

Arthur followed his gaze. Dark figures hung in the storm-torn sky, some on brooms, others floating freely, their robes and mana cutting through the snow. Even through the blizzard, he could see the gleam of their attention. Mages - Probably affiliated with the magisterium - waiting to see which way the wind would blow.

They wouldn't interfere - not unless the fighting spilled into civilian quarters.

The wolves kept moving, the city's walls growing taller with each step. Finally, they reached the gates of Arkhos.

A magical barrier shimmered before them, thick and greenish in the storm. Arthur reached out, touched it. Pretty solid.

Not that it would do much, were they to enter.

"They're punctual," muttered one of his men, his voice barely carrying over the wind. "Got to give them that."

The gates suddenly groaned open, metal shrieking against ice. Through the gap, hundreds and hundreds of soldiers stood in formation, red capes thrashing in the wind, silver armor everywhere. But you could see some gold among that silver. Those were Star Knights. At least two hundred of them.

Arthur studied them. Some turned away from his gaze. One barely had stubble on his chin. Another's hands shook on his sword hilt. Through his enhanced senses, he could hear rapid heartbeats, shaky breaths. A lot of them weren't hardened warriors - just boys in silver armor. In a few years, Adom would be their age too, young adults.

They were all so damn young.

A single, golden-armored figure stepped forward from their ranks. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the easy confidence of someone used to command. "Commander Arthur Sylla. It is an honor to meet the leader of the Iron Wolves again." His voice carried clear despite the wind. "Though I wish it were under better circumstances."

"Captain Darius." Arthur's voice was flat. "Heard you made quite a name for yourself in the southern campaigns."

"And you in the north." Darius gestured at the gathered forces. "Shame we had to meet like this."

"Is it?"

"When dawn comes," Darius said, "and the morning bell rings, if you're still at these gates..." He shrugged. "Well. The empire doesn't look kindly on rebels."

"Rebels?" Arthur's laugh held no humor. "That what they're calling us now?"

"That's what you'll be. And we'll have to deal with you accordingly."

"I'd like to see you try."

Neither man moved. Behind them, soldiers and knights stood ready, hands on weapons, breath frosting in the air. The storm raged around them, but here, in this moment, everything was still.

Somewhere in the city, Adom had until dawn. The Imperial forces would be occupied here, their attention fixed on the wolves at their door. Whatever needed to be done in the shadows of Arkhos, this was the time to do it.

*****

"Adom? Adom Sylla? Is that you?!" Professor Kim squinted at Adom, his hands fidgeting with his sleeve cuffs. He seemed more erratic than usual, his movements sharp and jerky. "No, no, you can't be here. This is- there are guards everywhere, and-"

"Professor," Vex interrupted, stepping into the room with a predatory smile. She placed a finger against his lips, silencing him instantly. "We're the Iron Wolves. We're here to extract you. And while I'd love to hear your concerns..." her eyes traveled down and back up his body, "we really don't have time for rambling."

Kim's face flushed immediately as he stared at her, speechless.

Anders appeared at the doorway, eyebrows raised at Vex's approach before returning to scanning for threats. "Area's secure for now, but we need to move quickly."

Kim swallowed hard, still staring at Vex. "You're... you're with the Iron Wolves? The elite military unit?"

"Very elite," Vex winked, moving closer. "And we need to get you out of here right now. So how about you follow my lead, and I'll make sure to keep you..." she trailed a finger along his collar, "...safe."

Anders and Adom exchanged uncomfortable glances.

"Vex," Anders said flatly. "Time-sensitive mission here."

"I am focused," she replied without looking away from Kim. "Just getting our package ready to move. And he seems very ready."

Kim tugged at his collar, nodding rapidly. "Yes, ready. Completely ready. Wherever you want to go."

"Good boy," Vex smiled, taking his arm. "Stick close to me, Professor."

Absolutely repulsive.

"Took care of some guards already," Adom said, checking the room while trying to ignore Vex's unusual approach. "But there will be more. We need to move now."

Anders nodded. "Professor, anything essential you need to take?"

"They... they took everything when they brought me here," Kim said, still visibly flustered by Vex's proximity. "My notes, my calculations..."

"We'll get it back eventually," Adom cut him off. "But first, we need to get you out safely."

"You shouldn't be here," Kim suddenly said, looking at Adom with concern. "You're just a student. You're what, thirteen?"

"Twelve," Adom corrected.

Before Kim could protest further, Vex tightened her grip on his arm. "Professor, I promise to explain everything about our amazing little prodigy once we're safely away. But right now..." she leaned closer, her lips nearly touching his ear, "I need you to stop talking and start walking."

Kim's mouth snapped shut, his eyes wide.

Anders rolled his eyes. "Perimeter check. Now." He stepped into the corridor, signaling an all-clear. "Let's move."

They moved quickly into the hallway, Vex guiding the still-dazed professor while Adom and Anders took point. They made it halfway down the corridor before a sound made them freeze.

Boots on stone. Multiple sets, approaching fast.

Anders drew his sword in one fluid motion. "Six hostiles, east corridor."

"Behind me," Kim whispered to Adom, attempting to shuffle in front of him.

"Oh no, handsome," Vex pulled Kim back, placing herself between him and the approaching threat. "You stay behind the professionals. Both of you."

Kim looked ready to protest but was silenced by Anders' sharp gesture. The knight motioned them toward an alcove in the wall while he and Vex took positions on either side of the corridor.

The footsteps grew louder. A voice called out, "Patrol coming through! Anyone down here?"

Anders gave them one last look, then melted into the shadows with Vex, both knights now invisible in the darkness flanking the corridor.

The first two guards rounded the corner, lanterns raised. They spotted Kim and Adom immediately.

"What the--" one began, reaching for an alarm whistle at his belt.

He never finished the sentence. Anders and Vex moved in perfect synchronization, emerging from the shadows like wraiths. There was no wasted motion, no dramatic flourish--just clean, efficient strikes that left both guards unconscious before they could even register what had happened.

The remaining four guards rounded the corner just in time to see their comrades drop. They pulled weapons, but too late. Vex flowed between them, her daggers finding gaps in armor--not killing, but disabling. Anders moved like water, his sword a blur that somehow never drew blood but left men crumpling to the ground all the same.

In seconds, it was over. Six armored men lay sprawled on the corridor floor, all breathing but none conscious.

"Clear," Anders announced, resheathing his sword.

Vex grinned as she spun her daggers before tucking them away. "That was fun. Been a while since we've done a clean extraction."

Kim stared at the fallen guards, mouth agape. "That was... you didn't even..."

"Kill them? Not our orders," Vex said, brushing past him. Her shoulder touched his as she passed, and Kim nearly jumped. "Commander was clear - make as little casualties as possible. Unnecessary bloodshed would just complicate things." She glanced back at the unconscious guards. "Though we can do that too, if you'd prefer a more permanent solution."

"N-no, no, this is... this is fine," Kim stuttered.

"I thought so," she smiled. "You strike me as the merciful type, Professor. Soft hands." She glanced down at his hands, then back to his face. "I like that."

Kim looked to Adom, clearly pleading for help.

Adom just shrugged, not entirely sure what to make of Vex's behavior. Was she actually interested in the professor, or just messing with him to keep him off-balance? Either way, it was working--Kim seemed too flustered to panic about their situation.

"We need to move," Anders announced, checking ahead. "More patrols will be coming through soon."

"Do you even know where to go?" Kim asked, still trying to regain his composure.

"Every corridor, every stairwell, every guard post," Vex answered. "We've explored most of the place, Professor."

Kim gulped, his fingers drumming against his leg. For a moment, he looked like he might argue more. Then his shoulders slumped, and he nodded. "What... what should I do?"

"Follow us." Adom moved forward. "And please stay close."

*****

A few moments later...

"So what's the plan?" Kim asked, trying to keep up as they moved through the corridors.

"We're getting you out of here," Adom said firmly. "Right now."

"Now?" Kim looked between them. "But there are guards everywhere, and-"

Vex placed a hand on the professor's shoulder. "That's why we brought the kid."

Adom closed his eyes, his consciousness splitting. Through the golem's eyes, he could see Dirk and Bram waiting, weapons ready. He made the hand signals they'd practiced - Found him. Clear to transport.

Dirk nodded, touching the golem's shoulder. Bram did the same.

"Stand back," Adom instructed, opening his eyes.

The air before them shimmered, reality folding in on itself. A flash of blue light, and suddenly the golem stood there - massive, armored, imposing. Behind it, Dirk and Bram appeared, weapons drawn, looking momentarily disoriented from the teleportation.

Kim stumbled back, eyes wide with shock. "What in the- that's the golem!" He turned to Adom. "That was you? You built that?"

"I'll explain later," Adom said. "Professor, grab onto the golem's arm. It'll teleport you to safety."

A pulse of energy suddenly rippled through the air. Adom felt it immediately - a dampening field, subtle but unmistakable. The golem's runes flickered, its steady blue glow faltering momentarily.

"Something's wrong," Adom said, his senses tingling with warning. "The transportation crystal is being interfered with."

Anders drew his sword in one smooth motion. "Trap?"

Vex was already moving, daggers appearing in her hands. "I'll check the-"

"No need for that," a voice called from the shadows. "I'm right here."

Gale stepped into view, looking exactly as relaxed as he had when Adom first met him. His sword hung loosely at his side.

"Well, well," Gale said, his eyes fixed on the golem. "Didn't think I'd see this beauty again so soon." His gaze shifted to Adom. "Twice now, you've used it to escape me. Quite the clever trick."

The Iron Wolves moved as one, forming a protective semicircle around Adom and Kim. Dirk and Bram flanked the left, Vex and Anders the right. The golem stood center, its massive frame dwarfing everyone.

"Oh, hi everyone!" Gale called out, spreading his arms wide. "I'm Gale. Pleasure to meet you all properly."

Dirk's grip tightened on his sword. "We know who you are."

"And we know what you've done," Vex added.

"Perfect!" Gale clapped his hands together. "Then we can skip the introductions. Good, because I've been preparing this monologue for a while now, and I'd hate to waste it."

He cleared his throat dramatically, rolling his shoulders and taking out a piece of paper. "You see, there's an old saying where I come from in Fraug that goes, fool me one time, shame on... shame on you." He kept reading. "Fool me twice, can't put the blame on you. Fool me three times?'" His smile turned cold. "'Fuck the peace signs.'"

Complete silence followed.

The Iron Wolves exchanged baffled glances. Anders's eyebrow raised slightly. Vex tilted her head. Dirk and Bram looked at each other, then back at Gale. Even the golem seemed to stare blankly, if that was possible.

Gale's confident expression faltered at their reaction. "No? Nothing?" He gestured vaguely with his sword. "I thought it was cool. Did I not look cool saying that? I practiced it in the mirror and everything."

Adom's mind raced. The mana dampening field - that's what was interfering with the golem's transportation ability. Gale must have set it up, but where was the artifact doing that?

"You know," Gale said, "teleportation magic is fascinating stuff. So convenient... until someone introduces the right countermeasures." He pointed at them. "I was kind of hoping to see this golem again." His eyes then drifted to Adom. "Adom. How ironic. I've been searching for you all this time, and you were right under my nose. At the academy I visited so many times."

Anders shifted his stance. "Six against one, Gale. Not great odds, even for you."

"Oh, I'm well aware," Gale replied, not looking the least bit concerned. "But your extraction window is closing fast. " He tapped his ear. "I heard there's a full battalion moving this way as we speak."

Was he stalling for time?

"The Iron Wolves may be at the gates," Gale continued, "but down here? This is still our territory. And you're about to be very, very outnumbered."

Bram stepped forward, his war hammer held ready. "Then we'll just have to finish this quickly."

"I wouldn't," Gale warned, gesturing to the walls around them. "This section of the Undertow is... structurally unsound. Start throwing around that kind of force, you might bring the whole thing down on our heads." His gaze fixed on Adom. "And I'm guessing you wouldn't want anything to happen to the professor."

Kim's hand gripped Adom's shoulder. "Don't listen to him," he whispered. "Just go. Take your people and go."

Adom did not listen.

Riddler's Bane activated, the world sharpening into focus as he saw the mana structures around him.

Adom scanned the corridor. Something about the dampening field felt... familiar. Not natural mana interference, but engineered - precise.

Then he saw it. Tiny crystals embedded in the stonework, barely visible except for their faint purple glow. Arranged in a geometric pattern that created overlapping fields of disruption.

"Modified amethyst crystals," he muttered. "Hexagonal arrangement. They're creating a counter-resonance field that disrupts teleportation by inverting the harmonic frequency."

Vex glanced at him. "What?"

"The walls," Adom pointed. "Those crystals. They're creating the dampening field, but they're interdependent. If we damage enough of them..."

Anders caught on immediately. "The whole network collapses."

"Exactly," Adom nodded. "Hit them hard enough, create enough structural damage-"

"And we can teleport again," Dirk finished, gripping his sword tighter.

"So we just need to break things," Bram grinned. "That, I can do."


Gale interjected. "Well, this is--"

Anders didn't let him finish.

The knight launched forward, his sword a silver blur. The blade connected with Gale's parry so hard it sent him flying backward, slamming into the wall. Stone cracked. Dust rained down. The wide corridor shook.

Crazy.

"Choke point!" Anders roared, silver Fluid erupting around him.

Dirk and Bram converged from opposite sides, floor cracking beneath them. Dirk's blade sliced toward Gale's hamstring while Bram's hammer came down with bone-crushing force. Both weapons connected, shockwaves rippling through the corridor.

A purple glow pulsed beneath Gale's shirt. The weapons didn't penetrate.

"Fuck!" Gale spat, counterattacking. His sword whistled toward Dirk's face, but the knight rolled beneath it. Bram blocked the follow-up, the impact shattering stone around them.

Adom yanked Kim backward as fragments whistled past their heads.

"Something's protecting him," Bram growled through bloody teeth.

"It's an artifact!" Adom called out. Seeing the artifact's magic through Riddler's Bane. So this was how he survived the explosion at the docks, and the golem's explosive punch during the jumps. "Absorption artifact. Medallion at his sternum!"

"Vex! Disable!" Anders ordered, blood streaming from his nose.

Vex appeared behind Gale, one dagger slashing his shirt open while the other drove toward his back. Gale twisted, catching her wrist, but Dirk was there, his pommel crushing into Gale's kidney.

Gale grunted in pain. The medallion flared brighter.

"Pincer!" Anders shouted.

The knights attacked simultaneously, Fluid blazing. Gale blocked Anders but couldn't stop Bram's hammer from smashing his ribs. Stone exploded beneath them as Gale staggered.

Vex's knee drove into his groin, her dagger slashing his face. The blade didn't penetrate, but the force snapped his head back.

"Goddamn knights!" Gale hissed.

"The medallion has a limit!" Adom shouted, hearing distant footsteps. Reinforcements coming.

"Overload protocol!" Anders barked, spitting blood.

The knights unleashed hell. Bram's hammer shattered Gale's shoulder. Anders's sword struck his thigh with bone-splitting force. Dirk's blade found his side. Each hit created its own shockwave.

Gale fought back savagely. His sword opened Dirk's cheek to the bone. His kick sent Vex crashing through stone. For every hit he landed, he took three more, each one deadlier than the last.

The medallion's light became visible under the assault, probably struggling to absorb the damage.

"He's breaking!" Bram roared, driving Gale to one knee with a hammer strike that fractured the floor.

Vex launched herself from the rubble, wrapping around Gale's arm and wrenching it backward. The joint snapped with a wet crack. Gale screamed in agony.

"Hold this fucker down!" Anders commanded.

Bram seized Gale's legs, Dirk grabbed his unbroken arm. Vex torqued his broken limb until tendons tore. Their Fluid swirled violently around them.

Anders's sword pressed against Gale's throat, drawing blood. "The artifact. Now."

Gale's face twisted with rage and pain. "You think it's that easy?"

His green Fluid exploded outward. His hand flicked something across the floor – bronze spheres rolling in all directions.

It did not take long before Adom could recognize the artifact with [Identify].

[Rupture Orbs: Spheres inscribed with destabilization runes that contain compressed mana programmed to detonate in controlled bursts]

"Move!" he shouted.

But it was too late.

The sphere erupted, not with fire but with a pulse of dark energy that rippled outward. The golem staggered, its runes flickering wildly. A second sphere followed the first, rolling toward a different section of the corridor.

"He's trying to split us up!" Adom realized. "Don't let him—"

The second sphere detonated. This time, the blast struck the weakened ceiling section. Stone and masonry crashed down, dust billowing through the corridor.

Vex and Anders pulled Adom and Kim back from the falling debris. Dirk and Bram were suddenly on the other side of a growing wall of rubble, the golem between them.

Gale capitalized on the chaos, moving with shocking speed. His sword flashed, catching Dirk across the arm.

Slash

The knight roared in pain as his limb dangled uselessly, blood spattering the wall behind him.

"Get the professor out!" Dirk shouted through the narrowing gap in the debris.

Bram's hammer smashed into Gale's back with enough force to shatter stone. The mercenary barely flinched, that strange glow beneath his shirt pulsing brighter. He turned and drove his knee into Bram's chest, sending the larger man crashing into the wall.

Gale moved again, creating chaos after managing to escape. "You guys broke my fucking arm!"

He flicked his wrist, and a third sphere rolled across the floor—directly toward Adom, Vex, Anders, and Kim. Anders lunged for it, but Gale was already there, driving his elbow into the knight's temple. Anders crumpled.

"No!" Vex cried, moving to intercept Gale. Her daggers slashed in tight arcs, driving him back momentarily.

The sphere detonated, and the floor beneath them collapsed.

Adom grabbed Kim's arm as they fell, twisting to take the brunt of the impact. They landed hard on cold stone, a level below the main corridor. Dust and debris rained down, cutting off their view of the battle above.

Through the settling dust, Adom could see Gale landing lightly a few yards away, completely unharmed by the fall. Vex lay crumpled nearby, unconscious or worse.

"Haah... haaah...whoo that was close," Gale said, advancing slowly. "Finally. Just you and me now, kid. Well, and the professor."

Adom stood, placing himself between Gale and Kim. He used Riddler's Bane, analyzing the artifact on Gale. Somehow, he needed to neutralize that artifact. It was the only thing allowing Gale to not get beaten by the Iron wolves.






Above them, he could hear the sounds of boots on stone—multiple sets, moving quickly. Reinforcements were coming.

Gale tilted his head, listening and wincing at his broken arm. "Ah, and right on schedule. The reinforcements are here." He glanced upward, then back to Adom. "They won't be able to stop your knight friends up there, not permanently. But they'll buy me enough time to take the professor and be gone."

"Get behind me, Adom," Kim said, stepping forward. His hands moved in practiced patterns, Fluid gathering between his fingers.

A fireball erupted from his palms, hurtling toward Gale. The mercenary didn't move, didn't even flinch as the flames washed over him. The glow beneath his shirt pulsed brighter.

Kim tried again. Another fireball, larger this time. Then another. Each one crashed against Gale with no visible effect.

"Are you done?" Gale asked, brushing a speck of ash from his shoulder. "All you're doing is useless, Professor. Please stop complicating things and come here."

Kim faltered, his hands dropping to his sides.

Adom shifted his weight, ready to move, eyes still tracking the artifact.

"Had the Iron Wolves not been patrolling the waterfront the past few days, we would have already extracted you," Gale continued, taking a step forward. "I knew this would happen eventually. Your protectors were inevitable. Just not as... numerous as they turned out to be."

"Hey! Stop staring at me, it's creepy!" His eyes shifted to Adom, then sighed. "Look, kid, I don't like beating children, much less killing them. That's why you're still breathing, by the way."

He gestured at Adom's stance. "But I was always underestimated as a kid too. Took advantage of it against much stronger opponents. I have a feeling you're the same. You killed Helios, didn't you?" He winked. "Game recognizes game, after all."

Gale's Fluid flared green. "So fair warning—I won't underestimate you and won't hesitate to incapacitate you if you don't stop getting in my way."

There was something Adom noticed thanks to Riddler's Bane.







During the earlier fight, each time the knights struck Gale, the artifact pulsed brighter. Each fireball Kim threw, the glow intensified.

Something clicked in his mind. The artifact was storing energy - absorbing impacts and maybe converting them to power. Every attack on Gale was rendered useless.

The mercenary noticed Adom's focused stare. "Boy. I told you to stop. It's really not polite to stare like that. Plus you're making me uncomfortable, I'm shy you know?"

Above them, the sounds of combat intensified. The knights were fighting hard.

"Why?" Adom asked, mind racing through options. "You probably already got what you wanted from the professor's research. Why bother now?"

Gale's smile tightened just slightly. "You like running your mouth, don't you?" He took a step forward, and both Adom and Kim tensed.

No way out. The knights couldn't reach them fast enough.

Keep him talking. Buy time.

Huh?

Adom was in the air.

I'm in the air?

How was he in the air?

None of that mattered right now. Adom's hand shot to his inventory. The potion his mother made for the knights - she'd fought against it, warned him about the risks, but right now? Right now he needed every advantage.

The bottle came free. Liquid sloshed out as he yanked the cork, droplets hanging in the air around him like suspended stars. The sweet taste hit his tongue - different from the white concoction in the dungeon. Had his mother tweaked the formula?

His last gulp coincided with the apex of his arc through the air. Then everything sharpened.

Colors intensified. Sounds crystallized. His heart hammered against his ribs, but it wasn't fear - it was power, raw and electric. The world slowed down just enough to matter.

[Fluid Control at 80% Capacity]

Blue fire erupted across his skin as his whole body warmed up, Fluid and mana mixing into something new. Wam and Bam activated on his hands.

The [Fire] rune on Wam flared white-hot. Flame exploded from Adom's palm, throwing him forward like a rocket. His other hand - Bam - shot out at Gale's face, enhanced by momentum and gravity.

But Gale's eyes widened, and he was already moving. The mercenary flowed backwards like water, Adom's strike cutting through empty air. He landed hard, rolled, came up in a boxer's stance.

A whistle from Gale. Behind him, Kim had a fireball ready, face twisted with concentration.

"You're quite full of-"

Adom closed the distance. [Flow Prediction] struggled to track Gale's movements - the man was too fast, too unpredictable, his feints masking his true intentions. Still, [Boxing Mastery] guided Adom's strikes - short, sharp jabs, no wasted motion. He froze the ground under Gale's feet, followed with a wind blast to push him off balance.

But it was like fighting smoke. Each time [Flow Prediction] caught a pattern, Gale would shift, change, adapt. A feint to the left became a strike from the right. A step back turned into a sudden advance. The mercenary's movements defied prediction, each feint layered with another feint, each attack coming from an impossible angle.

[-7 Life Force][+4 White wyrm's body]
[++6 Healing Factor]

Gale's counter caught him in the liver. Clean hit.

It hurt. Despite the potion, the adrenaline, it still hurt so much.

But Adom pressed forward. Couldn't give him space. Couldn't let him set up. Lightning crackled between his fingers as he threw combinations - jab-cross-hook, each strike backed by magic, each movement calculated.

[-5 Life Force]
An elbow slipped through his guard. Stars exploded behind his eyes.

Where did that c-

[-3 Life Force]
A kick swept his legs out. He rolled with it, barely avoiding the follow-up that would have crushed his windpipe.

Gale moved like a damn snake, each attack flowing into the next.

[-5 Life Force]
A knee to the solar plexus. Adom's lungs seized.

"Hey. You're making me look bad beating up a child. How come you're not knocked out already? Your body's quite sturdy for your age."

[+6 White Wyrm's Body]
[+1 Healing Factor]

He needed seconds. Just seconds. But Gale wasn't giving them.

Kim's hands moved in desperate patterns as Adom dropped, gasping. The fireball that erupted was massive, roaring through the corridor like a small sun.

And Gale... Gale just walked straight through it.

When the flames died, he didn't have a single scorch mark.

Kim was shouting something at him. Run? The word seemed to come from far away, like he was underwater, and then-

Gale appeared in front of Kim. One punch. The professor folded like paper, body convulsing violently as he dropped. Retching.

Adom's palm immediately ignited. The [Fire] rune launched him forward while Gale's attention was on Kim. For a split second, he thought he had him.

Then his world exploded.

The hit came from nowhere. His right eye filled with red, swelling instantly. Colors burst across his vision - green, purple, white. The adrenaline shot in his system made everything too bright, too sharp, even as darkness crept in from the edges. His enhanced senses picked up every detail of his own collapse - the way his legs gave out, how his arms went limp, the copper taste flooding his mouth.

His brain was out of service, and his body was following.

Aaah, I hate this feeling...was the thought Adom had as the he lost consciousness while falling.

He got beat down again.

What was he even thinking? The gap was ridiculous. He should've kept talking, found another way. And yet, here he was, knocked out like he was nothing. How unnerving.

That powerlessness - Adom knew it so well. Had tasted it too many times. Through Damus, through the wars, through life...

He was nothing. Frail and small and skinny, like... like a shrimp.

Shrimp.

For a while, that word had haunted him, defined him in his first life. Too small, too weak, too easy to beat down. But during his training sessions with Kaius, between getting thrown around and learning to take hits, his vulnerability made him think about something interesting.

See, there was this creature somewhere in the Thousand Seas, right where all the currents met. Tiny thing. Pathetic, really. The kind of monster most adventurers wouldn't even bother with. They call it the Thunder Shrimp.

Funny thing about the Thunder Shrimp - it had this claw that snapped shut so fast it created a bubble in the water. When that bubble collapsed, it generated a shock wave hot as the surface of the sun. Seriously. The impact could stun creatures ten times its size. A hit so devastating it seemed impossible from something so small.

The Thunder Shrimp shouldn't be able to survive its own attack. The force should tear it apart. But it did. Every single time.

That's when Adom started thinking of himself as a Thunder Shrimp.

Started working out how to recreate that impossible hit. The math was simple - horrifying amounts of mana, concentrated and released in a single point, creating a cavitation bubble that would collapse with devastating force. The kind of hit that would shatter every bone in his arms if he tried it bare-handed.

Wam and Bam flared to life, drinking in Fluid and mana even as his consciousness flickered. The rune patterns weren't complex just for show. Each spiral and intersection had been designed with this in mind - containment arrays to handle the pressure, conversion matrices to channel the energy, stabilization networks to protect the wielder.

He'd never actually tried it. The theory was solid though - use the gauntlets to create a sealed space, pump it full of concentrated mana, then collapse it just like the Thunder Shrimp's bubble. The runes would handle the recoil, direct the force outward instead of back through his arms. The math worked. The principles were sound.

Whether his body could handle it was another question entirely.

[Indomitable Will]

[Push] threw him forward just as Gale looked up. Wam ignited with blinding light, mana rushing through the runes like a dam breaking. Adom screamed - not from pain, but from the sheer pressure building in his arm.

Time seemed to slow in [Flow Prediction]. Gale's eyes widened - the first real surprise Adom had seen on his face. The world tunneled as Adom's body accelerated, everything narrowing to that single point of impact.

WAM

At long last, his fist connected and - ah, there it was.

Blink and you'd miss it. A shimmering barrier materialized around Gale, emanating from something glowing beneath his clothes. The artifact's effect.

The Thunder Shrimp's punch met the barrier. For a split second, nothing happened. Then - crack.

The barrier shattered like glass, the concentrated force finding its target. The boom was deafening, contained and focused into a single point of impact. Physics bent as the cavitation bubble collapsed, unleashing force that should have spread through the tunnel but instead drove straight into Gale's chest.

But something else happened.

Through Riddler's Bane, Adom could see the overloaded artifact couldn't absorb this new surge of energy. Its capacity had probably been reached, pushed beyond limits. The artifact itself fractured, releasing all its stored energy at once.

The mercenary flew backward, smashing through the tunnel like a cannonball. The sound echoed for seconds afterward, stone cracking and settling in his wake.

Wam went dead, suddenly heavy as lead. Adom stripped it off - the gauntlet had channeled more power than it was ever meant to handle. The runes were burnt out, scoring patterns into the metal like acid.

A hit that would have leveled half the tunnel, compressed into a space smaller than his fist. The math had worked. The theory had held.

Hah.

"Are... are you okay?" Kim's voice came from behind, shaky and raw. The professor was trying to stand, clutching his stomach where Gale had hit him.

Adom's fingers fumbled with Wam, finally managing to store it in his inventory. The gauntlet had served its purpose - maybe too well. He grabbed Kim's arm, hauling him up. "We need to move. Now." His own arm tingled where he'd thrown the punch, but the pain was manageable. Without the gauntlets' protection, that hit would've liquefied his bones.

"What about Vex?" Kim looked back at the fallen knight.

"Priority is your extraction," Adom said, already moving toward the corridor. "The knights know the risks."

The professor hesitated, then nodded, following Adom's lead. They had made it halfway down the corridor when a sound stopped them - shifting rubble from where Gale had been thrown.

A ragged, wet cough echoed through the tunnel, followed by disjointed, mumbled curses.

"That's... that's impossible," Kim whispered. "No one could survive that kind of impact."

That familiar chill ran down Adom's spine. He couldn't waste any more time.

"Move!" he urged, pushing Kim ahead of him. "We need to reach the others before--"

Gale staggered into view, collapsing against the wall for support.

His shirt was torn open, revealing the shattered remains of what had been his protective artifact. The medallion was completely fractured, hairline cracks spreading across its surface as wisps of purple energy escaped from its core.

Blood trickled from his nose and mouth, and his breathing came in shallow, rapid gasps. His chest showed deep bruising where Adom's punch had landed, ribs visibly shifting with each labored breath. His left arm hung at an awkward angle, the joint wrenched from its socket by Vex's earlier attack.

But it was his eyes that had changed the most - dilated, unfocused, darting around with the thousand-yard stare of someone whose body had just processed how close to death they'd come. His skin had taken on an ashen, clammy pallor, and a fine tremor ran through his limbs.

Shock.

"Holy... fucking... shit..." Gale wheezed between bloody coughs, eyes wide with stunned disbelief rather than anger. "What... the actual... FUCK... was that?"

He slid further down the wall, seemingly unaware he was even moving. His good hand pressed against his injured ribs, but the movements were uncoordinated, almost drunk. Shock was setting in fast.

The fact that Gale survived the Thunder Shrimp at all proved how dangerous his artifact was - had the knights not already pushed it so far with their relentless assault, the medallion might have absorbed even this devastating attack completely.

"K-keep going," Kim told Adom. "I'll hold him off."

"Don't be ridiculous, Professor," Adom said. "He's still dangerous." Though looking at Gale now, Adom wasn't sure the mercenary was even fully aware of where he was anymore.

Gale's gaze wandered, taking too long to focus on them. "The artifact... it..." He coughed again, wincing as if surprised by the pain. "Did I just... die?" The question came out slurred, genuinely confused. "I think I died for a second there..."

His breathing quickened even more. "Can't feel my... fingers... that's... that's not good..." He looked down at his hands as if they belonged to someone else.

Adom tensed to move, but he knew he'd be too slow. His body was reaching its limit, and Gale, despite his deteriorating condition, was still unpredictable.

The air crackled.

Three attacks sliced through the space between them - a war hammer materializing from nowhere, a bolt of lightning that made Adom's hair stand on end, and a fireball that turned the tunnel's humidity to steam. Gale flinched away from them reflexively, movements clumsy and uncoordinated. The dodges were instinctual rather than calculated, his training taking over while his mind struggled to process what was happening.

"Too old..." Noss' voice echoed from the tunnel entrance, heavy with exertion. "Too damn old for running around like-" The words cut off. "Oi! Boy, are you- what did he do to your face?"

Right. His face. Adom could feel his right eye swelling shut, blood still trickling into it. His jaw throbbed where Gale had connected. Probably looked like he'd picked a fight with a cave troll.

Heavy footsteps announced Hugo and Kaius sprinting up behind Noss. They probably followed the battle sounds and took another route. Their weapons were drawn, faces grim. Four against one - better odds, especially with Gale in shock and Noss present.

"This is..." Gale mumbled, eyes struggling to focus on the newcomers. He tried to straighten up and immediately slumped back against the wall, legs barely supporting him. "I need to... need to..." His thoughts were visibly fragmenting, consciousness beginning to waver.

Noss stepped forward. His knuckles cracked like miniature thunder, and the gentle uncle was gone. In his place stood someone who'd earned his reputation in the war. "Trust me," he growled, "you'll be lucky to walk away from what you did to the kid."

Gale's eyes widened with delayed recognition. "Wait... who are you? Where... what?" A confused, pain-filled laugh escaped him. "The kid... the kid just tried to punch a hole through me... Ask him about that..."

            

    
        Chapter 48. The Promised Day -  Final Part

    
    
    
    
                Footsteps crunched in the snow outside Xerkes' walls. Back and forth, back and forth, leaving messy tracks in the pristine white.

"What do I do what do I do what do I DO?!"

Sam's voice cracked on the last word. He kept pacing, hands buried in his hair, completely ignoring the fact that it was way past curfew and that standing outside in the snow wearing only his academy uniform was probably not the smartest idea he'd had today.

Not that this day had seen many smart ideas to begin with.

"Sam." Eren's voice came from where he sat on a fallen log, somehow managing to look both concerned and done with this shit. "You need to calm-"

"DON'T TELL ME TO CALM DOWN!" Sam spun toward his friend, arms flailing. "How am I supposed to calm down?! There are soldiers about to get their faces kicked in by Commander Arthur! ARTHUR SYLLA! You know, Adom's dad? The guy leading the freaking Iron wolves?!"

"That's a bi-"

"And Adom's probably in trouble right now and it's all my fault and what if he dies and then his dad kills everyone and then kills me and then brings me back to kill me again and-" Sam's voice rose with each word until it was practically a squeak.

A chunk of snow fell from a nearby tree. Sam jumped about three feet in the air.

"You're being dramatic," Eren said, in the tone of someone who knew perfectly well that pointing this out wouldn't help but felt compelled to try anyway.

"I'm being REALISTIC!" Sam resumed his pacing, leaving even messier tracks in the snow. "This is bad. This is so bad. This is the worst thing that's ever happened in the history of bad things happening."

Another chunk of snow fell. This time Sam didn't even flinch, too busy having his breakdown to notice.

"Okay, but consider this," Eren said, brushing snow off his coat. "Standing out here freezing our asses off isn't helping anyone."

Sam sighed, shoulders slumping. "I know. I know, but I just- I can't calm down. I tried everything to get to Merris. Everything. But with all this chaos..." He gestured vaguely at nothing. "I couldn't even get near him. And now? When Adom needs us the most? It might be too late."

"Where's Aunty Maria? She was supposed to be here an hour ago," Sam said, checking his pocket watch again.

"Maybe something delayed her?" Eren suggested.

"That's what I'm afraid of." Sam shook his head. "She promised she'd come as soon as she got my message. If something's keeping her away..." He trailed off, kicking at the snow. "We can't just sit here doing nothing."

"So what do we do? Create some chaos? Get the council's attention?"

Sam's head snapped up. "No. We need to go to the meeting itself." He started pacing again, but slower now, thinking. "I couldn't reach Merris because I had no idea where he was these past few days. But now? Now I know exactly where he is. In the council."

"Wait." Eren's voice went up an octave. "You want to disrupt the council?"

Sam let out a laugh that sounded a bit unhinged even to his own ears. Then, "Fuck. Yeah. Yeah, I do."

Eren's eyes went wide.

"I know it's crazy, but-"

"Oh no, I'm not surprised by your idea. I mean, I am - it's completely insane. The highest graded mages in the empire are there. The Archmage himself is there. But..." Eren shook his head. "I'm more surprised you just swore. I've never heard you curse before."

Sam blinked. "I... right." He ran a hand through his snow-dusted hair. "Only that idiot Adom gets me like this. All the crazy stuff he gets himself into..."

"Like what?"

"Did I tell you some people tried to abduct us? In broad daylight? In the middle of the city, with everyone around?" Sam's voice rose again. "They were ready to kill us too!"

"Well, he did kind of start a war between two prominent factions in the Undertow." Eren scratched his head. "Which then escalated into an all-out war with multiple factions, from what I heard."

"Of fucking course he did." Sam threw his hands up. "What the fuck is wrong with this guy?"

"Look, I'm not a student here. Maybe I could-" Eren started.

"We're all going." Sam's voice had that tone. The one that meant his mind was made up, consequences be damned.

"All?"

Sam pulled out his pocket watch, checking the time. "I told the club members everything. They're helping us." He snapped the watch shut. "They'll be here in about twenty minutes. Then we're getting to the council, guards or no guards, and telling Merris what's happening."

"And if Merris can't do anything?" Eren shifted on the log. "I mean, yeah, he's the headmaster, but there are way more powerful mages in there. The council isn't exactly known for listening to-"

"Adom told me something the last time we talked." Sam stopped pacing, looking at the academy's towers rising against the night sky. "He said if anyone would listen about a student of this academy being in danger, it would be Merris." He shoved his hands in his pockets, shoulders set. "We have to try. That's all we can do."

Thirty minutes later, the wind had picked up. Snow whirled through the air, obscuring the academy's towers. Sam hadn't stopped pacing.

"THE IRON WOLVES ARE AT THE GATES!"

The shout cut through the howling wind. A man ran past, repeating the warning to anyone who'd listen. Sam's breath caught in his throat. His hands were shaking - from cold or fear, he couldn't tell anymore. Everything felt wrong. The snow. The wind. The screaming. His heart beating too fast.

Adom could be dying right now.

The thought hit him like a physical blow. His friend could be dying, and here he was, standing in the snow, doing nothing. What if they were too late? What if they couldn't reach Merris? What if they did reach him and he couldn't help? What if-

"Psst!"

Sam spun around. Through the swirling snow, he made out several figures at the gates. The barrier flickered, partially disabled. Phil's grinning face emerged from the darkness, followed by Petra, Clyde, Diana and the others.

"You guys!" Sam ran toward them, snow crunching under his feet. "You're late!"

"Sorry!" Phil rubbed the back of his head. "The wards were trickier than we thought. Petra had to-"

"Thank you." Sam cut him off, looking at each of them in turn. "Really, I... thank you for-"

His eyes met Damus'.

"What?"

"Nothing!" Sam looked away. "I just..."

Damus scoffed. "We should move. Before it's too late."

"Hey-" Phil squinted through the snow at Eren. "You're Adom's friend, right? From that time at the-"

"Hi," Eren replied quietly.

"Oh yeah!" Diana perked up, adjusting her scarf. "I remember you!"

"You should come too!" Petra said, already moving to include him in their huddle against the wind.

"Guys," Clyde cut in, breath fogging in the cold, "maybe we save the introductions for when we're not about to freeze solid?"

"He's right," Jenny said, but she was smiling. "We've got a council to crash."

Despite everything - the blizzard, the danger, the fear clawing at his chest - Sam felt something warm in his chest. These people had come. They'd actually come.

"Let's go save that idiot," Damus muttered, already moving toward the academy proper.

They fell in behind him, a strange group of kids about to do something incredibly stupid. But they were together. Maybe that would be enough.

It had to be enough.

****


 


It wasn't enough.

Sam's face pressed against the cold stone floor, his arm twisted behind his back by someone who knew exactly how much pressure to apply to keep him there without breaking anything. What had they been thinking? A bunch of students against battle-hardened mages of the Magisterium?

The plan had seemed so simple. Get in through the service corridors Petra knew about. Use Jenny's disruption spells to confuse the wards. Have Clyde and Diana create a distraction while the others made for the council chambers. It had worked, at first. They'd moved like they actually knew what they were doing.

Until they didn't.

"Let go!" Phil's voice cracked as two guards finally brought him down - the last one standing. "Please, you don't understand!"

Around them, students who had left their dormitories to investigate the commotion gathered at the far end of the corridor, whispering and pointing.

Some had clearly rushed across the academy grounds despite the snow, their nightclothes barely covered by hastily thrown on cloaks. Sam caught fragments of their whispers: "Combat Athletics Club" ... "gone mad" ... "trying to break into the council chambers all the way over here."

"Back to your rooms!" A guard shouted. "All of you!"

Through tears he couldn't stop, Sam watched his friends struggle. Damus thrashing against magical bindings, his usual composure shattered. Diana trying to reach her chalk to draw runes, fingers scraping uselessly against the floor. Petra screaming something about Adom, about danger, about please just listen. Clyde still attempting to cast despite the suppression field around him. Eren being pushed face-first into a wall, still trying to argue.

They had lasted exactly six minutes against trained battle mages.

Six minutes before their amateur disruption spells were countered.Six minutes before their practiced combat moves were brushed aside like children's games.
Six minutes before they learned exactly why these men and women were graduated mages of the Empire.

"Please," Sam choked out. "Please, our friend- he's in danger, we just need to-"

The pressure on his arm increased slightly. A warning.

He had failed. Failed Adom. Failed everyone who had trusted him enough to come. And now they were all going to be expelled, and Adom was still out there, and nobody would know, nobody would help, and-

A guard's sudden scream pierced the air.

Then Sam felt it - a crushing weight that made his lungs forget how to work. The mana around them thickened, became almost liquid, pressing down on reality itself. Blinding light erupted from where Eren stood, so bright it turned the night corridor into harsh daylight. Shockwaves pulsed outward, each one making Sam's teeth rattle.

The guard holding him let go. Sam rolled onto his side, fighting to breathe, to see.

Where Eren had been standing, there was now just... light. A human-shaped sun, throwing off waves of raw power.

Two circle mage level.

Sam's eyes widened. He'd thought Adom was joking about that.

The pressure increased. Stone cracked. Windows shattered. Several students who'd been watching collapsed where they stood. Some literally lost control of their bladder.

Sam had felt this before - not this strong, never this strong - but he knew what was happening.

Loss of control.

The same thing that happened to those who learned mana manipulation, but were still not good enough to not let their emotions take over.

The same thing that had put his mother in that hospital bed. The same thing that had made his sister flinch away from him for months. The same thing he'd seen reflected in his father's careful, wary eyes.

Battle mages moved in formation, their shields interlocking, their counterspells precise and professional. It didn't matter. The raw mana swept them aside like leaves in a storm. They weren't fighting spells - they were fighting pure, uncontrolled power.

"Contain him!" someone shouted.

"I can't- the pressure-"

Another wave pulsed outward. More people dropped unconscious. The light was getting brighter, the pressure heavier. Sam could barely move, could barely think. If this continued-

A shadow flashed past him, fast as thought. Bell chimes rang out, clear and sweet despite the chaos. Green light flickered.

There was a sound like a soft tap.

The pressure immediately lifted like a physical weight being removed from his chest. Sam gasped, drawing in deep breaths of sweet, normal air. His limbs felt like lead, his head spinning. He tried to push himself up - failed. Tried again - his arms gave out.

On the third attempt, hands caught him before he could fall. Gentle, but strong.

"I got you."

That voice. Sam looked up into Maria's face, her familiar smile somehow both worried and reassuring.

"You came!" The words came out weaker than he intended.

"Sorry it took so long." She helped him sit up properly. "Imperial soldiers surrounded the Veyshar camp. We had trouble getting out without raising alarms."

"Aye, nearly had to turn three of the bastards into toadstools before they backed off," Bob added, adjusting his grip on Eren.

Sam's head snapped toward the second voice - that distinctive accent, the slight jingle of bells. "Bob!"

"Me name's not fecking Bo- oh, hello laddie." The leprechaun stood there, unconscious Eren cradled in his arms like he weighed nothing at all. Green light still sparkled around his fingers - whatever he'd done to stop Eren's mana overflow.

Maria's eyes swept the corridor, taking in the scattered forms of guards and students. Some were starting to stir, groaning. "We'll address... this... later," she said, giving Eren's unconscious form a pointed look.

"Wha... what happened?" Phil's voice came out slurred as he pushed himself to his hands and knees, blinking hard like he was trying to remember how his eyes worked.

"Can you stand?" Maria asked Sam, already shifting to support more of his weight.

He nodded, though his legs felt like jelly. "Yeah, I think so."

"Good." Her voice turned sharp, urgent. "We need to move before those guards wake up properly." She gestured toward the massive doors at the end of the corridor - the entrance to the council chambers. "Now."

"I'll take this one outside," Bob said, adjusting his grip on Eren's unconscious form. "Poor lad's mana is still all twisted up. Best get him far from here before he wakes - wouldn't want another light show, would we?"

Sam nodded, remembering the crushing pressure, the blinding light. "Will he be okay?"

"Aye, nothing a bit of rest won't fix. But trust me, laddie - you don't want him anywhere near these wards when he comes to. Now go on, sort out whatever mess your friend's got himself into. I'll handle this one."

"Thank you, Bob." Maria said.

Sam found his feet, wobbling only slightly. Behind them, more of the club members were starting to stir.

They ran. Or something close to running, anyway. Sam's legs weren't quite working right yet.

Maria's hand glowed soft blue against Sam's shoulder as they ran, healing magic seeping into his muscles. The exhaustion melted away, replaced by renewed strength. His legs steadied, his mind cleared.

"Phil!" Sam called back to his friend, who was still struggling to rise. "We'll go ahead!"

Phil managed a shaky thumbs up before collapsing back down with a groan.

The council doors soon towered before them - wood bound in steel, covered in intricate ward patterns that pulsed with quiet power. The magical barriers were probably why no one inside had reacted to the chaos in the corridor. Two guards stood at attention, snapping to alertness at their approach.

"Halt!" Both guards raised their staffs.

"I need to speak with Headmaster Merris about my son." Maria's word was polite but brook no argument. "Please step aside."

The guards exchanged glances.

"Ma'am, the council is in session and cannot be-"

"My family," Maria's voice remained perfectly level, but the wards on the door flickered, "is in danger. Please. Step. Aside."

"Ma'am, step back or we'll be forced to-" One guard began weaving a spell.

"Sam, dear," Maria's voice was gentle, like she was about to serve him cookies, "would you cover your ears for me? Just for a moment."

Something in her tone made Sam comply instantly. He pressed his palms against his ears.

It wasn't enough to completely block what happened next.

Maria made a single, elegant gesture - the kind you might see from a music conductor. Both guards' eyes went wide. Their spells fizzled out. They dropped like puppets with cut strings, faces peaceful as if they'd just drifted off to sleep.

Sam slowly lowered his hands, staring at the unconscious guards, then at Maria, who was already moving to catch one guard before they hit their head on the stone floor.

"A healer," she said casually, laying the guard down carefully, "knows exactly how the body works. Sometimes that's more useful than knowing how to break it."

Sam gulped, watching the guards breathe peacefully on the floor. He'd never realized healing could be... well, terrifying.

Maria stood, her hands moving in intricate patterns as the wards on the door began to fade one by one. "Sam, dear, you've gotten into enough trouble tonight. Let me handle this. I'll speak to Merris, explain everything-"

Sam's heart was thundering in his chest. His hands were trembling, slick with cold sweat. His throat felt tight, like someone had stuffed cotton in it. Every instinct screamed at him to take the out she was offering. He'd never spoken in front of crowds, never challenged authority, never-

SLAP!

"Sam!" Maria grabbed his hand before he could hit himself again.

"No," he said, his voice shaking but determined. "I- I need to change. If I want to be better, I can't keep hiding." He swallowed hard. "I'm coming. Whatever happens... I need to be there."

Maria's smile was bright enough to light the corridor. "Adom is lucky to have such a friend." Her eyes sparkled with mischief. "Though I'll be twisting his ears later for getting you into so much trouble."

"Please do," Sam managed, trying to calm his racing heart. It felt like it might burst right through his chest.

The massive doors swung open with a groan. Sam squinted against the brightness within. Dozens of faces turned toward them - council members, teachers, important figures he'd only seen from afar. All staring. All wondering.

"Don't be afraid," Maria whispered beside him. "It'll be alright."

They stepped into the chamber together. Maria's voice rang out, clear and strong:

"Honored Council, I apologize for this interruption, but I bring grave news and a conspiracy that threatens not just this school, but everything we hold dear."

The bad guys are gonna be in sooo much trouble. was the only thing Sam wanted to think.





*****


"Damn. You guys are putting me in sooo much trouble now," Gale mumbled, his words slurring. "This was... my favorite shirt too..."

 



Adom's right eye was swollen completely shut, and his head throbbed with every heartbeat. Blood from his nose had dried on his upper lip, making it feel stiff when he tried to speak. Through his one good eye, the world seemed dimmer, his depth perception thrown off.

He had to turn his head awkwardly to see everyone properly.

"Get the professor out of here," Noss said, eyes cautiously tracking Gale's trembling form. "Hugo, Kaius - go with him."

The mountain of a man moved, crossing to where Vex lay unconscious. He knelt beside her, lifting the huge blocks of walls and ceiling away and digging into a pocket of his vest to pull out a small vial of something that gave off a pungent smell even from where Adom stood.

"This the professor?" Noss jerked his chin toward Kim while waving the vial under Vex's nose.

"Yes," Adom confirmed, relief washing through him. Noss was here.

"We can help-" Hugo started.

"You'll be in the way." Noss' voice left no room for argument. His eyes darted between Gale and the corridor as he continued tending to Vex. "More people will be coming. We need that escape route clear."

"Ah!" Vex's eyes shot open suddenly.

She bolted upright, daggers already in hand, then winced and pressed a palm to her temple. "What the hell hit me?" she demanded, blinking rapidly to clear her vision.

"A building, apparently," Noss replied dryly, helping her to her feet. "Or part of one, anyway."

Vex swayed slightly, then steadied herself. Her gaze sharpened when she spotted Gale, half-conscious and in severe shock, sliding further down the wall. "What the hell happened to him?"

Noss jerked his thumb toward Adom. "The kid did it. Some kind of punch that nearly took the bastard's chest off. Sound's what led us here."

Vex's eyebrows shot up as she looked at Adom then back at Gale. "Well, well," she said, a smile spreading across her face. "Not so untouchable after all, are you?"

Gale's eyes struggled to focus on her, his pupils dilated with shock. "Still alive... technically..." he mumbled, his sword slipping from his trembling fingers with a clatter. "Can't feel my... anything... right now..."

Vex ignored him, scanning the area until her eyes landed on Professor Kim. Her expression immediately softened as she made her way over to him, wincing visibly with each step. "Are you alright, handsome?" she asked.

Seriously? Now of all time?

"I'm fine," Kim replied, his cheeks coloring slightly. "But are you? That looked like a terrible fall."

"Aww, you're going to make me blush," she said, brushing dust from her armor.

Noss rolled his eyes. "This is the most disgusting thing I've seen today, and I've seen a lot."

"That's why you have no wife, Noss," Vex shot back, still struggling to fully regain her balance. "No romance in your soul."

Kaius grabbed Hugo's shoulder. "Noss is right. Come on."

Gale attempted to reach for his fallen sword, but his good arm trembled uncontrollably, fingers failing to grasp the hilt. He stared at his hand with confused betrayal, as if it belonged to someone else.

"Don't even think about it," Noss warned, both war hammers materializing in his hands and pointing at Gale. "Though honestly, you look half-dead already."

Adom tried to summon the golem again, reaching out to the crystal to establish the connection.

Nothing happened.

He concentrated harder, feeling the strain behind his good eye as he pushed his will through the dampening field. Still nothing.

Another boom echoed from above, making dust rain from the ceiling. The network of mana dampening crystals Gale had installed throughout the area hadn't been disrupted enough to allow for teleportation magic.

He shifted his consciousness, trying to see through the golem's eyes instead. The connection was weak but functional enough to give him glimpses of what was happening aboveground.

The Iron Wolves were engaged in combat with soldiers Adom didn't recognize. They wore black cloaks with no insignia, no markings to identify their allegiance. Despite being clearly outclassed by the Iron Wolves' superior training and equipment, they were putting up a surprisingly effective resistance.

Dirk was in trouble.

Blood soaked his sleeve where his arm had been injured, and his movements were growing sluggish. The other knights were forming a protective perimeter around him, but the black-cloaked attackers kept pressing the advantage.

Adom snapped back to his own body as Hugo approached the professor.

"Professor Kim," Hugo said, concern etched on his face. "Are you alright? Can you walk?"

Kim's face brightened at the sight of his student. "Hugo! What are you doing here?" Relief quickly transformed into stern disapproval. "You shouldn't be here. None of you should! This is far too dangerous for students!"

"With all due respect, Professor, we're the ones rescuing you," Hugo replied, helping Kim to his feet.

"That doesn't make it right," Kim insisted, brushing debris from his clothes. "You're still students, and this is... this is war! I never intended for any of you to be caught up in this."

"Too late for that," Kaius muttered, keeping a wary eye on Gale's slumped form while edging toward the exit. "Let's go while we still can."

The group began moving toward the corridor, Hugo supporting Kim while Kaius took point. Adom followed, his vision still limited by his swollen eye but he could already open it slightly. [Healing Factor] was doing its work.

"Not..." Gale's voice was barely audible as he tried to push himself upright. "Not... so fast..."

Despite his broken arm, traumatic shock, and battered body, the mercenary attempted one last desperate move. His hand swept weakly through the air, trying to channel Fluid. Green energy flickered pathetically around his fingers, sputtering and dying before it could coalesce into anything dangerous.

Gale stared at his hand in confused disbelief. "That's... not right..." he mumbled, eyes unfocused. "Why won't you... work..."

Vex was already there, placing a boot on his chest and pushing him back against the wall without much effort. "Stay down," she said, almost pitying. "You're done."

The tunnel groaned ominously above them, more debris raining down from the damaged ceiling.

"We need to move," Noss said urgently. "Now. This whole place is coming down."

They began moving toward the exit, Noss leading the way with Vex covering their retreat. The professor leaned heavily on Hugo's shoulder, still weak from his ordeal.

"What about him?" Kaius asked, nodding toward Gale.

"Bring him," Noss ordered after a moment's hesitation. "Command will want to question him."

Vex sighed dramatically before hoisting Gale over her shoulder. The mercenary offered no resistance, his limbs hanging limply as he drifted in and out of consciousness.

Adom's [Flow Prediction] suddenly flared to life, sending warning signals down his spine. Without thinking, he lunged forward, tackling the professor and Hugo to the ground just as a fireball screamed through the space where they'd been standing. The heat seared his back as it passed, crashing into the tunnel wall with a deafening explosion.

"What the--" Hugo began, then fell silent as shadows moved at the far end of the corridor.

They emerged from the darkness like wraiths--six figures, then ten, then twelve, and more, and more in black cloaks, their faces hidden beneath hoods and helmets.

"Let... let the professor go," Gale murmured from over Vex's shoulder, his voice barely audible. "No one else... needs to get hurt..." His head lolled, eyes struggling to remain open. "Just leave him... with me..."

"Shut up," Vex hissed, adjusting her grip. "You're in no position to negotiate."

There was no time to think further.

The first warrior attacked without warning, moving with deadly precision toward their group.

Noss didn't even bother with his war hammers. A casual backhand sent the attacker flying into the wall with bone-shattering force, the impact leaving a bloody outline against the stone.

"Huh," he muttered, eyeing the corridor as more black-cloaked figures appeared. "There's a lot of them."

Three more rushed forward. Vex, despite balancing Gale's limp form over her shoulder, dispatched the first with a flick of her dagger across his throat. The second received Noss's hammer to the chest, which pulverized ribs and organs with a wet crunch. The third fell to a precise strike that separated head from shoulders.

"They're not very good for us, that's good." Vex observed, almost bored despite the blood spray decorating her armor. "But they're persistent and not afraid to die, that's bad."

More figures emerged from the shadows, moving in unison. A fireball streaked toward them from the back ranks. Noss batted it aside with his hammer like he was swatting a fly, the deflected magic exploding against the ceiling, sending rubbles down.

"Yeah, definitely quantity over quality," said Noss, casually crushing another warrior's skull. These warriors were clearly not amateurs. They just picked the wrong opponents it seemed. "But we're on a schedule. Go! Take the professor and get out."

Vex nodded, adjusting Gale's weight. "Come on, kids! Time to leave."

Adom stumbled after her, his swollen eye throbbing with each heartbeat. Hugo and Kaius supported Professor Kim between them as they hurried down the corridor.

"Can you teleport that golem of yours yet?" Vex called back, dispatching another attacker without breaking stride.

"Not with the dampening crystals active," Adom replied between labored breaths.

Behind them, the corridor erupted with purple light as Noss turned to face the incoming forces. Like a dam holding back a flood, he positioned himself at the narrowest point, hammer strikes creating a symphony of destruction.

"I'll keep them busy," he called over his shoulder. "But there's a lot of them. Find the exit."

"Where is it?" Hugo asked, his face pale with exertion.

Vex skidded to a halt at a junction, adjusting Gale's limp form on her shoulder. "Up there!" She pointed to a maintenance ladder. "Surface access."

They moved quickly, Vex somehow managing to climb one-handed while keeping Gale secured. Adom followed, his swollen eye and battered body protesting each movement. Above them came the sounds of combat—shouting, metal clashing, and the distinctive hum of Fluid weapons.

Vex kicked open the hatch and hauled them up into chaos.

The Iron Wolves were engaged across a ruined courtyard, black-cloaked figures swarming from every direction. Dirk dispatched three with a single sword arc, Anders cut down two more without breaking stride.

"They just keep coming," Vex muttered, dropping Gale behind a collapsed wall and drawing her daggers.

Dirk's sword flashed through another attacker, his movements precise but noticeably slower than before. Blood streaked his armor—some his own, most not. Anders fought nearby, a shallow cut across his face dripping steadily.

From below, they heard Noss's voice echo up the shaft. He seemed to be holding his own. The rhythmic impact of his hammers punctuated his words, along with wet crunches and the sound of bodies hitting stone were clear enough.

"Where are the dampening crystals?" Vex demanded, already moving to rejoin the fight. "We need that golem teleporting!"

Adom activated [Riddler's Bane], scanning the battlefield. "There!" He pointed to faint shimmers at strategic points around the courtyard. "Five crystals in a pentagram formation."

"Simple enough." Vex rolled her shoulders, Fluid igniting along her blades. She dispatched two enemies with casual efficiency, her daggers finding vital points without hesitation. But Adom noticed the small winces, the controlled breathing—even Star Knights had limits.

Around them, the Iron Wolves carved through the enemies like farmers harvesting wheat—but more kept coming, and even the elite knights were showing signs of fatigue. Blood-spattered, breathing heavily, movements fractionally slower with each engagement.

Adom saw Bram take a blade to his thigh that would have dropped a normal man, but the knight merely grunted and crushed his attacker's skull in response. Three more immediately took the fallen one's place.

"They're not trying to win," Adom realized. "They're trying to delay us."

A warrior appeared suddenly above their position, dropping from the broken second story of a building. His blade descended in a killing arc aimed at Adom's head. He had no time to react, no chance to dodge—

Metal clashed against metal.

The golem materialized between them, its Flamebrand sword intercepting the attack. The fiery blade continued its arc, passing clean through the warrior's neck. No resistance, no struggle—just a perfect, cauterized cut.

The head tumbled free, eyes still blinking in confusion as it hit the snow. The body remained standing for a heartbeat before collapsing like a puppet with cut strings.

"It's working already?" Hugo stared in confusion.

"No," Adom's heart raced. "It's not teleporting—it was close enough to reach us on foot!"

The golem stood protectively over them, its metal body showing dents and scorches from previous fights. Its glowing eyes swept the battlefield, calculating threats and trajectories.

"Perfect timing!" Vex grinned fiercely. "Metal man, with me! We're taking out those crystals!"

The golem did not obey her because it needed Adom's will to act.

And Adom was too busy looking at the severed head that came out of the helmet before him.

The face was a roadmap of mutilation—scars in runic patterns covering every inch of skin. Tattoos crawled up from beneath the high collar of his uniform, disappearing into sliced flesh. His mouth had been sewn shut at some point, leaving permanent holes at the corners where thread had once passed through.

But it was the eyes that made Adom's stomach turn. The irises were normal, human—but the whites weren't white at all. Black as pitch, like pools of ink surrounding ordinary pupils.

"Specters," he whispered.

Kaius glanced down at the head, then back at Adom. "What did you say?"

"They're Specters." Adom's voice was hollow. "That's why they don't stop. That's why they fight like machines."

Hugo grabbed Adom's arm. "Specters? Here? That's not possible."

"No... he's right." added Kaius.




Specters were what happened when you took male children—usually stolen as infants or purchased from desperately poor families—and systematically destroyed everything that made them human. The White Temples of the Outer Kingdoms subjected them to rituals that stripped away their identity, their will, even basic instincts of self-preservation.

They were physically and magically altered, parts of their anatomy, of what made them male, totally removed. The black sclera was the most visible sign, a result of alchemical treatments that rewired their brains to feel no pain, no fear, and no hesitation.

They were then sold to their masters, to do their bidding.

These weren't soldiers. They were weapons wrapped in human skin.

The practice had been outlawed in the Sundar Empire for centuries. Even most of the Outer Kingdoms had abandoned it—the few holdouts were universally reviled, denied trade agreements and diplomatic recognition.

And yet here they were. In Arkhos.

Vex spat on the ground as she stared at the severed head. A glob of red-tinged saliva landed next to the black eyes that still blinked occasionally.

It was the common reaction.

Everyone who knew what Specters were reacted the same way—with disgust, with revulsion, with a primal fear that went beyond rational thought.

Adom stared at the head in silence, a chill running through him. In his timeline, Specters had eventually disappeared—one of the only good things about that future.

"Well, they're here now," Vex growled, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "And they won't stop until they're all dead or we are."

"Five crystals," Adom reminded them, pushing aside his horror. "We need to break them all."

Hugo pointed toward a half-collapsed building across the square. "There's one. I can see it from here."

Kaius spotted another. "And there—on top of that fountain."

"We split up," Vex decided. "Cover more ground."

Another explosion rocked the battlefield as Bram's war hammer connected with an artifact one of the Specters was using. The blast threw three warriors into the air.

"No time to waste," Adom said, drawing the twin daggers he'd acquired in the dungeon. The curved blades felt lighter than they looked, perfectly balanced in his hands. "Hugo, Kaius, you guys should go take two of the crystals. I'll take the one at the fountain. Vex—"

"I'll get the one in the building," she finished. "Your metal friend with me."

Adom nodded, directing the golem to follow her with a thought. "Professor, stay here."

"The hell I will," Kim snarled, surprising them all.

His normally gentle face had hardened. "I worked with people who made this."

"Fine," Adom conceded. "With me then."

Adom and the professor headed for the fountain crystal while Hugo and Kaius darted toward the others. The golem followed Vex, its massive frame providing cover.

The first Specter intercepted Adom before he'd taken five steps. It moved with unnatural fluidity, blade arcing toward his throat. Adom ducked, but barely—his reflexes sluggish from exhaustion and injury. His daggers came up instinctively, catching the Specter's wrist. The creature didn't even flinch as Adom's blade severed tendons.

Blood spurted. The Specter passed the weapon on the other arm and attacked again.

[Flow Prediction] warned him of the second attacker coming from his blind side. Adom twisted, barely avoiding the blade.

Professor Kim stumbled back, hands flailing in a desperate attempt to channel magic. Nothing came.

"The dampening field," Adom gasped, driving his knee into the first Specter's abdomen. "Too strong still!"

Across the corridor, a crystal shattered under the golem's fist. Blue light pulsed outward like a shock wave.

Instantly, the air felt lighter. Mana flowed more freely.

Kim's eyes widened as he felt it. His hands traced a quick pattern, and a small fireball—weak but functional—erupted from his palms. It caught a Specter in the face, blackening flesh and melting an eye. The creature didn't even pause.

"It's working!" Hugo shouted from somewhere to their left. "Keep going!"

Adom channeled Fluid through his limbs. Strength surged. His next strike sent the Specter staggering back.

But three more took its place.

Black eyes. Sewn mouths. Ritualized scars forming nauseating patterns across exposed skin. They moved as one, attacking from different angles. They were coordinated. Disciplined. Strong.

This made sense. Seeing the Star Knights cutting through them made it look easy, but these were considered dangerous soldiers to anyone who could not use Fluid.

Adom's daggers blurred as he fought. Cut through an arm at the elbow. Opened a throat. Punctured a lung. The Specters didn't slow, didn't stop.

His swollen eye throbbed with each movement. His breath came in ragged gasps. Each dodge was slower than the last.

A blade caught him across the forearm. Another grazed his ribs.

No time to think, only react.

Another crystal shattered—Hugo's shout of triumph echoing through the corridor. The second wave of energy washed over them, stronger than the first.

Magic surged back like blood returning to a numb limb.

Kim's next fireball roared like a small sun, incinerating a Specter completely. The professor's eyes widened in surprise at his own power.

"Two down!" Kaius bellowed from somewhere behind them. He unleashed a gale-force wind that sent three Specters crashing into the wall.

Adom leaped toward the fountain, daggers leading. A Specter rose to meet him—too fast, too close.

[Push] was weaved, propelling him over the creature's head. He twisted in midair, bringing both blades down into its shoulders as he landed.

The fountain crystal gleamed ten feet away.

Five Specters formed a wall between him and the target.

"Professor!" Adom shouted, ducking a slash that would have opened his throat. "Cover me!"

Kim nodded, face taut with concentration. Wind gathered at his fingertips, forming a cyclone that swept two Specters aside.

Adom charged through the gap.

A blade caught his thigh. He felt it, felt warm blood soaking his pants. He didn't stop.

Another Specter appeared before him, sword raised. Adom didn't try to dodge. Blue Fluid blazed from his limbs as he tackled the creature head-on, his momentum carrying them both into the fountain's edge.

Stone cracked against the Specter's spine. Water sprayed around them.

Adom's vision tunneled to a single point—the crystal.

Just. Keep. Moving.

His dagger struck true, connecting with the crystal's surface.

Once.

Twice.

Three times—Nothing happened.

Not enough force.

Across the corridor, the third crystal exploded under Vex's blade.

Power flooded back into the air. Magic sang through Adom's veins.

He channeled everything he had left—Fluid, mana, raw desperation—into his arm. The dagger's runes ignited with borrowed power.

The crystal shattered like glass.

The magic wave knocked him backward, tumbling through water and blood. His lungs burned. His limbs felt like lead.

But the dampening field was weakening.

Hugo appeared above him, face pale but determined. "One more," he gasped, extending a hand to pull Adom up. "Kaius is going for it now."

Adom staggered to his feet, water streaming from his clothes. Around them, the corridor glowed with magic as Kim wove fire and wind into devastating combinations. Specters burned and fell, only to be replaced by more emerging from the shadows.

"There's no end to them," Adom realized.

The ground shook as Kaius unleashed a concentrated earth spell, collapsing part of the ceiling onto a group of Specters. In the chaos, he sprinted toward the fourth crystal, visible now atop a fallen column.

Three Specters converged on him. Kaius bellowed in defiance, wrapping himself in a barrier of swirling air. He slammed into the crystal and—







"Adom!" Kim shouted, his voice sounding distant despite only being a few feet away. "Behind you!"

Adom tried to turn, his movements sluggish as exhaustion claimed him. His [Flow Prediction] flared weakly, showing him what was coming but offering no solution, no escape.

Two Specters, converging on his position. One with a curved blade aimed at his spine, the other with a war axe raised high for a killing blow. He couldn't dodge both. Could barely stand, let alone fight.

His fingers fumbled for his remaining dagger. Too slow. Much too slow.

The world seemed to slow down as the Specters closed in. Adom could see the exact trajectory of their weapons, could calculate precisely how many seconds he had left to live.

Not many.

The Specters were three steps away. Two. One.

BOOM.

The wall behind them exploded inward. Stone and metal went flying as something massive broke through. The pressure wave knocked everyone off their feet.


Through the dust and debris, Adom caught glimpses of movement.

"Adom!"

That voice. He'd know it anywhere.

Through the settling dust and debris, Maria appeared, mana already blazing around her hands. Behind her, Bob's bells chimed as he stepped through the ruined wall, followed by Professor Crowley, Merris, and several mages wearing Magisterium robes.

They moved like a coordinated unit, spreading out across the corridor. The remaining attackers immediately shifted stance, their blades coming up-

Too late.

Crowley's spell hit the first one like a freight train, slamming him into the wall hard enough to crack stone.

Two Magisterium mages caught the others in binding spells that lit up the corridor with harsh blue light. The attackers thrashed against it, movements still precise even as the magic crushed inward.

"Hold that one!" Crowley barked, striding forward. He grabbed the pinned attacker's helmet, yanked it off.

The gasps echoed through the corridor.

"Specters." Merris' voice dripped contempt. "The ghost-warriors of the Southern lands."

"Ah, that's too bad..." Gale choked out from under the rubble. "I guess we lost, huh..."

"Don't move." Noss appeared out of nowhere, wounded from head to toe, and he kneeled, lifting the rubble away from Gale. "Maria! Need you over here - we need him alive!"

But Maria was already at Adom's side, her hands gentle on his swollen face. "Look at you," she muttered, healing magic flowing into him.

"I'm okay, Mother." The words came out slurred - partly from his busted lip, partly from relief. "Really, I'm-"

She tilted his head, examining the damage. "This eye... what did they hit you with?"

"Maria." Noss' voice was urgent now. "Please. Gale first - he knows things. Important things."

"Hang on just a moment, son," Maria told Adom, squeezing his hand before rushing to Gale's side.

She knelt beside him, hands hovering over his body. Gale's eyes had rolled back, consciousness finally slipping away.

"Can you save him?" Noss asked, voice tight. "His testimony is important to not get us and Arthur executed for rebellion."

Maria's face was grim as her magic probed the damage. "There's still a chance, yes. But I need to work quickly, he's in critical condition due to internal bleeding and intense shock." Her hands began to glow with healing energy, and she set to work.

Professor Kim had backed himself into a corner, looking green. Every time his eyes landed on one of the Specters' exposed faces, he made a small choking sound.

Merris knelt beside Hugo, Kaius and Adom, handing them potion to help close their wounds. "You boys did well," he said quietly. "Better than anyone could have expected."

Through the hole in the wall, Adom caught the first light of dawn breaking over the city. His eye widened. His father would be there already, the Iron Wolves facing down the Imperial Army. Once the first blood was spilled, there'd be no turning back - proof or no proof.

"We need to move," he tried to stand, legs shaking. "Now. Before the bells. Before they start fighting."

"The boy's right," Merris nodded, helping Adom up. "Madam Sylla, can that young fellow be moved?"

"Carefully." She maintained the healing flow. "Very carefully."

"Kid," Bram called to Adom. "Can you get to the gates faster? We're running out of time."

Adom reached into his pocket, fingers searching for the familiar shape of the crystal. His heart leaped when he felt it whole and intact. When he pulled it out, the crystal was glowing with inner light, as if pulsing in rhythm with his heartbeat.

"It's working," he said, hope flooding through him. "The dampening field is completely gone."

In the distance, a bell began to toll. Its deep, resonant sound carried clearly through the morning air.

The first bell.

Adom felt his pulse quicken. By now, the Imperial soldiers would be forming up along the city walls, checking their weapons one last time.

"Professor," Adom called, urgency in his voice. "Come here, quickly. I need you."

Kim looked up, his face still pale from what they'd witnessed. He made his way over, stepping carefully around the bound Specters.

Second bell.

Fear clenched in Adom's stomach. His father would be at the front of the Iron Wolves, perhaps giving a final speech to his men. Hundreds of elite warriors against more than a thousand Imperial soldiers.

"What is it?" Merris asked, already helping Maria stabilize Gale for transport.

"I can get to the gates faster," Adom said, clutching the crystal tightly. "But I need the professor with me—he's the witness to everything that happened."

Third bell.

Somewhere, an officer would be checking the time, calculating when to give the order to advance. Tensions would be rising with each passing moment.

"You're in no condition—" Crowley began, eyeing Adom's wounds with concern.

"There's no time," Adom cut him off. "Please, take care of things here. We'll be fine."

Fourth bell.

The streets would be emptying now, citizens locking their doors and closing their shutters. Many would be praying. Some would be weeping. None would be sleeping.

Noss exchanged a look with Maria, who gave a slight nod. "Go," he said. "We'll follow as fast as we can."

Fifth bell.

His father would be standing at the head, that massive sword planted in the snow beside him. Even at this distance, Adom could feel the man's presence. Was it his imagination?

Had to be.

"This way," he told Kim, already limping toward the exit. "Hurry."

Sixth bell.

By now, the Imperial commanders would be giving final orders. Young soldiers would be shaking in their armor, veterans checking their blades, resigned to their fate.

"Where are you going?" Hugo called after them.

"To stop a war," Adom replied without turning back.

Seventh bell.

The Iron Wolves would be spread out in their battle formation by now. Fluid would flare. Blood would spread.

They found the golem standing motionless in the shadows, its eyes dimmed to conserve energy. Adom had teleported it here just now to avoid others seeing it. Not that it mattered much, but still.

It came to life as they approached.

Eighth bell.

He could see it. Feel it. Archers would be nocking arrows. The air would be thick with tension, brittle as ice.

"Touch it," Adom instructed, placing his own hand on the golem's cold metal chest. "Please don't ask questions, just trust me."

Ninth bell.

The sky would be lightening now, dawn breaking over what might soon become a bloodbath. His father would be scanning the battlefield one last time, looking for any tactical advantage.

Professor Kim placed his palm against the golem's surface, next to Adom's hand.

Tenth bell.

Someone would give the order soon. A young soldier might break rank, fear overcoming training. A commander might decide to seize the initiative. Either way, the first blood would be spilled. Soon. Any second now.

Adom closed his eyes, concentrating on the crystal in his hand. He pictured the city gates as clearly as he could—the massive wooden and iron structures, the walls, the open space beyond where two armies would soon clash.

Eleventh bell.

The inevitable was moments away. His father raising his sword. Imperial soldiers advancing. The point of no return.

"Hold on," Adom whispered.

Magic surged through the crystal, through him, through the golem. The world around them blurred.

Blip.

They crashed into snow, the cold immediately biting through Adom's clothes.

The moment he felt frigid air on his skin, he instinctively pulled the golem into his inventory. His wounded leg gave out beneath him as he tried to stand. Through blurry vision, he realized with horror that they hadn't appeared between the armies as he'd intended. They were inside the city gates, facing outward.

"STOP!" Adom's voice cracked as he screamed. "DON'T FIGHT!"

The Imperial soldiers turned as one, startled by the shout from behind. Through the falling snow, beyond their ranks, Adom saw his father's head snap up, eyes widening in recognition.

The twelfth bell began to toll.

"NOW!" A young Imperial soldier screamed, fear and tension finally breaking. That idiot. That absolute moron. His sword came up-

BOOM.

Something massive crashed into the snow between the armies, sending up a white cloud that momentarily blocked all vision. As it settled, Adom saw what had landed - a staff, buried halfway into the frozen ground.

Dozens of Magisterium mages descended in their distinctive robes, floating down between the armies. Their magic made the air thick, heavy. The snow itself paused in its fall around them.

A throat cleared. The sound echoed unnaturally, reaching every ear despite the howling wind.

"Ahem." Another clearing of the throat, almost awkward in its normalcy. Then the voice came again, projected from everywhere and nowhere at once:

"By Imperial Decree 235, Section 12, Paragraph 4: 'The Magisterium holds authority to intercede in any military conflict, regardless of initial involvement, when individuals under its direct protection become central to said conflict.'"

The voice paused, as if checking notes.

"Professor Amadeus Kim and student Adom Sylla of the Xerkes Celestial Academy of Mystical Arts, both under Magisterium authority, have been found to be key figures in this dispute. Therefore..."

Another pause. Someone coughed.

"By the authority granted to me by His Imperial Majesty, I, Sir Gaius Emrees, 235th Archmage of the Sundarian Empire, demand that all hostile actions cease immediately."

Adom was still panting, trying to catch his breath, when movement caught his eye. A figure walked past him, heading toward the space between the armies. Sir Gaius. The man had appeared without a sound, like he'd simply materialized from the falling snow.

"We hear and obey!" The sound thundered across the field as hundreds of Imperial soldiers dropped to one knee, weapons falling into the snow. The clatter of steel became a wave, rippling through their ranks.

From beyond the gates, the Iron Wolves followed - not kneeling, but performing their own salute, fists crossed over their hearts. His father among them, that familiar smile breaking through his stern facade as he looked at Adom.

The sun finally broke over the city walls, painting the snow in shades of gold. Its light caught on armor and weapons now lying harmless in the snow, on the Magisterium robes still settling from their descent, on the frost crystals hanging in the air.

Adom smiled back at his father, even though his split lip made it hurt. Snow had definitely gotten into his boots, his wounds were starting to sting again in the cold, and he was pretty sure he'd lost feeling in his toes. But standing there, watching the sunrise paint the battlefield that wasn't going to be a battlefield after all, he felt the weight lift from his shoulders.

The promised day had come.

And for once, things had actually worked out exactly as they were supposed to.



            

    
        Chapter 49. Just The Beginning

    
    
    
    
                Ding. Dong. Ding. Dong.

The bells of Arkhos sang their victory song, each chime carrying across the snow-laden city. People emerged from their homes like cautious animals after a storm, first in ones and twos, then in crowds. Their voices rose with the bells, a chorus of relief and joy echoing off the walls.

"No blood! No blood!" The chant started somewhere in the merchant district, spread like wildfire through the streets. "The Wolves stand down! Peace! Peace!"

High above the celebration, where the cliff face caught the morning sun, Prince Kalyon sat alone in the snow. His fingers trembled slightly as he lifted the wine glass to his lips. Expensive stuff - from his personal collection. The kind meant for celebrations, not... whatever this was.

The crunch of footsteps behind him barely registered over the distant sounds of the city's joy.

"My Prince-"

"The Specters failed?" Kalyon didn't turn around. The wine tasted bitter now.

A moment of silence. Snow fell softly between them.

"Yes, Your Highness."

Kalyon lifted the bottle, studying how the rising sun caught the deep red liquid within. Then he brought it to his lips and drank deeply, steadily, until the last drop was gone. The empty bottle made a soft sound as he set it in the snow beside him.

Below, the crowds were growing. More voices joining the chorus of celebration. More people emerging to share the news that there would be no battle today, no blood in their streets. How wonderful for them.

"Is my boat ready?"

"Yes, Your Highness. Everything is prepared as ordered."

Kalyon nodded absently, his mind already drifting through the wreckage of carefully laid plans. Years of preparation. The right people in the right positions. Why did this happen? One student. One curious, persistent little rat who'd stuck his nose where it didn't belong.

Adom Sylla.

The name tasted like ash in his mouth. He'd been ready for the Guild masters, for the Iron Wolves, for the Magisterium's guard. But a student? One who'd died and somehow come back, bringing chaos to their carefully orchestrated plans?

A bitter chuckle escaped his lips. The wine was hitting him now, making the world soft at the edges. He stood, swaying slightly, one foot sending loose stones skittering over the cliff's edge. The drop looked almost inviting.

"Your Highness!" Strong hands grabbed his shoulders, pulling him back from the edge.

Kalyon smiled, a broken thing that didn't reach his eyes. For a moment - just a moment - he wondered if stepping forward might have been the better choice. But no. Perhaps there were still moves to make, pieces to salvage.

"How quickly they celebrate," he murmured, watching the growing crowds below. "How quickly they forget who protected them all these years." His hands clenched into fists at his sides. "Who kept the darkness at bay while they slept safe in their beds."

The rage came then, hot and sudden despite the numbing wine. Not at the people - they were sheep, following whatever shepherd looked strongest. No, his anger burned for the ones who'd forced his hand. The ones who'd never understand what he'd sacrificed, what he'd endured, what he'd become to keep the empire standing.

And now? Now they'd hunt him like a common criminal. His own father would have to... would have to...

The thought wouldn't complete itself. Some things were still too bitter to contemplate, even drunk.

The guard's grip remained steady on his shoulders, anchoring him to the present.

"The escape route, is it secured?" Kalyon's voice was steady despite the wine.

"Yes, my prince. Through the old tunnels beneath the merchant district. They connect to a series of caves that the smugglers used during the Last War. The city guard abandoned those passages years ago - they think they're too unstable."

"And you're certain no one else knows?"

"Only the handful of men we trusted with the preparation, Your Highness. They'll search the docks first, then the main gates. By the time they think to look in the caves, we'll be far at sea."

Kalyon nodded slowly. "The remaining Specters?"

"Already aboard the vessel, secured in the lower hold."

"Good. Good." The word tasted hollow in his mouth.

He reached for a coarse wool cloak the guard offered - a farmer's garment, thick with the smell of sheep and old sweat. His fingers, used to the finest silks of the empire, recoiled at the rough texture. Ten years as Crown Prince, and here he was, donning a peasant's rags. The humiliation burned worse than the wine.

Still, he pulled it around his shoulders. What choice did he have?

The tunnels eventually led them back to street level, where they had to cross a small section of the lower city. Kalyon kept his head down, the rough farmer's cloak pulled tight around him. The celebrations had spread everywhere now, like a disease.

Children ran through the streets, throwing snow at each other. Merchants had opened their shops, offering free drinks. Someone was playing a fiddle. The joy of the common folk grated against his ears like broken glass.

"...the prince himself! Can you believe it?"

"Always knew there was something wrong with that one..."

"Thank the gods they stopped him before..."

Kalyon's jaw clenched so tight it hurt. The guard's hand pressed against his back, urging him forward through the crowd. A group of revelers stumbled past, singing some victory song about wolves and justice. One of them bumped into him, spilling ale on his cloak.

"Sorry there, friend!" The drunk man laughed, never knowing he'd just doused his prince with cheap beer.

They turned down another alley, the sounds of celebration pursuing them like hungry dogs. Just a little further to the cave entrance. Just a little longer until he could leave these sheep and their ignorant joy behind.

The hidden dock was little more than a narrow strip of stone jutting into dark water, deep within the cave system. A small vessel waited there, its crew moving with practiced silence. The lap of waves against the hull echoed off the cave walls.

"Where to, Your Highness?" one of his men asked as they approached the gangplank.

Kalyon paused, his mind racing through possibilities. The capital? He almost laughed at the thought. The vipers of the imperial court would be waiting for exactly that - waiting to see the prince stumble into their reach. He'd be in chains before he could speak a word in his defense.

The southern kingdoms then. He had allies in Miris, people who owed him favors. People who understood the need for strength against the immortal races.

But God, what a mess he'd left behind. The Specters alone were enough to mark him traitor - forbidden foreign assets on imperial soil. And Professor Kim... he should have moved faster, should have had him smuggled out weeks ago. The Iron Wolves being occupied with the peace talks would have made it perfect. Now the professor was lost to him, and with no word from Boyle, his agent in the city...

A bitter smile crossed his face. He'd been so careful with some things, so sloppy with others. All those contingency plans, all those careful preparations, and he'd still somehow missed the moment when everything started going in exactly the wrong direction.

"Your Highness?" the guard prompted again. "Where should we set course?"

Kalyon looked back toward the city one last time, though all he could see was darkness. "Miris," he said finally. "We make for Miris."

A change in the air made Kalyon freeze mid-step on the gangplank. The cave's chill gave way to an unnatural warmth that made his skin prickle. Behind him, steel rasped against leather as his men drew their swords.

Then came the screams.

Not battle cries or shouts of anger - these were sounds of pure terror, echoing off the cave walls until they seemed to come from everywhere at once. His guards rushed to surround him, urgently pushing him toward the boat's cabin.

"Your Highness, get inside, now-"

The words died as light flooded the cave. Kalyon turned, squinting against the sudden brightness, and felt his breath catch in his throat.

A child hovered in the air at the cave's entrance, suspended as if gravity had simply forgotten him. White strands caught the light in his otherwise black hair. His face was a mess - one eye swollen shut, the other a startling blue that seemed to glow in the magical light surrounding him. Blood trickled from his split lip.

Behind the floating boy came the Iron Wolves in their dark cloaks, Magisterium mages with their staffs already raised, and the gleaming armor of imperial soldiers. But Kalyon barely registered them. His eyes were locked on that small, battered figure.

Adom Sylla.

Recognition hit him like a physical blow, followed immediately by a wave of rage so intense it made his vision blur. This? This was what had destroyed everything he'd built? This skinny, broken child had torn down years of careful planning?

But as he watched, something shifted in the air around the boy. The cave itself seemed to hold its breath. Power rolled off him in waves that made Kalyon's teeth ache. For just a moment - a fraction of a heartbeat - the prince saw something else overlaid on that small frame. Something old. Something vast.

The fireball that formed in Adom's hand cast dancing shadows on the cave walls. As it grew, Kalyon felt an almost hysterical laugh bubble up in his throat. Of course. Of course it wasn't just a child. There had to be more, hadn't there? The universe couldn't be cruel enough to let him fall to a simple boy.

Heat washed over his face as the spell launched. Time seemed to slow. In that stretched moment, Kalyon saw his reflection in the approaching flames - a prince without a crown, a schemer without a scheme, a man watching his last hopes burn.

His smile was razor-sharp as he turned to the Specters waiting in the shadows of the hold.

"Kill him."

The words left his mouth before he could question them. Was this because of pride? Desperation? Or simply the need to prove he wouldn't go quietly into exile? He wasn't sure. All he knew was that he wouldn't bow to this child-who-was-not-a-child without one final act of defiance.

Heh. It was over anyway. Everything happened so fast.

The Specters moved. The Iron Wolves charged. The fireball struck. Wood splintered. Water hissed. And in the chaos that followed, Kalyon thought he saw the boy smile back.

*****

What a stubborn, unlucky bastard.

Adom had led the men here after analyzing the prince's likely escape routes.

In his past life, Arkhos had very few places where people could escape when the city fell under siege. The Iron Wolves had dispatched knights to all these known locations, one of which were these tunnels, and bingo.

There was the prince.

He watched the chaos unfold. The Specters moved fast, but against the combined might of the Iron Wolves and Magisterium mages, they might as well have been standing still. Lightning crackled. Gravity twisted. In seconds, the mercenaries dropped to their knees, bound by spells that gleamed like chains.

The prince's guards lasted even less time. Shield spells deflected their arrows. Wind magic tore swords from hands. Bodies hit the ground with dull thuds, alive but thoroughly incapacitated.

No blood. No death.

Through the settling dust, Adom caught Kalyon's eye. The prince was smiling at him from the sinking vessel, that same razor-sharp smile from before. Something about it made Adom's skin crawl. He smiled back anyway, letting a touch of smugness show. We've got you now.

Then he saw the flash of steel.

Kalyon had grabbed a dagger from one of his fallen men. The blade rose toward his own throat.

"No!" Several voices shouted at once.

Adom's hands moved without thought. Push with the left, keeping himself airborne. Pull with the right, targeting Kalyon's knife hand. The prince's arm jerked back just as the blade bit skin. Blood trickled down his neck - superficial, nothing fatal.

Another gesture and crushing gravity slammed Kalyon face-first into the dock. Adom landed beside him, maintaining the spell's pressure.

"The smugglers' tunnels, huh? Clever. But we're not done with you yet, Your Majesty."

Kalyon thrashed against the invisible weight. "Kill me!" he screamed, voice cracking. "Just kill me!" His fingers clawed at the stone. "You don't understand, you can't understand, it's all gone, all of it-"

The words dissolved into broken sobs. The prince of the empire - the man who'd nearly started a war - lay crying in a pool of seawater and his own blood.

Iron Wolves moved in with restraints as Adom eased the gravity spell. Kalyon didn't resist as they bound his hands. He just kept mumbling, tears cutting clean tracks through the grime on his face.

The boat slipped beneath the dark water with barely a sound.

In his past life, Adom had watched countless families escape through these very tunnels when enemy forces were destroying Arkhos. The caves had been a lifeline then, letting people slip away to safety while the city burned above.

Now that knowledge had served him again - though for a very different purpose. The prince's options had been limited from the start. The harbor was watched, the city gates guarded, and staying hidden in Arkhos itself would have been impossible with so many searching. These tunnels were the obvious choice for anyone who knew the city's older history. And who knew that history better than someone who had lived it?

The Iron Wolves and Magisterium mages formed a loose circle around the captured prince. No one spoke above a whisper. No curses were thrown, no taunts - he was still royalty, after all, even in chains. The cave's chill seemed to deepen as Captain Darius approached, scroll in hand.

Water dripped steadily from Kalyon's clothes, now ruined by seawater. His head remained bowed as Darius unfurled the scroll, the parchment crackling in the damp air.

"Prince Kalyon of House Savarnis." Darius began. "You stand accused of high treason against the Empire of Sundar. Specifically: conspiracy with foreign agents, harboring forbidden mercenaries on Imperial soil, the abduction of Professor Kim of Xerkes Academy, and attempted murder of a Xerkes student."

The charges continued. Rights were read, procedures explained, all with precise, measured words. Throughout it all, Kalyon remained still, water running down his face.

Then came a soft sound - barely audible at first. A chuckle.

Arthur stepped forward from among the Iron Wolves. "Something amusing, Your Highness?"

The chuckle grew stronger. "Amusing?" Kalyon's voice was rough. "I tried to help you. All of you. And this is how you repay me?"

"Help us?" Adom started. "You were trying to create a weapon that-"

"We're losing."

Adom frowned. What was he talking about?

"We've been losing battles for twelve years, boy." Kalyon's eyes fixed on Adom. "You wouldn't know, would you? Safe in your academy walls." His gaze swept across the gathered soldiers. "But these men? They know."

He turned to Arthur. "Don't you, Commander Sylla? Your battalion carries such prestige, such reputation - but you can't be everywhere at once, can you?" His chains clinked as he shifted. "How many fronts have you had to abandon? How many positions lost because you didn't have enough men to hold them?"

The silence in the cave grew heavier. Several of the Iron Wolves exchanged glances.

"The elves press south from the northern forests. The dwarven kingdoms steal our eastern territories piece by piece." Kalyon's voice carried bitter certainty. "Other human lands chip away at our borders. You know this, don't you? Many of you have been at the frontlines."

No one answered.

"Even the orcs grow bold enough to raid our territories now." His chains clinked as he straightened. "It's only a matter of time before they realize how weak we've become. Before they pour across our borders in force. We needed a way out. We needed something to make them think twice about-"

"You breached Imperial law," Darius interrupted. "You kidnapped a professor of Xerkes. You put a student's life in danger. You brought Specters into our territory-"

"And when they come for you," Kalyon's voice rose, "when the elves and dwarves and everyone else decides to carve up what's left of our empire, when you find yourselves outmaneuvered on all sides - don't come crying to me." His eyes blazed in the torchlight. "Everything I did was for Sundar's survival!"

Adom might have been swayed by the prince's words, if he didn't know better. The man spoke of real threats to the empire, of a ruler trying desperately to protect his people. Any patriot would have understood that fear, that drive to find something, anything, to turn the tide.

But Adom knew what came after.

In his past life, Dragon's Breath hadn't saved the empire - it had started its fall. Not just Sundar's, but every empire that got their hands on it. The weapon had changed everything, turned calculated wars of territory into desperate scrambles for survival. The elves, the dwarves, the human kingdoms - all of them had torn each other apart trying to either claim it or defend against it.

Looking at Kalyon now, seeing the conviction in his eyes, Adom understood something else. The prince must have been manipulated by whoever he was working with. Because Sundar hadn't even been the first to demonstrate Dragon's Breath - they'd been the third nation to acquire it. And Kalyon? He'd died just two years after taking the throne, supposedly from an illness.

The pieces fell into place. This was how it had happened. Kalyon would steal the research from Professor Kim, complete the weapon, only to have it stolen from him. Then, most likely, he'd be assassinated, his "illness" just a convenient cover story.

The prince's plans were doomed from the start. He just didn't know it yet.

"Take him away," Darius commanded, and the soldiers led the prince into the darkness of the tunnel, the sound of chains growing fainter with each step.

Adom stood there, watching them go, his mind churning. When he'd first come back, he'd thought it was simple - Professor Kim would make his prototype public, which would draw the wrong kind of attention. The professor would die, the prototype would be stolen, and everything would spiral from there.

But then he'd discovered the truth about the funding, about the powerful figures pulling strings from the shadows. People like Prince Kalyon, except... Kalyon wasn't even the endgame, was he? He was just another piece on the board, probably being played just like the professor.

A chill ran down Adom's spine. If Kalyon wasn't the real threat, then who was? How much did they already know about the prototype? Goosebumps spread across his arms as the implications sank in. He'd probably only delayed things. With so many unknown players involved, Dragon's Breath wasn't a question of if, but when. Could be days, months, years - but someone would make it. He had to assume they would.

And so-

A hand landed on his shoulder. Adom looked up to find Arthur smiling down at him, his father's face lined with pride and exhaustion.

"You did good, son."

The words warmed something in Adom's chest, even as his mind raced with thoughts of what was to come. It all swirled in his head like storm clouds. And then, almost without thinking, his mouth moved on its own.

"I've been thinking about becoming a Battle Mage."

His father went quiet, and for a moment, all Adom could hear was the drip of water in the cave.

Then Arthur smiled. "Ha! I won."

"Won what?"

"The bet with your mother. She said you'd never give up on being a Runicologist. I said you'd probably become a Battle Mage."

Adom hurried after his father, who had already started walking away, following his men down the tunnel. "Wait - when did you make this bet?"

"Last time we saw each other."

"How did you know?"

Arthur stopped, turned. His face was half-shadow in the torchlight. "You've seen war."

The face Adom made probably prompted his father to elaborate. "Not many could have predicted the prince's movements so accurately."

"Well, I had some insider knowledge," Adom said with a slight smile.

"I suppose you did," Arthur nodded. "Your... perspective is proving quite valuable."

Arthur shrugged, continuing down the tunnel. "The Iron Wolves could use someone like you. When you're ready."

"I have other plans," Adom said, falling into step beside his father.

"Oh?"

"Something bigger. Actually, Father, I'd like to tell you about a few things. Events that are coming soon that we might be able to change."

Without warning, Arthur's hand shot out, ruffling Adom's hair. Before the son could protest, his father scooped him up and tossed him in the air like he weighed nothing.

"Father!" Adom yelped, caught completely off guard. "Put me down!"

"You used to love this when you were little," Arthur laughed, catching him. "Always begging for 'up, up!'"

"You do realize I'm not little anymore, right? Like, at all."

But Adom couldn't keep the grin off his face as his father set him down.

"I'm all ears, son," said Arthur. "Tell me what you know."


*****

Adom emerged from the tunnels like a swimmer breaking the surface. Light hit his eyes in a sudden burst, making him squint. The celebrating crowds hadn't diminished - if anything, they'd grown larger. Snow drifted down between buildings while people danced and sang in the streets below.

"No blood! No blood!" The chant still echoed through Arkhos, punctuated by cheers and laughter.

He climbed the worn steps toward the upper district, each movement sending little spikes of pain through his battered body. His split lip throbbed. But the air felt clean up here, crisp with winter and possibility.

Children threw snowballs near the fountain square. Merchants handed out free drinks. Someone had started playing drums, and the beating rhythm carried over the general chaos of celebration.

"Adom!"

Sam's voice cut through the noise. His friend burst from a group of students gathered near the stall, practically bowling through the crowd to reach him.

"Dude!" Sam grabbed his shoulders, grinning ear to ear. "You should have seen it! We went to the actual council chamber! The Archmage was there - the Archmage! I mean, your mother did most of the talking. All of it, really. But still! We were there and-"

"Thank you, Sam."

"Heh, don't sweat it. What are friends for if not storming into highly restricted government meetings, right?"

Adom smiled, then winced as the motion pulled at his split lip. "No, really. I know I've been saying it a lot lately, but... I want you to know I mean it. I'm grateful. For everything."

Sam's face flushed red. He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly finding the snow-covered cobblestones fascinating. "Yeah, well... maybe try staying out of trouble for a while?"

Adom laughed, the sound joining the general celebration around them. "Yes. No more trouble. At least for a little while."

The rest of the club members were making their way over now, drawn by Sam's shout. Behind them, the bells of Arkhos kept ringing their victory song, and for the first time in what felt like forever, Adom let himself simply listen.

*****

The next few days were, to put it mildly, quite eventful.

Prince Kalyon's walk through the city streets marked the only moment of silence in an otherwise jubilant day. The crowds parted as the Iron Wolves escorted him, their usual chants dying in their throats at the sight of their former crown prince in chains. He kept his head high, but his eyes never left the ground.

They took him to the Glass Tower - a prison specially constructed within the hour by the combined efforts of the city's most skilled mages. Its crystalline walls, they said, would dampen any magical attempts at escape. The prince disappeared behind those walls without a word, though some claimed they heard laughter echoing from his cell that night.

Mid-afternoon brought a messenger in imperial colors, riding hard through the gates astride a pegasus. Children abandoned their games and celebrations, running after the magnificent creature as it landed in the square. Its wings, spanning wider than two carriages, stirred the falling snow into miniature whirlwinds.

Adom couldn't help but stare - it had been years since he'd last seen one of these creatures. In forty years, they would be gone completely, hunted to extinction. But here, now, the beast stood proud, tossing its silver mane as children gathered at a respectful distance, pointing and whispering in awe.

The scroll the messenger carried bore the Emperor's personal seal - deep crimson wax pressed with House Savarnis' dragon devouring the sun. The proclamation was read in every square, at every corner: Prince Kalyon was stripped of his titles, his claims, his very name. The words fell like stones in quiet pools, rippling through the celebrating crowds.

No one quite knew how to react to that. Some cheered. Others simply nodded, grim-faced. A few of the older citizens wept quietly, remembering a younger prince who had once been kind.

The announcement of his trial date - eight months hence - sparked fresh debates in every tavern and gathering place. Too long, some said. Too short, others argued. But at least there would be justice, they agreed. At least there would be answers.

The swelling around Adom's eye had already greatly subsided. [Healing Factor] was quickly becoming his favorite skill - the way it quietly worked in the background, steadily repairing damage, felt almost like having a second heart.

Word came that Gale had fallen into a deep slumber in the infirmary, his body working to recover from the massive blood loss. The healers expected him to wake in a few weeks' time. Then would come the questioning, the trial, and whatever punishment the Council deemed appropriate for his crimes.

They found Ernest Boyle, alias Mr. Fox, during the chaos of the morning battles - or rather, Valiant's people captured him. Adom hadn't been prepared for him to be, well, an actual fox beastkin.

No one asked exactly how he lost his legs. The former head of the Children Of The Moon was discovered hours later in the merchant district square, bound by ropes, and screaming in agony. A detailed note had been pinned to his chest, listing his crimes, his aliases, his connections. The city guard couldn't exactly ignore such a public display.

Under interrogation, Boyle's composure cracked like thin ice. He spoke of years working as Prince Kalyon's agent, of arranging the funding that kept Professor Kim's research going, of managing the network of corrupt city guards who turned blind eyes when needed. Names spilled from his mouth like poison - captains, lieutenants, senior officers. By nightfall, dozens of guards found themselves sharing the prison cells they'd once watched over.

Boyle's trial was set for three months hence. When they told him execution would be his fate if found guilty, his ears lay flat against his skull, and he spent the next hour heaving into a bucket.

Marco was another story entirely.

He'd slipped away during the fighting, leaving only footprints in the snow and a trail of blood that ended somewhere in the Dregs. But Valiant, now heading his uncle's organization and backed by newfound allies, assured Adom it was only a matter of time. The city had become much smaller for people like Marco.











Thormund returned the wyvern heart and water of jouvence with an insistence that surprised Adom. "You paid for these," the Freeman said, gesturing with his remaining arm. "Lost a limb getting that heart. Might as well go to someone who went through just as much trouble to claim it."

Adom accepted them without argument - he'd paid for them, after all, both in coin and blood. Maybe he would have a use for them, though it could wait. Today had brought enough changes already.






















Professor Kim's trial lasted three days.

Documents, testimonies, and recovered letters showed he'd been kept deliberately ignorant of his research's true purpose. The funding came through legitimate academic channels, and his project appeared innocuous - studying micro magic. Nothing suggested weapons development.

When asked why Prince Kalyon hadn't pursued this research openly, given the empire's needs, the recovered documents revealed an uncomfortable truth: the project had been officially rejected by the Imperial Council years ago.

Even the Emperor himself had forbidden it, seeing the development of such a weapon as crossing a line that shouldn't be crossed. Several noble houses had vocally opposed it, calling it an abomination that would bring shame to Sundar.

But Kalyon, convinced that the empire needed something to turn the tide against its enemies, had pursued it anyway in secret. If Kim had known he was developing a weapon for the empire, the project would have drawn attention. Questions would have been asked. So Kalyon needed him to remain ignorant, needed the research to appear harmless enough to avoid scrutiny.

When the verdict of "not guilty" was announced, Kim stood quietly, his shoulders slumped with the weight of realizing how thoroughly he'd been deceived. His life's work had nearly become something monstrous, and he hadn't even known.

He resigned the next morning.

"I can't stay," he told Adom in his half-emptied laboratory, his hands trembling slightly as he packed away years of research. "Every time I walk these halls, I'll remember what I almost created. The time I lost."

Adom helped sort through papers, watching the professor's face. The man looked older now, worn thin by recent events. Yet there was something else there too - relief, perhaps. The freedom of a burden finally set down.

What troubled Adom most was the attention Kim's research had attracted. Even as the professor prepared to leave, messages arrived from nobles, high-ranking mages, military officials - all expressing their "academic interest" in his work. Kim burned each letter without reading them.

"They don't understand," he muttered, feeding another envelope to the flames. "Or maybe they understand too well."

The Imperial Guard assigned ten men to watch over Kim's new residence in the isles, a modest house overlooking the sea. "Just a precaution," they said. Everyone knew better.

Hugo's goodbye was hardest to watch. The assistant stood awkwardly in the doorway of the lab, clutching a stack of books Kim had given him. "I... thank you, Professor. For everything."

Kim pulled him into a tight hug. When they separated, both men's eyes were damp.

Before leaving, Kim drew Adom aside. "Your secret is safe with me," he whispered, glancing at where the golem stood that day in the lab. "But promise you'll visit? I'd love to examine it properly someday."

"Of course, professor. Do you like tea?"

"I love it."

Two days later, Kim left the academy for good.

The club members helped empty the laboratory, carefully packing away equipment and notes.

The last thing they packed was Kim's old chair. It left a clean spot on the dusty floor, a perfect circle marking where something important used to be.

Arthur's trial was a more delicate affair, handled directly by Grand General Valerion Duskwind himself. The charges - mobilizing troops without imperial sanction and laying siege to a major city - would normally carry severe penalties. However, the circumstances proved unique.

"A father seeking his missing son found obstacles at every turn from the Crown Prince himself," Duskwind stated to the military tribunal. "When official channels were blocked, he acted - perhaps rashly, but not without cause. His actions, though technically treasonous, inadvertently exposed a genuine threat to the empire."

The verdict recognized both the breach of protocol and the justified cause: Arthur would retain his command of the Iron Wolves, but would report directly to the Grand General for the next year, with stricter oversight of troop movements.

It was, as many noted, a way to maintain the stability of the Iron Wolves' command structure while ensuring proper checks were in place.

When Adom and his father finally met after the trial, Arthur's first words were, "I would do it again." The embrace that followed said everything else that needed saying.

A week after the Bloodless Battle - that was the name given to the incident - Adom found himself in Xerkes.

The chamber prepared in the academy's west wing for the interrogations of the involved students felt smaller than Adom remembered. Perhaps it was the dozen senior mages arranged in a half-circle before him. Or perhaps it was the weight of their gazes - some curious, others calculating.

A grandfather clock against the far wall marked each second. Tick. Tock. Its brass pendulum swung in eternal rhythm, indifferent to the tension in the room.

"That's him? That's the boy?" "The one from the incident..." 
"Heard he was there when-"

Adom tried not to listen to the murmurs. His name had spread through their circles these past days, though he wished it hadn't.

Twenty-three senior mages sat in a semicircle before him.

Adom knew many of those faces - had studied under some, worked alongside others. Faces that would become memories sooner than anyone could guess.

Among them sat Archmage Gaius - a man Adom had only seen in portraits and ceremonial paintings until now. His short silver hair was neatly combed, his trim beard showing hints of its original black. He wore a simple blue tunic with silver threading, elegant but understated, and leaned casually on a staff of dark wood. Currently, he was squinting at papers through his glasses, holding them at various distances from his face.

"Utrecht, what in blazes does this say?" He passed a document to the mage beside him. "They make these letters smaller every year, I swear."

"It says 'transportation crystal', sir."

"Ah." Gaius adjusted his glasses again. "Well, why didn't they just write that properly?"

Headmaster Merris sat to his left, and occasionally caught Adom's eye with encouraging looks. Adom managed a small smile back, grateful for the more encouraging face among all these senior mages.

He had been answering their questions for forty-five minutes now. His throat felt dry, and the chair, despite its cushioning, had grown uncomfortable. The afternoon light had shifted, throwing longer shadows across the marble floor.

Master Verna finished another page of notes. Master Utrecht suppressed a yawn. Several others whispered among themselves, passing documents back and forth.

Gaius lowered his papers and really looked at Adom for the first time. He glanced back at the documents, then at Adom again, adjusting his glasses with a finger.

"You... went into a dungeon alone and made it back alive? You?"

"Yes, sir." Adom kept his voice steady.

The whispers started again.

"Must have gotten lucky," someone muttered.

"Most definitely," another added.

It was hard not to roll his eyes.

Gaius cleared his throat, and the chamber fell silent. "Well, young man, our investigations support your testimony. The timeline matches, the witnesses confirm your account, and-" he squinted at another paper, "-ah yes, the crystal merchant remembered you quite clearly."

"Thank you, sir." Adom started to rise.

"I believe we're finished here," Master Verna announced, gathering her papers. Several mages stood, their chairs scraping against marble.

Headmaster Merris approached, placing a hand on Adom's shoulder. "Well done, my boy." His grip tightened slightly.

"Young man."

Adom turned back to Gaius just as something sailed through the air. [Flow Prediction] sparked unbidden, his hand moving before his mind could catch up. Several mages gasped.

He looked down at the object in his palm. An apple?

"You look skinny," Gaius said, eyes twinkling behind his glasses. "Should eat that. Special variety from you know where." He blinked at Adom.

"You? That was-" Adom said, as the realization dawned.

Gaius's laugh echoed off the chamber walls. The other mages exchanged confused looks and even Merris's hand dropped from Adom's shoulder in surprise.

"I'd never forget those eyes," Gaius said, still chuckling. "Glad it all worked out in the end. I would've helped if I'd known you were who you were, of course."

Adom stood silent, mind racing. The old man with the apples - it had been him? The illusion spell must have been masterful; he hadn't detected a trace of magic.

"Sir," Utrecht leaned toward Gaius, "you knew this boy?"

"In a manner of speaking." Gaius waved his hand dismissively. "Sometimes the best way to understand a city is from its streets, wouldn't you say?"

A laugh escaped Adom's throat. "Thank you, sir."

"Go on now," Gaius waved him away, clearly enjoying his colleagues' confusion. Looking between Gaius and Adom, mouth slightly open.

*****

The Veyshari were preparing to leave Arkhos that same afternoon.

Their caravans and tents were already packed away, loaded onto the long boats that would carry them south to warmer shores. The air was thick with the smell of sea salt and wood smoke, mixing with the crisp winter breeze.

Adom and Sam stood in the falling snow, watching Morgana check the last of her belongings. Sam hadn't said a word since they arrived, his face almost as red as his hair. Adom couldn't help but smile.

"I'll write to you both," Morgana said, adjusting her shawl. Behind her, Veyshari children ran between the boats, carrying bundles and calling to each other in their language. "Though I expect your letters might be more interesting than mine."

Sam shuffled his feet in the snow. "We'll- I mean, I'll look forward to them."

She knelt before Sam, her eyes twinkling. "Keep this one out of trouble, won't you?" She nodded toward Adom. "No more adventures into dungeons or fighting princes."

"I'll try," Sam managed, though his voice cracked slightly.

Morgana turned to Adom. "And you, the brand new celebrity of Arkhos - try to remember you're still a child? Perhaps spend some time in the library instead of charging into danger?"

"No promises," Adom said, grinning.

She shook her head, smiling. "At least pretend to consider it?"

Almost unconsciously, Adom's eyes narrowed as [Identify] activated.

Still the same result: [???]

Morgana laughed. "There you go again, staring so intensely. You'll never find a girlfriend with that habit, you know."

"I wasn't- I mean-" Adom felt his face growing warm despite the cold.

"Time to go," Mirko's voice came from behind them. "Tide waits for no one, yes?"

Adom turned. "Oh! Wait-" He reached into his inventory, pulling out several wrapped packages. "These are for you."

Mirko blinked. "Oh?"

"It's Yule today," Adom explained. "End of the year celebration. You give gifts to people you're grateful for."

"Ai!" Mirko called out in Veyshari, waving to his people. "Come see what our little mage brings!"

Before Adom could protest, he found himself surrounded by familiar faces - the sorceress who'd lifted the curse, the old man who'd almost given him booze, children he'd shared sweets with.

"For us?" the sorceress asked, accepting her package with gentle hands.

"Nais tuke, brave one," another said.

"Av kathe!" Mirko grabbed both boys in a bear hug, lifting them off their feet. "Perhaps I start to like this snow festival, if it comes with gifts!"

"Can't- breathe-" Sam wheezed, but he was laughing.

"May our paths cross again," Mirko said, setting them down. "Perhaps next summer, yes?"

"Yes." Adom and Sam said in unisson.

Adom pulled out one last package, smaller than the others, wrapped in blue paper with silver ribbons. "This one's yours."

Morgana took it with care, her fingers tracing the edges of the wrapping. "Thank you, both of you."

She tucked it into her coat pocket, and Sam shifted. "Aren't you going to open it?"

"At midnight," she said, tapping her nose. "That's tradition, isn't it?"

"We hope you like it," Adom said.

"I'm sure I will, whatever it-" She paused, narrowing her eyes playfully. "Wait a moment. This isn't cat food, is it? Because if you two got me cat food, I might have to swim back and hex you both."

Their laughter mixed with the sound of waves lapping against the boats.

"We wouldn't dare," Sam said, finding his voice at last.

"Morg!" Children's voices called from the boats. "We're leaving!"

She exhaled, her breath visible in the cold air, mixing with the wisps of snow that had started falling again. With the setting sun, the clouds were colored in deep oranges and purples.

It was the perfect sky for goodbyes.

"Farewell, little mages," she said softly. "Next time we meet, let's hope it's under better circumstances than curses and dungeons, yes?"

Sam nodded, awkward but sincere.

"Farewell, kitty cat," Adom said, grinning.

They stood at the edge of the water, watching as the Veyshari boats pulled away. Morgana's raven black hair caught the last rays of sunlight as she stood at the stern, waving until the distance made her figure indistinct.

The boats grew smaller and smaller, their colorful sails becoming mere dots on the horizon. The Veyshari's songs carried across the water, growing fainter until they merged with the sounds of waves and the cry of seabirds.

Sam sniffed, quickly wiping his nose with his sleeve when he thought Adom wasn't looking.

"You crying?" Adom asked, not looking directly at Sam.

"No," Sam said quickly, rubbing his face again. "Just cold." He was quiet for a moment, watching the last traces of color fade from the horizon. "Hope she'll be okay out there."

"She's a grown woman who can turn into a cat and probably hex people into toads. Pretty sure she can handle herself."

Sam shook his head. "See, this is exactly what she was talking about. You really need to work on your approach with women. That whole 'whatever' attitude isn't going to get you anywhere."

Adom scoffed. "Oh, and you're giving me advice on women now? You? The guy who turned redder than a tomato every time she looked at him?"

"I may lack practical experience," Sam said with dignity, "but I have extensive theoretical knowledge on the subject."

"Theoretical knowledge?" Adom's grin turned mischievous. "From those books you keep under your bed?"

Sam punched him in the shoulder, hard enough to make Adom stumble. "We had an agreement about never mentioning what's under my bed!"

"Ow! I'm just saying, if you're getting your wisdom from things like 'The Princess and the Stable Boy,' maybe I shouldn't-"

"One more word," Sam warned, raising his fist again.

"Okay, okay," Adom raised his hands in surrender. "Truce."

The beach was nearly empty now, the last traces of sunset fading into deep blue. Their boots left twin trails in the fresh snow as they turned away from the water and headed toward where they'd left the strider.

"We should probably get going," Adom said. "The others are probably there already."

"Yeah," Sam nodded, falling into step beside him. As they climbed up the snowy beach toward the road, Sam asked, "What was the tavern called again?"

"The Salty Dog."

The strider dropped them off at their destination. Snow was falling steadily now, muffling the usual evening sounds of the sea nearby. The Salty Dog stood dark and quiet, no light spilling from its windows, no sound of patrons or music coming from within.

"That's odd," Adom said, counting out coins for the driver. "Eren said this was the right time. Place should be busy by now."

"Maybe we should go," Sam suggested, wrapping his coat tighter. "Come back later?"

The strider trudged away, leaving them standing in the falling snow. Sam approached the door, giving it an experimental push. "It's open. Maybe with the weather, people are just late? We could wait inside..."

Adom sighed, his breath visible in the cold air. "Fine."

They stepped into the darkness. Something shifted in the shadows – a movement too precise, too mechanical. Adom's instincts kicked in instantly, his pulse racing as mana gathered at his fingertips.

"Sam!" he shouted, pushing his friend behind him.

"Adom, wait—!"

[Flow Prediction] activated automatically, tracking the movement of what could only be a—

"SURPRISE!" Followed by a collective "Whoa!"

Light flooded the tavern. Magical sparklers burst overhead, showering the room with dancing lights and glittering confetti. Familiar faces emerged from hiding spots – classmates, friends, family members, a few unknown people – all wearing expressions that quickly shifted from joy to mild alarm at the sight of Adom's half-formed battle stance.

Sam let out a shaky breath. "I knew this was a terrible idea," he muttered, still catching his breath. "Who throws a surprise party for a mage?"

"Sorry!" Eren called out from behind an overturned table. "We... probably should have thought that through better."

"W-what's going on here?" Adom muttered.










Adom's hands were still crackling with mana as he tried to process what was happening. The tavern, dark just moments ago, was now filled with light and familiar faces. His mother, Maria, emerged from the crowd, followed by his father.

"Well," Maria started, smoothing down her dress, "with everything that happened..."

"We never got to celebrate your birthday last week," his father continued. "Or Sam's, for that matter."

"So we thought," Maria picked up again, "why not do it for both of you during Yule?"

Sam shuffled his feet beside him. "I, uh, might have suggested it to Eren. Though I specifically said no surprises..."

A birthday party.

Adom's mind went blank for a moment. When was the last time he'd had one? When he was ten, wasn't it? Actually ten, not the decades-old ten he was now. A lifetime ago, before everything.

He looked around the room, really looked. His parents were there, of course. Sam's father stood near the bar with Sam's sister, who was trying to keep Bob away from the drinks already. Noss was grinning from ear to ear with a few other Iron Wolves beside him. Eren and his mother were by the fireplace. Kern and Fili – the former being free now, cleared of all charges the day the prince was taken into custody – were sitting beside Hugo and Kaius.

Valiant was there too, looking almost comical in one of those tiny expensive Cisco suits, surrounded by his men. Thormund was attempting to explain something to Phil and Petra, while the rest of the club members were setting up what looked like party games.

Adom laughed.

It started as a small chuckle, but something caught in his throat. The laugh turned into something else, and suddenly he felt wetness on his cheeks.

"You crying?" Sam asked.

"No," Adom managed, wiping his face. "Just cold."

His mother wrapped her arms around him, and he could smell the familiar scent of her perfume. That sweet apple and something else.

"Look at that," Noss called out. "The mighty battle mage, taken down by a surprise party!"

"It's the cold," Adom insisted, but he was laughing now, properly laughing, even as he wiped away another tear. "You try standing in the snow for an hour."



















The evening blurred into a warm haze of laughter and celebration. Eren's mother had outdone herself with the cookies – "Just like the ones from that time," she'd said with a wink to Adom – while Maria's honey cakes disappeared almost as soon as they were set out. Bob insisted on leading increasingly off-key renditions of traditional Yule songs, with even Valiant joining in after his second mug of mulled wine.

Gifts were exchanged with much ceremony and even more teasing. Sam's sister had knitted matching scarves for both birthday boys, though Adom's was deliberately made two sizes too small "to match his personality." Noss presented them with Iron Wolves ceremonial daggers, which prompted Maria to give him a look that clearly said "we'll discuss this later."

As the party continued around them, Adom found himself in a quieter corner with Valiant, carefully pouring steaming tea into a delicate cup. The steam rose in lazy spirals between them.

"Here," Adom said, pushing the cup toward Valiant with barely contained anticipation. "Try it."

Valiant eyed the liquid suspiciously, adjusting his expensive suit. "This is what you've been so excited about?"

"Just try it." Adom watched expectantly as Valiant took a careful sip.

"Eh? Eh?"

Valiant's face remained perfectly neutral. "Honestly?" He set the cup down. "Leaf juice."

"Leaf ju- It's premium Silvercrest blend! From the eastern mountains!" Adom's voice cracked with indignation. "The leaves are picked only during the full moon!"

"Still juice. From leaves."

"You have no taste."

"Says the kid with old man taste." Valiant smirked. "What's next? Going to start collecting stamps?"

"And you have no class," Adom shot back. "Wouldn't know refinement if it hit you in that overpriced suit."

"At least I don't get excited about hot water with leaves in it."

They glared at each other for a moment before both breaking into grins, they were alive, after all. They made it out of the dungeon. Even if one of them clearly couldn't appreciate good tea if his life depended on it.

As the evening wore on and couples started swaying to Bob's surprisingly decent fiddle playing, Adom found Eren by the window, watching the snow fall.

"Ready for Xerkes?" Adom asked, joining him.

Eren's fingers drummed nervously on his cup. "As ready as I'll ever be, I suppose."

"Hey." Adom bumped his shoulder. "You've got nothing to worry about. The entrance exams aren't half as scary as people make them out to be."

"Says the guy who can weave without hand signs as a second year."

"Says the teacher who's seen you practice. You'll do fine."

Eren smiled, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. "Thanks, Adom."

"No need to thank me," Adom said, turning to leave. He paused, a small smile playing on his lips. "And besides, I won't be a second year for much longer. Better start practicing 'third year' now."

"Adom! Sam!" Maria called from across the room. "Time for the candles!"

There, on the table, stood a massive cake decorated with intricate frost patterns, thirteen candles burning bright. As they approached, Bob started another chorus of the birthday song, somehow managing to be both off-key and too loud at once. Sam caught Adom's eye and grinned.

Some memories were really worth waiting decades to make.

*****

Three days after the celebration, Adom sat through a marathon of special examinations – a privilege granted by Headmaster Merris to make him eligible for third-year status and the upcoming path-choosing ceremony.

One of the perks of being a regressor who had spent decades studying in a past life was the ability to breeze through academic challenges, and Adom did exactly that. He achieved near-perfect scores across all subjects, though he couldn't help but feel a twinge of annoyance at the 99% in Runicology – a minor error in stroke direction that he should have caught.

Two days later, the students gathered for the path-choosing ceremony.

The Celestial Pavilion glowed, its crystal dome catching the morning sun.

Students lined up in their ceremonial robes – deep blue with silver trim, and the traditional pointed hats that Sam kept fidgeting with. Seven crystalline columns stood in a semi-circle at the front, each bearing the symbol of a magical discipline: the crossed wands of Battle Magic, the healing hands of the Healers, the all-seeing eye of Divination, the elemental spiral of the Elementalists, the bubbling cauldron of the Alchemists, the living branch of the Druids, and the intricate patterns of the Runicologists.

Parents and guests filled the opposite side of the pavilion.

Adom spotted his mother dabbing at her eyes already, his father's hand on her shoulder. The club members had gathered in force – Hugo, Kaius, and the others holding up surprisingly well-made signs with "GO ADOM!", "SAM THE BRAIN!", and "DAMUS DON'T TRIP!" written in glowing magical ink.

Sam was unnaturally quiet, his hands twisting the sleeves of his robe. Adom frowned. This wasn't like him – in the past life, Sam had been excited, practically bouncing on his feet.

Why was he...?

Adom elbowed him gently, breaking his trance. Sam's eyes darted to the crowd, where his father stood tall and proud, his little sister waving enthusiastically.

Ah.

Last time, they hadn't been there. No wonder.

"Abigail Ashworth," Headmaster Merris called, his voice resonating through the pavilion.

A girl with auburn hair stepped forward, her steps echoing in the hushed space. Merris stood before her, clad in white robes.

"Before the witnesses gathered here, before your peers and masters, before magic itself – declare your path."

The girl's voice was clear and strong. "I choose the path of the Healer."

The corresponding column lit up with a warm golden glow. Professor Lynn, head of the Healing discipline, stepped forward to pin the silver badge bearing the healing hands symbol on the girl's robe. Then Merris raised his ceremonial staff.

"You who would wield the powers that shape our world, hear these words. A mage's power comes with sacred responsibility. You shall use your gifts with wisdom and restraint. Never against the innocent, never for personal gain above the greater good. Your knowledge is both privilege and burden – guard it well, share it wisely."

The girl placed her right hand over her heart, left hand raised, and spoke the binding vow:

"I accept these duties and these bounds. I swear to honor the laws of magic: Nothing is created, everything is transformed. Death is irreversible. Time is uncontrollable. These are the bounds of magic, the laws that bind us all. Should I break them, I submit myself to the judgment of the Mage Council and accept their punishment."

The crowd applauded as it continued, each name called bringing another young mage forward to choose their path.

Adom watched as the ceremony unfolded exactly as he remembered – mostly.

Mia strode confidently to choose the Alchemist's path, Professor Mirwen pinning the bubbling cauldron badge with a knowing smile. Damus, predictably, chose Battle Magic, Professor Crowley's gruff nod accompanying the crossed wands badge. His usual followers trailed after him like shadows to the same path.

Then came Finn's turn, and Adom blinked in surprise. Divination? Last time he'd followed Damus into Battle Magic. Professor Sal seemed pleased though, adding a thirteenth student to what was usually the smallest group. Gus chose the Druid's path, as expected, along with a handful of others who preferred working with nature's magic.

One by one, each choice aligned with Adom's memories – until "Sammenel Harbinsky" echoed through the pavilion.

Sam was still fidgeting with his sleeves. Adom nudged him. "Hey, you've got this. Just like we practiced, no stuttering." He nodded toward the crowd where Sam's father stood tall, his sister bouncing on her toes with an encouraging grin.

"It'll be easy, it'll be easy," Sam muttered, stepping forward with mechanical movements. Adom smiled, already picturing him walking toward the Runicology column, just like last time.

Sam's voice rang clear: "I choose the path of the Battle Mage."

"Huh?!" Adom's surprised exclamation earned him several sharp looks from nearby students. He watched, mouth slightly agape, as Professor Crowley pinned the crossed wands badge to Sam's robe, his friend standing straighter than Adom had ever seen him.

Sam stood there awkwardly under Professor Crowley's stern gaze, managing a wobbly smile as applause filled the pavilion.

Even Damus and his group were staring, expressions ranging from confusion to disbelief. The club members recovered first, their cheers especially enthusiastic, though Adom could tell they were as surprised as he was. When Sam's eyes met his, all his friend managed was a small "Hi" and a nervous wave.

"Adom Sylla."

His name cut through his confusion. The walk to the front felt longer than it should have, each step echoing in the vast space. Merris smiled warmly at him, when he finally stopped. In the crowd, his mother was beaming, father's arm still around her shoulders, both smiling brightly.

The seven columns loomed before him, each path a possibility, each symbol glowing with promise. Last time, in that other life, he'd chosen differently. But now...

"I choose the path of the Battle Mage."

The column blazed with fierce red light. Professor Crowley stepped forward, his weathered face unreadable as he pinned the crossed wands badge to Adom's robe. "Welcome to the path," he said quietly, then added with the barest hint of amusement, "Try to keep your friend out of trouble."

Merris raised his staff.

"You who would wield the powers that shape our world, hear these words. A mage's power comes with sacred responsibility. You shall use your gifts with wisdom and restraint. Never against the innocent, never for personal gain above the greater good. Your knowledge is both privilege and burden – guard it well, share it wisely."

Adom placed his right hand over his heart, left hand raised, and began the vow. "I accept these duties and these bounds. I swear to honor the laws of magic: Nothing is created..."

He paused.

The irony wasn't lost on him – here he was, swearing to uphold laws he'd seen broken. Death irreversible? Time uncontrollable? His very existence contradicted both.

For a moment, the world seemed to slow. The applause became distant, muffled, as his eyes swept across the smiling faces, the proud expressions, the enthusiasm of his peers. Friends. Family.

Would those same faces twist in horror if they knew? True, he hadn't manipulated time or death himself – he'd only bargained with Death.

But he'd heard the stories, seen the records of what happened to those who claimed deals with demons or umbras, attempting to bend time. Respected mages, brilliant scholars, reduced to cautionary tales, their legacies erased, their heads separated from their bodies.

Even if his parents believed him – and surely they would – what could they do? Would it do them any good?

Their love and support wouldn't shield him from the Council's judgment, from the weight of centuries of conditioning in magical law. Maybe someday he'd tell them the truth. But not today. Not when everything was perfect, not when their smiles were so bright, not when his future stretched before him, fresh and promising.

"My boy, are you alright?"

"Yes," Adom managed, meeting the headmaster's concerned gaze. "Everything is transformed. Death is irreversible. Time is uncontrollable. These are the bounds of magic, the laws that bind us all. Should I break them, I submit myself to the judgment of the Mage Council and accept their punishment."

The applause faded as Adom took his place beside Sam, who nudged him with an elbow. "Look who froze up after all," he whispered, a hint of newfound confidence in his voice.

"Battle Mage? Really?" Adom whispered back, still trying to process the change. "What made you choose that?"

Sam's grin was different now – still nervous, but... "You know, I just... I thought about it a lot. About becoming a better version of myself. Getting out of my comfort zone." He glanced at Adom. "Actually, you kind of inspired me."

Adom nodded slowly, a smile tugging at his lips.

"Hey, don't worry about me," Sam continued, straightening his badge. "I can take care of myself. And instead of competing to be the greatest runicologists..." His voice grew stronger. "We can push each other to become the best battle mages possible. I'm actually aiming to become a hero."

Adom couldn't help but scoff, though there was warmth in it. "You? A hero?"

"Both of us," Sam replied, serious despite his nervous smile. "Just you wait and see."

The ceremony hall buzzed with excited chatter, new badges gleaming on robes as students and families mingled, congratulating each other. Adom spotted his parents near one of the crystal columns and started making his way over, but movement to the side caught his attention.

Duke Jasper Lightbringer stood with Damus, his hand heavy on his son's shoulder. When he spotted Adom, the Duke's face lit up with that characteristic charm that had made him such a successful politician.

"Adom!" The Duke's voice carried across the space. "The rising star himself! I've heard nothing but praise about your achievements lately." He extended his hand, which Adom shook.

"Thank you, uncle Jasper."

"Battle Magic, eh? Excellent choice." The Duke's grip tightened slightly. "You see, Damus? This is what I've been talking about. Top marks, exceptional magical control, and now choosing a prestigious path." He turned to his son. "You and Adom are friends. You should learn from him more. Push each other to excel."

"Yes, father." Damus's voice was flat, his eyes fixed somewhere past Adom's shoulder.

Something in that tone made Adom pause. He'd heard that exact response countless times before, but now, for the first time, he noticed the way Damus's shoulders tensed, how his fingers curled slightly into his palms.

"Jasper!" His father's voice interrupted Adom's thoughts. Both his parents approached, his mother's face smiling.

"Arthur! Maria!" The Duke's demeanor shifted seamlessly into old-friend territory. "Your boy here is doing you proud."

The adults fell into easy conversation, catching up on months of news.

"Damus!" His mother turned to Damus with a warm smile. "Congratulations to you too, dear. Battle Magic suits you."

"Thank you, Aunt Maria," Damus replied, perfect manners in place.

"We were thinking of heading into the city for a celebration lunch," the Duke announced. "You must join us! That new place near the fountain square?"

And so, their expanded group filled the busy street – Sam's father and sister, Eren and his mother.

Bob had announced, a few days earlier, that he needed to "take care of something" and would be back in a few days, his usual cryptic self.

Sam's father deep in conversation with Duke Lightbringer while his sister Elena skipped ahead, showing off her toy wand to Eren and his mother. The adults' voices merged with the general bustle of the celebration day, shop windows decorated with magical displays for the new third years.

Adom turned at the familiar corner out of habit more than hope – he'd looked so many times before that it had become automatic, like checking if you've locked your door. His eyes found the worn shopfront of The Weird Stuff Store, and for a moment, his brain didn't quite process what he was seeing. The windows were lit. The "CLOSED" sign was flipped to "OPEN."

His heart stuttered in his chest.

There, behind the dusty window, Mr. Biggins stood arranging some oddity or another. As if sensing Adom's presence, he looked up, his weathered face breaking into that familiar crooked smile. He waved, gesturing toward the door with unmistakable invitation.

"Sam" Adom whispered, barely moving his lips. His friend was already nodding, having caught the exchange.

"Is that...?" Eren's eyes widened in recognition from the stories Adom had told him.

"Go," Sam muttered. "Quick, before they notice-"

"Where's Adom going?" Elena's voice piped up, making them both jump.

Adom turned to her, finger to his lips. "Shh. Special mission. I'll bring you those chocolate birds you like."

Elena's eyes lit up with conspiratorial glee. "The ones that sing different songs?" At Adom's nod, she grinned. "I'll distract them!" She bounced ahead, tugging at her father's sleeve. "Dad, dad, look at what I can do with my wand!"

Adom slipped away as the adults' attention shifted. He caught Damus watching him from the corner of his eye, face unreadable, but his former friend made no move to alert the others.

Heart pounding, Adom approached the shop door, the bell's familiar jingle welcoming him back.

Adom stepped into the shop, the familiar smell filling his nose. Strange trinkets cluttered every surface, just as he remembered, though something felt different now. Each item seemed to hold more weight, more meaning, as if they weren't just curiosities anymore but potential clues.

He moved carefully between the crowded shelves, watching Mr. Biggins. Everything about him pointed to the Order – the perfectly timed disappearance, the chocolates, even that cryptic "welcome back". But now, facing him, Adom felt less certain.

"Ah, young Adom," Biggins smiled, not looking up from his work. "Welcome back!"

Adom swallowed. "I was starting to think you'd never show up again."

"Is that so?" Biggins's eyes twinkled with amusement. "I didn't realize you'd grown so fond of me!"

The words caught in Adom's throat. Where should he even start? What if he was wrong about everything? What if Biggins was just an eccentric shopkeeper who happened to sell weird stuff and disappear for months at a time? But then again, what were the chances of-

"You must have many questions, young Adom," Biggins said, interrupting his spiral of thoughts.

"You bet I-"

BANG!

A tremendous crash from the back room cut him off, followed by muffled cursing and what sounded like several small objects rolling across a floor.

"I told you not to try and spy through that thing!" A woman's voice, sharp and exasperated, carried through the beaded curtain behind the counter.

Biggins sighed, rubbing his temples. "And I told them to wait upstairs..."

Adom stared at the curtain, confusion written across his face. "What was-"

"Apologies for the commotion," Biggins said. "You might as well come down now. He's here."

He looked up at Adom, his eyes lingering on his hair. "White suits you, you know. More in phase with who you truly are."

Ah. That did it. The casual observation, delivered with such knowing certainty, confirmed everything. Biggins had known. All this time, through every visit, every weird purchase, he'd known.

"Bah! Listen to that voice!" A gruff voice rumbled from upstairs. "Ye don't even need to see 'im to know he's a twig! When ye said 'special,' Ale, I was expectin' someone who at least sounded like they could lift a proper war hammer!"

"Are you certain about this, Ale?" Another male voice joined in, one that tugged at Adom's memory, though he couldn't place it. "He seems rather... young."

Biggins didn't turn around, his eyes still fixed on Adom. "Quite certain."

Footsteps creaked on the wooden stairs, and a woman emerged first through the beaded curtain.

Her curved horns caught the shop's dim light, and her tail swished behind her as she moved. Despite her demonic heritage, there was something almost graceful about the way she carried herself. "So this is him," she said, studying Adom with keen interest, her red eyes glinting. "I've been wondering what you looked like."

Adom shifted under her gaze. "Hi?"

The word came out more like a question than a greeting, and he inwardly winced at how young it made him sound.

Heavy boots thumped down the stairs, and a stocky figure emerged behind the tiefling. The dwarf was broad as a barrel, with a thick black beard braided with silver clasps, and deep-set eyes that crinkled with amusement as he took in Adom.

"Hah! Ye weren't kiddin' about him bein' little!" He let out a booming laugh that made several delicate instruments on nearby shelves rattle.

"Thorgen," Biggins said mildly, "human children tend to be on the smaller side. It's quite normal."

"Normal or not, he's barely bigger than me axe!" Still chuckling, Thorgen stepped forward and thrust out a calloused hand. "Thorgen Svartsten, at yer service."

Adom grasped the offered hand, and immediately regretted it. The dwarf's grip was like iron bands closing around his fingers, reminding him instantly of Fili's bone-crushing handshakes. Pride made him squeeze back, though he knew it was futile. Their eyes locked in an impromptu contest of will, neither wanting to be the first to let go.

"Careful with the boy's hands, Thorgen," the tiefling said. "We might need those intact."

Thorgen released his grip with another laugh. "Got spirit, this one! Combative - I like that. Ye might've picked well after all, Ale."

Before Adom could rub his aching hand, another set of footsteps descended the stairs. His eyes widened as a familiar figure ducked through the beaded curtain - a tall man, easily six and a half feet, well-muscled beneath his clothes, with long dark hair tied back in a loose tail. He couldn't have been more than twenty-five.

"YOU?!" they both exclaimed in unison.

It was the guard from the Silvester merchant's district - the same one he'd brought those four would-be muggers' names to that day. The one who'd looked at him so strangely when he'd explained how he'd managed to subdue them all.

"You two know each other?" the tiefling and dwarf asked almost in sync, looking between Adom and the guard.

"Yeah," Adom said, still processing the coincidence.

The guard laughed, a warm, rich sound. "Small world, isn't it?"

"Not particularly surprising," Biggins commented, adjusting something on his workbench. "You both do live in the same city, after all."

The tiefling suddenly straightened. "Oh, where are my manners?" She smiled at Adom, her tail swaying gently behind her. "I've heard so many stories about you since I was a child. It feels... strange, finally meeting you in person."

"Yeah, totally same," Adom managed, though he had no idea what stories she might have heard.

She extended a slender hand, her skin a deep blue opal in the shop's lighting. "I'm Zara."

"Artun Kalan," the guard added casually.

"Nice to meet you," Adom said, then turned to Biggins, who was watching the exchanges with obvious amusement.

"I suppose it's my turn then," he chuckled, setting down his tools. "You know me as Mr. Biggins, but my real name is Aelarion. My friends call me Ale."

Adom frowned slightly. Aelarion - that was definitely an elvish name, but looking at Biggins now, he couldn't see a single elvish feature. The man looked entirely human, if a bit... unusual.

"Are you of elven descent?" he asked.

Biggins - no, Aelarion - laughed. "Heavens, no. My heritage is a bit more... exotic than that." He paused, reaching up to remove his glasses. "The name has quite the story behind it, but..."

He looked directly at Adom then, and smiled. In that moment, Adom's eyes widened. Behind those round spectacles, Biggins' eyes had changed. They were still the same warm brown, but now the pupils had shifted, becoming vertical slits that caught the light like polished amber.

"I'm what humans usually call a Dragon," he said, as casually as if he were commenting on the weather.

A dragon. A living, breathing dragon.

Dragons had been extinct for over seventeen thousand years. They were creatures of myth and legend, revered as part of the old pantheon by early humans. Even today, there were still cults dedicated to their worship, treating them as gods rather than the beings they had been. And here was one, casually standing in front of him in a cramped shop, wearing spectacles and tinkering with mechanical devices.

"Ale!" Thorgen sputtered, looking like he might have a stroke. "Ye can't just go around tellin' people that sort of thing on a whim! What happened to all that secrecy ye're always preachin' about?"

Adom's mind was racing, trying to process everything. "So..." he took a deep breath, steadying himself. "I have questions. A lot of questions. And I want answers."

Arthun and Thorgen burst out laughing while Zara smiled. Aelarion placed his glasses back on, hiding those reptilian eyes behind ordinary lenses.

"Of course you do," he said. "And you'll get them all." He gestured to the group around them. "We all have answers for you. After all..." He adjusted his glasses. "This is just the beginning."


            

    
        Epilogue

    
    
    
    
                "Opre!" someone called from the bow. "More speed!"

The winter winds grew stronger.

The Veyshari boats had left Arkhos four hours ago, the city's lights now just a dim glow on the horizon. Morgana sat at the stern, watching the moonlight play on the dark, cold waters. She'd been waiting for this moment, when the crew would be busy with their tasks and the other passengers settled in for the night.

She looked at her hands again - a habit she couldn't shake. Every morning she'd wake up checking, a lingering fear from those years trapped in feline form. But there they were, five fingers on each hand, skin instead of fur. Human. Still human.

The package from the boys sat in her lap, its blue paper catching the silvery light. She'd promised to open it at midnight, and the moon told her it was time.

Morgana smiled, thinking of them. Sam, with his awkward stuttering and endless books. Adom, with that strange intensity in his eyes, like he was carrying the weight of something far bigger than himself. She hadn't expected to grow so attached.

Her fingers traced the silver ribbon. As a cat, she'd sensed something different about Adom from the start.

An aura, a kind of energy that drew her to him despite her usual wariness of humans. She'd followed him for days, watching from rooftops and alleyways, trying to understand what made him different. Even through the clouded consciousness of her cursed form, something about him had felt... right.

How strange, she thought now, that of all the children in Arkhos, in the world, she'd been drawn to Arthur Sylla's son. The world truly was small.

The paper fell away easily, revealing a small wooden box with intricate carvings. Inside, nestled in velvet, lay a necklace - gold and silver intertwined in delicate patterns. At first glance, it looked like a beautiful piece of jewelry, but as she turned it in the moonlight, she noticed the runes etched along its length. Subtle, almost hidden in the design, but definitely magical in nature.

A note fell from the wrapping:

"Merry Yule! Since you're gonna be travelling the world, we thought a little protection artifact would be necessary. Write us often!

- Adom and Sam.

Morgana laughed, the sound carrying across the water. Those boys... they'd somehow known exactly what she needed. She clasped the necklace around her neck, its weight comfortable and reassuring.

"Why you not tell them truth?"

The voice made Morgana turn. Mirela stood in the shadows, her shawl pulled tight against the winter wind. The young sorceress moved closer, her bangles tinkling softly with each step.

"They are children," Morgana said simply, her fingers still touching the necklace.

"Children who have magic." Mirela settled beside her, dark eyes reflecting the moonlight. "Children who might help."

Morgana shook her head, watching a wave catch the light. "They couldn't have done anything. Not with this."

"Then why not tell his Dadroy?"

"His what?" Morgana frowned.

"Ah, how you say..." Mirela gestured vaguely. "The one who brings child to world. Man who raise child."

"Oh. Father. You mean father." Morgana shook her head with a small laugh. "My Veyshari has gotten quite rusty after so long."

"Yes, father. Arthur." Mirela's eyes fixed on her. "Strong man. I see him. He have power."

A bitter smile crossed Morgana's face. "That's exactly why I couldn't tell him." She looked down at her hands again, human hands that still felt strange sometimes. "He would have recognized me. And then..." She trailed off, letting the sound of waves fill the silence.

"More trouble than worth?" Mirela suggested.

"Something like that." Morgana closed her eyes, feeling the gentle rock of the boat. "I'm not ready for that. Not yet."

The sorceress was quiet for a long moment, then reached out and touched the necklace. "Pretty thing. Boys care for you."

"Yes," Morgana whispered, her throat suddenly tight. "They do."

"You could stay," Mirela said softly. "With clan. We take care of our own."

Morgana watched a cloud pass over the moon, casting the deck in deeper shadow. "You saw my life when you broke the curse. You know I can't."

"Yes." Mirela pulled her shawl tighter. "I see why you leave. But still, I offer."

The waves lapped against the hull, a steady rhythm in the quiet night. Morgana's fingers traced the runes on her necklace - it felt strange wearing jewelry again. The weight of it, the cool metal against her skin. Once, she'd worn rings and pendants without a thought, playing with her mother's pearls while servants dressed her hair. If someone had told that little girl she'd spend the next decade eating scraps and sleeping in alleys...

Her hand clenched around the necklace. That life felt like a dream now. But the anger... the anger was real enough.

"I am going to kill him."

Morgana felt Mirela's eyes on her, that steady, unsettling gaze the sorceress had. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the waves and the distant voices of the crew. She wondered how she must sound to the Veyshari woman - speaking so easily of murder.

Finally, Mirela spoke, her voice low like she was sharing a secret. "In our stories, there is man who kill his brother. He want brother's woman, brother's gold." She pulled her shawl closer, the winds blowing stronger. "He succeed. Nobody know what he do."

The sorceress leaned back, eyes distant. "But blood... blood have memory. It cry out to great god. And great god..." She paused, glancing at the dark waters. "Great god always answer."

Morgana looked at her. "...And?"

"He curse man." Mirela said. "Make him walk paths of hell, always seeing brother's face in dreams. Man try to run, try to hide. But curse follow. His children born dead. His crops die. His hands..." She stretched out her own hands in demonstration. "His hands only bring suffering now."

A gust of cold wind swept across the deck. Mirela turned to face Morgana directly. "To spill own blood is greatest sin. Once you start on this path..." She shook her head slowly. "You not stop until death take you. This is way of things."

"If your story was true," Morgana said quietly, "then the Emperor would have suffered for killing his brother. My father." Her voice grew harder. "And yet there he sits, growing fat on his throne while—"

"You blind." Mirela stood. looking down. "You think Emperor not cursed? Look at him. He kill own blood, and now he trust no one. Sleep with guards, fear poison in every cup. His son grow cruel like snake. His empire crack like old pottery." She adjusted her shawl. "But you want walk same path? Is your choice."

The sorceress turned away, her steps soft on the wooden deck. Just before disappearing into the shadows, she paused. "Remember. Curse already working on him. Question is - you want same curse for yourself?"

Then she was gone.

Morgana watched the waves a while longer, her fingers still tracing the runes on her necklace. Blood for blood. Curse for curse. That was all there was to it, in the end.

A particularly large wave crashed against the hull, spraying her with cold droplets. Morgana didn't wipe them away. Let the water soak her clothes, let the wind chill her bones. She'd known worse. Much worse.

In the days since becoming human again, she'd seen what her uncle's rule had done to the land. The brutality of Kalyon's soldiers in the streets. The disappearances. The fear in people's eyes whenever the Imperial Guard passed by. The same cruelty that had stolen her father's life had spread through the Empire like a disease, touching everything.

This wasn't about revenge.

It was about setting things right. Her uncle's death wouldn't just be justice for her father - it would be justice for every person who'd suffered under his rule.

But first, she needed power. Real power. The kind that could challenge an emperor.

And she was going to get it.

            

    
        Chapter 50. Last Boat For Arkhos (Start of Book 2)

    
    
    
    
                The waves whispered against the shore, a soft rhythm like someone humming a lullaby. Shhhh... shhhh... shhhh...

Something tickled against his leg. Sand, maybe. Warm and soft. The sun pressed against his closed eyelids, turning the darkness red-orange.

Five more minutes.

A breeze carried the smell of salt, seaweed, and... fish? That wasn't right. His bed didn't usually smell like fish.

The tickling sensation moved up his leg. Probably just the blanket getting twisted again. He should really fix that. Later. Everything could wait until later.

Shhhh... shhhh... shhhh...

That sound was getting annoying. Who left the window open? Must have been mother - she was always complaining about the room being too hot. But the waves seemed so close, almost like they were right...

Something pecked his foot.

Adom's eyes cracked open, squinting against the blinding sunlight. A blob of white and gray swam into focus. Then a beak. Then beady black eyes staring directly at him with that particular brand of seagull judgment.

What was a seagull doing in his...

This wasn't his room.

The realization came slowly, fighting through the fog of sleep. Sand stretched out around him, dotted with shells and bits of driftwood. Waves lapped at the shore barely twenty feet away. The seagull tilted its head, still watching him with that look that somehow managed to combine curiosity with mild disappointment.

"What..." Adom mumbled, his tongue feeling thick in his mouth. Why was he on a beach? When did he...

The position of the sun registered somewhere in his drowsy mind. High. Very high. Almost directly overhead, in fact, which meant...

His eyes snapped fully open.

"I OVERSLEPT!"

The seagull launched itself into the air with an indignant squawk, showering him with sand as he scrambled to his feet.

Adom patted the sand around him frantically. Where were they? The glasses had to be somewhere - he distinctly remembered setting them down before falling asleep. His hand brushed something smooth and metallic. The pocket watch. He grabbed it, squinting at the numbers through sleep-blurred eyes: 12:34.

The last boat to Arkhos left at 2.

"No, no, no..." He dug through the sand with increasing desperation. If he lost the glasses here... They weren't just any glasses. The new ones had taken hours to make, specially crafted to house Riddler's Bane. Without them-

A glint of sunlight on glass caught his eye. There! Half-buried in sand, the round frames somehow managing to look reproachful. He snatched them up, checking for scratches before sliding them on and the world... was as clear as it was before he put them on.

Eight months since he got the skill [Healing Factor] and Adom's eyesight had progressively gone from technically blind to as sharp as a human's could be.

He'd had to take the prescription lenses out of his old frames. At least they made him look scholarly rather than the eccentric flavor a monocle would have given him.

People dotted the shoreline in growing numbers - families setting up colorful umbrellas, children splashing in the shallows, vendors already making their rounds with ice cream and cold drinks. The lunch crowd was arriving. Soon the beach would be packed, as it always was in Kati, where summer was the only season.

He should never have fallen asleep here. But last night, watching the stars over his hometown's beach one final time before heading back to Arkhos... it had seemed like such a good idea.

"Adom! Adom!"

Small voices called out as he started running, his feet slipping in the loose sand. Three familiar shapes detached themselves from a group of playing children - the Panu twins and little Maya, who lived two streets over from his house.

"Where are you going?" Shavi called out, already running alongside him.

"Late!" Adom managed between breaths. "Boat - Arkhos - today!"

"Race you!" Maya shouted, her braids bouncing as she picked up speed.

A Sunhound joined their impromptu parade, barking excitedly. Old Mr. Hvitserg's dog - what was his name again? Sunny? Sandy?

"Sorry! Excuse me! Coming through!"

Adom weaved between beach chairs and umbrellas, the children and dog keeping pace. A Krozball bounced near his feet - he kicked it back to the waiting players without breaking stride. Someone called out his name - probably Mrs. Desai, who always brought too many sandwiches and insisted on feeding every child within sight. No time to stop today, though she'd probably tell his mother later.

"Watch out for the-" Shavi started.

Too late. Adom's foot caught the edge of someone's buried sand castle, sending him stumbling forward. He managed to turn the fall into an awkward roll, coming up with sand in his hair and mouth.

"Sorry!" he called back to the wide-eyed children whose creation he'd just destroyed. "I'll help rebuild it tomorrow!"

Then he remembered he wouldn't be here tomorrow. The thought made his chest tight for a moment, but he pushed it aside. No time for nostalgia now.

The dog - definitely Sandy, he remembered now - barked encouragingly as they reached the wooden steps leading up from the beach. The twins and Maya were still with him, treating the whole thing like a wonderful game.

"Are you coming back for the festival?" Sita asked, taking the steps two at a time.

"Try to!"

"Promise?" Maya's voice carried that particular tone that only seven-year-olds can manage, somewhere between demand and plea.

"Promise!" Adom called back, already turning toward the street that would take him home. "Now go back before your parents worry!"

Their goodbye chorus followed him as he ran: "Bye Adom! Bring us something from Arkhos! Don't forget to write!"

He couldn't help smiling, even as his lungs burned. The watch in his pocket ticked away steadily, counting down the minutes until the boat's departure. At least he had time to pack. He did have time to pack, right?

The smile faded.

He really should have packed last night.

Anyone unfamiliar with Kati might have found themselves doing several double-takes. In Arkhos, or any of the other major human cities of Sundar, you'd expect to see humans running the shops, humans manning the guard posts, humans haggling in the markets. Humans doing human things in their human ways.

But this was Kati.

Here, you wouldn't bat an eye at a gnome merchant carrying an impossible stack of brass cookware while arguing prices in three languages simultaneously. Or raise an eyebrow at a minotaur running a betting house, taking wagers on everything from krozball matches to weather predictions.

"Adom!" The minotaur in question boomed as Adom passed. "One last match before you go? The odds are better now!"

"Sorry, Koros!" Adom called back without slowing. "Last boat for school!"

"Oh, was it today? Next time then!" The minotaur's laughter followed him down the street.

Two city guards - one human, one halfling - spotted him, their lighter blue uniforms a stark contrast to Arkhos's heavy gear. "Look who it is - the prince-catcher himself!"

"Late for something again, young hero?"

"The boat!" Adom managed between breaths, not breaking stride.

"Better hurry then," the halfling guard grinned. "Captain Voss is inspecting today. You know how she is about schedules!"

Adom groaned internally. Of course it had to be Captain Voss. The woman who once made a ship wait three hours because a passenger's paperwork had a smudge on it.

He darted between a group of people heading to the beach. A halfling fruit seller's cart provided a perfect launching point - he vaulted over it, earning appreciative whistles from nearby children.

"Hey mage!" A burly man called from the fighting pits. "One more round?"

"Not today, Hamish!"

"Scared I finally figured out your tricks?"

"You had months!" Adom shouted back. "Maybe learn to dodge first!"

Where Arkhos segregated its districts by class and function, Kati mixed everything together like a particularly enthusiastic cook. Noble mansions stood next to humble fishermen's homes. Temples to a dozen different gods shared walls with taverns.

"Good morning, Adom!" called Mr. Viswanathan, an elderly gnome, from his bookshop. "Or should I say afternoon?"

"Can't talk! Late!"

"Again?"

His house appeared ahead - the blue-painted door standing out among the whitewashed walls. He took the steps three at a time, nearly colliding with the door in his haste.

Home. Finally.

Now he just had to pack everything in... he checked the watch again. Less than an hour.

Wonderful.

The door swung open with more force than he intended, the familiar scent of home washing over him - Sweet apple, old books, and his mother's favorite black rose tea.

"You slept on the beach, didn't you?"

Maria stood in the kitchen doorway, one hand resting on her slightly swollen belly, the other holding a wooden spoon like a weapon of judgment.

"Morning, Mother! I was just-"

"About to apologize for making your pregnant mother worry?" She raised an eyebrow. "I was this close to sending a search party."

"Sorry," Adom managed, properly chastised. "I'll just run up and pack-"

"Already done."

"What?"

"Your room. Go look."

He took the stairs two at a time, bursting into his room to find everything neatly packed in his travel chest. Books, clothes, equipment - all organized with his mother's way.

"I love you so much!" he called down.

Her laughter floated up the stairs. "Of course you do. Now come down and eat something."

Adom checked his watch - 54 minutes until the boat left. "Mother, I really should-"

"Sit. Eat. The boat won't leave without the famous prince-catcher of Kati."

"That's not actually a thing," he protested weakly, even as he slid into his usual chair.

She was already buttering toast, the kettle whistling right on cue. "Tell that to Mr. Hvitserg. He's still bragging about how his neighbor's son caught the former crown prince in Arkhos."

The familiar choreography of breakfast unfolded - his mother sliding perfectly crispy bacon onto his plate, pouring tea, adding just the right amount of honey. All while rattling off a stream of advice and questions.

"Did you check the hidden compartment I made in your trunk? I put something for your lunch in there. And remember, Arkhos gets cold in-" She cut herself off. "Stop wolfing it down like that. You'll get hiccups."

Adom slowed his eating, hiding a smile behind his teacup. Some things never changed.

"Your father and I will visit in three months," she continued, finally sitting down herself. "His mission should be done by then, and-" She patted her belly. "Well, I want you to see me before I'm as big as a house."

He still remembered the day they'd told him. Two months ago, over dinner. If the Xerkes incident hadn't forced the academy to close for eight months while Headmaster Merris oversaw the purge of compromised staff - some reaching as high as the administration itself - he might never have had this much time at home. Might never have seen his father take that extended leave, spending evenings training in the backyard, weekends exploring the coast, nights talking about everything and nothing. And then, one ordinary Tuesday dinner, they'd dropped the news.

He'd stared at them blankly for a full minute, his mind struggling to process it. This hadn't happened in his past life. Never even come close. The implications made his head spin - how his return could ripple out to change something so personal, so... wonderful.

When he finally found his voice, he'd asked if they were sure they knew how babies worked. His father had laughed so hard he'd fallen out of his chair, and his mother had thrown a bread roll at both of them.

"You should rest more," Adom said, standing to wash his dishes. "Ms. Sade will be here any minute to help with the house, and-"

"I'm pregnant, not invalid."

"And you should sit down while I get my things." He kissed her cheek. "No accompanying me to the dock either."

"But-"

"Mother. Please." He gestured at her belly. "Little brother needs you to take it easy."

"Could be a sister."

"Nah." Adom grinned. "Definitely a brother. My divination skills are getting better."

She swatted at him with a dishcloth. "Then perhaps you should work on them a bit more. As a healer, I can tell you with certainty - it's a girl."

Adom froze mid-bite. "You... you can tell already?"

She nodded, taking another slow sip of tea, clearly enjoying his reaction.

"I'm going to be a big brother..." The words felt strange in his mouth, foreign yet somehow right. A sister. He was going to have a baby sister.

"Can I name her?"

His mother's laugh filled the kitchen. "We'll see about that."

The watch in his pocket ticked, and reality crashed back in. "Oh! The boat!" He jumped up, nearly knocking over his chair. "I have to-" He paused, turning back to his mother. "Remember to rest between patients. And no heavy lifting. And make sure to eat properly - not just tea and toast. And-"

"Adom."

"-keep your feet up when you can. And don't forget the soothing herbs. And-"

"Adom."

"-I'll write every week. No, twice a week. And if anything happens-"

"Your boat, son" she reminded him gently.

He rushed over, kissing her cheek. "Goodbye, mother. Take care of yourself."

"I'll be fine." She squeezed his hand. "Now go, before Captain Voss decides to leave without you."

At the door, he turned back one last time. His mother stood in the sunlit kitchen, one hand resting on her belly, smiling that smile that had always meant home. The image burned itself into his memory - something to hold onto during the many days ahead as a Battle Mage apprentice.

"Go," she said softly.

He went.


*****

58 minutes later...

"Shit shit shit shit!"

The docks loomed ahead, a maze of wooden platforms, warehouses, and the ever-present bureaucracy of maritime travel. Because of course he couldn't just run straight to the boat. No, first came registration, documentation, and the special joy of watching a sloth beastkin methodically stamp each of his seven required forms.

"Sir," Adom tried not to sound desperate as the clerk reached for yet another stamp with glacial precision. "The boat leaves in-"

"Process..." the sloth drawled, "must be... followed..."

Five agonizing minutes later, he burst out of the registration office, only to collide with someone carrying what seemed like their entire library collection. Books scattered everywhere, and Adom's conscience wouldn't let him just leave them there.

"I'm so sorry, let me just-" He helped gather the fallen volumes, painfully aware of each precious second ticking away.

By the time he finally reached the main dock, the boat was already pulling away, a good fifteen feet of clear water between its stern and the wooden planks. People lined the railings, pointing and shouting, while dockworkers shook their heads with varying degrees of sympathy and amusement.

"Wait! No! Hey!"

Adom's lungs burned as he sprinted down the dock, his trunk bouncing awkwardly against his leg. A small crowd had gathered to watch - because of course they had. Nothing entertained Kati's residents quite like someone missing Captain Voss's precisely scheduled departure.

"Jump!" someone called from the boat.

"Are you insane?" another voice answered. "He'll never make that!"

They were right, of course. No human could possibly jump that distance. The gap was already twenty feet and widening. Even if he somehow made it, the momentum would probably send him straight through the boat and into the water on the other side.

But then again...

The spell formed in his mind, mana crystallizing into familiar patterns.

 [PUSH]

The world lurched.

Suddenly he was airborne, his stomach doing interesting things as the dock dropped away beneath him. Seagulls scattered with indignant squawks, probably remembering his rude awakening of their friend earlier. The wind whipped his hair, carrying the shocked gasps and cheers from the crowd.

Time seemed to slow. Up here, between dock and boat, between earth and sky, magic hummed through his body like electricity. Eight months ago, flying like this would have terrified him. Now it felt almost... peaceful. Almost.

The boat was still moving. If he didn't act quickly, he'd end up with a very undignified splash instead of a heroic landing. With his trunk occupying one hand, he had to time this perfectly. [Wind], just enough to adjust his trajectory...

The spell wrapped around Adom like invisible silk, nudging him gently to the left. He could see individual faces now - passengers with mouths open in shock, sailors paused mid-task, and Captain Voss herself, looking somehow both furious and impressed.

His feet hit the deck with a solid thud. He managed two stumbling steps before his legs remembered they weren't meant for flying and gave out, sending him sprawling in a heap of limbs and luggage.

For a moment, absolute silence.

Then the cheering started.

"Did you see that?""Like a bloody bird!"
"Now that's magic!"

The applause rolled across the deck like thunder, punctuated by whistles and excited chatter. Adom tried to stand with what little dignity he had left, brushing off his clothes as his legs remembered their proper function.

"Aah, I wish I could do that," a burly man said, shaking his head in admiration. "Always wanted to be a mage, but never had the talent for it."

"Thanks, that's really kind of-" Adom started but his explanation was cut short by the distinct sound of boots approaching.

The crowd parted like a school of fish avoiding a shark. Captain Voss stood before him, her brass buttons gleaming in the sunlight, her expression as unreadable as ever. She held out one hand, palm up.

"Ticket."

Adom fumbled in his pocket, produced the slightly crumpled paper, and tried not to wince as she inspected every inch of it. The silence stretched out, broken only by the gentle slap of waves against the hull and the distant cry of seagulls.

Finally, she handed it back. "Next time, Mr. Sylla, I expect you to be here thirty minutes before departure. Like everyone else."

"Yes, Captain."

"And no more aerial acrobatics on my ship."

"No, Captain."

She turned to leave, then paused. "Though I must admit... your landing has improved since last time."

Was that... was that almost a smile? Before Adom could be sure, she was already walking away, barking orders at her crew to make up for their thirty-second delay.

"Last time?" someone whispered behind him."Oh yeah, you should've seen him three months ago. Ended up in the water and had to be fished out..."
"No!"
"Complete mess. Seaweed in his hair and everything..."

Adom grabbed his trunk and headed below deck, pretending he couldn't hear the growing collection of increasingly elaborate stories about his previous maritime adventures.

The cabin was surprisingly spacious for a ship's quarters, with polished wooden panels lining the walls and brass fixtures that caught the light streaming through the round window. The bed, with blue covers and wide enough to actually stretch out on, sat beneath that window. A solid desk occupied one corner, bolted to the floor but elegant nonetheless, with a matching chair that somehow managed to look both comfortable and seaworthy.

Three days to Arkhos at full speed meant the passenger cabins were built for actual living, not just surviving. This was, after all, one of the primary routes between the two cities, frequented by merchants, nobles, and anyone else who could afford passage on Captain Voss's meticulously maintained vessel.

Adom set his trunk down, already hearing his mother's voice in his head telling him to unpack properly instead of living out of it for three days. He'd do it later. Maybe. The sun was still high, and after spending eight months in Kati's eternal summer, he wanted to soak up as much warmth as possible before hitting Arkhos's more diverse seasons.

The deck was less crowded now, passengers having retreated to their cabins to settle in. Sea breeze carried the tang of salt, mixing with the smell of whatever the ship's cook was preparing for dinner. Probably fish stew - it was always fish stew on the first night.

A flash of familiar golden hair caught his eye.

Damus stood on the port side, looking out over the water. It made sense. They'd taken the same boat back to Arkhos many times before. Both having grown up in the same duchy, under Lord Lightbringer's rule.

Their eyes met across the deck.

Damus's expression didn't change. He simply turned and walked away, disappearing below deck.

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. In the three months he'd spent in Kati, they hadn't exchanged a single word outside of functions where their parents were present.

Sam had told him about Damus's help during the incident - how he'd assisted them in reaching the Mage Council chamber, putting himself at considerable risk. It was... perplexing. Adom had tried to thank him, of course, but each attempt was met with the same cold shoulder he'd just received.

Eventually, he'd given up. Some mysteries weren't worth solving, especially when they involved stubborn kids with complicated pride.

"Look! Over there!""Is that what I think it is?"
"Someone get Captain Voss!"

The excited voices drew Adom's attention away from his thoughts. People were rushing to the starboard rail, pointing at something in the distance. But before he saw anything, he heard it - a deep, resonant song that vibrated through the wooden planks beneath his feet, through his chest, through his very bones.

He knew that sound.

"Leviathan!" someone shouted, and the deck erupted in chaos.

There, breaking the surface like a mountain deciding to go for a swim, was Old Mazor. The locals had named it centuries ago, back when the great beasts were common enough to need names. Its skin gleamed like polished obsidian, water cascading off scales the size of houses. As it breached, its massive head rose higher than the ship's tallest mast, seawater streaming from ridges and grooves.

"It's bigger than the stories," a woman whispered, clutching her child's hand.

"That's Old Mazor," an elderly passenger said, his voice filled with reverence. "Haven't seen him in... must be two years now."

Adom gripped the rail, his throat tight. In his time, Old Mazor had been nothing but bones on the very beach he'd slept on this morning. The last of the leviathans.

But here, now, it lived. Breathed. Sang.

The creature's eye - larger than any window Adom had ever seen - swept over the ship.

"They say it's been around since the time of Law itself," someone murmured.

The leviathan's song changed pitch and steam burst from its spiracles, creating rainbow-touched clouds that drifted over the deck. Children laughed, trying to catch the warm mist in their hands. Even the most seasoned sailors stopped their work to watch, their faces softening with wonder.

"Well," Captain Voss's voice cut through the awe. "That's good luck for the journey. Back to your posts, everyone. We've got a schedule to keep."

Old Mazor began to sink, and for a moment - just a moment - its eye met Adom's. He blinked, startled. The leviathan had passed their ship dozens of times before, but it had never looked at him like this. Unless he was just seeing things...

"Did you see that?" an elderly passenger said. "Looked right at you."

"You saw it too?" Adom turned. "I thought I was imagining things."

The old man scratched his chin. "Strange thing, that. Then again, you're a mage, aren't you?"

"What's that got to do with anything?"

"Well," the old man said, already trudging back from the rail, "usually when beasts look at someone like that, means they're interested in bonding. You know, mages being druids and all that."

"You think a leviathan would want to bond with me?"

"Who knows? Beast's been around since the time of Law. Maybe it's lonely. Maybe you two have something in common."

Adom found himself actually considering it. The path of druids wasn't completely closed to battle mages...

The old man's laugh broke through his thoughts. "Don't take me too seriously, boyo. If Old Mazor was open to bonding, someone would've done it centuries ago." He walked away, shaking his head.

Adom laughed too, more out of politeness than anything. Because it would be interesting, actually becoming best friends with a leviathan.

Huh.

Third year was starting well.

            

    
        Chapter 51. Just Pure, Unbothered Evil

    
    
    
    
                "LAND HO! ARKHOS IN SIGHT!"

The shout jolted Adom from his half-doze, nearly sending him tumbling from his perch on the ship's bow. Three days at sea had taught him every comfortable spot on Captain Voss's vessel, and this particular nook, where the wooden railings curved just right, had become his favorite morning haunt.

The isles emerged from the morning mist, and even Adom had to admit - the city had changed dramatically in eight months. New bridges spanned between islands, their enchanted steel gleaming in the sunlight. Security checkpoints dotted these connections - a necessity since Arkhos had become the center of imperial attention.

The central island bustled with activity. Construction crews worked on new facilities and fortifications - preparations for the most significant trial in recent history. The capture of the crown prince here had drawn eyes from every corner of the empire. Now Arkhos was transforming from a prestigious academy city into something more.

Above it all, Xerkes stood proud, its floating towers still commanding respect. New administrative buildings had sprung up around it, handling the increased flow of officials, diplomats, and curious nobles drawn by the upcoming proceedings.

The skies were as busy as the streets below. Mages zipped between towers on enchanted brooms, while others simply flew through their own power, robes snapping in the wind. Eight months ago, you might spot one or two aerial patrols. Now? The air traffic rivaled the imperial capital's, if on a smaller scale.

A splash drew Adom's attention. Then another. Then a dozen more.

"Merfolk!" someone gasped, and suddenly the rails were crowded.

Adom recognized them instantly - Cantantes Sirens, the only merfolk subspecies that didn't consider drowning men a hobby. Out of the twenty known varieties, these were the only ones who actually enjoyed other species' company.

The others? They'd flash the same beautiful smile while dragging you under. Not for food, not for territory, not even for mating - they had their own males for that, less murderous ones at that.

No, they simply liked watching the bubbles stop.

Just evil. Pure, unbothered evil. Had to respect that.

The Singing Sisters glided alongside the ship. Their upper bodies might look human at first glance, but the illusion broke quickly - their skin had a silvery sheen, patches of scales scattered like freckles across their shoulders and faces. Their eyes were larger, darker, with a second clear lid that blinked sideways. Their fingers were longer, webbed, with hints of claws. Below the waist, skin transitioned to scales, ending in powerful tails that cut through water like knives.

A turquoise-haired one caught the teenage boy's eye and sang a particularly sweet note, blinking slowly. The boy froze, mesmerized. Their laughter was disconcertingly human - exactly like a young woman's laugh, which somehow made their inhuman features more striking.

"Oh, I'd definitely f-" the boy started, leaning far over the rail.

WHACK.

"Finish that word and you're swimming home," his mother snapped, her hand still raised from smacking the back of his head.

Adom chuckled. The kid wasn't the first to have that thought, wouldn't be the last. At least his mother's quick reflexes had stopped him from making a complete fool of himself.

"First time seeing them?" a woman asked her wide-eyed daughter.

"They're curious about all the changes too," Adom explained. "The city's gotten quite interesting for everyone."

The merfolk's greeting song rose over the waves as they escorted the ship through waters now busy with traffic from across the empire.

As they drew closer, more details emerged. New towers rose from the merchant's isle, processing the influx of visitors. The Lighthouse of Law now served as a coordination center for city security. Even a new Glass Bridge had been made to handle increased traffic.

This was how magic was always meant to be used - not just for war, but for progress. For making things better.

"Look how many ships!" Someone pointed at the crowded harbor. "Is it always like this?"

"Trial preparations," a sailor answered. "Everyone wants to be here when they bring the prince to court."

Adom spotted the new judicial complex - an impressive structure that would host the proceedings.

Captain Voss's voice cut through the chatter. "Prepare for docking! All passengers clear the deck!"

Adom took one last look at the approaching city. Between the new security, the imperial presence, and the upcoming trial, this year at the academy would definitely be interesting.

The ship eased into its berth with grace. Dockworkers swarmed over, securing lines and setting up gangplanks with the choreographed efficiency of a well-oiled machine.

Adom shouldered his pack, waited for the initial rush of passengers to clear, then made his rounds. A proper goodbye was important - three days on a ship made for interesting friendships.

Marcel, an elderly merchant, accepted his defeat in their final chess match with grace, though the old man's eyes still held a glint of suspicion about that last gambit. Adom had won most of their games, actually - a fact that seemed to both impress and irritate the seasoned player.

He found Sarah keeping a firm grip on little Tim's collar. The boy's endless questions about ships and navigation had kept half the crew entertained - when he wasn't trying to climb the rigging or "help" adjust the sails.

Captain Voss stood by the helm. Their eyes met, a nod exchanged. And off he went.

The docks were organized chaos.

Porters moved between crates and passengers, while clerks checked papers under new enchanted archways that probably detected... something. Adom didn't particularly want to find out what.

Now, where was that shop?

The Weird Stuff Store had been his regular haunt before he left. Before the changes, before the scrutiny became too much. Before he decided "screw it" and took Artun up on that offer to train. And train. And train some more.

He'd trained day and night. Pushed until his muscles screamed. Until he grew - literally and figuratively.

Eight months. Five of those spent getting his body to actually work right. He was taller now - 1.68 meters, a full 8 centimeters more than before. Than ever before, really. His past life's growth had stopped with that illness, but this body? This body was making up for lost time.

According to the many books on the subject, the average human grew about 10 centimeters yearly during puberty. He'd managed eight in eight months - matching the yearly average in just two-thirds the time. One centimeter per month, when most grew less than one. [Healing Factor] was probably involved, accelerating what his body had been denied before.

The new bridges made navigation tricky. Streets he'd known had been rerouted, familiar landmarks obscured by construction. He turned down what used to be Han's Lane, only to find it renamed Imperial Avenue.

Really subtle, that.

A group of mages zipped overhead, their wake rattling shop signs. One nearly collided with a flyer, leading to an exchange of creative curse words that made several mothers cover their children's ears.

After three wrong turns and one very confused conversation with a street vendor who swore this had always been the spice district (it hadn't), Adom finally spotted the familiar store.

The bell chimed as Adom pushed open the door.

"Welcome to the Weird Stuff Sto- Oh! Adom!"

Emma nearly dropped the crystal she was polishing. Her hair was tied in a messy bun, held together by what looked like two pencils and sheer optimism.

"Hey Emma. Already at work? School's just starting though."

"Oh, um, actually..." She adjusted her glasses. "I never left? I mean, I live here. In Arkhos. With my family. So when they closed the academy, I just... stayed?"

"Ah, I see. Fourth year now, right? Healing?"

"Yes!" Her whole face lit up. "The new curriculum is amazing - we're getting even more specialized electives this term. There's this fascinating course on regenerative magic that Professor Laurent is teaching, and-" She caught herself, cheeks reddening. "Sorry, I'm rambling again."

"No worries. Good to see some things don't change."

Emma smiled, then her eyes widened as if remembering something. "Oh! Speaking of change - your fame's really grown, you know. The stories are getting pretty wild." She leaned on the counter, lowering her voice. "I heard someone in the market yesterday saying you fought off a hundred royal guards while capturing the prince."

Adom's eyes rolled skyward. "A hundred? Last time it was fifty."

"And apparently you single-handedly cleared a rank S dungeon, defeated the entire Undertow syndicate, and stopped a war at the gates." She giggled. "Though we both know the truth was-"

"Much more boring and involved a lot more running away?"

"Well, I was going to say 'complicated', but sure." Emma started reorganizing items that didn't need reorganizing - a nervous habit he remembered well. "Still, it's kind of funny hearing all these stories when I know it's just... you? You know what I mean?"

"Hmm."

Adom glanced around the surprisingly empty shop. Usually, there'd be at least one customer poking at things they shouldn't. "Where's everyone else?"

"Oh, Mr. Biggins isn't back yet - he's at some supplier meeting with Mrs. Zara and Mr. Thorgen about-" Emma's eyes suddenly widened. "Oh! Oh no, how could I forget?"

She practically bolted to the back room, muttering to herself. The sounds of shuffling papers and moving boxes filtered through the doorway, punctuated by occasional "not here" and "where did I put it?"

Adom leaned against the counter, watching with mild amusement as various objects flew past the doorway - was that a floating teapot?

"Found it!" Emma emerged triumphant, clutching an envelope that somehow managed to look both pristine and like it had been through a war. "Mr. Biggins left this for you. Said to give it to you when you got back." She handed it over, then immediately started straightening the mess she'd created in her search. "He was very specific about it. Made me promise three times. Which really should have helped me remember, but..."

She trailed off, clearly fighting the urge to reorganize the entire back room.

"It's fine, Emma. Really." Adom watched her frantic organizing with a bemused smile. She really was like Sam - if Sam was somehow even more Sam. The thought of those two ever being together was either brilliant or terrifying. Maybe both.

He opened the envelope, unfolding a single sheet of paper.

'Going to get some supplies for the rest of your training. Will be back in a few days. Take care!'

"That's... it?" Adom turned the paper over. Nothing on the back.

"Hmm?" Emma perked up. "I thought it might be about your job application? You did apply to work here before you left, right? Mr. Biggins was quite excited about it, actually. Said something about having plans..." She trailed off, adjusting her glasses. "Though knowing him, that could mean literally anything."

Emma's voice faded in the back of his mind as it drifted to whatever it was that Biggins and co went to look for.

The last eight months flashed through his mind. The day they'd all sat him down - Biggins, Thorgen, Zara, and Artun - and laid out the uncomfortable truth. A thirteen-year-old body, no matter who inhabited it, wasn't going to change anything. Not in this world. Not among the people who actually made decisions.

The Order had waited for him, true. But apparently, they hadn't expected... this. A child. Even with his previous life's knowledge, even with their backing, he needed more.

Adom had to lay out the harsh reality for them that day. One he himself struggled to come to term with.

Dragon's Breath would be created.

It would. It was only a matter of time. The fact that the project was seen by the prince, Gale, Fox - there was simply no way a few concepts of it weren't out there somewhere. All it would take would be a team of clever mages, which he was sure whoever the prince worked with could afford, and enough time in secrecy to come out with a potentially even worse version of the greatest weapon ever created by humanity.

Wars would still break out. Catastrophes would pile up. And he couldn't be everywhere, couldn't stop every crisis as it happened. Playing whack-a-mole with disasters wasn't going to save anyone.

No, he needed to be strategic. Needed a position where he could actually influence events before they spiraled out of control. And the highest position available to someone not born into imperial blood?

Archmage.

The title meant something. When the Archmage spoke, nations listened. Their word could mobilize every mage in the empire, shape policies, prevent wars before they started. One person, in the right position, could do more than an army of heroes running from crisis to crisis.

The path there was clear. Difficult, but clear. First step: turn his below-average thirteen-year-old body into something that could actually handle battle magic.

His first physical assessment had been almost funny, in a sad way. Below average in too many things.

So Artun had taken over. Five months of hell disguised as training. Five months of his muscles screaming, of learning to move in ways he never had before - in either life. Of falling down and getting back up. Again. And again. And again.











The letter crinkled in his hand. "Supplies for the rest of my training," he muttered. Coming from Biggins, that could mean anything from rare herbs to an actual dragon.

Literally.

"Thanks for the letter, Emma." Adom tucked it into his pocket. "Try not to reorganize the whole shop before they get back."

"I won't!" She adjusted her glasses, already eyeing a shelf that probably didn't need fixing. "Well, I'll try not to. Maybe."

The bell chimed as he stepped outside. With Biggins and the others away, there wasn't much point hanging around. Xerkes it was.

He'd barely made it three steps when-

"Adom?"

That voice. He turned.

Eren stood there, grinning, decked out in the full Xerkes uniform. The black robes actually worked on him, complementing his usual casual confidence. Still the same messy hair though.

Adom smiled. "It suits you well."























            

    
        Chapter 52.  Ripples In Time

    
    
    
    
                "How is your training going?" Adom dodged a rushing messenger, his voice barely carrying over the morning crowd. The new checkpoints had turned their walk to Xerkes into a strange sort of dance - weaving between people, ducking under floating cargo, waiting as guards checked identification crystals and waved detection rods over passing mages.

"Great!" Eren's grin threatened to split his face. "Yesterday I learned this thing with ice magic - just pulled it straight from the air! No water source! And last week-" He caught a few younger students staring, their whispers barely audible. His enthusiasm dimmed slightly. "Being the oldest first year is... weird. But hey, at least I can reach the top shelves without magic, right?"

"Most important skill for a mage," Adom said dryly.

"Obviously." Eren snorted. "Though you should see some of these kids. There's this one girl who keeps trying to levitate herself to reach books instead of just asking for help. Crashed into three shelves last week."











They stopped at a checkpoint. The guard's crystal lit up blue, washed over them. "Go ahead," he grunted.





















"How's your mother?" Adom asked once they were through.

"We moved actually. Near the market district - you know, where all those new shops opened up?" Eren gestured vaguely eastward. "Real stone walls, running water, even a garden for her herbs. She's already filled half of it."

"That's good."

"Yeah, but..." Eren glanced around, lowering his voice. "We still don't know who left that money. Mother was convinced it was some kind of trap at first. Spent two months trying to track down where it came from. But it was just... there. A bag of gold coins on our doorstep."

Adom hummed noncommittally.

The money had been his, of course. But explaining that would've been a nightmare. The questions would've been endless. Where did it come from? How did he get it? Each answer would've needed another explanation, another lie, another complication. And Eren's mother would've probably refused it outright if she knew it came from her son's friend.

"She wouldn't touch it at first. Said it wasn't right, taking mystery money." Eren laughed. "Though that resolve lasted right until we found the house with the garden space. Funny how that works."

Another checkpoint. Another very boring verification.

"Oh hey," Eren suddenly perked up, "did you hear about the new combat training facility they're building? Supposed to have these amazing-"

The crowd surged, cutting him off.

Xerkes was packed with students heading to morning classes. The new security measures made the walk through the front gates take twice as long as usual.

"First years started last week," Eren said, digging through his bag. "Professor Laurent's already hitting us with assignments. Says it's about 'building proper study habits early' or something." He pulled out a wrinkled schedule. "Hey, want to get lunch? I found this place near the library that has floating tables."

"Sure."

"Great! Meet me there at noon?" A bell rang from one of the towers. Eren's eyes went wide. "Crap, I'm late. Laurent's gonna kill me."

"Go."

Eren bolted, nearly running into two other students. "Noon!" he yelled back, vanishing into the crowd.

Adom watched him disappear into the mass of black robes. Everything had worked exactly as intended. Merris had handled Eren's case personally, just like he'd promised during that meeting months ago. A late admission, special permission, even personal mentoring. It was the kind of discretion that told Adom he'd made the right call going to the Headmaster first.












The crowd was thinning out and Adom had his own schedule to keep.

The registration hall was mandatory first stop - every student had to confirm they'd answered the summon for the new term. The office was packed. Students filled every corner, their voices bouncing off the stone walls. A group of third-years were comparing summer dungeon dives. Two girls argued about which registration line would move faster. Someone had conjured little light butterflies that fluttered near the ceiling, probably out of boredom.

Ten lines snaked through the room, each leading to a clerk behind a crystal-powered terminal. Adom picked the shortest one, wedging himself between a tall guy reading a spellbook and a girl who kept checking her reflection in a pocket mirror.

"Did you hear about the new combat instructor?" the guy with the book asked no one in particular. "Supposedly trained in-"

"The Southern Isles," the mirror girl finished. "Everyone's heard that rumor. Probably not true."

"My cousin works in administration. She says-"

The line shuffled forward. Adom tuned them out, watching the clerks process students. Despite the crowd, they were actually moving pretty quickly. Each student stepped up, stated their name, their student number, and moved on.

























The mirror girl stepped up to the clerk's desk next. The clerk behind it was small - really small. Not a dwarf, since he lacked the broad shoulders and thick beard. Definitely not a gnome - no pointed ears or glowing eyes. And halflings were always plump with rosy cheeks. This was just... a very short human.

The girl stared for a second too long.

"Human," the clerk said flatly, not looking up from his crystal.

"Huh?"

"Not cursed, not enchanted, just short. Name and ID?"

"Oh! I didn't mean to- I wasn't-" The girl's face went red. "I'm so sorry, I just thought-"

"That I must be something else because humans don't usually come in this size?" His tone was dry. "Name and ID, please."

"Right, um, Serra Voss, ID 47891, and I really didn't-"

"Was I transformed by an angry mage?" The clerk's expression hadn't changed. "Did a witch curse my bloodline? Am I secretly royalty in disguise?"

"No! I mean- I wouldn't-"

"Next time I'll wear a sign. 'Warning: Just Short.'" He tapped his crystal. "You're confirmed. Please stop apologizing and move along."

Adom tried not to smile as the mortified girl practically ran from the desk. The clerk finally looked up, mouth twitching.

"I shouldn't mess with them like that," he said. "But sometimes it's too easy. Name and ID?"

"Adom Sylla. ID 29989"

The crystal hummed blue. "Confirmed. Next!"




*****

The dorm room hadn't changed much since last term. Same walls, same furniture, but a different view of the eastern courtyard. An after effect of moving buildings. Sam was making his bed when Adom walked in, wrestling with sheets for no reason at all.

"Look who finally showed up," Sam said without turning around. "Registration line that bad?"

"Got stuck behind this girl who managed to offend a clerk just by looking at him." Adom dropped his bag on his bed. "How was the trip back from Kati?"

"Boring. Six days felt longer than the whole three months we spent there." Sam gave up fighting with the sheets and turned around. "But hey, heard they're actually changing the curriculum this year. For all the paths."

"They say that every year." Adom started unpacking, setting his books on the shelf above his bed.

"No, but this is different." Sam's voice dropped, turned serious. "My father had this merchant friend over for dinner last week. Guy trades with half the noble houses in the capital. He said they're talking about bringing back the old rules - you know, the ones from before Sir Gaius changed everything? About using younger mages in the army?"

Until fifteen years ago, the Empire had used mages as soon as they finished their fourth year - kids who were barely thirteen or fourteen, shipped off to expand the Empire's borders. It had worked, for a while. Centuries, actually.

Young mages were easier to command, less likely to question orders. Any Sundarian mage over twenty-five today was cut from a different cloth, tougher than the new generation, but carrying scars that went deeper than just battle wounds. Sir Gaius had spent his entire career fighting to change that tradition, arguing that seven years of proper training would create better mages and better soldiers. He'd won that fight, eventually.

The thought hit Adom like a punch to the gut. What if his actions with the prince, Kim, Dragon's breath, had somehow led to this? The Empire reverting to its old ways, sending children to war...

"Stop making that face," Sam said, throwing a pillow at him. "They're not going to suddenly start shipping us off to war. And if they try, I'll protect you."

Adom chuckled, more from habit than humor. "You?"

"Why, yes. I told you, I'm gonna become a hero."

"We should get going," Adom said, heading for the door. "The Path Assembly starts in ten minutes, and I don't want to explain to Crowley why we're late on the first day."

The Path Assembly. Where third-year battle mages would learn exactly what horrors awaited them this term. Just thinking about it made his stomach turn. Not because of Crowley's infamous "welcome" speech, but because of what Sam had said about the old ways returning.

He really hoped he was wrong about the connection to the prince. And he really hoped Sam was wrong about the rumors.

"Race you there?" Sam grabbed his robe, already moving toward the door.

"We're not first years anymore."

"Yeah, we're third years. Which means we can actually use speed enhancement properly now."

"Crowley would kill us."

"Only if he catches us." Sam grinned. "Come on, one last bit of fun before they turn us into proper soldiers?"

"Haha. You've become quite the clown, haven't you, Sammenel?"

"I'm the whole circus, come on! The buildings shifted places, so we might actually be late if we don't leave soon!"

*****

"This year's curriculum will be different."

Somehow, those six words made the room fall silent. Professor Crowley stood at the front of the lecture hall when he uttered them, his dark robes making him look more like a shadow than a man.

Adom sat near the back, eyes wide, heart racing, scanning the faces of his fellow third-year battle mages. seventy-three students. He knew some of them, could probably list their strengths and weaknesses if asked. Sometimes he forgot he wasn't really their age - moments like this brought it all crashing back.

"The academy has undergone several adjustments," Crowley continued. "The council has decided that theoretical knowledge alone is no longer sufficient. Starting this term, all third-year battle mages will be required to obtain an adventurer's license before proceeding with their studies."

The room exploded with reactions.

"What? That's fourth-year material!""An adventurer's license? Now?"
"This is gonna be awesome!"

A girl in the front row - Rachel, who could barely manage a shield spell - looked like she might faint. Two rows ahead of Adom, Marcus, one of Damus' friends. was practically vibrating with excitement.

"Sir," a trembling voice called out. "What... what happens if we can't get the license?"

Crowley's expression didn't change. "Then you will continue attempting the exam until you succeed. Without a license, you cannot advance to the next term."

More chaos. Someone actually started crying.

"But that's not fair!""We're not ready!"
"My cousin failed the exam three times!"

"The world-" Crowley stopped himself, let out a long breath. "Silence."

The word carried weight. Every whisper died.

"I understand your frustration," he said, softer now. "This isn't what any of you expected when you chose this path."

"Well, I don't see why everyone's so worried!" a student jumped up from his seat. "If you didn't want to face real danger, why become battle mages in the first-"

His lips sealed themselves shut. Not physically - just an illusion that made speaking impossible.

"I said silence, Mr. Tank." Crowley's tone was dry. "Please sit down."

Tank dropped back into his chair, face red. Someone snickered.

"As I was saying," Crowley continued, "we understand this is a significant change. The faculty is still working out many of the details. But know this - none of you will face these challenges alone. Every professor in this academy, myself included, will be available to help prepare you. We're not throwing you to the wolves unprepared."

He paused, looking around the room. "This isn't punishment. It's adaptation. The world is changing, and we must change with it. But we'll do it together."

Adom watched some of the tension leave his classmates' shoulders. Not all of it, but enough.

"Any questions?"

Adom was on his feet before he realized he'd moved.

"Yes, Mr. Sylla?"

Sam pinched Adom's sleeve. "Don't," he whispered. "Please don't get us in trouble on the first day."

But Adom couldn't stop himself. The question had been eating at him since Sam mentioned those rumors. "Is this because of the prince?"

The room went dead quiet. Then the whispers started.

"Wait, Sylla?""The white hair - that's him, right?"
"The one who fought the prince?""I heard he almost killed him-"
"No way, I heard the prince was winning until-"

"Silence." Crowley didn't raise his voice, but the whispers died instantly.

Adom remained standing, ignoring Sam's quiet groan beside him. He kept his eyes on Crowley, waiting.

The professor studied him for a long moment. "I assume you're all aware of the Empire's current political situation," he said finally. "I won't insult your intelligence by pretending everything is fine. Things are... complicated. Many matters are still being discussed at levels far above this classroom."

He paused. "Nothing is set in stone yet. If - and I stress if - any developments directly affect your education, you will be informed. That's all I can say on the matter."

Adom sat down slowly, his mind racing.

"Any other questions?"

The room stayed quiet. Adom barely heard the rest of Crowley's speech, too lost in thoughts of what he might have set in motion.

Sam elbowed him. "You just had to ask, didn't you?"

"Yeah," Adom said quietly. "I did."

*****

"-Me? Excuse-"

The words drifted past Adom like smoke. He was staring at the wall of the Pentoss Guild, but he wasn't really seeing it.

Someone was talking.

The voice was there, but the words weren't making it through. Like trying to hear underwater. Something about forms and signatures and deadlines.

The timeline wasn't supposed to go this way. Kids getting their licenses early, the old ways creeping back in. It was becoming unpredictable. And that made things much more complicated.

A hand landed on his shoulder. Adom blinked, pulled back to reality.

Sam was grinning awkwardly beside him. "She's talking to you!"

Adom turned. The guild's registration clerk - a woman with graying hair tied in a neat bun - was smiling at him from behind her desk. The kind of patient smile you give someone who's clearly not paying attention.

"Having second thoughts about the exam?"

"No, I- sorry, I was just..." Adom shook his head, trying to clear it. "The exam details. Could you explain them again?"

The clerk's smile didn't waver. She probably dealt with nervous students all day. "Of course," she said, shuffling some papers. "You'll be given seven days in a D-rank dungeon. Your goal is to reach the secure checkpoint by dawn of the seventh day. Simple enough."

Sam frowned. "That's it?"

"Oh no," she smiled. "That's just the baseline requirement. Your rank as an adventurer will be determined by what you bring back. Monster parts are worth points - the rarer or more dangerous the monster, the higher the points. Some examinees just rush to the checkpoint. Others..." she shrugged. "Well, let's just say we've had people emerge with enough points to skip straight to B-rank."

"And if we don't make it to the checkpoint in time?" Adom asked.

"Then you fail. Simple as that." She pulled out two forms. "The next exam starts in two weeks. Should I put your names down?"

Adom stared at the registration form. Two weeks to prepare for a seven-day dungeon dive. And that was just to get the license - the bare minimum they needed to continue their studies.

"Yes," he said finally. "Both of us."

The clerk slid the forms across her desk. "You're young, but we've had plenty of students like you lately. Don't worry too much - you both look capable enough."

"Thank you," Sam said, gathering the papers.

They made their way out of the guild hall, weaving through the afternoon crowd. The place was packed - students filled every corner, all here for the same reason. But they weren't alone. Grizzled veterans lounged against walls, comparing equipment. Regular folk lined up at other windows, seeking their own licenses for their own reasons. The Pentoss Guild hadn't seen this much traffic in years.

Outside, the sun was starting to dip. Sam glanced at Adom. "Okay, what's wrong? You've been somewhere else all day. Even at lunch with Eren."

"I know," Adom said. "Just... a lot to think about."

Who was he kidding? Deep down, he knew the ripples from his actions were only beginning. But as the afternoon wore on, he'd started to rationalize it. He'd wanted to take the adventurer exam anyway - maybe next year, but this was actually better. An adventurer's license meant freedom of movement, diplomatic privileges, access to restricted areas. The higher your rank, the more doors opened.

He needed to reach Silverkeep, where the Order was. This could be his starting point.

No use letting guilt eat at him. Sooner or later, this would have happened anyway.

Sam nudged his shoulder. "Hey, I'm tired of thinking. Want to get a frosty at Weird Stuff? We've got two weeks before we have to be serious about training."

Adom looked at his friend - really looked at him for the first time that day. Sam was grinning, waving the exam forms like they were concert tickets instead of potentially life-changing documents.

"Yeah," Adom said, feeling himself smile. "Why not?"





            

    
        Chapter 53. Building A Team

    
    
    
    
                Slurrrrrp

"And then, like, we could totally set up camp in those alcoves the seniors mentioned. You know, the safe spots? Imagine having an actual fire going down there, cooking whatever we hunt..." Sam took another loud sip of his frosty, the ice crystals crackling against his teeth.

"Hmm," Adom responded, eyes scanning the exam papers. The streets were getting dark, the guild stamps barely visible in the fading light.

Slurrrrrp

"Oh! And remember what that clerk said about rare monster parts? My cousin, who's a merchant too, told me there's this thing, like a crystal lizard, that lives in a particular region of the dungeon. Super valuable stuff."

"Hmm."

Sam paused his enthusiastic slurping. "Are you even listening to me?"

"Hmm." Adom took another absent-minded sip of his own frosty, leaving a blue mustache he didn't bother wiping away. His eyes narrowed at something on page three.

"I bet if we went in naked and painted ourselves purple, we'd have better chances-"

"Interesting theory," Adom muttered, flipping to page four.

Sam slouched against the wall they were using as an impromptu reading spot. "You know, when I suggested getting frosties, I was thinking we'd actually talk. You've been staring at those papers for twenty minutes."

"These requirements..." Adom frowned, straightening up slightly. "Did you actually read them?"

"Of course! Well, I skimmed them. The important parts. You know, the 'don't die' parts."

Adom's frown deepened. He flipped back to page two, then forward again, then back.

"Okay, that's your serious face," Sam said, pushing off the wall. "What's wrong? Did they say we need special equipment? Because my uncle knows this guy who-"

"Sam."

"Yeah?"

"We need four people."

The sounds of the street seemed to fade away as Sam processed this. His frosty hung forgotten in mid-air, a drop of blue liquid falling unnoticed onto his shoe.

"What do you mean we need four people?"

Adom held up the paper, pointing to a paragraph. "Minimum party size for D-rank dungeon entry: four registered members."

"That... that can't be right. Let me see that." Sam grabbed the papers, almost dropping his frosty in the process. "No, no, no... there has to be a special provision or something. For students maybe?"

"Already checked. The only exception is for C-rank adventurers and above." Adom took another sip of his frosty, but the sweet taste had gone bland. "We need two more people."

"But..." Sam's excitement from earlier deflated like a punctured balloon. "But we had it all planned out! The training schedule, the equipment lists, even that special map I got from-"

"We need four people," Adom repeated, letting the words sink in.

They stood there in silence, watching people hurry past, their frosties melting in the late afternoon heat.

"Well," Sam finally said, trying to sound optimistic, "how hard can it be to find two more people?"

Adom just looked at him.

"Right," Sam sighed. "We should probably talk to Crowley about this."

*****

"They can only be fellow exam-takers," Crowley said, arranging some papers on his desk. "Either students or civilians registered for the same examination period. No veterans, no professional adventurers, no one who already holds a license."

Sam slumped in his chair. "But that makes it even harder."

Crowley's office was smaller than most students imagined. No dramatic shadows, no mysterious artifacts. Just shelves of books, a worn desk, and a window that needed cleaning. The afternoon light filtered through dusty glass, making patterns on the stack of papers he was very deliberately not looking at.

"The point is to test your abilities," he said, "not your connections."

Adom sat quietly, mind already working through the implications. Fellow exam-takers meant inexperienced partners. Inexperienced partners meant more risk. More risk meant...

Crowley sighed, setting down his papers. "If I could offer some advice..."

Both students straightened slightly.

"Every successful dungeon party needs certain essential roles. The first, and most crucial-" he tapped his desk for emphasis, "-is the healer."

"Healer?" Sam asked.

"Think about it. You're deep in a dungeon. Someone's bleeding. Or poisoned. Or both. What's more valuable in that moment - another attack spell, or someone who can keep you alive?"

Adom nodded slowly. "But healing magic is specialized. Most battle mages don't-"

"Exactly." Crowley leaned forward. "Find someone with at least basic healing knowledge. Someone who's studied it, practiced it. They don't need to be master healers, but they need to know more than just emergency patches."

"Okay," Sam said, pulling out a small notebook. "Healer. Got it. What else?"

"A tank."

"A... what?"

"Someone to take hits," Crowley explained. "To stand between the monsters and the squishier members of your party. Someone with strong defensive magic, good armor, ability to control the flow of battle."

Adom's mind was already scanning through their classmates, categorizing abilities.

"Then there's the sharpshooter," Crowley continued. "Someone who can-"

"Oh!" Sam perked up. "I can do that one!"

Crowley paused, staring at Sam. "You?"

"Yeah! I mean, I've been practicing precision spells, and my targeting is pretty good, and-" Sam's enthusiasm faltered under Crowley's stare. "Um, never mind, I guess..."

Crowley grunted. "I didn't mean it like that." He shuffled some papers. "If you think you're up to it, then do it, Mr. Harbinsky."

The words hung in the air, delivered with all the enthusiasm of someone reading a grocery list.

Sam blinked. "Really?"

"The role requires focus, precision, and the ability to stay calm under pressure." Crowley still wasn't looking at them. "Also good spatial awareness and quick decision-making. If you think you can handle that..." He shrugged.

"I can!" Sam sat straighter. "I definitely can!"

"Hmm." Crowley finally looked up. "Then you'd better start practicing. A sharpshooter who misses is just dead weight."

Adom watched his friend's face cycle through several emotions before settling on determined. He knew that look. Sam would probably spend the next week shooting targets until his mana pool ran dry.

Please don't do that.

"There's one more critical role," Crowley said, leaning back in his chair. "The tactician."

"Let me guess - they come up with tactics?" Sam grinned at his own joke.

Crowley ignored him. "The tactician reads the battlefield. Understands positioning, timing, when to press forward and when to retreat. They coordinate the team's movements and make split-second decisions that keep everyone alive."

"I could handle that," Adom said quietly.

Crowley nodded. "I don't doubt it."

"So," Sam counted on his fingers, "healer, tank, sharpshooter, and tactician?"

"Yes." Crowley paused. "Though if you can manage it, you should also consider a porter."

"A porter?" Sam repeated.

"The porter," Crowley continued, "is arguably the most important role after the healer."

That got their attention.

"More important than a tank?" Sam asked.

"Think about it. You're seven days in a dungeon. Everyone's tired, tensions are high. Someone finds a rare item. Another person claims they did more work. Suddenly your team is fighting over loot instead of watching for monsters."

Sam winced. "That... sounds bad."

"The porter manages all of that," Crowley explained. "They track everyone's contributions. Keep detailed records of who killed what, who found what, who used what resources. When it's time to divide the spoils, there's no arguing because everything's documented."

"Like a referee?" Sam asked.

"More like an accountant. But yes." Crowley straightened some papers on his desk. "They're also usually the ones who handle camp setup, cooking, resource management. Good porters are worth their weight in gold."

"Because they keep track of the gold?" Sam's grin faded under Crowley's stare. "Right. Sorry. Serious conversation."

"Any other questions?" Crowley asked, already reaching for another stack of papers.

They looked at each other, then back at Crowley.

"No questions for now," Adom said.

"Then you'd better start looking for your future team members," Crowley said, already absorbed in his paperwork. "Close the door on your way out."

The hallway was quieter now, most students gone for the day. Their footsteps echoed against the stone floors as they walked.

"What about Titus?" Sam asked. "He's pretty good with shields."

"Too aggressive. He'd make a terrible tank."

"Rachel?"

"Can barely cast a light spell."

"Sarah from combat class?"

"Which Sarah?"

"The tall one. With the weird accent."

"Already has a team."

Sam groaned. "This is impossible. We don't even know who's free."

Adom stopped walking. "Maybe that's the problem."

"What?"

"We're just throwing names around. We need to be more... organized about this."

Sam raised an eyebrow. "Organized how?"

"We could host interviews," Adom said slowly, the idea taking shape. "Put up announcements at the guild. See who's interested."

"Like job postings?"

"Exactly. List the roles we need, basic requirements..." Adom started walking again. "Anyone interested could come talk to us."

"That's..." Sam yawned mid-sentence. "Actually not a bad idea."

"We could start tomorrow morning. Set up in one of the guild's meeting rooms."

"Morning?" Sam stretched, his joints popping. "Can't we do it later? I'm beat. My brain stopped working somewhere between 'porter' and 'tank.'"

"The sooner we start-"

"Tomorrow morning," Sam said firmly. "After I've slept. And eaten. And maybe slept again."

Adom looked at his friend. Sam's eyes were drooping, his usual energy completely drained. It had been a long day.

All this worrying about timelines and consequences was making him cranky, self-absorbed. And sometimes, especially now, he wished he could be like Sam - just tired after a long day, no weight of alternate futures pressing down on his shoulders.

"Fine," he said. "Tomorrow morning."

"Great." Sam yawned again. "Now let's go back to the dorm before I fall asleep right here. These floors don't look comfortable."

*****

Morning.

Adom and Sam had been at the guild since dawn, putting up notices and claiming one of the smaller meeting rooms. It felt strange not heading to classes - they wouldn't have any until they got their licenses. The halls of Xerkes would stay empty of third years for a while, except for the diviners.

That last bit of information had been a surprise they'd discovered on their way back yesterday. The dungeon requirement applied to everyone - druids, healers, elementalists, even more the theoretical magic students like runicologists and alchemists. Everyone except diviners, who apparently had their own special evaluation system.

"What about Mia?" Sam asked suddenly. "Did you ask if she wanted to join? You two know each other pretty well."

"Already asked," Adom replied, organizing the papers on their table. "She's on a team with Kellen and two others from her advanced alchemy class."

"Oh." Sam drummed his fingers on the table. "What about—"

"Don't even think about Eren," Adom cut in.

"He's overpowered though!"

"He's also a first year who's still learning basic spells," Adom pointed out. "Being able to accidentally blow up half the training field doesn't make him dungeon-ready."

Sam sighed. "I guess you're right."

They'd already gone through most of their contacts. The handful of other students they'd worked with on projects were all committed elsewhere.

"Turns out spending most of our time by ourselves has a downside," Sam said, slumping in his chair. "Everyone else has been forming their groups all year."

"That's why we're doing this," Adom gestured to the notice board. "We need to cast a wider net."

"At least we have options," Sam said, munching on a meat pie they'd bought from old Mari's. "Lots of potential teammates out there."

They weren't the only ones with the team-building idea. The guild's notice board was covered in similar announcements - "Experienced Tank Seeking Team," "Healer Available," "Porter with Previous Experience." Some people had even included their academic rankings or special skills.

"Think anyone will actually show up?" Sam asked, flicking crumbs off the table.

Adom was about to answer when the door creaked open. Three students stood there, looking uncertain. The tallest one - a girl with short black hair - cleared her throat.

"Um, we saw your notice?" She glanced at her companions - a stocky boy who looked like he might be part dwarf, and a smaller girl with glasses who kept fiddling with her sleeves. "About needing team members?"

Sam straightened up, brushing off the last of his pie crumbs. "Yes! Come in! We have chairs and everything!"

The three exchanged looks before stepping inside. The tall girl spoke again. "I'm Maya. This is Dren-" she gestured to the stocky boy, "-and Lin." The girl with glasses gave a tiny wave.

"I'm Sam, and this is Adom." Sam grinned. "Want some pie? We've got extra."

"No, thank you," Maya said politely, taking a seat.

Adom watched Sam interact with the newcomers noting the small changes in his friend. The way he maintained eye contact now, how his shoulders stayed relaxed instead of hunching forward.

He still stuttered occasionally, especially when caught off guard, but those moments were becoming rare.

During their three months in Kati, Sam had spent hours poring over two books he'd bought from a street vendor - "The Ultimate Guide to Talking to Girls (Without Fainting)" and "How to be THE Male: Assert Your Inner Alpha." Adom had raised his eyebrows at the titles, but held his tongue. Whatever worked, worked. And it was working - Sam was making real progress, even if his source material was questionable.

Well, he could talk to Emma now, anyway. She found his awkwardness "cute," which somehow made Sam even more awkward, but in a way that actually suited him.

"So," Dren suddenly interrupted Sam, leaning forward. "Are you Adom Sylla?"

"Yes."

The three visitors exchanged meaningful looks. Maya's eyes lit up. "We followed everything that happened last winter. The way you were involved in that situation with the rogue prince."

"It wasn't just-" Adom started.

"And that thing with the battle at the gates!" Lin added, speaking for the first time. "The papers talked about it for weeks."

Sam's smile dimmed slightly as the conversation shifted entirely to Adom. He leaned back in his chair, fingers tapping against his empty pie wrapper.

"We're actually a team of three," Maya said, "and we'd love to join you. We've been looking for the right fourth member, and when we saw your name..."

"And Sam," Adom said firmly.

"Oh, yes, of course," Maya replied, though her eyes barely flickered toward Sam. "As I was saying, we think we'd make excellent additions to your... to the team."

Sam cleared his throat. "What, uh, what can you all do?" His voice had lost its earlier enthusiasm, coming out smaller, more hesitant.

"We're all healers, actually," Maya said, still focused on Adom. "Top of our class. Lin specializes in combat healing, Dren in toxin removal, and I handle major injuries."

"Three healers?" Adom asked, his mind already working through the implications.

"Yes! With your combat abilities and our combined healing power-"

"How much combat experience do you have?"

Maya blinked. "Well, we've done the standard training courses..."

"Actual combat," Adom pressed. "Not training."

Sam shifted uncomfortably. "Maybe we could work out a-"

"What we could do," Lin cut in, leaning toward Adom, "is set up a rotating healing schedule. That way you'd always have fresh support during combat."

Sam's mouth closed, his suggestion dying unheard. He sank back in his chair, fingers picking at the pie wrapper.

Yep. That does it.

"What about resource management?" Adom asked, his tone cooling. "Dungeon navigation? Trap detection?"

"That's what we have you for," Maya said brightly. "Everyone knows how good you are at-"

"A team needs balance," Adom cut in. "Different skills, different perspectives. Three healers means three people with similar training, similar blind spots."

"But-"

"What happens when we need someone to tank? To scout? To manage supplies?"

"We could learn-"

"In a dungeon?" Adom shook his head. "That's not the place for learning basics."

Maya's smile had frozen. Lin was staring at her hands. Dren looked like he wanted to argue but couldn't find the words.

"I appreciate the offer," Adom said, keeping his voice neutral, "but I don't think it would work."

"You mean you and Sam don't think it would work," Maya corrected quickly, finally acknowledging Sam's presence.

"Yes," Adom said. "We don't."

The rejection hung in the air for a moment before Maya stood, her chair scraping against the floor. "Well, thank you for your time." Her smile didn't reach her eyes. "Come on," she said to her teammates. "Let's go."

After they left, Sam stared at the empty pie wrapper. "They weren't wrong about needing a healer."

"We'll find one," Adom said. "The right one. Someone who sees us as a team, not just..." He gestured vaguely.

"Your backup dancers?"

"Exactly."

Sam managed a small smile. "Thanks."

"For what?"

"You know what."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment before Sam straightened up. "So, who's next?"

Another knock at the door, and so began the parade.

A burly guy who claimed he could "tank anything" but couldn't explain basic aggro management. A girl who spoke entirely in rhymes and insisted it was part of her "bardic healing technique." Three different self-proclaimed assassins, each wearing more black than the last.

"I can conjure infinite arrows," said one applicant.

"How?" Sam asked.

"Magic."

"Yes, but what kind?"

"The arrow kind."

A pair of twins wanted to join as a package deal - both specialized in fire magic. When Adom pointed out that doubling up on the same element might be limiting, they set his pie wrapper on fire and stormed out.

"I'll take sixty percent of all loot," announced a scrawny kid who looked like he'd never seen the business end of a sword.

Adom raised an eyebrow. "And your experience level is...?"

"I've read every dungeon manual in the library."

"All of them?"

"Well, the first chapters."

"And you want sixty percent?"

The kid puffed up. "Are you questioning my worth?"

"Yes."

They had to dodge a poorly aimed fire bolt after that one.

And it just kept going.

A merchant's son offered to bankroll their entire operation in exchange for "just" ninety percent of any magical artifacts. A self-proclaimed "monster whisperer" demonstrated her skills by trying to communicate with Sam's empty pie wrapper.

Nobody knew why she did that. The wrapper was a wrapper. And of course she was rejected.

Someone showed up in full plate armor that turned out to be painted wood. For real.

"I can see the future," claimed one girl.

"Really?" Sam asked. "What's going to happen next?"

"You're going to say no to me joining your team."

"Well, you got that right."

Why the hell did she even come?!

By midday, they'd seen everything from legitimate candidates to what appeared to be three actual goblins in a trench coat. You couldn't make this up.

Sam had gone through four more pies, and Adom had developed a twitch in his left eye.

"Please tell me it's over?" Sam groaned, head on the table.

"I can hear someone coming."











"Kill me now."

"Save that for the dungeon."






















The door creaked open again, and Adom started his now-practiced greeting. "Hel-" He stopped, neck craning up.

And up.

And up.

The man had to duck to get through the doorway. He was massive - taller than Adom's golem by at least a head, with broad shoulders that nearly filled the frame. But it wasn't just muscle - there was a layer of softness to him, like a bear that had eaten well for winter. Three parallel scars ran down his left forearm, old and faded. His face was young though, maybe early thirties at most.

Sam's elbow jabbed into Adom's ribs. Adom barely noticed. His mind was already calculating - someone that size as a tank would be perfect. He had to be mixed blood - freeman ancestry maybe, or something else? Pure humans didn't get that big.

The man's eyes swept over them, and something flickered across his face - doubt, maybe disappointment. His gaze lingered on their youth before he spoke.

"Saw your notice on the board," he said, voice surprisingly gentle for someone his size. "I know I'm late, but..." He shifted, making the floorboards creak. "You still taking applications?"

The hesitation in his voice was clear - he'd seen they were kids, and he wasn't sure about it. Adom could practically see him reconsidering whether to stay or just turn around and walk out.

Sam's hand flicked, and the door clicked shut behind the giant before he could change his mind. In two quick steps, Sam was there, taking the man's massive hand and practically dragging him toward their table.

"Please, sit down. We're absolutely still taking applications. Actually, we really need a tank, and you'd be perfect for-"

"Oh." The big man let out an awkward laugh, carefully lowering himself into a chair that looked comically small beneath him. "I, uh, actually wasn't applying for a tank position."

Adom blinked. "Huh?"

"What position were you looking for then?" Sam asked, already reaching for the application forms.

The man rubbed the back of his neck, his cheeks reddening slightly. "Well... I'm here to apply as a healer."

The silence that followed was so complete you could hear the pie crumbs falling from Sam's frozen hand.

Sam turned to Adom, then back to the man, then to Adom again. Finally, he sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Dude. What did we do to deserve this?"

"I, uh, expected that reaction," the man said with another shy laugh. "Get it a lot, actually."

Adom leaned forward, actually intrigued. All day they'd been dealing with people trying to impress them, show off, claim abilities they clearly didn't have. But this guy - this giant of a man who could probably lift both Adom and Sam with one arm - was sitting there looking almost embarrassed about his chosen profession.

He wasn't trying to prove anything. If anything, he seemed to be bracing himself for the usual dismissal.

Something clicked in Adom's mind. The scars on the man's arm were definitely from combat - three deep gashes from something with claws. But that fit too. Some of the most scarred people Adom had ever met were healers, especially the battlefield medics. They were always in the thick of it, rushing to fallen allies while the fighting was still hot.

Combat healers didn't get to hide in the back. They had to be right there, in the danger zone, keeping people alive.

"How long have you been healing?" Adom asked, ignoring Sam's exasperated gesture.

"Ten years," the man said. "7th Platoon, Northern Front. Soldier plate 44-921. Graduated Xerkes fifteen years ago." He straightened in his chair. "Name's Yann Thorne."

The shyness had vanished, replaced by the crisp precision of a veteran stating his credentials. Sam gulped audibly. This wasn't just some random applicant - this was their senior, by a long shot.

"I'm Adom Sylla," Adom said, sitting up straighter himself. "This is Sammuel Harbinsky. We apologize for our earlier reaction, sir."

"Please, no 'sir' needed," Yann said, his thick eyebrows drawing together. "Makes me feel old. And I totally get your reaction earlier. Most people see me and think 'tank' or 'warrior' or..." He gestured at his massive frame. "Well, you know."

Adom frowned. "I'm not sure we can actually accept someone with your experience-"

"We can!" Sam straightened up so fast he almost knocked over his chair. "Crowley said we could take fellow exam-takers - either students or civilians registered for the same exam period. No veterans, no professional adventurers, no one who already has a license." He turned to Yann. "You're not any of those, right?"

"Nope." Yann's wild hair bobbed as he shook his head. "Spent all my time in the army as a field medic. Never got around to getting a proper adventurer's license. Figured now was as good a time as any."

Adom and Sam exchanged another look. The latter's eyes were practically gleaming.

"You're perfect," Sam blurted out, fumbling with the papers. "Here, sign this before someone comes and snatches you away. Please. I'm begging you."

"Hold on." Yann held up one massive hand. "First, I'd like to know what I'm getting into. What do you boys do?"

"I'm the sharpshooter," Sam said, still clutching the papers. "And Adom's our tactician."

Yann nodded, considering this. "Combat experience?"

Sam's face reddened. "Well... this would actually be my first dungeon."

"And you?" Yann turned to Adom.

"He went into one alone," Sam jumped in. "Stayed there for a month and made it out alive. Rank B dungeon at that."

Yann's eyes widened slightly. "Ah. So you're that boy." He studied Adom's face more carefully. "The one they wrote about in the papers."

Adom shifted uncomfortably. "Yes."

"You know, I saw your father once. Arthur Sylla." Yann's voice softened with memory. "Dark-Ravines. Harpy ambush. Saved my whole platoon that day."

He reached into his coat and pulled out a worn photograph. "Here."

Adom took it carefully. The image showed a group of soldiers, grinning despite their obvious exhaustion. His father stood in the center, looking younger but just as stern as Adom remembered. A much younger Yann towered over everyone else in the back row.

"World's quite small, isn't it?" Yann said quietly. "If you're the Commander's son..." He took the papers from Sam's hands. "Well, that settles it."

Sam snatched the signed document before the ink was even dry. "No taking it back now!"

Yann laughed - a deep, rumbling sound that seemed to fill the small room. "Wouldn't dream of it." He extended his enormous hand, and somehow both Adom and Sam's hands fit inside it. "Let's work well together."

"Yes!" the boys said in unison.

*****

Two days after meeting Yann, and they were still one person short.

Adom sighed loudly.

He and Sam had gone out for what they called a "tactical retreat" - which really meant they needed a break from sitting in that stuffy guild room, watching potential recruits walk in and out.

"You know what's weird?" Sam kicked a pebble down the street. "Most tank candidates we've seen are trying too hard to be tanks. Like that guy yesterday who kept flexing his muscles while filling out the application."

"The one who ripped three forms because he was gripping the pen too hard?"

"Yeah. What was his name? Boulder? Stone?"

"Rock," Adom said. "Just... Rock."

"Right. Who names their kid Rock?"

"Someone hoping they'll grow up to be a tank, apparently."

They turned a corner, heading back toward the guild. The morning crowd was starting to pick up - merchants setting up stalls, students rushing to early classes, the usual chaos of a city waking up.

"Most decent tanks are already taken," Adom said, dodging a cart loaded with vegetables. "Same with porters. Everyone's been forming teams already, building synergy, running practice drills."

"And here we are, still shopping." Sam's shoulders slumped. "We've got what, eleven days left?"

"A week and four days."

"Right. And we still need to buy gear, run combat drills, figure out how to work together..." Sam counted off on his fingers. "Can't do any of that without a full team."

"We'll find someone."

"Will we? Because it feels like we're running out of options. Maybe we should consider postponing until the next exam period-"

"No." Adom's voice was firm. "We're not waiting for more weeks."

"But-"

"We'll find someone."

Sam stopped walking. "How can you be so sure?"

Adom turned to face his friend. Sam looked tired - they both did. The past two days had been a string of disappointments, each potential candidate either completely unsuitable or already committed to another team.

"Because we have to," Adom said simply. "So we will."

Sometimes, life had a funny way of working things out.

You could spend days, weeks even, searching desperately for something, turning every stone, knocking on every door, only to come up empty-handed. And then, right when you were about to give up, fate would tap you on the shoulder and say "hey, you know that thing you've been looking for? Turn around."

Adom had experienced this before. Once, when he was seven, he'd lost his favorite wooden book. He'd searched the entire house, the yard, even retraced his steps through the town. Nothing. Three days later, he'd tripped over a root while chasing a cat, landed face-first in a bush, and there it was - his book, probably tossed there by that same cat.

This felt like one of those moments.

The commotion caught their attention first - raised voices from a fruit stall they were passing.

"I said two silvers!" A well-dressed woman was waving a pouch of coins. "You gave me change for one!"

"No, ma'am." The girl behind the counter - maybe around Morgana's age, with auburn hair tied back messily - didn't raise her voice. "You gave me one silver. I counted it twice." She pulled out a small notebook, flipping it open. "Here - one silver at third bell, purchase of six oranges."

"Are you calling me a liar?"

"Just showing you the records, ma'am."

The woman's face reddened. "I want to speak to your employer!"

A heavyset woman emerged from behind some crates. "What seems to be the problem?"

"Your girl here-"

"Gave you exactly the right change," the girl cut in, still calm. "And I can prove it."

The girl turned to the customer next in line - an elderly man who'd been counting out coppers. "Sir, you were right behind this lady. How much did you see her pay?"

"One silver," the man said without hesitation. "Remember thinking I should've brought silver instead of all these coppers."

The woman's face reddened. "Well... you should have reminded me I only gave you one."

"You're right," the girl said, surprising everyone. "I apologize for not being more clear. Would you like to purchase more oranges?"

The woman stormed off.

"Waste of time," the employer snapped. "Got a line forming now."

"Better than losing customers," the girl replied, already writing something in her notebook. "And now we have witnesses if she comes back."

Her employer grunted and walked away.

"Hey." Sam nudged Adom. "You've got that look."

"What look?"

"The 'I just figured something out' look." Sam followed Adom's gaze to the fruit stall. "What are you thinking?"

"Sammy. Let's go buy some oranges."

"Oranges? Why? Is the-"

"Let's just go." Adom said, dragging Sam by the hand.

They approached the stall. Up close, the girl looked tired - the kind of tired that came from long hours and longer days. But her counter was immaculate, everything labeled and organized.

"Welcome," she said, not looking up from her notebook. "Oranges are three coppers each, six for a silver, special on bruised ones in the back crate."

"The ones in front look better," Sam said.

"They should. I arranged them by ripeness this morning." She finished whatever she was writing and looked up. "How many would you-" She stopped, eyes widening slightly. "Oh."

"Oh?" Sam asked.

"Nothing. Sorry. You're just... you're Adom Sylla, aren't you? From the papers?"

Adom nodded, watching her reaction carefully. But instead of the usual excitement or awe, she just nodded back and reached for a bag.

"How many oranges?"

"Six," Adom said, placing a silver on the counter.

She took it, checked it quickly but thoroughly, then started selecting fruits. Not just grabbing the first six - actually checking each one.

"These three are ripe now," she said, placing them in the bag. "These two will be perfect tomorrow. This one's for the day after. I arranged them so you can eat them in order."

A crash from the next stall made them all turn. Two men were arguing over spilled vegetables, getting louder by the second.

The girl sighed, set down their bag, and walked over. Within thirty seconds, she had calculated the value of the damaged goods, suggested a fair split of the cost, and had both men paying their share.

"Sorry about that," she said, returning to her counter. "Where were we?"

"The oranges," Sam said. "The ones arranged by ripeness."

"Right." She handed them the bag. "Here's your change, counted twice." She wrote in her notebook. "Six oranges, one silver received, five coppers returned, third bell plus quarter."

"Very thorough," Adom commented.

"Has to be. Numbers don't lie, but people forget them all the time." She shrugged. "Anything else?"

"Actually," Adom said, leaning slightly on the counter with a small smile, "I'm putting together a team. And I think you might be exactly what we're looking for. Are you looking for a better job?"

The girl took a step back, her face scrunching up like he'd just tried to sell her a moldy orange or hit on her with the worst pickup line ever. Or both.

Adom did not care.

Perfect records, professional dispute handling, evidence over arguments. The way she'd handled those oranges showed an attention to detail most people wouldn't bother with. Quick math in her head, stepping in to mediate between those merchants, staying honest when she could have easily pocketed that extra silver. She'd kept calm through it all, managed her inventory like she was born to it, even thought ahead with those ripeness arrangements.

Yeah. Thorough girl looked like the perfect porter!
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                "...What?"

"I said, I'm putting together a team, and I think you might be exactly what we're looking for. Are you looking for a better job?" Adom repeated, still leaning on the counter.

The girl stared at him like he'd suggested they should juggle the oranges while riding unicycles. She glanced at his relaxed posture, then at Sam who was trying very hard to look anywhere else.

Adom smiled, eyebrows rising slowly, then falling, then rising again in what he probably thought was a convincing manner.

"Please stop doing that with your eyebrows," the girl said flatly.

"That was my attempt to convince you," Adom said. "Is it working?"

"No."

"Adom," Sam muttered, tugging at his friend's sleeve. "Maybe we should-"

"What if I did it again?" Adom's eyebrows began their dance once more.

"Then I'll have to charge you for the entertainment," the girl said, making a show of reaching for her notebook. "Let's see... eyebrow gymnastics... that'll be two silvers per movement."

Oh? She has a sense of humor. Adom thought.

Sam was now actively trying to drag Adom away. "I am so sorry about this. He's usually more... well, no, he's actually exactly like this. But we should go. Now."

"Wait," Adom resisted Sam's pulling. "I haven't even told her about the porter position yet."

"Porter?" The girl's hand paused over her notebook. "You're recruiting for a dungeon team?"

"Yes!" Sam said, momentarily forgetting his embarrassment. "We need-"

"No." She went back to arranging oranges.

"But-" Adom started.

"No."

"You haven't even-"

"Still no."

"The pay is-"

"Is it better than dying in a dungeon? Because that's what happens to porters. They die. Usually first." She picked up a bruised orange, examined it, set it aside. "I like being alive. It's a habit I've developed."

Adom didn't know this girl personally, but he knew the type - practical, direct, someone who calculated everything down to the last copper. The kind who wouldn't be swayed by charm or excitement, but by solid numbers and clear benefits.

"Five gold coins per day," he said suddenly. "Through the seventh day. All gear and food provided. Plus five percent of the loot."

The orange she was examining slipped from her fingers. She caught it before it hit the counter, but her eyes had sharpened, really looking at him for the first time.

Got your attention now, Adom thought.

"You're serious?" she asked.

"Of course."

By his estimate, she made maybe two silvers a day here - decent pay for market work, but nothing spectacular. His offer would net her more in a week than she'd make in three months at this stall. And if the dive went well, that five percent could be significant.

"You're kids," she said flatly. "And this is for the adventurer exam. Which means you're novices."

Sam flinched.

"Ten gold per day," she countered. "Ten percent of loot. And I want it in writing."

"Six gold, six percent," Adom replied without hesitation. "And of course it'll be in writing. We have guild-approved contracts."

"Nine gold, nine percent. And I want healing covered too, not just basic supplies."

"Seven gold, seven percent. Full coverage on healing, supplies, and any specialized equipment you need for the porter role."

She tapped her fingers on the counter. "Eight gold, eight percent, plus a bonus if we clear the dungeon in under five days."

"Seven and a half gold, seven percent, with a two-gold bonus per day saved under seven days," Adom countered. "And we'll throw in porter certification training at the guild - that's usually two gold just for the classes."

The girl's eyes narrowed slightly. She was doing the math in her head - Adom could practically see the numbers spinning behind her eyes.

"The certification stays valid even if I decide not to continue with your team after the exam?"

"Yes."

"And the payment starts from today? Including training days?"

Look at this little....

"Payment starts from dungeon entry," Adom corrected. "Training days aren't included."

She snorted. "So you want me to train for free?"

"Uh...we're all training for free," Sam pointed out. "That's what being an exam-taker means."

"You're students. I'm giving up a paying job."

"And you'll make more in seven days than you do in three months here," Adom said. "Plus certification, which opens up better positions even if you decide not to stick with dungeon diving."

She looked between them, then at her employer who was pretending not to listen.

"Five silver per training day," she countered. "To cover basic living expenses until we enter."

"Two silver."

"Four."

"Three silver, and we'll cover lunch during training days."

She did that thing again - the mental math happening visibly behind her eyes. Three silver was still probably more than she made here, and free lunch meant one less expense...

She drummed her fingers on the counter once more, then pulled out her notebook and started writing. "Seven and a half gold per day, starting from dungeon entry. Seven percent of all loot, distributed after guild assessment. Two gold bonus per day if we complete before the seven-day mark. Full coverage of equipment, supplies, and healing. Porter certification included."

The girl turned her notebook around. "Sign here if those terms are correct."

"That's... not actually a legal contract," Sam pointed out.

"No," she agreed. "But it's proof of verbal agreement until we sign the guild papers. I assume you have those ready?"

"We do," Adom said. "At our meeting room in the guild hall."

"Good." She turned to the heavyset woman who was still pretending not to listen from behind the crates. "I quit."

"You what?" the woman sputtered.

"I quit. Here's my record book, everything's balanced through this morning. My pay can wait until tomorrow - I know you'll need time to verify the numbers."

She turned back to Adom and Sam. "Lead the way. And stop doing that thing with your eyebrows please."

"What's your name, at least?" Adom asked as they walked toward the guild.

"Cassandra."

"I'm Adom."

"I know."

"And this is Sam," Adom said, gesturing to his friend.

Sam waved. "Hope we get along in the days to come."

Cassandra waved back, a small motion that somehow managed to be both polite and reserved. "I hope so too. It would be awkward to die while not getting along."

The guild was quieter now, most exam-takers either in training or out searching for teams like they had been. The contracts were standard issue - porter certification requirements, payment terms, team responsibilities. Cassandra read every line carefully, occasionally making notes in her book.

The individual porter test was surprisingly quick. Basic inventory management, dispute resolution scenarios, resource allocation under pressure. She passed easily, probably could have done it in her sleep.

"Well," Cassandra said after they'd all signed the final papers. "I guess we're stuck with each other now."

"I suppose we are," Adom agreed, also standing.

They looked at each other for a moment, measuring. Employer and employee? Teammates? Some weird mix of both? The relationship wasn't quite defined yet, wouldn't be until they were actually in the dungeon, trusting each other with their lives.

She extended her hand first. Market-worker's hands, Adom noticed as he took it. Callused from crates and barrels, probably, but clean and precise in their movement.

Sam's handshake with her was briefer, more nervous. He was still processing everything that had happened since morning. From buying oranges to having a full team - well, almost full team. Still needed that tank.

"First team meeting is in three days," Adom said. "We'll send the details through the guild messenger."

Cassandra simply nodded, gathered her things - notebook, pen, copies of the contracts - and left.

The room felt different without her. Emptier.

Sam waited until he was absolutely sure she was gone. He'd been visibly holding this question in for hours, trying to be professional, trying not to worry. But now...

"So..." he started, then stopped. Started again. "Look, I tried not to ask earlier, because you usually have your reasons for things, but..." He took a breath. "Where exactly are you going to get all this gold from? Because that's... that's a lot of money, Adom. Like, a lot lot."

Adom hesitated. The question he'd been dreading since making the offer. He looked at Sam. His best friend, the guy who'd stuck with him through everything, who never asked too many questions about certain things that probably needed questioning.

Maybe it was time.

"Sam."

"Yeah?"

"Follow me."

The cave wasn't exactly a secret. Not really. People stumbled upon treasure sometimes - rare, but not unheard of. Sam would probably accept that explanation without pushing too hard. And having someone else know... well, it would take some weight off. Just in case something happened again. Just in case Sam needed to do something with this information.

Better to have someone know. Someone he trusted.

"Where are we going?" Sam asked as they left the guild.

"To see about some gold."

*****

"Holy fuc-"

"Language."

"Holy shit." Sam wandered deeper into the cave, his torch light dancing across mountains of coins, jewelry, and precious artifacts. "You're rich!"

"That's exactly what I said when I found all this."

"No, like, you're extremely rich. Little-nation kind of rich!" Sam picked up a golden chalice, studied it, then carefully set it back down. "How did you even... when did you..."

Adom leaned against a relatively treasure-free section of wall. "Remember that day I missed training? When I said I was going hunting?"

"Yeah?"

"Well, I did go hunting. Just... ended up finding something different." He gestured at the vast collection. "Stumbled right into it while tracking a... deer."

Sam was barely listening, still taking in the scope of it all. "This isn't just random treasure," he said, picking up what looked like a ceremonial dagger. "This is... organized. Catalogued."

"Yeah." Adom kept his voice carefully neutral. "Someone stored all this here. A long time ago, probably."

"And just... left it?"

Adom shrugged. "Maybe they died. Maybe they forgot about it. Maybe they're coming back for it someday."

Sam put the dagger down and turned to his friend. "And you haven't told anyone?"

"Just you. Now. And Bob. Bob knows."

"Bob?" Sam frowned. "How did Bob know?"

"Met him here, actually. He was trapped in the cave."

Sam's eyes went wide. "You found... a leprechaun... trapped in a cave full of gold."

"Okay. I see what you are implying. That's stereotypical."

"But he was in it."

Adom chuckled. "I'll tell him you said that when he gets back from his travels."

"His travels?"

"Yeah, something about visiting his cousin in the northern forests. Said he needed a break from all the 'humans giving him a headache.'" Adom's impression of Bob's accent was terrible. "Should be back in a few weeks."

"Huh." Sam picked up another coin, then set it down carefully. "So what's the plan? Besides paying our porter an absolutely ridiculous salary?"

"First?" Adom straightened up. "We get some of this gold out. We can talk about the rest later."




"Why tell me now, though?" Sam asked, still processing everything. "You've had this for months. Why today?"

Adom was quiet for a moment. "Few reasons, actually." He gestured at the organized piles. "Your family's been in trade for generations. I figured if anyone would know how to handle this kind of wealth properly, it'd be you."

"You want advice on how to invest it?"

"That, and..." Adom picked up a coin, then let it fall back into the pile. "If something happens and I can't access this place, I need someone who knows how things work. Someone who can help move things quietly, set up the right connections. Someone I trust."

For a moment, Adom almost said more. The words sat on the tip of his tongue – about the future he'd seen, about everything he'd lived through and come back to prevent. Sam deserved to know. After everything they'd been through, especially after Xerkes, Sam had proven his loyalty a hundred times over.

But something held him back. It wasn't about trust – it was about readiness. His own readiness. He'd told his parents out of necessity, because he'd needed their support at a critical moment. This was different. This was a choice, not a crisis.

Not yet, he told himself. Soon, but not yet.

He promised himself he would tell Sam everything eventually. Sit him down properly, when they weren't standing in a cave full of treasure with a thousand other things to process. Sam deserved the full story, and Adom wanted to give it to him – when he felt ready to open that door, to share that burden.

Sam sat down on a clear patch of ground, running a hand through his hair.

"You're... awfully quiet."

"I'll help," he said finally. "And obviously I'll keep quiet about it. Just..." He gestured at the vast collection around them. "I've seen what happens when people find even a fraction of this much wealth. And you've just been sitting on it for months?"







"Well, yeah. Needed time to think."

"And Bob being here probably helped keep it safe too, huh?"

"The leprechaun jokes aren't getting old anytime soon, are they?"

"Not even a little bit." Sam stood up, brushing off his pants. "Alright, so where do we start?"

*****

3 days later...

The first team meeting was held in one of the guild's smaller rooms - the same one where they'd interviewed Cassandra. The table was too big for four people, making the empty chair for their yet-to-be-found tank feel particularly obvious.

"Right," Adom said, spreading out several papers. "Let's talk logistics."

Yann sat with his back to the wall, his massive frame making the guild chair creak ominously. Cassandra had her notebook ready, pen hovering over a fresh page. Sam was trying to balance a pencil on his nose.

"First, equipment," Adom continued. "Sam and I have our gear covered by Xerkes. Standard student package - basic armor, weapons, utility items."

"Plus whatever special stuff you've got hidden away," Sam added, catching the pencil before it fell.

Adom ignored that. "Yann?"

"Got my own healing kit," the big man said. "Standard field medic gear, plus some extras from my army days. Could use some armor though - left most of mine up north."

Cassandra was writing everything down. "What about consumables? Potions, scrolls, emergency supplies?"

"That's where you come in," Adom said. "We need a complete inventory of what everyone's bringing, what we need to buy, and what we can expect to find in the dungeon."

"Already started a list." She flipped to another page. "But we should discuss percentages first. Makes budget planning easier."

Sam stopped playing with his pencil. "Percentages?"

"Loot distribution," she explained. "Who gets what portion of what we find. Needs to be clear before we go in, prevents arguments later."

"Seven percent to our porter," Adom said. "That's already in the contract."

"And healing costs come out first," Yann added. "Standard practice."

Cassandra nodded, writing. "So after healing costs and porter's share... equal split of the remainder?"

"Actually," Sam straightened up, "maybe we should weight it? You know, based on who does what?"

"Like higher share for more kills?" Yann asked.

"No, more like... role importance? Healers keep us alive, they should get more."

"That's..." Yann started.

"A terrible idea," Cassandra cut in. "No offense, but that just encourages people to argue about whose role matters more. Equal splits mean everyone works together."

"She's right," Adom said. "After costs and porter's share, we split everything equally. Simpler that way."

They spent the next hour going through equipment lists, planning supply runs, and mapping out training schedules. Cassandra's notebook filled with neat columns of numbers and notes.

"There's just one problem," she said finally. "All these plans assume we have a tank. We don't."

Sam slumped in his chair. "We've interviewed like twenty people. Nobody's good enough."

"Actually," Adom set down his papers, "I might know someone."

"Might?" Sam raised an eyebrow. "Since when?"

"Since yesterday. They're... experienced."

"How experienced?" Yann asked.

"Very." Adom stood up. "Want to meet them?"

"Now?" Cassandra asked, checking her notebook. "We haven't finished the supply calculations-"

"Trust me," Adom walked to the door. "This is worth interrupting for."

He stuck his head out into the hallway. "You can come in now."

Heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway. Not the usual clank of plate armor, but something... different. More deliberate. Mechanical, almost, if you listened closely enough.

The first thing they saw was the shield - a massive tower shield that seemed to fill the doorway. It was beautiful work, the kind of craftsmanship that made even Cassandra stop writing in her notebook. Dark metal with geometric patterns that seemed to shift as it moved, catching the light in impossible ways. The edge was lined with what looked like runes, but they weren't any standard protection patterns.

Then the shield's owner ducked through the doorway, and the room went quiet.

Two meters of perfectly articulated armor stood before them. Not the usual adventurer's gear - this was custom work, every joint and plate fitted with precision. The right arm gleamed newer than the rest, the metal work slightly different but matched so carefully you'd only notice if you were looking for it.

"Everyone," Adom said casually, like he hadn't just introduced a walking fortress into their meeting, "meet John Smith."

Sam choked on air. "John... Smith?"

The armored figure nodded once. A very precise, measured movement.

"He's mute," Adom explained. "Had an accident some time ago. But he passed his individual exam yesterday, and his combat scores were excellent."

Yann stood up slowly, his chair creaking in relief. Even at his impressive height, he was eye-level with... John Smith.

He studied the armor with a professional eye. "Custom work," he said. "Not standard guild issue. Northern style?"

Another nod.

"Interesting." Cassandra was writing again. "Most tanks from the north prefer lighter armor. More mobility in the snow."

The armored head turned toward her. Another precise nod.

"He adapts," Adom said. "And he's available for the exam period."

Sam was still stuck on the name. "John... Smith? Really?"

"Is there something wrong with the name?" Adom asked innocently.

"No, no, it's just..." Sam waved his hands vaguely. "Very... bland?"

"Some would say practical," Cassandra commented, still writing. "Easy to remember, hard to mistake for anyone else."

The golem - though none of them knew that's what it was - moved to the empty chair. It didn't sit so much as arrange itself. The shield settled against the wall with a soft thud.

"So," Yann said, studying their potential tank. "You've done this before? Dungeon diving?"

A pause, then a single nod.

"Not very talkative, is he?" Sam whispered to Adom.

"He's mute, Sam."

"Right, right, but... hand signals? Writing?"

"Prefers to keep things simple," Adom said. "Less chance of miscommunication in combat that way."

Cassandra had moved on to a new page in her notebook. "We should test compatibility. Basic drills, movement patterns, response times."

"Agreed," Yann said. "Need to see how we all work together before committing."

The golem - John - turned its head toward Adom, waiting.

"He's fine with that," Adom translated. "When do we start?"

What none of them knew was that Adom had spent five months working on the construct. Fili and Kern had worked miracles with the new arm, matching it perfectly to the original design. The armor wasn't just for show - it was a carefully crafted disguise, hiding the true nature of what lay beneath.

And that name...

"John Smith," Valiant had said, studying the golem. "Has the face of a John Smith."

"It doesn't have a face," Adom had pointed out.

"Exactly!"

And that was that. Sometimes the perfect name just found you.

The golem could pass for human because it was built to. Most people's experience with golems was limited to jerky movements, basic commands, obvious mechanical nature. They'd never imagine a construct could move so naturally, so human-like. It was easier to believe this was just a quiet warrior in impressive armor than to suspect what it really was.

Valiant's help with the paperwork had been crucial. The identity they'd crafted was perfect - just detailed enough to be believable, just vague enough to avoid too many questions. A mute tank from the north, traveling south for work? Common enough story.

"Tomorrow morning," Cassandra said decisively. "Training field three, before it gets crowded."

"Works for me," Yann agreed.

"Same," Sam added, still eyeing their new teammate suspiciously.

John Smith nodded once more.

"Tomorrow morning it is," Adom said, fighting back a smile.

*****

The next few weeks fell into a rhythm. Training field three became their regular spot, meeting every few days for basic drills. Nothing intense - just enough to learn each other's patterns. John's movements were methodical, predictable in a way that made coordination easy. Sam would complain it was too easy, until Yann reminded him that predictable was exactly what you wanted in a tank.

Adom mapped out the dungeon they'd be testing in, spreading his notes across their usual lunch table. "This forest part here," he'd point out, "typical ambush spots."

Lunch became a regular thing too. The guild's cafeteria served decent food. John never ate, which probably should have raised questions, but Adom always had some excuse ready - special diet, ate earlier, fasting for training.

"You sure you don't want anything?" Sam would ask, mouth full of bread.

John would shake his head.

"More for us," Yann would say, already reaching for seconds.

They spent hours going over formations, signals, emergency procedures. Cassandra insisted on having backups for their backups. "Because someone," she'd glare at Sam, "likes to improvise."

"One time! That was one time!"

"The rope ladder incident counts as three times."

The guild required all teams to register a name before their first official dive. That meeting ran long.

"The Shield Bearers," Yann suggested.

"Boring," Sam countered. "How about The Nightwalkers?"

"That sounds like we're thieves," Cassandra said. "The Strategic Unit?"

"Now who's being boring?"

"The Silent Guardians?" Adom offered, glancing at John.

"Too dramatic."

"The Dungeon Crawlers?"

"The Depth Delvers?"

"The Underground Squad?"

After two hours, they were no closer to deciding. John sat silently through it all, occasionally nodding or shaking his head at particularly good or bad suggestions.

"Look," Sam finally said, slumping in his chair. "We dive dungeons. That's what we do. Why not just call ourselves The Dungeon Divers and be done with it?"

Everyone stared at him.

"That's..." Cassandra started.

"Actually perfect," Yann finished.

"Simple," Adom agreed.

John nodded.

"But it's so... obvious," Sam protested.

"Exactly," Cassandra was already filling out the form. "No one will overthink it."

And so The Dungeon Divers were officially registered. Sam complained it felt like giving up, but even he had to admit it worked.

Between drills, they gathered equipment, ran maintenance checks, went over contingency plans.

And finally...

D-Day arrived with the same grey pre-dawn light as any other morning. The hilltop was packed by five AM, mostly with students. Xerkes uniforms dominated the crowd, creating patches of blue-grey among the mixed gear of other exam-takers.

The portal frame stood in the clearing's center - a stone arch covered in runes that gave off a faint blue light. Now it waited, ready for use.

Adom adjusted his armor for the tenth time. Xerkes standard issue - lightweight plates over reinforced leather. The kind of gear that made veterans snort and mutter about "student quality," but he knew better. This stuff was built to take hits while letting you move. And move he would.

Wam and Bam felt reassuringly solid on his hands. The 'twins' as he started to call them, had been worth every coin, even if he'd had to explain away the expense to Sam. Speaking of Sam...

His friend was pacing. Three steps left, turn, three steps right, turn. Repeat. His own armor rattled slightly with each turn.

"You're going to wear a groove in the stones," Adom said.

"What if we get the water zone? I hate water zones. Or what if-"

"Sam."

"What?"

"We've trained for this. All of us. It'll be fine."

"But-"

"Good morning!" Yann's voice boomed across the courtyard, making several nearby students jump. The healer wore his old army gear - practical leather armor with plenty of pouches for supplies. His medical kit hung at his hip, well-worn but meticulously maintained.

John turned at Yann's approach, extending a hand. The healer grabbed it enthusiastically - he'd taken an immediate liking to their quiet tank, treating John's silence as an invitation for conversation rather than a barrier.

"Ready for this?" Yann asked, releasing John's hand. "Though I suppose you've seen worse, eh?"

John nodded.

"There you all are." Cassandra appeared between two groups of students, somehow managing to navigate the crowd without touching anyone. Her auburn hair was tied back practically, light armor allowing for quick movement. The dimensional bag at her hip looked deceptively small.

"Cass!" Sam's pacing finally stopped. "Did you bring the-"

"Extra rope? Yes. Backup torches? Yes. Emergency rations? Also yes." She patted her bag. "Everything on the list, plus some extras."

"What kind of extras?" Adom asked.

"The kind we hopefully won't need." She glanced around at the growing crowd. "Lot of people here."

She wasn't wrong. The courtyard was filling up fast. Wannabe adventurers stood in small groups, their gear showing no signs of real use. Guild officials moved through the crowd with clipboards, checking names and team registrations. And everywhere, students. Some looked confident, others clearly fighting back nerves.

"Remember," Yann said quietly, "we just need to pass. Doesn't have to be perfect."

"Just need to survive," Sam muttered.

"That too."

A bell rang somewhere in the guild hall. The crowd's murmur shifted, anticipation rising.

"Well," Adom said, flexing his gauntleted hands. "Guess it's time."

"Teams one through five, approach the portal."

The mages around the stone arch were already at work, their hands weaving patterns that made the runes pulse brighter. A man stood before the portal - average height, unremarkable except for the black eyepatch over his left eye.

"I'm Samson," he said as the teams gathered. "I'll be one of your examiners during the test."

That got everyone's attention. Adom's eyes narrowed slightly. One of?

"Yes," Samson continued, reading the crowd's reaction. "About thirty examiners will be in the dungeon with you, mixed among the regular teams."

The murmuring started immediately. People looked at their teammates with new suspicion. Adom found himself doing the same mental math as everyone else. Yann's army background seemed solid, but was it too convenient? Sam was Sam. Cass they'd literally pulled from a market stall. And John... well, John was basically Adom himself.

"Before we begin," Samson raised his voice slightly, "let's cover the rules."

The crowd quieted.

"First - you have seven days. reach the Talking Mountains, return with kills. Simple enough." He held up a finger. "Second - what happens in the dungeon stays there. No grudges carried outside, no revenge plots, no dramatic declarations of eternal rivalry. We're not here for that." Two fingers now.

Sam shifted uncomfortably.

"Third," Samson continued, another finger held up, "and this is important - we have zero tolerance for gankers."

The word fell heavy into the morning air. Even the mages paused their preparations.

"For those unfamiliar with the term," Samson's good eye swept the crowd, "gankers are adventurers who kill other adventurers for their loot. Common enough in higher-level dungeons, but we occasionally see them even in exams."

He let that sink in.

"Which is partly why we have examiners mixed in the teams. To identify and... discourage such behavior." His voice hardened. "Anyone confirmed as a ganker will be executed upon exiting the dungeon. No appeals, no exceptions."

Adom watched the crowd's reactions. Most looked appropriately sobered. A few - too few - looked shocked at the penalty. And one or two... one or two looked like they were doing math in their heads, weighing risks and rewards.

I'll keep their faces in mind.

"The portal will activate in three minutes," Samson said. "Teams one through five, final equipment checks. Everyone else, step back and wait for your call."

Sam immediately started patting his pockets. "Potions, backup potions, emergency potions..."

"We're good," Cassandra cut him off. "Everything's checked and double-checked."

"Triple-checked," Yann added.

John simply adjusted his shield.

The portal's hum was getting louder, the blue light steadier. Through the arch, Adom could see something starting to take shape - darkness, maybe, or just the absence of anything else.

"Hey," Sam whispered, "we're not... I mean, none of us is an examiner, right?"

"If we were," Cassandra said dryly, "we wouldn't tell you."

"That's not helpful!"

"Focus," Adom said quietly. "We trained for this. We trust each other. Everything else is just noise."

The portal flared. Through the arch, a stone corridor was now visible, lit by strange blue crystals.











"Teams one through five," Samson called. "Step forward. The Stone Seekers... The Iron Vanguard... The Dawn Raiders... The Silver Wolves... and..." He checked his list one final time. "The Dungeon Divers."

A guild official handed each team a linking crystal - pale blue stones that would keep them together during the portal transition. The Stone Seekers went first, their crystal glowing as they stepped through. They vanished with that familiar portal distortion, like water running down a window.

One by one, the teams disappeared. The Iron Vanguard's heavy armor clinked as they entered. The Dawn Raiders followed, their archer checking his bowstring one last time. The Silver Wolves went next, moving with the coordination of people who'd trained together before.

Adom turned for one last look at the crowd. Several Xerkes students were waving - mostly at him and Sam. Even Damus was there with his team, though he just ignored him and looked away. Typical.

"Ready?" Sam asked, gripping their crystal tight enough to whiten his knuckles.

Adom adjusted his gauntlets. "As we'll ever be."

They formed up around John, who held the crystal in his free hand. The portal hummed, that sound made Adom's teeth itch. He'd done a few of times, but it never got comfortable. Just... less uncomfortable.

"Remember," Cassandra said, "don't fight the transition. Let it-"

The portal pulled them in.

That familiar sensation hit - like being stretched in every direction at once, while also being compressed into a single point. Adom kept his eyes closed. It helped, a little. The crystal's magic held them together, preventing the usual scattering effect that made portal travel so dangerous for groups.

Then it was over.






















They emerged into open air, the morning sun filtering through dense canopy above. Ancient trees towered around them, their trunks wider than John's shield. The forest floor was thick with moss and fallen leaves, everything damp with morning dew.

"Everyone here?" Yann asked, already checking for transition sickness.

"Present," Cassandra said, adjusting her bag.

"Here," Sam managed, looking only slightly green. He leaned against one of the massive trees. "Just... give me a minute."

John nodded, shield ready.

"Here," Adom said. "And getting better at that."

"Liar," Sam muttered. "You hate it."

"Yeah, but I hate it less now."

The portal sealed behind them with a soft pop, leaving only undisturbed forest where it had been. No going back that way.

Through the trees, they could hear the other teams getting their bearings. Somewhere to their left, someone was already complaining about the humidity.

Birds called overhead - normal enough sounds, except they came in patterns too regular to be natural. The mana here was thick enough to taste, making Adom's skin prickle. Everything looked like a perfectly normal forest, and that was exactly what made it wrong. This was a dungeon after all.

"So where exactly are we?" Sam asked, still looking slightly queasy from the transition.

Adom pulled out their map - the latest edition, bought from the guild's shop. Cost a fortune, but outdated maps got people in trouble. "We're in the Whisperleaf Forest." He spread the map on a fallen log. "See? One of the hundred forest zones in the dungeon, but probably the safest. The trees here actually help keep the more dangerous stuff away."

"Lucky us," Cassandra said, not sounding like she believed in luck at all.

"The portal drops teams randomly," Yann explained, checking his medical supplies for the third time. "Keeps people from clustering at the entrance to level two."

"North," Cassandra said quietly, pointing.

"Yeah," Adom agreed. "That's where we need to go."

They started noticing the little things then - how the leaves fell but never seemed to hit the ground, dissolving into mana instead. How the moss grew in perfect geometric patterns. How every third tree had exactly the same bend in its trunk.

"Is that..." Sam squinted at something in the underbrush. "Is that a rabbit?"

They all turned. A rabbit's head poked out from behind a fern, watching them with red eyes. Its fur was pure white.

"Don't move," Cassandra whispered. "Dungeon fauna can be-"

The rabbit blinked, twitched its nose in the most adorable of ways and...

Now, in such a situation, one would probably expect something predictable - maybe more eyes popping open across its face, or acid dripping from its mouth, or maybe even massive fangs jutting out from under those twitching whiskers. That would have been fine. Normal, even, for a dungeon creature.

But no.

Instead, they had to watch as this otherwise ordinary-looking rabbit just... kept... standing. First to a crouch that already put it at chest height. Then straightening up to reveal a torso that belonged in some sculptor's fever dream - layers of muscle that shouldn't exist, rippling under fur that glowed like witch-light. Shoulders broader than John's shield. Arms thick as tree trunks, ending in very un-rabbit-like hands.

HANDS.

Adom had seen a lot of things in dungeons. He'd fought creatures that defied description. But there was something deeply, fundamentally wrong about watching a rabbit unfold into what looked like the unholy offspring of a strongman and a nightmare. The way its head stayed perfectly still while its body rose up and up, those familiar cute features somehow making the whole thing worse.

When it finally reached its full height - easily nine feet of densely packed muscle - it just... stood there. Staring at them with that innocent rabbit face perched atop a body that could probably bench press a house.

[Lagomorphic Berserker]
[Danger Level: High]

The rabbit moved. One second it was standing there, and the next it was charging. No wind-up, no tell - just pure explosive movement that sent leaves scattering in its wake.

"Back," Yann shouted, but Sam was frozen, staring at the mass of muscle bearing down on them.

[Fluid Control activated at 80%]

Adom's arms lit up with blue fire as Wam and Bam began to glow. He grabbed Sam's collar and yanked him aside, just as the rabbit's fist cratered the ground where they'd been standing.

[Flow Prediction activated]


The world slowed down in that familiar way. Adom could see the rabbit's next move forming - not teeth like he'd expected, but another punch coming in from the right. Those massive muscles bunched up, ready to deliver a blow that would probably turn his ribcage to powder.

Artun's voice cut through his thoughts, clear as if he was standing right there: "Everyone thinks fighting is about being stronger. It's not. It's about being smarter with the strength you have."

Adom concentrated his Fluid into his right fist, feeling the power compress down to a single point. The blue fire intensified, wrapping around his arm like a second skin.

"Let them come to you," Artun had drilled into him. "Let them commit. Then put everything exactly where it needs to be."

The rabbit's punch came in fast - blindingly fast - but Adom could see its path now. He stepped in, just like he'd practiced countless times, letting the massive fist slide past his shoulder. All that power, all that momentum, wasted on empty air.

His own punch, loaded with compressed Fluid, drove up into the rabbit's jaw with surgical precision.

WAM.

The sound was like a thunderclap. The rabbit's head snapped back, its body following in a graceful arc that ended with it sprawled in the ferns, those three eyes finally going dim.

Sam let out a shaky breath. "That... that was..."

"A really big rabbit," Adom finished for him, shaking the Fluid from his hand. "A really big rabbit that made a really big mistake."


            

    
        Chapter 55. First Day 

    
    
    
    
                Haah...haah...

Adom stood in his fighting stance, panting.

It wasn't fatigue - the whole fight had lasted maybe five seconds, three moves total. No, this was pure adrenaline, the thrill of taking down something that massive with a single well-placed hit.

The Fluid was still coursing through him, warm and alive. Like having a second heartbeat, one made of pure energy. A few months ago, this kind of fight would have been different. He would have kept his distance, relied on magic, played it safer.

"Fluid changes your brain," his father had explained a few months ago. "Push too hard, too often, and it rewires things. Makes you love the fight more than staying alive. Makes you think you're invincible right up until you're not."

And that was the real problem - not the physical strain, but how it could reshape your mind. The rush of power, the dampened pain responses, the absolute certainty that you could take on anything... it was addictive. More than a few Fluid users had fallen into that trap, pushing harder and harder until they burned themselves out or got themselves killed.

His father's words came back to him as he watched the blue fire-like energy fade from his arms: "Fluid doesn't care about your age, son. It'll give you all the power you want, but your body needs to be ready for it."

He'd spent weeks training with his father before he was summoned to get back to his duties. It wasn't common for someone Adom's age to manifest Fluid - definitely not unheard of, but rare enough that Arthur had been concerned. "Your body's still growing," he'd said. "Push too hard now, and you might not grow right later."

The warmth was fading now, leaving that familiar light feeling behind. Maybe his father had been right about being careful. That charge had been reckless - effective, but reckless. If the rabbit had been a little faster, if his timing had been slightly off...

Through trial and error (and more than a few training accidents), he'd found that sweet spot at around 80%. Enough power to enhance his strength and senses without risking damage to himself. Enough to give him an edge without burning himself out.

But sometimes, like now, the thrill of it made him want to push further. The confidence it gave him could be dangerous.

"You okay?" Sam asked, finally straightening up from where he'd landed.

"Yeah," Adom said, shaking out his arms. "Just... thinking."

"Clean kill," Yann said, already moving forward with his healer's instincts. "Any injuries? That was a lot of Fluid you were channeling."

"I'm fine," Adom said, rolling his shoulders. "Didn't even touch me."

"Y- you saved my life," Sam said, still staring at the crater where the rabbit's fist had landed.

"Oh, stop being dramatic. It would have just broken most of your bones."

"Ah, well in that case-"

"Can we salvage it?" Cassandra cut in, already writing in her notebook. "The corpse, I mean."

Adom pulled out the guild's assessment sheet - required reading for all exam teams. He ran his finger down the alphabetical list until he found what he was looking for.

"Lagomorphic Berserker... five points if we bring back the body. Ten if it's still mostly intact."

"Perfect." Cassandra set down her notebook and pulled out her dimensional bag. "Help me get it in here."

They all turned to look at the rabbit. It lay there in the ferns, still muscled like a nightmare but somehow managing to look pathetic now that it was dead. Its cute rabbit face made the whole thing even more absurd - like someone had stuck a stuffed animal's head on top of a heavyweight Krozball champion's body. The legs were pure rabbit though - just scaled up to match its bulk, explaining how something that massive could move so fast. Those haunches alone were bigger than Sam's torso.

"This is weird," Sam said as they approached it. "This is really, really weird."

"Welcome to dungeon fauna," Yann grunted, taking one of the massive arms. "Where everything's wrong and the points don't matter."

It took all four of them to lift the thing - John stood guard, shield ready in case the commotion attracted anything else. The rabbit was dense, each muscle feeling more like stone than flesh.

Cassandra held open her bag, which somehow stretched to accommodate the entire body without seeming to get any heavier.

"I don't want to know how much that bag cost," Sam muttered.

"No," Cassandra agreed, closing it. "You really don't."

"We should keep moving," Adom said, checking his map again. "If we maintain a steady pace north, we can make it in six days. Five if we're lucky with the terrain."

"And the monsters?" Sam asked.

"Rank D dungeon," Yann reminded him. "Nothing we can't handle if we're smart about it."

They fell into formation naturally - John in front with his shield, Yann and Sam behind him, Cassandra in the middle managing their supplies, and Adom bringing up the rear. The forest wasn't particularly dense, but the massive trees created strange shadows that seemed to move when you weren't looking directly at them.

The first few hours were quiet. Too quiet, really, which always meant trouble in dungeons.

"Hey... did anyone else hear that?" Sam asked suddenly.

"Hear what?"

"It sounded like... someone calling my name?"

They all stopped. The forest was silent for a moment, then...

"Sam?" A voice called from somewhere in the trees. It sounded exactly like Yann. Except Yann was standing right there, definitely not talking.

"Mimic," Adom said, already checking his notebook. "Forest variant. Should be on the list..."

"Sam?" This time it was Adom's voice, coming from a completely different direction. "Sam, help!"

"Don't move," the real Adom said. "They're trying to separate us."

More voices joined in - perfect imitations of them all, calling from different directions. Some pleading, some casual, some urgent. It was unnerving how accurate they were.

John shifted his shield.

Something moved in the branches above them. Several somethings, actually. Dark shapes that looked vaguely bird-like, except birds didn't usually have quite so many beaks.

"There," Yann pointed. "Three of them. No, four."

"Two points each," Adom said, still checking his notes. "If we can get the vocal cords intact."

The creatures dropped from the trees - twisted things with too many mouths and what looked like sound-collecting dishes where their wings should be. They landed in a circle around the team, still calling out in their borrowed voices.

"Sam, watch out!" One shrieked in Cassandra's voice, right as another lunged forward.

John's shield caught it mid-jump, sending it sprawling. The mimic barely had time to recover before John's sword - Flamebrand - ignited in a controlled sweep. Behind him, Sam was already weaving, his hands moving in precise patterns. A fireball streaked past John's shoulder, catching one of the mimics mid-leap. The creature's borrowed voices turned to real screams.

Adom moved to cover their left flank, Fluid enhancing his movements as he tracked the fastest mimic. Sam's next spell - a burst of ice - barely missed it. Adom followed up with his own fire spell, smaller but better aimed, finishing what Sam started.

"On your right!" Cassandra called from the center, where she and Yann maintained their position.

Two mimics tried to rush through their formation. John blocked one with his shield, while Sam's lightning bolt caught the other mid-jump. The precision of the shot made Adom grin - all that target practice was paying off.

A mimic nearly got through Adom's guard, its beaks snapping at his arm. Before it could connect, white light wrapped around it like rope - Yann's binding spell. The healer's follow-up wind blade took its head clean off.

"Thanks!" Adom muttered.

Yann just smiled and went back to guarding Cassandra.

The last mimic tried to retreat, still throwing their voices around in confusion. Sam's spell caught it in the wing, and John's shield bash finished it off.

The fight was quick and messy. The mimics weren't particularly strong, but they were fast and their constant voice-throwing made it hard to track their real positions.

"Well," Cassandra said afterward, carefully storing the vocal cords in a preservation jar they brought, "that's eight points."

They hadn't gone another mile before the next encounter - this one announcing itself with an odd clicking sound.

"Oh," Sam said, looking up at the creature perched on a fallen log. "That's... different."

It looked almost like a porcupine, if porcupines were six feet long and had quills made of what appeared to be metal. Its face was oddly cat-like, complete with whiskers that ended in sharp points.

"Three points," Adom said, already checking the list. "Not worth the trouble. Let's go around."

The creature's head snapped toward him. Its whiskers bristled.

"Did it... did it just look offended?" Sam whispered.

The porcupine-cat thing made a sound somewhere between a hiss and a gear grinding. Its quills began to vibrate.

"Oh come on," Adom muttered. "We're literally ignoring you. How is that offensive?"

The creature launched itself forward, metal quills shooting out in all directions. John got his shield up just in time, the impacts ringing like someone hitting a gong.

"Really?" Adom ducked under a second volley. "Three points? For this?"

"Less complaining," Yann called out, pulling Sam behind a tree. "More fighting!"

The battle turned into an awkward dance - they couldn't get close because of the quills, but it couldn't really hurt them through John's shield either. Every few seconds it would launch another volley, forcing them to duck and weave.

"This is stupid," Cassandra said after the fifth volley. "We're wasting time."

"Agreed," Adom said. He focused his mana, timing it carefully. The next time the creature launched its quills, he moved.

The world slowed down again as [Flow Prediction] activated. He could see the paths of the quills, the gaps between them. Three steps brought him right up to the creature. It tried to back away, but his [Ice Spike] spell caught it right between its offended-looking eyes.

The monster made a sound like someone dropping a box of silverware and collapsed.

"Now it's really offended," Sam said, peeking out from behind his tree.

"Three points," Cassandra sighed, opening her bag again. "Barely worth the space."

"Should have just let us ignore it," Adom told the unconscious creature as they loaded it into the bag. "Would have been easier for everyone."

After the porcupine-cat encounter, Adom pulled out his map again, studying it while the team caught their breath. The thin parchment was marked with various zones, each color-coded by monster density and point values.

"We're here," he said, pointing to a spot in the southern quadrant. "Making decent progress, but we need to think strategically about our route."

Sam peered over his shoulder. "What's that red zone to the northeast?"

"Bramble Basin." Adom traced the path with his finger. "It's about four hours off our main route, but according to the assessment sheet, it's got Stone Drakes. Twenty points each if we can harvest the crystal growths from their backs intact."

"Twenty?" Cassandra perked up, momentarily pausing her cataloging of the porcupine-cat quills. "That's substantial."

"It's also dangerous," Yann warned. "Stone Drakes hunt in packs."

"True," Adom conceded, "but we don't need to take on a whole pack. Even two or three would significantly boost our point total."

John made a gesture that roughly translated to "worth the risk?"

"I think so," Adom said. "It's not far off our path, and the extra points could make a difference. Plus..." he hesitated, then decided to be honest, "I've always wanted to see one up close."

Sam snorted. "Because of course you have."

"What?" Adom shrugged. "They're supposed to be fascinating. Mini-dragons that evolved a crystal armor instead of scales."

"If we're going after Stone Drakes," Cassandra said, closing her specimen jar with a snap, "I'll need to conserve space in my dimensional bag. The crystal formations are bulky."

Adom nodded. "Fair point. We can jettison the lower-value items if needed."

"I vote yes," Sam said. "Twenty points is twenty points."

"Yann?"

The healer adjusted his pack straps thoughtfully. "As long as we approach cautiously and have an exit strategy, I'm in. Better to face them while we're fresh than push through to the end and be exhausted for the final assessment."

"John?" Sam asked.

The golem nodded once, decisively.

"Alright then," Adom said, rolling up the map. "Bramble Basin it is."

They set off eastward, adjusting their course through the dense forest. The trees began to thin after about an hour, replaced by more rugged terrain - rocky outcroppings and deep gouges in the earth that forced them to plan their route carefully.

"Dungeon geography never makes sense," Sam grumbled after they'd navigated around a particularly deep chasm. "Why would a forest suddenly turn into badlands?"

"Because dungeons form at the intersection of reality and chaos," Cassandra replied without looking up from her notebook. "They're not natural formations. They're manifestations."

"Of what?"

She shrugged. "Depends who you ask. Some scholars believe they're manifestations of collective unconscious fears. Others think they're natural vents for excess mana. The Mystics claim they're the dreams of sleeping gods."

"What do you think?" Sam asked.

"I think," she said, finally looking up, "that understanding them means collecting data, not speculating. Which is why we're here."

"I thought we were here to pass an exam," Sam muttered.

"Multi-tasking," she replied with a small smile.

As they approached Bramble Basin, the landscape continued to change. The rocky ground gave way to reddish soil, and thorny bushes began to appear, growing larger and denser until they formed natural walls in some places.

"This is it," Adom said, stopping at the edge of a wide depression in the earth. Below them stretched a maze of bramble thickets and stone formations, creating natural corridors and chambers. Perfect hunting grounds for ambush predators.

"I see movement," Sam whispered, pointing to a flicker of motion between two bramble walls.

"Stone Drakes," Adom confirmed. "They blend in when they're still, but their hunting pattern gives them away."

"What's the plan?" Yann asked.

Adom studied the basin's layout. "We don't want to get trapped in those narrow passages. Better to draw them out to more open ground where we can maneuver."

"Bait?" Cassandra suggested.

"Sort of." Adom pointed to a relatively open area near the basin's edge. "We set up there. Sam, you've got the loudest ranged attack. One good lightning blast should get their attention."

"And then what? Run for our lives?"

"No. We hold position. John up front, you and me on the flanks, Yann in reserve, Cassandra center protected. Classic formation."

"How many do you think we'll draw?"

"Two, maybe three. They're territorial, so they don't all hunt together. We just need to be ready for when they charge."

The team made their way carefully down to the designated spot. The ground was hard and relatively flat here, with good visibility in most directions. John took his position at the front, shield ready, while the others arranged themselves according to Adom's plan.

"Remember," Adom said as they prepared, "aim for the joints where the crystal plates meet. Their underbellies are vulnerable too, if you can get a clear shot."

Sam nodded, taking a deep breath as he began weaving his spell. Lightning gathered between his hands, crackling and growing in intensity.

"Whenever you're ready," Adom said.

Sam released the spell with a thunderous crack. The lightning bolt arced high into the air before exploding in a brilliant flash that echoed through the basin.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the ground trembled.

"Here they come," Adom said quietly, Fluid already beginning to flow through his limbs.

The first Stone Drake burst from the brambles thirty yards away - a sleek, four-legged reptile about the size of a large wolf. Its body was covered in overlapping plates of amber-colored crystal that caught the light as it moved. A ridge of larger crystals ran down its spine, terminating in a heavy, club-like tail. Its eyes glowed with a predatory intelligence as it sized up the interlopers in its territory.

A second Drake emerged from a different direction, slightly larger than the first, its crystals a deeper red.

"Just two," Sam whispered. "Lucky us."

The Drakes circled warily, communicating with low, rumbling growls. Adom could almost see them planning, deciding how to approach.

"Stand ready," he said. "They're smarter than they look."

The attack, when it came, was perfectly coordinated. Both Drakes charged simultaneously from different angles, forcing the team to split their attention. John braced against the first impact, his shield ringing like a bell as the amber Drake slammed into it. The force pushed him back several inches, but the golem held firm.

The second Drake aimed for their exposed flank, where Sam stood. Adom intercepted it with a well-timed [Stone Wall] spell, forcing the creature to change course. It snarled in frustration, crystal plates clicking as it reassessed.

"Sam, lightning on the red one!" Adom called, already moving to maintain his position between the Drake and the more vulnerable team members.

Sam's spell hit the creature's hindquarters, electricity dancing across its crystal armor. The Drake roared in pain but didn't fall.

"Aim for the gaps!" Cassandra shouted from the center, where she was hastily flipping through her notebook. "Between the plates, near the legs!"

John was fully engaged with the amber Drake, his shield blocking its lunging attacks while his sword searched for an opening. The creature was faster than it looked, its crystalline body somehow both heavy and agile.

Yann stayed central, a healing spell ready in one hand, a binding light in the other. "Status?" he called out.

"Fine!" Sam replied, launching another lightning bolt. This one found a gap in the red Drake's armor, causing it to shriek and retreat temporarily.

"Managing!" Adom grunted, ducking under a swipe from the Drake's tail. The Fluid was flowing at about 60%, giving him enhanced speed and strength without the risk of burnout. He launched a [Fire Spear] spell that glanced off the creature's armor, leaving a scorched mark but little actual damage.

Frustration bubbled up – he needed to find the weak points. The Drake lunged again, jaws snapping where his arm had been a moment before. Adom countered with a kick that connected solidly with the creature's jaw, sending it staggering sideways.

"There's a pattern!" Cassandra called out. "The plates overlap from head to tail. Attack from behind and below!"

Adom adjusted his tactics, circling to get a better angle. The Drake tracked him, trying to keep its more vulnerable rear quarters protected.

Meanwhile, John had managed to flip the amber Drake onto its side, exposing its softer underbelly. The golem's sword plunged downward, but the Drake rolled with surprising speed, the blade scraping across its crystal armor with a shower of sparks.

"Sam, pin it!" Adom called out.

Sam's response was a perfectly aimed [Ice Spike] that caught the red Drake's rear leg, temporarily fixing it to the ground. The creature thrashed, trying to free itself.

Adom seized the opportunity, channeling more Fluid as he darted in from behind. He dropped low, sliding beneath the Drake's tail and driving his dagger upward into the softer tissue of its belly. The blade sank deep, drawing a pained roar from the creature.

With a violent twist, the Drake shattered the ice holding it and whirled to face him, snapping jaws barely missing his shoulder. Adom rolled away, but not quite fast enough – the Drake's tail caught him across the back, sending him sprawling.

The impact knocked the wind from his lungs. The crystal club at the end of that tail was no joke. Even through his armor and with Fluid dampening the pain, that was going to leave a bruise.

[+4 Healing Factor][+6 White Wyrm's Body]
[-2 Life Force]

Great. Another injury, another increment of progress.

"Adom!" Sam shouted.

"I'm fine," he wheezed, pushing himself up. "Keep pressure on it!"

The math was simple: take hits, get stronger. Don't take hits, stagnate.

His father would have a fit if he knew Adom was deliberately limiting his magic use to force physical confrontations and Adom would have preferred literally any other method of skill advancement, but his body didn't care what he preferred.

Magic was his strongest asset by far, but if the last fight with Gale incident had taught him one lesson, it was that being helpless without weaving wasn't an option. So here he was, deliberately taking hits like an idiot, because apparently his physical skills only improved when something tried to break him. Efficient system. Truly. He'd complain to whoever designed it, if complaining fixed anything.

The Drake advanced, sensing advantage.

Blood dripped from its underbelly where Adom's dagger had penetrated, but the wound wasn't mortal. It stepped forward deliberately, crystal plates clinking, eyes fixed on Adom with murderous intent.

That was when an arrow whistled through the air, striking precisely between two plates at the Drake's shoulder joint. The creature stumbled, momentarily distracted.

"Need a hand?" called an unfamiliar voice.

Adom glanced toward the source. Four figures stood at the edge of the clearing – another exam team, weapons ready. The leader, a wiry boy with a compound bow, was already nocking another arrow, propulsed by fire.

A Xerkes student.

"We've got it under control!" Adom called back. Couldn't they have shown up five minutes later? He has skills to develop here!

"Clearly," the boy replied dryly, loosing another arrow that found its mark in the same joint. The Drake howled.

The distraction gave Sam the opening he needed. His [Lightning Chain] spell connected with the wounded Drake, electricity finding the conductive blood and frying the creature from the inside out. It collapsed with a final, rasping growl.

John, meanwhile, had managed to drive his sword into the amber Drake's eye. The creature thrashed wildly, then went still.

For a moment, there was only the sound of heavy breathing as Adom's team regrouped, checking for injuries.

"Anyone hurt?" Yann asked, moving among them.

"Just bruised," Adom said, wincing as he straightened. "Nice shot with that lightning, Sam."

"Nice distraction," Sam replied with a grin. "Though I think your ribs might disagree."

The other team approached cautiously, weapons still ready but lowered. Besides the boy with the bow, there were three girls – one carrying an elaborate staff crackling with elemental energy, another with twin short swords that hummed with enhancement spells, and the third with what looked like alchemical pouches strapped across her chest.

"Thanks for the assist," Adom said, extending a hand toward their leader. "Though we would have managed."

"Eventually," the boy agreed with a small smile. He stepped closer, studying Adom with curious intensity. His eyes widened slightly. "Wait... aren't you Adom Sylla?"

Adom blinked in surprise. "Yeah, that's me."

The boy waited expectantly, but when Adom showed no sign of recognition, his smile faltered slightly. "You don't recognize me?"

Adom took a proper look at him – slim build, sandy brown hair pulled back in a short ponytail, green eyes that seemed vaguely familiar. There was something about the way he held himself, confident but with a hint of self-consciousness...

"Oh," Adom said as memory clicked into place. "You're Karion Dimitri!"

The boy's face broke into a broad smile. "I thought you might have forgotten me," he said, rubbing the back of his neck. "It's only been, what, one semester since our duel? Been too busy being a celebrity to remember us common folk?"

Now Adom remembered. Last semester's combat practicals. Karion had beaten him, but mainly because Adom had been experimenting with physical techniques instead of relying on his spellwork.

"Hard to forget getting my ass handed to me," Adom said with a wry smile.

"Only because you insisted on fighting like a brawler instead of using your magic properly," Karion said. "Which I see you're still doing." He gestured to Adom's obviously bruised state. "Most mages would have kept their distance."

"Some habits are hard to break," Adom replied. "Besides, I notice you're using a bow. Not exactly typical for a mage."

Karion laughed. "Well, in my family's defense, we were knights before we were mages. More swords than spellbooks in our ancestral hall. Old habits, as you said." He tested his bowstring absently. "You've gotten better though. Way better. That slide attack? Wouldn't have tried that last semester."

"You too. That fire propulsion on your arrows is pretty clever. Minimal mana use, maximal damage."

"Something I've been working on." Karion hesitated, then added, "We should have a rematch sometime. See who's improved more."

"Yeah," Adom agreed, "I'd like that."

Karion was easy to talk to, Adom realized. Someone who could become a friend. And the Dimitri family had significant connections in the northern reaches – allies that would be valuable to have in the future.

One of the girls behind Karion – the one with the staff – stepped forward, her eyes fixed on Adom's hair. "Is that the famous white tuft? They said you had a streak, but with those curls, it's more like a patch." She reached out as if to touch it, then caught herself. "Sorry. I'm Lina. Karion's sister."

"One of three," added the girl with the twin swords, flipping one casually. "I'm Mira. The quiet one with the potions is Sera. We're quadruplets."

Adom blinked. "Quadruplets? But you don't look—"

"Identical?" Mira finished. "Yeah, we get that a lot. Fraternal quadruplets. Same birthday, different faces."

"Different personalities too," Karion added with a long-suffering sigh.

Yann stepped forward suddenly, his healer's instincts apparently overriding his patience. "Let me see those ribs, Adom." He didn't wait for permission, already pulling up the edge of Adom's armor to examine the rapidly forming bruise. "Just as I thought. You put yourself in unnecessary danger there."

"I had it under control," Adom protested.

"Did you?" Cassandra asked, looking up from her notebook. "Because from where I stood, you deliberately put yourself in harm's way when a ranged attack would have been both safer and more effective."

"Hey now. Not everyone understands," Karion said, unexpectedly coming to Adom's defense. "My father always said a mage who can't throw a punch is only half a mage."

"A philosophy that's gotten many young mages killed," Yann said dryly, his hands glowing as he applied a healing spell to Adom's ribs.

"But saved many more," Karion countered. "You guys know about the Stillwater Siege? My grandfather was there. When the anti-magic field generators first came, half the mages were useless. The ones who survived were the ones who knew how to fight without spells."

"That was seventy years ago," Sam pointed out.

"And you think anti-magic technology has gotten less advanced since then?" Karion raised an eyebrow. "The Mechanism Guild develops new suppression devices every year."

"He's not wrong," Adom admitted, wincing as Yann's magic sank into his bruised tissue. "That's why I've been working on physical combat skills."

Yann was silent for a moment, focusing on his work. The bruises beneath his fingers were light purple, indicating tissue damage that would normally take two to three weeks to heal completely. But as his healing magic flowed into the area, he noticed something strange – the bruises were already fading at the edges, much faster than they should.

With Adom's [Healing Factor] skill, his body was already working at about five times normal human regeneration speed. What would take weeks for others would resolve in days for him, and with Yann's healing magic adding to the effect, the recovery was visibly accelerating.

Yann paused, looking up at Adom with narrowed eyes. "Are you using some kind of spell right now?"

"No," Adom said, which was technically true. His skills weren't spells. "I took a regeneration potion before we set out. Just in case."

Yann didn't press further, but reached into his pack and pulled out a strip of dried beef. "Eat this. Now."

"I'm not—"

"The healing I just did accelerates your metabolism and cellular repair," Yann explained, still holding out the jerky. "Your body needs fuel to rebuild itself. Without proper nutrition, the healing draws energy from other systems. You'll crash later if you don't replenish."

Adom took the jerky, recognizing the logic. "Thanks, Yann. Not just for the food – for patching me up."

"That's what I'm here for," Yann replied, standing up. "Though I'd prefer if you didn't make it a habit. There's a difference between developing combat skills and deliberately taking hits."

"So," Karion said, clearly trying to change the subject, "care to introduce us to your team?"

Adom nodded, grateful for the shift. "This is Sam, our primary combat caster. Cassandra handles analysis and resource management. Yann is our healer, as you can see. And this is John—" he gestured to the tall, silent figure, who nodded politely.

"He doesn't talk much," Adom added when John remained silent.

Karion immediately stepped forward, hand extended to Cassandra with a flourish that was clearly practiced. "My lady," he said with an exaggerated bow, "your analytical work on that Drake was nothing short of magnificent."

Behind him, his sisters collectively cringed. Mira buried her face in her hands while Lina mouthed "I'm so sorry" to Cassandra.

Cassandra reluctantly extended her hand, clearly expecting a handshake. Instead, Karion gently took her fingers and turned them over.

"Such delicate hands," he murmured, "yet so skilled with those extraction tools."

"That's factually incorrect," Cassandra replied flatly. "My hands are calloused from years of fieldwork and odd jobs."

"Ah, but even the roughest stone can hold a beauty that outshines diamonds," Karion continued without missing a beat. "Like stars in the firmament of your—"

"I'm twenty-two. You look like you're twelve. Unhand me," Cassandra interrupted.

"Thirteen, actually," Karion corrected without dropping his smile or her hand.

"Ten mentally," Sera murmured from behind.

Cassandra pulled her hand free. "That's worse."

Adom watched the exchange with mild amazement. He would've never guessed that a thirteen years old boy could develop this level of... whatever this was.

I wonder if I could talk like this without being cringe...

Karion smoothly pivoted as if this were all part of his plan, moving to Sam and extending his hand. As they shook, he squinted, tilting his head.

"Oh! I know you!" Karion exclaimed.

Sam looked surprised. "Yeah, I'm usually with Adom..."

"No, I mean from the Combat Athletics Club," Karion clarified. "You're there almost every morning, right? That endurance routine you run is impressive."

Sam's face brightened noticeably. "You've seen that? I didn't think anyone noticed."

"Are you kidding? The way you push through those final sets? That's real determination right there. Respect." Karion offered a fist bump, which Sam returned with a grin.

Adom glanced at Sam, pleased. This was something he'd worried over from time to time. Was he being a big shadow to Sam?

Did he feel like people saw him as Sam, Adom's friend, or Sam, the guy who's got his own life, goals and personality?

The way Sam smiled now, how he stood taller, shoulders back, told him he was probably thinking the same thing. I should do something about that soon... 

Karion moved on to John.

He studied the golem for a moment, then offered his hand. "That shield technique. Perfectly timed."

John accepted the handshake with a solemn nod, then gave an exaggerated thumbs up that made Karion laugh.

The boy finally reached Yann, his demeanor shifting immediately. He shook the man's hand firmly. "Sir. You've served, haven't you? Military?"

Yann's eyebrows rose slightly. "That's quite perceptive for someone your age."

"I grew up around trained men," Karion replied with a small shrug. "My father made sure I trained with them too. You learn to recognize a warrior when you see one." He studied Yann's face. "From your bearing, you were military, not mercenary. Healer mages almost never work as mercenaries—too valuable to the Empire."

Yann smiled, genuinely impressed. "Very observant. 7th Platoon, Northern Front."

"My father says healers are actually some of the most fearsome mages on a battlefield," Karion continued. "He told me about one who could kill entire battalions by manipulating their blood and cells. Terrifying power, really."

"Ah, you're speaking of Sir Helvius," Yann nodded. "A cautionary tale we still teach, though he lived over four hundred years ago. Not just a children's story."

"Four hundred?" Karion looked surprised. "The way my father told it, I thought it was more recent."

"The best legends feel timeless," Yann replied. "But yes, the military has strict regulations on combat applications of healing magic now. For good reason."

Karion sighed dramatically. "I wish we had a healer like you on our team. All we have is..." he gestured to his sisters, "...three elemental specialists and me."

Ignoring her brother, Lina moved closer to Adom, openly studying his white streak. "That actually looks really cool. Like a battle scar but more dramatic."

"Uh... thanks?" Adom replied awkwardly. "It was heavily trauma-induced, but I'll take the compliment."

"Way to make it weird, Lina," Mira muttered, elbowing her sister.

"What? It does look cool!"

"We should harvest these before they start decomposing," Cassandra interrupted, already approaching the fallen Drakes with her tools. "The crystal formations need to be removed carefully."

"She's right," Adom said. "Forty points if we do this right."

"Mind if we take the amber one?" Karion asked. "Since we helped take it down."

"That's fair," Adom and his team agreed.

As the teams worked together, Sam found himself paired with Sera, extracting smaller crystals from one flank of the drake.

"Your brother always like that?" Sam asked quietly.

"Unfortunately," Sera replied without looking up. "Mother says he'll either be a diplomat or dead by thirty. No in-between."

John worked silently alongside Yann, breaking down the larger crystal formations with surprising gentleness. Occasionally, he'd make an exaggerated hand gesture that would make Yann chuckle.

It was hard to make him do normal things constantly and consciously.

"He's quite the character once you get to know him," Yann commented to Mira.

"Silent types usually are," she agreed.

With the harvesting complete, the teams prepared to part ways.

"We're heading east," Karion explained. "Giant Scorpions in the volcanic flats."

"We're continuing north," Adom replied. "Crystal Falls."

"Watch for glass serpents," Mira warned. "They nest in the upper pools."

"And acid moss under the eastern cascade," Sera added softly.

As they said goodbye, Karion approached Adom. "So... rematch sometime? I want to see if you've actually improved."

"I've got a few new tricks," Adom promised. "Not all of them involve getting hit."

"Looking forward to it," Karion grinned.

He then turned to Cassandra, offering an exaggerated wink. "Until next time, my lady."

Cassandra stared back at him, face completely flat. "I'll try to contain my excitement."

"Is that your annoyed face or your normal face?" Karion asked, undeterred.

"They're the same face," Cassandra replied. "I just save energy that way."

Sam snorted, quickly covering it with a cough.

"Perhaps next time I could show you my collection of rare crystalline formations," Karion continued, undaunted. "I have several specimens from the Northern Range."

"Unless they're grade-A iridescent with intact mana channels, the current market is oversaturated," Cassandra replied without looking up from her ledger. She adjusted a figure with a slight frown. "You'd be lucky to get thirty copper per ounce."

"You certainly know your market values," Karion's grin widened, not at all deterred by the rebuff. "I'll find something that impresses even you."

"I recommend focusing your considerable enthusiasm on not getting incinerated by those Giant Scorpions instead," Cassandra replied, turning away.

"And that," Lina muttered to Mira, "is why Mother says he'll either be a diplomat or dead by thirty."

The teams waved and headed in opposite directions. As they walked north, Sam's steps seemed lighter than before.

"Combat Athletics Club, huh?" Adom nudged his friend.

"Just trying to improve," Sam shrugged, but his smile remained.

Ahead of them, Yann turned back. "Let's keep moving. Those Crystal Falls aren't getting any closer while we chat."

John mimed an exaggerated march, drawing laughs from everyone.

*****


The team made good time after leaving Bramble Basin, the weight of forty additional points giving their steps a certain lightness. They'd chosen the northern route toward Crystal Falls, a three-hour trek through increasingly rugged terrain.

"So," Sam asked as they climbed a particularly steep hill, "what exactly are we expecting at these falls?"

Adom consulted his notes. "Typically Glass Serpents in the upper pools, like Mira warned. Might be some Cascade Lurkers in the lower basins."

"What's a Cascade Lurker?" Sam asked.

"Amphibious ambush predator," Cassandra replied without looking up from her notebook. "Resembles a large salamander with camouflage abilities. Territorial, moderately aggressive. Seven points each if we recover the luminescent glands intact."

"They can also shoot their tongues out up to fifteen feet," Adom added. "And the tongue splits into three barbed sections at the end."

"That's... disgusting," Sam said.

"Nature's creative," Yann shrugged. "Even the twisted version of it found in dungeons."

"I wouldn't call a tongue that can grab you from across a terrain 'creative.' I'd call it nightmare fuel."

A loud crash interrupted their conversation. John, who had been walking point, raised his shield. Something large was moving through the undergrowth ahead.

"Formation," Adom said quietly. The team immediately shifted into their practiced positions – John front and center, Sam and Adom flanking, Yann and Cassandra protected in the middle.

The crashing grew louder, punctuated by a strange, wet snorting sound. Branches snapped, and a massive shape burst into view.

"What in the—" Sam started.

"Mosshide Boar," Adom identified quickly. "Twelve points for the tusks, eight for the moss patches if they're still glowing."

The creature before them resembled a wild boar magnified to nightmarish proportions. It stood nearly five feet at the shoulder, with curved tusks the length of a man's arm. Most striking were the patches of luminescent moss growing directly from its hide, giving it an eerie green glow in the shadowed forest.

The boar pawed the ground, its red eyes fixed on the team. The moss along its spine brightened noticeably.

"That's not good," Yann said. "The moss glows brighter when they're agitated."

"Plan?" Sam asked, already preparing a spell.

Adom assessed the situation quickly. "John, anchor left. Sam, ice wall on the right to limit its movement options. I'll take center with binding spells. Yann, ready with support."

"And me?" Cassandra asked.

"Please record weakness patterns," Adom replied. "And stay behind John."

The boar charged without warning, its bulk moving with surprising speed. John braced, shield angled to deflect rather than absorb the full impact. Sam's ice wall materialized just in time, channeling the boar's charge directly toward John.

The collision was thunderous. John's feet dug furrows in the soil as he was pushed back several feet, but his stance held. The boar's tusk scraped along the shield with a sound like nails on slate.

"Now!" Adom called.

Sam's lightning bolt struck the creature's flank, eliciting a pained squeal. The moss patches flared brilliantly in response. Adom followed with a binding spell aimed at the boar's legs, but the creature was already spinning away from John, breaking the partial hold.

"It's faster than it looks!" Adom warned, already repositioning.

The boar made another run, this time angling toward Sam. Adom intercepted with a [Stone Wall] spell that the creature crashed through like it was made of paper. Debris scattered everywhere as the boar barreled forward.

"Sam, move!"

Sam dove sideways, narrowly avoiding the tusks. He rolled and came up firing, an ice spike catching the boar in its hindquarters. The creature squealed in rage, whirling again with unexpected agility.

"The moss is some kind of energy conductor," Cassandra called out, observing from behind John. "It's channeling magical energy through its body!"

"So magic isn't the best approach?" Adom asked, ducking under a swipe from the boar's tusks.

"I didn't say that," Cassandra replied. "I said it conducts energy. I think if you overload it—"

"Got it," Sam interrupted. His hands were already moving in a complex pattern. "Adom, pin it for three seconds!"

Adom didn't question the instruction. He channeled Fluid at 70%, feeling the energy surge through his limbs as he darted in close to the boar. It swung its massive head at him, tusks sweeping through the air where he'd been a moment before.

[Flow Prediction] activated, everything slowing around him. He could see the boar's next move before it happened – the subtle shift of weight, the tensing of muscles. Adom moved accordingly, slipping past the tusks and driving his reinforced dagger into the thickest moss patch on the boar's shoulder.

The creature bellowed in pain. Adom twisted the blade, anchoring it deeper. As expected, the boar tried to throw him off, exactly the reaction he needed. He used the momentum to flip over the creature's back, maintaining his grip on the embedded dagger. The move left him straddling the boar for a moment – exactly where he didn't want to be, but exactly where Sam needed him.

"Ready!" he shouted.

"On three!" Sam replied. "One... two..."

Adom released the dagger and launched himself clear.

"Three!"

Sam's supercharged lightning bolt struck the dagger still embedded in the moss. The metal conducted the electricity directly into the moss network, which lit up like festival lights. The boar went rigid as electricity coursed through its body, the moss patches flaring to blinding brightness before suddenly going dark.

The creature swayed for a moment, then collapsed with a ground-shaking thud.

"Did we kill it?" Sam asked, approaching cautiously.

Yann moved forward, checking the fallen boar. "No, just overloaded its system. It's unconscious."

"Perfect," Cassandra said, already pulling out her specimen kit. "That means the moss samples will be pristine." She paused, looking Adom over. "Any injuries?"

"Nothing serious," he replied, though his shoulder ached where it had been wrenched during his acrobatics. Another data point for his physical skills.

"That was some move," Sam said, grinning. "Riding a dungeon boar. Not something you see every day."

"Let's not make it a habit," Adom replied, stretching his arm gingerly.

With practiced efficiency, they harvested the valuable parts – the gleaming tusks and careful samples of the moss, still faintly luminescent even when separated from the boar.

"Twenty points total," Cassandra noted as she cataloged the specimens. "Our tally is growing nicely."

"Adom."

As they were packing up to continue toward Crystal Falls, Adom froze.

He turned his head slightly, listening. There was a voice, calling his name. Adult, male, strangely familiar.

"Adom." The voice came again, distant and unclear.

"Everything alright there?" Yann asked, noticing his sudden stillness.

Adom turned to the team. "You guys didn't hear that?"

They exchanged glances, instantly alert.

"Hear what?" Sam asked, already moving into a defensive position.

"A voice. Calling my name."

"Mimic?" Cassandra suggested, reaching for her knife.

"Maybe," Adom said grimly. "But it sounded... familiar. Not like any of you."

"I heard nothing," Yann said, eyes scanning the area.

"If it is a mimic, better we find it before it ambushes us," Adom decided.

"How? They could be hiding anywhere," Sam pointed out.

Adom considered for a moment. "I might be able to locate it." He moved to a clear spot and knelt down. "Cover me for a minute."

The team formed a protective circle around him as Adom closed his eyes, focusing his mana. This was a specialized application of basic spatial awareness magic.

[Sonar]

The spell spread outward from him like ripples in a pond, invisible waves of magical energy bouncing off solid objects and returning with information. It wasn't as detailed as true sight, but it could detect motion and mass where normal perception failed.

For several long seconds, he detected nothing unusual. Then – there. A subtle movement about thirty yards away, behind a cluster of crystal-studded rocks. Too deliberate to be wind, too small to be a larger creature.

"Got it," Adom said, opening his eyes. "Behind those rocks, northeast."

They moved as a unit, approaching the location cautiously. John took point, shield raised. Sam prepared a containment spell while Yann readied a binding light.

"On three," Adom whispered. "One... two... three!"

They burst around the rocks simultaneously. The creature lurking there barely had time to react – a twisted, vaguely humanoid thing with too many mouths scattered across what might generously be called a face. It opened one of these mouths and screamed at them.

Slash

John's sword took its head clean off with a single, precise strike. The body twitched once, then collapsed in a heap of mismatched limbs.

"That was... anticlimactic," Sam remarked.

"Still a mimic," Cassandra confirmed, examining the corpse. "Voice-stealing variant. Different from the ones we encountered earlier. More developed vocal apparatus."

"Why did only I hear it?" Adom wondered.

"Target specific," Cassandra suggested. "Some mimics can focus their calls to a single recipient. Makes the lure more effective."

"And the voice it was using?" Yann asked quietly.

Adom shook his head. "I don't know. It sounded familiar, but I can't place it."

"Mimics can only replicate voices they've heard," Cassandra noted, carefully extracting what looked like a specialized vocal sac from the creature's throat. "Which means whoever it sounded like has been in this dungeon recently."

Somehow, the answer was quite unsatisfactory for Adom. The Mimic screamed, and the voice was not from it.

No, he shook his head, let's not overthink too much now...

As Cassandra finished her harvesting, something caught Adom's eye – a gleam of metal behind the rocks where the mimic had been hiding.

"Hold up," he said, moving closer. "There's something here."

Partially buried in the soft earth was what appeared to be a small chest, its metal fittings tarnished but still intact.

"Is that...?"

"Treasure," Cassandra confirmed, suddenly very interested. "Likely belonged to previous adventurers. The mimic was probably guarding it."

"Or using it as bait," Yann suggested.

Cassandra glanced at Adom, a moment of silent communication passing between them. Both had spotted the chest at almost the same time. Either could have quietly claimed it. But treasure found in dungeons came with protocols.

"We should document this," she said finally. "According to Guild regulations, found treasures need to be submitted for verification."

Adom nodded, feeling a small knot of tension release. He hadn't been sure what Cassandra would do.

"What's the breakdown again?" Sam asked as John carefully extracted the chest from the ground.

"Thirty percent to the finders if it belongs to another party," Yann explained. "Full claim if no owner is identified within thirty days."

"Assuming it contains anything worthwhile," Adom added, not wanting Sam to get his hopes up.

The chest was surprisingly heavy for its size. John set it down carefully, and they gathered around as Cassandra checked for traps.

"Seems clear," she announced after a thorough examination.

The lock was old and partially corroded. A simple unlock spell from Adom was enough to trigger the mechanism. The lid creaked open to reveal a jumble of items nestled in rotting velvet.

"Well?" Sam prompted as Cassandra methodically began sorting through the contents.

"Let's see," she said, laying each item on a clean cloth she'd spread out. "Three gold signets, approximately forty-five gold value total. A mana crystal, partially depleted, maybe twenty gold. Two silver rings – not sure how much they'd cost. A small pouch of cut gems, probably another fifty gold total. We'd need to be out to properly evaluate them."

"That's..." Sam quickly calculated, "almost a hundred and fifty gold!"

"A decent find," Yann agreed. "Not life-changing, but certainly welcome."

Cassandra continued sorting. "Some papers, too degraded to read. A silver compass, still functional. And... hm."

She held up what appeared to be a small, transparent stone. It was roughly tear-shaped, catching the light in strange ways, almost like a drop of frozen water.

"What is it?" Sam asked, leaning closer.

Cassandra turned the object in her fingers, studying it from various angles. "Just a transparent rock, as far as I can tell. No obvious value." She extended it to Adom and Sam. "Do you boys feel any mana from it?"

"No," they both said after a moment of concentration.

As she set it down among the other treasures, Adom felt a strange pull of interest toward the small stone. It wasn't really outstanding, but in doubt...

[Identify]

[Unpure Celestium Crystal.]

Adom gasped, suddenly reaching for the stone. "This is celestium!"

The others looked at him with varying degrees of skepticism.

"Are you sure?" Cassandra asked, eyebrows raised. "Have you ever actually seen celestium before?"

"I have," Adom insisted, turning the transparent crystal in his fingers. "This doesn't look like typical celestium, I admit, but that's what it is."

Cassandra frowned. "Celestium is incredibly rare and expensive. I've never personally seen it, but everything I've read suggests it doesn't look so... simple."

"She's right," Yann added, leaning closer to examine the stone. "I've seen celestium once, in the northern territories. It was warm to the touch and bright like the sun – almost hard to look at directly. You might be confusing it for something else."

Adom looked again.

[Identify]

[Unpure Celestium Crystal.]

"It is celestium. Just... unpure. Maybe that's why it looks different."

Sam squinted at the unremarkable crystal. "It just looks like water that someone froze and then shaped."

"If it were celestium," Cassandra said carefully, "it would be worth more than everything else in this chest combined. By a significant margin."

"It is," Adom insisted, though he could tell by their expressions that none of them believed him.

Cassandra shrugged. "Well, if you're so convinced..." She handed the stone back to him. "You should have it. Consider it your share if you want to claim it as personal treasure rather than team inventory."

"Are you serious?"

"Why not?" Cassandra said with a small smile. "If it's actually celestium, you've just made the find of a lifetime. If it's not... well, you've got yourself a pretty paperweight."

"I'll take that bet," Adom said, closing his fingers around the crystal.

"Just don't come crying when you find out it's just quartz or something," Sam teased, nudging Adom's shoulder.

"Maybe you can make a necklace out of it," Yann suggested with a gentle smile. "To go with that distinctive hair of yours."

Adom rolled his eyes at their gentle ribbing but tucked the stone safely into his inventory through his pocket. He wasn't sure why the identification spell was so specific about something that looked so ordinary, but he'd learned to trust it.

"We should pack everything properly," he said instead. "Document the location, contents, and condition for the Guild verification."

Cassandra nodded, already wrapping each item carefully before placing them back in the chest.

            

    
        Chapter 56. Dinner

    
    
    
    
                The sun was starting to set when Adom finally called for them to make camp. They'd been walking for hours, covering good ground despite the encounters. He was grateful this dungeon had a proper day-night cycle - his last expedition had been to one of those perpetually dark dimensions, fighting a vampire of all things. Not his idea of a good time.

"Here looks good," Adom said, pointing to a small clearing. "High ground, good visibility, defensible position."

Cassandra nodded and started unpacking the camping gear Adom had bought her. She worked with practiced efficiency, setting up the barrier stones first - small enchanted rocks that would warn them of approaching monsters. The tent came next, a clever piece of engineering that unfolded into a shelter big enough for five.

"John's taking first watch," Adom announced. John nodded, already moving to find a good vantage point.

"Not eating with us?" Yann asked.

John shook his head and pulled out his sword then wrote in the dirt: "Ate an EverFeast before entry."

"Those nutrient pills?" Sam's eyes widened. "The ones that cost ten gold each?"

Even Cassandra looked impressed. Ten gold was serious money - enough to buy a decent spell kit or a month's worth of quality ingredients. The pills were fascinating pieces of alchemy, designed to release nutrients slowly over days or even weeks, keeping a person perfectly fed without the need for actual meals.

Adom could have afforded one himself. But watching Yann unpack his cooking supplies, the air already filling with the promise of good food, he knew he'd made the right choice. An EverFeast might keep you alive, but it couldn't replace the simple pleasure of a real meal shared with companions.

The healer was setting up his portable stove with military precision, methodically arranging his ingredients and tools.

"Beef stew," Yann said, his naturally stern expression softening as he worked. "Something we used to make in the Imperial Army, but better."

"You cooked in the army?" Sam asked, watching Yann sear chunks of beef in a heavy pot until they developed a perfect brown crust.

"Healers had to," Yann explained, the meat sizzling as he worked in batches. "Especially healer mages. Part of our job was understanding how to maximize the nutritional value of whatever we had. A well-fed soldier heals faster, fights better." He added thick-cut onions to the pot, letting them caramelize in the meat drippings. "Plus, when you know exactly how the body processes different ingredients, you learn to make food that does more than just fill the stomach."

He deglazed the pot with dark wine, the aroma making everyone's mouths water. Carrots and potatoes went in next, along with herbs that Yann explained were specific varieties that enhanced mana recovery.

"The secret," he said, carefully measuring out a portion of red slime from a sealed container, "is knowing which monster parts can enhance regular ingredients. Red slime, when processed correctly, adds a deep, rich savoriness to food - the kind you get from aged meats or fermented beans. But you have to neutralize its mobility properties first, or..."

He demonstrated by dropping a bit of untreated slime into a separate bowl - it immediately tried to crawl out. "That's not what you want in your stew."

The treated slime, however, melted into the broth like butter, turning it rich and glossy. Yann added mushrooms he'd preserved from a bag.

"In the army, we had to feed hundreds with whatever we could find," he continued, stirring the pot as the most amazing smell began to fill the air. "You learn to be creative. But here, with good ingredients and time to do it right..." He tasted the broth, nodded, and added a pinch of something that made the stew's color deepen to a beautiful reddish-brown.

Adom's stomach growled audibly. Even Cassandra had stopped writing in her journal to watch the cooking process. The stew was starting to look like something from a high-end tavern, not a dungeon camp meal.

"Almost ready," Yann said, looking more relaxed than they'd seen him all day. "Just needs to simmer a bit longer. The slime needs time to work its magic."

Soon enough, Yann lifted the ladle to his lips with almost ceremonial gravity, tasting the stew while the others watched in anticipation. His serious expression held for a moment, then cracked into a warm smile. "Dinner's ready."

The cheer that went up was probably loud enough to alert every monster in the vicinity. Even Cassandra's usual reserve melted into a genuine smile as they gathered around with their bowls. Steam rose in fragrant clouds as Yann ladled out generous portions, placing a thick slice of garlic bread alongside each serving.

Adom couldn't wait.

The stew was still bubbling hot, but he dipped his spoon in anyway, bringing it to his mouth. The first bite nearly scalded his tongue, but he didn't care - the flavors were too perfect to resist. The beef practically melted, rich and tender, carrying the deep flavors of wine and herbs. The broth was velvety smooth, coating his mouth with layer upon layer of savory complexity. Each vegetable had absorbed the essence of the stew while maintaining its own character - the carrots sweet and tender, the potatoes perfectly done.

"Mhmmmm," Sam moaned around a mouthful, already reaching for his garlic bread. The bread was a marvel in itself - crusty on the outside, pillowy soft within, fragrant with herbs and butter. It soaked up the broth perfectly, adding another dimension to each bite.

"Thank you for the meal," Cassandra said softly, her bowl already half empty.

Yann was eating too now, looking pleased as he watched their reactions. "You honor me," he laughed. "It's just a simple army stew, really."

"Simple?" Adom shook his head, dragging his bread through the last of his broth. "This is better than most tavern meals I've had."

When they finally moved on to the rice pudding, Yann turned to where John sat keeping watch. "You're missing out, my friend."

John nodded, making a gesture that somehow managed to convey both gratitude and regret. The golden sweetmilk sauce caught the firelight as Adom served portions into their bowls. This was a perfect end to their first meal together as a team.

"We should rest soon," Cassandra said, making notes in her journal. "Long day tomorrow."

"Yeah," Adom agreed. "I'll take the second wat-"

A twig snapped in the darkness. Adom's hands were already moving, weaving a [Fireball] spell even as Sam raised his own defensive ward. John's shield came up smoothly, the golem moving to cover their exposed flank.

"Help!" A feminine voice cut through the night. "Please, somebody help!"

They exchanged glances. Sam mouthed "Mimic?" but Cassandra shook her head.

"We'll see soon enough."

"Could be real," Adom said quietly. "Could also be something smarter than a mimic."

Footsteps approached through the underbrush, accompanied by labored breathing and occasional sobs. The voice called out again, closer now: "Is someone there? Please... I saw your fire..."

A figure emerged at the edge of their light - a woman in torn adventurer's gear, limping badly. Her armor showed signs of recent combat.

"That's far enough," Adom called out. "Stay where you are."

She stopped, swaying slightly. Her breathing was ragged, uneven. Blood darkened her left leg, dripping slowly onto the forest floor. "Please," she gasped. "They killed everyone else. I've been running for hours..."

"Who killed them?" Yann asked.

"Gankers," she spat the word, then doubled over in a coughing fit. When she straightened, there were tears in her eyes. "They waited until after we'd cleared a monster nest. We were exhausted, low on energy..." She leaned heavily against a tree. "Six of them. They didn't even want anything specific, just... whatever we had..."

Adom shifted uncomfortably. Gankers were a known problem in dungeons - adventurers who preyed on other teams, letting them do the dangerous work of fighting monsters before swooping in to claim the loot. It was cowardly, but profitable.

"How did you escape?" Cassandra asked.

"I..." the woman hesitated, her voice breaking. "One of them got cocky. Left an opening. I ran. They chased for a while, but I think I lost them in the dark. My party... they weren't so lucky." Fresh tears spilled down her cheeks.

Something about her story niggled at Adom's instincts. It was perfectly plausible - gankers often attacked after teams were weakened by monster fights. The blood was real, the tears seemed genuine, but...

"You're bleeding," he noted. "Yann's a healer. He can take a look, but you'll need to submit to a binding spell first. Standard precaution."

The woman looked between them, desperation and fear warring on her face. "A binding spell? But if they're still out there... I wouldn't be able to defend myself..."

"That's the point," Cassandra said quietly. "We can't take chances."

"Please," the woman whispered. "I understand your caution, but I'm losing blood. I can't... I can't keep running. If you turn me away..." She swayed dangerously.

Adom met Yann's eyes. The healer gave a slight nod - the blood loss was real, at least.

If they turned her away and she was telling the truth, they'd be condemning her to death. If she was lying... they'd be letting a predator into their camp.

"Sam," Adom said quietly. "What do you think?"

Sam was the most trusting of them. But now he just shrugged helplessly. "I..." He looked at the woman, then down. "I don't know. She seems genuine, but..."

"We can't just let her die out there," Yann said, his healer's instincts clearly warring with caution.

The woman took a stumbling step forward, then her leg gave out. She caught herself against the tree, a quiet sob escaping her. "Please... I don't want to die out here..."

Adom looked at his team. "Thoughts?"

"We can't leave her out there," Sam said immediately.

Yann nodded. "The blood loss is real. That much I can tell from here."

John kept his shield ready but gave a slight nod. Only Cassandra hesitated, her pen tapping against her notebook.

"It's a risk," she said quietly.

"John's on watch anyway," Sam pointed out. "And we're rotating shifts. Someone will always be alert."

Adom watched the woman - she'd slid down to sit against the tree, her breathing labored. If this was an act, it was a damn good one. And if it wasn't...

"Okay," he decided. "Yann?"

The healer was already moving. "I've got her." He approached carefully, Adom following as backup. "Ma'am? I'm going to help you to our camp, alright?"

"Thank you," she whispered. "Gods bless you all. I thought..." She started crying again as they helped her up. "I thought I was going to die out here."

They got her settled near the fire. Yann knelt beside her. "I need to look at that wound. May I?"

She nodded, helping him roll up her torn pant leg. The wound was ugly - a sword slash that had gone deep into the muscle. Amateur attempts at field dressing had stopped the worst of the bleeding, but the edges were red and swollen.

"I had to keep moving," she explained, wincing as Yann examined it. "Couldn't treat it properly. They kept following..."

"Animals," Cassandra muttered, watching from her position by their supplies.

"Hold still," Yann said. "I'm going to stop the bleeding first, then we need to prevent infection. After that, I can start closing it."

"Thank you," the woman said again. "All of you. I... I know how dangerous it is to trust strangers out here."

"What's your name?" Adom asked.

"Sonja. We... we were just a regular party. Nothing special. But after we cleared that nest..." She shuddered. "Six of them. Two women, four men."

"Can you describe them?" Cass asked.

Sonja closed her eyes, concentrating. "The leader was tall, broad-shouldered. Had this nasty scar across his jaw. Dark hair, tied back. One of the women had red hair, really bright. The other was shorter, stocky. There was this guy with a crooked nose, like it had been broken..."

Something clicked in Adom's memory. Two faces from the morning - he remembered seeing a pair in the back who matched those descriptions. But he couldn't be sure. There were hundreds of examinees, and a scarred jaw or crooked nose weren't exactly unique features.

"What else about them?" he asked. He needed more details before jumping to conclusions.

Sonja continued describing the attack while Yann worked on her leg, but Adom's mind was turning over possibilities. If they were the same men from the morning... but no, he couldn't be certain. Not yet. Better to gather more information first.

"Listen," he said after she finished. "We're heading north. Once Yann's done treating you, you're welcome to travel with us until we reach the next safe zone."

"Really?" The relief in her voice was palpable. "I... thank you. I don't know how to repay-"

"Don't mention it," Adom cut in. "Just focus on healing for now."

He caught Sam's eye and nodded toward their packs. They needed to discuss watch rotations anyway. As they stepped away from the fire, the golem silently shifted position, maintaining its vigil. Even if Adom's suspicions were wrong - even if Sonja wasn't what she seemed - they weren't exactly helpless. Three combat-capable mages, and a golem like John made them a hard target for anyone looking for easy prey.

Still, he'd keep watching. And wondering.


            

    
        Chapter 57. Among Us

    
    
    
    
                Adom woke up slowly, his consciousness split between his own body and John's. The golem's vision overlapped with his - a strange double-image of the brightening sky and the inside of the tent.

Maybe calling him 'John' was weird, even just in his thoughts. But it helped maintain the illusion, and names had power. Better to keep the habit, even in his own mind.

The connection through the talisman felt like having an extra set of limbs, distant but responsive. He could doze while John kept watch, a trick that had taken weeks to master. His father would probably disapprove - "proper rest means proper rest" - but it worked well enough.

The night had been quiet. Almost suspiciously so, given Sonja's story. No gankers, no monsters, not even the usual dungeon sounds. Just crickets and the occasional distant howl that probably wasn't worth investigating.

"Morning," Sam mumbled from his bedroll, hair sticking up in about seven different directions. "Anything try to eat us?"

"Just your snoring," Adom said. "I think it scared everything else away."

"I do not snore."

"You really do," Yann called from outside. The healer was already up, probably checking on Sonja. "Like a drunk bear with allergies."

Sam threw his pillow at the tent flap, missing completely. "Slander. Lies and slander."

Cassandra emerged from the women's side of the tent, already fully dressed and looking irritatingly alert.

"Breakfast?" she asked, pulling out her notebook. Always with the notebook.

"Soon," Yann called back. "Just changing Sonja's bandages first."

Adom stepped out into the morning air, letting John's perspective merge more fully with his own. The golem stood at the edge of their camp, scanning the treeline. Nothing but birds and the occasional squirrel. Monster birds and squirrels of course. This was still a dungeon, after all. The birds had an extra shimmer to their feathers, and the squirrels' eyes glowed faintly in the shadows, but they behaved like regular wildlife. One particularly bold squirrel even approached John, sniffing curiously before darting away.

Sonja sat propped against a fallen log, wincing as Yann worked on her leg. The wound looked better - less angry red, more normal healing pink.

"How's it feeling?" Adom asked, dropping down beside the fire pit.

"Better," she said. "Your healer knows his work." She smiled at Yann, who merely grunted and continued his examination. "I think I can walk properly today."

"Good," Cassandra said, not looking up from her writing. What was she writing anyway? "We need to move soon."

Sam emerged from the tent, still fighting with his hair. "Anyone else think it was too quiet last night? Like, suspiciously quiet?"

"Noticed that too," Adom agreed. "John didn't pick up anything unusual though." Through the talisman, he felt the golem shake its head in confirmation.

"Could mean they gave up," Sonja offered hopefully.

"Could mean they're being smart," Yann countered, finishing with her bandages. "Waiting for us to lower our guard."

"Always the optimist, dear senior." Sam muttered, finally getting his hair under control. "Hey, is that coffee I smell?"

It was. Yann had somehow managed to set up his portable stove and get water boiling without anyone noticing. The man moved like a ghost when he wanted to.

"Army grade," the healer said, pouring cups. "Could wake the dead."

"Probably kill them again too," Sam said, but he took his cup eagerly enough.

"Not taking coffee?" Yann asked, noticing Adom hadn't reached for a cup.

"Oh, he doesn't drink that stuff," Sam cut in before Adom could answer. "Our mighty strategist here prefers his fancy leaf water."

"You know nothing, little one," Adom said, pulling out his pack with exaggerated dignity. "Just because you can't appreciate the subtle artistry of properly brewed tea..."

"Tea has its virtues," Yann said, slipping into healer mode. "The bitter elements strengthen the stomach, and certain varieties help restore mana. Plus, the ritual of preparation itself can be-"

"It's good for you," Sam cut in. "We get it."

Sonja accepted her coffee with both hands, inhaling the steam. "This is amazing," she told Yann. "The blend is perfect."

The healer actually blushed, mumbling something about army rations and proper preparation. Adom caught Sam's eye, then Cassandra's. They shared a look of collective confusion. In the many days since they'd formed their party, Yann had never once gotten flustered by compliments.

"Tea time," Adom said, pulling out a small pouch. The fabric was worn but still held traces of elaborate embroidery.

"What blend is that?" Yann asked, watching as Adom carefully measured leaves into his cup. "The aroma is... unusual."

"Gift from a Veyshari sorceress," Adom said, adding hot water with practiced precision. "Met her during their passage in Arkhos last year."

Cassandra's cup stopped at her lips. "The Veyshari? I've always wanted to trade with their caravans. Their goods fetch premium prices in most cities. With the right structure, it could be quite profitable."

"Merchant ambitions?" Adom asked, watching his tea steep.

"Yes." Cassandra replied. "I'm saving from my work with Madam to open a small shop. And then," she continued in the same matter-of-fact tone, "I'll conquer the thousand seas and become the most successful merchant in this world."

"Huh," Adom said.

Sam grinned. "You know, my father is a merchant. And I can see it - you've got that same calculating look he gets when discussing profit margins."

"Your father is a merchant?" Cassandra's eyes narrowed. "When we're out of here, would you mind introducing me to him?"

"Of course! He's always looking for sharp minds to work with. Just don't let him rope you into one of his three-hour lectures about trade routes."

"What's that smell?" Sonja asked, leaning toward Adom's cup. "It's like... summer rain and honey."

Adom watched the leaves unfurl, releasing spirals of color into the water. "It's a blend of mountain sage, frost lotus, and something they call 'dreamer's breath.' Makes the mind sharp during daylight hours, helps with sleep at night."

"Dreamer's breath," Yann mused. "That's the silvery one? Interesting. The sage awakens the mind, while the lotus shifts its nature with the sun's path. Working together like that... clever crafting."

Yann was being very... informative this morning. Almost as if he was trying to impress someone. What happened here?

What Adom didn't mention was the dreams. Every time he drank the tea, they came - vivid and strange and always the same. A cave, impossibly large, with a single apple tree growing in a shaft of sunlight that shouldn't exist underground. The fruits gleamed red and ripe, calling to him. He never reached them in the dream, but he remembered every detail upon waking. Most dreams faded, but these stayed sharp as crystal in his mind.

He'd tried researching the phenomenon, but information on Veyshari magic was scarce. The sorceress said only that it would relieve his stress. Which it did, and he was not complaining. Still, the dreams were oddly soothing, even if he didn't understand their purpose. Because they definitely had a purpose and magic was definitely involved.

"How long until the water's right?" Sam asked, peering into Adom's cup.

"When the leaves totally sink," Adom said. "About another minute."

"Leaf juice ritual," Sam muttered. They'd had this conversation enough times that it had become a comfortable routine.

"Ah, tea's ready," Adom said, lifting his cup. The leaves had settled into a perfect spiral at the bottom.

"And breakfast," he added, pulling out five glass vials from his pack. Each one contained what looked like a chocolate milkshake, if milkshakes could somehow look both appetizing and slightly wrong at the same time.

Sam groaned. "Your latest attempt?"

"Version forty-seven," Adom confirmed, distributing the vials. "I think I finally got the texture right. Smooth, not grainy. Added some vanilla extract and processed cocoa beans."

"The last one tasted like wet sand mixed with honey," Sam said, but he took his vial anyway. "The one before that was like drinking liquid chalk."

"This one's better," Adom promised. "I figured out how to bind the nutrients without using ground crystals. Used liquid extraction instead."

Yann examined his vial with professional interest. "The color's more consistent. No separation. Good emulsion."

"Just drink it," Cassandra said, already uncorking hers. "It's better than nothing."

Sonja looked at her vial uncertainly. "Meal replacement potion?"

"Adom's obsessed with perfecting them," Sam explained. "It's his thing. Like how Cass is obsessed with profit margins and Yann pretends he doesn't care about anything."

"I care about proper medical procedure," Yann muttered, but he was still studying the potion's consistency.

Adom uncorked his own vial. The smell was... almost right. Chocolate and vanilla, with undertones of something else. Something that reminded you that this wasn't actually food, but a carefully calculated mixture of nutrients and magic.

"Bottom's up," he said, and drank.

The texture was perfect - smooth and silky, coating his tongue without being thick or cloying. The initial taste was good too - rich chocolate, hints of vanilla, maybe a touch of cinnamon. But then...

"Still got that powdery aftertaste," he sighed. "Why can't I get rid of that?"

[+4 Life Force]

At least it worked. He could feel the energy spreading through his body, muscles becoming more responsive, mind sharpening. The system's confirmation was just extra validation.

"It's not bad," Sonja said, sounding surprised. She'd finished half her vial. "Better than trail rations."

"High praise," Sam said dryly. He was drinking his in small sips, like someone taking medicine. "Setting a really high bar there."

"The texture's definitely improved from the last few days," Cassandra noted, always practical. "Previous versions felt like drinking sand."

"That was the ground crystals," Adom explained. "Traditional method. Everyone uses it because it's reliable, but I figured there had to be a better way. So I started experimenting with liquid extraction methods. The problem is getting the magical properties to bind properly without-"

"Please," Sam cut in. "Please don't start explaining the entire alchemical process again. I still have nightmares about version thirty-nine's hour-long lecture."

"That was an important breakthrough! The crystallization matrix-"

"No," everyone said in unison.

Adom sulked into his vial. Nobody appreciated the complexities of potion crafting these days. Still, they were drinking it. And it worked. That powdery aftertaste though... maybe if he adjusted the binding agent? Or tried a different extraction method for the magical components?

"One day," he promised his vial, "you'll taste like a real milkshake. Perfect texture, perfect taste, no weird aftertaste. Just pure, delicious nutrition."

"He talks to his potions," Sam told Sonja in a stage whisper. "We're pretty sure it's not healthy."

Sonja laughed at Sam's jab, a sound that made Yann glance up from his vials. "Does he name them too?"

"Only the successful ones," Sam said. Then, catching Adom's eye: "What? Version thirty-eight was called 'Sandmouth' for a reason."

Adom watched Sam's easy banter with a mix of pride and surprise. It was exactly what he wanted to see, but to witness it now...

The nervous kid really was growing more confident by the day. Maybe too quickly? But before he could tease Sam in return-

"Shouldn't we be moving?" Cassandra cut in, already packing her notebook. "If we maintain good pace, we could reach the meeting point ahead of schedule."

Adom laughed. "Someone's eager for that porter's bonus."

"Time is money," she said primly.

They began breaking camp with practiced efficiency. John helped pack the tent while Sam doused the fire. Sonja tried to stand, wincing as she put weight on her injured leg.

"I could carry you," Yann said suddenly.

And that was it.

Everyone froze. Even John's mechanical head turned. A command from Adom to make the golem feel normal, of course.

"What," Sam said slowly, "exactly happened during your watch?"

Adom knew they'd been talking - he'd heard Sonja giggling through John, though he'd tried not to eavesdrop. It was probably the closest thing to flirting he'd ever heard from their healer. Not that there was ever a situation where he'd thought he'd hear it anyway.

"Her injury needs time to heal properly," Yann said, face carefully neutral. "Stressed movement could reopen the wound. As her treating physician-"

"Uh huh," Sam said. "Very medical. Much professional."

"It does make tactical sense," Cassandra offered.

"I appreciate the offer," Sonja said, and was that a blush? "But maybe just help me walk for now?"

"Of course," Yann said quickly. Too quickly. "Whatever makes you most comfortable."

Sam opened his mouth, probably to say something that would get him murdered by their healer, but Adom cut him off. "Time is money, remember? Let's move."

They fell into formation, with one notable change - Yann walking beside Sonja instead of his usual position. Sam kept shooting knowing looks at everyone except the pair in question.

*****

The first monster attack came just past noon. They'd entered the Verdant Zone - all towering trees and thick undergrowth that made perfect hiding spots. John spotted them first: three Greater Razorbacks, pig-like creatures with crystalline spines running down their backs.

"Guys! Formation Three," Adom called. Sam was already moving back, finding his firing position while John stepped forward, shield raised. The razorbacks charged, their crystal spines glowing with stored energy.

"Cassandra, Sonja, Yann - behind that outcrop," Adom ordered, hands weaving his first spell. "Sam, please focus the leader. John will brace!"

The lead razorback slammed into John's shield with enough force to leave furrows in the earth. The golem held, buying time for Sam to line up his shot. A bolt of pure force struck the creature's flank, shattering several of its crystal spines.

"They're storing lightning!" Yann called from his position. "Don't let them discharge!"

Perfect timing - one of the razorbacks was already glowing brighter, preparing to release its stored energy. Adom finished his spell, creating a grounding field around the creature. The lightning dissipated harmlessly into the earth.

John's sword flashed, opening a deep cut on the lead razorback's shoulder. It squealed in rage, trying to gore him with its tusks. Sam's next shot took it in the eye, and it went down thrashing.

The fight ended quickly after that. These weren't particularly clever monsters - dangerous, but predictable. Still, they had to be careful harvesting the crystals.

"Good fight," Cassandra noted, carefully opening her dimensional bag. "These will get us a lot of points."

"They better." Sam muttered, rubbing his shoulder where recoil from his spells had left bruises.

They encountered two more razorback groups before reaching the zone transition. The second fight went smoothly, but the third -

"Adom, move!" Sam's warning came just in time. Adom dove aside as crystal spines exploded where he'd been standing. His barrier spell caught most of the shrapnel, but some got through, leaving shallow cuts along his arm.

"I'm fine," he said before Yann could ask. "Please focus on Sam - that last shot took a lot out of him."

The day continued like that - periods of careful advancement broken by bursts of combat. They passed through the Verdant Zone into the Stone Gardens, where the vegetation gave way to strange rock formations that seemed to grow like plants.

"Other teams ahead," Adom signaled. Through the talisman, he saw a group of three fighting what looked like animated chunks of bones.

"Let's go around," he decided. "No point getting involved unless-"

A scream cut through the air. One of the other team's members was down, clutching a bleeding leg. Their healer was trying to reach them, but more bone creatures were emerging from the ground.

"Damn it," Adom muttered. "Yann-"

"Already moving," the healer said, hands glowing with prepared spells.

They didn't talk about helping - they just did it. Sam's force bolts shattered two creatures while John and Adom carved a path to the wounded adventurer. Yann reached them moments later, already working on the injury.

"Thanks," their leader gasped - a tall woman with close-cropped hair. "We didn't see the burrowers until too late."

"Share information," Cassandra said practically. "We'll trade what we know about this zone for what you've seen ahead."

The exchange was quick but valuable. The other team had already mapped most of the Stone Gardens, marking ambush spots and resource nodes. In return, Adom warned them about the razorbacks' lightning storage.

They separated soon after, both teams moving carefully through their respective routes. The rest of the day brought more fights - bone burrowers, a pack of shadow wolves, even what Sam called a 'mini-boss' in the form of a stone giant that took everything they had to bring down.

"Its core is intact," Cassandra announced after examining the giant's remains. "That alone will suffice to prove we took it down."

By evening, they were all exhausted. Sam's shoulders were a mass of recoil bruises, Adom's cuts needed attention, and even John's armor showed minor signs of wear. Only Yann seemed relatively fresh, though he'd used significant mana healing everyone throughout the day.

"Good progress," Adom said as they made camp in a defensible cave. "We're ahead of schedule, despite the delays."

"Speaking of delays," Sam said, glancing at where Yann was checking Sonja's leg again, "anyone else notice our healer volunteered for every break we took?"

"Let him be," Adom said, hiding a smile. "Besides, we needed those breaks anyway."

It had been a good day, all things considered. They were working well together, adapting to each other's styles. Even Sonja had proved useful, spotting patterns in monster behavior that helped them prepare for encounters.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges - they still had three zones to cross before reaching the checkpoint. But for now, they could rest, recover, and maybe watch Yann pretend he wasn't completely obvious about his growing attachment to their guest.

"I'll take first watch," Sam offered, then grinned. "Unless Yann wants it?"

The healer's only response was a handful of sand thrown with remarkable accuracy at Sam's face.

Yann's hands glowed with a soft golden light as he worked on Adom's cuts. The shallow wounds from the razorback spines weren't dangerous, but left untreated, they could get infected.

"Hold still," Yann muttered. "These crystal fragments are a pain to extract."

Adom winced as Yann's magic probed deeper, drawing out a sliver of crystal so thin it was nearly transparent. The healer caught it between his fingers, examining it critically before dropping it into a small metal dish.

"That's the last one," Yann said. "Now for the actual healing." His hands returned to Adom's arm, the golden light intensifying.

Something suddenly flickered in Adom's vision:

[System recalibrating...]

[White Wyrm's Body has reached level 10!]
Your body now has twice the resilience of a normal human. Muscles, tendons, and skin are more resistant to tearing and puncture. 

[Healing Factor has reached level 2!]
Your healing rate is now 5.5 times faster than a normal human's. Wounds close rapidly, broken bones mend in days rather than weeks. Your body optimizes itself during rest.

[Your Mana Pool has increased from 700 to 702!]
Your capacity for holding magical energy has expanded significantly. Recovery rate increased to 6.2 units per hour. Channels have strengthened, allowing for more powerful spell casting with less strain.

[Boxing Mastery has reached level 10!]
Your strikes now carry perfect weight transfer from foot to fist. Footwork has become instinctively efficient, allowing you to maintain optimal positioning.

Adom kept his face neutral, though inwardly he was pleasantly surprised. In the span of eight months, [Healing factor] had been particularly stubborn to evolve. Making it advance required him to constantly harm himself, even more than he did with [White Wyrm's Body]. 

To be honest, he didn't feel any immediate change from it either. It would take time to notice the effects - and he knew he was still leagues away from reaching someone like Helios. Which made him wonder: What level would make me heal fast like Helios used to?

The [White Wyrm's Body] upgrade, however - that he could actually feel. Discreetly, he pinched the skin on his forearm while Yann was looking away. It felt remarkably soft and elastic, yet he could sense the density beneath. Like normal human skin to all appearances, but with hidden strength. His muscles felt more compact, more efficient somehow.

"Something wrong?" Yann asked, noticing Adom's momentary distraction.

"Just thinking about today's fights," Adom said smoothly. "We worked well together."

"True enough." Yann finished the healing with a final pulse of magic. "There. Might be sore for a day, but the wounds are closed."

"Thanks." Adom flexed his arm, testing the newly healed skin. Perfect, as expected.

Yann gathered his supplies, giving Adom a thoughtful look. "You know, your body responds remarkably well to healing magic. Better than most, actually."

"Good genes, I guess."

"No, it's more than that." Yann's voice dropped to ensure privacy. "Most people, when healed, their bodies fight the process a little. Natural defense mechanism. But yours... it's like your cells are actually working with the magic. Speeding things up."

Adom shrugged. "That's good, right?"

"It's unusual," Yann said, snapping his medical kit closed. "But yes, it's good. Just thought you should know." He hesitated, then added, "Also, you've grown since we started training together. At least an one and a half centimeters, maybe more. I am good at picking these things up."

"Sam mentioned that too." Adom tried to sound casual. "Hasn't stopped giving me grief about it."

"Hmm." Yann didn't look convinced by Adom's nonchalance, but he let it drop. "Get some rest. I'll check on Sonja."

As the healer moved away, Adom considered the other notifications. His mana pool had expanded to 702 units - a modest increase that represented months of careful work with Aelarion, aka Mr. Biggins. The old dragon-turned-man had been his usual eccentric self when Adom first approached him about accelerated expansion techniques.

"Everyone has a natural threshold," Biggins had explained, peering at Adom over his spectacles. "Push too hard, too fast, and you'll hit a wall. Worse, you might damage your channels permanently. Boom! No more magic for young Adom!"

Adom knew about thresholds all too well. In his previous life, it had taken until his 70s to reach the size of a of a two-circle mage's mana pool. As such, it was a level his body would eventually reach, naturally.

But this time, with his [Healing Factor] now operating at 5 and now 5.5 times normal human speed, Biggins estimated he could reach it by his mid 30s, possibly even sooner.

He could accelerate the process further with elixirs, like the ones Biggins had given him and Sam before. But as the old dragon had warned him, those had to be used sparingly.

"Think of your mana channels like a river," Biggins had said while dramatically stirring a suspicious-looking purple concoction. "The elixirs are like demolition charges - they blast the riverbed wider! Very effective! But use too many too quickly, and you'll destroy the entire riverbank. The river dries up. You die! Very sad ending!"

With his [Healing Factor] evolving nicely, though, Adom might not need to risk the elixirs as often. His body was naturally accommodating the growth better than before.

"If you continue at this pace," the old mage had said during their last session, twirling a piece of candy between his fingers, "you might even surpass your natural limits. Your body is... adapting in ways I haven't seen many humans do before. Most curious! Most exciting!"

The Boxing Mastery reaching level 8 was just icing on the cake. After months of training with Kalan, and some with his father, his punches now carried perfect weight transfer, his footwork was increasingly efficient, and his ability to read opponents had sharpened. He could instinctively identify weaknesses, predict movements even without [Flow Prediction], and place strikes with surgical precision.

"What's that smug look for?" Sam dropped down beside him, interrupting his thoughts. "Planning world domination?"

"Just appreciating not being dead," Adom replied, which wasn't entirely a lie.

"You know what I appreciate? That you're finally taller than me." Sam stretched dramatically. "Makes me feel less guilty about hiding behind you during fights."

"You never hide behind me."

"That's because you were slightly smaller than me until recently. It'd be weird."

Adom laughed despite himself. "Your logic is impeccable."

"It's the growth spurt from hell," Sam continued. "At this rate, you'll be as tall as Yann by next year."

"I doubt that."

"No, seriously. You're what, ten centimeters taller than you were at the start of term? That's not normal. I'm starting to think your tea is magic growth juice or something."

The Healing Factor skill wasn't just closing wounds faster - it was optimizing his entire physical development. His body was functioning at peak efficiency, making the most of every nutrient, every bit of rest, every training session.

For all the wrong Helios did, this was almost enough to forget them all. I suppose I could thank him. Adom thought. Then he shook his head. What an odd thought that was.

"Speaking of tea," Adom said, changing the subject, "want some? I've got enough left for another pot."

"Nah. That stuff makes me dream weird."

"Define weird."

"Last time I dreamed I was a fish trying to climb a staircase. The staircase was made of cheesecake."

"That actually sounds perfectly normal for you."

Sam threw a twig at him. "Whatever. Hey, did you notice how Yann keeps finding excuses to check on Sonja? It's like watching a teenager with his first crush."

Adom glanced across the camp. Sure enough, Yann was sitting beside Sonja, examining her leg with far more attention than it probably needed.

"It's nice," Adom said. "He deserves some happiness after the army."

"Someone's coming," Cassandra said suddenly from the edge of the camp, her head snapping up from her notebook.

Adom and Sam both went silent. Through the talisman, Adom could feel John already turning toward the cave entrance, shield ready.

"How many?" Adom asked quietly.

"Just one, I think." Cassandra was on her feet now, hand moving to the small knife at her belt. "Coming fast. Uneven steps."

They all heard it then - footsteps crashing through the underbrush, accompanied by labored breathing. Not trying to be stealthy at all. Either panicked or very confident.

"Yann," Adom murmured, and the healer was already moving to Sonja's side, helping her into a defensive position behind a rock formation.

The footsteps grew louder. Definitely human - the rhythm was unmistakable, though uneven. Like someone limping badly.

"Help!" A man's voice called from outside. "Please! Is someone there? Please help!"

Adom exchanged glances with Sam, who had his hands in position for a quick spell. Through John, Adom could see farther into the darkness - a figure stumbling down the path toward their cave.

"Who goes there?" Adom called out, keeping his voice steady.

"Thank the gods," the voice gasped. "Please - my party - we were attacked. They're dying. I need help!"

A mimic? Another adventurer? The voice sounded genuinely desperate, but mimics were getting better these days.

"That's far enough," Cassandra called as the figure approached the edge of their firelight. "State your business."

The man stopped, swaying slightly. Blood darkened one side of his face, and he clutched his arm at an awkward angle. His gear was adventure-grade but battered, with tears and what looked like sword slashes across the chest plate.

"Please," he said, voice breaking. "We were camped in the hollow by the stone formation. Six of them came out of nowhere - professional gankers, not exam-takers. My friends... they're still there. Fighting or..." He trailed off, gasping for breath.

"Stay where you are," Adom said, moving closer but keeping a safe distance. "How do we know this isn't a trap?"

"I swear on everything - look at me!" The man gestured at his wounds with his good arm. "You think I did this to myself? They're killing everyone they find. Taking their points, their gear, everything."

Adom studied him carefully. The blood looked real enough, and that dislocated shoulder wasn't something you could easily fake. The man had dark hair tied back in a messy knot, now half-undone. His face was broad, features strong but now twisted with pain and urgency. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar, but with all the blood, it was hard to place.

"How far to your camp?" Yann asked, the healer in him clearly responding to the wounds.

"Half a mile, maybe less. Northeast, by the split rock formation. Please, every second we waste..."

Sonja gasped suddenly, the sound sharp in the tense quiet.

"What is it?" Yann asked, turning to her.

Her face had gone pale, eyes wide with recognition and fear. "That's him," she whispered, then louder: "That's him! One of the gankers that attacked us!"

The man's head snapped toward her voice, his expression shifting to confusion. "What? No, I've never seen her before in my life."

"You're lying!" Sonja was on her feet now, Yann's steadying hand on her arm. "You were the leader! The one with the scar on your jaw!"

Now that she mentioned it, Adom could see it - a thin white line running along the man's left jawline, partially obscured by blood and dirt.

"She's confused," the man said quickly, his eyes darting between them. "I got this scar years ago in training. Look, I don't know who she is, but my friends are dying right now!"

"You described him to us," Cassandra said to Sonja, her voice calm but eyes sharp. "Tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair tied back, scar across the jaw."

"That could describe dozens of people in this dungeon," the man protested, but his posture had changed subtly - weight shifting, good hand hanging a little too close to his belt.

"Sonja, are you sure?" Yann asked, his voice tight.

"I swear it," she said, gripping Yann's arm. "That's him. I'll never forget that face. He was laughing while they killed my friends!"

The man's expression hardened, eyes narrowing as he looked at Sonja. "You've got it backwards, lady. If anything..." He let out a bitter laugh. "Gods, the nerve. She's one of them. The gankers."

"What?" Sam blurted.

"Yeah, that's right," the man continued, his voice gaining confidence. "Red-haired woman, part of the group that hit us. Got hurt when my friend Jorith fought back." He pointed at Sonja's bandaged leg. "Bet that wound isn't from running away from gankers - it's from attacking innocents!"

"That's absurd," Yann said immediately. "We found her injured and alone."

"Of course you did," the man shot back. "She probably got separated from her group when things went south. Crawled away to save her own skin, then fed you some sob story."

Adom watched the exchange carefully, still silent.

"The rest of your ganking friends know you're here?" the man continued, now addressing Sonja directly. "Planning to signal them once these folks let their guard down?"

"You're twisting everything!" Sonja's voice broke with emotion. "This is exactly what they do - they find lone survivors and turn them against each other!"

Through John, Adom could see the man's hand inching toward what was probably a concealed weapon. Not obvious enough for the others to notice, but the golem's enhanced vision caught the subtle movement.

"We found Sonja one day ago," Cassandra stated flatly. "She's been with us since. If what you're saying is true, how would her 'friends' even know where to find her now?"

The man hesitated, just for a split second. "They have a tracker. Magic item, lets them follow blood trails. Works for days after injury."

"This is ridiculous," Yann said, his arm now protectively around Sonja's shoulders. "You come stumbling into our camp with an obviously fabricated story, and expect us to just turn on someone we've been traveling with?"

"Someone you've known for what, a day?" the man countered. "How much do you really know about her? Did she tell you where she's from? Her guild? The names of these supposed friends she lost?"

Adom exchanged a look with Sam.

"My friends are dying," the man said again, his voice quieter now, almost defeated. "I thought... I hoped I'd found help. But I see how it is." He took a step back. "She's got you all fooled. Just like she and her friends fooled that other party we found two days ago."

"What other party?" Sam asked despite himself.

"Three students, younger than you." The man's eyes were hard now. "They believed her story too. Found their bodies yesterday, picked clean. Not a coin or potion left."

Sonja was shaking now, tears streaming down her face. "He's lying. Everything he's saying is a lie!"

"Enough," Adom said finally, his voice cutting through the tension. "John, keep your shield ready."

The golem moved slightly, positioning itself between the stranger and the rest of the group.

The man sighed deeply, shoulders slumping. "I see how it is." He looked directly at Sonja, all pretense dropped from his voice. "This bitch has you all wrapped around her finger."

"Watch your mouth," Yann growled.

"Or what, healer? You'll patch me up to death?" The man began backing away into the darkness. "You know what? I'll go look for help somewhere els—"

"John, grab him," Adom commanded sharply.

The golem moved with shocking speed, covering the distance between them in two fluid strides. The man's eyes widened in surprise as John's metal hand clamped down on his shoulder.

"Where do you think you're going?" Adom asked, stepping forward.

In that instant, the man's entire demeanor changed. The dagger he'd been reaching for flashed in the firelight as he brought it up in a vicious arc toward John's chest plate. The blade scraped across the metal with a sound like nails on glass.

"Let me go!" he snarled, suddenly moving with none of the stiffness or pain he'd displayed earlier. His supposedly dislocated arm now functioned perfectly, slashing repeatedly at the golem.

"He's faking the injuries," Cassandra noted calmly, though her hand had moved to her own weapon.

"No shit," Sam muttered, hands glowing as he prepared a spell.

The man thrashed in John's grip, his strength surprising for someone who moments ago had appeared on the verge of collapse. The blood on his face was real enough, but the wounds beneath seemed far less severe than he'd led them to believe.

"You're all dead!" he spat, abandoning any pretense of being an innocent victim. "You think I came alone? They're right behind me!"

Yann had pulled Sonja further back into the cave, positioning himself protectively in front of her. "Is he telling the truth?" he asked John. "Are there others?"

Through the talisman, Adom scanned the darkness beyond the camp entrance. Nothing yet, but that didn't mean they weren't out there, waiting.

"Dead!" the man screamed again, louder now. "All of you! They're coming! THEY'RE HERE!"

His voice echoed through the camp and out into the night, the final word hanging in the air like a promise.

Or a signal.

            

    
        Chapter 58. Gankers

    
    
    
    
                Shit.

Dain Kattis had made a lot of bad decisions in his thirty-two years of life, but getting caught by a team of mages had to be near the top of the list. What had he been thinking? All that talk about easy pickings in the dungeon, all those rumors about rich academy kids carrying premium gear they barely knew how to use—it had clouded his judgment.

This year's exam was completely fucked.

The academy had let too many mage candidates. Normal delvers like his crew never stood a chance against spell-slingers, not in a fair fight anyway. That's why they'd been following this group for the past day, watching from the shadows, waiting for them to exhaust themselves on monsters before making their move.

The plan had been perfect: approach their camp wounded and desperate, share a meal, slip the poison into their food while telling sad stories, then slit their throats once they were paralyzed. Standard procedure that had worked five times already in other dungeons.

But then that red-haired bitch had to ruin everything. Sonja. He should have made sure she was dead when they'd ambushed her group. Rookie mistake letting survivors escape, especially ones who could identify you later.

"You think I came alone?" Dain snarled, frantically scanning the treeline. Where were Kev and the others? They should have moved in the moment he gave the signal.

The tall armored bastard holding him didn't even flinch. Just kept that iron grip on his shoulder hard enough that he'd have bruises tomorrow. If he lived to see tomorrow. The dagger in his hand suddenly felt pathetically inadequate against what he was facing.

And then there was this fucking scary blue-eyed kid staring at him with unsettling calm. What kind of kid looked that composed with a potential killer in their camp?

"Your friends aren't coming," the boy said softly. Not tauntingly, just matter-of-fact. "At least not yet."

"The hell do you know?" Dain spat, though fear was beginning to replace anger. Something was wrong here.

The ginger kid with green eyes stood nearby, hands still glowing with prepared magic. He looked nervous, like a dog that's scared but will still bite if pushed. The auburn-haired girl simply watched, calculating, probably already figuring out how much his gear was worth.

And then there was the big one. The bearded healer. All protective over that red haired woman, standing between her and Dain like some kind of shield. Dain had seen enough healers in his time to know this one was different. The way he carried himself, the scars on his arms that didn't come from mixing potions.

Military. Had to be. Those were soldier's eyes.

"We know you've been following us for a while," the blue-eyed kid continued. "We know there are at least four others in your party. We know they're positioning themselves for an ambush right now."

Dain felt his mouth go dry. How the hell did they know all that? His crew had been careful, keeping their distance, using cover...

The kid tilted his head slightly. "Did you really think we wouldn't notice? John here detected your heat signatures hours ago."

The armored guard – John – tightened his grip, and Dain felt something crack in his shoulder. He bit back a scream, suddenly very aware of how precarious his position was.

"Adom," the ginger kid said. "We should move. If they're out there—"

"They are," Adom replied, those blue eyes never leaving Dain's face. "But they won't attack while we have their leader."

Leader? Dain almost laughed. He wasn't the leader. His brother Kev was. But these kids thought they'd caught the boss, which meant they'd be watching him instead of looking for the real threat. Maybe this could still work out.

"You're making a mistake," Dain tried again, forcing desperation into his voice. "I told you, I was looking for help—"

"Stop," Adom cut him off. "You're embarrassing yourself."

The casual dismissal from a child sent a wave of rage through Dain, but he swallowed it down. Rage wouldn't help him now. Especially if the child was a mage. Survival first, revenge later.

"You plan to poison us," the auburn-haired girl said suddenly. "Your left pocket. The vial."

Dain froze. How could she possibly know that?

"Cassandra has an eye for details," Adom explained, as if reading his thoughts. "She noticed you touching that pocket repeatedly while talking."

The armored guard's free hand moved to Dain's pocket, extracting the small crystal vial with practiced efficiency. The movement was almost mechanical, unnervingly precise.

"Paralytic?" the healer asked, studying the liquid through the crystal.

"Mixed with dreamshade," Cassandra confirmed. "Slows the heart until it stops. Untraceable in food. I heard gankers used that a lot."

Dain felt sweat breaking out on his forehead despite the cool night air. This was going very, very badly.

"Sam," Adom said to the ginger kid, "send a message for support. Let them know we have gankers here."

The kid – Sam – nodded, hands shifting through a complex pattern as he prepared what had to be a communication spell. Great. Just great. The baby mage could do long-distance messaging.

"This isn't personal," Dain tried, switching tactics. "It's just business. The exam's brutal this year. Not enough resources to go around."

"It felt personal when you called Sonja a bitch," the healer growled.

"And when you and your friends slaughtered her party," Adom added, his voice still eerily calm. "Was that just business too?"

Before Dain could answer, a blue light shot from Sam's hands, arcing into the forest like a living thing.

"Message sent," Sam said, looking pleased with himself. "Should make them come soon enough."

"What did you tell them?" Adom asked.

Sam grinned, and Dain suddenly felt much, much colder. "That we have the leader of a ganker party, that we know exactly where they are, and that we're all very, very angry mages with full mana pools and a distinct lack of mercy."

"You're bluffing," Dain said, though he wasn't so sure anymore. "You're just kids."

"Kids with magic," Sam replied cheerfully. "You ever seen what happens when a force bolt hits someone in the face? It's not pretty. Kind of... splattery."

Dain had seen it, actually. Once. Some poor bastard in the Verdant Zone last year. There hadn't been enough left of his head to identify him.

"You'd be executed for killing other exam-takers," Dain said, grasping at straws now.

"Self-defense," Cassandra replied flatly. "We have a witness who can identify you as the gankers who attacked her party. We have your poison vial. We have every right to defend ourselves."

Dain looked from face to face, seeking any sign of uncertainty or hesitation. The healer was openly hostile, the auburn-haired girl coldly practical. Sam seemed almost excited at the prospect of violence, which was concerning in its own way.

But it was Adom who truly terrified him. The boy stood perfectly still, those blue eyes calculating. Seriously, what the hell was wrong with that kid?

"Three mages," Dain said finally, his voice hoarse. "Who the hell tracks a party with three mages?"

"Someone very stupid," Sonja spat from behind Yann.

"Or very desperate," Adom corrected softly. "Which is it? Stupid or desperate?"

Dain's mind raced. This was not how it was supposed to go. This was-

A distinctive bird call sounded from the forest – Kev's signal that they were in position.

Adom smiled slightly. "Ah. Your friends are ready."

He turned to the others. "Formation two, but with the prisoner. Sam, shield Cassandra. Yann, please keep Sonja down."

The camp erupted into motion, everyone moving with practiced coordination. The armored guard dragged Dain backward, positioning himself between Dain and the forest. The others formed a tight defensive circle, with Adom now in the center, hands already weaving a complex pattern.

Blue light began to gather between his palms, growing brighter by the second. The air around him seemed to warp, like heat shimmer on a summer day.

"Tell your friends," Adom said without looking at Dain, "that if they attack, you die first."

Dain believed him. The power building in the boy's hands wasn't for show – he could feel it raising the hairs on his arms from several feet away.

"Kev!" he shouted into the darkness. "Stand down! They know we're here!"

Silence answered him. Then rustling from multiple directions – his crew repositioning, probably.

"Don't be stupid!" Dain called again, real fear in his voice now. "They're all mages! They'll fry us!"

More silence. Then a voice called back from the darkness:

"Let him go and we'll leave you alone!"

Adom's face remained impassive. "You don't understand your situation. We know who you are now. We know your patterns. If you run, we'll track you down one by one. We won't sleep until every one of you is dead." His voice was terrifyingly calm. "Your only chance is to surrender now. At least that way, you'd still have a chance in trials once we're out."

The blue glow between his hands intensified.

"Ten."

Wait...what was he doing?

"Nine." More heat from his hands.

Oh no...

"Kev, for fuck's sake!" Dain shouted. "They're serious!"

"Eight. Seven."

"Y-you're outnumbered," a different voice hissed from the forest.

"Six. Five."

"Mages can take down twice their number," someone else replied.

"Four."

There was more light. Even more heat. He was really going to do it. That kid was about to fucking blow his head off.

"Three."

"Kev! Please!"

"Two—"

"Alright!" Kev's voice rang out. "Alright. We're coming out. No weapons drawn. Don't... don't do anything hasty."

Adom didn't respond, the spell still pulsing between his hands, ready to be released.

Shadows moved at the edge of the camp, and Dain finally let himself breathe. Maybe they'd all survive this night after all.

But as his crew slowly stepped into the firelight, hands raised, he caught Kev's eye and saw something that made his stomach drop.

A tiny nod. A signal.

They weren't surrendering.

They were just buying time.

In an instant, his crew tensed, hands moving toward concealed weapons. The false surrender was about to become a slaughter.

"Now," Adom said quietly.

Three things happened so quickly that Dain's brain struggled to process them:

First, a blinding web of blue light erupted from Sam's outstretched hands, expanding outward like lightning frozen in time. It caught two of Dain's crew—Meera and Jost—before they could even reach their weapons.

Second, Yann's hands slammed together, and golden tendrils shot from the ground beneath the remaining gankers' feet, wrapping around their legs and climbing upward.

Third, Adom's spell—the one Dain had thought was meant for his head—transformed into dozens of shimmering chains that whipped through the air with impossible precision.

"What the—" was all Kev managed before he was completely encased in glowing bindings.

The entire ambush had been neutralized in less than three seconds.

"Are you crazy?" Dain hissed, staring at his brother's struggling form. "Why the hell did you do that?!"

None of his crew could move. Some were suspended entirely off the ground, cocooned in magical restraints that seemed to tighten with every attempt to break free.

Their healer was already moving from captive to captive, pressing his palm against each of their foreheads. A brief flash of light, and they went limp, eyes rolling back.

"Just unconscious," the healer explained when he caught Adom looking. "They'll wake up with the worst headache of their lives, but no permanent damage."

Dain couldn't believe what he was seeing. His brother and four hardened criminals—veterans of a dozen dungeons—taken down without even landing a single blow.

"This is impossible," he muttered. "You're just kids."

"Again. Kids with magic," Sam reminded him, wiggling his fingers. The blue bindings around Meera and Jost pulsed in response.

Adom walked among the captured gankers, counting. "One, two... six total, including our friend here. Is that all of them?" he asked, turning to Dain.

Something had changed in the boy's demeanor. He seemed... taller somehow. More imposing. Or maybe that was just Dain's fear playing tricks on his eyes.

"Y-yes," Dain stammered, not even considering a lie. What would be the point? "That's everyone."

Adom sighed deeply, and all at once, he looked like a kid again. The spell chains around his hands dissipated, and his shoulders slumped slightly.

"Thank God," Sam said, relief washing over his face. "I wasn't sure how much longer I could keep up that binding."

The tension in the air evaporated so suddenly that Dain felt dizzy from the change.

"Dude. You gotta give a heads up before pulling something like that! I didn't understand what you were doing at first," Sam continued, turning to Adom. "When you started that countdown, I thought you were actually going to blast him."

"Blasting would have been messy," Adom replied matter-of-factly. "And unnecessary if we could get them all in one place."

Cassandra approached, studying the unconscious gankers. "This is much better than fighting them in the dark with monsters around."

Dain's jaw dropped as the realization hit him. "You were bluffing? All that shit about knowing we were following you?"











"Not entirely," Adom said. "A wounded guy shows up right after we finish a difficult fight? Classic ambush setup. Plus, Sonja already told us about your scar and tactics. The rest was just educated guessing."

































"But the heat signatures—"

"John's just observant," Sam snorted. "He's our tank, not some magical scanner."

John gave a small wave at the mention of his name. The tank hadn't spoken a single word during the entire confrontation.

"Wait, that message you sent?" Dain asked, turning to Sam. "The one calling for backup?"

Sam grinned. "There's no magic used to communicate like that. That was just a light show to freak you out." He wiggled his fingers. "Pretty convincing, right? You totally got got."

"An-and that story about the poison?" Dain asked, turning to Cassandra.

She shrugged. "I know about gankers' poison because I read. A lot. Your constant fidgeting with your pocket was suspicious, but I didn't know for certain what was in it."

"You played us," Dain said, the humiliation burning worse than any physical pain. "You fucking played us!"

"We adapted," Adom corrected. "We worked with what we had."
























"And it worked!" Sam added with a grin that made Dain want to punch him. "God, your face when Adom started counting down! You looked like you were about to piss yourself!"

"Fuck you," Dain spat. Then, to no one in particular: "FUCK!"

His outburst echoed through the camp, emphasized by the stunned silence that followed.

Sonja stepped forward, her injured leg still causing a slight limp. She examined each of the unconscious gankers, lingering longest on Kev's face.

"These are them," she confirmed quietly. "The ones who killed my friends."

Something in her tone made Dain's skin crawl. There was no satisfaction there, just a hollow acknowledgment. Like identifying bodies at a morgue.

"What happens now?" Yann asked, moving to stand beside her.

"We'll need to restrain them properly," Cassandra said, practical as always. "We can hand them over to the examiners at the checkpoint."

"Good thinking," Adom said. "Sam, do we still have those binding cords?"

"Already on it," the redhead replied, digging through his pack. He pulled out several lengths of sturdy rope with faint runes etched along the fibers.

Dain watched in silence as they tied up his crew with quick, efficient movements. They worked well together, but nothing extraordinary—just students who'd trained as a team.

"I never should have followed you people," Dain muttered.

Adom glanced up from securing a knot. "No," he agreed simply. "You shouldn't have."

*****

Haah... haaah...

"Let's go faster!"

The dawn of the seventh day found The Dungeon Divers in a desperate sprint.

"Move!" Adom shouted over his shoulder, barely slowing as he vaulted a fallen log. "We've got maybe thirty minutes!"

Behind him, Sam panted heavily, hair plastered to his forehead with sweat. "This is—" he gasped, scrambling over the same log, "—entirely their fault!"

He jerked his thumb toward their prisoners. The six gankers stumbled along, hands bound before them with the runed cords, connected to each other in a miserable chain. John brought up the rear, making sure none fell too far behind or tried anything stupid. Again.

"Less talking," Cassandra called from somewhere in the middle of their ragged procession. "More running."

"Easy for you to say," Sam muttered. "You're not the one who had to waste half their mana fighting those stupid overgrown scorpions yesterday!"

It hadn't been Adom's plan to bring the gankers with them all the way to the checkpoint. Originally, they were going to hand them over to the first examiner patrol they encountered. But those patrols had been suspiciously absent, and as the days wore on, they'd been left with no choice but to keep moving with their unwanted companions in tow.

Five days of absolute hell.

Five days of constant sabotage.

Kev, Dain's brother, had been the worst. The first night, he'd managed to work one hand free and nearly strangled Sam in his sleep. Then there was Meera with her hidden lockpicks. Twice she'd almost escaped. And Jost... well, Jost had perfected the art of tripping at exactly the wrong moment, like when they were sneaking past that sleeping stone troll.

"You're not going to make it!" Dain said. "Not with all of us. The checkpoint closes at dawn."

"Shut up," Yann growled from where he was helping Sonja negotiate the rough terrain. Her leg had healed enough for walking, but running was still difficult.

"I'm just saying—"

"We know what you're saying," Adom cut him off. "And we're not leaving anyone behind. Especially not you gankers."

"Your funeral."

Adom ignored him, focusing instead on the path ahead. The forest was thinning, giving way to the rocky terrain that marked the outer boundary of the Talking Mountains. They were close. So close.

But not close enough.

Their progress through the dungeon had been frustratingly, infuriatingly slow. Every zone that should have taken half a day had stretched into a full one. The Stone Gardens had been the worst — what should have been a simple six-hour trek had turned into a twenty-hour nightmare thanks to the scorpions that Jost had "accidentally" disturbed.

Then there was the Whispering Gorge, where they'd lost nearly ten hours searching for Meera after she'd slipped away during a monster attack. They'd found her trying to circle back to their camp to steal their supplies after being wounded by monsters.

"Next time," Sam had said after they recaptured her, "we tie your shoelaces together too."

The Forest of Sighs had been almost peaceful by comparison. Just the usual assortment of deadly creatures trying to kill them. The Bone Marshes, though... Adom shuddered at the memory. They'd nearly lost Cassandra to those sink pits.

"Three hundred and forty-two points," she said now, as if reading his mind. She hadn't stopped calculating their score even while running for their lives. "Not counting the Greater Razorback cores."

"Add another forty for those," Adom replied, jumping over a narrow stream. "We're well above the minimum."

"If we make it in time," Sam reminded him unnecessarily.

They crested a small rise, and there it was — the checkpoint. A stone arch similar to the one they'd entered through, surrounded by a small cluster of guild tents. Even from this distance, Adom could see people moving around, packing up equipment. Preparing to close.

"There!" he pointed, trying to ignore the way his lungs burned. "Final push!"

The descent was chaotic. Tired legs and loose stones made for a dangerous combination. Sam slipped twice, saved only by Yann's quick reflexes. Kev actually fell, taking Dain down with him in a tangle of limbs and curses.

"Get up," Cassandra ordered, not bothering to help them. "Now."

John hauled them both to their feet with mechanical efficiency. The golem showed no signs of fatigue — unlike literally everyone else.

"Time check?" Adom called to Sam, who was frantically digging out his pocket watch while trying not to trip.

"Seventeen minutes!"

That was cutting it way too close.

They reached the bottom of the slope and hit flat ground. The checkpoint was maybe half a mile away now. Under normal circumstances, they'd make that easily. But after a week in the dungeon with minimal rest and six prisoners slowing them down...

"I can't," Sonja gasped, stumbling. Her injured leg finally gave out. "I'm sorry, I can't—"

Yann didn't hesitate. He scooped her up in a smooth motion, barely breaking stride. "I've got you."

"But you're already—"

"I've got you," he repeated, and that was that.

"Ten minutes," Sam wheezed. "Maybe less."

"John," Adom called.

The golem moved up alongside him, shield still in position despite the lack of immediate threats.

"Take the prisoners," Adom said. "Go ahead. We'll catch up."

Dain's eyes widened. "Wait, you're sending us with him? Alone?"

"Would you prefer we leave you here?" Cassandra asked coldly.

The golem gestured for the prisoners to move faster, giving the rope a firm tug. With John setting the pace, the gankers had no choice but to speed up or be dragged.

Adom watched them pull ahead, then turned to his team. "Sam, I need a boost."

Sam knew exactly what he meant. Hands glowing with blue energy, he began the spell. "This is gonna hurt," he warned.

"Just do it."

The air around them shimmered as Sam's spell took effect. Adom felt the familiar tingle of speed enhancement magic washing over him, then spreading to the others. It was a costly spell in terms of mana, and it came with a price — muscles pushed beyond their natural limits would protest fiercely later.

But later was a problem for later.

"Five minutes," Sam said, his voice strained as he maintained the spell. "Maybe."

They ran.

The world blurred around them, the ground seeming to fly beneath their feet. Adom's lungs burned, his legs screamed, but he forced himself to keep going. Behind him, he could hear the others — Sam's labored breathing, Yann's steady footfalls despite carrying Sonja, Cassandra's determined silence.

Ahead, John was pushing the gankers hard. Dain had fallen again, but the golem simply dragged him back to his feet and kept moving. No time for gentleness now.

The checkpoint grew larger in their vision. Guild officials were definitely closing down now. The peripheral tents were already collapsed, and someone was walking toward the portal arch with what looked like a deactivation key.

"HEY!" Sam screamed with whatever air he had left in his lungs. "WE'RE HERE! WE'RE COMING IN!"

The figure by the arch paused, looking in their direction. Then turned and shouted something to the others.

"They see us," Adom gasped. "Keep going!"

John reached the checkpoint first, prisoners in tow. The officials looked surprised at the unusual procession, but quickly moved to help secure the gankers.

Adom and the others staggered in moments later, Sam's enhancement spell fading as his mana reserves finally gave out. The boy collapsed to his knees, chest heaving.

"Team... Dungeon Divers," Adom managed between gulps of air. "Checking in."

A guild official — the same eyepatch-wearing Samson who had sent them off a week ago — approached with a clipboard. "Cutting it rather fine, aren't we?" he said mildly.

"Technical difficulties," Cassandra replied, somehow still standing. She pulled out their point tally sheet, crumpled but intact. "Three hundred and eighty-two points. All documented."

Samson's eyebrow rose slightly. "Impressive." He glanced at the gankers, who were being processed by other officials. "And I see you brought friends."

"Gankers," Yann explained, carefully setting Sonja down on a nearby crate. "Attacked her party earlier in the week. We caught them trying the same with us."

"Did you indeed?" Samson's expression hardened as he looked at the gankers with new interest. "Well. That's a serious accusation."

"Check the one with the scar," Adom said, finally catching his breath. "Left pocket. Crystal vial of poison."

Dain looked murderous, but couldn't deny it when the vial was produced exactly where Adom had said it would be.

"Dreamshade mix," the official examining it confirmed. "Definitely not standard equipment."

Samson nodded grimly. "We'll handle them from here." He turned back to Adom. "Now, about your points—"

"Wait," Sam interrupted, still on his knees but looking up. "Did we make it? Are we officially done?"

Samson checked his watch. "With exactly two minutes and seventeen seconds to spare." He smiled then, an expression that transformed his stern face. "Congratulations, Dungeon Divers. You've passed the exam."

The relief was so intense that Adom actually felt lightheaded. They'd done it. Despite everything. They'd made it.

"We're adventurers now!"




            

    
        Chapter 59. Badges and Consequences

    
    
    
    
                "I'm innocent! You can't do this to me!"

Kev's voice cracked as he strained against the guards holding him. His face had gone from defiant to desperate in the two hours since they'd arrived at the checkpoint.

"We were just trying to survive the exam! These kids are lying!"

The processing area outside the checkpoint had transformed into an impromptu tribunal. Guild officials, city guards, and other exam participants had gathered to witness the commotion. What had started as routine paperwork for completed exams had become something else entirely when John had marched six bound prisoners into camp.

"Please," Meera sobbed, her earlier bravado completely gone. "I have a sister. She's only eight. She needs me."

Adom watched from a bench where the healers had told him to rest. The aftermath was always the worst part. Not the fighting, not the danger, but this—the human wreckage left behind.

"That one tried to strangle me in my sleep," Sam muttered, nodding toward Kev. "Not feeling particularly sympathetic."

Cassandra sat beside them, her notebook open but untouched for once. "Ganking carries a death sentence in three human nations," she said quietly. "Including this one."

Dain alone remained silent. He stood with his eyes fixed on the ground, not struggling, not pleading. Just waiting.

"Bastards killed seven people that we know of," a gruff voice said nearby.

Adom turned to see a burly guild examiner with a thick gray beard talking to another official. "Team Quicksilver never reported in. Four members, all dead most likely."

"The girl's friends too," the other official said, glancing at Sonja, who sat a short distance away with Yann. "What was their team name again?"

"Rising Dawn." The bearded examiner checked his clipboard. "Mikael Torrent, Anna Selver, and Jace Hightower. Good kids. Third exam for Mikael."

Sonja's head snapped up at the names. Her hand found Yann's, gripping it tightly.

A contingent of city guards had arrived about an hour after them, summoned by guild messengers. Their captain, a sharp-eyed woman with close-cropped hair and a scar across her nose, was currently examining the evidence laid out on a folding table.

"These were found in their dimensional bags," she announced, gesturing to an array of items. "I need anyone who recognizes something to come forward."

A murmur ran through the crowd as several exam-takers approached. A tall boy with an obvious Northlander accent pointed to a distinctive amulet.

"That's Eskel's. From the Azure Hawks team. They disappeared on day three."

A pair of twin girls identified a set of matching bracelets. "Those belong to Pella. She was with Team Stormchasers."

So it continued, item after item, a grim catalog of the gankers' victims.

"They're planting evidence!" Jost shouted, pulling against his restraints. "We found those items! From monsters! From abandoned camps!"

"You expect us to believe you just happened to find items from six different missing teams?" The guard captain's voice dripped with contempt.

"Check the logs," another guard suggested. "Missing persons reports from the last three exams."

One of the guild officials was already flipping through records. "We've had a spike in disappearances over the past year. Twenty-three examinees unaccounted for in the last three exams alone."

The crowd's mood darkened further. Someone spat in Kev's direction.

"Rope's too good for gankers," someone muttered loudly enough to be heard.

Meera's sobbing intensified. "I didn't kill anyone! Kev and Dain did the killing! I just... I just..."

"Shut up, you stupid bitch!" Kev snarled, but the damage was done.

The guard captain's eyebrows rose. "Interesting. Sounds like we have a potential witness."

"She's lying!" Kev shouted, face reddening. "We didn't kill anyone!"

"That's not what you said a moment ago," the captain observed mildly.

Dain finally looked up. His expression was unreadable, but something about his posture had changed. Like a man who'd finally made a decision after long deliberation.

"Captain," he said, his voice steady. "I'd like to make a statement."

The processing area went quiet. Even Kev stopped struggling, staring at his brother in disbelief.

"Dain, don't you dare—"

"Shut him up," the captain ordered. One of her guards slapped a silencing patch over Kev's mouth. His eyes bulged with rage, but no sound emerged.

"Go on," the captain said to Dain.

"We killed eleven people across four exams," Dain said tonelessly. "Quicksilver team was the latest. Before that, it was the three the red-haired girl traveled with."

Sonja made a small, wounded sound. Yann's arm went around her shoulders.

"We didn't kill the others mentioned in your records," Dain continued. "Must've been different gankers."

"Woah," Sam whispered. "He's just... confessing?"

"Smart," Cassandra replied quietly. "He's hoping to trade information for leniency."

The captain seemed to have the same thought. "Why the sudden attack of conscience?"

Dain's gaze flicked toward Adom, then back to the captain. "No conscience. Just practicality. I'm not dying for Kev's mistakes."

"You participated," the captain pointed out.

"I did." Dain nodded. "But I can give you details. Names of other gankers. Their territories. Their methods."

The captain considered this. "That might be worth something to the right people. No promises."

"It's all I've got," Dain said simply.

Kev was thrashing wildly now, the silencing patch preventing what would clearly be a stream of obscenities. Two guards had to hold him back.

"Take them to the holding cells," the captain ordered. "Separate rooms. I want statements from each."

"Does it always feel like this?" Sam asked nobody in particular.

"Like what?" Adom asked.

"Like..." Sam struggled to find the words. "Not how I expected."

Cassandra nodded slowly. "Justice rarely feels as good as we think it will."

"Especially when you realize they're just people," Yann added, approaching with Sonja. "Terrible people who did terrible things, but still people."

Sonja's eyes were red, but dry. "They killed my friends. Laughed while doing it. I don't know what I'm supposed to feel now."

"You're not supposed to feel anything specific," Yann told her gently. "There's no right way to react."

A young guard approached their group, looking slightly intimidated at the sight of Yann and John.

"Excuse me. The captain would like to ask you some questions about your encounter with the prisoners."

"All of us?" Sam asked, sounding exhausted at the prospect.

"If possible. It won't take long. Just preliminary information before formal statements."

Adom stood, wincing at his stiff muscles. "Let's get it over with."

The guard led them to a tent that had been set up as a temporary office. The captain was inside, organizing papers on a folding desk.

"Ah, the Dungeon Divers," she said, glancing up. "Sit, please. I'm Captain Reyna Harker, City Watch."

They found seats where they could, Adom and Sam on a bench, Cassandra on a stool, Yann and Sonja standing by the entrance.

"First, let me thank you for your assistance in apprehending these criminals," Harker said, her tone becoming less official. "We've been tracking disappearances in the dungeons for months. Had suspicions about gankers, but never enough evidence to justify a full investigation."

"You're welcome," Sam said, managing a tired smile. "Though to be honest, they kind of walked into our camp."

"True." The captain looked at her notes. "I'd like to get your version of events. How you encountered them, what transpired, any evidence you gathered."

Captain Harker nodded as they recounted the full story, making occasional notes while they explained everything from the initial encounter to the capture of all six gankers.

"I'm sorry for your loss," Harker said to Sonja when they finished, and sounded like she meant it. "Your testimony will be crucial in the proceedings."

"Will there be a trial?" Adom asked.

"There will, though with Dain's confession, it may be expedited. Ganking is a capital offense, but the court will still want to establish the facts." Harker set down her pen. "We'll need formal statements from each of you, but that can wait. I'll arrange for an official to meet with you in the next few weeks."

"We'll be there," Adom promised.

The captain nodded and dismissed them. Outside, Sonja stopped in the middle of the path.

"Thank you," she said simply. "For believing me. For everything."

"You don't need to thank us," Sam said, looking embarrassed.

"I do." She looked at each of them. "What you did... most wouldn't have."

Adom shrugged, uncomfortable with praise. "Anyone would have."

"No," Sonja said firmly. "They wouldn't. I watched three teams walk away when I begged for help."

"Their loss," Cassandra remarked. "Your information about the gankers was quite valuable."

Yann gave Cassandra a look that said 'not now' before turning to Sonja. "How's the leg?"

"Better. Thanks to you." She shifted her weight, testing it. "Almost good as new."

An awkward silence fell. What else was there to say? They'd shared a week of danger, brought her attackers to justice, and now...

"When do you head back to the Academy?" Sam asked.

"I'm not sure I—"

"Dungeon Divers?" A guild official approached, clipboard in hand. "You're needed at the main tent. Badge ceremony."

"Already?" Sam perked up instantly.

"Don't keep them waiting," Sonja said with a small smile. "Go get your badges. You've earned them."

"We'll find you after?" Yann offered.

She nodded. "I'd like that."

The official led them across the camp toward the largest tent. Other successful examinees were heading in the same direction, some looking battle-worn, others inexplicably pristine despite a week in the dungeon.

"Badge ceremony," Sam whispered, practically bouncing. "We're actually getting our adventurer badges."

"Try not to hyperventilate," Cassandra told him, though even she couldn't hide a hint of excitement. "It's just a metal pin."

"Just a metal pin?" Sam looked scandalized. "It's freedom. It's status. It's—"

"A responsibility," Adom finished for him.

The main tent was crowded with examinees and guild officials. Near the front, behind a table covered in a blue cloth, stood Samson, eyepatch still in place, looking much more formal than when they'd last seen him.

"Ah, our last-minute arrivals," he said as they approached. "Perfect timing."

On the table before him lay several rows of badges, each gleaming in the lantern light. They varied in design—some simple, others more ornate.

"Quick formality before we begin," Samson said, pulling out an official-looking ledger. "Your final points tally needs verification."

He flipped through pages until he found their entry. "Dungeon Divers... three hundred and eighty-two points from specimens and completed objectives."

Sam beamed. Cassandra nodded confirmation.

"Plus," Samson continued, "a substantial bonus for the apprehension of known criminals operating within the dungeon. The gankers have been confirmed responsible for at least eleven deaths across four exams."

Yann's expression darkened at the reminder.

"In total," Samson concluded, "you've earned five hundred and thirty-two points. Placing you..." he consulted another page, "third highest among all examinees this season."

"Third?" Sam's eyes widened. "Out of how many teams?"

"Forty-six entered. Twenty-nine returned."

The implications of that weren't lost on any of them.

"Now," Samson continued, selecting four badges from the table. "Based on your performance, skill demonstration, and point total, the guild has assigned your initial rank."

He held up the badges. Unlike the simple copper circles most new adventurers received, these were silver octagons with a blue stone set in the center.

"Rank B," Samson announced. "Which, I should note, is exceptionally rare for first-time badging."

Sam let out a whoop before quickly composing himself under Samson's amused gaze.

"Sorry. Please continue."

"As rank B adventurers," Samson went on, "you are granted access to all standard guild facilities across the Pentoss Network. That's one hundred and fifty-eight nations across ten continents."

He proceeded to pin the badges to each of them. John, being a golem, had his affixed to his breastplate with a special magnetized backing.

"These badges serve as identification, passport, and authorization all in one," Samson explained. "Guild halls will recognize them immediately. Most border guards as well, though I'd recommend carrying backup documentation in more... politically complex regions."

Adom touched his badge thoughtfully. Access to one hundred and fifty-eight nations. No more waiting months for travel permits or enduring endless questioning at borders. The freedom to move as needed. For what he had planned, this was invaluable.

"Your material compensation," Samson continued, handing Cassandra a document. "The specimens and materials you recovered will be processed and sold through guild channels. Half the proceeds, as stipulated in your exam contract, will be transferred to your party account within seven days."

Cassandra scanned the document with practiced efficiency. "Estimated value?"

"Based on preliminary assessment?" Samson's lips quirked. "Enough that you won't need to worry about equipment or lodging for some time."

"Excellent," she murmured, already calculating in her head.

"A few important points before you're dismissed," Samson said, his tone becoming more serious. "The badges you wear come with significant privileges, but also responsibilities."

The four of them straightened instinctively.

"You represent the Pentoss Guild now. Misconduct—particularly serious offenses like ganking—results in immediate badge revocation and potential criminal charges. The guild does not protect those who abuse its name."

"Understood," Adom replied for all of them.

"Your duties extend beyond dungeons," Samson continued. "Adventurers may be called upon for public service during emergencies—monster outbreaks, natural disasters, and the like. Refusing such calls without reasonable cause can affect your standing."

"So we're like... emergency responders too?" Sam asked.

"In essence, yes. The guild maintains its favorable legal status by providing valuable services to member nations." Samson glanced at each of them. "Any questions?"

"How soon can we access the full privileges?" Adom asked.

"Your badges are active immediately. Full access to the guild hall network, mission boards, trading posts—it's all available now."

Adom nodded, satisfied. No waiting period. No probationary restrictions. Just what he needed.

"If that's all," Samson concluded, "congratulations, Dungeon Divers. May your badges bring you fortune and glory."

He extended his hand, and they each shook it in turn.

"Your badges will be recorded in the guild registry by sundown," he added. "After that, you're officially in the books."

As they exited the tent, Sam finally let his excitement loose.

"Rank B! On our first try!" He grinned wildly. "Do you have any idea how rare that is?"

"Approximately 3.8% of new adventurers achieve rank B or higher," Cassandra supplied promptly. "Though that figure includes those with prior military experience or special credentials."

"Which makes us even more exceptional," Sam declared, practically skipping. "Think of the missions we'll qualify for now."

Yann looked more subdued. "Higher rank means higher risk."

"Higher pay too," Cassandra pointed out practically.

"What are you thinking about?" Sam asked, noticing Adom's silence.

Adom fingered the badge on his chest. "Freedom," he said simply. "And what to do with it."

Outside the tent, the checkpoint had transformed into an impromptu celebration. Successful examinees compared badges, swapped dungeon stories, and nursed injuries that would soon become proud scars with embellished tales attached.

"Adom! Sam! You guys made it!"

Saraï Voss, a third year Battle Mage, rushed over. Her copper badge—the standard rank D for first-timers—gleamed against her dust-covered jacket.

"Saraï!" Sam grinned, clasping her hand. "Your team got through okay?" Sam clasped a girl's hand. Sam...

"Barely. Lost Markus to a spider bite on day three—he's fine," she added quickly at their alarmed expressions, "just spent four days hallucinating that he was a teapot. Healers sent him back early."

Her eyes dropped to their badges, widening comically.

"Is that... are those B ranks?" She grabbed Sam's jacket, pulling him closer to inspect the badge. "Holy shit! How did you—"

"Combination of monster points and apprehending criminals," Cassandra explained with practiced efficiency.

"Those gankers?" Saraï whistled. "I heard some team caught them. That was you?"

Before they could answer, two more classmates joined them—Elin and Dastin. Also third year Battle Mages. Elin's left arm was in a sling, but she wore her copper badge proudly on her good shoulder.

"Did you hear about Gus?" Dastin asked without preamble. "Rank A. First try."

"A?" Sam's jaw dropped. "But that's...damn."

"Right?" Elin said. "Apparently, he ran into something called a Void Leech in the Deep Caverns. No one's seen one in thirty years. Killed it single-handedly."

Adom stayed quiet at the mention of Gus. He'd been... different since the incident with Gizmo.

"I heard he didn't say a word the entire exam," Dastin continued. "Just... handled everything. Didn't even seem to sleep."

"Losing a familiar changes people," Adom said quietly. "It's like losing a part of yourself."

An awkward silence followed, broken by another classmate arriving with news about Team Midnight.

"They failed," Vince Reed announced to the group. "Got cornered by cave spiders in the Whispering Gorge. Academy officials swooped in and pulled them out yesterday."

"Academy officials?" Adom frowned. "We never saw any officials from Xerkes in there."

"Apparently they were monitoring the whole time," Vince explained. "Following at a distance. One of them mentioned it when they brought Team Midnight back. Said they never let third-years wander unsupervised."

Sam raised his eyebrows. "That... actually makes sense. The Academy wouldn't just throw us into a deadly dungeon with no safety net. Not with how much tuition costs."

"They must have had a dozen senior mages on rotation just keeping tabs." Elin added.

"Huh," Adom said, genuinely surprised. "Never noticed anyone following us."

"That was probably the point," Yann remarked. "Would've defeated the purpose if you knew they were there to bail you out."

"Great," Sam groaned. "Seven days in a dungeon and we still have to be in class tomorrow morning."

"At least we'll be in class as adventurers," Saraï pointed out, tapping her badge. "That's got to count for something."

Eventually the crowd thinned as people drifted away to pack their belongings or search for friends among other returning teams. Soon only the four Dungeon Divers remained, standing in an awkward circle.

"Well," Adom said finally. "That was fun."

"Your definition of fun needs serious recalibration," Sam replied, but he was smiling.

"I found it educational," Cassandra offered.

"That's one word for it," Yann agreed.

Another silence fell, heavier this time. They'd spent a week in close quarters, relying on each other for survival. Now, standing in the safety of the checkpoint with their objectives complete, something unspoken hung in the air between them.

Cassandra, predictably, was the first to address it.

"I suppose this is where we part ways," she said. "The exam partnership has served its purpose."

"Wow," Sam winced. "Cold."

"Practical," she corrected. "We formed a temporary alliance for mutual benefit. That arrangement has concluded successfully."

"She's right," Yann said with a small shrug. "We all had our reasons for teaming up."

"You're all so..." Adom shook his head. "Cassandra, has anyone ever told you that you have the emotional warmth of a glacier?"

To his surprise, she smiled—a genuine expression that transformed her usually serious face.

"Frequently. Though most use less creative metaphors."

"If it helps," she continued, "I found our collaboration exceptionally valuable. My access to dungeon resources as a registered adventurer opens numerous opportunities I couldn't have accessed otherwise."

She glanced at her badge thoughtfully. "Now I just need to find a permanent party willing to take on a porter."

Something clicked in Adom's mind. An idea that had been forming vaguely since their first day in the dungeon suddenly crystallized.

"Actually..." he began.

Cassandra tilted her head. "Yes?"

"When would you be free this week? To talk, I mean."

"About?"

"Something that might interest you. A business opportunity."

Cassandra studied him with newfound interest. "I'm available three days from now. Morning preferably."

"Perfect. Guild hall coffee shop? Nine o'clock?"

"I'll be there," she agreed, curiosity evident in her voice. "Should I bring anything?"

"Just your calculating mind."

She nodded, seemingly satisfied. "Until then."

Yann cleared his throat. "I'd also like to speak with you privately, Adom. When you have time."

This was unexpected.

Adom turned to the senior mage with raised eyebrows. "Everything okay?"

"Yes. Just something I'd prefer to discuss one-on-one."

"Sure. Tomorrow afternoon?"

"Works for me," Yann agreed.

Sam looked between them with growing dismay. "Are we seriously breaking up the team already? After everything we just went through?"

"What exactly are you getting nostalgic about, Sam?" Adom asked. "The part where you nearly got strangled in your sleep? Or when that thing tried to digest you feet-first?"

"That's not—"

"Or maybe it was the scorpion stinger that missed your eye by about half an inch? That's a cherished memory, I'm sure."

"I'm just saying—"

"Or was it the two days of non-stop rain where your socks never dried and you complained every seven minutes about your 'pruney toes'?"

Sam shot him a withering look. "Are you done?"

"Almost. Let's not forget your inspiring battle cry of 'Oh gods, oh gods, it's touching me' when that slime dropped on your head."

Yann made a suspicious coughing sound that might have been disguised laughter.

"Fine," Sam conceded. "It wasn't all great. But we worked well together. Better than well. We were..." he searched for the word, "synergistic."

"Sounds painful," Adom deadpanned. "Is there a cream for that?"

Even Cassandra's lips twitched at that one.

"You know what I mean," Sam insisted. "Look at what we accomplished! B ranks on our first try! Plus, you know..." he lowered his voice, "we stopped actually bad people. Made a difference."

The teasing mood faded. Sam had a point, whether Adom wanted to admit it or not.

"Nobody's saying it wasn't a valuable experience," Yann said diplomatically. "But we all have our own paths."

"At least think about it," Sam urged, looking at each of them. "Before we make any decisions."

Adom studied his friend's earnest expression. Sam had always been a sentimental one, wearing his heart so openly it was sometimes painful to watch. But his genuineness was also strangely compelling.

"I'll think about it," Adom conceded. "But I make no promises about future death-defying adventures."

"That's all I'm asking." Sam brightened immediately. "For now, anyway."

"We should head back," Cassandra said, checking the position of the sun. "If we leave within the hour, we can reach the main streets by nightfall."

"And sleep in actual beds," Yann added with undisguised longing.

As they moved to gather their belongings, Sam fell into step beside Adom.

"You're planning something," he said quietly.

"I'm always planning something."

"Something big," Sam pressed. "The way you looked when Samson mentioned access to all those places..."

"Remember that gold I found in the cave?" Adom asked quietly.

"You mean the mountain of riches you dragged me to see? The one you swore me to absolute secrecy about?" Sam replied. "No, completely slipped my mind."

Adom chuckled. "That's the one. I'm thinking it's time to put it to use. Actually use it, not just keep it hidden away in some cave."

"You're going to use Cass's talents, aren't you?" Sam's eyes widened in understanding.

"She does have a unique set of skills."

"And a terrifying attention to detail," Sam added with a small grin.

            

    
        Chapter 60. Butterfly Effect

    
    
    
    
                Adom's third yawn in five minutes earned him an elbow in the ribs from Sam.

"You look like death warmed over," Sam whispered. "Did you sleep at all last night?"

"Not really," Adom admitted, rubbing his eyes.

The Grand Amphitheater buzzed with the voices of hundreds of third-year students. Tiered seating curved in a half-circle around a central stage, where a podium stood empty, waiting for the day's proceedings to begin. Morning light streamed through the high windows, illuminating dust motes that danced through the air.

Above the empty stage, a paper dragon—emerald green with gold-tipped wings—swooped and dove at a glittering blue paper bird. Both constructs shimmered with magical energy, leaving faint trails of colored light in their wake. The dragon, easily three times the size of the bird, snapped its jaws and exhaled a puff of harmless orange sparks.

"Ten silvers on Vance's dragon!" someone shouted from the front row.

"You're on!" came the reply from across the amphitheater.

Students cheered as the bird executed a perfect spiral, narrowly avoiding the dragon's claws. The magical constructs weren't just folded paper—they moved with lifelike precision, the dragon's scales rippling as it banked sharply, the bird's wings beating frantically as it tried to escape.

"Finish it!" Vance yelled, his fingers moving in a complex pattern as he directed his creation.

The dragon roared—a sound like crumpling parchment amplified tenfold—and surged forward with sudden speed. Its paper jaws closed around the bird with a violent snap. Blue magical energy burst outward as the bird was crushed, scattering glowing confetti that rained down on the cheering students.

Adom watched the spectacle with mild interest.

"Nightmares about the exam?" Sam asked, lowering his voice further.

Adom shook his head slightly. "Not nightmares. Just... thinking."

"About?"

"The gankers. The examiners." Adom leaned back in his seat. "Something doesn't add up."

Sam nodded, his usual exuberance muted. "I know. I've been wondering the same thing."

"I asked around when we got back," Adom said. "Talked to a few senior students who've worked as teaching assistants like Hugo and Kaius. They all confirmed it – senior mages are supposed to monitor all Xerkes students during adventurer exams. Safety protocol."

"And they only step in if you're about to die, right?" Sam asked.

"Yeah. Intervening means automatic failure." Adom's fingers drummed against his knee. "But gankers are different. Multiple homicides. That's not part of the exam."

"Maybe they were waiting to see if we could handle it ourselves?" Sam suggested, though his tone made it clear he didn't believe it.

"Gankers, Sam." Adom fixed him with a tired look. "Known murderers. If Kev and his crew had been just a bit more competent, we'd be dead."

The weight of that statement settled between them.

"You think someone wanted us to fail?" Sam asked after a moment.

"The exam? No. If that was the case, they would have intervened at a random moment without plausible reason." He paused. "I think someone might have wanted me dead," Adom replied quietly.

Sam's eyes widened. "Because of the prince?"

Adom nodded. "The prince had backers. Powerful ones. We still don't know who was behind him."

"Hmm." Sam ran a hand through his hair. "That's... that's actually pretty plausible."

"The investigation is ongoing, but I haven't heard anything in weeks," Adom said. "It's like everything just went quiet."

"Have you told anyone about this? Professor Crowley? The Headmaster?"

"Not yet. I need more than just suspicions." Adom stifled another yawn. "But I will. Soon."

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of more students filing into the amphitheater. The noise level rose as people greeted friends they hadn't seen since before the exam.

Then all conversation was cut short as the amphitheater doors swung open with a resounding thud. The ambient chatter died instantly, replaced by the sound of purposeful footsteps.

Professor Crowley entered, his eyes sweeping across the room. Students straightened instinctively as he passed, a few hastily tucking away contraband snacks or pulling out notebooks.

Adom watched as Crowley reached the center stage. The professor spent a moment surveying the assembled students, hands clasped behind his back, expression unreadable.

Then, without ceremony, Crowley placed an index finger against his throat and it began to glow. When he spoke, his voice carried throughout the amphitheater, magically amplified but still maintaining its characteristic flat tone.

"Congratulations to those who passed their adventurer exams," he began, reading something on the paper he brought. "Your badges are the result of preparation, skill, and in some cases, dumb luck. Wear them with the understanding that they represent responsibility, not just privilege."

Several students exchanged glances, unsure whether to feel proud or chastised.

"For those who didn't pass," Crowley continued, "you'll have additional opportunities throughout the semester. Failure is instructive when you learn from it. Most of you didn't."

Sam snorted quietly. "Classic Crowley. Even his congratulations come with a side of brutal honesty."

"As for your regular curriculum," Crowley said, "we'll resume normal classes tomorrow. Your exam results will be factored into your practical assessment scores for this quarter."

A hand rose from the third row. Adom blinked in surprise as he recognized Mia, her silver hair pulled back in a tight braid. He hadn't seen her much since the semester began, both of them caught up in their separate tracks and preparations.

"Yes, Miss Storm?" Crowley acknowledged.

Mia stood, her posture straight and confident. Unlike many students who wilted under Crowley's gaze, she met his eyes directly.

"Professor, by this point in the semester, we should already be a couple weeks into our elective courses," she said. "Instead, we were suddenly required to participate in an adventurer exam that typically demands months of preparation."

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the amphitheater. Adom found himself nodding along. Mia was voicing exactly what had been bothering him.

"I'm not complaining about the experience itself," Mia continued, "but rather the lack of transparency. We deserve to know why our education was disrupted without explanation, why there's been so much secrecy, and frankly, why the academy seems to be operating on emergency protocols without informing us what the emergency actually is."

The murmurs grew louder. A few students called out in support.

"She's right!"

"Just tell us what's happening!"

"We're adults, not children!"

Adom leaned forward, suddenly alert despite his fatigue. He wasn't the only one who'd noticed something off about the academy's recent decisions.

Crowley's expression didn't change, but his eyes narrowed slightly. He raised a hand, and the room fell silent immediately.

"Silence," he said, though it was unnecessary by that point. The quiet that followed was almost oppressive.

The professor sighed, a rare display of something approaching emotion. He removed his finger from his throat, canceling the amplification spell, then replaced it and took a deep breath.

"I suppose you deserve to know at least the minimum," he said, his voice lower but still carrying through the amplification charm. He muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, "And I'll be in trouble for this later," before sighing again.

"The changes to your curriculum were not made lightly," Crowley continued, his tone measured. "Neither Headmaster Merris nor the professorial body wished to disrupt your education. We were..." he paused, searching for the right word, "...encouraged to adapt."

The word 'encouraged' carried a weight that didn't escape anyone in the room. Murmurs rippled through the amphitheater, students exchanging theories in hurried whispers.

"Then why did you do it?"

The question cut through the buzz of conversation. Adom hadn't planned to speak, hadn't even raised his hand, but the words had escaped him anyway. Hundreds of eyes turned in his direction, but he kept his gaze fixed on Crowley, waiting for an answer.

The professor studied Adom for a long moment, then nodded as if coming to a decision.

"You're all aware of the recent events and the current political landscape of the Empire," Crowley said, addressing the entire room but maintaining eye contact with Adom. "Or at least, you should be, if you've been paying attention to something beyond your textbooks."

More murmurs rose from the crowd, louder this time.

"Silence," Crowley ordered, and the room immediately fell quiet. "I'm going to stop treating you like children. You deserve that much."

He paced a few steps across the stage, gathering his thoughts.

"Until fifteen years ago, students not much older than you were conscripted into the Imperial Army as soon as they became fourth-years," he said bluntly. "It was how the Empire expanded. How it secured its borders. Young mages, fresh with power and training, sent to fight wars they barely understood."

Adom felt a chill. He'd read about those policies in history books, but hearing Crowley speak of it—someone who had likely lived through it—made it suddenly visceral.

"I was fourteen when I saw my first battlefield," Crowley said, his hand finding the scar on his face. "Most of my classmates were with me. Some never came back."

The amphitheater was utterly silent now. No whispers, no shuffling of feet or papers. Just hundreds of students, suddenly confronted with a reality they'd only studied in abstract terms.

"That practice was stopped for good reasons," Crowley continued. "The physical toll, the psychological damage, the ethical implications—all of it became too much for even the Empire to justify. But ending that practice had consequences beyond the humanitarian."

He straightened, clasping his hands behind his back.

"With so many mages removed from the system, the Empire's magical capacity was diminished. Our ability to project power, to be as... aggressive as we once were, was reduced. Some would say that's for the better." His expression suggested he might be among them. "Others saw it as weakness."

Sam leaned closer to Adom. "Where is he going with this?" he whispered.

Adom shook his head slightly, not taking his eyes off Crowley. "Just listen."

"The Farmus Empire has been quiet for years," Crowley said. "Or so we believed. The investigation following Prince Kalyon's arrest revealed something troubling. Farmus officials were working closely with the prince on something unknown to our Empire."

Oh no. No no no. Adom's stomach clenched.

This was exactly what he'd feared, what he'd hoped wasn't the case. The Farmus Empire lay thousands of miles to the east, separated from them by mountain ranges and vast plains—traditional enemies, not allies.

They were militaristic, ruthless in their expansion, and had historically employed forbidden magics without hesitation.

But more importantly, they were the first nation to unleash it in battle.

Dragon's Breath.

Crowley continued as surprised murmurs rippled through the amphitheater.

"The prince's use of specters—forbidden magic in our territories—appears to have been facilitated by Farmusian mages," he said, his voice cutting through the rising noise. "These weren't just random experiments. They were coordinated efforts, part of something larger."

Adom exchanged a glance with Sam, whose usual humor had vanished entirely.

"With Prince Kalyon's capture," Crowley went on, "our relations with Farmus have deteriorated rapidly. After decades of cold peace, they've become openly hostile again. Intelligence reports suggest they've formed new alliances with the Northern Elven Kingdoms, and their border activities have increased dramatically in recent months."

"Holy shit," someone whispered loudly from the row behind.

"Are we talking about war?" a girl called out, not bothering to raise her hand.

Crowley didn't answer directly, which was answer enough.

"My father says the crown prince was actually the son of a Farmusian noble," a boy near the front said to his neighbor, loud enough for those nearby to hear. "The Emperor took her as a spoil of war and changed her identity. That's why—"

"You should be careful about what your father tells you these days, Telman," the boy next to him replied, shooting nervous glances around. "Especially out loud."

Adom couldn't sit still anymore. He got to his feet, ignoring Sam's urgent tug at his sleeve.

"Sit down," Sam murmured. "This isn't the time."

But Adom was too anxious, too riddled with guilt to stay silent.

"Are you sending them to war?" he called out, his voice carrying through the sudden quiet. "Children?!"

Every face in the amphitheater turned toward him. Some looked shocked at his outburst, others nodded in agreement with his question.

Crowley fixed him with a steady gaze, neither angry nor surprised. "Please sit down, Mr. Sylla."

"Answer the question," Adom replied, remaining on his feet. "Please."

If they were being prepared for war, then many of the students in this room—people who had lived full lives in his original timeline—wouldn't make it past adulthood. And it would be a consequence of his actions. His meddling with time. His attempt to save the world.

Had he come back just to make things worse? To trade one catastrophe for another?

Crowley's expression softened slightly.

"Headmaster Merris, along with the Archmage and the entire Magisterium, opposed the Emperor on that decision," he said carefully. "Quite forcefully, in fact."

Adom waited, knowing there was more to be said. Around him, he could feel the tension in the room, hundreds of students holding their breath.

"We reached a compromise," Crowley continued after a moment. "For now, no students will be conscripted directly into military service. However—" he paused, "—your curriculum will include more combat-focused training and military history. The expectation is that when you complete your seventh year at the age of eighteen or nineteen, you will be required to serve the Empire in some capacity."

The room erupted in murmurs again, some relieved, others angry.

"So we get to finish school before dying for the Empire," someone said bitterly. "How generous."

"I'm writing to my parents tonight," a girl from the front row declared, jumping to her feet. "They know people on the Council!"

"My uncle's a Magister," someone else called out. "He won't stand for this!"

Crowley raised his hand, demanding silence. The room took longer to quiet this time, frustration and fear bubbling over like a pot left too long on the fire.

"I understand this is a lot to take in," he said once the noise had subsided. "And to be perfectly honest, things will likely get worse before they get better."

He let that sink in for a moment, not softening the blow.

"But I can promise you this," he continued, his voice growing firmer. "As long as you are students of Xerkes Academy, you will be taken care of. You will be protected. No matter what it takes."

The reactions varied wildly. Some students looked reassured, others skeptical. A few openly scoffed.

"Easy for him to say," a boy muttered nearby. "He already survived his war."

"My sister's in the Imperial Guard," another student whispered. "She says they've been on high alert for months."

Crowley cleared his throat. "Now, to the reason you're all here today. You'll be choosing your electives, with one significant change from previous years."

The room fell quiet again, students leaning forward.

"In addition to your coursework, you'll be assigned missions throughout the Empire and allied nations. These will range from rank D to rank A, providing you with practical experience beyond what any classroom can offer."

He held up a hand before the excited murmurs could grow too loud.

"Third-years are restricted to rank C missions and below, regardless of your adventurer badge rating. This is non-negotiable."

Adom sank back into his seat, mind racing. Missions. Experience. It sounded suspiciously like preparation for something larger.

"Your mission assignments will account for twenty percent of your final grades," Crowley continued. "The rest will be divided between practical examinations, written assessments, and a new component—combat readiness evaluations."

Sam nudged Adom. "Well, at least we'll get to see something beyond these walls."

Adom nodded absently, still processing the implications.

"That's all for today," Crowley said, his tone softening slightly. "I should note that what I've told you wasn't scheduled to be announced until next week. Obviously, I won't ask you to keep this to yourselves—frankly, it would be irresponsible of me to expect that."

He paused, looking around the room with an expression Adom couldn't quite read.

"But I want you to know this: You will not experience what my generation did. I will put my life on the line to ensure that."

The amphitheater went utterly silent. No one had ever heard Professor Crowley speak this way. The man who'd spent years drilling battle formations into them with detached efficiency had just made what sounded like a personal vow.

After a moment, Crowley straightened and was back to business. "Battle mages can come to me directly to select their electives. Elementalists, see Professor Wynn. Healers, Professor Lynn. Alchemists, Professor Mirwen. If you have questions..." he hesitated, then added, "my office is always open."

With that, he turned and strode off the stage, leaving behind a room full of stunned students.

The moment the doors closed behind him, the amphitheater exploded with noise. Adom barely had time to gather his thoughts before he was surrounded.

"Sylla! You stopped the prince, right?" A kid he didn't recognize pushed to the front of the group forming around him. "What else do you know about all this?"

"Is it true the prince was working with demons?" another asked.

"My cousin's in the border guard," a tall girl said. "She says they've doubled patrols near Farmus territory."

Sam stepped between Adom and the growing crowd. "Back off, everyone. He doesn't know any more than you do."

"But he was there!" someone protested. "He saw the prince's specters firsthand!"

"Is that why they sent us into that exam? To see who'd make good soldiers?" A boy with glasses looked genuinely frightened.

Sam held up his hands. "One at a time, for God's sake!"

Adom stood, feeling overwhelmed by the press of bodies and questions. He caught glimpses of different reactions in the faces around him—fear, excitement, disbelief, anger. Some looked ready to pack their bags and leave, like Damus; others seemed almost eager at the prospect of adventure.

"I don't have answers," he said finally, his voice carrying enough for those nearby to hear. "I was as surprised as you are."

"But you stopped the prince," a first-year girl insisted. "You're practically a hero!"

Adom winced at that.

"We should go," Sam muttered, seeing Adom's discomfort. "Crowley said battle mages need to see him directly."

Adom nodded gratefully. "Sorry," he told the crowd. "I need to choose my electives."

"Let us know if you hear anything else!" someone called as Sam created a path through the throng.

As they made their way toward the exit, Adom spotted Mia on the other side of the room, similarly surrounded. Their eyes met briefly across the chaotic amphitheater. She gave him a small nod—acknowledgment, perhaps. Her family were high level alchemists and nobles affiliated with the empire. Maybe he could get some more info from her.

"You okay?" Sam asked as they finally broke free of the crowd.

Adom took a deep breath. Events were accelerating faster than he'd anticipated. He'd hoped for time—time to relax, to train, to plan. That luxury was evaporating before his eyes.

The original timeline had been clear: global catastrophe in a few years. But now? The pieces were moving differently. Farmus was hostile already. The wars were happening sooner. And the prince's backers—those shadowy figures who had nearly destroyed everything—they wouldn't simply vanish because their frontman was imprisoned.

They'd wait for the slightest opportunity to strike again.

He'd spent all this time facing enemies who never seemed to end, and one lesson had been burned into him: don't wait for them to come to you. Become as strong as they are. Strike first.

"Not really," he finally said to Sam. "But I'll have to be."

He needed a network.

Information was power, and his foreknowledge would only carry him so far. Valiant had taken over Cisco's information broker business—that was his first step. Build connections through her, establish eyes and ears across the continent.

Money would be next.

He had wealth—literal treasure—but it was locked away in a cave. Impractical. Cass could help there. She was honest, hardworking, and had a head for business that he lacked. With his knowledge of future market trends, they could build a merchant guild that would flourish while establishing legitimate fronts for his operations.

He knew where certain resources would boom: the silver mines near the western mountains, the spice trade with the southern islands, the arcane crystal deposits that would be discovered in the northern territories. Small investments now, huge returns later.

And strength—he needed that most of all.

For all of it, Silverkeep would be his base. The city was strategically positioned, home to one of the Order's bureaus, and large enough that his movements wouldn't draw immediate attention.

"Sam," he said suddenly, "how do you feel about travel?"

"What, like a field trip?" Sam raised an eyebrow.

"More like... preparing for whatever's coming next."

Sam studied him for a moment, then nodded. "I'm in. Whatever you're planning, I'm in."

Adom smiled, the first genuine one in days. Maybe he couldn't stop what was coming, but he could get ready for it. This time, he wouldn't be caught unprepared.

"Let's go pick our electives," he said. "And then I need to send some letters."
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"And for your fifth elective..." Crowley checked his notes, "Advanced Combat Applications. Bold choice."

Adom nodded.

"And I'd like to add two extracurricular electives as well," he said. "Advanced Alchemy from Professor Mirwen's department and Basic Bonding from the Druidic department."

Crowley raised an eyebrow. "An ambitious schedule. Most students struggle with just their core classes."

"I can handle it," Adom said simply.

Crowley made the additional notations without comment. The scratching of his quill was the only sound in the office, which now smelled oddly sweet—like toffee candy. Adom hadn't pegged the stern professor as someone with a sweet tooth.

"That gives you a full course load," Crowley said, making a final notation on Adom's schedule. "Battle magic fundamentals in the morning, followed by elemental theory, practical applications, and tactical studies. Advanced combat and magical artifacts in the afternoon. As for the extracurricular, you'll get an update soon."

He handed Adom a folded piece of parchment. "Your new schedule. Take note that the mission board has been moved to the east wing, third floor. You'll need to complete at least two rank D missions each semester."

"Thank you, Professor," Adom said, taking the schedule.

"You're welcome."

Adom didn't move from his seat. His fingers tapped against his knee, betraying his hesitation.

Crowley looked up from his desk after a moment. "Is there something else, Mr. Sylla? A question or concern?"

"Actually, yes." Adom leaned forward slightly. "During the adventurer exam, we encountered gankers in the dungeon. They tried to kill us."

"I heard. The reports crossed my desk." Crowley's expression didn't change, but his eyes narrowed slightly.

"Then you know no one intervened."

"And that bothers you."

"It should bother everyone," Adom said, more forcefully than he'd intended. "Senior mages are supposed to monitor all Xerkes students during adventurer exams. Safety protocol."

Crowley set down his quill and folded his hands on the desk. "Yes. They should have stepped in, if not during the encounter itself, then immediately after to ensure your safety and assess any injuries."

"So why didn't they?"

"That's an excellent question." Crowley's voice went flat. "One I've been asking myself since I reviewed the report."

Adom hadn't expected that. He'd been preparing for deflection, perhaps even some institutional defense of a clear failure. Crowley's apparent candor caught him off guard.

"The official explanation," Crowley continued, "is that there was a monitoring gap. A shift change among the observers that wasn't properly executed."

"You don't believe that."

"I believe it's convenient." Crowley's fingers drummed once on the desk. "Too convenient."

A chill ran down Adom's spine. So his suspicions hadn't been paranoia after all.

"Professor Lyvnell was responsible for that shift," Crowley said. "He's been placed on administrative leave while an internal investigation proceeds."

"And in the meantime?"

"In the meantime, Mr. Sylla, I suggest you exercise caution." Crowley's tone shifted, became less formal. "Your name has been heard quite frequently in certain circles lately. Even the Emperor knows who Adom Sylla is now."

"Ah."

"You've done nothing wrong," Crowley added. "But not everyone will see it that way. Prince Kalyon had allies. Supporters. People who likely don't appreciate the role you played in his arrest."

"You think someone at the academy wanted me dead?" The words hung in the air between them.

"I think," Crowley said carefully, "that being a hero is often more dangerous than being a villain. Villains expect people to come after them. Heroes rarely see the knife until it's already in their back."

Adom absorbed that, turning it over in his mind. "What should I do?"

"For now? Nothing dramatic. Keep your head down. Focus on your studies. Take only the required missions, nothing that would put you in unnecessary danger." Crowley paused. "And perhaps consider who you trust with information about your whereabouts."

"I understand," Adom said.

"Good." Crowley's gaze lingered on him for a moment longer. "You show promise, Mr. Sylla. It would be a shame to see that promise cut short because you drew the wrong kind of attention."

"Thank you for the warning."

"Don't thank me yet." Crowley gestured toward the door. "Now, I believe you have a combat athletics meeting to attend, if you still plan to participate this semester."

Adom blinked in surprise. "How did you--"

"I'm the battle magic professor, Mr. Sylla. It's my job to know these things." The faintest hint of amusement crossed Crowley's face. "Besides, the new Coach, Viriam has been quite vocal about recruiting new talent after last season's disappointing performance in Krozball. You should give it a try."

Adom stood to leave, already thinking about what was discussed just now.

"One more thing," Crowley said as Adom reached the door. "If you notice anything unusual—anything at all—come to me directly. Not the Headmaster, not campus security. Me."

Adom nodded, understanding perfectly.

Crowley wasn't just warning him. He was offering protection.





 

*****

 


Sam was leaning against the wall outside Crowley's office, tossing a small mana orb from hand to hand. It glowed a soft blue, casting strange shadows across his face.

"So?" he asked as Adom emerged. "How'd it go? Did the old man give you a hard time about your electives?"

Adom shook his head. "Not really. Said 'bold choice' about Advanced Combat Applications, but that was it."

"Let me see." Sam snatched the schedule from Adom's hand before he could protest. "Battle magic fundamentals, elemental theory, tactical studies... You practically copied my schedule."

"Or you copied mine," Adom said.

"I registered first, so technically, you're the copycat."

"We registered at the same time."

"Details, details." Sam handed the schedule back. "Did he mention the mission board?"

"East wing, third floor. Two rank D missions minimum per semester."

They walked through the vaulted corridors of the academy's main building, passing groups of students still buzzing about Crowley's announcement. A few pointed at Adom, whispering behind their hands. He pretended not to notice.

"You'd think they'd never seen someone stop a traitor prince before," Sam muttered.

"I'd prefer if they hadn't seen me do it at all," Adom replied.

As they passed through the courtyard, the late morning sun beat down on them. The heat was a welcome change from Crowley's chilly office.

"Did Crowley say anything else?" Sam asked, his tone deliberately casual.

Adom considered what to share. Crowley's warning had been pointed—trust no one with information about your whereabouts. But this was Sam.

"He thinks the ganker situation wasn't an accident," Adom said quietly. "The 'monitoring gap' excuse is just that—an excuse."

Sam's expression darkened. "So someone did want us dead."

"Me dead," Adom corrected. "You were just unfortunate enough to be there."

"Hey, I'm plenty important enough to assassinate on my own merits," Sam protested, before his face broke into a grin. "But I'll let you have this one."

The new Combat Athletics Club building loomed ahead, a squat stone structure with reinforced walls and a distinctly battered appearance. Magic-resistant materials made up most of its construction, allowing for the more physical aspects of magical combat to be practiced within.

Two massive oak doors marked the entrance, carved with scenes of battle that shifted slightly when you looked at them too long.

Sam sighed dramatically. "Welp. Time to go suffer again and become better versions of ourselves."

"You're starting to sound like Hugo," Adom said with a chuckle.

"I'll take that as a compliment, actually. Man's built like a mountain."

Adom pushed open the doors, and immediately something in his brain clicked.

[Flow Prediction] activated without conscious thought, his senses extending outward, sampling the currents of movement around him. The world slowed to a crawl in his perception.

A body was hurtling through the air directly toward them, arms windmilling. Three point eight seconds until impact.

Adom's hands moved through a smooth pattern.

[Levitate]

The spell emerged from his fingertips with minimal effort, a controlled burst of counter-gravity. He didn't weave it immediately. Wait, wait... timing was everything.

Two seconds.One second.
Now.

The spell snapped into place at the last possible moment, catching the flying figure just before impact. The world snapped back to normal speed.

A young man hung suspended in mid-air, inches from Adom's face. His expression cycled rapidly from terror to confusion to recognition.

"Oh!" The suspended student grinned, upside-down. "The transcendent nerds!"

Adom released the spell gently, allowing the student to right himself and land on his feet.

"Hey, Kaius," Adom and Sam said in unison, greeting their senior.

Kaius brushed himself off, seemingly unbothered by his recent airborne adventure. His dark hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat, and his training uniform was torn at the shoulder.

"Good catch, Adom!" Phil shouted from deeper in the room, lowering the leg that had presumably launched Kaius across the training hall.

"Thanks, Phil!"

Kaius clapped him on the shoulder. "Excellent reflexes! Most third-years would've screamed and frozen up."

"I was just lucky," Adom said, downplaying his skill.

"Nah, that wasn't luck." Kaius narrowed his eyes, studying Adom with newfound interest. "That was pure talent. The way you waited until the last moment to maximize the spell's efficiency? That's veteran spellcasting."

Sam coughed loudly. "So, uh, what happened to you anyway? Did Phil decide you needed flying lessons?"

"Lost a bet," Kaius said with a shrug. "Thought I could block his Rippling Earth technique. I was wrong."

Kaius rolled his shoulders, wincing slightly. "You two here to register for this semester's club activities?"

"Yeah," Sam said. "Can't let these muscles go to waste."

"What muscles?" Kaius snorted, then turned to Adom. "And you! Have you grown a bit since last semester?"

Before Adom could answer, Kaius had him in a headlock, roughing up his hair with enthusiastic abandon.

"Slow down, nerd! You're making the rest of us look bad. Leave some glory for Sam here."

"Can't—breathe—"

Sam leaned against the wall. "Don't stop on my account. This is the most entertainment I've had all day."

"Some friend you are," Adom muttered.

Kaius finally released him, giving him a friendly shove. "Hugo's down at the Krozball pitch with most of the others. We'll be joining them soon for practice."

"Hugo's still club leader?" Sam asked.

"Seventh year and still running us into the ground." Kaius shook his head. "Man's a machine. Go find him—he'll want to see you two anyway."

They left Kaius and Phil to their training and headed toward the rear of the building, where a short tunnel led to the Krozball pitch. The smell of sweat and dirt grew stronger with each step.

The pitch was a circular field roughly sixty yards across, ringed by waist-high barriers. Various platforms of different heights floated above the field, constantly shifting positions. The ground itself was marked with intricate patterns that glowed faintly, indicating power zones and penalty areas.

Hugo was in the center of it all, barking orders at a group of students attempting some kind of formation drill. Even from a distance, his presence was imposing.

He spotted them and held up a hand, halting the drill. The students collapsed dramatically onto the ground, panting.

"Adom! Sam!" Hugo's booming voice carried across the field. "Good to see you!"

He jogged over to them, sweat glistening on his forehead. Despite having clearly been drilling for hours, he seemed barely winded.

"Here to sign up for this semester?" he asked, hands on his hips.

"Yeah," Adom said. "If you'll have us."

"Of course we'll have you." Without missing a beat, Hugo reached into his dimensional ring and pulled out two forms and a quill. "Just sign here."

Sam and Adom exchanged surprised glances.

"You carry around club registration forms in your dimensional ring?" Sam asked.

"Of course." Hugo said this like it was the most natural thing in the world, like carrying emergency rations or spare socks. "Never know when you'll find good recruits."

"That's..." Sam paused, searching for the right word.

"Efficient," Adom supplied.

"I was going to say 'deeply weird,' but sure, efficient works too."

Hugo didn't seem bothered. He simply handed the quill to Sam, who took it and began signing the form balanced against the barrier wall.

Adom glanced around the pitch. Several students were engaged in a practice match on the far side, the Krozball—a leather-bound sphere roughly the size of a human head—zipping between them at alarming speeds.

[Flow Prediction] triggered again, a half-second alert that set off alarm bells in Adom's mind.

He pivoted, one hand shooting out to pluck the Krozball from the air just inches from the back of Sam's head. The impact stung his palm, but he managed to keep his grip on the ball.

Sam turned, quill frozen mid-signature. "What the—"

"Sorry!" called a student from across the pitch, waving frantically. "Bad pass!"

Hugo stared at the ball in Adom's hand, then at the distance it had traveled.

"Damn," he said quietly.

"Lucky," Adom said. "I just happened to turn at the right moment."

"That wasn't luck," Hugo said, eyeing him with newfound interest. "That was instinct. And control." He took the ball from Adom's hand. "Most people would have swatted it away. You caught it clean."

"I played catch with my father sometimes," That was true. Surprisingly. "Nothing special."

Hugo studied him for a moment longer, then broke into a grin.

"Have you ever considered playing Krozball, Adom? I know you can use Fluid, so you're qualified for it."

"Not really, no." Another lie. Crowley had just suggested it this morning.

"Well, you should." Hugo tossed the ball back across the pitch. "We're holding tryouts for the team today and tomorrow. Tournament coming up in a few months."

"Tournament?" Sam perked up, handing the signed form back to Hugo.

"Inter-academy championship," Hugo explained. "Hosted by Aelwin Academy this year. We haven't won in five years."

"Six," corrected a passing student.

"Thank you, Mira," Hugo said without looking at her. "Six miserable years."

"I don't know..." Adom said, playing reluctant.

"Just think about it," Hugo said, handing him the quill. "With reflexes like that, you'd make a hell of a Spear."

Adom signed his name on the form, mind divided between careful restraint and subdued excitement.




He wasn't even sure why he was hiding his intentions from Hugo. Some mischievous impulse, perhaps. In his first life, before everything went wrong, he'd had that streak—the unnecessary subterfuge, the small deceptions just for the pleasure of being clever. He thought he'd outgrown it long ago, but apparently old habits die hard.

He didn't strictly need the Combat Athletics Club anymore. His private training with Kalan was more advanced, and the missions would provide practical experience. His schedule was already packed to bursting.







But this wasn't about training. This was about opportunity.

 

For the past few months, he'd spent every spare moment trying to decipher the book he'd received from Law. The tome had resisted all his efforts—conventional translation methods, magical analysis, even historical comparison.

He'd even taken it to Biggins. If anyone could crack the code, it would be him.

But even the old dragon – fifteen thousands years old – had been stumped.

"Fascinating artifact," the Aelarion had said, adjusting his tiny spectacles as he examined the book. "There are similarities to Giant runic systems, but the variations are... significant."

The only concrete information Biggins could offer was a translation of the runes on the cover: "Grimoire of the Primordial Runes."

Primordial runes. Natural runes. Like the one on Eren's back.

The sorceress from Veyshari had said the same thing: "To understand the writing within, seek the Giants. They alone preserve the knowledge of the First Script."

Which meant Adom needed to reach the Giant Highlands in the far north of the continent, beyond the Frozen Wastes. A journey that would take months under normal circumstances, requiring permits, supplies, guides, and a very solid justification to be there.

Unless an opportunity presented itself.

"The tournament circuit works like this," Hugo was saying, pulling Adom back to the present. "Four academies, four locations. Round robin format. Each academy hosts one round."

"And we travel to each one?" Sam asked.

Hugo nodded. "First round is at Xerkes—that's us. Second at Lireth Academy in Olden Kingdom. Third at Verron Institute in Cascadia. Finals at Aelwin Academy in Northhaven."

Northhaven.

The northern city-state that sat at the edge of the Frozen Wastes. Less than two weeks' travel from the Giant Highlands.

"Teams stay for a week at each location," Hugo continued. "Three days of competition, four days of cultural exchange. It's a diplomatic thing as much as a sporting event."

Adom suppressed a smile. A week in Northhaven, with a valid reason to be there, academy backing, and minimal supervision. He couldn't have designed a better opportunity himself.

"Actually," Adom said, the words coming out before he could second-guess himself, "I'd like to—"

He hesitated.

"You'd like to what?" Hugo prompted.

"I'd like to try out. Today, if that's possible."

Sam's eyebrows shot up. "Really? One time you said Krozball was, and I quote, 'an exercise in pain for minimal gain.'"

"I've had a change of heart," Adom said smoothly. "Figured I should expand my horizons."

Sam gave him a sideways look. "Since when are you interested in team sports?"

"Since now," Adom replied, hoping his friend would drop it.

Hugo didn't seem to care about his motivations. "Excellent! We could use someone with your reflexes. Tryouts start in—"

A whistling sound cut through the air. Adom's [Flow Prediction] triggered yet again, giving him just enough time to snatch another errant Krozball heading straight for Sam's back.

[+1 White Wyrm's body]
[+1 Healing Factor]

The impact was harder this time, stinging his palm. The ball had been traveling much faster than the previous one.

Sam whirled around. "What the hell?!"

"Oh come on!" shouted a different student from across the pitch. "That was nowhere near you, Talef!"

"That was nowhere near me?" the student named Talef yelled back. "It was heading straight for third years, you idiot!"

Hugo took the ball from Adom's hand, his expression thoughtful. "That's twice now. In the span of what, three minutes?"

"Coincidence."

Hugo glanced back at the pitch, then at Adom. "Know what a Spear is in Krozball?"

"Vaguely." Another lie. Adom knew the positions and rules intimately from his previous life. His father being a die hard fan of Krozball had made sure of that.

"Defensive specialist. Intercepts passes, protects teammates, occasionally makes precision counter-attacks." Hugo spun the ball on his fingertip. "Requires exceptional spatial awareness, reflexes, and the ability to read the flow of the game."

"Sounds... complicated." Sam said.

"It is. Most Spears train for years." Hugo tossed the ball high into the air, caught it behind his back. "But some people have natural talent."

If Adom made the team, he'd have his ticket to Northhaven. From there, reaching the Giant Highlands would be challenging but doable.

It was perfect.

"Tryouts are this afternoon," Hugo said. "Give me thirty laps around the pitch to warm up, then I'll put you through the basics."

"Thirty laps?" Sam's eyes widened. "You're joking."

"Do I look like I'm joking?" Hugo asked, completely straight-faced.

"No, but I was hoping."

Hugo's expression remained stern for a moment longer, then cracked into a grin. "Five laps. But don't tell the others I went easy on you."

Five laps later, Adom was barely winded. The physical conditioning from the past few months had carried over more than he expected.

Hugo watched him with the calculating eye of someone assessing livestock at market. "Not bad," he said as Adom completed the final lap. "Now let's see what you can do with a ball."

He tossed the Krozball to Adom, who caught it easily and threw it back to Hugo.

"The basics of Krozball are simple," Hugo explained. "You've got an oval field, three hoops of different heights at each end. Move the ball through the opponent's hoops to score—one, two, or three points depending on which hoop. First to fifty points wins, or highest score when time's up."

He spun the ball on his fingertip. "Seven players per team. Three Runners lead the offense and scoring drives. Two Blockers who protect teammates and disrupt opponents in duels. One Keeper guards your hoops, redirecting incoming shots. And one Spear—" he caught the ball with a quick snap "—that's the position I see for you."

"The Spear intercepts passes, protects vulnerable teammates, makes precision counter-attacks, and reads the game flow. You'll be the tactical brain on the field, anticipating plays before they happen. Everyone can score, but while Runners focus on point-making, you'll be setting up plays and striking when they least expect it."

Hugo tossed the ball to Adom again. "No magic. It's all about martial arts and Fluid control—enhancing passes, curving shots, creating opportunities through duels. The best Spears have exceptional spatial awareness and reaction time. They see the patterns others miss."

"Everything else is pretty vague," Sam commented from the sideline, where he'd decided to watch rather than participate.

"It gets clearer when you actually play," Hugo said as he turned back to Adom. "I saw it last time, but, it's been a while, so, how about we give it a try?"

Adom nodded as Hugo led him toward the center of the pitch where several students were gathered. Some faces Adom recognized—Talef from their year, Mira who was a fourth-year known for her vicious right hook. Others were strangers.

"Listen up," Hugo called, and the chatter died immediately. "This is Adom Sylla. Third-year."

The silence turned appraising.

"The prince guy?" someone muttered.

"He's trying out for Spear today," Hugo continued, ignoring the comment.

A tall girl with braided brown hair scoffed. "We already have a Spear."

"We need depth, Serena," Hugo replied calmly. "And options. Tournament's coming up."

Adom recognized Serena now. Fifth-year. Rumored to have broken three noses in last year's tournament against Lireth.

"Fine," she said, eyes narrowing at Adom. "Let's see what the princeling can do."

Fantastic. The typical underdog intimidator. Why are these kids always in these kind of situations? Adom thought. Smiling at her.

Hugo clapped once, sharp and authoritative. "Positions. Standard seven-on-seven. Adom, you're with blue team."

He pointed to a group wearing blue training vests.

"We don't have a Runner yet," Hugo added, glancing at Adom. "But that shouldn't matter for this tryout. You focus on Spear duties—intercept, protect, disrupt."

Hugo led Adom to a storage locker at the edge of the pitch and pulled out gear: padded arm guards, chest protector, leg braces, and a lightweight helmet.

"Standard issue," Hugo explained, handing him the equipment. "Reinforced with runic enchantments. The arm guards have momentum runes to help with ball control. Helmet's got perception enhancement—widens your field of vision."

Adom strapped on the gear, which felt both foreign and familiar. The weight distributed evenly across his body, the padding firm but flexible.

"These are old," Hugo said, handing him a pair of gauntlets last. "But good. Dwarf-forged, with reaction runes. They'll help you process what you're seeing faster."

The gauntlets were surprisingly light, made of some metallic alloy Adom identified as [Knitsteel] . Intricate runes traced the knuckles and palm, barely visible unless you knew to look for them.

"Twenty minutes," Hugo announced. "Standard rules. First to twenty points or time's up."

He blew a whistle, and everyone moved into position.

"Just stay behind me," muttered a stocky guy on Adom's blue team. "I'm Lorn. Blocker. I'll keep the worst off you until you get your bearings."

Adom nodded, then assessed his temporary teammates. Besides Lorn, there was another Blocker—a girl with a buzz cut, two Runners he didn't recognize, and a lanky boy who appeared to be their Keeper. The seventh position—the third Runner—remained unfilled.

On the red team, Serena took position as Spear, with Mira and Talef as their Runners.

Hugo held the Krozball up, his face suddenly serious. "Begin!"

He threw the ball high into the air, and chaos erupted.

The world slowed as [Flow Prediction] kicked in. Adom tracked the ball's arc, calculating its descent. Red team's tallest Runner was already moving to intercept, his jump timed perfectly.

Adom moved without thinking. Three quick steps, a pivot, then he launched himself upward. His hand closed around the ball a fraction of a second before the opponent's, and then they were falling together.

Impact. Hard ground against his shoulder. The other player's elbow digging into his ribs. Adom tucked the ball against his chest, rolled, and came up running.

Two red team players converged on him—Blockers, from their size. One feinted left while the other came straight at him. Basic pincer maneuver.

Adom passed the ball to Lorn just before the first Blocker slammed into him, driving all the air from his lungs. He hit the ground hard, skidding several feet.

[+1 White Wyrm's body]

The pain faded almost instantly, his enhanced healing already working. Adom pushed himself up in time to see Lorn bulldozing toward the hoops, red team in pursuit.

"Cover left!" shouted the blue Keeper, and Adom understood immediately. Red team's third Runner was making a flanking move, hoping to intercept Lorn from the side.

Adom sprinted to cut them off. The Runner saw him coming and grinned.

"Princeling wants to dance," he said, dropping into a combat stance.

Adom didn't respond. His awareness expanded, taking in every detail: the Runner's slightly forward weight distribution, the tension in his right shoulder indicating a planned left feint.

The Runner lunged, exactly as Adom predicted. One-two combination, fast but telegraphed. Adom slipped past the first strike, deflected the second with his gauntlet, and countered with a palm strike to the sternum.

Not enough to injure, just enough to disrupt.

The Runner stumbled back, surprise clear on his face. "Lucky shot."

"Adom!" Lorn's voice called. The ball was coming back his way, passed by a blue Runner now being pursued by Serena.

Without looking, Adom reached up and snatched the ball from the air. [Flow Prediction] made it simple—like catching a leaf floating gently down rather than a leather projectile traveling at speed.

Serena changed direction instantly, charging toward him.

This would be different. She was no ordinary opponent.

Adom had seconds to act. The nearest blue Runner was open, but Serena would intercept any standard pass. He needed something unexpected.

His gaze caught the floating platforms above the pitch. An idea formed.

He bounced the ball once, hard against the ground, and slapped it with his palm as it rebounded. The ball shot upward, hitting the underside of a platform and ricocheting at an impossible angle toward his teammate.

The blue Runner caught it, momentarily free of defenders, and charged toward the hoops.

"That's not standard Spear play," growled Serena as she skidded to a stop beside him.

"Improvising," Adom replied.

"We'll see how creative you are after this."

She didn't wait for his response, already sprinting back into position as the blue Runner lined up a shot at the middle hoop.

The shot went wide, rebounding off the rim. Red team recovered the ball, and the game reversed direction.

The next five minutes were a blur of movement, impact, and split-second decisions. Adom intercepted three passes and disrupted two scoring attempts. His body moved on instinct, [Flow Prediction] constantly active.

[+2 White Wyrm's body]
[+1 Healing Factor]

The score stood at 8-7 in red team's favor when Hugo called a brief pause to reset.

"Not bad," Lorn said, slapping Adom on the back. "For a first-year."

Adom nodded, breathing hard. Despite his enhanced stamina, the pace was grueling. Every muscle burned with exertion.

"They're targeting you now," Lorn continued. "Serena doesn't like being shown up."

"Noticed."

"Second half will be worse. Just so you know."

Hugo blew the whistle, and they resumed.

Red team came out aggressive. Talef and Mira executed a complex passing sequence that left blue's defense scrambling. Adom read the pattern too late—Talef had already launched a shot at the highest hoop.

Three points.

11-7.

Blue team's Keeper retrieved the ball, looking for an outlet pass. Adom created separation from his defender and received the ball near midfield.

Immediately, both red Blockers converged on him. No time to pass. Adom tucked the ball and spun, using the momentum to slip between them.

He broke into open field, racing toward red's hoops. Serena materialized in his path, stance wide, eyes predatory.

"End of the line, princeling," she said.

This was it—a formal duel challenge. Adom couldn't avoid it without surrendering possession.

He slowed, settling into his own stance. The rest of the pitch seemed to fade away, players stopping to watch the confrontation.

In Krozball, duels were decisive moments—pure physical combat with the ball as prize.

Serena attacked first, a fluid combination of strikes aimed at his midsection. Adom deflected each one, the gauntlets' reaction runes humming against his skin.

He countered with a sweeping kick that she easily avoided, followed by an elbow strike that grazed her shoulder. She was good—extremely good.

Serena smiled, a predator's expression. "That all you got?"

She launched into another sequence, this one faster and more complex. A strike slipped through Adom's defense, catching him in the ribs. Another tagged his shoulder.

[+1 White Wyrm's body]

Pain flared and faded. He couldn't match her technique—she had years of experience on him. But he had something else.

The next time she attacked, Adom didn't try to block. Instead, he let [Flow Prediction] guide him, shifting just enough to avoid the worst of each strike while absorbing glancing blows.

Confusion flickered across Serena's face. His movement pattern made no sense to her.

"Stand and fight properly," she growled, frustration creeping into her voice.

Adom didn't respond. He maintained his distance, letting her exhaust herself with increasingly wild combinations.

Then, when [Flow Prediction] showed the perfect opening, he struck. One precise hit to her leading wrist, disrupting her rhythm. A quick step inside her guard. A shoulder check that sent her stumbling back.

Serena recovered quickly, but the moment was all Adom needed. He spun away from her, the ball still secure.

"That's not—" she began, but Adom was already moving.

The highest hoop loomed ahead—the three-point target. Narrow and distant, it was considered nearly impossible from this angle.

Adom didn't hesitate. He channeled Fluid into his arms—not for a barrier or shield, but to enhance his natural motion. The ball left his hands in a smooth arc, spinning perfectly.

The pitch went silent as the ball sailed toward the hoop. Time seemed to slow. The ball hit the rim, circled once, twice, and then dropped through.

Three points.

10-11.

For a moment, no one moved. Then Lorn let out a whoop, rushing to slap Adom on the back.

"Holy shit! Did you see that?"

Hugo's whistle cut through the celebration. "Reset positions! Game's not over!"

But something had changed. The blue team moved with new energy, and Adom found himself at the center of their strategy. Passes came his way more frequently, teammates created space for him to operate.

The next ten minutes were even more intense than the first half. Adom intercepted five more passes, assisted on two scores, and scored once more himself. His body was one massive ache, but he pushed through it.

[+3 White Wyrm's body]
[+2 Healing Factor]

When Hugo's final whistle blew, the score stood at 19-18 in blue team's favor.

Victory. Barely.

"Water break!" Hugo called, and everyone trudged toward the sidelines.

Adom collapsed onto a bench, muscles trembling with fatigue. Someone handed him a water skin, which he drained in seconds.

"So," Hugo said, appearing beside him. "Still think Krozball is 'an exercise in pain for minimal gain'?"

Adom managed a tired smile. "The pain part was accurate."

Hugo laughed. "That's just a taste. Real matches are twice as long and three times as brutal." He paused, studying Adom. "But you've got potential. Raw, unrefined, but real."

"Thanks," Adom said, removing the helmet. Sweat poured down his face.

"That three-pointer was impressive," Hugo continued. "Even more impressive was winning that duel against Serena. She's been undefeated in practice matches for two years."

Across the pitch, Serena was watching them, her expression unreadable.

"Think I made an enemy?" Adom asked.

"Probably. She'll either hate you forever or demand to train with you exclusively." Hugo shrugged. "Either way, you made an impression."

Adom wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. "Sooo, am I in? Did I make the team?"

Hugo stared at him, baffled. "After what you just did?" He shook his head, then broke into a grin. "Coach Viriam is going to make you his new favorite project." He extended his hand. "Welcome to the team, Spear."




            

    
        Chapter 62. Bonding 101

    
    
    
    
                "It bit me! That thing just bit me!"

A shrill voice echoed through the sunlit classroom as a gangly third-year student backpedaled frantically, nearly tripping over his own feet. His right index finger was clutched dramatically in his left hand, though there wasn't a visible mark on it.

"Mr. Tanner, please control yourself," Professor Elowen said with the weary patience of someone who'd witnessed this exact scene dozens of times before. "The quillick did not bite you. They physically cannot bite – they have grinding plates, not teeth."

The quillick in question – a round, four-legged creature about the size of a large squirrel – peered up from the desk with enormous amber eyes. Its body was covered in soft spines that resembled quills but were actually more like fine fur. It made a gentle chirruping sound and bobbed its head inquisitively.

"It definitely bit me," Tanner insisted, but with noticeably less conviction.

"What you felt," Professor Elowen explained as she approached the student's desk, "was the quillick's sensory bristles. They use them to identify potential bond-mates." She reached down and allowed the small creature to nuzzle her palm. "See? Completely harmless."

From his spot three rows back, Adom suppressed a sigh.

The class was only fifteen minutes in, and already he was questioning his decision to take Basic Bonding. The classroom itself was unlike any other at Xerkes – more greenhouse than lecture hall, with living plants growing along the walls and ceiling, and desks made from unvarnished wood that still seemed to be alive, small leaves occasionally sprouting from their edges.

It was all very... druidic. Which was exactly what he'd signed up for, of course. But somehow, watching a thirteen-year-old nearly faint over what amounted to a magical hamster hadn't featured in his expectations.

"Now, if everyone would please return to the bonding exercise," Professor Elowen continued. "Remember, quillicks are empathic. They respond to your emotions, not just your actions."



Adom glanced down at his assigned quillick, which sat motionless on his desk. Unlike most of the others, which ranged from sandy brown to light gray, his was an unusual deep blue color with silver-tipped spines. While the other quillicks in the classroom were actively exploring their desks or cautiously interacting with students, his just... sat there. Staring up at him with a vacant, fixed smile.

"Look at you," Adom muttered, fighting a grin despite himself. "Not a thought behind those eyes, huh?"

The creature's permanent smile—a trait quillicks evolved in safe, rank D dungeons where predators were scarce—made it look perpetually delighted even when it was clearly confused. Its head tilted at a wrong angle when Adom waved his hand, like its neck mechanics weren't quite working right.

It was undeniably adorable—in that "bless your heart" kind of way. While the other quillicks demonstrated proper quillick intelligence, his seemed to have missed several developmental milestones.





"They're ignoring me," complained a girl to Adom's right – Merin, he thought her name was. A third-year elementalist with perpetually ink-stained fingers. "Is that normal?"

"It means they're assessing you," replied the boy beside her, who Adom recognized as Jace Daffri, another third-year with an almost encyclopedic knowledge of magical creatures. "Quillicks are more cautious than most familiar candidates. They need to be sure."

"Sure of what?" Merin asked.

"That you won't abandon them," Jace said simply. "They bond for life. Once a quillick chooses you, that's it. They're yours until one of you dies."

Adom pondered this as he observed his own quillick. It was still staring. Definitely not thinking of him abandoning it. Actually, it was not thinking at all.

Poor sweet thing.

Professor Elowen circled the room, observing each student's progress. She was tall and willowy, with auburn hair that reached her waist and seemed to move slightly even when she was standing still. Rumor had it she was part dryad, which was absurd, since it was biologically impossible for humans and dryads to reproduce.

"Mr. Sylla," she said, pausing at his desk. "You haven't attempted to make contact yet."

It wasn't a question, but Adom felt compelled to answer anyway.

"I was giving it space," he replied, which wasn't entirely untrue. "It seemed... elsewhere."

Professor Elowen's lips quirked in a small smile. "A diplomatic answer. But the exercise requires participation, not just observation." She gestured to the quillick. "Extend your hand, palm up, about six inches away. Let it come to you if it chooses."


Adom sighed, then reluctantly extended his hand as instructed, palm up and hovering six inches from the quillick. "Like this?"

The blue quillick stared at his hand for a long moment, head tilting at an impossible angle that made it look like its neck had an extra joint. It blinked its amber eyes slowly, one lid closing slightly before the other, creating an oddly asymmetrical wink.

Then, without warning, it shuffled forward and gave Adom's palm one long, enthusiastic lick.

Adom couldn't help but chuckle. The sensation was somewhere between sandpaper and a wet paintbrush.

"Well, at least it's friendly," he said, looking up at Professor Elowen. "Though I think mine might be... special."

Jace leaned over, examining the blue quillick with academic interest. "Is it sick or something? I've never seen one move like that."

"Yeah," Merin chimed in, "it's like its head's not attached properly."

The quillick's permanent smile remained fixed, but its spines flattened slightly against its body.

"Students," Professor Elowen said sharply. "Please be mindful of what you say. These quillicks are raised here at the academy and understand Common perfectly well. They may not be able to respond verbally, but they comprehend your words—and can be hurt by them."

Merin's cheeks flushed. "Sorry, Professor. I didn't mean—"

"It's not me you should apologize to," Professor Elowen interrupted gently.

Merin turned to the blue quillick. "I'm sorry," she said, looking genuinely contrite. "That was thoughtless of me."

The quillick's spines relaxed slightly, though it remained focused on Adom.

"Mr. Sylla," Professor Elowen continued, "your quillick is perfectly healthy. Zuni here—" she indicated the blue creature with a gentle gesture, "—simply processes the world differently than most quillicks. He's a bit slower to respond to new stimuli, but his empathic abilities are actually more developed than average."

Adom looked down at the quillick—at Zuni—with renewed interest. "So he's not... impaired?"

"Only if you consider heightened sensitivity an impairment," she replied with a smile. "Zuni has successfully paired with three previous students, though none proved compatible for a permanent bond. He's quite selective."

Zuni chose that moment to emit a high-pitched squeak while staring directly at Adom. The sound was so unexpected and so perfectly timed that several nearby students snickered.

Professor Elowen's lips twitched. "He also has excellent comedic timing."

"Was that a joke?" Adom asked, eyebrows raised.

"Quillicks have a unique sense of humor," she replied diplomatically. "Consider it a good sign that he's comfortable enough to express it with you."

As she moved on to help other students, Adom looked down at Zuni, who was now preening his silver-tipped spines with an air of innocent satisfaction.

"So," Adom said quietly, "you're not as simple as you're pretending to be, are you?"

Zuni paused his grooming to give Adom what could only be described as the quillick equivalent of a shrug, before resuming his vacant, tilted-head smile.


Professor Elowen finally returned to the front of the classroom, gently tapping a small wooden rod against her desk. The sound it made was like rain on autumn leaves rather than the harsh rap of traditional classroom discipline.

"Now that you've all had a chance to meet your potential companions," she said, "I want to clarify the expectations for this course. You'll have the entire semester to work with your assigned quillicks and develop a bond—if one is meant to form."

She gestured to a row of elegantly crafted small cages along the wall, each made from living branches that still sprouted small leaves.

"You'll be taking your quillicks with you after class today. Each of you will receive a carrier and care instructions. This practical experience is essential—bonding doesn't happen in scheduled hour-long sessions twice a week. It requires consistent interaction and understanding."

A hand shot up from the back row.

"Yes, Mr. Ferris?"

"What if they run away?" asked a nervous-looking boy with glasses. "My last attempt at keeping a pet ended with a lizard living in the dormitory walls for three months."

Professor Elowen smiled. "These aren't pets, Mr. Ferris. Quillicks are intelligent companions with their own agency. They won't 'run away' unless given good reason."

She moved to the large illustration board behind her desk, waving her hand over it. The blank surface came alive with images of various people interacting with plants and animals in different settings.

"Today's introduction is just the beginning. Before we proceed further with bonding practices, it's important you understand what you're working toward. What does it mean to be a druid in our magical tradition?"

The image on the board shifted to show a woman with her hand pressed against a massive tree trunk, a soft green glow emanating from the point of contact.

"Contrary to some popular misconceptions, druids are not shapeshifters, nor are they solely wild magic practitioners. At their core, druids are Whisperers—communicators and mediators between the sentient world and the natural one."

The illustration changed again, showing a network of glowing threads connecting a druid to surrounding plants and animals.

"The foundation of druidic magic is resonance," Professor Elowen continued. "Every living thing produces a unique mana signature—a rhythm, if you will. Druids learn to attune their own mana to these rhythms, creating harmony rather than dominance."

She traced a finger along one of the illustrated threads, causing it to pulse brighter.

"This resonance allows for communication, enhancement, and occasionally, direction—though never control. A true druid doesn't command nature; they request cooperation."




Adom found himself genuinely interested despite his initial skepticism.

The concept triggered memories from his previous timeline—where druids were feared battlefield mages who unleashed terrifying natural forces against their enemies. Not numerous, but extraordinarily lethal when provoked, a skilled druid could rally dryads and awaken treants, turning the land itself into a weapon. Alongside elementalists, they ranked among the deadliest magical practitioners in terms of sheer destructive capability, despite their typically peaceful, nature-protective philosophy.







"The ability to sense these natural rhythms varies from person to person," Professor Elowen said. "Some are born with heightened empathic sensitivity—what we call natural affinity. Others develop it through practice and disciplined study."

She gestured to the quillicks scattered throughout the classroom.

"These companions are your first step. Quillicks have remarkably clear mana signatures—easy to detect even for beginners. They're also naturally empathic, which means they'll actively try to connect with you if they sense genuine interest."

Professor Elowen waved her hand again, and the illustration shifted to show a detailed diagram of mana flow between a person and a quillick.

"Druidic resonance works through three primary channels: empathic projection, mana synchronization, and intent amplification. We'll be focusing on empathic projection first—your ability to consciously direct your emotional state toward another living being."

She paused, looking around the classroom.

"This is not emotional manipulation. The distinction is crucial. You cannot—and should not try to—force feelings onto your companions. Rather, you're creating a bridge that allows natural emotional exchange."

The professor had barely finished her instructions when a hand shot up from near the windows. It belonged to a stocky boy with close-cropped hair who Adom recognized from his Tactical Studies class—Dorn Velis, known for his blunt questions and even blunter opinions.

"Professor," Dorn said, not waiting to be called on, "I don't understand how we're supposed to 'project' emotions. That's not logical. Emotions are internal states, not... things you can throw at someone."

A few students snickered, but Professor Elowen nodded as though it were a perfectly reasonable question.

"An excellent point, Mr. Velis. The terminology can be misleading if taken too literally." She walked back to the front of the classroom. "Would you mind if I used you for a quick demonstration?"

Dorn shrugged, looking slightly uncomfortable. "I guess not."

"Thank you. Please come up here."

As Dorn made his way to the front, Professor Elowen addressed the class. "Mr. Velis has raised an important question that many of you are likely wondering about. How does one 'project' something as intangible as an emotion?"

Dorn stood awkwardly beside her desk, hands shoved in his pockets.

"Empathic projection involves three distinct components," Professor Elowen explained. "First, mental focus—the ability to clearly identify and isolate a specific emotion within yourself."

She gestured for Dorn to stand facing her.

"Mr. Velis, could you think of something that makes you feel genuinely curious? Not just intellectually interested, but truly curious—that feeling of wanting to discover something new."

Dorn frowned in concentration. After a moment, his expression shifted subtly, his eyes focusing somewhere in the distance.

"Good," Professor Elowen said softly. "Hold that feeling. Now, the second component is mana channeling."

She raised her hand, palm outward, about a foot from Dorn's chest. A faint emerald glow appeared around her fingers.

"Your personal mana naturally carries your emotional signature—it's inseparable from who you are. However, most mages are trained to neutralize this aspect of their magic for consistency in spellweaving. Druids do the opposite—we consciously enhance and direct these emotional qualities."

The glow around her hand intensified slightly.

"I'm now drawing my mana into my palm, but instead of forming it into a spell structure, I'm allowing it to remain fluid while concentrating on matching the emotional state I perceive from Mr. Velis—in this case, curiosity."

The class watched in fascination as the green glow began to pulse rhythmically.

"The third component is projection—extending this emotionally-charged mana outward in a controlled manner." She slowly moved her hand closer to Dorn. "May I?"

He nodded, looking both nervous and intrigued.

When her palm was an inch from his chest, the green glow extended outward like tendrils of morning mist, gently connecting with him. Dorn's eyes widened.

"Whoa," he said softly.

"What do you feel?" Professor Elowen asked.

"It's like... my curiosity got bigger," he replied, sounding surprised. "Like you're... echoing it back to me, but stronger?"

Professor Elowen smiled and withdrew her hand, the green glow fading. "What you experienced was a simple harmonic resonance. I detected your emotional state, matched it with my own mana, and created a bridge between us that amplified the shared feeling."

She turned to address the whole class again.

"The mana serves as both detector and carrier—it's the medium through which the emotional connection forms. It's not about 'throwing' your emotions at another being; it's about creating a shared space where emotional states can harmonize."

She gestured for Dorn to return to his seat.

"This process is entirely different from mental manipulation or emotional control. You cannot—and should not try to—force a creature to feel something it doesn't. You're offering connection, not imposing your will."

A girl near the front raised her hand. "So we're making... emotional bridges with our mana?"

"That's an apt metaphor," Professor Elowen nodded. "In beginning practice, these bridges are fragile and temporary, requiring concentration to maintain. With experience, they become more stable and natural."

She walked back toward her desk, where her own familiar—a small, iridescent creature somewhere between a hummingbird and a dragonfly—hovered.

"For many of you, this will feel strange at first. Our educational system tends to emphasize the separation of emotion from magical practice, treating feelings as distractions rather than potential assets. You'll need to unlearn some of those assumptions."

A tiny familiar landed on her outstretched finger, and without any visible effort or change in her demeanor, they clearly communicated—the creature bobbing and buzzing in what appeared to be a response to an unspoken question.

"What you just witnessed wasn't telepathy," she explained, "but rather such a well-established empathic bridge that we no longer need conscious effort to maintain it. Sylph and I have been companions for over thirty years."

She gently stroked the tiny creature's back with her fingertip.

"Quillicks are particularly well-suited for beginning practitioners because their natural empathic abilities make them receptive even to clumsy attempts. They actively try to complete the connection—meeting you halfway, so to speak. They also provide immediate emotional feedback, helping you refine your technique."

Adom glanced down at Zuni, who was watching him with those intelligent amber eyes, head still tilted at that slightly wrong angle. Was the little creature already trying to form a connection with him? The thought was both intriguing and slightly unsettling.

"For today's practice," Professor Elowen continued, "start simple. Focus on curiosity or gentle interest—emotions that aren't overwhelming or potentially distressing to your companions. Place your hand near your quillick, focus on the feeling, and imagine your mana as a soft light extending from your palm."

She walked between the desks again, observing as students began their attempts.

"Don't be discouraged if nothing seems to happen immediately. Like any skill, this takes practice and patience."

Professor Elowen checked the time on a small sundial-like device embedded in her desk. "We'll end a bit early today to give you time to collect your carrying cases and care instructions. I look forward to seeing how your connections evolve before our next session."

She gestured to a stack of parchment on her desk. "Please take one care guide on your way out. The quillick carriers are along the wall—select one that seems to appeal to your companion."

The room filled with the sounds of shuffling papers and chattering students as everyone gathered their belongings. Adom folded the parchment guide into his pocket and approached the wall of carriers, selecting one made from blue-tinted branches that seemed to match Zuni's coloring.

He set the carrier on his desk and opened the small door. "Alright, Zuni. Time to get in."

Zuni stared at the carrier.

Then he looked back at Adom.

Then he looked at the carrier again.

Then back at Adom, his permanent smile somehow managing to convey absolute refusal while maintaining its cheerful appearance.

"Come on," Adom said, gesturing to the open door. "It's just until we get to the dormitory."

Zuni didn't move. Just kept staring with that fixed, vacant smile.

"You're adorable, but seriously, get in the cage."

The quillick tilted his head at that impossible angle, as if to say, "I can't understand you when you speak nonsense."

Adom sighed. "Fine. We'll try again." He pointed directly at the carrier. "This. You. In. Now."

Zuni blinked slowly, first one eye, then the other, in that unsettling, uncoordinated way of his.

"Is there a problem, Mr. Sylla?" Professor Elowen appeared beside his desk, lips quirked in amusement as she observed the standoff.

"Zuni refuses to get in the carrier," Adom explained, trying not to sound as exasperated as he felt.

The professor chuckled. "Ah, yes. I should have mentioned—Zuni doesn't do cages."

"He doesn't... do cages," Adom repeated flatly.

"Some quillicks have preferences. Zuni's are particularly pronounced." She glanced at the blue creature, who was now grooming himself pointedly, as if to say the discussion had nothing to do with him. "You'll need to carry him."

"Carry him? How exactly?"

"Extend your arm," she instructed.

Adom did as she asked, holding out his right arm parallel to the desk. Zuni immediately stopped his grooming and examined the offered limb with great interest. After a moment's consideration, he waddled forward and climbed onto Adom's wrist, his small claws gripping the fabric of Adom's sleeve.

With surprising agility—especially given his earlier awkward movements—Zuni scampered up Adom's arm and settled on his shoulder, pressing close to his neck.

"Oh," Adom said, surprised by the warm weight. Despite his spiny appearance, Zuni felt soft and oddly pliant against his skin, like a living stuffed toy.

The quillick bumped his head against Adom's jaw, the contact sending a strange, pleasant tingle through his nerves—not unlike the static shock from touching metal on a dry day, but somehow... friendlier.

Adom couldn't help laughing. "That feels weird."

"Sensory bristles," Professor Elowen reminded him. "They're gathering information about you. It looks like Zuni has taken a particular interest."

"Is that good?" Adom asked, reaching up cautiously to stroke the quillick's back. The spines flattened under his touch, revealing just how soft they actually were.

"Very good," she replied. "Quillicks are excellent judges of character. They don't waste energy on people they don't feel connected to."

"Well, I hope we get along," Adom said, oddly touched by the creature's apparent preference. "Can I leave the carrier here, then?"

"Keep it for now," Professor Elowen advised. "You might need it for certain situations, even if Zuni prefers direct contact."

Adom nodded, tucking the empty carrier under his arm and heading for the door. Outside in the corridor, he shifted the carrier to free his hand and pulled out the care instructions, scanning them quickly.

"Says here you like peanuts," he told Zuni, who squeaked in what sounded like enthusiastic confirmation. "I know a good spot in the city that serves candied ones. I need to go there to meet Yann today. Interested?"

The quillick squeaked again, pressing closer to Adom's neck.

"Let's go, then."

            

    
        Chapter 63. Potential

    
    
    
    
                

The warm, rich aroma of fresh pastries and roasted coffee beans enveloped Adom as he settled into a corner table at the Crimson Leaf Teahouse. The establishment was relatively new, having opened just two months ago, and Adom had been curious about it ever since hearing fellow students rave about their unique offerings.

The display case near the entrance showcased pastries he'd never seen even in his past life—airy ring-shaped dough glazed with vibrant fruit coatings that the Valandian bakers called "doh-nats," elongated cream-filled tubes with chocolate tops from Southern Cascadia known as "éclairs," and his personal favorite, the flaky, buttery shells filled with sweet custard that everyone simply called "puffs." The small Eastern Isles influence was evident in the delicate rice-flour confections dusted with powdered sugar.

Not that Adom could blame the place for becoming something of a tourist attraction—the chocolate pastries alone were worth traveling for.

Zuni perched on the table's edge, his smile fixed in place as he surveyed the bustling tearoom with those amber eyes.

"Don't stare," Adom murmured, though he found himself doing exactly that.

Not at Zuni, but at the group of elves seated three tables away. Five of them, some with silver-white hair and angular features that marked them as High Elves from the northern forests. They spoke in hushed tones, occasionally breaking into laughter.

Elves in Arkhos City weren't completely unheard of, but they were rare enough to draw attention. Especially now.

With Sundar's recent annexation of two elven border cities—Silvermoon and Everbranch—the already tense relationship between humans and elves had deteriorated further. The official line was that these were "protective occupations" against Farmusian influence, but nobody really believed that. Not when human settlers were already being moved into formerly elven districts.

The elves in the teahouse were clearly diplomatic staff, judging by their formal attire and the small silver pins on their collars marking them as protected foreign dignitaries. Likely here for negotiations that would go nowhere.

Everyone in the teahouse kept stealing glances at them, some with curiosity, others with barely disguised hostility. The current political climate had done nothing to improve centuries of mutual distrust.

"Here you are, sir." A waitress appeared at Adom's table, setting down a steaming cup of black tea, a chocolate pastry with cream oozing from its sides, and a small dish of candied peanuts. "Will there be anything else?"

"No, this is perfect. Thank you," Adom replied, sliding a few copper coins across the table as a tip.

As the waitress departed, Adom pushed the dish of peanuts toward Zuni, who had been eyeing them with steadily increasing intensity since their arrival.

"These are for you," he said. "Try not to make a mess."

Zuni stared at the candied peanuts. Then at Adom. Then back at the peanuts. His spines quivered slightly, betraying an excitement that his permanent smile couldn't express.

With caution, as if approaching a potentially dangerous object, Zuni extended one tiny paw and selected a single peanut. He sniffed it thoroughly, turning it over several times before finally taking a small, tentative bite.

There was a moment of absolute stillness.

Then Zuni's amber eyes widened dramatically, the pupils dilating to almost completely black. Without warning, the quillick lunged at the dish, cramming peanuts into his mouth with such ferocious speed that Adom nearly spilled his tea in surprise.

"Whoa! Slow down!" Adom reached for the dish, but Zuni let out a warning chirp that sounded disturbingly like a growl.

Four, five, six peanuts disappeared into the quillick's cheeks, which bulged to absurd proportions. It looked as though Zuni had somehow managed to store several times his face's volume in food. His chewing motions were minimal—he seemed more intent on hoarding than actually eating.

"You're going to choke," Adom warned, making another attempt to remove the dish. This time, Zuni actually hissed at him, spines bristling defensively while maintaining his eerily permanent smile.

"Fine, choke then. See if I care," Adom muttered, reaching for his tea instead.

A sudden thought struck him, and he pulled out the care instructions from his pocket, scanning quickly for dietary information. His eyes landed on a paragraph bordered in red:

WARNING: Quillicks are highly susceptible to sugar addiction. Even small amounts can trigger compulsive consumption. AVOID ALL SWEETENED FOODS, particularly candied nuts, which quillicks find irresistible to the point of potential self-harm.

Adom looked up from the paper to find Zuni now completely motionless, cheeks bulging impossibly, one paw frozen halfway to his mouth with another peanut. The quillick's eyes had glazed over in what could only be described as a sugar-induced trance.

"Oh no you don't," Adom said, snatching the dish away. "Spit those out."

Zuni responded by slowly backing away, maintaining eye contact while somehow looking simultaneously guilty and defiant.

"Zuni," Adom said firmly, "those are bad for you. Spit. Them. Out."

The quillick's spines flattened against his body, and he hunched down, protecting his ill-gotten treasure.

"Don't make me force you," Adom warned. "I will physically remove those peanuts if I have to."

Zuni made a muffled chirping sound and somehow managed to fit yet another peanut into his already overstuffed cheeks.

Adom lunged across the table, hands outstretched to capture the sugar-crazed creature. Zuni darted sideways with surprising speed, especially given his hamster-like cheek pouches. The ensuing chase knocked over Adom's teacup, sending dark liquid spreading across the table.

"Come here, you little—" Adom made another grab, fingers just brushing Zuni's spines as the quillick scurried behind the pastry plate.

Several patrons were now openly staring at the spectacle. From the corner of his eye, Adom could see the elves watching with expressions of amused disdain, as if his inability to control one small creature confirmed everything they believed about human incompetence.

Zuni, clearly enjoying the attention, performed an elaborate evasive maneuver that somehow involved spinning in a complete circle while maintaining his improbable head tilt. He chirped triumphantly through his stuffed cheeks.

"This isn't funny," Adom hissed, grabbing a napkin to dam the spreading tea before it dripped onto his pants. "You could seriously harm yourself!"




Adom mentally wove [Levitate]. The magic took effect immediately, surrounding Zuni in a faint blue glow and lifting the startled quillick a few inches into the air. The creature's legs paddled frantically, finding no purchase as Adom calmly reached out and plucked him from his magical suspension.

"Gotcha," Adom declared, holding the squirming quillick. "Now, open up and—"







"Is this a bad time?"

Adom looked up to find Yann standing beside the table, eyebrows raised as he surveyed the chaos—spilled tea, abandoned pastry, and Adom holding a squirming, chipmunk-cheeked quillick at eye level.

"He's going to choke himself on candied peanuts," Adom explained, as if this were a perfectly normal explanation for the scene.

Yann's lips twitched. "I see. And here I thought you were just enthusiastically bonding with your new familiar."

"He's not my familiar," Adom corrected automatically, still maintaining his grip on the struggling Zuni. "He's just a class project."

"Mm-hmm," Yann replied, sliding into the seat across from Adom. "A very successful project, judging by his willingness to die for your candied peanuts."






A waitress approached, eyeing the commotion with professional wariness. "Can I get you something, sir?"

"Chamomile tea and whatever pastry isn't chocolate," Yann said without looking up. "I'm allergic."

She nodded and disappeared, leaving them to their peculiar tableau.

"So," Adom said, giving Zuni a stern look, "how's Sonja doing?"

Yann's eyebrows shot up. "Why would you ask me that?"

Adom didn't say anything, just fixed Yann with a flat stare that conveyed volumes. The kind of stare that said, "Really? We're doing this?"

Yann sighed, shoulders slumping slightly. "She's fine. We were together this morning, actually. Her leg's healing well—almost no limp now."

"Thought so," Adom said, failing to suppress a smile.

"Don't look so smug," Yann muttered. "It's not what you think."

"Sure it isn't."

Zuni chose that moment to launch another escape attempt, twisting in Adom's grip and pressing his grinding plates against Adom's thumb in what appeared to be an attempt to bite. Between [White Wyrm's body] and the quillick's ineffective mouth parts, he barely felt it.

"He's persistent," Yann observed.

"You have no idea," Adom replied, repositioning his grip to avoid the quillick's grinding efforts. "I think the sugar made him feral."

The waitress returned with Yann's order, setting down a steaming cup of chamomile tea and a plain pastry dusted with powdered sugar. If she found anything strange about the ongoing quillick situation, she kept it to herself.

"Thank you," Yann said, offering her a warm smile.

Once she'd left, he turned his attention back to Adom and the still-struggling Zuni. "So, this is what Xerkes is teaching third-years now? Quillick wrestling?"

"Basic Bonding," Adom explained. "Supposedly to help us understand druidic principles. All I've learned so far is that quillicks are stubborn and have no sense of self-preservation."

Zuni made an affronted noise and pressed his grinding plates against Adom's thumb again. This time Adom just rolled his eyes.

"Those don't hurt?"

"After what we went through in the dungeon? This is nothing."

Yann nodded, taking a sip of his tea. A comfortable silence settled between them, broken only by Zuni's occasional chirps of protest.

Finally, Adom asked the question that had been on his mind since their return. "So, what did you want to talk about? You seemed pretty serious at the checkpoint."

Yann set down his cup, expression turning thoughtful. "I was, yes." He glanced around the teahouse, noting the other patrons—particularly the elves—before continuing. "It's about the dungeon."

"The gankers?" Adom leaned forward, curiosity getting the better of him. "Is this about them?"

"Not entirely," Yann said, carefully running a finger around the rim of his teacup. "Though they're certainly part of it."

Adom waited, but Yann seemed unusually hesitant. The healer took another deliberate sip of his tea, buying time.

"Do you remember when I mentioned knowing your father?" Yann finally asked.

Adom's eyebrows shot up. Zuni, sensing his distraction, performed one final squirm and broke free, scampering across the table to lick up the last few crumbs of candied peanuts. Adom barely noticed. The quillick had emptied the plate anyway.

"I remember," Adom said cautiously.

Yann set down his cup with a soft clink. "There's something I didn't tell you at the time. I was always planning to join your party in that dungeon."

"What?" Adom's voice came out sharper than he intended, drawing a few curious glances from nearby tables.

"Your father called in a favor," Yann continued, lowering his voice. "Asked me to keep an eye on you. From a distance, of course."

Adom's mind raced. His father hadn't mentioned this at all. Not a word. Not even a hint. "Why wouldn't he tell me that?"

"Don't make that face," Yann said, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. "He had his reasons."

"Which were?"

"Your father knew I was leaving the army. Around the same time, he received some concerning news about changes at the Academy—before you students did, I imagine. It was making quite a stir in certain circles."

Yann glanced around before continuing. "There was talk about students potentially being drafted for military service. Nothing official yet, but enough smoke to suggest fire."

Adom frowned.

"Your father received this news right around the time I was preparing to leave the service," Yann continued. "He was worried. With your involvement in Prince Kalyon's arrest, sending you to Xerkes suddenly felt like—"

"Throwing me to the lions," Adom finished, understanding dawning.

"His words exactly."

Zuni, having licked the plate clean, waddled back to Adom with obvious difficulty. His distended cheeks made him look like an entirely different species. He curled up in an exhausted sugar-induced stupor next to Adom's hand.

"But why the secrecy?" Adom asked, absently stroking Zuni's back. "I'm not mad. An extra hand is always welcome, especially one as skilled as yours. Why not just tell me?"

Yann broke off a piece of his pastry, considering his words carefully. "Initially, your father only asked me to keep an eye on you for a short while. Make sure everything was alright, then move on."

"And?"

"And then the dungeon happened." Yann's expression hardened. "No help during a ganker attack? In a beginner dungeon? That doesn't just happen, Adom."

"You think someone set us up too, huh?"

"I think," Yann said slowly, "that the coincidence is too convenient to ignore. Gankers ambushing third-year students in what should have been a safe training environment? And no response team arriving despite multiple distress signals?"

"Sabotage," Adom murmured.

"Exactly. Which is why I decided to stay a bit longer than your father originally asked. I wanted to tell you about his involvement so you wouldn't find my continued presence suspicious."

"You want to investigate," Adom said. It wasn't a question.

"Someone has to," Yann replied. "And if I'm right, you're still in danger."

Adom stared at the ceiling for a moment, considering. His father might not have had time to send a letter about Yann before he left for the Academy, but it was unusual for him to leave out such a detail. Still, jumping to conclusions wouldn't help.

I'll send a letter to him through Bob, Adom thought finally.

Zuni stirred from his sugar-induced nap, struggling to his feet with visible effort. His distended cheeks wobbled as he attempted to climb Adom's sleeve.

"So what exactly do you want to do now?" Adom asked, gently depositing the quillick back on the table. "Stay with the party? Keep investigating?"

Yann traced the rim of his teacup with one finger. "Well, I owe your father a favor. I'll stay and help however I can." His expression softened unexpectedly. "And Arkhos is... nicer than I anticipated."

He gazed out the window at the bustling street. "I could see myself setting up a small restaurant here. Something simple but elegant. Maybe find someone to settle down with, start a family..."

Yann's voice trailed off, his eyes taking on a distant look.

Adom regarded him with the skeptical squint of an old man who'd heard too many wild schemes in his lifetime. It was the same look he'd perfected in his previous life when hearing yet another "foolproof" investment pitch.

Yann caught the expression and cleared his throat. "Anyway. Yes, I intend to stay with the party. We should investigate who might be targeting you—possibly someone supporting the Prince?"

"And I should report this to the Academy," Adom added.

"Exactly. Though carefully. Until we know who's involved..."

"Trust no one. Yeah, that was already the plan." Adom sighed. "This is going to complicate things."

"Better complicated than dead," Yann pointed out.

Adom couldn't argue with that logic.

They moved on to lighter topics after that and after finishing their tea and settling the bill, they stood to leave. Zuni, recovering from his sugar binge, looked marginally more alert but still moved with the sluggishness of someone deeply regretting their life choices.

"Ugh, come on," Adom said, scooping up the quillick.

"Want me to take a look at him?" Yann offered.

"Oh, he'll be fine. A hard lesson learned." Adom tucked Zuni into his robe pocket, where the creature immediately curled into a spiny ball.

"Until next time, then, I'll send you a raven." Yann said with a nod.

Outside the teahouse, Adom stretched his arms overhead, feeling tension leave his shoulders as joints popped. Zuni stirred in his pocket, still groggy from his sugar binge.

"Making enemies isn't exactly surprising," Adom muttered to himself as he set off down the street. "Comes with the territory of helping arrest a prince."

A group of students passed by, their Academy uniforms pristine compared to his slightly rumpled appearance. They nodded politely, probably recognizing him.

The trial couldn't come soon enough. Once Kalyon was judged, Adom might finally get some clarity on who exactly he needed to attack for Dragon's Breath. The waiting was the worst part—knowing someone was working on the weapon without knowing exactly how many.

He needed to get ready to face them when the time came.

Adom paused at an intersection, a sudden thought striking him. Speaking of getting ready—what about Mr. Biggins? Had he and the others returned?

He changed course, heading toward the Weird Stuff store instead of the Academy. The detour would add twenty minutes to his walk, but curiosity won out over practicality.

The storefront appeared—slightly crooked sign, windows packed with odd trinkets that seemed to shift positions when you weren't looking directly at them. The three cats that served as unofficial store guardians lounged on the front steps, soaking up patches of late afternoon sunlight.

Adom waved at them as he approached. The orange tabby lifted its head and meowed lazily. The black one didn't bother opening its eyes, while a gray one with a torn ear stood and stretched dramatically, as if Adom's arrival was the perfect excuse for a comprehensive repositioning.

The bell over the door jingled as he entered. The store seemed different somehow—new items on shelves, different arrangements, though he couldn't pinpoint exactly what had changed.

"Hello?" he called out. "Mr. Biggins?"

A rustling sound came from behind the counter, followed by the appearance of a hat. Mr. Biggins' spectacles caught the light as he straightened up, his face breaking into a delighted smile.

"Oh! Young Adom!" he exclaimed, hurrying around the counter with surprising speed. "How marvelous! I was just thinking I needed to send for you, and here you appear, almost as if summoned!"

He clapped his hands together. "Hohoho! Fortuitous timing indeed! I have the most extraordinary things to show you, my boy."

"Welcome back," Adom said, watching Mr. Biggins flit around like an oversized hummingbird. Nobody would believe this was dragon. "Your expedition was successful, I take it?"

Mr. Biggins placed a warm hand on Adom's shoulder, his expression turning suddenly serious. "The Order is getting back on its feet now that you've appeared, my boy. It means recruiting a few more individuals, establishing new connections." His voice dropped to a near whisper. "Dangerous times require trustworthy allies."

"What did you want to show me?" Adom asked, trying to steer the conversation back to something concrete.

Mr. Biggins froze mid-gesture. His eyes narrowed behind his spectacles, focusing on Adom with sudden intensity. The shift was... jarring. The old dragon leaned in closer, head tilted at an inquisitive angle.

"What's this?" he asked, eyes fixed on the lump in Adom's pocket. "A guest?"

Adom pulled the pocket open slightly, revealing Zuni's drowsy form. "School project. He's sleeping off a sugar high."

"A quillick. Fascinating." Mr. Biggins wasn't looking at Zuni anymore, though. His gaze had moved to Adom's face, then down to his hands, studying him with unsettling thoroughness. "Hmm. How very curious."

"What?" Adom took an instinctive step back. "What are you talking about?"

Instead of answering, Mr. Biggins beckoned with one finger. "Come, my boy. Backroom. Now."

Before Adom could protest, the shopkeeper had already turned and was heading toward the curtained doorway behind the counter.

Curiosity was a powerful force. With a sigh, Adom followed.

Mr. Biggins stood before what appeared to be a blank wall. His fingers traced a complex pattern on the wooden paneling, leaving faint blue lines that faded almost as soon as they appeared. A series of runes briefly flashed across the surface before the entire wall shimmered and dissolved, revealing a passage.

"After you," Mr. Biggins said with a theatrical sweep of his arm.

This was Adom's third time entering this hidden space, but the sight still impressed him. The room beyond was massive—easily ten times larger than the entire shop—with bookshelves stretching to a ceiling so high it disappeared into shadows. Artifacts of all descriptions sat on display pedestals. A massive table dominated the center, covered with maps, scrolls, and what appeared to be astronomical charts.

"Sit," Mr. Biggins instructed, pointing to a chair beside the table. "I need to verify something."

Adom sat, unease growing. "Verify what, exactly?"

Instead of answering Adom's question, Mr. Biggins stepped forward and placed a hand on Adom's stomach.

"Pardon the intrusion," he said, his eyes half-closed in concentration.

"Mr. Biggins." Adom stiffened. "What exactly are you doing?"

"Sensing something... interesting." Mr. Biggins moved his hand slightly, fingers splayed as if feeling for something invisible. "There's a change in your mana pool."

Adom started to pull away, but Mr. Biggins held up his other hand in a pacifying gesture.

"Just one moment more," he murmured. Then, seemingly satisfied, he stepped back. "You mentioned taking a skill from a vampire, yes? Healing Factor, was it?"

"Yeah," Adom replied cautiously. "What about it?"

"How fast does it heal you now?"

Adom thought back to his recent injuries. "About 5.5 times faster than normal now. Why?"

Mr. Biggins straightened suddenly, his eyes wide with excitement. He took a step back, studying Adom with newfound intensity.

"Tell me," he said, "do you remember when I told you that you would reach your full mana pool potential around age thirty? Due to the skill?"

"Yes?" Adom's brow furrowed. "You said that was normal progression for—"

"I was wrong!" Mr. Biggins declared, slapping both hands on the table with enough force to send a nearby quill rolling off the edge.

"What the fuck?" Adom blurted out.

In his pocket, Zuni stirred at the commotion, poking his head out with his permanent smile somehow looking groggy.

Mr. Biggins paced back and forth, hands gesticulating wildly. "You see, mana pools are like muscles. They grow with use, yes, but every person has a natural limit—a ceiling, if you will."

"I know this already—"

"No, no, you don't understand." Mr. Biggins leaned across the table. "For humans, that ceiling is relatively fixed. Some reach it faster than others, but the ultimate potential rarely changes. That's why even the most talented human mages plateau eventually."

Adom nodded impatiently. "Right. I will stop at two circles."

"Exactly! And I calculated that you would reach your maximum by your thirties." Mr. Biggins' eyes gleamed with the fervor of discovery. "But your Healing Factor isn't just healing wounds, my boy. It's optimizing your entire system."

"What are you saying?"

"Your mana pool isn't just expanding at an accelerated rate—it's evolving. Healing Factor is continuously rebuilding your magical pathways, making them more efficient each time. You're not just growing faster; you're growing beyond what should be possible."

Adom sat back, trying to process this. "So... I'll reach two-circle sooner?"

"Oh, much sooner. And then you'll keep going."

"What?" Adom nearly stood up. "Keep going where?"

Mr. Biggins spread his hands wide. "That's the fascinating part! I can't tell you precisely. Your body is rewriting the rules."

"How long?" Adom asked, leaning forward. "How long until I reach one-circle?"

Mr. Biggins tapped his fingers against his chin, calculating. "At your current rate of development... you could reach one-circle capacity by your late teens rather than mid-twenties. Maybe sooner if the skill keep developing."

"And two-circle?"

"Early twenties, possibly. And then..." Mr. Biggins trailed off, his eyes distant with calculation.

"And then what?" Adom pressed.

"And then you keep growing." Mr. Biggins' voice dropped to an almost reverent whisper. "The Healing Factor isn't just repairing damage. It's constantly refining your entire system—magical pathways, mana retention, even conversion efficiency."

Adom sat in stunned silence. He had expected advantages from his abilities, certainly, but this was beyond anything he'd imagined.

"Are you sure about this?" he finally asked.

"As sure as I can be without watching you for the next decade," Mr. Biggins replied. "Your mana signature has already changed since I last examined you. It's denser, more refined. Like comparing rough wool to fine silk."

Zuni had fully emerged from Adom's pocket now, stretching his tiny limbs before settling on the table to watch the proceedings with curious amber eyes.

"I didn't expect this," Adom admitted. "I initially thought Healing Factor would just... well, heal me."

"That's the beauty of magic, my boy." Mr. Biggins' voice took on a lecturing tone. "It rarely behaves exactly as we expect, especially when different systems interact. Your reincarnated soul, a non human ability, and your own natural talents are creating something entirely new."

The image of Eren flashed through Adom's mind. He had plans for helping the kid develop his talents, but had always worried it might be too much to put on his shoulders.

Now though...

Suddenly, Adom felt an emotion he never thought he'd direct at one particular person: gratitude.

Not for Helios the person, of course—the vampire had been a monster in every sense of the word. But for what he had gained from their encounter...

"Thank you, Helios," he murmured, "wherever you may be."

Which was, of course, nowhere. Or hell. Depending on one's belief.

Adom hoped it was the latter.



            

    
        Chapter 64. The Perfect Build

    
    
    
    
                
Power.

In this world, it came in countless forms. Some subtle as a whispered secret, others as obvious as a thunderclap. Magic that bended reality, wealth that moved nations, knowledge that outlasted empires.

Yet there was something primal about physical power that resonated across time and worlds. That satisfaction of watching a stone crumble in your grip or climbing a mountain others deemed impossible. Even in a world of mages and monsters, there was something undeniably appealing about being able to simply punch your problems into submission.

Like most kids, Adom had dreamed of such power in his youth. His real youth, not this second chance business. Children are impressionable creatures, and his was spent devouring books, some of which were tales of heroes with impossible strength who could tear mountains asunder or move faster than the eye could track.

The classics never go out of style.

Back in his original timeline, he'd eventually achieved two-circle status—respectable, if not legendary. The Lionheart side of his family, though he'd been estranged from them, had a decent magical pedigree.

Although not proven, it was commonly suspected that genetics played a significant role in determining a mage's potential ceiling, which explained why mage families rarely married outside their magical circles. The rule wasn't always explicitly stated, but the pattern was clear—mages sought other mages as partners, preserving and potentially enhancing their magical bloodlines. In noble families, this wasn't even a tacit rule but an open expectation, the violation of which had gotten Adom's mother disowned when she married his father.

When Adom had manifested magical talent despite this "dilution," some eyebrows were raised. When he eventually hit two circles at age 76, although not all that useful given his illness at the time, it had nonetheless been a genuine achievement—not impossible given his heritage, but certainly not guaranteed.

Now Mr. Biggins was telling him he'd blow past that ceiling like it was made of tissue paper.

The ramifications were staggering. As a mage with that level of power and his accumulated experience, he could accelerate everything. Rise through the Academy ranks faster. Achieve Archmage status sooner. Gain the influence needed to counteract the looming catastrophes before they fully materialized.

But something nagged at him as he looked at the old dragon shoving chocolates in his mouth to celebrate, a restlessness that wouldn't quiet despite the good news.

His mind kept circling back to one uncomfortable fact: magical power, while incredible, has limits. Mana depletes. Fluid runs dry. At this point in time, even with an expanded capacity, he would eventually run empty in a prolonged conflict.

What then?

He already had two non-mana skills forming the foundation of his capabilities. [White Wyrm's Body] would eventually grant him near-invulnerability, a defense that would make most physical attacks bounce off harmlessly. [Healing Factor] was continuously rebuilding him into something beyond human standard, accelerating his recovery and apparently supercharging his magical development.

Defense. Recovery. Two pieces of what Adom now saw as a three-part puzzle.

What he lacked was the offensive component.

Something that, when magic failed or circumstances demanded, would let him continue fighting effectively. Something that wouldn't deplete with use or leave him vulnerable once his mana reserves ran dry.

What he needed was raw, physical strength. Not the kind that fades when magic dissipates, but the kind built into muscle and bone. The kind that becomes part of you.

He needed a strength-based skill to complete the foundation.

The realization felt right. Defense, recovery, strength—a perfect build. Everything else could be constructed atop that foundation, but those three elements would ensure he remained dangerous regardless of circumstance.

Power.

"I need to go on a hunt," Adom announced through a mouthful of chocolate. The words emerged before he'd fully processed the thought.

Mr. Biggins burst into laughter, a deep, rumbling sound that seemed to shake dust from the highest bookshelves. "I was about to suggest the same thing, actually!"

Adom swallowed his chocolate, eyebrows shooting up. "Can you read minds or something?"

"Oh, goodness no, no," Mr. Biggins waved away the suggestion as if it were a pesky fly. "But when you've lived among humans as long as I have, you learn to anticipate their patterns of thought." He adjusted his spectacles with a small smile. "Law was like that too. Terribly predictable once you got to know him."

"Right," Adom said slowly.

It was easy to forget sometimes that the eccentric shopkeeper with chocolate smudges on his vest was actually Aelarion, a dragon old enough to have witnessed centuries of history firsthand. Mr. Biggins had mentioned before that he and Law had been friends, though the details had remained vague.

"How exactly did you two meet?" Adom asked, selecting another chocolate, this one shaped like a tiny dragon. He found the irony amusing.

"Oh!" Mr. Biggins brightened at the memory. "I tried to eat him for waking me up."

Adom choked on his chocolate. "You what?"

"Tried to eat him," Mr. Biggins repeated casually. "He was making the most awful racket at the base of my mountain. Disturbed a rather lovely three-century nap."

"And... you became friends after that?"

"Well, not immediately," Mr. Biggins admitted, selecting a white chocolate unicorn for himself. "We had a lengthy discussion first. Quite enlightening, actually. Law had excellent arguments for why I shouldn't eat him."

"I can imagine."

"So I spared him and burned down the village at the base of the mountain instead." Mr. Biggins popped the chocolate into his mouth, expression entirely serene. "They'd been making human and elven sacrifices to me while I was sleeping. Without permission! Can you imagine the audacity?"




Adom stared at the shopkeeper. The friendly, somewhat doddering old man who fussed over his cats and organized his trinkets with meticulous care had... casually burned down an entire village.

"You're quite different from what I thought," Adom said finally.

Mr. Biggins smiled, the chocolate having left a smudge at the corner of his mouth. "Oh? And what did you think I was?"

"I don't know. Eccentric but harmless?"

"Harmless!" Mr. Biggins repeated, laughing so hard he nearly knocked over his chair. "My dear boy, no dragon is harmless. Some of us are just better at pretending."

He wiped a tear of mirth from his eye. "Law understood that. He never made the mistake of thinking me tame. It's why we got along so well."

In the old world, dragons had been revered as gods, along with Umbra, Phoenixes, and Demons. The Old Gods, as they were called nowadays. Even now, one could find temples where people still venerated them, offering prayers and sacrifices in exchange for protection.

Watching Mr. Biggins now—licking chocolate from his fingers with childlike enthusiasm—it seemed... incongruous. This was a being that had once received blood offerings. Young women with their throats slit, gold piled high in tribute, all in desperate hope for protection from the terrors that roamed the world.

When Adom mentioned this, Mr. Biggins snorted.

"Massive misunderstanding," he said, shaking his head. "I only asked for gold. What would I do with dead bodies? Messy things. Terrible smell. Ruins the gold, honestly."

"But the sacrifices—"

"Human idea, not mine," Mr. Biggins insisted. "They started doing it on their own, and by the time I woke up from that particular nap, they'd convinced themselves I demanded it." He sighed. "Three centuries of sleep, and humans manage to completely rewrite your preferences."

"So you burned down their village."

"Well, yes. But I did let the innocent among them evacuate first," he added, as if this were an important point of etiquette. "And that's when Law showed up to negotiate. Clever boy. Brought me sweets instead of blood."

Mr. Biggins smiled fondly at the memory. "It was the first time I'd ever tasted chocolate. Been addicted ever since."

Adom finished the last chocolate, contemplating this new perspective on the shopkeeper. It was like seeing a house cat suddenly reveal it was actually a tiger—same general shape, vastly different implications.

"So," Mr. Biggins said, clapping his hands together and abruptly changing the subject. "This hunt you're planning. I assume it's for a physical enhancement skill?"

"How did you—" Adom stopped himself. "Right. Predictable human."

"No, no. Logical human. You're building something interesting, and you already have two pieces." Mr. Biggins ticked them off on his fingers. "Defense with what you call White Wyrm's Body. Recovery with Healing Factor. The obvious next step is offensive capability."

"So," the old dragon leaned forward. "What did you have in mind?"




"What I had in mind," Adom replied, tapping his fingers thoughtfully on the table, "is something similar to how I acquired Healing Factor."

"Ah yes, your... improvised transmutation with the vampire. Quite resourceful, if dangerously reckless."

"Exactly. I want to find a monster with exceptional physical strength and perform another transmutation."

Mr. Biggins went very still. The ambient sounds of the hidden room seemed to fade away as the old dragon studied Adom with newfound intensity. When he spoke, his voice had lost its usual cheerful lilt.

"That," he said carefully, "is both a brilliant and terribly dangerous idea."

"Is it?" Adom shifted in his seat. "It worked well enough the first time."

"Did it?" Mr. Biggins leaned forward. "Or did you simply survive it?"

The shopkeeper removed his spectacles, polishing them methodically with a handkerchief he produced from his vest pocket. "As I mentioned the last time we talked day, performing transmutations the way you did, on yourself, with living beings... it's precisely what got many alchemists arrested for creating abominations."

He replaced his glasses, peering at Adom over the rims. "The only reason you survived at all was because of luck. Pure, dumb luck."

"But—"

"Such processes are exceedingly difficult for humans to bear," Mr. Biggins continued, cutting him off. "The body naturally rejects foreign essences. Most transmutation attempts end with the subject dead or hideously transformed. Not improved."

Adom frowned as he made a mental note to ask the Bob for lucky clover. Perhaps luck, dumb or otherwise, was worth cultivating.

"Don't misunderstand me, young Adom." Mr. Biggins added quickly, raising a cautionary finger. "In your case, you could very well manage successful transmutations on yourself, especially with your Healing Factor growing stronger. But I wouldn't recommend relying on this as your primary method of power acquisition."

"Why not?" Adom asked. "If it works—"

"Because you're essentially rewriting how your own body functions at a fundamental level," Mr. Biggins explained. "A simple error in the gene manipulation could cause tremendous drawbacks. Especially for humans."

Adom rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "But with Healing Factor now, I could mitigate those risks. It would correct errors, repair damage during the process."

"Yes," Mr. Biggins conceded with a reluctant nod. "Your regenerative abilities do make you uniquely suited to survive such procedures. But I must insist—do not make transmutation your primary source of power acquisition."

He tapped the table for emphasis. "Even with advantages, you're playing a dangerous game with increasingly higher stakes each time. The body can only adapt to so many fundamental changes before... unpredictable things begin to happen."

"So it's not completely insane."

"Oh, it's completely insane," Mr. Biggins corrected him cheerfully. "But perhaps a slightly more calculated insanity than before."

Adom considered this. Calculated insanity was essentially his entire second-life strategy anyway.

"Do you know of any monsters," he asked carefully, "in a dungeon native to Arkhos, preferably low rank, that could give me the kind of strength skill I'm looking for? Ideally something I could hunt while also developing Healing Factor and my other skills."

"Hmm." Mr. Biggins' eyes drifting upward as he mentally sorted through what must have been centuries of accumulated knowledge about the local fauna. "You need something physically imposing but not overwhelmingly deadly at your current level. Something accessible but genuinely powerful. Something..."

He trailed off, eyes narrowing in concentration.

Adom waited, watching the old dragon's face as various considerations passed across it. Occasionally Mr. Biggins would mutter something unintelligible, shake his head slightly, then resume his contemplation.

Finally, the shopkeeper straightened, eyes focusing sharply on Adom.

"Tell me," he said, "have you ever heard of the Mountain Silverback?"





 

*****

 


CHIRP CHIRP CHIRP--

BOOM.

The twenty-third wakey bird exploded in a puff of feathers and clockwork gears, silencing its morning alarm with finality.

"Thank you," Adom mumbled into his pillow.

"No problem," Sam replied from across the room. "That thing was getting on my last nerve. Wake up now, though. You said the dungeon would open early."

Adom grunted in acknowledgment but made no immediate move to get up. His bed felt impossibly perfect this morning—the mattress hitting that sweet spot between firm and soft, the blanket weighted just right across his shoulders, the pillow cradling his head like it was custom-made for his skull.

How ironic. After spending most of the night unable to sleep thanks to Zuni's nocturnal adventures, his bed chose now to transform into the most comfortable surface in existence.

Zuni. Adom thought opening his eyes. Speaking of the little menace, where was—

"OH SHIT!"

Adom bolted upright. Across the room, a bowl of milk sat on the desk. Submerged in it, completely motionless, was Zuni. Head down. No bubbles.

He launched himself out of bed, stumbling over his own feet in his rush to reach the desk. His hands plunged into the milk, grabbing the quillick's tiny body and yanking him out.

"Zuni! What are you—"

The quillick squirmed in his grip, tiny paws reaching desperately back toward the milk bowl. His permanent smile somehow looked annoyed as milk dripped from his spines.

"Are you... trying to get back in?" Adom asked incredulously.

Zuni chirped once, then twisted with surprising strength, nearly escaping Adom's grasp in his determined effort to return to his milk bath.

"He was drowning in milk," Sam observed from his bed, not bothering to look up from his book. "But still drinking it. Been at it for ten minutes."

"And you didn't think to stop him?"

"Figured if he was dumb enough to drown himself in breakfast, natural selection was just doing its job."

"Clearly you two hit it off."

Sam and Zuni's first meeting had gone about as well as putting a cat in a bathtub. When Adom introduced them yesterday, Zuni had immediately taken an interest in Sam's now meticulously organized desk. Within minutes, the quillick had rearranged Sam's color-coded notes into what could generously be described as a jumbled pile resembling the aftermath of a pixie festival.

Things deteriorated from there.

After his sugar-fueled rampage at the teahouse, Zuni had spent the night in a state of manic energy—climbing curtains, chirping at shadows, and twice attempting to nest in Sam's hair while he slept.

The dark circles under Sam's eyes told the rest of the story. He was already up reading a textbook at this ungodly hour, clearly having given up on sleep altogether.

"You should get some rest," Adom said, finally managing to wrap Zuni in a small towel. "You look like death warmed over."

Sam lowered his book just enough to fix Adom with a glare that could have withered plants. "Shut up. This is your fault for signing up for Basic Bonding and bringing that vile creature into our room."

Zuni squeaked indignantly from his towel prison.

"You've offended him," Adom noted.

"Good," Sam replied flatly. "Very good."

Adom sighed, tucking the still-squirming Zuni under his arm. "I'm going to wash up. Please don't let him kill himself while I'm gone."

Sam turned a page in his book with deliberate slowness. "I can't promise anything."

Adom finished his preparations with methodical efficiency. He'd laid everything out the night before—sturdy boots, reinforced leather pants, a dark green tunic, and a weatherproof cloak. Not Academy uniform by any stretch, but practical dungeon gear.

He strapped a small pack to his hip, checking its contents one last time: healing potions, rations, a compass, and the two daggers he got from the dungeon he was trapped in just eight months ago.

Ah, time flies.

When he emerged from the washroom fully dressed, he found Zuni perched on Sam's head like some kind of spiny, living hat. Sam sat at his desk, one eye twitching slightly as he tried to focus on his notes while ignoring the quillick using his hair as a nest.

"Don't say a word," Sam warned without looking up.

Adom bit back a smile and headed for the small table where they kept breakfast supplies. He grabbed an apple and a hunk of bread, wolfing them down with the efficiency of someone who knew they had a long day ahead.

As he finished his makeshift breakfast, Sam yawned enormously. Zuni, apparently interpreting this as some sort of signal, hopped off his head and scampered across the desk, knocking over an inkwell in the process.

"For the love of—" Sam caught the inkwell before it could spill completely, shooting Zuni a look that would have turned a less oblivious creature to stone.

The quillick chirped happily and bounced over to Adom, climbing up his pant leg to reach his preferred shoulder perch.

"Be careful with the dungeon stuff," Sam said, rubbing his eyes. "Those restricted areas are no joke. If you get caught, I never knew your plans, understood?"

"Got it. And thanks," Adom replied, adjusting his pack. "You should get some rest. Skip classes today—maybe say you're sick?"

Sam let out a humorless laugh. "Lack of sleep at this level is sickness. My brain feels like it's been pickled."

"All the more reason to rest," Adom said, heading for the door. "I'll try to be back before evening. If not..."

"If not, I'll pretend I have no idea where you went," Sam finished for him. "Now get out before your little demon decides my eyebrows look like a good breakfast."

Adom nodded gratefully and stepped out into the hallway, Zuni chirping softly on his shoulder. The quillick seemed to understand they were embarking on something important, his usual hyperactivity momentarily subdued by curiosity.

Adom slipped through Xerkes Academy's east gates without fanfare. The sun hadn't yet crested the horizon, leaving the campus draped in that peculiar pre-dawn grayness where the world exists in muted tones. The grounds lay still and quiet, with only the occasional flutter of maintenance familiars going about their early morning duties.

The guards at the gate barely glanced at him. Since the Academy had lifted its curfew policy last semester, students came and went at all hours. Being off-campus before sunrise wasn't technically against any rules, even if it was unusual enough to merit a raised eyebrow from the sleepy-eyed guard.

"Early start," the guard commented, stifling a yawn.

"Field research," Adom replied with the easy confidence that came from not technically lying.

Arkhos was different at this hour. The usual sounds of street vendors, horse-drawn carriages, and pedestrian chatter hadn't yet begun. Instead, there was a hushed quality to the cobblestone streets, as if the city itself was still gathering energy for the day ahead.

The Pentoss Adventurer's Guild stood opposite the city's central plaza, its imposing facade adorned with banners displaying successful expeditions and the guild's five-pointed star insignia. Despite the early hour, lights already burned in its windows.

Inside, the guild hall hummed with subdued activity. Early risers occupied scattered tables—a man sharpening an elaborate battle-axe, a pair of women poring over what looked like a map, and a handful of people checking equipment or simply nursing steaming mugs of something that smelled strongly of caffeine and regret.

The main desk stood at the back of the hall, where a halfling man with spectacles balanced on his nose was sorting through a stack of documents. He looked up as Adom approached.

"Morning," Adom said, Zuni chirping in cheerful echo from his shoulder.

"Morning to you both," the halfling replied, his eyes lingering curiously on Zuni. "Interesting familiar you've got there."

"He thinks so too," Adom said as he placed his Rank B adventurer badge on the counter. "I'd like to register for the C-rank dungeon run."

The halfling picked up the badge, examining it briefly before sliding it through a small crystal apparatus on his desk. The crystal glowed blue, then green, confirming the badge's authenticity.

"Cutting it close," the halfling remarked, pulling out a form. "Today's the final day for the Misty Vale dungeon access. Gates close permanently at sundown."

"Just need a few hours," Adom assured him.

The clerk nodded, scratching something on the form. "Standard rules apply. No ganking. No resource hogging. The guild takes no responsibility for injuries sustained during your expedition." He glanced up. "Coming with a party?"

"Solo dive."

The halfling paused, looking at Adom more carefully. His eyes flickered to Adom's youthful face, then to his Academy-style haircut, then back to the badge.

"I have experience," Adom said, anticipating the question. "And I'm not entering as a Xerkes student but as a Rank B adventurer. The Academy has no jurisdiction here."

The halfling shrugged. "Your funeral to arrange, not mine." He stamped the form with surprising force and slid it across the desk. "Sign here, here, and initial here."

Adom signed where indicated, the scratching of the quill oddly loud in the quiet hall.

"Entry point is the western gate, near the old mill," the clerk said, taking back the form. "Follow the blue lanterns. They'll lead you to the active portal. Like I said, it closes permanently at sundown, so make sure you're out by then or you'll be spending a very uncomfortable night inside."

"Understood."

"And keep that thing under control," the halfling added, eyeing Zuni who was now attempting to eat Adom's collar. "Guild doesn't cover familiar-related incidents either."

"He'll behave," Adom said, gently pushing Zuni's face away from the fabric. "Thanks for the information."

The halfling nodded and returned to his paperwork, clearly dismissing them. Adom pocketed his badge and headed for the exit, mentally reviewing his plan.

Find a silverback. Somehow kill it without dying. Perform an alchemical transmutation that most likely would kill him anyway.

Nothing too difficult.







            

    
        Chapter 65. Hunting

    
    
    
    
                "LAST CALL FOR MISTY VALE! Final entry before permanent closure! LAST CALL!"

The guild officer's voice boomed across the small clearing by the old mill where a shimmering portal stood within a stone archway. Blue lanterns dotted the path, their flames cutting through the morning mist. Not much to see beyond their glow, just a cluster of adventurers—maybe fifteen in total—gathered around the entry point, checking equipment and sharing last-minute strategies.

Adom jogged the final stretch, Zuni bouncing on his shoulder with each step. He'd taken a wrong turn at the market district, wasting precious minutes asking directions from a vendor who seemed determined to sell him "dungeon insurance" before pointing him the right way.

"Wait!" he called out, waving his papers as he approached the gate. "Hold the portal!"

The guild officer—a stocky man with a magnificent mustache and the dead-eyed stare of someone who'd seen too many idiots die in dungeons—turned toward Adom with a sigh. He held a clipboard in one hand and a glowing stamp in the other.

"Cutting it close, aren't you?" he said, eyeing Adom's Academy-adjacent appearance with obvious skepticism.

"Got held up," Adom explained, catching his breath as he handed over his papers. "But I'm registered."

The officer scanned the documents.

Behind him, the last few adventurers were stepping through the portal—a serious-looking woman with twin daggers at her hips, a burly man hauling what looked like an impractical amount of weaponry, and a pair of younger men who radiated the dangerous combination of inexperience and overconfidence.

"Adom Sylla," the officer read aloud. He glanced at Zuni, who chose that exact moment to start grooming himself in a particularly undignified manner. "Solo entry?"

"That's right."

"No party backup?" The officer stamped the papers with more force than necessary, leaving a glowing blue mark. "Bold choice or stupid one. Time will tell."

"I work better alone," Adom said, accepting his badge back.

"They all say that right before they—" the officer caught himself with practiced professionalism. "Just be careful in there. These C-rank dungeons aren't playground games. With Misty Vale closing today, the competition for remaining resources will be fierce. Some adventurers get desperate near dungeon death."

"I understand."

"Stick to the outer rings if you're solo," the officer advised, suddenly sounding almost fatherly. "Inner rings are where the big predators gather before a collapse. Portal closes precisely at sundown, not a minute later. If you're not out by then..." He made a slicing gesture across his throat.

"Got it," Adom said, tucking his badge away. "Thanks."

The officer nodded and gestured toward the portal. The blue-white energy within the stone arch flickered slightly—a sign the dungeon's anchoring runes were already beginning to destabilize.

"Best of luck," the officer said.

Adom stepped forward, pausing briefly at the threshold. Zuni chittered nervously, burying himself deeper in Adom's collar.

"It's alright," Adom told him quietly. "Just a C rank dungeon."

Drawing a deep breath, he stepped through the gate. The world dissolved into blue light as the runes flickered around him, pulling him across the barrier between worlds.

*****

The portal spat Adom out onto soft grass, the transition jarring but surprisingly painless.

Huh. Getting used to this.

He blinked away the blue afterimages dancing across his vision and found himself standing in a sunlit clearing ringed by towering trees. Not the dark, damp forest he'd expected from a place called "Misty Vale," but rather a picturesque meadow dotted with wildflowers in many colors—some of which seemed to be watching him with unsettling interest.

Zuni erupted from Adom's collar like he'd been shot from a tiny catapult, chirping in frantic excitement. The quillick bounded across the grass, rolling and tumbling through the flowers, which swayed away from his hyperactive path as if offended by his enthusiasm.

"Don't eat anything!" Adom called after him, though he suspected this advice would be cheerfully ignored.

The air here felt different—crisp and impossibly clean, with none of the city's smoky undertones. Each breath felt like drinking cool water after a long thirst. It carried strange scents too—something sweet like honey but sharper, and underneath it all, the earthy musk of large animals.

Somewhere in the distance, something let out a deep, resonant call that made the hairs on Adom's neck stand up.

The same adventurers he'd seen at the portal were scattered around the clearing, getting their bearings or consulting maps. The serious woman with twin daggers was already checking the treeline, her movements precise and economical. The burly man with too many weapons was adjusting his straps, cursing under his breath each time one of his blades clanked against another. The two younger men were pointing excitedly at something in a tree that Adom couldn't see.

"Aren't you a bit too young to be adventuring all alone in a C-rank dungeon?" asked a voice behind him.

Adom turned to find a fifth person he hadn't noticed before—a lean man with salt-and-pepper hair and the relaxed posture of someone who'd seen enough danger to know how to conserve energy between threats. He wore simple leather armor with faded guild patches and carried a crossbow that looked more practical than impressive.

"I manage," Adom said, weaving a small [Flame] spell on his palm, where it danced between his fingers. The message was clear enough: I'm not defenseless.

"A mage, eh?" The man nodded appreciatively. "Handy."

The burly man looked over, his attention caught by the flame. "Hey, Danner, what'd you find?" He lumbered over, the arsenal on his back jingling like a one-man band. Up close, his face was surprisingly youthful beneath a poorly-grown beard that seemed to be compensating for something.

"Got ourselves a mage," Danner replied. "Solo entry."

"No shit?" The big man extended a hand the size of a dinner plate. "Name's Kord. That's Lissa over there." He gestured to the woman, who acknowledged them with a slight nod without interrupting her survey of the perimeter. "And those two idiots are Brennel and Jace."

The younger men, hearing their names, waved enthusiastically.

"Adom," he replied, shaking Kord's hand and managing not to wince at the bone-crushing grip.

"Listen," Danner said, lowering his voice conspiratorially, "we could use a sixth. Having a mage is like walking with a safety net. What do you say? Standard cut, one-sixth share of anything we haul out."

Brennel bounded over like an over-eager puppy. "Yeah, come with us!"

"What are you all hunting?"

"Anything that's left," Kord grunted. "Last day means slim pickings—best stuff's been cleared out already. But with a dungeon this size, there's always something valuable left behind."

"Particularly in the inner rings," Danner added meaningfully. He had the air of someone used to being listened to. "That's where the real prizes are."

Adom watched Zuni attempting to befriend a flower that was trying to inch away from him. "Thanks for the offer, but I've got other plans."

"You sure?" Lissa spoke for the first time, her voice unexpectedly melodic for someone who radiated such deadly competence. "Solo diving is risky. Especially with that thing to look after." She nodded toward Zuni, who was now rolling in what appeared to be glowing pollen.

"I'm sure," Adom said firmly, scooping up the now-luminescent quillick before he could cause more trouble. "Good hunting to you all."

Danner opened his mouth to insist further, but Adom was already walking away, heading toward a gap in the trees that led north. He could feel their eyes on his back, evaluating, considering.

He didn't need to look back to know that Brennel and Jace were whispering excitedly about how mysterious he seemed, that Kord was shrugging off his departure as no great loss, that Lissa was recalculating their odds without magical support, and that Danner was watching him with the thoughtful expression of a man wondering if paths might cross again later.

Many paths in a dungeon, but only one exit. And everyone would be heading for it by sundown anyway.

Adom pulled out the map Mr. Biggins had given him, carefully unfolding it on a flat rock. The parchment was yellowed with age but meticulously detailed, with neat annotations in flowing script that hadn't faded despite the passage of time.

"Biggins has been in and out of every dungeon in Arkhos," Adom murmured to Zuni, who was attempting to eat a corner of the map. "And apparently dragons never forget a single detail."

Mr. Biggins had traced a specific route in red ink—a winding path that would take Adom through progressively more challenging areas before reaching the silverback territory in the deepest part of the northern section. The old dragon had been adamant about following this exact route, claiming it would maximize Adom's skill growth while minimizing the risk of encountering monsters beyond his capability.

"Training while hunting," Adom said, folding the map and tucking it away. "Efficient."

He reached into his inventory and pulled out his gauntlets—WAM and BAM.

Next came John, his two-meter golem knight. The construct materialized with a whisper of displaced air, standing at attention beside Adom.

Zuni immediately abandoned his attempt to taste a nearby flower and scrambled toward John, chirping excitedly. The quillick scampered up the golem's leg and perched on its shoulder, looking immensely pleased with his new vantage point.

"First step," Adom said, orienting himself using the map's landmarks. "The Bristlehorn Glades."

According to Biggins, the Glades were home to aggressive but manageable monsters—perfect for warming up and building skill experience. The old dragon had described every creature Adom would encounter with remarkable precision, complete with their attack patterns and weaknesses. Dragon memory was apparently no exaggeration.

They moved through the forest at a steady pace, John's heavy footfalls surprisingly quiet for something of his size and weight. The vegetation gradually changed—trees thinning out, underbrush giving way to chest-high grass with purple-tinged tips that swayed even when there was no breeze.

Adom spotted them before they spotted him—a small herd of what looked like warthogs if warthogs had been designed by someone with a fondness for nightmares. Each was roughly the size of a large dog, with mottled brown hide covered in bony plates. Their tusks curved upward like scimitars, and multiple sets of red eyes glinted with predatory intelligence.

[Identify]

The information flooded his awareness:

Bristleback Charger (Moderate threat)
A territorial omnivore known for its aggressive pack tactics and surprising speed. 

"Just as Biggins described," Adom murmured, rolling his shoulders as he prepared for battle. The goal here wasn't to blast them with magic—it was to engage directly, to push his body to adapt and evolve through stress and recovery.

One of the Bristlebacks raised its snout, catching Adom's scent. Its eyes locked onto him, and it let out a high-pitched squeal that alerted the rest of the pack. Eight sets of red eyes swiveled in his direction.

"Zuni, brace yourself," Adom called. The quillick chirped and dug his tiny claws into John's shoulder armor.

The Bristlebacks charged as one, their hooves kicking up dirt as they barreled toward him with surprising speed. Adom shifted into a fighting stance, WAM and BAM humming with Fluid as he prepared to meet the attack.

The first Bristleback reached him, tusks lowered to impale. Adom sidestepped, driving a gauntleted fist down onto the creature's armored back.

WAM.

The impact was violent.

The Bristleback squealed in pain as the enchanted metal connected with its spine.

No time to celebrate—two more were coming from different angles. Adom ducked under one set of tusks and caught the second Bristleback with an uppercut that lifted it off its hooves. His muscles burned with the effort, but the satisfaction of seeing the creature crash to the ground made it worthwhile.

"John, defensive perimeter!" Adom called. He did not need to speak for the golem to execute his orders, but it felt right. John moved immediately, positioning itself to intercept three Bristlebacks that were trying to flank Adom.

A tusk grazed Adom's thigh, tearing through his pants and leaving a shallow but painful gash.

Adom pivoted, using his momentum to deliver a crushing hook to the offending Bristleback's jaw.

BAM.

Bone crunched under his fist, and the creature staggered sideways, disoriented.

Another charged from behind. Adom sensed rather than saw it coming as [Flow Prediction] came into play. He dropped into a roll that carried him under the creature's leap. He came up in a duelist's stance, both gauntlets positioned to block the next attack.

There was something deeply counterintuitive about letting monsters wound him when he could have jsut scorched them with a few good [Fireball] spells. Every instinct screamed to avoid injury completely. This was the opposite of how most mages fought. Most would keep enemies at a distance, preserving their fragile bodies while their magic did the work. But that approach would never get him what he needed.

Damn it all. He thought through gritted teeth.

Two Bristlebacks came at him simultaneously. Adom met the first with a straight jab that caught it between its multiple eyes, then twisted to avoid the second's charge. The creature's momentum carried it past him, and Adom hammered a blow between its shoulder blades as it passed.

"OW!"

Pain flared across his back as a third Bristleback he hadn't seen scored its tusks across his spine.

"You little-!" Adom spun, driving his Fluid powered elbow into the creature's snout with enough force to shatter bone. The Bristleback collapsed, legs twitching.

Nearby, John was methodically dispatching the remaining attackers, his armored fists coming down with precise, devastating force.

One Bristleback remained, larger than the others, clearly the alpha of the pack. It pawed the ground, eyeing Adom with what seemed like calculating hatred.

Adom didn't wait for it to charge. He rushed forward, feinting left before pivoting right as the creature lunged. His timing was perfect—as the Bristleback overextended, Adom delivered a devastating combination: a left hook to the creature's exposed flank, followed by a straight right that connected with its temple.

The alpha Bristleback wobbled, stunned but not defeated. It gathered itself for another charge, but slower now, its movements uncoordinated. Adom met it head-on this time, catching its tusks with his gauntlets and using the creature's momentum to flip it onto its back. Before it could recover, he delivered a final, crushing blow to its exposed throat.

Silence fell over the clearing. Adom stood among the fallen Bristlebacks, chest heaving, various cuts and bruises. His muscles ached with exertion.

A notification appeared in his awareness:

[+10 White Wyrm's Body] 
[+03 Healing Factor] 

"Not enough," Adom muttered, wiping sweat from his brow.

He glanced at John, where Zuni was bouncing excitedly on the golem's shoulder, apparently having enjoyed the spectacle immensely.

"We're just getting started," Adom told the quillick, checking his map for the next hunting ground.

            

    
        Chapter 66. Picnic

    
    
    
    
                "Mother-loving, son of a—" Adom ducked as fangs snapped shut where his throat had been a heartbeat earlier. "—dung beetle!"

For someone who had lived a couple lifetimes, his curse vocabulary remained... disappointingly tame at times. Something to work on, perhaps, though it was currently low on his priority list of skills to develop.

The Shadowmane lunged again, its wolf-like body moving with unnatural speed. Four glowing yellow eyes tracked his every movement, saliva dripping from jaws that could crush bone like kindling.

Adom's fingers twitched, instinctively forming the first sign of a [Flame Lance] spell. The mana rose within him, ready to be channeled into a devastating blast that would reduce the beast to ash.

He stopped himself.

That would be admitting defeat. The whole point of this exercise was to grow stronger without relying on magic. To build his physical foundation.

The Shadowmane sensed his hesitation and lunged forward, jaws wide.

Adom pivoted at the last possible second, the creature's teeth grazing his shoulder as he spun away. Pain flared where fangs tore through his tunic and scraped skin.

"You caught me at a bad time," Adom growled, backing up to create space. "I was just trying to eat lunch."

The remains of his meal lay scattered where he'd been sitting minutes earlier. He'd just finished hunting a pack of prismatic scorpions—nasty creatures with color-changing carapaces that made them nearly invisible in the right light. The fight had been exhausting but successful.

Then this thing had appeared from nowhere while he was trying to rest.

The Shadowmane circled him, muscles rippling beneath its midnight-black fur. Unlike normal wolves, its shoulders stood as high as Adom's chest, and a ridge of bone spikes ran along its spine. The creature moved with deliberate patience, waiting for Adom to make a mistake.

Zuni watched and chirped from his perch atop John, who stood motionless nearby. Adom had ordered the golem to protect the quillick, not intervene. This fight was his alone.

[Identify]

Shadowmane Alpha (High threat)
A predator that hunts by sensing fear. Capable of short-range shadow stepping.

"Of course you can teleport," Adom muttered. "Why wouldn't you?"

The Shadowmane's ear twitched. Then it vanished.

Adom threw himself forward on pure instinct, [Flow Prediction] slowing the world just so. Just enough for him to see it come. The creature materialized where he'd been standing, jaws clamping shut on empty air.

Adom rolled to his feet and charged before it could recover, driving a gauntleted fist toward its flank.

The Shadowmane spun, meeting his charge with teeth bared. Adom barely managed to redirect his punch, catching the creature's jaw instead of being caught in its maw.

WAM.

The impact reverberated up his arm as Fluid-enhanced metal connected with bone. The Shadowmane's head snapped sideways, but it recovered with terrifying speed, its front paw slashing out.

Claws like curved daggers tore through Adom's thigh.

He hissed through clenched teeth as blood immediately soaked his pant leg. The pain was electric, sharp and immediate. A healing potion would help, but the wounds were deep—this would take time to close.

The Shadowmane pressed its advantage, lunging again. Adom stepped inside its reach—a risky move, but the right one. As the creature's momentum carried it forward, Adom delivered an uppercut to its throat.

BAM.

The strike should have crushed its windpipe. Instead, the creature seemed to partially dissolve into shadow at the moment of impact, the blow passing through with reduced effect.

"That's cheating," Adom gasped as the Shadowmane reformed and whirled on him.

It answered with a growl that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Adom circled left, keeping his guard high. Blood dripped steadily from his leg wound, leaving a red trail on the forest floor. Bad. If this fight dragged on, blood loss would become a serious problem.

The Shadowmane lunged again, this time feinting right before vanishing. Adom didn't fall for it—he'd noticed a slight shimmer in the air before each teleport. He turned, already bringing his fist up as the creature reappeared behind him.

His timing was perfect. WAM connected with the creature's snout as it materialized, sending it staggering backward with a yelp of surprise and pain.

Adom pressed forward, not giving it time to recover. A straight jab to the chest. A cross to the jaw. Each blow drove the creature back another step, each impact sending shockwaves through its body.

WAM. BAM. WAM.

The Shadowmane tried to teleport again, but Adom had its timing down now. As it began to dissolve, he tracked the shimmer in the air and was already moving to intercept. When it reformed, he was waiting with a devastating hook that caught it just below the ear.

BAM!

Bone cracked audibly. The creature stumbled, disoriented. One of its four eyes was swollen shut, and blood matted the fur around its muzzle.

But it wasn't finished. With a snarl that vibrated through Adom's chest, the Shadowmane launched itself at him in pure desperation. Teeth and claws slashed toward his face.

Adom met it head-on. As jaws gaped to tear out his throat, he drove his fist directly into its mouth.

WAM!

Teeth shattered. The creature howled in agony, thrashing its head to free itself from the brutal counter.

Adom didn't relent. His other fist hammered into the creature's exposed throat. Then its eye. Then the soft spot behind its jaw.

BAM. WAM. BAM.

Each impact drove the creature further into the ground. Its struggles weakened. Its growls turned to whimpers.

Still Adom continued, something primal taking over as he straddled the beast and rained blows upon its skull.

WAM. BAM. WAM. BAM.

Blood and brain matter spattered his face and chest. Bone gave way beneath his gauntlets. The creature's body twitched, then went still.

Adom delivered one final blow, driving his fist through what remained of the Shadowmane's skull into the ground beneath.

Silence fell over the clearing.

Adom remained there, straddling the corpse, chest heaving. Blood—both his and the creature's—covered him from head to toe. His leg wound throbbed painfully, though the bleeding had slowed thanks to Healing Factor. Various cuts and scratches covered his arms and torso.

He pushed himself to his feet, legs shaking with exhaustion. When he looked down at his hands, both gauntlets were slick with gore, the enchanted metal humming faintly as it processed the battle energy.

A notification appeared in his awareness:

[White Wyrm's Body has reached level 11!]
Your body now has a little more than twice the resilience of a normal human. Muscles, tendons, and skin are more resistant to tearing and puncture. Your bones are also less prone to breaking.

[Healing Factor has reached level 3!]
Your healing rate is now 6 times faster than a normal human's. Wounds close rapidly, broken bones mend in days rather than weeks. Your body optimizes itself during rest.

[Your Mana Pool has increased from 702 to 705!]
Your capacity for holding magical energy has expanded significantly. Recovery rate increased to 6.7 units per hour. Channels have strengthened, allowing for more powerful spell casting with less strain.

[Boxing Mastery has reached level 12!]
Your strikes now carry perfect weight transfer from foot to fist. Footwork has become instinctively efficient, allowing you to maintain optimal positioning.

[Flow Prediction has reached level 8! (Active -> Full Passive)]
Your ability to predict movement has become nearly instinctive. You can often sense attacks from outside your field of vision and anticipate movements more efficiently.









Adom collapsed onto his back, chest heaving as he stared up at the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy.

"Hell yeah," he wheezed, a grin spreading across his blood-spattered face.

Rest had never felt so good.

His muscles burned with fatigue, the pleasant ache of hard work that promised growth. Every part of him felt simultaneously heavy and somehow more responsive, as if his body was already adapting to the stress he'd put it through.

He closed his eyes, focusing on the sensations within. The notifications hadn't been wrong—he could actually feel his body repairing itself, knitting flesh and replenishing blood at a rate that would have seemed impossible before.

After countless hours spent poring over medical texts in the academy's library, Adom had developed a better understanding of where his healing abilities stood. A normal human body repaired soft tissue damage through inflammation, blood clotting, and cellular migration—processes that typically took days or weeks. Bone healing was even slower, with complete remodeling taking months.

But at now six times normal speed? The implications were staggering. Minor cuts closing in minutes instead of hours. Broken bones mending in days rather than weeks. Even major organ damage could potentially heal without intervention.

Adom prodded the wounds on his thigh, wincing at the touch. The bleeding had stopped, but the deep punctures remained angry and raw.

"Time to test a theory," he muttered.

He reached into his pack and removed a small green vial—a topical healing solution Biggins had brewed himself. The old dragon had turned out to be one hell of an alchemist, claiming his potions were "adequate by draconic standards," which apparently translated to "exceptional by everyone else's."

That was not hard to believe after he experienced the mana increasing chocolates Biggins had offered to him and Sam back then.

Adom's theory was simple: if his natural healing was already accelerated, a healing potion should have amplified effects. The stimulants in the solution would trigger processes already working overtime.

He uncorked the vial, the sharp medicinal smell making his nose wrinkle. With a steadying breath, he poured the viscous green liquid directly onto the claw wounds.

"Son of a—" Adom hissed through clenched teeth as liquid fire seemed to spread across his leg. The sensation was like strong alcohol on an open cut, but multiplied tenfold.

Seriously. It hurt like a bit-

"Owww!"

The solution hissed and bubbled on contact with his wounds, wisps of white smoke rising from the damaged tissue. The scientific explanation was straightforward, if unsettling—the accelerated cellular activity generated heat, the rapid division and multiplication of cells consuming oxygen and nutrients at such a rate that the surrounding tissues actually steamed.

Adom watched in fascination as the deep punctures visibly closed before his eyes. The edges of torn flesh drew together, new skin spreading across the wounds like ice forming on a pond. Within minutes, only faint pink scars remained where deadly claws had torn him open.

"Works better than expected," he murmured, running his fingers over the newly healed skin.

According to his own theories, as [Healing Factor] continued to develop, Adom would eventually reach a point where external healing aids became unnecessary. His body would simply repair itself with incredible speed, regardless of the damage.

And then there was the other implication—one that Biggins had mentioned almost casually, as if it weren't potentially life-altering.

Aging was, in essence, a failure of cellular repair. As the body grew older, its ability to replace damaged cells diminished. But with an ever-increasing healing factor? That process might slow, stop, or even reverse.

Immortality. Or something close to it.

For most people, the prospect of endless life would be cause for celebration. But Adom had already lived a whole lifetime. He had already watched friends age and die while he continued on. He had already felt the particular loneliness of being the one who remained.

The thought of potentially outliving everyone—again—sat like a stone in his stomach. Would he watch Sam grow old and die? What about his soon-to-be born little sister? Would he attend her funeral decades from now? Would he form connections knowing they would inevitably be severed by time?

This thought was... breaking something in him.

A small weight landed on his thigh, disrupting his spiraling thoughts.

Zuni stood there, head tilted curiously. The quillick's ears twitched as he studied Adom's face, apparently sensing his companion's melancholy. Then, with deliberate movement, Zuni flipped onto his back, presenting his surprisingly fuzzy belly. It was a posture Adom had never seen from him before.

"What's this?" Adom asked, the weight of eternity momentarily forgotten. "Since when do you want belly rubs?"

Zuni chirped insistently, tiny paws batting at the air.

Adom smiled despite himself and obliged, running his fingers through the soft fur of Zuni's stomach. The quillick squirmed in apparent delight.

Then it happened.

A sound Adom had never heard from Zuni—a high-pitched, trilling noise that rose and fell like... laughter? It was unmistakably an expression of joy, bubbling and bright, remarkably similar to a child's giggle but in a register that seemed almost musical.

"You're laughing," Adom said, wonder replacing his earlier heaviness. "I didn't know you could do that."

Zuni responded with another peal of quillick laughter, the sound light and contagious. Adom found himself chuckling in response, the morbid thoughts of eternal loneliness temporarily banished by this small moment of connection.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, Adom's stomach let out a gurgle so violent it sounded like a small animal was trying to escape.



Zuni immediately sprang back to his paws, staring at Adom's midsection with wide, suspicious eyes.

"Right," Adom said, pressing a hand to his complaining stomach. "The other downside to healing this fast."

Hunger. Massive, relentless hunger. His accelerated healing consumed energy at an alarming rate, burning through reserves like a furnace through kindling. The more he healed, the emptier and weak he felt.

He carefully removed WAM and BAM, setting the gore-covered gauntlets aside for cleaning later. After wiping his hands on a cloth from his pack and rinsing them with water from his canteen, he reached into his inventory and pulled out yesterday's purchase—a sandwich from Old Mari's. Perfectly preserved and still smoking.

The baker had recently expanded beyond her famous pies to include sandwiches, and Adom had been eager to try one. It was wrapped in waxed parchment that crinkled as he unwrapped it with reverent care.

The bread was crusty brown on the outside, golden and soft within—Mari's special loaf with seeds baked into the crust. Between the generous slices lay thinly sliced roast meat, still faintly pink at its center, glistening with its own juices. Melted white cheese clung to the meat in strings, and a layer of green herbs and some kind of tangy red paste completed the creation. The smell alone was enough to make Adom's mouth flood with saliva.

"Lunch interrupted is lunch still deserved," he muttered, taking a massive bite.

The flavors exploded across his tongue—savory meat, sharp cheese, the bite of the herb paste, all brought together by bread that managed to be both hearty and delicate. He closed his eyes, focusing entirely on the sensation.

Zuni chittered impatiently at his feet.

"Right, sorry," Adom said through his mouthful. He dug into his pack again and pulled out a small pouch of mixed nuts, sprinkling a handful on the ground for the quillick. Zuni pounced on them immediately, stuffing his cheeks with alarming efficiency.

John remained standing at attention nearby, scanning the clearing for threats while his companions enjoyed their improvised picnic.

Adom took another enormous bite of sandwich, then reached for his second canteen. Inside was apple juice from Law's orchard—gifted by Ben. The juice was cloudy amber, unfiltered and honest.

He took a long swallow. It was perfectly cold despite the warm day, preserved by a minor cooling rune on the canteen. The juice washed away the coppery taste of blood that lingered in his mouth, replacing it with crisp sweetness that made him forget, for a moment, that he was sitting in a dungeon covered in monster gore.

[+7 Mana]

Apparently, his body appreciated the replenishment as much as his taste buds did. Adom took another swig.

"You know," he said to Zuni, who was picking through the nuts for his favorites, "some days I miss just sitting in the library reading. But I guess this isn't so bad either."

The quillick looked up briefly, whiskers twitching, before returning to the serious business of determining which nut deserved to be eaten next.





 

*****

 

 


Adom gathered himself, stuffing the sandwich wrapper back into his inventory. He cast a final look at the slain Shadowmane, its skull a ruined mess of bone fragments and gore.

"Waste not," he muttered, channeling the familiar flow of his [Inventory] skill.

The massive wolf corpse swirled and compressed before vanishing.

"Time to move," Adom said to Zuni, who was still busy with the last of his nuts. "The silverback won't wait forever."

The quillick chirped once, then scampered up John's leg to reclaim his favorite perch.

Adom checked the position of the sun through gaps in the canopy. He'd spent nearly half the day fighting his way through the dungeon's outer rings. He still had a few hours before the portal closed, but he'd need to be efficient. If he got trapped inside when the dungeon closed...

He pushed the thought away and resumed his trek, checking Biggins' map frequently to confirm his route. The vegetation grew denser as they moved deeper into the dungeon, the trees larger and more twisted. Strange fluorescent fungi clung to the bark, pulsing gently with inner light. The air became heavier, carrying the scent of rot and musk.

The last few hours had been a brutal gauntlet of one fight after another. Twin-tailed scorpions with poison that made your blood feel like acid. Crag hoppers with serrated limbs that could slice through leather like paper. Amber wasps that exploded into clouds of paralytic spores when killed.

And for what? A handful of skill increases that still fell far short of what he needed.

Adom checked his notifications again:

[White Wyrm's Body]: Level 11
[Healing Factor]: Level 3
[Boxing Mastery]: Level 12
[Flow Prediction]: Level 8

According to Biggins, the ideal would be to have [White Wyrm's Body] at level 15 and [Healing Factor] at level 5 at minimum before attempting a direct confrontation with the silverback. At his current rate, he'd need another week of dungeon diving to reach those targets.

But the dungeon was closing today.

"Almost there," Adom muttered as he pushed through a particularly thick section of underbrush. "Just need to see what we're up against."

The path gradually inclined upward, leading toward what appeared to be a ridgeline. As they neared the top, Adom heard it—a sound that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

A roar. Deep, primal, and so powerful he felt it in his chest more than heard it with his ears.

Then came another sound—higher pitched, desperate. A scream that was equal parts rage and terror.

Adom quickened his pace, reaching the ridgeline and dropping low to remain concealed. He parted the foliage carefully, peering down into a wide clearing below.

His eyes widened.

"Holy—"

The silverback stood in the center of the clearing, and Adom immediately understood why Biggins had insisted on such preparation. It wasn't a gorilla as he'd expected—it was something far more primeval, far more terrifying.

Standing at least twelve feet tall, its broad shoulders spanned wider than John was tall. Four massive arms bulged with muscle beneath silvery-gray fur that gleamed like metal in the dappled sunlight. Its face was a nightmarish blend of ape and something decidedly not—fangs protruding from its bottom jaw, brow ridge so pronounced it shadowed eyes that glowed with amber intelligence. Bony plates ran along its shoulders and back, natural armor that would turn aside most weapons.

But it wasn't alone.

The silverback was locked in combat with another creature—a massive reptilian monster that looked like evolution had taken a crocodile, crossed it with a monitor lizard, and scaled the result up to the size of a small house. Its hide was a mottled green-black, covered in armor-like scales with ridges of bone running along its spine.

[Identify] 

Graven Scale Wyrm (Deadly threat)
A territorial apex predator with crushing bite force and regenerative scales.

The two monsters circled each other, neither willing to yield ground. The clearing around them was already devastated—trees uprooted, earth torn up in great furrows, blood (both red and an oily black) spattered across the vegetation.

The Graven Scale lunged first, its massive jaws opening to reveal rows of teeth like serrated daggers. It moved with shocking speed for something so large, its muscular tail propelling it forward in a burst of acceleration.

The silverback didn't dodge. It met the charge head-on, its lower arms bracing against the ground while its upper pair shot forward to catch the wyrm's jaws.

The impact was like a thunderclap. Adom felt the percussion wave even from his position on the ridge.

The silverback's muscles bulged, veins standing out like ropes as it held the snapping jaws at bay. The wyrm thrashed, tail whipping furiously, claws digging deep furrows in the earth as it tried to force its jaws closed on the ape's body.

For a moment, they seemed evenly matched—raw power against raw power.

Then the silverback did something Adom hadn't expected. It shifted its weight, using the wyrm's own momentum against it, and twisted. The maneuver pulled the reptile off balance, sending it crashing onto its side with an impact that shook the ground.

Before the wyrm could recover, the silverback was on it. Three arms pinned the thrashing reptile while the fourth—the upper right—began hammering down on the wyrm's head with devastating force.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

Each impact sounded like a blacksmith's hammer on an anvil. Scales cracked. Bone splintered. The wyrm's struggles grew more frantic, its tail whipping in wide arcs that uprooted bushes and sent debris flying.

A lashing tail caught the silverback across the chest, opening a deep gash that immediately began to weep red. The ape monster roared in pain and fury, redoubling its assault. Its fist came down again, and something cracked loudly in the wyrm's skull.

The reptile bucked with newfound desperation, twisting its body in a way that should have been impossible for something with a spine. Its jaws snapped at the silverback's arm, managing to catch the limb between its teeth.

The silverback bellowed as teeth punctured muscle. But instead of pulling away, it drove forward, forcing its arm deeper into the wyrm's mouth while its other three limbs secured a better grip on the thrashing reptile.

Then, in a display of strength that defied belief, the silverback's free arms seized the top and bottom of the wyrm's jaw.

And pulled.

The sound was obscene—a wet, cracking tear as ligaments stretched and bone reached its breaking point. The wyrm's struggles reached a fever pitch, its body convulsing as it realized what was happening.

Too late.

With a final, terrible heave, the silverback tore the wyrm's jaw completely apart. The bottom half came free with a spray of black blood and a sound like a tree being uprooted. The wyrm's body spasmed, a gurgling scream escaping from what remained of its throat.

The silverback wasn't finished. It discarded the jaw fragment, hands now slick with blood. Then, it seized the wyrm's head with all four hands and twisted.

The crack echoed across the clearing like a gunshot. The wyrm's body went limp, its tail giving one final twitch before going still.

The silverback rose, chest heaving, blood—both its own and the wyrm's—matting its silver fur. It tilted its head back and unleashed a victory roar that seemed to make the very air vibrate with its power.

Adom remained frozen, barely breathing. Biggins' warnings now seemed woefully inadequate. This wasn't just a dangerous monster—it was a force of nature with limbs.

Then, as the echo of its roar faded, the silverback went still. Its nostrils flared.

It turned.

Four amber eyes locked directly onto the spot where Adom was hiding.

Its lips drew back, revealing teeth stained black with wyrm blood.

"Oh shi—"



















            

    
        Chapter 67. Apeshit

    
    
    
    
                "Shit. Shit. Shit."

Adom muttered the curse with each pounding step as he retreated from the ridgeline, moving with all the stealth of someone trying very hard not to become a four-armed ape's dinner. Zuni clung to his shoulder, tiny claws digging in to avoid being dislodged by Adom's frantic pace.

John had gone back into the inventory.

"Did it see me? I think it saw me. It definitely saw me."

No, that wasn't quite right. The silverback had looked in his direction, but its posture had been one of generalized awareness, not focused hunting. If it had truly spotted him, it would have already been charging up the ridge. The fact that no twelve-foot monstrosity was currently breathing down his neck suggested he'd managed to duck away before being definitively spotted.

Small victories.

Adom only slowed once they'd put a decent patch of heavy forest between themselves and the clearing. He leaned against a massive tree trunk, pulse hammering in his throat.

"Biggins," he wheezed, "is a damn liar."

The warning had been clear enough—the silverback was dangerous. But there's "dangerous" in the academic sense, and then there's watching a creature rip another apex predator's jaw off with its bare hands.

For a brief, possibly insane moment, Adom had considered attacking right then. The beast had just finished a difficult fight. It was wounded, bleeding. Logic suggested it would be weakened, vulnerable.

Logic, in this case, could go straight to hell.

Even wounded, the silverback radiated power. Its movements remained fluid, controlled. The way it had snapped the wyrm's spine suggested it had plenty of strength to spare. If Adom had charged in, believing it weakened enough to take on, he would have ended up just like that wyrm—another trophy in a clearing already painted with blood.

Even with his full magical arsenal, this would be a difficult fight. Without it, relying purely on his physical abilities? That was suicide with extra steps.

"Okay," Adom muttered, trying to settle his breathing. "New plan."

Zuni poked his head out from where he'd burrowed into Adom's collar during their retreat, whiskers twitching questioningly.

"We're going to need a better approach."

Adom spotted a massive oak about fifty yards further into the forest, its branches thick and sturdy. Perfect for a temporary hideout.

He began to climb.

The bark was rough under his hands, providing decent grip despite his sweaty palms. He hauled himself up branch by branch until he found a solid perch about thirty feet up, hidden by a canopy of leaves but with enough gaps to keep an eye on his surroundings.

Zuni scampered up after him, settling on a nearby branch with a concerned chirp.

"Yeah, I know," Adom said, leaning back against the trunk. "Not exactly going according to plan."

His heart rate was finally returning to normal. He took a deep breath, then another, forcing his mind to focus. Panic wouldn't help him now.

The silverback wasn't just an obstacle—it was the whole point of this excursion. The creature's unique physical makeup made it ideal for the transmutation ritual Adom needed to perform.

But to do that, he needed to draw the transmutation circle, immobilize the beast inside it, and perform the ritual—all without getting torn in half first.

"So," he murmured, ticking off options on his fingers. "Can't outfight it." One finger down. "Can't outrun it." Another down. "Can't surprise it." A third finger.

If he tried to wear it down with ranged spells, it would likely just charge him before he could do significant damage.

Traps were an option, but what kind of trap could possibly hold something that had just ripped apart a Graven Scale Wyrm?

"Think, think..."

He pulled out Biggins' map, studying the dungeon layout. The silverback's territory seemed to center around that large clearing, but it likely patrolled a much wider area. If he could somehow lure it...

No, luring implied he'd be the bait. Hard pass on that.

What about poison? Doubtful. According to the notes, the silverback's metabolism processed toxins almost instantly.

Adom was running out of fingers to count failed strategies on when he noticed something on the map. A narrow canyon about a quarter-mile east of the silverback's clearing. The walls were steep, according to the topographical markings, and there was only one way in or out.

If he could somehow get the beast in there, block the exit...

But how to get it there in the first place?

Zuni chirped again, head tilted as he watched Adom think.

"I'm working on it," Adom assured him.

He closed his eyes, visualizing the problem from another angle. The silverback was territorial and aggressive. It had just killed a major predator encroaching on its space. What if...

What if he wasn't the one who needed to lure it?

A plan began forming in Adom's mind. Risky, but with a decent chance of success. His eyes snapped open.

"Bingo."

Zuni stared.

"Don't worry," Adom said, reaching over to scratch behind the quillick's ears. "This'll work. Probably."

Zuni's expression suggested he found this less than reassuring.

*****

Adom spread Biggins' map across his lap, the parchment crinkling as he smoothed it flat against his thigh. Zuni peered over his arm, occasionally trying to taste the paper.

"Okay, the silverback's territory is here," Adom muttered, tapping a circled area near the center of the map. "What we need is something big enough to give it trouble, but not so big it'll kill the silverback before I can complete the ritual."

His finger traced outward from the silverback's domain, following Biggins' neat annotations. The old dragon had marked most major monster territories with small symbols and brief notes.

"Spinejaws? Too small. Acid Hoppers? Too unpredictable. Blood Moss colony? Can't exactly herd plants..."

Zuni chirped impatiently, as if to say hurry up already.

"I'm looking, I'm—" Adom stopped mid-sentence, his finger hovering over a spot about a mile east of their current position. "Well, hello there."

The area was marked with the a reptilian symbol, but drawn multiple times in a tight cluster. Beside it, Biggins had written: "Graven Scale breeding ground. AVOID."

Breeding ground. Which meant multiple Graven Scales. Which meant...

"Exactly what we need," Adom said, a slow smile spreading across his face. "If one gave the silverback trouble, what might three or four do?"

Zuni did not look convinced.

"It's perfect," Adom continued, already folding the map. "We provoke the Gravens, lead them to the silverback, let them soften each other up, then use John to teleport the silverback to our prepared circle."

He slid down from the tree, Zuni scampering after him. The quillick seemed less enthusiastic about this plan, but Adom was already mentally calculating the fastest route to the Graven breeding ground.

The trek through the deepening forest took nearly an hour. As they approached the coordinates, the vegetation changed. The ground became marshy, the air thick with mist and the sweet-rot smell of decaying vegetation. Massive ferns unfurled in every direction, their fronds beaded with moisture.

"Should be just ahead," Adom whispered, crouching low.

He crept forward, parting the last stand of ferns to reveal a wide, swampy clearing. At its center, a shallow pool of murky water steamed in the afternoon heat.

And there they were.

Three full-grown Graven Scales lounged at different points around the pool. Each was similar to the one the silverback had killed, though varying in size and coloration. The largest had an oily black hide crossed with deep red markings, while the other two were more greenish-brown.

[Identify]

Graven Scale Matriarch (Deadly threat)
The dominant female of a Graven Scale pack. Her scales contain concentrated mana crystals.

Graven Scale Bull (Deadly threat)
Male Graven Scale with territorial instincts. Slower but more heavily armored than females.

Graven Scale Hunter (Deadly threat)
Faster and more aggressive than other Gravens. Specializes in ambush tactics.

"Three deadly threats," Adom whispered. "Perfect."

The monsters seemed relaxed, almost lethargic as they basked in the afternoon heat. The Matriarch occasionally dipped her massive head into the pool to drink, while the Bull gnawed lazily on what looked like the remains of some unfortunate creature. The Hunter was the most active, patrolling the far edge of the clearing with deliberate steps.

Adom studied them, formulating his approach. But seeing the creatures in person, their massive jaws and powerful limbs, made his plan suddenly seem less brilliant than it had when he was safely perched in a tree.

Would they actually follow him for nearly an hour's trek to the silverback's territory? These weren't mindless brutes—they were apex predators with territorial instincts. And speaking of the trek, could he realistically outrun them for that long? Sure, he could move faster than his leisurely walk here, but still. The Hunter especially looked built for speed.

And what if, after all that effort, they simply caught sight of the massive silverback and decided discretion was the better part of valor? Territorial or not, most creatures had a healthy sense of self-preservation.

Maybe he had it backward. Perhaps bringing the silverback to them made more sense? The canyon with his carefully prepared transmutation circle was roughly equidistant between both territories. He'd previously spent nearly an hour carving those runes into the stone walls, positioning markers on trees and arranging river rocks to complete the pattern. It would be a shame to waste all that preparation.

But how to lure a silverback? The beast had just eaten, so hunger wouldn't motivate it. Territorial aggression seemed the most reliable trigger, but that meant Adom would need to find something the creature valued and threaten it.

Zuni suddenly let out a high-pitched squeak and grabbed Adom's ear with his tiny paws, tugging frantically.

"Hey! What are you—" Adom turned to look at the agitated quillick. "What's wrong?"

Zuni squeaked again, more insistently, then pointed his nose deliberately toward the far side of the pool.

Adom followed the quillick's gaze, adjusting his position slightly to see past the Matriarch's massive bulk.

And then he saw them.

Nestled in a depression at the edge of the pool, partially hidden by reeds, were seven or eight smaller shapes. Much smaller. Baby Graven Scales, their scales still soft and iridescent, tumbled over each other in play. One was trying to catch a dragonfly, snapping ineffectually as the insect darted just out of reach. Another was curled up asleep, its tiny tail twitching with dreams.

"Oh," Adom said, the spell dissipating from his fingertips. "Those are..."

Zuni nodded solemnly.

Oh, for God's sake. Adom sighed deeply, pinching the bridge of his nose.


Perfect. Just perfect. The universe had a real funny way of complicating things. Here he was, all set to provoke deadly apex predators into a territorial cage match, only to discover that said deadly apex predators had adorable babies.

Because of course they did.

The baby Graven Scales were objectively, irritatingly cute. With their oversized heads and stumpy limbs, they looked like someone had taken regular Graven Scales and squished them down to about twenty percent of their normal size while cranking the cuteness dial up to eleven. Their scales even had a pearlescent sheen that adult Gravens lost as they matured.

If Adom brought the silverback here, he wouldn't be a clever mage executing a brilliant plan. He'd be the monster who led a territorial murder-ape into a nursery.

"So that's out," he muttered, watching as one of the babies tried to catch its own tail, spinning in a wobbly circle until it toppled over. The Matriarch glanced over, making a rumbling sound.

The day was waning.

Sunlight slanted through the trees at a slightly more steep angle now. Once darkness fell, the dungeon's entrance would seal until the next cycle – three, maybe four months from now. If Adom didn't complete his task today, all his preparations would be wasted. The carefully carved transmutation circle, the materials he'd gathered, the efforts – all wasted.

He couldn't just... find another monster. The dungeon was vast, sure, but not infinite. The silverback was ideal for the ritual precisely because it was unique – its physiology was a critical component around which he built the transmutation circle, and Biggins said it had the highest chance of success for genetic reasons. It was that or nothing.

What to do, what to do indeed.

Adom glanced at Zuni, expecting the quillick to be watching him with those big eyes of his and the little smile. Instead, he found his companion curled into a ball on his shoulder, fast asleep. Tiny snores emanated from the blue bundle, each one ending with a slight whistle.

"Really? Now? You're sleeping now?" Adom whispered incredulously.

The quillick was possibly the most random creature he'd ever encountered. When they'd first met in Professor Elowen's class, Adom had thought Zuni was simple – even slow – with that permanent vacant smile and oddly tilted head. "Not a thought behind those eyes," he'd said then.

How wrong he'd been. In just a day since, Zuni had proved himself to be remarkably perceptive. Like now – pointing out the baby Gravens before Adom had inadvertently sparked a catastrophic confrontation. The quillick seemed to have an almost uncanny ability to sense when situations were about to go sideways, even if his reactions remained as unpredictable as ever.

Watching Zuni's tiny chest rise and fall, Adom was struck by how familiar the rhythm was. He could almost feel it within himself – that peculiar cadence that was uniquely Zuni. The gentle pulse of the quillick's mana signature had become so recognizable that Adom could...

Wait.

Adom's eyes widened.

He could feel Zuni's mana signature. Not just in some abstract, theoretical way, but actually feel it – a steady, slightly asymmetrical rhythm that somehow matched the quillick's peculiar personality.

When had that happened?

"...creating a bridge that allows natural emotional exchange."

Professor Elowen's words from that first day in Basic Bonding class echoed in his mind. The fundamental principle of druidic resonance.

Adom had taken the class primarily to diversify his magical repertoire – one more tool in his arsenal. He'd practiced the exercises dutifully last night but hadn't given much thought to how deeply he might have internalized the techniques. Yet somehow, without consciously trying, he'd formed a genuine empathic bond with Zuni.

If he could do that with Zuni...

"The foundation of druidic magic is resonance. Every living thing produces a unique mana signature – a rhythm, if you will."

His gaze drifted back to the Graven Scales. The Matriarch was now grooming one of the babies, her massive jaws – capable of crushing stone – delicately removing a bit of debris from the infant's scales.

"A true druid doesn't command nature; they request cooperation."

A new plan began to take shape in Adom's mind. Not manipulation. Not deception.

Communication.




Adom took a deep breath and tried to calm his racing heart.

"Okay," he muttered to himself. "Empathic projection. Mental focus, mana channeling, projection. Simple enough."

Except it wasn't simple at all.

He was about to attempt something Professor Elowen had demonstrated after decades of practice, on a creature that could bite him in half with minimal effort. If it went poorly, his remains would be decorating the clearing within seconds.

But if he didn't try something, his preparations would be wasted. The transmutation circle would sit unused, the ritual components would grow stale, and he'd be back to square one.

Adom carefully shifted his position to get a better view of the Matriarch. She was still grooming one of the babies, her movements surprisingly gentle for a creature of her size and ferocity.

Mothers were different. Adom knew this from experience. They operated on a different wavelength. Protection wasn't just an instinct; it was usually their fundamental nature. They didn't fight because they wanted to, but because they had to. Because something precious depended on them.

That was the emotional bridge he needed to find.

Closing his eyes, Adom focused inward, trying to isolate and examine his own feelings. What emotion could possibly resonate with a mother Graven Scale? Not fear—that would only trigger her predatory instincts. Not aggression—that would be suicide. He needed something... authentic.

Concern.

Yes, that was it. Concern for the future. Concern for safety. A genuine worry to feel when he considered what might happen if the silverback expanded its territory.

Adom concentrated on that feeling, allowing it to fill his awareness. The silverback wasn't just his target; it was a threat to other creatures in the dungeon. He'd seen the clearing where it had killed the wyrm. If it decided to hunt here next...

He felt the emotion crystallize, becoming distinct and focused. Now for the hard part.

Adom carefully extended his awareness outward, attempting to sense the Matriarch's mana signature. At first, there was nothing—just the general ambient mana of the dungeon. Then, slowly, he began to perceive something massive and complex, like a deep subterranean current.

It was overwhelming. Where Zuni's mana signature was a simple, quirky rhythm, the Matriarch's was a symphony—layers upon layers of instinct, emotion, and intelligence intertwined in patterns too complex to fully comprehend.

Just as Professor Elowen had done, Adom focused his mana into his palm, trying to maintain his emotional focus while allowing the energy to remain fluid. A faint bluish glow began to emanate from his hand, flickering uncertainly as he struggled to maintain control.

"Don't try to understand it all," he reminded himself. "Just find one thread."

He focused on the thread that felt like protection—fierce, unwavering, absolute. The mana in his palm pulsed in response, the glow steadying slightly.

Adom extended his hand, palm outward, not moving from his concealed position but directing his mana toward the Matriarch. The green energy extended outward in thin, wavering tendrils.

Nothing happened.

Maybe she was too far away? Or maybe his technique was flawed? Or maybe Graven Scales simply didn't—

The Matriarch's head snapped up, her nostrils flaring as she scanned the forest edge. Her eyes, yellow with vertical pupils, locked directly onto Adom's hiding spot.

"Oh shit," he whispered.

If this didn't work, his escape plan consisted entirely of flying really, really fast and hoping it would be enough.

I still hate flying though.

The Matriarch rose to her full height, towering even above her mate and the Hunter. She issued a low, rumbling sound, and the other adults immediately moved to position themselves between her and the perceived threat. The babies, sensing the change in atmosphere, darted behind their mother.

Adom stayed absolutely still, fighting every instinct screaming at him to flee. Running now would trigger an immediate chase response.

The Matriarch took a deliberate step forward. Then another.

"Steady," Adom whispered to himself, never breaking eye contact. "Steady."

She approached with cautious, measured strides, each footfall making the ground vibrate slightly. As she drew closer, the sheer scale of the creature became horrifyingly apparent. She wasn't just big—she was colossal. Her head alone was the size of a whole horse. Those jaws could snap him in half without effort. And the intelligence in those yellow eyes... this wasn't some mindless beast. There was calculation there. Assessment.

Ten feet away, she stopped. Her nostrils flared again as she scented the air.

Adom maintained his focus, pouring more energy into the empathic projection. The tendrils of mana stretched further, wavering in the space between them.

"I mean no harm," he said, trying to infuse the mana with that intention and carry it. "I share your concern."

The Matriarch tilted her head slightly, an eerily familiar gesture that reminded him suddenly of Zuni. She made a low sound—something between a growl and a purr.

The Bull and Hunter fanned out behind her, clearly ready to attack at the slightest signal. The babies remained hidden, though Adom caught glimpses of curious eyes peeping from behind their mother's massive bulk.

Adom felt sweat beading on his forehead. His mana reserves were draining quickly—maintaining the projection was far more taxing than he'd anticipated. He needed to establish a connection soon or retreat.

Zuni chose that moment to wake up. The quillick stretched, yawned, and then froze as he realized what was happening. To Adom's surprise, instead of panicking, Zuni moved to his outstretched hand and placed his tiny paw against Adom's palm.

Immediately, Adom felt a surge of energy. Zuni was amplifying his projection, stabilizing the wavering tendrils. The blue glow intensified, becoming more structured and defined.

Right. Quillicks were empathic creatures.

The Matriarch's eyes widened slightly. She lowered her head until it was level with Adom's position, bringing those enormous jaws uncomfortably close. Her breath was hot against his face, smelling of raw meat and something earthy.

"Please work," Adom murmured desperately. "Please understand."

He pushed an image into the projection: the silverback ripping apart the wyrm. Then another: the silverback moving toward the breeding ground. A third: multiple silverbacks spreading throughout the territory.

The Matriarch's eyes narrowed. A deep, rumbling growl emanated from her chest.

For one terrible moment, Adom thought he'd made a fatal mistake. But then he felt it—a response. Not in words, but in emotional impressions. Anger. Territoriality. Fierce, unwavering protectiveness.

Yes, Adom thought, seizing on that connection. Protect your young.

He sent more images: the Graven Scales confronting the silverback together. The silverback weakened. Adom performing his ritual. The silverback gone. The territory secure.

The Matriarch pulled back slightly, her expression—if such creatures could be said to have expressions—thoughtful. She turned her head toward the Bull, making a series of complex sounds. The Bull responded with a short bark, then moved closer to the babies.

She turned back to Adom, and this time, when their eyes met, he felt the connection strengthen. Not friendship, not exactly, but a mutual understanding. A temporary alignment of interests.

These weren't solitary predators like the silverback. They were social creatures with complex family structures. They understood cooperation, coordination, the strength that came from numbers. It made them capable of comprehending concepts like temporary alliance.

An impression formed in Adom's mind: the Graven Scales moving through the forest, Adom leading the way. The silverback, surrounded. Not killed—the ritual required it alive—but subdued.

"Yes," Adom nodded slowly. "Together."

The Matriarch made a final, decisive sound, then backed away, returning to her young. The Hunter and Bull remained wary, but their posture was less aggressive now.

Adom lowered his hand, the green glow fading as he released the projection. His arm felt like lead, and a dull headache throbbed behind his eyes—evidence of how much mana he'd expended in the exchange.

But it had worked. Somehow, against all odds, it had worked.

A notification appeared in Adom's awareness, blue text scrolling across his field of vision:

[New Path Discovered]
Through natural talent and successful experimentation, you have achieved true understanding of fundamental druidic principles.

Path of the Druid (Novice) has been recognized.

Current Paths:


	Runicologist (Expert)

	Alchemist (Novice)

	Druid (Novice)



Adom allowed himself a small smile as the text faded. "Apparently we've just discovered our hidden talent for talking to extremely dangerous creatures," he said to Zuni, who chirped in what sounded suspiciously like self-satisfaction.

The quillick bumped his head against Adom's jaw and pointed toward the Graven Scales with an eager squeak.

"Yeah," Adom agreed, straightening up. "Let's go hunt a silverback."





*****

 


The silverback squatted in the clearing, its massive form hunched over the Graven Scale Wyrm's corpse. Four powerful arms worked in concert—two holding the carcass steady while the others tore into flesh. Muscle and sinew gave way under its fingers with wet, ripping sounds.

It wasn't so much eating as it was dismantling.

The creature's jaws snapped through bone, cracking open the wyrm's rib cage to access the organs within. Steam rose from the exposed viscera as they met the cooler air. The silverback plunged its hand into the cavity, pulling out a dark, glistening liver the size of a shield. Black blood cascaded down its silvery fur as it took a massive bite, amber eyes half-closed in primal satisfaction.

Each swallow was audible—a thick, wet gulp followed by the sound of teeth tearing off another hunk of meat. The ground beneath it had become a spreading pool of black fluid, soaking into the earth and staining the vegetation. Flies were already gathering, their buzzing creating an organic soundtrack to the feast.

The silverback paused mid-bite, head snapping up suddenly. Its nostrils flared wide, testing the air. Four amber eyes narrowed, scanning the tree line. A low growl rumbled from deep in its chest—a sound so bass-heavy it seemed to vibrate the very air.

For long seconds, it remained perfectly still, only its eyes moving as they tracked across the vegetation. Nothing stirred. No birds called. The forest held its breath.

False alert.

The silverback grunted and returned to its meal, though its movements were more guarded now. One eye remained fixed on the tree line as it tore into a section of the wyrm's haunch, teeth shearing through muscle as easily as butter.

The attack came without warning.

A blazing sword erupted from the foliage, spinning like a comet through the air. The weapon struck with terrible precision, burying itself to the hilt in the silverback's upper left eye. The flaming blade sizzled as it sank into flesh and vitreous fluid.

The silverback's scream was deafening. It lurched to its feet, the wyrm carcass forgotten as it clawed at the burning weapon. Blood and ocular fluid streamed down its face, hissing where they met the magical flames.

Before it could dislodge the sword, the trees at the edge of the clearing exploded outward.

John—the golem knight—burst through the vegetation like it wasn't there.

Behind him came the Graven Scales, moving in perfect formation. The Matriarch led, her massive form barreling forward. The Bull and the Hunter flanked her, while the Runner circled wide, clearly aiming to attack from behind.

The silverback, half-blinded and roaring, charged to meet them.

The Hunter reached it first, leaping with surprising agility. Its jaws snapped at the ape's leg, but the silverback pivoted with startling speed for something so massive. One enormous fist caught the Hunter mid-leap, sending it crashing into a tree with such force that the trunk splintered.

The Matriarch didn't slow.

She crashed into the silverback like a battering ram, her head driving into its torso. The impact sounded like a boulder splitting. The silverback staggered back but didn't fall, its four arms grappling with the Matriarch's bulk.

John moved in from the side, Fluid swirling visibly around his fists. The golem struck, targeting the joint of the silverback's upper right arm. Stone and metal met flesh with a sound like a sledgehammer hitting wet concrete. Bone cracked audibly.

The silverback howled, releasing the Matriarch with its injured arm. It swung wildly with its other three limbs, catching John with a glancing blow that would have obliterated anyone else. The golem absorbed the impact, armor cushioning the blow as he rolled with the punch.

The Bull charged in next, timing his attack perfectly as the silverback turned to focus on John. His horned head caught the ape monster in the back of the knee, buckling the joint. The silverback dropped to one knee, momentarily vulnerable.

The Matriarch seized the opportunity, clamping her massive jaws onto the silverback's already injured upper right arm. With a savage twist of her head, she tore through muscle and tendon. The arm didn't come completely free, but it hung useless now, dangling by strands of sinew.

Blood sprayed in an arc across the clearing as the silverback screamed in renewed fury. It surged upward with unexpected strength, throwing the Matriarch off and slamming a fist into the Bull's flank. The impact lifted the Bull completely off the ground, sending him tumbling across the clearing.

The Runner, who had been circling behind, saw its opening. It darted in with blinding speed, jaws aiming for the silverback's exposed neck.

Too slow.

The silverback spun, as if it had eyes in the back of its head. Its lower left arm shot out, catching the Runner mid-leap. Massive fingers closed around the Graven Scale's neck, crushing with terrifying force. Bone cracked. The Runner's struggles grew frantic, then weakened.

With a contemptuous twist, the silverback snapped the Runner's neck completely, the sound like a tree trunk splitting in a storm. It hurled the corpse at the returning Hunter, momentarily halting its advance.

Following Adom's intent, John closed in again, Fluid now visibly crackling around his fists like blue lightning. He unleashed a barrage of strikes against the silverback's intact lower right arm, each blow precisely targeted at the elbow joint. The silverback howled, trying to counter, but the golem moved with practiced efficiency, slipping under the wild swings.

Metal fist met bone.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

Again. Again. On the eighth strike, something gave way with a wet crunch.

The lower right arm now hung useless like its upper counterpart.

The Matriarch and Bull coordinated their next attack, converging from opposite sides. The silverback, now down to half its arms, couldn't fend off both simultaneously. The Bull locked his jaws on the ape's functional lower leg while the Matriarch targeted the remaining upper arm.

Flesh tore. Bone splintered. Blood painted the clearing in abstract patterns.

The silverback, realizing its predicament, unleashed a roar that seemed to shake the very ground. It lashed out with its sole remaining arm, catching the Bull across the face with enough force to send teeth flying.

But the damage was done.

Its upper left arm came free in the Matriarch's jaws, torn completely from the socket in a spray of blood.

Three limbs down, the silverback still fought with manic intensity. It slammed its head forward, the bony ridge of its forehead catching the Matriarch under the jaw. The impact sent her staggering backward, momentarily dazed.

John moved in for the final strike. The golem's Fluid-enhanced strikes targeted the silverback's right leg, hammering the knee joint with mechanical precision. The first blow cracked bone. The second shattered it. The third collapsed the joint entirely.

The silverback crashed to the ground, a broken, bleeding titan still trying to rise on its single remaining limb. Blood pooled beneath it, steaming in the afternoon sun. The flaming sword still protruded from its ruined eye, the flames now dimmed to a sullen glow.

The Bull and Hunter circled cautiously, while the Matriarch stood her ground, watching. John approached, no hint of mercy or hesitation.

The silverback's chest heaved with labored breaths. Four amber eyes—one ruined, three intact—glared with undimmed hatred and defiance. Even broken and dismembered.

John stopped directly before it. The golem's hand reached out. He touched the crown of the silverback's head with almost gentle precision.

There was a sound like air being sucked through a small opening.

And then...

Blip.

One second, empty space. The next, twelve feet of enraged ape monster crashing to the ground in a spray of blood. The impact shook the canyon walls, sending pebbles skittering across stone.

Adom stood at the edge of the circle, unmoving. The runes carved into the canyon floor pulsed with a steady blue glow, illuminating the carnage from below. The circle was much larger than his previous attempt - nearly thirty feet in diameter, with concentric rings of symbols flowing outward from the center.

"Thanks, John," Adom said without taking his eyes off the silverback.

Zuni scrambled from Adom's shoulder to John's, settling on the broad metal pauldron with a chirp as they made their way out of the circle.

The silverback tried to rise, but its injuries were too severe. Three of its four arms hung useless - one completely severed, the others mangled beyond function. Its right leg collapsed under its weight, the joint shattered by John's precise attacks. Blood pooled beneath it, dark and oily in the magical light.

Still, it fought. Still, it refused to surrender.

With its one working limb, it pulled itself toward Adom, leaving a glistening trail across the stone. Four amber eyes - one ruined by Adom's flaming sword - fixed on him with primal hatred.

Adom watched its approach without satisfaction or arrogance. This wasn't personal. There was no room for such petty emotions in the dungeon. The strong survived; the weak became resources. It was as simple and as brutal as that.

Once John and Zuni were clear, Adom raised his hand. The silverback was still dragging itself forward, still trying to reach him, to kill him. Even maimed and dying, it remained dangerous.

"I'd explain what's about to happen," Adom said to the creature, "but I don't think you'd particularly care."

He closed his fist.

The circle ignited.

What had been a gentle blue glow erupted into blazing white light. The runes transformed from simple carvings to channels of pure energy, connecting tree to tree, stone to stone. The air smelled like blood and ozone.

A very curious mix.

A barrier rose around them, sealing the circle completely. No escape for either of them now.

Unlike his hasty work with Helios, this transmutation circle was a masterpiece of planning and precision. Each symbol had been carefully measured, each line carved to exact specifications. Biggins had been surprisingly forthcoming with his knowledge - as if the old dragon had expected Adom to attempt exactly this.

Then it began.

Adom felt the familiar build of pressure in his chest. He braced himself.

Chains of mana erupted from the ground, wrapping around the silverback. It roared, trying to break free with its remaining arm, but the magical bindings were unyielding. More chains emerged, ensnaring Adom as well, though with considerably less force.

The silverback's struggles intensified as it probably realized what was happening. Its roar became deafening within the confines of the barrier, echoing off the walls of energy. The flaming sword still embedded in its eye socket flickered and died as the circle's power overwhelmed it.

"The Law of Conservation channels our essence."

Lines of light began to flow between them - from the silverback to Adom, back and forth, creating a circuit of energy. Fire and Water balanced each other. Earth and Air maintained form. Mana bound it all together.

Pain exploded through Adom's body.

[-5 Life Force]

He gritted his teeth. Unlike the desperate improvisation with Helios, he'd had time to prepare himself mentally for this. He knew it would hurt. Knew it would drain him.

The silverback's roars became screams as its essence began to flow more rapidly into the circle. Its body glowed from within, as if something was being extracted from its very cells.

[-7 Life Force]

Adom's muscles seized, vision blurring at the edges. This was the critical phase - both creatures had to remain conscious for the transmutation to complete. The silverback was fading fast, its enormous vitality draining into the pattern.

"Keep fighting," Adom gasped, unsure if he was addressing the silverback or himself. "Just a little longer."

[-10 Life Force]

His bones felt like they were being crushed, reformed, crushed again. The price of taking on aspects of another creature. His body was changing at the cellular level, adapting to new patterns, new strengths.

The silverback gave one final, defiant roar. Its remaining functional arm went limp, crashing to the stone floor. Its four eyes - even the ruined one - blazed with golden light, energy pouring from them like liquid sunlight.

That energy flowed into Adom.

[-15 Life Force]

He could feel it happening now - the change washing through him in waves of fire and ice. Unlike with Helios, there was no disease to cure this time. Just raw power being channeled, contained, transformed.

The runes pulsed faster, brighter, the entire circle becoming a storm of light. The canyon walls reflected it back, creating a dazzling, disorienting display that would have been visible for miles if anyone had been watching.

Adom forced himself to remain standing as agony tore through every nerve. This was the price. This was always the price.

[-8 Life Force]

The silverback's form began to dissolve, not into death but into pure essence. Its physical shape losing cohesion as the transmutation reached its final stages. Its hatred had faded, replaced by a strange acceptance - or perhaps just exhaustion.

Adom's vision tunneled, darkness creeping in from all sides.

[Indomitable Will]

He held on, channeling the flow, directing the transformation.

The light reached its zenith, blinding even through closed eyelids. For one eternal moment, Adom felt like he was being torn apart and remade, molecule by molecule. The silverback's essence merged with his own.

Then, abruptly, silence.

The light vanished.

Darkness fell over the canyon, broken only by the faint glow of embers where the runes had been. The transmutation circle was burned into the stone, a permanent record of what had occurred here.

Adom stood alone in the center, swaying slightly. Where the silverback had been, nothing remained - not even dust. Just empty space.

He took a breath. Then another. His lungs felt... different. Stronger. His heart beat with a steady rhythm that seemed to resonate through his entire body.

John approached, Zuni peering from his shoulder. The quillick's eyes were wide, reflecting the dying embers of the circle.

"It's done," Adom said, his voice rough. "It worked."

[New Skill Acquired!]

[Silverback's Might (Very Rare) (Passive) - Level 1]
Description: Your physical strength has been enhanced beyond human limitations. At Level 1, you are approximately ten times stronger than an adult human male. Strength increases with skill level. Progress achieved through physical exertion.

Adom looked down at his hands. They appeared unchanged - still the hands of a thirteen-year-old boy.

He bent down and placed his palm against the canyon floor. Then, slowly, he pushed.

The stone cracked.

Not dramatically - no spider-web fissures or explosive breaking. Just a small, precise fracture where his hand had pressed too hard.

"Huh," He muttered. "That was apeshit crazy."

Adom winced. That was terrible. He wasn't sure why he said that. It sounded better in his head.

 Maybe Valiant was right, Adom thought as his eyes widened at the horrific realization. "I talk like an edgelord."

More wincing.








            

    
        Chapter 68. The Dream

    
    
    
    
                Danner stumbled over a fallen log, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Blood soaked his left trouser leg, turning the fabric a sticky, rust-colored brown.

"Run faster!" Lissa shouted from ahead, twin daggers still clutched in white-knuckled hands as she ran through the dense undergrowth. Her usually immaculate armor was tattered, one sleeve completely torn away to reveal a network of fresh cuts.

Behind them, the screeching grew louder. Not the mindless howling of simple predators, but the coordinated calling of pack hunters communicating positions. The sound bounced between trees, making it impossible to pinpoint exactly how close they were.

Too close. Always too close.

"Portal closes at sunset!" Kord bellowed, his massive frame crashing through bushes rather than navigating around them. His arsenal of weapons was noticeably depleted – only his great axe remained, slick with dark, viscous fluid. "We've got minutes!"

Danner risked a glance over his shoulder and immediately regretted it. Through gaps in the foliage, he caught flashes of scaled bodies moving in parallel to their path. Not chasing directly – herding them.

Slashribs. That's what the old-timers called them. Six-foot lizards with hooked talons and intelligence that shouldn't belong to animals. The kind of monsters that played with their food.

"Jace! On your left!" Danner called out, spotting movement in the periphery.

Too late.

A blur of olive-green scales erupted from the undergrowth. Jace screamed as talons raked across his side, spinning him into the dirt. The slashrib skidded to a halt, head swiveling back, reptilian eyes locked on its fallen prey.

Brennel, a few paces ahead, turned at his friend's cry. "Jace!"

Danner didn't hesitate. Despite the searing pain in his leg, he pivoted, bringing his crossbow up. The slashrib's muscles bunched as it prepared to pounce on Jace.

Thwack

The bolt caught the creature in the throat. Not a killing shot, but enough to make it recoil, screeching in rage and pain.

"Get him up!" Danner commanded, already reloading. His fingers left bloody smears on the polished wood of his crossbow.

Brennel hauled Jace to his feet. The younger man's face was pale beneath the dirt and sweat, but his eyes were alert with terror-fueled adrenaline.

"I can run," Jace gasped, clutching his side.

"Then run!" Lissa shouted, already moving again. "Two minutes to the portal!"

They burst from the tree line into a clearing. The blue-white shimmer of the portal was visible across the meadow, anchored in its stone archway. The normally vibrant flowers were closing as daylight waned, folding petals against the approaching night.

And between them and escape, a semi-circle of waiting slashribs – at least eight of them, tails lashing in anticipation.

"They cut us off," Kord muttered, raising his axe. "Clever bastards."

Danner took stock of their situation with the cold calculation of a veteran. Kord was favoring his right leg. Lissa's left arm hung at an awkward angle. Brennel's face was a mask of dried blood from a scalp wound. Jace could barely stand. And Danner himself had lost enough blood that dark spots danced at the edges of his vision.

Five wounded adventurers. Eight fresh predators. A rapidly closing portal.

"Form up," Danner ordered, his voice steadier than he felt. "Kord, center. Lissa, Brennel, flank him. Jace behind me."

They arranged themselves without question. Even Kord, who typically bristled at taking orders, fell into position without comment.

The slashribs spread out, mirroring their formation with disturbing intelligence. The largest – a battle-scarred male with a ridge of black spines – hissed something that sounded almost like language.

"When I give the word," Danner said quietly, "we charge straight for the portal. Don't stop for anything. Don't look back. Just run."

"And if they catch us?" Jace whispered.

Danner loaded his last three bolts, one after another, into the repeating mechanism he'd added to his crossbow years ago. A modification that had saved his life more times than he could count.

"They won't," he lied.

The alpha slashrib took a step forward, claws leaving deep impressions in the soft soil. The others tensed, ready to spring.

"Now!" Danner shouted.

They charged as one, a desperate, battered phalanx aimed directly at the center of the slashrib line. For a crucial second, the predators hesitated, surprised by prey that would rush toward danger rather than away.

Kord reached the line first, his great axe sweeping in a horizontal arc. A slashrib leapt, but too late – the blade caught it mid-air, nearly bisecting it. The creature hit the ground in a spray of dark blood, twitching.

The formation broke immediately after. Not by choice, but by necessity as slashribs attacked from every angle.

Lissa's daggers flashed, opening a slashrib from throat to sternum before it could sink its teeth into her. She kicked it away, already turning to face the next threat.

Brennel wasn't as lucky. A slashrib slammed into him from the side, bearing him to the ground. He screamed, using his forearm to keep snapping jaws from his throat.

Danner fired two crossbow bolts in rapid succession, both finding homes in reptilian bodies. One slashrib fell immediately, a bolt through its eye. Another staggered, wounded but still dangerous.

"The portal!" he shouted, seeing the blue light beginning to pulse erratically – the final warning before closure.

Kord grabbed Brennel by the collar, literally tearing him from beneath the slashrib. With a roar, he hurled the younger man bodily toward the portal. Brennel sailed through the air, crashing to the ground near the archway and rolling to his feet with surprising grace.

"Go!" Kord bellowed, bringing his axe down on another attacker. "All of you!"

Jace sprinted past, remarkably fast despite his injuries. Lissa followed, pausing only to throw one of her daggers with deadly accuracy into a slashrib that lunged at her back.

Danner fired his final bolt, catching the alpha in the shoulder as it leapt toward Kord. The creature crashed into the big man anyway, talons raking across his chest.

"Kord!" Danner shouted, drawing his short sword as he limped toward his fallen comrade.

"Get to the portal, you stubborn old fool!" Kord grunted, wrestling with the massive predator. Blood poured from fresh wounds across his chest, but his massive arms kept the creature's jaws from his throat. "I'm right behind you!"

Danner hesitated, torn between survival and loyalty.

"GO!" Kord roared.

The slashribs were closing in, sensing victory. Brennel and Jace had already vanished through the portal. Lissa stood at the threshold, gesturing frantically.

"Danner! Now!"

With a curse that burned his throat, Danner turned and hobbled toward the portal, each step sending lightning bolts of pain up his wounded leg. Behind him, he heard Kord's battle cry, followed by the wet thunk of axe meeting flesh.

Twenty more steps.

The shadows in the clearing lengthened as the sun touched the horizon. The portal's light flickered more urgently.

Fifteen steps.

A slashrib burst from the tall grass to his right. Danner swung his sword awkwardly, forcing it to veer away.

Ten steps.

Lissa vanished through the portal, unable to wait any longer.

Five steps.

Heavy footfalls behind him – too heavy for a slashrib. Kord was coming.

Three steps.

Hot breath on his neck.

Two steps.

A screech of triumph.

One—

WAM

The world exploded in a din of sound. Something wet and hot splashed across Danner's back. The screeching cut off abruptly, replaced by a gurgling whine.

BAM

Another impact, like a blacksmith's hammer striking an anvil. Another spray of warm liquid across his shoulders.

Danner stumbled, nearly falling, as the ground trembled with the weight of something massive landing behind him. He turned, sword raised in a shaking hand, expecting to see Kord.

But, standing in the fading twilight was the boy from earlier – the solo mage who'd refused to join their party. Except now, illuminated by the pulsing blue light of the portal, he looked nothing like the unassuming youth Danner had dismissed hours ago.

The kid – Adom, that was his name – held a thrashing slashrib in one hand, gripping it by the throat as effortlessly as if it were a kitten. The creature's six-foot length whipped and twisted, claws raking at the air, unable to reach the boy who held it at arm's length. The slashrib's eyes bulged, its mouth gaping in silent panic.

Then Adom punched it.

One quick, almost casual strike with his other hand. The sound was sickening – bone and cartilage collapsing under incredible force. The slashrib went instantly limp, its skull caved in like an eggshell hit with a hammer.

Adom dropped the corpse and looked directly at Danner with eyes that glowed an unnaturally deep blue in the dimming light.

"You're welcome," the boy said.

Before Danner could respond, Adom moved and scooped up Kord from where the big man had fallen just steps from the portal. The muscular adventurer, easily twice the boy's size, looked like a child in his arms.

Kord was a mess. One arm hung completely detached, connected by mere strands of sinew. His chest was a lattice of deep gashes, and consciousness appeared to have mercifully fled.

Adom's mouth was moving. He was saying something, but Danner couldn't process the words.

The boy frowned, stepped closer, and spoke again, his words clearer now as Danner watched his lips form each syllable with exaggerated patience.

"Gates. Closing. MOVE!"

The shock finally broke. Danner's hearing rushed back like a wave, bringing with it the sounds of more slashribs approaching from the forest, the hum of the destabilizing portal, and the labored breathing of the boy standing before him.

"Right," Danner managed, taking a stumbling step backward toward the portal. "Right!"

They burst through the portal in a chaotic rush, Danner stumbling through first with Adom now right behind him, Kord's massive form cradled in the boy's arms. The portal flashed once, twice, then collapsed with a thunderclap that reverberated across the guild courtyard.

Adom dropped to his knees, carefully lowering Kord to the stone pavers. His arms trembled slightly, not from the weight but from the exertion of the dash.

"That was way too close," he gasped, wiping sweat from his forehead and leaving a smear of blood in its wake. "Another second and we'd be slashrib food."

The guild courtyard churned with post-dungeon chaos. This wasn't the orderly exit of a planned expedition, but the aftermath of a dungeon cycle closing – the desperate final minutes when everyone still inside made their mad dash for survival.

To their left, a woman in scorched robes sobbed over the still form of her companion, whose lower half was simply... missing. Nearby, two men in matching armor shouted accusations at each other – "You left him!" "There was nothing we could do!" – their faces red with rage and grief. A trio of successful hunters laughed with the hollow, manic relief of survivors, counting coin and other loot from a dimensional pouch while their hands still shook.

Blood, dirt, monster ichor, and less identifiable fluids painted the courtyard stones in abstract patterns. The air stank of sweat, fear, and the peculiar ozone scent of dimensional magic.

This was a normal sight during the last day of a dungeon's closure.

Danner looked down at himself, at his friends, at the boy who'd saved them. They were a mess. Lissa's once-blonde hair was plastered to her skull with blood and sweat. Brennel's face was barely recognizable beneath dried gore. Jace leaned heavily against a courtyard pillar, one hand pressed to his side where the slashrib had caught him. And Kord...

"Healer!" Danner shouted, his voice cracking with urgency. "We need a healer here now!"

Guild staff rushed between groups, triaging injuries and distributing emergency potions. A harried-looking woman glanced their way, noted Kord's condition, and nodded sharply before hurrying toward them.

Before she could arrive, Adom calmly reached into his pack and pulled out a green vial. He uncorked it with his teeth and poured the contents directly onto Kord's nearly-severed arm.

The liquid hissed and steamed on contact, wisps of white vapor rising from the wound. The dangling arm twitched, and muscle fibers visibly knit together before their eyes.

"This'll stop the bleeding and stabilize him," Adom said matter-of-factly, as if he hadn't just performed what looked like a minor miracle. "He's out of immediate danger, but he'll need proper healing for the arm to be fully functional again."

The arriving healer slowed her approach, eyebrows rising as she assessed what the boy had done. "That's... impressive work," she admitted, kneeling to examine Kord more thoroughly. "What potion did you use?"

"Custom blend," Adom replied with a casual shrug. "My, uh, mentor makes them."

Lissa and Brennel pushed through the crowd, Jace limping behind them. Their expressions cycled rapidly through relief at seeing Danner and Kord alive, guilt at having gone through the portal first, and confusion at the sight of the blood-covered boy beside them.

"You made it," Lissa breathed, dropping to her knees beside Danner. "We thought you were–"

"Almost was," Danner cut in, nodding toward Adom. "The kid saved us. Both of us."

Three pairs of eyes turned to Adom, who was absently scratching his small blue companion behind its ears. The creature chirped contentedly despite being as coated in gore as its master.

"You're the solo mage from this morning," Brennel said slowly, recognition dawning. "The one who turned down our invite."

"Good memory," Adom replied with a half-smile.

"Are you alright?" Jace asked, gesturing vaguely at the blood covering virtually every inch of the boy. "You look like you've been... well, inside something."

Adom glanced down at himself as if noticing his condition for the first time. "Me? Oh, this isn't my blood." He paused, then tilted his head thoughtfully. "Well, not just mine."

The casual way the words came out of the child's mouth – for despite whatever else he might be, he was clearly a child – sent a chill up Danner's spine.

"Thank you," Danner finally said, catching Adom's arm as the boy turned to leave. "You didn't have to come back for us."

"Oh," the boy shrugged. "Don't sweat it. Right place, right time."

"We owe you," Lissa insisted. "Especially Kord. If there's ever anything you need—"

"I'm good," Adom cut her off, already backing away. "Just make sure he gets that arm fixed properly. That potion's won't heal it completely."

The quillick chirped, poking his head out from Adom's collar.

"See you around," the boy said, and then he was moving through the crowd, his slight frame easily slipping between larger adventurers until he disappeared entirely.

The team gathered around Kord as the healers began proper treatment. Lissa held pressure on a gash in Brennel's scalp while Jace shakily poured a potion down his own throat for his side wound.

"That kid," Danner muttered, staring at the spot where Adom had vanished. "He took down two slashribs like they were nothing. Carried Kord like he weighed no more than a sack of grain."

"Well, that's a mage for you." Lissa said, wincing as she shifted her injured arm.

Danner nodded slowly, lacking the energy to start a conversation about how the boy did not seem to be using magic back there. Instead, a decision crystallized in his mind as guild personnel bustled around them. "I'll find him again. That's a debt that needs repaying."

*****

Steam billowed from the surface of the bathtub, carrying with it the scent of sandalwood and something herbal Adom couldn't quite identify. He sank deeper, letting the water rise to his chin as the heat worked its way into muscles that still ached despite his accelerated healing.

The dorm bathroom wasn't exactly spacious, but it had decent water pressure and enough hot water to fill the tub to the brim. Right now, that was all that mattered.

Adom closed his eyes and began to hum. The tune started low, almost imperceptible beneath the gentle slosh of bathwater, then gradually gained volume and confidence. Words came next, at first just scattered phrases, then full verses.

"...kings and fools both turn to dust, so why not laugh today? The wise man knows he knows nothing, the fool just walks away..."

His voice echoed slightly against the tiled walls, the acoustics making him sound better than he probably was. The song continued, melody rising and falling with practiced ease as he reached the chorus.

"So drink and fight and love and live! Tomorrow's not a promise! The greatest joke in all the world is taking life too serious!"

A knock interrupted the impromptu concert.

"Hey, what's that you're singing?" Sam's voice called through the door. "Sounds pretty good."

Adom's eyes snapped open. Damn. He hadn't realized how loud he'd gotten.

"Uh, nothing," he called back, sitting up abruptly. Water sloshed over the tub's edge, puddling on the floor. "Just something stuck in my head."

"Never heard it before," Sam said. "What's it called?"

Adom froze, mind racing. The song was from his past life, something soldiers had sung during the Therian Conflict. It wouldn't exist for at least thirty years from now.

"I'm... pretty sure I made it up," he lied, wincing at how unconvincing he sounded. "Just now. In the bath."

A pause from the other side of the door.

"You're telling me you just spontaneously composed a fully-formed song with multiple verses and a chorus? While taking a bath?"

"...Yes?"

"Right," Sam said. "Well, whatever you say. Dinner's in twenty minutes if you want some. I grabbed extra bread rolls."

Adom exhaled in relief as Sam's footsteps retreated. Should he tell him now?

No. No, another time. Tonight, he just felt like relaxing after the day's events.

A sudden small splash drew his attention. Directly in front of him, Zuni was floating face-down in the soapy water, completely motionless.

"Hey!" Adom yelped, snatching the quillick from the water. "What are you doing?"

Zuni dangled from his grip, dripping wet and utterly limp. For a heart-stopping moment, Adom thought he might have actually drowned. Then one eye cracked open, followed by a tiny, annoyed squeak.

"You were sleeping?" Adom asked incredulously. "In the water? With your face underwater?"

The quillick sneezed, spraying bathwater, then gave Adom a look that somehow communicated both indignation and confusion at why this was an issue.

"You could drown, you know that?" Adom set Zuni on the edge of the tub. "Your lungs are still lungs, even if you're... whatever you are."

Zuni shook himself vigorously, sending droplets flying in all directions, then promptly curled up and closed his eyes again.

Adom sighed and slid back into the water. The heat felt like heaven against his skin. The transmutation ritual had taken more out of him than he'd expected. Every muscle had that pleasant soreness of intense exertion, and the handful of remaining scrapes and cuts tingled as his enhanced healing worked overtime.

He flexed his hand underwater, watching rivulets run between his fingers. The silverback's strength now resided in these ordinary-looking limbs. It was hard to believe he could crush stone with the same fingers that were now just strong enough to wring out a washcloth.

The soap had formed a layer of bubbles across the water's surface, trapping heat beneath. Adom scooped up a handful, studying the iridescent spheres on his palm before they popped one by one. Simple pleasures felt particularly profound after a day spent fighting for his life.

With a grunt, he reached for the shampoo bottle on the edge of the tub. His fingers closed around it--

Crack.

The bottle split down the middle, thick liquid oozing between his fingers.

"Damn it," Adom muttered, hastily setting down the ruined container. Shampoo dripped from his hand into the water, creating a slick of lavender-scented bubbles.

This would take some getting used to. Ten times the strength of an adult man, packed into the frame of a thirteen-year-old boy. It was like driving a racing carriage after only ever riding a docile pony.

He carefully lathered his hair with the rescued shampoo, taking extra care not to grip his own scalp too tightly. The thought almost made him laugh. What a bizarre concern to have.

The water had begun to cool by the time Adom decided he was clean enough. With a resigned sigh, he pulled the drain plug, rinsed and stood, reaching for his towel.

Carefully. Very carefully.

The terry cloth felt fragile under his fingers, like it might tear if he pulled too hard. He dried himself gently and slowly, very slowly.

At the sink, a new challenge presented itself. Adom stared at his toothbrush with suspicion, then at the toothpaste tube. This would require finesse.

He pinched the tube delicately between thumb and forefinger, applying what felt like barely any pressure at all. Toothpaste still exploded out, splattering across the mirror in a mint-scented arc.

"You've got to be kidding me," he grumbled, wiping at the mess with toilet paper.

The toothbrush was next. He gripped it as lightly as possible, but still heard the faint creak of wood protesting. Brushing his teeth became an exercise in restraint, each stroke measured and cautious.

Even so, by the time he finished, he'd managed to fray the bristles beyond recognition.

Zuni watched the entire performance with what Adom swore was amusement. The creature's whiskers twitched as Adom struggled to wrap his towel around his waist without tearing it in half.

"Laugh it up," Adom told him. "This is harder than it looks."

Dressed in fresh clothes--the simple act of buttoning his shirt had been nerve-wracking--Adom padded barefoot to the kitchen, Zuni trotting at his heels.

Sam sat at their small table, a book propped open against a water jug. He looked up as Adom entered.

"You look less like a walking corpse," he observed, marking his place in the book. "Though still pretty awful."

"Thanks," Adom replied dryly. "Your talent for compliments never ceases to amaze me."

Sam grinned. "No, but seriously. When you got back, you looked like you'd been dragged behind a carriage through a slaughterhouse. Did everything go alright in the dungeon?"

"Went according to plan," Adom said, cautiously filling a kettle for tea. He set it on the stove with the delicacy of someone handling a newborn. "Mostly."

"Mostly?" Sam raised an eyebrow. "That sounds concerning."

Adom's fingers brushed against a small tin box tucked away on the shelf--the tea blend the sorceress had given him months ago.

Had to get creative with the approach," Adom said, measuring out leaves with painstaking care. "But I got what I went in for."

He didn't elaborate on the silverback or the transmutation. Some things were better left unexplained, especially when they involved highly illegal ritual magic that technically counted as human experimentation.

Sam watched him, eyes narrowing slightly. "Why are you moving like that? Like you're afraid everything's going to break?"

Adom froze mid-motion, tea leaves balanced precariously on a spoon. "Like what?"

"Like that," Sam gestured. "You're holding that spoon like it's made of glass."

"Just... sore," Adom improvised. "Took a few hits. Nothing serious."

"Right." Sam didn't sound convinced. "Well, I heard you saved some adventurers on your way out. The guild's talking about it. They say you carried a man twice your size."

The kettle began to whistle. Adom removed it from the heat, focusing intently on pouring water into his mug without pulverizing the ceramic.

"Look, Sammy," Adom sighed. "I promise I'll tell you everything that happened in that dungeon. The full story. And more. But it's complicated and, honestly, I'm exhausted. Can we do this tomorrow when I can actually think straight?"

Sam studied him for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Fine. But I want the whole story, Adom. No more of this vague 'magical enhancement' nonsense."

"Deal," Adom said, relieved. "Tomorrow, I'll explain everything."

"I'll hold you to that," Sam replied, his expression softening slightly. "And I've got all day, so don't think you can wiggle out of it."











Adom smiled despite himself.

Well, that was one problem solved and another created. He trusted Sam to keep his secrets, and the guilt of constant deception had been weighing on him more with each passing day. This forced promise was probably for the best. At least he had a night to organize his thoughts before the big revelation.





















Sam gestured to Zuni, who had curled up on the table, snoring softly. His blue spikes still looked slightly matted despite his earlier attempt to dry himself.

"Your friend seems worse for wear," Sam observed.

"He'll be fine," Adom said, gently nudging the quillick with his finger. "Won't you, Zuni?"

The quillick just ignored them.

Adom took a sip of tea. It spread warmth through his chest that had nothing to do with the temperature.

"I'm going to turn in," he said, carefully lifting his mug. "It's been a long day."

"I bet," Sam replied. "Try not to sing any more mysterious songs in your sleep."

Adom gave him a half-hearted glare, then retreated to his room. The tea was already working its magic, making his eyelids feel heavy. He set the mug down on his nightstand with exaggerated care, then collapsed onto his bed.

Zuni appeared at the doorway, yawning widely before trotting over to leap onto the bed. The quillick circled three times, then curled up against Adom's side with a contented chirp.

"Next time," Adom murmured, already drifting toward sleep, "remind me to practice opening doors before I accidentally rip one off its hinges."

Zuni's only response was a tiny snore.

As the physical world faded, Adom recognized the familiar shift into dreaming.

He stood in that cave again. The one with the apple tree that shouldn't exist underground. Soft light spilled from somewhere above, illuminating the impossible tree with its branches spreading toward a ceiling lost in darkness.

The tree wasn't just visible—it seemed to pulse with a subtle rhythm, like a heartbeat. Adom had been here before, in dreams that felt more like memories, though he couldn't say when or why.

"Hello?" he called, his voice neither echoing nor fading, as if the cave absorbed sound.

The tree's leaves rustled without wind. Or perhaps it was the sound of whispers just beyond hearing.

Something pulled at him—not a physical tug, but an invitation that bypassed thought entirely. Adom's feet carried him forward before he decided to move.

As he approached, details emerged that hadn't been visible from the entrance. The bark wasn't brown but a deep blue-black, like midnight sky. The apples hanging from gnarled branches weren't the red he'd expected, but a burnished gold that caught and reflected the mysterious light.

"What are you?" Adom murmured.

The tree didn't answer, not with words. But the pull strengthened.

At the base of the trunk, where roots twisted into the cave floor, Adom noticed something new. A hollow—not large, barely big enough for a child to crawl into—nestled between two massive roots.

He knelt and peered inside.

In the small hollow, cushioned by what looked like blue moss, sat an egg. Not a bird's egg—it was far too large, nearly the size of his head. Its shell was bone-white with faint, spiraling patterns etched across its surface.

The strangest part was the fire. Blue and orange flames licked around the egg without consuming it or the moss beneath. The fire cast no heat, yet Adom could see it dancing, moving with purpose rather than chaos.

"That's... not normal," Adom whispered, leaning closer.

The egg rocked slightly. Just once, then stillness.

Adom held his breath.

It moved again—a more definite shift. A hairline crack appeared at the top, spreading downward like slow lightning.

A woman's voice broke the silence, speaking words in a language Adom had never heard—musical and sharp all at once.

Fae language.

The egg split wider—

Something wet and rough dragged across Adom's face. He jerked awake to find Zuni standing on his chest, licking his chin with determined enthusiasm.

"Ugh! Stop that!" Adom sputtered, pushing the quillick away. "Your tongue feels like sandpaper."

Sunlight streamed through the narrow window of his bedroom. Morning. Late morning, by the angle of the light.

Adom sat up, rubbing his face. The dream clung to him like cobwebs, refusing to dissolve into the usual morning fog. The tree. The egg. That voice.

He shook his head, trying to clear it. "What time is it?"

Zuni chirped and jumped to the floor, scurrying to the door before looking back expectantly.

"Right," Adom sighed. Classes first, then meeting Cass later. He'd need to be careful with his new strength around other students.


            

    
        Chapter 69. Schemes and Plots

    
    
    
    
                Adom stifled a yawn, blinking in the afternoon sunlight filtering through the brand new park's canopy of elm trees. Westgrove Park was one of Arkhos' newest additions, built in the elven style with winding paths and trees arranged in seemingly random patterns that somehow felt perfectly natural.

The day had warmed nicely, making the wooden bench beneath him almost comfortable. Almost. He shifted position, trying to work out a knot in his shoulder—the price of yesterday's silverback transmutation.

"I think we came out ahead on this deal," he mumbled to himself, flexing his fingers.

The enchanted training sphere he'd bought earlier after classes squeaked in protest as he squeezed it gently. It was squishy yet resistant, designed for people with magically enhanced strength to practice normal gripping.

A few dozen yards away, Zuni was having the time of his life, darting between bushes and investigating every new smell with boundless enthusiasm.

Adom smiled, watching the little creature discover the world. It was easy to forget his own troubles when—

"Oh no," he muttered, straightening suddenly. "Zuni, don't—"

Too late.

Zuni had spotted a stray cat lounging on a low garden wall. The orange tabby, a battle-scarred veteran of street life, watched with narrowed yellow eyes as the small blue creature approached, utterly oblivious to the danger signals.

The quillick chirped happily, prancing right up to the cat. Not content with merely invading the feline's personal space, Zuni proceeded to poke the cat's tail with his paw, then looked up at the larger animal with what could only be described as an idiotic grin.

The cat's fur stood on end. Its tail puffed to twice its normal size.

"Zuni!" Adom called, already on his feet. "Get back here!"

The cat hissed, one paw raised with claws extended. Zuni, apparently interpreting this as an invitation to play, chirped again and poked the cat's side.

"For the love of—" Adom muttered, rushing forward.

The cat swiped. Zuni dodged—barely—then gave the angry feline a look of betrayal.

Before the situation could escalate further, Adom hastily extended his hand:

 [Levitation].

Zuni rose about three feet into the air with an indignant squeak, legs pedaling uselessly.

"You have no survival instinct whatsoever," Adom told the suspended quillick as he plucked him from the air. "That cat was twice your size."

"I didn't know you had a quillick."

Adom turned to find Cass standing a few paces away, looking at Zuni. Today she'd worn her hair pulled back in a simple knot that somehow managed to look both severe and elegant.

"Cass." Adom adjusted his grip on the squirming Zuni. "You're early."

"And you have a quillick," she repeated, stepping closer. "Where did you get him?"

"Class project," he said, settling Zuni down beside him. "We're studying bonding in my druid elective."

"Druid elective?" Cass didn't sound convinced. She circled the bench and sat down, leaving a respectful distance between them. "I thought you were focusing on battle magic."

"I am, mostly. But we're allowed to take optional courses outside our specialization. Helps with a more rounded education."

"And the Academy just hands out quillicks to students?"

"He's not permanent. He's a research subject I'm responsible for this term."

"So the Academy is fine with you using spells on their research subjects?" she asked, having clearly seen his rescue maneuver.

"Better than explaining why I let their research subject get mauled by a street cat," Adom replied with a shrug.

Before Adom could continue, Zuni chirped and scampered across the bench toward Cass. He stopped just short of her leg, head tilted in that inquisitive way of his.

Adom expected Cass to maintain her usual aloof demeanor. Instead, her expression softened almost imperceptibly.

"Hello there," she said.

She cautiously extended a hand, palm up. "Aren't you an interesting little thing?"

Zuni sniffed her fingers, then happily climbed onto her palm. Cass actually smiled – not her usual sardonic smirk, but something genuine that transformed her face.

"Huh," Adom said, watching this unexpected interaction. "Interesting."

"What?" Cass asked, not looking up as she gently scratched behind Zuni's ear spikes.

"I just wouldn't have taken you for the cute creature-loving type."

Now she did look up, one eyebrow arched challengingly. "And what type did you take me for, exactly?"

Adom considered his answer carefully.

"The serious type," he said finally. "Stoic. No-nonsense. Too busy being sarcastic and smart to fuss over something small and blue."

"That's what you think of me?"

"I think you're someone with a strong sense of honesty who doesn't waste time on nonsense," he clarified.

Cass's mouth twitched. "You've been paying attention."

"Hard not to."

She ran a finger along Zuni's spine, and the quillick practically melted with pleasure. "I used to have a quillick familiar, you know. Back when I was around your age."

"You did?"

"Mmhmm. Name was Kip. Blue-green coloration, though never as vibrant as your little friend here." Her voice softened. "Quillicks make the best familiars if you ask me. Intelligent, loyal, and they pick up on emotional states better than any other magical creature I know of."

The question nearly formed on Adom's lips—where was her familiar now?—but he stopped himself. If he hadn't seen the creature in all the time he'd known Cass, the answer was pretty obvious. No need to make things awkward by asking her to talk about it.

Zuni chirped in apparent agreement with her assessment, then curled up in her palm like he belonged there.

Cass seemed to decide it was time to cut to the chase. "So," she said, looking up from Zuni, "what was that 'business opportunity' you wanted to tell me about three days ago?"

"Right," Adom said, meeting her gaze directly. This was good, actually. He'd gain more time at being direct. "I want to create a merchant guild, and I'd like you to manage it."

Cass blinked, her hand freezing mid-stroke on Zuni's back. "You want to what?"

"Create a merchant guild. With you as its head," Adom repeated calmly.

"A merchant guild," she echoed. She looked at him with the particular expression adults reserve for children who've announced they're going to build a castle out of clouds. Not mockery—just gentle bewilderment. "You realize you're thirteen, right?"

"I'm aware of my apparent age, yes."

"And you're a mage. In training."

"Also correct."

Cass shifted, angling her body toward him. "Look, I understand mages can be wealthy. The good ones make fortunes with enchantments, potions, all that. But a merchant guild isn't something you just... decide to create one afternoon in a park."

"You need four things," Adom said, ticking them off on his fingers. "First, startup capital of no less than ten thousand gold. Second, a warehouse or similar property in a commercial district. Third, sponsorship from three existing guild members in good standing with the House of Merchants. And fourth, after all the other three conditions have been fulfilled, you need to secure a seat among the fifty existing ones in the House of Merchants." He tilted his head. "Did I miss anything?"

Cass's eyebrows rose slightly. "You also need merchandise, contacts, shipping routes, and—most importantly—experience."

"All things we can acquire." Adom leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. The training sphere squeaked as he set it aside. "I know how this looks, Cass. You see a kid with an impractical idea who doesn't understand the real world."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to. But I'm not just some student with delusions of grandeur." His tone shifted subtly, maybe acting his age would help pass the message better. "I have the capital. I've already identified a property in the eastern commercial district that would suit our needs. And I have leads on potential sponsors."

She stared at him, clearly trying to reconcile his words with his appearance.

"What I don't have," he continued, "is someone with your skills to manage daily operations. You understand commerce, you're honest, and you know how to handle yourself in negotiations."

"How would you know that?"

"I pay attention."

Cass looked down at Zuni, who had curled up contentedly in her palm. When she looked back up, her expression had hardened again. "Why me? There are professional guild managers with decades of experience."

"None I can trust." Adom met her gaze without flinching. "And none willing to work with someone who looks like me."

"So I'm your only option?"

"No. With or without you, I'm doing this. It would just happen faster and more efficiently with you on board." He paused. "It would also be the biggest mistake of your life to turn this down."

She actually laughed at that—a short, surprised sound. "That's quite a claim."

"It's not a claim, it's a prediction. In one month, we'll either have one of the fifty seats in the House of Merchants, or we'll be well on our way." He picked up the training sphere again, squeezing it carefully. "I'm offering you a partnership, not employment. Five percent ownership from the start, with performance bonuses that could take that to ten."

Adom waited as she studied him, taking in his posture, the certainty in his voice. "You're serious."

"Completely."

"And the Academy? Your training?"

"Will continue as normal. The guild is an investment in the future."

Cass shook her head slowly.

 Is this a no?

"Even if you somehow have the money, even if you find sponsors, the commercial politics alone would crush most new enterprises. The established guilds don't welcome competition."

Ah. Not a no then.

"I'm counting on it." The corner of Adom's mouth lifted. "That's why I need someone like you—someone who understands that business isn't just about moving merchandise."

"And what do you understand about business, exactly?"

"That information and timing are more valuable than gold." He leaned back against the bench. "That appearances deceive, and that's an advantage if used correctly. That the most successful merchants aren't the ones with the most resources but the ones who see opportunities others miss."

Silence fell between them. Zuni stirred in Cass's palm, stretching before curling up again.

"You've really done your homework," she finally said. It wasn't quite agreement, but the dismissal had faded from her voice.

"I have." Adom glanced down at the quillick. "Surprising, isn't it?"

Another silence settled between them. Longer this time. Adom watched Cass, noting the slight furrow in her brow, the way her eyes seemed focused on something far beyond the park. She was weighing options, calculating risks and rewards.

I pushed too hard, he thought. The whole merchant guild pitch suddenly felt absurd. A thirteen-year-old proposing a business partnership to a woman nearly twice his age. What had he been thinking?

"I should probably—" he began.

"I want ten percent base," Cass interrupted, "and twenty percent performance bonus."

Adom blinked, then slowly smiled. "You're in?"

"I'm negotiating," she corrected, scratching Zuni behind his ear spikes. "There's a difference."

"Eight percent base," Adom countered, "and fifteen percent performance bonus."

"That's insulting."

"It's practical. If we succeed, fifteen percent of our profits will be substantial."

"If we succeed," Cass emphasized. "That's a massive 'if' for a venture this ambitious. Nine percent base, eighteen percent bonus."

Adom shook his head. "Seven percent base, twelve percent bonus, and you get naming rights for the guild."

"Naming rights?" Cass snorted. "That's worth maybe half a percent."

"It's worth more than you think. The right name opens doors."

She studied him carefully. "Seven and fourteen."

"Seven and twelve," Adom held firm. "Final offer."

Cass extended her hand, carefully transferring Zuni to her lap with the other. "Seven and twelve. We have a deal."

They shook. Her grip was firm, calloused.

"You're quite good at negotiation for someone your age," she remarked.

"Thank you."

"Don't let it go to your head." She gently returned Zuni to the bench between them. "Now for the hard part. We need to register as a guild before next week."

Adom's eyebrows shot up. "Next week? Why so soon?"

"The deadline for candidates for this cycle's House of Merchants evaluation is the twentieth. Miss that, and we wait a year for the next cycle." She leaned back against the bench. "And that's just to get on the list of candidates. Actually securing one of the fifty seats? That's where the real challenge begins."

"I thought we'd have at least a month."

"A month to secure a seat, yes. But only seven days to even qualify as contenders." She turned to face him directly. "And that's assuming we have everything else in order. Capital, property, sponsors."

"Two out of three," Adom admitted. "I'm still working on sponsors."

Cass nodded slowly. "About that capital. I've done some research on you and your family."

"I'm not surprised."

"Your father is a Star Knight. Your mother is a healer mage." She ticked these facts off on her fingers. "Comfortable, financially speaking, but not merchant guild comfortable. No offense."

"None taken."

"So where exactly are you planning to get these resources?" Her expression hardened slightly. "If it's anything illegal, I'm out. I've worked too hard to maintain my reputation."

"Nothing illegal," Adom assured her. "House Sylla will be our backer. The merchant guild will operate under the house's name and protection."

"House Sylla." She repeated the name. "I wasn't aware the Syllas had commercial interests."

"They do now." Adom squeezed his training sphere. "As for the rest, I have a few ideas."

Cass studied him for a long moment. "Alright," she finally said. "I'll trust you on this. For now."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet." She scooped up Zuni, who'd been attempting to scramble down from the bench, and placed him on her lap again. "You need to understand what we're up against."

Cass leaned forward, voice dropping slightly. "The fifty seats in the House of Merchants aren't just positions. They're fortunes. Power. Each seat represents exclusive trading rights, tax exemptions, and access to imperial contracts."

Adom nodded. "I know."

It was the main reason he needed a merchant guild. By having an influence on the economy, he could gain power by the time he was an adult, and through the routes he'd obtain with the guild, he could place spy networks all over the continents, giving him the chance to know who exactly were his enemies, and find leads on the Dragon's Breath development.

"Do you? Because those fifty seats are held by guilds backed by the most powerful forces in Arkhos. Noble houses, religious orders, even foreign interests operating through proxies." Her fingers traced idle patterns on Zuni's back. "Every cycle, the five weakest performers face challenge. This cycle, those five are the Crimson Scale Consortium, Whiteshore Traders, Evernight Exchange, Dusk Caravan, and Saffron House."

"Who backs them?"

"Crimson Scale is backed by House Vrentel." She watched his reaction carefully. "They have the weakest position this cycle, but crossing the Vrentels is... ambitious."

"And the others?"

"Whiteshore has the Church of the new gods behind them. Evernight is independent but has connections to the dwarven allies of Sundar. Dusk Caravan is backed by three minor houses working together. And Saffron House has foreign backing – probably Therian merchants, though they keep their arrangements private."

Adom nodded slowly, absorbing this information. "Which would you target?"

"That depends." Said Cass. "Are we aiming to merely succeed, or are you planning to make a statement?"

"Both, if possible."

She smiled thinly. "Then Crimson Scale is your target. They've had three consecutive weak cycles. Rumor says House Vrentel is already preparing to back a different guild next year if they don't improve. They're vulnerable."

"And the most dangerous."

"Exactly. The Vrentels don't take losses well." She leaned back. "Even if we manage to register in time, even if we somehow secure sponsors, we'll face resistance. Not just competition – active sabotage. Shipments will go missing. Deals will mysteriously fall through. If we start to look like a genuine threat, there might be worse."

"Accidents?"

"Or intentional examples." Her voice was matter-of-fact. "This isn't academic competition, Adom. People have disappeared for less."

"I understand the risks."

"Do you?" Cass didn't sound condescending, just concerned. "Because once we start this, backing out isn't an option. Not without consequences."

"I understand," he repeated. He reached over and took Zuni from her lap, settling the quillick on his shoulder. "The question is, do you still want in?"

Cass looked at him for a long moment, then a slow smile spread across her face. "Oh, I'm in. This is either going to be the most spectacular failure in Sundar's commercial history, or..." She shrugged. "Well, let's just say I've always wanted to see the inside of the Grand Exchange."

            

    
        Chapter 70. Almonds

    
    
    
    
                "Are you okay?" Adom asked, watching Cass's face in the dim light of the cave.

"Shh," she replied, not taking her eyes off the mountain of gold before them.

The only sound was Zuni chirping softly as he hopped around the edge of the treasure pile, occasionally pawing at a shiny coin before moving on to investigate something else.

Adom stood quietly beside Cass, hands in his pockets, trying to look casual while she absorbed the sight. He'd brought her here after they'd sealed their deal in the park.

The silence stretched.

Adom's thoughts kept spinning.

Doubt. Is this too fast?

More doubt. Is this too much?

He was essentially putting everything of this business venture on Cass. She would be the main face of it all—the management, the negotiations, the day-to-day operations.

And, as it happened...

She would also be the primary target if someone decided to make a move against them. The sort of move that'd be bad for one's overall health.

He tried not to feel bad about putting her in danger like that. He could maybe manage this all by himself, but with everything else he had going on, it would take too much of his time. And quite honestly, he'd be much less efficient than someone like Cass even if he was to take over, and the whole operation would suffer.

Wisdom is knowing when to lead, when to delegate, and when to stand alone.

That's why she'd gotten the seven percent base with twelve percent performance bonus. The risk premium was built in.

He'd spent enough time with her in the dungeon and over the past few weeks to know she was the right choice. As the porter, Cass took care of loot management during their expeditions. Adom had tested her subtly a few times—"accidentally" mixing in a few extra coins with her share, or "forgetting" to add certain items to the group's inventory. She'd always corrected these "mistakes," returning excess items without hesitation.

But people could change. Especially when they saw this much money.

Adom looked up at her again as she stared at the vast amount of gold and other treasures. He sighed. He'd never seen her with that sort of expression before. Didn't even know she could make a face like that.

"This is your startup capital?" she finally asked, her voice oddly strained.

"Yup." Adom replied.

Cass turned to him, blinking rapidly. "How? There must be at least forty five billion gold here."

"Hold on." Adom squinted at her, momentarily distracted from his assessment of her character. "Did you make that number up, or can you tell that just from a glance?"

"I have a talent," she said with a shrug. "My father was a courier for the Silver League. I could tell approximately how much he'd brought in just by looking at the size of his pouch."

"Bullshit."

"It's true."

Adom reached for his own coin pouch—

"Twenty-three gold pieces, four silver, and one copper that's been worn down on one side," she said before he could even tell her to prove it.

He blinked, opened the pouch, then counted slowly. "Twenty-two gold, four silver, and..." he pulled out the copper piece, examining its edge. One side was indeed worn smooth. "How did you—"

"I was one gold piece off," she said, frowning slightly. "That's annoying."

"But the copper piece..."

"When you walk, it makes a different sound against the other coins. Higher pitch, uneven resonance. You've been carrying that same copper piece all afternoon. I hear it whenever you shift your weight." She pointed to his pocket. "You keep it on the left side, so it hits against the gold rather than the silver."

Zuni chirped in what sounded like amazement, and Adom found himself echoing the sentiment. "Whoa."

"I know."

Cass exhaled heavily, turning back to the mountain of treasure.

"You're thirteen," she finally said, barely above a whisper.

"We've established that," Adom replied.

"No, I mean—" Cass turned to him, gesturing at the treasure hoard. "You're thirteen and you have approximately forty-five billion sitting in a cave. Just... sitting here."

"Is that really what it's worth?"

"Give or take a few million." She ran a hand through her hair. "That's the kind of wealth a full-fledged guild with years of establishment accumulates."

Her laugh was short, almost hysterical. "You're the richest thirteen-year-old I know. Probably the richest person in Arkhos under fifty."

"So we have enough for the guild?" Adom asked, deliberately casual.

Cass shot him a look. "Enough? We have enough to start fifty guilds. Though I wouldn't recommend that." She walked to a nearby chest that was overflowing with jewels. "Where did you find all this?"

"In the cave, like I said," Adom said.

"Hah!" She turned, hands on hips. "You don't think the origin of your fortune might be relevant to our business plans?"

"I promise you I found it here, Cassandra. Why would I lie about that?"

She studied him for a long moment, then shook her head. "You're a strange kid, Adom. But I'm beginning to think that's not a bad thing."

He watched her carefully as she began to move methodically around the treasure, making mental calculations. This was the real reason he'd brought her here. Not just to show her they had the capital, but to see how she would react to it. The wealth itself was a test.

"You know," she said, her back to him as she examined a collection of rare coins, "most people would be asking how much they could skim off the top without you noticing. Or plotting how to take it all."

"Are you most people?"

She turned, expression serious. "No. But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't thinking about what I could do with even a fraction of this."

"And?"

"And I'm thinking that seven percent of a legitimate, successful merchant guild will be worth more in the long run than anything I could stuff in my pockets today. Both in terms of money and in terms of not having to constantly look over my shoulder."

Adom nodded. That was the answer he'd been hoping for.

"This," Cass continued, gesturing at the hoard, "is seed money. Impressive seed money, but still just the beginning. The real value isn't in what's here—it's in what we can build with it."

"Good."

Cass tapped her chin thoughtfully, still absorbing the mountain of treasure.

"You know, legally speaking, you're required to declare this find to the Empire and pay the discovery tax," she said.

Adom looked at her.

She looked at him.

They held each other's gaze for a long, silent moment.

"Come on, Cass."

They both laughed at the thought, the sound echoing against the cave walls.

"Yes, terrible idea," Cass agreed, shaking her head. "Officially, the Empire takes forty-five percent of discovered treasures. But what actually happens? The imperial officials show up, catalog everything, take almost all of it for 'war and expansion efforts,' and leave you with just enough gold to not work for a few weeks."

"And no way to dispute their accounting," Adom added.

"Exactly. You'd go from richest thirteen-year-old to slightly-better-than-average thirteen-year-old overnight." She kicked at a small pile of coins. "Only a complete idiot would voluntarily hand this over."

Adom watched Zuni try to stuff a gold coin into his mouth again. Why would he even do that? "So what do we do? I've got the money, but I have no idea how to transform this into a legitimate business."

"That's where I come in." Cass began pacing. "We need to launder this—not because it's illegal, but because 'I found it in a cave' isn't a satisfactory explanation for the House of Merchants registration committee."

"How do we do that?"

"Multiple steps. First, we physically move maybe five million to the Imperial Bank. That's enough to raise eyebrows, but not enough to trigger a full investigation. We say it's a gift from House Sylla to establish you in business."

"House Sylla will back that up."

"You better, or we're not getting far." Cass continued her methodical pacing. "Second, we establish a small import business specializing in Therian luxury goods. Those have high markups and low volume, which means we can claim significant profits on relatively few transactions."

Adom nodded, following her logic. "And the third step?"

"We use that to buy the warehouse property you mentioned and register officially."

"Can we do all that in seven days?"

Cass snorted. "Seven days is tight, but doable. The real challenge is the sponsors."

Adom had been thinking about that. "I might have some options. Sam's father is in the House of Merchants—he'd sponsor us if Sam asks."

"That's one."

"I know Duke Lightbringer personally. He has connections with several established members."

"The Duke of Kati? How do you know—" Cass shook her head. "Never mind. That could work for the second."

"And..." Adom smiled slightly. "I think Mr. Biggins might be convinced to help."

"The weird stuff store? With the strange old man?" Cass asked.

"Precisely."

"How is he connected to the House of Merchants?"

"Just let me handle that part."

Cass studied his face for a moment, then shrugged. "Sure."

"Fine. That gives us three potential sponsors. One legitimate, one through noble connection, and one through... whatever your plan is with Biggins."

"Will it work?"

"It might, if we move fast." Cass's eyes narrowed in thought. "We need to establish the initial bank deposit by tomorrow. By day two, we need articles of incorporation drawn up and at least one sponsor officially signed on. Then secure the property by day four, finalize the other sponsors by day five, and complete registration by day six."

"That's cutting it close."

"Welcome to commerce." Cass gave him a thin smile. "The House doesn't make it easy on purpose. They don't want new players unless they're serious."

Adom scratched Zuni behind the ear spikes as the quillick returned to his side. "So we'll need to move some of this today."

"Yes, but discreetly. We can't just walk into the Imperial Bank with sacks of gold. Too many questions." Cass surveyed the cave. "Do you have a dimensional bag? Something inconspicuous but sturdy?"

"Yeah."

"We'll take about fifty thousand now. Enough to open the initial account without raising too many eyebrows. Then I'll come back with you later with proper containers for the larger transfer."

Adom nodded. "Smart."

"I've been dreaming about this kind of opportunity my whole life," Cass admitted, walking towards Adom. "Just never thought it would come from a kid who showed up at my fruit stall a few weeks ago."

"Life is full of surprises."

"Apparently. So, Adom." Cass smiled. "Shall we begin?"

Adom looked at her for a moment. It was done now. The die was cast. He'd brought her into his plans, shown her his fortune, and put her in a position where she could either make his ventures soar or completely destroy them.

There was no going back. Only forward, hoping he'd bet on the right person.

No, it'll be alright. He thought. Fighting the little voice in his head that often made him overthink things. She is the right person. 

"We shall." He finally said, smiling back at her.

*****

After finalizing their plans, Adom and Cass walked back to the strider waiting patiently outside the cave entrance. The creature huffed at their approach, claws glinting in the late afternoon sun.

"Tomorrow," Cass said, climbing onto the cart behind Adom. "Imperial Bank, first thing. I'll need to look respectable when I make the deposit in House Sylla's name."

"You'll manage," Adom said with a slight smile.

The strider rider—a weathered man with skin like tanned leather—clicked his tongue, and the beast started its rhythmic stride back toward the city.

As they rode, Cass leaned forward slightly. "Do your parents even know about this? Using House Sylla's name isn't a small thing."

"I'll send a letter tonight," Adom replied, adjusting Zuni on his shoulder. "They'll understand."

"You seem awfully confident about that."

Adom shrugged. "My parents and I have an... arrangement."

After his regression—after they'd learned about the future he'd seen—his parents had committed to helping him in any way possible. He'd told them everything he could remember about a few minor events: the dungeon breaks that would occur near the western border around next month, the pirate attacks that would claim hundreds of lives in the southern isles, the unexpected famine that would hit the northern provinces after an early frost.

There would be a necromancer there, in the north, a few years from now. He appeared some time after the wars started and Dragon's Breath fell on the lands and his experiments had birthed the First Plague.

The necromancer had seized the opportunity created by worldwide chaos, raising an army of the dead that marched relentlessly across the continent. It wasn't just the fighting that killed millions—it was the disease that spread from the decomposing cadavers, animated by bound spirits and forced to walk among the living. The malady spread frivolously, jumping from village to city to kingdom. Millions died, only to rise again under his command.

Adom wasn't certain what had finally stopped the necromancer's campaign of terror—whether it was the devastating Dragon's Breath attacks or the sudden rise of the World Dungeon that changed everything. All he knew was that in the last decade of his past life, the necromancer's armies had vanished from the world stage. But by then, the damage had been done.

Adom's father had started investigating the region before the rise of the mage who would do this, and had already prevented two minor events, quietly deploying Star Knights to troubled areas just before disaster struck. To most, it would seem like coincidence or excellent intelligence work. Only their family knew the truth.

"A guild established in their name would hardly be the strangest thing they've helped me with," Adom added.

"Someday," Cass said, "you'll have to tell me the full story."

"Someday," Adom agreed, knowing that day might never come.

As they entered the city proper, Cass tapped Adom's shoulder. "You can drop me at the edge of the Dregs."

Adom turned. "The Dregs? You live there?"

She shrugged. "Not for long if we do things right."

When they reached the border between the merchant district and the Dregs, the strider rider slowed without being asked.

"Here is fine," Cass said, sliding off the cart.

Adom watched as she straightened her clothes, suddenly seeing them in a new light. Not just practical, but probably all she could afford.

"I'll meet you at the cave entrance tomorrow," she said. "Three sharp. Don't be late."

"I won't. And Cass—"

"Don't." She cut him off with a sharp gesture. "I don't need your sympathy. Just your partnership." Her expression softened slightly. "For what it's worth, Adom, I've lived in worse places. The Dregs aren't so bad if you know how to handle yourself."

With that, she turned and walked away, disappearing into the warren of narrow streets and dilapidated buildings.

"Where to now, young sir?" the strider rider asked, clearly relieved they weren't venturing further into the Dregs.

Adom opened his mouth to say "The Academy," but paused.

The Dregs. The guild. Valiant.

The thought connected instantly. Valiant lived somewhere nearby—not in the Dregs proper, but close enough. Close enough to know its rhythms and secrets.

Valiant, who'd helped him multiple times already. Who knew people. Who could find things out.

Adom frowned, suddenly aware of an oversight in his planning. He'd been thinking about the spy network as a future endeavor—something to build once the guild was established, using trade routes as cover for his agents.

But that assumed success. Assumed they'd get their seat.

What if they failed because of something they didn't know? Some connection or rival plan they weren't aware of? The House of Merchants wasn't just a commercial body—it was a pit of vipers, each guild looking for advantages over the others.

They'd need information now, not later. Information about Crimson Scale. About House Vrentel's operations.

Information that someone like Valiant might be able to acquire, or at least point him toward.

"Young sir?" The rider's voice broke through his thoughts. "Where to?"

"Oh." Adom blinked, realizing he'd been staring at the spot where Cass had disappeared. "Sorry. Just thinking."

"No worries," the man said, though his posture suggested he was eager to get moving. The sun was setting, and not many people wanted to be near the Dregs after dark.

Adom made a quick decision. "Actually, I'll get down here." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold piece—far more than the ride was worth. "For your trouble."

The rider's eyebrows shot up, but he took the coin with a quick nod. "Much appreciated, young sir."

Adom slid off the strider, Zuni clinging to his shoulder. As the strider trotted away, he turned toward the Dregs, mentally mapping the route to Valiant's place.

The Dregs smelled like wet laundry and sour beer. Adom moved quickly, Zuni still clinging to his shoulder like a bizarre fashion accessory. The quillick's head swiveled constantly, taking in the narrow streets and crumbling facades.

This wasn't Adom's first trip to Valiant's place. The mouse beastkin lived on the edge of the Dregs, where the buildings gradually transitioned from actively collapsing to might stand another decade. His home was surprisingly normal - a two-story stone and timber structure wedged between a tannery and what might have once been a bakery.

Adom reached the door and knocked firmly. Three short raps - their usual signal.

A moment passed. Then another.

He heard movement inside - quick, light footsteps approaching. Not from the main door, but from a smaller entrance near the bottom. Adom had initially thought it was some kind of drainage opening when he'd first visited, but it was actually Valiant's personal door. The mouse beastkin had installed it himself - "For convenience," he'd explained, "and quick exits."

The small door swung open, and Valiant's head poked out. His whiskers twitched as he squinted up.

"Adom? What are you doing here?"

"Hi Valiant. Mind if I come in first?"

"Oh, sure-" Valiant's words cut off abruptly. "Say, is that a quillick?"

Zuni chirped curiously from Adom's shoulder, leaning forward to get a better look at the mouse beastkin. The quillick's ear spikes perked up, and he made a series of interested clicking sounds.

"Yes, he's a quillick. Can we come in now? Preferably before someone decides I look worth robbing?"

Valiant was still staring at Zuni. "Those things eat rodents, you know."

"He doesn't eat mice."

"His ancestors did!"

"Your ancestors ate bugs and seeds. Do you want me to judge you for that?"

Valiant's whiskers twitched irritably. "That's different."

"It really isn't. Now can we please come inside? I need to talk to you."

The mouse beastkin hesitated for another moment, then sighed.

"Fine. But keep that thing away from me."

He disappeared from the small door, and a few seconds later, the main door swung open. Valiant stood there, wearing what looked like a modified bathrobe with the sleeves and bottom hem shortened.

"Come in."

*****

Valiant sat on his oversized kitchen chair, chin resting on his paws, eyes narrowed in concentration. Or at least what was supposed to look like concentration. Adom waited, watching the mouse beastkin's whiskers twitch every few seconds, a tell Adom had learned meant Valiant was stalling.

The silence stretched.

Adom took the opportunity to glance around the house again. The place never stopped confusing him. Everything was human-sized—the table, the chairs, the kitchen counters. Even the bed upstairs was a full-sized human one. Which made absolutely no sense for someone Valiant's size.

When Adom had asked about it once, the beastkin had simply shrugged and said, "I like to spread out."

Right.

Adom refocused on the reason he'd come. House Vrentel. The Crimson Scale Consortium. Information that could give them an edge in their bid for a seat in the House of Merchants.

"You can stop pretending to think really hard now," Adom said flatly.

Valiant's eyes snapped open. "I'm not pretending."

"Right."

"Your quillick is eating my almonds."

Adom glanced over. Zuni had indeed discovered a bowl of almonds on a side table and was happily crunching through them one by one.

"You have plenty."

"Those are premium almonds. Imported."

"Valiant," Adom leaned forward, "cut to the chase. What's going on? You looked concerned the moment I asked about gathering information on House Vrentel."

The mouse beastkin's whiskers drooped slightly. He sighed.

"Well, you see..."

"Oh no." Adom put his face in his hands. "Please don't tell me you've already tried to spy on them and got caught. Or that you owe them money. Or that you accidentally burned down one of their warehouses."

"What? No! Nothing like that!" Valiant said, looking offended. "It's just that I've kind of lost most of my information network in the past month and I don't exactly have the sources I used to have and the people who used to work for me have moved on to other opportunities not because they're traitors or anything but because that bastard Marco—who by the way we still haven't found—was basically running the whole structure under my uncle and when he disappeared a lot of the operation went with him and now I'm trying to rebuild but it's not easy when you're small and people don't take you seriously even though I've been in this business for years and—"

"Valiant!" Adom cut him off. "Breathe."

The mouse beastkin inhaled deeply.

"So you have a money problem?" Adom asked.

"And structure! And logistics! And manpower!"

"But nothing that can't be solved with money, right?"

Valiant's tail swished nervously against the chair.

"Not exactly," he said. "In the Undertow, territory isn't bought. It's taken."

"What do you mean?"

Valiant hopped down from his chair and paced the floor. "Three key information brokers I worked with have been absorbed by street gangs in the past month. The Broken Fangs took my eyes in the harbor. The Nightshades control my contacts in the merchant quarter now. And the Red Hooks..." He shuddered. "Let's just say they're not the diplomatic type."

"I still don't see why money can't fix this."

Valiant stopped pacing and looked up at Adom.

"Because the Undertow has rules. You can't just buy territory back once it's been claimed. You have to win it through the Right of Contest."

"Which is?"

"A challenge. Your champion against theirs. No magic, no Fluid arts—just raw physical ability." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "If they accept and your champion wins, you absorb their organization. Their assets, their people, their territory—everything comes under your control. We do that to avoid fucked up things like the Children Of The Moon with that all out war from last time."

"And if you lose?"

"Same thing happens to you." Valiant shrugged. "It's why the gangs have been growing. The strong consume the weak."

Adom leaned back in his chair, taking this in. "You need a champion."

"I need three champions," Valiant corrected. "One for each gang. And I need them soon if I'm going to help you get information on House Vrentel."

"How soon?"











Valiant looked at him, then out the window at the darkening streets.

"Well, anytime really," he said, scratching behind his ear. "We could go right now, issue challenges to whichever gangs we want. If they accept and we win, we get to keep their territory, their people, their resources—everything."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that. The Undertow respects strength above all else. Win the right fights, and overnight you become a power player."

"So what's stopping you?"

Valiant laughed nervously. "Haven't you been listening? I need champions!" He gestured at himself. "Look at me. I'd be squashed like a... well, like a mouse."

Adom nodded slowly, looking thoughtful. Zuni chirped from the side table, having finished the almonds and now watching the conversation with a smile.

"I'll do it," Adom said.

Valiant blinked. "Do what?"

"I'll be your champion." Adom straightened in his chair. "For all three fights."

The mouse beastkin stared at him, whiskers frozen in shock. Then he burst out laughing.

"You?" he wheezed between laughs. "You realize it doesn't count if you use magic or Fluid. Right?"

"I'm aware."












"No, you're not." Valiant's laughter died. "You have no idea what these challenges are like. These aren't amateurs. Even Thormund tried challenging the Red Hooks last month and ended up with three broken ribs and his only arm nearly torn off. And he's a seasoned brawler! The champions are chosen specifically for their brutality. The Broken Fangs' champion is an ogre who eats the hearts of his opponents. The Nightshades have a beastkin panther who's killed twenty men with her bare hands. And the Red Hooks..." He shook his head. "Their champion is just called the Butcher. That should tell you enough."























Adom shrugged. "Doesn't matter. I'll fight them."






















Valiant fell silent, his mouth still open, eyes darting between Adom and Zuni. The quillick was still perched on the side table, looking at them with that permanent, slightly idiotic grin on its face.

"You," Valiant pointed at Zuni accusingly, "please tell me I'm being the reasonable one here? This kid, without his fancy mage powers, is just a regular thirteen-year-old who's going to get absolutely crushed. These people don't play games. They don't pull punches. They kill for sport and respect only the strong."

Zuni kept smiling, head tilted slightly.

"Are you even listening to me?!" Valiant slurred in frustration, throwing his paws up.

Adom stood up slowly, brushing crumbs from his trousers. "I thought you'd think higher of me after the dungeon episode."

"Adom, I like you. That's precisely why I'm trying not to let you get yourself killed!"

Without responding, Adom walked over to the far corner of the room where a heavy oak bookcase stood, filled with leather-bound tomes and scrolls.

Did Valiant actually read all that? Impossible.

He placed his hands on one side, and with a single fluid motion, lifted the entire bookcase off the ground.

"Take me to them, Valiant," Adom said calmly, the massive piece of furniture held easily above his head. "I'll be your champion."

"That—that was magic, wasn't it? I told you, no magic is allowed in the challenges!"

"It's not magic," Adom said, carefully setting the bookcase back down.

"Bullshit!" Valiant squeaked. "Complete and utter rodent droppings!"

"You said you could smell my mana signature, right?"

"Yeah, of course I can. All mouse beastkin with enhanced senses can detect—"

"Then did you smell anything just now?" Adom asked, arms crossed.

Valiant froze, his nose twitching rapidly as he sniffed the air. His eyes gradually widened until they seemed about to pop out of his small head.

"Holy fu—"


            

    
        Chapter 71. Brawl

    
    
    
    
                "–uck!" Valiant's curse hung in the air, cut short as his tiny jaw dropped open.

Adom smiled down at the stunned mouse beastkin. There was something oddly satisfying about watching someone's entire worldview shift in real-time. The way Valiant's whiskers froze mid-twitch, how his eyes widened to perfect circles.

Careful, he told himself. This kind of ego trip would put him on par with Helios, and the thought of developing an ego that massive made him shudder internally. Best to nip that satisfaction in the bud.

He grunted, shaking off the feeling. "So, are you going to lead the way or not?"

Valiant blinked rapidly, as if rebooting his tiny brain. "How? Just... how? You're not using magic! You're actually that strong? Did you do another one of your transmutation thingys? Can you do that to me?" His words tumbled out in an excited squeak. "Give me electrical powers! I've always wanted to shoot lightning from my paws!"

"Electrical powers?" Adom raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah! Imagine me, but with electricity!" Valiant's whiskers vibrated with excitement as he mimed shooting lightning bolts. "ZAP! ZAP! No one would mess with an electrified mouse! I'd be the terror of the Undertow!"

"A rodent like creature with electrical powers. That's... oddly specific."

"I've given it a lot of thought," Valiant admitted, climbing onto the table to be more at eye level.

He still wasn't.

"Think about it—small, quick, and packing a thunderous punch! I'd be legendary!"

"No one would ever see you coming," Adom deadpanned.

"Exactly!"

"Except everyone would see you coming because you'd be shooting lightning everywhere."

"Details, details." Valiant waved a paw dismissively. "So can you do it or not?"

"No, I can't give you electrical powers," Adom said flatly.

"Why not? You did something to yourself, clearly."

"It's complicated."

"I can handle complicated!"

"It involves alchemical formulations—" That was true.

"I'm listening."

"—ancient forgotten runes—" That was partially true.

"Keep going."

"—and a very specific type of dungeon core manipulation that took years to perfect." A blatant lie that made no sense whatsoever.

Valiant deflated slightly. "Oh."

"Also, you'd probably explode."

"I'd what now?"

"Your body mass is too small to contain that kind of power without extensive preparation," Adom improvised, fighting to keep a straight face. "The energy discharge would likely launch you through the roof."

Valiant opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. "Would I at least get one good zap in before exploding?"

"Valiant."

"Right, right." The mouse beastkin hopped down from the table. "But seriously, what did you do to yourself? I've never seen a human your age lift something that heavy without magic."

Adom crossed his arms. "Can we focus? I need you to take me to these gangs so I can challenge them. I have other things to do tonight."

"Other things? You just volunteered to fight three of the most dangerous champions in the Undertow, and you're acting like it's an errand you need to squeeze in before dinner!"

"Is that a problem?"

"It's bizarre! Normal people don't—" Valiant threw up his paws. "You know what? Fine. You want to fight monsters and killers using whatever freakish strength you've given yourself? Be my guest."

"Great. So which one first?"

Valiant stared at him for a long moment. "You're really serious about this."

"I wouldn't have offered otherwise."

The mouse beastkin sighed, his tiny shoulders slumping in resignation. "The Broken Fangs meet at the old fighting pit near the docks. The Nightshades gather in what used to be the Silk Market before it burned down three years ago. The Red Hooks..." He hesitated. "They're the worst of the bunch. Their territory is the old slaughterhouse district."

"Appropriate."

"Terrifying is what it is." Valiant shuddered. "Are you sure about this? You could end up dead. Or worse."

Adom tilted his head. "What's worse than dead?"

"You ever seen what an ogre does with the hearts he doesn't eat?"

"Can't say that I have." He'd seen worse.

"Let's keep it that way." Valiant grabbed a small coat from a hook near the door. "I'll take you to the Broken Fangs first. They're the most straightforward—accept the challenge, fight, win or die. Simple."

"Simple is good."

Valiant paused at the door, looking back at Adom with an expression that might have been concern if it wasn't buried under layers of exasperation.

"Just... try not to die, okay? Finding semi-reliable humans is hard enough without them getting themselves killed on a random night in the Undertow."

Adom nodded, gesturing for Zuni to hop onto his shoulder. "I'll do my best."

"That's what worries me," Valiant muttered, pushing open the door.

The streets of the Dregs grew darker as Adom and Valiant made their way toward the docks. Oil lamps flickered in windows. Hunched figures huddled around dice games in doorways. A woman argued with a drunk outside a tavern. Somewhere, a baby cried. Two skinny children darted between buildings, clutching something that might have been bread. Everyone moved with purpose—even those who were just standing still, watching with cautious eyes as strangers passed through their territory.

Zuni chirped softly on Adom's shoulder, his quills occasionally rising and falling as they passed particularly suspicious alleys.

"So these three gangs that took your networks," Adom asked, "they're major players in the Undertow?"

Valiant snorted. "Major? Hardly. They're just slightly bigger operations than mine—opportunists who saw weakness after the Children fell. The real power players wouldn't bother with my small networks. We're talking about neighborhood-level stuff here, not the kind of organizations that control entire districts."

"So we're not exactly overthrowing the Undertow's hierarchy tonight." Adom was a bit disapointed.

"No, just reclaiming my modest slice of it. But for me, that's everything."

"I see." Adom stopped suddenly, halfway down a narrow street lined with crooked buildings.




 







"We need to make a detour," he said.

Valiant, who'd been scurrying a few paces ahead, turned back with a frown. "A detour? The fighting pit is just twenty minutes from here if we keep going straight."

"Is there a vendor nearby? Someone who sells masks or disguises?"

"Masks?" Valiant's whiskers twitched in confusion. "What for?"

"I'd rather not have my face associated with whatever happens tonight."

The mouse beastkin studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Ooh. Good idea." He pointed down a side street. "There's a place three blocks that way. Old woman sells festival supplies year-round. Masks, costumes, that sort of thing."

"Perfect."

Valiant led them through a maze of increasingly narrow passages until they reached a small square dominated by what looked like a former warehouse. Its windows were boarded up, but light spilled from beneath a cracked door.

"Wait here," Valiant said. "She doesn't like new faces."

"What about quillick faces?" Adom asked, nodding toward Zuni.

"Let's not find out." Valiant disappeared through the door before Adom could respond.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Adom leaned against a wall, idly scratching behind Zuni's ear spikes while watching the sparse foot traffic cross the square. Most people hurried with their heads down. A few gave him curious glances but seemed to decide he wasn't worth the trouble.

Finally, the door creaked open, and Valiant emerged, dragging something white in his paws.

"Best I could do on short notice," he said, handing Adom a simple white mask with two eye holes cut into it. "She wanted three copper pieces for this piece of garbage. I talked her down to one and a half."

Adom took the mask, turning it over in his hands. Plain, featureless, and made of some kind of hardened pulped paper.

It would do.

"Thanks."

"So what now? We heading to the pit?" Valiant asked.

"In a minute."











Adom held up his index finger, and a tiny flame—no larger than a candle's—appeared at the tip. Carefully, he began etching marks onto the mask's surface, the controlled fire spell burning delicate lines that formed interlocking patterns around the eyes and along the edges.





















Valiant watched, his nose twitching with interest. "What are you doing?"

"Runes." Adom didn't look up from his work.

"What kind of runes?"

"One second please." Adom finished the last marking, a curved line that connected to the first rune he'd drawn. He inspected his work, nodded once, then placed his palm over the mask's face.

A soft blue glow emanated from beneath his hand, illuminating his fingers from below.

"Whoa!" Valiant's eyes widened. "What kind of magic is that? Can you teach me? Is it dangerous? Will it explode? Can I touch it? What does it smell like? I can smell ozone, but is that just the ambient—"

"Valiant."

"Right, sorry." The mouse beastkin took a step back, but his eyes remained fixed on the glowing mask. "But seriously, what did you just do?"

Adom lifted the mask. The runes had settled into the material, barely visible now. Where before it had been completely plain, the mask now had subtle contours—slight ridges above the eyes, a hint of cheekbones, a few decorative lines along the jawline. Nothing dramatic, but enough to give it character.

He slipped it over his face, securing it with the attached string.

"How do I look?" he asked.

Valiant's jaw dropped slightly. The voice that had emerged from behind the mask wasn't Adom's. It was deeper, resonant—unmistakably adult.

"That's... unsettling," Valiant said, taking a step back. "You sound like a different person."

"That's the point." Adom ran a hand over his head, making sure the mask's illusion properly concealed his hair.

"But you still look like... well, you. Just with a mask on." Valiant circled him, studying the transformation—or lack thereof. "You didn't make yourself taller or anything."

"I don't need to. The runes create a perception filter. People will see what they expect to see—a short adult man, not a child. Everyone will perceive me slightly differently, filling in details with their own assumptions."

"And the voice?"

"Basic sonic manipulation. The mask alters the vibrations as they pass through."

Valiant's whiskers twitched rapidly. "That's... slightly terrifying. Where did you learn that?"

"Hmm. I wonder. Where would a mage student learn a magic skill?" Adom's new voice somehow made his tone even drier. "Perhaps I learned it while shopping for turnips. Or maybe at the local butcher? Oh! Oh! Perhaps the town drunk taught me between hiccups. Certainly not at the Xerkes Celestial Academy of Mystical Arts where I spend every waking hour. That would be ridiculous."












Valiant sighed and pinched the bridge of his snout. "That was on me. Yeah. I walked right into that one."


































Zuni chirped in what sounded suspiciously like a laugh.























"So you're prepared now?" Said Valiant, deciding to ignore the quillick. "Ready to go challenge the meanest fighters in the Undertow while looking like some mysterious masked stranger?"

Adom adjusted the mask, then suddenly froze.





"Wait. Zuni," he said, glancing at the quillick on his shoulder. "He's too recognizable."

Valiant blinked. "Huh? Oh! Yeah, that's... that's a big problem."

Adom thought for a moment. "Do you have anything else I could use? A small trinket, maybe a band or ring?"

Valiant rummaged through his dimensional bag, pulling out a thin copper band with worn engravings. "Will this work? Got it off a charm-seller years ago. Has some minor enchantment, but nothing useful."

Adom took the band, examining it carefully. "This will do."

Just as he had with the mask, Adom etched delicate runes into the copper, the controlled flame spell burning precise patterns into the metal. When he finished, a soft blue glow emanated briefly before fading.

"Let's see if this works." He slipped the band around Zuni's foreleg.

The quillick chirped, then shimmered as Valiant blinked in surprise as Zuni's appearance transformed before their eyes. Where the distinctive quillick had been, a common gray squirrel now sat, though the creature's movements and chirps remained unmistakably Zuni's.

"A squirrel?" Valiant said, leaning closer to inspect the transformation. "Not bad. Common enough not to draw attention, but not so small he'll get lost."

Zuni chirped, examining his now-furry tail with apparent confusion.

"Perfect," Adom said with satisfaction. "Now we're properly disguised. Let's go."










*****

The night air carried the scent of saltwater and rotting fish as they approached the docks. Streetlamps grew scarcer and most buildings here leaned precariously, as though the foundations were slowly surrendering to the constant pull of the nearby ocean.

"Almost there," Valiant said, voice barely above a whisper as he scurried ahead of Adom. The mouse beastkin moved differently here—shoulders hunched, head swiveling constantly, his normally confident stride replaced by something more cautious.

"What exactly am I looking for when we get there?" Adom asked, his deepened voice still strange in his own ears.

Valiant paused at an intersection, nose twitching as he sampled the air. "The old fighting pit is in what used to be a warehouse basement. Big stone circle, maybe forty feet across. Wooden bleachers all around. Smells like blood, sweat, and cheap beer."

"I meant who, not what."

"Oh." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "We're looking for Greeve. He's the leader of the Broken Fangs. Big guy, missing his left ear, has a scar that runs right down his face—split his nose in half. Looks like someone tried to cleave his head in two but only got halfway."

"Charming."

"He's actually the reasonable one of the three gang leaders." Valiant turned down a narrower street where the buildings pressed in so tightly they nearly touched overhead. "Got control of the Broken Fangs the same way you're trying to—challenged the previous leader and won."

They passed a group of sailors stumbling from a tavern, their laughter cutting through the night. The men gave them a curious glance—particularly at Zuni—but kept moving.

"So this is how things work down here?" Adom asked once they were alone again. "Fighting for leadership?"

"It's how things have always worked in the Undertow." Valiant hopped over a puddle of something that definitely wasn't water. "After the mess with the Children of the Moon, everything's been unstable. You should know—you were right in the middle of it."

"I was hoping things had improved since then."

Valiant snorted. "Improved? The exact opposite. The challenge system was supposed to prevent all-out war, but after what happened..." He shook his head. "Some gangs disappeared entirely. Others merged. And the strong ones—like these three—have been swallowing up whatever they can."

"Including your network."

"Exactly." Valiant clapped his hands. "The Right of Contest has always been there, but the smaller operations like mine never had to worry about it much before. Now everyone's fair game."

They turned another corner, and Adom could suddenly hear a distant roar—like the sound of many voices shouting at once.

"I suppose you guys ban mages and Fluid users to avoid a situation like Gale's?" Adom asked.

"That's exactly it," Valiant replied, grimacing at the memory. "The Undertow has always had one central principle—power should remain distributed. No kings, no emperors, just different organizations handling their territories. When that guy started to dominate everyone else..." Valiant's tail twitched nervously. "It wasn't just that he was stronger. It was that nobody could effectively challenge him. One person with that much power goes against everything the Undertow stands for."

He turned to Adom.

"Believe it or not, we hate centralized authority down here even more than we hate each other. The emperor can rule the cities above, but the Undertow belongs to everyone. If we allowed mages or powerful Fluid users to participate in our challenges, we'd just be replacing one tyrant with another."

"Makes sense," Adom nodded.

"Besides," Valiant added, "it keeps things...fair, in a way. When it's just muscle against muscle, anyone theoretically has a chance. The moment someone can throw fire or manipulate space, that balance disappears."

"Fair?" Adom raised an eyebrow behind his mask. "Your champions aren't exactly of similar strength. Hargast is an ogre."

"Maybe not," Valiant conceded with a shrug. "But I'd still rather face a heart-eating ogre than a mage or Fluid user who knows what they're doing. At least with Hargast, I can see the attack coming."

"Hmm."

Valiant glanced up at him. "You may not realize it, but a lot of people down here are terrified of you mages. Of what you can do."

"I'm aware," Adom said quietly.

The roar grew louder as they approached a squat, wide building with boarded-up windows. Two burly men flanked the entrance, arms crossed over massive chests. One had tusks protruding from his lower jaw—half-orc, most likely.

"What if they refuse our challenge?" Adom asked, keeping his voice low.

"Then nothing happens," Valiant replied. "We walk away. But refusing challenges creates problems for gang leaders. Do it once, maybe you're just busy. Do it twice, people whisper. Do it three times..."

"They get replaced."

"Exactly. Honor requires you to accept."





Adom mulled this over as they approached the entrance.

If anyone with a strong champion could issue challenges freely, they could potentially take over everything. But a system that despised centralized power would surely have safeguards against that too. There must be unwritten limits to how many challenges one could make before others united against them—an invisible boundary that kept the Undertow's balance of power intact under normal circumstances, he assumed.









They stopped about twenty paces from the entrance. Valiant turned to Adom, his expression suddenly serious.

"Last chance to back out. Once we go in there and issue a challenge, there's potentially no turning back without serious consequences."

Adom adjusted his mask again, making sure it was secure. "I'm ready. Are you?"

Valiant took a deep breath. "As ready as I'll ever be to watch someone who helped take down the Children fight a heart-eating ogre."

"You're finally showing some confidence in me."

"Don't push it."

The guards at the entrance stiffened as they approached, the half-orc's hand dropping to the club at his belt.

"What's your business?" he grunted, voice like gravel.

Valiant stepped forward, somehow managing to look both nervous and determined. "We're here to see Greeve."

"Greeve don't take visitors without prior notice."

"Dude, tell him it's Valiant. Valiant Maus. Cisco's nephew. I'm here to invoke the Right of Contest."

The guards exchanged glances, surprise evident on their faces. The human one snorted.

"You? Invoking the Right?" He looked Valiant up and down. "What, you gonna fight someone? The cat's been fed already."

Both guards laughed at this, but Valiant didn't flinch.

"My champion will fight," he said, gesturing to Adom.

The laughter stopped. The guards scrutinized Adom, taking in the mask, the slight frame, the quillick perched on his shoulder.

"What's with the mask?" the half-orc asked.

"Personal preference," Adom replied.

The human guard squinted. "You look familiar."

"I get that a lot."

The guards exchanged another glance, then the half-orc shrugged. "Wait here."

He disappeared inside, leaving the human to watch them with a suspicious gaze. The muffled roar of the crowd continued to pulse from within the building, punctuated occasionally by a particularly loud cheer—or scream.

"Don't stare too much," Valiant murmured to Adom. "Makes people uncomfortable."

"I'm wearing a mask. They can't see where I'm looking."

"Trust me, they can tell."

The half-orc returned a minute later, nodding curtly. "Greeve says come in. Fight's almost over. He'll see you after."

Valiant visibly swallowed, then nodded. "Let's go."

The interior was poorly lit by scattered torches. They followed the half-orc down a narrow staircase, the roaring growing louder with each step. The air became thick with the smell of sweat, blood, and something else—excitement, maybe. Or fear. The two often smelled similar.

At the bottom of the stairs, a short corridor opened into a vast circular chamber. The fighting pit Valiant had described. Stone bleachers ringed a sunken arena where two figures circled each other—one massive and hulking, the other smaller but quick. Blood already stained the sand covering the pit floor.

The half-orc led them to a section of seats off to one side, where a cluster of particularly tough-looking individuals sat watching the fight. At their center was a man who could only be Greeve—enormous, scarred exactly as Valiant had described, with a face that looked like it had been assembled from parts that didn't quite fit together.

Everyone's eyes were fixed on the fight, barely registering the newcomers.

In the pit, the massive fighter—a bald man with arms like tree trunks—lunged forward, catching his smaller opponent with a crushing blow to the ribs. The crowd roared as the smaller man crumpled, tried to rise, then collapsed face-first into the sand.

"Winner!" shouted someone from the opposite side of the pit. "The Broken Fangs' own Stone-Fist!"

Cheers erupted, coins changed hands, and several people shouted for more ale. The victor raised his bloody fists, basking in the adulation.

It was only then that Greeve turned his attention to them, his mismatched eyes—one brown, one milky white—narrowing as they approached.

"Valiant," he said, voice like a boulder being dragged across gravel. "Heard you were looking for me."

Dozens of eyes turned to stare at them. Adom felt the weight of their gazes, calculating, assessing, dismissing. Beside him, Valiant straightened to his full height—which was still quite small.

"Greeve," Valiant began, his voice surprisingly steady. "I've come to invoke the Right of Contest. Your champion against mine for control of the territory and assets you took from my network last month."

A ripple of murmurs spread through the crowd. Greeve's expression didn't change, but something flickered in his good eye—surprise, perhaps. Or amusement.

"That so?" he drawled, looking from Valiant to Adom. "And this is your champion? The man in the mask?"

"Yes," Valiant said firmly.

Greeve leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "And who might you be, masked man? Got a name?"

Adom had considered this. In stories, masked vigilantes always had some dramatic alias. But that felt unnecessary here.

"Just a friend," he replied evenly.

More murmurs from the crowd. Greeve's scarred lips twitched, almost forming a smile.

"A 'friend' willing to fight Hargast for a mouse's honor?" He gestured toward the far side of the pit where a hulking figure sat apart from the others. Even seated, the ogre—it could only be Hargast—towered over everyone nearby. His grey-green skin was marked with tribal scars, and a necklace of what looked disturbingly like small bones hung around his thick neck.

Very stereotypical.

"That's correct," Adom said.

Greeve studied him for a long moment, then barked out a laugh. "You've got guts, I'll give you that." He leaned back, crossing massive arms over his chest. "But I'm curious. What's with the mask? We don't usually get mystery fighters in the pit."

"Personal reasons."

"And the rat on your shoulder? That your good luck charm?"

Zuni chirped indignantly.

"He's a... squirrel," Adom corrected. "And yes, something like that."

Greeve's gaze hardened slightly. "The rat stays outside if it's got any tricks."

"He's just a pet."

"Make sure it stays that way." Greeve shifted his attention back to Valiant. "You really want to do this, mouse? You know what Hargast does to the hearts of those who challenge him."

Valiant swallowed visibly but stood firm. "We invoke the Right of Contest."

"Your funeral." Greeve shrugged, then raised his voice. "We have a challenge! The Right of Contest has been invoked!"

The crowd's attention fixed on them fully now, a hundred pairs of eyes suddenly alive with interest. The noise dropped to a low murmur as Greeve continued.

"Valiant of the..." he paused, frowning slightly. "What do you call your little operation these days?"

"The Whisperers," Valiant said, the name clearly improvised on the spot.

Adom resisted the urge to look down at him. The Whisperers? Really?

"Valiant of the Whisperers," Greeve announced, voice carrying throughout the chamber, "challenges the Broken Fangs for control of the harbor district information network. His champion will face Hargast in single combat. No magic, no Fluid arts"

Greeve's eyes narrowed, scanning Adom from head to toe. "Just to be clear. You're not a mage or a Fluid user, are you?"

"No," Adom replied evenly.

Greeve rose from his seat, his massive frame unfolding as he stepped closer. "See those?" He pointed to several crystals embedded in the pit's walls, their surfaces dull and cloudy. "They detect mana. Start channeling, they light up like festival lanterns." He leaned in, close enough that Adom could smell stale beer on his breath. "As for Fluid—we'll know the moment you try it."

Suddenly, Fluid energy rippled across Greeve's skin—a cold yellow light that cast harsh shadows across his scarred face. The display wasn't subtle; it was a warning.

"You look too small to challenge Hargast," he growled, "which tells me you've got something hidden. Try using it, and if it's against the rules, we will have a problem."

The Fluid receded back beneath his skin. "Do we understand each other?"

Adom and Valiant exchanged a brief glance before answering in unison: "Absolutely."

The murmurs grew louder.

Someone laughed.

At the far side of the pit, the ogre stood, his massive form unfolding until he stood well over seven feet tall. His small eyes fixed on Adom with what might have been hunger.

"The challenge will commence once the pit is cleared," Greeve declared. "Prepare yourselves."

As attendants rushed to drag away the unconscious fighter and rake the bloodied sand, Greeve turned back to them, his voice lower.

"Any last requests, masked man? A quick prayer to whatever gods you follow?"

Adom shook his head. "Just one question. How exactly does this work? What are the victory conditions?"

Greeve's mangled face twisted into what might have been a smile. "Simple. You win by submission or knockout."

"And if neither happens?"

"Then it continues until one does." Greeve's good eye gleamed. "Or until one of you dies. Hargast prefers the latter."

"I see."

"I should warn you," Greeve added, almost conversationally, "Hargast has never accepted a submission. And he's never lost."

"There's a first time for everything," Adom replied.

Greeve studied him a moment longer, then shrugged. "Your life, your choice. Pit will be ready in five minutes."

As Greeve turned away to speak with his lieutenants, Valiant tugged at Adom's sleeve, pulling him slightly aside.

"You still sure about this?" the mouse beastkin whispered urgently. "That's not just any ogre. That's Hargast the Heart-Taker. They say he's killed fifty men in that pit."

"Then it's time someone taught him some manners."

"This isn't a joke, Adom!" Valiant hissed. "Look at him. Really look at him."

Adom did. The ogre was massive, with muscles that bulged beneath his leathery skin. His hands were the size of dinner plates, and when he grinned at something one of his companions said, his mouth revealed rows of yellowed, pointed teeth.

But Adom had faced worse. Much worse.

"I can handle him," he said quietly.

"You better," Valiant muttered. "Because if you don't, I've just signed your death warrants."

In the pit, the sand had been raked smooth, covering whatever blood had been spilled in the previous fight. The crowd's energy was building again, an electric tension that hummed through the air.

"The pit is prepared!" announced a thin man standing at the edge of the arena. "Champions, approach!"

Hargast moved toward the pit's entrance, each step making the wooden bleachers vibrate slightly. Adom carefully put Zuni on the ground just beside Valiant.

"Watch him for me," he said.

"What do I do if you die?" Valiant asked, his whiskers trembling slightly.

"Heh. I'm not gonna die."

With that, Adom turned and walked toward the pit entrance, conscious of every eye in the place following his progress.

As he stepped down into the pit, he heard Greeve's voice boom out over the crowd.

"The challenge has been accepted! By the Right of Contest, the victor claims all! Let the fight... begin!"

The crowd's roar swelled as Adom stepped fully into the pit. Coins flashed in the torchlight as bets exchanged hands, voices rising over each other in a chaotic auction.

"Twenty on the ogre in the first minute!""He doesn't even have a weapon. Fifty says the masked man doesn't last thirty seconds!"
"I'll take that! Hundred says Hargast eats his heart before midnight!"

Adom's gaze swept the audience, tracking the movement of money and the gleeful anticipation on faces that had paid to watch someone die. His eyes landed on a familiar small figure—and narrowed.

Valiant, that scheming little rodent, was frantically passing coins to a bookmaker.

Where the hell is he even taking this from? Does he have a dimensional bag?

Adom nearly shouted across the pit. The absolute audacity! Here he was, about to risk his life for the mouse's information network, and Valiant was gambling on the outcome?

Then he caught the beastkin's words as they carried through a momentary lull in the noise.

"All of it on the masked man! Every copper I have!"

Zuni chirped encouragingly from beside Valiant, his permanent smile somehow seeming even wider as he bounced excitedly on his haunches.

Well. At least the treacherous mouse was betting on him to win.

"You might want to focus on me instead of your friends," rumbled a voice like stones grinding together.

Adom turned to find Hargast looming over him, blocking out the torchlight. Up close, the ogre was even more imposing—scarred green-gray skin stretched over muscles that bulged like small boulders. The bone necklace clicked softly as he shifted his weight.

"Hey, do you really eat people's hearts?" Adom asked, looking up at the massive creature.

Hargast's heavy brow furrowed. "What do ya think?" His voice carried a surprising lilt.

"I don't know. I thought ogres preferred onions."

The ogre's eyes widened slightly, then narrowed. "We do like onions," he admitted gruffly. "Layers. Complex flavor. Heart thing's mostly exaggerated. Was only one time, really."

"Huh." Adom tilted his head. "So you do kill people?"

"'Course I do." Hargast shrugged massive shoulders. "Not all of 'em though. Mostly the real pricks. Rapists. Slavers. People who need killing." He gestured vaguely at the crowd. "This is the Undertow, not a charity ball. Not exactly overflowing with innocent souls."

The ogre leaned down slightly, his breath hot against Adom's mask. "Tell you what—I like you. Got guts, walking in here like this. So I'll just break a few bones and let you live. How's that sound?" His mouth twisted into what might have been a sympathetic grimace. "Not sure what you were thinking, but maybe don't kill yourself like this?"

Before Adom could respond, the crowd's impatience erupted.

"Fight already!""Break his skull!"
"Blood! Blood! Blood!"

Hargast's expression hardened. "Well, they're paying for a show." He took a step back, raised his enormous fists, and lunged forward with surprising speed. "Night night, masked man!"

[Flow Prediction]

Time seemed to slow.

Adom watched the ogre's massive fist approach, cutting through the air toward his face. He tracked the trajectory, noting the slight overextension in Hargast's shoulder, the way his weight shifted too far forward.

Was it just him, or was the ogre moving really, really slowly?

Fighting people like Gale and Helios had apparently recalibrated his sense of "dangerous."

Adom simply took a single step to the side.

Confusion flickered across Hargast's face as his momentum carried him forward, his fist whistling through empty air where Adom's head had been a moment before. The ogre's small eyes widened as he realized he'd missed, his head turning in slow motion to locate his target.

Adom almost smiled. He could see the exact moment the ogre understood what was about to happen—the dawning realization, the attempt to shift his weight, already too late.

Night, night, Ogre. Adom thought, carefully measuring his strength as he drove his fist into the ogre's exposed midsection.

WHACK.

The sound was not the dull thud of flesh striking flesh, but something sharper, like a hammer striking wood. Adom felt the ogre's muscles compress under his knuckles, felt the exact moment to pull back to avoid doing permanent damage.

He had more control of [Silverback's Might] when using [Flow Prediction] it seemed.

When time slowed in his perception, he could feel each muscle fiber, each tendon adjusting with more precision. The slower world gave his mind time to fine-tune exactly how much strength to apply. It was simple physics: the same force applied more precisely created better results with less collateral damage.

A useful discovery. Very useful.

Hargast's massive body lifted completely off the ground. His expression froze somewhere between shock and disbelief as he sailed backward across the pit, arms splayed wide, legs trailing behind him like a rag doll thrown by a petulant child.

He hit the stone wall with a sickening crunch, the impact knocking dust from the ceiling. The ogre slid to the ground, gasping as all the air evacuated his lungs at once.

Silence fell across the pit like a physical weight.

The crowd, mid-cheer just seconds ago, froze with drinks halfway to lips and coins suspended between hands. Every eye fixed on the scene—the massive ogre champion crumpled against the wall, a wheezing lump of defeated flesh, and the masked figure standing calmly in the center of the pit, not even breathing hard.

Someone's mug slipped from nerveless fingers, the crash of pottery against stone startlingly loud in the absolute silence.

Hargast tried to rise, managed to get one knee under him, then collapsed again, clutching his midsection. Vibrant bruising was already forming across his torso—a perfect imprint of Adom's fist centered in a rapidly darkening circle.

"I..." the ogre wheezed, voice barely audible, "I yield."

Silence. Absolute silence.

Adom turned to face Greeve, who stood at the edge of the pit, his mismatched eyes wide with disbelief.

"I believe," Adom said, his magically deepened voice carrying easily through the stunned quiet, "that counts as submission."

Damn. That was cool. I must look so cool right now. Then remembered Helios and his ego, and winced. Be modest, Adom. Let's be modest.

Valiant was the first to break the silence. The mouse beastkin leapt onto the bookmaker's table, sending coins scattering, and pumped his tiny fists in the air.

"That's right! THAT'S RIGHT! Pay up, you mangy lot of street trash! The Whisperers are BACK!"

The stunned silence lasted only a moment before pandemonium erupted.

"WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?""HE CHEATED! CHECK THE MANA CRYSTALS!"
"NOBODY BEATS HARGAST!"
"IT'S A TRICK!"

People leapt to their feet, pointing accusingly at the dull crystals embedded in the walls, which remained stubbornly unlit. Others shouted for the fight to continue, claiming Hargast had merely stumbled.

"He must've used Fluid!" a woman with scarred cheeks shouted, jabbing a finger toward Adom. "You all saw it! No one's that strong naturally!"

"Check him! Strip the mask!"

Adom tensed, shifting his weight slightly as several Broken Fangs members moved toward the pit's edge. Was he about to face a mob? He scanned the crowd, calculating escape routes, when Greeve's voice cut through the chaos like a blade.

"SILENCE!"

The roar died instantly.

Greeve stood at the pit's edge, his scarred face unreadable as he stared down at Adom. He raised a hand, and the yellow Fluid energy from before rippled across his skin, more intense this time, crackling between his fingers.

"Approach," he commanded.

Adom walked forward, stopping at the base of the steps leading up from the pit. Greeve descended until they stood face to face, close enough that no one else could hear his murmured words.

"You hiding something, masked man?"

"Nothing against the rules," Adom replied quietly.

Greeve's good eye narrowed as he studied Adom's mask, searching for any hint of deception. A muscle worked in his jaw.

"Boss," one of his lieutenants hissed from above. "It had to be Fluid! Nobody hits that hard without it. He must've masked it somehow."

Greeve didn't respond, still staring at Adom. The Fluid energy writhed more intensely around his hand as it hovered near Adom's chest—close enough to feel its cold emanation but not quite touching.

Is he going to try something? Adom wondered, readying himself. Was he—

Greeve sighed heavily, the Fluid energy dissipating as he lowered his hand.

"No," he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. "No Fluid. No mana." He turned to face the crowd. "He won fair and square."

Angry mutters rippled through the audience, but no one dared contradict him openly.

"BUT HOW?" someone finally shouted from the back.

Greeve shrugged massive shoulders. "Don't know. Don't care. Rules are rules." He turned back to Adom, his voice dropping again. "Though I'd be very interested to learn your secret someday."

From the side of the pit, Valiant had already scurried to the bookmaker and was collecting his winnings, stuffing coins into a small pouch that bulged comically against his tiny frame.

"I KNEW IT!" the mouse beastkin crowed, dancing a little jig that sent several coins spilling onto the floor from his tiny dimensional bag.

So it was a bag. That was the smallest one Adom ever saw.

"NEVER DOUBTED FOR A SECOND! THE WHISPERERS RISE AGAIN!" He pointed at various stunned gang members. "YOU! And YOU! And especially YOU! All work for ME now! HAHAHAHA!"

Greeve's face twitched in what might have been amusement before he composed himself. He turned to address the entire gathering, voice carrying to every corner of the pit.

"By the rules of the Undertow and the Right of Contest, witnessed by all present, I declare the champion of the Whisperers victorious! The harbor district information network, its assets, and its personnel now belong to Valiant Maus and his organization."

The announcement landed with all the grace of a dropped anvil. Some of the Broken Fangs members looked outraged, others confused, and a few—surprisingly—seemed almost relieved.

Near the pit entrance, two men were helping Hargast to his feet. The ogre's face was a mask of pain and bewilderment as he clutched his midsection, staring at Adom.

Zuni darted across the sand, quills bouncing with each hop, and leapt up to Adom's shoulder with a triumphant chirp. Valiant wasn't far behind, skidding down into the pit and racing toward Adom with his arms outstretched.

"WE DID IT! YOU DID IT!" he shouted, launching himself at Adom's legs.

Adom sidestepped smoothly. "What are you doing?"

"Let me hug you, you absolute genius!" Valiant spun in a little circle, coins still falling from his overstuffed bag. "You made me rich AND got me my men back! HAHAHA!"

"Glad I could help with your gambling addiction."

"It's not addiction if you win," Valiant replied sagely, then turned to face the crowd. "ALRIGHT, EVERYONE WHO WORKED THE HARBOR DISTRICT! YOU REPORT TO ME AGAIN STARTING RIGHT NOW!"

A group of about fifteen people shifted uncomfortably near the back of the crowd. A tall woman with a scar running down her neck stepped forward.

"We answer to the Whisperers again?" she asked, looking uncertainly between Valiant and Greeve.

Greeve nodded once, his expression grim but resigned. "That's how it works. You know the rules."

The woman sighed, then offered Valiant a stiff half-bow. "Welcome back, boss."

Valiant practically vibrated with glee. "Oh, this is just the beginning! We've got two more stops to make tonight!"

Adom glanced down at him.

Valiant gestured excitedly at the still-dazed ogre. "We're going to own half the Undertow by sunrise!"

The crowd had started to disperse, some grumbling about lost bets, others discussing in hushed, incredulous tones what they'd just witnessed. Greeve remained at the pit's edge, watching Adom with an unreadable expression.

"I assume we're done here?" Adom asked him.

Greeve nodded slowly. "For now. Take your people and go." He glanced at Valiant, who was now directing his reclaimed informants with exaggerated authority. "And maybe keep your... enthusiastic friend under control. Not everyone appreciates a gloating victor."

"I'll do my best."

As they prepared to leave, Hargast limped over, still supported by his companions. The ogre stopped a respectful distance away, wincing with each breath.

"You," he grunted, fixing Adom with a pained stare. "What are you?"

Adom considered the question. "Just someone who knows how to throw a punch."

"Bullshit," Hargast said. "Twenty years fighting, never felt anything like that." He shook his massive head. "If you ever want work that pays better than following this rodent around, come find me."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Valiant, who had been proudly strutting among his reclaimed informants, spun around. "HEY! No poaching my champion, you oversized garden statue!"

Hargast's lips twitched. "Still got a mouth on you, I see."

"And I've got my network back, so my mouth can say whatever it wants!" Valiant retorted, though he prudently remained behind Adom as he said it.

A few of Valiant's people approached.

"Oh! Hey, you three, can you please head to the Nightshades and Red Hooks. Tell them I'm coming with my champion to issue formal challenges tonight. Tell them to prepare."

"Boss, you sure that's wise?" one asked. "Warning them?"

Valiant shared a glance with Adom, then continued."Trust me. After what they just heard about Hargast, they'll think I'm acting out of desperate bravado. They'll accept the challenges just to make an example of me."

Huh. That's actually... pretty smart of Valiant.

The informants nodded and disappeared into the streets.

"They'll never expect what's coming," Valiant said, turning back to Adom. "They probably think you got lucky or Hargast was having an off night. The Undertow runs on reputation, and right now, you don't have one."

"And after tonight?"

Valiant grinned. "After tonight, that will change dramatically."

They left the fighting pit with Valiant leading the way. The mouse beastkin practically bounced with each step.

"One down, two to go!" he declared as they emerged into the night air. "Next stop, the Nightshades!"

Adom adjusted his mask, ensuring it was still secure. "Are you sure you want to continue tonight? Your people might need time to reorganize."

"Are you kidding?" Valiant spun to face him, eyes bright with excitement. "Strike while the iron's hot! Word will spread through the Undertow like wildfire. If we wait, the other gangs will have time to prepare." He rubbed his paws together gleefully. "Besides, I want to see the look on Selina's face when her precious panther champion gets tossed around like a ball of yarn!"

Zuni chirped from Adom's shoulder, seemingly sharing in Valiant's enthusiasm.

"Fine," Adom sighed. "Lead the way."

*****

One hour later...

The abandoned Silk Market was a maze of half-collapsed wooden stalls and tattered banners, illuminated by scattered torches that cast twisting shadows across the cobblestones.

Unlike the fighting pit, this challenge would take place in the open air, with spectators perched on rooftops and balconies surrounding the central market square.

As they approached, Valiant's excited chatter died away. He suddenly looked nervous.

"Selina fights differently than Greeve," he whispered. "The Nightshades aren't just thugs—they're assassins, information brokers, blackmailers. They don't believe in fair fights."

"You're telling me this now?" Adom asked, adjusting his mask.

"Just be careful. Dasha—their champion—she's fast. Really fast."

The crowd parted as they entered the square, whispers spreading like wildfire. News of Hargast's defeat had clearly preceded them.

That was fast.

In the center stood a slender panther beastkin, her black fur gleaming in the torchlight. Unlike Hargast's brutish presence, Dasha exuded lethal elegance. She wore minimal leather armor that left her limbs free to move, and her claws—both natural and the metal extensions fitted over her fingers—glinted wickedly.

Beside her stood a woman Adom presumed was Selina—tall, pale, with hair so blonde it appeared white in the flickering light. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted them.

"So," she called across the square, "the mouse comes to challenge with his mysterious champion." Her voice carried a slight accent Adom couldn't place. "We heard what happened at the pit. Impressive... if true."

Valiant stepped forward, somehow managing to look commanding despite his size. "Selina of the Nightshades, I invoke the Right of Contest for the return of my merchants' quarter network and all associated assets."

Selina's lips curved into a cold smile. "And if we refuse?"

"Then word spreads that the Nightshades fear a fight they cannot win," Valiant replied. "How long before your own people start questioning your leadership?"

The crowd muttered. Selina's smile faltered slightly.

"Very well," she said finally. "Dasha will fight your champion. The usual rules—no magic, no Fluid." She looked directly at Adom. "And no tricks."

Dasha stretched languidly, rolling her shoulders. "This won't take long," she purred, her tail swishing behind her.

Adom stepped forward, studying his opponent. Where Hargast had been all brute force, Dasha was clearly built for speed and precision. Her muscles rippled beneath her fur, coiled and ready.

"Begin!" Selina shouted, stepping back.

[Flow Prediction]

Unlike Hargast, Dasha didn't rush in. She circled, analyzing, tail flicking methodically. Adom mirrored her movements, keeping his distance. The crowd grew restless, muttering at the lack of immediate action.

Dasha lunged suddenly. She was like a blur. Black and silver.

Adom sidestepped, but she anticipated this, changing direction mid-air with feline agility. Her claws raked across his shoulder—not deep, but enough to draw blood.

"First blood," she hissed, eyes gleaming.

Adom touched his shoulder, feeling the wetness. The cut stung, but wasn't serious. He'd been too slow—or rather, she'd been faster than expected.

[+3 White Wyrm's Body]
[+2 Healing Factor]

Hey, at least I got something out of it.

"You're not going to knock me out with one punch," Dasha taunted, resuming her circling. "I'm not some lumbering ogre."

She was right. This fight required different tactics. Adom adjusted his stance, centering his weight more, preparing for rapid movement.

Dasha attacked again, this time feinting left before diving right. Adom read the movement but still barely avoided her main attack, catching another shallow cut across his forearm.

The panther beastkin laughed, a throaty sound. "Too slow, masked man."

Adom remained silent, calculating. He needed to anticipate better, commit to his movements more fully. With [Flow Prediction] active, he could see her intentions forming before she moved, but her natural speed made capitalizing on that knowledge difficult.

The next time she attacked, he was ready. Instead of dodging, he stepped into her path, forcing her to adjust. As she twisted, he struck—not with full strength, but with precision—catching her side with a short, sharp blow.

Dasha grunted, eyes widening in surprise as she skidded sideways. The crowd gasped. She touched her ribs, wincing.

"Lucky hit," she snarled, but her confidence had clearly faltered.

Now Adom advanced, no longer waiting for her attacks. He moved deliberately, controlling the space between them. When Dasha darted in, he was there to meet her, blocking her path and forcing her to retreat or risk another precise strike.

Frustration showed in her movements—more aggression, less calculation. Exactly what Adom wanted.

"Stand still!" she hissed, launching a flurry of attacks that Adom neutralized with controlled movements, each time positioning himself to limit her options.

When she overextended on a desperate lunge, Adom saw his opportunity. He sidestepped her claws, grabbed her extended arm, and used her own momentum to slam her into the ground.

The impact knocked the wind from her lungs. Before she could recover, Adom pinned her, applying carefully modulated pressure to her shoulder—enough to immobilize without causing permanent damage.

"Yield," he said quietly.

Dasha struggled, then went limp as Adom increased the pressure slightly. "I... yield," she gasped.

The crowd erupted into a mixture of cheers and disbelieving shouts. Selina stood frozen, her composed facade cracking.

Adom released Dasha and stepped back, offering a hand to help her up. She ignored it, rising with a wince.

"Who are you?" she asked, rubbing her shoulder.

"Just someone who knows how to read his opponents," Adom replied.

Valiant was practically dancing with excitement, hopping from one foot to another. Zuni chirped happily beside him.

"By the Right of Contest, the merchants' quarter network and all associated assets now belong to the Whisperers," Selina declared formally, though her voice was tight with suppressed anger.

"Two down!" Valiant crowed, hurrying to Adom's side. "You're amazing! But are you okay? Those cuts—"

"They're nothing," Adom said, wiping blood from his shoulder. "Let's move on."

As the crowd dispersed and Selina's people reluctantly gathered to acknowledge their new leadership, Valiant grabbed Zuni and hugged the quillick tightly. "We're going to rule the Undertow by morning!"

*****

Two hours later...

The slaughterhouse district carried its name honestly.

The stench of old blood and decay hung in the air, turning stronger as they approached the Red Hooks' territory. Their headquarters was a three-story abattoir, its stone walls stained dark with years of butchery.

By now, a substantial crowd followed them—Valiant's reclaimed informants, curious onlookers, and those eager to witness the masked champion's third challenge. The story of his victories had spread like wildfire through the Undertow, growing with each telling.

"The Red Hooks are the worst," Valiant warned, his earlier exuberance tempered by obvious anxiety. "Their leader, Rukkus, he's... not right in the head. And the Butcher—" He swallowed. "They call him that for a reason."

As they approached the abattoir, figures emerged from the shadows—men and women with red hooks tattooed on their forearms or necks, all armed, all watching with predatory focus.

The massive doors of the abattoir swung open. A mountain of a man stepped out—easily seven feet tall, with shoulders like a bull and arms corded with muscle. His face was a nightmare of scar tissue, one eye milky white, the other glittering with malice. In his hand, he carried a massive cleaver crusted with what looked like dried blood.

"The Butcher," someone whispered behind them.

Behind him came a smaller figure—a wiry man with a shock of red hair and a necklace made of what appeared to be human teeth. Ugh.

His smile didn't reach his eyes.

"Valiant Maus," the man said, his voice surprisingly soft. "Come to lose everything, have you?"

"Rukkus," Valiant replied, standing straighter. "I invoke the Right of Contest for the return of my eastern district network."

Rukkus ran a finger along his necklace, toying with one of the teeth. "I've heard strange tales tonight. Your masked friend beat Hargast with one punch. He outmaneuvered Dasha like she was a kitten." His eyes fixed on Adom. "But the Butcher isn't like them. The Butcher enjoys pain."

The massive man grinned, revealing blackened teeth. He dragged his cleaver across the ground, creating a sound like a dying animal.

"No magic, no Fluid," Rukkus continued, circling them. "Just flesh against flesh. Blood against blood." He stopped, his smile widening. "Fight till submission... or death."

Adom studied the Butcher carefully. Unlike his previous opponents, there was no calculation in those eyes—only hunger. This wasn't just a fighter; this was a sadist who lived for combat.

The fight area had been prepared in advance—a crude ring marked with splashes of red paint that Adom suspected wasn't paint at all.

 What the hell is wrong with these people?

The crowd pressed back against surrounding buildings, leaving the center clear.

"Begin whenever you're ready," Rukkus said, stepping back with a theatrical bow.

The Butcher didn't wait. He charged with surprising speed, cleaver raised high.

[Flow Prediction]

"Whoa!"

Adom dodged the initial swing, feeling the air displacement as the massive blade whistled past his head. The Butcher's momentum carried him forward, but unlike Hargast, he recovered quickly, pivoting with unexpected agility for his size.

The second attack came low, forcing Adom to leap backward. The Butcher pressed forward relentlessly, each swing of his cleaver driving Adom further back.

This wasn't working.

Unlike Dasha, who could be countered with positioning, or Hargast, who overcommitted to his attacks, the Butcher combined raw power with controlled aggression. He didn't expose weaknesses; he created openings through sheer pressure.

Time to change strategies.

When the next attack came, instead of retreating, Adom stepped into the Butcher's space. The move surprised his opponent, disrupting his rhythm. Adom struck hard at the Butcher's cleaver arm, aiming for the nerve cluster near the elbow.

The Butcher grunted, his grip on the weapon loosening momentarily—but not enough to drop it. He slammed his free fist into Adom's chest, sending him staggering back.

"You hit hard, little man," the Butcher growled, voice like gravel. "But not hard enough."

Adom steadied himself, re-evaluating. The Butcher was stronger than he'd anticipated, and far more resistant to pain. Direct attacks wouldn't work; he needed to be smarter.

He circled warily, watching the Butcher's movements. The man relied heavily on his right side, favoring his cleaver arm. There was a slight hitch in his left knee—an old injury, perhaps.

The Butcher attacked again, a diagonal slash that would have bisected Adom if it had connected. Adom ducked under it and drove his fist into the Butcher's left knee with carefully controlled force—enough to cause pain without shattering the joint.

Getting the hang of it. He thought. This series of brawls had become an opportunity for him to learn how to control his skill.

And it was working.

The Butcher roared, leg buckling slightly. Adom followed through immediately, hammering two rapid strikes to the man's ribs before dancing away from the retaliatory swing.

"I'll skin you alive!" the Butcher snarled, fury replacing his earlier confidence.

The fight intensified.

The Butcher abandoned technique for rage-fueled power, each attack wilder than the last. Adom remained disciplined, targeting weak points systematically—the injured knee, the overextended elbow, the unprotected ribs.

Blood streaked the Butcher's face from a cut over his eye. One arm hung slightly lower than the other, the accumulation of Adom's precise strikes taking their toll. But still, he kept coming, driven by something beyond pain or reason.

The crowd had fallen silent, watching in awed disbelief as the masked challenger systematically dismantled the Butcher.

When the Butcher lunged forward in a desperate attack, Adom was ready. He stepped aside, caught the cleaver arm at the wrist, and applied a joint lock.

It wasn't much. He just stopped using [Flow Prediction] for less than a second and...

"AAAARGH!"

The sickening crack of breaking bone echoed through the slaughterhouse district.

The cleaver clattered to the ground. The Butcher dropped to one knee, his right arm hanging uselessly.

"Yield," Adom said firmly, standing over him.

The Butcher looked up, his one good eye burning with hatred. "Never," he spat, then lunged for Adom's legs.

Adom sidestepped the clumsy attack and delivered a final, precise strike to the base of the Butcher's skull—just enough to render him unconscious without causing permanent damage.

The Butcher collapsed face-first onto the bloody ground.

Silence stretched for several heartbeats before Rukkus began to slow-clap.

"Well played, masked man," he said softly. "Well played indeed."

I do not like this guy. Thought Adom.

Valiant stood speechless, actual tears welling in his eyes. Behind him, his reclaimed informants stared in disbelief. Zuni chirped excitedly, bouncing on his haunches.

"By the Right of Contest," Rukkus declared, his voice carrying across the silent crowd, "the eastern district network and all associated assets now belong to the Whisperers."

Valiant finally broke his stunned silence, rushing forward with Zuni in his arms. The mouse beastkin was openly weeping.

"You did it," he choked out. "You actually did it! All three! In one night!" Tears streamed down his furry face. "I can't believe... I never thought..."

Unable to complete his sentence, Valiant simply hugged Adom's legs, Zuni sandwiched between them chirping happily.

"Thank you," Valiant whispered. "Thank you."

            

    
        Chapter 72. The Talk

    
    
    
    
                
"Does it hurt?" Valiant asked, dabbing antiseptic on the shallow cuts across Adom's shoulder.

They were back in Valiant's living room. The place looked different now—more alive. Extra lamps had been lit. Papers were spread across the table. A half-eaten celebration pastry sat abandoned on a plate. The room practically hummed with new energy.

"Not really," Adom replied, wincing slightly as the antiseptic stung. Surprisingly, it... didn't hurt as much as he thought it would. The cuts could have been much worse without [White Wyrm's Body]. They were already closing after less than an hour, and had valiant not insisted on the antiseptic, Adom wouldn't have done it.

"I've had worse."

"I know you have." Valiant's paws worked with surprising delicacy.

Zuni chirped from a nearby shelf, where he was methodically reorganizing Valiant's collection of small trinkets.

"Yeah, exactly what I was thinking," Valiant replied to the quillick. "This kid's really somehting."

"You understand him now?" Adom asked.

"No, but it feels rude not to respond." Valiant finished bandaging Adom's shoulder and stepped back to admire his work. "I can't believe we pulled it off. THREE major gangs in ONE night!" He spun in a circle, arms outstretched. "The Whisperers are back baby!"

"Don't strain yourself," Adom said dryly. "Your ego looks heavy."

"Oh, let me have this." Valiant hopped onto the table, dancing a little jig that sent papers flying. "Do you have ANY idea how long I've worked for this? My uncle spent YEARS building his network, and I lost it in weeks! And now—" He did a surprisingly athletic backflip. Huh. "—it's all back!"

"I'm happy for you." And Adom genuinely was. There was something infectious about the mouse beastkin's unbridled joy.

"We should celebrate!" Valiant declared, snatching up the half-eaten pastry. "I know a place that serves the best honey cakes in—"

"I need a favor."

Valiant froze mid-bite. "A favor? You just reclaimed my entire life's work, and you're asking for a favor like it's some big request?" He set down the pastry and planted his paws on his hips. "Name it. Anything. You want someone followed? Information on a noble? The crown jewels? I mean, that last one might be tricky, but—"

"I need information on the House of Merchants."

"Oh." Valiant's whiskers twitched. "That's... surprisingly reasonable."

Adom leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "I'm establishing a guild. We have property, funding, but we need to secure a seat in the House of Merchants."

"Wait, YOU'RE starting a merchant guild?" Valiant blinked rapidly. "I thought it was just some research project for the Academy or something. You're literally thirteen."

"Almost fourteen," Adom corrected.

"And that makes it better how? Most kids your age are worrying about homework, not establishing merchant guilds and punching ogres."

"I'm not most kids."

"Clearly." Valiant rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "So a merchant guild, huh? What kind?"

"Magical artifacts, mainly. Monster parts, rare components. Possibly some alchemical supplies."

Valiant's eyes widened. "That's... high-end merchandise. Very profitable, but also very competitive."

"Which is why I need information on who we're up against." Adom glanced around the room. "Your network reaches the merchant districts, right?"

"Does a bear shit in the woods?" Valiant paused. "Actually, some bears probably don't. Zoo bears, for instance. Or bears in very urban—"

"Valiant."




"Right, sorry. Yes, we have eyes and ears throughout the merchant districts. After tonight, even more."

Adom nodded. "I need to know everything. Who holds the power in the House. Who can be bribed. Who can be reasoned with. Who's untouchable. Alliances, feuds, scandals—anything we can use."

"That's a lot of intelligence gathering," Valiant said, suddenly more businesslike. "But doable."

"There's more," Adom continued. "I want to propose a partnership. Once we establish the guild, I want your network to expand with us."

Valiant's ears perked up. "Expand? Like... legitimate business expand?"

"Exactly. Your people become our eyes and ears across the world. We provide resources, backing, protection."

"You're serious?" Valiant's voice had lost its usual manic edge, replaced by something quieter, more intense.

"Completely."

"My uncle..." Valiant looked away, blinking rapidly. "He always said the real dream wasn't just running an information network, but using it to actually change things down here." He gestured toward the window. "With enough resources, enough legitimate business, we could start making the Dregs better. Give people real work. Real opportunities."

"That's what I'm offering. The guild could invest in the Dregs. Infrastructures, jobs, security. I think there's a lot of potential here. Eren's a living proof of that."

Valiant studied him for a long moment, then his face split into a grin. "Well then, partner, consider the Whisperers at your service." He extended his paw.

Adom shook it. "Get me that information on the House of Merchants. We'll meet again in a few days to discuss next steps."

"A few days? I can have preliminary reports by tomorrow!"

"Be thorough, not just fast. We only get one shot at this."

Valiant nodded, trying to contain his excitement and failing miserably. "Right. Thorough. Quality over quantity. Got it."

Adom rose from his chair, feeling the fatigue of the night finally catching up to him. Zuni hopped from the shelf to his shoulder, settling into his familiar spot.

"You might want to consider getting some protection," Adom said, adjusting his mask back over his face. "You just became much more important to a lot more people."

"Protection?" Valiant scoffed. "I wouldn't need protection if I had electrical powers."

Adom laughed despite himself. "Still on that, are you?"

"Always will be," Valiant replied with a theatrical sigh. "One lightning-wielding mouse could change the world, I tell you."

"Try to be discreet."

"I'm the soul of discretion!"

Adom gave him a look.

"Okay, fine. I'll be extra careful. Extra, EXTRA careful."

"That's all I ask. Goodnight, Valiant."

"It's morning, actually."

"That too."

As Adom stepped outside into the early morning light, Valiant called after him: "Hey, Adom?"

He turned back. "Yes?"

Valiant was standing in the doorway, suddenly looking smaller and oddly vulnerable. "I know I said this already, but, uh, thanks. For everything. I really mean it."

The sincerity in his voice caught Adom off guard.

"You're welcome," he replied simply.

Valiant nodded once, then his usual manic energy returned. "Now go get some sleep! You look terrible! And don't forget—The Whisperers and Adom's Mystery Guild, partners in crime!" He paused. "Well, not actual crime. Unless necessary. Which it probably won't be! But if it is—"

Adom closed the door.

*****




Adom yawned as he pushed open the door to his dorm room.

Morning light streamed through the hallway windows behind him. His muscles ached. The cuts on his shoulder stung. He wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed and sleep for a week.








Instead, he found Sam on the floor, arms trembling slightly as he pushed himself up and down.

"Forty-eight... forty-nine... fifty..." Sam grunted, holding the position at the top of the last push-up for a moment before looking up. "Well, look who's back."

"Damn. Fifty in a row?" Adom closed the door behind him, Zuni hopping from his shoulder to scurry across to his own little nest of blankets in the corner.

"Fifty-two, actually." Sam sat back on his heels, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. "You missed morning count."

"I was busy."

"I noticed." Sam reached for a small towel draped over his bed. "Busy avoiding 'the talk,' perhaps?"

Adom winced. "I know how this looks."

"You don't have to feel obligated to tell me anything." Sam dabbed at his face and neck. "Honestly, I shouldn't have pressed—"

"No, no, it's not that." Adom dropped onto his bed, springs creaking under his weight. "I just..."

He exhaled slowly. The truth was, he'd been thinking about this moment for days. What to say, how to say it, whether to say anything at all.

It was a risk. A huge one.

The fewer people who knew his story, the safer he'd be. If the wrong person found out about his regression, about the future he remembered, about his abilities... they could twist it, use it against him. They could mark him as dangerous, unstable, a threat.

So far, only his parents knew the full truth. Bob knew most of it. And now...

Sam.

Trustworthy, loyal, uncomplicated Sam.

Would he even believe it? Would he think Adom had lost his mind? Would it ruin their friendship?

"You look awful, by the way." Sam's voice cut through Adom's thoughts. "No offense, but you look like you got dragged through the entire Undertow backwards."

"Thanks for the assessment."

"Maybe you should stay in today. Skip classes."

"That bad, huh?"

"It's mostly theory lessons anyway." Sam shrugged. "Nothing you can't catch up on."

"Yeah, I was planning to take a sick day regardless." Adom rubbed his eyes. They felt like they'd been scrubbed with sand.

Sam stood, stretching his arms over his head. "Well, if you need anything—"

"Sit down." The words came out more abruptly than Adom intended. "Please."

Sam paused, then slowly lowered himself onto his own bed, facing Adom. "Alright."

"What I'm about to tell you might sound crazy." Adom found himself staring at the floor, unable to meet Sam's eyes. "Hell, even I still have questions about how it happened."

"You're making me nervous."

Adom looked up, meeting Sam's gaze directly. "I'm a regressor."

Sam's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"I died."

"You... what?" Sam's voice rose slightly, confusion evident.

"Not for long," Adom added quickly, realizing how that sounded. "I mean, I died when I was seventy-nine. In the future. Then I met Death, and she sent me back."

"She?" Sam repeated. "Death was a woman?"

That's all you got from that?

"She appeared that way to me." Adom continued, deciding to not chang the subject. "It's different for everyone. Could be a man, a boy, a truck, whatever."

"A truck?"

"It's a sort of vehicle that won't be invented for another fifty years or so."

Sam didn't respond. He just stared, his expression unreadable.

Adom took a deep breath. "In my past life—or future life, I guess—things went badly. Really badly. The world basically went to shit."

"Went to... okay." Sam's voice was carefully neutral. "And Death sent you back to fix things?"

"Sort of." Adom shifted on the bed. "Look, in my original timeline, I was sick. Weak. Unable to do anything. I lived through the rise of the World Dungoen. Watched as the world tore itself apart with new powers nobody understood how to control. I was too old to develop Fluid abilities, so I just... watched."

Sam remained silent, but his eyes never left Adom's face.

"By the time I was seventy-nine, more than half the world's population was dead. Civilizations had collapsed. The few mage enclaves that survived were under constant attack. I had nothing left. So I killed myself."

"You killed yourself," Sam repeated flatly.

"Yes. And that's when I met Death." Adom's fingers absently traced patterns on his blanket. "She offered me a deal. Come back, try again, get a second chance—but with knowledge that could help me change things."

He continued, detailing his regression, his memories of the future, the chaos that would come. He explained his accelerated development, his unusual skill with magic, his behavior as of late his plans and preparations.

He told Sam about his parents, about Bob, about his time at the Academy. How he was trying to gather allies, build resources, prepare for what was coming.

"So when you made that potion in the alchemy in class," Sam interrupted, "when you seemed to know exactly what to do..."

"I'd seen it done before. In my previous life."

Sam fell silent again, processing.

Adom continued his story, explaining more about the future—the technologies, the conflicts, the changes both wonderful and terrible. How the emergence of Dragon's Breath would upend the world's power structures. How unprepared they all were.

Finally, after nearly an hour of talking, Adom fell silent.

Sam hadn't moved throughout the entire explanation. He sat perfectly still, barely even blinking, just listening and absorbing.

The silence stretched between them, growing heavier by the second.

Adom watched his friend carefully. He trusted Sam to keep his secret, that wasn't in question. What had stopped him from revealing himself earlier wasn't lack of trust, but fear—a lingering, irrational fear born from the shock of regression. Fear of rejection, of disbelief, of somehow making things worse by sharing his knowledge.

"Say something," Adom finally said.

Sam took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "Well," he said, "that explains a few things."

"You're not freaking out?" Adom asked, genuinely surprised by Sam's calm reaction.

Sam adjusted his glasses, pushing them higher on his nose with one finger. "Well, I had several theories. Time travel was one of them."

"Time travel."

"I knew you were still Adom, but also... not Adom. See what I mean?"

"Mm-hmm."

Sam's composure suddenly cracked. He leaned forward, eyes wide with excitement. "This is absolutely mind-blowing! Do you realize the implications? The metaphysical ramifications alone are staggering!"

"Keep your voice down," Adom hissed.

"Sorry, sorry." Sam lowered his volume but couldn't contain his enthusiasm. "It's just—wow. I know why you hesitated to tell anyone. The world's stance on temporal manipulation is extremely clear. People have been executed for merely attempting theoretical time travel spells."

"Hence my caution."

"But this is different. You didn't cause it. Death herself—or itself, I suppose—intervened." Sam's hands moved as he spoke, gesturing excitedly. "Your sudden behavioral changes, your advanced abilities, your seemingly impossible knowledge—it all fits a regression hypothesis perfectly."

"You actually believe me."

"Of course I do. A simple head injury couldn't possibly account for such fundamental changes. The statistical probability of someone spontaneously developing your level of skill is approximately one in seven-point-three million, according to Professor Nembrecht's research on prodigies."

"You calculated the odds?"

"I had time to think." Sam suddenly gasped. "Oh! Oh! You didn't say anything about me in the future! What was I like as an adult? I probably died before you, but still. Was I tall? Did I grow taller than you? Did I have a wife? What was her name? Did I become a researcher like I've always wanted?"

Adom fell silent. He looked at his friend's eager face, the excited gleam in his eyes, and felt a weight settle in his chest.

"Sam," he said quietly.

Something in his tone made Sam's smile fade. "What is it?"

Adom offered an apologetic half-smile. "You killed yourself during our fourth year at the Academy. Because of the bullying."

"Oh." Sam's voice was very small. "That's... that's darker than I imagined."

The room felt suddenly still. Zuni, sensing the shift in mood, chirped softly from his corner.

"I'm sorry," Adom said. "I shouldn't have—"

"No." Sam straightened his shoulders. "I'm not the same Sam who would do that."

"Sam—"

"I mean it." His voice was firm now. "I'm determined to be the best version of myself. This just gives me more reason to try harder." He suddenly got up. "I will go above and beyond!"

"That was incredibly cringy."

"I know, right?" Sam grinned, adjusting his glasses again. "But I meant it. Anyway, since you're technically an old man now, don't you get bored hanging around with a kid like me?"

"It's a bit more complicated than that." Adom started removing his shoes and glasses. "But that's a story for another time."

"Fair enough." Sam watched as Adom stripped down to his underwear, exposing a few more shallow cuts and bruises across his torso. "Where did you get all those, by the way?"

"I'll tell you about that tomorrow." Adom yawned widely. "It's been a long night."

He collapsed onto his bed, feeling the familiar bone-deep weariness that came from using his abilities extensively. Every time he pushed his skills—especially [Healing Factor]—it drained his energy reserves more and more.

"You look like you're about to pass out," Sam observed.

"Acute observation." Adom's eyelids felt like they had stones tied to them. "Wake me if the building's on fire. Otherwise, assume I'm dead."

"Technically, you already were."

"Shut up, Sam."

"Sleep well, old man."

As consciousness slipped away, Adom felt an unexpected lightness. Telling Sam had been easier than he'd expected. No drama, no disbelief, just... acceptance. And maybe a bit too much enthusiasm.

He should have done it sooner.

His last thought before sleep claimed him was that he'd forgotten to tell Sam about Cass and the merchant guild.

Tomorrow, he decided. He'd explain everything tomorrow.

Then he was gone, pulled under by exhaustion, while Zuni chirped softly in the corner and Sam quietly returned to his push-ups, counting under his breath.

"One... two... fifty-three was my record. I can do better... three..."





            

    
        Chapter 73. Shadows

    
    
    
    
                
Adom stood in line at the post office, tapping the envelope against his palm. It felt heavier than it should have, though it contained just a single sheet of paper. He counted the people ahead of him.

 




Four.

His eyes drifted to the clock on the wall. 1:17 PM. The place smelled of paper and ink and something faintly spicy that might have been the perfume of the woman two spots ahead. He stifled a yawn. Six hours of sleep hadn't been nearly enough, and his body was making that abundantly clear. The bed back in his dorm still called to him like a siren.

The line shuffled forward.

The letter to Duke Lightbringer was carefully worded, signed with his father's name and sealed with the House Sylla crest he'd borrowed from the Academy's heraldry collection. Not technically forgery since his father would absolutely approve, but still not entirely aboveboard. The Duke would understand the necessity.

Three people ahead.

Adom shifted his weight from one foot to the other. The messenger service wasn't cheap, especially for priority delivery to Sundar, but he needed this letter in Duke Lightbringer's hands by tomorrow evening at the latest. The Duke had connections throughout the House of Merchants—connections that could mean the difference between securing their seat and watching the whole plan collapse.

Two people ahead.

His finger traced the wax seal. High-quality stuff, at least. The kind that would pass cursory inspection from the Duke's staff. And the letterhead was genuine House Sylla stationery. His mother had given him a stack when he was leaving Kati. "For whatever important matters may arise," she'd said quietly.

At the time, Adom had simply nodded and tucked them away. He hadn't expected to need them so soon, and certainly not for something like merchant guild applications.

The line moved again.

Zuni chirped quietly from inside Adom's jacket pocket, apparently bored with the waiting. Adom gently tapped the pocket, signaling for quiet. The last thing he needed was to draw attention in a public place.

One person ahead.

The clerk behind the counter looked half-asleep, weighing packages and stamping forms. His eyes never quite focused on the customers, and his responses were monosyllabic grunts that somehow still conveyed exactly what he meant.

"Next."

Adom stepped forward, placing the envelope on the counter. "Priority delivery to Sundar. House Lightbringer estate."

The clerk raised an eyebrow, finally looking fully awake. "House Lightbringer? That's noble correspondence." His eyes flicked to the seal. "Hmm, is that... House Sylla? I'll need verification."

Adom slid his Academy identification across the counter. "I'm authorized to send on behalf of Lord Sylla."

It wasn't a complete lie. His father had given him carte blanche when it came to correspondence, even if he hadn't specifically approved this particular letter.

The clerk examined the ID, then the letter, then Adom's face.

"Hmm."

Adom met his gaze evenly.

After a moment, the clerk nodded and reached for his stamp. "Fifteen silver for priority to Kati. Twenty if you want confirmation of receipt."

"Twenty, then." Adom counted out the coins from his pouch, placing them on the counter with a soft clink.

The clerk swept the money into his drawer and handed Adom a receipt. "One to two days delivery. Confirmation will come by return messenger."

"Thank you."

That done, Adom stepped back into the morning sunlight, checking the second item off his mental list.

The first had been easier—just asking Sam to approach his father about sponsorship. Sam had agreed immediately, almost eager for the chance to show his usefulness. "My father's always going on about business opportunities," he'd said. "He'll jump at this if I frame it right."

Adom wasn't so sure, but he trusted Sam to handle it.

Pulling out a folded piece of paper from his pocket, Adom consulted his to-do list. Sam's request was marked with a check. The letter to Duke Lightbringer now had one too. Next on the list: "Visit Mr. Biggins - sponsor #3."


He tucked the list away and headed east, toward the merchant district. The early afternoon crowds parted around him as he walked, lost in thought.

Today's brief sleep had been... strange. In fact, these past few days, all his dreams had been sporadic, disjointed things. Random images, forgotten upon waking.

But this time was different.

He'd dreamed of the tree again—that apple tree in the cave, its branches thriving sunlight he had no idea where the source was. And at its base, surrounded by twisted roots and leaves, lay the egg. It burned with blue fire that gave off no heat, its flames licking the air but consuming nothing.

In the dream, he'd approached the egg, reached out to touch it. But just before his fingers made contact, the scene dissolved, and then he would wake up.

Before, it had taken Veyshari tea to induce such vivid dreams. But now they were coming on their own, unannounced and uninvited.

Perhaps Mr. Biggins would know something about it. The old dragon had been alive for centuries, after all. If anyone might recognize the significance of recurring dreams about eggs wreathed in blue flame, it would be him.

A cart rumbled past, splashing through a puddle. Adom sidestepped neatly, avoiding the spray.

Mr. Biggins's shop wasn't far now. Just past the baker's and around the corner. The wooden sign—"Weird Stuff Store"—came into view, swinging gently in the afternoon breeze. No cats today. They were rarely here as of late.

Third sponsor, and perhaps answers about the dreams. Two birds, one stone.

Adom rolled his shoulders, feeling the lingering soreness from last night's fights. The cuts on his arm had already completely healed, leaving only faint pink lines where Dasha's claws had struck.

[Healing Factor] was certainly useful, even if it drained him for heavier wounds. And sleeping seemed to accelerate the healing, too.

Zuni chirped again from his pocket, more insistently this time.

"I know, I know," Adom muttered. "We'll get lunch after this."

The quillick's answering chirp sounded suspiciously like disagreement.

As Adom reached for the shop door, he paused, glancing back over his shoulder at the busy street. For a moment, he'd felt... something. A prickling at the back of his neck, like he was being watched.

But the feeling passed as quickly as it had come. Just nerves, probably. Or lack of sleep.

The bell above the door jingled as Adom pushed it open, releasing the shop's scent— this time, a peculiar blend of old parchment, exotic spices, and something faintly metallic.

Emma stood behind the counter, her hair pulled back in a messy bun, absentmindedly reshelfving a row of small crystal figurines. She looked up at the sound of the bell, her rehearsed greeting already halfway out.

"Welcome to Weird stuff st—oh, hey Adom!" Her professional smile shifted to genuine recognition. A small crystal dragon nearly toppled from her hand before she caught it with an impressively quick save.

"Hey Emma. It's been a while." Adom nodded, stepping over what appeared to be a self-sweeping broom that had fallen asleep on the job. The bristles snored softly against the floorboards.

Was this by design?

"Almost three weeks." She carefully set down the dragon figurine. "I was starting to think you'd found a better weird stuff store."

"As if such a thing exists." Adom glanced around at the impossibly cramped shelves that somehow contained more items than the space should physically allow. "How's fourth year treating you?"

"Brutal." She tapped a thick tome beneath the counter. "Professor Lachtna assigned a fifteen-page essay on the sociopolitical implications of healing magic. Due tomorrow."

"Sounds thrilling."

"About as thrilling as watching paint dry on a sloth." She blew a stray hair from her face. "How about you? Still the Academy's most famous third year?"

"I prefer 'enigmatic,'" Adom replied. "Is Mr. Biggins around?"

"Yeah, he's in the b—"

"ADOM SYLLA!" The voice boomed from somewhere behind the beaded curtain at the back of the shop, causing several delicate glass objects to rattle ominously on their shelves.

The curtain parted with dramatic flair as Mr. Biggins emerged, resplendent in a purple top hat adorned with what might have been peacock feathers (if peacocks were fluorescent and occasionally blinked). His coat—a patchwork affair of at least seventeen different fabrics—swirled around his ankles as he strode forward.

"Perfect timing! Absolutely perfect!" Mr. Biggins declared, adjusting his monocle, which magnified his right eye to almost comical proportions. "I was just saying to myself, 'Biggins, what you need right now is an Adom Sylla,' and lo and behold—here you are!"

Emma stifled a laugh. "I was just telling him you were in the—"

"No time for explanations!" Biggins cut her off, seizing Adom by the arm with surprising strength. "Terribly urgent business, my boy. Simply can't wait."

"Whoa!" Adom found himself being steered toward the door.

"Emma, dear!" Biggins called over his shoulder. "Mind the shop! Everything is one hundred percent off for the next hour!"

Emma's eyebrows shot up. "One hundred percent off? As in... free?"

"Precisely! Marvelous grasp of mathematics you have." Biggins beamed at her. "Take care of yourself as well! Don't let the miniature kraken out of its tank—it's been rather moody since Tuesday."

Before Adom could process what was happening, he was halfway out the door, Zuni chirping in confusion from his pocket.

"Wait—one hundred percent off?" Adom asked. "Are you looking for another employee or going out of business?"

Biggins tsked, pushing him fully outside. "As greedy as a dragon, this one! Already has a mountain of gold and still wants discounts."

Did he just imply dragons are greedy? Adom wondered, not for the first time.

He'd always wanted to ask if the stereotypes were true, but something about Biggins's knowing smile always made him hesitate.

The door closed behind them with a definitive click, Emma's bewildered expression visible through the window as she looked around at the suddenly free merchandise.

"She'll be fine," Biggins said, adjusting his hat. "Probably."

"Wait—slow down!" Adom tried to dig in his heels, but it was like trying to anchor a ship with a teacup. Biggins propelled him forward with uncanny momentum, weaving through the crowded marketplace with the precision of a needle through fabric.

Yes. That was... the perfect description. This could only be a spell, as Adom was not even using his legs, they were just... moving between people, like fluid.

Did that make sense?

That did not make any sense.

"No time for dawdling!" Biggins declared, his purple hat somehow remaining perfectly balanced despite their pace. They were probably faster than a horse at full speed right now. "No time at all!"

The afternoon crowd was thick—merchants haggling, customers browsing, street performers juggling what appeared to be small flaming salamanders. A cart of apples tipped over as they rushed past, sending fruit rolling across cobblestones.

"What's going o- WHOA!" Adom nearly collided with a woman carrying a stack of fabric bolts. "Sorry!" he called back as Biggins yanked him onward.

Zuni chirped frantically from his pocket, tiny quills vibrating in agitation.

"Aha!" Biggins exclaimed, not slowing. "Listen to your little friend there! Quillicks know! They always know!"

"Know what?" Adom stumbled over an uneven paving stone. "What is he saying?"

Biggins suddenly stopped—so abruptly that Adom nearly crashed into him. The old shopkeeper's expression shifted, playfulness giving way to something sharper, more focused. He turned to face Adom directly. His pupils were a line, vertical.

"You're being followed, my boy," he said, voice dropping to just above a whisper. "By shadows."

Adom's blood ran cold. "Shadows? What do you—"

Biggins was already moving again, pulling Adom down a narrow alley between a bakery and a blacksmith's shop. The sounds of the marketplace faded slightly, replaced by the hiss of a forge and the scent of baking bread.

"Don't look now," Biggins murmured, "but they're right behind us. Have probably been since you left your dormitory."

Instinctively, Adom glanced back. The alley appeared empty save for a stray cat licking its paw.

"I don't see anything."

"Of course you don't!" Biggins sounded almost delighted. "That's why they're called shadows, not 'obvious pursuers wearing bright orange hats'!"

They emerged from the alley into a smaller square. A fountain burbled at its center, children tossing copper coins into the water.

"Now that they know you're aware of them," Biggins continued, his pace quickening, "they'll likely move to capture rather than follow. Oh, how exciting!"

"Exciting?" Adom hissed. "I don't even know who 'they' are!"

"Details, details!" Biggins waved dismissively. "The important thing is that we're having an adventure!"

Adom tried to process this madness as Biggins dragged him across the square. He scanned it but saw nothing suspicious—just ordinary people going about their day. No one seemed to be paying them any particular attention.

Then he saw it—or rather, didn't see it. A patch of... nothing. Like a piece of the world had been cut out, leaving a person-shaped hole in reality. It moved with purpose through the crowd, which parted unconsciously around it.

"What the—"

"Don't stare!" Biggins yanked him behind the fountain. "They feed on attention!"

"They what?"

"Figure of speech! Mostly!" Biggins adjusted his hat. "Now, I hope you're not afraid of heights."

Before Adom could respond, Biggins grabbed his arm with both hands. The world lurched sideways, then upward.

"What are you—PUT ME DOWN!"

But it was too late. The ground fell away beneath them. Wind rushed past Adom's face as they shot upward, leaving his stomach somewhere around his ankles. Buildings shrank below, people reduced to specks.

They were flying.

Actually flying.

Zuni chirped in alarm, clinging to the inside of Adom's pocket.

"I HATE FLYING!" Adom shouted over the wind, eyes screwed shut.

"Nonsense!" Biggins called back cheerfully. "Everyone loves flying! They just don't all know it yet!"

Adom risked opening one eye. The city sprawled beneath them, a patchwork of rooftops and streets. People continued their business, apparently oblivious to two figures soaring overhead.

"Why isn't anyone looking up?" Adom managed, fighting nausea.

"We're invisible to most," Biggins explained, steering them east with casual ease. "A simple perception filter. Only those with the Sight can spot us now."

"The Sight?"

"Mages with certain talents, children under seven, cats, and faeries, of course."

"Faeries?!"

"Naturally!"

Adom's tears—whether from the wind or sheer terror, he wasn't sure—blurred his vision as they soared over the eastern districts. The city gave way to suburbs, then to countryside, and finally, the coastline came into view—a long stretch of sand meeting the vast blue expanse of the ocean.

Biggins began to descend toward a secluded cove, hidden from the main beach by jutting rocks. No people. Just sand, waves, and seabirds circling overhead.

Their landing was less graceful than their takeoff. Adom's feet hit the sand first, his knees buckling beneath him. He sprawled forward, face planting into the cool, damp sand as Biggins landed beside him with the delicate precision of a ballet dancer.

"There we are!" the shopkeeper declared, dusting off his coat. "Safe and sound, miles from any shadows!"

Adom pushed himself up, spitting sand. "What," he demanded, "the HELL was that?!"

"Oh, shadows?" Biggins said, brushing sand from his outlandish coat as casually as if Adom had asked about the weather. "Nasty little things. Like parasites, really. They attach themselves to the mortal plane through cracks between dimensions. Must be working for a greater demon, judging by their coordination."

Adom's heart pounded in his chest. His mouth opened, but no words came out. The blood rushing in his ears drowned out even the sound of the waves.

Biggins let out a hearty laugh. "No need to be afraid, my boy! You're with me, after all." He adjusted his monocle with practiced precision. "Most people go their entire lives without seeing shadows. Consider yourself fortunate!"

Adom finally found his voice. "Fortunate? They were hunting me like—"

"One moment, please." Biggins held up a finger, turning toward the horizon.

He clacked his fingers together—a simple snap that shouldn't have sounded like thunder. A shockwave rippled outward, distorting the air like heat over summer roads.

The effect was immediate.

Where there had been nothing but empty beach and sky, Adom now saw them—black figures moving across the sand. Not running, not walking, but gliding. Their forms shifted and wavered, like smoke caught in conflicting winds. They had no faces, just darker spots where features should be.

Adom scrambled to his feet, hands already weaving the pattern for a thunderbolt spell. Electricity crackled between his fingers.

[Thunderb-]

"Oh, no need for that," Biggins said, pulling a set of small glass bottles from his seemingly bottomless pockets. "If they knew who I was, they'd have never followed us here. Poor decision-making, really. In their defense, the shadow brain is quite small. About the size of a pebble."

The shadows advanced, their movements becoming more erratic as they drew closer. One lunged forward, stretching impossibly long, its dark mass hurtling toward Adom.

Biggins stepped in front of him and uncorked a bottle.

What happened next defied explanation.

The shadow screamed—not with a mouth, but with its entire being. The sound pierced Adom's ears like icicles. The black mass contorted, stretched, and then collapsed inward, sucked into the tiny bottle as if it were a black hole.

Biggins corked it casually. "See that? It's all in the wrist." He tossed the bottle to Adom, who caught it reflexively. Inside, the shadow pressed against the glass, its form contorting in rage or pain.

Two more shadows attacked simultaneously, one from above, one from below. Biggins sidestepped the first, uncorking another bottle. The shadow above him screamed as it was pulled in. The one below tried to wrap around his ankles.

"Oldest trick in the book," Biggins scoffed. He stomped his foot, and the sand beneath the shadow turned to glass, trapping part of its form. "You see that, Adom? Always control the battlefield! Remember that!"

The trapped shadow thrashed wildly. Biggins uncorked a third bottle, capturing it with a flourish.

"Are you taking notes? There will be a quiz later!" he called over his shoulder, dodging another attack with a dancer's grace.

Four more shadows circled them now, moving in perfect synchronization. They attacked from all sides at once.

Biggins spun in place, bottles in both hands. His purple hat never moved. The shadows shrieked as they were captured, their sounds cutting off abruptly as the corks went in.

"Teamwork!" Biggins exclaimed. "Shows higher intelligence! Bravo!"

Three more shadows emerged from behind a rock formation. Two charged forward while the third held back.

"The cautious one's the leader," Biggins told Adom. "Always look for the one that hesitates."

The attacking shadows met the same fate as their companions, sucked into bottles with almost comical efficiency.

The leader turned to flee, stretching itself thin, moving across the sand faster than any human could run.

Biggins sighed. "They always run."

Then he simply wasn't where he had been. One moment beside Adom, the next directly in front of the escaping shadow. He hadn't seemed to move—just relocated, as if the space between were an inconvenient detail.

"Going somewhere?" he asked, bottle already uncorked.

The shadow's scream was louder than the others, more desperate. Then silence as the cork went in.

Biggins walked back to Adom, nine bottles clinking in his pockets.

"And that's how it's done," he said, brushing invisible dust from his sleeves. "Shadows are nasty, but predictable. They actually love light, love fear, and have absolutely no appreciation for fine millinery." He adjusted his hat for emphasis.

Adom stood frozen, the bottle still clutched in his hand. Inside, the shadow pressed against the glass, a living blob of darkness.

"What... what are you going to do with them?" he finally managed.

Biggins took the bottle from Adom's hand and examined it like a fine wine. "Oh, various things. Shadow essence has many uses."

He pocketed the bottle and looked at Adom directly, all traces of whimsy suddenly gone from his face.

"So," Biggins said, his voice now serious. "I think it's time we had a little talk, don't you? Have you been dream walking lately, my boy?"





            

    
        Chapter 74. Control

    
    
    
    
                "Dream walking?" Adom asked, the words feeling strange in his mouth. "What are you talking about?"

Biggins studied him. The playful shopkeeper was gone, replaced by someone sharper, more focused.

"Have you been having unusually vivid dreams lately, my boy? Dreams that feel more real than they should?"

Adom's mind immediately flashed to the apple tree, the blue-flamed egg. The cave that felt more solid than any dream had a right to be.

"Wait—that was dream walking?!"

"Well, sort of." Biggins carefully arranged his bottles in a row on a flat rock, each shadow pressing against the glass like angry smoke. "True dream walking is an active skill. What you've experienced sounds more like you've been... invited. Pulled into someone else's dreamscape."

"Someone else's? Who?"

"Spirits are generally the only beings capable of dream walking. Some fae, too." Biggins tapped one bottle thoughtfully. Its occupant recoiled. "More likely, a fae has been pulling you into their realm while you sleep."

Adom sat down heavily on a nearby rock. Sand clung to his clothes, but he hardly noticed. "Why would they do that?"

"That," Biggins said, "is the interesting question." He gestured at the bottled shadows. "These fellows don't typically hunt humans at all. For them to track you—to follow you from the dream realm into the waking world—means you caught their attention. A human crossing into their territory would be quite unusual."

"I don't know what to make of what I saw," Adom admitted, running a hand through his sand-dusted hair. "It seemed significant, but I don't understand why."

"Shadows usually serve demons," Biggins continued. "Which means you've attracted the attention of something far more dangerous than these little parasites."

Adom's brow furrowed. "I... thought demons were extinct."

"Not extinct," Biggins corrected, his voice dropping lower. "Just... contained. Mostly." He tapped the bottle. "These little fellows suggest that 'mostly' might be becoming 'less so' these days."

The dragon looked at him. "Tell me exactly what you saw. Every detail."

Adom closed his eyes, trying to recall the dream precisely. "There's a cave. Not dark, somehow. In it grows an apple tree, its branches spreading out, basking in sunlight even though we're underground. The roots twist around the base of the trunk, and nestled among them is... an egg."

"An egg?"

"Yes. Not a bird's egg. Larger. About the size of my head. And it's wreathed in blue flames that don't burn anything."

Biggins stroked his chin. "Anything else? Any sounds, sensations, presences?"

Adom hesitated. "I think... there was someone else there. I never saw them clearly, but I felt watched. A presence. A woman, maybe. She spoke in what I assumed to be fae language."

"Hmm." Biggins tapped his fingers against his thigh in a complex rhythm. "A dryad, most likely. The tree would be hers—her physical anchor to our world."

"But why pull me into her dreams? I've never even met a dryad."

"Another excellent question." Biggins gathered his bottles, tucking them carefully into various pockets. "I'll need to investigate this further. Dryads don't typically interact with humans unless they have a very specific need. And they certainly don't share visions of blue-flamed eggs."

He approached Adom, suddenly serious. "In the meantime, we need to ensure you don't accidentally drift back. If shadows have found you once, others might follow."

"Others? What others?"

"Let's just say shadows are the less ambitious of the dream predators." Biggins raised his hand toward Adom's forehead. "May I?"

Adom hesitated, then nodded.

Biggins pressed his index finger to the center of Adom's forehead. A warm sensation spread outward, like honey flowing under his skin. For a moment, Adom's vision swam with golden light, and then—nothing. Just the normal afternoon sun, the sound of waves, the smell of salt.

"There," Biggins said, withdrawing his hand. "With this, you shouldn't be able to dream walk again—accidentally or otherwise. You'll be invisible to what should not see you."

"What did you just do?" Adom asked, touching his forehead. It felt normal.

"A simple warding," Biggins replied vaguely. "Nothing to concern yourself with."

"But what about the dryad? If she's trying to contact me for a reason—"

"If a dryad truly needs to speak with you," Biggins interrupted, "she'll find another way. One that doesn't involve painting a target on your back for every shadow creature between here and the Far Realms."

For a long moment, Adom just stared at Biggins.

The old shopkeeper stood there, casually brushing sand from his outlandish coat as if they hadn't just battled shadow creatures. As if he hadn't just casually mentioned demons being interested in Adom. As if everything about this situation was perfectly normal and required no further explanation.

Adom opened his mouth to demand answers, but Biggins cut him off.

"Young Adom. You've already got enough on those shoulders," he said, his voice unexpectedly gentle. "Always overthinking, always worrying. Always trying to carry the weight of every problem you encounter." He adjusted his glasses. "It's a commendable trait, but also exhausting. For you, most of all."

The words hit. Adom closed his mouth.

"Focus on what's in front of you," Biggins continued. "The things within your control. Let others handle what you can't." He tapped the bottles in his pocket. "Yes, a demon showing interest in you is concerning. But I'll look into this matter."

Adom let out a deep exhale.

"So," Biggins said, his tone brightening, "why don't you tell me why you really came to my shop today? I doubt it was just to discuss your dreams—though that turned out to be rather fortuitous timing."

Adom blinked, realizing how far they'd drifted from his original purpose. "I... actually came to ask for your help with something else entirely."

"Thought as much." Biggins smiled. "Well? Out with it, then."

Adom cleared his throat, abruptly shifting mental gears from demon hunters to business plans. It felt absurd to discuss something so mundane after what had just happened, but Biggins was waiting expectantly.

"I'm trying to secure a seat on the House of Merchants," Adom explained. "I need three sponsors from existing guild members. I've got one lined up already, possibly two, but I was hoping you might be able to help with the third."

"Ah! Guild politics!" Biggins clapped his hands together. "Delightful mess, those are."

He dropped down onto the sand, crossing his legs. The bottles in his pockets clinked as he settled.

"We've been reviving the Order these past few months," he said, voice becoming more measured. "Contacting old allies, reestablishing connections. Not quite operational yet, but we're getting there."

Adom nodded. He couldn't count on the Order's resources right now, not while Biggins was busy with the painstaking reconstruction. This had been the case for months—a topic of several late-night discussions over tea in the back room of the shop.

"Finding trustworthy members is harder than you'd think," Biggins continued, pulling a pocket watch from his vest. "People can hide their true intentions remarkably well, even from a dragon."

The Order's fracturing wasn't news. What had once been an organization dedicated to protection had seen several of its branches drift toward power and control over the decades. Biggins had been methodically verifying each member, a process that couldn't be rushed.

"I can help with your guild situation. I know several members who owe me favors—some dating back centuries, if I'm being precise."

"Centuries," Adom repeated flatly.

"Well, from the time of the 'other' Biggins before me." Biggins winked. "I'll pull a few strings. Get you those sponsors."

Adom's shoulders relaxed. At least something was going right today. "Thank you. I appreciate it."

"By the way," Biggins said, adjusting his hat, "I was quite impressed with how you handled the Silverback situation."

Adom stared at him. "You were there?"

"Of course I was there! You think I'd let you wander into that deathtrap alone?" Biggins looked genuinely offended. "After all the work we've put into keeping you alive this far?"

"But if you were there, why didn't you help? That thing nearly killed me!"

Biggins sighed, suddenly serious. "The goal of the Order is to prepare you, young Adom. To give you structure, allies, resources. My personal goal is to see to it that you develop properly. That means not intervening at the slightest sign of danger."

He tapped his hat thoughtfully. "But yes, I do check up on you from time to time."

Adom felt a knot in his chest loosening.

"Well, that's one thing taken care of then," he said, brushing sand from his trousers. "Now I just need to buy the property with Cass, and we'll be set."

"Before you go," Biggins said, rising to his feet with unexpected grace, "how about a little duel?"

Zuni, who had been quietly examining a sea shell, perked up instantly.

"A duel?" Adom glanced between Biggins and the quillick. "Now?"

"Why not?" Biggins stretched his arms above his head. Several joints popped. "I'd like to see how far you've come. How that skill of yours has developed overall."

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. "Perhaps I could give you a few clues on how to better channel so much strength in such a little body." He winked. "I know a thing or two about that particular challenge."

Zuni chirped excitedly, circling Adom's legs.

Adom hesitated, then broke into a grin. After some time holding back, measuring his strength, carefully controlling every movement—the chance to go all out was too tempting.

"Alright," he said. "Let's do it."

Biggins nodded, looking pleased. He removed his coat and hat, putting them on the ground.

"The beach should give us enough room," he said, walking toward the water's edge where the sand was firm. "And fewer things to break out here."

Adom followed, rolling his shoulders.

"Rules?"

"Don't kill me, I won't kill you." Biggins shrugged, then adjusted his glasses. "Beyond that, let's see what you can do."

Hah. As if.

Zuni scurried to a nearby rock for a better view as Adom took a ready stance. The sun cast their shadows long across the sand. The tide was coming in, waves lapping at the shore just beyond their makeshift arena.

Biggins stood perfectly still, hands clasped behind his back. He looked completely at ease, like an elderly gentleman waiting for a carriage.

"Whenever you're ready," he said mildly.

Adom didn't need to be told twice. He lunged forward, pulling on his skill, feeling the familiar surge of power filling his limbs. He'd start with something simple—test the waters.

Biggins remained motionless, watching Adom approach with that same mild expression.

Just as Adom was about to reach him, the old man smiled.

His fist met nothing but air.

"Too direct," came Biggins's voice—from behind him.

[Flow Prediction] 

The world slowed around him as he sensed the old man's presence. He spun, already countering with a low sweep.

Biggins wasn't there either.

"Better!" the shopkeeper called from five paces to the left. "But you're just reacting."

Adom pivoted again, this time reaching deeper into [Silverback's Might], letting the raw power fuel his speed. He launched a flurry of strikes—each one missing as Biggins seemed to leave afterimages, always one step ahead.

"You're using strength like a hammer," Biggins commented, casually sidestepping another attack. "But it should be a blade."

Frustration built in Adom's chest. He paused, breathing hard, and watched Biggins, who hadn't even broken a sweat.

"Stop trying to hit me and hit me," Biggins said with a grin.

Adom narrowed his eyes. The old man was enjoying this a little too much. He closed his eyes for a second, focusing on [Flow Prediction], letting the ambient sounds and movements around him paint a picture.

When he moved again, it was with purpose. He feinted left, then right, creating his own rhythm of motion.

"Now you're thinking," Biggins said, still evading, but with slightly more effort. "Channel that strength through your whole body, not just your strikes."

Adom tried a different approach. Instead of chasing Biggins, he positioned himself near the water's edge, using the environment to limit the old man's movement options.

"Clever," Biggins nodded approvingly. "But—"

He suddenly appeared in Adom's blind spot, tapping him lightly on the shoulder. "—limiting your opponent's movement means nothing if they're still faster than you."

Adom spun, channelingAll his strength into a palm strike that should have caught anyone—even someone as quick as Biggins. But the old man simply raised a finger, redirecting the force of the blow upward into empty air.

"Seriously?!"

"Good power," Biggins said. "Poor efficiency."

For the next few minutes, Adom tried every combination of strikes and tactics he could think of. Biggins countered each one without ever seeming to exert himself, offering critiques as they went.

"That remarkable skill you have, [Flow Prediction] was it? It alerts you to danger, but you're not using it proactively."

Then it just went on and on and on. Advices on advices.

"Don't waste energy. Every movement should have purpose."

"Strength isn't just in your muscles—it's in how you use them."

Finally, after a particularly aggressive combination that left Adom panting, Biggins caught his wrist mid-strike. The old man's grip was like iron—gentle, but immovable.

"Enough," Biggins said. "You've improved significantly Young Adom. You could hold your own against many opponents now in pure combat."

Adom nodded, catching his breath. Despite not landing a single hit, he felt oddly satisfied. There was something liberating about going all out, even if it hadn't been enough.

"Can I ask you something?" Biggins released Adom's wrist. "Have you ever tried using your full strength combined with Fluid?"

"Fluid?" Adom frowned. "I... have thought about it, but would that not be too soon? I mean, I haven't gotten used to my new skill yet."

"Your skills don't have to exist in isolation," Biggins said. "They can inform each other, enhance each other." He tapped Adom's forehead lightly. "Right now your mind sees them as separate tools. What if they were aspects of the same tool instead?"

Biggins crossed his arms, studying Adom with a critical eye. "You're mentally blocking yourself. I can see it in how you move."

"What do you mean?" Adom wiped sweat from his brow.

"You've spent some time suppressing your [Silverback's Might]. Holding back. Being careful not to break things—or people." Biggins gestured at the shoreline around them. "That creates habits. Mental barriers. Your body learns that using full power is dangerous, so it automatically restricts itself."

Adom frowned. "But isn't that good? I mean, I don't want to accidentally crush someone's hand when I shake it."

"Control isn't suppression," Biggins replied. "One is mastery, the other is fear." He picked up a handful of sand, letting it pour through his fingers. "Right now, you're trying to hold back an ocean with your bare hands. Eventually, that dam will break."

Adom was struck by how different Biggins seemed now. Gone was the eccentric shopkeeper with his oddball humor and rambling stories. This Biggins was focused, analytical, almost stern. It was the first time Adom had seen him this serious, and it was... slightly unnerving.

Had he been faking his personality?

"So what's your solution? Just let it all out and hope for the best?"

"The opposite, actually." Biggins dusted his hands. "You need to become intimately familiar with your full capacity. Face it head-on. Only then can you truly control it with precision."

Adom considered this. It made sense in a way he hadn't thought about before.

"It's like learning to drive a fast carriage," Biggins continued. "You don't practice at half speed and then suddenly take it to full throttle on a crowded street. You find an empty field, push it to its limits, feel how it responds, and develop the muscle memory to handle it properly."

"And you think combining it with Fluid is the way to do that?"

"Precisely." Biggins nodded. "Fluid enhances and stabilizes. It will give you a framework to channel the raw power you already possess more effectively."

Adom took a deep breath. He'd never attempted to use Fluid alongside his permanent [Silverback's Might]. The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying.

"Fluid isn't just about power," Biggins added. "It's about harmony. Balance. It can help you integrate this strength that's now part of you, instead of treating it as a foreign element you need to constantly wrestle with."

"Alright," Adom said after a moment. "Let's try it."

He planted his feet firmly in the sand, closed his eyes, and exhaled slowly. The first step with Fluid was always the same—finding the center. The quiet place within where energy naturally gathered.

Inhale. Hold. Exhale.

Adom searched within himself for the familiar spark—spite. It wasn't hard to find. The annoyance of not landing a single hit on Biggins. The frustration of being so easily outmaneuvered. The determination to prove himself to the old dragon.

These feelings coalesced, igniting like kindling catching a flame. The familiar warmth started in his core, spreading outward along pathways through his body. Like water finding channels in dry earth.

"Whatever your emotions are," Biggins instructed quietly. "Let it flow naturally."

Adom nodded slightly, keeping his eyes closed. The warmth intensified, becoming a heat that traced his limbs, his fingers, the base of his skull. His heartbeat quickened as blue light began to shimmer across his skin—the visible manifestation of Fluid.

"Now, let it interact with your strength," Biggins said. "Don't try to separate them. Think of them as aspects of the same force."

Adom allowed the Fluid to flow into the spaces where his [Silverback's Might] resided permanently—the constant power beneath his skin.

The response was immediate.

The always-present strength in his muscles seemed to awaken fully—not just the surface-level power he normally accessed, but something deeper, more refined. The blue glow of Fluid deepened, then blazed brighter as his spite fed it, a constant fuel source that made the energy pulse and surge.

"Good," Biggins murmured. "Now stabilize it."

Adom struggled as the energies seemed to fight each other at first—Fluid wanting to flow smoothly, his inborn strength pushing to explode outward.

"Don't control them. Direct them," Biggins advised. "Like rivers joining to form something greater."

Adom adjusted his approach, and suddenly the energies aligned. It wasn't a new sensation exactly—more like his existing strength had been amplified, layered upon itself. The familiar power he'd grown accustomed to was now concentrated, refined, like steel folded upon itself dozens of times.

"Open your eyes," Biggins said.

Adom did. Everything looked the same, but he felt different. More solid. More present. As if he'd been living as a partial version of himself until now.

"How does it feel?" Biggins asked.

"Honestly?" Adom whispered. "Nothing much."

"Try a simple movement first," Biggins suggested. "Just take a step."

Adom nodded and lifted his foot to step forward.

He shot into the air.

"Whoa!" The exclamation escaped him as he flailed, suddenly airborne. Gravity reasserted itself quickly, and he plummeted back down, landing with enough force to send sand spraying in all directions.

Biggins, somehow, remained completely dry and sand-free. "Perhaps a bit less enthusiastic next time," he said, though he was clearly fighting a smile.

Adom got back to his feet, feeling simultaneously embarrassed and exhilarated. "That was... unexpected."

"Try again," Biggins encouraged. "But think 'gentle tap' rather than 'forceful step.'"

Adom nodded, took a breath, and tried again. This time he barely lifted his foot from the sand, applying the tiniest fraction of force he could manage.

He still rose off the ground, but landed more gracefully.

This is ridiculous.

"Better!" Biggins clapped his hands together. "Now, try to reach me." He backed up about thirty paces and stood waiting.

Adom studied the distance, calculating. If the slightest movement sent him flying, how was he supposed to—

"Stop overthinking," Biggins called. "Just move. Feel it. Adapt."

Adom exhaled, letting his instincts take over. A spark of spite flared at Biggins's commanding tone, making his Fluid burn brighter. He pushed off, intending a simple leap forward.

The world blurred. Wind rushed past his face. One moment he was standing in the sand, the next he was flying past Biggins like a bolt from a crossbow.

"Too far!" he yelped, tumbling through the air. He twisted mid-flight, trying to correct his trajectory, but it was like steering a runaway carriage. He hit the sand hard, rolled, and came to a stop facing the sky, breathing hard.

When he sat up, spitting out sand, he saw Biggins walking calmly toward him.

"You'll get the hang of it," the old man said cheerfully. "It should take you about a month to stop crashing into things."

Adom stared at him. "A month?"

"Well, if you're particularly stubborn about it." Biggins offered a hand to help him up. "Most figure it out faster."

Adom accepted the help, marveling at how the combined powers still coursed through him. Despite the rough landing, he felt incredible.

"Again," he said, brushing sand from his clothes. The spite that powered his Fluid was shifting now—less about frustration and more about determination. The need to master this, to prove he could do it.

Biggins stepped back, giving him room. "Try thinking of it as precision rather than restraint. You don't want less power—you want more accurate application of it."

Adom nodded, focusing. This time, he visualized exactly where he wanted to go—a spot about ten paces to Biggins's left. He pushed off much more gently.

His body responded, launching forward in a controlled arc. He still overshot by several feet, but nowhere near as badly as before.

"That's it!" Biggins called. "Again!"

For the next several minutes, Adom practiced simple movements—jumping, stopping, changing direction. Each attempt was better than the last as he learned to calibrate his new capabilities.

"It's like learning to walk all over again," he said after a particularly successful landing.

"In many ways, it is," Biggins agreed. "You've changed the fundamental rules of how your body works. Your mind needs time to adapt."

Adom flexed his fingers. "It's incredible. I feel like I could do anything."

"That feeling can be dangerous," Biggins warned. "But it's not entirely wrong, either." He gestured toward the open beach. "Want to see what you can really do? No holding back this time."

Adom's heart raced at the thought. "What should I try?"

"How about..." Biggins pointed to a distant outcropping of rocks nearly a quarter-mile down the beach. "Reaching those rocks. As fast as you can."

Adom grinned. "You're on."

He settled into a sprinter's stance. Took one deep breath, focused on his target, and pushed off.

The world became a blur of color and sound. Wind tore at his clothes, sand erupted behind him, and the beach disappeared under his feet faster than his mind could process. It was exhilarating. Terrifying. Perfect.

*****

"Haah... haah... haah..."

Adom lay flat on his back, chest heaving, staring up at the clear blue sky. His limbs felt like lead, but it was a satisfying kind of exhaustion. The golden glow of Fluid had faded to a faint shimmer on his skin.

Biggins stood over him, nodding approvingly. "Good. Very good for a first attempt."

"Thanks," Adom managed between breaths.

"You should come here often. Train more. Get a proper hang of it." Biggins tapped his cane against the sand. "When you've mastered the basics, I'll teach you a neat trick about Fluid that most humans don't know. One that Law used, too."

Adom's eyes widened. He sat up quickly—too quickly—and had to brace himself on the sand. "Really? You'd teach me that?"

His own enthusiasm made him pause. Here he was, eighty years old, acting like a child being promised sweets. He felt heat rise to his cheeks that had nothing to do with exertion.

Must be the hormones.

"Sure," he said, more composedly. He stood up, brushing sand from his clothes. "I'd appreciate that."

Biggins was watching him with that knowing look again. "You're still holding back, you know. Even at your fastest."

"I know," Adom admitted. "But it might take a while before I'm comfortable with... all of it."

The old dragon nodded, seeming satisfied with the answer. "Progress, not perfection."

Adom glanced toward the city, its distant spires visible over the dunes. "Do you think you could take me back to the city? I have a meeting with Cass that I can't miss."

"Cass?" Biggins raised an eyebrow.

"My business partner. We're looking at property today."

"Ah." Biggins gathered his things. "Well, let's not keep your partner waiting."

            

    
        Chapter 75. Wangara

    
    
    
    
                The sun had already begun its descent behind the city's western towers by the time Adom reached the meeting point.

The Imperial Bank loomed ahead, all cold marble and rigid columns. Late afternoon light bounced off its pale facade while pigeons squabbled over crumbs on the steps. A bell tower somewhere struck five, its deep tones mixing with the constant background hum of the city. A few well-dressed merchants were concluding their business for the day, chatting idly as they descended the wide stone steps.

Cass was waiting on a bench near the entrance, one leg crossed over the other, a leather portfolio balanced on her knee. She'd made an effort with her appearance—her usual practical attire replaced by a tailored jacket in deep burgundy over a simple white blouse. Her hair was pulled back neatly, and she'd somehow managed to look exactly like what she was pretending to be: a representative of a noble house conducting important business.

When she spotted Adom, she pointedly glanced at the bank's ornate clock tower, then back at him.

"Took you long enough," she said as he approached, closing her portfolio with a snap. "I was beginning to think you'd changed your mind about the whole venture."

"Sorry about that," Adom replied, slightly out of breath. "Had a little unexpected event earlier. Also had to drop Zuni at my dorm before coming." He adjusted his collar, still feeling sand in places sand had no business being after his training session with Biggins.

Cass studied his face for a moment, then shrugged. "Don't worry about it. At least you're here now." She stood, tucking the portfolio under her arm. "While you were otherwise occupied, I've been rather productive."

She gestured for him to walk with her, away from the bank and toward the less crowded side street where they could speak more privately.

"The initial deposit has been made," she said once they were clear of potential eavesdroppers. "Five million gold, as planned. I presented the necessary documents with House Sylla's seal—which, by the way, you'll need to explain how you acquired."

"Later," Adom promised.

"Right." Cass pulled a slip of paper from her pocket and handed it to him. "This is your official receipt. Don't lose it. I've also drafted the articles of incorporation for our trading company."

Adom examined the receipt, noting the impressive letterhead of the Imperial Bank. "You've been busy."

"That's why you're paying me." Cass's lips quirked in a small smile. "I've also made inquiries about the warehouse property. It's still available, but there's another interested buyer. We'll need to move quickly."

She paused, looking oddly hesitant for a moment. "I went ahead and registered our official name. You said I could choose, remember?"

"Of course," Adom said. "What did you decide on?"

"The Wangara Guild." Cass's voice became softer. "Trading and Expeditions."

Adom considered the name. It had a good ring to it—suggesting both commerce and adventure. "Wangara Guild. I like it. Does it mean something to you?"

Cass looked away briefly, watching a group of children chasing each other around the square.

"The Wangara were some of the first human merchants," she explained, her eyes brightening with enthusiasm. "They braved the Thousand Oceans and the Ten Continents to establish trade routes. They were the first to open commerce with seven different races, including the early sea elves. It was the name my father wanted for his guild, if he ever managed to start one." Her fingers tightened slightly on her portfolio. "He used to tell me stories about it when I was little. How one day, we'd have our own banner hanging in the Merchant Quarter."

"Used to?" Adom asked carefully.

"He died five years ago. Courier route ambush." She said it matter-of-factly, but Adom caught the tension in her jaw. "Anyway, I've had the name in my head ever since."

"I'm sorry about your father."

She shrugged. "It was a long time ago."

Adom nodded, studying her profile. This explained a lot about Cass—her practical nature, her knowledge of commerce, her independence. And now she was emotionally investing herself in their venture, tying it to something deeply personal. It meant she would care for the guild with genuine passion, not just professional interest.

Which is exactly what I need from her, Adom thought, then immediately felt a pang of guilt. Here she was opening up about her father's dreams, and he was calculating how her emotional attachment would benefit his business interests.

I'm a terrible person sometimes.

"If you're happy with the name, then I am too," he said sincerely. "It suits what we're building."

Her expression brightened. "I've even drafted our guild motto." She cleared her throat with a touch of self-consciousness. "'Integrity in trade, innovation in approach, adventure in spirit.'"

"That's... actually perfect."

"I know," she said, a hint of her usual confidence returning. "I'm good at this, Adom. Trust me."

"I do."

She nodded, then got back to business. "What about you? Did you manage to contact the potential sponsors?"

"Yes," Adom said, carefully folding the receipt and tucking it into his inner pocket. "I sent a letter to Damus' father this morning. He should respond favorably—Sam also spoke to his father about us. The others should get back to me soon."

"Soon isn't good enough," Cass replied, her brow furrowing slightly. "We need at least one confirmed sponsor by tomorrow if we want to maintain our timeline."

A cart rumbled past them, the driver shouting at pedestrians to clear the way. Adom and Cass stepped closer to a shop front displaying expensive glassware, their reflections distorted in the window.

"I'm working on it," Adom said. "Duke Lightbringer isn't exactly someone you can rush."

Cass glanced at him sideways. "And the third option? Your mysterious Mr. Biggins?"

"That's... progressing."

"Progressing how, exactly?"

Adom thought about his afternoon on the beach—flying through the air, crashing into sand, the old dragon's cryptic promises.

"It's complicated," he admitted.

"I'll trust you to manage the sponsor situation," Cass said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Just don't leave it too long. Timing is critical here."

"Thanks," Adom replied, relieved she wasn't pressing for details about Biggins. "I appreciate the confidence."

They walked along the edge of the square, past vendors packing up their stalls for the evening.

"Well," Cass said after a moment, her portfolio tapping rhythmically against her leg, "with today's tasks completed, our little reunion is almost done."

Adom nodded, already mentally planning his next steps.

"Before we part ways though," she continued, "I've been meaning to ask you something."

"Oh?"

Cass stopped walking, turning to face him fully. "I've been looking into our competition. The existing guilds in the House of Merchants."

"Find anything interesting?"

"Do you know how long it's been since a new guild successfully claimed a seat?" Cass asked.

"Uh... six years, I think?"

"Eight. Eight years." She leaned against the stone wall of a nearby building. "And that was the Kardin Shipping Guild, who only succeeded because they revolutionized hull design and cut trade route times by twenty percent."

A merchant passed by, pulling a cart loaded with unsold fabric. Cass waited until he was out of earshot before continuing.

"We're not just applying for membership here," she said, voice low. "We're asking the House to eject an existing guild—even if it's the fiftieth-ranked—and give us their place instead. We need to demonstrate significantly more value than what they're currently providing."

"The economics need to make sense," Adom agreed.

"More than make sense. They need to be compelling." Her fingers drummed against her portfolio. "These guilds have been entrenched for generations. They have connections, established trade routes, political backing. We can't just be good. We need something they don't have."

She fixed him with that direct stare of hers. "So, do you have any ideas? Something we could introduce soon that would make us stand out enough to break an eight-year streak of rejections?"

Adom was quiet for a moment. He'd seen eighty years of innovations in his past life—techniques and products that hadn't been invented yet in this timeline.

"Actually," he said finally, "I do."

Cass's eyebrow lifted slightly, interest piqued despite her attempt at professional detachment.

Adom looked at her, weighing how much to reveal. "But I'd need you to run a few errands for me first."

Her expression shifted to one of deadpan skepticism. "Errands."

*****


An hour and half later...

Adom stood at the shoreline, watching the waves slide in and out. The tide was low, exposing dark strips of wet sand that gleamed under the moonlight. A chill breeze swept in from the water, carrying the sharp tang of salt and seaweed.

He hadn't planned on being here this late. The moon was already up and Mercer's Cove was quiet at this hour, just the occasional distant shout from the docks and the constant rhythm of water against shore.

"I'm doing everything but attending school lately," he muttered to himself, then shook his head. "Focus."

He was here for a reason.

He stripped down to his underwear, folding his clothes into a neat pile on a nearby rock. The night air raised goosebumps across his skin.

Cautiously, he dipped a toe into the water.

"Damn it." It was freezing.

Adom glanced back at the hulking figure standing motionless several paces back from the water's edge.

"You sure you can't swim, John?"

The golem didn't respond. Of course it didn't. It wasn't sentient, just following basic commands.

He'd tried several times to make the golem enter the water. He'd removed its armor, adjusted its balance, even attempted to modify its command runes. Every attempt ended the same way: the golem sank like a stone, completely useless once submerged.

All that advanced magic, and water was the weak point. It was ridiculous, really.

He'd need to find a way to fix that eventually. Maybe some kind of flotation enchantment or waterproofing for the command runes. Something to work on later.

Adom took his glasses out of his pocket and held them up, examining his handiwork. The simple night-vision rune he'd spent an hour carving into the inner rim of the lenses glowed faintly blue in the darkness. Not his best work, but it would do the job. He slipped them on, and the shoreline immediately brightened to a grainy but visible scene.

"Nice."

He'd already expanded his mana pool enough that maintaining two spells simultaneously was no longer the strain it used to be. Good thing, too, considering what he was about to do.

"Alright, let's not freeze to death," he muttered.

Closing his eyes briefly, Adom constructed the fire spell in his mind, visualizing the energy forming a protective sphere around his body. The spell settled around him like an invisible bubble, radiating gentle warmth. Not exactly toasty, but it would keep hypothermia at bay. The downside: he'd have to consciously maintain the spell the entire time, which meant dividing his attention.

Could be worse.

Adom glanced back at the golem one more time. He'd left it standing guard, not because he expected trouble, but because he'd previously adjusted the displacement crystals in his pocket, lowering their mana signature in them. If something went wrong in the water, he could swap places with the golem instantly.

"Alright Adom, the shores of Arkhos don't have predators," he reminded himself, which was exactly the kind of thing people said right before something ate them.

With his luck, he'd probably discover the one shark that decided to vacation in these waters.

Water lapped at his ankles, then his knees as he waded deeper. The fire spell created a weird sensation—his torso relatively comfortable while his legs grew increasingly numb.

"Here goes nothing," he said, taking a deep breath before plunging forward.

The cold hit him like a slap, his fire spell flickering dangerously as his concentration wavered. He stabilized it with a mental push. The night vision rune worked better underwater than he'd expected, turning the murky darkness into a grainy, ghostly landscape of swaying plants and scattered rocks.

Now he just needed to find what he was looking for before his willpower—or body temperature—gave out.

Adom pushed deeper into the water. The [Silverback's Might] skill that had seemed excessive on land was a blessing here, propelling him through the water with each powerful stroke. His arms cut through the darkness, pulling him down where light struggled to reach.

The [Iron Lungs] skill was proving surprisingly effective underwater. Three minutes had passed since his last breath, and the pressure in his chest was only a mild discomfort, not the burning need for air most people would feel. Still, he didn't want to push it too far.

Adom's enhanced night vision revealed a world most never saw – the seafloor was a landscape unto itself, with hills and valleys carved by currents over centuries. Schools of silver fish darted away as he approached, moving as one like liquid metal. Seagrass swayed in the underwater currents, reaching up from the sand like grasping fingers.

Something large and dark moved at the edge of his vision, then vanished. Probably just a grouper, he told himself, but quickened his pace anyway.

The farther he descended, the more apparent it became how vast the ocean truly was. The shoreline of Arkhos was behind him now, the familiar replaced by the unknown. There was something unsettling about being surrounded by so much water – it pressed against him from all sides, a constant reminder that he didn't belong here.

When his lungs finally began to burn, Adom paused, treading water. He weaved a spell and a bubble of air formed around his head, drawn from the water itself – not large, just enough for a few deep breaths.

He inhaled gratefully, the spell taxing his concentration as he maintained both it and the warming spell around his body.

"Crystals," he reminded himself, voice sounding strange in the bubble. "Focus."

He was looking for Deepglow Crystals – bluish-green formations with an inner luminescence that grew stronger the deeper they were found. They were rare but not impossibly so, forming in places where strong magical currents met underwater pressure. They could be found in some dungeons, deep caves, and occasionally – if you knew where to look – in underwater trenches near magical settlements like Arkhos.




At this point in time, these crystals were practically worthless—overlooked and undervalued by everyone. Most who knew of their existence saw them as merely decorative oddities, good for nothing but ambient lighting in upscale homes.

What made them truly valuable, though unknown to nearly everyone, was their unique magical resonance properties. With the right runes and complementary materials, paired crystals could transmit sounds between each other over vast distances. This property hadn't been fully utilized by humans yet, but Adom knew from his future knowledge that these crystals would become the foundation of long-range communication, first revolutionizing battlefield coordination, then eventually enabling continent-spanning communication networks.

The Whisperstones he planned to create would solve an immediate need while positioning his guild to monopolize this technology—by the time others understood the full potential, he'd be leagues ahead in its development and application.







Adom had researched the most likely locations before diving in. The eastern edge of Mercer's Cove had a deep underwater trench that ran parallel to the magical ley line feeding the Academy. If there were Deepglow Crystals anywhere accessible in Arkhos waters, they'd be there.

Something massive loomed ahead in the gloom – not living, but sculpted.

The broken remains of a statue.

As Adom approached, he recognized the features of Law Borealis, seated atop his dire bear Greymane. The statue had once stood proudly in Arkhos' central plaza, commemorating the city's founder. That was centuries ago, before storms and time had claimed it, pulling it into the sea to be forgotten by most.

The stone eyes seemed to watch him as he passed. Adom resisted the urge to look back.

He continued downward, following the sloping seafloor as it descended sharply into the trench he sought. The pressure increased, squeezing against his ears until he had to pause and equalize with a swallow. His warming spell flickered, requiring another burst of concentration to maintain.

The trench opened below him like a wound in the earth, dark and impossibly deep. Adom followed its edge rather than plunging into its depths – the Deepglow Crystals he needed would form along the walls where the magical current from the ley line brushed against the trench.

That's when he saw it – a faint blue-green glow emanating from a cleft in the rock face. Exactly what he'd been looking for. He swam closer, excitement building.

The Deepglow Crystals were growing in a cluster, jutting out from the rock like frozen flames. Each was roughly the size of his thumb, with faceted surfaces that caught what little light penetrated this depth, amplifying it. Inside each crystal, a soft pulse of energy ebbed and flowed, almost like a heartbeat.

Adom reached out.

He formed a new air bubble, letting the previous one dissipate, and took a deep breath. Then he simply grasped the nearest crystal firmly and pulled it free from the rock wall. The crystal came loose with a satisfying crack, its blue glow undiminished.

In the inventory it went.

He was so focused on harvesting the crystals that he didn't notice movement in his peripheral vision until it was too close to ignore.

Adom spun, nearly losing his air bubble in surprise.

A face – distinctly human but somehow not – watched him from less than an arm's length away. Large, dark eyes with vertical pupils caught the meager light, and what he'd initially mistaken for flowing hair was revealed to be fine, translucent fins extending from the head like a lion's mane.

A mermaid.

And she wasn't alone. Three more forms hovered nearby, watching him with curiosity.

Adom's first instinct was to reach for the displacement crystal in his pocket — to swap places with his golem and escape to the surface. But something in their posture stopped him. Despite their unnerving appearance, he recognized the Cantantes subspecies from his arrival at Arkhos. These weren't the kind that enjoyed watching bubbles stop.

His air bubble began to destabilize as his concentration wavered.

The nearest mermaid noticed his predicament. Her lips parted in what might have been a smile but revealed teeth too sharp, too numerous for comfort. She moved closer, her webbed fingers with their hint of claws making a fluid gesture. Suddenly, the pressure around Adom's head changed, and his failing air bubble was replaced by something more substantial — a sphere of air that encompassed his entire head and shoulders.

Her turquoise hair floated around her face like living tendrils as she tilted her head, studying him with the fascination of a child examining an interesting insect.

"Uh... thank you?" he ventured, his voice sounding oddly normal inside the bubble.

The effect was immediate. The mermaids burst into laughter—not the bubbly, muffled sound you'd expect underwater, but crystal clear, like wind chimes in a summer breeze.

It was beautiful. It was melodic.

It was absolutely terrifying considering his current situation.

The turquoise-haired one who'd fixed his air bubble darted around him in a tight circle, her powerful tail propelling her with grace. Another with silver-streaked hair joined her, and soon they were swimming circles around him.

"I'm just looking for some crystals," Adom said, pointing to the cluster he'd been harvesting. "Not trying to trespass or anything."

They tilted their heads in unison, watching him with those unnervingly large eyes. They didn't respond verbally, but their expressions shifted in subtle ways—curiosity, amusement, something else he couldn't quite identify.

Great. Either they didn't understand him (which was liekly), or they were just enjoying watching him squirm.

The silver-streaked one reached out and poked his arm with a webbed finger, then quickly pulled back, darting away a few feet before cautiously approaching again. The others chittered to each other in a language that sounded like dolphin clicks mixed with something vaguely reminiscent of Elvish.

"Look, I'm not going to hurt you," Adom said, trying again. "And I'd appreciate it if you'd extend the same courtesy."

They blinked those sideways lids at him.

This wasn't working. He needed another approach.

An old saying floated through his mind: "Perfect practice makes for the perfect moment to practice."

Worth a shot.

Adom closed his eyes, focusing inward. Druid magic wasn't about complex runes or elaborate spellcasting—it was about emotion. Clear, pure emotion projected outward with mana. No language, no words, just feeling and intent.

He concentrated on curiosity first—his own interest in them. He visualized it as a soft green light emanating from him, reaching out to the merfolk.

Nothing happened for a moment. Then he felt it—a gentle push against his mind, like someone tapping on a door.

The turquoise-haired mermaid had moved closer, her head tilted, eyes narrowed. She was responding.

Encouraged, Adom tried again, this time focusing on his purpose. He visualized the crystals, their glow, their formation. He projected an image of himself carefully removing a few—not all—and swimming back to the surface. No harm intended, just collection.

The mermaid's eyes widened slightly. She turned to the others, and they exchanged those strange clicking sounds again, faster this time.

She turned back to him and sent something in return—not words, but a clear mental image of a deep underwater trench. A place full of what he was looking for.

"Oh."

The silver-streaked one darted forward suddenly, coming face to face with Adom. He instinctively recoiled, an emotion of alarm flashing out before he could control it.

She chuckled—an eerily human sound—and sent him an image of humans in boats, throwing spears at her kind.

Adom understood. I'm not like them, he projected, along with regret for her experience.

The turquoise-haired mermaid swam closer, circling Adom once more, but slower, more deliberate. She sent him an image of the crystals—more than the few he'd been harvesting, an entire wall of them somewhere deeper.

Adom's eyes widened in surprise. She was showing him where to find more.

He projected gratitude, his intention clear.

The mermaids exchanged looks, and two of them suddenly darted away into the depths without explanation. The turquoise-haired one stayed, watching Adom with unblinking attention.

The remaining mermaid, one with coral-pink fins he hadn't noticed before, approached cautiously. Adom felt a reflexive wariness rise within him—after all, this was still a powerful predatory being with claws and too many teeth.

The mermaid chuckled as she sensed his reaction, sending him a teasing image of herself looking exaggeratedly menacing, then immediately contrasting it with another of herself simply swimming alongside schools of fish.

Not a threat. At least not right now.

Adom relaxed slightly, projecting curiosity about where the others had gone.

The coral-finned mermaid simply pointed in the direction they'd disappeared, then made a grabbing motion with her hands. Getting something.

A movement caught his attention. The two mermaids who had swum away earlier were returning, their arms laden with—

Crystals. Deepglow Crystals, already harvested and glowing brilliantly.

Adom couldn't help the smile that spread across his face. They knew where to find the crystals in abundance and had simply gone to get some for him—saving him the trouble and risk of diving deeper.

He let his appreciation flow outward. The mermaids seemed pleased by his reaction, their fins fluttering slightly.

The turquoise-haired mermaid who'd first approached him gestured for him to hold out his hands. When he did, she carefully placed several crystals in his palms—more than he could have safely harvested on his own, and of better quality too. Perfect specimens, with no cracks or flaws.

"Thank you!" Adom said aloud, the words unnecessary but somehow satisfying to say.

He then pulling the crystals into his inventory. To the merfolk, the crystals simply vanished from his outstretched palms, disappearing into thin water.

Their reaction was immediate—a chorus of excited clicks, their eyes widening as they darted closer, examining his now-empty hands.

"Oh, this?" Adom laughed. "It's my inventory skill. Cool, huh? I can put a lot of things in it," he explained, knowing full well they didn't understand the words, but finding it easier to convey his thoughts and emotions when he talked at the same time. He mentally projected an image of the crystals being stored in a safe place he could access later.

The turquoise-haired mermaid circled him again. She made a grabbing motion toward his hands, then opened her own palms questioningly.

"You're wondering what else I can do with it?" Adom grinned. "Well..."

This time, Adom retrieved a small paper bag from his inventory. He'd bought these candies from the Werid Stuff.

"I'm not sure if you'll like these," he said, opening the bag inside his air bubble, "but on the surface, people like them a lot."

He held out his palm, offering several small wrapped candies.

The turquoise-haired mermaid approached excitedly. She hovered near his outstretched hand, examining the colorful offerings. After a moment's hesitation, she reached out and delicately plucked one from his palm.

She held it up, turning it this way and that, looking back at Adom questioningly.

"Like this," Adom said, taking one for himself.

He made sure they were watching as he brought it to his air bubble, carefully unwrapped it, and popped the candy into his mouth. "Hmmm," he hummed appreciatively as the sweet, slightly tangy flavor spread across his tongue.

The turquoise-haired mermaid watched with rapt attention. Then, mimicking his movements perfectly, she brought the candy to her own face—and promptly popped the entire thing, wrapper and all, into her mouth.

"No, the wrapper is not to be eaten—" Adom started, but it was too late.

The wrapper was made of a special dissolving film that would eventually break down harmlessly—designed to minimize litter in Arkhos streets—but still. That wasn't exactly how humans did it.

The mermaid's eyes suddenly widened, her pupils dilating dramatically. Her entire body went rigid for a moment, then, in a burst of movement, she executed a perfect backward flip through the water, her tail leaving a trail of bubbles.

"Hmmmm!" she mimicked, the sound remarkably similar to Adom's appreciative hum despite passing through water instead of air.

She began clicking rapidly as she darted between her companions. The others immediately crowded around Adom, their hands extended eagerly toward the remaining candies.

"Whoa, easy there," Adom laughed. He carefully distributed the candies, making sure each mermaid got one.

They all copied exactly what they'd seen—some unwrapped them as he had, others followed their friend's example and ate the whole thing, wrapper and all. Each reaction was similar—widened eyes, excited movements, and that same 'hmmm!' rippling through the water.

"You guys like that?" Adom asked, grinning as they continued to savor the taste, some of them performing elaborate spins and twirls in what he guessed was their version of a sugar rush. It was like watching kids at a birthday party, just with more fins and teeth.

The turquoise-haired mermaid circled back to him, her expression almost reverent as she pointed to his hand, then to her mouth, then made a series of hopeful clicks.

"Sorry, that's all I've got for now," Adom said, turning his hands palm-up to show they were empty. "But I'll bring more next time," he added, projecting an image of himself returning with more candies.

Her fins fluttered in that smile-like expression, and she nodded.

"I should go now," Adom said, pointing upward and hoping they'd understand.

The turquoise-haired mermaid tilted her head, then nodded. She made a sweeping gesture with her arm that seemed to indicate "follow me," then began swimming upward in a graceful arc.

To Adom's surprise, all four mermaids accompanied him as he kicked toward the surface. They swam circles around him, occasionally darting ahead only to loop back.

The journey back seemed much shorter with his unexpected escorts. As the water grew shallower and moonlight began to filter down more clearly, Adom could see the seafloor rising to meet the shore.

When his head finally broke the surface, he gasped in the fresh night air, his lungs grateful for the unrestricted oxygen after the confines of the bubble. He waded the last few yards to shore, his legs adjusting to the strange weightiness of land after the buoyancy of the sea.

He turned back when he reached the shallows, and there they were—four heads poking above the gentle waves, watching him with those large, curious eyes. They hadn't fled as he'd expected.

"Thank you so much!" Adom called to them, raising his voice slightly to carry across the water. "I'll come back later with more of this," he added, mimicking eating something sweet and then pointing to them.

The mermaids responded with a chorus of clicks and that strange, musical laughter that somehow sounded both delightful and slightly menacing. The turquoise-haired one raised a webbed hand in what might have been a wave, then, as if on some silent signal, all four turned in perfect unison and submerged with barely a ripple.

Adom stood there for a moment, dripping wet and suddenly alone on the moonlit beach. The place was completely empty save for himself and his golem standing motionless where he'd left it.

This whole encounter felt incredibly fortunate. If he could establish some sort of ongoing link with the Cantantes Sirens, they could become suppliers of the crystals he needed. In exchange, he'd bring them candies and whatever else might interest them. A simple trade, mutually beneficial, and one that would give him access to materials most humans would find difficult or dangerous to acquire.

That could work...

The night breeze reminded him suddenly that it was, in fact, the middle of the night. Cass was probably done running the errands he'd sent her on, and here he was, standing half-naked on a beach like some kind of deranged midnight swimmer.

He canceled his warming spell and immediately regretted it as the cold night air hit his wet skin.

"John," he called to the golem, walking over to where it stood sentinel. With a quick mental command, he returned the massive construct to his inventory.

"ATCHOO!" The sneeze caught him by surprise, echoing across the empty beach.

"Great," he muttered, hurrying to where he'd left his clothes. "Just what I need. A cold."

He dressed as quickly as his shivering hands would allow, stubbornly ignoring the way his shirt clung uncomfortably to his damp skin.

At least he had the crystals. And, perhaps more valuably, he had made some rather unusual new acquaintances.

All in all, not a bad night's work.

            

    
        Chapter 76. Monopoly

    
    
    
    
                Crafting magic wasn't dissimilar to cooking, Adom had always thought. It required precision, patience, and a willingness to burn your fingers at least twice before getting it right.

He arranged the components Cass had acquired in a semicircle on his workbench. Each piece had been chosen with methodical care: three brass rings of different diameters, carved with minute notches along their inner edges; a handful of silver pins no thicker than sewing needles; a small leather pouch containing scraps of rare metals; and most importantly, a jar of alchemical solution that had cost nearly as much as everything else combined.

The crystals he'd obtained from the merfolk sat in a shallow dish of purified water, their glow muted but constant. Even in this dormant state, they pulsed with potential.

"Step one," Adom muttered to himself, reaching for the smallest of the glowing stones.

He lifted it carefully, examining it against the light. A perfect specimen--no inclusions, no fractures, just pure crystalline potential waiting to be awakened. This was where most enchanters would immediately start carving runes, eager to impose their will on the raw material.

That was also where most enchanters failed.

Adom did the opposite. He closed his eyes and rested the crystal in his palm, feeling its natural resonance. Each Deepglow Crystal had its own signature frequency--a unique vibrational pattern that distinguished it from all others. Understanding that pattern was crucial; fighting against it was futile.

After several minutes of concentration, Adom opened his eyes and reached for his logbook. He recorded the crystal's resonance as a series of numerical values—a seven-digit sequence that represented its unique vibrational pattern.

"Frequency code 3-8-2-5-1-9-7," he muttered as he wrote. Each digit corresponded to a specific vibrational harmonic within the crystal's structure.

He then picked up a thin silver stylus and made a series of precise marks on the crystal's surface—not imposing arbitrary runes, but enhancing the natural flow lines in a pattern that encoded this numerical signature permanently into the stone's structure.

He set that crystal aside and repeated the process with a second one, this time feeling for a complementary frequency that would naturally harmonize with the first. When he found it, he recorded its unique seven-digit code: 4-2-7-6-3-5-8. Again, he marked the crystal with the same encoding pattern.

Now came the more technical phase. Adom mixed a paste from the alchemical solution, adding precise amounts of powdered silver and gold from the leather pouch. The mixture began to emit a faint humming sound as he stirred--a good sign.

One by one, he applied the paste to specific points on both crystals, creating a conductive network that followed their natural energy flows. As the mixture dried, it sank into the crystal structure, becoming part of it rather than merely sitting on the surface.

The real challenge came next: awakening the stones.

Adom placed both crystals in a small ceramic bowl and covered them with the remainder of the alchemical solution. Then he began a slow, steady infusion of mana--not forcing it in, but letting it seep gradually into the crystals' lattice structure.

For three minutes, he maintained perfect concentration, feeling the stones gradually accept his offering. Their glow intensified, shifting from blue-green to a deeper blue with pulsating undertones.

When the awakening was complete, he removed the crystals from the solution. They were transformed--no longer just pretty trinkets, but active conduits of magical energy. Even without further enchantment, they would now perpetually draw small amounts of ambient mana from their surroundings, self-sustaining their new awakened state.

Next came rune construction.

Adom pulled a small notebook from his pocket, flipping to a page of diagrams he'd sketched earlier. The rune sequences were his own design--a hybrid of classical patterns modified with innovations that wouldn't be discovered for decades.

He began carving the first crystal with a diamond-tipped etching tool, his movements precise and unhurried. These weren't just decorative markings--each line, curve, and intersection served a specific purpose in the magical circuit he was creating.

The primary rune cluster handled voice conversion--transforming sound vibrations into mana pulses that could be transmitted. A secondary array managed reception and reconversion. A third, more complex pattern--this one entirely his own invention--created what he mentally called a "frequency lock."

This was the real breakthrough: a runic sequence that permanently encoded the crystal's numerical frequency signature, allowing it to be "dialed" by another stone. Most modern mages would have used a binding spell for this purpose, but binding spells required maintenance. Adom's approach was structural--once established, it would work indefinitely without further magical input.

When both crystals were fully inscribed, he fitted them into the brass rings, which would serve as both protection and amplification chambers.

The smallest, innermost ring was positioned to directly contact the crystal.

The middle ring, slightly larger, contained the input runes.

The outermost ring housed the frequency controls—a series of precisely spaced notches marked with tiny numerical indicators from 0 to 9.

Users would align these numbers in sequence with a reference point on the casing to input the seven-digit code of any crystal they wished to contact.

He assembled the first device methodically, securing each component with the silver pins and sealing the junctions with drops of the remaining paste. When completed, it resembled a small brass compass with a glowing blue stone at its center, surrounded by numbered dials.

The second device he assembled with identical care, though the rune pattern was mirrored to complement rather than duplicate the first.

With both devices complete, Adom positioned them on opposite sides of his workbench. This was the moment of truth--either they would connect, or he'd wasted hours of preparation and a small fortune in materials.

He picked up the first device and rotated the outermost ring, carefully aligning the sequence 4-2-7-6-3-5-8—the unique frequency code of the second crystal. A tiny click confirmed the sequence had been fully entered, the mechanism locking into its final position.

"Testing," Adom said quietly, speaking directly into the crystal.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, from the second device across the workbench, his own voice emerged--clear as if he were standing next to it: "Testing."

A slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Phase one, successful.

He repeated the test from different positions in the room, noting signal clarity and volume. The devices performed flawlessly regardless of distance or obstacles. Even when he placed one inside a metal box, the connection remained unbroken.




Satisfied with the basic functionality, Adom moved on to testing range. He took one device and walked out of the room, down corridors, around corners. The connection held steady, sustained by the ambient mana throughout the building.

By the time he returned to his workbench, he'd confirmed the range extended at least throughout the entire building--without any signal degradation.







The final step was housing the devices in something more practical than exposed brass rings. From a drawer, he retrieved two custom wooden cases Cass brought earlier--palm-sized ovals with hollowed centers perfectly sized to hold the assemblies.

The casings weren't merely decorative. The wood had been soaked in a preservation solution that would protect against moisture and impact damage. More importantly, thin channels carved into the inner surface would help focus sound waves toward the crystal core, improving both transmission and reception quality.

Adom fitted the devices into their housings, secured them with tiny brass clasps, and gave each a final inspection. From the outside, they looked like nothing more remarkable than polished wooden eggs with a small glass window showing the crystal within, a small dial with numerical markings visible along one edge.

Simple. Elegant. Revolutionary.

He heard footsteps approaching and quickly cleared away the excess materials, leaving only the completed devices on the workbench.

Cass appeared in the doorway, her expression shifting from mild annoyance to curiosity as she spotted the glowing objects on the workbench.

"Could you please not scare off my neighbors with your late-night wandering?" she said, walking into the room. She balanced a small waxed paper package in one hand and two steaming mugs in the other. "Mrs. Halden from downstairs came knocking just now. Apparently, you were seen mumbling to yourself all over the neighborhood, laughing maniacally, and mumbling 'it works' at yourself."

The warm, buttery scent of fresh khazbun bread—a flaky, layered pastry unique to Arkhos' bakeries—filled the room as she set everything down on the one clear corner of the workbench.

"I brought you breakfast," she added, looking Adom over critically. "You should eat."

Adom ran a hand through his disheveled hair, dark circles under his eyes contrasting with the satisfied gleam in them. He reached for one of the mugs of hot chocolate gratefully.

"Lost track of time," he admitted savoring the hot drink. "But it was worth it."

"So I step out for half an hour to get us breakfast, and you decide to terrorize the whole neighborhood?" she said, eyeing the glowing objects. "What exactly have you been working on all night?"

Adom picked up one of the devices and held it out to her. "This is what's going to put the Wangara Guild on the map."

She took it cautiously, turning it over in her hands. "It's... pretty? What exactly am I looking at here?"

"The answer to your question about what would make us stand out," Adom replied. He picked up the second device and gestured for her to step back. "Walk over to the other side of the room."

Cass raised an eyebrow but complied, moving to the far corner.

"Now hold it up to your ear, like this." Adom demonstrated with his own device. "And notice the numbered dial on the edge? That's how you select which crystal to contact. Each crystal has its own unique seven-digit code."

She mimicked his position, her expression skeptical. "What is this supposed to--"

"Can you hear me?" Adom spoke softly into his device.

Cass nearly dropped hers, eyes widening as his voice emerged clearly from the stone she held to her ear.

"What in the world?" She stared at the device, then back at Adom across the room.

"That's just the beginning," he said, both directly and through the connection.

Cass lowered the device slowly, her eyes never leaving Adom's face. The skepticism had vanished, replaced by a sharp, calculating look.

"Range?" she asked, her voice measured despite the intensity in her gaze.

"Citywide at minimum. With proper setup, potentially across provinces."

She turned the device over in her hands, examining it with new appreciation. "How difficult to reproduce?"

"The crystals are rare, but obtainable. The crafting requires precision, but it's a process I can teach to others." Adom took a sip of his chocolate. "I've designed templates for the rune sequences."

"Security?"

"Each crystal pair has a unique frequency. No one can listen in without the matching stone."

Cass paced three steps, then stopped. "Cost per unit?"

"High initially, but scalable once we establish supply lines for the materials."

Her fingers traced the dial. "And the numbering system—this means..."

"Any stone can contact any other stone in the network, provided you know the correct code."

She set the device down carefully, as if it might suddenly increase in value before her eyes. "Military applications?"

"Immediate battlefield coordination. Instant communications between outposts. Strategic advantage to whoever deploys it first."

"Merchant houses?"

"Real-time market information. Trade coordination across provinces. No more waiting weeks for messages to arrive by courier."

A hint of a smile played at the corner of her mouth. "The Imperial Court?"

"Governance without delay. Immediate response to crises. Power projection."

Cass leaned against the wall, arms crossed. "And we control the entire production."

"We do."

She closed her eyes briefly, calculating.

"Hmm. Where did you buy these? It's really good." Asked Adom, biting into the khazbun bread.

When Cass opened her eyes, Adom recognized something he rarely saw there—excitement, carefully contained but unmistakable.

"This isn't just a product, Adom. This is..." She hesitated, searching for the right words. "This is the beginning of an entirely new world."

"I know."

She picked up the device again, holding it with newfound reverence. "The House of Merchants won't just give us a seat at their table. They'll rebuild the entire table around us."

"That's the idea."

Cass laughed—a short, rare sound from her. "God, we're creating an entirely new field of commerce. One that every kingdom, every army, every merchant house will soon find themselves unable to function without."

Adom nodded, allowing himself a small smile. "And the Wangara Guild will hold the keys to it all."

"A monopoly," she murmured, "on the future itself."

"...Seriously though, where did you buy these?"

*****

A little more than a day later...




Adom stifled a yawn as he slid into the bench beside Sam. The wooden seat creaked in protest, its sound echoing slightly in the high-ceilinged chamber of the Academy's dueling arena. Around them, other students were settling in, some stretching, others checking equipment, all preparing for another grueling session of practical combat magic.




Despite fourteen hours of sleep, his body still demanded more. Ever since [Silverback's Might] and [Healing Factor] had manifested, his physiology had fundamentally changed. His muscles looked ordinary but operated on different principles entirely.

His metabolism ran at twice the normal rate, demanding double the calories while providing extraordinary benefits—he could push himself far longer than before, but the recovery debt remained constant.

Fourteen hours was efficient for someone who'd depleted themselves as thoroughly as he had, but ideally, he needed about one more hour to feel fully refreshed. His body's ledger was precise that way.













"You look like death warmed over," Sam remarked, not looking up from the notebook where he was sketching what appeared to be formation diagrams.

"Thanks. Always nice to be noticed," Adom replied, rubbing his eyes.

Sam glanced up, brow furrowing. "Where's your quillick? Zuni's always perched on your shoulder by now."

"Still sleeping in our dorm." Adom's second yawn threatened to dislocate his jaw. "He refused to move this morning. Just hissed and burrowed deeper under the pillow."

"I didn't know he could hiss."

"Yeah. Me neither."

Sam closed his notebook. "Are you alright? You slept all day yesterday. Missed Professor Orlaf's lecture on ward penetration. He specifically mentioned your absence, by the way. Twice."

Adom winced. "Yeah, I was... working on something."

"Something?"

"Guild-related. The one I'm forming with Cass." Adom straightened his uniform collar, which was askew. "I'll show you later."

"Ah, speaking of guild." Sam's expression brightened. He reached into his inner pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper, corners crisp and sealed with a wax impression that caught the light. "Couldn't tell you yesterday since you were hibernating, but my father agreed to be one of the sponsors for the..." He paused. "What is your guild's name, by the way?"

"The Wangara."

"Wangara?" Sam's eyebrows rose slightly. "Nice. Some of the first human merchants, weren't they? Crossed the Great Desert with just camels and star charts."

"Yeah, Cass told me," Adom replied, eyeing the paper Sam was still holding. "Your father actually agreed?"

"Said your father asked for it." Sam extended the paper with a smile. "That, and he was quite eager to hear your guild's plans."

Adom stared at the paper for a moment before taking it. His eyes scanned the elegant script, widening slightly at the seal and signature.

"This is—" He broke off, suddenly throwing his arms around Sam in an unexpected hug. "This is huge! Do you know what this means?"

How... out of character to be acting that way. An hormonal change perhaps? Adom thought.

Well, whatever.

"All right, all right," Sam laughed, awkwardly patting Adom's back while trying to extricate himself. "Just take the paper before you wrinkle it. Father would kill us both."

Adom released him, clutching the sponsorship document like it might vanish. "House Harbinsky's backing—this gets us one sponsor."

He was still staring at it when the double doors at the far end of the arena swung open with deliberate force. Conversation died instantly, replaced by the scrape of benches as students straightened their postures.

Professor Crowley strode into the room. His deep blue battle-mage robes billowed slightly despite the absence of any breeze—a subtle display of mana control that wasn't lost on the more observant students.

"Good morning," he said, voice carrying effortlessly to the farthest corners. "I see most of you managed to find your way here despite the schedule changes."

Sam nudged Adom, who reluctantly folded the precious document and tucked it into his inner pocket.

Crowley reached the center of the arena and turned to face them, hands clasped behind his back. "For those who haven't had the pleasure, I am Professor Crowley. This is Advanced Combat Applications, and as I understand it, this is the first meeting for all of you due to the recent administrative... adjustments."

A few students exchanged glances. Details remained deliberately vague.

"Unlike your previous combat classes," Crowley continued, "this arena operates under different protocols. Here, you will engage in authentic dueling conditions against your peers." His eyes scanned the room, settling briefly on each face. "The limitations and safety measures you've grown accustomed to have been significantly reduced."

A quiet murmur rippled through the room.

"That doesn't mean there are no rules," he added, his tone sharpening. "It means the consequences for your actions are more immediate. Like reality itself."

He gestured toward the ceiling, where a complex array of runes glowed with subdued golden light. "This monitoring system will assess your performance, track damage potentials, and—most importantly—intervene only when absolutely necessary."

Crowley paced a measured circuit in front of them. "The purpose of this class is simple: to prepare you for combat outside these walls, where your opponents won't politely wait their turn, where defensive failure means actual injury, and where creative application of your abilities often means the difference between victory and defeat."

He stopped and conjured a small, swirling orb of densely packed mana between his palms. "You will use everything in your arsenal. Every spell, every technique, every advantage you can create." The orb pulsed once before dissipating. "Your objective isn't merely to win—it's to understand why you won. Or why you lost."

A few students murmured.

"Each of you will participate in a minimum of three official duels this semester," Crowley explained. "The matchups will be determined partly by my assessment and partly by challenge system. The results will account for thirty percent of your final—"

The arena doors swung open again, cutting him off mid-sentence.

All heads turned toward the interruption. A collective intake of breath followed.

"Oh, they're done for," someone whispered from a few rows back.

"Crowley hates lateness worse than incompetence," another muttered.

Sam raised his eyebrows at Adom, who was already craning his neck to see the late arrival.

Standing in the doorway was a figure who didn't seem particularly concerned with the stir she'd caused.

She was tall—taller than most of the male students—with skin the deep crimson of sunset. Dark, intricate patterns that might have been tattoos or might have been natural markings traced across her visible skin in abstract whorls. When she spoke, apologizing for her tardiness, two delicate fangs caught the light. A pair of small, polished horns curved up from her forehead, and behind her, a small tufted tail—not unlike a rabbit's, but with the same crimson hue as her skin—flicked once in apparent nervousness.

"Ah, Miss Lazarai," Crowley said, his tone unexpectedly neutral. "I was informed you might be joining us."

The whispers intensified immediately.

"Is that a—""—Tirajin, has to be—"
"—thought they never left their islands—"
"—heard their magic is all blood-based—"

"I apologize for my tardiness, Professor," she said. "The shifting buildings... I'm afraid I'm still learning my way around."

A group of boys in the front row were already leaning toward each other, whispering and casting glances her way.

Even Sam looked surprised. "A Tirajin," he breathed. "Here?"

Adom said nothing, simply observing. He'd read about the Tirajin people—an ancient race from the volcanic archipelago in the Southern Seas—but seeing one in person was another matter entirely. This never happened before.

"Quite understandable," Crowley replied. "It's your first day, after all." He turned to address the class. "Everyone, this is Naia Lazarai, daughter of Ambassador Korek Lazarai of the Tirajin Sovereignty. She will be joining our class for this semester, and possibly longer, depending on her father's diplomatic assignment."

The room erupted into excited conversation.

"—heard their diplomats can breathe fire—""—supposedly they can see magic itself—"
"—my cousin said they only eat things that are still moving—""—just here because of the treaty negotiations—"
"—wonder if she'll duel—"

Naia Lazarai stood perfectly still amid the commotion, her expression unreadable. Her eyes—a startling amber with vertical pupils—briefly scanned the room before settling on Crowley again.

"SILENCE!" Crowley didn't shout so much as project, his voice cutting through the chatter like a blade. The room went instantly quiet. "Miss Lazarai, please take any available seat. We were just discussing the parameters of this course."

Crowley cleared his throat and resumed as if there had been no interruption.

"As I was saying, the monitoring system will track your performance statistics. These will factor into your final evaluation alongside written assessments of your strategic choices." He gestured toward the walls, where rune-inscribed plates hummed with contained energy. "The arena barriers will contain most spellwork, but be aware that certain high-level techniques may trigger additional safeguards."

He reached into his robe pocket and withdrew what appeared to be a handful of small crystals, each about the size of a thumbnail and etched with intricate runic patterns.

"These are protection amulets," he explained, letting one dangle from his fingers where the entire class could see it. "You will wear them during all duels. They contain specialized barrier runes that activate automatically when detecting potentially lethal damage. After all, the goal here is not to have you kill each other." His tone suggested this was both a reassurance and a mild disappointment.

"They will not protect you from pain, minor injuries, or the humiliation of poor performance," he added with a thin smile. "Merely from permanent harm."

He paused, scanning the attentive faces.

"Questions so far?"

No one moved. Either they understood perfectly or—more likely—they were too intimidated to speak up first.

"Excellent," Crowley said, clapping his hands together once. "Since today is our first session, I see no reason to delay practical application. Who here would like to participate in our inaugural duel?"

Hands shot up immediately—mostly from the usual suspects. Karion Dimitri, heir to the Dimitri Barony in the northern reaches of Sundar. Lucia Wei, who'd never met a challenge she wouldn't accept. Many others Adom was familiar with.

And of course, Damus.

Crowley nodded approvingly. "Good. Enthusiasm is—"

Another hand rose, more deliberately than the others. Naia Lazarai, still standing near the entrance, had raised her arm with the casual confidence of someone who didn't expect to be refused.

The room went quiet again.

Even Crowley seemed momentarily caught off guard. He recovered quickly. "Miss Lazarai, perhaps you misunderstood. These duels involve actual combat magic, not the demonstration exercises you might be accustomed to from your previous institution. Given that you missed the initial explanation, I suppose you should be briefed first."

"I heard your voice from the third corridor, Professor," Naia replied. "Something about authentic dueling conditions and consequences being more immediate. It sounds not dissimilar to our training methods at home."

Someone whispered "Holy shit, they heard that?" loud enough for half the room to hear.

"Did she just say—""—enhanced hearing is definitely a Tirajin trait—"
"—bet she can smell fear too—"

Crowley's lips twitched into what might have been the ghost of a smile. "Well, it seems you're integrating more quickly than anticipated." He turned to address the other volunteers. "The protocol is simple. Those willing to duel may challenge any student present. The challenged may refuse three consecutive times without penalty. A fourth refusal results in automatic grade reduction."

He paused to let this sink in. "This system prevents both forced participation and excessive avoidance."

The room went still again, dozens of eyes tracking Naia as she surveyed the assembled students.

She began to walk, moving not toward the arena floor but along the tiered seating, her gaze sweeping across the students.

"She's looking at us," Sam muttered, slouching lower in his seat.

Adom followed her gaze. "She is."

"Why is she looking at us?" Sam's whisper had taken on a panicked edge.

"I have no idea," Adom replied, watching with growing curiosity as Naia continued her approach.

She ascended the steps toward their row with unhurried grace. The buzz of whispers intensified.

"—heading straight for them—""—isn't that Sylla?—"
"—must have some reason—"

Sam made a small, distressed noise as she stopped directly in front of their bench. "Oh God, oh God, oh God," he whispered.

Naia smiled, revealing just the tips of those delicate fangs. "Hello," she said. "You're Adom Sylla, aren't you?"

Adom straightened slightly, surprised at being addressed by name. "Yes," he answered, aware of just how many people were watching this exchange. "I am."

Her amber eyes studied him for a moment, then she extended a hand—palm up, fingers slightly curled in what seemed like a formal gesture rather than a typical handshake.

"Would you like to duel, Adom Sylla?"

            

    
        Chapter 77. Best. Friend. Ever.

    
    
    
    
                Adom stared at Naia's outstretched hand. Time seemed to slow as his brain processed what was happening.

Being singled out wasn't unusual for him, but being challenged to a duel by a Tirajin diplomat's daughter on her first day? That was new.

The entire room had gone completely silent. He could practically feel the weight of everyone's stares boring into his back.

The logical part of his mind—the part that had survived decades of experience condensed into memories that sometimes felt like someone else's life—assessed the situation clinically. Combat-capable species. Unknown magical affinity. Probable diplomatic training.

But the thirteen-year-old part of him—the part that still sometimes forgot he was actually eighty—felt a simple, undeniable spark of curiosity.

What's her angle? 

Naia hadn't moved. Her hand remained extended, amber eyes fixed on his with an intensity that suggested she wouldn't be deterred easily. The slight curl at the corner of her mouth hinted that she might be enjoying his hesitation.

Adom mentally shrugged. What the hell. He'd faced far worse than an impromptu duel with a mysterious foreign student.

"Sure," he said, taking her hand. Her grip was firm, her skin surprisingly warm—warmer than any human's would be.

The collective gasp that followed made him wonder if he'd accidentally agreed to something more serious than a supervised classroom duel. Very dramatic.

"Dude, what are you doing?" Sam hissed beside him, but his friend's tone lacked real alarm. It was more the obligatory protest of someone who'd long since accepted that Adom would do exactly as he pleased. "You don't know anything about her abilities."

"That's rather the point of a duel, isn't it?" Adom replied quietly.

Naia's smile widened, revealing more of those delicate fangs. "I'm glad," she said, her voice carrying just enough to be heard by the nearby rows. "I worried you might be a coward."

"Ha!" Adom couldn't help but chuckle at that. "I think caution and cowardice aren't the same thing," he said, rising from his seat.

He stood, and suddenly became acutely aware of just how tall she was. The top of his head barely reached her shoulder. At thirteen, his body had barely hit the growth spurt that would eventually bring him to his adult height. Naia, meanwhile, easily topped six feet, her slender frame making her appear even taller.

"Sylla, sit down!""Are you insane?"
"She'll crush you!"

The comments drifted up from various parts of the room. Adom ignored them as he gestured for Naia to lead the way down to the arena floor.

As they descended the steps, she leaned slightly closer. "I've heard quite a bit about you, you know," she said conversationally, as if they were discussing the weather rather than preparing to fight. "Commander Sylla's son. The boy who survived a high-ranked dungeon."

Adom raised an eyebrow.

"They say you emerged with white hair," she continued. Her eyes flicked to the stark white streak that ran through his otherwise dark hair. "Though I confess I expected it to be more... complete. I imagined your entire head turned white from whatever horrors you witnessed."

"Sorry to let you down," Adom said dryly. "I'll try for a more theatrical trauma next time."

That surprised a laugh out of her—a light, elegant sound that seemed at odds with her imposing appearance. "You're funny. I wasn't expecting that."

They reached the arena floor, their footsteps echoing slightly on the polished stone. The space seemed larger from down here, the tiered seating rising around them like the walls of a pit. Every face was turned toward them, every conversation hushed.

"I do appreciate your willingness to accept my challenge," Naia said, her tone shifting to something more formal. "It's refreshing to meet someone who doesn't immediately assume I'm to be feared or avoided."

"Is that what usually happens?" Adom asked, genuinely curious.

A flicker of something—annoyance? resignation?—crossed her features before her composure returned. "Let's just say your classmates' reactions were not unexpected."

Professor Crowley appeared beside them, crystal amulets in hand. "Since you two seem eager to provide our first demonstration, let's proceed." He handed them each a protection amulet. "Place these around your necks."

Adom slipped the crystal over his head, feeling the cool weight of it against his chest. It hummed faintly, responding to his proximity.

"Remember," Crowley addressed them both, but his eyes lingered on Naia, "this is a controlled exercise. The objective is demonstration of skill and adaptability, not injury."

Naia nodded respectfully. "Of course, Professor."

"The rules are simple," Crowley announced, loud enough for all to hear. "Combat continues until one participant yields, is rendered incapable of continuing, or until I determine further engagement would serve no educational purpose." He stepped back, gesturing to opposite sides of the arena. "Take your positions. When I signal, you may begin."

As they separated, Naia rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet. Her tail flicked with what appeared to be excitement, and when their eyes met across the arena, she winked at him.

Adom responded with a slight nod and a small smile of his own.




He was curious about her abilities, certainly, but didn't overthink her motives. She was probably just another combat junkie looking for a decent fight. The Academy was full of them—people who collected interesting opponents like trophies. His dungeon survival story had obviously put him on her list of people worth challenging.







From across the arena, Naia took her position with the poised confidence of someone thoroughly trained in formal combat. Her posture was perfect, her expression composed.

Crowley raised his hand, preparing to give the signal.

The room held its breath.


Crowley's hand began to descend.

[Flow Prediction] activated.

Time slowed to a crawl. The world around Adom sharpened into hyper-focus—every detail, every movement, every flicker of energy suddenly outlined with crystal clarity.

Naia was already moving.

The average human reaction time is about a quarter of a second—250 milliseconds from stimulus to response. Naia had started her spell before Crowley's hand had dropped even an inch. She was operating at least twice that speed, her mind-to-magic pathways clearly well-developed and heavily trained.

Embers formed around her palms without any visible weaving gestures. No finger movements, no verbal components. Just pure mental construction. Most mages needed at least some physical focus to channel mana properly. A well-practiced spell took under a second to form if you could hold the construct clearly in your mind, but this—this was high-level weaving.

Under her feet, a heat shimmer appeared—the beginnings of a propulsion spell. The construct was efficient: minimal energy waste, perfect form. She wasn't planning to run at him. She was going to launch herself, closing the distance in a fraction of a second.

The angle of her body, the slight coiling of her muscles, the distribution of her weight—all told him exactly where she'd land. At least three feet in front of him, right hand leading with what would likely be an enhanced fire strike.

Crowley's hand continued its descent, now halfway down.

The embers around Naia's hands had grown into small dancing flames. Based on their color and intensity, she was using a mid-level fire technique—hot enough to cause serious pain, but not lethal. Good control. She was taking this seriously but being mindful of the classroom setting.

Her center of gravity was shifting forward. Her weight was distributed 70/30 between her back and front legs. She'd push off that back foot, using it as her primary launch point. Her legs were her anchor, her foundation. Take those away, and her entire attack sequence would crumble.

Time to move.

Crowley's hand completed its downward arc.

"Begin!"

Naia launched forward exactly as he'd predicted—a crimson blur propelled by flame.

One second.

Adom weaved two spells simultaneously: [Stone Grip] flowing into his right hand, [Wind Shield] forming around his left. The spells snapped into place immediately.

Two seconds.

She was halfway to him, her trajectory perfect, right fist wreathed in flame and cocked back for a devastating strike. Her eyes widened slightly—she hadn't expected him to remain stationary.

That was her first mistake.

As she entered his range, Adom stepped slightly to the left. Her momentum carried her forward, her punch slicing through empty air where his head had been a split second before.

Two and a half seconds.

His right hand shot out, [Stone Grip] activating as his fingers clamped around her throat. Not squeezing—just controlling. His left hand caught her fire-wrapped fist, [Wind Shield] neutralizing the flames on contact.

Her eyes widened in shock.

Using her own momentum against her, Adom pivoted sharply, sweeping her legs out from under her with a low kick to the back of her knees.

Without her legs to stabilize her, Naia's balance collapsed instantly.

Three seconds.

Adom drove her downward, slamming her back against the arena floor with enough force to knock the wind from her lungs. The impact echoed through the arena like a thunderclap.

Before she could recover, he had a spell primed above her face—a concentrated ball of pressure that would cause no permanent damage but would definitely hurt if released.

Naia lay there, pinned, her eyes wide with disbelief. Her chest heaved as she tried to regain her breath.

Adom blinked, surprised by his own efficiency. He'd expected more resistance, more... challenge. He'd fought thugs in the Undertow who'd put up a better fight. He'd prepared himself for a difficult battle against this diplomatic daughter from a warrior race, and yet...

I guess a kid's still a kid.

Naia's surprise faded. "I yield," she said, her voice steady despite her position.


For a frozen moment, no one moved. No one spoke. The entire room seemed to be processing what they'd just witnessed.

Then chaos erupted.

"Holy crap, did you see that?""He just—in like three seconds—"
"Did anyone even see what happened?"

Sam, meanwhile, had launched from his seat, applauding wildly with a triumphant grin spread across his face. He caught Adom's eye and gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

Adom returned the gesture with a subtle thumbs-up of his own.

"Sam, please sit down," someone nearby groaned. "You're blocking the view."

Sam responded by applauding even louder while remaining firmly on his feet.

Professor Crowley watched it all with a thin smile, making no immediate attempt to restore order. He seemed to be studying the reactions as much as he had studied the brief duel itself.

On the arena floor, Naia pushed herself up onto her elbows, then to her feet with a fluid motion that suggested she wasn't badly hurt, just winded. She stood for a moment, rubbing the back of her neck where it had impacted the floor, then looked at Adom.

She smiled and extended her hand again, the gesture different this time—horizontal. Was there a meaning behind that?

Adom took it without hesitation. Her grip was noticeably firmer than before.

"You're much stronger than you look," she said, not bothering to lower her voice despite the ongoing commotion around them.

"I hear that a lot."

Naia shook her head, her small horns catching the light. "No," she said with conviction. "I don't think you do." She flexed her hand, the one he'd caught mid-punch. "You didn't use Fluid. No enhancement spells at all. Just raw physical strength and technique."

She stepped closer, lowering her voice slightly. "Tirajin are naturally much stronger than humans—it's not boasting, just biology. Even a half-grown Tirajin like me." She gestured to herself with a quick flick of her tail. "I wasn't expecting you to take such a physical approach. Most humans rely on spellwork when facing my kind."

"Oh, uh, maybe I'm not most humans?"

Did that sound too cocky? I definitely sounded cocky.

"Clearly not." The corner of her mouth quirked up. "And thank the one God for that. Most humans are terribly boring."

Professor Crowley had finally moved to the center of the arena, raising both hands for quiet. The excited chatter continued unabated.

"SILENCE!" he commanded, his voice amplified by a subtle pulse of mana.

The room fell instantly quiet, a few students wincing at the volume.

"The winner of this demonstration duel is Adom Sylla," Crowley announced, gesturing toward Adom. "A clear victory through excellent tactical assessment and efficient execution."

A few students started to clap, but Crowley silenced them with a look. "This is not a theatrical performance. It is an educational exercise. You would do well to consider what you observed rather than merely react to it."

He turned to Naia and Adom, lowering his voice. "Miss Lazarai, are you injured?"

"No, Professor," she answered promptly. "Just my pride, perhaps. And that will heal quickly enough."

She looked at Adom again. "Thank you for the match. I'd very much like to fight you again—and understand exactly how I lost so quickly." Her smile broadened. "I have much to learn, it seems."

"Sure," Adom said easily. "Whenever you want."

"Tomorrow?" she asked immediately.

"I... Uh..." He was taken off guard. Was he even free tomorrow? Probably not, maybe he'd jus-

"I insist." Naia pressed.

"Tomorrow works." Adom finally said. This wasn't so bad, after all. Maybe he'd get to make a new ally, even.

Crowley turned his attention to Adom. "Mr. Sylla, I must say you've improved considerably since I last observed your combat abilities." The professor's gaze was penetrating, assessing. "Your response time and technique were... notably advanced."

"Thank you, sir."

"I'm pleased to see you can defend yourself so effectively now."

The professor glanced between them, then addressed Naia again. "Miss Lazarai, do not be discouraged by this outcome. Mr. Sylla here has unfortunately had the benefit of real battle experience—with his life at genuine risk—unlike any other student in this classroom." He paused. "Experience is often a more effective teacher than formal training, though considerably less pleasant."

"I'm not discouraged, Professor," she said, her tail swishing. "I'm motivated."

Before Adom could respond, Crowley clapped his hands once. "Back to your seats, both of you. We have more duels to observe today."

As they walked back toward the tiered seating, Lucia Wei leaned over the railing. "Sylla! Did you practice all summer or something?"

"Or something," Adom replied vaguely.

A few rows up, someone whispered loudly enough to be heard: "Maybe it's the white streak in his hair. It's like... magic power stored in there or something."

"That's not how magic works, you idiot," their neighbor hissed back.

"Then how did he move so fast?"

"Maybe he's just good?"

Naia chuckled beside him. "Your classmates are very creative with their theories."

"You have no idea," Adom muttered. "Just wait until tomorrow's rumors."

*****

Adom and Sam cut across the Academy grounds, taking the most direct route to the Krozball pitch. The sun was high in the sky, mid afternoon. Some first years were practising their weaving in the gardens, while others were going to the library. Early semester was always calm.

"So let me get this straight," Sam said, still processing everything Adom had told him about the duel with Naia. "You just... what? Saw her attack before she even launched it?"

"Pretty much." Adom shifted his training bag to his other shoulder. "Once [Flow Prediction] activated, her movements became obvious. Like watching someone try to sneak up on you in slow motion."

"And you just... caught her fist? A Tirajin's fist?" Sam's eyes widened. "You know they're supposed to wrestle adult dire bears for coming-of-age rituals, right?"

"I think that might be an exaggeration."

"My cousin swears he saw one lift a big cart to retrieve a coin underneath."

"The one that also swears he dated a mermaid?"

"That was a misunderstanding! She had very scaly skin!" Sam protested, then waved it away. "Beside the point. Physically restraining a Tirajin is crazy. I still don't fully understand how those passive skills of yours work."

"Which part confuses you?"

"Mostly the energy consumption." Sam adjusted his glasses. "When we first talked about [Silverback's Might] and [Healing Factor], you mentioned your metabolism runs hot, but you don't seem to be constantly ravenous."

Adom glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot. "My body's operating at optimal efficiency now. I eat more, sure, but the conversion rate is incredible."

"Like how incredible?"

"Remember when I came back to the dorm with those deep cuts and bruises a couple days ago? They mostly were gone by morning."

Sam whistled low. "And that didn't put you in an energy deficit? Healing that fast should have you eating like a troll."

"That's the fascinating part. My system extracts and stores energy from food much more efficiently than before. I only need significant extra calories when I'm actively healing or pushing my strength to the limit." Adom flexed his hand. "The rest of the time, my consumption is just moderately higher than normal."

"And your muscles?"

"Same principle, different application. They look normal but perform at levels no human should be capable of."

"That's..." Sam stopped walking, his face scrunched in concentration. "Actually, you need to teach me that transmutation technique you used."

"I... don't think it's a good idea to try it. I know I did, but I was kind of desperate with Shadowfade syndrom an hour away from me." Adom motioned for them to keep moving. "I almost died."

They passed under the shadow of the all new Arcanum Tower, its spire reaching high above them. Students moved in orderly patterns across the grounds.

"You know what's weird," Sam said after a moment, "is how much lighter you seem now."

"Lighter?"

"Yeah. Like, ever since you told me everything—about your past life, the reincarnation, all of it—you just seem... I don't know, less burdened." Sam gestured vaguely at Adom's posture. "Like you're not carrying it alone anymore."

Sam wasn't wrong. There was something freeing about having someone who knew everything, someone he didn't have to lie to or edit himself around.

"It helps," he admitted. "Being able to talk openly with you."

"Must have been exhausting, keeping all that bottled up."

"You have no idea."

"Actually, I do have some idea," Sam said, more seriously than his usual tone. "I'm the one you talk to now, remember? And I gotta say, your life story is a lot to process."

"Sorry about that."

"Don't apologize. It's fascinating." Sam's voice dropped to an excited whisper. "I'm friends with someone who's literally lived another lifetime. Do you have any idea how cool that is?"

"Is that all I am to you?" Adom asked dryly. "A walking historical curiosity?"

"A walking historical curiosity with combat skills and secret identities." Sam grinned. "Best. Friend. Ever."

They rounded the corner past the Alchemy building, and the Krozball pitch came into view. A few figures were already running drills on the field.

"Speaking of your past knowledge," Sam said, his tone becoming more thoughtful, "were you expecting the Tirajin to show up like this? At the Academy?"

Adom shook his head. "Never happened in my timeline. Not even close."

"And that worries you."

It wasn't a question. Sometimes Sam was too perceptive.

"Yeah," Adom admitted. "It means things are diverging from what I remember even more. Political alignments, alliances, maybe even major events."

"So your future knowledge..."

"Is becoming too unreliable." Adom kicked at a loose stone on the path. "In my timeline, the Tirajin were isolationists. They barely traded with the Empire, let alone sent diplomatic missions or enrolled students in the Academy."

"From what I've heard, Naia's father is a cousin to their king. One of the most influential people in their nation."

"Where'd you hear all this?"

"Dinner hall. I talked to a few people after the duel. Diplomat kids." Sam adjusted his glasses. "Apparently, they're here to finalize some kind of alliance with the Empire."

"An alliance?" That was definitely new. In Adom's previous life, the Tirajin had maintained strict neutrality during the coming conflicts. Their involvement would change everything.

"Mutual defense pact, from what I gathered. They share a border, after all."

"Against what?" Adom asked, though he suspected he already knew.

"The rising orc tribes in the east, for one. The Farmusian empire, and also the dungeon breaks." said Sam. "They're becoming more frequent. Three major incidents in the last year alone."

Dungeon breaks. Early signs of the World Dungeon stirring. In his past life, they'd started the same way—isolated incidents growing steadily more common until they became near-constant emergencies.

The pattern was unmistakable. Within a few decades, they'd be happening weekly, then daily. The precursor to what he'd come to know as the end times.

"It's starting," he murmured.

"What is?"

"The pattern. The build-up." Adom shook his head. "It'll get worse."

Sam studied him for a moment. "You know, sometimes I forget that you've actually lived through catastrophic events. That you're not just theorizing."

"Lucky you," Adom said grimly.

They walked in silence for a few paces before something small and white fluttered down in front of Adom, landing on the pathway between him and Sam.










"What the—" Adom began, before both boys looked up.

A raven perched on a nearby branch, its feathers glossy black in the afternoon sun. It tilted its head, regarding them with one beady eye, then opened its beak.

"Student Adom Sylla!" the bird announced in a voice that somehow managed to be both croaky and officious at the same time.

Adom raised an eyebrow. "Yes?"

"Letter delivery from Biggins!" The raven ruffled its feathers importantly.

Sam sighed dramatically. "These ravens are getting more insufferable by the day. Last week, one dropped a small package directly on Professor Orlaf's head during lecture. Didn't even apologize."

The raven scoffed loudly, flapped its wings, and soared away without another word.

Adom laughed as he bent to pick up the folded paper.

"What?" Sam demanded.

"Nothing. Just—" Adom's shoulders shook with suppressed mirth. "You're having a feud with the messenger birds."

"Oh, please," Sam rolled his eyes. "Just read your letter."

Adom unfolded the paper, immediately recognizing Biggins' distinctive handwriting—looping and elegant, yet somehow giving the impression of being scrawled in a great hurry.

MY DEAR BOY!

SIMPLY MARVELOUS NEWS! I couldn't possibly wait until your next visit to share this positively ELECTRIFYING development! (

I've secured you a SPONSOR with the House of Merchants! The Honorable Madame Faraday herself! Yes, THAT Faraday—terrifying woman, magnificent taste in teacups.

Do pop by the shop when convenient. We have DETAILS to discuss, PLANS to finalize, and I've acquired a new tea blend that tastes like sunshine filtered through cloud vapor. Or possibly just jasmine. My palate isn't what it once was after all.

Yours in anticipation,
The Astonishingly Clever (And Modestly Humble)
Mr. Biggins

"WHOO!" Adom whooped, startling a group of first-years practicing nearby. He folded the letter and tucked it carefully into his inner pocket.

Sam eyed him curiously. "Good news, I take it?"

"That's sponsor number two," Adom said, unable to keep the excitement from his voice. "Someone named Faraday. Madame Faraday."

"Wait, The Madame Faraday? She basically owns half the shipping routes to the Southern Isles!"

"I didn't know that."

Sam whistled. "Impressive. Her guild's ranked among the top ten seats I think."

Adom gave him a playful shove. "Two sponsors. We're almost there, Sam. The Wangara Guild is going to happen."

"Just the Lightbringers left then?"

"Just the Lightbringers." Adom started walking again, his pace quickening.

They continued toward the Krozball pitch, which was now fully visible ahead. Several players were already running drills, their movements quick and precise. Hugo stood at the center, clipboard in hand, barking occasional instructions.

"Speaking of following," Sam said, "you're going to be late if we don't hurry."

They jogged the rest of the way, arriving just as the team was gathering for a huddle. Hugo spotted them and broke away, making a beeline for Adom.

"Adom!" he called waving at both of the boys. "Perfect timing. Coach wants to see you."

"Coach Viriam?" Adom asked, setting his bag down. "I thought I'd meet him at the next regular practice."

"Change of plans. He's here now, and he's particularly interested in seeing you in action."

"Why the sudden interest?" Sam asked.

Hugo shrugged. "Word gets around. Not every day a third-year bests Serena in a duel." He glanced over at the field where the tall fifth-year was demonstrating a blocking technique. "Though I'd recommend not mentioning that to her face unless you enjoy pain."

"Noted," Adom said dryly.

"Anyway," Hugo continued, "we've got some good news. Remember our missing Runner position?"

"The one we didn't have during tryouts?"

"Filled as of this morning." Hugo said with a wide grin. "Coach wants to run some plays with the full lineup, see how everyone meshes together."

"Sounds good," Adom said. "Who's the new guy?"

Hugo started to answer but was cut off by Sam suddenly nudging Adom in the ribs—hard. Adom turned, following Sam's gaze toward the equipment lockers at the edge of the pitch.

A tall, broad-shouldered figure was emerging, adjusting armor plates. Even though his face was partially obscured by the helmet he was securing, there was no mistaking that particular way of rolling his shoulders.

Damus.

His eyes locked with Adom's across the pitch, and he scoffed visibly, turning away.

"Our new Runner," Hugo confirmed, apparently oblivious to the tension suddenly crackling in the air. "Coach says he's got the best acceleration he's seen in years."

Well, Adom thought, as Damus began walking toward them. This should be fun.























            

    
        Chapter 78. Grasshopper

    
    
    
    
                "This is him? The Spear you've been raving about?" Coach Viriam squinted across the pitch, voice pitched just low enough that he probably thought it wouldn't carry. "He's barely taller than the Krozball posts."

Hugo shifted uncomfortably, his massive frame making the weathered bench beneath him creak in protest. "I know he doesn't look like much, but—"

"Doesn't look like much?" Viriam interrupted, scratching at his salt-and-pepper beard. "He looks like someone's little brother who wandered onto the field by mistake. Are you sure we're looking at the same kid? The skinny one with the white streak in his hair?"

"That's him," Hugo confirmed.

"God preserve us. I could snap him like a twig with one hand."

The murmurs rippled through the gathered players. Adom kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, pretending not to hear any of it while strapping on his right gauntlet. Next to him, Sam winced.

"They're not exactly being subtle, are they?" Sam whispered.

Adom said nothing, tightening the gauntlet with perhaps more force than necessary.

"Hey, mini-Spear," called Talef from a few feet away, his tone light and teasing. "Don't worry—if someone charges you, just duck. They'll fly right over you."

Several players laughed, not unkindly.

"Or you could run between his legs," added Mira, grinning. "Tactical advantage of being fun-sized."

More laughter.

Children, Adom thought. All of them. Playing at competition with absolutely no concept of real battle. In his first life, by their age, most would have already faced genuine life-or-death situations.

"Look," Coach Viriam continued, "I'm sure he's a nice enough kid, but this is Krozball, not storytelling hour at the library. People get hurt. Badly. Remember Galen Nox? Shattered his entire arm cage on that bad fall last season."

"Rib cage," Hugo corrected. "And yes, but—"

"My point exactly! We're talking broken bones as a matter of course. And now you want me to put—" Viriam gestured vaguely in Adom's direction, "—that on the field?"

Again.

"Coach," Hugo said, lowering his voice slightly (though not nearly enough), "I know this sounds crazy, but you have to see him play. He's got the best spatial awareness I've ever seen in a third-year. Maybe in any year."

"The dungeon hero, right?" Viriam's tone made it clear exactly what he thought of that title. "Look, I'm sure the stories about him are very exciting, but they're probably exaggerated. Kids that age tend to—"

"I watched him take down Serena in a duel," Hugo cut in. "Clean win. No tricks."

That caused a moment of silence. Even Viriam seemed to hesitate.

"You told me already, but are you sure?"

"Absolutely."

"Probably a fluke," Viriam muttered, but with less conviction now. "Or she was going easy on him."

"Serena doesn't go easy on anyone. You know that."

From the bench nearby, Serena herself looked up sharply. Her eyes found Adom, measuring him silently. Unlike the others, she wasn't laughing. Her jaw tightened, and she scoffed loudly enough for everyone to hear.

"It wasn't a fluke," she said flatly. "And I wasn't going easy." She returned to adjusting her gauntlets, adding under her breath, "Won't make that mistake again."

Sam leaned closer to Adom. "You okay?"

"Fine," Adom replied flatly.

"You don't look fine. You look like you're plotting someone's violent demise."

"That's just my face."

Sam snorted. "No, your plotting-violence face has more of a squint to it. This is your I'm-too-dignified-to-acknowledge-I'm-annoyed face. Very different."

Despite himself, the corner of Adom's mouth twitched upward. "The difference is smaller than you'd think."

Sam snorted. "Your sense of humor gets really dark when people underestimate you."

"It's not the underestimation," Adom said quietly. "It's the tedium of it. Eighty years, and I still have to deal with the exact same nonsense."

Across the field, Coach Viriam was still expressing his reservations. "And what about his parents? You think they'd be happy to learn we've put their precious boy on a collision course with some fifth year's fist?"

"He's Commander Sylla's son," Hugo reminded him.

"Oh, even better," Viriam threw up his hands. "So when he gets his arm broken, I'll have one of the Empire's top military commanders on my doorstep. Fantastic."

"Coach," Hugo said, with the patience of someone explaining a simple concept to a particularly stubborn child, "just watch him. One practice. That's all I'm asking."

Viriam stared at Hugo for a long moment, then let out an exaggerated sigh. "Fine. One practice. But if he gets flattened, that's on you. You saw what his father did last semester. I want none of that."

"Deal."

Adom finished adjusting his gear and stood up.

"All right," Viriam shouted, suddenly shifting to his full coaching voice. "Everyone on the field! Let's see what we're working with!"

Adom caught Hugo giving him an encouraging nod. He returned it with the barest inclination of his head.

"Remember," Sam said as Adom prepared to join the others on the field, "no magical death spells if someone laughs at you."

"I'd never," Adom replied with feigned innocence.

"Uh-huh. I saw your face when Talef made that height joke. Pure murder."

"Not murder. Just mild maiming."

Sam grinned. "Show them what you've got, old man."

Adom allowed himself a small, genuine smile. "Oh, I intend to."


The players filed onto the Krozball pitch, equipment rattling softly with each step. Adom took his position, feeling the familiar texture of the gauntlets against his palms. The grass beneath his feet was freshly trimmed, springy and perfect for sudden direction changes.

Coach Viriam moved to the center of the field, Krozball tucked under one arm. His expression shifted from skepticism to something almost like concern as his eyes found Adom among the players.

"Sylla," he called, beckoning Adom forward. "A word."

Adom jogged over, aware of the eyes tracking his movement.

"Coach."

Viriam's weathered face creased into a frown. Up close, Adom could see the thin scar that ran from his left eyebrow to his temple—an old Krozball injury, most likely.

"Listen, kid," Viriam said, voice pitched low. "Hugo tells me you've got talent, and I respect his judgment. But Krozball isn't just about talent—it's about staying in one piece." He glanced around at the larger players. "These fifth-years hit like battering rams. You sure you want to do this?"

"I'm sure, Coach," Adom said firmly. "I can handle it."

Viriam studied him for a moment longer. "Your father know about this?"

"He taught me how to fall properly when I was six," Adom said. It wasn't exactly an answer, but it wasn't a lie either.

That earned a short laugh from Viriam. "Okay. Okay. No need to be sarcastic kid." He slapped Adom lightly on the shoulder. "Alright then. But you tell me if anything feels off. Pride's not worth a shattered collarbone."

He turned to address the entire group, voice booming across the pitch. "Listen up! For those who need reminding, Krozball has three simple rules." He held up a finger. "One: No magic. Fluid enhancement only." A second finger. "Two: Duels are one-on-one." A third finger. "Three: Intentional targeting of vulnerable areas means immediate ejection."

His eyes swept over the assembled players. "This isn't a brawl—it's a sport. You hit to disrupt, not to damage. Clear?"

A chorus of "Yes, Coach" echoed back.

"Good." Viriam consulted a clipboard. "For today's practice match, we're mixing experience levels. I want to see how you work with unfamiliar teammates."

He began rattling off names and positions. Adom listened for his own.

"Blue team Spear: Sylla."

No surprise there. What did surprise him was the next assignment.

"Blue team Runner: Damus."

Adom's eyes snapped to Damus, who was adjusting his armor. The taller boy looked up briefly, his expression unreadable, before returning to his equipment.

Great. Just great.

On the bright side, at least they wouldn't be actively trying to flatten each other. For now.

The teams separated, blue and red vests distributed. Adom found himself standing with Damus, Talef, and four others he recognized only vaguely from previous practices.

"Adom," Talef nodded. "Don't worry about Damus. He's fast, but he'll get the job done."

"I'm standing right here," Damus said flatly.

"Exactly my point," Talef grinned. "All speed, no subtlety."

Damus rolled his eyes and turned to Adom.

"Just get me the ball," he said simply. "I'll handle the rest."

"That's not exactly how a Spear works," Adom pointed out.

"Then show me how it works," Damus replied.

This was probably the longest conversation they had in a while.

Coach Viriam's whistle cut through the air. "Positions!"

Adom moved to the defensive half of their side, settling into his stance. Across the pitch, the red team's Runners were already coordinating, planning their attack pattern. The Spear, a fourth-year named Jensen, kept his eyes fixed on Adom with obvious skepticism.

The Krozball gleamed in Viriam's hand as he held it aloft. The sunlight caught its leather surface, highlighting the intricate runes sewn into the seams.

"Begin!"

The ball arced high into the air, and everything else disappeared from Adom's mind.

[Flow Prediction] activated instantly, sharpening his senses. The world decelerated around him, movements becoming telegraphed and readable. The ball's trajectory stretched before him like a glowing path—it would land approximately seven meters to his right, where red team's tallest Runner was already positioning himself.

Adom's mind raced. Standard defensive positioning would put him at least four steps behind the play—too slow, too reactive. He needed something different.

His eyes flickered to the Runner's legs, the way he balanced his weight on the balls of his feet, preparing to leap. There was a pattern there, a rhythm to the movement.

Like a grasshopper.

Oh?

The thought crystalized with sudden clarity.

Grasshoppers didn't rely on running speed—they channeled immense power through their legs, converting stored energy into explosive movement.

Adom dropped lower, shifting his weight back. He channeled Fluid into his thighs, feeling the energy build and compress, muscle fibers tensing under [Silverback's Might].

Five meters from the ball touching down.Four meters.
Three.

The red Runner's knees bent, preparing to jump.

Two meters.

Adom released.

The stored energy exploded through his legs, launching him forward like a bolt from a crossbow. His body shot across the pitch, covering the distance in a blurred instant. The red Runner was still mid-jump when Adom intersected his path, snatching the ball from the air with one outstretched hand.

He hit the ground in a controlled roll, absorbing the momentum, then pivoted sharply. The red team's defense was still reacting to his unexpected interception, their formation momentarily broken.

Damus had already spotted the opportunity. He was sprinting up the right flank, having slipped behind red's Blocker.

Adom didn't hesitate. He planted his back foot and channeled another burst of Fluid-enhanced strength, launching the ball in a tight spiral. It cut through the air at a speed that made it whistle, curving slightly to lead Damus's run.

Perfect placement.

Damus caught it without breaking stride, spinning past red's desperate Keeper, and slammed the ball through the highest hoop.

Three points.

Twenty seconds from whistle to score.

The pitch went quiet for a beat, then erupted in scattered exclamations.

"What the—""Did you see that jump?"
"How did he even—"

Talef jogged past Adom, slapping him on the back. "That," he said with appreciative emphasis, "was not normal."

Damus trotted back to position, tossing the ball to Coach Viriam. He met Adom's eyes briefly, giving him a single, curt nod. Coming from Damus, it was practically a standing ovation.

Adom felt a rush of satisfaction so intense it was almost embarrassing. The technique had worked perfectly—better than he'd anticipated. The grasshopper-leap combined with [Silverback's Might] gave him an explosive speed that nobody would expect from someone his size.

That would be pretty good in a fight.

He could hear Sam whooping from the sidelines, could see Hugo's barely-contained grin. Even Coach Viriam was watching him with a new intensity, his earlier skepticism replaced by calculating interest.

For a moment, Adom was tempted to say something cool, something that would capitalize on the stunned expressions around him. A witty one-liner, perhaps, or a confident declaration. The perfect cue for some edgy remark that would haunt him in his nightmares for decades.

But he didn't.

Thank god he didn't.

Too old for team drama and wannabe protagonist moments, even if his body disagreed.

Instead, he simply readjusted his gauntlets and returned to position, fighting to keep his face neutral even as a warm glow of vindication spread through his chest.




*****

 





An hour of effort, sweat, teenage drama, and strategic grasshopper-leaping later, the final whistle blew.

Red team: 16, Blue team: 13.

Serena, who'd subbed in for Jensen midway through the match, had just scored the final three-pointer with a move that even Adom had to admit was impressive. A spinning leap over Talef's attempted block, followed by a no-look shot that somehow curved around their Keeper's outstretched arms.

Adom bent forward, hands on his knees, sweat dripping onto the grass beneath him. His lungs burned, muscles trembled with exertion, and yet...it didn't feel like losing. Not really.

"Not bad out there," Talef said, clapping Adom on the shoulder as he passed. "Seven interceptions, four assists, and two scores. Even Damus seemed impressed."

Adom glanced over to where Damus was already stalking off the field, not bothering to look at anyone.

"High praise coming from him," Adom remarked dryly.

"Trust me, if he didn't approve, you'd know it," Talef replied with a knowing smile.

Coach Viriam's reaction, however, was anything but subdued.

"SYLLA!" The coach's voice boomed across the pitch as he barreled toward Adom like an excited bull that had just discovered sentience. "MY ACE!"

Before Adom could react, Viriam had lifted him clean off the ground in a bear hug that threatened to rearrange his internal organs.

"Coach—unhand—me—"

"Did you see him?" Viriam shouted to no one in particular, still crushing Adom against his chest. "Did you all see what I've been telling you about? That's my Spear! THAT'S MY SPEAR!"

"You've been telling us he's too small," Talef pointed out, walking past while toweling off his face.

"A momentary lapse in judgment!" Viriam declared, finally setting Adom down. "Size means nothing when you've got that kind of field vision! Three steps ahead of everyone else! Like he could see the future!"

Adom tried very hard not to react to that particular observation.

"Minimal praise would be sufficient, Coach," he managed, subtly checking if any ribs had been displaced.

"Minimal? MINIMAL?" Viriam's eyes bulged slightly. "I haven't seen a third-year move like that since—well, since me! And I was extraordinary!"

From the sidelines, Sam caught Adom's eye and mouthed "What is happening?" while making exaggerated gestures of confusion.

Adom responded with the smallest shrug possible, equally baffled by the coach's complete reversal.

The match itself had been chaotic and punishing. Red team had quickly adapted to Adom's unconventional style, double-teaming him whenever possible. But that had created openings for Damus and Talef, who'd capitalized with ruthless efficiency.

For his part, Adom had discovered that [Flow Prediction] combined with his enhanced speed made him nearly impossible to pass against. It was like having a map of everyone's intentions stamped directly into his brain and being able to act on it. By the second quarter, red team had stopped trying to pass anywhere near him.

There had been complications, of course. [Silverback's Might] combined with Fluid enhancement was like trying to control a runaway horse with silk threads. Twice he'd overshot his jumps, once sending himself crashing into the stands (much to Sam's amusement). Another time, he'd passed the ball with such force it nearly broke through the Keeper's protective gear.

Biggins had been right—[Flow Prediction] helped him manage his strength better, anticipating how much force was needed rather than just unleashing raw power. But even with that advantage, there had been moments when his control slipped. A misjudged tackle that sent both him and Serena tumbling across the pitch. A blocked shot that rocketed off his gauntlet and almost took out Coach Viriam on the sidelines.

Still, they'd adapted. By the final quarter, he'd found a tentative balance between power and precision.

"You need work on your endurance," Viriam continued, now in full coaching mode as the team gathered around. "And your shooting form is terrible—absolutely atrocious. Like watching someone throw a dead fish. But your positioning? Your anticipation? Divine. DIVINE!"

He clapped Adom on the shoulder with enough force to make his knees buckle slightly.

What is it with that old man and his strength?

"I'm putting your name down for the tournament roster," Viriam announced. "First string."

A murmur rippled through the gathered players.

"First string?" someone whispered. "After one practice?"

"Told you," Hugo said smugly from nearby.

"Your father will be alright with that, yes?" Viriam asked, suddenly remembering the potential complication. "Commander Sylla won't mind you traveling for the tournament circuit?"

"Absolutely not," Adom said, perhaps a bit too quickly. "He's very supportive of athletic pursuits."

"Excellent!" Viriam beamed. "Then it's settled. We'll start special training tomorrow. I have some techniques from my playing days that will transform your game. Ancient secrets, passed down through generations of Spears!"

"They're not ancient secrets if you read them in 'The Comprehensive Guide to Krozball,' Coach," Serena called out, deadpan.

"Silence, heathen! My wisdom is beyond textbooks!"

As Viriam launched into an enthusiastic speech about the tournament schedule, Adom found himself suppressing a smile. The plan had worked almost too well. He now had his ticket to the north, to Northhaven, and from there—to the Giant Highlands.

The Primordial Runes. The Grimoire. Understanding why Law gave it to him. All of it now within reach.

He'd been so caught up in the match, in proving himself, that he'd almost forgotten why he was doing this in the first place. The sport itself had been unexpectedly...fun.

Sam sidled up next to him as Coach Viriam continued extolling the virtues of proper hydration before long journeys.

"SYLLA! LIGHTBRINGER!" Viriam's voice cut through their conversation. "Pay attention when your coach is dispensing invaluable wisdom!"

"Yes, Coach!" they chorused, straightening up immediately.

Viriam nodded, satisfied, and returned to his lecture.







*****

 


After practice, Adom and Sam headed toward Old Mari's, the former's body aching and stomach growling in protest of being empty for so long.

"I'm going to eat at least five meat pies," Adom declared as they rounded the corner onto Market Street. "Maybe six."

"You'll explode," Sam replied. "Apparently Mari's trying something new, too. Eren wouldn't shut up about it earlier."

"New? Mari hasn't changed her menu in twenty years."

"According to Eren, it's some kind of flat bread with sauce and cheese on top. She adds different toppings depending on what you want."

"Sounds messy."

"Sounds perfect."

The evening air was cool against their still-sweat-dampened skin. Students milled about, some heading to evening studies, others clearly bound for less academic pursuits.




"We're supposed to meet Eren there," Sam said, checking the time on his pocket watch. "He's probably already halfway through his second pie by now."

"Adom!"

At the sound of his name, Adom turned.

"Is that Cass?" Sam squinted down the street.

It was. Cassandra was hurrying toward them, her usual measured stride replaced by something close to eagerness. In her hand was a slender bottle filled with a sparkling blue liquid that seemed to glow faintly in the evening light.

"I was just coming to find you," she said as she reached them.

"Is that Moonswell?" Adom asked, eyeing the bottle. "Are you celebrating something?"

Moonswell was expensive and rare—a drink reserved for milestone achievements or life-changing events. In his first life, Adom had tasted it exactly twice: once when he made got into Xerkes, and once when he found a bottle among the debris of a destroyed Kati.

Cass smiled. Her eyes moved from Adom to Sam, a question in them.

"Sam knows," Adom said quickly. "About the guild. Everything."

"Everything?" Cass raised an eyebrow, her smile turning wry. "That's a lot of everything."

"Enough," Adom amended.

"I'm trustworthy," Sam added.

Cass glanced around at the passing students, then stepped closer, lowering her voice.

"Yes, I'm celebrating," she said. She looked between them, letting the moment stretch before adding:

"We received the Lightbringer sponsor."







 





            

    
        Chapter 79. Welcome To The Market

    
    
    
    
                "How?" Adom stared at the glowing blue bottle in Cass's hand, the question hanging in the air between them.

Cass's lips curved into a satisfied smile, her usual composed demeanor giving way to barely contained excitement. "I went to the Register of Guilds today to check on our application status. While I was there, a handyman from the Lightbringers arrived with the letter." She pulled out an envelope from her inner pocket, the silver wax seal of the Lightbringers still intact. "Official sponsorship confirmation."

"That's fast," Adom said, brow furrowing. "Like, really fast. The Lightbringers were supposed to have received our proposal just today. And they've already approved and sent an answer?"

Cass nodded, her eyes bright. "The handyman came with a griffin."

"Ah." Adom's confusion cleared. Griffin-mounted messengers could cover distances in hours that would take normal carriers days. "That explains it."

Sam looked between them, then broke into a wide grin. "So it's official? The Wangara Guild is actually happening?"

"It is," Cass confirmed, her voice steady despite the subtle vibration of excitement in her shoulders. Adom had never seen her quite like this—controlled as always, but with an undercurrent of genuine elation that transformed her usually serious face.

"This calls for a proper celebration," Sam declared, clapping Adom on the back. "We were just heading to Old Mari's for meat pies. You should join us."

"Mari's?" Cass raised an eyebrow, tucking the precious letter back into her pocket. "Are the pies really worth celebrating with?"

"The best in the city," Sam and Adom said in perfect unison, then glanced at each other in surprise.

*****




Adom woke at precisely six o'clock, blinking away the remnants of a dream that was still fresh in his memory, though not as vivid as before. The cave, the tree, the egg—it had all felt like an actual dream this time, not the overwhelming vision it had been previously. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, and looked over at Sam's bed. His roommate remained firmly wrapped in his blankets, only the top of his head visible.







"Must be nice," Adom muttered, dragging himself out of bed.

The day that followed was relentlessly ordinary.

Advanced Alchemy with Professor Mirwen, where they extracted essence from a particularly stubborn moonflower. Bonding Practicum with Zuni. Dueling Tactics with Professor Gavin, who made the entire class run laps because someone had drawn a rather unflattering caricature of him on the classroom door.

Lunch came and went. So did History of Magical Theory and Practical Applications of Fluid Enhancement.

By the time Krozball practice rolled around, Adom's mind was already elsewhere. Coach Viriam noticed, making him run extra drills until his legs felt like they might detach themselves in protest.

[White Wyrm's Body has leveled up!]
[Iron Lungs has leveled up!]

Damus remained consistently aloof throughout practice, acknowledging Adom only when absolutely necessary for plays.

When practice finally ended, Adom dragged himself to the showers, letting the hot water wash away the day's accumulated sweat and tension.

Back in the changing room, he found Sam waiting, idly flipping through a worn copy of "Advanced Constructs for the Modern Mage."

"Thought you'd be halfway to Old Mari's by now," Adom said, toweling his hair dry.

"And miss the opportunity to tell you how much your last pass looked like a dying fish trying to flop upstream? Never."

Adom snorted. "Viriam's words, not yours."

"Great minds," Sam shrugged, closing his book. "Anyway, I was thinking we could grab food in the west quarter tonight. There's this new place that supposedly serves—"

"Actually," Adom interrupted, reaching up to his shoulder where Zuni was perched, "I need to meet Cass. Guild business."

"Of course there is," Sam sighed. "Just when I thought we could celebrate your miraculous Krozball transformation."

Adom gently lifted Zuni from his shoulder, the small quillick chirping in protest. "I need you to look after Zuni for me."

"Absolutely not."

"Sam—"

"No. No way." Sam backed up a step. "That little demon tried to eat my socks. While I was wearing them."

"He was being playful."

"He chirps at me when I sleep."

"He's a quillick. They communicate through chirping."

"He left droppings in my shoes."

"Okay, that one was probably intentional," Adom admitted. "But look, I can't bring him with me to this meeting, and I can't leave him alone in the room again. Last time he chewed through my potions bag."

Sam crossed his arms, glaring at Zuni as if he were a personal nemesis rather than a squirrel-sized, expressive creature with an inconvenient tendency toward destruction.

"Please," Adom added. "I'll buy you those fancy pastries you like."

"Two boxes."

"One box, and I'll help you with your Transmutation essay."

"You're literally rich."

"It's not about the money. Plus, too much sugar is bad for you."

Sam narrowed his eyes. "Fine, old man. But if he ruins anything else, you're replacing it."

"Fair enough." Adom held Zuni up at eye level. "Behave for Sam, understood?"

Zuni chirped, his bright, inquisitive eyes blinking rapidly in what could have been agreement or a declaration of war.

"He's actually been better lately," Adom said, trying to hand the quillick over. "And I think he's always liked you."

"You call hiding my quills and replacing them with twigs 'liking me'?"

"Don't be dramatic. He adores you. He just needs attention sometimes, and I've been busy." Adom finally managed to transfer Zuni to Sam's unwilling hands. "Feed him those nuts in the blue container. Not the ones with sugar. Sugar makes him... excitable."

"Excitable how?"

"You remember that chandelier in the east hall?"

"The one that mysteriously fell last week?"

"Not so mysterious."

Sam's eyes widened. "You said that was a failed levitation experiment!"

"It was. Just not mine." Adom clapped Sam on the shoulder. "Thanks for this. Really."

"I'm beginning to think our friendship is very one-sided," Sam grumbled, but there was no real annoyance in his voice. He'd already started scratching behind Zuni's ears with reluctant curiosity. "What's this little pouch attached to his collar?"

"Calming herbs. Found the recipe in an old quillick biology manual. Keeps him from getting too... Zuni."

"You really don't want him around all the time, do you?"

Adom paused, considering. "It's not that. I just need a break sometimes. Having a pre-familiar bond is exhausting. We're still figuring each other out."

"I thought potential familiars were supposed to be, you know, cooperative during bonding."

"In theory. In practice, Zuni is more like an adopted child testing boundaries."

Sam laughed, carefully cradling the now-chirping Zuni. "Fine, go have your secret guild meeting. But if he turns my room into a disaster zone, I'm bringing him to your fancy new guild hall and releasing him among all your important papers."

"Noted."

Adom finished gathering his things, slung his bag over his shoulder, and headed for the door.

Now to find Cass.

*****

Adom found the warehouse easily enough. It sat on the eastern edge of the merchant district, a squat, brick building with a sloped roof and windows that needed cleaning. A crude sign had been nailed next to the double doors: "PROPERTY OF THE WANGARA GUILD (PENDING)."

He tried the door. Unlocked.

Inside, sunlight streamed through high windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air. The space was cavernous and mostly empty, save for some construction materials, a few workbenches, and scattered tools. At the far end, seated on an upturned crate with her back to the door, was Cass.

She was hunched over something—papers, probably—and hadn't heard him enter. Adom crossed the concrete floor quietly, his footsteps barely echoing in the vast space.

"Planning world domination already?" he said when he was a few feet behind her.

Cass didn't jump or startle. She simply turned, a half-smile on her face. "Oh, it's you. Hello, Adom."

He dropped his bag beside her. "So this is it? Our grand headquarters?"

"What do you think?" Her eyes tracked his as he surveyed the space.

The warehouse was larger than it had appeared from outside—much larger. Adom felt the subtle pull of spatial magic as he stepped through the doorway, the interior dimensions stretching beyond what should have been possible within the building's exterior footprint.

Wooden beams crisscrossed overhead, extending farther than they had any right to. One wall was partially demolished, revealing the framework of what would become new rooms. A makeshift platform had been constructed near the back—the beginnings of a second floor.

"It's..." Adom searched for the right word, "...perfect."

Cass's smile widened. "Isn't it? The merchant district. Our own place." She swept her arm in a wide arc. "The front will be the public space—consultations, minor enchantments, research requests. The back will be our workshop. And upstairs? Private quarters for guild officers."

"You've been busy." Adom ran his fingers along a nearby support beam, feeling the faint hum of the space-warping enchantments. "I could reinforce the spatial extensions with some runic work. Maybe add a few concealment fields for storage. Some security wards." His mind was already racing with possibilities. "We could even create spaces that only appear under certain conditions."

"Someone's excited," Cass said with a smirk.

"We've been at it since dawn. The workers just left for the day." She stood, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "A warehouse in the merchant district. For a guild of my own." Her voice softened. "Father would have been proud."

Adom studied her face. Cass rarely mentioned her father. Even rarer was this naked vulnerability. But something else seemed off. Her shoulders were too tense. Her smile didn't reach her eyes.

"Are you alright?" he asked.

"Actually..." She sighed, looking toward the door as if expecting someone to burst through it. "We had visitors earlier."

"Visitors?"

"The 50th seat. Crimson Scale guild."

Adom felt his stomach tighten. "What did they want?"

"What do they always want? To swallow anything smaller." Cass leaned against a workbench. "They sent someone named Tresh. The guildmaster herself. With two of her lackeys."

"The guildmaster came personally?"

"Backed by House Vrentel, of course." Cass's voice hardened. "Seems our list of sponsors caught their attention."

"What did they say?"

"Oh, the usual pretty words. How impressed they were by our initiative. How we could rise faster under their mentorship. How joining forces would benefit everyone." She picked up a nail from the table and began rolling it between her fingers. "They said they could double our funding."

"And what did you tell them?"

"I refused, of course." The nail bent between her fingers. "Politely, at first."

Adom watched her carefully. "That didn't go well, did it?"

"No," Cass said, tossing the bent nail aside. "It did not."

Adom frowned, leaning against a half-constructed workbench. "What exactly did they say? After you refused?"

"They weren't explicit." Cass picked up another nail, this one thicker. It didn't bend as easily in her fingers. "But the message was clear enough. Cooperate, or we become a problem."

"Subtle."

"About as subtle as a falling brick." She set the nail down and crossed her arms. "As you know, there are only fifty seats available in the House of Merchants. The Crimson Scale holds the fiftieth."

Adom nodded.

"We've fulfilled all the eligibility requirements," Cass continued. "And with the Lightbringers backing us among others, we have a strong case for admission. The committee votes next month."

"And the fiftieth seat is always the most vulnerable," Adom said, understanding dawning. "They're panicking."

"Wouldn't you? The Crimson Scale has been hanging onto that seat by their fingernails for two years. Their membership is declining, their profits are down, and rumor has it, they've lost three major contracts in the last quarter." A smile ghosted across Cass's face. "They're desperate."

"So they figured they'd absorb us before we could replace them."

"Exactly. Take our sponsors, our momentum, and our potential. Leave us with table scraps and subordinate positions." Her eyes narrowed. "Tresh actually had the nerve to suggest we'd be better off under their control. As if everything we've built was just a bargaining chip for them to use."

Adom was quiet for a moment, then let out a soft chuckle.

"What's so funny?" Cass asked, her eyebrows drawing together.

"Nothing's funny. I'm just not surprised." He pushed off from the workbench and began pacing. "Did you really expect this to be easy? That we'd just walk in, claim a seat, and everyone would politely applaud?"

"Of course not."

"Good. Because I sure didn't." Adom stopped and faced her. "We need to be aggressive from the start. Get our products to market as soon as possible."

"The communication crystals?"

"And the rest." He gestured around the warehouse. "We need to show everyone exactly why we deserve that seat. Make it so obvious that the committee has no choice."

Cass frowned. "And what about these guys? Crimson Scale?"

"What about them?"

"They weren't making idle threats, Adom." She lowered her voice. "I don't think they'd touch you—not with your family connections. But me?" She gave a half-shrug. "I've got a smart mouth and mediocre combat skills. Not exactly prepared to handle a six-foot enforcer showing up at my door."

Adom stopped his pacing. "I'll give you a transport crystal. You should move somewhere safer for now. I know a good place."

"And leave all this?" She gestured at the warehouse.

"We're not leaving anything. Just making sure you're safer and sort things out."

"Sort things out how exactly?"

"They won't move against us directly," Adom said, resuming his pacing. "Not with House Sylla's backing and our other sponsors. But they'll be underhanded about it. Probably try to sabotage our first deliveries, spread rumors about quality, that sort of thing."

"So we just—"

A faint whistling sound cut through the air.

Adom's head snapped toward the high windows. His body reacted before his mind fully processed what was happening—something small and dark hurtling through one of the dusty panes, sending glass fragments scattering across the floor.

"Down!" he shouted, already weaving a barrier spell with his hands. Blue light flared between his palms.

Cass was moving too—diving behind a stack of lumber—but too slowly.

The projectile hit the floor between them, bouncing once with a metallic clank.

Not a rock. Not an arrow.

A smooth, rune-carved orb.

Time seemed to stretch. Adom saw the small device begin to glow, the inscribed symbols pulsing with increasing intensity. He completed the barrier around himself and Cass, the blue shield snapping into place just as he lunged toward her.

Too late.

The orb erupted with a blinding flash and a deafening boom that shook the wooden beams overhead. Adom felt the concussive wave slam against his barrier, pushing him back several feet. Dust and debris filled the air.

Through the ringing in his ears, Adom heard wood splintering and something heavy crashing to the floor. The makeshift second-floor platform was collapsing, sending construction materials tumbling down.

"Cass!" he shouted, trying to see through the swirling dust and smoke. His barrier flickered and held, but he couldn't tell if it had formed completely around Cass before the explosion.

No answer came.

            

    
        Chapter 80. Partners In Spite

    
    
    
    
                


Adom coughed, his lungs burning. The smoke clogged his nose, his mouth, his thoughts.

For a second, he wasn't in the warehouse anymore. He was back in that research camp at Matheran Ridge, the night the Teshani rebels hit them. In another timeline. The same choking darkness. The same ringing in his ears. The same disorientation as he tried to figure out which direction led to safety and which to more danger.

That night, he'd found his friend and fellow researcher Elisa facedown in the mud, her specimen case still clutched in her hands.

She was dead.

No... not again. 

Anger surged through him—clean, clarifying anger that burned away the fog of memory. He weaved a quick spell in the air, the surrounding mana glowing blue.

"[Wind]!"

The spell burst outward from his fingertips. The smoke scattered instantly, pushed to the edges of the room. Debris flew with it—papers, wood splinters, dust—exposing the wreckage of the warehouse floor.

And there was Cass, sprawled on her side, half-buried under a fallen shelf.

"Cass!" He scrambled over broken boards and scattered tools. "Cass, answer me!"

She didn't move.

A thin trickle of blood ran from her hairline down the side of her face. Adom dropped to his knees beside her, gently pushing the shelf off her body and checking for obvious injuries. Nothing seemed broken, at least not visibly.

He pressed two fingers to her neck. The pulse was there—steady, strong.

She was alive.

He let out the breath he'd been holding.

A noise from outside snapped his head up. Voices, just outside the wall.

"—told you to check first!"

"How was I supposed to know there were people inside? It's a fucking warehouse under construction!"

"Oh shit, the smoke's clearing—"

Adom turned toward the broken window. A masked face peered in, eyes widening when they met his.

"Someone's alive in there!" the voice hissed. "We gotta go, now!"

The face disappeared, followed by the sound of running footsteps.

Adom didn't think. He didn't plan.

He summoned John. The golem materialized beside him immediately.

"Protect her," he ordered, pointing to Cass. "Full defense. Nobody touches her."

He didn't need to say it for John to do what he wanted. But it felt liberating to talk. He could express his rage better.

Adom was already running.




He vaulted through the broken window, the glass harmlessly sliding off his skin thanks to his [White Wyrm's Body] skill. Outside, the late afternoon sun momentarily blinded him. He squinted, catching sight of three figures running down the alley.







"Stop!" he shouted, knowing they wouldn't.

They didn't.

"It wasn't personal!" one of them shouted. "Just business!"








He tore after them, his fingers already weaving familiar patterns in the air. The men split up at the end of the alley—two going left, one right.

Adom didn't bother choosing.

"[Bind]," he snarled. Three tendrils of blue energy shot from his outstretched hand, each seeking a target with unerring precision.

The first runner went down hard, face slamming into the cobblestones with a crunch. The second managed half a scream before the binding spell yanked his legs out from under him. The third—the largest of them—fought against the magic, stumbling forward three more steps before Adom closed his fist.

"[Levitate]."

The man's body jerked upward, then slammed sideways into the brick wall of the alley. The crack of bone was audible even from where Adom stood. The thug slid to the ground, cradling his clearly broken arm.

Adom strode toward the first runner, who was trying to crawl away despite his bound legs. A swift kick rolled him over.

"Whose business?" he demanded, crouching down.

"I don't know! I swear!" The man's mask had slipped, revealing a young face—barely more than twenty years of age.

A kid.

His nose was bleeding, probably broken from the fall. "We just got paid to do this! No one was supposed to get hurt! I didn't even know there were people inside, I swear!"

"Who paid you?"

"I don't know names! The middleman just called him 'The Merchant.' Said you were moving in on his territory."

Adom tightened his grip. "The Crimson Scale?"

The kid's eyes widened. "I don't—maybe? Look, I just needed the money!"

The second thug was getting to his feet, drawing something from his coat. Adom didn't even look as he flicked two fingers in that direction. The man flew backward as if punched by a giant fist, crumpling against a stack of crates. No movement.

Was he dead? Adom didn't know. When emotions took over a mage, it was difficult to control the strength of spells. They had it coming though.

Only one left conscious now. Adom turned his full attention back to the kid under his grip.

"This wasn't personal," Adom muttered, echoing the kid's earlier words. "But it is now."

He raised his fist.

"Please," the kid begged, eyes wide with terror. "I didn't—"

Adom's fist connected with his jaw, cutting off the plea. The kid's head snapped back, then forward as consciousness fled him. He slumped against the alley wall, joining his unconscious companions.


*****

Adom trudged back toward the warehouse, dragging the unconscious young thug behind him by the collar.

A small crowd had gathered near the warehouse entrance—workers from neighboring buildings, street vendors, and a few curious passersby. They murmured amongst themselves, pointing at the smoke still seeping from the broken window, but none dared venture inside.

He'd left the other two attackers bound with ropes in the alley. The guards would find them easily enough. But this one—this young one—Adom was keeping for himself. The city guard was notoriously susceptible to bribes, and he couldn't risk the Crimson Scale silencing all three men before he got answers.

Adom dragged the thug around to the back entrance, slipping inside unnoticed.

John stood motionless beside Cass, who remained unconscious but had been moved away from the debris. The golem had positioned himself between her and the door—exactly as instructed.

Adom dropped the thug unceremoniously onto the floor, then knelt beside Cass. The cut on her forehead had stopped bleeding, but a large bruise was forming. Her breathing was steady.

He weaved [Veil].

The invisibility spell settled over the young thug, bending light around his form until he seemed to fade from existence. The boy was now hidden in plain sight, tucked behind a workbench where no one would accidentally trip over him.

Then Adom touched two fingers to the unconscious one's forehead. A faint blue glow pulsed briefly beneath his fingertips. That would keep him under for at least six hours—no chance of him waking during the guard's investigation or making inconvenient noise.

Not the most elegant solution—extended magical sleep would disrupt the kid's natural rhythms for days, maybe weeks—but Adom couldn't risk him waking up.

He nodded with satisfaction. He'd deal with this one privately, after the official investigation. Valiant's services were thorough.

From the front of the warehouse, the crowd's voices grew louder, more insistent.

Adom commanded, and John's massive form shimmered before disappearing into his inventory space. No need to explain the golem to the authorities.

He settled himself on a crate beside Cass, checking her pulse again. Still strong. Good.

In the distance, he could hear the rhythmic clanking of the city guard's armor. A small smile crossed his face. Let them come. He had a perfectly legitimate complaint to file—attempted murder, destruction of property, assault. Let the guild war begin officially.

"Someone in there?" a gruff voice called from outside.

"Yes," Adom responded. "We've been attacked. I have an injured woman in here."

The door burst open, and armored figures streamed in, swords drawn.

Adom raised his hands slowly, the picture of an innocent victim. "Over here," he called. "Please, she needs medical attention."

Cass stirred slightly beside him, a small moan escaping her lips. Not fully conscious yet, but getting there.

Good. That was good.

*****

The smell of herbs hit Cass before she opened her eyes. Bitter, astringent, with a hint of something sweet underneath. Healer's herbs. Not her first time waking up to that particular bouquet.

The second thing she noticed was the scratching sound. Pen on paper. Rhythmic, purposeful. Then a pause, as if the writer was thinking.

She peeled her eyes open. The world swam for a moment before settling into focus. White ceiling. Morning light filtering through gauzy curtains. And Adom, sitting in a chair beside her bed, hunched over a stack of papers.

"Did we win?" she croaked.

Adom's head snapped up. The pen clattered onto the small table. "Cass. You're awake." He was on his feet in an instant, moving to her bedside. "Easy, easy. Don't try to sit up yet."

She ignored him and pushed herself upright anyway. The room spun violently. "Okay, that was a mistake," she conceded, sinking back down.

"You fell hard," Adom said, hovering uncertainly. "Severe concussion. The healer wasn't sure when you'd wake up."

"How long was I out?"

"About eighteen hours."

Cass blinked. "Eighteen hours?" Her hand drifted to her head, finding a bandage wrapped around it. Memory flickered back—the warehouse, the conversation, the window breaking.

The explosion.

Her eyes widened.

"I'm glad to see that brain of yours still works," Adom said, watching her face. "You remember what happened?"

"Someone tried to kill us."

"They did, yes."

Cass took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Well. At least I'm alive."

Adom's brow furrowed. "You're... not freaking out?"

"Should I be?"

"You were nearly blown up yesterday."

Cass shrugged, then winced as the movement sent a spike of pain through her skull. "When I signed on with you, I knew I was exposing myself. Especially since I'm taking a good cut of the guild profits." She shifted, trying to find a comfortable position. "Can't really complain, to be honest. I just didn't think they'd actually try to kill me. Maybe intimidate? Break a few bones? Threats? Sure. But bombing feels excessive for a trade dispute."

Adom chuckled, shaking his head. "You're something else, Cass."

"So I've been told." She squinted at him. "I suppose it would be too good to assume the Crimson Scale people were caught red-handed?"

"Not exactly." Adom dropped back into his chair. "I filed a formal complaint with the guard and the House of Merchants. Three men were involved in the attack. I managed to catch them after the explosion."

"And?"

"Two are in custody. Common street thugs, according to the guards. They claim they were hired through an intermediary. No direct connection to the Crimson Scale."

"Of course," Cass said dryly. "They wouldn't attack with their own people. Proxies are safer. Assassination would eject them from their seat if proven guilty. They'd have taken precautions."

"Correct."

"You said three men. What happened to the third?"

Adom leaned forward. "I kept one. Delivered him to Valiant for... later use."

"Later?" She frowned. "What does that mean?"

Adom turned, retrieving the paper he'd been writing on. He handed it to her without explanation.

Cass took it, raising an eyebrow. The sheet was filled with Adom's precise handwriting—a list, with names, locations, and what appeared to be schedules.

"What's this?" she asked.

"I've been thinking," Adom said. "I'm usually reactive instead of proactive. I don't think that's going to work going forward." He gestured to the paper. "So I'm accepting their invitation."

"Their invitation to what?"

Adom's expression hardened, though his voice remained conversational. "To war."

The word hung between them. Cass looked at Adom, really looked at him.

She remembered the first time they'd met.

Her, selling fruits in the merchant district, annoyed by difficult customers and an over-demanding yet underpaying boss.

Him, a boy who somehow managed to look even younger than his already young age of thirteen, approaching her stall with that same steady gaze he wore now.

"Are you looking for a better job?" he'd said without preamble, without the awkwardness of youth, without the bluster most boys his age affected.

As a merchant's daughter, Cass had been taught to read people from an early age. Her father's lessons on sizing up customers, on spotting liars, on predicting behavior had been drilled into her from the time she could walk.

But Adom had always been strange. There was nothing of a thirteen-year-old in him. His wit, his way of thinking, his calm assessment of situations—everything about him made her forget he was just a kid. He spoke of business prospects and market strategies with the confidence of someone three times his age.

And now here he was, casually stating he'd go to war with a major merchant guild, a respected member of the House of Merchants, potentially with connections to other equally or even more powerful guilds.

If it had been any other kid, she would have dismissed it as ignorance and naivety.

But not Adom.

In the little time they'd worked together, she'd learned that when he said something like this—in that particular tone, with that particular look—he meant it. And more importantly, he might actually be able to do it.

So Cassandra said the first thing that came to her still slightly confused mind.

"That's a wonderful idea."

It probably wasn't. In fact, it bordered on suicidal. It was fully, completely stupid. Anyone with sense would sell their business, take the loss, and walk away after this first attempt on their life.

But that was the problem. They had tried to kill her. And if there was one trait that defined Cass above all others, it was spite. She didn't back down. She didn't surrender.

And even if she still hadn't figured out the reason for his maturity, Cass's talent for discerning people told her at least one thing.

Just like her, Adom was the spiteful type.




He smiled at her then. Cass watched his face—the slight tilt of his head, the way his eyes focused just past her for a split second. She'd learned to recognize that look. It was the moment right before a person made an important decision, when they weighed all their options and chose their path forward.







"I'd like to show you something," he said.

Bingo.

"Now?" She feigned.

Adom stood, straightening his coat. "Yes. But you don't need to move." He glanced toward the door, then back at her. "You remember John?"

"The tank we were with during the exam?" Cass frowned.

Adom nodded, and the air beside him shimmered, and suddenly John the tank was there. Not just John—John in full armor, towering over the bed, his massive frame barely fitting in the small healer's room. He stood motionless, looking down at her.

Cass's first reflex was to panic. To shout, to scramble backward, to demand an explanation. But she caught herself. That would be out of character. And besides, fear wouldn't help her understand what was happening.

She looked at John, then at Adom, considering. The pieces clicked into place.

"John is not really human, is he?" she asked finally, her voice steady.

"No," Adom replied.

"He's not really alive either, I presume?"

"Not any more than any other golem would be."

Cass nodded slowly, then sighed. "This explains a lot of things."



            

    
        Chapter 81. Game Changer

    
    
    
    
                Adom watched Cass's face carefully. No screaming. No gasping. No demands for immediate explanations. Just a calm, measured assessment of the armored golem now standing in her hospital room.

This wasn't how he'd expected this to go. People usually reacted more dramatically when they discovered his secrets. In his experience, even the most composed individuals tended to lose their cool when confronted with the impossible.

But not Cass. She hadn't even blinked.

"I know how this looks," he began, "and I—"

"I would have done the same," Cass interrupted.

Adom stopped mid-sentence. "Pardon me?"

Cass adjusted herself against the pillows, wincing slightly as she moved her bandaged head. "I saw John fight in the dungeon. This is by far the most advanced golem I've ever seen. Enough to not have anyone think it's a golem. It can even use Fluid. A war golem."

She gestured toward John with a small wave. The golem remained motionless.

"So I understand," she continued. "I would have hidden it from everyone too, until a moment like this when I'd have no choice but to trust someone enough to reveal it." She shrugged. "Logical progression."

Adom stood there for a moment, his prepared explanation dying on his lips. He'd spent two hours rehearsing this moment while waiting for her to wake up. He'd anticipated shock, anger, perhaps even fear. He'd prepared counterarguments and reassurances.

But not for this. Never for this.

"That was... easier than I thought it would be," he admitted.

"I don't like drama," Cass said flatly. "It's time-consuming."

Adom laughed, a loud laugh that surprised even him. "You know, Cass, I'm very happy I met you and not another. You're simple to talk to."

"I would have said the same about you a few hours ago if I hadn't just almost been killed," Cass replied in a deadpan, serious tone. She adjusted her bandage slightly. "But I do share the sentiment."

This set Adom laughing again. It wasn't particularly funny, but the tension of the past day needed some release. Maybe he was more rattled by the bombing than he wanted to admit.

He finally composed himself, straightening in his chair. "Let's cut to the chase. Are you ready to listen to my plan?"

Cass smiled back at him. It wasn't her usual businesslike smile—this one had an edge to it, like a merchant who'd just spotted a weakness in a negotiation.

"I'm all ears," she said. "Tell me everything."

*****


 


Midday sun beat down on Adom as he stood before the cave entrance, squinting against the glare. The morning had dragged on forever—combat training followed by an unnecessarily detailed alchemy lecture on the properties of wyrm bile. His classmates were still debating the finer points of stomach acid as he'd slipped away.

The rest of his day was free. Finally.

He approached the cave entrance, his shadow stretching before him on the ground.

"Tomorrow," he said clearly.

The stone rippled, solid rock becoming fluid for a moment before parting to reveal the passage. Adom stepped inside, the cooler air a welcome relief after the heat outside. The cave sealed itself behind him with a soft grinding sound.

He moved through the main chamber, past the comfortable area he'd set up for himself, and toward the entrance he'd been avoiding forever. The one that led to the trial rooms.

He was 98% sure he wouldn't have any nasty surprises this time, but still. Getting swallowed by a stone snake once was enough trauma for anyone.

Adom placed his hand against the wall, channeling mana into the ancient runes carved there. As expected, the snake's eye began to glow with an eerie white light.

"Just do your job," he sighed.

But instead of violently swallowing him whole like last time, the stone giant snake's mouth simply opened, revealing a swirling portal of energy. It waited, as if politely inviting Adom to enter of his own accord.

"You know," Adom remarked to the stone sculpture, "it would have been more polite—and would have still worked—if you'd done this the first time around. Instead of swallowing me without my consent and all."

The stone snake didn't answer.

It was normal. It was a stone snake.

Adom found relief in that lack of response. He hadn't expected one, but in this place, you never knew. Stone snakes that swallowed people whole existed, after all.

He stepped through the portal.

Instantly, he found himself in the familiar chamber where he'd first met Bob. Same high ceiling. Same strange markings on the walls. Same slightly musty smell of ancient stone.

Speaking of Bob, Adom wondered how the leprechaun was doing. He'd been avoiding using the whistle unless absolutely necessary—no sense bothering the little man for trivial matters—but he was starting to miss him. The rock Bob had perched on during their first meeting was still there, worn smooth in the exact spot where the leprechaun had sat.

Behind Adom, the portal remained open—another difference from his first visit. Back then, he'd been trapped with no visible exit.

He turned toward the entrance of the Trial of Courage, a simple archway carved into the far wall. Last time, it had led him into pitch darkness and a series of nightmarish scenarios designed to test his mettle.

"Please," he muttered to no one in particular, "no surprises this time."

The moment he stepped through the archway, lights flared to life along the walls—glowing crystals embedded in the stone that illuminated the passage ahead.

Another thing that hadn't happened last time.

Adom paused, looking back over his shoulder at the portal that still swirled invitingly behind him. He could leave now if he wanted. Return to the main cave. Go back to the academy.

Or he could continue forward.

He took a deep breath and stepped deeper into the passage.

 


Unlike his first visit, when he'd stumbled blindly through darkness, the illuminated passageway revealed its secrets.

The walls were absolutely covered in runes.

They spiraled across every surface—floor, ceiling, walls—some clustered in complex formations, others standing alone in stark isolation. Adom ran his fingers along them as he passed, feeling the slight vibration of dormant power.

"Interesting," he muttered, tracing a particularly intricate sequence.

Some were ancient. The kind you'd find in first-year textbooks at the Academy. Basic power channeling. Stability markers. Protection circles.

Others were more sophisticated—combinations of modern and old techniques that had been popular around three thousand years ago. The sort of thing scholars still debated about in musty libraries.

But then there were others. Runes that shouldn't be here at all.

Adom paused at a particularly complex configuration. He recognized it immediately—a variation of the binding formula that had only been theorized two decades ago. And yet here it was, etched into stone that had to be thousands of years old.

"How?" he whispered, running his fingers over the pattern.

The question kept circling in his mind as he moved forward. Yes, humanity had lost knowledge over the centuries—wars, disasters, simple forgetfulness—but this was different. Some of these rune configurations had only been discovered in his lifetime. By him and his colleagues.

Or rather, they thought they'd discovered them.

It seemed they'd merely rediscovered what was already known. Adom felt a twinge of disappointment at not being the first after all.

The passage widened suddenly, opening into a vast chamber. Adom instinctively pinched his nose, preparing for the stench of decay, but there was nothing—just cool, slightly stale air.

The sphinx's body still lay where he'd left it. Well, half of it anyway.

The massive creature's torso and human-like face were intact, frozen in an expression of shock and outrage. Golden blood had pooled beneath it, now hardened into what looked like actual metal. The bag was till there, the unstable magic still powerful.

Adom crouched beside the body, picking up a shard of the solidified blood and turning it over in his hand. It caught the light from the crystal lamps, glinting like real gold.

[Identify]

Solidified Sphinx Blood. 

"Huh."

He looked at the sphinx's face. Its eyes were still open, frozen in that moment of disbelief when it realized its riddle-game had backfired catastrophically.

"You had it coming for you though," Adom told it conversationally.

No response, of course.

Turning his attention to its forepaws, Adom examined the curved, gleaming claws. Each was easily the length of his forearm and sharp enough to slice through armor.

He straightened, calling upon his mana. The air around his hands shimmered as he wove a powerful [Wind] spell. With surgical precision, he sent the concentrated blade of air sweeping across the sphinx's paws, severing the claws cleanly from the flesh.

The claws and blood shards disappeared with a soft blue glow as he stored them in his inventory.

"Sphinxes are rare enough to grant alchemical curiosity," he muttered to himself. "Might get something useful out of studying these."

He straightened, dusting off his hands, and continued toward the chamber ahead—the room of the Trial of Strength. The reason of his visit.

*****










Adom stepped into the Trial of Strength chamber and sighed at the familiar sight.

Golems. Everywhere.

Row after row of sentinels stood in perfect formation, stretching across the massive chamber like an army frozen in time.

"Still creepy," he muttered, bad memories surfacing.

He'd known they were here, of course. The sea of golems had been visible even during his trial, standing motionless beyond the arena where he'd fought for his life. He just hadn't had time to appreciate the scale of it then.

He tried counting them—ten, twenty, thirty—before giving up.

"At least one thousand," he said aloud, his voice echoing slightly in the cavernous space.

Cautiously, Adom approached the nearest golem. It was similar in basic design to John, but less sophisticated—tall, broad-shouldered, with a blank stone and metal face and simpler armor.

He stood directly in front of it, half-expecting it to spring to life and attack.

Nothing happened.

He waved his hand in front of its face.

Still nothing.

"Good. Let's keep it that way."

Adom circled the golem, examining it from all angles. Unlike John, this one was clearly from an earlier generation. The runes on its armor were primarily stability-focused, with some ancient variations of enhancement patterns woven throughout.

With no effort at all, Adom began removing its armor plating, piece by piece. The material was surprisingly light for something that looked like stone.

Once he had the chest plate off, he located the access panel—positioned differently than John's, and far less elegant in design.

"Let's see what makes you tick," he muttered, prying it open.

Inside was a core that was functional, but relatively primitive compared to John's advanced system. Where John had a sophisticated fluid-producing core, this one had a simpler crystalline structure. Still leagues ahead of what modern artificers could produce, though.

"Interesting," Adom whispered, carefully extracting it.

He set the core aside and pulled out his rune crafting tools from his inventory. He began modifying the foundational runes, carefully integrating his mana signature into the core's matrix.

It was delicate work. One wrong stroke and the core could destabilize—or worse, explode.

Two days had passed since he and Cass had escaped the warehouse attempt. She was scheduled to be released from the healer's house today. He'd stationed John with her as a precaution and given her a transport crystal that would take her to a safe location within the Academy grounds if needed.

He finished with the first golem and moved to the second, then the third, fourth... The work was repetitive but required intense concentration. By the fifth hour, his fingers were cramping, but he pressed on.

He'd aimed to modify at least 300 of them today. Ambitious, but necessary.

As he worked, his mind wandered to the applications of his growing golem army. His first instinct had been military—who wouldn't want a personal force of indestructible soldiers? But the more he thought about it, the more that seemed like a terrible idea.

If these golems were captured during a conflict and studied, they could be replicated. Technology like this hitting the market would drastically change the balance of power—not just in the empire, but across the whole world.

These golems hadn't appeared even in his past life. He couldn't imagine how differently things might have played out if they had.

No, a private army wasn't his problem. His current problem was manpower—reliable manpower.

The warehouse incident had proven just how dirty this business war was going to get. Bombs, hired killers, and that was just the opening move. The merchants guild played for keeps, and he couldn't trust just anyone to stand guard or handle sensitive operations.

Regular people could be bribed, threatened, or replaced with shapeshifters. Information could leak. Loyalties could shift.

But golems? Golems followed orders exactly as given. They couldn't be bribed or threatened. They had no families to use as leverage. They didn't talk, didn't sleep, didn't need food or payment.

And most importantly, with his modifications, they would respond only to his mana signature. No one else could command them.

Adom reinstalled the modified core into the sixth golem and began reassembling its chest plate.

To start his commercial war, he needed to introduce a revolutionary product into the market. Communication crystals would be that product—devices that could transmit messages instantly across vast distances. Nothing like them existed in this world yet. They would change everything.

But there was a problem: Adom was the only one who knew how to make them.

Hiring people would mean sharing the manufacturing process, risking leaks to competitors. And while his enemies might not immediately replicate his work, it would accelerate their progress toward becoming real competition. If he wanted a monopoly on such a life-changing device, he needed to keep its secrets.

Again. Golems didn't leak information. Golems didn't sleep. Golems could work continuously without breaks, complaints, or divided loyalties. These traits made them a game changer for one reason:

Mass production.

With 300 golems as a start, all working under his command after being instructed in the methods he would show them, he could establish a production line unlike anything this world had ever seen. The golems would create the devices, and he would introduce them to the market, controlling both supply and pricing.

Hours passed as Adom worked on golem after golem. The cave's magical lighting shifted subtly as the day outside progressed, though here, it was impossible to tell the exact time. His back ached from hunching over the delicate cores, and his fingers were stiff from the precise runic adjustments each one required.

Finally, he closed the access panel on the three-hundredth golem and secured its chest plate.

"That's it," he sighed, his voice rough from disuse.

Adom stood slowly, stretching his cramped muscles. His knees popped and his back protested after hours of crouching and kneeling. He rolled his shoulders and neck, working out the kinks.

He stepped back to survey his work. Three hundred golems, modified and ready for his command, stood in neat rows before him. The rest remained in their original state, a resource for another day.

Things were really changing now. He was being proactive in a way he'd never managed in his previous life, taking control instead of just reacting to catastrophes as they happened. It was exhilarating, but also terrifying. Each decision to alter the timeline meant he had less ability to predict what would come next.

The future was becoming as unknown to him as it was to everyone else.

But then again, that was exactly why he'd come back in the first place. He wanted a peaceful life to savor—to explore the world on his own terms. For that to happen, he needed to ensure there was a world left to explore. The memories of what had happened—what would happen—without his intervention were still too vivid.

Adom took a deep breath and addressed the golems he had modified.

"Arise," he commanded, his voice echoing in the chamber.

In perfect unison, three hundred pairs of eyes flickered to life, glowing a soft blue that illuminated the cavernous space with an eerie light. Three hundred stone bodies straightened slightly, awaiting further instructions.

Adom looked for a while, face impassive. Was this how his father felt at the command of his men? Very ego inflating. He couldn't help but smile.

"Hehe, nice."

























            

    
        Chapter 82.  And So It Begins

    
    
    
    
                


Adom had been in the library for four hours already, and the nerd in him still wasn't tired of it. The smell of old books, the quiet rustle of turning pages, the occasional whispered consultation—it felt like home. More home than his actual dorm did, if he was being honest.

He glanced at the timepiece in his pocket. Nine minutes left.

On the fourth level of the Academy's grand library, hidden behind the section on pre-empire farming techniques, there was a narrow passage. So narrow you had to turn sideways and squeeze through, which made it hilariously impractical as an entrance to anything. But Adom knew what lay beyond.

He gathered his notes and the three books he hadn't finished yet, carefully marking his place in each. He returned the other nine to the re-shelving cart, then made his way back to the passage.

"Excuse me," he muttered as he squeezed past a tall shelf that seemed determined to make the already tight space even more claustrophobic.

And then, like stepping through a curtain, he was out.

Blue sky stretched overhead. Not the dark stone ceiling of the library, but actual sky with wispy clouds and birds circling lazily above. Green grass carpeted the ground, dotted with wildflowers in purples and whites. Butterflies drifted between the blooms, and the air smelled of spring.

This wasn't a room at all. It was a portal to another part of the Academy—the private gardens of former headmistress Athena Ravenshadow.

Well, "private" was a bit of a misnomer. Anyone could access it with a reservation. Four hours max per reservation, strictly enforced by the garden's enchantments. Which meant in approximately eight minutes, Adom would be unceremoniously ejected back through that narrow passage, probably right into some poor confused first-year student.

The garden had been designed to replicate the environment of Elhar, an elven land where Headmistress Ravenshadow had been born. She was a founding member of the Academy along with Law, as they had been comrades. Some even said they were lovers, but there was never any proof of that. Suffice to say, she was an elf—the only one who had ever served as headmistress of Xerkes Academy.

Adom settled back down on the bench he'd claimed hours ago. The garden's soothing effect was something he'd come to rely on—the ambient mana in the air made it easier to focus while simultaneously refreshing the mind. You could study for hours here and feel like you'd just had a nap.

And study he had. Twelve books on mythical creatures, all searched specifically for information on sphinxes. And what had he found? Almost nothing.

"Sphinxes are guardians of ancient knowledge," he read aloud from one text. "They are known for their riddles and their merciless treatment of those who answer incorrectly." He snapped the book shut. "Yes, thank you. I discovered that firsthand."

What he needed was information on sphinx physiology. What their body parts could be used for in alchemy. How to process the golden blood he'd collected, or what properties the claws might have.

He'd even asked Professor Mirwen but she'd just blinked at him in surprise.

"Sphinx parts? For alchemy?" she'd said, adjusting her spectacles. "My dear boy, no one has successfully harvested sphinx parts in over three centuries. They're nearly extinct. Maybe are, already. Where would you even get such materials to study?"

Adom had mumbled something about theoretical research and made a hasty exit.

A soft chime sounded throughout the garden. Five-minute warning. Soon he'd be forced out to make room for the next student with a reservation.

He looked down at his mostly empty notebook. Four hours of research, and all he had to show for it were three lines of actual information and several doodles of sphinx anatomy based on his memory of the one he'd killed.

His four hours hadn't been entirely in vain, though. He'd at least confirmed that sphinx studies were an academic dead end. Which meant he was on his own with his experiments.

The golden blood and claws sitting in his inventory just became a lot more valuable. And a lot more mysterious.







 


The final chime sounded, and Adom felt the garden's magic take hold. It wasn't exactly a push, more like the entire space became suddenly inhospitable to his presence.

"Alright, alright, I'm going," he muttered, gathering his remaining books.

He squeezed back through the narrow passage and into the library proper, nearly colliding with a wide-eyed first-year student who was clearly headed for the garden.

"Sorry," Adom said, stepping aside.

"Is it really true there's a whole garden in there?" the student whispered, peering nervously at the passage.

"Complete with birds and butterflies," Adom confirmed. "Just don't be late coming out. The ejection's not pleasant."

Miss Grimclaw looked up from her desk as Adom passed. The goblin librarian adjusted her spectacles with one gnarled finger, her expression as stern and stoic as ever.

"Productive session, Mr. Sylla?"

"Not particularly," Adom admitted, placing the books on her desk. "But thank you for the reservation."

She nodded curtly and returned to her cataloging, the matter clearly closed as far as she was concerned.

Adom stepped out of the library, blinking in the afternoon sunlight. His stomach growled, reminding him he'd skipped lunch. Maybe he could grab Zuni with Sam before heading to the Weird Stuff Store. A quick meal, then on to see if anything new had come in that might help with his current merchant war.

Twenty minutes later, with a barely-digested sandwich in his stomach, Adom pushed open the door to the Weird Stuff Store. The bell above the door jingled cheerfully.

"Welcome to the Weird Stuff Store, how can I—oh hey, Adom!" Emma looked up from behind the counter where she was sorting a pile of what looked like glowing feathers.

"Hey Emma," Adom said, stepping inside. Today, there was a smell of incense and old books in the store. "How's it going?"

Before Emma could answer, a figure emerged from the back room. Blue skin, elegant curved horns, and a smile that could either sell you your heart's desire or trick you out of your last copper.

"If it isn't the Architect," the tiefling said, leaning against the doorframe with casual grace.

"Zara!" Adom couldn't help his wide grin. It had been months since he'd seen her.

"Six months, four days, and now..." Zara pulled out an ornate pocket watch, checking it. "Five minutes."

"Did you actually keep track?" Emma asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Of course." Zara snapped the watch closed with a flick of her wrist and returned it to her pocket. "How could I possibly forget how long it's been since I've seen my favorite mage?"

Adom laughed, careful not to ask anything about where she'd been in front of Emma.

"When did you come back to Arkhos?" Adom asked.

"Yesterday," Zara replied, moving from the doorway to perch on the edge of the counter. "Mr. Biggins needed an extra pair of hands, and Emma here can't be expected to manage everything alone."

Emma nodded seriously. "She's going to help with the new shipment that came in yesterday. There's some weird stuff even by our standards."

"It's just a temporary arrangement," Zara added, her eyes meeting Adom's meaningfully. "While I figure out my next... step."

She hopped off the counter and approached Adom, linking her arm through his. "How about you come with me and we catch up properly? I've missed you dearly."

"Sure," Adom agreed, letting her lead him toward the back room.

"Don't break anything expensive!" Emma called after them. "And don't touch the blue jar on the second shelf, Mr. Biggins says it might be containing a sort of entity!"

"We'll be careful," Zara promised with a wink, guiding Adom into the back room and closing the door behind them.


As soon as the door closed behind them, Zara's professional demeanor melted away. She smiled widely at Adom and ruffled his hair.

"Look at you! You've grown at least two inches since I saw you last," she said, measuring with her hand.

Adom ducked away from her touch with a half-hearted protest. "Cut it out. I'm not that much taller."

"Maybe not, but something's different." She studied him with a critical eye.

"A lot has happened," Adom said simply.

The back room of the Weird Stuff Store was exactly as chaotic as the front. Crates stamped with warnings in various languages were stacked haphazardly. Shelves lined every wall, filled with objects that defied easy categorization.

Adom leaned against a relatively empty table. "How were the operations? Did you manage to rally other members of the Order?"

Zara's playful expression faded. She sighed and dropped into a rickety chair that creaked under her weight.

"It's been hard," she admitted. "We've lost a major part of the Order throughout the years. Not many currently believe in the Architect anymore."

The Architect. That was what Zara called Adom. Apparently, it was also the name Law had used when he talked about him 3,000 years ago. That was what the members of the Order knew him by. Nothing else—no description of how he'd look or talk, no details about his past or personality. Just "the Architect."

Adom still found it bizarre. Zara and her whole family were... fans, sort of. She had grown up being prepared to welcome and help Adom whenever he might appear. There was apparently a sort of cult around the Architect persona, though most of its members had drifted away over the centuries.

Adom had no idea why Law called him that either. He'd asked Biggins, who'd actually known Law when he was alive, but the old dragon had just chuckled and said the man was extremely cryptic about Adom.

Zara had once explained that the title just meant he was expected to design things—systems, plans, solutions. A better future, in practical terms.

"Most of the Order has forgotten their purpose," Zara continued, pulling Adom from his thoughts. "They've become more concerned with maintaining their own positions and wealth than with preparing for your arrival." She scowled. "Some branches have even started worshiping Law as a deity, which would have horrified him."

"But you found some who are still trustworthy?" Adom asked hopefully.

"A few." Zara leaned forward, lowering her voice despite the privacy of the room. "Mostly the older families who kept better records. The ones who remember that the Order wasn't created to accumulate power, but to aid you in your mission."

"Is that why you came back early?" Adom asked.

"Partly." Zara stood up and began pacing between the crates. "But also because I received a message from Ale. He said you were accelerating your plans, and I might be needed sooner than we thought."

Adom frowned. "I didn't tell Biggins anything about accelerating plans."

"No?" Zara stopped pacing and gave him a knowing look. "Then perhaps you'd like to explain why you've been establishing a merchant guild? Or why you've been developing new magical devices and getting into conflicts with the major guilds?"

"Ah."

Zara chuckled. "I understand, you know. The Order, in its current state, is quite useless to you. So I guess it would make sense to take your own actions instead of waiting for us." She gave him an approving nod. "I'd expect nothing less from the Architect."










"So, you came back because of the thing with the guilds?" Adom replied. Resisting the urge to roll his eyes.

"Yes," Zara confirmed, moving some peculiar artifacts off a crate so she could sit. "I wasn't making much progress with the Order anyway, and Ale summoned me back to assist you."

Adom frowned slightly. What exactly would she do? The guild politics were already complicated enough without adding someone new to the mix—especially someone with connections to a secret organization. Still, if she had resources or contacts he didn't...

Zara seemed to read his hesitation. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. "Why don't you tell me where things are at right now, first?"

"Alright." Adom collected his thoughts. "A week ago, we started mass producing the product we'll soon be introducing to the market—communication crystals. They're more reliable than message birds, faster than couriers, and don't require the specialized training of telepathic mages."

"Smart," Zara nodded. "High demand, virtually untapped market."

"The next step is securing an imperial contract. That would give us credibility, steady revenue, and most importantly—leverage. Once the imperial messengers are using our crystals, other merchants will follow."

"And the seat in the House of Merchants?"

Adom's eyes narrowed. "Biggins told you everything, didn't he?"

"Enough," Zara admitted. "I know you're targeting the Crimson Scale's seat."

"They tried to kill me," Adom said flatly.

"Hmm hmm. And you only have about a month before the new seats are announced," Zara added. "Not much time to establish market dominance over a guild that's held a seat for decades."

Adom smiled thinly. "That's why I'm not trying to outperform them—I'm trying to make them self-destruct."

He stood up and began pacing, the action helping him better structure his ideas. "The Crimson Scale specializes in luxury fabrics and dyes. Their main income is from the crimson dye they import from the Southern Isles. It's difficult to transport, sensitive to light and moisture, and extremely expensive."

"So?"

"So I'm going to crash their market."

He expected Zara to have a sort of reaction. And she did. But he was expecting surprise, or shock. Not the wide, vicious smile she was currently sporting while waiting for him to continue.

"I've already started importing a synthetic dye from the Eastern territories." Adom resumed, after clearing his throat. "It's more vibrant, more stable, and costs a third of what they charge. I'm selling it at half their price, which still nets me a profit while undercutting them severely."

"My spies did their research," he added. "The Crimson Scale never adopted synthetic dyes because they built their entire reputation on 'authentic' Southern Isles crimson. Plus, they've spent years establishing their supply routes and bribing the right officials. They're too invested in their current model to pivot, even though the technology exists."

Zara whistled. "They won't take that lying down."

"I'm counting on it," Adom replied. "My goal isn't to compete with them—it's to provoke them into making more mistakes. The attack on me was their first, but the House of Merchants doesn't know about that yet. I need more evidence, more incidents that prove they're unworthy of holding a seat."

"Because simply having a better product won't be enough in just a month," Zara concluded.

"Right. The House is conservative. They don't care if I can make better fabric dye—they care about stability, connections, and legacy. The Crimson Scale has all three."

"So what kind of mistakes are you hoping they'll make?"

Adom leaned against a shelf. "Public ones. The kind that violate the Merchant's Code. Price fixing, sabotage, threats, anything that would get them banned from the House."

"And what's your next move to provoke them?"

"I've arranged for several major fashion houses to receive free samples of our dye," Adom explained. "Including the Imperial Seamstress. The ember festival is coming up, and if the nobles start wearing our crimson instead of theirs..."

"Their quarterly profits will tank," Zara finished.

"Exactly. I need them to panic and make a public move against me—something witnessed by neutral parties that can't be denied."

Zara tapped her fingers thoughtfully against the crate. "What if we don't wait for them to make a mistake? What if we create a situation where they have no choice but to reveal themselves?"

"I'm listening."

"You've been focusing on their product, but what about their shipping? The dye has to travel by sea, right? What if there was a major disruption at the ports? Something that forced them to take desperate measures to protect their incoming shipments?"

Adom's eyes lit up. "If they thought their next shipment was threatened..."

"They might resort to hiring mercenaries, bribing officials, or worse," Zara continued. "All violations of the Merchant's Code if done publicly."

"And I happen to know they have a major shipment arriving next week thanks to my spies," Adom added. "The largest of the season, because of the festival demand."

"So," Zara said, straightening her posture. "Shall we plan a little port disruption?"



















*****

The meeting chamber of the Crimson Scale headquarters felt stifling as Tresh Mavarin paced before the assembled guild officers. Her normally composed demeanor had given way to barely contained fury.

"Incompetent fools," she snapped, glaring at Deroq who had coordinated the "warning" operation. "We wanted to send a message, not create a blood feud. Those idiots were supposed to damage an empty warehouse, not attack people inside it!"

Captain Elrik of the City Guard sat uncomfortably in the seat reserved for guests, his weathered face impassive beneath his silver-trimmed helmet.

"My men released your two... associates... this morning," Elrik said, his tone professionally neutral. "As you requested, there was no official record linking them to the Crimson Scale."

"How fortunate," Tresh replied icily.

"However," Elrik continued, unperturbed, "the other two told us there was a third man involved. A young man."

Velth, the security advisor, leaned forward. "Rennik. Where is he?"

Elrik's expression remained carefully blank. "Missing. The two we apprehended were quite... vocal about what happened. They claim they were subdued by the young man at the warehouse—the Sylla boy himself."

A tense silence fell over the room.

"Subdued how?" Joren asked nervously, adjusting his spectacles.

"They were somewhat incoherent on that point," Elrik admitted. "One claimed the boy moved 'faster than sight.' The other mentioned some kind of blue light and being thrown without being touched." He shrugged slightly. "They also said Rennik was injured—bleeding—when they last saw him."

Tresh exchanged a glance with Velth. "And there's been no sign of him since?"

"None," Elrik confirmed. "Though we did find blood at the scene that matched neither the two we apprehended nor the warehouse occupants."

"I see." Tresh resumed her pacing. "Thank you, Captain. Your assistance is, as always, appreciated."

Elrik stood, adjusting his uniform. "Guildmaster Mavarin, a word of caution. There are limits to what even I can overlook. The House of Merchant's Code—"

"—is very clear about inter-guild conflicts, yes," Tresh finished for him. "Rest assured, this unfortunate incident was the result of overzealous contractors misinterpreting instructions. It won't happen again."

After Elrik departed, the tension in the room only increased.

"Five days," Maela said, breaking the silence. "Five days without retaliation. Without even a complaint filed with the House of Merchant's Commission. What are they waiting for?"

"They're planning something," Velth replied grimly. "The Wangara might be new, but they have powerful connections."

Deroq cleared his throat nervously. "Perhaps we should take more direct action. Secure the Sylla boy. Use him as leverage to—"

"Are you completely out of your mind?" Tresh whirled on him, eyes flashing. "Have you not seen what Commander Sylla did to the last people who threatened his son? Do you want us all dead?"

Deroq paled. "I merely suggested—"

"You suggested suicide," Tresh cut him off. "No. We need to think clearly. Put ourselves in their position. What would they do if they were us?"

She moved to the map of the city hanging on the wall, fingers tracing the trade routes that had built their fortune.

"If I were them, what would my next move be?" she mused aloud. "New guild. Powerful connections. Just suffered an unprovoked attack." Her finger stopped at the harbor. "I'd strike where it hurts most."

"The shipment," Velth said immediately.

"Exactly." Tresh nodded. "Our quarterly delivery from the Southern Isles arrives in three days. Without that crimson dye, we cannot fulfill our contracts. Our entire operation would grind to a halt."

"We've already doubled security at the docks," Joren pointed out.

"Triple it," Tresh ordered. "And spread gold among the harbor officials. I want to know if anyone connected to the Wangara so much as approaches those docks."

"You really think they have resources for that kind of operation? The shipment should not even be publicly known." Maela asked skeptically. "They're newly established. How many agents could they possibly—"

A soft knock at the door interrupted her. One of the guards entered, looking uncomfortable.

"Guildmaster, he's here again," the guard said, his voice low.

Tresh's expression soured. "Send him in."

The man who shuffled into the room bore little resemblance to the once-proud right hand of Cisco, the information broker. Marco's clothes were clean but worn, his once-sharp features now gaunt, his eyes darting nervously around the room as if expecting an attack from any corner.

"You summoned me, Guildmaster?" he asked.

Several of the guild officers didn't bother to hide their contempt. Marco was now little more than a fugitive living on borrowed time.

"What news do you have of the Wangara?" Tresh asked directly.

Marco's eyes flickered to the others in the room before settling back on Tresh. "There's been no movement from them as of yet. The Sylla boy seems to be staying at the academy, attending classes as normal. Nothing outwardly suspicious."

"Nothing?" Velth asked, clearly skeptical. "After what happened at their warehouse?"

Marco shook his head. "That's what makes it concerning. This boy—he doesn't think like you expect."

"And you know him so well?" Joren asked derisively.

Marco's face darkened momentarily. "I underestimated him once. I watched Cisco side with this... this child, at the risk of everything we had built. I thought Cisco had lost his mind. I was wrong."

The room fell silent at this admission. Marco rarely spoke of his betrayal of Cisco—a move that had left him hunted by both the authorities and the underworld alike.

"What do you mean, he doesn't think like we expect?" Tresh pressed.

"He sees patterns where others see only chaos," Marco explained. "Don't make the mistake of seeing him as just a boy hiding behind his father's name."

"His father is Commander Arthur Sylla," Deroq said, as if explaining something obvious. "That alone—"

"His father's name opens doors," Marco interrupted, "but it's not what makes him dangerous. The Commander isn't behind this guild—the boy is. Everything about the Wangara bears his mark, not his father's. Believe me."

Tresh studied Marco thoughtfully. She had offered him sanctuary, not out of kindness but practicality. A man with his knowledge of the underworld was useful, especially one desperate enough to serve loyally in exchange for protection.

"What would you suggest then?" she asked.

Marco moved closer to the map, his finger tracing the route from the academy to the merchant district. "Don't think like merchants. Think like him. He won't just target your shipment—he'll want to undermine your entire operation. Your reputation. Your standing."

"Our seat in the House," Tresh concluded.

"Exactly." Marco nodded. "The dye shipment is important, yes. But it's just one piece of a larger strategy. Protect it, certainly, but don't focus all your attention there."

"Where else would you suggest?" Velth asked skeptically.

Marco hesitated. "Your clients. Your distributors. Every point in your supply chain is vulnerable. And the boy knows it."

"You seem certain of his capabilities," Joren observed. "Yet last time you faced him, you failed rather spectacularly."

Marco's face hardened. "Mock me if you wish. But remember this—I'm still alive, while many who stood against the Sylla boy are not. Dismiss my warnings at your peril."

Tresh raised a hand to silence the growing murmurs. "Enough. Marco, continue monitoring the Wangara Guild. I want daily reports. And find out what happened to Rennik."

After Marco had been dismissed—with visible relief on his part—Tresh turned back to her officers.

"I don't trust him," Velth said immediately.

"Nor should you," Tresh agreed. "But we'd be fools to ignore his warnings completely. The Sylla boy may indeed be more than he appears."

She moved back to the head of the table, her decision made. "Secure the warehouse. Triple the guards on the shipment. And spread word among our distributors to be vigilant. If the Wangara want war, we'll be ready."





            

    
        Chapter 83. Good Guard, Bad Guard

    
    
    
    
                "You haven't touched your sandwich," Valiant said, gesturing with a small paw toward the untouched plate. "It's quite good, you know."

The young man across the table—Rennik—glanced nervously at the enormous freeman looming in the corner, then back at the sandwich.

"I'm... not hungry," he mumbled.

"Not hungry?" Valiant's whiskers twitched indignantly. "It's been six hours since we brought you here. Everyone gets hungry after six hours."

"Maybe he thinks it's poisoned," Thormund rumbled, arms crossed over his massive chest. "Smart. I would have poisoned it."

Valiant spun around. "Thormund! We did not poison the sandwich! We talked about this!"

"Did not say we did, little boss. Said I would have."

"It's a really good sandwich," Valiant insisted, turning back to Rennik. "I made it myself. With a special cheese I've been working on for weeks. It's got these wonderful herbs from the southern valleys mixed right in."

Adom sat quietly, watching the exchange with detached interest.

"Look," Valiant continued, pushing the plate a little closer to Rennik, "we're not savages here." He paused. "Well, I mean none of us are savages, obviously, but we're also not trying to hurt you. That's what I meant."

This made no sense at all. Adom wanted to say.

"What the little boss is trying to say," Thormund clarified, "is that we just want information. Nothing complicated."

Why didn't he just say that from the start?

Rennik swallowed hard. "I told you already. I'm just a courier. I deliver messages, small packages. That's it."

"And yet," Adom finally spoke, "you were the one who threw the explosive at our warehouse. The one that nearly killed me and my friend."

"I didn't—I wasn't trying to—" Rennik stuttered.

Thormund pushed off from the wall. "You weren't trying to what? Kill them? Just maim them a little?"

"I didn't know anyone would be inside!" Rennik protested, his voice rising. "They told me the warehouse would be empty!"

"And that makes it better?" Valiant asked, whiskers quivering indignantly. "Destroying someone's property is fine as long as they're not home?" He nudged the plate again. "The sandwich really is good by the way. Just a small bite?"

"I—I just—" Rennik looked down at his hands, ignoring the sandwich. "I was just following orders."

Adom leaned forward slightly. "Whose orders? Who told you to bomb our warehouse?"

"Deroq. He's the operations manager." Rennik still wouldn't meet their eyes. "He handles all the... competitive adjustments."

"Competitive adjustments," Valiant repeated, trying to sound menacing but coming across more like a confused schoolteacher. "Is that what you call attempted murder these days?"

"It wasn't supposed to be like that!" Rennik insisted. "It was just supposed to be a warning!"

"A warning," Thormund said flatly. "With explosives."

"No, I-" Rennik said quickly. " "Warning jobs are... they're meant to scare competitors. Usually it's just property damage. Breaking windows, damaging merchandise. Things that can be fixed but cost money and time." He glanced nervously at Adom. "Never when people are around. That's the rule. No one gets hurt. That's all it was supposed to be. Scare you off. Make you reconsider your business plans."

"What business plans specifically?" Adom asked, eyes narrowing. "What about our guild concerns the Crimson Scale so much?"

Rennik hesitated.

Thormund took a step forward. "The mage asked you a question." He touched the handle of his axe. "Should I give you a good reason to talk?"

"That won't be necessary," Adom said calmly. "Rennik's going to tell us everything he knows. Because he understands his situation. Right, Rennik?"

"Your sponsors," Rennik blurted out. "Guildmaster Mavarin found out you had backing from several powerful merchant houses. She said you were being positioned to challenge our trade routes."

Adom and Valiant exchanged a look.

"How did they find out who our backers were?" Adom asked. "Those arrangements were meant to be private."

Rennik shrugged helplessly. "I don't know. I just follow orders."

"Seems like your orders nearly got people killed," Valiant said, his tail swishing rapidly back and forth. "That's a serious violation of the Merchant's Code." He pushed the plate even closer. "Please try the sandwich? I've been experimenting with this cheese for months."

Adom glanced at the sandwich, then at Valiant. Did he not say weeks at first? 

"I didn't know!" Rennik's voice cracked. "You have to believe me!"

Adom studied him for a long moment. "What's happening at the Crimson Scale right now? What are they planning next?"

Rennik shook his head. "I don't know. They don't tell people like me about plans." He hesitated, then added, "But they've been turning away new applicants. Usually they're always hiring, but Velth said no new faces until this 'situation' is resolved."

Adom's expression shifted subtly.

"No new hires," he repeated softly. "Interesting."

"Makes sense," Valiant said. "They're worried about spies."

"Like anyone would trust this one with sensitive information," Thormund said, nodding at Rennik.

"They don't!" Rennik protested. "I'm just a courier!"

"A courier who throws bombs," Thormund reminded him.

"That was just this once! I don't usually—" Rennik caught himself. "I mean, I've never done anything like that before."

"And yet you did it so well," Adom observed coolly. "Almost as if you'd had practice."

Rennik opened his mouth to protest, then closed it again, looking miserable. After a moment, he reached out with a shaking hand and took a small bite of the sandwich.

Valiant's ears perked up immediately. "Well? What do you think?"

Rennik chewed slowly, then swallowed. "It's... it's actually really good."

Valiant beamed. "I knew it! The rosemary makes all the difference. Adom, you should try it too."

Adom looked momentarily distracted. "What? Oh. Perhaps later."

"I'll save you one," Valiant promised, looking utterly delighted.

Adom stood suddenly. "Valiant, Thormund, a word?" He gestured toward the door.

"Stay," Thormund told Rennik with a menacing stare. "Finish your sandwich."

Rennik nodded quickly, taking another small bite as they left.

Once outside, Adom closed the door and turned to his companions.

"We need to get someone inside the Crimson Scale," he said without preamble.

Valiant's tail swished thoughtfully. "But they're not hiring."

"The boy just said so," Thormund agreed. "No new faces."

"Not new faces," Adom said, a slight smile playing at his lips. "But what about an old face?"

Valiant's eyes widened as understanding dawned. "You mean..."

"Rennik," Adom confirmed. "They're already expecting him back. They know he was at the warehouse. If he returns with a convincing story about how he escaped..."

"But he won't return to Crimson Scale just to spy for us," Thormund pointed out.

"No," Adom agreed. "He won't."

Thormund looked at Valiant. "Little boss, didn't you want to be the bad guard in there?"

"Yeah. I was. Wasn't I?"

"You made him a sandwich with your special cheese," Thormund said flatly.

"Well, yes, but I was asking intimidating questions while he ate it."

Adom frowned. "What are you two talking about? Bad guard?"

"It's 'bad guard, good guard,'" Thormund explained. "Interrogation technique. One person threatens, one person offers comfort. Makes suspect open up."

"I read about it in a book," Valiant added enthusiastically. "It's very effective! The suspect bonds with the good guard out of relief and shares all their secrets."

"And you were supposed to be the bad guard?" Adom asked Valiant, raising an eyebrow.

"Yes!" Valiant said proudly, then deflated slightly. "I mean, I was trying to be."

"You gave him your special cheese sandwich," Adom pointed out again.

"I wanted to see if he liked it," Valiant admitted. "I've been working on that recipe for weeks."

So, weeks it is then. Adom thought.

Thormund shook his head. "Worst bad guard ever."

"Next time, I'll be much more intimidating," Valiant promised. "I've been practicing my growl."

He was about to attempt a growl when Adom sighed. "Let's focus on the matter at hand. We need someone inside the Crimson Scale."

Valiant frowned, tail swishing faster. "We can't force Rennik to spy for us. That would be unethical."

Adom and Thormund both looked at him.

"What?" Valiant asked defensively. "It would be!"

"We won't send Rennik," Adom said. "We'll send someone else. As Rennik."

Valiant's whiskers twitched in confusion. "I don't follow."

"Remember that mask I made the last time?"

"The face changing mask?" Thormund asked, his normally gruff voice tinged with unease. "The little boss told me about that. Getting caught with that kind of deception inside the Crimson Scale headquarters... that's asking for a quick burial, mage."

"Yes," Adom agreed. "But also our best chance to know what they're planning before they do it."

"Wait," Valiant said, standing on his tiptoes in excitement. "Are you suggesting we send someone disguised as Rennik into the Crimson Scale? As a spy?"

"I am."

Valiant was practically bouncing now. "Oh! Oh! I'll do it! I've always wanted to be a spy! I can wear a tiny hat and everything!"

Adom and Thormund exchanged glances.

"Little boss," Thormund said gently, "the mask can't turn a mouse into a human." He turned to Adom. "Right?"

"Right."

"Oh." Valiant's ears drooped. "Right."

"Besides," Adom added, "we need you here, coordinating things."

"Of course," Valiant straightened, trying to look dignified. "That makes strategic sense."

"So who will wear the mask?" Thormund asked.

*****


They re-entered the room to find Rennik had finished the entire sandwich, the plate now empty save for a few crumbs.

Valiant's eyes lit up. "It was that good, wasn't it?"

Rennik looked embarrassed, caught between fear and the undeniable fact that he'd devoured the food. "It was... very good. Thank you."

"See?" Valiant said triumphantly to Adom and Thormund. "I told you the rosemary makes all the difference."

Thormund moved suddenly toward Rennik, who flinched back in his chair.

"Please," Rennik stammered, "I've told you everything I know, I swear!"

Thormund grabbed him by the shoulder with his one massive hand and pulled him to his feet. Rennik went pale.

"I don't want to die," he whispered, eyes wide with terror. "Please, I have a sister—"

"Hold still," Thormund commanded, producing a measuring tape from his pocket.

Rennik blinked in confusion as the freeman stretched the tape from the floor to the top of his head.

"Five foot eleven," Thormund announced.

"What—what are you doing?" Rennik asked, bewildered.

Adom approached, studying Rennik's features. He reached out and plucked a single hair from the young man's head.

"Ow!" Rennik yelped. "What's going on?"

"Nothing for you to worry about," Valiant said cheerfully, gathering up the empty plate. "Think of it as... tailoring."

"Tailoring?" Rennik repeated, growing more confused by the second.

"You said the sandwich was very good?" Valiant asked, clearly trying to change the subject.

"I—yes, but what are you—"

"Thormund," Adom interrupted, "would you mind escorting our guest back to his accommodations? I think we're done here for now."

The freeman nodded, placing a hand on Rennik's shoulder. "Come, little man. Back to comfortable room."

"But what's happening?" Rennik asked as he was guided toward the door. "What was all that about?"

"Just measuring," Thormund said simply. "For records."

After Thormund had led a still-protesting Rennik away, Adom and Valiant stepped back into the hallway.

"So," Adom said, examining the single hair he'd plucked, "we need someone who's five foot eleven, male, and willing to spend a few days getting briefed and observing Rennik to learn his mannerisms and tendencies."

"And then we send them into the Crimson Scale," Valiant continued, tail swishing excitedly. "Disguised as Rennik."

"Exactly," Adom confirmed. "Once there, they can gather information about the Crimson Scale's plans, their security arrangements, and anything else that might give us an advantage."




"Plenty of my men are five-eleven," Valiant said. "And several have done infiltration work before. I can have a list of candidates by morning."

"Good," Adom nodded. "We'll need someone who can think quickly and maintain the deception under pressure."

"That won't be a problem," Valiant assured him. "My people are the best."

Adom tucked the stolen hair carefully into a small vial he produced from his pocket. "One last thing," he said. "Once our spy is inside, we'll need a way to communicate with them."

Valiant's eyes widened. "The communication crystals!"

"Exactly," Adom said. "A prototype, modified for this specific purpose. Small enough to hide, but powerful enough to transmit across the city."

"Then it's settled," Adom said. "The Crimson Scale is about to have an uninvited guest."








*****


Five days later...

The wind whipped around the top of the lighthouse, making Adom's robes snap like angry flags. He paid it no mind, his attention fixed on the small, intricate device in his hands. The eternal flame behind him cast a warm glow over his work, its light never wavering despite the gusts that would have extinguished any normal fire.

Adom carefully traced a finger over the final rune, checking his work for the third time. The device itself was deceptively simple-looking--a crystal orb the size of an apple, encased in a delicate lattice of silver and copper wire. The runes inscribed along the metal framework glowed with a faint blue light.

"Making progress?" Cass's voice came from behind him.

Adom didn't look up. "Almost done," he replied, reaching for his engraving tool. With a steady hand, he inscribed one final, tiny rune at the junction where three silver wires met. As he completed the last stroke, the entire pattern pulsed once, then settled into a gentle, consistent glow.

"There," he said, sitting back on his heels. "I am done."

Cass approached, crouching beside him to examine his handiwork. The wind tossed her hair across her face, and she absently tucked it behind her ear, leaning in closer to the device.

"It's... pretty," she said after a moment.

Adom glanced at her with mild surprise. "You like pretty things?"

"Everyone likes pretty things," Cass replied, raising an eyebrow.

"No, but like..." Adom hesitated, gesturing vaguely. "Girly pretty things, you know?"

Cass looked down at the orb, which resembled nothing so much as an expensive piece of jewelry. The crystal caught the light of the eternal flame, refracting it into tiny rainbows that danced across the stonework of the lighthouse platform.

"There's nothing wrong with liking 'girly pretty things,'" Cass said, making air quotes with her fingers. "But that's not what this is. This is elegant design. Elegant design is..." She paused, searching for the right word.

"Efficient?" Adom suggested.

"I was going to say beautiful," Cass corrected. "But efficient works too."

Adom nodded thoughtfully, then placed his hands on either side of the orb. Closing his eyes, he began to channel mana into the device. The glow of the runes intensified, changing from blue to a vibrant purple as the crystal at the center began to pulse with inner light.

"What does it do, exactly?" Cass asked, watching the transformation with interest.

"It's a signal amplifier," Adom explained, opening his eyes but maintaining his concentration on the flow of mana. "You know how communication crystals work through the mana field?"

"They transmit vibrations through ambient mana," Cass said, nodding. "Like ripples in water."

"Right. And like ripples, they dissipate with distance," Adom continued. "After about half a mile, you can't hear anything but static. This device..." He nodded at the glowing orb. "This takes those scattered ripples and focuses them, makes them more linear. More purposeful."

"Like turning ripples into a directed stream," Cass suggested.

"Exactly," Adom said, looking pleased. "It doesn't create more signal--it just organizes what's already there. Makes it more efficient."

"And we're hiding it here because..."

"Height. The higher we place it, the farther the signal can travel. From this lighthouse, we should be able to cover most of the city."

Cass gazed out at the sprawl of buildings and streets below, the evening lights just beginning to twinkle as dusk settled over the isles. "How far will the crystals work now?"

"With this?" Adom considered. "Three miles, maybe four. Clear transmission, minimal loss."

Cass frowned slightly. "That's not the whole city, though."

"No," Adom agreed. "Greater Arkhos is too large for a single device. But this is the first node."

He gestured to the orb. "I'll set up more across key elevation points. Towers, rooftops, relay posts. Eventually, we'll cover everything--seamless communication from coast to citadel."

Cass looked out at the sprawl below, quiet for a beat. "And you're starting with the lighthouse."

"Height and symbolism," Adom said.

He gave the device one final pulse of mana, then removed his hands. The orb continued to glow on its own, pulsing gently like a heartbeat. "How's the release going for tonight? Is everything ready?"

A smile spread across Cass's face. "The merchants are practically fighting each other to get their hands on the first batch. We have orders for three hundred pairs already."

"Three hundred? That's more than we anticipated."

"The Banking Guild signed on this morning," Cass explained. "They want to equip all their couriers. Said it would revolutionize fund transfers."

"It will," Adom agreed. "A message that would take an hour to deliver on foot can now be transmitted instantly."

"That's what I told them," Cass said. She stood, brushing dust from her clothes. "The pricing model worked exactly as we discussed. The initial crystals at premium rates, with subscription fees for maintenance and updates."

"And the merchants agreed to those terms?"

"They couldn't sign fast enough," Cass said. "When you demonstrate how much time and money they'll save by being able to communicate across the city in real time..." She spread her hands. "They did the math themselves."

Adom carefully positioned the amplifier in the small alcove they had prepared, just behind the eternal flame. The heat wouldn't affect it, and the flame itself would mask the glow of the orb from casual observation.

"Good," Adom nodded. "And the demonstration tonight?"

"Everything is arranged," Cass confirmed. "The guild hall will be packed. We've invited representatives from every major merchant house, plus city officials. Even a few nobles expressed interest."

Adom stood, dusting off his hands. "Nobles? That's unexpected."

"Not really," Cass said with a small smile. "The ruling class has always been quick to adopt anything that might give them an advantage. The idea of instant communication across their estates is very appealing."

"I suppose it would be," Adom agreed. He cast one final glance at the hidden amplifier, barely visible now behind its covering.

Cass glanced at her timepiece. "What will you be doing tonight during the demonstration?"

"I'll be at the academy writing that essay for Master Lorell," Adom said. "Perfect alibi while I control the golem remotely."

"And if this works..."

"The Crimson Scale loses their primary income source overnight," Adom finished. "Their entire business model collapses just as we introduce our alternative."

Cass nodded. "Tresh will know it wasn't an accident."

"That's the point. We need her desperate, making mistakes."

"Well," Cass said, adjusting her protective necklace, "I should go meet the Lightbringers. Good luck with your 'homework.'"

"Good luck with your merchants," Adom replied as she headed for the stairs.

*****


Tam approached the Crimson Scale's eastern office with measured steps, neither too hurried nor too cautious.

The building rose three stories above the commercial district, its sandstone facade adorned with the guild's emblem—a stylized scale, dipped in red. Two guards flanked the main entrance, their posture casual but their eyes alert.

He felt the mask against his skin—not physically, there was no sensation of something covering his face, but he was acutely aware of its presence. Thormund had warned him about this. The magical construct didn't just change his appearance; it wrapped him in someone else's identity.

It was deeply unsettling, hearing Rennik's voice emerge from his mouth, feeling gestures and mannerisms that weren't his own come naturally. The past five days of preparation had been intense—hours spent interviewing the real Rennik, learning his speech patterns, his relationships, the names of colleagues he mentioned only in passing.

Tam had nodded, memorizing everything from Rennik's walking gait to the way he rubbed his temple when thinking. Now, approaching the guards, he was grateful for that preparation.

Remember the story. Stick to it. Don't embellish unless you have to.

As he approached, one of the guards straightened. "Hold there," the man called, hand resting casually on his sword hilt.

Tam stopped, raising his hands slightly in a non-threatening gesture. "It's me," he said, Rennik's voice emerging from his throat. "Rennik. I need to speak with Deroq."

The guard squinted, then his eyes widened in recognition. "Rennik? Where the hell have you been? Deroq's had search parties out for days."

"I was captured," Tam said, letting a hint of exhaustion seep into his voice. "The Wangara people. Just managed to get away this morning."

The second guard stepped forward, studying him closely. "You look like shit."

"Feel worse," Tam replied, running a hand through his hair—Rennik's hair, technically. The gesture came almost naturally.

"Better get inside," the first guard said, stepping aside. "Deroq will want to debrief you immediately."

Tam nodded, suppressing a surge of triumph as he passed between them and entered the building. The first hurdle cleared. The entrance hall was busy with guild members and clerks bustling about their evening duties. A few glanced his way, but no one paid him special attention. Just Rennik, returned from whatever errand they assumed he'd been on.

He made his way toward the stairs. Second floor, third door on the right—Deroq's office. The guy better be right.

Before he could reach the stairs, a stocky woman intercepted him. She had iron-gray hair cut practically short, a round face weathered by years but still holding warmth in its creases, and sharp eyes that missed nothing despite their motherly gaze.





"Rennik!" she exclaimed, relief crossing her features. "Where have you been, boy? Deroq's been in a state thinking you'd gotten yourself killed."

Tam hesitated, studying her. The real Rennik had described several managers, but it had been a blur of names and positions. This woman seemed important, someone Rennik obviously knew well.

"...Velth?" he ventured, trying to sound more exhausted than uncertain.

Her smile widened, confirming he'd guessed correctly. "You look like you've been dragged behind a carriage for miles," she said, clasping his shoulder with a sturdy hand. "Have you eaten?"









"Not really," Tam admitted, which was true enough. His stomach had been too knotted with anxiety to manage more than a few bites since donning the mask.

"Well, get yourself to Deroq first," she said, patting his shoulder. "He'll have my hide if I delay you. But come find me after. I'll have something waiting in the kitchens."

"Thanks, Velth," he said. The woman nodded and continued on her way.

Tam climbed the stairs, his heart rate picking up. The real test would be Deroq, Rennik's direct superior. The man knew him well, oversaw his daily work. If anyone would spot inconsistencies, it would be him.

He reached the door—solid oak with a brass nameplate—and knocked twice.

"Enter," called a gruff voice from within.

Tam pushed the door open to find a lean, hard-faced man behind a desk cluttered with ledgers and correspondence. Deroq looked up, his quill freezing mid-stroke as recognition dawned.

"Close the door," he said sharply.

Tam obeyed, then stood at attention, the way Rennik told him was expected.

Deroq stared at him for a long moment, then set his quill down. "One week," he said, his voice deceptively quiet. "One week without word. The warehouse job was supposed to take two hours. Where have you been?"

"Captured, sir," Tam replied, letting his shoulders slump slightly. "The Wangara people. They were at the warehouse when I arrived."

"Wangara," Deroq repeated, his eyes narrowing. "They really captured you?"

"Yes, sir. They had a mage with them. And a freeman. Huge man."

"How did you escape?"

Tam hesitated, then shook his head. "I.. I managed to escape this morning when their guard got careless."

Deroq leaned back in his chair, studying Tam with calculating eyes. "And what did you tell them?"

"Nothing important, sir," Tam said quickly. "My name, my position here. Basic things they could verify anyway. I didn't tell them anything about our operations or..."

He trailed off, as if suddenly remembering something important.

Deroq leaned forward. "What is it?"

"They're working with the Silvester guild, sir," Tam said, lowering his voice conspiratorially. "I overheard them discussing it while they thought I was unconscious. The younger one—the mage—he mentioned meeting with Silvester representatives. Something about dividing shipping routes once they'd dealt with us."

Deroq's expression darkened. "Silvester? You're certain?"

"Yes, sir. I heard it clearly."

Deroq stood abruptly, pacing behind his desk. "This changes things. Silvester has been looking for an opening against us for years. If they're backing Wangara..."

"There's more, sir," Tam pressed, seeing his opening. "They were talking about a warehouse. Something valuable stored there that would 'cripple' us if anything happened to it."

"The dye stockpile," Deroq said immediately. "It has to be."

Tam feigned surprise. "The main stockpile, sir? The one near the eastern harbor?"

Deroq nodded grimly. "We consolidated our inventory last month. Everything's in one location now—more efficient for distribution." He muttered a curse. "If they're targeting that..."

"Should we move it, sir?"

"Too late for that. It would take days to relocate safely." Deroq strode to the door and yanked it open. "Kerrin!" he bellowed down the hallway.

A young woman appeared moments later, clipboard in hand. "Sir?"

"Double the guard on the eastern warehouse. Immediately. And send word to Guildmaster Tresh that I need to speak with her urgently."

"Yes, sir," Kerrin said, hurrying away.

Deroq turned back to Tam. "You'll need to provide a full report. Everything you saw, everyone you spoke with at Wangara."

"Of course, sir," Tam nodded.

"But first," Deroq continued, "we need to verify your story. Standard procedure after capture." He gestured to a chair across from his desk. "Sit. I'll call for Marwen to seek the truth."

Tam's heart skipped a beat. A truth seeker? That hadn't been part of the briefing. Would magic be able to detect the mask, or the deception beneath it?

"Is that necessary, sir?" he asked, trying to keep his voice steady. "I've told you everything."

"Standard procedure," Deroq repeated firmly. "Not my decision to make. Guildmaster's orders after the Lumina incident."

Tam racked his brain for any information in Rennik's memories about this procedure. There was something... a vague recollection of a mage who could sense deception without fully reading thoughts. Not a full mind-reading, but something that could detect lies.

Before he could formulate a response, the door behind him opened again.

"Deroq, I need those shipment manifests for--" The voice stopped abruptly.

Tam turned, and the world seemed to slow down. A tall man with a neatly trimmed beard stood in the doorway, holding a stack of papers. His eyes widened in recognition.

"Rennik?" the man said. "You're back."

Marco. It was Marco.

Tam felt a cold sweat break out across his forehead. The mask couldn't help him here.

"Yes," Tam managed, hoping his shock would be interpreted as exhaustion. "Just got back."

Marco studied him for a moment, then looked to Deroq. "I heard shouting. Is everything alright?"

"Wangara and Silvester are plotting against us," Deroq said grimly. "Targeting the dye stockpile."

Marco's eyebrows rose. "Are you certain?"

"Rennik overheard them while in captivity."

Marco turned his attention back to Tam, his gaze suddenly more intense. "What exactly did you hear?"

Tam opened his mouth to repeat his fabricated story, but before he could speak, a sound like distant thunder rolled through the building.

Everyone froze.

The thunder came again, louder this time, followed by shouts from outside.

Deroq moved to the window, yanking aside the curtain. His face went pale in the fading evening light.

"Gods above," he whispered.

Tam rose, moving to the window alongside Marco. In the distance, toward the eastern harbor, an orange glow was rising into the darkening sky. Black smoke billowed upward, and even from here, they could see figures running toward the blaze.

"The warehouse," Deroq said, his voice hollow. "They've hit the warehouse."

"That's not possible," Marco said, his face tight with disbelief. "How could they have—"

The rest of his words were drowned out by a third explosion, this one loud enough to rattle the windows in their frames. The orange glow intensified, becoming a roaring inferno visible even from this distance.

"All of it," Deroq said, something like despair in his voice. "The entire year's supply."

*****

The golem moved through the burning warehouse, its armor impervious to the flames that raged around it. Through its eyes, Adom watched as barrels of crimson dye burst in the heat, their precious contents spilling across the floor in rivers of deep red.

It looked like blood.

The mission had been simple—place the explosive charges at key structural points, detonate them in sequence, ensure the destruction was complete. Three explosions, spaced precisely to allow the fire to spread between detonations, maximizing the damage.

The first explosion had taken out the support columns on the eastern wall. The second had targeted the storage racks themselves, toppling them like dominoes and spreading the flammable dye across the floor. The third—the largest—had breached the main storage vats, releasing thousands of gallons of concentrated dye into the already raging fire.

The warehouse was beyond saving. By morning, nothing would remain but charred timber and congealed puddles of ruined product.

Adom was about to leave, his mission complete. As the golem turned, Adom saw a fallen guard, overcome by smoke but still breathing. Without breaking stride, the golem reached down and dragged the unconscious man toward the door, depositing him outside where others would find him.

Outside, chaos reigned. Guild workers formed bucket chains from the harbor, a futile effort against the intensity of the blaze. Officers shouted orders that went unheeded in the panic. In the distance, the city watch bells began to ring, summoning aid that would arrive too late to make any difference.

The Crimson Scale's entire dye stockpile—destroyed in a single night. Their primary source of income. By tomorrow, word would spread throughout the city. By the day after, throughout the isles. The price of crimson dye would skyrocket as supply vanished overnight.

And into that vacuum, Wangara Guild would step with their synthetic alternative.

Blip

The golem was instantly in front of him. In his dorm.

Adom's hand reached for the communication crystal in his ear.

"Cass," he said softly. "It's done."








            

    
        Chapter 84. Atchoo

    
    
    
    
                "You're sure this is the right way?" Deroq hissed, pulling his hood lower as they navigated the narrow passage. Water dripped from the ceiling, each drop landing with a maddening plop that echoed through the tunnel.

"Yes, sir," Prell whispered back, holding his lantern higher. "Third passage on the left, down the stairs, through the copper door. That's what Velth's contact said."

Deroq grunted, unconvinced. The four men behind him shuffled nervously, hands never straying far from their concealed weapons. None of them belonged here—that much was clear from their stiff postures and darting eyes. Crimson Scale operatives were accustomed to guild halls and merchant offices, not this... underworld.

The Undertow. Even the name left a sour taste in Deroq's mouth.

Their guide paused at an intersection, scratching his scraggly beard. "Left here," he muttered, more to himself than to the others.

"You said that with remarkable little confidence," Deroq noted dryly.

The guide—Marken, some distant cousin of one of their warehouse workers—shot him an irritated glance. "Been a while since I came this way. Market moves around."

"The entire market... moves?" one of Deroq's men asked incredulously.

"Not physically, you idiot," Marken snapped. "The entrances change. The routes shift. Keeps the city watch guessing."

They turned left into a passage so narrow they had to proceed single file, shoulders brushing against damp stone walls. The air grew noticeably thicker, carrying the smell of spices, smoke, and something else—something Deroq couldn't quite place but found deeply unsettling.

"Almost there," Marken said, his voice dropping to barely a whisper. "Remember, no guild colors visible. No mentions of Crimson Scale. You're just buyers. Ordinary buyers."

"We're hardly ordinary," Deroq muttered, but he checked his cloak to ensure no crimson fabric peeked out.

The passage ended at a steep staircase descending into darkness. Marken started down without hesitation, the light from his lantern casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to move independently of their owners.

Halfway down, the quality of the stonework changed abruptly. The rough-hewn passage gave way to ancient, well-crafted steps worn smooth by centuries of use. Deroq's historian side noted the craftsmanship—pre-empire, possibly even First Age work. When the elves still lived on the isles.

"These tunnels are older than the city," he remarked quietly.

Marken glanced back, surprised. "Yeah. Way older. Some say they were here before people."

"That's absurd," Deroq said automatically, though something about the perfect arch of the ceiling made him less certain than he'd like.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a door—not copper as described, but bronze with a distinct green patina. Complex symbols had been etched into its surface, worn nearly smooth by time and countless hands.

Marken pressed his palm against the central symbol, muttering something under his breath. The door slid open with surprising silence.

"We're here," he announced unnecessarily.

The space beyond defied Deroq's expectations. He'd imagined a cramped, shadowy bazaar of illicit goods. Instead, they entered what appeared to be an enormous subterranean cathedral. Vaulted ceilings stretched upward into darkness, supported by massive columns carved to resemble twisting serpents. The floor spread out in a vast circle, segmented like a wheel, with hundreds of stalls and booths arranged in concentric rings.

Light came from everywhere and nowhere—floating orbs of blue and green fire hovered near the ceiling, casting an eerie glow that seemed to bend around certain stalls, leaving them in convenient shadow.

"Gods above," one of Deroq's men whispered.

Deroq understood the sentiment. The Undertow was magnificent in its own terrible way—like staring into the maw of some beautiful predator.

"Keep close," Marken instructed, leading them into the market proper. "Don't make eye contact unless you're buying. Don't touch anything unless invited. And for all that's holy, don't haggle too hard with the wrong seller."

They moved through the outermost ring, past vendors selling items that could almost—almost—pass for legitimate merchandise. Exotic fruits, foreign spices, unusual textiles. But even here, Deroq noticed oddities: fruit that seemed to pulse with inner light, spices that changed color when touched, fabric that moved like liquid.

"Inner ring," Marken said, guiding them deeper. "That's where we'll find Thorn."

The crowd thickened as they approached the center. Deroq glimpsed faces from every corner of the known world—and some he suspected came from places no map had ever recorded.

A woman with skin like polished obsidian haggled over a cage containing what appeared to be a miniature storm cloud. A man with six fingers on each hand carefully counted out coins that seemed to glow from within. Two identical children with silver hair examined a book whose pages appeared to be made of thin metal, their expressions unnervingly synchronized.

"Don't stare," Marken hissed, noticing Deroq's wandering attention.

They passed a stall selling timepieces that displayed hours not yet arrived, another offering vials of liquid memories, and one particularly disturbing booth where a toothless old woman sold what she cheerfully described as "moments of your future."

Finally, they reached a modest stall near the center of the Undertow. Unlike the others, it had no exotic displays, no dramatic lighting—just a simple counter behind which sat a thin man with a shock of white hair and eyes that didn't quite match in color.

"Thorn." Marken nodded respectfully.

The man glanced up, his mismatched eyes—one amber, one pale blue—scanning each of them in turn. His gaze lingered on Deroq for an uncomfortable moment before a thin smile spread across his face.

"Marken," he acknowledged. "Been a while. And you've brought... friends." He said the last word as if testing its flavor and finding it questionable.

"They're buyers," Marken explained. "Interested in specialty dyes."

"Specialty dyes," Thorn repeated, his different-colored eyes never leaving Deroq's face. "Crimson, perhaps?"

Deroq stiffened, but kept his expression neutral. "Among others."

Thorn's smile widened fractionally. "Of course. You've come at an interesting time." He reached beneath his counter and produced a small wooden box, which he placed between them with deliberate care.

"Our situation requires... discretion," Deroq said carefully.

"Doesn't everyone's?" Thorn replied, running a long, thin finger over the box's lid. "Particularly those who've recently suffered unexpected... inventory issues."

Deroq's jaw tightened. News traveled fast in the Undertow, apparently.

"We're prepared to pay generously," he said, ignoring the implication.

Thorn nodded, then slowly opened the box. Inside was a single glass vial containing a liquid so deeply red it appeared almost black in the strange light.

"Southern Isles crimson," Thorn said. "The genuine article. Not that synthetic thing flooding the market."

Deroq leaned forward, interest piqued despite himself. "How much do you have?"

Thorn's mismatched eyes blinked, one lid closing a fraction of a second after the other. "Had," he corrected. "How much I had."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning," Thorn said, closing the box with a sharp snap, "that someone came through yesterday and bought my entire stock. Every last vial."

Deroq felt his stomach drop. "Who?"

"Curious about that myself," Thorn said, leaning back. "Odd fellow. Paid in advance, no haggling. Asked specifically for Southern Isles crimson and nothing else. Cleaned me out." He shrugged. "First time in twenty years that's happened."

"But you must have contacts," Deroq pressed, desperation creeping into his voice. "Other suppliers—"

"Checked already," Thorn interrupted. "Every broker in the Undertow reports the same. Someone hit all of us within hours of each other." His mismatched eyes narrowed. "Very organized. Very deliberate."

"That's impossible," one of Deroq's men blurted. "The market's too scattered, too secretive—"

"And yet," Thorn said simply, spreading his hands.

Deroq stared at the now-closed box, mind racing. This was no coincidence. Someone had systematically eliminated every alternative source of crimson dye just when they needed it most.

He clenched his fist, knuckles whitening. "Those Wangara bastards." He spat the guild name like poison. "They're strangling every supply route. When I find whoever orchestrated this—"

"You'll what?" Thorn asked, genuine curiosity in his mismatched eyes.

"Fuck them," Deroq hissed through gritted teeth. "They have no idea what they've started."


*****

"ATCHOOO!"

The violent sneeze sent Zuni scrambling for balance, his tiny paws digging into Adom's shoulder as he nearly toppled off his perch. The quillick chittered indignantly, quills bristling.

"Sorry," Adom muttered, rubbing his nose.

"Did you catch a cold?" asked Sam.

"I don't think so," Adom replied, absently scratching behind Zuni's ear to calm him. "Honestly, I'm hardly ever sick these days because of my... condition. I don't understand where that came from."

"Hmm," Sam said. "You know, there's an old saying that when you sneeze out of nowhere, it means someone is talking about you."

Adom's lips curved into a small smile. "Heh."

"What's so funny?"

"I think I know who's talking about me," Adom said. "And likewise to them."

"You guys are basically superstars right now," Sam's voice came through the communication crystal as Adom jogged along the eastern district's cobblestone path.

"The crystals are exceeding even my expectations," Adom replied, dodging a produce cart.

"My father says the Banking Guild bought three hundred pairs on the first day alone," Sam said. "He's never seen anything launch so successfully."

"We're scaling up production, but it's still not enough," Adom said, turning onto a side street.

"And meanwhile, Crimson Scale's falling apart," Sam continued. "That confrontation in Merchant's Square yesterday was incredible. Father said he's never seen Mavarin so unhinged, publicly accusing the Silvesters of destroying their warehouse. The Watch had to step in before it got violent."

"The Silvesters won't take that lying down," Adom remarked.

"They're already filing formal complaints. The 48th seat going after Crimson Scale's 49th seat - it's the talk of the city. And with dye prices tripled overnight, people are questioning if Crimson Scale even deserves their position anymore."

Adom smiled to himself. The planted evidence had done its job perfectly.

"Father says your synthetic dye launches tomorrow?" Sam asked. "Thirty percent cheaper with better color fastness? The timing couldn't be better."

"We've been working on it," Adom said innocently, coming to a stop in front of Kern and Fili's smithy.

Sam snorted. "And I suppose you have nothing to do with that auction tonight? The one selling a multiplier artifact that could save some of Crimson Scale's dye supply?"

"Cass will be attending," Adom confirmed. "Should be an interesting evening."

A loud crash came from inside the smithy, followed by distinctive cursing.

"I should go," Adom said. "Meeting with Kern and Fili."

"Try not to destroy any more guilds before lunch, okay?"

Adom laughed. "No promises." He tapped the crystal once, ending the connection, and pushed open the door to the smithy.

"Hello?" Adom called as he pushed open the door.

"Adom!" Fili's face instantly brightened, hammer forgotten in his hand. "Master, it's Adom!"

Zuni chirped excitedly from Adom's shoulder, quills fluttering.

Fili's eyes widened. "Oh! Master, he has a creature with him!"

Kern emerged from the back of the smithy, wiping soot from her hands. "It's a quillick, Fili," she said matter-of-factly. "Don't touch its spines."

Zuni chirped again, as if in greeting, and Kern responded with a solemn nod.

"Good to see you, Kern," Adom said with a smile. "You too, Fili."

"You've been rare lately," Kern observed, leaning against her workbench. "Though your name's been on more and more tongues. The Wangara, huh?"

Adom scratched the back of his head. "It's a long story."

"Hmm," Kern responded, her expression giving nothing away. She switched topics abruptly. "What brings you by? Need repairs on something?"

"Actually—" Adom began.

Zuni chose that moment to hop off Adom's shoulder, scurrying across the workbench toward Fili, who stood frozen in fascination.

"Hello there, little one," Fili whispered, cautiously extending a finger. Zuni sniffed it curiously, then chirped and rubbed his head against Fili's knuckle, careful to keep his quills flat.

"He likes you," Adom observed.

"What is he exactly?" Fili asked, delighted as Zuni climbed onto his palm. "I've never seen anything like him."

"Quillicks are originally from the northern forests," Kern answered before Adom could. "Rare to see them domesticated. They're clever creatures, almost as smart as a ten year old human."

Zuni chirped as if in agreement, standing proudly on Fili's palm.

"He understands us?" Fili asked in wonder.

"More than you might think," Adom said with a fond smile. "He's been my companion since the start of the semester."

Kern cleared her throat. "I doubt you came by just to introduce us to your pet."

"No," Adom admitted. "I actually wanted to discuss some modifications to WAM and BAM."

"The gauntlets?" Kern raised an eyebrow. "What's wrong with them? Those are some of my best work."

"Nothing's wrong," Adom assured her quickly. "They've performed flawlessly. But I've been thinking about some potential improvements."

*****











Adom pulled a handful of nuts from his pocket, offering them to Zuni. The quillick chirped appreciatively, tiny paws gripping each nut before methodically cracking them open.

"Slow down," Adom chuckled as shells scattered across his shoulder. "No one's going to steal them."

Leaving WAM and BAM at the smithy felt strange. Adom flexed his fingers, missing the familiar weight of the gauntlets. After constantly wearing them for the past few days, he'd grown so accustomed to them that his hands felt naked without them.

"Been too long since I've trained properly," he muttered, rolling his shoulders. "Getting soft under that merchant's hat."

Zuni chirped, head tilted as if questioning the statement.

"You don't believe me? I used to run every morning. Now I'm lucky if I jog to the market and back." Adom stretched his arms overhead. "Commander Sylla's son, out of shape. He'd have a fit."

Zuni scampered down Adom's arm, balanced momentarily on his wrist, then leapt to the low wall beside them, running along its length before circling back.

"Show-off."

He watched as Zuni darted back and forth, noticing how the quillick's movements seemed more animated than usual. In the two months since meeting the creature, Adom had learned to read his companion well. Something was different today.

"You're restless," Adom observed. "City getting to you?"

Zuni chirped twice, quills fluttering in what Adom had come to recognize as agreement.

"You've never liked it here, have you? Always happier when we're outside the walls." Adom leaned against the wall, watching as Zuni investigated a crack in the stonework. "We could go to the forest, you know. Take a day, maybe two."

The quillick's head snapped up, dark eyes fixed on Adom.

"Yeah? You'd like that?" Adom grinned. "We could hunt, train a bit. I need the exercise anyway."

Zuni chirped excitedly, bouncing on his hind legs.

"Alright, alright. Soon, I promise."

As they continued walking, Adom's attention drifted to their surroundings. The merchant district was busy, as always. Traders hawked their wares, customers haggled over prices, messengers weaved between bodies. Normal. Familiar.

Then – something. A flicker at the edge of his vision. Someone watching?

Adom didn't break stride, didn't turn his head. But his senses sharpened.

"Zuni," he murmured, "high."

The quillick understood immediately, scaling Adom's sleeve to perch on his shoulder. From this vantage point, Zuni had a better view of their surroundings – and could serve as an early warning system.

Three people. Moving in concert, not together but coordinated. One ahead, two behind, keeping pace. Not close enough to hear his conversation, but close enough to track his movements.

"Well, this is interesting," Adom muttered, casually adjusting his course to cross the market square.

He grabbed an apple from a vendor's stall, flipping a coin in exchange without breaking stride. Taking a bite, he watched the reflection in a polished brass pot at another stall. The figure to his left adjusted course to match his new direction. Definitely being followed.

"What do you think, Zuni? Should we see how good they really are?"

The quillick's quills bristled slightly.

"My thoughts exactly."

Adom tossed the apple core aside and picked up his pace, weaving between market stalls. He rounded a corner sharply, then another, creating distance between himself and his pursuers. Then, spotting a stack of crates beside a storefront, he vaulted up, catching the edge of an awning and swinging himself onto a low rooftop.

The sudden elevation gave him a clear view of his followers – two men and a woman, all dressed as ordinary citizens but moving with the deliberate efficiency of trained operatives. They'd lost sight of him and were now splitting up, searching.

"Amateur hour," Adom murmured, a grin spreading across his face. Things had gotten boring with all the brain stuff lately.

This is nice. He thought. Then winced at the thought. When have I become like this?

Anyway.

He moved across the rooftop in a crouch, then leapt to the next building. His muscles responded eagerly, as if relieved to be put to proper use again. Another leap, a roll to absorb the impact, then up and running again. The familiar burn in his lungs felt good. So good.

Zuni clung to his shoulder, chirping softly when one of the pursuers spotted them and shouted to the others.

"Let's make this interesting," Adom said, intentionally slowing enough to let them track his direction.

He led them through a winding path across the city's rooftops, occasionally dropping to street level to navigate a gap, then scaling a wall back to the heights. Always staying just visible enough to be followed, never quite letting them close the distance.

"Time to end this game," he decided after ten minutes of cat-and-mouse. He dropped down into a narrow side street, landing lightly despite the distance. This particular alley dead-ended at a tall stone wall – a fact his pursuers wouldn't know from their map of his movements.

Adom positioned himself just beyond the mouth of the alley, waiting. Zuni tensed on his shoulder, sensing the shift from flight to fight.

Footsteps approached – hurried, slightly winded. One set, then a second, finally a third. They converged at the alley's entrance, hesitated briefly, then turned in.

Adom stepped out from the shadows, blocking their exit. All three froze, suddenly realizing their predicament.

"Three against one," Adom said conversationally, as if discussing the weather. "Seems unfair." He cracked his knuckles, smiling. "For you."

 Hmm. Was that too edgy?

The three followers exchanged glances, then scattered in different directions. The woman darted left, one man right, the other straight at Adom—likely hoping to overwhelm him with multiple angles of attack.

"That's adorable," Adom said, his fingers tracing a quick pattern in the air. "[Levitation]."

The woman's sprint suddenly turned vertical as her feet left the ground. She flailed wildly, rising several feet into the air with a startled yelp.

"Put me down!" she demanded, twisting uselessly against invisible forces.

"In a minute," Adom promised, already pivoting to address the man charging him.

The attacker pulled a knife, his face set with determination. "Magic-using coward," he spat. "Square up and fight like a man."

Adom's eyebrows shot up. "Dude, I'm thirteen. You'd beat up a thirteen-year-old kid?"

That gave the man pause, his stride faltering just enough for doubt to cross his face. It was all the opening Adom needed. He pushed off the ground, launching himself forward. His hand closed around the man's throat before he could recover, fingers finding pressure points.

The knife swung wildly, catching Adom across the cheek. It didn't cut.

"Be careful," Adom hissed, grip tightening. "These glasses are an artifact."

His free hand traced another pattern, and electricity crackled between his fingers. He pressed his palm to the man's chest, channeling a surge of energy that made the attacker's body go rigid. The man's eyes rolled back as he collapsed, his body twitching. A distinctly unpleasant sound—and smell—confirmed he'd lost control of more than just his consciousness.

"Sorry," Adom winced. "Might have put too much mana in that spell."

Meanwhile, the third pursuer had almost reached the alley's entrance. Adom reached into his inventory, and the golem came out sprinting towards the fleeing man.

It intercepted him, massive metal hands closing around him before he could change direction. In one swift motion, the construct struck the man's head so brutally the spy went limp immediately.

Adom winced, hoping the golem hadn't hit him too hard. The constructs were efficient but not always gentle.

"We weren't going to hurt you!" she called down, still hanging in mid-air. "We were just told to follow and report!"











"Report what? To whom?" Adom asked, adjusting his spell to bring her closer to eye level.

"Your movements," she admitted. "Schedule. Contacts. Nothing more."

"If you were just following me, why didn't you run away when I clearly saw you?" Adom asked, genuinely curious.

She hesitated before answering, "Orders were to maintain surveillance regardless of detection. They said you were just a kid. We weren't supposed to engage, just... not lose you."

"Crimson Scale?" Adom guessed.

She pressed her lips together, refusing to answer.

Before Adom could sigh at her stubbornness, an idea formed—elegant in its simplicity, devastating in potential impact. Their identities... those he could use.

"What if," he said to Zuni, "we had someone else wearing their faces?" He gestured at the spies. "Send back exactly what we want Crimson Scale to hear?"

The woman gasped.

"Oh come on. I'm not being evil," Adom assured her. "It's strategic counter-intelligence."











































            

    
        Chapter 85. Auction

    
    
    
    
                The Aurium Auction.

In a city of institutions like Arkhos, this auction stood apart.

Everything about sounded expensive.

Held monthly in the Adamant Gallery, the auction stood as the cornerstone of upper-class commerce in Arkhos. Merchant guild leaders occupied the same room as dukes and duchesses, high priests and mages, all drawn by the promise of rare items and even rarer networking opportunities.

The main hall was part marketplace, part theater, and part social battlefield. Crystal chandeliers floated without visible support, each containing a small silver flame that never needed fuel. The chandeliers shifted position throughout the night, ensuring every item was presented in the perfect light when its turn came up for bidding.

Before the bidding began, attendees could enjoy a variety of spectacles. In one corner, two exotic beasts—a granite-skinned bear from the Northern Mountains and a serpent with scales like stained glass—fought in a magically contained arena. The beasts would never be seriously injured—that would reduce their value—but they would demonstrate their capabilities for potential buyers.

In another section, chefs prepared delicacies from rare dungeon ingredients. A chef sliced thin pieces from what appeared to be a pulsing purple tentacle, arranging them with tweezers onto small wafers. These weren't just exotic foods—they were temporary enchantments. Eat the right monster part, prepared the right way, and you might gain enhanced senses or increased stamina for a few hours.

Luxury trades that would be illegal in normal markets found legitimacy here, operating under special permits from the Empire. Want to purchase a bottled nightmare to use against your enemies? This was where you'd find it—with all the proper paperwork, of course.

Cass found herself both repelled and fascinated as she navigated through the crowd. Her formal robes—midnight blue with silver embroidery depicting the Wangara guild symbol—felt simultaneously too elaborate and not elaborate enough compared to the finery around her. The fabric moved like water, an enchantment that cost more than some people's monthly wages.

"I could get used to this," she muttered, surprised to find she actually meant it. The weight of the silk against her skin felt reassuring, a tangible symbol of her new position.

A servant approached carrying a tray of slender crystal flutes filled with golden liquid. Tiny bubbles rose continuously from the bottom of each glass, and the liquid itself seemed to glow from within.

"Would you care for some?" the servant asked, bowing slightly.

Cass took a glass. "What is this?"

"Sun's Blessing, my lady. Fermented honey infused with essence of summer light and aged in oak barrels lined with gold leaf."

Huh.

She took a sip. The liquid was sweet but not cloying, with surprising notes of citrus and warm spice, and bubbles that tingled pleasantly all the way down.

Behind her, the golem moved silently, its polished surface reflecting the shifting lights. Several attendees glanced at them with mixtures of curiosity and wonder.

Cass examined the small card in her hand again. Seat 56. Somewhere in the middle section, neither prominently placed nor insultingly distant. Perfect for a new guild finding its footing.

She moved through the exhibition area, where items for the evening's auction were displayed in glass cases with engraved placards describing their properties. A sword that could cut through stone as easily as butter. A compass that pointed toward whatever the holder desired most (results may vary). A small copper orb covered in constantly shifting symbols—the multiplier artifact that had brought her here tonight.

"Target spotted," she murmured, knowing Adom could hear her through the communication crystal in her purse.

People turned to look as she passed, whispers following in her wake.

"That's the Wangara guildmaster."

"Did you hear about the Crimson Scale warehouse? Complete disaster."

"Suspicious timing, don't you think?"

Cass kept her expression neutral, acknowledging those who nodded to her with a slight tilt of her head, but offering nothing more. She wasn't here to socialize.

"You're gonna scare them off with that face," Adom's voice came through. "Maybe smile a little?"

"Easy for you to say," she muttered under her breath. "You're not actually here."

But the golem was. It stood beside her, armored to look like a particularly serious bodyguard rather than the remote-controlled weapon it actually was.

Cass finished her drink and immediately found another servant at her elbow with a fresh glass. The servants here seemed trained to anticipate needs before they were expressed.

"That's your second glass in just ten minutes," Adom said. "Are you okay?"

"Fine," Cass replied under her breath, scanning the room for the entrance to the seating area. "Just maintaining cover."

Beyond the exhibition space, double doors opened into the auction chamber itself. Tiered seating surrounded a central stage where the auctioneer would present each item. Seat numbers were inlaid in silver on each chair's arm.

Cass checked the crowd filing in for their seats. The wealthiest and most powerful took positions in the front rows. She spotted representatives from at least a dozen major guilds, plus several nobles whose faces appeared regularly on official currency.

She'd nearly reached the main chamber when she caught sight of them—a cluster of people in crimson robes edged with gold. Tresh Mavarin stood in the center, her silver-streaked hair elaborately arranged with golden pins. Beside her, Deroq spoke in low tones, gesturing with barely contained anger. Two other guild officers flanked them, looking grim.

Tresh turned, her gaze sweeping the room and landing on Cass. For a moment, their eyes met across the crowd. Tresh's expression didn't change, but Deroq followed her gaze and his face darkened with undisguised hostility.

"They've spotted you," Adom said through the crystal.

"Let them look," Cass replied, turning to leave. The golem positioned itself directly behind her.

"Where is he?" Adom's said, the golem's head turning slightly as it surveyed the crowd.

"What did you say he looked like again?" Cass murmured, pretending to examine her auction program.

"About six and a half feet tall, with long dark hair usually tied back in a loose tail. Young."

Cass scanned the crowd, looking for someone matching that description. "I don't see—"

The collision wasn't particularly hard, but it caught her completely off-guard. Someone bumped into her shoulder, nearly sending her stumbling forward. Her glass of Sun's Blessing tilted precariously, golden liquid arcing through the air.

The golem reacted instantly, turning toward the potential threat—but not before a hand shot out, catching the glass in midair. Another movement, impossibly quick, and the spilled liquid was somehow back in the glass, barely a drop lost.

"Whoops," said a deep voice. "My apologies, my lady."

Cass looked up—way up—into the face of a tall man with dark hair tied back in a loose tail. He wore the distinctive silver and blue armor of the Silvester Guild's elite members, polished to mirror brightness. His features were sharp but handsome, with an easy smile that suggested he was used to being forgiven for minor transgressions.

Kalan Artun. A familiar name and face—one of the Order members Adom had met months ago in the Weird Stuff store, back when things had only just started getting strange. He was also the one Adom had handed the street thugs over to, after they’d tried to mug him on the street.

Since then, Artun had been promoted within House Silvester, now serving as one of their senior envoys. He wasn’t just attending tonight—he was representing the guild at the auction. And if there was anyone Adom could rely on to have his back during something like this, it was Artun.

He handed the glass back to Cass with a slight bow. "I should watch where I'm going. These events are always more crowded than I remember."

"Artun," Adom's voice came through the crystal, the golem relaxing its stance. "Where have you been?"

"Just arrived, actually," the man replied, his eyes never leaving Cass. "The southern gate was a nightmare—some kind of merchant caravan blocking half the road." He offered Cass a formal bow. "Kalan Artun, at your service, Guildmaster Drake. House Silvester sent me to represent them."

Before Cass could reply, he took her free hand and brought it to his lips, brushing a kiss against her knuckles that lingered just a moment longer than strictly necessary.

"People are going to think Silvester and Wangara really are together," Cass said, her tone neutral despite the faint color that had risen to her cheeks.

"Good," Adom replied through the crystal. "It will alienate Crimson Scale even more. Their paranoia about a conspiracy against them will only grow."

Artun smiled, still holding her hand. "That was rather the point of my assignment, I believe. Shall we find your seat? I understand you have quite the evening planned."

Cass withdrew her hand, her expression returning to its usual practical reserve. "Seat 56."

"This way, then," Artun said, gesturing toward the auction chamber. "I believe we have a multiplier to acquire."

Cass nodded and followed, the golem moving silently behind them. Adom said nothing, but through the construct's eyes, he noted how easily Cass had offered her hand to be kissed—an action at odds with her typically pragmatic demeanor. Interesting, but not the time to comment on it.

The auction lights dimmed as a resonant chime echoed through the chamber. The evening's main event was about to begin.

Cass located seat 56 and made her way toward it. Artun followed closely behind, scanning the crowd with vigilance. As they reached the row, Artun spotted seat 57 several places down from Cass's position. Without hesitation, he walked over, lifted the chair completely off its mounting—drawing several startled looks from nearby attendees—and carried it back to place it directly beside Cass.

A few whispers rippled through the nearby rows. Moving seating in the Aurium Auction was like rearranging furniture in the Emperor's study—simply not done.

Cass sat down, her expression betraying nothing as Artun settled into his relocated seat.

"If you're trying to impress a certain someone, you could do that later," Adom muttered through the crystal. "Preferably after we've secured the multiplier."

Artun smiled smugly, somehow sensing the criticism. "You told me yourself to make sure people think Silvester and Wangara are allies," he said quietly. "I'm just following orders. What better way than showing I literally won't leave her side?"

For some reason, complete silence from Cass.

The golem's head tilted slightly—Adom's equivalent of a resigned sigh.

"Fine. But try not to disrupt the actual bidding."

Artun settled back in his chair, looking entirely too pleased with himself. The golem remained standing behind them, its metal frame reflecting the chandeliers' shifting light.

"Hey, isn't that the Archmage?" Artun suddenly asked, nodding toward the opposite side of the chamber.

Adom directed the golem's gaze across the room. Sure enough, Sir Gaius, Archmage of the Imperial Magisterium, sat in the premium section. His silver robes with blue trim marked his office even without the ornate staff leaning against his chair. He appeared to be deep in conversation with another mage in more subdued attire.

"What's he doing here?" Cass asked, keeping her voice low. "The Magisterium rarely involves itself in merchant affairs."

"Maybe he's after the same item we are," Artun suggested. "The multiplier could have research value."

"Or maybe he's monitoring the auction," Adom replied. "Some of these items border on restricted magic."

As if responding to their discussion, the Archmage's head suddenly turned, his gaze landing directly on their position. His lined face broke into a warm smile.

All three of them flinched simultaneously.

"I think he's looking here," Artun said, his casual demeanor slipping slightly.

"Why would he?" Cass replied, glancing around. "I don't think he is."

The Archmage raised his hand in a clear greeting wave.

"Must be someone else, right?" Cass muttered, scanning the people seated nearby. Several had also noticed the Archmage's attention and were looking around in confusion, clearly wondering who warranted such acknowledgment.

Then Sir Gaius pointed—directly and unmistakably at the golem.

Adom nearly severed the connection in surprise, causing the golem to twitch momentarily.

"You have a spell so people don't listen to us, right?" Artun asked, pretending to be engaged in casual conversation with Cass while his eyes remained fixed on the Archmage.

"Yeah," Adom replied after a beat, his voice slightly higher than normal. "No one can hear what we say unless they're within about a meter."

"Good," Artun said, "because I think the most powerful mage in Arkhos just recognized your magical construct from across a crowded room."

"That's impossible," Cass said, maintaining her composure with visible effort. "He couldn't possibly know it's—"

The Archmage's lips moved, forming words they couldn't hear from this distance.

More confusion. What was his deal?

He then seemed to sigh, then lifted his hand to his ear. Between his fingers glinted a device identical to Cass's. He held it up briefly, then gave them a clear thumbs up.

"He has a communication crystal too," Adom realized aloud. "And he's... complimenting us on it?"

Cass observed the interaction silently, her brow slightly furrowed. "He's not what I expected the Archmage to be like... why is he doing this?" she finally said.

"I guess when you're Archmage, you make it your business to know about new magical developments," Artun said with a shrug that didn't quite conceal his unease. "Especially ones that could change how information moves through the Empire."

Sir Gaius nodded once more in their direction, then turned back to his companion, apparently satisfied with having made his point.

"Well," Adom said after a moment of stunned silence, "that's not concerning at all."

"Should we abort?" Cass asked, her fingers tightening slightly on her auction paddle.

"No," Adom replied. "We proceed as planned. The Archmage hasn't interfered, just... acknowledged us. That might actually be a good sign."

Artun nodded, his professional demeanor returning. "Either way, we're committed now. The auction's starting."

As if on cue, the floating chandeliers dimmed, focusing their light on the central stage where a tall elf in ceremonial robes had appeared. The crowd quieted immediately.

"Distinguished guests," the auctioneer's voice carried effortlessly through the chamber, "welcome to the four hundred and seventy-eighth Aurium Auction. Tonight's offerings promise to be particularly extraordinary."

Adom glanced once more at the Archmage, who appeared to be paying rapt attention to the auctioneer. Whatever his interest in them was, it seemed to have been momentarily set aside.

"Just focus on the multiplier," Adom finally said through the crystal. "Lot seventy-three. Everything else is secondary."

Cass nodded slightly, her expression settling into determined focus as the first item was brought onto the stage.


The first auction lot proved to be exactly the kind of spectacle the Aurium was known for—a silver harp whose strings played themselves when exposed to moonlight. Bidding climbed quickly to 40,000 gold before settling with an elderly duchess who barely acknowledged her win with a flick of her paddle.

"Useless trinket," Artun muttered. "But I suppose it impresses dinner guests."

The next few lots moved swiftly—a collection of preserved pixie fairy dust (75,000 gold to a perfumer known for exotic scents), a miniature sunbird in a cage of spun glass (120,000 gold to a northern merchant whose homeland rarely saw sunlight), and a fountain pen that could transcribe thoughts directly to paper (35,000 gold to a novelist who named himself Owl and whose last three books had apparently been commercial failures. The guy wasn't even an owl).

"Lot fifteen," the auctioneer announced. "A juvenile thunderboar from the Western Plains."

Two handlers led a creature the size of a small pony onto the stage. Its hide shimmered with static electricity, and small sparks danced between its curved tusks.

"Thunderboars can generate enough electrical charge to power an entire estate," the auctioneer explained. "Properly housed and fed, they provide consistent energy for magical defenses, lighting systems, or experimental work. Bidding starts at 200,000 gold."

The bidding escalated rapidly, with multiple guild representatives competing fiercely.

"Would you guys not need one of those?" Artun asked, leaning toward Cass.

"We don't," she replied without looking at him. "The three we have recently purchased are sufficient for our current operations."

Artun raised an eyebrow. "Three? Those are worth their weight in gold. Where did you—"

"Adom's money procured them," Cass said shortly, ending the conversation.

The thunderboar eventually sold for 480,000 gold to the Banking Guild, which had been steadily acquiring energy sources for their new vault complex.

Throughout the first hour, neither Cass nor Tresh made a single bid. Both were conserving their resources, their focus elsewhere. Occasionally, Cass would feel Tresh's gaze on her like a physical weight, but whenever she looked over, the Crimson Scale guildmaster was watching the auction with apparent disinterest.

"They know," Artun said under his breath.

"They suspect," Adom corrected. "That's different."

The lots continued. A set of enchanted silverware that made any food taste like the eater's favorite meal. A painting whose landscape changed with the seasons. A lamp that could summon a minor djinn for simple household tasks.

"Why do I feel like all of these are just rich people showing off how rich they are?" Adom's voice came through the crystal.

"Because that's exactly what they are," Cass murmured in response, watching a countess pay 65,000 gold for a mirror that showed the viewer as they wished to appear rather than as they were.

By lot thirty-eight—a pair of boots that allowed the wearer to walk on water for up to an hour per day—the pattern of the room had become clear. Most attendees bid only on specific items that interested them personally or professionally. Only a few, including the Archmage, seemed to be watching the entire auction with genuine interest.

"Half an hour until lot seventy-three," Artun noted, checking his timepiece.

"I know," Cass said. She was acutely aware of the mounting tension. Across the room, Deroq had left his seat to confer with someone in the back of the chamber—probably sending instructions to their financial backers.

"Lot forty-two: a breeding pair of prismatic salamanders," the auctioneer called.

Two handlers appeared, each carrying a glass terrarium. Inside each, a lizard-like creature about the length of a forearm crawled sluggishly over miniature rock formations. Their scales shifted through the entire spectrum of color as they moved, creating hypnotic patterns.

"Extremely rare," the auctioneer emphasized. "Their scales are primary components in certain high-level illusion spells, and shed naturally four times per year. Bidding begins at 150,000 gold."

The Crimson Scale contingent stirred for the first time, with Tresh giving a slight nod to one of her representatives. He raised his paddle.

"150,000 from the gentleman representing Crimson Scale," the auctioneer acknowledged. "Do I hear 160,000?"

Bidding climbed steadily until it reached 280,000, at which point most bidders dropped out except the Crimson Scale representative and a woman in emerald robes.

"These aren't even related to their business," Adom's voice came through the crystal, sounding puzzled. "Why would they waste resources on salamanders when they need the multiplier?"

"They're not just any salamanders," Artun explained quietly. "They're Color Intensifiers. Their scales can enhance any pigment, including—"

"Dyes," Cass finished. "They're a backup plan."

The salamanders eventually went to Crimson Scale for 350,000 gold, a price that seemed to satisfy Tresh. Her small nod to her representative after the win confirmed it.

"That's a lot of gold for a backup plan," Adom observed.

"Not compared to what they've lost," Cass replied.

The auction continued through more exotic creatures and magical items. A hummingbird made entirely of spun glass that could actually fly. A dagger that could cut through any nonmagical substance. A jeweled egg that, when opened, released a perfect illusion of a spring day, complete with smells and sounds.

With each lot, the tension between the Crimson Scale and Wangara sections grew. Now Tresh wasn't even bothering to hide her stares, her gaze fixed on Cass with barely contained hostility.

"Lot seventy-one," the auctioneer announced. "A lesser cloudweaver spider."

A handler brought out a glass container with a delicate silvery spider inside. Its eight legs worked continuously, spinning strands of what looked like solidified mist into complex patterns.

"Highly sought after for their ability to weave weather-resistant fabrics," the auctioneer explained. "This specimen is young and should produce valuable silk for at least fifteen years with proper care."

Tresh leaned forward, clearly interested, but ultimately shook her head when the bidding passed 200,000 gold. The spider went to a textile merchant from the eastern districts for 230,000.

"Two more lots," Artun said quietly.

Cass didn't respond, but her posture had subtly changed. The relaxed observation was gone, replaced by a coiled readiness. Across the room, Tresh seemed to mirror the transformation.

Lot seventy-two—a set of enchanted musical instruments that could play themselves—came and went with little fanfare.

Then the auctioneer cleared his throat. "Lot seventy-three: a lesser multiplier artifact."

The chamber fell noticeably quieter as a velvet-lined box was carried onto the stage. Inside sat an unassuming copper orb covered in constantly shifting symbols. It pulsed with a soft golden light.

"This particular multiplier is capable of reproducing most nonliving materials at a rate of approximately one hundred duplicates every three days," the auctioneer explained. "While not as powerful as greater multipliers, which are exclusively held by the Imperial Treasury, it maintains 87% accuracy in reproduction, decreasing with extended use until recharged with mana."

All around the chamber, faces turned toward the Crimson Scale delegation. Everyone knew why they wanted it. With their dye warehouse destroyed just days before, they desperately needed to stretch whatever supplies remained. The multiplier could mean the difference between fulfilling their contracts or facing financial ruin—particularly devastating with the merchant guild seat elections approaching.

Seated in the seventh row, Master Heracles Hatus, chief inspector for the House of Merchants, watched with particular interest. His presence wasn't a coincidence. The merchant houses were closely monitoring how the Crimson Scale would handle this crisis.

"Bidding starts at 500,000 gold," the auctioneer announced.

Tresh raised her paddle instantly. "500,000."

Cass waited a beat, then raised hers. "550,000."

The two women locked eyes across the chamber.

"600,000," Tresh countered immediately.

"650,000," Cass responded, her voice calm.

A few other paddles went up, but it quickly became apparent this was a two-person race. By 800,000 gold, all other bidders had dropped out, leaving Cass and Tresh to drive the price higher.

"900,000," Tresh called, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice.

"One million," Cass replied without hesitation.

Murmurs spread through the audience. One million gold was no small sum, even in this venue.

"Are you sure about this?" Artun whispered. "That's a lot of—"

"Adom?" Cass said quietly to her crystal, ignoring Artun.

"Keep going," Adom's voice came back. "No limit."

Tresh conferred briefly with Deroq, who looked increasingly distressed. "One million, one hundred thousand," she finally bid.

"One million, three hundred thousand," Cass countered smoothly.

The auctioneer could barely contain his delight. "One million, three hundred thousand to the Wangara guild. Do I hear one million, four hundred thousand?"

Tresh's face had grown rigid. "One million, five hundred thousand."

Cass didn't even blink. "Two million."

The jump drew gasps from several corners of the room. Tresh's eyes widened, then narrowed dangerously.

"She's trying to price us out," Deroq hissed, loud enough to be heard by nearby attendees.

"Two million, one hundred thousand," Tresh called, her voice tight.

"Two million, five hundred thousand," Cass replied.

The Archmage was now watching with undisguised interest, his eyebrows raised in appreciation of the drama unfolding.

"This is getting personal," Artun observed quietly.

"It was always personal," Cass responded.

Across the room, Tresh huddled with her advisors. Deroq seemed to be arguing against continuing, but Tresh silenced him with a sharp gesture.

"Three million," she announced, her voice carrying a challenge.

"Adom," Artun said, "this is far beyond its actual value. You're sure this is necessary?"

"It's not about the multiplier anymore," Cass replied instead. "It's about making them desperate enough to break the Merchant's Code in front of witnesses." She raised her paddle. "Four million."

The room erupted in whispers. Even the auctioneer seemed taken aback.

"Four million from the Wangara guild," he repeated, sounding almost reverent. "Do I hear four million, one hundred thousand?"

Tresh's face had gone white with fury. Her knuckles were white around her paddle as she conferred with her team again.

"These are dangerous waters," Artun murmured. "If they can't afford the multiplier and can't fulfill their contracts—"

"Then they'll resort to more desperate measures," Cass finished for him. "Which is exactly what we want."

"Four million, five hundred thousand," Tresh finally called, her voice filled with controlled rage.

Cass didn't hesitate. "Five million."

For a moment, pure hatred flashed across Tresh's face. Then, with visible effort, she composed herself. "Five million, five hundred thousand."

The auctioneer could barely contain himself. "Five million, five hundred thousand to the Crimson Scale. Do I hear six million?"

"Well done," Artun whispered admiringly. "You've pushed them to their limit. There's no way they can go higher without—"

"Six million," Cass said, her voice carrying clearly through the now-silent chamber.

Master Hatus leaned forward in his seat, his eyes darting between Cass and Tresh. The inspector was witnessing exactly the kind of power play that could influence seat allocations in the House of Merchants.

Tresh stared at Cass for a long, tense moment. The entire auction chamber seemed to hold its breath.

Then, with a gesture of pure frustration, Tresh threw her paddle down onto the seat beside her. "No more," she said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Six million going once," the auctioneer called, unable to keep the excitement from his voice. "Going twice..."

Tresh remained seated. Glaring at them with her delegation. Deroq hit a table out of frustration.

"Sold, to the Wangara guild for six million gold!"

The chamber erupted in applause—not for the sale, but for the drama they had witnessed. In a single auction, the balance of power between two guilds had visibly shifted.

"Congratulations," Artun said, genuine admiration in his voice. "That was masterfully done."

"Just business," Cass replied, though the slight upward curve of her lips betrayed her satisfaction.

Through the golem's eyes, Adom watched as Master Hatus made a notation in his ledger, his expression thoughtful. The inspector then glanced at Cass, giving her the smallest nod of acknowledgment before returning to his notes.

"It worked," Artun said.

"And Tresh still doesn't have a way to fulfill her contracts," Cass added quietly.

"Which means she'll do something reckless. Soon."

As the auctioneer called for payment arrangements to be made for the multiplier, Adom's voice came coolly through the crystal.

"It's not enough," he said.

"What do you mean?" Cass asked under her breath, maintaining her composed expression. "We got what we came for."

"Look at Tresh," Adom replied. "She's furious, yes, but she's contained."

Through the golem's eyes, Adom observed their target. Tresh's face was pure controlled fury, her knuckles white around the armrests of her chair, but she remained perfectly still. Her eyes locked briefly with Cass's across the room – a promise of retribution, but a calculated one.

"Proceed with phase two," Adom said. "Target Deroq."

Artun's lips curved into a small, knowing smile. He raised two fingers to his temple in what might have looked like a casual gesture to most, but was unmistakably a signal to others.

The calculation had been precise from the beginning.

Tresh Mavarin was never the true target of tonight's provocation. A veteran of three decades in guild politics, she had weathered countless crises without breaking. Her composure was expected – even her enemies respected her iron self-control. Humiliating her publicly would only make her more dangerous, more focused in her revenge.

No, Tresh was too disciplined to break the Merchant's Code in front of witnesses. The true pressure point had always been her second-in-command.

Deroq.

Valiant's spy, Tam, had compiled an exhaustive profile on him over the past days. Middle-aged, ambitious, competent in operations but possessing a brittle pride that manifested as defensiveness when challenged. He had risen through Crimson Scale's ranks on the strength of his organizational skills, but he lacked Tresh's political instincts. More importantly, he lacked her restraint.

And lately, Deroq had been under extraordinary strain. The warehouse explosion had been his responsibility – security, inventory, all of it. The failed "warning" to Wangara that had escalated into an attack had been his operation. Now, the multiplier that could have salvaged their position was beyond reach, and he had been forced to watch their backup plan – the salamanders – consume a significant portion of their remaining funds.

Pride before the fall, as the saying went. And Deroq's pride had been systematically dismantled over the past week.

"Look at him," Adom whispered through the crystal. "He's about to break."

Deroq stood rigidly beside Tresh's chair, his face flushed with humiliation. The whispers around them grew louder as the auction continued – deliberately amplified by several plants Artun had positioned throughout the chamber.

"...poor management...""...losing their seat for sure..."
"...never recover from this..."

Each comment struck like a needle, precisely aimed at Deroq's already wounded pride. His jaw clenched tighter, a vein throbbing visibly at his temple.

"Quite the spectacle," came a voice directly behind the Crimson Scale delegation – another of Artun's plants. "Six million gold just to deny them. Wangara doesn't even need the multiplier."

"Six million to end a dynasty," his companion replied, loud enough to carry. "Forty-nine years holding that seat, gone in an evening."

Tresh, sensing danger, placed a restraining hand on Deroq's arm. "Ignore them," she murmured.

But Deroq's composure was already fracturing. Weeks of accumulated stress, humiliation, and fear crystallized in that moment, focused by the carefully orchestrated comments surrounding him.

"Bingo," Adom said softly, seeing the exact moment Deroq's control snapped.

With a violent movement, Deroq shook off Tresh's hand and spun toward the speakers. "You think you understand anything about Crimson Scale?" he snarled, voice rising above the auctioneer's announcement of the next lot. "Forty-nine years of tradition doesn't vanish because of one setback!"

The chamber fell silent, all eyes turning toward the outburst.

"Deroq!" Tresh hissed, her calm facade finally cracking as she grabbed his arm more firmly. "Not here."

He wrenched away from her. Master Hatus leaned forward in his seat, pen poised over his ledger, watching the spectacle with undisguised interest.

"This is all their doing!" Deroq shouted, jabbing a finger toward the Wangara section where Cass sat. "They orchestrated everything! The warehouse, the market disruptions, all of it!"

Accusations without evidence – a clear violation of the Merchant's Code's prohibition against slander. Exactly what they had hoped to provoke.

"Sir," the auctioneer said, gesturing to security, "this is hardly the appropriate venue—"

"They think they can just walk in and take our seat?" Deroq continued, his face contorted with rage. "They think they can destroy everything we've built?"

He reached into his robe, pulling out a small crystal device that pulsed with ominous red light.

Tresh's eyes widened in horrified recognition. "Deroq, no!"

"What is that?" Cass asked, tensing in her seat.

"Disruptor," Adom replied, his voice tight. "It destroys magical artifacts within its range."

"He means to destroy the multiplier," Artun realized aloud, already half-rising from his seat.

But Deroq's gaze wasn't fixed on the multiplier. It was locked on Cass.

"You want to destroy us?" he shouted, raising the device. "Let's see how your guild functions without its new leader!"

"That idiot," Artun muttered, moving to shield Cass as the golem stepped forward.

That idiot, indeed.



            

    
        Chapter 86. Surprises

    
    
    
    
                Plans.

We all make them.

When done well, we agonize over every detail, map out every contingency, and consider every variable. We layer them like an intricate house of cards, placing each element just so, confident in our architectural brilliance. And then, inevitably, reality happens.

Adom understood this principle better than most. His strategy with Crimson Scale had been meticulously orchestrated—a pressure campaign of escalating defeats designed to corner them until they made a fatal mistake. Each move calculated, each response anticipated. Push Deroq's guild into increasingly desperate positions. Strip away their allies. Undermine their contracts. Whisper just the right rumors in just the right ears. All while keeping his own hands seemingly clean.

The auction house was to be the masterstroke. Every major merchant guild from across the Empire had representatives present. The Inspector himself was in attendance. Even the Archmage had deemed the event worthy of his presence. The perfect audience for Crimson Scale's final, reputation-destroying blunder.

See, in merchant circles, diffamation is practically a death sentence. One's reputation isn't merely valuable—it's the only currency that truly matters. Contracts, handshakes, promises—the entire economic ecosystem functions on the bedrock of reliability. Break that, publicly, and you might as well close up shop and take up goat herding in the northern provinces.

And so, to openly accuse a merchant of a crime without any proof was often suicide.

Adom had anticipated angry words. He expected Deroq to lash out verbally, to make wild, unsupported allegations that would be quickly dismissed by the assembled dignitaries. That would have been sufficient. That would have been perfect.

What he hadn't anticipated was the disruptor.

Not that disruptors themselves were unusual. Quite the contrary.

Although very expensive, in high society, any merchant with half a brain carried one, just as they might carry a handkerchief or a pocket watch. In a world where magical artifacts could shift the balance of power in an instant, only a fool traveled without some form of nullification protection. They were defensive tools, commonplace as walking sticks at a gathering of the elderly.

Deroq, like everyone else in the room, would have naturally assumed Cass was wearing at least three layers of protective artifacts. Standard practice for someone of her standing, especially someone who'd recently dodged assassination. The shields wouldn't be visible—ostentatious displays of defensive magic were considered rather gauche in polite society—but they would absolutely be present.

So to draw one, to actually activate a disruptor in the Grand Aurium Auction House, with the explicit intention of using it offensively against a guild leader? That was like bringing a butter knife to dinner and suddenly attempting to perform open-heart surgery with it. It wasn't just inappropriate—it was lunacy.

Never in his most exhaustive contingency planning had Adom imagined Deroq would be quite so... enthusiastically self-destructive. There were knights present. Imperial guards. Private mercenaries. No fewer than seven mages of respectable power. And witnesses. Endless, impeccably credentialed witnesses.

Deroq managed precisely three steps before the binding spells hit him. Not one or two—forty-three distinct magical restraints, by later count, all triggered simultaneously with such force that the air itself seemed to crystallize around him. The Archmage's contribution alone would have held a rampaging manticore. The others were, perhaps, overkill.

But then, no one had ever accused the magical community of subtlety.

So Deroq remained frozen in place, suspended in a web of magical restraints that glowed with dozens of distinct patterns. But while his body was immobilized, his mouth unfortunately remained functional.

"Release me!" he bellowed, spittle flying from his lips. "This is outrageous! They're the criminals here!"

Around him, the auction house had transformed into an impromptu armory.

No fewer than twenty-seven blades had been drawn—everything from ceremonial daggers to enchanted longswords. Eight archers from the Auction House security detail had arrows nocked and aimed directly at his chest. Three battle mages stood with spells crackling at their fingertips, ready to unleash devastation at the slightest provocation.

Really, really overkill.

"I demand to be released!" Deroq continued, oblivious to the overwhelming force arrayed against him. "You're all blind! Can't you see what they've done?"

The Archmage, Sir Gaius, sighed deeply. With a casual gesture, he dismissed his own binding spell—a cascading blue lattice that had formed the backbone of Deroq's restraints. The remaining spells held firm as Sir Gaius simply returned to his seat, apparently deciding this particular circus wasn't worth his continued participation.

Lord Evanstar, owner of the Aurium Auction House, approached Deroq with the careful deliberation of someone inspecting a particularly disgusting insect. His silver-threaded robes rustled as he came to a stop three precise paces away.

"In five hundred years," Evanstar said, "no one has ever attempted violence within these walls." He adjusted his emerald cufflinks with exquisite disdain. "And you chose to dishonor my establishment in the presence of the Archmage himself."

Deroq's eyes darted around frantically. "You don't understand—"

"Silence," Evanstar cut him off. "You will speak when addressed and not before. Your behavior has brought shame upon your guild, your seat, and yourself."

From the seventh row, Master Heracles Hatus rose to his feet. The Imperial Inspector adjusted his spectacles as he approached, notebook already in hand.

"Fascinating," Hatus said, examining Deroq like a specimen under glass. "I came tonight expecting to observe standard guild politics. Instead, I witness a 50th seat representative attempting murder in public." He made a show of consulting his notes. "Before we address the attempted violence, let's discuss your earlier assertions. You stated—quite emphatically—that the Wangara Guild orchestrated the destruction of your warehouse. What evidence supports this claim?"

Deroq's face contorted. "It's obvious! The timing—"

"Circumstantial," Hatus interjected, scribbling in his notebook. "Continue."

"They've undermined our contracts, stolen our clients—"

"Competition is not evidence of criminal activity." Hatus looked up from his notes. "Do you have witnesses? Physical evidence? Anything tangible that would stand before an Imperial tribunal?"

Across the chamber, Cass sat with one hand pressed against her chest, her breathing still uneven. The color had drained from her face, but her composure was rapidly returning. Artun stood beside her, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of a short sword that hadn't been visible moments before.

"Are you alright?" he asked quietly.

Cass nodded, her eyes never leaving Deroq. "He actually tried to—" She stopped, collecting herself. "I didn't think he'd go that far."

The golem remained in a protective stance, its frame poised to intercept any threat. Through its eyes, Adom watched the scene unfold with a mixture of satisfaction and concern. This was better than he'd hoped, but also more dangerous.

"They've orchestrated everything!" Deroq was shouting now, his voice cracking. "Ask your precious Archmage! Those communication crystals—they're using them to coordinate attacks against us!"

Hatus raised an eyebrow. "The communication crystals that the Banking Guild purchased three hundred pairs of this morning? The ones the Imperial Treasury is currently evaluating for official use? Those communication crystals?"

"Yes! That's how they did it!"

"I see." Hatus made another note. "So your claim is that the Wangara Guild—established less than one month ago—has developed a revolutionary communication technology, sold it to multiple reputable organizations, deployed it to destroy your warehouse through some unspecified means, and then came here tonight to... what? Spend six million gold just to deny you an artifact?"

Put that way, even Deroq seemed to recognize how absurd it sounded. "I—you don't understand—"

"No, I believe I understand perfectly," Hatus replied, closing his notebook with a snap. "Lord Evanstar, I've seen enough for my report to the House."

Evanstar nodded gravely, then turned his attention back to Deroq. "You have brought violence into my house. You have threatened the life of a guild leader in front of witnesses. You have disturbed the peace of this gathering and insulted the dignity of the Archmage with your barbarity." He made a subtle gesture, and the security forces tightened their circle. "You will be removed from these premises and held until the City Watch arrives to formally detain you."

"No!" Deroq screamed, struggling uselessly against his magical bonds. "Tresh, tell them! Tell them what really happened!"

All eyes turned to Tresh Mavarin.

The Crimson Scale guildmaster rose slowly from her seat. She straightened her crimson robes, touched a hand briefly to her silver-streaked hair, and then stepped into the aisle.

"Guildmaster Mavarin," Evanstar acknowledged with a curt nod. "Have you something to add to these proceedings?"

Tresh surveyed the room, meeting the stares of dozens of merchant guild representatives, nobles, and mages. Her gaze lingered briefly on Cass before returning to Evanstar.

"Lord Evanstar," she began, "the Crimson Scale Guild extends its deepest apologies for the unconscionable behavior displayed here tonight." She walked forward, each step measured and deliberate. "My second-in-command has overstepped his authority in the most grievous manner possible. There can be no excuse for his actions."

Deroq stared at her, his expression crumpling. "Tresh, no—"

"Be silent," she commanded, not even looking at him. "You have said quite enough."

She stopped beside Evanstar, standing straight-backed and proud despite the humiliation of the moment. "As Guildmaster of the Crimson Scale, I take full responsibility for the conduct of those under my command. The stress of recent setbacks is an explanation, not a justification. We will, of course, accept whatever consequences the House of Merchants deems appropriate."

Hatus watched her carefully. "You understand, Guildmaster Mavarin, that those consequences may include a review of your guild's seat."

"I understand," she replied without hesitation.

"And what of these allegations?" Hatus pressed. "Do you stand by your subordinate's claims against the Wangara Guild?"

Tresh didn't flinch. "The Crimson Scale Guild makes no formal accusations at this time. We reserve the right to present evidence through proper channels should any become available."

It was masterfully done—acknowledging Deroq's error while leaving open the possibility that he wasn't entirely wrong. A political tightrope walked with perfect balance.

Evanstar seemed unimpressed. "Regardless of allegations, there remains the matter of attempted assault. Your second-in-command must be detained pending investigation."

"I request that he be released into my custody," Tresh said smoothly. "I will personally ensure—"

"After what we've witnessed?" Evanstar cut her off. "Absolutely not. He will remain in custody until—"

"I won't press charges."

All eyes turned to Cass, who had risen from her seat. She stood straight, her initial shock replaced by a composed determination.

"Excuse me?" Evanstar said, clearly surprised.

"I said, I won't press charges," Cass repeated, louder this time. "The Wangara Guild has no interest in pursuing this matter further."

Through the crystal, Adom's voice came softly. "Perfect."

Tresh's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "And why would you be so... magnanimous, Guildmaster Drake?"

Cass met her gaze evenly. "Because this isn't about revenge. It's about business." She gestured to the multiplier artifact, still sitting on the auction block. "I got what I came for. The rest is just... noise."

Artun suppressed a smirk beside her. "Generous of you," he murmured. "Very dignified."

Evanstar looked between the two guildmasters, clearly displeased. "While I appreciate your forbearance, Guildmaster Drake, this man attempted violence in my establishment. That cannot go unpunished."

"Perhaps," Hatus interjected thoughtfully, "a compromise. Mister Dwayne Deroq will be banned from all future Aurium events and fined an appropriate sum for the disruption. The Crimson Scale Guild will post a substantial bond guaranteeing his future good behavior. And this incident will be noted in my official report to the House of Merchants."

He looked to Tresh. "Would these terms be acceptable to you, Guildmaster Mavarin?"

Tresh inclined her head slightly. "They would."

"And you, Lord Evanstar? Would this satisfy the honor of your establishment?"

Evanstar didn't seem entirely pleased, but he nodded stiffly. "It will suffice. The fine will be one million gold, payable immediately."

A ripple of whispers spread through the audience. One million gold—on top of the auction expenses and after losing the multiplier—would be a crippling blow to Crimson Scale's already strained finances.

Tresh didn't blink. "Agreed."





At her nod, one of her guild officers stepped forward with the guild's official seal and signature quill.

He signed a promissory note on Evanstar's proffered ledger, stamping it with the Crimson Scale emblem - a binding agreement that would allow the auction house to collect the sum directly from their account at the Imperial Bank by the next day.









With another gesture from Evanstar, the binding spells on Deroq began to dissolve one by one. As the last restraint faded, he collapsed to his knees, his face streaked with tears.

"Tresh, I'm sorry," he sobbed, reaching for the hem of her robes. "I didn't mean to—"

"Get up," she said quietly, her voice cold enough to freeze flame. "We're leaving."

Two Crimson Scale officers helped Deroq to his feet. His earlier fury had evaporated, replaced by the hollow look of a man who suddenly realized he had destroyed everything he'd worked for.

As they began to move toward the exit, Tresh paused beside Cass. For a moment, the two women simply regarded each other in silence.

Then Tresh gave her the smallest of nods before continuing on her way.

The Crimson Scale delegation filed out of the auction house in silence, leaving behind a buzz of excited conversation as attendees dissected what they'd just witnessed.

"Well," Artun said brightly as he returned to his seat beside Cass, "that was exciting. Do you think they'll serve refreshments now, or shall we just continue with the auction as if nothing happened?"

Cass shot him a look.

"What?" he asked innocently. "I'm just saying, after attempted murder, bidding on enchanted dinner plates seems a bit anticlimactic."

Through the crystal, Adom's voice came. "It worked even better than we planned. With that scene in front of the Imperial Inspector, their seat is as good as lost."

"And Tresh?" Cass asked under her breath.

"She's dangerous," Adom admitted. "More dangerous now that she has nothing to lose. But we've accomplished what we came for."

Artun stretched casually, ignoring the stares from nearby attendees. "So, shall we collect our absurdly expensive multiplier and call it a night? Or would you like to stick around and see if anyone else tries to kill you?"

Cass sighed. "Let's finish what we started."

*****

The streets of the merchant district felt eerily calm after the chaos of the auction house. The golem led the way while Artun walked beside Cass, his casual demeanor belied by the alertness in his eyes as he scanned every alleyway and rooftop they passed.

"That was quite a performance back there," he said, breaking the silence as they turned onto a quieter street lined with elegant townhomes. "I particularly enjoyed the part where you declined to press charges. Very magnanimous. Very... calculated."

Cass shot him a sidelong glance. "It was Adom's idea. It worked, didn't it?"

"Beautifully," Artun agreed. "Tresh looked like she'd swallowed glass when you took the high road. Nothing stings quite like unearned mercy."

They stopped before a handsome three-story building with a freshly painted blue door. Unlike the cramped apartment in the dregs where Cass had been living just weeks earlier, this was a proper residence—solid, respectable, and most importantly, secure.

The golem moved to unlock the door.





"Home sweet home," Artun said as they stepped into the foyer. "Quite the impressive place for a new guild leader."

"It serves its purpose," Cass replied simply, removing her formal cloak and draping it over a nearby chair.

"Strategic location," Artun observed, glancing around the entrance hall. "Close to the guild's HQ, but not ostentatious enough to draw unwanted attention. Smart."









The interior of the townhouse was elegant but not ostentatious—polished hardwood floors, tasteful furniture, and enough space to actually breathe.

The golem took up position near the window, its head turning as it surveyed the street outside.

"All clear," Adom's voice came through the communication crystal still tucked into Cass's purse. "No signs of pursuit or surveillance."

Cass exhaled slowly, some of the tension visibly leaving her shoulders. "What a night."

"Yes, attempted murder does tend to liven up an evening," Artun said, dropping onto a plush armchair without waiting for an invitation. "Are you alright? Really alright, I mean."

The question caught Cass off guard. "I'm fine," she said automatically.

Artun raised an eyebrow. "You nearly had your magical artifact disrupted by a desperate man in front of half the merchant elite of Arkhos. 'Fine' seems a bit understated."

"He wasn't going to succeed," Cass said, though her hand unconsciously moved to the protective amulet at her throat.

"No," Artun agreed, his tone growing serious. "Because even if your protections failed, I would have reached him before he reached you." He leaned forward, all traces of flirtation gone. "I want you to know that. I wouldn't have let him touch you."

Cass stared at him for a beat too long. "Was that from your standard repertoire of heroic declarations, or did you compose it specifically for tonight?"

Artun blinked, momentarily thrown off balance.

"I'm touched," she continued dryly. "Truly. Next time perhaps you could throw in something about defending my honor with your life. That always works in the plays."





"You should get some rest," Adom said. "Tomorrow will be busy. The news of tonight's events will spread through the merchant community by dawn."

The golem's head tilted slightly. "I believe that's what the experts call 'a spectacular failure to recover,'"













Artun shot the golem a look. "Nobody asked you, metal man." He stood, stretching casually. "And he's right." He moved closer to Cass, his voice dropping slightly. "Disruptors are nasty business. Even the anticipation of one can leave you shaky for hours afterward. Trust me, I've had a few pointed my way."









"Only a few?" Cass asked, the ghost of a smile tugging at her lips.

"Well, more than a few," Artun admitted with a sigh. "I've been told I have a talent for irritating the wrong people."

"I can't imagine why," Cass said dryly.

Artun clutched his chest in mock offense. "You wound me, Guildmaster Drake. And after I so gallantly offered to defend your honor tonight."

"Is that what that was? Here I thought you were just showing off."

"I'm excellent at multitasking," Artun replied with a wink. "Defending honor, showing off, annoying Adom—I can do it all simultaneously."

Despite everything, Cass laughed—a short sound that seemed to surprise even her.

"I should go," she said, moving toward the staircase that led to the upper floors. "We'll discuss next phases tomorrow, Adom."

The golem nodded.

Cass paused on the first step, looking back at Artun. "Thank you," she said again, this time with more warmth than before. "For tonight."

Then she was gone.

Artun watched her disappear down the corridor with his arms crossed and a small, wistful smile playing at his lips.

"Damn," he said softly. "What a woman."

The golem beside him shifted slightly—Adom's voice now crackling through the communication crystal embedded in its chest.

"I don't think she likes you," Adom said flatly.

Artun scoffed, tilting his head. "Pshh. For a guy who's supposed to be so old, you really have no experience with women, do you?"

“I didn’t exactly have time for that, back then,” Adom replied, a touch defensive. “Apocalypse. Plague. Wars. You know. Distractions.”

Artun chuckled. "Right. Well, let me give you a little lesson then."

He turned to the golem as if speaking directly to Adom's face.

"Not all women are the same, obviously—but a lot of them? They won't tell you outright that they like you. Especially ones like Cass. Smart, composed, proud. You gotta look for the subtle cues."

He held up a finger, counting off.

"One—she didn't shut me down. At all. That's already saying something."

"Two—she tolerated me moving my chair. Nobody else could've gotten away with that stunt."

"Three—and this is unfair advantage—I have heightened senses. When I caught her glass and handed it back? Her heart rate increased. I heard it. And her pupils dilated when I kissed her hand."

He grinned, tapping the side of his head.

"Trust me. She's interested."

"You're insufferable."

“Confident,” Artun corrected. “It’s different. Write that down.”

*****

Adom finally ended the connection, letting out a deep sigh as he slumped back against his pillow. The golem would stay at Cass' place tonight, just in case. She probably didn't need the protection—Crimson Scale would be too busy licking their wounds to try anything so soon—but better safe than sorry.

He glanced across his dorm room where Zuni was curled up in his makeshift nest, tiny chest rising and falling with each breath. The quillick had arranged a collection of soft fabrics into something resembling a bird's nest, with a small hollow in the center where he now slept. His spikes lay flat against his body, twitching occasionally as he dreamed of whatever quillicks dream about.

The plans were going smoother than expected. Deroq's spectacular implosion at the auction house had accelerated their timeline considerably. At this rate, they'd secure the merchant guild seat within the month.

Adom's stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn't eaten since lunch. What to eat? The dining hall would be closed by now. He could raid his small stash of preserved foods, but nothing there seemed appealing.

Maybe after all this merchant business was done, he could take a break. Let Cass handle the day-to-day operations while he focused on classes and training. Lots of training. His body had grown soft with all these meetings and planning sessions. And food. Lots of food. Proper, nutritious meals instead of whatever he could grab between crises.

The communication crystal on his desk shimmered with a soft green light—someone calling.

Adom sighed. This late, it could only be Cass or Valiant. He briefly considered ignoring it, but the light pulsed more insistently.

"Fine, fine," he muttered, reaching for the crystal. "Hello?"

"What do you mean, 'hello'?" Valiant's voice came through, high-pitched and slightly confused.

"It's what you say when you answer a communication crystal," Adom explained, rubbing his eyes.

"Is that a rule you invented?" Valiant asked. "Because nobody told me about it. Is it in the manual? I don't remember seeing it in the manual."

Adom suddenly remembered that this technology was new to this era. Of course there wouldn't be established protocols yet.

"Yeah, I just invented it," he admitted.

"Oh." Valiant paused, considering this. "It's weird, though. Why not 'greetings' or 'speak now' or 'your message has been received by the illustrious ears of'—well, whoever you are. Or maybe something mysterious like 'the shadows hear you' or—"

"Valiant," Adom cut in. "What did you call me for?"

"Oh! Right. Sorry." Valiant cleared his throat. "Tam reported in not long ago. He's established himself pretty well at Crimson Scale. Nobody suspects anything so far."

"That's good."

"Yes, very good. Very, very good. He says Deroq is completely out of favor now. They've basically confined him to his home until things settle down. But that's not the important part."

Adom sat up straighter. "What's the important part?"

"Marco is with the Crimson Scale," Valiant said, his voice suddenly hardening. "He's working for them directly."

Adom dropped into his desk chair with enough force that Zuni stirred in his nest, spikes briefly standing on end before settling back down.

"Are you sure?" Adom asked quietly.

"Am I sure? Am I sure?" Valiant's voice rose indignantly. "Of course I'm sure! Tam saw him. Spoke to him. It's definitely Marco. The same Marco who killed my uncle. The last of my family."

"I thought Marco would have left the city," Adom said, more to himself than to Valiant.

"Well, he didn't," Valiant snapped. "And now he's helping Tresh and the Crimson Scale. Tam says they're using him for his knowledge of the underworld. He knows all the smuggling routes, all the black market dealers."

Adom frowned. He didn't really see what Marco working with the Crimson Scale would complicate. But still, surprises in the final stages of his plan were most unwelcome.

"I want him," Valiant said, his normally cheerful voice gone cold. "I want revenge for my uncle."

"Don't be an idiot," Adom replied sharply. "We stick to the plan. Marco isn't going anywhere."

"I know that," Valiant said. "I trust you. I know you'll give me my shot at him when the time is right."

"Then what's the problem?"

"I want to be ready when that time comes." Valiant paused. "I want you to give me the electrical powers you promised."

Adom blinked. "I never promised you electrical powers."

"Really?" Valiant sounded genuinely surprised. "I could have sworn... maybe it was implied? Or maybe I just really, really wanted you to, and then convinced myself you did?"

"That seems more likely."

"Well, either way," Valiant pressed on, "I need those powers. Please, Adom. Marco killed my uncle right in front of me. Crushed him while I watched from a hiding place. I was too weak to do anything then. I don't want to be weak when I face him."

"Valiant, it's not about being weak or strong. Magical enhancements aren't toys, they're—"

"I know they're not toys," Valiant interrupted. "I've spent my life surrounded by people who could break me in half with their bare hands. I know exactly what power means."

The raw emotion in Valiant's voice caught Adom off guard.

"I just want a fair fight," Valiant continued, his voice quieter now. "One chance to face him as an equal. Is that so much to ask?"

Adom sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Look, magical enhancements are dangerous. They could kill you if not properly calibrated. And even if they don't, they hurt. A lot. During the procedure and for days afterward. You saw what it did to me, right? I almost died."

"I don't care," Valiant said stubbornly. "I can handle pain."

"There's also the fact that you're, well..."

"A mouse?" Valiant supplied. "Yes, I noticed that. Hard to miss, really, what with the fur and the tail and all."

"Your physiology is different. The procedure would have to be modified. There are risks—"

"There are always risks," Valiant cut in. "But you can do it. I know you can. You're literally the smartest person I know, and I know some really, really smart people. Well, maybe not as smart as you, obviously, but still pretty smart. Like, surprisingly smart for—"

"Valiant."

"Sorry. Rambling again." He took a deep breath. "Please, Adom. This matters to me. More than anything."

Adom looked over at Zuni, still peacefully sleeping. The little quillick had shown such trust in him from the beginning, a trust Adom wasn't always sure he deserved. Valiant showed that same trust, believing Adom could give him the power he needed to face his uncle's killer.

Could he really refuse?

"Fine," Adom said finally. "But we do this my way. Controlled environment, extensive testing beforehand, and if at any point I think it's too dangerous, we stop. No arguments."

"Yes! Thank you!" Valiant's excitement practically vibrated through the crystal. "When can we start? Tomorrow? Tonight? Right now?"

"Not tonight," Adom said firmly. "I need to prepare, design the modifications for your specific physiology. Give me a few days."

"A few days," Valiant repeated, clearly trying to mask his disappointment. "Right. Of course. That's... that's fine. Totally fine. Completely understandable."

"Valiant?"

"Yes?"

"Just so we're clear, this doesn't mean you can go after Marco right away. We still follow the plan. Understood?"

There was a brief pause. "Understood," Valiant said finally. "I'll wait for your signal. I promise."

Something in his tone didn't entirely convince Adom, but it would have to do.

"Get some sleep," Adom told him. "We'll talk more tomorrow."

"Sleep? Who could sleep at a time like this? I'm going to be electrical! I wonder if my whiskers will spark? That would be amazing. Or maybe my tail will glow. Or maybe—"

"Goodnight, Valiant."

The connection ended, leaving Adom alone with his thoughts. He glanced at his ever-growing to-do list, and sighed as he added one more item:

Electrical enhancement procedure for mouse physiology.

This was going to be interesting.

            

    
        Chapter 87. Pocket Monster

    
    
    
    
                "...What?"

The single word hung in the air like a suspended blade. Marco stared at Tresh, his face frozen somewhere between disbelief and fury.

Tresh Mavarin, Guildmaster of the Crimson Scale for nearly five decades, sat behind her mahogany desk with perfect posture. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled back in its customary severe bun, not a strand out of place despite the chaos of the past week.

"I said," she repeated with deliberate clarity, "I am stepping down as Guildmaster. The Crimson Scale Guild will cease operations by the end of the month."

The silence that followed her second declaration was even heavier than the first. Around the room, guild officers and senior staff exchanged glances, some resigned, others alarmed. None looked particularly surprised. They'd all seen this coming after the auction disaster.

Marco stepped forward, his hands clenched at his sides. "You can't be serious."

"I assure you, I am entirely serious." Tresh's voice remained level, almost bored. "The decision has been made. I've already begun the paperwork for the dissolution."

"After one setback? After one public embarrassment?" Marco's voice rose. "Guilds weather these storms. They rebuild."

Tresh's eyes sharpened. "One setback? Our warehouse burned to the ground. Our dye stocks are gone. Our seat in the House of Merchants is as good as lost. Deroq attempted murder in front of the Imperial Inspector and the Archmage." She ticked off each disaster on her fingers with clinical detachment. "This isn't a storm, Marco. It's an extinction event."

"So you're just giving up?" Marco looked around the room, seeking allies. "After so many years, you're walking away at the first real challenge?"

"The first?" Tresh actually laughed, a sound so rarely heard that several staff members flinched. "I built the Crimson Scale from nothing. We rose to the tenth seat at our peak. We've been declining for years - down to thirteenth, then twenty-sixth, now fiftieth. The last seat." She shook her head. "This decline began long before anyone had heard of Wangara Guild."

She stood, smoothing her crimson robes. "I'm eighty-nine years old, Marco. I've spent nearly three-quarters of my life guiding this guild. I built it, sustained it, and now I will end it with dignity rather than watch it collapse in disgrace."

Most of the guild officers nodded in somber agreement. This wasn't impulsive—Tresh Mavarin didn't do impulsive. This was the calculated decision of a merchant who knew when to liquidate a failing investment.

But Marco wasn't ready to accept it. He moved closer to her desk, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper.

"You promised me protection. You gave me your word."

"And I've kept it," Tresh replied evenly. "For months, I've sheltered you. Fed you. Kept you safe from both the Guard and your former associates."

"Until it became inconvenient."

Tresh's eyes narrowed. "Until it became impossible. The terms of our arrangement were clear from the beginning. I would protect you so long as the guild remained viable. It no longer is."

Marco's face darkened. "You took me in when no one else would. I've given you information, contacts, access to networks you'd never have found on your own."

"Yes," Tresh agreed. "And I paid you well for those services. Our arrangement was mutually beneficial, but it was never intended to be permanent."

"So what am I supposed to do now?" Marco's voice had an edge of desperation that made the guards at the door shift uneasily. "Walk out those doors and wait for the knives to find me?"

"That's hardly my concern." Tresh gathered several documents from her desk, tucking them into a portfolio. "Though I would suggest leaving Arkhos entirely. The Eastern Provinces are quite pleasant this time of year."

Marco's hand shot out, gripping her wrist. The room froze.

In an instant, the two guards were there, blades drawn and pressed against Marco's throat and back. No one breathed.

"Remove your hand," Tresh said quietly, her gaze locked with his.

For a moment, it seemed Marco might actually tighten his grip—might force the guards' hands. Then, slowly, he released her.

The guards didn't back away.

"I gave you everything," Marco said, his voice now eerily calm. "Every secret. Every connection I had left. And this is how you repay loyalty?"

Tresh massaged her wrist lightly. "Loyalty? Is that what you call it?" She shook her head. "You came to me because you had nowhere else to go. Because everyone else wanted you dead. Let's not pretend this was anything more than a business arrangement."

"A business arrangement," Marco repeated. "Like the one Cisco had with the Sylla boy?"

At this, Tresh's expression hardened. "Guards, escort Mr. Marco out."

"Wait," Marco said, raising his hands in a placating gesture. "Just... wait." He looked around the room, addressing the assembled staff. "The Crimson Scale doesn't have to end. Not like this. Not because one old woman has lost her nerve."

"Marco," Tresh warned.

He ignored her. "We still have assets. Connections. Knowledge. We can rebuild from this. Better than before."

A few of the younger staff members exchanged uncertain glances. Doubt flickered across faces that moments before had been resigned.

"We don't need the old ways," Marco continued, sensing the shift. "The Wangara Guild has shown us that. New methods. New markets. We adapt."

"Enough," Tresh snapped, her composure finally cracking. "You have no authority here. This guild was built by my hands, and it will end by my decision."

"A decision born of fear," Marco countered. "Not wisdom."

"Guards," Tresh repeated, "remove him from the premises."

The guards moved forward, but to everyone's surprise, three junior staff members stepped between them and Marco.

"Wait," said one, a young woman named Nerissa. "I want to hear what he has to say."

The room fell into a charged silence, dividing itself before Tresh's eyes. Most still stood with her, but the fact that anyone had moved to Marco's side was shocking enough.

Tresh studied the dissenters with cold eyes. "So be it," she said finally. "Those who wish to follow Marco's... vision... are free to do so. Outside these walls."

She turned back to Marco. "You have until tomorrow to vacate the guild premises. All of you. After that, the Guard will remove you by force."

"You're making a mistake," Marco said quietly.

"No," Tresh replied with absolute certainty. "I've made many in my life, but this isn't one of them." She straightened to her full height, somehow seeming taller than her modest stature. "And Marco? Never threaten me again. Not with words, not with gestures, not with implications. The only reason you're still breathing is because I choose to be merciful. That mercy has limits."

She gathered her portfolio and moved toward the door, signaling her loyal staff to follow. Most did, filing out with varying degrees of reluctance and concern.

"This isn't over, Tresh," Marco called after her.

She paused at the threshold, not bothering to turn around. "For me, it is. Whatever you do next—whatever violence you're planning—do me the courtesy of not associating it with the Crimson Scale name."

And then she was gone, her footsteps echoing down the corridor, each one more distant than the last.

Marco stood in the suddenly vast chamber, looking at the three who had remained: Nerissa, a young account manager; Voss, a security officer who had always been too eager with his blade; and Krant, a distribution coordinator with gambling debts he thought no one knew about.

"So," he said, his voice dropping to a silky register as he moved to sit in Tresh's abandoned chair. "Let's talk about what happens next."

*****


 




 


"Ouch!"

Valiant jerked his arm back, rubbing the tiny pinprick on his forearm. His whiskers twitched indignantly as he glared at Adom. "Why exactly do you need to stab me with needles? Is this some bizarre human ritual I wasn't warned about?"

Adom carefully placed the drop of blood he'd collected into a small vial already filled with a shimmering blue liquid. The blood swirled, creating intricate patterns before dissolving completely.

"I told you three times already," Adom said, not looking up from his work. "The transmutation requires a biological marker from the recipient. Your blood contains unique identifiers that will help the enhancement bond properly to your system."

"You didn't need blood when you were murking Helios," Valiant pointed out, still rubbing his arm dramatically. "I definitely don't remember you poking yourself with needles before you went all predator on him."

Adom sighed, setting the vial in a small holder. "That's because I've refined the method since then. The original technique was... crude. Effective, but crude."

"Crude how?" Valiant asked, suddenly interested despite himself.

"Higher rejection rate. More pain. Greater chance of permanent damage." Adom adjusted something on his workbench. "I found that using the recipient's blood as a component makes the transfer smoother. It creates a bridge between the energy and your specific biological makeup."

Valiant hopped onto a nearby stool, his tail wrapping around himself. "Magic is creepy, you know that? It's all 'ooh, let me just take your blood and mix it with glowing stuff and then zap you with lightning' and we're supposed to just be okay with that."

"There's actually a lot of logic to it," Adom replied, measuring something into a second vial. "The principles are quite systematic once you understand the underlying theory."

"Right, sure. Very logical." Valiant rolled his eyes. "Let me guess, it would take too long to explain?"

"Precisely."

"That's why they call it magic, not science," Valiant said, gesturing emphatically. "If it made sense, people would just call it really complicated science. But nope! It's magic. Because it's weird and makes no sense and requires blood sacrifices."

"It's not a sacrifice," Adom corrected, "it's a sample. And magic absolutely follows logical principles. It's just that the principles themselves are... different from what you're used to."

"Different how?"

"Different in ways that would take several years of study to properly explain."

Valiant scratched behind his ear thoughtfully. "If magic follows logical principles, how come only some people can do it? Shouldn't anyone be able to learn it?"

"That's..." Adom paused, considering. "Actually a good question. There are theories about mana sensitivity being inherited, or about certain neural pathways being—"

"Sounds like made-up excuses to me," Valiant interrupted, his tail swishing back and forth. "If you don't know, just say you don't know."

"I know exactly how it works," Adom said, a bit defensively.

"Oh yeah? How?"

Adom sighed. "Because I'm a mage."

"Huh." Valiant tilted his head. "That checks out, actually."

While Valiant contemplated this profound conclusion, Adom moved to a wooden box sitting on a shelf behind his workbench. It was about the size of a large book, with small air holes drilled into the sides and top. Something inside made a faint buzzing sound.

"What's that?" Valiant asked, his ears perking up as he noticed the box for the first time.

"The final component," Adom replied, carefully opening the lid. He made a quick movement with his fingers. "[Levitation]."

A small creature floated out of the box, suspended in midair by Adom's spell. It looked like an insect, but larger than any beetle Valiant had ever seen. Its carapace gleamed with an iridescent blue-green sheen, and tiny sparks danced between its antennas.

"Is that...?" Valiant breathed, his eyes widening.

"A thunder beetle," Adom confirmed. "From the Western Plains. Very rare. Very expensive."

The beetle's six legs moved slowly in the air as if swimming through invisible water. Occasional sparks jumped between its mandibles.

"That thing produces electricity?" Valiant stood on his hind legs, trying to get a better view.

"Natural electricity, yes. Their bodies convert mana into electrical energy. It's not the same as what humans call electricity, but the principles are similar enough."

The beetle clicked its mandibles together, creating a small arc of blue-white energy between them.

Valiant's whiskers quivered with excitement. "And you're going to use that to make me all electric-y?"

"That's the plan," Adom said, carefully manipulating the beetle with his spell. "I'll condition the specialized organs that generate the electrical current, process them with the solution I've prepared, and then..." He paused, glancing at Valiant. "Well, then comes the part that hurts."

But Valiant barely seemed to register the warning about pain. He was transfixed by the hovering beetle, his eyes reflecting the tiny electrical discharges.

"This is going to be amazing," he whispered.





Adom finished drawing the transmutation circle on the floor, each line meticulously placed, each rune carefully traced. The chalk markings glowed with a faint blue light, pulsing gently like a heartbeat.

"Alright, we're ready," he said, stepping back to admire his handiwork. "It's not my best circle, but it should work perfectly."

The pattern was intricate—concentric rings of symbols intersected by straight lines that formed a complex geometric pattern. At opposite ends of the circle, Adom had drawn two smaller rings.

He placed the thunder beetle in one of these smaller circles, then gently guided Valiant to the other.

"Wait, hold on," Valiant said, suddenly noticing the arrangement. "I'm supposed to stand in this little circle? And the beetle's all the way over there? You weren't attached to Helios when you did this."

Adom carefully poured the shimmering solution into a tiny dish, which he placed in front of the beetle. The insect's antennae twitched as it sensed the liquid.

"This is a refined version, Valiant," Adom explained patiently. "The energy doesn't need to transfer directly from me to you. The circle acts as a conduit. The beetle is the source, you're the recipient, and the transmutation circle is the bridge between you."

The beetle dipped its mandibles into the solution, drinking it slowly.

"Stay immobile," Adom instructed, positioning Valiant more precisely in his circle. "You wanted this. You begged for it, remember? For days. Nonstop. Every conversation somehow turning into 'When are you giving me electrical powers, Adom?'"

Valiant's whiskers twitched nervously as he watched the beetle finish the solution. "Yes, but now I'm thinking maybe we should, I don't know, double-check some things? Like, does it have to be a beetle? Could we use something fluffier? Less bitey?"

Adom knelt at the edge of the circle, placing his palms together. A smile spread across his face—not his usual thoughtful expression, but something more... amused.

"You know," he said conversationally, as the runes began to glow brighter, "you've been incredibly annoying this past week. Constantly pestering me about this procedure."

"Um..." Valiant's ears flattened against his head. "I wouldn't say 'annoying,' exactly. Enthusiastic, maybe—"

"And I've been quite curious about how this new method would work," Adom continued, ignoring the interruption. "So really, I should be thanking you for volunteering."

The chalk lines flared suddenly, shifting from blue to a vibrant purple.

"Volunteering?" Valiant squeaked, trying to back out of his circle but finding his feet wouldn't move. "Adom, you're freaking me out a little here."

"Too late," Adom said, his smile widening as he pressed his palms to the edge of the circle.

"Adom. I'm just a mouse. You wouldn't do experiments on a mou-"

"Sssshh. It's starting."

The entire room seemed to darken as the circle blazed brighter. The beetle began to vibrate, its carapace glowing with accumulated energy. Across the circle, Valiant probably felt a similar vibration begin in his paws and spread upward through his body.

Thin tendrils of light stretched from the beetle toward Valiant, crossing the intricate pattern of runes. Where they crossed specific symbols, they changed color or split into multiple strands.

And then Valiant started to laugh.

Not a nervous chuckle or a forced laugh, but deep, uncontrollable laughter that shook his entire tiny frame. His body twitched and jerked as the energy flowed through him.

"It—it—it tickles!" he managed between gasps of laughter. "Stop! Stop! It tickles all over!"

Adom's brow furrowed in confusion. "Tickles?" he muttered to himself. "That's unexpected."

The energy flow intensified.

The beetle was now hovering several inches above its circle, suspended by the power of the transmutation. Valiant's fur stood on end, each individual hair surrounded by a faint electrical aura.

"Please!" Valiant gasped, tears streaming from his eyes as he laughed. "Can't—breathe—too much—tickling!"

"Interesting," Adom murmured, making a mental note. "The transmutation should be causing significant pain, but it's manifesting as an intense tickling sensation instead. Perhaps the smaller physiology of a mouse alters the nervous system's response to the energy transfer?"

The light grew blindingly bright, forcing Adom to shield his eyes. The room filled with the smell of ozone and something else—something wild and electric, like the air before a lightning storm.

Valiant was no longer laughing. He hung suspended in the air, his body rigid, surrounded by a cocoon of crackling blue-white energy. His eyes were wide open but unseeing, reflecting the power that coursed through him.

The beetle on the opposite side of the circle had gone completely still, its color fading from vibrant blue-green to a dull gray.

"Almost there," Adom whispered, maintaining his position despite the growing pressure in the room. The air itself felt heavy.

With a final surge, the light collapsed inward, converging on Valiant's suspended form. For one breathless moment, he glowed like a miniature sun—and then darkness.

The chalk lines faded to nothing. The beetle dropped to the floor, its purpose served, now just an empty husk. And Valiant...

Valiant stood in his circle, completely still. His fur had settled back into place, but now bore faint blue markings that seemed to shift and move in the dim light. His whiskers occasionally sparked with tiny electrical discharges.

"Valiant?" Adom called softly, releasing the circle's edge. "Are you okay?"

Slowly, Valiant turned to face him. The mouse's eyes had changed—pupils now ringed with electric blue. He opened his mouth to speak, and a small arc of electricity jumped between his teeth.










"How do you feel?" Adom asked, approaching cautiously. He picked up a small artifact from his workbench and passed it slowly over Valiant's body, careful not to make direct contact.

Valiant looked down at his paws, then up at Adom. His whiskers sparked with each twitch. "I feel... weird. But good-weird. Like I've had way too much of that caffeine stuff you drink, but also like I could sleep for days." He bounced slightly on his hind legs. "I can feel it buzzing inside me. Everywhere."

"Any pain?" Adom circled him, taking notes on a small piece of paper.

"No. Just that tickling sensation from before, but duller now. More like... background noise." Valiant ran his paws over his face, flinching slightly when a spark jumped from his whisker to his claw. "Whoa!"

Adom nodded, satisfied with whatever observations he was getting. "The transmutation was successful. Your body has integrated the electrical properties of the beetle." He gestured to the desiccated husk. "The question now is whether you can actually use them."

"How do I do that?" Valiant asked, examining his paws with newfound fascination.

"Well, the beetle generated electricity by rubbing specialized plates inside its carapace together," Adom explained. "It would build up a charge, then release it through its mandibles when needed – either for defense or to stun prey."

Valiant frowned. "I don't have mandibles."

"No, but the principle should be similar. The transmutation has created analogous structures within your physiology." Adom pointed to Valiant's paws. "Try focusing on the buzzing sensation. Direct it toward your claws, like you're pushing the energy outward."

"Like this?" Valiant closed his eyes, his face scrunching up in concentration. The blue markings on his fur brightened slightly.

"Good," Adom encouraged. "Now imagine releasing it all at once, like—"

ZAP!

A jagged bolt of electricity shot from Valiant's paws, striking a nearby table. The wood splintered where the bolt hit, leaving a scorched crater the size of Adom's fist.

"Whoa!" Valiant exclaimed, eyes wide with surprise and delight.

Before Adom could respond, another bolt discharged, this one flying directly at him. With barely a moment to think, Adom's hands moved.

[Barrier]

A translucent shield materialized just in time, the electricity splattering against it like water on hot oil. The air filled with the acrid smell of ozone.

"Sorry!" Valiant squeaked, holding his paws away from himself as if they might bite. "I didn't mean to—it just happened!"

Adom lowered his barrier, eyeing his friend cautiously. "That's why we practice control before taking this into the field. The electrical discharge appears to be partially tied to your emotional state."

But Valiant was barely listening. He stared at his paws in awe, watching the tiny arcs of lightning dance between his fingers. His tail swished excitedly, leaving a faint trail of static in the air.

"It works," he whispered, then louder: "It works! I can't believe it actually works!"

He leapt into the air, a small shower of sparks cascading around him as he landed. "This is amazing! I'm like a storm in a furry package! I'm like lightning with a tail!"

Adom couldn't help but smile at his friend's enthusiasm. "I'd say the procedure was a success, yes. Though we'll need to work on your control before you accidentally electrocute someone."

Valiant stared at his crackling paws, static dancing between his paws.

"Oh, this is so cool," he whispered, tail twitching. "I feel like... like a monster."

He paused, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. "No, no--better. A little monster. So small I could fit in a coat. Or a pouch. Or--wait for it--a pocket."

His pupils dilated with excitement. "I've got it. I'm a pok--"

"Valiant," Adom cut in. "Don't."

Valiant blinked. "Don't what?"

"Don't finish that sentence."

"Why not?"

Adom sighed. "Because if you say it, you'll keep saying it. And then others will say it. And then suddenly I'm walking around with the Empire's first lightning-enhanced rodent yelling battle cries every five seconds and trying to brand himself."

Valiant squinted. "...That doesn't sound bad."

"It is," Adom said. "It would be annoying. And I don't know--maybe illegal."

Valiant tilted his head. "Why would it be illegal?"

Adom exhaled through his nose. "I don't know. It just feels like it shouldn't be said. Like... maybe it's not technically forbidden, but I get this horrible sense that saying it too much might violate... something. Some law buried deep in the Imperial Archives. Section ninety-nine, subsection... something. There are words forbidden in the empire."

Valiant tilted his head. "That's oddly specific."

"I'm being cautious," Adom muttered. "Just don't make it a thing."

There was a pause.

Valiant, sotto voce: "...Pocket monster."

Adom: "No."

*****

As Valiant practiced creating controlled sparks between his paws, a soft green glow suddenly emanated from Adom's workbench. The communication crystal pulsed with incoming contact.

Adom crossed the room in three quick strides and activated the crystal. "Hello?"

"It's Tam," came the hushed voice through the crystal. The connection had that slightly hollow quality that made it sound like the speaker was in a well, but the words were clear enough. "I've got news."

"How's it going in there?" Adom asked, adjusting the crystal's resonance to reduce interference.

"Major developments," Tam replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "Tresh is stepping down as Guildmaster of the Crimson Scale. She's dissolving the guild entirely by the end of the month."

Adom's eyes widened. He glanced at Valiant, who was now paying rapt attention, his exercise forgotten.

"Dissolving?" Adom repeated. "Are you certain?"

"I was in the room when she announced it. She's already started the paperwork. Said there was no point trying to rebuild after everything that's happened."

Adom and Valiant exchanged looks of barely contained excitement.

"But..." Tam continued.

Adom's smile faded slightly. "But what?"

"It's Marco. When Tresh announced the dissolution, he tried to take control. Challenged her directly. She shut him down, but three junior members stayed with him after she left." A pause, then: "They're planning something, sir. I don't know what yet, but Marco's desperate. He's lost Tresh's protection, and he knows he's vulnerable now."





"Where are they?" Adom asked, his mind already racing through possibilities.

"Still in the Crimson Scale headquarters, but not for long. Tresh gave them until tomorrow to vacate the premises. After that, she's calling the Guard to remove them forcibly."

Valiant moved closer to the crystal, his whiskers sparking with excitement. "Did you hear what they're planning? Where they're going next?"

"Not yet," Tam admitted. "Marco's being careful. They're speaking in whispers, behind closed doors. But I'll try to get closer, find out more."

"Be careful," Adom warned. "If Marco suspects you're not who you appear to be..."

"I know," Tam cut in. "I'm being cautious. But I thought you should know immediately. This changes the timeline."

"It does," Adom agreed, his expression thoughtful. "Keep watching them. Report anything you learn, no matter how small it seems. We need to know what Marco's planning, and where he'll go once he leaves headquarters."

"Understood. I'll contact you again once I have more information." With that, the crystal's glow faded as Tam ended the connection.

For a moment, the room was silent except for the faint crackle of electricity still emanating from Valiant's fur.

"This is actually good," Adom said finally, turning to Valiant with a calculating look. "Marco's lost his sanctuary. He's vulnerable now, but we won't rush in."

Valiant's tail twitched impatiently. "But this is our chance! He's cornered!"

"Cornered animals are the most dangerous," Adom replied, shaking his head. "No, we'll be smarter than that. We have eyes inside the Crimson Scale—not just Tam. We'll use them."

"To do what? Watch him escape?"

Adom's lips curved into a slight smile. "To direct him. Like water flowing downhill, we'll create a path of least resistance. One that leads straight to us, on our terms, at the place and time of our choosing."

Valiant's eyes lit up—literally, the blue ring around his pupils brightening. "You mean...?"

"It means we won't hunt Marco," Adom confirmed. "We'll bring him to us. We'll make him think he's chosen his own path, when really, he's walking into our carefully prepared trap."

Valiant's paws crackled with renewed energy, tiny bolts arcing between his claws. "How long will that take?"

"Not as long as you might think." Adom moved to his workbench, pulling out a map of the city. "Marco has limited options now. My network is already in position. We just need to close the noose slowly, carefully."

He looked up at Valiant with steady eyes. "Start practicing your control. When Marco arrives at our doorstep, I want you ready."

Valiant nodded, electricity dancing across his fur with each excited breath.

"Marco won't know what hit him."















            

    
        Chapter 88. The Wolf Of Merchant District

    
    
    
    
                



The tavern smelled of stale beer, sweat, and desperation—a fitting backdrop for a meeting like this. Marco sat with his back to the wall, one hand resting casually on the table, the other hidden beneath it, fingers wrapped around the hilt of a short blade. Trust was a luxury he could no longer afford.

Three figures sat across from him, each as different from the others as day from dusk from night. They hadn't touched their drinks.

"Let me get this straight," said the woman on the left, her voice carrying the lilting accent of the Northern Isles. "You want us to help you—what was it again?—'resurrect a dying guild' against the explicit wishes of its founder? A guild with no money, no warehouse, and apparently no future?" Toranne leaned forward, her copper-red hair falling across one eye. She brushed it back with fingers adorned in thin metal rings that could, with a flick of her wrist, extend into razor-sharp claws. "That's not a job. That's a suicide pact."

"I didn't say it would be easy," Marco replied, his voice steady despite the tension coiling in his stomach. "But I didn't say it would be impossible either."

"Nothing's impossible with the right incentive," rumbled the mountain of a man to her right. Brom had arms thick as tree trunks and a face that looked like it had been carved from granite with a dull chisel. His size alone was enough to clear a path in most crowds, but it was the calculated intelligence behind his small, dark eyes that had earned him his reputation. "But from what I hear, Crimson Scale's coffers are emptier than a priest's wine bottle after confession."

"Are they?" Marco smiled thinly, pushing a folded parchment across the table. "Tresh is stepping down, so she's been planning this well. Moving assets, liquidating properties. The treasury's official records show next to nothing, but that's not the whole story."

Brom unfolded the parchment, his expression unchanging as he studied the figures written there. He passed it to Toranne, who raised an eyebrow.

"If these numbers are accurate..." she began.

"They are," Marco assured her. "Tresh keeps her real ledger hidden. These are the actual holdings of Crimson Scale, scattered across seven banks in three different provinces. More than enough to rebuild, and more than enough to make this worth your while."

The third figure, who until now had remained silent, finally spoke. His voice was surprisingly soft for someone whose left eye was a milky white orb crossed with scar tissue, and whose right hand had been replaced by an intricate mechanical prosthetic that clicked softly as he drummed its brass fingers on the table.

"Numbers on paper mean nothing if we can't access them," he said. Whisper—that was the only name he used, and it suited both his voice and his methods. "Tresh will have safeguards, passwords, verification systems."

Marco's smile widened slightly. "Which is why we need your particular talents, Whisper. You're not just muscle—you're the key that opens those locks."

"And after we help you get this money," Brom said, "what then? Crimson Scale is still finished."

"No," Marco said, his eyes hardening. "Not finished. Evolving. The guild model Tresh built served its time, but the commercial landscape has changed. We don't need fifty officers and a hundred clerks. We need a lean, focused operation built around the core business—luxury textiles—with diversified interests in emerging markets."

Toranne laughed, a sound like glass breaking. "You sound like a proper businessman. Hard to reconcile with the stories I've heard about Marco, Cisco's right hand."

Marco's expression didn't change. "The past is the past. I'm offering you a chance to be part of something new. Something profitable."










"And what exactly would we be doing in this 'new' Crimson Scale?" Brom asked, scratching his beard thoughtfully. "Besides looking intimidatingly handsome, which I do for free."

Marco stared at him, not a flicker of amusement crossing his face. "This is a serious proposition."

"Oh, I'm being serious," Brom replied. "My handsomeness is a tactical advantage. People get distracted by this chiseled jawline." He ran a massive hand along his scarred, pockmarked face. "It's a burden I carry."

Toranne snorted into her drink while Whisper's lips twitched in what might have been a smile.

Marco's expression remained stone-cold. "If we could focus on the matter at hand."

"By all means," Brom said, gesturing graciously. "Please continue with your very serious plan that definitely won't get us all killed or imprisoned."

Marco laid a detailed map of the city on the table, marking several locations with small red dots. "Wangara's success relies on three critical supply chains. Disrupt them, and they collapse before they can establish themselves properly."

"What kind of disruption are we talking about?" Whisper asked, leaning forward with interest.

"First, their communication crystals," Marco said, tapping the eastern harbor. "They've built relationships with a clan of merfolk who harvest crystals from the deep reefs. Without those crystals, they can't produce the magic devices that are winning them so much attention."

"Merfolk aren't easy to intimidate," Toranne noted. "They're not subject to surface laws."

"No, but they are subject to physical harm," Marco replied. "I've learned they meet Wangara's representatives at a specific cove every seven days—tomorrow night, in fact. The merfolk bring the crystals, exchange them for whatever it is they want."

"You want us to intercept the exchange," Whisper deduced.

Marco nodded. "Take the crystals, scare the merfolk enough to leave these waters."

"What's the second target?" Brom asked, suddenly all business.

"Their workshop in the craftsmen's quarter," Marco continued, pointing to another mark on the map. "Wangara's apparently built a secret production warehouse for their crystals."

"You want an accident," Toranne said, understanding dawning in her eyes.

"A small fire. Nothing that would harm people," Marco clarified. "Just enough to destroy their current batch and damage the facility. The city inspectors would shut it down for weeks."

"And the third?" Whisper asked.

Marco's finger moved to the northern district. "Their materials processor, Kern's Metalworks. They're the only facility in the city with the specialized equipment to refine the conductive alloys that house the communication crystals. Without these casings, the crystals are useless—too unstable to function properly. Wangara's entire communication network depends on a steady supply of these components."

"Let me guess," Brom rumbled. "Another 'accident'?"

"More subtle," Marco replied. "We studied their device. Kern's process requires precise measurements of three key minerals in their alloy mixture. We're going to access their supply room and contaminate their mineral stores with similar-looking but incompatible elements. When they use these in production, the resulting casings will seem perfect but will gradually degrade when exposed to the crystal energy. By the time anyone realizes what's happening, every communication device they've shipped will be failing, and their reputation will be in ruins."

Whisper's mechanical fingers tapped a thoughtful rhythm on the table. "These actions would significantly hamper their production capabilities."

"And give us time to secure Tresh's hidden assets and rebuild," Marco agreed. "While Wangara scrambles to repair their supply chains, we'll be consolidating our position, approaching their displaced clients with better terms."

"It's not a bad plan," Toranne admitted. "Clean, targeted. No direct confrontation with city authorities."

"This isn't about revenge," Marco said firmly. "It's about business. Creating an opening for us to reclaim our position in the market."

"And if this goes wrong?" Whisper asked. "If we're caught?"

"Then we're no worse off than I already am. But I don't intend to be caught." He pushed three small pouches across the table. Each clinked with the unmistakable sound of gold. "This is just an advance. Help me succeed, and your shares would be fifty times this amount."

Brom picked up his pouch, opened it, and examined the contents with an expert eye. "This wouldn't cover the cost of my breakfast for a week." He looked up at Marco's unamused face and shrugged. "I'm a growing boy."

"That's the advance," Marco repeated coolly. "The full payment—"

"Yes, yes, fifty times this amount, riches beyond measure, we'll all be swimming in gold coins like festival ducks." Brom tucked the pouch away. "I've heard that promise before. Usually right before someone tries to stab me in the back."

"If I wanted to stab you," Marco said with deadly seriousness, "you wouldn't see it coming."

"See?" Brom grinned at his companions. "This is why I like him. Absolutely no sense of humor, but very honest about the stabbing."

The three mercenaries exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them. Toranne took her pouch next, fingers briefly extending into gleaming claws before retracting as she smiled. "This sounds entertaining at least."

Whisper was the last to decide, his mechanical hand clicking softly as he considered. Finally, he took the remaining pouch. "I want specifics. Plans. Schedules. Security rotations."

Marco nodded, relief washing through him though he kept it from showing on his face. "You'll have it all by morning."

"Then it seems," Whisper said, his voice barely audible over the tavern's ambient noise, "the Crimson Scale has found new blood."

Marco raised his untouched glass. "To resurrection," he said.

"Or a glorious last stand," Toranne added with a predatory smile.

"Or," Brom chimed in, raising his massive tankard, "to whatever gets me paid enough to buy that lakeside tavern I've had my eye on. 'Brom's Place'—has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"

As they drank, Marco felt a flutter of genuine hope for the first time since Tresh's announcement. With these three, he might actually have a chance. One last, desperate chance to take back what was being stolen from him.

Even if one of them seemed determined to drive him mad in the process.

Tomorrow, they would begin.

And Wangara would never see them coming.

*****

The waves crashed rhythmically against the shore, a steady percussion that almost—almost—could have lulled Adom to sleep. He stifled another yawn, stretching his arms overhead as he settled deeper into his hiding spot among the rocks overlooking the cove.

The moon hung low over the water. Pretty, in a melancholy sort of way. Not that Adom had much time to appreciate scenery these days.

"Of all the nights for a stakeout," he muttered to himself, rubbing his eyes.

Today had been brutal. Three exams back-to-back. Then Krozball practice. Then classes. So many classes. All capped off with a surprise practical assessment in defensive spellweaving.

Sometimes, being a kid really was tiresome.

Adom pulled his cloak tighter around himself. The beach was nice at night—peaceful in a way the academy never was. Just the sound of water against sand, the occasional cry of a night bird, the distant shimmer of fishing boats on the horizon. No people asking questions. No professors with expectations. No destiny hanging over his head.

Just waves and darkness and salt air.

He might have enjoyed it if he weren't so tired. And if he weren't about to spring a trap on a desperate criminal and his mercenary friends.





"The things I do for justice," he muttered, shifting position to keep his legs from falling asleep.

This had all come together faster than expected. When they'd captured the Crimson Scale's spies, he'd originally planned to just replace them with Valiant's people and them to the Crimson Scale with misinformation—a standard counter-intelligence play. Bait Marco into a rash action that would alienate his remaining supporters.

But then opportunity had presented itself in the form of the three spies' unique skills. One was an expert in document forgery. Another specialized in blueprints and facility layouts. The third had an encyclopedic knowledge of guild operations.

So instead of just sending them back with bad information, Adom had decided to be more... creative.

He'd prepared an entire false intelligence portfolio. Detailed maps of nonexistent facilities. Schedules for shipments that would never arrive. Security rotations for guards who didn't exist.

It wasn't just misinformation. It was an entire alternative reality, meticulously crafted to lead Marco exactly where Adom wanted him.

"Like building a maze where all paths lead to the same center," he'd explained to Cass when laying out the plan.

Why not just confront Marco directly? Because Marco was dangerous precisely because he was cornered. A direct attack would force him to fight with everything he had—and despite his fall from grace, Marco still had resources, connections, and most importantly, nothing to lose.

No, better to let Marco think he was regaining control. Let him feel like he was striking back, reclaiming power. All while being guided, step by step, into a position from which there was no escape.

The sound of approaching footsteps pulled Adom from his thoughts. He pressed himself lower against the rocks, peering carefully over the edge.

Figures moved through the darkness below, making their way down the narrow path to the cove. Moonlight glinted off metal—weapons, probably. Adom counted silently as they emerged from the shadows. One, two, three...

Ten in total. More than expected. Marco must have hired additional muscle beyond the three mercenaries.

"Interesting," Adom whispered to himself. "Getting desperate, aren't we?"

Ten heavily armed mercenaries for what was supposed to be a simple interception of unarmed merfolk traders. Marco was taking no chances. It would make tonight more challenging, but not impossible.

After all, there were no merfolk coming. No crystal shipment to intercept. Just Adom, waiting in the darkness.

He reached into his bag and pulled out a simple white mask. Nothing elaborate—just a blank face covering with slits for eyes.

"Showtime," he said softly, slipping it on.









 

*****

 


Toranne crouched in the shadows beneath an outcropping of black rock, her hair tucked beneath a dark hood. The cove stretched before her as ten men were spread out in strategic positions—three hidden among the rocks to her left, four concealed behind driftwood and debris along the shoreline, and two with crossbows positioned on higher ground.

"Anything?" she whispered to Drent, the burly man beside her who kept flexing his fingers around the hilt of his short sword.

"Nothing but waves," he replied, scanning the water. "Been almost an hour."

"Marco said midnight," Toranne reminded him, but doubt had begun to gnaw at her. Something about this job felt... off.

Drent snorted. "Maybe the fish people swim on a different schedule."

"They're called merfolk," corrected Lorik, a thin man with a face that seemed permanently pinched with worry. "And I don't like this. Something's wrong."

"You never like anything," Drent said. "Last job, you were convinced the warehouse was haunted."

"It was haunted. You saw those floating lights!"

"That was swamp gas, you idiot."

"Silence," Toranne hissed. "Both of you. Lorik, what's bothering you?"

Lorik's eyes darted nervously across the moonlit cove. "We're too exposed. If the merfolk spot us, they'll just swim away. If the Wangara spot us..." He let the thought hang unfinished.

Toranne had considered the same possibility. Why would merfolk, known for their caution, meet at such an open location? And why would Wangara, supposedly one of the most cautious merchant guilds in the city, conduct business in a place with such poor defensive positioning?

"Keep your eyes on the water," she ordered. "If anything moves—anything at all—I want to know about it."

Minutes crawled by. The tide began to rise, waves lapping higher on the shore. The moon inched across the sky. No merfolk appeared.

"I'm telling you," Lorik whispered, "something's not right. Marco's information—"

"Wait," Drent interrupted, pointing toward the center of the cove. "Look."

Toranne narrowed her eyes. There, where the moonlight danced on the water about fifty yards from shore, something disturbed the surface. Not the splashing entry of a swimmer, but a slow, deliberate movement.

"Is that..." Lorik's voice trailed off.

A figure was rising from the water. No—not rising from it. Standing on it.

Toranne blinked hard, certain her eyes were playing tricks. The figure was humanoid, wrapped in a dark cloak that rippled in the night breeze. Where its face should have been was only a smooth white mask, featureless except for two narrow eye slits.

And it was walking across the surface of the water as casually as someone might stroll through a marketplace.

"What in all hells?" Drent breathed.

"Get down," Toranne ordered, pulling both men lower behind the rocks. "It's a mage."

"A mage?" Lorik's voice cracked. "Marco didn't say anything about mages!"

"Obviously," Toranne said, mind racing. "Because he didn't know." She watched as the figure continued its steady advance toward the shore. Walking on water. Like it was nothing.

"Maybe it's a ghost," Drent whispered, his earlier bravado evaporating.

"Don't be stupid," Toranne said, but she couldn't entirely dismiss the notion. The figure's appearance was... unsettling. Unnatural.

"We should leave," Lorik said, already inching backward. "Now. Before it reaches the shore."

"No." Toranne's voice was firm. "We were hired to do a job. If this is the Wangara's representative instead of merfolk, we adapt. Wait for my signal."

She used hand signals to communicate with the others spread throughout the cove. Stay down. Hold position. Wait for command.

The masked figure reached the shallows, water barely rippling beneath its feet. Then it paused, head turning slowly, scanning the shoreline.

"It's looking for something," Drent whispered.

"Or someone," Toranne replied.

Without warning, the figure changed. Its slow, measured pace transformed into a sprint, moving with directly toward the rocks where they were hiding.

Lorik screamed, "It saw us!"

"Positions!" Toranne shouted, abandoning stealth. "Surround it!"

Her men burst from their hiding places, weapons drawn. The crossbowmen on the ridge loosed their bolts. Both shots should have struck the figure dead center—but with a casual flick of its hand, the masked mage sent the bolts careening harmlessly into the sand.

"Mage!" someone shouted unnecessarily.

Toranne extended her fingers, metal rings transforming into razor-sharp claws. "Take him from all sides!" she ordered, circling to the figure's left.

One of her men charged forward, swinging a heavy mace. The masked figure simply sidestepped, grabbed the attacker's wrist, and with a twist that looked effortless, sent the man flying through the air. He crashed into the rocks with a sickening crack.

The others hesitated.

"What are you waiting for?" Toranne shouted. "It's one against ten!"

Three men rushed the mage simultaneously. The masked figure raised both hands, and suddenly the sand beneath their feet erupted, wrapping around their ankles like living ropes. They stumbled, trapped.

"Drent, with me!" Toranne commanded, leaping forward. Her claws slashed through the air—and met nothing as the mage bent backward at an impossible angle, her attack passing harmlessly overhead.

A palm struck her chest, sending her stumbling backward. It hadn't felt particularly forceful, yet she'd been thrown back five feet as if hit by a battering ram.

Drent swung his sword in a vicious arc. The mage caught the blade between two fingers. Impossible. No one could—

With a sharp twist, the sword shattered like glass. Drent stared at the broken hilt in his hand for one stunned second before the mage's fist connected with his jaw.

He dropped like a stone.

"What is this thing?" someone cried.

One of the crossbowmen had reloaded, firing again from the ridge. This time, the bolt froze mid-air, hovering as the masked figure turned its featureless face upward. With a flick of its fingers, the bolt reversed direction, striking the crossbowman's shoulder. He screamed, toppling from his perch.

Toranne realized with cold certainty that they were outmatched. She'd never fought mages before. She'd always thought the rumors about them were at best, exaggerated. She'd never been angrier at herself for not believing it.

"Fall back!" Toranne ordered. "Retreat!"

Two of her men turned to run. The masked figure gestured, and suddenly a wall of blue flame erupted from the sand, cutting off their escape. Not hot flame—cold, somehow, but still fire. Impossible fire.

"Wangara knew," Toranne hissed, understanding washing over her like the tide. "This was a trap from the beginning."

The three men caught in the sand tried to free themselves, hacking at the animated grit with their daggers. The masked figure walked toward them calmly, almost lazily. A wave of its hand, and their weapons flew from their grasp.

Toranne circled, looking for an opening. If she could just get behind the mage—

The figure turned, as if reading her thoughts. It raised a hand toward her, and suddenly she couldn't move. Her limbs froze, muscles locked in place.

"What—" she managed to gasp, before even her voice failed her.

Her remaining men were faring no better. One charged with a spear, only to have the weapon twist in his hands like a snake, wrapping around his own body and pinning his arms. Another tried to throw a knife, but the blade curved in mid-air, slicing through his own cloak and pinning him to the ground.

The masked figure walked among them now, methodically disabling each attacker. No killing blows—Toranne noted that with distant surprise—but devastating nonetheless. A touch that left one man's arm hanging uselessly at his side. A kick that shattered another's knee. Precise. Controlled. Terrifying.

Only Lorik remained, backing away, knife trembling in his hand. "Please," he begged. "I'm just hired help. I don't even know what's happening here."

The masked figure tilted its head, considering. Then it raised a hand.

Lorik screamed, dropping his knife and clutching his head. He fell to his knees, eyes rolling back.

Toranne fought against the invisible force holding her, but it was like being encased in iron. She could barely breathe, let alone move. The masked figure turned toward her now, approaching with that same unhurried pace.

"Who are you?" she managed to gasp as it drew closer.

The mask revealed nothing. No expression. No humanity. Just smooth white surface with those two narrow slits.

It raised a hand toward her face.

"Hmm, maybe I should have taken the chance to evolve White Wyrm's Body," came a voice from behind the mask, surprisingly young, almost conversational.

Then pain exploded through Toranne's jaw as a fist connected with perfect precision. Her last thought before darkness claimed her was simple and unavoidable:

Wangara had, in fact, seen them coming.

*****

Marco organized his desk.

Travel papers here. Guild seal there. A small pouch of emergency coins tucked into his inside pocket. Everything had its place. Order amid chaos—that had always been his way.

"Is everything proceeding as expected?" he asked without looking up.

Rennick, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, nodded. "Just received word from Toranne's team at the cove. Complete success."

Marco allowed himself a thin smile. "Details?"

"Merfolk arrived exactly when your intelligence said they would. Minimal resistance. They scattered after the first few warning shots." Rennick straightened his jacket, a hint of admiration in his voice. "Toranne says they won't be back anytime soon. And the crystals—all fifteen crates—are now safely hidden at the warehouse you specified."

"Excellent." Marco closed his travel case with a satisfying click. "And the other operations?"

"Whisper just reported in. The materials at Kern's have been successfully contaminated. No one saw him enter or leave."

"Of course they didn't," Marco said. "That's why we pay him the exorbitant fees he charges."

"And Brom's team completed their task an hour ago. Small fire, just as planned. Enough to destroy the current production run and damage the equipment, but no casualties. City inspectors are already there, shutting everything down."

Marco sat back, allowing himself to truly relax for the first time in weeks. Three targets. Three successful operations. Wangara would be crippled for months—just enough time for him to secure Tresh's hidden assets and rebuild Crimson Scale into something leaner, more efficient. More his.

"We won," he said quietly, almost to himself.

Rennick raised an eyebrow. "First battle of many, I imagine."

"Yes, but an important one." Marco stood, shouldering his travel case. "The boat leaves in an hour. We should go."

The night air was cool as they made their way through the city's winding streets toward the harbor. Marco kept his head down, hood pulled forward. Though it was unlikely anyone would recognize him at this hour, old habits died hard.

"You're certain the bank documents are in order?" Marco asked as they approached the docks.

"Triple-checked myself," Rennick assured him. "Once you reach Vellerin, you'll have full access to Tresh's accounts. The branch manager there was... persuaded to cooperate."

"Good." Marco paused at the harbor entrance, taking in the forest of masts swaying gently in the harbor. Somewhere among them was his ticket to a fresh start. "Which pier?"

"Seventeen. End slip."

They walked in silence, passing sailors loading cargo, dockworkers securing lines, the occasional drunk stumbling home from waterfront taverns. The smell of salt and tar hung heavy in the air.

As they approached Pier Seventeen, Marco felt a weight lifting from his shoulders. Twenty-four hours ago, he'd been a man watching his life's work crumble around him. Now he held the future in his hands. Not just survival—triumph.

"There she is," Rennick said, pointing to a sleek merchant vessel with dark sails. "The Wavecutter. Not the most comfortable ride, but fast and discreet."

"Perfect." Marco handed Rennick a small pouch. "Your payment, as agreed. There will be more when you reach Vellerin next month."

Rennick weighed the pouch in his hand and nodded. "I've arranged for your cabin to be stocked with the, ah, comfort items you requested."

"You think of everything."

"I try," Rennick said with a slight bow.

They approached the gangplank. A gruff sailor checked their papers, barely glancing at the details before waving them aboard. Marco stepped onto the ship's deck, feeling the gentle roll beneath his feet. He breathed deeply. Freedom smelled like salt water and possibility.

"Your cabin is below deck, sir," the sailor said, pointing toward a narrow staircase. "Last door on the left."

Marco nodded his thanks and made his way down, Rennick following close behind. The corridor was narrow, dimly lit by swaying lanterns that cast long shadows on the wooden walls. He counted doors as they passed. One, two, three...

Here. The last door on the left.

He reached for the handle, then paused, a strange prickling sensation crawling up his spine. A feeling he knew all too well. The feeling of being watched.

"Something wrong?" Rennick asked, his voice oddly flat.

Marco turned slowly. "No, just..."

His words died in his throat as he saw figures emerging from the shadows of the corridor. Familiar figures. Thormund, the massive FreeMan from the northern wilds, his braided beard unmistakable even in the dim light. Jenna, who had once been Cisco's best infiltrator. Kavan, whose skill with knives was legendary among the guild's inner circle.

Former colleagues. People who had vanished after Cisco's fall.

People who should not be here.

Marco's hand instinctively went to his belt, seeking the comfort of his dagger. But he had left it in his bag. Fool.

"What is this?" he demanded, turning to Rennick.

Rennick's face shifted, features becoming fluid, malleable. Fingers reached up, grasping at what appeared to be skin, pulling...

The face came away like a mask, revealing a different man entirely. Sharper features. Eyes that Marco recognized all too well.

"Tam," Marco breathed, understanding crashing over him like a wave.

Tam smiled, tucking the face-mask into his belt. "Sorry to disappoint."

Marco lunged, but a strong hand grabbed him from behind. Thormund pinned his arms with his one remaining arm. Marco struggled, testing the grip, finding enough give to almost break free before Thormund adjusted, muscles straining against Marco's strength.

"Still as strong as ever, you bastard," Thormund grunted.

Marco stopped struggling, saving his energy. "You look terrible, Thormund. Lost weight, I see."

"Worth it to see this moment," Thormund replied, tightening his grip just enough to make his point.

"Now, now," came a high, slightly nasal voice from behind the gathering crowd. "Let's all be civilized about this."

The figures parted, revealing a small, rodent-like creature dressed in an immaculate burgundy coat.

"Valiant," Marco spat.

"In the flesh," Valiant said with a little bow. "So good of you to join our little gathering. I do hope the travel arrangements were to your liking? I selected this vessel specifically with you in mind."

"What is this?"

Valiant gestured, and three more figures shuffled forward from the shadows. Battered, bruised, and bound—Toranne, Brom, and Whisper. Toranne's face was swollen on one side, her copper hair matted with what looked like dried blood. Brom's massive frame seemed somehow diminished, hunched in pain. Whisper's mechanical hand hung limp at his side, clearly damaged.

"Your associates have been enjoying our hospitality for several hours now," Valiant said conversationally. "Though I fear they haven't been very forthcoming with information. Perhaps you'll be more cooperative?"

"I don't understand," Marco said, mind racing. "They reported success. All three operations—"

"Oh yes, about that," Valiant interrupted, tapping a tiny claw against his chin. "I'm afraid there was a slight miscommunication. You see, there were no merfolk shipments to intercept. No secret production facility to burn. No materials to contaminate."

"That's not possible. My information—"

"Was exactly what we wanted you to have," came another voice, this one from the doorway of the cabin Marco had been about to enter.

A figure stepped into the dim light. Young—far too young for the authority in his voice. A dark cloak. And in his hand, a simple white mask.

Marco felt something collapse inside him. "You."

"Me," Adom agreed, leaning casually against the doorframe. "Sorry about your mercenaries. They fought well, considering."

Marco's mind was still struggling to catch up. "But the reports—"





"Were delivered by people working for us," Valiant said with an impatient flick of his whiskers. "That doesn't matter now."

Marco's eyes narrowed. "How did you—"

"Hey, dude, look. I'm not about to stand here recounting every brilliant detail of our plan," Valiant cut him off, tapping his foot rapidly on the deck. "What matters is that you're here, and so am I. And now, you'll pay for what you did to my uncle."

"Hiding behind flunkies and traps," Marco spat, still testing Thormund's grip. "Always the coward, Valiant."

The mouse beastkin's whiskers twitched, but his expression remained composed. "Actually, I'm going to give you a chance. In fact, I'm being exceedingly generous."

"How gracious of you."

Valiant paced in a tight circle, his small claws clicking against the wooden deck. "Let me remind you of the rules of the Undertow, Marco. When you want to lead your own organization, you have three legal paths: you get permission from your boss to leave and establish your own venture, you inherit with your boss's blessing, or you receive consensus from other senior members."

He stopped pacing, looking up at Marco with beady eyes. "You did none of these things. Which means, by the old ways, you're soulless now."

Valiant glanced at Thormund. "Did I get that right? 'Soulless'?"

Thormund nodded, his one arm still holding Marco firmly. "Yeah, little boss. That's the term." He turned to Adom with a grin. "See? Told you this would make it more dramatic. Look how intimidating I am."

Adom rolled his eyes.

"Release him," Valiant ordered suddenly.

Thormund hesitated. "You sure?"

"Did I stutter?"

With obvious reluctance, Thormund released his grip. Marco immediately stepped away, rolling his shoulders, eyes darting between potential exits. There were none.

"I don't understand," he said warily.

Valiant straightened his already immaculate coat. "I'm offering you a chance to walk away from this alive and free."

"How?"

"Single combat. You and me. The winner takes the life of the loser and keeps their freedom."

Marco stared down at the diminutive beastkin, certain he'd misheard. "You want to fight me? Yourself?"

"That's what I said." Valiant's whiskers twitched with irritation. "A singular combat. Winner lives, loser dies. Very simple, very traditional. The Undertow will respect the outcome, whatever it may be."









*****

 


Adom watched as the ship's crew formed a wide circle around Marco and Valiant, silently pressing back against the walls. Someone had placed a lantern in the center of the cleared space.

The rules were simple enough. No weapons. No outside interference. Fight until one couldn't continue.

By Undertow law, this was as legitimate as a magistrate's verdict. Maybe more so.

"This is absurd," Marco said, his eyes locked on Valiant.

Valiant's whiskers twitched, tiny blue sparks dancing between them. "Afraid to fight something smaller than you? That's new. You weren't so hesitant with my uncle."

A muscle in Marco's jaw tightened. "When this is over, I want everyone to remember you chose this."

"Oh, we'll remember," Valiant replied, rolling his shoulders. His burgundy coat slipped away, revealing a simple vest that left his arms bare. Blue markings swirled across his fur, pulsing faintly like a heartbeat.

Tam stepped forward. "By the old ways of the Undertow, this combat will decide both fate and freedom. No interference will be tolerated." He looked pointedly at Adom, then around the circle at the rest of the witnesses. "Begin when ready."

Valiant dropped to all fours, his back arching. His tail lashed behind him like a whip, leaving a trail of static in the air.

Marco circled slowly, hands loose at his sides. His face betrayed nothing, but Adom could see the calculation in his eyes. Measuring. Assessing. Searching for weaknesses.

Neither moved for three long heartbeats.

Then Marco lunged.

His speed was shocking. One moment he was five paces away, the next his hand slashed through the space where Valiant had been. The mouse had darted between his legs, spinning to face Marco's back.

Marco pivoted, a controlled turn that positioned him perfectly for a sweeping kick. Valiant leapt over it, landing on Marco's extended leg and racing up toward his torso. Marco slapped at him, but Valiant was already gone, jumping to the floor on the opposite side.

"Is this a fight or a game of tag?" Marco growled.

"I haven't decided yet," Valiant called, circling rapidly. "Maybe both?"

Marco feinted left, then swept right, herding Valiant toward the wall. The mouse darted to the side, but Marco anticipated the move. His hand slammed down, missing Valiant by inches.

"Getting closer," Valiant remarked, but Adom could hear a new tension in his voice.

Marco kept pressing, each movement more precise than the last. The initial flurry of attacks had been tests, mapping Valiant's patterns. Now he was getting serious.

Valiant seemed to realize it too. He stopped circling and braced himself, tiny paws spread wide. Blue light flickered between his claws.

"That's right," Marco said softly. "Show me what you've got, little monster."

Valiant's eyes narrowed. "You asked for it."

His paws came together with a sharp clap, and a bolt of electricity shot toward Marco. Marco dove aside, rolling back to his feet with surprising agility for someone his size. The bolt struck the wall behind him, leaving a scorch mark on the wood.

"That's new," Marco said, eyebrows raised. "Wangara's work?"

"Adom's, actually," Valiant replied, electricity crackling between his whiskers. "Bit of an upgrade."

He fired again, a rapid sequence of smaller bolts. Marco dodged most, but one caught his shoulder, making him hiss in pain. The smell of burned fabric filled the air.

"Stings, doesn't it?" Valiant grinned, showing tiny teeth. "That was just a taste."

Marco stopped circling and charged straight at him. Valiant fired bolt after bolt, but Marco moved with purpose now, ignoring the hits that landed as electricity scorched his clothes and skin.

Valiant backed up, his confidence faltering. "Stay back!"

"Make me," Marco growled.

He lunged, hands outstretched. Valiant darted away, barely avoiding capture. Marco's fingers grazed his tail, sending the mouse tumbling across the floor.

Valiant scrambled to his feet, paws raised defensively. A larger bolt shot from his claws, striking Marco square in the chest. Marco staggered but didn't fall. His shirt smoldered, revealing reddened skin beneath.

"That the best you've got?" Marco taunted, advancing again.

Adom felt a flash of concern. Valiant's electrical attacks were impressive, but recently acquired and Marco's endurance was greater than anticipated. If Marco managed to get his hands on him...

The fight continued, Marco relentlessly pursuing while Valiant darted about, firing bolts when he could. The air smelled of ozone and burned cloth. Marco's movements slowed, his body twitching occasionally from the accumulated shocks, but he didn't stop.

Valiant was tiring too. His movements became less fluid, his dodges cutting closer. The blue markings on his fur pulsed faster, more erratically.

Then it happened.

Marco feinted right, Valiant darted left, and Marco's hand snapped out with perfect timing. His fingers closed around Valiant's middle.

"Got you," he said, lifting the mouse to eye level.

Valiant struggled, electricity crackling across his body, but Marco just grimaced against the pain, tightening his grip.

"That tickles," Marco said through clenched teeth.

Adom moved instinctively, stepping forward. Thormund's massive arm blocked his path.

"No," Thormund said quietly. "This is the law. This is the Undertow way."

"He'll kill him," Adom hissed.

"Maybe," Thormund acknowledged. "Or maybe not. Watch."

In Marco's grip, Valiant thrashed wildly. His fur stood on end, sparks flying from every strand. Marco's hand must have been burning, but he didn't release his hold.

"I have to admit," Marco said, his voice strained but steady, "I expected more from Cisco's nephew. All that talk about following the old ways, and this is all you bring? Pathetic."

Valiant went still in his grasp. His eyes, ringed with electric blue, locked with Marco's.

"You want more?" he asked, his voice suddenly very quiet. "Fine."

Something changed in the air—a pressure, a charge that made the hairs on Adom's arms stand up. The blue markings on Valiant's fur brightened, going from gentle pulses to a steady, harsh glow.

"What are you—" Marco began.

Valiant screamed. Not in pain or fear, but in rage—a sound no mouse should have been able to make. Pure, unadulterated fury given voice.

Light erupted from his body. Not just sparks now, but jagged bolts of lightning that coiled around Marco's arm like hungry serpents. Marco's body went rigid, his back arching as electricity coursed through him. His mouth opened in a silent scream, eyes wide with shock.

Still, he didn't let go. His fingers remained locked around Valiant's body, either from determination or because the electricity had seized his muscles. Smoke rose from his sleeve as the fabric began to burn.

Valiant's scream continued, rising in pitch. The lightning intensified, spreading across Marco's chest, crawling up his neck. His hair stood on end, glowing with the same blue light that consumed Valiant.

Someone in the circle shouted in alarm. Others backed away, pressing against the walls. Even Thormund took a step back, his face grim.

"Should we stop it?" Tam asked, looking to Adom.

Adom didn't answer.

Marco's eyes found Adom's across the circle. For a moment—just a moment—there was recognition there. Understanding, even. Then his lips moved, forming words only Adom could see.

"This is all your fault."

Then the lightning consumed him completely.

A blinding flash filled the corridor, forcing everyone to shield their eyes. The sound was deafening—not just the crack of lightning, but a deeper boom that vibrated through the ship's timbers.

When Adom could see again, Marco was on his knees. His clothes were in tatters, smoking in places, completely burned away in others. His skin was full of branching red patterns, like a tree's roots spreading across his chest and up his neck.

His hand was empty.

Valiant stood before him, fur bristling with residual electricity. The blue markings pulsed slowly now, returning to their normal rhythm. He seemed smaller somehow, exhausted by the effort, but still standing.

Marco swayed on his knees, eyes unfocused. His mouth opened, closed, opened again. No sound came out. The branching patterns on his skin darkened from red to purple to black.

"That," Valiant said, his voice ragged, "was for my uncle."

Marco tried to reach for him, but his arm wouldn't respond properly. It jerked spasmodically, muscles twitching beneath burned skin. He managed to lift his head, looking past Valiant to where Adom stood.

Then he toppled forward, landing face-first on the deck with a dull thud. He didn't move again.

Silence fell over the corridor, broken only by the creaking of the ship and the distant sound of waves against the hull.

Valiant stood over Marco's body, chest heaving with each breath. The blue light in his fur had dimmed to almost nothing. He looked up at Adom, eyes haunted.

"Is he...?"

Adom stepped forward, kneeling beside Marco's body. He didn't need to check for a pulse. The smell of burned flesh told him enough. The branching patterns—Lichtenberg figures, they were called—had turned completely black, spreading across every visible inch of skin.

"Yes," he said simply. "It's over."

Valiant nodded, a small, jerky movement. Then his legs gave out, and he collapsed onto the deck beside his fallen opponent.

Tam rushed forward, carefully lifting the unconscious mouse. "He's breathing," he announced. "Just exhausted."

Thormund stepped up beside Adom, looking down at Marco's body. "By the old ways," he intoned formally, "judgment has been rendered. Let none dispute the outcome."

The others in the circle murmured agreement, the tension in the air finally beginning to dissipate.

It was done. Marco was dead. And with him, the last of resistance to the seat was removed.

*****

2 weeks later...


The last employees of the Crimson Scale filed out just before sundown.

No words had been spoken in the last few minutes. The heavy kind of silence had settled--the one that came with endings you didn't want to touch for fear they might shatter.

Tresh stood near the old banner as it was folded for the last time. Crimson fabric, gold edges. It had flown over three separate headquarters, five expansions, and nearly half a century of hard-fought deals.

She raised a hand to still the archivist, then took the cloth herself. Folded it slowly. Precisely.

Deroq's old desk was empty. His chair was gone. His name, scrubbed from the records. Tresh didn't speak his name aloud--not out of bitterness, but practicality. It was time to make space.

She turned to the dozen remaining officers and managers. None met her eyes for long.

"I built this guild to give merchants teeth," she said quietly. "We bit too many hands. And I forgot what it was like to simply enjoy the meal."

No one interrupted. Tresh had never needed a podium. She was the podium.

"I will not be rebuilding. There will be no rebranding. No vengeance. No rebirth."

A pause.

"But if any of you ever call yourselves former Crimson Scale, do it with your chest. We did damn good work."

She stepped down, banner tucked under one arm. Walked straight past the teary-eyed staff. No ceremony. No party.

It was done.

*****

"Where to, Madam Mavarin?" the driver asked as Tresh settled into the hired carriage.

She hesitated, her hands resting on the folded crimson banner in her lap. "The Wangara Guild warehouse first. I have a stop to make."

The driver nodded, snapping the reins. The carriage lurched forward, wheels clattering on cobblestones as they moved through the merchant district.

Through the window, Tresh watched the familiar streets slide past. She had walked these paths for decades, commanding respect with every step. Even now, she noted the nods of acknowledgment from passersby, the whispered conversations that followed in her wake.

The Wangara warehouse came into view as they rounded a corner—newly constructed, its pale stone gleaming in the afternoon sun. Workers moved around the entrance, loading crates onto wagons, checking manifests. In less than a week, Wangara would undoubtedly claim their seat in the House of Merchants. The seat that had once been hers.

Tresh stepped from the carriage, banner still tucked under her arm. Several workers paused as she approached, offering respectful nods. Her reputation might be tarnished, but years of commanding the Crimson Scale still carried weight.

Inside, she spotted Cassandra Drake speaking with an employee by a stack of crates. The young guildmaster looked up, surprise flickering across her face before her expression settled into careful neutrality.

"Madam Mavarin," Cass said, dismissing the worker with a nod. "This is... unexpected."

"I need a moment of your time," Tresh replied. "Privately."

Cass studied her briefly, then gestured toward a staircase. "My office is this way."

They climbed in silence, Tresh noting the efficient layout of the warehouse, the quality of the materials, the smooth operation below. The girl had built something impressive in a remarkably short time.

Cass's office was still being furnished—a few crates sat unopened against one wall, and the desk looked freshly polished. Through the window, the harbor was visible, ships coming and going like the tides of fortune.

"Please, sit," Cass offered, taking her own seat behind the desk.

Tresh settled across from her, the crimson banner resting in her lap. "I've officially dissolved the Crimson Scale Guild," she said without preamble.

"So I've heard," Cass replied carefully. "Your decision has been the talk of the district."

"I'm sure it has." Tresh's lips curved in a humorless smile. "Just as I'm sure you've heard about Marco's disappearance."

A flicker of something—caution, perhaps—crossed Cass's face. "I... do not know anyone named Marco. Though there are rumors of recent... fights."

"There always are." Tresh's fingers traced the golden embroidery of the banner. "I'm leaving Arkhos."

"Oh?" Cass leaned forward slightly. "Where will you go?"

"Ghilverin. I've purchased property there. A house with land."

"Retirement, then?"

Tresh met her gaze evenly. "Of a sort."

Silence settled between them—not uncomfortable, but weighted with things unsaid. Through the window, gulls wheeled and called, their cries carrying over the constant noise of the harbor.

"You played a good game," Tresh said finally. "But I want you to know something."

Cass didn't respond.

"I am furious."

Tresh's voice stayed low. "Not because you lied. Not because you tricked me. But because you knew I wouldn't crack. And so you didn't come for me. You came for what I loved."

She continued.

"You made me watch my guild unravel. You turned my deputy into a pariah, my reputation into ash, and the last decade of my life into a goddamn punchline."

She paused.

"And the worst part? It worked."

Silence.

Cass still didn't speak.

Then, after a breath, Tresh laughed.

It wasn't a long laugh. Just a short, bitter sound—like something she hadn't expected to come out of her own mouth.

Cass tilted her head slightly. "What's so funny?"

Tresh shook her head, smiling faintly now, not kindly.

"When I took this seat—forty-nine years ago—I did the same thing. Found an opening. Exploited a rift. Played patient. And when the time came, I made sure the guild ahead of me stumbled."

She looked toward the far window, like she was seeing a younger world.

"There was an old woman back then. A diviner mage. She told me, 'The one who replaces you will look like you did on the day you took this seat.'" Tresh glanced back at Cass. "I didn't believe her."

Another smile. "But she was right."

Cass finally responded, voice dry as bone: "Madam Mavarin. If you do not. mind me asking. How old are you?"

"I'm eighty-nire years old. Turning ninety next week."

"You look amazing for your age. I'd have sworn you were in your mid forties."

Tresh blinked. Then, deadpan: "My great-great-grandfather was half-elf."

"Ah," Cass said, nodding solemnly. "That explains it."

"Lucky," Tresh replied.

"Yes," Cass agreed.

Another pause. Then:

"I bought a place in Ghilverin. Near the forest. River view. I'm opening a teashop."

Cass blinked. "A teashop."

"Yes," Tresh said flatly. "I have twenty-seven blend recipes and two acres of herbal plants waiting to be planted."

Cass almost smiled. "You're not going to raise an army out there, are you?"

"Not unless the rabbits start unionizing."

Tresh stepped back, one hand resting over her chest in the old guild salute.

"Good luck, Guildmaster Drake. I suspect you won't need it—but take it anyway."

Cass returned the gesture.

As Tresh turned to leave, she paused at the door.

"I don't forgive you," she said softly. "But I respect you."

And then she was gone.

As the doors shut behind Tresh, the silence lingered a little too long.

Cass exhaled, slow and steady. Her posture didn't change, but something in her shoulders finally eased. She walked back to the table, sat down, and reached for her crystal.

Adom's voice came through, a little quieter than usual. "...She likes tea?"

Cass blinked. "Apparently."

A pause.

"...Damn," Adom muttered. "Now I feel bad for what we did."

Cass raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"Because tea lovers can't be bad, Cass. That's a rule. It's like… a universal law. You don't betray tea people."

Cass finally let herself smile. "You didn't betray her. You beat her."

"Still feels dirty," Adom said.

"Drink some tea. You'll feel better."

"...You think she'd ship us some blends?"

Cass chuckled. "Not in this lifetime."

"Figures," Adom sighed.











Cass's eyes drifted to the folded newspaper on the corner of her desk. She reached for it casually, unfolding it with one hand while still holding the communication crystal.

The headline caught her attention immediately. An unexpected laugh escaped her lips.

"What?" Adom asked through the crystal.

She shook her head, still smiling as she scanned the article. "You'll never believe what they're calling us in the papers now."

"What?"

"'The Wolf of Merchant District.'"

There was a moment of silence from Adom's end, then: "That's actually... kind of awesome."



























            

    
        Chapter 89. School Break

    
    
    
    
                

The Unicorn's tavern, an old establishment at the periphery of the merchant district was quiet, save for the occasional clink of tankards and the low murmur of hired blades negotiating contracts.

Jarl the Red—mercenary, adventurer, monster-slayer, twenty years in the field and three scars on his heart—sat back in his chair, arms folded. Across from him, the noble’s envoy looked confused.

“It’s a simple job,” the envoy said. “The target is young. Thirteen, maybe fourteen. Just a student from the Academy.”

Jarl’s expression didn’t change. But the tankard in his hand paused mid-air.

“Academy?” he repeated slowly.

“Yes. Some kind of duelist. He—”

Jarl stood up. Not fast, but with the heaviness of finality. The chair scraped across the wood.

“No.”

“What?” The envoy blinked. “Wait, you haven’t even heard the pay.”

“Don’t care if you offer me a duchy. You didn’t say a mage was involved.”

“He’s just a kid—”

“A student mage is still a mage,” Jarl snapped, voice low but hard. “You think their spells bounce off because they haven’t hit puberty?”

The envoy flinched. Jarl stepped closer, jabbing a calloused finger into the table.

“I’ve seen a twelve-year-old snap a man’s spine without moving from his chair. Saw a girl smile and make three men forget their own names.”

“This one’s not dangerous—”

“They’re all dangerous.”

He grabbed his coat, slinging it over one shoulder.

“If there’s a mage on the other side, I’m not your man. If there’s a mage on our side, I’m still not your man.”

“You’re overreacting.”

Jarl gave a tired, humorless smile.

“No, son. I’m still breathing. That’s what not overreacting looks like.”

And with that, he walked out.

The tavern door had barely swung closed behind Jarl when a voice spoke from the next table over.

“That old bastard’s gone soft.”

Kerrick leaned back in his chair, boots propped up, one eye watching the noble’s envoy. The other was covered by a leather patch—a souvenir from a chimera hunt. He grinned like someone who'd never bled the same way twice.

“I’ll take your job.”

The envoy hesitated. “You heard the details?”

“Heard enough. Student mage. Fourteen, maybe. I’ve put blades through worse. Give me half up front.”

“He’s… from Xerkes,” the envoy said carefully. “Top of his class.”

“Oh no,” Kerrick said, mock gasping. “Top of his class? At fourteen? Should I write my will now?”

He stood and dusted off his coat, grabbing the coin pouch tossed his way. As he strode past the barkeep, he muttered just loud enough for the room to hear:

“I'll be here tonight. Just send me the details. Don’t know what scares that old red-bearded coward so much. It’s not like the brat’s a warlock.”



 

 

*****

At the same time, at Xerkes....

 

The two mages stood fifteen paces apart in the academy's dueling circle, utterly still. Neither spoke. Neither blinked. A single maple leaf, caught in the breeze, drifted lazily between them, spinning in slow circles toward the ground.

 




Adom kept his breathing controlled, even. Around him, the world had transformed through the lens of [Flow Prediction]. Colors sharpened. Time seemed to stretch. The ambient sounds—students' whispers, distant footsteps in the hallway, even the rustle of that falling leaf—all faded to background noise.

What mattered was Karion.

The boy stood with his weight distributed perfectly, hands loose at his sides. Nothing in his posture revealed intent, but Adom wasn't watching his posture. He was watching the mana.

Threads of it coiled around Karion like luminous smoke, shifting in subtle patterns that most novice mages couldn't perceive. But Adom could. The concentration around Karion's right hand was thickening, densest around his index and middle fingers. The pattern suggested a precision casting. Likely a binding spell.

Karion's left eye twitched slightly. The mana around his hand pulsed.

Adom didn't move. Not yet. Let Karion think he hadn't noticed. Let him commit.

The leaf drifted lower, now between their eye levels.

Karion's fingers twitched almost imperceptibly. The mana patterns shifted. No longer concentrated on his fingers—now flowing toward his palm. A different spell. Adom adjusted his mental preparations without changing his expression.

He switched approaches. Force push, not binding. Trying to knock me off balance before his main attack.

Three countermoves formed in Adom's mind simultaneously, each branching into potential follow-ups depending on Karion's next action. He settled on the third option—the least expected.

The leaf touched the ground.

Karion struck.

Force erupted from his palm. A wave designed to send Adom stumbling backward, opening him to the second attack already forming in Karion's other hand.

Adom didn't resist. He leaned into it, letting the force carry him but controlling his momentum, turning what should have been an awkward stumble into a smooth backward glide.

Surprise flashed across Karion's face—just for an instant—as his opponent used the force push to create distance rather than losing balance.

Without pausing, Karion launched his second spell. A flash of orange light streaked toward Adom's chest—a stunning bolt, meant to temporarily lock his muscles.

Adom's left hand came up, fingers weaving through a quick counterspell. Not a shield—too energy-intensive. Instead, a narrow deflection field that bent the bolt's trajectory just enough to miss his chest, sending it harmlessly past his shoulder.

The entire exchange had taken less than a second.

Karion was already moving to his third attack, drawing in more mana. The patterns around his feet shifted—he was about to launch himself forward, closing the distance. Meanwhile, his hands were forming the complex gesture for a sensory disruption spell.

Clever, Adom thought. Rush in, blind me, then finish with a binding hold.

He'd need to counter both the rush and the spell simultaneously. Four potential responses flashed through his mind. He selected the most efficient.

Just as Karion pushed off, Adom slammed his foot down. A pulse of mana shot through the floor—not aiming for Karion directly, but for the space he would occupy in the next half-second.

Karion, already committed to his forward momentum, hit the mana-charged area. His sensory spell, half-formed, destabilized as Adom's counter interfered with its structure.

The older student stumbled—only slightly, but enough. His fourth attack, a quick binding sigil fired from his left hand, went wide as his balance shifted.

Adom didn't wait. He stepped forward, palm flat, and released a tightly controlled burst of force—not wild or overwhelming, but precisely aimed at Karion's center of mass.

Karion crossed his arms to block, reinforcing them with a hasty defensive shell. The shell held, but the impact still pushed him back several steps.

His fifth move came immediately—a sweeping gesture that pulled mana from the air into a pressurized wave, meant to crash into Adom from multiple angles.

Adom had anticipated this. Rather than trying to shield against all points, he concentrated his defense on his core, letting the wave crash against his extremities. It stung, but left his essential movement and casting capabilities intact.

As the wave dissipated, Karion rushed in again, this time with mana-enhanced speed. His sixth attack came as a direct physical strike—a palm thrust aimed at Adom's sternum, backed by a concussive spell that would detonate on contact.

Instead of blocking, Adom pivoted. The strike missed by millimeters. He grabbed Karion's extended wrist, using the older student's momentum against him while simultaneously releasing a disruptive pulse through the point of contact.

Karion's seventh attack died before it fully formed, the mana patterns around his free hand unraveling as the disruption spread through his system. He tried to pull away, but Adom maintained his grip, stepping in closer.

Karion's eighth attack was desperate—a wild surge of raw mana, unrefined but powerful, pushing outward from his entire body.

Adom had expected something like this. He channeled his own mana as a grounding current, letting Karion's energy flow through him and into the floor rather than fighting against it directly.

The surge faded, and Karion was left momentarily drained. He tried to back away, but his feet slid on the smooth stone floor.

His ninth attempt was a feint—a small flash spell meant to blind, followed immediately by his tenth attack: a sweeping leg meant to take Adom's feet out from under him.

Adom closed his eyes against the flash, relying on his mana sense rather than vision. He felt Karion's leg coming and jumped—not away, but forward and over the sweep.

As he landed, he thrust both palms forward in his second attack of the fight. Not a direct hit, but a shaped force that surrounded Karion like a collapsing bubble.

The boy tried to dispel it, hands moving through the pattern for a counter-compression spell—but Adom's third move interrupted him. A sharp tap to Karion's wrist, precisely where a key mana channel flowed, temporarily disrupting his casting ability.

For his fourth and final move, Adom simply shifted his weight and pushed. Without his mana properly flowing, Karion's balance failed him. He fell backward, and Adom followed him down, one hand pinning his shoulder, the other hovering over his chest, glowing with contained energy.

Five seconds had passed since the leaf touched the ground.

"I yield," Karion said, voice steady despite his position.


The classroom erupted. Students who'd been holding their breath suddenly exploded with exclamations, some jumping to their feet.

"Did you see that?""Five seconds! The whole thing was five seconds!"
"How did Sylla even see that attack coming?"

Adom extended his hand to Karion, who grasped it firmly. As he pulled the student to his feet, something shifted inside him—a sudden expansion, like a lake whose boundaries had just widened. A notification appeared in his field of vision:

[Your Mana Pool has Reached A New Threshold. Mana Pool: 950]

He blinked, momentarily distracted by the rush of energy flowing through his pathways. They felt wider somehow, more efficient. The power moved more smoothly now, with less resistance.

Usually, a mana pool expanded gradually—like bones growing, or hair lengthening. So subtle you'd never feel it happening until you measured it or someone pointed it out. But this was different. This was sudden. All at once.

An electric current swept through him, from fingertips to spine to the center of his chest where his core pulsed with new vitality. It wasn't painful—quite the opposite. A sort of euphoria washed over him, making his skin tingle and his mind sharpen. It felt like the moment after activating Fluid, but more intense, more... permanent. A sense that he could do anything, break any limit, weave any spell. The raw potential made his breath catch.

Professor Crowley approached, his footsteps heavy on the stone floor. He stopped abruptly, his eyes narrowing as he studied Adom.

"Mr. Sylla," he said quietly, "are you all right?"

Adom refocused, surprised by the question. "Yes, Professor. I'm fine."

Crowley's gaze remained fixed on him, assessing. "You just had a mana pool expansion spurt, didn't you? A breakthrough?"

The class had gone quiet, everyone listening. Adom hesitated, then nodded. "Yes, sir."

"Thought so. I felt the shift." Crowley's voice dropped lower. "What's your mana pool at now?"

Adom didn't hesitate. "About 500, sir."

It was a lie, but a necessary one. Nine hundred and fifty would raise too many questions, create too much attention. Five hundred was impressive for a thirteen-year-old but not unheard of. Most veteran mages capped around 890 after decades of training—which made his actual number probably second only to Eren now. Among the students of Xerkes.

Crowley nodded, seeming satisfied with the answer. "Good. Very good for your age." He turned to address the class, raising his voice. "Victory to Mr. Sylla. A clean win through tactical superiority and exceptional mana control."

He continued, "Five seconds. Ten attacking moves from Mr. Dimitri, four defensive-offensive combinations from Mr. Sylla. This is what efficient spellweaving looks like." He paused, eyes sweeping across the room.

"Mr. Dimitri," Crowley continued, "your sequential casting is improving. The transition between your force push and stunning bolt was nearly seamless. Work on your recovery time after an interrupted weave."

Karion nodded stiffly. "Yes, Professor."

"Mr. Sylla." Crowley fixed his gaze on Adom again. "Your initiative was exceptional. Most students wait to see what's coming before they counter. You predicted Mr. Dimitri's approach and prepared your response in advance." A rare half-smile flickered across the professor's face. "That's the difference between a reactive mage and a combat mage."

"Thank you, sir," Adom said, still adjusting to the new flow of mana through his system. It was hard to concentrate on Crowley's words when he could feel his pathways realigning, accommodating the increased capacity.

A murmur of conversation rose in the back of the room—students whispering, impressed, energized. Then someone chuckled louder than the rest.

Darian Vale.

"Good thing he’s on our side, huh?" Darian said, elbowing the boy next to him. "With speed like that, you could probably take out half a guard squad before they even draw their swords."

A ripple of laughter. Not mean-spirited, but cavalier.

Adom glanced up in time to catch it. Crowley had turned slightly, just enough for Adom to see the change in his face. The casual ease had vanished. Not anger. Not even disappointment.

Just... cold stillness.

Crowley let the room settle, the laughter die on its own. Then he spoke—not raising his voice, but ensuring every word was heard.

"Mr. Vale."

Darian straightened, still grinning faintly. “Just a joke, Professor.”

"Mm. A joke." Crowley nodded once. Then his voice sharpened. "Let me ask you something: do you know how long the average duel between trained mages lasts?"

Darian blinked. "Uh... not long?"

"Correct. Seven seconds. That’s with discipline. Among students like yourselves? A little more than fifteen seconds."

He let that hang, then swept his gaze across the room.

"Do you know why?"

No one answered.

"Because ninety to ninety-five percent of the fight doesn't happen out here" He tapped the side of his head. "It happens in here."

He let the words sink in for a few seconds, then continued.

"Visualizing spells. Tracking mana flows. Anticipating movement. Structuring counters. Every action you've seen today was already calculated before either mage moved. By the time you lift a hand, the fight’s already ended—in both your minds."

"The actual action?" He snapped his fingers. "That’s just the aftershock."

A few students shifted, some avoiding his eyes.

"That’s mage combat. Not explosions. Not drama. Thought. Precision. Execution."

He looked back at Darian.

"Now imagine you're not a mage. You're a guard. A shopkeeper. A mother. Non mages. They don’t see what we see. They don’t feel the tension in the air or the threads of mana coiling around a wrist. They see a mage lift a finger or just stare and someone fall. No warning. No context. Just a body hitting the floor."

Silence.

"To people like that, we’re not people. We’re storms in human skin. And when one of us treats that power like a joke, the whole world tightens the leash."

Crowley’s expression didn’t change—but something in his voice turned quiet.

"You will not joke about using your power on civilians. Not in my classroom. Not in the field. Not ever."

Darian swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

"Good."

He waited another beat—long enough for the message to settle.

The he checked his timepiece. "Now, before you all rush off, I have an announcement."

The class remained quiet.

"As you know, the standard academic break begins tomorrow—typically one week for students to explore the city or return home briefly." He cleared his throat. "However, due to the exceptional circumstances of this year, the details of which will be provided to you shortly by the headmaster, the academy has decided to extend the break to two full weeks."

A moment of stunned silence followed, then the classroom erupted again—louder than before. Students high-fived each other, some already making plans aloud. Two entire weeks of freedom was unprecedented.

"Two weeks!""Are you serious?"
"Tavern crawl! Every night!"
"I can finally visit my sister in Westhollow!"

Crowley, who normally would have silenced such outbursts immediately, simply watched with a raised eyebrow. After a few moments, he raised his hand, and the noise gradually subsided.

"I expect," he said, his voice carrying easily across the room, "that you will all use this time productively. Combat magic is not practiced solely in classrooms."

With that cryptic statement, he gestured toward the door. "Dismissed. Enjoy your break."

The students needed no further encouragement. They rushed for the exit, their excited chatter filling the hallway.

Adom stayed behind a moment, feeling the new power settling into his system. His mana pool wasn't just larger—it felt different somehow. More responsive. Like his body was becoming a better conductor for the energy.

It was hard to say his body was really human anymore, with how rapidly it was evolving. His mana channels were developing at an accelerated rate, and the pool itself kept expanding. At this pace, he'd break 1000 before the month was out.

Considering a circle formed around the core once it reached 1500...

"Mr. Sylla," Crowley called, "do be careful out there."

Adom nodded, wondering if the combat instructor somehow knew more than he was letting on.

"Always, Professor."




Adom had just cleared the classroom door when someone caught him from the side. Sam's arm locked around his neck, playful but firm, trying to drag him down.

"Gotcha!"

Adom could have resisted but he let himself be pulled down, laughing.

"Seriously? In the hallway?"

Perched atop Sam's unruly hair, Zuni chittered excitedly.

"So?" Sam murmured, keeping his voice low enough that passing students couldn't hear. "How much? 890? 900?" His eyes widened. "Did you pass the 1000 cap?!"

Adom broke free from the headlock, straightening his uniform. "I'll tell you later. At the dorm."

"You did, didn't you? I knew it! The way you moved against Karion, I tho— Ouch!"

The quillick shuffled along Sam's head, his tiny claws gripping strands of hair for balance.

"Not here," Adom insisted.

They were about to head for the exit when a voice cut through the hallway chatter, stopping Adom mid-step.

"Adom Sylla."

The boys turned at the sound of his name.











Standing a few feet away was Naia, her red skin making her stand out among the throng of students rushing past. She was smiling, one hand resting casually on her hip.

"There you are," she said, approaching them. Her eyes fixed on Adom, then shifted to Sam, and finally to the small creature perched on his head. "And hello to you too, little one."

Zuni chirped back, his quills rising slightly in what seemed like excitement.

"Hey Naia," Adom said.

"Hello," Sam added, straightening his posture slightly. "I don't think we've been properly introduced. I'm Sam. Harbinsky." He extended his hand.

"Naia Lazarai," she replied, taking his hand with a firm grip. "I've seen you in Elemental Applications. Your fire containment technique is unusual."

Sam's eyebrows rose. "You noticed that?"

"I notice everything fire-related," she said with a small smile that revealed the tips of her fangs.

Adom watched this exchange with mild surprise. Making friends had never been his strong suit—not in his previous life of illness and isolation, and not now, despite his second chance.

He'd kept his circle deliberately small: Sam was his constant companion, and he'd grown closer to a handful of others like Eren, Mia, and to some extent Gus and Karion as well as the guys from the Combat Athletic Club. Beyond that, he maintained a polite distance from most people.

The past few weeks had made his social circle even smaller. Between establishing the Wangara Guild with Cass and his training regimen, he barely spent time at the academy outside of classes. He'd arrive just before lectures began and leave the moment they ended.

"I've been meaning to speak with you," Naia said, her tail flicking slightly behind her. "Both of you, actually."

"Me?" Sam asked, pointing to himself.

Naia chuckled. "Of course you. You're not just Adom's shadow, are you?"

Sam laughed. "Depends on who you ask."

"What did you want to talk about?" Adom asked, glancing toward the exit.

"I was wondering what you two have planned for the break," she said. "Specifically, three days from now."

Adom and Sam exchanged glances.

"Nothing specific," Sam replied. "Probably just exploring the city, maybe testing a few new spell modifications."

Adom remained silent. The truth was, he'd planned to train. And then train some more. His body was still adjusting to his expanded mana pool, and he wanted to explore its limits in a controlled environment. After decades of illness in his previous life, he considered his healthy, capable body a blessing he refused to take for granted.

The sensation of raw power flowing through his pathways was still new—intoxicating even. He needed to understand it, control it, master it.

"Nothing," Adom finally said. "Why?"

Naia's eyes brightened. "Perfect. That means you're both free."

"Free for what?" Sam asked, sounding both curious and slightly wary.

"My parents are hosting a gathering at our residence," she said. "Nothing formal—just a day to relax, eat good food, and get to know each other better."

Sam blinked. "Your parents want to meet us?"

"My father is curious about Academy students," she said with a shrug. "Especially after I told him about our duel." She looked at Adom. "And my brother is visiting from the homeland. He's quite interested in meeting mainland mages."

"Your brother?" Adom asked.

"Kiran. He's two years older than me and infinitely more annoying," she said. "He's studying traditional Tirajin combat arts."

Adom wasn't sure what to make of this invitation. A casual gathering at a diplomat's home seemed like something people with normal social lives did. Not something that usually involved him.

"I don't know," he said hesitantly. "I had some training planned—"

"You can train anytime," Naia interrupted. "How often do you get to experience authentic Tirajin hospitality? Or taste food that literally changes color as you eat it?"

"Changes color?" Sam repeated, clearly intrigued.

"Among other things." Her tail swished once in what might have been amusement. "We have different cultural expectations around meals. My mother would be disappointed if at least three dishes didn't temporarily alter your perception of reality."

Adom stared at her, trying to determine if she was joking.

She wasn't.

"Is that... safe?" Sam asked.

"Perfectly safe for humans," she assured him. "A mild euphoria at most. Nothing that would interfere with your mana control."

Adom considered the invitation. Part of him—the part that had spent decades as a recluse in his previous life—wanted to politely decline and stick to his training schedule. But another part was curious. The Tirajin were rare visitors to the Empire. Their culture, their magic, their traditions—all were largely unknown except through secondhand accounts.

And despite his initial reservations, he found Naia... interesting. Direct. Observant. Unapologetic about her differences.

"Will there be other people there?" he asked.

"Just family," she replied. "My father prefers to keep official diplomatic functions separate from personal gatherings. He says it keeps the political masks from sticking to our faces permanently." She smiled. "His words, not mine."

Zuni chirped loudly from atop Sam's head, bouncing slightly.

"Yes, you're invited too," Naia said to the quillick. "My mother would be delighted to meet you. She has a fondness for magical creatures."

Sam looked at Adom, clearly waiting for his decision. The excitement in his friend's eyes was obvious—this was the kind of opportunity most Academy students would jump at.

Adom sighed inwardly. Maybe the Tirajin were naturally this sociable. Or maybe he was just naturally unsociable. Probably both.

"Alright," he said finally. "We'll come."

Naia's smile widened, revealing more of her fangs. "Excellent! Our residence is in the Diplomatic Quarter, the building with the red stone archway. Three days from now, around midday."

"We'll be there," Sam confirmed, barely containing his enthusiasm. Zuni chittered happily.

"Good." Naia nodded, satisfied. "Wear comfortable clothes. Nothing formal." She started to walk away, then turned back. "Oh, and don't eat breakfast. Trust me on this."

With that cryptic advice, she continued down the hallway, her tall figure easily visible even as she disappeared into the crowd.

"Well," Sam said after she was gone, "that was unexpected."

"Yes," Adom agreed, watching the space where she'd been. "It was."

"A diplomat's home," Sam mused. "With actual Tirajin food. Do you realize how rare this opportunity is? Most people never even see a Tirajin in person, let alone get invited to their home."

"I know," Adom said. "That's what worries me."

"What do you mean?"

Adom shrugged. "People don't usually invite me places without a reason."

"Maybe she just wants to be friends," Sam suggested. When Adom gave him a skeptical look, he added, "Not everyone has an ulterior motive, you know. Sometimes people just like other people."

"Maybe," Adom conceded, though he didn't sound convinced.

They started walking toward the exit again, Zuni still chirping occasionally from his perch on Sam's head.

"So," Sam said after a moment, lowering his voice, "about that mana pool expansion..."

























            

    
        Chapter 90. Well, This Is Awkward

    
    
    
    
                Flight, among mages, was a surprisingly uncommon activity.

Not because they lack the capability—most competent spellweavers could manage some form of aerial locomotion—but because humans fundamentally weren't designed to be airborne. Something deep in the ancient brain recognizes the wrongness of a human body suspended hundreds of feet above hard ground with nothing but invisible forces keeping it aloft.

If humans were meant to fly, they'd have wings. But humans, of course, have never been particularly good at accepting the limitations nature imposed on them.

Adom Sylla hated flying. This wasn't breaking news.

Air filled your ears and mouth, stinging your eyes if you weren't prepared. Visibility became compromised as tears blurred your vision. And if you happened to have a fear of heights? Well, tough luck.

But since his return, Adom had found himself airborne on multiple occasions—none of them pleasant. Given his life's trajectory, more such "opportunities" seemed inevitable. So might as well get used to it.

He stood at the edge of Braydon's Cliff, trying very deliberately not to look down at the jagged rocks and frothing water three hundred feet below. The wind tugged at his clothing, almost playfully. Behind him stretched the empty field he'd crossed to reach this point, deliberately chosen for its isolation.

He'd done considerable research on flying options.

Enchanted brooms were popular among professional aerial mages, but Adom couldn't fathom who had decided that sitting astride a narrow wooden handle for hours was a good idea. The chafing alone was enough reason to seek alternatives.

Despite this obvious design flaw, brooms remained the standard because they were relatively cheap to enchant, easy to disguise in urban settings, and had centuries of established spellwork behind them. Tradition, as with many things in the world, often trumped comfort or common sense.

Some mages also opted for full transformation, taking on the forms of birds or bats. But the process was slow, painful, and severely limited spellweaving capabilities. A raven couldn't form proper spells with its wings, and maintaining concentration through the disorientation of having an entirely different body structure was its own challenge.

That left elemental propulsion. Wind, in Adom's assessment, was the most efficient method. It required less mana than gravity manipulation and offered better control than fire's explosive bursts.

A few days ago, maintaining a [Wind Lift] powerful enough for sustained flight would have rapidly depleted his reserves. But that was before his mana pool had expanded to 950. Now, he could theoretically cover hundreds of miles without significant strain.

Theoretically.

"I really don't think this is a good idea," Sam's voice crackled through the communication crystal tucked in Adom's pocket.

"I've done it before," Adom replied, adjusting the thin mask covering the lower half of his face. "In the dungeon, remember?"

"You were kind of forced to. Is that not what you told m- Hey! Zuni! Don't touch my chocolate bar!"

"Which is why I'm practicing." Adom replied, ignoring the ongoing battle between Sam and Zuni back at the academy. "I need to stop being afraid of heights."

He tapped the frame of his glasses, activating the enchantment that transformed them into sealed goggles. Elegant little things, custom-made by the same lady who imbedded Riddler's Bane into them initially.

The ear issue had been trickier to solve. Stuffing cotton in them would block the wind but also Sam's voice through the crystal. Eventually, he'd settled on runebound earplugs that produced a thin membrane of hardened air—a miniature shield spell modified to fit his ear canal perfectly while still allowing sound through.





"The rune should sustain itself for at least two hours with minimal mana drain," Adom continued, focusing on the technical details rather than the drop before him. "The air current will form a cushion first, then propulsion vectors."

"You mean if it works," Sam muttered.

"When it works."

"This is your second day testing this! Most mages practice for months before attempting real flight!"

"Most mages didn't spend forty years memorizing spell theory before they were thirteen."

The wind picked up, almost as if responding to his words. Adom shifted his weight slightly, maintaining his balance on the cliff edge. Below, waves crashed against the rocks in a rhythm as old as the world.

He began the preliminary weave, fingers tracing invisible patterns in the air. Mana flowed through his pathways, pooling in his palms.

What made flight spells particularly challenging was their composite nature. A true flight spell wasn't merely a single spell but rather several distinct effects woven together into a seamless whole—a discipline known as spell integration.

Most mages worked with individual spells sequentially, but at high speeds or during complex maneuvers, this approach became impractical. You couldn't pause mid-air to cast a new spell when you needed to adjust course immediately.

Spell integration was the art of combining multiple effects into a single casting—in this case, lift, directional control, stability, and wind shielding all functioning as one unified pattern. The difficulty wasn't just in memorizing complex patterns but in maintaining the delicate balance between competing elements. Push too much mana into lift, and your directional control suffered. Strengthen your wind shield, and stability might falter.

It was the same principle applied in multi-function runes and advanced enchantment matrices—the optimization of magical efficiency through unified design rather than layered effects. The Academy taught the basics, but true mastery typically took decades of dedicated practice.

Decades a certain regressor did not waste.

"You're absolutely sure about the spell structure?" Sam asked for perhaps the eighteenth time since they'd started.

"Yes. Triple-checked against Venturi's Aerial Dynamics and cross-referenced with Magellan's Wind Manipulation Principles."

"And you have a recovery procedure if it fails?"

"Weave it again, very quickly."

"That's not a recovery procedure! That's a desperate hope!"

Zuni chirped. From the crystal, and without seeing the quillick, it was harder to know what he really meant.

But, oh well.

"I'm going now," Adom said, rolling his shoulders to loosen them. He took a deep breath, reciting the mantra he'd prepared: Focus on the air, not the height. Direction, not distance. Control, not speed.

"Wait! Just run through the sequence one more—"

Adom jumped.

For one terrible moment, there was nothing but the rush of air and the sickening lurch in his stomach as gravity claimed him. His body dropped like the thoroughly non-aerodynamic object it was.

"WEAVE IT!" Sam's voice shrieked. "WEAVE IT NOW!"

Adom's hands moved through the pattern, fingers weaving the complex spell for [Sustained Wind Lift]. His mana surged, flooding into the air around him.

Nothing happened.

He'd fallen perhaps thirty feet now, picking up speed. The cliff face blurred past him, the wind tearing at his clothes.

"ADO–"

FWOOSH.

The air beneath him suddenly solidified, catching his body like an invisible cushion before propelling him upward. The abrupt change in direction knocked the breath from his lungs as he shot skyward, overshooting his intended altitude by at least seventy feet.

"Too much!" he gasped, frantically adjusting the weave to decrease power.

His ascent slowed, then stabilized. He hung in the air, body trembling slightly from the surge of adrenaline, about a hundred and fifty feet above the cliff edge.

"Are you okay?" Sam demanded. "Say something!"

"I'm fine," Adom managed, his voice steadier than he felt. "Just... calibrating."

The sensation was distinctly unnatural—his body suspended with nothing visible supporting it. The wind still buffeted him, but the spell created a partial boundary layer that reduced its impact. It was like floating in water, except the water was made of air and there was absolutely nothing stopping him from plummeting to his death except his concentration.

Cautiously, he leaned forward. The spell responded, carrying him in that direction. He leaned back, and his movement reversed. Left, right—his body followed his intent, the wind currents adjusting to support his weight and direction.

"It's working," he reported, carefully executing a slow turn. "Maneuverability is good. Spell drain is minimal."

"Great," Sam replied, audibly relieved. "Now please come back to solid ground."

"Not yet. I need to practice actual travel."

He leaned forward more deliberately, directing the wind to push him along a horizontal path parallel to the coastline. His speed increased gradually until he was moving at a decent clip—perhaps twenty miles per hour.

It wasn't comfortable. The wind still found ways past his defenses, chilling his exposed skin. His stomach continued to register objections to the entire endeavor. And the primal part of his brain kept insisting he was going to fall to his death at any moment.

But it was working.

"Day two of flying," he murmured, making a mental note. "Still hate it. Marginally less terrifying than yesterday."

"Progress is progress," Sam replied cheerfully.

Adom executed another turn, this time more sharply, testing the spell's responsiveness. He wobbled dangerously for a moment before stabilizing.

"I think I'm getting the hang of— Whoa!"

A sudden gust of natural wind caught him from the side, sending him into an uncontrolled spin. The spell faltered as his concentration broke.

He dropped twenty feet before frantically reasserting control, his heart pounding against his ribs.

"That's it," Sam declared. "Come down now."

Adom didn't argue. He'd pushed his luck far enough for one day. He turned back toward the cliff, maintaining a cautious speed.

"You know," he said after a moment, "I think I understand why more mages don't fly regularly."

"Because it's completely insane and terrifying?"

"Pretty much."

But he was doing it anyway. Because someday, he might need to. And Adom Sylla didn't believe in being unprepared.

He glided back toward the cliff, adjusting his altitude to arrive slightly above the edge. The landing would be the tricky part—controlling the deceleration so he didn't slam into the ground.

"Approaching landing point," he reported. "Reducing speed."

"Remember, gentle on the deceleration," Sam advised. "Like stepping off a slow-moving boat."

"I know, I know."










Adom gradually decreased the forward propulsion while maintaining the lift. The cliff edge approached at a manageable pace. Ten feet out, he began to lower his altitude, aiming to touch down about five feet from the edge.

Then another gust of wind caught him—just as he was transitioning from flight to landing.

The spell wavered. For a heart-stopping moment, he felt himself dropping too quickly. Instinctively, he poured more mana into the lift component—

And overcompensated.

He shot upward again, fifteen feet into the air, before frantically adjusting the weave. The result was an ungraceful bouncing motion, like a ball losing momentum, before he finally touched down on solid ground.

The moment his feet contacted earth, Adom released the spell and dropped to his knees, breathing hard.

"And he sticks the landing!" Sam cheered through the crystal. "Sort of. In a manner of speaking."

"Shut up," Adom gasped, but there was no heat in it.

He took a moment to regain his composure, then pushed himself upright. Instead of heading back as planned, he turned to look out across the ocean, toward the hazy outline of a small island in the distance.

"Changing the plan," Adom announced, rolling his shoulders.

"What? What do you mean changing the—Adom, no. No."

"I need to test distance flying."

"We agreed on short flights for the first week!"

Adom reactivated the goggles feature on his glasses. "It's only four miles to Kim's island. Perfect practice distance. Plus I was going there today anyway."

"Four miles? Over open ocean? Are you insane?"

"Probably," Adom admitted, beginning the weave again. "But I need to know if I can make it."

"If you fall in the middle—"

"Then I'll get wet. I can swim."

"In those clothes? With that equipment?"

"Everything important is in my inventory. Besides, I promised Professor Kim I'd visit. Brought him those tea blends he likes."

Before Sam could protest further, Adom stepped off the cliff again. This time, his weave was ready before he jumped—the wind catching him immediately, no heart-stopping drop.

He leaned forward, picking up speed as he angled toward the distant island. Behind him, the cliff receded. Below, the ocean stretched out in endless blue.

"I can't believe you're doing this," Sam grumbled.

The flight across open water was simultaneously more and less terrifying than flying over land. On one hand, a fall would mean only a dunking rather than a splattering. On the other, the endless expanse of ocean beneath him emphasized just how unnatural his position was.

He maintained a steady pace, focusing on the island growing steadily larger ahead. The mountain at its center rose sharply from the water, with dense forest covering its lower slopes. Near the peak, just below the tree line, sat a single small structure—Professor Kim's retreat.

Twenty minutes later, Adom approached the island, beginning his deceleration. The landing would be trickier here—the mountain offered few flat surfaces, and the clearing around Kim's house was small.

"I see the house," he reported to Sam. "Beginning approach pattern."

"Remember what happened last time."

"I've got it."

He circled once, studying the terrain, then committed to his landing trajectory. This time, he decreased power more gradually, keeping extra mana ready to compensate for any unexpected gusts.

The landing wasn't graceful, but it was controlled—a stumbling few steps as his feet touched down, then stability as he dismissed the spell.

"I've arrived," he announced, slightly out of breath but unable to keep the satisfaction from his voice.

"Without dying. Congratulations." Sam's relief was evident despite his sarcastic tone. "That's actually impressive. Four miles on your second day."

"Thanks for monitoring."

"Next time give me more warning before you decide to cross open ocean."

"Will do. I'll call you when I'm heading back."

"Be careful. And say hi to Professor Kim for me."

"I will. Talk later."

Adom disconnected the communication crystal, returning it to his pocket. He took a moment to catch his breath and let his racing heart settle, looking out over the spectacular view. From this height, the coastline was visible in the distance, the cliffs a thin line against the horizon.

He retrieved the basket from his inventory—carefully packed with fruit, sweets, biscuits, and three packages of imported tea blends—and approached the small stone house.

The structure was simple but sturdy, built to withstand the island's frequent storms. A thin curl of smoke rose from the chimney, suggesting the professor was home. Guards were supposed to be here as well, and yet...

Adom knocked firmly on the wooden door.

From inside came the sound of movement, then a woman's voice called out, "Coming!"

Adom frowned.

Footsteps approached, and the door swung open.

Instead of Professor Kim's familiar rumpled appearance, Adom found himself face to face with Vex—one of the Iron Wolves, her look unmistakable even with her hair pulled back in a casual style he'd never seen before.

"Oh?" she said, eyebrows rising. "Isn't it the Commander's little boy?"

"Vex?" Adom managed, too shocked to form a more coherent response.

Before either could say more, hurried footsteps sounded from inside the house, and Professor Kim appeared behind her, his face flushed red. His shirt was half-buttoned, spectacles slightly askew, and hair more disheveled than usual—which was saying something.

"Adom!" he exclaimed, eyes widening. "Is it already midday? Goodness!" He glanced at the window as if the sun might have shifted position while he wasn't looking.

Adom stood frozen at the doorway, basket in hand, unable to stop frowning as he looked from Vex to Professor Kim and back again. These were two adults. Consenting, he hoped. For Kim's sake. So there was nothing to disapprove of really. But still.

What the hell?

"Well, this is awkward," Vex said, leaning against the doorframe with a lazy smile. She'd traded her usual Iron Wolves uniform for a simple linen shirt that hung loosely on her athletic frame. "Aren't you going to say hello, little runt?"

Kim cleared his throat, fumbling with his shirt buttons. "Enter, my boy, come in! Don't just stand there letting the draft in."

Vex stepped aside, allowing Adom to pass. "I missed your cute little face," she said, reaching out to ruffle his hair as he walked by. "Still playing at being a proper student, I see."

"Hello, Vex," Adom finally managed, ducking away from her hand. "I thought you were with the rest of the Iron Wolves in the north."

"Took a leave to visit my lover," she replied, shutting the door behind him. "Any objections?"

Kim made a strangled noise from where he was hastily rearranging some books. "Vex, please."

"What?" she laughed. "He looks like a kid but isn't as oblivious as one. No need to be so worried." She winked at Adom. "We're doing nothing wrong. Just two adults enjoying each other's company."

Adom shrugged, trying to appear more comfortable than he felt.

The inside of the cottage was surprisingly spacious—clearly expanded by magic well beyond its external dimensions. Bookshelves lined the walls, piled haphazardly with texts, scrolls, and loose papers. The main room featured a comfortable-looking sitting area, a small kitchen space, and a writing desk buried under more books.

And in the corner, an unusual piece of furniture caught his eye. A sort of chair, but with an odd arrangement of cushions and adjustable parts that made no logical sense for normal sitting.

Something about it seemed vaguely familiar, like a memory just out of reach. Had he seen something like this in his previous life? The curved support, those adjustable straps, the peculiar angle of the seat...

Slowly, the dots connected in his mind. Wasn't this similar to those specialized furniture pieces designed for intimate—

"EYES!" Kim shouted suddenly, his hands flying through a hasty weave. A curtain materialized from nowhere, dropping over the strange chair. "Cover your eyes, boy!"

"Oops," Vex said, not sounding remotely apologetic.

Adom couldn't help but chuckle, deciding to just let it go. They owed him no explanation, after all.

"I love magic," he said, looking around at the expanded interior. "The space manipulation here is impressive, Professor."

"Yes, well," Kim adjusted his spectacles, clearly relieved by the change of subject. "Simple dimensional folding, really. Nothing complicated. Just a matter of creating a localized pocket where space can expand without affecting the external structure."

"Nothing complicated, he says," Vex muttered, taking the basket from Adom's hands. "Oh, you brought the good stuff. Blackleaf tea! And those little honey biscuits from Gerri's shop."

"The professor mentioned he was running low, in his letter," Adom said, taking a seat in one of the normal chairs near the fireplace.

Kim bustled over to the kitchen area, eager for distraction. "I'll prepare some tea. You must be tired after your journey. Did you take the ferry?"

"No," Adom replied. "I flew."

Both adults stopped what they were doing and stared at him.

"You flew?" Kim asked, adjusting his spectacles. "As in, on a mount? Or a broom?"

"Wind weave," Adom said. "Still practicing, but it got me here."

Vex whistled low. "Four miles over open water? Not bad, runt. Not bad at all."

"Weren't you supposed to come around midday?" Kim asked, setting a kettle on the stove.

"Ah... yes, I just thought I'd come earlier, since I was already flying near your place and all..." Adom said apologetically.

Kim glanced at the clock on the wall and winced. "It is alright. It's almost midday anyway. I must have lost track of time."

"I wonder how," Vex purred, sliding behind him to wrap her arms around his waist. The professor turned bright red, nearly dropping the teapot.

"Vex, please," he hissed. "We have a guest."

"Fine, fine," she said, releasing him with a dramatic sigh. She flopped into a chair across from Adom. "So, how's the Commander's favorite project coming along? Learning lots of useful things at the Academy?"

Adom raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't aware I was his favorite project."

"Oh please. The man practically adores you." She leaned forward, hair falling over one eye. "Though I can't blame him. You've got potential. And that merchant guild you built with the communication crystals and all? Impressive. Your father has been bragging about you non stop."

"How are you doing, Vex?" Adom asked, deliberately changing the subject.

"Oh, you know. Killing things. Protecting idiots. Standard Iron Wolf duties." She stretched, catlike. "Command gets boring sometimes. Hence the... vacation."

Kim returned with the tea tray, setting it down between them. "The tea should steep for precisely four minutes," he said, with the seriousness of someone discussing explosive materials.

"How's your research going, Professor?" Adom asked.

Kim's face lit up. "Ah! I've made significant progress on that new thing. The isolation here has been tremendously helpful for concentration."

"When he actually concentrates on work," Vex added with a smirk.

"Speaking of isolation," Adom said, looking around. "Where are the guards? I thought they assigned a security detail here."

"Oh, them." Vex waved dismissively. "I sent them on a patrol of the island perimeter. Told them I'd handle security personally until midday."

"So I ruined your alone time," Adom concluded.

"Pretty much," she confirmed cheerfully.

"Sorry about that."

"I'm not," Kim interjected, pouring the tea. "Your timing is actually quite fortuitous. Any longer and I might not have survived."

Vex threw her head back and laughed. "Don't pretend you don't enjoy it, Professor."

"I never said I didn't enjoy it. I said I might not survive it."

Adom sipped his tea, watching their easy banter with a mixture of amusement and discomfort. It was strange to think that in the original timeline, these two would never have met. Kim's retrieval operation eight months ago—the one where Adom's interference had altered events—was what had brought Vex into the professor's life. One small change in the timeline, and now here they were.

What if they actually stayed together? What if they had children someday? Little bookworms running around quoting theoretical texts while wielding daggers. Would those lives exist only because he'd changed history?

Life was strange.

Adom set his teacup down. Pleasant as this unexpected reunion was, he was clearly intruding on something. And given Kim's letter had mentioned urgency...

"So," he said, cutting to the chase, "your letter said there was something urgent we needed to discuss, Professor. That's why I came, actually. You asked me to visit two days ago, right after school break started."

Kim blinked, teacup halfway to his lips. "Oh! Right. Yes, of course." He set the cup down a bit too quickly, spilling tea onto the saucer. "With everything happening, I nearly forgot."

"Is everything alright?" Adom asked, eyebrows raised. "Because quite frankly, everything here seems..." he glanced between the two of them, "more than alright."

Vex snorted into her tea.

"It's about Gale," Kim said, lowering his voice slightly. "Are you aware he's woken up from his coma?"

Adom stiffened. "No. I didn't know that."

"A week ago," Kim confirmed, leaning forward. "Word hasn't spread widely yet."

"Can't believe he got murked by a kid like you," Vex interjected, helping herself to another biscuit. "Your fists must pack more terror than they look. Impressive, really."

"It wasn't—" Adom began, then stopped. "Why is that a problem, anyway? Him waking up, I mean."

Kim glanced at Vex, who nodded slightly.

"Because certain people loyal to the crown prince are making moves," Kim explained, his voice dropping further. "Under the table, several have been identified and apprehended, but..."

"Still," Adom frowned, "what am I supposed to do with this information?"

Kim removed his spectacles, polishing them nervously on his sleeve. "They caught a man. An infiltrator. He confessed to corrupting officials at the adventurers' exam—paying them to look the other way if you were to be attacked by monsters or... other parties."

"Fanatics," Vex added, all humor gone from her voice. "Who believe anyone involved in the prince's capture is an enemy of the nation. And you, my little friend, are very publicly involved."

Adom absorbed this in silence for a moment. "Where did you get this information, Professor?"

"I'm in regular contact with Headmaster Merris," Kim replied. "He keeps me updated on matters concerning the Magisterium and the prince's situation." He replaced his spectacles, pushing them up his nose. "The trial is being pushed back a few more months. There are suspicions of agents planning to extract both Gale and the prince."

"Nothing confirmed yet," Vex added. "But enough smoke to suggest fire."

"They've already put a price on my head," Kim said with a weak smile. "And I suppose they might do the same for you, though that's not confirmed."

"I see," Adom said, connecting dots. "This explains the dungeon incident during my exam. Why I didn't see any examiners when those gankers attacked."

"Precisely," Kim nodded. "Someone arranged for you to have an... accident."

Vex reached for the teapot, refilling her cup with deliberate calm. "Part of why I came to visit dear little Amadeus here—" she patted Kim's knee, ignoring his wince at the nickname, "—was to ensure his safety. Two birds, one stone. Pleasure and duty combined."

Adom chose to ignore the last part entirely.

"There are already guards," Kim nodded. "Though I suspect my Vex could handle most threats single-handedly."

"Most?" Vex raised an eyebrow.

"All," Kim corrected quickly.

She grinned, satisfied, then turned her attention back to Adom. "The good news is these loyalists aren't particularly powerful. Just a few minor noble houses, not backed by the Farmus Empire or any major players."

"The people they've employed aren't elite assassins," Kim added. "Still dangerous, of course, but not... well..."

"Not people who would worry someone like me," Vex finished for him. "But you should still be careful, kid. Even amateur killers get lucky sometimes."

Adom nodded slowly. "I'll heed your warning, Professor. I've been working on some defensive measures anyway."

"Good," Kim said. "Better safe than sorry. We just wanted you to be aware of the situation."

"I appreciate it." Adom picked up his tea again. "Though I admit, it's not how I expected to spend my school break."

"At least you're not bored," Vex offered with a grin.

"There's that," Adom agreed dryly.

*****

Adom stared at the ceiling of his room, completely awake despite the late hour. Zuni was curled up on his chest, tiny body rising and falling with each breath. Sam's soft snores drifted from the other bed, oddly reassuring in their steady rhythm.

Sleep refused to come. His mind kept circling back to the day's news.

Dragon's Breath.

He'd tried not to think about it too much. That strategy had worked so far, but tonight, alone with his thoughts, he couldn't escape it. The world seemed hellbent on self-destruction. How could they not see how much this would affect everyone?

After the wars caused by Dragon's Breath, the world would be too weak—left in a state where it couldn't defend itself against the coming World Dungeon. The chain reaction had already started, little dungeon breaks all over the world that most people dismissed as isolated incidents.

There wasn't much Adom could do about that. But what he could do was make sure the world would be ready to face what came next. That nations were strong enough, and united, against the common enemy. Monsters pouring out from everywhere, chaos consuming the world.

It could all be prevented if only these idiots would stop fighting each other for supremacy and actually work together for the betterment of all.

I need to get stronger faster. Become the Archmage sooner. Have enough influence to change things before it is too late.

That thought provided a small comfort, enough that his eyes finally grew heavy. Adom drifted off, Zuni's warmth a small anchor against his chest.

He didn't know how long he'd been unconscious when the noise began. Not exactly a sound—more like the absence of sound. A silence so complete it had presence.

Adom opened his eyes.

He was floating.

The cave again. The one with the apple tree. Only now, the fruits had stopped being golden. They were red—vibrant, ordinary apples hanging from branches that seemed to shift even without wind.

Adom approached, bare feet not quite touching the stone floor. Above him, at the top of the tree, something watched. He looked up.

"Are you the dryad?"

The figure was formed of leaves and thin branches woven into a vaguely humanoid shape. It didn't speak. Instead, it pointed behind him.

Adom turned.

Light struck his face—natural sunlight—accompanied by the distant sound of waves.

"Is this..."

It was.

Law's farm materialized before him. The apple tree stood there, branches swaying in the wind. A different tree than the one in the cave, Adom had confirmed that much. He'd checked it for runes, for magical signatures, for anything unusual. Nothing. Just a normal mana filled apple tree.

"Is this your tree?" he asked the leaf-figure.

No answer came, but the world around him darkened. Shadows pooled at the edges of his vision, gathering and stretching toward him. Instinctively, he recognized this. He was dream walking again.

The shadows advanced, but as they did, a soft light began to radiate from Adom himself. He recognized it as Biggins' protection, the spell warding off whatever these things were. The shadows retreated, slithering back to the darkness.

Adom felt himself being lifted higher, the farm growing distant below him.

"Come..." The voice wasn't so much heard as felt. "Come... Come..."

He gasped awake, bolting upright in bed. Zuni chirped in alarm, nearly tumbling from his chest before digging tiny claws into his nightshirt.

"I need to deal with this thing."



            

    
        Chapter 91. Tirajin

    
    
    
    
                
Sam fidgeted with the collar of his shirt for the third time in as many minutes. "Are you sure we look okay? Maybe I should have worn the blue one."

 




Adom glanced sideways at his friend as they walked through the sunlit streets of the Diplomatic Quarter. "The shirt is fine, Sam."

"But what about the gifts?" Sam continued, adjusting the small package tucked under his arm. "We should have brought something more impressive than pastries and tea. This is a diplomat's family. What if they're expecting, I don't know, something better?"

Adom sighed. Not an exasperated sigh, but the patient exhale of someone who had watched this particular play many, many times before.

"The tea is from the highlands of Mirrasa," he said calmly. "It's harvested once a year during the Blood Moon and costs more per ounce than silver. The pastries are from Gerri's bakery, which has served three generations of the imperial family. If anything, we're being ostentatious."

"But what if they don't like tea? Or what if Tirajin have some cultural taboo against pastries that look like animals? Or what if—"

"Sam."

"What?"

"You're overthinking again."

Sam ran a hand through his hair.

"Sorry," he murmured. "I just want to make a good impression. This is important."

"It's lunch," Adom corrected, "not a diplomatic summit."

"A lunch with the daughter of a Tirajin diplomat! How often does anyone get invited to something like this?"

Adom adjusted his pace, slowing to allow an elderly couple to pass. "Sam," he said, "you don't have to shine loud. Stars shine in silence."

Sam stopped walking.

Zuni perked up, peering up at Adom with bright, curious eyes.

"What does that even mean?" Sam asked after a moment.

"It means," Adom continued without breaking stride, "that trying too hard to impress people usually accomplishes the opposite. Just be yourself. That's interesting enough."

Sam hurried to catch up. "Sometimes I forget you're like... ninety years old."

"Eighty, actually," Adom corrected.

"Same thing."

"It is most certainly not the same thing."

"To a thirteen-year-old, what's the difference between eighty and ninety? You're ancient either way."

Adom's lips quirked upward. "When you've lived through eight decades, you develop a certain appreciation for ten-year increments."

"I bet," Sam muttered. "Do you ever miss it? Being old, I mean."

Adom considered this for a moment. He flexed his hand, watching the smooth movement of tendons beneath young skin. "No." He finally said. "I was sick for most of my life. Depressive every time. This is... better. Much better."

Sam nodded, his previous anxiety momentarily forgotten. "I still can't imagine what it must be like. Having all those memories crammed into a teenager's brain."

"Crowded," Adom said dryly.

They walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The Diplomatic Quarter was quieter than the rest of the city, the streets wider, the buildings set farther apart. Guards in ceremonial uniforms stood at various intersections, ensuring the security of the foreign dignitaries who called this area home.

"There it is," Sam said suddenly, pointing ahead. "The red stone archway."

The building was smaller than Adom had expected—elegant rather than imposing. Two stories of pale sandstone with numerous windows, the architecture combining elements of traditional Tirajin design with local styles. The red stone archway marked the entrance to a small courtyard, where several exotic plants bloomed in ceramic pots.

Sam took a deep breath. "Okay. I'm ready."

"Are you sure?" Adom asked. "Because you've fixed your hair seventeen times since we left the academy."

"Eighteen," Sam corrected, running his fingers through it one final time.

Adom shook his head, a small smile playing at his lips. "Come on. We shouldn't keep them waiting."

They reached the threshold of the courtyard, where a Tirajin attendant in formal attire stood waiting.

"The Lady Naia is expecting you," the attendant said with a slight bow. "Please, follow me."

Sam shot Adom one last nervous glance.

Adom nodded encouragingly. "Just breathe," he whispered. "And remember—"

"Stars shine in silence," Sam finished, rolling his eyes. "Got it, grandpa."


The attendant led them through the red stone archway into what appeared to be a modest courtyard at first glance. But as they stepped fully inside, the space seemed to unfold before them.

"What the..." Sam whispered.

Where there should have been just a small enclosed space bounded by the residence walls, there stretched instead an enormous garden that extended far beyond what the building's exterior dimensions should allow. Terraced flower beds descended in elegant curves. Fruit trees heavy with unfamiliar produce lined winding paths. A stream somehow flowed through the middle, crossed by three small bridges of different designs.

"Dimensional folding," Adom noted, recognizing the magic immediately. "Impressive work."

"Oh yes," their guide confirmed with evident pride. "The Ambassador brought our finest spatial architects when the family relocated here. The garden is approximately six acres, though from outside, as you saw..."

"It looks maybe twenty feet across," Sam finished, still staring.

Halflings moved efficiently among the plants, their small forms perfectly suited to tending the delicate flora. One looked up as they passed, tipping his wide-brimmed hat with a friendly smile.

"Good day to you, young masters!" he called.

Sam waved back awkwardly. Zuni chirped a greeting of his own.

Their guide gestured toward a distant figure near a gazebo. "Lady Naia awaits you there. Allow me to take your gifts and properly present them."

Sam clutched his package a bit tighter. "Is that how it's done here?"

"It is customary, yes," the guide replied. "But if you prefer to present them personally, that is also acceptable."

"No, that's fine," Sam said, reluctantly handing over the package. "We just didn't want to do anything wrong."

The guide accepted the gifts with a small bow. "You need not worry, young sir. The Lady Naia specifically mentioned you are friends, not official visitors. The protocols are much relaxed."

Adom passed his contribution as well. "Thank you, Verron."

"My pleasure, Master Sylla." Adom raised an eyebrow slightly, curious that Verron knew his name without introduction. Naia must have described them in detail, including who was who. "Now, please proceed down the central path. I shall follow momentarily after ensuring these are properly arranged."

As they walked down the path, Sam leaned toward Adom. "How did you know his name? He never introduced himself."

"Name tag," Adom replied. "Small pin on his collar."

"Oh."

In the distance, the figure by the gazebo noticed their approach. A hand raised in greeting, and the person began walking toward them. As she drew closer, Adom recognized Naia's features.

"She's coming to meet us," Sam observed, smoothing his shirt one final time.

"So she is."

What caught Adom's attention, however, were the other figures visible near the gazebo. He recognized several of them even from this distance—the distinctive silvery hair of Mia, the proud posture of the Dimitri siblings, and the unmistakable golden-blond locks of the Lightbringer family.

"Sam," he said quietly. "We're not the only guests."

Sam followed his gaze. "Is that... Damus? And the Dimitris?" His shoulders tensed. "You didn't mention other people would be here."

"I didn't know," Adom replied, keeping his expression neutral despite his own surprise.

Naia was dressed differently than she appeared at the academy. Gone was the practical uniform, replaced by flowing garments in deep blues and purples that complemented her skin. Gold accents caught the sunlight as she moved, and her tail, usually kept close to her body at school, now swung freely behind her.

"You came!" she called as she drew closer, her fanged smile bright. "I was just about to wait by the entrance for you."

"We're not late, are we?" Sam asked quickly.

Naia laughed. "Quite the opposite. You're early by about five minutes. Eager, aren't you?"

Verron appeared beside them, having caught up with silent efficiency. He presented the gifts to Naia with a formal gesture.

"Mirrasan Highland tea and Gerri's sweet pastries," Naia said, examining them with evident approval. "You have excellent taste."

"You recognize them?" Adom asked, slightly impressed.

"Of course. My mother adores this particular blend—says it reminds her of home, though I can't imagine how. And my father has developed quite the weakness for Gerri's confections since we arrived." She accepted the packages from Verron with a nod of thanks. "These will be very well received."

Sam exhaled audibly, some tension leaving his shoulders. Then his eyes drifted back to the distant gazebo. "I didn't realize this was a... larger gathering."

Naia followed his gaze and her expression shifted to one of slight embarrassment. "Ah. I see you've noticed our other guests." She flicked her tail in what seemed like mild annoyance. "My father invited them. The Lightbringers and the Dimitris are old diplomatic connections, and the Vorsens are new allies."

Adom and Sam exchanged glances.

"Is that a problem?" Naia asked, noticing their reaction. "Do you have bad blood with them?"

"Not exactly," Sam said, hedging.

"Not anymore," Adom clarified. "Though things with Damus are... complicated."

Naia's tail drooped slightly. "I'm sorry. I should have mentioned it. My father tends to blur the lines between friendly visits and networking opportunities. He says relationships are the true foundation of diplomacy."

Zuni chirped from Adom's shoulder, leaning forward to get a better look at Naia. She smiled at the quillick, momentarily distracted.

"Hello to you too," she said, extending a finger toward him. Zuni sniffed it cautiously, then chirped again. "Would you like some nuts? We have a special variety I think you might enjoy."

Zuni's quills perked up.

"That's a yes," Adom translated, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. "He's not picky about food."

"I really am sorry about the surprise guests," Naia continued as they resumed walking toward the gazebo. "If it helps, this isn't an official function—just lunch and conversation. No politics, my father promised."

"It's fine," Adom assured her, though he wasn't entirely convinced himself. "We can be civil."

"Absolutely," Sam agreed with forced enthusiasm. "Completely civil. Fully capable of sharing space without incident."

Naia glanced between them, her expression skeptical. "That doesn't sound reassuring at all."

"We'll be on our best behavior," Adom promised. "Won't we, Sam?"

"Of course," Sam nodded.





Naia's laugh was surprisingly warm. "You know, I'm starting to think this lunch might be more interesting than I anticipated." She gestured toward the gazebo. "Shall we? The sooner we get the awkward greetings over with, the sooner we can enjoy the food."










As they approached the gazebo, a tall man with golden hair streaked with silver broke away from his conversation and strode toward them. Even before he opened his mouth, Adom recognized Duke Jasper Lightbringer by his confident gait and the distinctive family crest on his elaborate waistcoat.

"Adom!" Duke Jasper boomed, his voice carrying across the garden. "Look at you!"

He swept forward, clasping Adom's shoulder with a firm grip. Zuni bristled at the sudden movement, quills rising defensively before settling again.

"Last time I saw you, you barely reached my elbow," Jasper continued, measuring an imaginary height with his hand. "And now look! Another growth spurt and you'll be taller than my Damus!"

He laughed heartily, turning to gesture toward his son who stood a few paces behind, watching the interaction with a carefully neutral expression that didn't quite hide his annoyance.

"Wouldn't that be something?" Jasper continued, oblivious to his son's discomfort. "Arthur and I used to compete in everything when we were cadets. Seems our sons might carry on the tradition!"

Adom offered a polite smile. "It's good to see you, Duke Lightbringer."

"None of that 'Duke' business here, my boy. Your father and I are practically brothers. It's Uncle Jasper to you."

Behind him, Damus approached. His golden hair was perfectly styled, his clothing impeccable. He extended a hand to Adom.

"Adom," he said flatly.

He no longer has acne. Did he heed my advice? Huh.

"Damus," Adom replied, accepting the handshake.

"And you must be Sam!" Jasper pivoted, wringing Sam's hand enthusiastically. "I've heard all about you from Adom's father. Brilliant with magic, he says. We must get you and Damus to demonstrate something later—he's quite adept with fire himself, you know."

"That sounds... great," Sam managed, casting a quick glance at Adom.

"Ah! The Dimitris are coming over," Jasper observed, looking past them.

Karion led his sisters across the garden, followed by an elegant woman whose resemblance to the four siblings was unmistakable—the same piercing green eyes, the same graceful bearing. Lady Dimitri wore her sandy hair pinned up in an elaborate style, modest jewelry catching the sunlight as she moved.

"Adom!" Karion called, breaking from formal protocol to clap him on the back. "Didn't expect to see you here!"

"Likewise," Adom replied, genuinely pleased to see the Dimitri siblings despite the surprise. "Hello Lina, Mira, Sera."

The three girls offered varying greetings—Lina's enthusiastic, Mira's casual, and Sera's so quiet it was almost imperceptible.

"Mother," Karion turned, gesturing to Adom and Sam, "may I present Adom Sylla and Sam Harbinsky? The ones I told you about from the exam."

Lady Dimitri stepped forward, extending her hand. "A pleasure to finally meet you, Adom. Karion speaks highly of your combat abilities." Her gaze lingered briefly on his white streak of hair. "And of your unusual experiences."

"The pleasure is mine, Lady Dimitri," Adom replied, taking her hand briefly.

"Sam," Lady Dimitri nodded to him next. "I understand you're quite talented with magic."

Sam straightened immediately. "Yes, ma'am. Lightning affinity, primarily."

"A powerful element," she observed. "Difficult to control, but devastating when mastered."

"That's what I like about it," Sam admitted.

A soft voice called from nearby. "Adom, Sam—hello!"

Mia Storm approached, her silver-blonde hair pulled back in a simple braid. Unlike the others, she wore practical clothing—a fitted tunic and pants rather than fancier attire. Behind her followed two adults who shared her coloring but none of her relaxed demeanor. Lord and Lady Storm observed the gathering with careful, calculating expressions.

"Mia," Adom greeted her with a smile. "I didn't know you'd be here either."

"Father's idea," she said, lowering her voice. "Something about 'maintaining connections with the right families.'" She rolled her eyes slightly. "Though I'm not complaining now that I see friendly faces."

Zuni chirped from Adom's shoulder, drawing Mia's attention.

"And hello to you too, Zuni," she said, carefully offering her finger. The quillick sniffed it, then chirped again approvingly.

A hush fell over the gathering as three new figures emerged from the main residence. Even the breeze seemed to quiet itself.

"Ah, here they are at last," Jasper Lightbringer murmured to no one in particular.

The man in the lead was instantly recognizable as Tirajin nobility—deep red skin, sleek horns curving back from his temples, and clothing that managed to look both foreign and perfectly appropriate for the setting. Behind him walked a woman of the same species. The third figure, a younger man who walked with easy confidence, looked like a perfect blend of the two.

"My sincerest apologies for our tardiness," the man announced, his voice carrying without seeming to raise it. "A letter from the homeland that could not be delayed."

Naia stepped forward. "Allow me to present my father, Ambassador Rajan Lazarai; my mother, Lady Soraya Lazarai; and my brother, Kaiden Lazarai."

Formal greetings rippled through the assembly. The ambassador moved from guest to guest, exchanging pleasantries that somehow managed to feel genuine despite their ritual nature. Lady Soraya followed, her comments briefer but no less warm.

When they reached Adom and Sam, Naia's smile brightened. "Father, Mother—these are my friends from the academy. Adom Sylla and Sam Harbinsky."

"Ah!" Ambassador Lazarai's eyes lit up. "The famous Adom Sylla. My daughter speaks highly of your combat prowess."

He clasped Adom's hand firmly, nothing in his grip suggesting anything but friendly welcome.

"And Sam Harbinsky," Lady Soraya said with a polite nod. "A pleasure to meet any friend of Naia's."

Sam bowed slightly. "The honor is mine, Lady Lazarai."

Kaiden had hung back, observing. Now he stepped forward, his eyes fixed on Adom.

"So this is the one who defeated my sister on her first day," he said, his voice lighter than his father's but with the same underlying strength.

He extended his hand to Adom. His smile was perfectly friendly, almost charming.

Adom took the offered hand.

The moment their palms connected, Adom felt it—a subtle but unmistakable pressure. Fluid pulsed against his skin, probing, testing.

Kaiden's smile didn't flicker, but his eyes narrowed slightly in surprise when his pressure met resistance.

"Naia mentioned you were fast," Kaiden continued conversationally, as if they weren't engaged in an impromptu contest of strength. "And that you hardly used magic at all."

Adom matched the pressure with his own. Not pushing back, just... holding firm.

"I was lucky," he replied, his voice casual despite the fact that his hand was now containing enough force to bend steel.

Kaiden's smile widened a fraction. The pressure increased. "My sister has been training in combat since she could walk. Luck seems an insufficient explanation."

Around them, the social chatter continued. No one seemed to notice the silent duel happening between their clasped hands. Even Sam, standing beside Adom, only glanced at them curiously.

The pressure from Kaiden's hand now felt like a vise. Adom could sense the Fluid flowing through the Tirajin's muscles, enhancing them beyond normal capability.

He matched it.

Kaiden's expression shifted from mild interest to surprise, then to something that looked suspiciously like... delight?

Is he another weirdo like Helios?

"To call it luck," Kaiden said quietly, "would be insulting to both you and my sister."

"It was a good match," Adom conceded. "She's formidable."

"She is." Kaiden's grip adjusted slightly. Not harder, but somehow more focused. "Though I wonder how formidable you truly are."

For a heartbeat, the pressure increased beyond what Adom had anticipated. He felt his fingers start to give ground—just barely, just a millimeter.

Then he countered.

They reached equilibrium again, neither gaining nor yielding.

"Fascinating," Kaiden breathed.

Ambassador Lazarai's voice interrupted their silent contest. "I understand House Sylla has recently established the Wangara Merchant Guild. A bold venture."

"Indeed," Jasper Lightbringer said. "The Lightbringer House was proud to be among the early backers. Adom's father has a remarkable vision for expanding trade routes to the southern territories."

The pressure from Kaiden's hand eased slightly as he listened.

"Trade creates bonds where diplomacy often fails," Ambassador Lazarai observed. "We've been following the guild's progress with great interest."

Kaiden released Adom's hand. The transition from crushing pressure to nothing was so abrupt that Adom almost stumbled.

He's definitely Star Knight level.

"We should continue this conversation another time," Kaiden said with warmth.

Adom flexed his fingers subtly, ensuring they still worked properly. "I'd like that."

"The Wangara Guild is already showing promise," Duke Jasper continued, addressing Ambassador Lazarai . "Their first caravan returned with a thirty percent higher yield than projected."

"Impressive," Ambassador Lazarai nodded. "Perhaps we might discuss potential Tirajin involvement in future expeditions."

As the adults continued their conversation, Naia moved among the younger guests, exchanging brief words with the Dimitri siblings. Lina gestured animatedly as she spoke, while Sera observed from half a step behind her more outgoing sister. Karion laughed at something Naia said, the sound carrying across the garden.

Mia joined them, saying something that made Naia's tail swish in what appeared to be amusement. Even Damus approached the group, though he maintained a careful distance from Adom.

From across the gathering, Ambassador Lazarai's voice cut through the various conversations.

"Friends, shall we proceed to the pavilion? The chef has prepared a meal that I'm told combines the best of our world's cuisines."

As everyone began moving toward the dining area, Naia appeared at Adom's side.

"What did my brother say to you?" she asked, her tone somewhere between concerned and suspicious.

"Nothing much," Adom replied. "Just getting acquainted."

"Then why do you both look like you've been arm wrestling with a bear?"

Sam glanced between them. "Wait, what did I miss?"

Adom shook his head. "Just a friendly handshake."

Naia's tail flicked. "Kaiden doesn't do 'friendly' anything. Be careful around him."

"Why?" Sam asked. "Is he dangerous?"

Naia's eyes followed her brother's retreating form. "Not exactly. But when Kaiden finds something interesting, he tends to... experiment until he fully understands it."

"And that's bad because...?" Sam prompted.

"Because," Naia said quietly, "his experiments often end with something breaking."

Adom flexed his hand again, feeling the ghost of that crushing pressure. "Noted."

Ambassador Lazarai's voice called out again, more insistent this time. "Come, honored guests! The food awaits!"







            

    
        Chapter 92. The Red Demon

    
    
    
    
                
The Majordomo of the House of Lazarai appeared at precisely the moment Ambassador Lazarai had settled the last guest at the long table. He was a Tirajin with skin the color of burgundy wine, his horns polished to a gleam and adorned with small silver caps.

Unlike the ambassador, who wore a blend of Tirajin and Imperial styles, the Majordomo was dressed in the full traditional regalia of his position—a high-collared coat that reached his ankles, embroidered with patterns that seemed to shift as he moved.

"Distinguished guests," he announced, "I am Tharval, Majordomo to the House of Lazarai. It is my honor to present today's offerings."

He stepped aside, hands clasped behind his back, and the air behind him began to shimmer.

Sam leaned toward Adom, whispering, "Is that—"

Before he could finish, a procession of plates appeared, floating in perfect formation. They hovered momentarily at the entrance to the pavilion before gliding smoothly toward the table. Each plate was covered with a dome of hammered silver, ornately decorated with scenes from what Adom recognized as Tirajin mythology.

Zuni chirped excitedly from Adom's shoulder.

"The food flies here!" Sam whispered, eyes wide.

"Not exactly," Adom murmured back. "Gravitational manipulation."

The plates arranged themselves in front of each guest. Tharval stepped forward once more, making a subtle gesture with his fingers. Every silver dome lifted in unison, hovering a foot above each plate before disappearing in small flashes of light.

Aromas hit them like a wave—spices Adom hadn't smelled in decades, some he'd never encountered even in his previous life.

"Our first course," Tharval announced, "Akari blossoms stuffed with Kirishian snow rice. The blossoms come from our embassy gardens, grown from seeds brought directly from the Southern Tirajin provinces. The rice is harvested from the peaks of Mount Kirish, where it's exposed to constant snowfall, giving it its distinctive pearlescent color."

Adom examined the dish before him—delicate red flowers that looked too beautiful to eat, filled with rice that indeed seemed to shimmer like tiny pearls.

"I've never seen anything like this," Sam whispered, staring at his plate with a mixture of awe and uncertainty.

"Me neither," Adom admitted. "Even before."

Kaiden, seated across from Adom, watched him with that same measuring look from earlier. "This particular dish," he said, his voice casual but his eyes intent, "is traditionally eaten in a single bite. The flavors are meant to be experienced together."

Ambassador Lazarai nodded approvingly. "My son is correct. Though our Sundarian friends often prefer to savor it in smaller portions."

Duke Jasper laughed, picking up one of the blossoms with his fingers. "When in the house of Lazarai, one should honor Tirajin customs!" He popped the entire blossom into his mouth, his expression transforming to one of delighted surprise as the flavors hit.

"Extraordinary!" he declared after swallowing. "Absolutely extraordinary!"

Around the table, the other guests followed suit, though Lady Dimitri opted for a more measured approach, taking delicate bites with the special small fork provided.

Adom picked up one of his blossoms, aware of Kaiden's gaze still on him. He met the Tirajin's eyes briefly before putting the entire blossom in his mouth as tradition apparently dictated.

The taste was... explosive. Sweet and spicy and somehow cooling all at once.

Did that make sense?

The rice crunched pleasantly before dissolving into something similar to butter.

Sam made a small sound of surprise beside him. "That's... I don't even have words for what that is."

Across the table, Damus maintained his composure, though even he couldn't hide a flicker of impressed surprise.

"The blossoms are mildly hallucinogenic in their natural state," Kaiden commented, his eyes still on Adom. "They require three days of special preparation to make them safe for consumption."

"Is that supposed to be reassuring?" Sam muttered under his breath.

Adom smiled slightly. "It's information. Knowledge is always valuable."

Naia, seated between her brother and mother, gave Kaiden a look. "Stop trying to unnerve our guests."

Kaiden's expression remained pleasant. "I'm simply sharing cultural context, little sister."

Before Naia could respond, Tharval stepped forward again. The empty plates rose in unison, floating away to be replaced by new ones.

"Our second course," the Majordomo announced, "Elven cloud fish from the mists of Vaerenfall, served with seasoned blackroot from the Mirrasan highlands."

The domes lifted, revealing what appeared to be slices of something pearlescent and translucent, arranged in a spiral pattern around a mound of purple-black vegetables.

"The cloud fish absorb the magic of the falls where they live," Tharval continued. "Each bite carries a whisper of that power. The blackroot, harvested during the waning moon, complements with its earthy contrast."

Adom stared at his plate with an unexpected sense of loss. Cloud fish. He'd read about them in his previous life—they'd gone extinct during the Northern Wars, decades from now. To actually see one, to be able to taste it...

"Are you well, Adom?" Duke Jasper asked, noticing his expression.

Adom composed himself quickly. "Yes, just... appreciating the rarity of what we're being served."

"Indeed," Ambassador Lazarai nodded. "The cloud fish population has declined sharply in recent years. We are fortunate to have access to the controlled reserves."

Kaiden's eyes hadn't left Adom. "You recognize them," he said. It wasn't a question.

"I've read about them," Adom replied.

"In quite some detail, it seems," Kaiden pressed, his tone light but his gaze intent.

"I enjoy books."

"How scholarly for one so young," Kaiden remarked, the barest hint of emphasis on 'young.'

Sam glanced between them, catching on to the undercurrent for the first time. His brow furrowed slightly.

"Try the fish with a bit of the sauce," Naia interrupted, gesturing to a small ceramic vessel that had appeared beside each plate. "It's made with honey from stingless bees and herbs that only grow in volcanic soil."

The meal continued, each course more impressive than the last. A soup made from roots that changed color as you stirred it. A main dish of something called 'thunder-touched venison' that seemed to crackle with tiny sparks when cut into. Three different preparations of a grain Tharval called "emperor's wheat," each representing a different province's speciality.

Throughout, Kaiden maintained his subtle probing, asking questions that seemed innocuous but carried hidden edges.

"Your reflexes during combat must be extraordinary," he commented as they were served a palate cleanser of frozen mountain berry sorbet. "Naia said you moved faster than she could track."

"I got lucky," Adom replied.

"Repeatedly, it seems."

"What can I say? I'm fortunate."

"Indeed. Almost as if you knew what was coming."

Sam's head snapped up at that, his attention fully engaged now.

"Kaiden," Ambassador Lazarai said with gentle warning, "we agreed this would be a social occasion, not an interrogation."

"My apologies, Father." Kaiden inclined his head. "Mere curiosity."

Lord Vorsen, who had been quiet for most of the meal, cleared his throat. "I understand you're quite skilled with close combat as well as magic, young Sylla. Unusual for someone of your age to master both disciplines."

"I wouldn't say mastered," Adom replied, grateful for the slight change in topic. "I'm still learning."

"Very modest," Duke Jasper laughed. "Just like your father. Arthur could outfight three instructors at once at the academy and still claim he needed more practice!"

"Speaking of practice," Karion Dimitri chimed in, "you should join our morning sessions, Adom. I still want a rematch."

"I'd like that," Adom nodded.

Throughout the conversation, Zuni had been perched on the edge of the table, carefully selecting nuts from a small dish Naia had arranged specifically for him. The quillick seemed utterly contented, chirping occasionally and shooting suspicious glances at Kaiden whenever the Tirajin leaned too close to Adom.

"Your companion seems protective," Kaiden observed, watching Zuni's quills rise slightly when he reached for his glass.

"He's perceptive," Adom replied.

The final course arrived—a spectacle of desserts that drew audible gasps from around the table. Floating platforms of different heights appeared, each holding a different sweet creation. Some glowed with internal light, others released wisps of scented steam, and one appeared to be made entirely of spun sugar that continuously reformed itself into different shapes.

"Our dessert selection," Tharval announced with evident pride, "Representing the twelve provinces of the Tirajin homeworld and the eight regions of the Empire."

"This is incredible," Sam breathed, his eyes wide with wonder. "How do we even choose?"

"You don't have to," Naia said with a smile. "Small portions of each will come to you. Just tap the ones that interest you most."

Mia leaned forward, pointing to a delicate construction of blue and silver. "What's that one?"

"Midnight frost from the Northern Reaches," Tharval explained. "Sugar crystals grown in freezing temperatures, filled with essence of snowberries."

The children around the table—even Damus—momentarily forgot their social composures in the face of such wonders. Adom found himself smiling genuinely for the first time since they'd sat down. There was something heartening about seeing even the most reserved of them reduced to wide-eyed amazement by cleverly crafted sweets.

"No sugar for you," Adom murmured to Zuni, who looked longingly at the desserts. "You know what happened last time."

Zuni chirped indignantly but settled back to his nuts.

"What happened last time?" Kaiden asked, catching Adom's comment.

"He vibrated so fast his quills fell out," Sam answered before Adom could. "Took weeks to grow back."

Kaiden laughed, the sound surprisingly... genuine. "I once had a similar experience with a storm ferret. Gave it a spoonful of honey and it shot straight up a tree and didn't come down for three days."

For a moment, the tension between them eased. Then Kaiden's expression shifted, becoming thoughtful.

"You know," he said, tapping a glowing golden dessert that promptly floated to his plate, "we've enjoyed such wonderful hospitality and conversation. Perhaps we should offer some entertainment in return."

Ambassador Lazarai raised an eyebrow. "We've prepared no formal entertainment, son."

"Nothing formal," Kaiden said smoothly. "I was thinking of something more... spontaneous." His eyes fixed on Adom. "Perhaps a friendly demonstration of skills? Young Master Sylla here has quite the reputation. I admit I'm curious to see it firsthand."

The table quieted.

"What kind of demonstration?" Lady Dimitri asked, her tone carefully neutral.

"A simple contest," Kaiden suggested. "Perhaps a match in the garden's training circle? Nothing serious—no magic, just basic combat forms." His smile remained pleasant. "For entertainment value only, of course."

Duke Jasper looked intrigued. "I wouldn't mind seeing the lad in action. I've heard so much from Arthur about his progress."

Sam shot Adom a warning look.

"I'm not dressed for sparring," Adom said mildly.

"We have training clothes that would fit you," Kaiden replied without missing a beat. "Imperial style, quite comfortable."

Naia's tail twitched with obvious irritation. "Kaiden, our guests came for lunch, not to perform for your amusement."

"It was merely a suggestion," Kaiden said, raising his hands in mock surrender. "Though I suspect Master Sylla might welcome the challenge. He seems the type to embrace opportunities to test himself."

The statement hung in the air. Not quite a dare, but close enough.

Adom took a slow sip of his water. Ah, what the hell. "If our hosts don't object, I wouldn't mind a friendly match."

Sam kicked him under the table.

"Wonderful!" Kaiden smiled, something predatory flickering behind his eyes for just an instant. "After dessert, then. Nothing builds character like a bit of exertion after a good meal."

Ambassador Lazarai studied his son with a measuring look, then turned to Adom. "Only if you're comfortable, young man. You're under no obligation."

"I know, sir," Adom replied. "But I'd be happy to."

Kaiden lifted his glass in a small toast. "To friendly competition, then."

"To friendly competition," Adom echoed, lifting his own glass.

Their eyes met over the rims, and the silent contest that had begun with a handshake continued—neither willing to back down, both measuring the other.

The rest of the dessert course passed in animated conversation, but Adom barely tasted the exquisite creations that found their way to his plate. His mind was already in the training circle, assessing what he'd felt in Kaiden's grip.

When Tharval announced the conclusion of the meal, Kaiden rose smoothly from his seat. "Shall we, Master Sylla? The training circle awaits."

Adom stood. "Lead the way."



*****

 


As Adom slipped on the lightweight training tunic, his mind wandered back through memories that belonged to a future that would never come to pass—at least not the same way.

The Red Demon of the Battlefield. In Adom's original timeline, that name was spoken with a mixture of respect and fear.

Adom had never focused on military tactics during his previous life. Runes had been his calling. But everyone who survived the Mage Wars knew the important figures, the ones who shaped the course of history.

In about eight years—or what would have been eight years—the Tirajin would be among the first to face the full might of the Farmus Empire's new weapon: Dragon's Breath.

Most nations fell within days of the first attacks. The Tirajin, however, managed to hold out for five years. Their natural affinity for Fluid manipulation and the way their warriors fought with a ferocity that surprised even the Empire's generals played a major role.

As Adom tied the drawstring on his training pants, he mentally reviewed the timeline. The Tirajin had many leaders during those five years of resistance. One by one, they fell. Until only one remained.

The Red Demon.

Historical accounts from Adom's time described him as a fighter of unparalleled strength. He led from the front, always. Witnesses claimed his laughter could be heard across battlefields as he tore through enemy lines. He killed while smiling—a detail that had always seemed like an exaggeration until Adom had seen Kaiden's grin during their handshake.

When the Red Demon finally fell—to an assassination by enemy mages while he slept—the Tirajin resistance collapsed within weeks.

Adom finished securing the last tie on his tunic. The clothes fit better than he'd expected.

If his calculations were correct, the Dragon's Breath attacks wouldn't begin for at least another decade now that he slowed down the progression. Hopefully, at least.

Which meant the Red Demon would be in his mid-twenties right now. About Kaiden's age.

Could it be him?

After that first handshake, it was easy to conclude that the young man was squarely in Star Knight territory.

Adom flexed his fingers, remembering his battle with Gale. He'd won, but only through surprise and desperation. If they fought again, without those advantages...

His 950 mana pool might actually be enough. But against someone with both experience and raw power like Gale, nothing was certain.

Sam poked his head into the changing room. "You don't have to do this, you know."

"I know."

"Then why are you?"

Adom finished securing the last tie on his tunic. "Curiosity."

"About whether you can beat him?"

"About whether I need to worry about him."

Sam frowned. "Why would you need to worry?"

Adom didn't answer directly. "How's Zuni?"

"With Naia. She's feeding him more nuts."

"Good. Make sure he stays with her."

Sam's frown deepened. "You're expecting trouble."

"I'm expecting a challenge," Adom corrected. "There's a difference."

"Barely." Sam sighed. "The others are already at the training circle. Duke Jasper's acting like it's a championship match. Even the Dimitris seem interested."

"Hmm."

Tharval appeared at the entrance to the changing area, hands clasped behind his back. "Master Sylla, if you're prepared, the demonstration area awaits."

Adom nodded. "Lead the way."

The training circle wasn't simply a ring drawn in the dirt, as Adom had expected. It was a perfectly circular platform of polished stone, raised about a foot from the surrounding ground. Runes were carved around its perimeter, faintly glowing with suppressed magic.

"A containment field," Adom murmured, recognizing the pattern.

"Yes," Tharval confirmed. "It prevents damage to spectators and surroundings. Standard for all proper training facilities."

The guests had arranged themselves in a loose semicircle around the platform. Duke Jasper standing with Ambassador Lazarai and Damus, their conversation animated. The Dimitri siblings clustered together, Karion explaining something to his sisters with enthusiastic hand gestures. Mia stood slightly apart with her parents, her expression thoughtful.

Naia held Zuni, who was chittering nervously.

And at the center of the platform stood Kaiden.

He'd changed into training clothes similar to Adom's, though his were trimmed in the deep red that seemed to be the Lazarai family color. He looked relaxed, hands loosely at his sides, but Adom recognized the stance for what it was—perfect balance, ready to move in any direction without telegraphing the intention.

As Adom approached, conversation quieted. Ambassador Lazarai stepped forward.

"A friendly demonstration only," he reminded them, looking particularly at his son. "First to three touches or yielding. No strikes to vulnerable areas."

Kaiden nodded, but his eyes never left Adom.

Adom stepped onto the platform. Immediately, the runes around the edge flared brighter, and he felt a subtle pressure as the containment field activated.

"Interesting," Kaiden said, his voice low enough that only Adom could hear. "Most people flinch when the field engages. You didn't even blink."

"I've seen barrier magic before."

"I'm sure you have." Kaiden rolled his shoulders, a casual gesture belied by the intensity of his gaze. "I like your eyes, Adom Sylla. You have the look of someone who enjoys a good fight."

"Do I?"

"Oh yes. You're very good at playing the quiet, cautious observer. But there's hunger there." Kaiden's smile widened. "We're quite similar, you and I."

Ambassador Lazarai raised his hand. "At the signal, you may begin." He let his hand fall.

Neither moved immediately. They circled, three steps each, maintaining the exact same distance.

"A patience game?" Kaiden asked, his smile never wavering. "I don't mind. We have all afternoon."

This was another test, Adom realized. Kaiden wanted to see if he'd attack first, rush in from youthful impatience or nerves.

If the Red Demon was known for anything besides his strength, it was his tactical mind.

So Adom waited, keeping his breathing steady, his stance fluid. Ready, but not eager.

Kaiden's smile shifted from amused to approving. "Very good. Very, very good."

And then he moved.

One moment he was ten feet away, the next he was inches from Adom's face.





Adom barely registered the movement before a fist tapped his chest.

"One," Kaiden announced, already back at his original position.

Sam's jaw dropped. Karion whispered something to his sisters. Duke Jasper let out an appreciative whistle.

"Wow," Mia said quietly.

Adom reset his stance, mentally recalibrating. The speed was unexpected. Not impossible to counter, but close.

"Are we done warming up?" Kaiden asked, tilting his head slightly. "Or are you going to keep treating me like I'm made of glass?"

"I'm just getting a feel for things."

"No, you're holding back." Kaiden's smile dimmed slightly. "It's a bit insulting, to be honest."

Adom considered this. He was holding back—keeping his skills in reserve, playing the cautious game. It made tactical sense.

But it wasn't much fun.

"You know what?" Adom said, rolling his shoulders. "You're right."

[Flow Prediction] activated in his mind, the familiar sensation of time slowing as his perception sharpened. He let [Fluid Control] rise from its dormant state, feeling the energy course through his limbs.

Blue energy flared around him like flames, startling several of the spectators.

Kaiden's eyes widened, then his smile returned—brighter, more genuine than before.

"Now we're getting somewhere," he said. "Tell me, what's your trigger? What emotion fuels your Fluid?"

Adom shifted his weight, feeling the familiar burn of power through his muscles. "Spite."

Naia gasped.

"Spite," Kaiden repeated, looking absolutely delighted. "Perfect."

His own Fluid flared to life—blue, identical to Adom's in color and texture. The energy swirled around him like an azure storm.

"I knew we were similar," Kaiden said, "but not to this extent."

They moved simultaneously, meeting in the center of the circle. Fist against forearm, kick blocked by knee, palm strike deflected by palm strike. Each movement flowed into the next without hesitation or wasted motion.

Adom's mind raced, [Flow Prediction] mapping out Kaiden's movements fractions of a second before they happened.

He was enjoying himself. Surprisingly so.

A feint to the left drew Kaiden's guard high. Adom dropped low, sweeping his leg in a wide arc that should have taken Kaiden's feet from under him.

Should have.

Kaiden simply wasn't there anymore. He'd jumped, flipping over Adom's head, landing with catlike grace behind him.

"Two," Kaiden said, tapping Adom's back.

"Did anyone actually see that?" Sam demanded loudly.

"I did," Lina Dimitri answered. "Sort of."

Karion was leaning forward, completely engrossed. "This isn't academy-level combat."

"No," Duke Jasper agreed, his expression thoughtful. "It most certainly is not."

Adom reset, feeling his Fluid burn hotter. The spite that fueled it wasn't directed at Kaiden, but at himself—for underestimating, for being too cautious, for not adapting fast enough.

This time, he attacked first.

The kick was a feint. So was the following palm strike. The real attack was the subtle manipulation of his Fluid, creating a momentary pressure wave that disrupted Kaiden's footing.

It worked. For just a heartbeat, Kaiden's balance shifted.

Adom exploited the opening, his knuckles brushing against Kaiden's shoulder.

"One," he said.

Kaiden's laugh was bright, almost infectious. "Excellently done!"

They reset again. This time, neither held anything back.

The exchange became too fast for most of the spectators to follow. Fluid flares layered on top of physical movements, each fighter reading and countering the other in real-time.

To Adom, it felt like dancing with a mirror. Each time he thought he had an advantage, Kaiden countered with the exact technique needed to neutralize it. Each time Kaiden pressed forward, Adom found the perfect block or redirection.

It almost felt like fighting Gale again. Only this time, he could stand his ground.

Sweat beaded on Adom's forehead. His breathing remained controlled, but he could feel the strain building in his muscles.

Then he spotted it—a pattern in Kaiden's movements. A slight tell before he shifted his weight. [Flow Prediction] highlighted it, practically drawing a glowing path for Adom to follow.

When had that even started?

He waited for the tell, then struck. His open palm hit Kaiden square in the chest, channeling a surge of Fluid that sent the older fighter skidding backward several feet.

"Two," Adom said.

For the first time, Kaiden looked genuinely surprised. Then pleased. Then hungry.

"Well, well," he murmured. "This is unexpected."

Ambassador Lazarai was watching with newfound interest. Lady Soraya had taken a step closer to the circle, her expression unreadable.

"Did he just..." Karion started.

"Push my brother back?" Naia finished, her tail swishing in agitation. "Yes. That doesn't happen."

Kaiden adjusted his stance, subtly different from before. His Fluid burned brighter, the blue flames reaching higher.

"Last round," he said softly. "Let's make it count."

They clashed again, but this time Kaiden's style had changed completely. Where before he had been reactive, now he was relentlessly offensive. Each strike flowed into the next without pause, giving Adom no time to counter.

[Flow Prediction] struggled to keep up with the new pattern. Adom felt himself being pushed back, step by step, toward the edge of the circle.

He channeled more Fluid, trying to match Kaiden's intensity. For a moment, he managed to halt the advance. Their arms blurred as strikes were exchanged, blocked, countered, and re-countered.

Then Kaiden did something unexpected. He dropped all defense, leaving himself completely open as he surged forward. It was a gamble—sacrificing protection for a guaranteed hit.

Adom saw the opening, saw his chance for a third point. He struck.

But in the split second it took his fist to travel those few inches, he realized his mistake.

The opening was a trap.

Kaiden's hand closed around Adom's wrist, using the momentum of the attack against him. A twist, a pull, and suddenly Adom was airborne.

He managed to land on his feet, but Kaiden was already there, finger pressed lightly to Adom's throat.

"Three," Kaiden said softly. "Match."

A moment of silence, then applause broke out among the spectators. Duke Jasper was practically beaming. Even Ambassador Lazarai looked impressed.

Kaiden stepped back, bowing slightly to Adom. "That," he said, "was the best match I've had in months."

Adom returned the bow, his breathing only slightly elevated. "You're very skilled."

"As are you." Kaiden's smile turned thoughtful. "To reach this level at your age is simply extraordinary. Like a sapling already bearing the fruit of a mature tree."

"High praise."

"Earned praise." Kaiden wiped a light sheen of sweat from his brow. "Had you used magic as well, I suspect the outcome might have been different."

Adom didn't confirm or deny this, but Kaiden seemed to take his silence as agreement.

"Now I can accept that you defeated my sister," Kaiden said, looking satisfied. "Grow well, Adom Sylla. We'll have another match when you've had time to ripen."

As they stepped off the platform, Adom felt a subtle shift in his awareness. The familiar notification of skill improvement appeared in his mind:

[Flow Prediction has reached Level 6]





[You can now perceive probable movement paths as visible light trails. Anticipation range increased by 0.5 seconds.]









Naia rushed over, Zuni clutched in her arms. The quillick immediately leapt to Adom's shoulder, chittering frantically as he checked Adom for injuries.

"That was incredible," Naia said, her tail swishing in excitement. "I've never seen anyone push Kaiden like that."

Sam joined them, eyes wide. "What just happened? One second you were there, then you weren't, then you were flying, and—"

"Breathe, Sam," Adom suggested.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine." And he was. The match had been intense but controlled. No real damage had been done on either side.

More importantly, Adom had confirmed something crucial. Even without using mana, relying only on his passive skills like [Silverback's Might] and [Fluid Control], he could hold his own against a Star Knight level opponent.

Not win, perhaps. But survive. And that was valuable information.

Kaiden was speaking with his father a few feet away, gesturing occasionally toward Adom. Ambassador Lazarai nodded, looking thoughtful.

"I think you made quite an impression," Naia observed, following Adom's gaze.

"That was the idea," Adom replied.

"Was it?" Sam asked. "I thought the idea was not drawing attention to yourself."

Adom shrugged, causing Zuni to chirp indignantly. "Sometimes plans change."

And sometimes, he thought, watching Kaiden laugh at something his father said, you found unexpected allies in the future you were trying to prevent.









*****


Ambassador Lazarai shook Adom's hand firmly. "These Wangara comm crystals your family's guild developed are quite the innovation. Our embassy has just ordered a full set."

"Thank you, Ambassador," Adom replied, genuinely appreciative. "It was an honor to be invited today."

Lady Soraya offered a slight nod. "Any friend of Naia's is welcome in our home."

Kaiden stepped forward, extending a small piece of paper. "My personal comm code," he said. "For when you want a rematch."

Adom accepted it. "I'll keep it handy."

"You should." Kaiden's smile was sharp but not unfriendly. "I expect regular progress reports."

"I'm not your student."

"No, but you're something far more interesting—a worthy opponent." Kaiden clapped him on the shoulder. "Take care, Adom Sylla. Our paths will cross again."

Duke Jasper engulfed Adom in a bear hug that nearly lifted him off the ground. "Marvelous showing, my boy! Your father will hear all about it—can't wait to tell him how you nearly bested a Tirajin champion! And I must say, these comm crystals have changed how we do business. The Lightbringer mining operations are thirty percent more efficient with real-time communication between sites."

Karion and his sisters offered more restrained farewells, though Lina insisted on getting Adom's promise to join their morning training sessions. "We'll send you a crystal message with the location," she said.

Adom nodded. The crystals had been adopted much faster than he anticipated.

Mia simply squeezed his arm and gave him a knowing look that suggested she'd noticed more than she was letting on.

Naia walked them to the garden entrance. "I'm sorry if my brother was... intense."

"He was fine," Adom assured her.

"He doesn't usually take such immediate interest in people."

"I'll consider it a compliment."

Naia sighed with mild exasperation as Zuni chirped from Adom's shoulder, drawing her attention.

"And you," she said fondly, scratching under his chin, "are welcome anytime. The kitchen staff is already setting aside special nuts for your next visit."

Zuni's quills fluttered happily.

With final goodbyes exchanged, Adom and Sam made their way back through the dimensional fold, past the red stone archway, and into the streets of the Diplomatic Quarter.

"So," Sam said once they were a safe distance away, "that went way better than expected."

"Did it?"

"Are you kidding? You fought the brother of a Tirajin diplomat to a near draw, got his personal comm code, and made connections with like, three major Houses. I'd call that a win."

Adom nodded thoughtfully. "If Kaiden turns out to be who I think he might be, these connections could be valuable."

"The Red Demon thing? You really think he's going to be that important?"

"In the timeline I remember, the Tirajin resistance bought crucial time for other nations to prepare. They were the rare ones who held out against Dragon's Breath for more than a few weeks."

"And you think having Kaiden on speed-crystal is going to change things?"

"Maybe not directly. But information is power, Sam. And allies are better than enemies."

They walked in silence for a few blocks, the evening settling around them. The Diplomatic Quarter was quieter at night, but still well-lit and patrolled.

"Hey," Sam said finally. "Let me take Zuni back to the dorm."

Adom glanced at him. "Why?"

"Because you're going to see Mr. Biggins, right? About those dreams you've been having?"

Adom didn't bother asking how Sam knew. His roommate was far more observant than most people gave him credit for.

"Yes."

"You've been tossing and turning every night this week. And muttering. It's been getting worse, hasn't it?"

Adom nodded. "The sleep quality is taking a toll."

"And you think Mr. Biggins has something that might help?"

"If anyone would, it's him."

Sam held out his hands. "Then let me take Zuni."

Zuni chirped indignantly but allowed himself to be transferred to Sam's shoulder.

"I'll meet you back at the dorm," Adom said.

"Bring me some frosties!" Sam called as they parted ways.

"Sure!"

Adom waved him off, smiling despite himself. The shop wasn't far from his current position so he arrived in less than ten minutes.

As Adom approached, he noticed the "CLOSED" sign hanging in the window. Beneath it, scrawled in what looked like fresh ink, was a note: "Unless your name is Adom Sylla. In which case, enter! Enter!"

Adom chuckled as he pushed open the door. There was a new scent today. Dust, incense, and something indefinably weird washing over him as he stepped inside.


"Hello?" Adom called into the dimly lit shop. The bell above the door had jingled when he entered, but no one appeared to greet him. "Mr. Biggi—WHOA!"

Adom jumped back, nearly knocking over a display of what appeared to be preserved eyeballs in jars.

Mr. Biggins stood directly to his right, having apparently been there the entire time.

"Gets 'em every time," the old dragon wheezed, clapping his hands together in delight. "Oh, your face! Priceless!"

"How do you do that?" Adom asked, heart rate returning to normal.

"Do what?" Biggins asked, blinking innocently.

"Never mind."

Biggins shuffled closer, peering intently at Adom's face. Despite his hunched posture, he was still tall enough that Adom had to look up slightly to meet his gaze.

"The shadows," Biggins observed, tapping one long finger against his chin. "Dreams still troubling you, boy?"

Adom blinked in surprise. "Actually, that's why I came to see you."

"Of course it is! Why else would you visit an old dragon at this hour? Not for my sparkling conversation, surely."

Biggins gestured toward the cluttered back of the shop. "Come, come. Sit. Tell old Biggins everything."

They made their way past shelves crammed with oddities—jars of creatures preserved in amber-colored liquid, books bound in materials Adom couldn't identify, and objects that seemed to shift when viewed from the corner of one's eye.

Adom settled onto a surprisingly comfortable chair while Biggins perched on what appeared to be a stack of ancient tomes.

"So," the dragon said, leaning forward. "The dreams?"

Adom told him everything—the shadow figure, the increasing frequency of the dream-walking episodes, and the most recent development.

"This time I saw Law's farm," he explained. "The apple tree there. I'm certain of it. There has to be a connection between the tree and these dreams, even though I examined it before and didn't find anything unusual."

"Oh?" Biggins went very still. "You're sure it was Law's tree? The exact one?"

"Positive."

The old dragon suddenly leapt to his feet. "Marvelous! Simply marvelous!"

He scuttled toward the back room, muttering excitedly. "Where did I put it? It was here just a century ago... or was it two? No, no, must have moved it during the Great Dusting of '17..."

Adom watched in bemusement as Biggins disappeared into the shadowy recesses of his storeroom. Crashes and thuds echoed, accompanied by occasional exclamations of "Not that!" and "Who put this here?"

"Mr. Biggins?" Adom called. "What's going on?"

"Patience, boy!" came the muffled reply. "Ah! There it is!"

Biggins emerged triumphantly, cradling something in his hands. He set it gently on the counter between them.

It was a bowl.

Or at least, it had probably been a bowl once. Now it looked like a dented, dusty metal hemisphere with its lid firmly secured. Strange symbols were etched around its rim, barely visible beneath decades (or centuries) of grime.

"What is that?" Adom asked.

Biggins blinked at him. "It's a bowl."

"Yes, I can see that."

"Then why did you ask?"

"Because I assumed it must be more than just a bowl if you were looking for it so enthusiastically."

Biggins chuckled. "Well, yes, of course it's more than just a bowl. There's a djinn in it."

Adom stared. "A djinn."

"Yes."

"Why?"

Biggins tilted his head curiously. "Why what, my boy? Why is there a djinn in a closed old bowl? Why do I have it? Why did I look for it? Why do I think it answers your questions? What sort of why are we talking about?"

Adom hesitated. He wanted to ask all of those questions and more, but he knew from experience that conversations with Biggins could spiral into philosophical rabbit holes if he wasn't careful.

"Why," he finally asked, focusing on his priorities, "is this a solution to my problem?"

"Ah!" Biggins looked pleased. "You're learning! Good question."

He pushed the bowl toward Adom. "First, clean it off. Then, channel some mana into those runes."

Adom took the bowl reluctantly. "You still haven't answered my question."

"Haven't I?" Biggins sat back, watching him expectantly.

With a sigh, Adom wiped away the dust with his sleeve. The symbols became clearer—ancient runes that seemed to shift under his gaze. He channeled a thin stream of mana into them, and they began to glow with a soft blue light.

"Tell me, Adom," Biggins said conversationally, "aren't you on school break now?"

"Yes?" Adom replied, confused by the sudden change in topic.

"Well then!" Biggins clapped his hands together, eyes twinkling. "How would you like to visit the Fae Realm?"





            

    
        Chapter 93. A Port Named Destiny (Morgana's POV) Part 1

    
    
    
    
                Vethia. Port city and capital of the Marak kingdom. White stone buildings crowded the coast where the Syruval Sea met the Alyrian shores. The docks reeked of salt, fish, and exotic spices. Merchants haggled in multiple languages while dock workers hauled crates and barrels from ships that had traveled from every corner of the known world.

Morgana leaned against a stack of crates, watching gulls circle above the busy port where traders shouted prices and sailors hauled cargo.

Ten months had changed her.

The rough cotton of her dress felt natural now, and her once-soft hands had grown calloused from months of crafting – weaving baskets, carving trinkets, and sewing the intricate patterns the Veyshari were known for.

Behind her, the Veyshari were preparing their ship for departure. The Viento Libre had been her home since that winter night when she'd left Arkhos behind. Now they were leaving, and she was staying.

Mirko approached, his massive frame blocking the morning sun. His beard was tied with colorful threads, and his eyes crinkled at the corners when he spotted her.

"Still making sad face?" he asked, crossing his arms. "Not too late to change mind."

Morgana smiled despite herself. "I've made my decision."

"Bah! Decisions." He waved a meaty hand. "I decide to eat fish yesterday. Today, I want bread. Tomorrow?" He shrugged dramatically. "Maybe horse."

She laughed. "I don't think you've ever eaten horse."

"Not important." Mirko leaned closer. "Important is you belong with us now. Ten months! You speak our language, you make coin with us. My sister teach you medicines. Why stay in boring port?"

The question hung in the air. Why indeed? The past ten months had been the freest of her life. With the Veyshari, she'd sailed to ports she'd only read about in books. She'd slept under stars so bright they seemed close enough to touch. She'd danced around campfires, learned to haggle in three languages, and for the first time since childhood, she'd laughed – really laughed – until her sides ached.

"You know why," she said finally.

Mirko's expression grew serious. "Revenge make poor compass, cireaşă mică."

Little cherry. His nickname for her since the time she'd eaten so many cherries at a market that her lips had stained red for days.

Before she could respond, a group of Veyshari approached, led by Mirela. They formed a half-circle around Morgana.

"We bring gifts," announced an older woman named Drina, holding out a bundle wrapped in blue cloth. "For new journey."

"I can't accept—" Morgana began.

"You insult us now?" Drina raised an eyebrow. "After we feed you ten months?"

"That's not what I—"

"Good! Then take." She thrust the bundle into Morgana's arms. "Clothes, herbs, charms. Things you need."

One by one, they pressed gifts into her hands. A cooking pot. A knife with a bone handle. A small pouch of tea that "make bad men tell truth" according to old Petru with a sly wink.

Then came Vano, a boy barely sixteen who'd taught her to weave baskets during long sea crossings. He shuffled forward, holding out a small cloth purse that clinked with coins.

"This is too much," Morgana said, trying to give it back.

"Is money you earn," Vano insisted. "Your share from market sales. We save for you."

"But—"

"Destul!" Mirko bellowed. "Enough argument. You take gifts because we are family now. Family help family."

Family. The word hit her harder than she expected. In a sense, they had become her family. Just like Adom and Sam.

It felt... good.

"Thank you," she managed, her throat tight.

The others drifted back to the ship after quick embraces and whispered good wishes. Only Mirela remained, standing quiet beside her uncle.

"Go prepare ship," Mirko told his niece. "I talk with stubborn girl one moment."

Mirela didn't move. "I stay."

He sighed. "Fine, fine. Everyone so stubborn." He fixed Morgana with a serious look. "Listen to me now. You good girl with bad plans. World bigger than revenge."

"Not for me," Morgana said.

"Yes, for you too." He tapped her forehead. "You just not see yet. But one day, maybe." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wooden box. "For when that day come."

Inside was a silver ring with a red stone that seemed to glow from within.

"Veyshari blood ring," he explained. "When you need us – real need, not silly need – you break stone. We will know. We will come."

"How?" Morgana asked, slipping the ring onto her finger.

Mirko tapped his nose. "Magic secret. You just remember – break stone, we come."

Behind them, a sailor called something in Veyshari. Mirko nodded.

"Time to go." He grabbed Morgana in a bear hug that lifted her off the ground. "Be smart. Be safe. No dying."

"I'll try," she said, her voice muffled against his chest.

He set her down and stomped back toward the ship, leaving her with Mirela.

The sorceress looked different in the daylight – younger somehow, though her eyes still held that ancient wisdom Morgana had come to respect.

"Last chance," Mirela said softly. "Come with us to Southern Isles. Much sun, good food. No emperors to kill."

Morgana smiled sadly. "You know I can't."

"Can. Won't." Mirela reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. "Our route. Next five years. Where to find us, when."

Morgana took the parchment, touched beyond words. "I don't know what to say."

"Say nothing. Just listen." Mirela took her hands. "Path you choose – darkness waits there. Not just for enemies. For you too."

"I know what I'm doing."

"No. You don't." Mirela's grip tightened. "Remember what I tell you that night on boat? About blood curse?"

"I remember."

"Good. Because curse real. Very real." She leaned closer. "But also remember this – where is darkness, can be light too. Choice always there."

From the ship, a horn blew. Final call.

"I need to go," Mirela said. She hesitated, then pulled Morgana into a quick embrace. "First friend I have who not Veyshari. Strange, yes?"

"Very strange," Morgana agreed, hugging her back.

Mirela stepped away. "If you change mind, use paper. Find us."

"I will."

With a final nod, Mirela turned and hurried back to the ship.

Morgana watched as the Veyshari cast off, their colorful flags fluttering in the morning breeze. Mirko stood at the bow, his great arms crossed. Mirela beside him, a small figure in her bright shawl. Others waved from the deck, calling farewell promises in a mix of languages.

Morgana waved back until the ship turned toward the open sea. Until the figures grew too small to distinguish. Until the sails were just white specks on the horizon.

Then she turned to face the city of Vethia, her new gifts clutched to her chest. Ten months of peace was enough.

She had work to do.


The ring felt like a lifeline. But not one she intended to use. This was her path now. Alone.





The path to power. The path to justice.

The path that would end with her uncle's bl–

"Kantu malla transporta?" a boy asked, gesturing at the pile of gifts at her feet.









Morgana blinked, momentarily yanked from thoughts of imperial blood and justice. Rude. "What?"

The boy switched languages. "Transport things? Good price." He patted his cart proudly. The wheels looked like they'd fall off if someone sneezed too hard.

"Oh. No, thank you," Morgana said. She lifted her hand, showing a small copper ring on her index finger. "Dimensional storage."

The boy's eyes widened. "Magic ring! Very fancy." He watched with undisguised fascination as she touched each item, making them vanish one by one into the ring's pocket dimension. "You from Sundar, yes?"

Morgana paused mid-motion. "Is it that obvious?"

"Accent heavy like stone," he said, mimicking her pronunciation with exaggerated thickness. "I'm Kafi. I know all Vethia. Need guide?"

Morgana looked at him properly for the first time. Maybe twelve years old, with sun-darkened skin and clothes that had been patched so many times they were more patch than original fabric. Sharp eyes, though. The kind that missed nothing.

"I don't need—"

"Yes, you need," Kafi interrupted confidently. "New in city? Everyone get lost. Everyone get robbed. Maybe worse."

"I can take care of myself."

Kafi snorted. "Sure, sure. Like other foreigners who end up in harbor with throat cut."

Morgana considered the boy. She did need information, and local knowledge was valuable. "I'm looking for a place called..."

She hesitated, remembering the name Mirela had given her. "The Copper Lantern."

Kafi's expression shifted subtly. "Ah. You need that kind of guide."

"Can you take me there or not?"

"Can. Very expensive." He named a price that made Morgana laugh out loud.

"That's more than a week's lodging at a decent inn."

"Special tax," Kafi said with a shrug.

"What tax?"

"Foreigner tax. Sundar lady tax. Pretty lady tax." He ticked them off on his fingers. "Also danger tax, because Copper Lantern not nice place."

"You're scamming me."

"No scam. Just business." He grinned, showing a missing front tooth. "But for you, special discount."

Kafi named another price, only marginally less outrageous. Morgana crossed her arms and waited.

"Fine, fine," he grumbled, cutting the price in half.

"Still too much."

They haggled for another minute before settling on a price that Morgana suspected was still too high but couldn't be bothered to argue further about.

"Deal," she said. "But half now, half when we arrive."

"Smart lady." Kafi nodded approvingly. "Follow me."

He led her away from the docks and into the city proper. Vethia was a maze of narrow streets and towering buildings. White limestone structures crowded together, connected by arched bridges that spanned the gaps between them. People flowed through the streets like water – merchants in bright silks, sailors with skin tanned dark by the sun, nobles carried in curtained palanquins.

"Watch step," Kafi warned as they passed a creature that looked like the unholy offspring of a crab and a seagull. It was picking through a pile of discarded fish guts with its beak-like mandibles.

"What is that?" Morgana asked, giving it a wide berth.

"Harbor crawler. Eat garbage, sometimes cats. Sometimes children who not listen to mothers." Kafi grinned at her expression. "Joke. Mostly joke."

They turned down a street lined with stalls selling everything from spices to magical trinkets. A woman with blue-tinged skin was selling vials of glowing liquid. Next to her, a man with three arms juggled knives while calling out prices.

"What do you know about the Copper Lantern?" Morgana asked as they navigated through the crowd.

Kafi glanced at her. "Information house. People go in with coins, come out with secrets." He lowered his voice. "Or sometimes, not come out."

"That's reassuring."

"Why you need this place? Maybe I help instead."

"I doubt you have the information I need."

"Try me." Kafi puffed out his chest. "I know everything about Vethia."

"Everything?" Morgana raised an eyebrow.

"Everything important," he amended.

A roar from above made them both look up. A creature with leathery wings circled the highest towers, its long neck stretched forward as it searched for prey.

"Red Wyvern," Kafi said. "City guard use them for patrol."

"They're smaller than I expected," Morgana observed.

"Not so small when they eating your face."

They passed through a square where a man was performing some kind of magic show. He held up a bowl of water, whispered to it, and then tossed the contents into the air. Instead of falling, the water formed itself into the shape of dancing women who twirled above the delighted audience.

"Water mage from Talivar," Kafi explained without being asked. "They make best street magic. Also best assassins." He gave her a sideways look. "Why you need Copper Lantern? Assassin too expensive for most."

"I'm not looking for an assassin."

"Good. Assassins messy. Information better weapon anyway." He tapped his temple. "My father say this."

"Is your father a guide too?"

"Was merchant. Now dead." Kafi said it matter-of-factly. "Pirates."

"I'm sorry."

He shrugged. "Long time ago. Now I guide, sometimes sell things, sometimes..." He made a vague gesture that could have meant anything from "run errands" to "commit petty theft."

They turned down a narrower street where the buildings leaned in so close they almost touched overhead, blocking out most of the sunlight. The smell changed – less salt and spice, more sewage and unwashed bodies.

"Bad area now," Kafi warned. "Keep hand on coin purse. Also maybe knife."

"I think I can handle myself," Morgana said dryly.

"Maybe. But handle ten men with knives?" He shook his head. "Even magic lady need be careful."

A group of rough-looking men watched them pass, eyes tracking Morgana with uncomfortable interest. She stared back, unflinching, one hand resting casually on the bone-handled knife the Veyshari had given her. The men eventually looked away.

"Good stare," Kafi whispered approvingly. "Like angry cat."

They passed a tavern where the sounds of a brawl spilled into the street, then a brothel with women and men lounging in windows, calling out offers to passersby. A street vendor was selling what looked like roasted rat on a stick. The smell was surprisingly... appetizing.

A vestige from her cat days, Morgana assumed.

"Almost there," Kafi said. "Remember deal – half payment now."

Morgana handed over the agreed amount. "If you're leading me into a trap, I'll find you."

Kafi looked genuinely offended. "I am guide, not thief." They stared at each other. "Well, sometimes small thief, but never from customers." He pointed ahead. "There. Copper Lantern."

The building was unassuming – three stories of weathered stone with a single copper lantern hanging by the door. No sign, no indication of what business was conducted inside. If Kafi hadn't pointed it out, she would have walked right past it.

"They have what you need. Maybe." Kafi shifted from foot to foot. "But remember, information has price. Sometimes money, sometimes..." He drew a finger across his throat.

"Noted." Morgana handed him the rest of his payment.

Kafi counted it carefully, then nodded, satisfied. "Need guide back to good area?"

"I'll find my way."

"Sure, sure. All foreigners say this." He pocketed the coins. "When you get lost or stabbed, ask anyone for Kafi with broken tooth. I come rescue, only small fee."

Despite herself, Morgana smiled. "I'll keep that in mind."

Kafi gave her a mock salute and melted into the crowd, leaving Morgana alone in front of the Copper Lantern. She took a deep breath, checked that her knife was easy to reach, and stepped toward the door.

She immediately found herself into a haze of pipe smoke and dim amber light. The place smelled of stale beer, unwashed bodies, and something faintly metallic that might have been blood. Not an inn, despite appearances – or at least, not just an inn.

Tables dotted the main floor, most occupied by people who looked like they made their living doing things that shouldn't be discussed in polite company. A few card games were in progress. Money and daggers sat side by side on tabletops.

The room fell into a brief hush as she entered, then resumed its murmur of conversation, now punctuated with whispers and sidelong glances. Morgana kept her eyes fixed straight ahead, spine straight, steps measured. The way her father had taught her to walk into a room full of vipers.

"Look what the tide washed in," a man called out as she passed. "Need company, sweetheart?"

She ignored him, hand instinctively rising to touch the necklace beneath her shirt. The intricate gold and silver piece Sam and Adom had given her wasn't just beautiful – Mirela had confirmed it contained powerful protective enchantments, capable of deflecting even fairly strong magical attacks. A valuable gift. But not surprising, considering Adom had a hand in it. The boy was the smartest one she'd ever seen.

"Hey, I'm talking to you," the man persisted, grabbing her arm.

Morgana stopped. Didn't turn. "Remove your hand if you want to keep it."

A moment of silence, then laughter from the man's companions. He released her with a muttered curse.

She continued to the counter at the back of the room where a middle-aged woman stood polishing glasses. The woman had steel-gray hair pulled back in a severe bun and arms corded with muscle. Her eyes tracked Morgana's approach with the wariness of someone who'd seen too much to be easily impressed.

"What'll it be?" she asked, setting down the glass.

Morgana leaned in slightly. "I hear the copper moon shines brightest at midnight."

The code phrase Mirela had taught her. The woman's expression didn't change, but her eyes narrowed slightly.

"We don't serve that here," she replied, continuing to polish glasses. "Try the Bull's Horn down the street."

"I was told specifically to come here," Morgana pressed. "By someone who knows the value of accurate information."

The woman set down her cloth and gave Morgana a slow, deliberate once-over, taking in her travel-worn clothes, the way she held herself, the set of her jaw.

"And what sort of information would a pretty young thing like you be after? Lost boyfriend? Cheating husband?" A thin smile. "Or maybe you're selling something yourself?"

"I need certain connections. Political ones."

"Political?" The woman snorted. "Honey, do you know where you are? This isn't some noble's salon."

"I know exactly where I am," Morgana said evenly. "And I know what you do here. So we can either stop pretending, or I can find another broker."

At a nearby table, two men suddenly rose, shouting about a marked card. One flipped the table, sending coins scattering across the floor. Several patrons dived for the money. The argument escalated, a knife appeared, and within seconds the men were grappling, crashing into other tables.

The barwoman didn't even glance their way. Neither did Morgana.

"Bold words for someone standing alone in a den of thieves," the woman said, leaning forward. "Fancy accent, nice posture. Nobility fallen on hard times, is it? Or just playing at being dangerous?"

"Test me if you like," Morgana replied coldly. "But I'm not here to prove myself to a mere gatekeeper."

Behind them, the fight had grown to include four men now. Someone crashed into a shelving unit, sending bottles smashing to the floor. Still, the barwoman's eyes never left Morgana's face.

"A mere gatekeeper," she repeated, voice dangerously soft. "You know, girl, a tongue like that can lead to all sorts of misadventures. Especially when you don't have the power to back it up."

Morgana leaned closer. "I have more power than you can imagine. And I'm tired of games. Either take me to your master or tell me you can't help. But don't waste my time with these petty intimidations."

The woman stared at her for a long, tense moment – then abruptly threw her head back and laughed, a genuine bark of amusement that momentarily rose above the din of the ongoing brawl.

"Oh, I like you," she said, wiping away an imaginary tear. "Stupid as a brick wall, but brave. Like a baby wyvern hissing at a dragon." She jerked her head toward a door behind the counter. "Come on, then. Let's see if Madam Rook thinks you're as entertaining as I do."

She lifted a section of the counter and Morgana passed through. Behind her, someone finally broke up the fight by dumping a bucket of water on the combatants.

"What's your name, fierce one?" the woman asked as she led Morgana down a narrow hallway.

"Lyra," Morgana lied smoothly, using the name she'd decided on during her journey.

"Well, 'Lyra,'" Tabitha said, emphasizing the name with obvious skepticism, "I'm Tabitha. And a word of advice – Madam Rook isn't as amused by bravado as I am. Try that 'mere gatekeeper' nonsense with her, and you'll leave here in pieces. Small ones."

They passed several closed doors. From behind one came the sound of someone weeping. From another, laughter that raised the hair on Morgana's arms.

"I meant no disrespect," Morgana said, not entirely truthfully. "I simply don't have time for games."

"Everyone has time for games here," Tabitha replied. "The only question is whether you're a player or a piece." She stopped at a door near the end of the hall and knocked three times. "And piece by piece is how they'll find you if you forget that."

A voice from inside called something Morgana couldn't make out.

"One more thing," Tabitha said, hand on the doorknob. "Whatever you're after – make sure it's worth dying for. Because in this line of work, that's always on the table."

She opened the door, revealing a lavishly appointed office that stood in stark contrast to the dingy tavern front. Rich carpets covered the floor. Shelves lined with books and curious objects filled one wall. And behind a massive desk of dark wood sat a woman with blood-red hair and the coldest eyes Morgana had ever seen.

"Madam Rook," Tabitha announced, "this is 'Lyra.' She's looking for political connections and has a mouth that writes promissory notes her sword arm can't cash."

The red-haired woman smiled, revealing teeth filed to points. "How interesting. Send her in."

Morgana stepped into the office, heart pounding but face carefully composed. The door closed behind her with a finality that felt like a prison gate shutting.

"So," Madam Rook said, gesturing to a chair across from her desk. "First smart thing you've done today – not giving your real name." She tapped long fingernails against the wood. "Now tell me what brings you to my humble establishment, and why I shouldn't have you thrown into the harbor for wasting my time."

Morgana sat, back straight, eyes level. She took a deep breath and began to speak.

"I'm looking for a man."

Rook's painted eyebrows rose. "A man? Well, darling, aren't we all?" She let out a throaty laugh. "Though some of us prefer women. Or both. Or neither, depending on the day." She leaned forward, resting her chin on steepled fingers. "You'll need to be more specific. Men are rather common in this world, like rats and bad decisions."

Morgana sighed inwardly. She would have to get used to this – the games, the innuendo, the constant circling before getting to the point. Politics in the shadows was different from the imperial court, but no less tedious.

"I'm looking for a specific man," she clarified. "A former Star Knight of the Sundarian Empire. Sir Bedivere."

Something flickered in Rook's eyes – recognition, wariness, interest.

"Sir Bedivere," she repeated, her voice suddenly neutral. "That's a name I haven't heard in some time."

"He disappeared shortly after the death of Emperor Rayhan's brother, Prince Soren. My research suggests he may have come to Vethia."

Madam Rook's expression shifted, growing more calculating. She tapped her long fingernails against the desk – a slow, methodical rhythm. "And why would you, a young woman clearly far from home, be looking for a disgraced imperial knight?"

"My reasons are my own."

"Hmm." Rook sat back. "And who exactly are you? Really?"

"That's not relevant to our business."

"Everything is relevant in my business, girl." Rook's smile didn't reach her eyes. "But very well. Keep your secrets for now. They'll unravel on their own – they always do. You don't strike me as someone who stays hidden for long."

She stood and moved to a cabinet behind her desk. "Sir Bedivere. Former Captain of the Star Knights. Emperor's Champion. Hero of the Crimson Pass." She pulled out a small key. "Quite the fall from grace, wouldn't you say?"

Morgana's heart beat faster. "Then he is here?"

Rook unlocked the cabinet and removed a folder. "Information has a price in the Copper Lantern. Especially information about men like Bedivere."

"How much?"

"Oh, I don't want your coins." Rook laughed softly. "Not for this."

Morgana took a deep breath. "One moment." She twisted the copper ring on her finger, reaching into the pocket dimension it connected to. After a moment of concentration, she withdrew a small velvet pouch.

Rook watched with undisguised interest. "Dimensional storage. Expensive toy."

Morgana placed the pouch on the desk between them. "This should cover it."

With a raised eyebrow, Rook opened the pouch and tipped its contents onto the desk. A crystal the size of a plum tumbled out, glowing with a soft blue light. Inside, something that looked like smoke swirled and eddied.

"A spirit crystal," Rook breathed, surprise evident in her voice. She picked it up carefully, examining it. "Where did a girl like you get something like this?"

"Does it matter?"

"I suppose not." Rook held the crystal up to the light. "Do you know what this is? What it contains?"

"A bound spirit. At least three centuries old, based on the color."

"And you know what information brokers use these for?"

Morgana nodded. "The spirit can be released to serve as a spy. Immaterial, invisible to most. Perfect for gathering information. Typically bound to serve three tasks before being freed."

"A rather valuable trade item." Rook placed the crystal back in its pouch with surprising gentleness. "Where did you learn about such things?"

"I read a lot."

That earned an actual laugh from Rook. "I'm sure you do." She slid the folder across the desk. "Sir Bedivere arrived in Vethia approximately eight years ago. He came on a merchant vessel from the Eastern Shores, traveling under the name Darin Shaw."

Morgana opened the folder. Inside were sketches, documents, and what appeared to be transcripts of conversations.

"He spent his first few weeks drinking himself into oblivion at various establishments around the port," Rook continued. "Ran out of money quickly. Tried to find work as a mercenary, but his reputation – or lack thereof – preceded him. No one wanted to hire a disgraced knight with a drinking problem."

Morgana flipped through the pages, scanning quickly. "And then?"

"And then he made the mistake of borrowing money from the wrong people. When he couldn't pay it back, he was sold to cover the debt." Rook's voice was matter-of-fact. "He now belongs to a man named Cassius Thorne."

Morgana's head snapped up. "Sold? As a slave?"

"Technically, as a gladiator. Thorne runs the fighting pits in the southern quarter. Very popular entertainment. Very profitable." Rook gestured to a page in the folder. "Bedivere fights under the name 'The Fallen Star.' Quite clever, really. His matches draw substantial crowds."

"This is barbaric," Morgana whispered.

"This is Vethia," Rook corrected her. "Outside the Empire, the rules are different. Sundarian sensibilities don't apply here."

Morgana stared at a sketch of a man in a fighting cage, face obscured by a helmet but stance unmistakably military. The Star Knight who had once taught her to hold a sword, reduced to fighting for the entertainment of criminals and merchants.

"How do I find him?" she asked.

"That's all in the file. Locations, schedules, security arrangements." Rook leaned forward. "But I should warn you – Thorne doesn't part with his property easily. Especially not profitable property like Bedivere."

"I'll handle Thorne."

"Will you?" Rook's smile was razor-sharp. "A girl with a fake name and a dimensional ring, against the man who controls half the criminal enterprises in Vethia? That should be entertaining."

Morgana closed the folder. "Thank you for the information."

"A word of advice." Rook's voice stopped her as she stood to leave. "Whatever game you're playing – and yes, it's obvious you're playing one – remember that Vethia has its own rules. Break them at your peril."

"I'm not afraid."

"That's your first mistake." Rook's eyes were cold. "In this city, the fearless die young and the cautious grow rich and old."

Morgana tucked the folder into her belt. "I'll take my chances."

"Before you go..." Rook's voice stopped her again. She was studying Morgana intently now, head tilted. "Those blue eyes. That face. I knew I recognized you."

Morgana tensed.

"I met you once, at the Imperial Harvest Festival. You were just a child then – what, eight? Nine? Standing beside your father, General Soren. You've grown well, Lady Morgana."

The blood drained from Morgana's face. "You're mistaken."

"We both know I'm not." Rook smiled thinly. "The Emperor's niece, daughter of the general he had executed for 'treason.' Tell me, does your uncle know you're alive? I was under the impression he'd been quite... thorough... in eliminating your father's line."

Morgana's hand drifted to her knife. "If you tell anyone—"

"Put that away," Rook said dismissively. "Your secret is safe with me – for now. That crystal bought you that much."

"Why should I believe you?"

"Because dead girls don't pay for information, and I suspect you'll need more of my services before your business in Vethia is concluded." Rook tapped the spirit crystal. "Besides, your uncle and I have our own... history. I have no love for Emperor Rayhan."

Morgana slowly lowered her hand.

"Some advice, though." Rook opened a drawer and pulled out a small object. "If you're planning to move around this city – especially near the fighting pits – you'll need better disguise than a false name." She slid a half-mask across the desk. It was made of dark leather, simple but well-crafted. "Blue eyes like yours are uncommon in Vethia. Hide them."

Morgana picked up the mask. "Why help me?"

"Call it an investment in an interesting future." Rook shrugged. "Or perhaps I simply enjoy watching players who change the game."

"I'm not playing a game."

"Everyone's playing a game, Lady Morgana. The only question is whether you know the rules." Rook's voice grew serious. "Bedivere fights tomorrow night. If you plan to reach him, you'll need to move quickly. His last opponent nearly took his head off. I doubt he'll survive many more matches."

Morgana slipped the mask into her belt alongside the folder. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. Finding Bedivere was the easy part. Getting him away from Thorne..." Rook made a cutting motion across her throat. "That's where most people end up dead."

The door closed behind Morgana with a soft click that somehow felt more final than a slam. She stood in the dark hallway, folder clutched to her chest, heart racing.

This was bad. Really bad. She acted like an amateur, and someone already knew her identity.

I need to be more careful. She told herself.

Now she just had to free him from a gladiator pit controlled by one of Vethia's most dangerous men.

Simple.


Morgana nodded to Tabitha as she passed through the main room of the Copper Lantern, the weight of the folder heavy against her hip.

"See you soon, fierce one," Tabitha called after her.

Morgana didn't respond. The less she interacted with these people, the better. She pushed open the door and stepped back into the narrow street, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the daylight.

They were waiting for her.

The man whose arm she'd threatened, flanked by five others. They formed a loose semicircle, blocking her path. Behind them, other pedestrians quickly moved to the opposite side of the street or ducked into doorways. No one wanted to get involved.

"Well, well," the man said, stepping forward. His breath stank of cheap ale. "Wasn't done talking to you."

Morgana glanced past them, calculating escape routes. "I was done talking to you."

"Didn't like how you embarrassed me in front of my friends." He gestured to the men behind him. "I was just trying to be friendly. Offer you a drink. See where things might lead."

"Nowhere," Morgana said flatly. "It would have led nowhere. You should be grateful I didn't waste your time or mine." She took a step forward. "Now, if you'll excuse me—"

His hand shot out and gripped her arm again, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. "I don't think—"

There was a sound like canvas tearing, followed by a wet thud as his hand hit the street. The man stared at his wrist, now ending in a cleanly severed stump, blood pulsing from the wound.

It took three full seconds before the pain registered. When it did, his scream echoed off the buildings.

"I told you you'd lose it if you touched me again," Morgana said calmly, as the man fell to his knees, clutching his spurting wrist. "You should have listened."

Two of his friends rushed to his side, one tearing off his shirt to wrap around the stump. The man's face had gone grey, his screams fading to whimpers as shock set in.

"What the hell?" one of the others demanded, eyes wide. "Are you a mage?"

Morgana smiled. The wind charm Mirela had sewn into her bracelets—what had she called it? A scythe ward—had worked perfectly. Small enough to be hidden, powerful enough to sever flesh with a single activation.

"Maybe I am," she said, letting her smile widen. "Want to find out what else I can do?"

Two of the men immediately backed away. One turned and ran. The handless man swayed dangerously, close to passing out.

"She's lying," said one who remained, a tall man with a scarred face. "That was an artifact. I saw the flash."

"Definitely an artifact," agreed another. "Mages eyes glow when they use magic."

Morgana kept her face impassive, but inwardly cursed. Of course there would be people in Vethia who could tell the difference.

"Artifact or not," she said, "there are more where that came from. I suggest you pick up your friend before he bleeds out, and leave."

The scarred man drew a knife. "Or we take what you have. Artifacts like that fetch a pretty price."

The other two still standing produced weapons of their own. Morgana reached for her knife, calculating her odds. Three armed men, possibly experienced fighters. With the artifacts she had, she could definitely take them, would she have to kill them? It would be bad to have to run from the local authorities for murder....

They were approaching.

Closing in three...

Morgana pushed the trigger of the bracelet.

Two...

The necklace started to glow.

One...

The first man dropped before she could move. One moment he was advancing, the next he was face-down on the cobblestones, a boot on the back of his neck.

The newcomer moved so fast he seemed to blur. He caught the second man's knife hand, twisted until something snapped, then drove an elbow into his throat. The man went down gagging and retching.

The scarred man managed to get a swing in, but the newcomer sidestepped it easily. What followed wasn't so much a fight as it was a methodical dismantling. The newcomer blocked, dodged, and countered with precise, economical movements. Each strike landed with the wet sound of breaking bones or tearing flesh.

Through it all, Kafi stood to the side, bouncing excitedly. "Get him, Raz! Break his stupid face!"

The scarred man tried to run. The newcomer—Raz, apparently—hooked a foot around his ankle and sent him sprawling. A quick kick to the ribs flipped him onto his back, then Raz planted a boot on his throat.

"Apologize to the lady," Raz said pleasantly, as if discussing the weather.

The scarred man gargled something unintelligible.

"Louder. And with feeling."

"S-sorry," the man wheezed. "Won't happen again."

"Good." Raz removed his boot. "Take your friends and get lost. And leave the hand." He pointed to the severed appendage still lying in the street. "Think of it as a lesson in manners."

The remaining conscious men scrambled to help their fallen comrades. The one who'd lost his hand was barely conscious, mumbling incoherently as they dragged him away. One paused long enough to grab the severed hand before they disappeared down an alley.

Raz dusted off his hands and turned to Morgana, giving her a slow once-over that ended in an appreciative whistle.

"Well," he said, "the brat wasn't lying. You are something to look at."

Morgana's eyes narrowed. She glanced at Kafi, who was grinning broadly. "You know this person?"

"My brother!" Kafi announced proudly. "Best fighter in lower city. Uses Fluid like water."

Now that she looked, Morgana could see the resemblance. The same sharp features, though Raz's were more defined, his jawline stronger. He was maybe ten years older than Kafi, tall and lean, with the long, corded muscles of someone who fought for a living.

"I was handling it," she said.

"Of course you were." Raz's grin was infuriatingly confident. "That's why they were about to gut you."

"I had a plan."

"Let me guess—lose more pieces of them with that fancy artifact in your sleeve?" He shook his head. "That only works until someone's fast enough to get past it. Or until you run out of charges."

Kafi tugged at his brother's sleeve. "Told you she'd need help. Knew there'd be trouble. Could smell it."

"You could smell a profit," Morgana corrected.

Kafi grinned, unashamed. "Need help, can pay for help. Fair, yes?"

Raz laughed. "The boy's a capitalist to his bones. I've tried to beat it out of him, but..." He shrugged. "Some things are just in the blood."

Morgana looked between them. Raz had killed at least one of those men, she was certain of it. The one who'd caught an elbow to the throat hadn't been breathing when they dragged him off. Yet here he was, chatting casually as if they'd just stopped for tea.

The casual violence of it was... unsettling. Even in a place like Vethia.





"I had it under control," Morgana said firmly. She wasn't about to explain that the protective necklace she wore would have repelled their weapons. Let them think what they wanted.

Raz studied her for a moment, then shrugged. "If you say so." He nudged his brother. "Put your hand away, brat. The lady doesn't want our services."

Kafi reluctantly lowered his hand, but his expression remained hopeful. "Maybe other services? What you looking for at Copper Lantern? Maybe we help."

"No," Morgana said. "Thank you, but no."

"Sure? We know Vethia very well. Know people, know places."

"I'm sure," Morgana replied, starting to walk past them. "Good day to you both."

"Your choice," Raz called after her. "But Vethia eats foreigners who go alone. Remember that."

Morgana didn't look back.
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                Morgana stretched out on a bed wide enough for three people, soft as a cloud and draped with linens that smelled faintly of jasmine. The Golden Swan Inn catered to wealthy merchants and visiting dignitaries, not lost princesses or would-be avengers. But that's exactly why she'd chosen it. No one would look for her here.

The bath she'd taken earlier had been almost decadent—hot water scented with oils, actual soap that didn't feel like sand against her skin. After months at sea with the Veyshari, washing in buckets of saltwater or cold streams, it felt like pure luxury.

She plucked another purple grape from the bowl beside her bed. The fruit here was incredible—plump, sweet, and fresh. She popped it into her mouth, savoring the burst of flavor.

Her fingers traced the edges of the folder Rook had given her.

Sir Bedivere, Knight Commander of the Star Knights. Her father's right hand. The man who'd taught her to hold a practice sword when she was seven years old, laughing when she'd nearly taken his eye out with an enthusiastic swing.

"Just like your father," he'd said, ruffling her hair. "Too much fire for your own good."

He’d once trained Arthur—Adom's father.

Morgana frowned at the memory of the quiet, serious knight who'd been like a shadow to her father.

She should have approached him when she last saw him. Told him she was alive. That his son had helped save her.

But she couldn't bring herself to do it. Arthur was still in the imperial army, still serving the man who'd murdered his General—her father. If she'd revealed herself, put Arthur in that position... what would it have done to him? To Adom? The boy needed his father as an anchor.

Maybe later, when she had more power, more allies. Maybe then she could rally Arthur to her cause. Tell him the truth about what had happened the night her father died.

"When you see the truth," Bedivere had told her father once, not knowing she was listening from behind a curtain, "you can never unsee it. And once you see it, you must act—or live as a coward forever."

Her father had seen some truth that night. And it had gotten him killed.

Now Bedivere was in chains, fighting as a gladiator. And tomorrow she'd go to the arena, see the layout, maybe even find a way to speak with him. He would know what really happened. He had to.

A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts.

"Enter," she called, sitting up and straightening her robe.

A young woman in the green uniform of the inn's staff backed into the room, carrying a large tray.

"Dinner, madam," she said with a small curtsy. "Cook's special tonight—roasted quail with honey glaze, persimmon compote, and saffron rice."

"Thank you," Morgana said. "You can set it on the table."

The woman placed the tray on the small table by the window, then efficiently arranged the dishes, cutlery, and a carafe of wine. The smells wafting from beneath the silver covers made Morgana's mouth water.

"Will there be anything else, madam?" the woman asked, hands folded neatly at her waist.

"No, that's all. Thank you."

With another small curtsy, the woman left.

Morgana lifted the covers from her dinner, inhaling the rich scents. The quail was golden-brown, glistening with glaze, nestled on a bed of saffron rice so yellow it looked like sun-warmed sand. The compote was deep red, studded with nuts and spices.

It reminded her of palace dinners—formal, elaborate affairs where no one actually enjoyed the food because they were too busy watching for daggers, both literal and metaphorical.

At least here she could eat in peace. Savor her last taste of luxury before diving into Vethia's underbelly to rescue a man who might not even remember her.

Morgana cut into the quail, the crisp skin giving way to tender meat beneath. The sweetness of the honey glaze balanced perfectly with the slight gaminess of the bird.

Just for a moment, with her eyes closed and the familiar flavors on her tongue, she could almost believe she was back in the palace, waiting for her father to finish his meetings and join her for a late supper, full of stories about his day.

Almost.

*****

The next day...

The ticket seller eyed Morgana suspiciously, his gaze lingering on her mask. "We don't usually allow face coverings in the arena."

"Religious observance," Morgana lied smoothly. The leather half-mask Rook had given her covered the upper portion of her face, hiding her distinctive blue eyes. "I'm from the Eastern Shores. We believe showing our full face to strangers invites evil spirits."

The man snorted. "Plenty of evil spirits already in the arena, lady. Don't need no more."

"I'm sure. Now, about those tickets?"

"What kind you want? Got upper stands for two silvers. Middle seats for five. Lower ring's ten."

"I want something closer to the fighters." Morgana leaned in. "Something where I can see their faces."

The ticket seller's eyebrow shot up. "Got a thing for bloodsport, eh?" He lowered his voice. "Box seats are twenty silvers. Gets you close enough to catch the blood spray if the wind's right."

"Perfect."

The man named a price that would have fed a family for a month. Morgana counted out the coins without hesitation. The seller's eyes widened slightly as she produced a gold coin to cover the cost.

"Didn't know religious folk had such deep pockets," he muttered, making her change.

"The gods provide," Morgana replied, pocketing the tickets.

"Box Three, east side. Best view of the killing floor." He handed her a small bronze token. "Show this to the guards. They'll let you through the private entrance."

"When does it start?"

"First blood at midday." He grinned, revealing several missing teeth. "Last fight's the big one. The Fallen Star versus The Mountain. Been hyping it for weeks."

Morgana nodded and stepped away from the booth. The crowds were already thick around the massive structure known as The Pit—Vethia's largest arena. Unlike the elegant coliseums of the Empire, this was a crude, brutal place. No marble columns or intricate statuary. Just rough stone stained dark with years of spilled blood.

She joined the stream of people flowing toward the entrances. The crowd was a mix of everyone Vethia had to offer—merchants in fine silks, sailors with sun-darkened skin, nobles carried in palanquins, beggars who'd scraped together enough coin for the cheapest seats.

A group of dwarves pushed past her, arguing loudly in their guttural language. Their presence wasn't surprising—Marak maintained strong diplomatic ties with the dwarven kingdoms beneath the Northern Mountains. The trade in metals and gems fueled much of Vethia's economy.

Near the VIP entrance, four centaur guards stood at attention, their lower bodies those of massive war horses, upper bodies armored in gleaming bronze. They carried spears taller than most men and regarded the crowd with cold, impassive eyes.

Morgana showed her token to one of them. He examined it, then stepped aside with a curt nod.

The private entrance led to a series of corridors lit by glowing crystals set in the walls. The sounds of the gathering crowd grew muffled, then louder as she emerged into the open air of the arena itself.

It was staggering.

Tier upon tier of seats rose in a great circle around a central pit nearly a hundred yards across. Sand covered the ground, unnaturally white and pristine—for now. Morgana knew it would be stained crimson before the day was done.

The scale was overwhelming. The Imperial Colosseum in Sundar could hold perhaps ten thousand spectators. This place had to seat three times that number, easy. And it was filling quickly.

She found Box Three—a small, railed platform extending slightly over the arena floor, maybe fifteen feet above the sand. Close enough to hear the fighters' grunts and screams. Close enough to see their faces as they died.

Two other people were already seated in the box—a corpulent merchant in expensive silks and a woman dripping with jewels who had to be his wife. They eyed Morgana with obvious disdain but said nothing as she took her seat.

Below, arena workers were making final preparations, raking the sand smooth, checking the heavy iron gates that would release the fighters. In the stands, vendors moved through the crowds selling meat pies, wine, and betting tokens.

"First time?" the merchant asked suddenly.

Morgana turned to him. "Pardon?"

"First time at The Pit." He smiled, revealing teeth capped with gold. "You have that look. Excitement mixed with a bit of disgust."

"Is it that obvious?"

He chuckled. "I felt the same way my first time. Now I can't imagine missing a match day. There's nothing like it—the blood, the skill, the raw spectacle of it." He extended a fleshy hand. "Tiberius Vex, merchant."

Morgana shook his hand briefly. "Lyra."

"Just Lyra?"

"Just Lyra."

He looked like he might press further, but a sudden blare of horns cut through the roar of the crowd. The games were about to begin.

A man strode onto the sand from a small door at the arena's edge. He wore a crimson robe embroidered with gold thread, and in his hand he held a crystal that glowed with an inner light. When he spoke, his voice boomed across the entire arena, magically amplified by the crystal.

"CITIZENS OF VETHIA! HONORED GUESTS! WELCOME TO THE PIT!"

The crowd roared in response, stamping feet and banging on the wooden railings until the whole structure trembled.

"TODAY, WE BRING YOU BATTLES TO STIR THE BLOOD AND QUICKEN THE HEART!" The announcer's arms spread wide. "WARRIORS WHO RISK EVERYTHING FOR GLORY! FOR GOLD! AND FOR YOUR ENTERTAINMENT!"

Another deafening cheer.

"OUR FIRST MATCH—A SPECIAL TREAT! GORAN THE DESTROYER, CHAMPION OF THE NORTHERN TERRITORIES..."

A gate clanged open, and a man emerged into the sunlight. He was enormous, easily six and a half feet tall, with shoulders like a bull and arms corded with muscle. He wore partial leather armor and carried a massive battle-axe that most men would struggle to lift.

The crowd's reaction was mixed—some cheers, some boos.

"...AGAINST THE BEAST OF THE LABYRINTH, THE NIGHTMARE OF CRETE, I GIVE YOU... ASTERION THE MINOTAUR!"

The opposite gate rose, and for a moment, nothing happened. Then darkness seemed to pour out of the opening, resolving into the massive form of a minotaur. Eight feet tall at least, with the body of a man and the head of a bull. Great curving horns jutted from its skull, and steam rose from its flared nostrils in the cool morning air.

It carried no weapon. It didn't need one.

"Gods," the merchant's wife whispered beside Morgana. "It's enormous."

"FIGHTERS! TO YOUR POSITIONS!"

Man and beast moved to opposite sides of the arena, facing each other across the white sand. The minotaur pawed at the ground like a bull preparing to charge, while Goran hefted his axe, testing its weight.

A gong sounded—deep and resonant.

The minotaur charged.

Goran waited until the last possible second, then dove to the side, rolling and coming up in a fighting stance. The crowd cheered at his agility. The minotaur skidded, turning with surprising speed for something so large, and charged again.

This time Goran stood his ground. He swung the axe in a vicious arc that should have cleaved the minotaur's head from its shoulders—but the beast ducked at the last instant. The axe whistled through empty air, the momentum spinning Goran halfway around.

The minotaur's fist caught him in the back, sending him sprawling face-first into the sand.

"GET UP!" someone screamed from the crowd.

Goran rolled, narrowly avoiding a massive hoof that would have crushed his skull. He scrambled to his feet, axe still in hand, and backed away, reassessing.

The minotaur snorted, tossing its massive head. Morgana could see intelligence in those dark eyes. This wasn't just a beast. It was thinking, planning.

"Asterion's new," the merchant commented. "Thorne bought him from a Cretan ship captain three months ago. Cost a small fortune."

Goran feinted left, then darted right, swinging his axe at the minotaur's leg. The blade bit deep, drawing first blood. The minotaur bellowed, a sound so loud Morgana felt it in her chest.

The crowd went wild.

Enraged, Asterion charged again, but his injured leg slowed him. Goran sidestepped and hacked at the beast's flank as it passed, opening another wound. Blood stained the pristine sand.

"I think the human's going to win," the merchant's wife said, leaning forward.

For the next few minutes, it looked like she was right. Goran darted in and out, inflicting cuts on the minotaur's massive body, wearing it down through blood loss and exhaustion. The beast was clearly tiring, its charges becoming slower, more labored.

Goran moved in for what looked like a killing blow, aiming his axe at the minotaur's neck.

That's when Asterion revealed he'd been playing hurt.

With shocking speed, the minotaur caught the axe handle mid-swing, yanking Goran forward. Before the man could react, Asterion's other hand shot out, grabbing him by the throat and lifting him off the ground.

The crowd gasped as one.

Goran kicked and struggled, his face turning purple. He still had a dagger at his belt. If he could just reach it...

His fingers brushed the hilt.

Asterion slammed him into the ground with enough force to crack ribs. Once, twice, three times. Each impact drew a collective "ooh" from the audience.

Somehow, Goran still moved. He managed to draw the dagger, stabbing it deep into the minotaur's forearm.

Asterion roared, releasing him. Goran stumbled away, bloody and dazed but still alive. He'd lost his axe, but the dagger had bought him space.

The minotaur examined the dagger protruding from its arm with what almost looked like curiosity. Then, to the crowd's shock, it grasped the hilt and pulled the blade free. Dark blood welled from the wound, but Asterion seemed unconcerned.

It studied the dagger for a moment, testing its weight. Then it looked at Goran and—Morgana would swear to it—smiled.

"Oh no," she whispered.

The minotaur threw the dagger.

It caught Goran in the thigh, sinking to the hilt. He went down screaming, clutching at the wound as blood poured between his fingers.

Asterion approached slowly now, savoring the moment. The crowd had gone from rowdy to hushed, sensing the end was near.

Goran tried to crawl away, leaving a trail of blood across the white sand.

The minotaur reached him, flipped him onto his back with one massive hoof. Goran stared up, eyes wide with terror.

"Mercy!" he screamed. "I yield!"

Asterion leaned down, snorting hot breath into the man's face. For a moment, it seemed the beast might let him live.

Then it grasped Goran's head in one massive hand, his torso in the other.

"No, no, no!" Goran's pleas turned to screams.

The minotaur pulled.

What followed would haunt Morgana's dreams. The sound—like wet cloth tearing—was somehow worse than the sight itself. Goran's spine and entrails stretched between his separated halves, a grisly rope connecting what had once been a whole man.

The crowd erupted—some in cheers, others in horrified screams. The merchant's wife retched over the side of the box.

Asterion held the two halves of his opponent aloft like trophies, blood and worse dripping onto the sand below. Then he tossed them aside and raised his bloody fists to the sky, accepting the crowd's adulation.

"ASTERION THE MINOTAUR!" the announcer's voice boomed. "VICTOR OF THE FIRST MATCH!"

Morgana felt cold sweat on her brow. This was what Bedivere faced? This arena of death and dismemberment? How had he survived eight years of this?

The next matches were a blur. Two women with curved swords and net-like artifacts that shot lightning. A man with skin like stone against three wolves the size of ponies. A pair of lizard-folk wielding tridents in a contest that was more dance than combat, until one slipped and caught a trident through the eye.

Blood and sand. Cheers and screams. Betting tokens changing hands as fortunes were won and lost on each death.

Through it all, Morgana watched with growing horror, thinking of Bedivere—her father's right hand, the man who'd once carried her on his shoulders during a festival, who'd taught her the proper way to hold a sword.

"Ladies and gentlemen!" The announcer was back, his crimson robe now spattered with flecks of blood from the earlier matches. "The moment you've all been waiting for! Our main event!"

The crowd's roar was deafening. People stood on their seats, waving banners and flags.

"Eight years undefeated! The pride of The Pit! The man who fell from the stars themselves! I give you... THE FALLEN STAR!"

Morgana's heart skipped a beat as the gate swung open. For a moment, the opening stayed dark and empty. Then he emerged, blinking in the sudden light.

Bedivere.

But not the Bedivere she remembered. Not the mountain of a man who'd stood at her father's right hand, whose laugh could fill a hall, whose mere presence had made new recruits stand straighter.

This man was a husk. Still tall, still broad-shouldered, but painfully thin. Where there had once been power, now there was only wiry endurance. His ribs showed through skin stretched too tight. Scars crisscrossed his body—some old and white, others still pink and fresh.

His beard, once salt-and-pepper, was now completely white, hanging past his collarbone.

And his eyes... Morgana had to look away.

Those weren't the eyes she remembered. They were hollow, empty—the eyes of a man who had died long ago but whose body hadn't gotten the message.

"Eighty consecutive victories!" the announcer continued. "Fifty-three kills! The man who cannot be broken! The legend who refuses to die!"

The crowd stomped and cheered, but Bedivere showed no reaction. He simply walked to the center of the arena, a sword in one hand, a small shield strapped to the other. His movements were mechanical, rehearsed.

"You don't seem impressed," Tiberius commented, glancing at Morgana's face. "Most people lose their minds when The Fallen Star appears. He's a goddamn legend."

"Is he?" Morgana asked, keeping her voice neutral.

"Are you kidding? The man's unbeatable. I've seen him take on three men at once. Slaughtered them all in under a minute." Tiberius leaned forward, eyes bright with excitement. "Did you know he once killed a rock troll with nothing but a broken shield? Used the edge to cut its throat. When he first came here, they had to keep increasing the odds against him. One opponent, then two, then three. Nothing worked."

"What changed?" Morgana found herself asking.

Tiberius shrugged. "Time, I guess. He's not as dominant as he used to be. Last few matches have been closer. Still, I've got fifty gold on him today."

"AND HIS OPPONENT!" The announcer's voice cut through their conversation. "THE TERROR OF THE MOUNTAINS! THE CRUSHER OF BONES! I GIVE YOU... THE MOUNTAIN!"

The opposite gate opened, revealing a man nearly seven feet tall. Unlike Bedivere, this fighter was the picture of health—heavily muscled, with skin the color of burnished copper. He wore a helmet shaped like a snarling wolf and carried a massive battle hammer.

"Kivius Marr," Tiberius whispered, almost reverentially. "Former champion of the eastern circuits. They say he killed his own master to win his freedom, then chose to keep fighting anyway. Loves it too much to stop."

Morgana barely heard him. Her eyes remained fixed on Bedivere.

"Let's see what you're made of, old man!" The Mountain's voice boomed across the arena as he pointed his hammer at Bedivere. "They say you can't be killed. I'm going to prove them wrong."

Bedivere said nothing.

"WARRIORS! TO YOUR POSITIONS!"

Protective wards flared to life around the arena—shimmering barriers of magical energy designed to keep the audience safe from the violence they'd paid to witness. In the higher tiers, people craned their necks for a better view. In the lower boxes, attendants passed out thin shields of enchanted glass that would block any blood spray or debris.

The gong sounded.

For a heartbeat, neither man moved. Then The Mountain charged, hammer raised high.

Bedivere sidestepped with surprising grace for a man so worn down. The hammer smashed into the sand where he'd been standing, sending up a cloud of white dust.

Then it began in earnest.

Fluid ignited around both men—that mysterious energy that elevated certain fighters beyond normal human capabilities. The Mountain's Fluid burned a deep orange-red, wreathing him like flames. Bedivere's was a pale blue, so faint it was barely visible.

They clashed in the center of the arena, weapons meeting with a sound like thunder. The impact sent a shockwave across the sand, rippling it in concentric circles. The seats trembled. Several people gasped.

"Incredible," Tiberius muttered. "Even past his prime, the old man's still a force."

But Morgana could see it wasn't right. She'd witnessed Bedivere fight before—in training yards and once, memorably, against assassins who'd infiltrated the palace. This was a shadow of that power. His movements were crisp, efficient, economical—but lacked the overwhelming force she remembered.

The fighters separated, circled. The Mountain feinted, then launched a barrage of hammer strikes. Bedivere blocked some, dodged others. His shield dented under the impacts.

Fluid was fueled by emotion—everyone who studied combat knew this. The emotion that had originally triggered a person's awakening determined their power's nature. Anger, fear, joy, sorrow—each created a different manifestation. And the stronger you felt that emotion, the more powerful your Fluid became.

Bedivere caught a hammer strike on his shield, countered with a thrust that opened a shallow cut on The Mountain's arm. The crowd roared.

Morgana remembered a conversation from years ago. She'd been nine, watching the Star Knights train in the palace courtyard. Bedivere had found her hiding behind a column.

"What emotion powers your Fluid, Sir Bedivere?" she'd asked, always curious.

He'd smiled—a real smile, not the empty expression the man in the arena now wore. "Hope, Your Highness. My Fluid awakened when I was a boy, the day your grandfather announced the end of the border wars. I was a refugee, had lost everything. That moment gave me hope that things could be better."

Hope. Not anger or rage like so many warriors. Hope.

And looking at him now, what hope could possibly remain? Eight years as a slave, fighting for the entertainment of crowds. What was there to hope for?

The Mountain's hammer came down in a crushing overhead blow. Bedivere caught it on his crossed sword and shield, dropping to one knee under the force. The sand around him cratered from the impact.

For a moment, it looked like he might collapse. Then he twisted, sliding out from under the pressure and slashing at The Mountain's leg. The bigger man howled as blood sprayed across the white sand.

The crowd went wild.

"He's still got it!" Tiberius shouted, slapping his leg in excitement. "The old wolf's still got teeth!"

But Morgana could see the difference. Bedivere was fighting with skill and experience—but the raw power was gone. His Fluid flickered weakly around him, barely maintaining its pale blue glow.

The Mountain recovered quickly. He adjusted his grip on the hammer, spinning it in his hands. "That's the last blood you'll draw from me, old man," he growled.

Bedivere said nothing, circling cautiously.

They clashed again, weapons creating a blur of motion too fast for normal eyes to follow. Sparks flew where metal met metal. The ground shook with each impact. Sand swirled around them in miniature tornadoes, lifted by the pressure of their Fluid emissions.

A normal human wouldn't stand a chance against either of them. But to Morgana, who had seen real Star Knights in their prime, it was like watching a faded copy of a masterpiece painting. The brushstrokes were right, but the colors had dimmed.

"His last match was closer," Tiberius commented, leaning toward Morgana. "Took a nasty cut across the back. Some people think he's finally slowing down enough to be beaten."

As if hearing this, The Mountain redoubled his assault. His hammer became a blur, striking from all angles. Most fighters would have been overwhelmed, but Bedivere's defense was impeccable.

What he lacked in power, he made up for in technique.

The Mountain overextended on a swing. Bedivere slipped inside his guard, scoring a cut across his ribs. The bigger man roared in pain and anger.

His Fluid flared brighter, deeper red now—almost crimson. Anger was his fuel, clearly, and Bedivere had just given him more of it.

"KILL HIM!" someone screamed from the crowd.

"FALLEN STAR!" others chanted.

The Mountain charged again, hammer raised high. But instead of dodging, Bedivere stepped toward the attack. At the last possible instant, he dropped to one knee, thrusting his sword upward.

The blade caught The Mountain in the armpit—one of the few gaps in his armor. Blood cascaded down the sword, over Bedivere's hand, onto the sand.

The hammer's momentum carried it forward, catching Bedivere on the shoulder with a sickening crunch. He went down, sword ripped from his grip.

Morgana gasped.

The Mountain staggered back, clutching his wounded side. The sword had gone deep. Blood poured between his fingers, turning the sand beneath him red.

Bedivere lay motionless for a moment, then slowly pushed himself to his feet. His left arm hung uselessly at his side, clearly broken at the shoulder.

"Gods," Tiberius whispered. "I've never seen him take a hit like that."

The fighters faced each other, both wounded, both breathing hard. The Mountain still had his hammer. Bedivere had only his small shield, his sword lying in the sand several feet away.

"Seems your luck has finally run out, Star," The Mountain growled, his voice strained with pain. "Any last words before I crush your skull?"

Still no words from the old Knight.






The Mountain lunged forward, swinging his hammer in a wide arc. Bedivere ducked beneath it, scooping up his fallen sword with his good hand. As The Mountain's momentum carried him past, Bedivere pivoted and plunged the blade into the back of his knee.

The Mountain went down with a scream that echoed through the arena. His hammer fell from his grasp, skidding across the blood-soaked sand.

The crowd rose to its feet as one.

"KILL HIM! KILL HIM!" they chanted, fists pumping in the air.

"BLOOD! BLOOD! BLOOD!"

Bedivere stood over his fallen opponent, sword raised for the killing blow. The Mountain tried to crawl away, leaving a slick trail of blood behind him.

"Please," The Mountain gasped, fear replacing the arrogance in his eyes. He rolled onto his back, hands raised in surrender. "I yield! I yield!"

Tears streaked through the dust on his face. This unstoppable force, this "Terror of the Mountains," reduced to a sobbing wreck in the span of minutes.

Morgana's heart hammered against her ribs. This was the moment—the killing stroke that had kept Bedivere alive for eight years in this hellpit. The crowd wanted blood. The owners expected it. She could see guards at the arena entrances, watching carefully, ready to intervene if a fighter refused to finish the job.

Bedivere looked at his opponent, then at the crowd, then back at The Mountain. Something flickered across his face—not quite emotion, but perhaps the memory of it.

He lowered his sword.

"No," he said, so quietly that probably only The Mountain heard him.

He turned his back and began walking toward his gate.

The crowd erupted in boos and jeers. The announcer's voice came over the din: "The Fallen Star has chosen mercy! The Mountain lives to fight another day!"

The protective barriers around the arena flickered and died as the match officially ended. Immediately, objects began raining down from the stands—half-eaten food, empty cups, betting tokens.

Tiberius cursed beside Morgana. "What is he doing? That's not how this works!"

Bedivere stood in the center of the arena, head bowed, making no attempt to dodge the projectiles pelting him from all sides. An apple core struck his temple, leaving a smear of pulp in his white beard. He didn't flinch.

Morgana gripped the railing of the box, knuckles white. This wasn't entertainment. This was torture. This wasn't Bedivere—this was a hollow shell wearing his face, going through the motions, surviving but not living.

Behind him, The Mountain stirred.

Morgana saw it first—the fallen fighter reaching for a dagger concealed in his boot.

The Mountain rose to his knees, dagger clutched in his trembling hand. The crowd was too busy jeering to notice. Bedivere, head still bowed, hadn't seen the threat.

"Behind you!" Morgana screamed, but her voice was lost in the din of thirty thousand angry spectators.

The Mountain staggered to his feet, swaying but determined.

"Sir Bedivere!" Morgana shouted at the top of her lungs, desperate to be heard. "BEHIND YOU!"

This time, his head snapped up.

For a split second, their eyes met across the arena—hers hidden behind the mask, his suddenly wide with shock.

The Mountain lunged forward, dagger aimed at Bedivere's back.

Bedivere moved without looking, his body reacting on pure instinct. He spun, sword flashing in the afternoon sun.

One moment The Mountain was charging, dagger raised. The next, his head was airborne, separated from his body by a cut so clean it seemed almost gentle. A perfect red arc of blood followed the blade's path. The body continued forward two more steps before collapsing to its knees, then falling face-first into the sand.

The head rolled to a stop against Bedivere's foot.

Absolute silence fell over the arena. Thirty thousand people held their breath as one.

Then the crowd exploded—not in anger now, but in wild, frenzied excitement. They screamed and stamped and clapped until the whole structure seemed to shake with their approval.

"THE FALLEN STAR!" the announcer's voice boomed. "UNDEFEATED STILL! WHAT A TURNAROUND! WHAT A FINISH!"

Through it all, Bedivere stood motionless, staring up at the box where Morgana sat. His eyes scanned the crowd, searching, confused.

Guards entered the arena, flanking him, ready to escort him back to whatever cell they kept him in between fights. As they approached, he finally tore his gaze away, dropping his sword in the sand. He went with them without resistance, his movements mechanical once more.

Just before he disappeared through the gate, he looked back one last time, eyes finding Morgana's box unerringly. There was a question in that gaze—and beneath it, the faintest flicker of something that might, someday, become hope again.

Then he was gone, swallowed by the darkness beyond the gate.

"Gods above," Tiberius breathed beside her. "Did you see that? Did you see how fast he moved? That was... that was..."

He turned to look at Morgana, his face flushed with excitement. "Wait, did you call out to him? I thought I heard—"

"You were mistaken," Morgana said flatly, standing. "Excuse me. I need some air."

She left the box before he could respond, heart pounding in her ears. Bedivere was alive. Broken, enslaved, hollow—but alive. And somewhere inside that empty shell, a spark remained. She'd seen it ignite, just for a moment, when she'd called his name.

Now she just had to find a way to free him—and perhaps, in the process, help him remember what hope felt like.









 

            

    
        Chapter 95. A Port Named Destiny (Morgana's POV) Final part

    
    
    
    
                "I need a boat to get out of the city without being seen."

Rook looked up from the ledger she'd been examining, one eyebrow rising toward her hairline. She closed the book with deliberate care and studied Morgana across the cluttered desk.

"We provide information," she said mildly. "Not boat-lending services."

The Copper Lantern was quieter during early daylight hours. A few patrons nursed drinks in shadowy corners, conducting business in hushed tones. Morning sunlight filtered through grimy windows, illuminating dust motes and the smoke from Rook's pipe.

"I know that," Morgana said. "I need information on who to contact for an extraction. Someone reliable, who can move at a moment's notice. Once I've done what I need to do, I'll need fast transport to Karsova."

"Karsova?" Rook rolled the word around her mouth like she was tasting it. "The port city on the edge of the Free Territories? Interesting choice."

She tapped her pipe against the side of an empty cup, knocking loose ash.

"What you're planning is a bad idea."

"Do you have a better one?" Morgana leaned forward. "I saw him, Rook. I saw what they've done to him."

"And?"

"And I need to get him out."

Rook snorted. "Buy him, you mean? With what? The Fallen Star brings in more gold for Thorne than any ten fighters combined. The man wouldn't sell him for all the riches in Sundar."

"I don't need to buy him." Morgana's fingers drummed against the wooden desk. "I just need access to him. I need to let him see me, recognize me. He'll do the rest."

Rook gave her a flat look. "You've grown into a pretty woman, I'll grant you that. But do you honestly think any level of beauty could make a man just decide to—"

"It's not about beauty," Morgana cut in. "It's about hope."

She explained what she'd seen in the arena. How Bedivere's Fluid had flickered and dimmed. How the source of his power had been hope, and how that hope had been all but extinguished.

"When I called his name—his real name—something changed. Just for a moment, but I saw it. He remembered who he was."

"And who is he to you?" Rook asked. "Really? Not just your father's right hand."

"He was like an uncle to me," Morgana said softly. "When my mother died, he was the one who sat with me at night when I couldn't sleep. Told me stories about the old wars, about my grandfather. He taught me how to ride a horse, how to hold a sword." She looked up. "And he was there the night my father was murdered."

"What exactly are your intentions here, Princess? What's the plan, long-term?"

Morgana didn't flinch at the title. "Vengeance. I'm going to kill the Sundarian Emperor for what he did to my father."

Rook stared at her for a long moment, then leaned back in her chair. It creaked under her weight. Finally, she nodded.

"Sure."

"Really?" Morgana blinked.

"Why not?" Rook reached into a drawer and pulled out a small wooden box, intricately carved with symbols Morgana didn't recognize. "You know, when I was young, my parents raised me to believe in something - someone - they called the Architect. Some chosen one who would appear and restore some semblance of balance to the world."

She opened the box, revealing a small pendant—a stylized compass rose made of tarnished silver.

"My parents were part of a group called the Order. Used to be they actually tried to make the world better. Help people, spread knowledge. Then they got obsessed with prophecies and signs and politics and power." She picked up the pendant, letting it dangle from her fingers. "I'm forty-three now, and there's still no Architect."

Her eyes fixed on Morgana's. "So I figure, why wait for someone else to fix things? Take your goddamn destiny in your own hands. You want vengeance? Go get it."

She tucked the pendant back in the box. "I've got contacts in the harbor district. Smugglers who can move you out on short notice. It'll cost you, but they're reliable. Won't ask questions."

"I can pay."

"I'll reach out to them." Rook closed the box with a snap. "They'll be ready when you need them."

Morgana studied her. "I didn't take you for the religious type."

Rook chuckled. "I'm not, not really. My parents were true believers, but the Order lost its way long before I was born. Started hoarding knowledge instead of sharing it. Started believing their prophecies more than the evidence in front of their eyes."

She shrugged. "For a while I believed what they taught me—that this Architect would come and usher in a new era of peace and understanding. Used to dream about being there when it happened."

She gestured at the tavern around them. "Now I deal in information and survival. Less disappointing than waiting for saviors who never show up."

"And the pendant?"

"Sentiment," Rook said, tucking the box away. "Not faith. Now, about getting you access to The Fallen Star..."

*****


Morgana stepped out of the Copper Lantern, sighing deeply. The folder with Bedivere's information felt heavy in her hand. Getting to him was one thing. Getting him out of the city afterward--especially with Thorne's men hunting them--was another challenge entirely.

A wyvern screeched overhead, its wings casting a momentary shadow over the narrow street. One of the city guards rode on its back, scanning the crowds below. The beast's long neck stretched forward as it banked sharply around a tower.

"Even with a boat," she muttered to herself, "how do you hide from those?"

She needed a distraction. Something big enough to occupy the entire city guard while she smuggled a famous gladiator to the docks. But what?

The murmuring caught her attention first--hushed voices and a poorly concealed "Shhh!" from her right. She turned to see two familiar figures huddled in the shadow of a nearby alley.

Raz and Kafi.

The brothers were watching her, heads bent together in urgent conversation.

"I think she saw us," Kafi hissed, not nearly as quietly as he thought.

"Act natural," Raz replied, straightening up and smoothing his vest. "Pretend we're just... discussing business."

"That is opposite of natural."

Morgana studied them for a moment, head tilted. Then, slowly, an idea began to take shape. Two locals who knew the city inside and out. Who clearly needed money. Who had already proven resourceful, if annoying.

She approached them, and Raz immediately stood, a practiced smile spreading across his face.

"The lady returns!" he said with an exaggerated bow. "How may we be of service this fine day?"

"Is this where you live," Morgana asked flatly, "or are you following me?"

Kafi glanced at his brother, who answered smoothly, "We decided to camp here. Thought you might return and need our services again."

"How very... entrepreneurial of you."

"We prefer 'strategically positioned,'" Raz replied with a wink.

"And how did you know I'd need your services?"

Raz gestured toward the Copper Lantern. "People who walk out of that place generally need helping hands afterward. For things they might be planning to do."

"Breaking things, stealing things, killing things," Kafi added helpfully, ticking points off on his fingers. "Sometimes hiding dead bodies."

"Kafi," his brother warned.

"What? Is true."

Raz shot his brother an exasperated look before turning back to Morgana. "What my tactless brother means is that we offer a variety of specialized services to discerning clients. Navigation, acquisition, negotiation... discretion."

His eyes traveled down her form appreciatively. "Though I should note that personal companionship would be at no charge in your case."

"Raz!" Kafi elbowed his brother hard in the ribs. "Stop hitting on clients!"

"I'm not your client," Morgana said.

Raz's grin widened. "Not yet."

She studied them both silently for a moment. The younger boy, eager and quick-witted. The older one, trying too hard to be charming while hiding something harder beneath the surface.

"Why do you do this?" she asked finally.

"Do what?" Raz seemed genuinely confused.

"This." She gestured between them. "Following strangers, offering 'specialized services.' Why not find honest work?"

The brothers exchanged a glance, something unspoken passing between them.

"You're not from Vethia," Raz said, all pretense of charm suddenly gone. "So let me explain how this city works. There are three kinds of people here: those who own things, those who serve the ones who own things, and those who take things."

"We the fourth kind," Kafi piped up.

"Which is?"

"Survivors," Raz said simply. "Our father died when pirates attacked his merchant ship eight years ago. Mother lasted until the Blue Plague swept through the lower city. Authorities sealed off the district--wouldn't let anyone out, wouldn't send help in. Said it was to 'contain the contagion.'"

"Half the lower city died," Kafi added, his usual energy subdued. "Other half... you learn fast when no one coming to help."

Raz leaned against the alley wall, arms crossed. "So to answer your question: honest work? You mean like in the shipyards, where men drop dead from exhaustion after fifteen-hour shifts? Or the tanneries, where the chemicals eat your lungs by the time you're thirty? Or maybe the pleasure houses, where--"

"I understand," Morgana cut him off.

"Do you?" Raz's eyes hardened. "This city takes everything it can from people like us. So we take back what we need to survive. And if that means following rich-looking foreigners who might pay for our 'services,' then that's what we do."

"We saving up," Kafi said earnestly. "One day, have enough to leave. Go somewhere better."

"Where?" Morgana asked.

Raz shrugged. "Does it matter? Anywhere but here."

There was something raw and honest in his voice that resonated with Morgana. For all his practiced charm and swagger, when it came down to it, Raz was just trying to protect his little brother in a city that would devour them both given half a chance.

She made her decision.

"I need to create a distraction," she said. "Something big enough to occupy the city guard while I... take care of some business."

The brothers exchanged another look. Raz's expression shifted from surprise to calculation in an instant.

"What kind of distraction are we talking about?" he asked cautiously.

"The kind that doesn't harm innocent people," Morgana clarified quickly. "But does keep eyes looking in one direction while I move in another."

"And what's the payout?" Kafi asked bluntly.

Raz cuffed him lightly on the head. "What my brother means to ask is what compensation you're offering for such specialized assistance."

Morgana named a figure that made both brothers' eyes widen.

"Half now, half when the job is done," she added.

"And what exactly is the job?" Raz asked, his interest clearly piqued despite his efforts to appear casual.

"I need to get someone out of the fighting pits. Then out of the city."

"Someone... from the pits?" Raz's eyebrows shot up. "You mean a slave? A gladiator?"

"Yes."

"Which one?"

"Does it matter?"

"Considerably," Raz said. "Some are worth more than others. Some have better security. Some have owners who are more... vindictive... than others."

Morgana hesitated, then decided there was no point in hiding it. "The Fallen Star."

Kafi gasped. Raz let out a low whistle.

"Thorne's prize fighter?" Raz shook his head. "Are you insane? Do you have any idea what he'd do to anyone who touched his property?"

"I don't care."

"Well, you should. Because Thorne doesn't just kill people who cross him. He makes examples of them. Public, messy examples." Raz's voice had lost all its flirtatiousness. "We've seen what happens to people who steal from Thorne."

"I'm not stealing," Morgana said. "I'm liberating."

"Tell that to the man who'll be skinning you alive." Raz ran a hand through his hair. "Look, lady, I appreciate the offer. That's a lot of coin. But what you're talking about isn't just risky--it's suicide."

"Then I'll find someone else."

She turned to leave, but Raz caught her arm. Unlike the man at the tavern, his touch was light, almost hesitant.

"Why?" he asked, genuine curiosity in his voice. "Why risk everything for a fighter? He probably killed dozens in that arena. What's he to you?"

Morgana looked down at his hand until he removed it.

"That's my business."

"If you're hiring us, it becomes our business too," Raz insisted. "I need to know what we're really getting into. Is this personal? Political? Are you working for someone?"

For a long moment, Morgana considered walking away. But something in Raz's eyes--the wariness of someone who'd been used and discarded before--made her decide to give him at least part of the truth.

"He saved my life once," she said softly. "A long time ago. I owe him."

The brothers exchanged a glance.

"Family?" Kafi asked.

"Not by blood," Morgana replied. "But yes, in the ways that matter."

Raz studied her, something shifting in his expression. Then he sighed heavily. "Double the price you offered. And we need specifics. When, where, how long the distraction needs to last."

"So you'll help?"

"Against my better judgment." He grimaced. "But it beats huddling in alleys waiting for rich tourists to get lost."

"I'm not a tourist."

"Whatever you say, lady." Raz grinned suddenly, his charm slipping back into place like a well-worn mask. "Now, about that payment..."

"But how exactly are you planning to do this?" Morgana asked, crossing her arms. "What kind of distraction could possibly occupy an entire city guard?"

Raz glanced at his brother, then turned back to her with a confident smile. "The bell."

Morgana waited for him to continue. When he didn't, she raised an eyebrow. "And?"

He looked at her like she was missing something obvious.

"And what?" she prompted.

Raz sighed, running a hand through his hair. "The Grand Bell in the Sentinel Tower. It only rings for three things: royal births, invasions, or fire in the market district."

"Bell very loud," Kafi added helpfully. "Whole city hear."

"When that bell rings," Raz continued, "the entire guard mobilizes. It's protocol. They seal the gates, establish perimeter zones, and sweep the city sector by sector."

"But there won't actually be a fire," Morgana said.

"No. There will be smoke. Lots of it." Raz's eyes gleamed. "We have a compound that produces thick black smoke but minimal flame. Set it off in three locations around the market district, and every guard in the city will be too busy evacuating merchants and protecting goods to notice one gladiator slipping away."

"Meanwhile," Kafi said, bouncing on his toes, "west gate guards always check smoke from tower. Position always empty for three, maybe four minutes."

"That's our window," Raz finished. "Get the Fallen Star, we move through the west gate during the confusion, reach the harbor before they realize what's happening."

Morgana nodded slowly. "And by the time they've determined there's no actual threat, we'll be on the water."

"Exactly. We'll already be far away."

Morgana glanced between the brothers. "Why can you speak Imperial so well when your brother can't?"

Kafi shrugged. "Not enough practice. Not many Sundarians talk to street boy like me."

"I made sure he learned the local trade languages first," Raz explained. "More useful in the docks and markets. As for me..." He grinned. "I spent two years working as a translator for a Sundarian merchant. Before he tried to cheat me and I relieved him of his purse."

"Imperial language will come with time," Kafi said confidently. "Already learning more words each day."

"He picks up languages quickly," Raz added with pride. "Just needs more people to practice with."

"I like it," Morgana said, returning to their plan. "But there's one problem. What's this 'we' you keep mentioning? I'm leaving with the Fallen Star. Just the two of us."

Raz barked out a laugh. "You think we're just going to set this up and stay behind? Do you have any idea what happens to people who ring that bell without cause?"

"They make examples," Kafi said solemnly. "Public examples."

"This isn't just stealing from a merchant or picking a noble's pocket," Raz continued. "You're putting the entire capital of a kingdom on emergency alert. People will lose business. Ships will be delayed. Goods will spoil. And someone will have to pay for that."

He leaned in closer. "Anyone connected to this will be hunted. That includes us."

"So that's your price? Passage out of the city?"

"That's the second half of our payment," Raz said. "The coin you promised, plus two spots on that boat."

Morgana considered this. The brothers were right—anyone involved in this scheme would have to leave Vethia immediately. And having local knowledge might prove useful until she reached Karsova.

"Fine," she said finally. "You can come."

Raz's face broke into a smile. Kafi let out a small whoop and did a quick spin.

"But," Morgana added, raising a finger to quiet their celebration, "I leave you at the next port. I continue alone with the Fallen Star from there."

The brothers exchanged a glance.

"Fine by us," Raz said with a shrug. "We just need out of Vethia. Where we go next doesn't matter much."

"Anywhere better than here," Kafi echoed their earlier sentiment.

"Then we have a deal." Morgana extended her hand. "Half now. Half as the passage to the next port."

Raz clasped her hand firmly. "Deal."

His palm was calloused, his grip strong but not aggressive. The hand of someone who'd worked hard his entire life.

"One more thing," he said, not releasing her hand. "What's your real name? If we're risking our necks together, I'd like to know who for."

Morgana hesitated, then decided a half-truth was better than a lie. "Mora."

"Mora," Raz repeated, as if testing how it felt on his tongue. "Pretty name. Suits you."

"Raz," Kafi groaned. "Stop flirting. Need plan details."

"Right, right." Raz finally released her hand. "Let's find somewhere quieter to talk. There are too many eyes and ears here."

As they moved deeper into the alley, Morgana found herself wondering if she could actually trust these brothers. They were survivors, opportunists—exactly the kind of people who might sell her out if Thorne offered a better price.

But she needed them. And sometimes, the only way to build trust was to take a risk.

"When does the Fallen Star fight next?" she asked as they walked.

"In two weeks from now," Raz replied without hesitation. "Main event. They're billing it as 'The Rematch of the Century'—him against some desert warrior who nearly killed him last season."

Morgana felt her stomach tighten.

"Then we work fast," she said. "Tell me everything you know about the pits, the security, and exactly how that smoke thing of yours works."

"Not ours," Kafi corrected. "Need to steal first."

Morgana stopped walking. "What?"

Raz shot his brother an exasperated look. "He's getting ahead of himself. We don't steal the compound—we know someone who can acquire it for us. Discreetly."

"For right price," Kafi added.

"And you trust this person?"

Raz's smile was sharp. "I trust coin. And so does he."

It wasn't the most reassuring answer, but it would have to do. Morgana nodded for them to continue leading the way.

*****











Two weeks later, Morgana returned to the arena. The same leather half-mask covered her face, hiding her distinctive blue eyes from casual observers. Her stomach twisted with nerves. Everything they'd planned came down to today.

A stall near the arena entrance caught her attention. The colorful red and gold awning stood out among the more muted colors of Vethian merchants. A group of dark-skinned traders in brightly patterned tunics arranged wares that were unmistakably Sundarian.

"Finest imports from Sundar!" called one of the merchants. "Spices, silks, and sweets from the Imperial heartlands!"

"Oh, nice." Morgana paused. She hadn't expected to see anything from her homeland here.

"You have a good eye," the merchant said, noticing her interest. Then he tilted his head, studying her more closely. "Ah, you're Sundarian yourself, aren't you?"

Morgana tensed slightly. "What makes you say that?"

"Your accent," the man said with a warm smile. "The way you hold yourself. One always recognizes one's own." He bowed slightly. "We are the Wangara, a new merchant guild from the central provinces. The Emperor opened trade routes for us last week, and we've been establishing ourselves here since."

"I see you've brought quite the selection," Morgana said, scanning the foreign goods.

"For a countrywoman, we offer our finest," the merchant said, his smile widening. "It's good to see another face from home."

Her eyes landed on something familiar—a copper pitcher containing a milky beverage she recognized immediately. A sweet, cooling drink her father used to have served on hot summer days in the palace gardens.

"Is that rose-milk?" she asked, the familiar sight making her unexpectedly homesick.

"It is indeed! Made with the authentic imperial recipe, cardamom and all." The merchant was already pouring a cup. "For you, countrywoman, two copper rather than three."

"Thank you." Morgana handed over the coins, taking the drink with a grateful nod. "It's been a long time."

"The taste of home can be a powerful thing when one is far from it," the merchant said knowingly.

The first sip hit her with a wave of memory—sweet, floral, with that hint of cardamom that always made her think of home. Despite everything, her shoulders relaxed slightly.

"Perfect," she said quietly.

"May it bring you comfort," the merchant replied. "Will we see you again? We're here every market day."

"Perhaps," Morgana said noncommittally, though the taste of home was tempting. "Good fortune to your guild."

"And to you, countrywoman. Safe travels."

She continued toward the arena, sipping the rose-milk as she walked. Right now, Kafi would be placing the smoke compounds at three strategic points around the market district. The youngest brother had argued fiercely that he should handle this part—he knew every alley and hiding spot in the district, and could disappear in a crowd better than anyone.

Raz, meanwhile, would be making his way toward the Sentinel Tower, timing his approach to coincide with the changing of the guard. He'd explained that timing was everything. Too early, and he'd be caught in the handover. Too late, and the new guards would be settled in, alert.

"Five minutes," he'd told her during their planning session, holding up five fingers. "That's our window. Five minutes when the old guards have mentally checked out and the new ones haven't fully checked in."

Morgana checked the position of the sun. Still an hour before the main event. Still time for the brothers to get into position.

She approached the ticket seller, already pulling out the coins for a premium seat.

"You again?" The man recognized her despite the mask. "Must really like the bloodsport, eh?"

"Just the one fighter," she replied.

"The Fallen Star." The man nodded knowingly as he handed over the ticket. "Word is he's in rare form today. Been training different. Somethin' lit a fire under him."

Morgana said nothing, but her heart beat faster. Had their brief eye contact two weeks ago really made such a difference? Had Bedivere somehow recognized her, despite the years and the mask?

She made her way to the VIP entrance, showing her token to the centaur guards. The private corridor felt familiar now, the sounds of the gathering crowd growing louder as she approached the arena proper.

Box Three was where she'd sat before. She hesitated, wondering if she should choose another location, but decided familiarity was an advantage. She knew the sight lines from there, the exits, how quickly the guards could reach it if needed.

As she took her seat, she realized someone was already there—the corpulent merchant from two weeks ago. Today, he sat alone.

"Well, look who's back!" He beamed at her, his gold teeth flashing. "The mysterious Lyra returns. I had a feeling I might see you again."

Morgana nodded politely, taking her seat. "Where's your wife today?"

"Home with a headache," he said, not sounding particularly concerned. "Too much wine last night. I told her those eastern vintages are stronger than she's used to."

Morgana's attention drifted to the preparations below. Arena workers were raking the sand smooth, checking the iron gates. In thirty minutes, the first match would begin. In two hours, Bedivere would fight. And shortly after that, if all went according to plan, chaos would erupt.

"I see you've discovered the Wangara," the merchant said, gesturing to her drink.

"Hmm?" Morgana glanced down at the rose-milk. "Oh. Yes."

"Remarkable, aren't they? Only been here one week and already dominating the luxury trade." He leaned closer, as if sharing a secret. "Between you and me, I've invested heavily in their operation. Going to be the next big thing in Vethia."

"Impressive," Morgana said without much interest, her eyes on the arena below.

"They're bringing in this new device from Sundar," he continued, undeterred by her lack of enthusiasm. "Some sort of communication tool. Lets you talk to someone across great distances—instantly! Can you imagine?"

This actually caught Morgana's attention. "What sort of device?"

"They call it a 'whisper stone' or some such. Uses a special kind of crystal that resonates with its pair. Speak into one, and your voice comes out the other, no matter how far apart they are." He tapped the side of his nose. "Even non-mages can use it. That's the brilliant part."

"Sounds useful," Morgana said, her mind already drifting back to the plan.

"Useful? It's revolutionary! Think of what it means for trade. For politics. For war, even." He studied her. "You're from Sundar, aren't you? That accent's unmistakable."

She tensed slightly. "Yes."

"Thought so. I've always admired Sundarian craftsmanship. Those people know how to make things last." He patted his belt, where a Sundarian-made dagger hung in an ornate sheath. "Had this twenty years, still sharp as the day I bought it."

A horn blared, signaling the start of the games.

The merchant shifted his attention to the arena floor, where the announcer strode out in his crimson robe. Morgana half-listened to the introductions, her thoughts on what was to come.

Kafi should be finishing placement of the smoke compounds now, hiding them where they'd go unnoticed until activated. Raz would be approaching the tower, counting down the minutes until the guard change.

The first match began—two women wielding curved swords that trailed electrical energy as they swung. The crowd roared as they clashed in the center of the arena, but Morgana barely saw them.

Her hand tightened around the cup of rose-milk. Everything had to go perfectly. If Kafi got caught placing the compounds, if Raz was spotted entering the tower, if the timing was off by even a few minutes—Bedivere would remain in chains, and they'd all likely join him.

"Not as exciting as a minotaur tearing a man in half, I'll grant you," the merchant commented beside her, mistaking her tension for disappointment in the match. "But these sword-witches are quite skilled. Watch how they—oh! There, you see? The way the lightning arcs between their blades? Fascinating technique."

Morgana nodded absently. She checked the sun again. The main event was still an hour away. Time seemed to crawl.

"You know," the merchant continued, seemingly determined to engage her in conversation, "I've been coming to these games for fifteen years. Seen fighters from every corner of the known world. But there's something special about the Fallen Star. A quality you don't see in the others."

"What quality is that?" Morgana asked, if only to be polite.

"Reluctance." The merchant's voice dropped, becoming unexpectedly thoughtful. "Most gladiators—they fight because they love it, or because they're desperate, or because they're too stupid to do anything else. But him? He fights like a man who knows exactly what he's doing and hates himself for doing it anyway."

Morgana glanced at him, surprised by the insight.

"Don't look so shocked," he chuckled. "I'm a merchant. Reading people is how I stay alive and profitable."

Below them, one of the sword-witches fell, clutching a wound that sparked and sizzled. The victor raised her sword, accepting the crowd's adulation.

"Oh, that was rather quick," Tiberius remarked, sounding disappointed. "Usually they put on more of a show."

The matches continued one after another. A man who could transform parts of his body into stone fighting against a pair of twin assassins. A massive orc against what appeared to be a child but was actually a halfling with poisoned daggers. Each victory was bloodier than the last, the crowd growing more frenzied with each death.

Morgana felt time slipping away. The sun had moved across the sky, shadows lengthening. Soon, very soon now, Bedivere would enter the arena.





The announcer strode onto the sand. The crystal in his hand glowed brighter as he raised it high.

"CITIZENS OF VETHIA! FOR OUR MAIN EVENT!" The crowd noise dimmed in anticipation. "THE REMATCH YOU'VE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR!"

Morgana felt her heart hammering against her ribs. This was it.

"FROM THE EASTERN DESERTS, THE MAN WHO CAME CLOSER THAN ANY OTHER TO ENDING OUR CHAMPION'S REIGN! THE BLADE OF THE SHIFTING SANDS... ASHKARI THE SCORPION!"

The eastern gate rose. A tall, lean man emerged, skin bronzed by desert sun. Unlike most gladiators, he wore minimal armor—only a metal breastplate decorated with a red scorpion. In each hand, he held a curved blade that gleamed wickedly in the afternoon light.

The crowd's reaction was mixed—some cheers, some boos, mostly a tense murmur of anticipation.

Ashkari raised his blades, acknowledging the crowd with a cool nod.

"AND HIS OPPONENT!" The announcer's voice swelled. "UNDEFEATED FOR EIGHT YEARS! VETHIA'S CHAMPION! THE MAN WHO CANNOT DIE! I GIVE YOU... THE FALLEN STAR!"

The western gate opened. The crowd erupted, stamping feet and chanting.

"STAR! STAR! STAR!"

Bedivere emerged from the shadows. Morgana leaned forward, searching his face. He looked different than two weeks ago. Still gaunt, still scarred, but his eyes...there was something there now. Not quite hope, but perhaps the memory of it.

He carried a sword and round shield, both well-worn but serviceable. His white beard had been trimmed, his hair pulled back. He looked more like a warrior and less like a prisoner.

"Last time these two met," Tiberius whispered beside her, "Ashkari nearly took Bedivere's head off. Left a scar you can see from here." He pointed to his own neck. "Word is, Ashkari's been training specifically for this rematch. Studying the Star's every move."

Morgana barely heard him. Her eyes remained fixed on Bedivere.

In twenty minutes, the bell would toll. Kafi's compounds would be activated. The arena would empty. If Bedivere could just survive that long...

"FIGHTERS! TO YOUR POSITIONS!"

Bedivere and Ashkari faced each other across the arena. Ashkari twirled his blades, a flourish meant to intimidate. Bedivere simply stood, weapon and shield ready, watching.

The gong sounded.

Neither man moved.

Then Ashkari attacked.

Bedivere blocked with shield and sword, each impact echoing through the arena. The fighter from the desert pressed forward relentlessly.

Bedivere gave ground, defending but not attacking. His movements were precise. Every block, every parry just enough to keep Ashkari's blades from finding flesh.

"He's being too passive," Tiberius muttered.

Ashkari, it seemed, had no intention of dragging the fight out.

The desert warrior feinted left, then spun right. His blade slipped past Bedivere's guard, opening a shallow cut on his arm. The crowd gasped as first blood was drawn.

Ashkari's Fluid ignited around him—bright yellow, like sunlight through amber. His speed increased, blades moving so fast they seemed to leave trails in the air. Bedivere's own Fluid flickered to life, but it remained dim, barely visible in the bright arena.

Another exchange. Another cut—this time across Bedivere's thigh. The crowd shifted, murmuring with concern.

"He's slower than last time," Tiberius observed. "Something's wrong."

Morgana gripped the railing. The plan needed Bedivere functional. They couldn't escape with a severely injured man.

"Come on," she whispered. "Fight back."

As if hearing her, Bedivere launched his first real offensive. A swift combination of shield bash and sword thrust that forced Ashkari to retreat. For a moment, it seemed the tide might turn.

Then Ashkari slipped under Bedivere's guard and delivered a vicious kick to his wounded thigh. Bedivere went down on one knee, barely getting his shield up in time to block the follow-up strike.

"Finish him!" someone shouted from the crowd.

"STAR! GET UP!" screamed another.

Bedivere struggled to his feet. Blood soaked his leggings where Ashkari's blade had cut him. His breathing was labored, face pale beneath his beard.

Ashkari circled, confident now. "You've grown weak, old man," he called. "Last time you were lucky. Today, luck runs out."

He attacked again. Bedivere blocked most, but not all. A cut appeared on his cheek. Another across his shoulder. The sand at his feet turned red with blood.

Morgana checked her pocket watch. Eight minutes until the bell was scheduled to toll. Bedivere needed to hold out just a little longer.

But Ashkari had no intention of waiting. With a move too fast for most eyes to follow, he slipped past Bedivere's guard. One blade sliced across the knight's wrist. The sword fell from Bedivere's numbed fingers, landing with a soft thud in the bloody sand.

The crowd gasped.

"This doesn't look good," Tiberius said, leaning forward. "I've never seen him outmatched like this."

Bedivere backed away, shield held defensively. Ashkari followed, a predatory smile on his face. He knew he had won.

"See how the mighty fall," the desert warrior said loud enough for the front rows to hear. "The legend of the Star ends today."

He launched a flurry of attacks against Bedivere's shield. Wood splintered. Metal bent. The shield, already worn from countless fights, began to give way.

With a final powerful strike, Ashkari shattered it completely. Fragments of wood and metal scattered across the sand.

Bedivere stood unarmed, bleeding from a dozen wounds. The crowd fell silent, sensing the end was near.

Ashkari raised his blades for the killing blow. "Any last words, Star?"

Morgana couldn't wait any longer. The bell was too far away. In one fluid motion, she stood, ripping off her mask.

"SIR BEDIVERE!"

Her voice cut through the hush like a blade. Heads turned. Tiberius looked up in shock.

"SIR BEDIVERE! KNIGHT COMMANDER OF THE STAR KNIGHTS!"

Ashkari hesitated, his blades still raised.

Bedivere's head snapped up, eyes scanning the crowd, searching for the voice.

"BY THE OATH OF THE SILVER FLAME, I CALL YOU TO SERVICE!"

The ancient oath of the Star Knights. Words she had heard her father receive a thousand times. Words only a member of the royal family could invoke.

Bedivere found her then, his eyes locking with hers across the distance. For a heartbeat, there was only confusion in his gaze. Then recognition dawned—slow at first, then blooming like dawn over the mountains.

His lips formed a word. Her name.

"Yes!" she called. "I'm alive!"

Tiberius rose silently from his seat and slipped away, wanting no part of whatever was happening.

Below, Thorne was on his feet in his private box, pointing up at Morgana, shouting orders to his guards. Men were already moving toward the staircases leading to the VIP boxes.

But Morgana had eyes only for Bedivere. The old knight stood straighter now, his wounds seemingly forgotten.

"Princess?" he called, his voice hoarse from disuse.

"It's me!" Tears streaked down her face. "I've come to take you home!"

Something changed in Bedivere then. It wasn't dramatic—no sudden burst of light, no magical transformation. But it was unmistakable. His shoulders straightened. His jaw set. And in his eyes, a flame that had nearly died now rekindled.

Ashkari, sensing the shift, attacked without warning. His blades slashed toward Bedivere's neck in a killing arc.

But Bedivere was no longer there. He moved with a speed that belied his age and injuries, ducking under the blades and driving his fist into Ashkari's stomach with enough force to lift the desert warrior off his feet.

As Ashkari stumbled back, gasping for air, Bedivere's Fluid flared to life around him—not the dim flicker of before, but a brilliant blue that lit up the arena like foxfire.

Ashkari recovered quickly, attacking again with both blades. But Bedivere caught his wrist in mid-strike, twisted, and the sword clattered to the sand. A swift kick sent the desert warrior sprawling.

The crowd was on its feet now, roaring with excitement at this unexpected turn.

Bedivere snatched up Ashkari's fallen blade. Now armed again, he advanced on his opponent with the measured pace of a man who had all the time in the world.

Morgana saw guards forcing their way through the crowd toward her box. She had maybe a minute before they reached her.

Below, Ashkari launched himself at Bedivere in a desperate attack. The knight sidestepped, hooked a foot around Ashkari's ankle, and sent him crashing to the ground. Before the desert warrior could rise, Bedivere's borrowed blade was at his throat.

"Yield," Bedivere commanded.

Ashkari spat blood onto the sand. "Never."

Bedivere pressed the blade harder, drawing a thin line of blood. "Yield, and live."

For a long moment, Ashkari stared up at him with hatred. Then, finally, he nodded once.

"I yield," he said through gritted teeth.

The crowd erupted in cheers, but Bedivere paid them no attention. His eyes were on Morgana, who now had guards closing in from both sides of her box.

Bedivere turned toward the magical barrier that separated fighters from spectators. It shimmered with protective energy, designed to contain the violence within the arena.

He raised the sword.

The first strike sent a ripple through the barrier, like a stone dropped in still water. BOOM. The sound echoed through the arena.

The crowd's cheers faltered, confusion replacing excitement. This wasn't part of the show.

The second strike hit the same spot. BOOM. Cracks appeared in the magical field, spreading like frost on a window pane.

People began to move toward the exits, sensing danger.

The third strike shattered the barrier completely. The magical field collapsed with a sound like thunder, fragments of energy dissipating into the air like glowing embers.

Panic erupted. Spectators pushed and shoved toward the exits, screaming in terror.

Bedivere drove the blade into the arena wall and began to climb, using the embedded sword as a foothold. His movements were those of a much younger man, his injuries seemingly forgotten in the moment.

The guards reached Morgana just as Bedivere hauled himself over the railing of her box. He stood between her and the guards, sword raised.

"Step away from her," he said, his voice low and dangerous.

The guards hesitated, clearly not prepared to face a champion gladiator at close quarters.

Bedivere looked at Morgana, really looked at her, for the first time in eight years.

"How?" he asked simply.

Before she could answer, the Grand Bell began to toll.

GONG. GONG. GONG.

The sound reverberated through the building, so loud it seemed to vibrate in their bones.

"Fire!" someone screamed from outside. "The market district is burning!"

The guards looked at each other, torn between their orders and their duty to respond to the bell.

"I'll explain everything," Morgana said. "But right now, we need to run."










She grabbed Bedivere's arm. "This way!"

The guards lunged for them, but Bedivere knocked the first one back with a shield-like push of his forearm. The man tumbled into his companions, creating a tangled pile of limbs and curses.

They ran toward the VIP exit, pushing through the panicked crowd. The Grand Bell continued to toll, its deep resonance vibrating through the stone. The planned chaos was working—guards abandoned their posts, rushing toward the supposed fire. Spectators streamed toward the exits, shoving and yelling.

"Where are we going?" Bedivere asked, keeping pace despite his injuries.

"The west gate," Morgana said. "Then the harbor."

A guard appeared in front of them, sword drawn. Bedivere didn't break stride—he simply lowered his shoulder and barreled into the man, sending him crashing into the wall. He snatched the fallen guard's sword as they passed.

The corridors were a maze, but Morgana had memorized their route. Left, then right, down a narrow passage that most guests never noticed. It would bypass the main exits where guards would be controlling the flow of people.

"Princess," Bedivere said as they ran, "I thought you were dead. Everyone did."

"Later," she promised. "We need to focus on getting out of here."

They burst through a service door into blinding daylight. The street outside was chaos—people running in all directions, guards shouting orders, smoke rising from the market district in thick black plumes. The bell continued its relentless tolling.

"The west gate is that way," Morgana pointed. "We need to move fast before they realize what's happening."

They pushed through the crowd, Bedivere's size and demeanor creating a path as people instinctively moved out of his way. Blood still seeped from his wounds, but his eyes were clear, focused. The years of captivity seemed to fall away with each step toward freedom.

A shout from behind. "There! The gladiator and the woman!"

Thorne's men. At least five of them, forcing their way through the crowd.

"Run," Bedivere said, pushing Morgana ahead. "I'll hold them off."

"No! We stay together." She pulled at his arm. "We can outrun them."

They sprinted down a narrow alleyway. Behind them, their pursuers knocked pedestrians aside, gaining ground.

"This way!" Morgana yanked Bedivere around a corner, into an even narrower passage between buildings. They emerged onto a broader street—and froze.

A dozen guards blocked their path, weapons drawn.

"Back," Bedivere hissed, pulling her into the alley. But Thorne's men were closing in from that direction.

Morgana looked up. "The rooftops." She pointed to a wooden balcony above them. "Can you climb?"

Bedivere nodded. He cupped his hands, boosting her up. She grabbed the balcony's edge and hauled herself over, then reached down to help him. For a man his size, he scaled the wall with surprising agility.

They clambered up onto the roof just as their pursuers converged in the alley below.

"Up there!" someone shouted.

An arrow whizzed past Morgana's ear.

They ran across the rooftop, jumping to the next building. The gap wasn't wide, but Bedivere's landing sent tiles skittering down to the street. His leg—still wounded from the fight—nearly gave out.

"I'm slowing you down," he said, face tight with pain.

"You're doing fine." Morgana scanned the horizon. The west gate was visible now, maybe half a mile away. "We just need to stay high as long as possible."

A screech from above made them both look up.

Wyverns. Three of them, circling lower, their riders pointing in their direction.

"That complicates things," Bedivere muttered.

They continued across the rooftops, staying low when possible. The wyverns swooped closer, their riders shouting commands. One broke away, diving toward them.

Bedivere pushed Morgana behind a chimney stack, then braced himself, sword ready.

The wyvern's talons raked the roof where they'd been standing seconds earlier. As it passed overhead, the rider swung his blade at Bedivere, who blocked it with a resounding clang of metal.

The wyvern banked sharply, preparing for another pass.

"We won't make it if they keep this up," Morgana said.

Bedivere's eyes tracked the circling beast. "When it comes again, stay down."

The wyvern tucked its wings and dived. Bedivere stood his ground, sword raised. At the last moment, as the beast extended its talons, he threw himself to the side. The wyvern's momentum carried it past him—but not before he swung his blade in a perfect arc across its wing.

The creature shrieked, its flight suddenly unbalanced. It crashed onto the roof, sending tiles and debris flying. Its rider was thrown clear, tumbling over the edge with a scream that ended abruptly.

The wounded wyvern thrashed, its good wing beating frantically. Bedivere approached from behind, avoiding its snapping jaws. With a single powerful thrust, he drove his sword through the base of its skull.

The beast shuddered once, then lay still.

"We need to move," Morgana said. "The others will be more cautious now, but they're still coming."

They continued their rooftop journey, ducking behind chimneys and water tanks when the remaining wyverns passed overhead. The west gate grew closer.

"There!" Morgana pointed to a building near the wall. "We can drop down there. The guards should be gone by now."

They made their way to the edge of the roof. Below, the street was relatively clear—most people had fled toward the center of the city, away from the supposed fire.

Bedivere lowered Morgana down first, then dropped beside her with a grunt of pain. Fresh blood soaked his leg bindings.

"Almost there," she said, pulling a cloak from her pack and throwing it around his shoulders. "This will make you less visible."

The hood shadowed his face, hiding his distinctive white beard. At a glance, he could pass for a laborer or dock worker.

They hurried toward the gate, trying to look inconspicuous. As Kafi had predicted, the guard post was empty—its occupants drawn to the emergency in the market district.

"Clever," Bedivere said as they passed through unchallenged. "This was all planned."

"Not just by me," Morgana admitted. "I had help."

They merged with other citizens fleeing the city, staying close to the crowd. The harbor was visible now, ships bobbing in the afternoon sun. Somewhere among them was their escape vessel.

A wyvern's cry made them both duck instinctively, but it passed overhead without slowing, its rider focused on the smoke rising from the market.

"Which ship?" Bedivere asked as they reached the docks.

"That one." Morgana pointed to a nondescript trading vessel moored at the far end. "The one with the green pennant."

They moved quickly but carefully along the waterfront. Dock workers and sailors barely spared them a glance, too busy watching the commotion in the city.

A shout from behind caught their attention. "The west gate! Check the harbor!"

Thorne's men had figured out their escape route.

"Run," Morgana said, abandoning caution.

They sprinted the last hundred yards to the ship. No gangplank was visible—the vessel appeared unattended.

"How do we board?" Bedivere asked.

Morgana whistled a short pattern. A rope ladder tumbled down the side of the ship.

"Quickly!" she hissed.

Bedivere insisted she go first. She scrambled up the ladder onto the deck, then helped pull him aboard. His strength was flagging, wounds taking their toll.

"Find the cabin in the stern," she instructed. "I'll pull up the ladder."

Bedivere staggered toward the back of the ship while Morgana hauled up the rope ladder. Just in time—Thorne's men appeared on the dock, pointing and shouting.

She ducked out of sight and hurried to join Bedivere. He'd found the small cabin and was leaning against the doorframe, breathing heavily.

Inside, two figures were sprawled across crates, chests heaving.

"Took your time," Raz said between breaths, not bothering to sit up. "Thought maybe you'd changed your mind about escaping."

Kafi, lying on his back beside his brother, lifted a hand in weak greeting. "Big boom worked good."

"You nearly set half the market on fire," Morgana replied, closing the door behind them.

"Only small fire," Kafi protested. "Very controlled. Just much smoke."

Bedivere looked between the brothers and Morgana, confusion evident. "These are your accomplices?"

"Hired help," Raz corrected, finally sitting up. He eyed Bedivere. "You're bleeding all over our escape boat."

"I'll survive," Bedivere said flatly.

The ship lurched beneath them. Outside, sailor's voices called orders. The vessel began to move, pulling away from the dock.

"Right on schedule," Raz said, sounding satisfied. "Rook's smugglers know their business."

Morgana helped Bedivere sit on one of the crates. She pulled medical supplies from her pack—bandages, healing salve, needles and thread.

"Those need cleaning," she said, gesturing to his wounds.

"Princess," Bedivere said quietly, so only she could hear. "I need to know what's happening."

Morgana hesitated, then removed her mask completely. Face to face now, without barriers, she saw recognition fully bloom in his eyes.

"It is you," he breathed. "All these years..."

"It's a long story," she said, unwrapping a bandage for his leg. "Are you ready to hear it?"

"Yes," Bedivere said, his voice steady despite his wounds. "Tell me everything."

"Princess?" Raz's eyebrows shot up. He looked between Morgana and Bedivere. "You're a princess?"

"Did we rescue royalty?" Kafi asked, suddenly sitting up straight. "Is there reward?"

"Let's talk about this later," Morgana said, cutting off Bedivere before he could respond. She continued wrapping his leg wound. "For now, we're heading to Karsova. Everything else can wait until we're safely away from Vethia's shores."

Outside, shouts echoed from the docks, growing fainter as the ship picked up speed. The Grand Bell's tolling had finally stopped, but columns of black smoke still rose from the city.

Morgana tied off the bandage and looked up at Bedivere. For the first time, she saw something familiar in his eyes—not just recognition, but resolve. The same steady determination she remembered from her childhood.

The ship slipped past the harbor mouth into open water, leaving Vethia behind.

*****

At the same time, in Arkhos...

"It's not working," Adom said, turning the dented bowl over in his hands.

"Have you tried undusting it?" Biggins asked, peering over his spectacles.

"Yes, it's clean now, isn't it?" Adom held up the bowl, which did indeed look considerably less grimy than before. The runes along the rim glowed faintly blue where his mana had touched them.

"Perhaps try the underside?" Biggins suggested, tapping a claw against his chin.

Adom sighed and continued wiping, his frustration growing. "I've cleaned every inch. I've put mana in the runes. I've even tried—"

His words cut off abruptly as the bowl began to vibrate in his hands. A thin wisp of smoke curled from the seam between bowl and lid.

"Ah," Biggins said, stepping back. "There we go."

The wisp became a tendril, then a column of dark blue smoke that shot toward the ceiling. Adom craned his neck, looking up... and up... and up.

The smoke coalesced, forming broad shoulders, muscular arms, and finally a head with glowing eyes and a face that seemed carved from storm clouds.

The djinn filled the entire shop, his massive form somehow fitting within the confines of the space while still conveying impossible size. He looked around slowly, gaze finally settling on Adom.

"You have freed me?" The djinn's voice rumbled like distant thunder.

"Uh, yes?" Adom replied, still holding the empty bowl.

The djinn's face split into a smile that revealed teeth like lightning bolts. "Then you shall have three wishes."

























            

    
        Chapter 96. Kyren

    
    
    
    
                Djinn.

They go by many names—genie, ifrit, marid, jinn—but whatever you call them, they're more spirit than physical being. Descendants of the Umbra, those ancient shadow dwellers who slipped between realms when the world was young.

During the Second Age, when humanity and magic were still figuring out their complicated relationship, djinns developed quite the reputation for mischief. Some played harmless tricks—moving furniture, whispering in dreams. Others were considerably more troublesome—causing droughts, spreading plagues, possessing the weak-minded. The worst ones? They engineered wars between kingdoms just to watch the carnage.

Eventually, powerful mages and priests decided enough was enough.

They devised a way to trap these entities inside ordinary objects—lamps, rings, bottles, even mundane items like combs or bowls. The containers weren't special until after a djinn was bound within. Any object could serve as a prison with the right enchantments.

The tradition became something of an art form. Trap a djinn in a vessel, seal it with runes of binding, then leave it for some future fool to discover. Or, if you were feeling particularly vengeful, you might set the bound djinn as a trap for your enemies.

And so it was that countless djinns found themselves imprisoned, subject to a powerful curse: serve whoever freed them, grant them three requests, and perhaps earn redemption and freedom.

Now, here's where the stories get it wrong.

Contrary to popular belief, djinns can't grant any wish. They can't conjure gold from thin air or make someone fall in love or bring back the dead—not really. There's a rule of magic no one escapes: nothing comes from nothing.

Djinns aren't gods. They're not miracle workers. They're more like extremely capable supernatural servants with a knack for finding loopholes.

You want gold? A djinn won't materialize a mountain of treasure in your bedroom. Instead, it might go dig up a forgotten hoard, or "borrow" from a wealthy merchant's coffers, or lead you to a vein of ore that's been right under your feet all along.

You want knowledge? It won't suddenly make you the smartest person alive. But it might steal books from every library in the world, kidnap scholars to teach you personally, or whisper forgotten secrets it's gathered over its millennia of existence.

You want to live forever? Well, that's where things get particularly messy. The Umbra used to specialize in that sort of request. They'd extend your life, sure—by binding your soul to theirs, feeding off your essence for centuries until you were nothing but a shell, technically alive but wishing you weren't.

This is all to say: when making deals with supernatural entities trapped in household objects, one should choose one's words very, very carefully.

Biggins giggled, hands clasped together like a child watching a favorite puppet show. "This is so fun! I haven't let him out in decades!"

Adom's eyes darted between the towering djinn and the delighted old shopkeeper. "What exactly should I ask him?" he whispered urgently.

"Ask about the Fae Realm, of course!" Biggins nudged Adom's side. "But be precise with your wording, my boy. Very precise. These beings are tricksters, especially this one." He pointed a finger at the djinn. "Caught him myself back when he was terrorizing the Westmarches."

The djinn's smoky features contorted in outrage. "What do you mean, you? I was captured by a mighty dragon prince who—" His rumbling voice faltered as Biggins looked up, eyes suddenly changing.

The round, almost comical eyes of the old shopkeeper narrowed, pupils contracting into vertical slits that glowed with inner fire. The transformation was subtle but profound—no longer the eyes of a harmless eccentric, but those of an ancient predator.

Adom watched with fascination. He'd asked Biggins countless times to show him his true dragon form, but the old shopkeeper always refused, muttering something about "not being the right time yet" or "demolishing half the street." This glimpse of the real creature beneath the hunched exterior was rare.

"You were saying?" Biggins asked pleasantly, voice unchanged despite the draconic eyes.

The djinn's massive form seemed to shrink several feet. "Merely... reminiscing about old times, O Magnificent One."

Biggins turned back to Adom, eyes already returning to normal. "See? He remembers me." He patted Adom's shoulder. "Now, your wording needs to be extremely specific. Ask him how you can safely enter and exit the Fae Realm without being trapped there or losing your identity."

"That's oddly specific," Adom remarked.

"Not odd at all," Biggins countered. "Just the minimum requirements for not ending up as someone's eternal court jester or breakfast."

The djinn loomed over them, smoke swirling impatiently around his massive arms. "I await your first wish, mortal."

"Uh..." Adom looked from the djinn to Biggins and back again. "I wish to know how I can safely enter and exit the Fae Realm without being trapped there or losing my identity."

The djinn's eyes narrowed. Then, surprisingly, he smiled.

"Clever mortal. Very well..."

The djinn's wispy gaze flickered toward Biggins, who watched the proceedings with a calm demeanor. Adom noticed the exchange—was Biggins somehow pressuring the spirit? The old shopkeeper hadn't moved or spoken, yet the djinn's smoky form seemed to keep compressing slightly, as if trying to make itself smaller.

The moment stretched, uncomfortably silent.

The djinn straightened up, shoulders broadening as it attempted to reclaim its intimidating stature. It cleared its throat with a rumble like distant thunder.

Adom found himself wondering why a spirit would need to clear its throat at all. Did smoke get dry? Could a being made of essence even have a throat to clear? Seemed like an oddly human affectation for something so otherworldly.

"To enter the Fae Realm as a non-fae," the djinn finally pronounced, "you require an invitation from a fae native to that realm."

"That's it?" Adom asked.

"No," the djinn continued. "You will also need a Wayfinder's Token for your return."

"And what's that?"

The djinn's eyes narrowed. "The invitation of a fae is merely a blessing that permits entry. It remains effective for seven days and seven nights. After this time, the mortal mind begins to... unravel. You forget—first small things, then larger ones. Your purpose, your home, your very self. This process takes another seven days, after which nothing of your former identity remains."

"That's... disturbing," Adom said.

"The Wayfinder's Token prevents this. It serves as an anchor to your realm and will guide you to the nearest exit point when activated."

Adom turned to Biggins. "What exactly is this token thing?"

Biggins scratched his chin. "Usually a small object imbued with essence from our realm—a stone, a coin, sometimes a bit of jewelry. The important part is that it contains enough of our world's magic to resist the Fae Realm's tendency to... rewrite things."

Adom nodded, then looked back at the djinn. "You're being surprisingly straightforward. I expected more riddles and tricks."

"Indeed," Biggins said, eyebrows raised. "I see you're less tricky these days. Is that because I'm here?"

The djinn's form wavered. "I-I have learned my lesson, O Magnificent One. I would not dare play games in the presence of one so... illustrious."

Biggins laughed—a full-bodied sound that started as a chuckle and built into something almost too big for his current form. The shop's glass bottles vibrated in sympathy.

Adom studied the old dragon thoughtfully.

Biggins never talked about his past in any detail. The rare times he did mention something from centuries ago, it only left Adom hungrier for more information. But watching him now, accepting praise with such obvious pleasure, reminded Adom of something he'd learned in history class—how dragons had once been worshipped as deities.

Was Biggins one of those?

It seemed likely, given how much he clearly enjoyed being called "Magnificent One." The ancient being who spent his days selling magical trinkets and jumping out at customers might once have had temples dedicated to him.

"Your flattery is noted," Biggins told the djinn, wiping a tear of mirth from his eye. "But unnecessary. Just answer the boy's questions honestly."

"What about the second wish?" Adom asked.

"Ah." The djinn's eyes gleamed. "That is entirely up to you."











Adom considered his options. "For my second wish, I want you to get me one of those Wayfinder's Tokens."

The djinn paused, smoky brow furrowing. "I will need to... acquire one. May I have permission to be absent for a time? I shall return shortly."

"Sure," Adom shrugged.

With a sound like air being sucked through a keyhole, the djinn vanished. The shop suddenly felt much larger.

"Well," Biggins said, settling onto his stool, "he's probably off to Grimmhold to steal one. Only place I can think of with a reliable supply."

"Isn't that halfway across the continent?"

"For a djinn? Might as well be next door." Biggins adjusted his spectacles. "They don't experience distance like we do."

Adom leaned against the counter. "Have you been to the Fae Realm?"

"Many times," Biggins nodded. "Though I'm not a fae, mind you. Even for a dragon like me, the magic there is... influential. Had my scales turn silver for a decade after one particularly long visit. Quite embarrassing."

Adom frowned. "Wait, if you've been there, then you already knew how to enter and exit, right? So the first wish was just wasted? I could have saved it."

"Not wasted at all." Biggins tapped his fingers on the counter rhythmically. "I was testing our smoky friend. Making sure the information he provided was accurate."

"Testing him?"

"Precisely. Djinns are notorious for half-truths and omissions. I needed to see if this one had learned his lesson since our last encounter." Biggins smiled. "Seems he has, mostly."

"Where did you even get him, anyway?"

Biggins's eyes took on a distant look. "This was... oh, about eight hundred years ago. There was a kingdom—doesn't exist anymore, mind you—where children kept disappearing. Not many, just one every few months. Enough that parents were terrified but not enough for the king to take serious action."

"And it was the djinn?"

"Indeed. He was collecting them for some ritual or other. I happened to be flying by and noticed the pattern. Watched for a while, caught him in the act." Biggins's voice had lost its usual whimsy. "We had a... discussion. By the end of it, he was in that bowl, and I was bringing the children home."

Adom stared at the dragon with new eyes.

A loud pop interrupted his thoughts as the djinn rematerialized, filling the shop once more with his massive form.

"Your Wayfinder's Token," the djinn announced, holding out what appeared to be a compass.

Adom took it carefully. Unlike ordinary compasses, this one had no cardinal directions marked on its face. Instead, the needle hovered aimlessly, occasionally twitching slightly as if responding to some unseen magnetic field.

"It will activate once you enter the Fae Realm," the djinn explained. "When you wish to return, simply hold it and think of home. The needle will point to the nearest exit."

Adom turned the compass over in his hand. "That's it?"

"That's it."

"Where did you get this?"

The djinn and Biggins exchanged a look.

"Better not to ask," Biggins said quietly.

The djinn nodded in agreement, then straightened up. "Your third wish?"











"Wait." Adom turned to Biggins. "If I make the third wish, doesn't that release him? What if he goes back to... you know, whatever he was doing before?"

"Fair question." Biggins looked at the djinn. "Are you still evil?"

The djinn's massive form shifted uncomfortably. "I've... changed."

"Uh-huh." Biggins raised an eyebrow.

"I've had centuries to reflect on my past misdeeds," the djinn said, placing a hand over where its heart might be. "I have seen the error of my ways. I now understand the sanctity of mortal life. The beauty of—"

"Yeah, that's enough," Biggins cut him off. "He's going to the Outer Veil for three hundred years after this. It's part of the binding."

"The Outer Veil?" Adom had read about it—a buffer dimension between realms where not much happened.

"Very boring place," Biggins confirmed. "Perfect for reflecting on one's past choices."

The djinn's smoky shoulders slumped slightly.

"And after that?" Adom asked.

"After that," Biggins said, picking a piece of lint off his sleeve, "I'll still be around. Dragons live a very long time. And I've marked him." He smiled pleasantly at the djinn. "Haven't I?"

The djinn touched a spot on its neck where, if you looked closely, you could see a faint symbol glowing through the smoke.

"Yes," it said flatly.

"So I can find him anywhere in any realm at any time," Biggins continued, examining his claws with casual interest. "He knows this."

The djinn nodded stiffly.

"One wish left," it said. "Choose wisely."

Adom hesitated. His mind raced. So many possibilities.

He turned to Biggins. "Could I wish for... infinite wishes?"

The djinn's expression didn't change, but the air around them shifted—tense, charged. Biggins let out a long sigh.

"Ah, the old trap," the dragon murmured. "You could try. He might even grant it. But trust me, you don't want that."

"Why not?"

"Because the more wishes you make, the deeper his hooks get. It starts with helpful suggestions. Then bargains. Then dependencies. And one day you'll wake up and realize the wishes aren't coming from you anymore—they're coming from him. Shaping your thoughts. Nudging your desires. Making you dance to a tune you didn't notice was playing."

The djinn didn't deny it.

"So," Biggins continued, "unless you want to become the world's richest, most powerful puppet—I'd recommend asking something... finite."

Adom nodded slowly. The words "I wish for infinite wishes" withered in his throat.

His thoughts drifted to the inside of his inventory, where he kept two specific items: sphinx blood and the sphynx claws, taken the last time he was in the labyrinth. He still didn't understand what they were meant for.

"I have a question instead," Adom said. "Not a wish."

"Ask it anyway," Biggins said. "Better than making another mistake."

Adom looked at the djinn. "What can sphinx blood and claws be used for?"

The djinn tilted its head, looking like a bored retail worker asked about an obscure product.

"The blood," it said, "is one of the three essential components for creating a philosopher's stone."

"Philosopher's stone," Adom repeated, the words feeling strange on his lips.

Anyone with even a passing interest in magical history knew what that meant. The philosopher's stone was the pinnacle of alchemy—more myth than reality, more concept than object. It was supposedly capable of transmuting base metals into gold, granting immortality, and bending the fundamental laws of reality.

It was also complete rubbish.

Generations of mages had wasted their lives pursuing it. Elves, who routinely lived for centuries, had dedicated entire lifespans to the search. Dwarven master alchemists, with their unparalleled understanding of minerals and elements, had filled libraries with failed formulas. Not a single credible account existed of anyone actually creating one.

"You're lying," Biggins said, suddenly alert. He'd been leaning against the counter, but now stood straight, eyes locked on the djinn. "Don't play tricks."

The djinn flinched, smoke pulling inward as if trying to make itself smaller. "I speak only truth, Great One." Its voice had none of the earlier grandeur, just flat, nervous compliance.

"Continue," Biggins said, examining his hands with deliberate casualness.

"The blood of a sphinx is one of three components," the djinn said, keeping its eyes fixed on Biggins' hands. "This knowledge was passed to me by my ancestor, the Umbra Noctumbral, during the Primordial Age."

Adom glanced at Biggins. The old dragon looked genuinely surprised.

It wasn't shocking that Biggins wouldn't know about this. Despite being around fifteen thousand years old—ancient by almost any standard—he'd emerged from his egg long after the Primordial Age had ended. That mythical era when dragons, phoenixes, umbra, and demons had roamed freely, worshipped as living gods, predated even him.

Knowledge from that time was fragmentary at best, preserved mainly in temple carvings and oral traditions that had degraded into legends over millennia. The earliest concepts of the philosopher's stone originated from that period, inscribed on tablets that modern scholars barely understood.

"What are the other components?" Adom asked. Skeptical.

The djinn looked at Biggins, clearly seeking permission to speak.

Biggins sighed. "Answer him. And no nonsense."

"The second..." the djinn's voice took on a strange, lilting quality, as if reciting something memorized long ago. "That which can be seen but never touched, that dies each day yet never lives, that spans horizons yet fits in a puddle."

Biggins reached for a paperweight on the counter. The djinn tracked the movement with nervous eyes.

"And the third?" Adom pressed.

"The moment between two heartbeats, captured in crystal. Found only where time does not pass but is born anew with each breath."

"Riddles," Biggins said flatly. "How helpful."

The djinn kept its gaze fixed on the paperweight in Biggins' hand, clearly anticipating it might be thrown at any moment.

"I am only repeating what was told to me, O Great One." it said, voice completely stripped of personality. "I cannot elaborate beyond the words I was given."

Adom stared at the djinn, trying to decipher if there was truth behind its words or if this was an elaborate trick. The riddles seemed deliberately obscure, yet specific enough that they might have actual answers.

Biggins tossed the paperweight from one hand to the other. The djinn's smoky form trembled slightly with each arc through the air.

"Don't listen to him, Adom. Chasing philosopher's stones is the fastest way to waste your life—or end it. If such a thing were possible, someone would have done it by now."

The djinn's smoke shifted slightly, almost like a shrug, but it quickly stiffened when Biggins narrowed his eyes.

"Still need that third wish?"

Adom cleared his throat. "Actually, I have another question—"

The djinn's smoky form darkened, tendrils of shadow pulling inward as it raised a translucent hand.

"I must stop you there, young mortal." Its tone was measured but firm. "I see what you're attempting. Clever, indeed." Its gaze flicked nervously toward Biggins, then back to Adom. "Masking wishes as questions while explicitly stating they are 'not wishes' is... an interesting tactic."

Biggins chuckled softly.

"I permitted this once," the djinn continued, "out of respect and consideration for the Great One." Another quick glance at Biggins. "But I must clarify: should you pose another 'question,' I will take it as your third wish. Not as a mere inquiry."

Adom looked at Biggins, who considered the situation for a moment before giving a subtle nod.

Decision made, Adom reached into his inventory and pulled out the book he'd received from Law. He held it up for the djinn to see.

"My third wish, then, is to know what you can tell me about this book. Can you decipher it?"

The djinn studied the book, massive smoky head tilting slightly.

Adom watched intently, heart quickening.

Maybe he wouldn't need to venture to the Giant's Lands after all. If the djinn could solve this mystery now, it would save him a dangerous journey and who knew how many complications.

"The book appears to be blank," the djinn observed, narrowing its eyes.

"Exactly," Adom said. "I don't understand it. There's nothing in the pages. All blank."

The djinn extended a wispy hand, hovering it over the book without touching it. The smoke of its fingers seemed to curl and respond to something invisible.

"This is a book of Primordial Runes," the djinn said finally.

Adom sighed, shoulders slumping. "I know that already. Mr. Biggins told me as much."

The djinn withdrew its hand. "Then I'm afraid I cannot help you further."

"What do you mean?" Adom's voice rose slightly. "You're an ancient being with knowledge from the Primordial Age itself!"

"Knowledge, yes. Ability, no." The djinn's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "I could search for information about this specific text. Travel to ancient libraries, consult certain... entities who might recognize its origin."

Adom looked at Biggins again. The old dragon scratched his chin thoughtfully before nodding once more.

"How long would that take?" Adom asked.

"I cannot say with certainty." The djinn's form wavered slightly, smoke curling in what might have been the spirit equivalent of a shrug. "Days. Months. Perhaps longer."

"And what good would that do me? You'd be gone, and I'd be left waiting."

"Not necessarily." The djinn gestured to the bowl on the counter. "Keep my vessel with you. I will be able to return at any time with whatever information I discover. Each visit would not count as a new summoning—merely a continuation of this one."

Adom frowned. "That sounds suspiciously helpful."

"It is in my interest to fulfill your wish completely," the djinn replied. "The sooner I do, the sooner my service ends."

Biggins picked up the bowl, turning it over in his hands. "This arrangement has precedent," he admitted. "Though it's not without risk."

"What kind of risk?" Adom asked.

"The connection works both ways," Biggins explained. "He'll always know where you are while he's tethered to you."

The djinn looked almost offended. "I will not abuse this knowledge, Great One. Your mark ensures my compliance."

"It better," Biggins muttered, tapping his finger against the bowl's rim.

Adom weighed his options. The journey to the Giant's Lands would be perilous, and there was no guarantee he'd find answers there. Having the djinn search for information in parallel seemed logical.

"Alright," he said finally. "We have a deal. Search the world for information about this book. Return whenever you find something useful."

The djinn bowed, a gesture that seemed both mocking and sincere.

"Your wish is my burden," it said, the traditional response.

"Don't take too long," Adom added.

The djinn's mouth curved into what might have been a smile. "Time passes differently for beings like me. What seems an eternity to you is but a moment to me."

"That's not reassuring."

"It wasn't meant to be." The djinn's form began to thin, becoming more transparent. "Until we meet again, Adom the Curious."

With a pop, the djinn disappeared. The shop suddenly felt empty, ordinary.

Biggins handed the bowl to Adom. "Keep this close. Not too close, mind you. Just... accessible."

"You think this was a good idea?" Adom asked, putting the bowl into his inventory.

"Probably not," Biggins said cheerfully. "But neither is going to the Giant's Lands, and yet here we are, planning exactly that."

Adom stared at the place where the djinn had been. "You seemed to really scare him."

"Ah, well." Biggins waved dismissively. "Old grudges, old wounds. Ancient history, literally."

"You never tell me anything about your past."

"Hmm. One day perhaps." Biggins began straightening items on the counter. "Some memories are best left undisturbed. Like sleeping dragons."

"That's a terrible metaphor coming from you. Mr. Biggins."

"Hohoho! On the contrary," Biggins said, eyes momentarily flashing that reptilian gold, "it's the perfect metaphor coming from me."

Adom turned the compass over in his hand, watching the needle drift aimlessly. "So, the invitation of a fae and this compass, huh? That's all I need to visit the Fae Realm?"

Biggins sorted through a drawer of odds and ends, not looking up. "Don't you have a fae friend? That little irritable fellow?"

A smile spread across Adom's face. "I was thinking exactly that." He reached into his inventory pouch and pulled out a small whistle. "I've hesitated to reach out to Bob lately. He has his own life and all that."

Biggins closed the drawer with a snap. "But this is important enough, I assume."

"I think so." Adom turned the whistle over in his fingers. "I hope he agrees."

He brought the whistle to his lips and blew. Just like always, no sound emerged—at least none that Adom could hear.

Biggins, however, clapped his hands over his ears. "Good grief! Must you be so loud?"

Adom lowered the whistle, brow furrowed. "You can hear that?"

"Of course I can hear it." Biggins rubbed his ears. "It sounds like some noble's wife screaming your name across the marketplace because you allegedly sold her a 'defective' enchantment, demanding to speak with the head mage while insisting she knows the Imperial Archmage personally. Piercing and relentlessly self-important."

Adom laughed. "Oh, we have a name for that type in Kati."

Biggins raised an eyebrow. "Pray tell?"

"We call them 'Kyren,'" Adom said. "After Lady Kyren who once demanded the local weather mage be executed because it rained on her garden party. She insisted on speaking to the duke about it. She was utterly convinced her third cousin's husband's sister once served tea to the royal family."

Biggins snorted. "Ah yes, the Kyrens of the world. Every town has at least three."

"And they always want to speak to your supervisor," Adom added.

"As if I have one," Biggins muttered.

They stood in silence for a moment. Then, without warning, Biggins snapped his fingers. The sound was sharp, unexpectedly loud in the cluttered shop.

"What was that all about?" Adom asked.

"Just removing a protection spell." Biggins began rearranging bottles on a nearby shelf. "The shop has wards that prevent certain beings from entering. Wouldn't want your friend bouncing off an invisible barrier, would we?"

Before Adom could respond, the bell above the door jingled. Footsteps—light but deliberate—made their way through the shop.

Adom moved to the counter, leaning forward as a figure emerged from behind a tall display of enchanted wind chimes.

Standing barely four feet tall was a man dressed in a tailored green suit that had seen better days. His red and gray beard was immaculately braided despite its wild thickness, and a worn leather cap sat at an angle that suggested both style and practicality. His shoes, polished to a mirror shine, clicked against the wooden floor with each step.

Bob surveyed the shop with narrowed eyes, hands planted firmly on his hips.

"Well, well." He began. "If it isn't my old friend hallucination, summonin' me like I'm some kind of pet dog." He nodded curtly toward Biggins. "Dragon."

"Leprechaun," Biggins replied with equal curtness.

Bob turned back to Adom, eyebrows drawn together in a scowl that seemed permanently etched on his face. "I was in the middle of a very delicate negotiation with a river nymph." He straightened his emerald tie. "Very. Delicate."

"Hey, Bob. Sorry about that," Adom said.

Bob snorted. "No, you're not." He strode forward, each step punctuated by a small clicking sound from his shoes. "You never are." He looked around the shop, taking in the strange collection of magical items, the bowl that had held the djinn, and the Wayfinder's Token in Adom's hand.

His expression shifted from annoyed to resigned.

"So then," Bob sighed, adjusting his cap. "What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?"










































            

    
        Chapter 97. Axis

    
    
    
    
                "An invitation?" Bob stared at the compass in Adom's hand, then at the expectant expression on his face. The leprechaun's bushy eyebrows drew together. "To the Fae Realm? Lad, are you absolutely mad?"

Adom nodded. "That's the plan."

"That's not a plan. That's a death wish." Bob paced a small circle, his shoes clicking rhythmically against the wooden floor. "Listen here, lad. The Fae Realm isn't for humans. No offense to your kind, but you lot don't fare well there."

"I need to go," Adom insisted.

Bob stopped pacing. "You don't understand what you're askin'. Humans who visit the Fae Realm... they don't come back right in the head. If they come back at all." He tapped his temple. "Time moves differently there. Logic bends. Reason breaks. You might think you're stayin' for an afternoon tea and return to find your grandchildren have died of old age."

Biggins cleared his throat. "It was my suggestion, actually."

Bob turned slowly toward the old shopkeeper, genuine surprise in his eyes. "Your suggestion? You of all people should know better."

"Circumstances are... unusual."

"Unusual?" Bob gave a humorless laugh. "Next you'll be tellin' me the sky's a bit blue or water's somewhat wet." He looked between them. "Are you sure about this? Absolutely sure?"

"Absolutely," Biggins said without hesitation.

Bob fell silent, studying the dragon in disguise. The tension between them wasn't hostile — more like the cautious respect between two old warriors who had once found themselves on opposite sides of a battlefield.

"Well then," Bob finally said, turning back to Adom. "Tell me what's so important that my old acquaintance here is willin' to risk your sanity."

Adom leaned against the counter. "I've been having this dream."

"Dreams? We're riskin' your life over a few bad dreams?" Bob snorted.

"Not just any dream. The same one, night after night." Adom's voice dropped. "I'm in this cave, and there's an apple tree in the center, basking in sunlight. Which makes no sense since it's a cave. At the base of the tree, there's an egg. It's on fire, but it doesn't burn up. And there's... someone there. A woman, I think. Probably a dryad. She keeps asking me to come to her."

Bob stared at him for a few seconds. "Let me get this straight. You have a nightmare where a mysterious creature is beggin' you to visit her secret underground lair, and your response is, 'Sure, why not?' Have you never heard a single cautionary tale in your life?"

Adom shifted uncomfortably. "When you put it that way..."

"That's exactly the way to put it!" Bob threw his hands up. "This is literally how every story about a human disappearin' into the fae realm begins. Next you'll tell me she promised you power beyond your wildest dreams."

"She didn't," Adom said defensively. "She just keeps saying I need to come."

"Oh, well that's much better," Bob said. "A deadline. Nothing suspicious about that at all."

"The dream won't let me sleep," Adom argued. "It's been weeks. I'm lucky if I get a few hours without waking up in a cold sweat. It's getting worse each night."

"So drink a sleeping potion," Bob countered. "A lot cheaper than a funeral."

"I tried. Tea, potions, charms. Nothing works."

Bob shook his head. "And you think the solution is to walk right into whatever trap this is?"

"It was my idea," Biggins repeated firmly.

Bob paused, looking back at the shopkeeper. His expression shifted subtly. "You're certain about this? You, specifically?"

"Yes."

Bob's demeanor changed, almost imperceptibly. "Well. That... changes things."

Adom looked between them, confusion evident on his tired face. "Wait, just like that? He says it's his idea and suddenly you're reconsidering?"

Bob ignored him, still focused on Biggins. "The egg on fire. You think it's...?"

Biggins nodded once. "I do."

"Bollocks," Bob muttered, the word carrying the weight of resignation. "This is exactly the sort of trouble I try to avoid."

"What just happened?" Adom asked, frustration evident. "Why does it matter that it was his idea?"

"Because," Bob said without looking at him, "your friend Biggins here isn't known for flights of fancy or misreadin' signs." He sighed. "And because he saved my life once, a very long time ago, when he had every reason not to."

Adom turned to Biggins, surprised. "You never mentioned that."

"It never came up," Biggins said simply.

"Never came up?" Adom's eyebrows shot up. "How does something like that never come up?"

"When you've lived as long as we have," Bob said, "the list of things that 'never come up' would fill several libraries." He straightened his jacket. "But that's a story for another time. Right now, we need to discuss your little suicide mission to the Fae Realm."


"Wait." Adom straightened. "Before we go any further, I need some actual answers." He looked between Bob and Biggins. "What exactly do you two think this egg is? And who's the woman in my dream? What about the tree? Are they connected to Law?"

Bob leaned against a shelf, careful not to disturb the precariously balanced jars. "I wasn't around in Law's time, lad. Not many were. But Orynth mentioned something like this once, after too much elvish wine."

Adom turned to Biggins.

The dragon sighed, the sound of someone who'd been dreading this moment. "I apologize if I haven't told you everything, young Adom. Divination is... fragile. There's a timing to what can and cannot be revealed. But I won't lie to you." He met Adom's gaze directly. "Yes, the egg is part of what Law saw."

"Is it a dragon egg?"

"A phoenix," Biggins corrected.

Adom blinked, clearly caught off guard. His mouth opened and closed once before he found words. Questions seemed to pile up behind his eyes—too many to articulate. He took a deep breath and focused. "And why exactly am I the one being bothered by this dryad? Why me specifically?"

Biggins adjusted his spectacles. "That, I don't know."

"You don't know?" Adom's voice rose slightly. "How can you not know?"

"Because Law didn't say," Biggins replied simply. "What he did tell me was that in many of the potential futures he saw, you would have a companion. A phoenix familiar."

Bob whistled lowly. "The phoenix? As a familiar? Now that's something."

"Without this companion," Biggins continued, "the coming tasks would be significantly harder for you. Not impossible, perhaps, but Law's mission was to maximize your chances of success. And so..." He gestured vaguely around them. "Here we are."

Adom stared at the floor, processing. The silence in the shop felt heavy, broken only by the faint ticking of an oddly shaped clock on the wall.

"A phoenix familiar," he finally said, tasting the words. "And the dryad is what... its keeper?"

"More likely its guardian," Bob offered. "Dryads are protective types. If a phoenix nested near her tree, she'd defend it with her life."

Adom nodded slowly. "And the burning part? Is that normal for a phoenix egg?"

"Completely normal," Bob confirmed. "They burn hotter as they get closer to hatching. The fire you see in your dream means it's nearly time."

"Which explains the urgency," Biggins added.

Adom ran his hands over his face, fatigue evident in every movement. "This is... a lot."

"Welcome to my world," Bob said dryly. "Where 'a lot' is the starting point of every day."

Adom looked up at him. "Will you help me?"

Bob held his gaze for a moment, then let out a dramatic sigh. "I suppose I will. Though I maintain this is madness."

"It's madness either way," Adom countered. "Either I go slowly insane from lack of sleep, or I risk going suddenly insane in the Fae Realm. At least the second option comes with a potential solution."

"Fair point," Bob conceded. "Though I'm not promisin' anything about finding this cave of yours. The Fae Realm is vast, and not exactly well-mapped."

Adom nodded at the compass in his hand. "This should help us find our way back, at least."

"A Wayfinder's Token," Bob acknowledged. "These still exist, eh?"

Adom turned to Biggins. "Why don't you come with us? You seem to know more about this situation than either of us."

Biggins and Bob exchanged a look that contained volumes.

"That won't be possible," The dragon said carefully.

"Why not?" Adom pressed.

"Because he's banned from the entire Fae Realm," Bob said bluntly. "Has been for the last few centuries."

Adom blinked. "Banned? How does one get banned from an entire realm of existence?"

"It's a complicated matter," Biggins said, adjusting his spectacles. "Nothing for you to worry about."

"I think it is something to worry about if I'm walking into a realm where my primary advisor is prohibited from entering," Adom countered.

"You won't be going alone," Biggins assured him. "The leprechaun will accompany you."

"Aye," Bob agreed. "I'll be your guide. Someone has to keep you from accidentally pledging your firstborn to a bridge troll." He shot Biggins a pointed look. "Since you can't exactly join us, given your... situation."

"I can invite the lad as my guest," Bob continued. "Not you. Dragon or not, you'd be recognized the moment you crossed the boundary, and then we'd all be in trouble."

Adom set the compass down on the counter with a firm click. "Enough. Both of you." This was getting annoying. "I may not be thousands of years old, but I am eighty, not eight. I don't appreciate being treated like a child who can't handle difficult information."

The two ancient beings fell silent.

"I'm about to risk my sanity, possibly my life, based on your recommendation," Adom said to Biggins. "I think I deserve the whole story. Why were you banned from the Fae Realm?"

Biggins sighed, removing his spectacles to polish them. "The current King of the Seelie Court and I have... history."

"What kind of history?"

"We were once friends. Then we weren't." Biggins's expression grew distant. "There was a disagreement about certain boundaries. About what constitutes appropriate use of power. I thought his methods were becoming excessive. He thought I was becoming soft."

"Is it bad enough that he'd hold a grudge against someone associated with you?" Adom asked. "Like me, for instance?"

"Not at all," Biggins said firmly. "Oberon's quarrel is with me alone, not with humans or anyone connected to me. He's prideful and can be cruel, but he's not petty in that particular way." He placed his spectacles back on. "The point is, I cannot enter the Fae Realm. If I could, I would have retrieved the egg myself and simply presented it to you."

Adom nodded slowly, processing this information. "So how does this work? How do I enter the Fae Realm with Bob as my guide?"

Bob stepped forward, his demeanor shifting subtly. There was suddenly something more... otherworldly about him, as if a veil had been lifted. "I extend my invitation and protection to you as my guest."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver pin shaped like a four-leaf clover. "This marks you as under my hospitality. While wearing it, you'll be able to see the entrances to the Fae Realm that would otherwise be invisible to human eyes."

Bob held the pin out on his palm. "But there are rules, Adom. Important ones. Breaking them doesn't just endanger you—it endangers me as your host."

"What rules?"

"First, you must accept my invitation of your own free will. No coercion." Bob's tone was formal now, almost ritualistic. "Second, while in the Fae Realm, you must not eat or drink anything I haven't personally approved. Third, you must not make promises, deals, or trades with any fae without consulting me first."

"Is that all?"

"Those are the critical ones. There are others I'll explain as needed. The Fae Realm operates on very specific rules. Breaking them has... consequences."

"And if I accept these terms?"

"Then I pin this to your collar, and you're officially my guest." Bob's expression was serious. "This isn't just a trinket. It's a magical contract. Breaking the terms voids my protection."

Adom glanced at Biggins, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

"I accept your invitation and agree to your terms," Adom said formally.

Bob stepped forward and carefully pinned the silver clover to Adom's collar. As it touched the fabric, it seemed to shimmer for a moment, the metal briefly taking on an inner light before settling.

"There," Bob said, stepping back. "Now you're officially under my protection." His formal demeanor dropped away as quickly as it had appeared. "And if you do anything stupid that gets us both killed, I'll be very cross with you in the afterlife."

Adom touched the pin gingerly. "I don't feel any different."

"You won't until we cross the boundary," Bob explained. "But trust me, it's working."

"So what now?"

"Now we wait for midnight," Bob said. "The entry opens for non-fae exactly at the witching hour. Every night. We can go whenever you're ready."

"Tonight?" Adom asked, surprised at the immediacy.

"Tonight, tomorrow night, next week," Bob shrugged. "Time works differently there, but the entry point is consistent. Midnight to midnight. One full turn of your human clocks."

Biggins cleared his throat. "Speaking of ready..." He turned to Adom with a measured look. "Where are you at with your control? The strength issue."

Adom flexed his hand unconsciously. "Better. Much better, actually. I've found that the less I think about it, the more normal it feels. Like learning to walk again after an injury—once you stop overthinking every step, the body remembers what to do."

"Interesting." Biggins nodded, his eyes sharp behind his spectacles. "And when you channel Fluid through it?"

"Still in control," Adom said. "I haven't broken anything in weeks. Not even accidentally."

Something in Biggins's demeanor shifted, like a switch had been flipped. The serious, measured academic melted away, replaced by the barely contained excitement of a child with a new toy. His eyes lit up and his whole body seemed to vibrate with sudden energy.

"Excellent! Marvelous! Oh, this is perfect timing." He clapped his hands together once, the sound surprisingly loud in the cluttered shop.

Bob rolled his eyes so dramatically that Adom could practically hear it.

"Here we go," Bob muttered.

"Before you leave," Biggins continued, either ignoring or not noticing Bob's reaction, "I have something to teach you. A little technique that very few humans have knowledge of." He beckoned Adom toward the back of the shop. "If you're entering the Fae Realm, you'll need every advantage."

"What kind of technique?" Adom asked, his interest piqued despite his exhaustion.

"Something special," Biggins said, his voice dropping conspiratorially. "Something about Fluid that most practitioners don't discover until they're well into their second century, if ever."

"Is this really necessary right now?" Bob asked, exasperation clear in his voice. "We have preparations to make."

"Absolutely necessary," Biggins insisted without looking back. He was already rummaging through a cabinet, pushing aside jars and boxes with surprising strength for his seemingly frail frame. "This could make all the difference."











Biggins led Adom to a small workbench tucked away in the corner of the back room. The surface was immaculately clean compared to the rest of the cluttered shop—a space clearly reserved for important work.

"You understand Fluid, yes?" Biggins asked, clearing away a stack of books.

"Of course," Adom replied. "It's tied to emotions. The stronger you feel, the stronger your Fluid becomes."

"Yes, that's what everyone believes." Biggins nodded, his fingers tapping lightly against the wooden surface. "Spite awakened yours. Fear fuels some. Rage others. And so on."

"You say 'believes' like it's not actually true," Adom noted, leaning against the workbench.

Bob watched from the doorway, arms crossed but expression curious. "What are you up to now, Dragon?"

"Something even you don't know about, Leprechaun." Biggins's voice carried a hint of pride.

Adom raised an eyebrow. "If this is some ancient dragon secret—"

"It's not," Biggins interrupted. "It's something unique to me. Something I discovered... after."

"What would you say is the fundamental weakness of Fluid, Adom?" Biggins asked.

Adom considered this. "Unpredictability, maybe? The way emotions can surge or fade without warning."

"Close." Biggins removed his spectacles, polishing them with a cloth. "The dependency itself is the weakness. Practitioners become slaves to their emotional states. They must maintain anger, or fear, or spite—often destructive feelings—to maintain their power."

"That's always been the trade-off," Adom said. "Power comes with a price."

"What if it didn't have to?" Biggins replaced his spectacles, his eyes sharp behind the lenses. "What if there was a way to access Fluid without emotional dependency?"

Bob shifted his weight, suddenly more attentive. "You've been holding out on me, Dragon."

"I hold out on everyone, Leprechaun. It's how I've survived this long." Biggins turned back to Adom. "I call it Axis."

"Axis?" Adom repeated.

"The fixed center around which all else turns," Biggins explained. "It is Fluid in its purest form—not tied to any feeling, but to control itself."

"I've never heard of this," Adom said, but there was excitement rather than skepticism in his voice.

"You wouldn't have heard of it," Biggins said simply. "Because I'm the only one who knows it exists."

Bob whistled low. "Now that's a claim."

"It's not a claim, it's a fact," Biggins replied. "I discovered it by necessity. Born after our time, without elders to teach me, I had to find my own way to manage Fluid. Emotions are... dangerous for dragons. Too much anger, and villages burn. Too much fear, and mountains crumble."

Adom nodded slowly. "So you found a way to separate power from emotion."

"I did." Biggins straightened. "It took me centuries to perfect. And I've never taught it to anyone."

"Then why teach me?" Adom asked.

"Because you might actually survive learning it," Biggins said bluntly.

"Surely others have tried?"

"Only one. Law." The name fell like a stone between them. "He spent decades attempting to master it. He failed."

This caught Adom by surprise. Law, failing at something magical? "Why?"

"The human body isn't designed to channel Fluid this way," Biggins explained. "The pathways burn out. The mind breaks under the strain."

"Not exactly a ringing endorsement," Bob muttered.

"But Law didn't have what you have," Biggins continued, ignoring the leprechaun. "The White Wyrm's adaptability. The Silverback's constitution. Your extraordinary healing factor. Your body can rebuild what Axis destroys."

Adom frowned. "Destroys?"

"Initially, yes." Biggins was matter-of-fact. "Think of it like building new muscle. The old fibers tear so the new ones can grow stronger."

"You're talking about rewiring my entire connection to Fluid," Adom said slowly, working through the implications. "Creating an entirely new pathway."

"Precisely." Biggins smiled, pleased at how quickly Adom grasped the concept. "Instead of channeling through emotion, you channel through will alone. Pure, focused intention."

Adom ran a hand through his hair, mind racing. "And this Axis—it's stronger than conventional Fluid?"

"Incomparably," Biggins said. "Emotion-based Fluid is like a river—powerful but following the path of least resistance. Axis is like—"

"A drill," Adom finished. "Focused on a single point, no matter what's in its way."

Biggins blinked, then nodded. "Yes. That's... a surprisingly apt metaphor."

"This sounds too good to be true," Adom said cautiously. "What's the catch?"

Biggins sighed. "The catch is that learning it will hurt. A lot. And there's no guarantee you'll succeed, even with your unique physiology."

"How long does it take to learn?"

"Years," Biggins said. "Or days. It depends entirely on you."

"Days?" Bob scoffed. "Now you're just showing off, Dragon."

"I'm being practical," Biggins replied.

Adom considered this. A new form of power, one that didn't require him to maintain a specific emotional state. The implications were staggering. If it worked, he'd have an advantage no other human practitioner had ever possessed.

"What do I need to do?"

Biggins's eyes gleamed with something between excitement and trepidation. "First, you need to understand what we're actually doing. Axis isn't learned—it's realized. It's always been there, underneath the emotional tides of Fluid."

He moved to a small cabinet and retrieved a plain wooden box. Opening it, he revealed a series of thin, silvery needles.





"The process involves temporarily blocking the pathways Fluid normally travels," he explained. "Like damming a river to force it to find a new course."

Bob peered at the needles with newfound interest. "Acupuncture?"

"Something like that," Biggins agreed. "Though considerably more precise—and painful—than the other variant."

Adom eyed the needles warily. "You're going to stick those in me?"

"At very specific points along your Fluid channels, yes." Biggins selected one needle, holding it up to the light. "While simultaneously guiding your consciousness to recognize the Axis point."

"And this will take days?"

"At minimum," Biggins confirmed. "The Fae Realm will still be there when you're ready. Better to go prepared than to go quickly."

Adom took a deep breath. The rational part of his mind screamed that this was foolish, reckless. But the other part, the unreasonably curious one...

"Alright," Adom said finally. "I'll try."

Biggins nodded once, his demeanor shifting into something more formal. "We'll begin tomorrow. Rest tonight—it's the last peaceful sleep you'll have for some time."

"You're really not selling this, Dragon," Bob commented.

"I'm being honest, Leprechaun," Biggins replied. "Something you might try occasionally."

"Tomorrow, then," Adom said. His tone more excited than intended.

Biggins picked up one of the silver needles, turning it so it caught the light. For just a moment, it seemed to glow with an inner fire.

"Tomorrow," he agreed. "We remake what it means to channel Fluid."









 























            

    
        Chapter 98. Day After Day

    
    
    
    
                Adom groaned as he dragged himself up the last flight of stairs to his dormitory. Each step felt like a personal betrayal from his lower body. He was eighty years old, not eighteen, and right now every single one of those years seemed determined to make its presence known in his joints.

"This," he muttered to no one in particular, "was a terrible idea."

The hallway stretched before him like an insurmountable desert. His room, normally just a short walk, might as well have been on the other side of the continent. He leaned against the wall, catching his breath.

Biggins had warned him, of course. The old dragon had been quite specific about the pain. "Rewiring your Fluid channels," he'd called it, as if Adom were just some building getting new plumbing. The comparison wasn't entirely inaccurate. For the past seven hours, Biggins had stuck those silver needles into points all over his body, redirecting the flow of Fluid through pathways that—according to conventional magical theory—shouldn't even exist.

"Law couldn't handle it," Biggins had reminded him cheerfully while inserting a particularly painful needle at the base of Adom's skull. "His channels kept collapsing. Like trying to reroute a river through sand."

Adom pushed himself off the wall and shuffled forward. Three more doors. He could make it.

The worst part hadn't been the needles. It had been the moment when Biggins had activated them all simultaneously, sending what felt like liquid fire coursing through Adom's body. He'd expected pain, but not the sensation of being unmade from the inside out, as if every cell were being pulled apart and reassembled according to some new blueprint.

"You're doing well," Biggins had said, peering down at him with those ancient eyes while Adom writhed on the table. "Law screamed much louder."

Small comfort, that.

Two more doors.

When it was over, when the last needle had been removed and Adom could breathe again without feeling like his lungs were filled with broken glass, Biggins had patted him on the shoulder and delivered the final insult.

"We'll need to do this every day for at least a week," he'd said, as if suggesting they meet for lunch. "And you'll need to strengthen your body in between sessions. Running, swimming, weight training—whatever you can manage. The stronger your physical form, the better it can adapt to the new pathways."

One more door.

Adom had asked, in what he considered a very reasonable tone given the circumstances, why no one had ever heard of Axis before. Not in any book, not in any ancient scroll, not in any whispered legend.

"Because I discovered it on my own," Biggins had replied, cleaning his needles with meticulous care. "Born after my kind's time, with no elders to teach me, I had to find my own way. And once I did, well..." He'd paused, looking up with an expression Adom couldn't quite read. "Some knowledge is better kept close."

Adom finally reached his door. He fumbled with the key, his fingers still tingling oddly—an aftereffect of having his Fluid channels rerouted, Biggins had explained. Like pins and needles, but deeper.

The lock clicked open, and Adom practically fell into his room. He didn't bother with the lights, just made a beeline for his bed and collapsed face-first onto it.

"Never again," he groaned into his pillow. Then, after a moment's reflection, amended, "Well, until tomorrow."

Because of course he would go back. The pain was excruciating, the recovery worse, but the potential... The potential was worth it. A form of Fluid manipulation that didn't rely on emotional states? It was unheard of.

And as a mage, such a thing was, to put it mildly, exhilarating.

He rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling. Biggins had made him promise to spend at least an hour training his body before bed, regardless of how exhausted he felt. "The physical must strengthen alongside the magical," he'd insisted. "Mind, body—all must align for Axis to manifest."

Easy for a dragon to say. They probably didn't feel like they'd been trampled by a herd of silverbacks after a simple acupuncture session.

With a sigh that contained the full weight of his suffering, Adom pushed himself up to sitting. He'd rest for a few minutes, then maybe manage some basic stretches. Perhaps a short jog around the dormitory grounds, if his legs remembered how to function.

A soft blue glow illuminated the darkness of his room. His communication crystal was pulsing in his jacket pocket—someone trying to reach him.

Adom stared at the pocket, weighing the effort of moving against the importance of potential messages. After a moment's deliberation, he reached for the crystal with a wince. Whatever it was, it would have to be extraordinarily important to justify any more movement today.

"Hello?" he managed, his voice rough from the day's ordeal.

"Well, if it isn't my favorite little mage!" Valiant's voice boomed through the crystal with such enthusiasm that Adom had to hold it away from his ear. "How's life treating you? Still doing all that boring reading and whatnot? You know what they say about all work and no play—makes Adom a dull boy! Get it? Because your name sounds like—"

"Hey, Valiant," Adom cut in, too tired for the usual banter.

There was a brief pause.

"Whoa, hey, are you alright?" Valiant asked. "You sound like you just went twelve rounds with a troll. And lost."

"I'm fine," Adom said. "Just tired. It's been a long day."

"A long day of what? Wait, let me guess—you were at that weird shop again, weren't you? The one with the old mage who's definitely not what he seems? I told you that place gives me the creeps. Last time I was there, I swear one of the bottles winked at me. A bottle! With an eye! Or maybe it was an eye in a bottle? Either way, not normal, my friend, not normal at all. Speaking of eyes, did I tell you about that cyclops I met at the tavern last week? But this one was half blood. Human and cyclop. Fascinating fellow, terrible depth perception. Speaking of half blood, I wonder how his dad managed to get his m—"

Adom pinched the bridge of his nose. On any other day, he might have indulged Valiant's meandering conversational style. Today was not that day.

"Why are you calling me, Valiant?"

"Why am I—? Oh!" There was a pause. "Right, right, got sidetracked there. Happens to the best of us. Like this one time when I was supposed to deliver a message to the for my uncle but saw this absolutely magnificent butterfly and ended up three blocks over somehow—"

"Valiant." Adom's patience, already thin, was rapidly evaporating.

"Sorry, sorry. Focus. I'm focused now." There was the sound of a deep breath. "Well, there's someone who wants you dead."

Adom chuckled, though it made his ribs ache. "There's always someone who wants me dead. You'll have to be more specific."

"No, I mean someone with actual money and influence this time. The Belmonts and the Hartwells."

Adom straightened, pain momentarily forgotten.

"You're sure?"

"As sure as I am that trolls smell bad," Valiant confirmed. "And let me tell you, trolls smell really bad. This one time my uncle brought me to—"

"Why?" Adom cut in, redirecting the conversation before it spiraled into another tangent. "What's their issue with me?"

"Oh, right. Well, they're big supporters of the Crown Prince. Not exactly thrilled about you being involved in his arrest. Apparently, they've got a lot riding on him getting acquitted. Investments, political alliances, arranged marriages—the whole noble package deal. If he goes down, they lose big."

Adom nodded to himself. It made sense.

"Do you have proof? Something concrete I could take to my father?"

"Oh, plenty!" Valiant sounded proud. "Got a couple of their messengers on my payroll. Intercepted letters with some very interesting wording."

"Can you get all of it to me? As soon as possible?"

"Already packaged up and ready for delivery. Should be at your door by morning," Valiant said. "I am extremely efficient when it comes to political blackmail material. It's kind of my specialty. Like that time with the enemy gang and the goat—"

"Thank you, Valiant," Adom said firmly, pushing himself off the wall to continue his painful journey down the hallway. "This is extremely helpful."

"No problem, no problem at all. What are friends for if not warning each other about assassination plots? Though I suppose most friends just lend each other books or help move furniture, but that's boring, isn't it? Anyway, I assume you'll be taking this straight to daddy dearest? The advantages of having the commander of the Iron Wolves for a father, am I right? Most people have to actually deal with their own problems, but you just make one call to papa and suddenly—"

"Thanks again, Valiant," Adom said, cutting the connection mid-sentence. He slipped the crystal back into his pocket.

Adom sighed, staring up at the door of his dorm.





"Physical training," he muttered. "Right now. At this exact moment when I feel like death itself."

He pushed himself up with a groan that started in his toes and worked its way up to his throat. Standing felt like an accomplishment worthy of celebration. Walking would be a miracle.

But Biggins had been clear. No exceptions.

The academy grounds would be mostly empty this time of evening. Less witnesses to his suffering. Small mercies.

Adom changed into loose training clothes, apparently, neither Sam or Zuni were there at the moment. He tied his shoes and when he finally straightened up, the room spun briefly.

"This is fine," he told himself unconvincingly. "Everything is fine."

It wasn't.

The night air hit his face as he stepped outside, cool and refreshing against his flushed skin. The academy's training field stretched before him, silver-blue in the moonlight. Usually, it would be filled with students practicing combat forms or channeling Fluid through carefully controlled exercises. Now it was empty, peaceful.

About to be disturbed by one very reluctant eighty-year-old mage.

Adom began with a walk. Just a simple walk around the perimeter. Even that felt like asking too much of his body.

"Left foot, right foot," he coached himself. "Very advanced technique, Adom. Really showing off those eight decades of magical expertise."

By the second lap, his legs had remembered they were, in fact, legs, designed for the express purpose of locomotion. They weren't happy about it, but they were cooperating. Mostly.

He increased his pace slightly. Not quite a jog, more like a hurried shuffle. His arms hung awkwardly at his sides, occasionally swinging in what might generously be called a running motion if the observer was both kind and partially blind.

The third lap brought a stitch in his side that felt like someone had embedded a dagger between his ribs. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cool evening.

"This is pathetic," he gasped, stumbling to a halt. "You're supposed to rest when your body's tired!"

A group of first-year students crossed the far side of the field, laughing among themselves. One pointed in his direction. Adom couldn't hear what they said, but he could imagine.

Pride made him straighten up. Pride made him start running again.

It wasn't pretty. His arms pumped awkwardly, legs shuffling in a gait that resembled a man trying to run underwater while wearing heavy boots. His breath came in short, painful gasps.

But he kept going.

"This... better... be worth it," he wheezed.

The fourth lap nearly broke him. His lungs burned. His legs trembled. Every part of his body seemed to be shouting increasingly creative obscenities at him.

Then something strange happened.

As he rounded the eastern corner of the field, a warmth spread through his chest that wasn't just exertion. It was familiar—the sensation of Fluid moving through reconfigured channels, testing new pathways like water finding its course through freshly dug riverbeds.

Adom stumbled, caught himself, kept going.

The warmth intensified, spreading down his arms, into his legs. Not painful, exactly. More like the pleasant burn after stretching a long-unused muscle.

By the sixth lap, he wasn't shuffling anymore. His stride had lengthened. His breathing, though still labored, had found a rhythm.

The seventh lap brought a tingling sensation along his spine, as if someone were tracing the vertebrae with a finger dipped in warm honey.

And then it happened.

A soft blue glow emanated from his skin, barely visible in the moonlight. It pulsed once, twice, then flashed brighter for an instant before fading.

In his mind's eye, Adom saw something that wasn't there:

[White Wyrm's Body has reached level 10!]

He stumbled again, this time from surprise rather than exhaustion.

Curious, he pushed himself harder, picking up speed.

Three more laps. His lungs still burned, but differently now—like they were expanding, creating more space for air. His legs still ached, but the pain had a productive quality to it, the kind that promised growth rather than injury.

Another flash, this one with a distinct green tinge:

[Healing Factor has reached level 03!]
[You now heal at 6x the normal human rate]

Adom almost laughed out loud. He could feel it happening—the microscopic tears in his muscles knitting themselves back together almost as quickly as he created them. The stitch in his side vanished. The trembling in his legs steadied.

"That's more like it," he gasped, pushing harder still.

By the fifteenth lap, he was actually running. Not sprinting, certainly not gracefully, but running all the same. His arms had figured out what they were supposed to be doing. His breathing had deepened.

Another flash:

[+5 Silverback's Might]

He could feel the strength flooding into his limbs, not overwhelming but supportive, like invisible hands helping to propel him forward.

The final flash came as he completed his twentieth lap, this one a deep, rich purple:

[Iron Lungs has reached level 10!]

Suddenly, breathing was easy. The burning sensation transformed into something almost pleasant—a cool, invigorating flow that seemed to purify his blood with each inhalation.

Adom slowed to a walk, then stopped altogether, hands on his knees. He was exhausted, yes—but that wasn’t why he halted.

It was wonder.

He stood up straight, rolling his shoulders experimentally. The pain was still there, but it was different now. Manageable. Almost a friendly reminder rather than a debilitating force.

"Huh," he said to the empty field.

He took a deep breath, marveling at how efficiently his lungs worked now. The air seemed to fill every corner of his chest, rich and satisfying.

Experimentally, he channeled a small amount of Fluid through one of the new pathways Biggins had created. It flowed more smoothly than before, with less resistance. Not perfect—not yet—but improved.

His hand glowed faintly with the energy.

"So that's what you meant," Adom murmured, thinking of Biggins. The physical strengthening the magical. The body adapting to accommodate the new channels.

For a moment, he just stood there in the moonlight, feeling the changes ripple through his system. The improved circulation. The enhanced cellular regeneration. The subtle but unmistakable increase in physical strength. All feeding back into the reconfigured Fluid pathways, reinforcing them, stabilizing them.

A realization struck him that made him laugh out loud:

This was only day one.









*****

Day 02.

 






"OUCH!"

"Stay calm," Biggins said, inserting another silver needle into a point just below Adom's shoulder blade. "The more you tense, the more it hurts."

"Easy for you to say," Adom muttered through clenched teeth. "You're not the one being turned into a pincushion."

Biggins chuckled, selecting another needle from the wooden box. "True. Though I did have to figure this out on myself first, you know. Dragons aren't exactly known for their high pain tolerance. We're rather sensitive creatures, contrary to popular belief."

From his perch on a stool in the corner, Bob snorted. "Sensitive? Is that what we're calling it now?"

"No one asked for your commentary, Leprechaun," Biggins said without looking up.

"Just making conversation." Bob polished an already immaculate shoe with a handkerchief. "Someone has to keep the lad's mind off the torture you're inflicting."

Adom winced as another needle slid into place along his spine. "It's not torture. It's just... excruciating."

Biggins stepped back to admire his handiwork. Dozens of silver needles protruded from Adom's back, arranged in patterns that would make no sense to conventional medical practitioners. They caught the shop's lamplight, glinting like stars against his skin.

"I must say, I'm impressed you did the workout," Biggins commented, adjusting a needle that had tilted slightly.

"It wasn't exactly pleasant," Adom admitted.

"And yet you pushed through." Biggins nodded approvingly. "That's good. The more you force yourself to use Fluid while the pathways are forming, the smoother the transition will be."

Bob leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Go easy on the lad. He's still practically a child."

"I'm eighty," Adom reminded him.

"Like I said, a child." Bob waved dismissively. "His weak human body can only take so much."

Biggins selected a particularly long needle, holding it up to the light with a smile that was just a touch too enthusiastic. "Oh, I don't know. Our friend here is quite resilient. Aren't you, Adom?"

Before Adom could answer, Biggins inserted the needle at the base of his neck. It didn't hurt as much as yesterday. Progress, of sorts.

"Soon," Biggins continued, "you'll be able to channel Fluid just like you channel mana—with conscious intent rather than emotional dependency. For a mage of your caliber, the difference will be night and day."

"If he survives your treatment," Bob muttered.

"Your concern is touching," Biggins said, "if unnecessary."

Adom watched them with interest. The tension between the two beings was palpable.

"How long have you two known each other?" he asked.

They answered simultaneously:

"Too long."
"Not nearly long enough."

A moment of silence. Biggins and Bob exchanged a glance.

"Dragon."

"Leprechaun."

And that was apparently all that needed to be said on the matter.

Biggins placed the final needle, then stepped back. "Now comes the interesting part."

Adom tensed. Yesterday's "interesting part" had felt like being struck by lightning while drowning in boiling oil.

"Ready?" Biggins asked, hands poised over Adom's back.

"Not even slightly."

"Excellent!" Biggins clapped once, and all the needles began to glow simultaneously. "Deep breaths now."

The pain was... different this time. Still intense, but less chaotic, as if the fire racing through his veins had purpose rather than just blind destruction. Adom's vision blurred, then sharpened. He could actually feel the Fluid inside him responding, flowing through unfamiliar channels, testing boundaries, finding its way.

"Good, good!" Biggins enthused, practically bouncing on his toes. "It's adapting much faster than I expected. Your physical training really did help."

Bob had stood up, watching with what might almost be concern. "His eyes are glowing, Ale."

"Are they? Fascinating! Law's never did that." Biggins peered at Adom's face with childlike wonder. "What do you see, my boy?"

What Adom saw was impossible to describe. It was as if the world had acquired an additional dimension—not quite physical, not quite magical, but something in between. Flow lines, energy currents he'd never noticed before, became suddenly visible.

"I can see... everything," he managed, his voice sounding distant even to his own ears.

"Excellent!" Biggins clapped his hands again, and the needles stopped glowing. "That's enough for today, I think. Don't want to overdo it."

The additional perception faded, leaving Adom feeling oddly empty. Biggins began carefully removing the needles, humming tunelessly to himself.

"You look like you could use a drink," Bob observed. "Or ten."

Adom couldn't argue with that assessment.

Once all the needles were removed, Biggins helped him sit up. The pain was already subsiding, transforming into a warm, pleasant tingling.

"Your healing factor is adapting nicely," Biggins noted, watching color return to Adom's face. "Most would be bedridden for hours after that."

"Small mercies," Adom muttered, pulling his shirt back on.

"Same time tomorrow?" Biggins asked, already knowing the answer.

Adom nodded. There was no going back now.

*****

That evening, following Biggins's instructions, Adom ran again.

It was easier this time. His body remembered yesterday's lessons, adapted more quickly to the demands he placed on it. His breathing found its rhythm faster. His stride lengthened sooner.

As he completed his fifteenth lap, he felt something shift inside. Not the dramatic level-up sensation from yesterday, but a subtler advancement. The Fluid channels Biggins had created were stabilizing, becoming less raw, more integrated with his natural pathways.

He pushed himself harder, curious to see what would happen.

On the twentieth lap, he experimentally channeled Fluid without first conjuring an emotional state. Just a small amount, directed with conscious intent rather than emotional impetus.

For a brief, exhilarating moment, it worked. A flicker of power, neutral and controlled, flowed through his fingers.

Then it dissipated, the channels not quite ready to sustain the flow without emotional backing.

But it had worked. For a moment, it had worked.

Adom grinned, slowing to a walk as he completed his circuit.









*****

Day 03.

 

Another sleepless night later...

 


Adom's right calf seized as he rounded the corner of the Academy training field. He stumbled, caught himself, and continued running with a grimace.

"This is what dying feels like," he muttered, pushing through the pain. "This is what actively dying feels like."

No progress on the Axis front yet. Biggins assured him this was normal, that the pathways needed time to stabilize before he could reliably channel Fluid without emotional backing. Adom wasn't so sure. Maybe Law had been right to give up.

Still, he kept running.

Later that afternoon, Adom found himself in the quiet corner of the Academy library, a space usually reserved for senior mages working on research projects. He sat cross-legged on a meditation mat, breathing deeply and trying to feel the new pathways Biggins had created.

It wasn't going well.

Every time he thought he'd found one, it would slip away like trying to grab smoke. Frustrating didn't begin to cover it.

Day 04 brought more nightmares and a package from Valiant containing intercepted correspondence between the Belmonts and the Hartwells.

Adom read through it twice, then forwarded everything to his father with a short note explaining the situation.

He spent the day alternating between Biggins's increasingly painful acupuncture sessions and physical training that left him barely able to walk. The needles hurt less each time, but the activation process—when all the needles glowed at once and rerouted his Fluid—remained excruciating.

"Progress!" Biggins declared after the fourth session, practically dancing around his workbench. "The pathways are stabilizing much faster than I expected. You might actually survive this, my boy!"

"Your confidence is overwhelming," Adom said dryly.

Day 05 marked a turning point.

Adom woke feeling... different.

Well, aside from the recurring dream walking.

The constant pain had receded to a dull, manageable ache. When he stretched, his body responded with surprising flexibility. His reflexes seemed sharper. His vision clearer.

"You look better," Eren commented during their morning training session.

Adom had been neglecting his mentorship duties, and Eren had called him out on it—rightfully so. They'd agreed to meet early for some one-on-one work before Adom's scheduled torture session with Biggins.

"I feel better," Adom admitted, demonstrating a form that Eren had been struggling with. "Sorry I've been distracted lately."

"It's fine," Eren said, copying the movement with reasonable accuracy. "You've obviously got something big going on. Something you can't talk about."

Adom hesitated. "It's not that I can't—"

"You don't have to explain," Eren interrupted. "Just promise you'll focus more on my training after... whatever this is... is over. I'm starting to fall behind the others."

Guilt stabbed through Adom. "I promise. And you're not falling behind. Your progress is impressive given your late start."

"Don't patronize me," Eren said, but there was no real annoyance in his tone. "We both know I have a lot of catching up to do."

"Then let's catch you up." Adom moved into a more complex stance. "Try this one."

They spent the next hour working through increasingly difficult forms. Adom was surprised at how easily he moved, how naturally the Fluid flowed through his system. It was as if his body had finally accepted the changes Biggins was making instead of fighting against them.

Later, during his run, Adom completed thirty laps without feeling like he was dying. More remarkably, he managed to briefly channel Fluid without first generating an emotional state—just a small amount, but sustained for several seconds.

Progress indeed.

*****

Day 06 brought more changes.

"Have you... grown taller?" Sam asked, looking Adom up and down with a puzzled expression.

They were standing in the market square, waiting for Karion to finish haggling with a fruit vendor. Adom had been too distracted by his training to notice, but now that Sam mentioned it...

"Maybe a little," he admitted, looking down at his pants, which were indeed about an inch too short now. "Weird."

"Not that much, actually," Sam said. "People keep growing at thirteen. That's normal. You just seem to have more than one growth spurt. You'll soon be a head taller than me." Sam leaned in. "What's your secret?"

"New diet, mainly needles painfully piercing your body," he said lamely.

Sam laughed.

The sixth acupuncture session was different. Instead of pain, Adom felt a warm, almost pleasant sensation as the needles activated. The Fluid flowed smoothly through the new pathways, no longer fighting the redirection.

"Excellent!" Biggins exclaimed, practically vibrating with excitement. "The channels are stabilizing! Now we can move to phase two."

"There's a phase two?" Adom and Bob asked simultaneously.

Biggins's smile was far too wide to be reassuring. "Of course! Did you think we were done? Oh no, my friends. We've only just begun."

"Marvelous," Bob muttered. "Just marvelous."

*****


 


Day 08.

Adom packed his stuff, laying each item on his bed before placing it in inventory.

"Three days of rations," he murmured, counting packages of dried meat, fruit, and bread. "Water purification tablets. Emergency flares. Change of clothes."

Zuni chirped from Sam's bed, watching the proceedings with unblinking eyes.

"Yes, I'm leaving some treats for you," Adom assured the quillick.

Biggins had ended the treatment yesterday, declaring that Adom's pathways were as stable as they would get without actual use. "The Axis will manifest soon enough," he'd said with absolute confidence. "You just need the right trigger."

Whatever that meant.

A knock at his door interrupted his thoughts.

"It's open," he called.

Sam entered, carrying a small package wrapped in brown paper. "I brought you something."

"You didn't have to—"

"Yes, I did." He placed the package in his hands. "Open it."

Inside was a compact journal bound in soft leather, the pages thin but sturdy.

"For documenting the Fae Realm," Sam explained. "First-hand observations are invaluable. And the binding is treated with a preservation spell—water, fire, and tear-resistant."

"Tear as in crying or tear as in ripping?" Adom asked.

"Both." Sam smiled. "You're really doing this, aren't you?"

"I have to." Adom tucked the journal carefully into his satchel. "Or else I'll go crazy from sleep deprivation."

"I know." Sam held out his fist in a familiar gesture. "Bro Bump before you go?"

Adom grinned, bumping his fist against Sam's.

They pulled back simultaneously, curling their fingers as tiny sparks of magic flowed between their hands. The sparks gathered into a small, glowing sphere that hovered between them for a moment before exploding into a miniature firework display—a silent cascade of blue and gold that faded after a few seconds.

"Hah! Finally nailed it," Sam said, looking pleased.

"About time," Adom replied.

They'd been practicing the spell for almost a week now, ever since Sam had seen some senior mages doing it in the courtyard.

"Just don't get yourself killed. We have exams next month, and I'm not about to find a new study partner."

"Wouldn't miss it."

Zuni chirped from the bed, launching himself onto Adom's shoulder.

"I don't think you're supposed to bring a quillick to the Fae Realm," Sam pointed out.

Adom tried to nudge Zuni back toward the bed. "He's not coming."

The quillick dug his tiny claws into Adom's collar and refused to budge.

"Looks like he disagrees," Sam said. "Hey, can you bring me back some mushrooms from there if you find any?"

"I'm not going on a shopping trip, Sam."

"Research materials, then." Sam was already turning to his books. "See you in three days."

"You're not about to read one of your books again, right? You know, the weird ones?" Adom asked as he finished packing.

Sam crossed his arms defensively. "They're not weird. They're educational."

"I saw the new one you bought. 'Making Friends: A Practical Guide for the Socially Anxious Mage'? Seriously, Sam, maybe try talking to actual people instead of reading about it."

"Some of us don't have your natural charm," Sam retorted, grabbing a pillow from the bed and hurling it at Adom's head.

Adom's body seemed to move on its own, ducking to the side as the pillow whooshed past his ear.

They both froze for a second.

"Whoa," Sam said. "Those are some fast reflexes."

Adom blinked, surprised at himself. "I didn't even think about it."

"Maybe you're finally learning something in Combat Magic," Sam said with a nod of approval.

Once everything was secured, Adom donned the new clothes Biggins had provided—sturdy dark fabric that looked ordinary but contained protective enchantments. The boots were similarly enhanced, designed for both comfort and silent movement.

With a final tease of Sam, he opened the door and stepped out into the cool night air, Zuni perched contentedly on his shoulder.

*****

Bob was waiting at the edge of the woods when Adom arrived, leaning against an ancient oak tree, smoking a pipe that emitted blue smoke.

"You're early," the leprechaun observed, checking a pocket watch.

"Better than late," Adom replied.

Zuni chirped, leaping from Adom's shoulder to investigate Bob more closely. The leprechaun regarded the quillick with undisguised interest.

"And who might you be, little one?" he asked.

To Adom's surprise, Zuni responded with a series of complicated chirps and squeaks that seemed almost like... speech?

Even more surprising was Bob's reaction—he listened intently, then laughed. "Is that right? Well, pleasure to meet you too, Master Zuni. Any friend of the lad here is a friend of mine."

Adom stared. "You understand him?"

"Of course." Bob looked at Adom as if he were the strange one. "Don't you?"

"I... get the general idea, but not actual words."

Bob shook his head sympathetically. "Human hearing. So limited." He turned back to Zuni. "You're coming along, then? Good. We could use someone with your particular talents."

Zuni chirped proudly, stretching to his full height of about seven inches.

"What talents?" Adom asked, bewildered.

"Navigation, for one," Bob replied, as if it were obvious. "Quillicks can sense distortions in reality. Very useful in the Fae Realm where paths have a habit of... rearranging themselves."

Adom looked at the quillick with newfound respect. "You never mentioned that."

Zuni made a sound that, even to Adom's limited understanding, clearly translated to "You never asked."

Before Adom could respond, a rustling in the underbrush announced new arrivals. He turned to see Biggins emerging from the trees, followed by three familiar figures.





Biggins had insisted that Adom not travel to the Fae Realm alone. As such, Bob's invitation had been extended to three more people...









"Ah, right on time!" Biggins exclaimed. "Excellent, excellent!"

Behind him came Zara, her tiefling features partially hidden beneath a hooded cloak, though her curved horns still peeked through.

Next was Artun, moving with his usual casual grace, as if he'd just happened to be strolling through the forest at midnight and decided to join them on a whim. A smoke pipe dangled from his lips, and he carried what looked like a mandolin case but almost certainly contained weapons.

And finally, Thorgen, the dwarf's stocky frame unmistakable even in the dim light. His braided beard was adorned with small bronze beads that clinked softly as he walked.

"Architect!" Zara called out. "Look at you—all grown up and ready for adventure."

"Hardly grown up," Adom protested, though he couldn't help smiling. There was something about Zara that always put him at ease, despite her intimidating appearance.

"Taller, at least," she observed, measuring him with her eyes. "What has Ale been feeding you?"

"Pain, mostly," Adom replied.

Artun chuckled, setting down his case and stretching lazily. "Pain's good for growth. Makes you appreciate the quiet moments."

Thorgen grunted in agreement, striding forward to clasp Adom's arm in a traditional dwarven greeting. "The lad has filled out since last we met," he observed. "Good to see ye again, Architect."

"You too, Thorgen," Adom replied, genuinely pleased. "It's been almost a year, hasn't it?"

"Aye, since that day in the dragon's shop." The dwarf laughed. "Ye've come far since then. Grown in more ways than height."

"I heard you've been busy yourself," Adom said. "Traveling?"

Thorgen nodded, stroking his beard. "Aye, checking on the Order's outposts. Recruiting where I can." His voice lowered. "Was in Vethia not three days past. Saw your Wangara guild in action there."

"Ah, right. Cass did tell me we had people in Vethia now."

"Aye, fine work they're doing. Ye've good instincts, lad. The Order approves."

"What brought you to Vethia?" Adom asked, curious.

"Tracking a potential recruit. Someone with skills we need." Thorgen's expression darkened. "But the city was in chaos. Some gladiator escaped the arena—massive brute with more muscle than sense. Tore through the lower markets, upended everything."

"That sounds... problematic."

"Bah! Delayed my investigation by days." Despite his gruff tone, Thorgen didn't seem truly angry. "But I saw your people step up. Organizing evacuations, protecting the vulnerable. Good leadership there."

Adom made a mental note to send a message of appreciation to the Vethia chapter head. He hadn't known they'd been involved in handling such a situation.

"If you two are quite finished with your reunion," Bob interrupted, checking his pocket watch again, "midnight approaches. The veil thins as we speak."

Biggins clapped his hands together. "Yes, yes, time is of the essence. Is everyone prepared? Weapons? Supplies? No iron, remember!"

They all nodded, confirming their readiness.

"Good, good." Biggins turned to Adom, his expression suddenly serious. "Remember what we discussed. Three days. No longer."

"I understand," Adom assured him.

"And the Axis—"

"Will manifest when the time is right," Adom finished for him. "You've told me. Repeatedly."

Biggins smiled, not at all abashed. "Just making sure it sinks in. The human memory can be remarkably porous."

"Speaking of time," Bob said pointedly, "we have approximately two minutes until the optimal crossing point."

They gathered in a rough circle as Bob moved to what appeared to be an ordinary patch of forest floor. The full moon overhead bathed everything in silvery light, creating long shadows among the trees.

Bob began speaking in a language Adom didn't recognize—musical and flowing, with words that seemed to ripple through the air like water. As he spoke, he sprinkled a fine powder in a circle around them all.

The moonlight intensified, focusing on their small group as if through a lens. The forest around them seemed to recede, growing dim and indistinct while they remained brightly illuminated.

"Ready yourselves," Biggins said softly. "The crossing can be... disorienting."

Zuni chirped nervously, burrowing closer to Adom's neck. Adom stroked the quillick's head reassuringly, though he felt far from reassured himself.

Bob's chanting reached a crescendo. The moonlight pulsed once, twice, then flared blindingly bright. The forest floor beneath them seemed to turn translucent, revealing not dirt and roots but a swirling silver-blue mist.

"Now," Bob commanded, stepping forward into the center of the circle.

The mist rose around them, curling around their ankles, then their knees, then higher still. It wasn't cold as Adom had expected, but warm, almost welcoming.

"Good luck," Biggins said, his voice already sounding distant though he stood only a few feet away. "And remember—names have power in the Fae Realm. Guard yours carefully."

"Three days," Zara reminded Adom, moving closer as the mist thickened.

"Three days," Adom agreed.

Artun adjusted the case on his back, looking almost bored. "Should be fun," he remarked to no one in particular.

Thorgen gripped his axe tightly. "Stay close," he advised.

The mist was chest-high now, obscuring everything below. Adom could still see his companions' faces, but everything else was vanishing into the silvery haze.

"Follow me," Bob said, stepping forward into what should have been solid ground but instead seemed to be an opening—a doorway made of moonlight and mist.

One by one, they followed. Zara, then Artun, then Thorgen.

Adom hesitated for just a moment, looking back at Biggins, who raised a hand in farewell.

"Remember who you are," the dragon called, his voice now sounding as if it came from very far away. "That's the most important thing in the Fae Realm. Remember who you are."

With Zuni clinging tightly to his shoulder, Adom took a deep breath and stepped through the doorway of light.

The world around him dissolved. For a moment, he was nowhere at all—suspended in an in-between place that was neither here nor there, neither Academy forests nor Fae Realm.

Then he was falling, or perhaps rising—direction had no meaning in this place. Colors swirled around him, sounds that might have been voices or music or simply the fabric of reality rearranging itself.

And then, with a gentle sensation like stepping through a soap bubble, Adom found himself standing on solid ground again.

Except nothing was solid about this ground. Or this sky. Or this... place.

Trees towered overhead, their trunks spiraling impossibly, their leaves shifting colors even as he watched—gold to violet to deep crimson and back again. The grass beneath his feet seemed to glow from within, each blade casting its own tiny pool of light.

The air itself felt different—thicker, sweeter, charged with something that made his skin tingle.

His companions stood nearby, looking around with varying expressions of wonder, caution, and in Artun's case, mild amusement.

"Welcome," Bob said, spreading his arms wide, "to the Fae Realm."

And in the distance, beyond a meadow of flowers that seemed to be singing softly to each other, a city made of crystal and living wood rose into a sky where three moons—none of them the moon they had just been looking at—hung impossibly close.

"Well, that was thoroughly unpleasant," came a crisp, cultured voice from Adom's shoulder.

He froze.

Slowly, Adom turned his head to find Zuni staring back at him with his large, amber eyes.

Everyone else had fallen silent, their gazes fixed on the quillick. Everyone except Bob, who looked merely amused.

"You... talk?" Adom managed.

Zuni's tiny mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. The quillick looked as shocked as Adom felt.

"I... talk?!"

Then, more confidently.

"I TALK!"









            

    
        Chapter 99. Welcome To The Fae Realm

    
    
    
    
                There are certain expectations that even the most open-minded researchers develop when studying other realms. Adom was no exception. He'd spent decades poring over ancient texts, expedition journals, and the occasional rambling testimony from the few who'd visited the Fae Realm and returned with their sanity relatively intact.

The historical facts were established enough: during the Primordial Age, when reality was more flexible and magic flowed freely between all living things, the Fae had walked the same earth as humans. They'd witnessed the great wars between dragons, phoenixes, umbra, and demons—civilizations so powerful they reshaped continents with their conflicts. As these ancient powers tore the world apart, the Fae made a collective decision that changed the fabric of existence itself.

They left.

Not in the conventional sense of migration, but by literally removing themselves from the common reality. Through rituals that combined the magic of thousands of Fae practitioners, they created their own dimension—a realm entirely separate yet still tethered to the original world by thin threads of reality.

The spell was so massive that its aftershocks reverberated through existence, creating ripples in the dimensional fabric. These ripples became tears, and these tears became dungeons—self-contained ecosystems existing between realities, following their own rules of physics and magic.

Any seasoned adventurer could tell you no two dungeons were quite the same, and now Adom understood why. They were fragments of a spell weaved by beings who'd decided reality itself wasn't quite to their liking.

So yes, Adom had certain expectations upon entering the Fae Realm. He'd anticipated the impossible architecture, the colors beyond the human spectrum, the strange flora and fauna. He'd mentally prepared for the way time might flow differently here, for the potential dangers of eating or drinking anything not approved by Bob.

He'd even been ready for Zuni suddenly developing the ability to speak. After all, when you've studied magic for eight decades, you develop a certain tolerance for the unexpected.

Adom had seen beastkin like Valiant, who resembled animals more than humans yet spoke perfectly well. He'd once conversed with elementals composed entirely of water or fire. A talking quillick wasn't particularly shocking in the grand scheme of things.

What Adom was not prepared for—what caught him completely off guard—was Zuni's voice.

When you look at a creature like a quillick, with its round amber eyes, tiny whiskers, and little spikes, you naturally expect a certain type of voice. Something high-pitched and chirpy, perhaps. Maybe even cutesy. Something that matched the adorable exterior.

What you don't expect is the crisp, cultured accent of an academy professor who's mildly disappointed with your latest research paper.

"I TALK!" Zuni had exclaimed, and then, examining his own paws with newfound interest, cleared his throat and continued in a tone better suited to discussing fine wines than celebrating newfound vocal abilities. "How fascinating. The transition between realms must have accelerated certain latent capabilities in my species' vocal apparatus. I always knew I could understand complex language, but the physical production of human speech seemed biologically impossible given the limitations of my laryngeal structure."

Everyone stared.

"What?" Zuni asked, head tilting slightly in that familiar gesture that now seemed incongruously scholarly. "Have I said something inappropriate? I realize this development may be somewhat jarring, but surely it's not the most extraordinary thing one might encounter in the Fae Realm."

Adom opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. "You sound like..."

"Like what?" Zuni prompted.

"Like my Ancient Languages professor," Adom finally managed. "The one who once failed a student for using a semicolon incorrectly."

"Well, semicolons are frequently misused," Zuni said with complete seriousness. "The improper application of punctuation reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of syntax."

Bob chuckled. "Told you quillicks were more than they seemed."

"But why does he sound so..." Adom gestured vaguely, unable to find the right word.

"Articulate?" Zuni suggested.

"Pompous," Thorgen muttered.

"Distinguished," Zara offered diplomatically.

"Like he's about to demand to speak to someone's manager," Artun drawled, earning a glare from the quillick.

"Did you expect me to squeak 'oh golly' and 'gee whiz' while bouncing around excitedly?" Zuni asked. "Just because I'm small and covered in quills doesn't mean I have to conform to your preconceived notions of what constitutes appropriate speech patterns for creatures you deem 'cute'."

He made air quotes with his tiny paws. He never did that before.

"Well, no, but—" Adom started.

"Just because I've been limited to non-verbal communication in our realm doesn't mean my thoughts were similarly constrained," Zuni continued, warming to his subject. "I've spent years listening to academic lectures in the druidic classes of Xerkes, magical theory discussions, and, more recently, that awful poetry Sam insists on reading aloud when he thinks no one is awake."

"It is pretty terrible," Adom agreed.

"Abysmal," Zuni confirmed. "The young man has no grasp of meter whatsoever."



"Not to interrupt this touching moment of linguistic discovery," Bob cut in, "but we've been noticed."

He pointed toward the horizon, where several dark shapes were moving against the sky. As they drew closer, they resolved into massive birds—eagles perhaps, though their wingspans seemed impossibly large even at this distance.

"Are those..." Zara began.

"Aye, royal messengers," Bob confirmed. "Right on schedule."

The Fae Realm stretched around them, vast and wild and strange. It was beautiful in a way that made Adom's chest ache. Like stepping into one of the storybooks his mother had read him as a child.

"What happens now?" Thorgen asked, hand instinctively moving to the handle of his axe.

"We'll be escorted to present ourselves," Bob explained, straightening his jacket. "Standard procedure for visitors."

"Present ourselves to the king?" Adom asked.

Bob let out a short bark of laughter. "And who do you think you are? The High King wouldn't interrupt his schedule for a handful of travelers from the mortal realm."

"Then who—"

"The Border Court," Bob replied. "They handle visitors, verify invitations, that sort of thing. Bureaucracy exists in every realm, I'm afraid."

The eagles drew closer, their massive forms now clearly visible. Each was the size of a small house, with feathers that shifted between gold and bronze as they moved. Upon their backs sat riders—tall, elegant figures that at first glance might be mistaken for elves, but weren't.

"Those are...?" Artun asked, squinting upward.

"Sidhe," Bob supplied. "High Fae. Border Court guards, specifically."

As the eagles circled lower, Adom could make out details of the riders. They resembled humans in their general shape, but the similarities ended there. Their skin ranged from pale blue to deep forest green, with features too perfect to be natural.

"Right then," Bob said under his breath. "Follow me lead and remember—don't give your true names."

"Why not?" Zuni whispered.

"Names have power here," Bob hissed back. "Especially true names. If you are not from this realm, you hand that over, and you might as well hand them a leash with your neck already in it."

Before Adom could ask more questions, the eagles landed with surprising grace considering their enormous size. The ground barely trembled beneath their talons.

The riders dismounted.

There were five of them, each wearing armor that appeared to be made of living wood and polished stone, flowing around their bodies like second skins.

Their leader stepped forward—a tall female with skin the color of twilight and eyes like liquid silver. Her hair was black but seemed to contain galaxies when it caught the light.

"Cearbhallán," she said, addressing Bob with a formal nod. "It has been some time since you last graced our borders."

"Captain Maevre," Bob replied, matching her formality. "Always a pleasure."

Her silver eyes swept over the rest of the group, cataloging each of them with unnerving precision. "A tiefling, a dwarf, a half-human, and a full human," she observed. "Curious companions you keep these days."

Adom noticed she didn't mention Zuni, who had retreated partially into his collar, still visible but trying to attract minimal attention.

"Friends from the original realm," Bob explained. "Here by me invitation and under me protection."

Captain Maevre arched a perfect eyebrow. "Indeed? And what business brings such a... diverse group to our domain?"

Bob reached into his pocket and withdrew a small golden leaf. "Official invitation, properly registered. Three days' passage granted."

The Captain took the leaf, which glowed softly as she touched it. She studied it for a moment, then nodded. "The paperwork appears in order. There was indeed a verbal invitation. However, I must ask the names of those you sponsor. Or at least know how to address them."

There was a moment of tense silence.

Thorgen stepped forward first, chest puffed out. "Stonefist," he declared gruffly. "Of the Eastern Mountains."

Captain Maevre's lips twitched slightly. "How... descriptive."

Artun yawned and stretched lazily, as if the whole procedure bored him immensely. "You can call me Quicksilver," he drawled. "It's what the ladies usually go with."

One of the other guards snorted, quickly covering it with a cough when the Captain glanced sharply in her direction.

"Ember," Zara said simply.

All eyes turned to Adom.

"Law," he said. "Just Law."

Captain Maevre regarded him closely for a moment, then returned her attention to Bob. "And the small creature on the human's shoulder?"

So she had noticed Zuni after all.

"Librarian," Zuni answered for himself. "Under the protection of my companion."

"Very well," the Captain said with a nod. "Your paperwork is in order, Cearbhallán. You and your companions are granted passage to Alfheim for three days by mortal reckoning." She gestured to the eagles. "We will escort you to the Border Court for processing."

"Processing?" Thorgen muttered. "What are we, livestock?"

"Standard procedure," Bob whispered back. "Nothing to worry about."

"I dislike standard procedures," the dwarf grumbled. "Especially when they involve bureaucrats."

"Says the fellow whose people invented seventeen different forms just to request mining rights," Artun commented with a smirk.

"That's different," Thorgen insisted. "That's proper documentation. This is just... faerie nonsense."

Captain Maevre pretended not to hear this exchange. "You will each ride with one of my guards," she explained, gesturing to the eagles. "The journey to the Border Court takes approximately one hour."

"Riding giant eagles?" Artun perked up. "Now that's more like it. I was worried this whole trip would be nothing but pretty colors and singing flowers."

Captain Maevre turned to him, expression unreadable. "The eagles are Fellborn—descendants of the first eagles that helped shape this realm. They are not mere transportation but honored allies of the Court. You will show them appropriate respect."

Artun raised his hands in mock surrender. "No disrespect intended. I love birds. Big fan of feathers. Some of my best friends have beaks."

One of the eagles fixed him with a golden eye the size of a dinner plate. Artun wisely fell silent.

"If you'll follow me," Captain Maevre said, turning toward the largest eagle.

As they moved to follow, Adom felt Zuni shift position on his shoulder, tiny claws digging in slightly for better purchase.

"This is fascinating," the quillick whispered. "Did you notice their armor appears to be symbiotic rather than constructed? And the eagles' feathers contain trace elements not found in our realm—see how they refract light differently?"

"Maybe save the scientific observations for when we're not being watched by the local authorities," Adom suggested quietly.

"I'm merely cataloging information that might prove useful later," Zuni replied. "Someone needs to keep proper records of our observations. And may I remind you that you're the one who tends to find yourself in situations where obscure knowledge suddenly becomes vital?"

This was still hard to get used to.

They reached the eagles, who lowered themselves to allow easier mounting. Captain Maevre gracefully climbed onto her eagle's back, settling into what appeared to be a saddle made of interwoven vines and moss.

"Cearbhallán, you'll ride with me," she said. "The others will accompany my guards."

Bob nodded and climbed up behind her.

The other guards gestured for Adom and his companions to approach. One—a male with skin the pale green of new leaves—extended a hand toward Zara.

"If you would, Lady Ember?"

Zara took his hand and mounted the eagle. Thorgen required more assistance, grumbling the entire time about "unnatural modes of transportation" and how "dwarves were meant to keep their feet on solid ground, thank you very much."

Artun, naturally, made it look effortless, swinging onto his eagle's back as if he'd been riding giant mythical birds his entire life.

When it was Adom's turn, he found himself approaching an eagle with feathers that shifted between deepest gold and burnished copper. Its rider was female, with blue-white skin and hair like autumn leaves.

"Law, is it?" she asked. "And Librarian," she added, nodding to Zuni.

"That's us," Adom confirmed, climbing up with considerably less grace than his companions had shown.

"I am Lisandra," the guard said once they were settled. "Third Wing of the Border Court. Hold tight—the first flight can be... unsettling."

Before Adom could ask what she meant by "unsettling," the eagle spread its massive wings and leapt into the air. His stomach lurched as they shot upward with impossible speed.

"Oh my," Zuni commented, clinging to Adom's collar for dear life. "Rather more vertical acceleration than I anticipated. Are you alright, Law?"

"Fine," Adom managed, though his knuckles were pale where he gripped the saddle. "Just... adjusting."

As they gained altitude, the landscape below transformed from merely strange to utterly impossible. Rivers flowed upward into the sky before arcing back down. Forests grew sideways along vertical cliffs. Mountains floated, untethered to any ground.

The three moons hung so close that Adom could see details on their surfaces—patterns that looked suspiciously like cities.

"First time in the Fae Realm?" Lisandra asked over her shoulder, apparently untroubled by the wind rushing past them.

"Is it that obvious?" Adom managed to reply.

She laughed. "Most non fae tense up during the first ascent. You're doing better than most—I've had some passengers faint."

"It's extraordinary," Adom admitted.

"It's home," she said simply. Then, with a note of pride, "We're approaching Alfheim now. The Border Court is on the eastern edge."

Ahead, a city unlike anything Adom had ever seen sprawled across the landscape. Towers of crystal and living wood spiraled toward the sky. Buildings merged with enormous trees, forming a seamless blend of architecture and nature. Bridges of light connected floating platforms. Waterfalls flowed in loops, creating perfect circles of cascading water.

"How is this possible?" Adom breathed.

"Magic and intention," Lisandra replied. "In your realm, reality resists change. Here, it embraces it."

As they descended toward the city, Adom noticed smaller details. Fae of various kinds moved through the streets—not just the tall Sidhe like their escorts, but smaller beings with gossamer wings, stocky creatures with skin like bark, and elegant figures that seemed to be made partially of water or air.

They aimed for a large circular platform at the edge of the city. It was crafted from a single piece of what looked like mother-of-pearl, iridescent in the light of the three moons.

The eagles landed in perfect formation, barely jostling their riders.

"Welcome to Alfheim," Captain Maevre announced as they dismounted. "The Border Court awaits."

Bob moved to stand beside Adom as the others gathered. "Remember," he said quietly. "Don't eat or drink anything I haven't approved. Don't make promises. Don't accept gifts. And whatever you do, don't let anyone know what we're really here for."

"Which is what, exactly?" Zuni whispered. "You've been rather vague about the details."

"I'll explain later," Adom promised. "When we have privacy."

"Privacy is a concept with flexible meaning in the Fae Realm," Lisandra commented as she passed by, proving Zuni's point about Fae hearing.

Captain Maevre gestured toward an archway made of intertwined silver and gold. "This way, please. The Border Court doesn't like to be kept waiting."

"No one likes waiting," Thorgen muttered. "But some of us have the decency not to make a fuss about it."

"Hush," Zara whispered. "We're guests here."

"Uninvited guests are more like it," the dwarf replied, but he fell silent as they approached the archway.

As they passed beneath it, Adom felt a subtle tingle across his skin—a magical barrier of some kind, though not one designed to keep them out. For recognition, perhaps, or tracking.

Beyond the archway lay a large circular chamber, its walls made of the same pearlescent material as the landing platform. The ceiling was open to the sky, where the three moons seemed to have arranged themselves in a perfect triangle above the opening.

In the center of the chamber stood a curved desk, behind which sat three Fae officials. They looked up as the group entered, their expressions revealing nothing.

"Names?" asked the central figure, a male with skin the deep blue of twilight.

Captain Maevre stepped forward. "Cearbhallán of the Green Hills, returning with guests under his protection. Stonefist of the Eastern Mountains, Quicksilver, Ember, Law, and Librarian the Quillick."

The official made a notation in a book whose pages seemed to be made of light. "Purpose of visit?"

Bob stepped forward. "Tourism," he said smoothly. "Me friends wished to experience the wonders of our realm."

"Tourism," the official repeated. "How... conventional."

"Not everyone has complex motives," Bob replied with an easy smile. "Sometimes curiosity is just curiosity."

The official seemed unconvinced but made another notation. "Length of stay?"

"Three days by non fae reckoning."

"Accommodations?"

"The Silver Leaf Inn, east quarter."

More notations. Then, "Restrictions?"

"Standard visitor protocol," Captain Maevre supplied. "No access to the Upper Court, the Moon Bridges, or the Wells of Memory without express permission from a Court official."

The official nodded. "Very well. Your party is registered and approved for a three-day visit." He looked at each of them in turn. "Welcome to Alfheim. May your stay be illuminating."

Something in the way he said it made Adom wonder if there was a double meaning.

Captain Maevre turned to Bob. "My duty is complete, Cearbhallán. You know your way from here?"

"Like the back of my hand," Bob confirmed. "Thank you for the escort, Captain."

She inclined her head. "Until we meet again." Then, to the others, "Safe travels."

With that, she and her guards departed, leaving Adom and his companions alone with Bob in the circular chamber.

"Well," Artun said, breaking the silence. "That was surprisingly painless. I was expecting more intimidation, maybe some cryptic threats."

"The day's still young," Bob replied dryly. "Come on. We need to get to the inn and establish our base before we start our... tourism."

Bob led them through the streets of Alfheim.

It wasn't simply a city—it was a living artwork. Streets paved with stones that glowed faintly under their feet wound between buildings that defied conventional architecture. Some structures spiraled upward like enormous seashells. Others seemed to be growing rather than built, with walls of interwoven branches bearing both leaves and windows.

"I would like a sweety," Zuni said abruptly.

Adom turned his head to look at the quillick. "A sweety?"

"Yes," Zuni replied. "You have been systematically depriving me of the blissful euphoria that only properly crafted confections can provide. The subtle interplay of sweetness against the palate, the delicate balance of textures—perhaps a sugared nut, or one of those delightful pastries from the baker near the Academy. Anything, really, to satisfy this most reasonable craving."

"You know how sugar makes you feel, Zuni."

"I was merely suggesting—"

"The last time you had sugar, you ricocheted around our quarters for six hours straight and then fell asleep in Sam's bowl of milk."

"An excess of enthusiasm," Zuni sniffed.

"No sugar," Adom said firmly. "I'll find you some plain nuts later."

Zuni slumped against Adom's neck and let out a pitiful chirp.

Adom tried to suppress a chuckle from the ticklish sensation while raising an eyebrow. "Oh, so you can still chirp?"

"Only when emotionally distressed," Zuni replied with dignity. "It's an involuntary expression of profound disappointment."

Thorgen was less impressed with their surroundings. "Everything's too tall," he grumbled. "And too... twisty. Whatever happened to good honest stone and straight lines?"

"I think it's beautiful," Zara said, her eyes reflecting the iridescent glow of a fountain they passed.

Artun seemed more interested in the city's inhabitants than its architecture. "Don't look now," he whispered to Adom, "but I think I've caught the eye of that blue lady with the silver hair."

Adom glanced in the direction Artun indicated. A Fae woman was indeed watching them—along with about a dozen other Fae of various types and colors.

Some of the locals stared openly, particularly at Thorgen, whose stocky dwarven form stood out among the willowy Fae. Others merely glanced their way before continuing about their business, treating the visitors with casual indifference.

"Are outsiders really so unusual here?" Adom asked Bob.

"Not unusual, exactly," Bob replied. "More like... noteworthy. The Fae come and go from your realm as they please—playing tricks, causing mischief, occasionally helping those they take a liking to. But mortals coming here? That's less common."

"So we're celebrities," Artun said, flashing a winning smile at a group of small, winged Fae who had gathered on a nearby rooftop to watch them pass.

"More like oddities," Bob corrected. "Passing curiosities. Like seeing an exotic animal at a menagerie."

"Charming comparison," Thorgen muttered.

They turned down a narrower street lined with what appeared to be shops and taverns. The buildings here were smaller, more welcoming somehow, with warm light spilling from windows and doorways.

"The Silver Leaf is just ahead," Bob said, pointing to a three-story structure built around an enormous oak tree. The tree grew up through the center of the building, its branches spreading to form part of the roof. Silver leaves—actual metal, not just color—dangled from the branches.

Quite literal for a name.

As they approached, the sound of shattering pottery erupted from an open second-story window, followed by raised voices and angry shouts.

Bob sighed. "Fantastic. The Moorigans must be at it again."

"The who?" Zara asked.

"Fellow leprechauns. Cousins. They—"

He was interrupted by more shouting. Something flew out of the window—like a blur heading straight for Adom's head.

Adom didn't think. Didn't even have time to flinch. His body simply moved, hand snapping up with to catch the projectile before it could hit him.

He was also consciously already weaving a barrier spell. Too slow, apparently.

"Nice reflexes," Artun whistled.

Adom stared at the object in his hand—a shoe. A very small, very ornate shoe with a silver buckle.

"Those exercises are paying off," Zara observed quietly.

Adom nodded, still surprised at how automatically his body had responded. Was Axis interacting with his nervous system as well? It was likely, as the mana pathways were treated the same way nerves were by the brain.

"MO BHRÓGA!" a female voice shrieked from the window. "TABHAIR AR AIS IAD, A GHADAÍ!"

Bob winced. "She wants her shoe back."

"I didn't steal it," Adom protested. "She threw it at me."

"NÍ RAIBH MÉ AG CAITHEAMH LEAT!" the voice continued. "BHÍ MÉ AG CAITHEAMH LEIS AN BODACH SIN!"

"She says she wasn't aiming at you," Bob translated. "She was aiming at... well, her husband, I assume."

"Should we go in?" Zara asked uncertainly as more crashing sounds emanated from the window.

"Might be safer out here," Thorgen suggested.

Bob sighed again, deeper this time. "Unfortunately, that's our inn. Come on."

They entered a cozy lobby wrapped around the trunk of the great oak. The interior was warm and inviting, with polished wooden floors, comfortable-looking furniture, and soft, golden light emanating from glowing orbs that floated near the ceiling.

A small, red-headed Fae with pointed ears sat behind a reception desk, looking thoroughly bored despite the commotion upstairs. She brightened when she saw Bob.

"Cearbhallán! It's been ages!"

"Bryony," Bob nodded. "I've reserved rooms for my companions and myself."

"Of course, of course." She glanced at the others. "Quite the diverse group you're traveling with these days."

"Never a dull moment," Bob agreed.

More shouting erupted from upstairs, followed by the sound of something heavy hitting a wall.

"The Moorigans," Bryony explained with a long-suffering expression. "They're celebrating their three hundredth anniversary."

"That's... some celebration," Zara observed.

"Oh, they celebrate by fighting," Bryony said, as if this were perfectly normal. "Leprechaun tradition. The bigger the fight, the stronger the love, or so they claim."

Bob just shook his head. "Let's get settled quickly, shall we?"

Bryony handed over several small silver keys. "Second floor for you and your friends. The Moorigans are on the third, so you should be safe enough."

They had barely started toward the stairs when a small, red-faced man came stomping down, muttering furiously in what Adom assumed was some leprechaun dialect. He wore clothes similar to Bob's, though more ornate and considerably more disheveled.

When he spotted their group, he stopped short.

"CEARBHALLÁN!" he bellowed, his scowl transforming instantly into a beaming smile. "MO CHOL CEATHAR!"

"Finnegan," Bob replied, looking resigned. "Still alive, I see."

"Takes more than that banshee upstairs to do me in!" Finnegan replied, switching to heavily accented common speech. He looked past Bob at the others. "And who might these be? Bringing non-fae into Alfheim now, are we? Your taste in company has certainly... diversified."

"Friends," Bob said simply. "Here for a short visit."

Finnegan's eyes narrowed, focusing on Thorgen. "A dwarf! Haven't seen one of your kind here in centuries! Good with metal, your people. Made my favorite belt buckle, a dwarf did."

"We're known for our craftsmanship," Thorgen replied stiffly.

"And a tiefling!" Finnegan continued, turning to Zara. "Rare sight indeed. The Courts don't much care for your kind since that unfortunate business with the Southern Duchess and the missing tapestries."

Zara raised an eyebrow. "That would have been before my time."

"Time is a flexible concept here, lass," Finnegan chuckled. Then his gaze landed on Adom. "And a human! Full-blooded, by the looks of it." He leaned closer, peering at Adom. "You've got my wife's shoe."

Adom had forgotten he was still holding the projectile. "She... dropped it."

"DROPPED IT?" came an indignant shriek from upstairs. A moment later, a female leprechaun came storming down the stairs, her red hair wild and her face flushed with anger. "I AIMED IT! WITH PERFECT ACCURACY!"

"At your husband's head, I presume," Zuni commented dryly.

The female leprechaun stopped short, noticing the quillick for the first time. "It talks!"

"Indeed I do, madam," Zuni replied. "And may I say, your throwing arm is quite impressive. The trajectory was nearly perfect, accounting for wind resistance and gravitational pull. Had my companion been less efficient, I believe he would now be sporting a rather distinctive bruise."

The leprechaun woman stared for a moment, then burst into delighted laughter. "I like this one!" she declared, pointing at Zuni. "Sharp tongue, sharp mind!"

"Siobhan Moorigan," she introduced herself with a small curtsy. "And that trouble-making sprite I'm unfortunate enough to call husband is Finnegan."

"Three hundred years of wedded bliss," Finnegan added with a wink at Adom. "Every moment a joy."

"Every moment a trial," Siobhan corrected. She held out her hand to Adom. "My shoe, if you please."

Adom returned it. "I apologize for the interception."

"No harm done," she said, slipping it on. "Though your reflexes are unusual for a human. Almost... enhanced."

There was a moment of awkward silence as everyone in their group tensed slightly.

"Law has been training with some of the best in our realm," Bob cut in smoothly. "Combat mages, specialists in physical enhancement."

"Is that so?" Siobhan's eyes gleamed with interest. "Perhaps you'd care to demonstrate these skills while you're here? The Court is always looking for new entertainment."

"We're on a rather tight schedule," Bob interjected before Adom could respond. "Just a brief visit to show my friends the sights."

"What a shame," Finnegan said, eyeing Adom speculatively. "The Autumn Court is hosting competitions next week. Good coin to be made for anyone with... unusual abilities."

"As I said," Bob repeated firmly, "we're on a schedule."

Finnegan shrugged. "Suit yourself." He turned to his wife. "Speaking of schedules, weren't we in the middle of something?"

"Indeed we were," Siobhan replied, her expression suddenly fierce again. "You still haven't explained those silver hairs I found on your coat!"

"For the last time, woman, I was at the stables! With the silver horses!"

And just like that, they were arguing again, heading back upstairs as if they'd completely forgotten about their audience.

"Charming couple," Artun remarked as their voices faded.

"They're actually quite fond of each other," Bob said. "That's just how leprechaun marriages work. All fire and fury on the outside, deep loyalty underneath."

"Sounds exhausting," Zara commented.

"You have no idea," Bob muttered. He gestured toward the stairs. "Let's get settled. We have planning to do."

As they climbed to the second floor, Zuni shifted on Adom's shoulder. "That was an interesting demonstration of your new capabilities, Law," he said quietly. "I don't believe you even consciously registered the shoe before catching it."

"I didn't," Adom admitted. "It was like my body reacted on its own."

"Fascinating. The Axis training seems to have enhanced your reflexes beyond normal parameters. I wonder what other improvements we might observe."

"Let's hope we don't have to find out the hard way," Adom replied.

They reached a hallway with several doors. Bob distributed the keys, assigning everyone their rooms.

"Rest up," he advised. "We'll meet in my room in one hour to discuss our next steps."

"And what exactly are those next steps?" Thorgen asked. "You've been awfully vague about this whole expedition."

Bob glanced around the hallway. "Not here," he said quietly. "Walls have ears in Alfheim. Sometimes literally."

As if to emphasize his point, a small section of the wall nearest to them shifted slightly, revealing what looked like an actual ear before quickly blending back into the wooden paneling.

"Well that's not disturbing at all," Artun remarked.

"Welcome to the Fae Realm," Bob said with a shrug. He headed toward his own room. "One hour. And try not to cause any scenes before then."






            

    
        Chapter 100. Adventure Time (🥳)

    
    
    
    
                
Adom slid WAM and BAM onto his hands, feeling the familiar weight settle against his skin.

 




Kern and Fili had worked wonders with the upgrades. The reinforced knuckle plates featured subtle grooves that hadn't been there before. The palm inlays had been replaced with something that allowed him to feel things through the gauntlets almost as well as with his bare hands, while still maintaining full protection.

Theoretically, they could withstand two Thunder Shrimp punches each without damage. Considering what his Thunder Shrimp was capable of, that was a significant improvement.

"Most impressive," Zuni commented from the bedpost. "They suit you quite well, Law. The blue tint is rather striking against your skin tone."

The quillick had barely stopped talking since they'd woken. After a thirty minutes of enforced silence in unfamiliar territory, Zuni seemed determined to make up for lost time.

"You know what would complement your appearance splendidly?" he continued. "A small sweet to share with your faithful companion. I've been thinking about those honeyed nuts from the market back home. The ones with the cinnamon."

"Hah!" Adom flexed his fingers, testing the gauntlets' responsiveness. "I knew those kind words had a purpose."

"I am merely suggesting a small reward for our successful navigation of this strange realm thus far. A token celebration, if you will."

"Zuni," Adom interrupted gently.

"Yes?"

"We should head downstairs. The others are waiting."

"Ah, yes. Quite right." The quillick scampered down the bedpost and up Adom's arm to his customary shoulder position. "Though I must say, I'd be much more sociable with a bit of sugar in my system."

Adom suppressed a smile.

The inn was eerily quiet as they made made their way downstairs. No sounds of anything being prepared, no other guests chatting or moving about. Just silence, broken only by the soft tinkling of silver leaves outside.

In the main room, he found the others already gathered. Thorgen was checking his axe's edge. Zara sat cross-legged on a cushion, eyes closed, apparently meditating. Artun was lounging against the wall, idly flipping a dagger in one hand. Bob stood near the door, frowning at a small map.

"Where is everyone?" Adom asked, looking around the empty common room. "Other guests, innkeeper?"

"Fae don't exactly keep regular hours," Bob replied without looking up from his map. "Most of them only need sleep once a month or so."

"And the Moorigans?"

"Celebrating their anniversary elsewhere, thank the stars. I've had enough flying shoes for one visit."

Zara opened her eyes, her meditation apparently complete. When she spotted Adom, she rose gracefully and crossed to him, reaching up to pinch his cheek.

"Look at you, all geared up and serious," she said with a fond smile. "So cute when you're trying to be intimidating."

Adom stepped back, uncomfortable with the overly childish treatment. "I'm not trying to be anything."

"He's a grown ass man, Zara," Artun said, still flipping his dagger. "Not one of your little brothers."

"I know, I know." She sighed. "I just forget sometimes. He's got those innocent eyes."

"My eyes are not innocent," Adom muttered, which only made her smile wider.

"Are we quite finished discussing Law's ocular innocence?" Thorgen rumbled, sliding his axe into the holster on his back. "We've a job to do, if I recall correctly."

"Right." Bob folded his map and tucked it away. "We need to make tracks before the Morning Court begins. Less official attention, the better."

"Where exactly are we headed?" Adom asked.

"The Woods," Bob replied. "West of the city. Only way out without going through the royal checkpoints."

"Is there a particular reason we're avoiding official channels?" Zuni inquired from Adom's shoulder.

Bob shot the quillick a sharp look. "Fewer questions, more walking. Walls have ears, remember?"

"In this place, I suspect even the air has ears," Zuni replied.

"Too right," Bob agreed grimly. "Now, everyone remember what we discussed. And for the love of all that's holy, don't insult the local flora. Some of those trees are older than your entire civilization and hold grudges like you wouldn't believe."

"No insulting ancient trees," Artun nodded. "Got it. Any other obvious things we should avoid? Dancing with shadows? Singing to rocks? Making rude gestures at passing clouds?"

"Actually, yes to all three," Bob said with complete seriousness. "Shadows here can be sentient, some rock formations are sacred, and clouds are often the physical manifestation of atmospheric spirits."

Artun blinked. "I was joking."

"The Fae Realm isn't," Bob replied flatly. "Now, are we ready?"

They gathered their gear and headed for the door. As they stepped outside, the strange light of Alfheim washed over them. The three moons had shifted position already, now forming a straight line across the sky. The silver leaves of the great oak tingled more urgently in a breeze that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once.

"I've been wondering," Adom said as they started down the street. "How do we pay for the inn? I didn't see any transaction take place."

"Already settled," Bob replied. "I keep an account with them."

"In what currency?" Zuni asked, genuinely curious.

"You don't want to know," Bob said, in a tone that discouraged further questions.

They passed through the city, heading toward the western gate. The streets were filled with Fae of various kinds, most going about their routines with the same mix of purpose and whimsy that seemed to define everything in this realm.

"Stay close," Bob cautioned as they approached a busy intersection. "It's easy to get separated in the night crowds."

"Not exactly a hardship, being lost in a magical fairy wonderland," Artun commented, eyeing a group of particularly attractive Fae crossing nearby.

"Until you wander into the wrong alley and find yourself aged a hundred years or turned inside out," Bob replied. "The Fae don't all share the same sense of humor, especially when it comes to non fae."

Thorgen grunted. "Delightful place ye've brought us to."

"You knew what you were signing up for," Bob reminded him.

The dwarf shrugged. "Aye. Doesn't mean I have to like it."

They continued westward, the buildings gradually becoming fewer and farther between, the spaces between them filled with strange gardens and small groves of trees.

"The Woods are about two hours' walk from here," Bob said as they finally reached the city's edge. "Assuming the path behaves itself."

"What do you mean, 'behaves itself'?" Zara asked.

"Paths here sometimes have ideas of their own about where they should go," Bob explained. "Especially ones leading to important places. Broken magic, you see."

"Wonderful," Thorgen muttered.

"You get used to it."

Ahead of them stretched a road of pale stone that wound its way between rolling hills covered with grass that shifted colors like the northern lights. In the distance, a dark line of trees marked the horizon—trees that seemed taller and more ancient than any Adom had seen before.

"The Woods," Bob confirmed, following Adom's gaze. "Where we'll find our answers—if we're lucky."

"And if we're not lucky?" Adom asked.

"Then we'll find something else entirely."


The western gate of Alfheim looked nothing like the city they'd just walked through. Where the buildings were elegant and impossible, the wall was just a wall—plain stone with a single arched gateway. It stretched up maybe twenty feet, and beyond it, ordinary-looking hills rolled away toward the distant line of trees.

They passed through the archway without incident, the stones beneath their feet transitioning from the glowing paving of the city to a simple dirt path.

Adom noticed movement from the corner of his eye.

When he turned, he saw a cluster of tiny winged figures hovering near a flowering bush. They looked almost human, but small enough to fit in his palm, with dragonfly wings that caught the strange moonlight. The fairies watched him with unblinking eyes, then broke into fits of tinkling laughter before darting away into the undergrowth.

"What was that about?" he asked.

"Hard to say with the little ones," Bob replied. "Could be your hair, could be they know something you don't. Best not to wonder too much."

"By the way," Adom said, "how exactly do you know where to find this cave? The one from my dream?"

Bob's pace didn't falter. "I don't."

"Then how—"

"If the dryad wanted you there bad enough to make you dream walk, she'll guide us once we're in the wild. That's how it works with her kind. They don't give directions—they call you."

"That seems inefficient," Zuni commented from Adom's shoulder.

"It's not about efficiency," Bob replied. "It's about intention. The journey matters almost as much as the destination in places like this."

"Should we be concerned about who else might be listening for this... call?" Zara asked. "If it's meant for Adom, but others can hear it too..."

"That's why we're moving quickly," Bob said. "And staying off the main paths."

They continued onward, the Woods gradually growing larger on the horizon. After another half hour, Adom realized something odd about the distant tree line—it wasn't getting much closer despite their steady pace.

Before he could mention it, they came to a bridge. It was simple but well-made, spanning a narrow river whose water flowed not with the current but in careful spirals, like a giant's fingerprint pressed into liquid.

Bob stopped short, sighing deeply. "Well, this is going to be a pain in the ass."

The others exchanged glances.

"What's wrong?" Thorgen asked. "Looks like a perfectly fine bridge to me."

"It's not the bridge," Bob said. "It's who tends it."

"Is it safe to cross?" Zara asked.

"Safe? Yes. Easy? No."

They approached cautiously. As they stepped onto the worn wooden planks, the horizon seemed to waver, like heat rising from summer pavement. The bridge itself shifted, not physically but somehow perceptually, as if they were moving and standing still simultaneously.

"What's happening?" Adom asked, grabbing the railing to steady himself.

"Just the bridge doing its thing," Bob said calmly. "Keep moving. Don't look down too much."

"I sense something," Zuni whispered, his claws digging into Adom's shoulder. "A presence."

"More like smell something," Bob corrected.

As if on cue, a figure emerged from beneath the bridge.

It shuffled onto the path before them, blocking their way. Grey-skinned and no taller than Thorgen, it had a protruding belly, stubby limbs, and a face that looked like it had been carelessly assembled from leftover parts. A patchy beard covered its multiple chins, and small, surprisingly intelligent eyes peered out from beneath heavy brows.

"WER WAGT ES, MEINE BRÜCKE ZU ÜBERQUEREN?" the creature bellowed in a phlegmy voice.

Then it paused, blinking at them. "Oh. Outsiders." Its tone shifted to a gravelly accent with mangled vowels. "Ve do not get many of your sort zese days. Usually just local traffic, ja?"

No one seemed to know how to respond to this abrupt shift.

"Is that... a troll?" Zara whispered.

"Bridge troll," Bob confirmed. "Fae variety. Smaller than the ones in your realm. Meaner, though."

The troll squinted at Bob. "Cearbhallán? Is zat you? I vas not recognizing you at first. New coat, ja?"

"Hello, Grimble," Bob said. "Yes, new coat. How's the bridge business?"

"Same as alvays." Grimble picked at something between his teeth. "Boring like vatching mud dry, ja? Centuries of ze same routine. 'Who goes zere?' Zis one. 'Answer my riddle!' Zat one. It gets old."

Artun leaned against the railing, looking bored. "Tough break. Maybe consider a career change?"

The troll let out a wet snort. "Listen to fancy pants here. 'Career change.' Like I am some merchant who can just decide to sell different goods tomorrow, ja?"

Thorgen's hand drifted toward his axe. "Just tell us what you want so we can be on our way."

"Oh ho!" Grimble's eyes lit up. "Ze dwarf wants to fight, does he? I vould not recommend it, shortstack. Zis bridge vas given to me by ze High King himself. Harm me, and it's war with ze entire realm."

"No one's fighting anyone," Bob said firmly. "Just ask your riddles, Grimble, so we can get going."

The troll scratched his belly thoughtfully, his grimy shirt riding up to reveal more grey skin. Zuni made a small sound of disgust.

"Ze thing is," Grimble said slowly, "I do not much feel like riddles today."

"Excuse me?" Bob blinked.

"See, I have been doing ze same three riddles for seven hundred and forty-two years. I know all ze answers myself, don't I? Vhere's ze fun in zat?" He leaned forward, his breath a noxious cloud that made Adom step back. "Last interesting traveler vas zat fellow with ze pumpkin for a head. Now zere vas a challenge! Had to make up new riddles on ze spot."

"What do you want then?" Thorgen asked bluntly. "A fight after all?"

Grimble waved a dismissive hand. "Nah. Too much paperwork if I kill ya. Forms in triplicate for non-fae fatalities."

"Then what?" Zara asked.

The troll's face screwed up in concentration, as if he were making the most important decision of his long life. Finally, his expression cleared.

"I vant a joke," he declared. "A good one. Make me laugh—really laugh, mind you—and you can pass. Been seven decades since I had a proper chuckle."

They all stared at him.

"A joke?" Adom repeated.

"Zat's right." Grimble folded his stubby arms across his protruding belly. "One joke. Needs to be funny enough to make me laugh. You get one try each." He settled back on his haunches, expression expectant. "Vell? I am vaiting."

They all exchanged glances. No one seemed particularly eager to volunteer.


Thorgen cleared his throat. "I'll go first."

The dwarf stepped forward, squared his shoulders, and took a deep breath.

"A band of mountain dwarves are lost deep in the mines," he began. "Their food is gone, their lamps nearly out. The leader suggests they split up to find an exit. His second-in-command says, 'If we split up, we might never see each other again.' And the leader responds, 'Aye, that's the first bit of good news I've heard all day!'"

Thorgen let out a hearty chuckle and slapped his knee. No one else made a sound.

Grimble stared at him, expression flat as stale beer. "Vas zat supposed to be funny?"

"It's a classic!" Thorgen protested. "Been bringing down the house in Khahad-Thar for centuries."

"Maybe it loses something in translation," Zara suggested kindly.

"BOOOO!" Grimble gave an exaggerated thumbs down. "Next!"

Thorgen's face reddened beneath his beard. "Everyone's a critic," he muttered, stepping back.

"I'll try," Zara said, stepping forward. "What happens when a faerie can't pay their gardening bill? They get repossessed!"

Grimble blinked slowly. "Ve don't have banks here."

"Right. Different financial system. Um..." She looked around desperately. "What about—"

"NEXT!" the troll bellowed.

"My turn." Artun pushed off from the railing. "Wait—how do you even know what banks are if you don't have them here?"

Grimble shrugged his lumpy shoulders. "Ve fae listen, ve learn. Travelers tell stories. I've been here for centuries—you think I don't know things from other realms?" He snorted.





"Fair enough," Artun conceded. "Now, for my joke: A man walks into a tavern with a speaking parrot on his shoulder. The barkeep says, 'That's amazing! Where'd you get it?' And the parrot says, 'Found him in the desert, there are thousands of them.'"









A flicker of something—possibly amusement—crossed Grimble's face, but quickly disappeared.

"Close," he said. "But not close enough."

"I told it wrong," Artun muttered. "Should've made the parrot a crow."

Bob shook his head. "Don't look at me. My people's humor doesn't translate well. Involves a lot of context about stolen shoes."

All eyes turned to Adom.

"I'm not good at jokes," he said.

"Try anyway," Bob urged. "Or we're stuck here."

Adom racked his brain. He didn't exactly have a repertoire of comedy bits ready to go. What would make a bridge troll laugh? Something about bridges? Travelers? The absurdity of existence?

"Okay," he said finally. "Why did the chicken cross the road?"

"To get to ze other side," Grimble finished, looking bored. "Oldest joke in any realm."

"No, that's not it," Adom said, pushing forward desperately. "The chicken crossed the road because... because it was stapled to the... wait, no."

"You're thinking of the one with the baby," Artun stage-whispered.

"Right. No. Um." Adom took a deep breath. "A chicken and an egg are lying in bed. The chicken is smoking a pipe with a satisfied smile, and the egg looks irritated. The egg says, 'Well, I guess we answered that question.'"

Grimble frowned, the wrinkles in his forehead creating deep shadowed valleys. For a moment, Adom thought he might have succeeded—then the troll's expression cleared.

"I don't understand," he said. "Chickens and eggs don't smoke. Zey don't have hands."

"It's about the question of which came first," Adom tried to explain. "The chicken or the egg. It's implying they just had—"

"NEXT!" Grimble roared. "Or are you all out of jokes already?"

Rude.

"I believe it's my turn," Zuni said from Adom's shoulder.

The quillick's voice was so quiet that Grimble had to lean forward, squinting to see the small creature.

"Vat is zis? A talking squirrel?"

"I am a quillick," Zuni replied with dignity. "A sentient mammalian species from the other realm."

"You're mighty small to be telling jokes," Grimble said doubtfully.

"Size bears no correlation to humor, as I'm sure you're aware." Zuni cleared his throat delicately. "My joke is brief but, I hope, insightful."

Grimble settled back, waving a chubby hand. "Get on with it zen."

Zuni straightened up on Adom's shoulder. "What lies between fear and courage?"

"I don't know," Grimble replied, already looking disappointed. "Vat?"

"The letter 'and,'" Zuni answered.

For a moment, there was complete silence. Grimble's face remained utterly blank.

Then his lips twitched. A small snort escaped him.

"Ze letter 'and,'" he repeated. "Because... because fear AND courage..."

The troll's shoulders began to shake. A wheezing sound emerged from his throat. Suddenly, he was doubled over, great belly heaving with laughter.

"HAHAHAHAHA! ZE LETTER 'AND'!" he howled, slapping his knee with enough force to make the bridge tremble. "It's BETWEEN zem in ze sentence! HAHAHA! AND! A literal truth disguised as philosophical wisdom! HAHAHAHA!"

Tears streamed down Grimble's face as he gasped for breath between guffaws. "Oh, zat is good! ZAT IS SO GOOD! Ze letter 'and'! HA!"

The others looked at each other in disbelief. Zuni sat calmly on Adom's shoulder, radiating quiet satisfaction.

"I fail to see how that's the funniest thing he's heard in seventy years," Thorgen muttered.

"Humor is subjective," Zuni replied quietly.

"OHHHH!" Grimble wiped tears from his eyes, still chuckling. "I haven't laughed like zat since... since I can't remember when!" He pointed a stubby finger at Zuni. "You win, little squirrel. You all may pass my bridge."

"I am not a squirrel," Zuni corrected, but his protest was lost as Grimble stepped aside with a grand, sweeping gesture.

"Cross freely, travelers! May your journey be as clever as ze little one's joke!"

They didn't need to be told twice. The group hurried across the bridge, casting occasional glances back at the troll, who was still giggling to himself, muttering "ze letter 'and'" and breaking into fresh peals of laughter.

Once safely across and out of earshot, Artun turned to Zuni. "Seriously? That was your joke?"

"It was both linguistically accurate and philosophically resonant," Zuni replied. "A satisfying verbal paradox."

"It wasn't even funny," Thorgen grumbled.

"It made him laugh," Bob pointed out. "That's all that matters."

"And got us across," Adom added, smiling at his small companion. "Nice work, Zuni."

"Thank you, Law." The quillick's smiled at him.

Behind them, they could still hear Grimble's laughter echoing across the river. "ZE LETTER 'AND'! HAHAHAHA!"





The Woods loomed before them, trees stretching toward the tri-moon sky. Unlike the manicured forests near the city, these were wild—gnarled trunks thicker than houses, roots that burst from the ground like serpents, canopies so dense they blotted out the moonlight.

"Well," Thorgen said, hefting his pack, "that doesn't look ominous at all."

"It's just a forest," Artun replied, though he didn't sound entirely convinced.

Bob stopped at the tree line and turned to Adom. "Now that we're out of the city, where do we go?"

Everyone looked at Adom.

"What do I know?" he asked, confused. "I just had a dream about a cave and a dryad. I don't know where it is."

"That's the point," Bob said patiently. "She called you here. Now you need to let her guide you."

"How am I supposed to do that?"

"Close your eyes," Bob instructed. "Focus. Feel the forest. She knows you're here—she'll show you the way."

Adom glanced at the others. Zara gave him an encouraging nod.

"Alright." He closed his eyes.

Nothing happened. He felt silly standing there, eyes closed while everyone watched. He could hear Thorgen shifting his weight impatiently.

"I don't think this is—"

A breeze brushed against his face. Not from any particular direction, but somehow from everywhere at once. It carried whispers—soft, half-formed words that danced at the edge of comprehension.

"This is creepy," he said, eyes still closed.

"What do you hear?" Bob asked.

"Whispers. I can't make out what they're saying."

The whispers grew louder, still unintelligible but more insistent. Then, behind his closed eyelids, Adom saw something—a path winding through the trees, illuminated by a soft green glow.

His eyes snapped open. "That way." He pointed northeast, where the forest looked darkest. "Through those two twisted oaks with the intertwined branches."

Bob nodded. "Let's move. And stay close. The Woods aren't kind to stragglers."

They set off, Adom in the lead with Bob close behind. The path wasn't visible to the naked eye, but Adom could feel it—a subtle pull guiding his steps. It was hard to properly explain.

"Anyone else think these trees are watching us?" Artun asked, glancing around.

"Because they are," Bob replied.

"That's reassuring," Zara muttered.

"Do you think the dryad will be pleased to see us?" Zuni asked from Adom's shoulder. "I understand that they can be temperamental."

"She went to a lot of trouble to get us here," Adom replied. "It better be worth the sleepless nights."

They walked for nearly an hour, the forest growing denser and darker. Strange sounds echoed around them—chirps and wails unlike any animal Adom had heard before. Luminescent fungi clung to the trees, providing just enough light to see by.

"This place reminds me of the Whispering Glades back home," Zara said. "My brothers and I used to dare each other to spend the night there."

"Did you?" Adom asked.

She laughed. "Stars, no. We were stupid, but not that stupid."

"I spent three weeks in the Dark Forest of Karnor once," Artun chimed in. "Tracking a bandit who'd stolen the Duke's favorite horse."

"Did you catch him?" Thorgen asked.

"Her, actually. And yes, but—"

High-pitched laughter interrupted him—childlike but wrong somehow, too sharp and too cold. It seemed to come from all around them.

Everyone froze.

In an instant, weapons appeared—Artun's twin swords, Thorgen's massive axe, Zara's compact crossbow. Adom slid WAM and BAM onto his hands.

"What is that?" he whispered.

"Redcaps," Bob replied, drawing a short curved blade from beneath his coat. "Pack hunters, like goblins but nastier. Don't let them surround you."

"Redcaps?" Zara asked, scanning the trees.

"They dip their caps in the blood of their victims," Bob explained. "Gives them power. They're vicious little bastards."

More laughter, closer now.

"Form up," Bob ordered. "Back to back. Whatever happens, don't separate."

They moved into a tight circle, weapons facing outward. Adom felt the familiar tingle of his mana activating, the flame like energy flowing just beneath his skin.

"How many?" Thorgen asked.

"Hard to tell," Bob replied. "Dozen at least. Maybe more."

A whistling sound cut through the air. Artun ducked, an arrow embedding itself in the tree behind him.

"Arrows too? That's just not fair," he complained.

Red eyes appeared in the darkness between the trees—dozens of pairs, blinking and shifting positions.

"Let them come to us," Bob advised. "Don't chase them into the woods."

A small, hunched figure darted between trees, too quick to target. Then another. And another.

"Steady," Bob said.

Something flew from the darkness—a crude spear that Thorgen easily deflected with his axe.

"Is that the best they've got?" the dwarf growled.

As if in answer, a redcap leapt from the shadows, a twisted little creature no taller than Thorgen but lean and vicious. Its skin was a sickly gray, with sharp teeth and malevolent eyes. And atop its head, a cap stained dark with what looked like blood.

Zara's crossbow twanged. The bolt caught the redcap in mid-leap, punching through its chest. It fell to the ground with a shriek.

"One down," she said, already reloading.

Howls. Howls of rage erupted in the forest. Redcaps poured from the darkness, brandishing crude weapons—knives, clubs, rusted axes.

"Here they come!" Bob shouted.

Adom focused his mana, channeling it through WAM. A miniature hurricane formed above his palm, spinning.

He sent it hurtling toward a group of redcaps charging from the left. The vortex caught three of them, lifting them off their feet and smashing them against a tree trunk.

Beside him, Thorgen roared as he cleaved through anything that came within reach. Artun danced between attackers, only blood followed his wake and Zara's crossbow had a steady rhythm—aim, fire, reload.

"Good shot!" Zuni called as Adom blasted another redcap with a fireball. "Look out! Behind that fallen log!"

Adom spun, catching a leaping redcap with a gravity spell that slammed it to the ground with bone-crushing force.

Something changed. The mana flowing through him—normally a cool blue energy—began to shift. It felt... different. Lighter. More responsive. His awareness expanded, taking in the battlefield in a new way. He could feel the redcaps' movements before they happened, sense the flow of combat like currents in a stream.

"Behind you, Artun!" he called, already launching a spell to intercept a redcap dropping from a branch above the swordsman.

He wasn't thinking anymore—just acting. Spell after spell flowed from his hands. A wall of force to protect Zara as she reloaded. A burst of wind that cleared the path to Bob's right. A targeted gravity well that pulled three redcaps into the swing of Thorgen's axe.

"They're retreating!" Zara called.

She was right. The redcaps were falling back, disappearing into the forest as quickly as they had appeared. A few moments later, the Woods were silent again, save for the heavy breathing of the party.

"Everyone all right?" Bob asked, scanning the trees for stragglers.

"Not even a scratch," Artun replied, wiping his blades clean.

"They didn't put up much of a fight," Thorgen said, sounding almost disappointed.

"That's because Adom here turned half of them to ash," Zara said, turning to look at him. Her eyes widened. "Adom?"

The others turned to stare.

"What?" he asked, suddenly self-conscious.

"Your mana," Bob said quietly. "Look at yourself."

Adom glanced down at his arms. The familiar blue energy that typically surrounded him when weaving had changed. It was nearly transparent now, with a white, pearlescent quality that seemed to bend light around it.

"Whoa. What's happening?" he asked, alarmed.

"I've never seen anything like it," Zara said, moving closer to inspect the phenomenon.

The energy pulsed once, twice, then settled into a steady glow around him. A message flashed before his eyes, floating in the air like a phantom:

[Change detected. Your body is evolving...]













            

    
        Chapter 101. Primordial Body

    
    
    
    
                
Adom stared at his hands, watching the pearlescent white energy flow across his skin like fire.

 

This wasn't right.

 

This wasn't supposed to be possible.

 




Mana was blue. Always blue. It was one of the fundamental constants of magical theory—like gravity pulling downward or water being wet. The blue coloration represented mana in its pure state, unaffected by practitioner or purpose. It was the raw material of spellcraft, the universal building block of magical manipulation.

Fluid, on the other hand, was the internal life energy that changed color based on emotional state. Red, green, yellow, you name it—a whole rainbow of possibilities.

Yet here he was, surrounded by energy that was neither the familiar blue of mana nor any recognizable shade of Fluid. Just pure, shimmering white.

"What's happening to me?" he asked, not really expecting an answer.

Thorgen stepped closer, squinting at the phenomenon. "Looks like you're glowing."

"Yes, thank you. I can see that." Adom flexed his fingers. "I mean why am I glowing white? Mana is always blue."

"Apparently not always," Artun said, keeping a cautious distance.

Adom shook his head. "No, you don't understand. This is like saying water suddenly isn't wet. It's a fundamental property. Mana is blue because of how it interacts with the visual spectrum. It's not supposed to change."

"Well, it did," Bob said flatly. "Question is, what does it mean?"

Adom tried to think through the problem systematically, as he'd been trained. "Let me try something."

He closed his eyes and attempted to channel his Fluid. Normally, this would create a separate layer of energy over his skin. A blue, flame like energy.

Normally.

When he opened his eyes, nothing had changed. The white energy remained, perhaps slightly brighter, but there was no secondary layer of Fluid.

"Wow."

"What's wrong?" Zara asked, her crossbow still held loosely in her hands, ready for any remaining redcaps.

"I can't access my Fluid separately. When I try, it just merges with... whatever this is." Adom looked down at his glowing hands again. "It's as if my mana and Fluid have somehow unified into a single energy system."

"Is that bad?" Thorgen asked bluntly.

"I don't know," Adom admitted. "It's unprecedented. The Academy library has records going back nearly three thousand years, and I've never read anything about this."

He tried a simple spell—a light orb—to test how the energy responded. It formed instantly with twice the brightness he'd intended.

"Interesting," he murmured. "Increased efficiency, faster manifestation time."

"Care to translate that into common speech?" Artun asked.

"My spells are working better with less effort," Adom explained. "And they're forming faster."

Zuni, who had maintained his perch on Adom's shoulder throughout the battle, leaned forward to examine the glow more closely. "It's quite beautiful. Like moonlight captured in a bottle, but flowing freely around you."

Adom smiled despite himself. "Thank you, but I'm more concerned with why it's happening than how it looks."

He tried another experiment, focusing on suppressing the energy. It dimmed slightly but refused to disappear completely. Whatever was happening wasn't under his conscious control—at least not fully.

"The field of magical theory is vast beyond comprehension," he said, more to himself than the others. "Even with a hundred thousand years of study, you wouldn't scratch the surface of how magic truly works. The fundamental forces, the interactions between different energy systems, the way consciousness shapes reality..." He shook his head. "We know so little."

"Some know more than others," Bob said, giving Adom a meaningful look. "This feels like dragon business to me."

"That's not an explanation," Adom replied.

"Maybe," Zara said, "but it fits. You're the Architect. Maybe the normal rules don't apply to you."

Before Adom could argue, a message appeared in his vision:

[System Alert: Skills [White Wyrm's Body], [Healing Factor], and [Silverback's Might] have reached convergence state through sustained feedback loop.

Physical Analysis: Silverback's Might modifications to muscle and bone structure combined with White Wyrm's Body adaptive reinforcement and Healing Factor's regenerative processes have created a sustainable transformation pathway.

Energy Pathway Reconfiguration: Fluid and Mana channels have merged into unified conduits.

New Skill Formed: [White Wyrm's Body] + [Healing Factor] + [Silverback's Might] + [Mana Manipulation] + [Fluid Control] = [Primordial Body] (Transcendent)

Skill Description: Body and energy systems have evolved beyond standard human limitations. Unified control of previously separated energy types. Vastly improved physical resilience and recovery. Energy manifestation no longer requires emotional catalysts.]

"[Primordial Body]?" Adom read aloud, staring at the lengthy system message that had appeared in his vision.

"What's that?" Thorgen asked.

"It's..." Adom blinked, trying to absorb what he was seeing. "Well, my physical enhancement aptitudes have merged. My Silverback strength, White Wyrm durability, and Healing Factor have all combined into a single function."

He skimmed through the rest of the notification. "And somehow, the acupuncture sessions with Mr. Biggins might have caused my Fluid and mana pathways to unify. Instead of helping me get Axis."

"Is that even possible?" Zara asked, stepping closer to examine the white energy flowing around him.

"Theoretically, no," Adom admitted. "These are separate systems. They operate on completely different principles."

"I mean... you say otherwise," Artun pointed out.

Adom nodded, processing the implications. "Apparently, the physical changes from my combat aptitudes created some kind of feedback loop. They've been working together—the Silverback strength changing my muscles, the White Wyrm making me tougher with each hit, and the Healing Factor repairing the micro-damage along the way."

"And that somehow merged your energy systems?" Bob asked skeptically.

"Apparently." Adom flexed his fingers. "I can control this just like mana, but it has properties of Fluid as well."

"And the color change?" Thorgen asked.

"If mana and Fluid have truly unified," Adom said slowly, "then this energy would be neither one nor the other. It would be something new."

"And what does that mean for you?" Zara asked, genuine concern in her voice.

"I have no idea," Adom admitted. "In theory, it would mean more power, more control. The ability to bypass the normal limitations of both systems. But it could also mean instability. Greater risk."

He flexed his hand again, watching the pearlescent energy ripple in response. "I feel fine," he said. "Better than fine, actually. Everything seems clearer. More connected."

"The legendary mages of old were said to transcend the division between energies," Thorgen commented. "Perhaps ye're experiencing something similar."

"Maybe," Adom agreed. "But why now? What triggered it?"

"The redcaps?" Artun suggested. "Combat situations can trigger all sorts of adaptations."

"Or it could be the Fae Realm itself," Bob added. "This place has a way of bringing out latent abilities. The border between possible and impossible is thinner here."

Thorgen grunted. "Or maybe it's just one of those Architect things that makes no sense and we should all stop trying to explain."

The dwarf's blunt assessment made Adom smile despite himself. "Maybe you're right. But understanding is kind of my thing."

"Well, understand it while we walk," Bob said, already scanning the forest. "Those redcaps might have friends, and I'd rather not be here when they arrive."


The party followed Adom through the forest, his glowing white form providing more than enough light to navigate by. The strange energy continued to flow around him, neither dimming nor flaring, just a constant, pearlescent aura that marked him out like a beacon.

He couldn't turn it off. He'd tried several times now, attempting the standard meditation techniques for control, the emotional regulation methods for containing Fluid, even basic breath control. Nothing worked.

"You okay?" Zara asked, noticing his frustrated expression.

"My mana core feels like it's churning," Adom admitted. "Like it's trying to process something it wasn't designed for."

"Is that dangerous?"

"I don't know." Adom flexed his fingers, watching the energy ripple. "Nobody's ever done this before. There's no precedent. No research. Nothing in the literature about mana and Fluid merging."

"But you're not in pain?"

"No." He shook his head. "It feels... good, actually. That's what worries me."

The possibilities racing through his mind were both exciting and terrifying. Was this what Biggins had intended? The old dragon had promised Axis. This seemed like something else entirely.

What if he was building up to some kind of critical mass? What if his body couldn't handle this new energy indefinitely? What if he exploded like an overcharged mana crystal?

"You're overthinking, laddie." Bob said, glancing back at him.

"How would you know what I'm thinking?"

"Your face does this thing when you're catastrophizing. Like someone's slowly inflating your head."

"I do not—"

"He's right," Thorgen grunted. "Ye look like ye're about to pop."

Adom took a deep breath. They were right. Panicking wouldn't help.

"Biggins said the acupuncture was supposed to help me manifest Axis," he said. "This seems... different."

"Better different or worse different?" Artun asked.

"I don't know. It's unpredictable. Unstable maybe."

"You seem stable enough to me," Zara said.

"For now."

The path widened ahead of them, opening into a circular clearing. Two enormous skeletons stood on either side of a fork in the path, like macabre signposts. Each was easily fifteen feet tall, armored in tarnished plates and helmets that had long since lost their luster. Where eyes should have been, there was only a single, empty socket in each skull.

Cyclops. Or at least, the remains of them.

Zuni leaned forward on Adom's shoulder, staring up at the towering bones. "What is this place, Mr. Bob?"

Bob stopped, tilting his head to examine the skeletons. "Crossroads. Left path leads to the Witch's cottage. Right path leads to the Beast Glades."

"The what and the what now?" Artun asked.

"Witch's cottage. Beast Glades," Bob repeated, as if that explained everything.

"And what about these two?" Thorgen asked, pointing his axe at the skeletal giants.

"Oh, these two?" Bob scratched his chin. "That's Verac and Thull. They used to guard the roads."

"What did they guard them from?" Zara asked.

"Not from. For." Bob grinned. "They were the Riddlers. One always told the truth, one always lied. Travelers could ask each a single question to determine which path was which."

"Seems unnecessarily complicated," Thorgen grumbled.

"It's the Fae Realm," Bob shrugged. "Everything's unnecessarily complicated."

Adom stepped closer to the skeletons, examining the rusted armor and crumbling bones. "What happened to them?"

"The dragon happened to them," Bob said.

"Biggins?" Adom turned, surprised.

"Before me time," Bob said. "But the story goes that he came here, just like any other traveler. They gave him their riddle. Asked him which path he wanted."

"And?" Zara prompted.

"And his solution was to kill one guard and ask the other if his friend was dead. When the guard said no—because one always lies—Biggins knew which was which. Then he killed the second guard too and took the path he wanted."

Silence fell over the group.

"I didn't know Ale was so..." Zara trailed off.

"Practical?" Bob suggested.

"I was thinking 'violently unstable,'" Artun muttered.

"He had quite the reputation here," Bob said. "Why do you think he was banned? It wasn't for his charming personality."

Adom stared at the skeletons, trying to reconcile this story with the old dragon he knew. "He just... killed them? For a riddle?"

"Fae don't view death the same way humans do," Bob said. "But yeah, it was excessive even by our standards. The Witch was furious. The Beast Lord demanded compensation. It was a whole thing."

"And yet you're helping his apprentice," Zara noted.

Bob gave her a toothy grin. "I'm a risk-taker. Always have been."

"So which path are we taking?" Thorgen asked, clearly uninterested in ancient history.

Everyone turned to Adom. He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the whispers that had been guiding them so far.

"The witch's road," he said finally, opening his eyes.

"Ah, bollocks," Bob muttered. "I was hoping that wouldn't be the way."

They all looked at him.

A witch was rarely good news. The term wasn't just a descriptor for a female mage—it was a title, a designation for those who had transgressed the fundamental laws of magic.

Throughout history, the title of "witch" or "warlock" for the male counterpart, was the highest one given to those who deliberately broke the safeguards established to protect both practitioners and the world from magic's darker aspects. They were the ones who'd embraced power at any cost, who'd sacrificed morality for might, who'd declared themselves beyond the boundaries of natural order. They were the magic world's ultimate fallen.

"This isn't going to be a nice witch, is she?" Thorgen asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

"Are any of them?" Bob replied. "In the Fae Realm, there's a balance of powers. The High King rules from his court, the Beast Lord commands the wilds, and the Witch stands apart from both, answering to neither."

"But they tolerate her?" Zara asked.

"They have to. Ancient pacts. You know how it is with these things – agreements written in blood and starlight." Bob spat on the ground. "Even the fae prefer dealing with the Beast Lord than with her. He might eat you, but at least he won't turn you into something unnatural first."

"Great," Artun said. "Just great."

"Maybe we should take a detour through the Beast Glades instead," Bob suggested, eyeing the left path with obvious discomfort. "Could be safer."

"Safer than a witch?" Zara asked skeptically.

"The beasts just want to eat you," Bob said with a shrug. "The witch? She'll do things to you that'll make you wish you were just eaten."

"But, Mr.Bob, you don't know the way to the dryad's cave," Zuni pointed out from Adom's shoulder. "That's why we're following the whispers guiding Law."

Bob frowned. "You have a point. I don't know these parts well enough to find the cave without a guide."

"The whispers are leading us this way," Adom said, gesturing down the left path. "We follow them."

"We'll be entering her territory," Bob warned. "This isn't just a cottage we're talking about. It's an entire domain. She has sentinels, soldiers, spies—creatures bound to her will."

"What do you suggest?" Thorgen asked.

"We stay off the main paths. Move quietly. If we encounter any of her minions, we eliminate them before they can report our presence." Bob's voice had dropped to a near whisper. "This isn't like crossing the Beast Glades, where you can at least reason with most creatures. Most of her servants have no will of their own—they're extensions of her power."

"Like puppets?" Artun asked.

"More like limbs," Bob said. "Cut one off, she feels it. But she's got plenty to spare."

The left path narrowed as they followed it, the trees growing closer together, their branches intertwining overhead until barely any light filtered through. Adom's glowing form became their primary source of illumination, the white energy casting strange shadows that seemed to move of their own accord.

After a few minutes, Bob motioned for them to stop. He pointed to their left, away from the path. "We go through the woods from here. The main road leads directly to her stronghold."

"Is it getting colder?" Artun asked, pulling his cloak tighter as they stepped off the path.

It was. With each step, the temperature dropped noticeably. Their breath began forming small clouds in front of their faces.

"She likes the cold," Bob explained. "Says it preserves things better."

"What things?" Zara asked.

Bob just looked at her. "Are you really asking that question?"

They moved silently through the underbrush, Bob leading them in a wide arc away from the main path. The forest around them had gone quiet – no birds sang, no insects buzzed. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

"I don't like this," Thorgen muttered, gripping his axe tighter.

"Nobody does," Bob replied. "That's rather the point."

Adom tried to focus on the whispers guiding him rather than the growing sense of unease. The white energy still flowed around him, neither dimming nor brightening, but it felt different now – more alert somehow, like it was responding to the environment.

"What should we expect from her minions?" he asked quietly.

"Anything," Bob said flatly. "She warps creatures to her needs. Some might look normal at first glance, but there's always something wrong. Something missing, or something added that shouldn't be there."

"Sounds cheerful," Artun muttered.

Bob stopped suddenly, raising his hand. They all froze.

Ahead, through the trees, something moved. A figure, humanoid in shape but wrong in proportion, patrolled a small clearing. Its arms were too long, nearly dragging on the ground, and its head seemed to pivot a full three-hundred and sixty degrees as it surveyed its surroundings.

"Sentinel," Bob breathed. "We need to go around."

Adom quickly wove an invisibility spell.

They backtracked quietly, taking an even wider detour. Twice more they spotted sentinels, each more disturbing than the last. One appeared to be made of woven branches with glowing fungi for eyes. Another was recognizably a deer, except it walked on its hind legs and had hands where its front hooves should be.

"We might be in her territory for at least a day," Bob said when they stopped to rest in a small hollow hidden by thick ferns.

"A day of this?" Zara whispered. "Great."

"Just be glad we're not trying to pass through during the dark hours," Bob said. "That's when she's most active. When most of her... experiments... are let loose to hunt."

They moved silently through the witch's domain for nearly two hours, each step carefully placed, each breath measured. The forest grew denser, the trees more twisted, their bark peeling away in places to reveal something that looked disturbingly like flesh underneath.

"Which way now?" Thorgen whispered, as they reached another fork in the barely visible deer trail they'd been following.

Adom closed his eyes, focusing on the whispers that had been guiding them. They came more clearly now, like distant voices carried on a winter wind. Not words exactly, more like impressions—feelings—urging him in certain directions.

"Left," he said softly. "Then we need to cut through that thicket ahead."

Artun grimaced. "Through those thorns? Is there no way around?"

"The whispers are clear," Adom replied.

"'Clear' being relative," Bob muttered, but he followed without further complaint.

They pushed through the thicket, the thorns seeming to part before Adom's glowing form while clawing at everyone else. Zara cursed under her breath as a particularly vicious barb caught her sleeve and tore through to her skin.

"Sorry," Adom whispered. "The whispers say there's a clearing just ahead where we can rest for a moment."

True to his word, they emerged into a small space where the canopy opened slightly, allowing weak sunlight to filter down. The group took the opportunity to check their gear and treat minor scratches.

Zuni, perched as always on Adom's shoulder, suddenly tilted his head. "I say, Mr. Bob," he whispered, "are birds something we ought to be concerned about in these parts?"

Bob froze mid-step. "Birds? Why do you ask?"

"Well, there appears to be one watching us most intently," Zuni said, pointing with a paw toward a nearby oak. "Third branch up, half-hidden behind that cluster of leaves."

They all followed his gesture, squinting into the foliage. At first, nothing seemed out of place.

"I don't see—" Artun began.

"There," Zara interrupted softly. "I see it now."

A shadow among shadows. A darker patch that shouldn't have been there.

"She's known to have spies among the birds," Bob said quietly, not taking his eyes off the spot. "Watchers that report everything back to her."

"Then I rather think we might be in a spot of trouble," Zuni said.

"Why?" Thorgen asked, his hand moving slowly, casually toward his axe.

"Because it's been observing us for approximately forty-five seconds," Zuni explained, "and I believe it knows that I've spotted it."

As if on cue, the shadow in the tree shifted. A glint of light reflected off an eye—an eye that blinked sideways.

"Oh, bloody hell," Bob muttered.

The shadow resolved itself into a crow as it hopped forward onto a more exposed part of the branch.

The bird tilted its head, studying them with an intelligence no animal should possess. Then, slowly, its beak parted, revealing rows of tiny, needle-like teeth.

"Well, well, what have we got here?" the crow cackled, its voice a disturbing blend of bird and human. "Trespassers in my lady's domain? I'm telling."

[Flow prediction]

Time crystallized into perfect, terrifying clarity.

Thorgen's fingers closed around the handle of his axe.

Zara was already bringing her crossbow up, a bolt half-nocked.

Artun reached for the knife at his belt.

Bob tensed, eyes narrowing as he calculated their odds.

The crow, sensing the sudden shift, spread its wings. "The mistress will be so pleased to—"

It never finished. As it launched from the branch, Adom reacted.

A spectral hand, pearlescent and glowing, shot from Adom's body faster than thought. It crossed the distance in a heartbeat, closing around the crow mid-flight.

The magical construct squeezed.

The sound was sickening—a wet crunch followed by the snap of hollow bones. The crow's body compressed, black feathers and dark blood exploding between ghostly fingers. Its beak opened in what might have been a scream, but no sound emerged as its skull collapsed like an eggshell, brain matter and one eyeball squirting between the knuckles of the spectral hand.

The construct released what little remained—mostly feathers and pulp—letting it rain down onto the forest floor.

Silence fell.

The spectral hand dissipated, the white mana flowing back to Adom, who stood perfectly still, his expression calm.

No one had even completed drawing their weapons.

"Good heavens," Zuni whispered from Adom's shoulder.

Thorgen finally pulled his axe free, though the threat was already eliminated. "That was..."

"Efficient," Zara finished, slowly lowering her half-raised crossbow.

Bob looked at Adom with newfound wariness. "Didn't know you could do that."

"Neither did I," Adom said simply.

The sensation had been extraordinary. No complex formulas. No careful gathering of mana. Just intention translated directly into action with perfect precision. The spell had responded to his will before he'd even fully formed the thought.

He looked down at his hands, watching the energy dance between his fingers.

He could get used to this.

Everyone was still staring at him, a mixture of shock, relief, and perhaps a touch of unease in their expressions.

"I believe we should press on," Zuni suggested after clearing his tiny throat. "Where there's one spy, there are likely to be others."

Adom nodded, strangely exhilarated by what he'd just done. "This way," he said, already listening to the whispers again.






            

    
        Chapter 102. The Primal Hunter

    
    
    
    
                
Adom held up his hand in a closed fist—stop. Everyone froze instantly.

 





Ahead, through the twisted trees, something moved—a patrol of what looked like deer, except they walked on two legs and carried crude spears. Three of them, advancing slowly along an intersecting path.

No words needed to be exchanged. The group had been moving like this for nearly an hour now, communicating with hand signals and meaningful glances, following Adom's guidance as he listened to the whispers.

Adom pointed to Zara and then to a tree on their right with a low branch. She nodded once and melted into the shadows, appearing seconds later in position, crossbow already sighted.

He gestured to Thorgen and Artun next, indicating they should circle around to flank. They moved immediately, the dwarf surprisingly silent despite his stocky build, Artun nearly invisible as he slipped between shadows.

Bob and Adom remained where they were, with Zuni maintaining his perch on Adom's shoulder, tiny eyes alert for any movement from above.

The deer-things came closer, snorting occasionally, their too-human eyes scanning the forest. Adom waited until they were directly between their positions.

He raised one finger. Then two. Then three.

On the silent count, three things happened simultaneously:

Zara's crossbow twanged, the bolt taking the lead creature directly through its eye.

Thorgen and Artun burst from concealment, the dwarf's axe cleaving through the second creature's spine while Artun's daggers found the third's throat and heart in rapid succession.

None of the creatures had time to make a sound.

Bob moved forward, checking the bodies to ensure they were properly dead. The group converged, and Adom pointed in the direction the whispers were urging him.

They continued.

Adom was studying his new abilities as they moved. Where once he needed specific gestures and careful concentration to shape a complex spell, now a half-formed thought was enough. His intent translated into magic almost instantly, cutting the weaving time nearly in half.

It wasn't that the energy was doing anything on its own—it was that his connection to it was so much more direct.

His theory was beginning to crystallize: this wasn't just a merger of his mana and Fluid. It was an entirely new mana core.

Traditional mana cores were like organs—specialized structures that processed raw magical energy into usable mana. Every mage had one, located somewhere in their torso, usually near the heart or solar plexus.

What he was experiencing now had all the properties of a mana core, but instead of being localized, it permeated his entire body. It wasn't just processing the energy—it was integrated with his physical form in a way that shouldn't be possible.

The whispers guided him to raise his hand again—another patrol ahead. This time, six creatures that resembled wolves with too many legs and no faces, just smooth skin where features should be.

He pointed to himself. The others understood, stepping back to give him space.

Adom extended his hand, his intent instantly forming into a spell. Six thin tendrils of white energy shot through the underbrush faster than the eye could follow. Each tendril found its target, wrapping around a wolf-thing's neck before tightening.

Six simultaneous snaps echoed softly through the forest. The creatures dropped without a sound.

Zara raised an eyebrow at him as they moved past the bodies. Impressive, her expression said.

Adom shrugged slightly, but internally, he was astonished at how easy it had been.

He could probably go toe-to-toe with Gale at this point, a thought that was absolutely thrilling.

They encountered three more patrols over the next hour. A group of what appeared to be children until you noticed their backward-bending joints and too-wide mouths. A massive toad-like creature with human arms growing from its back. Two normal-looking humans whose shadows moved independently of their bodies.

Each time, the party worked with wordless efficiency. When Adom didn't handle the threats himself, the others stepped in with practiced skill. Thorgen's axe never missed. Zara's crossbow found eyes and throats with unerring accuracy. Artun moved like water, his daggers extensions of his will. Even Bob showed surprising competence, using what seemed to be some form of nature magic to entangle or confuse their enemies.

They were nearing the edge of the dense forest now, according to the whispers. Just ahead, the trees thinned, and light filtered through with increasing brightness.

Adom held up his hand one last time as they approached the treeline. Everyone tensed, expecting another patrol. Instead, he simply pointed forward and made a walking motion with his fingers. Clear.

They emerged from the forest into brilliant daylight. The sudden transition was almost painful after hours in the gloom.

Before them stretched a vast meadow, alive with tall grasses that swayed in a gentle breeze. Wildflowers in every imaginable color dotted the landscape, and the sky above was a perfect blue unmarred by clouds. In the distance, mountains rose, their peaks dusted with snow despite the apparent warmth of the day.

Zara took a deep breath. "It's beautiful."

"Aye," Thorgen agreed, squinting in the brightness. "A welcome change from that cursed forest."

Adom felt the tension in his shoulders ease slightly. The whispers were quieter here, less urgent. The white energy continued to flow through him, radiating outward in a soft glow that seemed less pronounced in the daylight.

"Don't let your guard down," Bob said, eyes scanning the meadow. "This is still her territory."

"But it's so... alive," Artun said, gesturing at the wildflowers and butterflies. "Nothing like the forest."

"That's how it works," Bob replied grimly. "The forest is only one part of her domain. This..." he swept his hand across the meadow view, "this is where she catches new subjects."

Adom studied the seemingly idyllic landscape with newfound wariness. The whispers confirmed Bob's assessment—there was danger here, just better concealed.

"I say," Zuni piped up from his shoulder, "shall we proceed with the same caution as before, then?"

Adom nodded. "Same formation, same signals. We cross quickly."

They stepped into the tall grass, leaving the shadows of the forest behind. The sun was warm on their faces, but none of them relaxed.




"Stay together," Bob said, eyes constantly scanning the horizon. "This isn't the time to wander off. The meadow might look safe, but the witch's most dangerous creations often have the fairest appearances. Keep at least three arm's lengths between each of you—close enough to help, far enough apart that you're not all caught by the same trap. And whatever you do, don't—"

"ACHOO!"

Artun's sneeze shattered the tension, explosive and completely unexpected. Everyone jumped, Zara's hand flying to her crossbow.

Thorgen immediately drew himself up, his expression suddenly solemn. "By the beard of Drain the Full of Life, may Mehl strengthen yer lungs and fortify yer spirit. May the rock beneath us steady yer breath and the mountain's heart beat strong within yer chest. May no foul—"

"He just sneezed," Adom interrupted, staring at the dwarf. "He just sneezed."

Thorgen looked at him, affronted. "Yes, and this is what we say after someone sneezes."

"This is a lot of wor—"

"AAACHOO!" Artun sneezed again, louder this time, doubling over with the force of it.

Thorgen didn't miss a beat. "By the beard of Drain the Full of Life, may Mehl strengthen yer lungs and fortify yer spirit. May the rock beneath us steady yer breath and the mountain's heart beat strong within yer chest. May no foul miasma cloud yer senses and no weakness find purchase in yer sinews."

Artun wiped his nose on his sleeve. "You say that after every sneeze?"











"Every sneeze," Thorgen confirmed, with a nod. "It's dwarven culture. We don't often fall ill, ya see. Our bodies are carved from sturdier stuff than ye surface-dwellers. So when a dwarf sneezes, it's considered significant. A warning, perhaps, or an omen."

The dwarf looked at them curiously. "What do ye surface folk say when someone sneezes? Surely ye have some ritual?"

"Bless you," Adom said with a shrug.

"Just 'bless you'?" Thorgen looked genuinely offended. "That's it? No invocation of ancestors? No plea to the forge-fires?"

"Sometimes 'gesundheit'," Zara offered.

"What in the blazes does that mean?"

"Good health, I think. It's from some old language."

Thorgen shook his head in disbelief. "Two words. Someone's body violently expels air, possibly indicating disease or worse, and ye respond with two measly words."

Zuni peered down from Adom's shoulder. "How fascinating. Is there a specific theological underpinning to—"

"Can we save the cultural exchange for when we're not standing in hostile territory?" Bob cut in.





















Adom was fighting to keep a straight face as a butterfly drifted past them, its wings catching the sunlight.

"You know," Artun said, rubbing his nose, "I don't normally sneeze much either, unless I'm around certain types of pollen. Redleaf flowers especially make me—"

"ACHOO!"

"By the beard of—"

"Stop," Bob hissed. "You better not, dwarf."

Thorgen scoffed as the butterfly landed lightly on his forearm. The dwarf barely glanced at it, continuing the conversation with Artun.

"Aye, some folk are sensitive that way. My cousin Bormin can't go near mushroomcaps without his skin becoming red."

"Could be that," Artun said, gesturing at the butterfly while wiping his nose. "Might be transporting pollen that I'm allergic to—"

The dwarf looked down at it with grudging appreciation.

"Oooh. Pretty enough," he admitted. "Though I prefer creatures with more substance to 'em."

Adom was studying the butterfly more carefully now. Something about its wings... the patterns... they weren't runes at all, but—

His breath caught.

They were teeth. Hundreds of microscopic teeth arranged in a pattern that only appeared decorative from a distance.

"Thorgen, DON'T—"

Too late.

The butterfly's wings suddenly flattened against the dwarf's arm. The tiny teeth bit down simultaneously, piercing the skin.

Time seemed to slow.

Adom watched in horror as a dark discoloration spread from the point of contact. Not blood—something worse. The skin around the butterfly blackened instantly, veins turning purple then black as the corruption raced up Thorgen's arm.

No one else had even processed what was happening yet. Zara's mouth was opening to ask a question. Bob was half-turned, sensing Adom's alarm. Artun was mid-sneeze.

But Thorgen knew.

Without hesitation, without even a grunt of warning, the dwarf drew his axe with his free hand. In one fluid motion—terrifying in its precision—he brought the blade down on his own arm just below the elbow.

The axe severed flesh and bone.

Blood sprayed across the golden grass. The corrupted forearm, butterfly still attached, dropped to the ground. The infection had reached just inches from the point of amputation.

Thorgen staggered but didn't fall. His face went white, but he didn't scream. He simply stared at the stump of his arm as if surprised to find it missing.

"That," he said with unnerving calm, "was unpleasant."

Then his knees buckled.

Zara moved first, catching him before he hit the ground. Adom was already weaving a fire spell, the white energy flowing from his hands to the wound, cauterizing blood vessels and numbing pain receptors.

"What the fuck?" Artun breathed, staring at the severed arm on the ground. The corruption continued to spread through the detached limb, the flesh turning black and then crumbling into dust. The butterfly remained, feeding.

"Like I was saying," Bob said grimly, drawing a dagger and impaling the butterfly through its center, "the witch's most dangerous creations often have the fairest appearances."

The butterfly made no sound as it died, but its wings fluttered once more, releasing a small puff of glittering dust that Bob was careful to avoid.

"Is he...?" Zuni asked, his tiny voice trembling slightly.

"He'll live," Adom said, maintaining the spell. "He reacted fast enough."

"Dwarven reflexes," Thorgen muttered through gritted teeth. "And experience."


Blood continued to pump from the cauterized stump in thick, rhythmic spurts, soaking the golden grass beneath them. Apparently, dwarven blood had a much more pronounced metallic scent. It rapidly filled the air, sharp and unmistakable.

Artun's head snapped up. "Guys?"

"Not now," Zara said, tearing a strip from her tunic to fashion a makeshift tourniquet.

"No, seriously. Look."

They followed his gaze. Three more butterflies had appeared, drifting toward them on the gentle breeze. Then five more behind those. Then a dozen.

"Oh shit," Bob whispered.

The butterflies moved with unnatural synchronization, their wings covered in microscopic teeth.

"They smell the blood," Bob said, backing up. "We need to move. Now."

Adom looked at Thorgen, who was barely conscious. "He can't walk."

"Then we carry him," Zara said, already sliding her arms under the dwarf's shoulders.

Artun moved to help, grabbing Thorgen's legs. Together they lifted him, but the motion sent a fresh gout of blood spraying from the wound.

More butterflies appeared at the edges of the meadow, dozens now, then hundreds, rising from the flowers like a colorful mist.

"Go!" Bob shouted, no longer concerned about stealth. "Move!"

Adom raised his hand and a wall of flame manifested that swept through the air. The first wave of butterflies disintegrated instantly, their delicate wings crumbling to ash.

But for every one he burned, ten more appeared.

They ran, Zara and Artun carrying Thorgen between them, Bob leading the way, Adom bringing up the rear, periodically turning to incinerate the pursuing swarm.

"Which way?" Zara gasped, struggling under Thorgen's weight.

"There!" Bob pointed to a rocky outcropping about two hundred yards ahead. "We might find shelter!"

Adom unleashed another blast of [Fire]. The butterflies closest to them burst into flame, their tiny bodies making soft popping sounds as they burned. But the swarm was growing denser.

"They're herding us!" Bob shouted as they veered left to avoid a particularly dense cloud of the creatures.

"What?"

"It's a hunt! They're driving us somewhere!"

Adom glanced back. The swarm had indeed formed a pattern, creating a corridor that subtly guided their movements. To their left, the butterflies were packed so tightly they formed a shimmering wall. To their right, they maintained just enough distance to give the illusion of an escape route.

"Stop!" Adom called. "We're going the wrong way!"

"We can't stop!" Artun yelled back, his face slick with sweat as he struggled to keep Thorgen off the ground. Which was strange. Could he not use Fluid and properly carry the dwarf?

Unimportant for now. Adom made a decision.

He concentrated, drawing on his new powers. The white energy surged through him, stronger than before, responding to his urgency. Instead of a directed blast, he released it in a spherical wave that expanded outward in all directions.

The effect was immediate and devastating. Every butterfly within thirty feet was instantly incinerated, leaving a momentary clearing around them.

"This way!" Adom pointed directly through what had been the densest part of the swarm. "We cut through their trap!"

They changed direction, running straight toward the gap Adom had created.

The butterflies regrouped quickly, pouring in from all sides to close the gap. Adom released another wave, but weaker this time. It barely cleared a path.

"Almost there!" Bob called.

They could see the rocks clearly now—a jumble of boulders that might provide some protection. Just fifty yards to go.

Forty.

Thirty.

A butterfly slipped through Adom's defenses, landing on Artun's shoulder. He screamed, dropping Thorgen's legs to swat at it, but three more immediately took its place, attaching themselves to his neck and face.

The effect was instantaneous. Black veins spread across his skin like spilled ink. He fell to his knees, clawing at his throat as the corruption raced through him.

"Artun!" Zara screamed, but there was nothing they could do.

"Keep moving!" Bob grabbed Thorgen's legs, taking Artun's place. "We can't help him!"

Artun's body was already transforming, his skin turning black and crumbling away as the butterflies fed. His screams cut off abruptly as his vocal cords dissolved.

They ran harder, the rocks just yards away now.

"In there!" Bob pointed to a narrow crevice between two massive boulders. "Hurry!"

Zara went first, dragging Thorgen through the gap. Bob followed. Adom unleashed one final blast of energy, incinerating everything behind them, then squeezed through the opening.

The crevice widened into a small cave, barely large enough for all of them. Outside, they could hear the soft flutter of thousands of wings as butterflies surrounded their shelter, seeking a way in.

"Is everyone okay?" Adom gasped, trying to catch his breath.

"Define 'okay,'" Zara said bitterly, examining Thorgen's wound. The dwarf had lost consciousness, his breathing shallow but stable.

"We lost Artun," Bob said, his voice hollow. "And we're trapped."

"For now," Adom replied. "I can clear another path when we're ready to move."

"And lead us where?" Bob demanded. "We're completely turned around. Your glowing trick will just attract more of them."

Adom closed his eyes, focusing on the whispers. They were still there, but fainter now, harder to interpret.

Why now?

"I can still find the way," he said, opening his eyes. "But we need to rest first. Just a few minutes."

They sat in silence, listening to the butterflies outside. Occasionally one would find the entrance to their shelter, only to be quickly dispatched by Bob's dagger.

After what felt like an hour but might have been minutes, Adom stood. "I think I can get us out of here. The whispers say we need to head northwest."

"How do we do that without being swarmed again?" Zara asked.

Adom considered. "I can create a sustained shield this time. Something that moves with us. It won't last forever, but it should get us to the edge of their territory."

Bob nodded. "Worth a try. It's not like we have better options."

They prepared to move, Bob fashioning a crude stretcher for Thorgen from their cloaks and two straight branches he found in the cave. The dwarf stirred but didn't wake.

"Ready?" Adom asked, gathering the white energy around him.

Zara nodded, looking grim. "Let's go."

Adom focused his will, creating a dome around them. It shimmered like a soap bubble, translucent but solid.

"Stay close to me," he said. "The shield will only extend about five feet in any direction."

They emerged from the cave into chaos. The butterflies immediately swarmed the shield, thousands of tiny teeth trying to penetrate the barrier. From inside, it looked like a storm of colorful confetti battering against glass.

"This way," Adom said, starting northwest. The shield moved with him, forcing the others to stay close.

They made slow progress. Bob and Zara struggled with Thorgen's makeshift stretcher, and Adom had to moderate his pace to keep the shield encompassing them all. Outside their bubble, the meadow had transformed into a nightmare landscape. Every flower seemed to be releasing more butterflies, the air so thick with them that the sun was partially blocked.

"How much farther?" Zara asked, her voice strained.

"I'm not sure," Adom admitted. "The whispers just say to keep going this way."

They pushed forward, step by labored step.

After twenty minutes of walking, the shield began to flicker.

"We need to hurry," Adom said, his voice tight with effort. "I can't hold this much longer."

They increased their pace, practically jogging now despite Thorgen's weight. The butterflies seemed to sense the shield's weakening, their attacks growing more frenzied.

"There!" Bob suddenly called. "I see trees ahead!"

Sure enough, the edge of another forest loomed about a hundred yards away. The butterflies seemed less dense there, perhaps unable to survive in the shade.

"Almost there," Adom encouraged, though his vision was starting to blur from the sustained effort.

Fifty yards.

Thirty.

Ten.

They reached the first trees just as Adom's shield collapsed completely. The butterflies surged forward, but something strange happened. As they hit the shadow line beneath the forest canopy, they veered away, unwilling or unable to follow.

"They can't enter the forest," Bob said, amazed. "We made it."

They stumbled deeper into the woods, putting distance between themselves and the meadow until the sound of wings faded entirely. Finally, in a small clearing, they set Thorgen down and collapsed beside him.

"We need to check his wound," Zara said, already unwrapping the makeshift bandages.

The stump looked bad—angry red streaks extended up from the cauterized end, suggesting infection—but there was no sign of the black corruption from the butterfly's bite.

"I can help," Adom said, summoning his strength to weave a more thorough healing spell.

As he worked, he noticed the white energy had dimmed considerably. Using it for so long, especially for the shield, had drained him more than he'd realized.

Once Thorgen was stabilized, Adom stood. "We should keep moving. These woods seem safer than the meadow, but we're still in her territory."

He started forward, following the increasingly urgent whispers.

Together they lifted the dwarf and continued through the forest. The trees here were different from the twisted monstrosities they'd encountered earlier—straighter, healthier, with normal-looking leaves. It was almost peaceful.

Too peaceful, Adom realized suddenly. Where were the sounds of birds or insects? Why wasn't Zara saying anything? And wasn't Bob just behind them?

He turned to check on the others and froze.

No one was there.

"Zara?" he called. "Bob?"

No answer.

"I was just speaking to them," he muttered. "They were right here."

Fear crept up his spine. Had something taken them silently? Had he somehow gotten separated in the woods?

"Law," Zuni's voice came from his shoulder, breaking through his confusion. "Law, stop."

Adom halted, suddenly uncertain. "Z-" he corrected himself. "Librarian? Where are the others?"

"I say, Law, you're not quite in a normal state at present," Zuni said. "I believe you've fallen victim to some manner of illusion."

"Illusion?" Adom looked around at the forest, then back at his companion. "What do you mean?"

"Chirp—pardon me," Zuni composed himself. "I believe it began shortly after our encounter with that first butterfly. Whatever made Artun sneeze—likely some form of spore or pollen—has affected your perception."

"But the others..." Adom gestured to where he could clearly see Zara helping Thorgen, Artun clutching his blackened arm, Bob scanning the trees.

Wait... that wasn't right...

"That's just it," Zuni said. "They aren't actually there. We became separated during the commotion with the butterflies. Everyone scattered in different directions, and you ran straight ahead. I've been attempting to inform you of this fact for some time now."

"This is an illusion spell," Adom muttered. "A complex one."

"Quite so," Zuni agreed. "And what's more, we're not even in a forest. I've been trying to guide you out of whatever fantasy your mind has constructed, but you've been rather stubbornly committed to it."

"If we're not in a forest, where are we?"

"Somewhere significantly less pleasant, I'm afraid," Zuni said. "I can see the actual surroundings, and they're decidedly swamp-like in nature."

Adom felt sick. "So the whispers..."

"I suspect they've been manipulated as well."

Adom frowned, focusing his mind on the problem. "Illusion spells work best when the target is agitated or distracted. The more emotional the state, the stronger the hold."

"A sound assessment," Zuni nodded.

"I need to calm myself," Adom decided, closing his eyes. "Break the spell's grip on my perception."

He took a deep breath, then another.

"That's it," Zuni encouraged.

Adom continued his measured breathing, focusing inward.

As his mind cleared, his other senses began reporting discrepancies. The ground beneath his feet wasn't forest loam but something softer, wetter. The air wasn't fresh and cool but heavy, humid, carrying the smell of rot and stagnant water.

"I can feel water," he said, eyes still closed. "Around my ankles."

"Yes, precisely," Zuni confirmed. "Rather murky stuff."

Adom focused harder. Illusion spells were powerful but ultimately superficial—they could only overlay reality, not replace it entirely. With enough concentration, he could push through the deception.

[Indomitable Will]

The message flashed across his vision. The forest around him flickered, like reality itself was stuttering. For a moment, he saw both—the pleasant woodland and, beneath it, glimpses of a dismal swamp with twisted black trees rising from dark water.

"It's working," he said, opening his eyes. "I can see through it now."

The illusion was disintegrating in patches. Where once he saw Zara helping Thorgen, now there was only a gnarled stump rising from murky water. Artun's form melted away to reveal a cluster of sickly, phosphorescent fungi. Bob's vigilant figure became nothing more than a twisted tree with hanging moss.

The last vestiges of the false forest fell away completely.

Adom now stood ankle-deep in dark, viscous swamp water. All around them stretched a nightmarish landscape—blackened, twisted trees rising from the murk, their branches draped with pale, moving tendrils that might have been moss or something worse. The sky overhead wasn't blue but a sickly yellowish-green.

"The witch?" Adom said, turning slowly to take in their surroundings.

"Quite possible," Zuni agreed.

In the distance, something large moved beneath the water's surface, creating ripples that spread outward. Somewhere beyond that, a sound like a muffled scream echoed across the swamp.

"We need to find the others," Adom said, gathering his wits. "They could be trapped in similar illusions, or worse."

"A sound plan," Zuni said. "Though I suggest we find some drier ground first. This water makes me exceedingly nervous—chirp!"

The quillick's sudden alarm made Adom look down. Just beneath the surface, something pale and hand-like had brushed against his boot before darting away.

"Agreed," Adom said, spotting a raised area about fifty yards away. "That way. And Zuni... thank you for helping me see through the deception."

"Think nothing of it," the quillick replied. "Though I must say, you did most of the work yourself. I merely pointed out the rather obvious fact that you were talking to thin air."



Adom took a step toward the higher ground, his foot sinking deeper than expected into the murky swamp water. A chill ran up his leg as something slimy brushed against his ankle.

"Ugh," he muttered, pulling his foot free with a wet sucking sound.

Ripples moved through the water—subtle at first, then more pronounced. Not natural. Not wind. Something was moving toward them.

"Librarian," he whispered, "hold on."

Before the quillick could respond, Adom's body reacted to danger his conscious mind hadn't yet processed. He jumped sideways just as something massive erupted from the water where he'd been standing. The impact sent a geyser of foul-smelling muck twenty feet into the air.

"Goodness!" Zuni squeaked, clinging desperately to Adom's shoulder.

Adom's hands were already weaving a flight spell. He launched upward, putting distance between himself and whatever had just tried to crush him.

Mid-flight, he heard a voice—melodic yet wrong somehow, like a beautiful song played slightly out of tune.

"Visitor," it sang. "Pretty visitor with the white light."

Something hurtled toward him—a projectile of mud and bone. Adom's fingers twisted in a quick protective pattern, crafting a barrier spell. The projectile slammed into his shield with enough force to knock him back several feet.

"We appear to be under attack," Zuni observed unnecessarily, his tiny claws digging into Adom's collar.

Adom didn't waste breath responding. Instead, he adjusted his position, stabilizing his flight with a spell modification. He needed to see what he was dealing with.

From his new vantage point, he spotted his attacker below. Time to go on the offensive.

Adom wove a complex pattern with both hands, channeling mana through the precise gestures. With a downward thrust of his palms, he released a massive shockwave spell toward the swamp.

The impact was devastating. Water exploded outward from the point of contact, creating a perfect circular depression fifty feet across. Everything within that radius was blasted away from the center—trees splintered, mud sprayed in all directions, creatures that had been hiding beneath the surface were flung like ragdolls.

A notification appeared in his vision field:

[Your Mana Pool has reached 970]

And it showed.

The force of the spell pushed Adom even higher into the air. For a moment, he hung suspended, twenty feet above the swamp, with a perfect view of what had attacked him.

A humanoid figure stood in the now-exposed mud at the center of his spell's impact zone. Its skin was alabaster pale, almost translucent, revealing a network of dark veins beneath. It had no hair, and its torso was bare, its form slim and androgynous.

From this distance, Adom couldn't tell if it was male or female—or perhaps both, or neither. Despite the violent exchange, its face was unsettlingly... conventionally beautiful, with features so perfectly symmetrical they seemed artificial.

The creature was already recovering from the blast, pushing itself up from where it had been thrown. As it rose to its feet, it tilted its head back to look directly at Adom. Its eyes were solid black, no whites visible, and its mouth—too wide for its face—curved into a smile that revealed teeth like polished obsidian.

"Chirp—I'm not particularly fond of heights like this, Law!" Zuni complained, his tiny body trembling against Adom's neck.

"Just hang on," Adom replied, not taking his eyes off the creature below.

The thing's smile widened, literally stretching to the sides of its head. Then it bent its knees slightly, preparing to leap.

Adom had five seconds, maybe less, before it would reach him.



"Three..."

 


The thing pushed off, launching itself upward with incredible speed.

"Two..."

It stretched mid-leap, arms extending far beyond normal human proportions, fingers elongating into claws.

"One..."

Just before it reached him, Adom's fingers twisted in a pattern. "[Levitation]" he muttered, and the creature froze mid-air, suspended by his spell merely feet away from him.

"My word," Zuni gasped from his shoulder.

The thing thrashed against the invisible force holding it, its too-wide mouth opening in a silent scream.

Adom slammed his palm forward.

[Hammer]

A concussive force smashed into the suspended creature, sending shockwaves through its body. Any normal being would have been pulverized, but this thing merely rippled, absorbing the impact.

Adom didn't hesitate. His hands moved in rapid succession, weaving spell after spell.

[Fire Lance]

A concentrated beam of white-hot flame pierced straight through the creature's torso, leaving a smoking hole you could see through. The wound didn't bleed—instead, the edges bubbled and boiled.

[Ice Spike]

Jagged shards materialized and ripped through the thing's limbs, impaling them in multiple places.

[Lightning Cage]

Arcs of electricity encircled the creature, contracting and searing its pale flesh.

Any one of these spells would have been fatal to most enemies. This thing just hung there, damaged but intact, those black eyes still fixed on Adom.

"I say, Law, this isn't working quite as expected," Zuni observed nervously.

Adom frowned. "Let's try something else."

He twisted his hand sharply, conjuring [Flamebrand Sword] from his inventory. With a single slashing motion, he severed one of the creature's arms.

The appendage fell—but instead of dropping into the swamp below, it twisted mid-air, bubbling and reshaping. Within seconds, a second creature had formed, smaller but identical to the first, hovering where the arm had been.

"Oh dear," Zuni chirped. "That's rather problematic."

The second creature wasn't bound by Adom's levitation spell. It lunged at him immediately.

His right fist connected with the thing's face.

BAM!

The creature's head snapped back, its neck extending unnaturally, but it kept coming. Adom struck with his left.

WAM!

This time he put more force behind it. The creature flew backward but righted itself almost instantly.

Meanwhile, the original creature had broken free of the levitation spell and was also advancing.

"These types of creatures typically have a core or nucleus," Adom muttered, dodging a swipe from elongated claws. "The head or the heart..."

"Perhaps a practical experiment is in order?" Zuni suggested, holding tight as Adom barrel-rolled through the air to avoid both attackers.

"Good idea."

Adom thrust his palm toward the smaller creature, fingers spread wide.

[Compression]

The spell caught the thing in an invisible vise, squeezing it from all sides. Its body distorted, bulging in places, until finally its head burst with a wet pop.

Unlike before, the creature didn't regenerate. Instead, it dissolved into a grayish sludge that rained down into the swamp.

"The head it is," Adom confirmed, turning to face the original attacker.

But the situation had deteriorated. The splash of sludge hitting the water below seemed to attract more creatures. They rose from the swamp like nightmarish swimmers surfacing, identical to the first—pale, hairless, black-eyed, with those impossibly wide mouths.

"One, two, three..." Adom counted quickly. "Seven. No, twelve."

And they were all leaping toward him, stretching and distorting as they came.

Adom dropped a few feet to avoid the first wave, then shot upward as the second group passed beneath him. His hands never stopped moving, weaving spell after spell.

[Vortex]

A spinning column of air grabbed three of the creatures, smashing them against each other.

[Fire Net]

A web of flames ensnared two more, holding them long enough for Adom to follow up with a targeted compression spell to their heads.

"Chirp—behind you!" Zuni warned.

Adom spun just as a creature latched onto his back. He slammed his elbow backward.

WAM!

The gauntlet connected with the thing's face, stunning it. Adom followed with a [Pressure Spike] directly to its head, causing it to rupture.

Sludge splattered across his back, and Zuni made a disgusted sound. "Revolting!"

More creatures were rising from the swamp. What had been twelve was now approaching twenty.

"We're drawing a crowd," Adom observed, maintaining his altitude as he assessed the new threats. "Time to be more efficient."

He closed his eyes for half a second, concentrating.

Then, a realization.

I'm already double weaving with my spells while maintaining the [Flight] spell without any problem, could I...

When his eyes opened, he'd formulated a new approach.

[Multiple Target: Compression]

Five compression spells fired simultaneously, each seeking out a creature's head. Five pops followed, five bodies dissolved.

Yes!

The remaining creatures seemed to hesitate, as if suddenly aware they were dealing with something beyond their usual prey.

Adom didn't give them time to reconsider. He wove a complex pattern with both hands, combining multiple spell structures into a single devastating attack.

[Area Effect: Pressure Wave]

An invisible force radiated outward, catching eight more creatures in its grip. Instead of a general compression, this spell specifically targeted their heads, crushing them with precision. Eight more dissolved into sludge.

Three creatures remained, hovering just out of range. They seemed to be communicating somehow, coordinating.

"I believe they're adapting to your strategy," Zuni noted.

"Then we'll give them something new to adapt to."

Adom shot upward another fifty feet, then spread his arms wide.

[Gravity Well]

Below him, the air seemed to distort. The remaining creatures were suddenly yanked toward a central point, pulled by an irresistible force. As they collided, Adom closed his fist.

[Implosion]

The compressed mass of creatures collapsed inward, their heads crushing against each other. The spell released, and what remained was nothing but falling sludge.

Adom hovered, scanning the swamp below. A few ripples disturbed the surface, but nothing else emerged.

"Twenty-eight," he said, counting the puddles of dissolving goo. "I think that's all of them."

He floated higher, catching his breath. The barrage of spells had taken more out of him than he'd expected. His mana reserves were still substantial—far more than they'd been before his transformation—but not limitless.

"Are you all right?" he asked Zuni, glancing at his shoulder.

The quillick was flattened against his collar, amber eyes wide. "I believe I preferred the illusion forest," he said weakly.

Adom hovered above the swamp, scanning the murky expanse below. Grayish sludge still rained down, the remains of his attackers dissolving into the water.

"The others," he said suddenly. "They're still out there somewhere."

"If they escaped the butterflies," Zuni reminded him.

"I need to find them." Adom started to turn, mentally plotting search patterns. "We came here for the egg, but not at the cost of their lives."

They live, came a voice like wind through branches. Your companions survive. All of them.

Adom froze mid-air. "Finally, you're clear again."

The whispers returned, no longer muffled or distant, but clear as spoken words.

"Pardon?" Zuni asked, peering around nervously.

The dwarf fights on one arm, said a second voice, dry as autumn leaves. The ranger leads him through shadow paths. The rogue tracks your trail, though poorly. And the leprechaun is closest to you.

"So they're okay," Adom said with relief. "Where are they now?"

Zuni gave him a concerned look. "Are you conversing with the air?"

We see all paths in her domain, the whispers replied in unison. We will guide them to safety, as we guide you.

But you must not search by air, warned a brook-voice. Her eyes watch the skies. Her sentinels patrol the upper winds.

Northeast, urged a leaf-voice. You must hurry northeast.

"To the cave and the egg, I know," Adom said. "But my friends—"

The egg stirs, whispered the branch-voice. The witch has sensed it. She knows intruders have entered her territory.

"Why do you want me to have this egg?" Adom asked. "You've shown it to me in dreams for weeks, but never explained why."

When you reach the cave, you will understand, the whispers replied. But you must hurry. She must not claim it first.

A girl waits by still waters, the brook-voice added. She will help, if you reach her in time.

"A girl? What girl?"

The witch sends her agents to search the swamp, interrupted the leaf-voice. Her spies will find you if you remain exposed.

Adom looked down at Zuni. "The whispers say our friends are alive. They'll guide them to safety, but we need to go northeast now. To the cave with the egg."

"I see," Zuni said, clearly not seeing at all. "And these... whispers... are trustworthy, are they?"

"They've kept us alive so far." Adom glanced at the horizon. "The witch knows we're in her territory. She'll be sending search parties."

Descend, the whispers urged. Walk hidden paths. Follow our guidance.

Adom lowered himself toward a patch of relatively solid ground on the edge of the swamp. As his feet touched down, he felt a tremor run through the earth—something large moving beneath the surface, heading their way.

"No time to debate," he said, canceling his flight spell. "We go northeast. Fast."

He took off at a run, staying low, ducking under twisted branches and leaping over fetid pools. Behind them, something massive breached the swamp's surface where they had been hovering moments before—a writhing mass of tentacles and eyes.

"What precisely is the plan?" Zuni asked, clinging to Adom's collar as they fled. "Beyond 'northeast' and 'find a girl'?"

"Get to the cave, get the egg before the witch does," Adom replied, vaulting over a fallen tree. "That's what we came for."

Her sentinels will be watching the main paths, the whispers warned. You must take the hidden ways.

Adom pushed harder, weaving through the treacherous landscape as the whispers guided him.

Left here. Now right. Beneath the arch of bones. Through the mist, not around.

"She knows we're here," Adom muttered as he ducked under a low-hanging branch dripping with some foul-smelling substance. "The witch. She'll be organizing search parties by now."

"Marvelous," Zuni replied dryly. "Just what we needed to make this excursion more perilous."

They crested a small rise, and Adom paused briefly to get his bearings. In the distance, dark shapes moved across the sky—winged things with elongated bodies.

"Her sentinels," he whispered.

They seek movement, heat, magic, the branch-voice explained. Your white aura draws their attention like a beacon.

You must conceal it, the brook-voice urged. Hide the light within.

"How?" Adom asked. "I can't just turn it off."

Listen, the whispers commanded in unison. Repeat these words in your mind only.

The leaf-voice began to murmur words in a language Adom had never heard before—ancient-sounding syllables that seemed to resonate with something deep inside him.

"Me-lám-mu ma-da-ĝál..."

Adom mentally repeated the phrase, feeling a strange vibration in his chest. And, to his surprise, he understood it.

My power, obey me.

"Šà-mu-šè nu-nu..."

With each phrase, the white glow surrounding him dimmed slightly, drawing inward. Into my heart, withdraw.

"Bar-ta nu-è bar-ta nu-è..."

Outward do not escape, outward do not escape. 

His aura contracted further, pulling beneath his skin.

"What is this?" he whispered.

Do not speak. Focus. Command your essence.

Adom closed his eyes briefly. This wasn't mere meditation—his mana was directly responding to the words, as if they held inherent power. Some form of magic he'd never encountered before.

Verbal.

"Níĝ-šu-mu-šè ĝál..."

Into my grasp, remain.

The final command clicked something into place. The white aura collapsed inward, disappearing beneath his skin. It didn't vanish—he could still feel it coursing through him—but it was contained now, hidden from outside observers.

"...How?," Adom murmured, examining his now normal-looking hands. "The words themselves have power. My mana responded directly to them."

"Did you say something?" Zuni asked, peering at him curiously.

Adom adjusted his pace, careful now about how much mana he expelled. Every spell would be like a signal flare to their pursuers.

"How much farther to this cave?" he asked.

Three leagues, if the path holds, replied the brook-voice. Less if you dare the shadow road.

"What's the shadow road?"

Dangerous, came the immediate reply. But faster. Her hunters rarely patrol it.

The girl knows the way through, added the leaf-voice. She waits where the water meets the stone.

Adom weighed his options. The longer they stayed in the open, the greater the chance of being spotted. But these "shadow roads" sounded risky in their own way.

"Show me this shadow road," he decided.

There, directed the leaf-voice. Where light bends wrong around that withered tree.

Adom spotted it—a patch of darkness that seemed deeper than it should be, swirling slightly around the base of a gnarled, dead tree.

"I hope you're right about this," he told the whispers, then glanced at Zuni. "Hold tight, Librarian. We're taking a shortcut."

"I sincerely hope this 'shortcut' is less perilous than what we've encountered thus far," Zuni replied, gripping Adom's collar with renewed determination.

Adom took a deep breath and plunged.

through the darkness, feeling it wrap around him. For three heartbeats, there was nothing—no sound, no light, no sensation beyond the chill against his skin. Then reality snapped back into focus.

He emerged into what seemed like the same swamp, but fundamentally wrong—as if someone had taken the original landscape and twisted it. The trees were taller, more gnarled. The water was blacker. The sky above was a deep purple, without sun or stars.

Move quickly now, the whispers urged. Run northeast. Do not stop.

Adom didn't need to be told twice. He took off at a sprint, his feet barely touching the ground. Since the transformation, his body moved differently—faster, more precisely, with a grace that felt almost supernatural.

"Are we quite certain this is the correct path?" Zuni asked, clinging to Adom's collar.

"No time for debate," Adom replied. He reached up, gently plucking Zuni from his shoulder. "Pocket. Safer."

Zuni made an indignant chirping sound as Adom tucked him into his breast pocket. "I protest this undignified—"

"Shh!"

Behind them, something crashed through the underbrush. Something big.

Left here, the whispers directed. Through the hollow tree.

Adom veered sharply, spotting the massive fallen trunk. He dove through the hollow center without breaking stride, tucking into a roll and coming up running on the other side.

The sounds of pursuit grew louder—heavy footfalls, rhythmic and powerful. Not like the squelching creatures from before. This was different.

More deliberate.

More intelligent.

Right! Now duck!

Adom dropped into a slide just as something whistled overhead—an arrow or spear. It thudded into a tree ahead of him. He rolled behind a boulder, pressing his back against it as he caught his breath.

"I believe we are being hunted," Zuni observed from the pocket, his voice muffled. "Rather enthusiastically, I might add."

Adom peered around the edge of the boulder. What he saw made his blood freeze.

Three massive figures galloped through the swamp about fifty yards back, moving with rapidly through terrain that should have slowed anything larger than a rabbit. Their lower bodies were equine—powerful, muscled, with six legs instead of four. But where a horse's neck should begin, they bore humanoid torsos, twice as tall as a normal man's. Their heads were elongated, with too many eyes arranged in clusters, and their arms—four per creature—carried barbed spears and serrated bows.

"What the hell are those?" Adom whispered.

Her hunters, the whispers replied. The witch's favored trackers. They will not tire. They will not stop.

One of the creatures raised its head, sniffing the air. Multiple eyes swiveled independently, scanning the terrain. It made a sound—a high, keening whistle that set Adom's teeth on edge.

The others responded, spreading out to flank his position.

"They're surrounding us," Adom muttered.

Hurry, the whispers instructed. When the lead hunter passes the dead tree with three branches, run for the stone arch ahead. Do not use magic unless absolutely necessary.

Adom tensed, ready to move. The largest hunter approached the marker tree, its six hooves barely disturbing the muck beneath them.

Five, four, three... Adom counted.

"I do hope you have a plan beyond 'run faster,'" Zuni said.

Two, one, NOW!

Adom exploded from cover, pushing his body to its limit. The world slowed around him as his perception sharpened. He could see each droplet of fetid water splashing as his feet hit the ground, could count the individual teeth in the hunter's mouth as it whipped its head toward him.

The creature howled. Its spear came up, arm drawing back to throw.

Adom didn't break stride. His body twisted in mid-run, corkscrewing around the projectile as it hurtled past. Back on his feet in the same fluid motion, he kept running.

The stone arch loomed ahead—a natural formation of two leaning rocks. Beyond it, the terrain dipped into a ravine choked with mist.

"They're gaining!" Zuni warned, peering from the pocket.

Adom risked a glance back. The hunters were closing, their six-legged gallop eating up the distance with terrifying efficiency. Fifty yards. Forty. The lead hunter's spear arm was drawing back again.

Do not look back. Go through the arch.

Adom dove through the stone arch just as another spear whistled through the air where his head had been. He tucked and rolled down the steep embankment beyond, letting momentum carry him into the mist-filled ravine.

The mist swallowed him whole, thick as soup and cold as ice. For three breaths, he tumbled blindly down the slope, unable to see or orient himself. Then his feet hit solid ground, and he was running again, the whispers guiding his path through the opaque whiteness.

Left. Right. Jump the crevice. Duck under the fallen log.

The hunters crashed into the ravine behind him, their whistling calls distorted by the mist. They were still following, but blind now—tracking by sound and scent rather than sight.

"I say, this fog is rather convenient," Zuni observed, poking his head fully out of the pocket now. "Though I'd prefer if we weren't being pursued by those abominations."

Twenty yards ahead, the whispers directed. There's a passage through the rock face. Too narrow for them to follow.

Adom spotted it—a dark vertical slash in the stone wall of the ravine. He sprinted toward it, hearing the hunters closing in behind him. The lead creature was so close he could hear its breathing—wet and ragged, like a bellows pumping mud.

Five yards from the crevice, his foot caught on a hidden root. He stumbled.

The hunter behind him roared in triumph, multiple arms extending. Clawed fingers grazed Adom's back as he pitched forward.

Instinct took over. Adom tucked into a shoulder roll, converting his fall into controlled momentum. He came up smoothly and threw himself sideways into the narrow gap in the rock wall.

Stone scraped his shoulders as he squeezed through. Behind him, the hunter slammed into the opening, too large to follow. It howled in rage, one arm thrusting into the gap, claws scraping at the air inches from Adom's face.

He scrambled backward, deeper into the passage, until the arm could no longer reach him.

"That was uncomfortably close," Zuni said, his tiny body trembling against Adom's chest.

Adom sucked in a deep breath. "We made it."

Keep moving, the whispers urged. They will find another way around.

The passage was narrow but passable, winding through the rock like a natural tunnel. Adom moved forward at a steady pace, alert for any signs of danger ahead.

After what felt like hours but might have been minutes, the tunnel began to lighten. The whispers grew more insistent.

Hurry. They circle around to the other side.

Adom broke into a jog, then a run as the tunnel widened. Ahead, daylight beckoned—real daylight, not the sickly purple glow of the shadow road.

He burst from the tunnel into blinding sunshine. The transition was jarring—from cold stone to warm, sweet air. For a moment, he stood blinking, adjusting to the light.

A vast prairie stretched before him, tall grasses swaying in a gentle breeze. To his right, a clear river cut through the landscape, its waters sparkling in the sunlight.

It was beautiful. And completely at odds with the nightmarish swamp he'd left behind.

"My word," Zuni said, climbing back onto Adom's shoulder for a better view. "What a remarkable change in scenery."

Adom didn't have time to appreciate it. The ground trembled beneath his feet—the hunters, approaching from another direction.

The river, the whispers said. Get to the river. Water slows them.

Adom took off across the prairie, grass whipping around his legs as he ran. The river was perhaps two hundred yards away—an easy sprint under normal circumstances.

But the ground was shaking more violently now. Looking back, he saw them—the hunters, emerging from a hidden ravine to his left. They'd circled around, just as the whispers predicted.

And in daylight, they were even more terrifying.

Their hides weren't dark as he'd thought in the shadow road, but a mottled gray-green that shifted color as they moved, blending with their surroundings. Their multiple eyes gleamed like polished onyx, and their arms—each ending in three-fingered claws—moved with unsettling coordination.

The largest one spotted him and let out a sound like a hunting horn. The three split up, moving to surround him.

Adom calculated angles quickly. He couldn't outrun them to the river—they'd cut him off before he made it halfway.

"I need to slow them down," he muttered.

"Might I suggest using their size against them?" Zuni offered. "The terrain here seems considerably less stable than their homeland."

Adom glanced at the ground beneath his feet. The prairie wasn't solid earth but rather a floating mat of vegetation over what might be deeper water or mud.

An idea formed.

He changed direction, running parallel to the approaching hunters rather than away from them. The sudden shift seemed to confuse them momentarily.

"What precisely is the plan?" Zuni asked, clinging to Adom's collar as he accelerated.

"Making a trap."

Adom's hands moved in a subtle pattern at his side, weaving the simplest spell he could manage—just enough to weaken the ground without creating a visible energy signature.

[Loosen Earth]

The spell spread outward from his feet, affecting a circular area about twenty yards across. To the eye, nothing changed, but Adom could feel the difference—the mat of vegetation was now barely supported, floating on mud rather than anchored to anything solid.

The lead hunter charged straight toward him, six hooves pounding the earth, arms outstretched. It hit the weakened ground at full gallop.

The effect was immediate and spectacular. The surface gave way like wet paper, and the massive creature crashed through. Its forward momentum carried it several yards before it bogged down, sinking rapidly into the mud beneath. It thrashed, howling in surprise and rage, but each movement only pulled it deeper.

The other two hunters veered away from the collapsing ground, circling to approach from different angles.

"One down, two to go," Adom said, already running again, angling toward the river.

The hunters were more cautious now, testing the ground before committing their weight. It slowed them, but not enough. They were still faster than him, still gaining.

"They're rather persistent," Zuni observed.

Adom reached the riverbank with the hunters less than thirty yards behind. The water flowed swift and clear—about twenty feet across and of unknown depth.

Use it, the whispers urged. The water is yours to command.

Adom turned to face his pursuers, his back to the river. The hunters slowed their approach, spreading out to flank him. They recognized a cornered prey when they saw one.

The closest hunter raised its spear, a cruel smile spreading across its elongated face.

Adom smiled back.

The roles, it seemed, had switched.

His hands rose in a fluid motion.

[Water Manipulation]

Behind him, the river responded. A column of water rose, twisting like a living thing. It hovered for a moment, then shot forward at Adom's silent command.

The first hunter had no time to react. The water engulfed it completely, forming a churning sphere that lifted the creature off its feet. Inside the watery prison, the hunter thrashed and twisted, but couldn't break free.

Adom clenched his fist.

[Freeze]

The water prison instantly crystallized, trapping the hunter in a perfect sculpture of ice. For a heartbeat, it hung suspended in the air, a massive frozen statue. Then Adom released his hold, and it crashed to the ground, shattering into thousands of pieces.

The second hunter hesitated, multiple eyes blinking in what might have been surprise. Then, with a howl of rage, it charged.

Adom's hands were already moving again, drawing more water from the river. This time, he shaped it into dozens of spears, each as sharp as the finest steel.

[Ice Lances]

The hunter tried to dodge, its six legs moving with incredible agility. It avoided the first volley, the second, even part of the third. But there were too many. Ice spears impaled it through the chest, the neck, the hindquarters.

It stumbled, still trying to advance despite its wounds. Three more spears pierced its torso. It collapsed, ten yards from where Adom stood.

"Hah! Take this, you puny creatures, how dare you challenge a hunter as primal as a mage?" Zuni commented.

Adom lowered his hands, breathing hard. "Two down. Where's the—"

A shadow fell across him.

The third hunter—the largest—had circled during the fight. It loomed over him now, having approached silently from behind while he was distracted.

Adom spun, hands rising to weave another spell.

Too slow.

The hunter's arm swung down, not with a weapon but open-handed. The blow caught Adom across the chest, sending him flying backward.

He hit the ground hard, rolling to a stop several yards away. The spell he'd been forming dissipated, incomplete.

The hunter advanced, drawing a curved blade from its side. It made that keening whistle again—a sound of triumph.

Adom struggled to his feet, gathering his power for another spell. The white energy flowed more sluggishly now, his concentration broken by the impact. Or was it fatigue?

The hunter raised its blade.

And then it stopped. Its eyes widened, multiple pupils dilating in shock. A thin red line appeared across its neck.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the hunter's head slid from its shoulders, toppling forward to hit the ground with a dull thud. The body remained standing for three more heartbeats before collapsing in a heap.

Behind it stood a figure.

Tall—taller than Adom by at least a head—and wrapped in what looked like animal hides. A mask covered the upper half of the figure's face, crafted from what might have been a skull, white and gleaming in the sunlight. Dark hair spilled out from behind it, wild and uncut.

In the figure's hand was a curved blade, similar to the hunter's but more elegant, still dripping with dark blood.

It is her. The whispers said. The girl.

She pointed the blade directly at Adom's heart and shouted in a language he'd never heard before.

Adom raised his hands slowly. "I don't understand. I'm not your enemy."

The girl advanced, blade unwavering. She gestured at the fallen hunters, then back at Adom, clearly accusing him of bringing them here.

"I'm just trying to get away from them," Adom said, making calming gestures. "Same as you, I imagine."

The girl scoffed, saying something else in her strange language. She lunged forward suddenly, grabbing Adom by the front of his tunic and yanking him close. She was surprisingly strong for her lean frame, lifting him almost off his feet despite him being smaller than her.

Her eyes behind the wolf-skull mask were fierce and green, studying him with naked suspicion.

Do not resist her, the whispers warned suddenly. She is protected.

"I'm not going to hurt you," Adom said, keeping his hands visible and away from his body. "I just want to—"

The girl shook him violently, cutting him off. She said something else, her tone demanding. When Adom only looked confused, she shook him again, harder.

"I don't understand your language," Adom said, struggling to keep his balance as she gripped him.

"What does she want?" Zuni whispered from his pocket.

The girl spotted the movement, her eyes widening. She released Adom abruptly, jumping back and raising her blade defensively.

"It's just my friend," Adom said, carefully reaching into his pocket and lifting Zuni out. "See? He's harmless."

"I resent that characterization," Zuni muttered.

The girl stared at the quillick, momentarily distracted. Then her attention snapped back to Adom. She jabbed her blade toward him, saying something that sounded like a command.

"I think she wants us to leave," Zuni suggested.

Tell her the dryads sent you, the leaf-voice urged. Say 'meth'kal vor'as'

"Meth'kal vor'as," Adom repeated carefully.

The girl froze. The blade dipped slightly, her eyes widening behind the mask. She said something questioning, her voice softer now.

"Meth'kal vor'as," Adom repeated, gesturing to his ears. "The whispers. They guide me."

The girl's posture shifted, her head tilting as she studied him. She said something else, then gestured toward the mountains in the distance, then back at him, clearly asking a question.

"I'm trying to reach a cave," Adom said, mimicking a cave shape with his hands. "There's something there I need to find."

The girl shook her head, clearly frustrated by the language barrier. She stepped forward again, this time reaching for Adom's arm.

Let her touch you, the whispers said. She means no harm.

Adom held still as the girl grabbed his wrist. Her grip was firm but not painful. She turned his arm over, examining the white energy that still flickered beneath his skin.

"Mage," she said, one of the few words Adom could understand. She looked up at him, her expression unreadable behind the mask.

Then, with no warning, she shoved him hard.

Adom stumbled backward, surprised by the sudden aggression. "What—"

The girl was shouting now, advancing on him with her blade raised. Whatever understanding they'd briefly established was gone.

Do not resist! the whispers warned urgently. Her guardian comes!

Before Adom could process this, something massive slammed into him from behind. He felt it before he saw anything—a pressure in the air, a sense of enormous weight descending. Then he was airborne, struck by something he couldn't see but that felt like a battering ram.

He flew backward twenty feet, the world spinning around him. Somehow, his body reacted without conscious thought. He twisted mid-air, hands weaving a [Wind Cushion] spell. He landed in a crouch, one knee and one hand touching the ground to stabilize himself.

His head rang with the impact. Half-conscious, he looked up.

A distortion hovered in the air near the girl—or at least, partial form. It was enormous, at least fifteen feet tall, with a vaguely humanoid shape but no solid outline. Wind swirled around it, creating a visible boundary of dust and leaves. Where a face might be, two glowing points of blue light stared down at him with cold intensity.

The girl stood before it, tiny in comparison, one hand raised toward the spirit. She was speaking rapidly, her tone urgent.
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                Adom remained in his crouch, pulse hammering in his ears, vision still swimming slightly from the impact. The wind spirit loomed above him, its form a distortion in reality rather than a solid presence—like looking at the world through heat ripples above summer stones.

"I say, are you quite all right?" Zuni's voice came from somewhere near his collar, the quillick having crawled out of his pocket during the commotion. "That was quite an impact."

"I'm fine," Adom managed, not taking his eyes off the massive entity. "Mostly."

The spirit towered at least fifteen feet tall, vaguely humanoid in shape but constantly shifting. Where its face should be, two points of pale blue light stared down at him coldly. Wind swirled around its form, creating a visible boundary of dust, leaves, and grass.

The masked girl stood between them, her back to Adom, one hand raised toward the spirit. She was speaking rapidly in that strange language—not shouting now, but urgent, insistent. The spirit seemed to be listening.

"What precisely is that?" Zuni whispered, creeping higher on Adom's shoulder for a better look.

"Wind elemental," Adom replied quietly. "A powerful one."

He'd seen elementals a few times, of course, but fighting one was another matter entirely. Especially one this size. Most documented elementals were much smaller—Krozball-sized or at most human-sized manifestations of elemental energy.

This thing was enormous. And old, if his guess was right. The older they got, the larger and more powerful they became.

The girl was still talking, occasionally gesturing back at Adom. The elemental's glowing eyes never left him.

"I believe she's negotiating for our lives," Zuni observed. "Rather noble of her, considering she was threatening you moments ago."

Adom nodded slightly. "She's an elementalist."

"A what?"

"A mage who specializes in elemental contracts." Adom explained. "They form partnerships with elemental spirits. The spirit lends its power, the mage gives... something in return."

The Academy had an entire branch dedicated to elementalist magic, though it wasn't particularly popular. Too unpredictable, the instructors said. Too dependent on entities with their own agendas. Most students preferred the more reliable direct mana manipulation taught in the other curriculums.

Yet here was this girl, just slightly older than him from what he could tell, communicating with an elemental that could probably level a small town.

"How does one form such a partnership?" Zuni asked, fascinated despite the danger.

"There are two paths," Adom said, slowly rising to his full height. He wasn't sure why he was even discussing this right now. "The dangerous way is learning the spirit's True Name—a metaphysical sigil representing its essence. Speaking it forces subjugation, but the spirit might resist or seek revenge."

"And the second path?"

Adom glanced at Zuni, suddenly realizing what the quillick was doing.

The tiny creature was watching him with those big amber eyes, deliberately asking questions to distract him from their precarious situation. And it was working—Adom's racing heartbeat had already begun to slow. Heh, quillicks were empathic creatures. He'd forgotten that for a minute.





"A Pact Contract—a formal agreement governed by ancient spirit law. The mage anchors the spirit to our realm, giving it presence and form. In return, the spirit shares its power, but only under negotiated conditions."









The girl had stopped talking. She turned to look at Adom, her expression unreadable behind the mask. The elemental's glowing eyes narrowed.

A gust of wind hit Adom's face—not violent, but deliberate. It carried a scent of mountain snow and wild herbs.

It tests you, the whispers informed him. Show no fear, but no aggression either.

Adom stood his ground, letting the wind flow around him. He kept his hands visible at his sides, fingers relaxed, making no move to weave a spell.

The girl said something—a question, from her tone. The elemental responded not with words but with a sound like distant thunder. She nodded, then turned back to Adom.

"Meth'kal vor'as," she said again, pointing at Adom.

"Yes," Adom confirmed. "The whispers guided me here."

The girl pointed to herself. "Cyrel." Then she pointed to the elemental. "Kianthras."

Names. She was introducing herself and her partner.

"Uh... Law," he responded, touching his chest. Then, gesturing to his shoulder: "Li-bra-rian."

"Charmed, I'm sure," Zuni said with a small chirp.

Cyrel studied them for a moment longer. Then, with a decisive motion, she sheathed her curved blade in a scabbard at her hip. She gestured for Adom to follow, then turned and began walking along the riverbank, away from the fallen hunters.

The elemental—Kianthras—remained where it was, those glowing eyes tracking Adom's every move.

Go with her, the whispers urged. She will lead you to us.

"Shall we?" Zuni asked.

Adom nodded, stepping carefully around the elemental's perimeter. He could feel its attention on him like a physical weight, pressing against his skin.

Most mages had naturally occurring affinities—elements their mana resonated with more strongly. 'Water mages' found liquid manipulation easier, fire mages had an innate understanding of combustion principles, and so on.

As Adom followed Cyrel along the riverbank, he couldn't help but glance back at the massive elemental still watching him. His own affinity had always leaned toward fire and wind—basic fireballs had come easily to him even when he was just starting to manifest magic, barely able to channel mana properly.

"Excuse me," he called to Cyrel's back, making a circular motion with his finger toward the elemental. "Is your friend going to keep staring at me the whole time? It's a bit... unnerving."

Cyrel glanced back, her expression hidden behind the mask. She said something incomprehensible, then shrugged and continued walking.

"I believe that was either 'yes' or 'deal with it,'" Zuni observed dryly.

"Great," Adom muttered.

They continued in silence for several minutes, following the winding path of the river. The prairie grasses were stirred by a breeze that seemed to follow their progress.

"Law," Zuni said suddenly, "I'm wondering why our incorporeal guides aren't simply leading us directly to our destination. They've been rather insistent so far, yet now they're delegating to this masked stranger?"

Adom frowned. The quillick had a point.

"I was thinking the same thing," he admitted quietly. "The whispers know exactly where the cave is. Why do we need a guide?"





She was born on these lands, the whispers responded. This little one is our ally and will protect you better than we can in the physical realm.









"Still," Adom muttered.

Ahead, Cyrel suddenly stopped and turned back. She made a hurrying motion with her hand, then tapped her wrist impatiently—a gesture that seemed oddly universal despite the language barrier.

Adom caught up to her, then mimicked walking with his fingers, followed by a questioning shrug and pantomimed combat.

Where are we going? Will we fight more things?

Cyrel tilted her head, clearly thinking about how to respond. She pointed to the mountains in the distance, then made a cave shape with her hands. She was about to continue when something caught her attention.

Her eyes widened behind the mask.

Adom turned, following her gaze skyward.

At first, he saw nothing but blue sky and scattered clouds. Then he spotted them—tiny dots, far in the distance, approaching rapidly.

"What are those?" Zuni asked, squinting.

The dots grew larger, taking shape. Wings—massive, leathery wings that caught the sunlight. Bodies that seemed human from the waist up, but below that...

Talons. Feathers. Not human at all.

"Are those... harpies?" Adom asked, voice rising slightly.

Her sentinels! the whispers hissed urgently. Hurry!

Cyrel was already backing away, her hand going to the hilt of her curved blade. She barked something that sounded like a command, gesturing frantically toward a copse of trees about a hundred yards from the riverbank.

"To hell with stealth," Adom muttered, raising his hands. "She already knows we're here. She keeps finding me even without using magic."

White energy began to flow along his arms as he prepared to weave a spell. The harpies were close enough now that he could see their faces—beautiful but wrong, with too-wide eyes and mouths full of needle-like teeth.

"I'll handle this," he said to Cyrel, who was still gesturing toward the trees.

Adom's fingers traced a complex pattern in the air, gathering power for a mass [Conflagration] spell that would engulf the entire flock in flames.

Before he could release it, the sky darkened.

Wind howled past him with such force that he had to brace himself against it. The clouds overhead rippled, then twisted violently, spiraling into a funnel shape. A tornado formed in seconds, far faster than any natural phenomenon.

The harpies screeched in alarm, trying to veer away. Too late. The tornado expanded, catching them in its circulation. Feathers, wings, and bodies tumbled helplessly in the raging winds, carried higher and higher until they disappeared into the clouds.

Adom lowered his hands, the spell forgotten, and turned.

Cyrel stood with her arms raised, her cloak whipping around her in the gale. But it wasn't her doing it—at least, not directly. Behind her, the elemental Kianthras had fully manifested, its vaguely humanoid form now crackling with mana. The two points of light that served as its eyes were blazing like stars.

The tornado dissipated as quickly as it had formed. The sky cleared. No trace remained of the harpies.

"I want one of those," Adom said, not entirely joking.

Zuni made a noise that might have been a laugh. "Perhaps for your next birthday."

Cyrel lowered her arms, saying something to the elemental. It responded with a sound like wind whistling through mountain peaks, then faded back to its previous state—present but less visible.

She turned to Adom, making an impatient gesture toward the trees. This time, he didn't argue.

The copse of trees Cyrel led them toward turned out to be much more than it appeared from a distance. As they approached, what had seemed like an ordinary stand of trees revealed itself as the edge of a proper forest—dense, ancient, and somehow more vibrant than the prairie they were leaving behind.

Adom noticed the change as soon as they passed beneath the first trees. The air felt different—cooler, but also thicker, charged with something he couldn't quite name. The light filtered through the canopy in shafts of gold, illuminating patches of forest floor where moss grew in shades of green.

"Is it just me," he whispered to Zuni, "or does this place feel... awake?"

Zuni poked his head fully out from Adom's pocket. "Indeed. Quite extraordinarily so."

Cyrel moved ahead of them, her steps silent on the carpet of moss and fallen leaves. She carried a staff Adom hadn't noticed before—a gnarled length of pale wood that seemed to shimmer faintly when it passed through the beams of light. Where did she get that? Dimensional artifact, maybe?

They walked for several minutes, following no path Adom could discern, yet Cyrel never hesitated. Occasionally she would turn and grunt or gesture, indicating they should hurry or watch their step.

"Not much for conversation, is she?" Adom muttered.

"I believe she communicates precisely what she intends to," Zuni replied. "Just not in a manner you're accustomed to."

A rustling in the undergrowth made Adom tense, his hand automatically rising to weave a defensive spell. Cyrel shot him a sharp look and shook her head.

From the bushes emerged a fox—or at least, something fox-adjacent. Its coat was the expected russet color, but it had ten tails. It regarded them with eyes that were decidedly too knowing for a normal animal.

"Oh my," Zuni said, squirming in Adom's pocket. "Might I...?"

Before Adom could answer, the quillick had wriggled free and hopped to the ground. He approached the fox, stopping a respectful distance away. To Adom's surprise, Zuni made a small, formal bow.

"Good afternoon," the quillick said. "I am Librarian, companion to Law. Might we have the pleasure of passing through your territory?"

The fox tilted its head, regarding Zuni with evident curiosity. Then it made a series of yips and soft barks.

Zuni nodded as if he understood perfectly. "Quite so. We are merely passing through, I assure you. No intention of disturbing the balance."

The fox glanced at Adom, then back at Zuni. Another series of yips.

"Oh, him?" Zuni looked back at Adom. "Yes, he's rather dense about these things, but he's learning. Druidic inclinations, you see. Still developing."

"Wait," Adom said, staring at the exchange in disbelief. "You can actually understand what it's saying?"

"Of course," Zuni replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. "Can't you?"

"No! I mean... not without using my mana to create an empathic bridge first."

The fox made what sounded suspiciously like a laugh—a huffing, breathy sound—before turning and trotting away into the undergrowth.

"What just happened?" Adom asked as Zuni scampered back to him and climbed up to his shoulder.

"A perfectly civil exchange," Zuni said. "She was merely inquiring about our business here. I assured her we mean no harm."

Cyrel had paused a few yards ahead, watching them. She made a beckoning gesture and continued walking.

"How did you do that?" Adom asked Zuni as they followed. "Communicate with the fox?"

"I simply listened," Zuni replied. "Much as you did with the Graven Scale. All creatures have their own way of speaking, if one bothers to pay attention."

"But that was different. I was using empathic projection—creating an emotional bridge with my mana."

"A useful technique," Zuni agreed, "but not the only way to communicate. Sometimes one must simply... listen."

"Listen to what? I didn't hear words."

"Perhaps you weren't listening with the correct faculty." Zuni's tone was patient, like a teacher explaining a simple concept to a particularly slow student. "Try again, with the next creature we encounter."

They didn't have to wait long.

The forest seemed increasingly alive around them, teeming with creatures that weren't quite normal. A squirrel with translucent, leaf-like ears scampered across their path. Birds with vivid plumage flitted between branches. And once, Adom could have sworn he saw a deer with small antlers made of crystal, though it vanished before he could be certain.

Then, as they crossed a small stream via stepping stones, Adom spotted something perched on a low branch ahead—an owl, despite it being full daylight. Like the fox, it wasn't quite what it should be. Its feathers seemed to shimmer with a faint bluish light, and its eyes were far too large and intelligent.

"Perfect," Zuni said. "Now, try to communicate. Don't overthink it."

"What should I say?" Adom whispered.

"Whatever comes naturally. Just remember to listen afterward."

Adom stared at the owl, feeling foolish. "Uh... hello?"

The owl blinked slowly.

"Maybe try using your mana," Zuni suggested. "As a conduit. Like that one time in the dungeon."

Adom nodded. He focused on the white energy that had been coursing through him since the transformation. Instead of shaping it into a spell structure, he let it flow naturally, extending it outward in tendrils similar to how he'd connected with the Graven Scale.

The owl's head swiveled slightly, its attention sharpening.

"Hello," Adom tried again, focusing on projecting simple curiosity and goodwill through the mana.

And then, to his shock, he heard—no, not heard exactly—a response.

Such a noisy way to speak. The words formed directly in his mind, as clear as if someone had spoken them aloud, yet they bypassed his ears entirely.

Adom nearly lost his concentration from the shock. "I... you can talk?"

All things speak. Few listen properly. The owl's mental voice was dry, faintly amused, with an undertone of patience. You are new to this, fledgling.

"Yes," Adom admitted. "Very new. I'm still learning."

Learning is good. The forest remembers learners.

"What does that mean?"

But the owl had apparently decided the conversation was over. It spread its wings—revealing patterns of starlight within its feathers—and glided away into the deeper forest.

"That was incredible," Adom breathed. "I could actually hear its thoughts. Not just sense emotions or impressions, but actual words."

"Indeed," Zuni agreed, looking mildly impressed. "Though I daresay your technique could use refinement. You projected so much mana you were practically shouting."

"You could hear that?"

"Not precisely. But I could certainly feel it." Zuni adjusted his position on Adom's shoulder. "You see, I don't use mana for this—at least, not consciously. For quillicks, it's entirely natural. We simply... understand."

"So you don't know how you do it?"

"Can you explain precisely how you breathe? Or how your heart beats? Some things simply are."

Cyrel had stopped to watch the exchange, her head tilted in apparent interest. When Adom turned to her, she nodded once, as if confirming something to herself, then continued walking.

As they ventured deeper into the forest, Adom began to notice other presences—whisper-thin at first, then more distinct. Shapes in the corner of his eye that vanished when he tried to look directly at them. Ripples in the air like heat distortion, but cool to the touch. And once, a distinct impression of a tiny, humanoid figure darting behind a mushroom.

"Zun- I mean, Librarian," he whispered, "I think I'm seeing spirits."

"Most assuredly," Zuni replied, entirely unperturbed. "This forest seems to be quite densely populated with them."

A particularly bold one materialized on a branch near Adom's head—a small, translucent figure with features that seemed to shift between human, animal, and plant. It chattered at him, the sound like tiny bells.

This time, Adom didn't hesitate. He extended his awareness through his mana, creating a bridge without forcing it, and—

Curious-strange-new-friend? The thoughts came not as coherent words but as fragmented impressions, a jumble of concepts and feelings.

"Yes," Adom said, smiling. "New friend. My name is Law."

Law-name-sound-nice. Play-follow-come?

"I can't right now. I'm following her." He gestured to Cyrel.

The spirit seemed to consider this, then nodded vigorously. Cyrel-friend-guardian-yes. Go-follow-good.

It dissolved back into mist, but Adom could feel its presence continuing to follow them, joined by others—a small entourage of curious spirits trailing their progress.

The deeper they went, the more the forest came alive around them. Adom found himself able to sense more and more of the hidden life—not just animals and spirits, but the trees themselves, each with its own slow, patient awareness. The moss beneath their feet. The fungi growing in networks beneath the soil. All connected, all communicating in their own ways.

And he could understand them now—not with his ears, but with something else, some sense he hadn't known he possessed. Some of the voices were complex and articulate, like the owl's. Others were simpler, more primal—hunger, curiosity, territorial warnings. A symphony of consciousness that had always been there, just beyond normal perception.

"This is overwhelming," he admitted to Zuni. "How do you filter it all?"

"With practice," Zuni replied. "Focus on one voice at a time, rather than trying to hear the entire chorus."

Adom tried, concentrating on a nearby chipmunk that was watching them from a tree root. Its thoughts were rapid, skittering things, but with a clear thread of personality behind them.

Tall-walkers smell strange. Not-forest, but not-danger. The small blue one speaks well. Perhaps they have seeds? No, no time for seeds. Must warn the burrow-family about the hawk-shadow from this morning.

"Their thoughts are so... mundane," Adom said, surprised.

"What were you expecting?" Zuni asked. "Philosophical treatises? Cosmic revelations? Most creatures are concerned with survival and their immediate needs, much like most humans."

"I guess I just thought..."

"That because they're different, they must be profound?" Zuni sounded amused. "A common misconception. Though occasionally—" he nodded toward a massive old oak they were passing, "—you'll find exceptions."

Adom extended his senses toward the ancient tree. What came back was so vast and slow that he could only catch fragments—memories of centuries, impressions of countless seasons, a patient awareness of the smallest changes in its environment. It was like trying to comprehend an entire library from reading random pages.

"It's too much," he said, pulling back.

"Quite so," Zuni agreed. "Elder trees are rather like trying to read an encyclopedia all at once. One must approach them with specific questions, or simply appreciate their presence without trying to understand fully."

A brown rabbit hopped onto the path ahead of them, sitting up on its hind legs to study the travelers. Unlike the fox or owl, it appeared completely ordinary.

More big-walkers. The masked one again. Others new. Not fox-smell, not hawk-smell. Not danger-smell. Curious.

"Hello," Adom projected, careful to keep his mana gentle this time.

The rabbit's nose twitched rapidly. Speaks-in-head! Strange. You speak plant-tongue?

"Plant-tongue?"

Green-speak. Growing-language. The silent words.

Adom glanced at Zuni, who nodded encouragingly. "I'm learning," he told the rabbit.

Learning good. Many forget. Many no longer listen. The rabbit hopped closer, inspecting him. You listen well for big-walker. Most stomp-crash-break through forest, no hearing when trees cry.

"I'm sorry about that," Adom said, not knowing what else to say.

Not-your-fault. The rabbit scratched its ear with a hind foot. Here, joke for new listener: Why do squirrels make bad hunters?

Adom blinked, thrown by the sudden shift. "I... don't know. Why?"

They only go for the easy nuts! The rabbit's mental voice conveyed such delight at its own joke that Adom couldn't help laughing.

"That's terrible," he said, grinning.

Best joke! All creatures laugh. Even grumpy badger laughed, once.

"Well, thank you for sharing it."

The rabbit nodded, satisfied, then hopped off the path and disappeared into the undergrowth, its thoughts fading from Adom's perception.

Adom turned to find both Zuni and Cyrel watching him. The quillick looked pleased with that particular smile of his; the girl just stood there.

"What?" he asked.

"You're improving rapidly," Zuni said. "That was a much more natural exchange."

Cyrel said something in her own language, gesturing between Adom and the spot where the rabbit had been.

"I believe she's impressed," Zuni translated—or interpreted. "Not many of her visitors communicate with the forest dwellers so quickly."

Adom felt oddly pleased by the implied compliment. "It's coming more naturally than I expected. Like I'm remembering a skill rather than learning a new one."

He thought about the other changes he'd noticed since his transformation. Back in the swamp, he'd managed to weave multiple spells simultaneously—keeping the water sphere active while freezing it, then immediately forming the ice lances without a moment's pause. Before, even simple dual-casting would have left him winded. And now he was apparently developing the ability to directly communicate with animals and spirits without formal training.

Whatever the white energy was, it was enhancing his capabilities far beyond normal progression. Something to explore more fully once they were out of immediate danger.

As they continued walking, Adom found himself intentionally reaching out to more of the forest inhabitants, practicing the delicate balance of projection and reception. Some ignored him. Others responded with varying degrees of coherence and interest. A particularly grouchy badger told him, in no uncertain terms, to keep his "mind-voice" to himself unless he had something important to say.

The more he practiced, the more natural it felt. The white energy that flowed through him seemed particularly well-suited to this kind of communication—not forcing connections, but offering them, creating bridges where creatures could meet halfway.

Cyrel occasionally glanced back at him, her eyes above the mask showing what might have been approval or possibly amusement at his growing excitement. Once, when he successfully communicated with a family of mice without frightening them, she nodded and made a small gesture that somehow conveyed "well done."

They stopped briefly by a small pond, where Cyrel knelt to refill a water skin. Adom took the opportunity to sit on a fallen log, processing everything he'd experienced.

"I've never felt anything like this," he admitted to Zuni. "It's like... discovering a sense I never knew I had."

"In a manner of speaking, that's precisely what's happening," Zuni replied, grooming his silver-tipped spines. "Professor Elowen once said humans are born with the capacity for this awareness, but most never develop it. Your magical transformation seems to have... accelerated the process considerably."

A dragonfly zipped past Adom's face, then hovered.

You-new-you-different-you-changed-river-speaks-of-you, its thoughts came in rapid, almost incomprehensible bursts.

"The river speaks of me?" Adom asked, trying to follow.

Yes-yes-river-remembers-all-who-touch-it-you-changed-its-song-with-ice-magic-river-curious-about-you.

"Is that... good?"

Rivers-judge-not-rivers-observe-remember-flow-on. The dragonfly darted away, its attention already elsewhere.

Adom looked toward the pond, extending his awareness cautiously. There was something there—a consciousness so alien and fluid that he could barely grasp it. The water itself, aware in some fundamental way, but with a mind utterly unlike anything human.

"Fascinating, isn't it?" Zuni said. "Water has the longest memory of all elements. It retains impressions of everything it touches."

"How do you know all this?" Adom asked.

"Quillicks are naturally empathic," Zuni replied, sounding almost smug. "We're born with the awareness you're now developing. Though I must say, you're progressing at a remarkable rate."

As if in response to his words, a notification appeared in Adom's awareness:

[Path Advancement]Through consistent practice and natural talent, your understanding of druidic principles has deepened significantly.
Path of the Druid has advanced from Novice to Initiate.

Current Paths:Runicologist (Expert)
Alchemist (Novice)
Druid (Initiate)

Adom blinked, surprised but pleased. "I just advanced to Initiate in the druidic path."

"Indeed?" Zuni peered at him curiously. "That was rather quick. Perhaps the white energy is enhancing your natural capabilities."

Cyrel had finished with the water and was watching them again. She made an impatient gesture toward the depths of the forest.

"Yes, yes, we're coming," Adom said, standing.

As they continued their journey, Adom noticed the spirits growing more numerous and less shy. They flickered around Cyrel like familiar companions, occasionally approaching Adom with curious chirps and bell-like laughter.

"They seem to know her well," he observed.

"She is of this place," Zuni replied.

            

    
        Chapter 104. Multi Weaving

    
    
    
    
                Adom's fingers traced four distinct patterns in the air simultaneously, each hand splitting its work between two separate spell matrices. White energy flowed in controlled streams, never crossing, never mingling where it shouldn't. Four spells, four completely different effects, all being woven at the exact same moment.

And he wasn't even breaking a sweat.

[Shatter Shield] formed in front of the corrupted bear charging toward them—a pale hexagonal barrier designed to fragment upon impact.

[Wind Step] gathered at his feet, ready to propel him thirty yards in any direction the instant he needed to move.

[Frost Lance] collected above his left shoulder, ice crystals condensing from the moisture in the air.

[Heat Sense] spread outward in an invisible dome, tracking the movements of everything warm-blooded within fifty yards.

Four spells. At once. Without confusion or degradation.

This wasn't just impressive. It was impossible.

The Academy's Fundamentals of Spell Weaving textbook devoted an entire chapter to the limitations of human cognition. "The binding constraint on simultaneous weaving isn't mana capacity but mental bandwidth," Master Thorne had explained during Adom's first year. "Each spell requires complete visualization of structure, precise intent, and controlled mana flow. Divide your attention and you divide your effectiveness—usually catastrophically."

The human brain simply wasn't wired to process multiple complex magical structures simultaneously. It was like trying to solve four crystal lattice equations while also tracking how each solution affected the others. Most mages—even talented ones—could only handle a single spell at a time.

Double-weaving was rare enough to be remarkable. In the entire history of the Academy, only a handful of human mages had mastered it reliably. The current Archmage was the only known human who could consistently double-weave without exhausting himself.

Triple-weaving was the stuff of legends among humans. Something theoretically possible but practically unattainable.

And quadruple-weaving? Unheard of. Even among elves, it took centuries of practice to achieve. Their extended lifespans and differently structured minds gave them advantages humans couldn't match. An elven mage might reach quadruple-weaving by their fourth century—if they were exceptionally gifted and dedicated.

Yet here was Adom, doing it after a few days.

The corrupted bear crashed into his [Shatter Shield]. The barrier exploded exactly as designed, driving crystalline fragments into the creature's flesh. It roared in pain and fury, blood matting its unnaturally dark fur.

Without breaking concentration, Adom triggered [Wind Step], vanishing from where he stood and reappearing behind a massive oak. The [Frost Lance] above his shoulder tracked with him perfectly, maintaining its position relative to his body. He launched it with a flick of his fingers, sending the spear of ice hurtling toward a second corrupted creature emerging from the underbrush.

All while [Heat Sense] continued to feed him information about three more hostiles circling their position.

"Law, behind you!" Zuni called from a nearby branch where he'd taken refuge.

Adom didn't even turn. He simply processed the information from [Heat Sense], registered the approaching threat, and shifted his [Shatter Shield] to intercept a wolf-like creature with too many legs as it leaped at his back.

Four spells. Perfectly maintained. And it felt... natural. Hard to do, but natural.

This shouldn't be possible, Adom thought, a thrill running through him despite the danger.

His entire life, he'd been limited to single spells. Even after decades of practice in his previous timeline, double-weaving had remained challenging—something he could manage for brief periods under ideal conditions.

The corruption had spread further into the forest than they'd anticipated. What had started as a serene journey had quickly turned dangerous once they'd passed an invisible boundary. The animals here were wrong—twisted by dark magic that warped not just their bodies but their minds.

Cyrel fought nearby, her curved blade flashing as she danced between two bear-sized creatures. Behind her, Kianthras manifested partially, sending gusts of sharp wind to keep the corrupted beasts off-balance.

Adom dispatched the wolf-thing with a precisely timed detonation of [Shatter Shield], then reached out with his druidic senses toward the remaining corrupted animals. What he felt made him wince—pain, confusion, rage, all unnaturally amplified and twisted into a relentless hunger.

"They're being controlled!" he called to Cyrel. "Something is forcing them to attack!"

Cyrel nodded sharply, adjusting her stance to focus more on defensive maneuvers. She shouted something back, gesturing toward the mountains with her free hand.

"I believe she's saying the source lies ahead," Zuni translated from his perch. "Presumably this charming witch we're all so eager to meet."

Adom maintained his four spells, adjusting each one with subtle tweaks that should have required his full attention. The white energy flowing through him made it all feel intuitive, like extensions of his own body.

He studied the corrupted bear as it recovered from the [Frost Lance], noticing thin strands of sickly purple energy connecting it to something in the direction of the mountains.

"It's like puppet strings," he said. "If we can sever the connection..."

He allowed [Shatter Shield] to dissipate while maintaining the other three spells. In its place, he began weaving a fourth defensive barrier to give them a moment's breathing room.

"We can't beat them all," Adom called to Cyrel. "There are too many, and something's controlling them!"

Cyrel glanced back at the corrupted animals regrouping for another attack. She shouted something to Kianthras, who responded by fully manifesting for the first time since they'd entered the forest. The wind elemental surged forward, creating a swirling barrier that separated them from the corrupted beasts.

"Come!" Cyrel called—the first word she'd spoken that Adom actually understood. She was already running, her staff extended before her, casting a faint blue light that cut through the gloom of the forest.

Adom released all but [Heat Sense] and [Wind Step], then raced after her. Zuni leaped from the tree as he passed, landing neatly on his shoulder.

Cyrel's hand shot out and grabbed Adom's wrist. Before he could react, she shouted something that sounded like a command to Kianthras. The elemental swirled around them, condensing into a tight funnel.

"What are you—" Adom's question turned into a startled yelp as they were suddenly launched skyward, air pressure pinning him against Cyrel as the ground fell away beneath them at alarming speed.

"Oh dear," Zuni exclaimed, clinging desperately to Adom's collar. "A bit of warning might have been customary!"

The forest shrank below them, becoming a green carpet stretched across the landscape. The mountain range loomed ahead, much closer now, jagged peaks cutting into the blue sky. Kianthras had formed a protective bubble of calm air around them while propelling them forward at a speed no human could possibly achieve on foot.

Cyrel pointed toward a specific peak—one with an unusual flat-topped summit. She shouted something over the wind.

"I believe that's our destination," Zuni interpreted, his voice slightly strained as he maintained his grip. "Though I must say, I prefer more terrestrial modes of transportation."

Adom's stomach lurched as they banked sharply, changing direction. He maintained [Heat Sense], keeping track of their surroundings despite the disorientation of sudden flight. Thanks to the spell, he noticed the approaching threats before he saw them.

"We've got company," he warned, pointing to their right.

Six shapes approached rapidly, silhouetted against the clouds. Harpies—the same kind they'd encountered before. Their human-like torsos and bird-like lower halves were unmistakable, as were the wicked talons extended toward the travelers.

"I'm starting to think your witch doesn't like visitors," Adom said to Cyrel, already weaving [Frost Lance] while maintaining [Heat Sense]. His hands traced the patterns with, white energy coalescing into a deadly spear of ice.

The lead harpy screeched, diving toward them with impressive speed. Adom launched his spell directly into its path. The lance caught it mid-dive, impaling it through the chest. The creature's screech cut off abruptly as it plummeted toward the ground far below.

Two more harpies attacked from opposite sides.

Kianthras expanded the air barrier outward in a sharp burst, catching one and sending it tumbling away. The other managed to breach the barrier, talons extended toward Cyrel's face.

Adom abandoned spell-weaving and did the simplest thing he could think of—he punched it. His fist connected with force, knocking the harpy back out of their protective bubble. It recovered quickly, wings beating furiously as it prepared for another pass.

Cyrel pulled something from her belt—a small, curved knife that gleamed with unnatural brightness. She flicked it toward the approaching harpies, and the blade elongated mid-flight, turning into a bright arc that sliced through two of them before returning to her hand like a boomerang.

The final harpy, perhaps recognizing its disadvantage, turned to flee. Kianthras didn't give it the chance. The elemental extended a tendril of concentrated wind that caught the creature and compressed around it, crushing it with terrifying efficiency.

Cyrel shouted something to the elemental. Their trajectory shifted, angling downward toward a clearing near the base of the mountain. The descent was even more stomach-churning than the ascent, with Kianthras spinning them in a controlled fall that made the world blur around them.

They touched down with surprising gentleness, Kianthras gradually dissipating the wind funnel until they stood firmly on solid ground again. Adom took a moment to steady himself, fighting the lingering sensation that the world was still spinning.

Cyrel was breathing hard, her shoulders rising and falling with each breath. She straightened, pointing toward a narrow path that wound up the mountainside.

"That way," she managed in heavily accented common speech. "Hurry."

Adom turned to look where she indicated, then froze, eyes widening.

"What is that?" he whispered.

Hanging from the cliff face above the path was a massive structure that resembled nothing so much as a chrysalis—a cocoon at least twenty feet long and nearly as wide, glistening with an oily sheen in the afternoon light. It pulsed slowly, as if breathing, the surface rippling in rhythmic waves.

Cyrel spun around, following his gaze. She cursed in her own language, her hand flying to the hilt of her blade. Kianthras reacted immediately, gathering into a tighter form and launching toward the chrysalis.

The elemental whipped into a ferocious tornado, engulfing the massive cocoon. Debris tore away from the mountainside as Kianthras intensified, the air howling with destructive force.

Adom instinctively activated [Flow Perception].

Through the whirling debris and chaos of the tornado, he caught a flash of pale light from inside the chrysalis—a glow that pulsed once, twice, then concentrated into a focused beam.

"Get down!" he shouted, already weaving [Barrier Shield]. The white structure of magical energy formed just in time to intercept the beam as it shot from the center of the tornado.

The impact sent him staggering backward, but the shield held. The beam dissipated against it, scattering into harmless motes of light.

Kianthras's tornado suddenly collapsed, the elemental thrown backward as if struck by an immense force. The wind entity tumbled through the air before reforming some distance away, visibly diminished.

Where the chrysalis had been, a figure now hovered—a woman, or something woman-shaped. Her skin was alabaster pale, her limbs impossibly long. Great translucent wings extended from her back, iridescent like a butterfly's but with patterns that hurt the eyes if observed too long. With eyes that contained no whites or pupils—just solid, reflective black.

"How rude," she said. "I was in the middle of a quite delightful metamorphosis."

She drifted downward, touching the ground with bare feet. Her movements were too fluid, as if her bones weren't quite solid. In her hand, she held what appeared to be a small crystal orb that pulsed with purple light.

Kianthras surged forward again, but the woman casually raised the orb. A pulse of energy shot out, wrapping around the elemental like a net. Kianthras struggled against the restraint, its form wavering.

"No, no," the woman chided. "Stay put, little storm. Adults are talking."

Cyrel stepped forward, blade raised, shouting something in her language. The woman looked at her with mild interest.

"Oh, hello child. It has been a while." She turned to Adom, her black eyes reflecting his image like dark mirrors. "And you've brought me a guest. How thoughtful."

"Who are you?" Adom asked, maintaining his shield while trying to weave [Frost Lance] simultaneously.

"You may call me Visariel." She tilted her head, studying him.

Zuni peeked out from behind Adom's collar, curiosity apparently overcoming caution. "Would you happen to be the witch?"

Visariel's attention shifted to the quillick, her lips curving into a smile. "How adorable. A pet that speaks."

"I am no one's pet," Zuni replied stiffly.

"Of course not." Her tone made it clear she didn't believe him. She returned her attention to Adom. "I'm rather cross about you killing my little toys, you know. Those forest creatures took such effort to improve."

"Improve?" Adom's grip on his spells tightened. "You corrupted them."

"Enhanced," Visariel corrected. "They were so limited before. So bound by their nature." She gestured with her free hand, and the orb pulsed again, tightening its grip on Kianthras. The elemental's form flickered dangerously.

"Stop that," Adom demanded. "You're hurting it."

"That's rather the point." Visariel's smile never wavered. "Now, shall we discuss what brings my master's runaway daughter and a young human mage to my doorstep? Or should I simply kill you both and extract the information afterward?"

"Your master's daughter?" Adom repeated, looking at Cyrel. "What do you mean?"

Cyrel's stance shifted, her grip on her blade tightening.

Visariel laughed. "Oh my. She didn't tell you? How perfectly amusing." She circled them slowly, wings shimmering. "Little Cyrel here is the Sovereign Metamorph's runaway daughter."

Adom glanced between them, quickly reassessing everything he knew. Cyrel had helped him. The whispers had directed him to her. Whatever her parentage, her actions spoke clearly enough.

"Is that supposed to mean something to me?" Adom asked, maintaining his shield.

Visariel's features registered surprise. "Well, well. Perhaps you're not as informed as I assumed." She smiled. "The Sovereign Metamorph—or the 'witch,' as you primitive creatures likely call her—has been searching for her wayward child for quite some time."

Cyrel made a sharp sound behind her mask.

"Still pretending you don't remember proper speech?" Visariel tsked. "Thirty-four years away, and you act like you've forgotten everything."

Adom couldn't hide his surprise at that. He looked at Cyrel more carefully. She appeared to be in her early-twenties at most—certainly not old enough to have been away for over three decades.

"Finding you has been quite the challenge," Visariel continued, addressing Cyrel directly now. "But when your new friend here started throwing mana around like festival fireworks, well... you might as well have sent up a signal flare. The Sovereign felt it from leagues away."

The orb in Visariel's hand pulsed again, sending another shock through Kianthras. The elemental's form wavered dangerously.

"I'm sure you're confused," Visariel said to Adom, her tone falsely sympathetic. "Let me enlighten you. This masked creature has been deceiving you. She isn't your ally—she's merely using you as bait or a shield. Why else would she bring you so close to her mother's domain?"

Adom kept his expression neutral, though his mind worked quickly. The butterfly woman was trying to turn them against each other—a basic but effective tactic when facing multiple opponents. Divide and conquer.

"She's been quite naughty," Visariel continued, her wings fluttering. "Running away just when her mother needed her most. Abandoning her responsibilities, her family, her destiny. And now here she is, playing guide to a human mage as if she were some common forest dweller."

Cyrel didn't respond verbally, but her posture tensed further.

"Your mother misses you," Visariel said with mock tenderness. "The Sovereign has such plans for her only daughter. Such a future awaits, if only she'd stop this childish rebellion."

"Why tell me all this?" Adom asked, deliberately drawing Visariel's attention away from Cyrel.

"Because you deserve to know who you're really traveling with," Visariel smiled. "And because it amuses me to see the truth revealed."

Adom considered the situation. If Cyrel was indeed the witch's daughter, that explained her familiarity with these lands and her opposition to whatever was happening here. It also explained why the whispers had guided him to her—an enemy of his enemy.

"Did you think I wouldn't notice you weaving that second spell beneath your shield?" Visariel suddenly asked, her tone hardening. "You humans are so transparent."

The orb pulsed again, and this time Kianthras made a sound—a high, thin keening like wind through a narrow canyon. The elemental was in pain.

"Stop it," Adom demanded.

"Come with me willingly, both of you, and perhaps I'll release this pitiful creature." Visariel's wings began to shimmer with those hypnotic patterns again. "The Sovereign Metamorph wishes to see her daughter... and to examine you, human. That transformation has piqued her interest considerably."

Adom kept his eyes on Visariel's face, carefully avoiding her wings. He could feel the tension radiating from Cyrel beside him.

"You're trying to turn us against each other," Adom said flatly. "It won't work."

Visariel's smile faltered slightly. "Am I? Or am I simply revealing uncomfortable truths? Ask yourself why she concealed her identity. Ask yourself why she led you here, to the very edge of the Sovereign's domain."

Adom didn't need to ask. The answer was clear enough in Cyrel's actions—in her fighting alongside him, in her protection against the corrupted animals, in the way the forest spirits had recognized and respected her.

Cyrel made a quick hand gesture toward him—three fingers spread, then closed into a fist. He wasn't sure what it meant, but the intent behind it felt clear: be ready.

"The hard way it is, then," Visariel sighed, raising the orb high. Purple light began to intensify within it.

Adom didn't hesitate. He dropped his shield and immediately wove [Wind Step], vanishing from where he stood just as Cyrel lunged forward, her blade aimed directly at Visariel's heart.
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Adom had certain expectations about how this encounter would unfold.

 




Obviously, the butterfly woman would be formidable. She was, after all, a lieutenant of the so-called Sovereign Metamorph, transformed beyond humanity, wielding an artifact powerful enough to contain a wind elemental, and possessing wings with hypnotic patterns specifically evolved to ensnare minds.

By all reasonable metrics, she should have been a significant threat—possibly the most dangerous opponent he had faced in this new life.

The fight should have lasted minutes, if not hours. There should have been dramatic reversals of fortune, desperate moments where victory seemed impossible, perhaps even a heroic sacrifice or two.

It was... disorienting how easy it was.

When Adom activated [Wind Step] and reappeared behind Visariel, he fully expected to be countered immediately. Surely a being of her caliber would anticipate such a basic tactic. When his [Frost Lance] caught her left wing, crystallizing the delicate membrane into brittle ice, he waited for the trap to spring—for her apparent vulnerability to reveal itself as a feint.

But her shocked expression seemed genuine. Too genuine.

"Is she playing with me?" he thought, immediately weaving [Barrier Shield] as a precaution.

Visariel raised her orb, purple energy coalescing into what was undoubtedly a deadly spell. Adom countered with [Mana Disrupt], striking the orb directly. The purple energy within it flickered, then destabilized. The magical net around Kianthras unraveled.

This wasn't right. Someone of her power shouldn't be this... predictable.

Visariel's face contorted with what appeared to be genuine surprise, then quickly shifted to focused determination. Her fingers traced complex patterns—skilled, precise movements that generated three separate attack spells simultaneously. Purple tendrils, barbed and glistening, lashed toward him from different angles.

"Finally," Adom thought, "the real fight begins."

Except it didn't.

He found himself tracking each spell's trajectory with bizarre clarity, as if time had slowed around him. He wove [Barrier Shield], [Wind Step], and [Mana Disrupt] in response—not sequentially, but in parallel, his mind maintaining all three spell structures simultaneously without strain.

Each of her attacks was neutralized with methodical precision. Sweat beaded on his forehead from the effort, but it wasn't the desperate exertion he'd anticipated. It was more like solving a complex but ultimately straightforward puzzle.

Visariel retreated a step, wings beating frantically, her damaged left one hanging uselessly. For the first time, she showed something beyond shock—calculation. She was reassessing him, adjusting her strategy.

"What are you?" she asked, her voice steady despite her obvious concern.

"I... I am not quite sure myself," Adom answered truthfully, surprised by his own calm. He genuinely didn't know what was happening to him, and that should have terrified him. Instead, he found himself clinically curious, as if observing a particularly interesting specimen under a mage-lens.

Is this how I die? he wondered. Not by an enemy's hand, but by becoming something I don't recognize?

Visariel gathered a massive amount of purple energy between her hands—not a precise spell but raw, concentrated power. The air crackled with it, distorting the space between them. Her black eyes narrowed in focus.

"You're dangerous," she said simply.

This attack was different—primal, overwhelming. Adom reached for his most powerful defensive weaving, [Grand Barrier], only to discover his instincts pushing him in a completely different direction. Instead of defending, he stepped forward and simply... disrupted her spell. Not with a counter, but by reaching out with white energy and breaking her mana flow at precisely the right junction point.

The purple mass collapsed in on itself. Feedback surged through Visariel's form. She gasped, dropping to one knee, the orb slipping from her fingers and rolling across the stone.

Cyrel had taken several steps back, watching with clear amazement. Kianthras hovered nearby, fully reformed but seemingly wary of approaching either combatant.

Adom closed the distance, his body moving almost of its own accord. He grabbed Visariel by the throat and lifted—another action that should have been beyond his physical capabilities. Her feet dangled above the ground, wings fluttering weakly.

He was breathing hard now, fatigue finally catching up with him. The fight wasn't physically taxing in the traditional sense, but maintaining this level of mana manipulation was draining him rapidly.

Looking into Visariel's solid black eyes, he saw not fear but analytical assessment. She was studying him even now, even in defeat.

Visariel's eyes widened with something Adom had never expected to see in such a creature—genuine fear. Her hands clawed at his grip, wings beating frantically but ineffectively. She couldn't speak, could barely breathe.

[Your Mana Pool has reached another threshold: 208/1300]

The system message flashed in his peripheral vision, momentarily distracting him. When had that happened? The white energy flowing through him, the strange clarity of his thoughts, the impossible quadruple-weaving—it all pointed to something fundamental changing within him.

"What the hell is going on?" he wondered, studying his free hand. Faint white energy coursed just beneath his skin, visible only when he focused on it.

Visariel's struggles were weakening. The analytical part of Adom's mind noted with detached curiosity that he should probably be disturbed by how easily he was overpowering a clearly supernatural being. Instead, he found himself cataloging the physiological differences between her transformed body and a normal human's—thinner bone structure, altered musculature, the strange iridescence of her skin.

A researcher's fascination, not a warrior's triumph.

Her free hand suddenly produced a crystalline dagger, its edge glinting with poisonous purple. Even in her desperation, there was calculation in her eyes—not resignation, but determination. She would not die without taking him with her.

The dagger drove toward his heart with surprising speed.

Adom weaved another [Wind Step], vanishing from her grasp.

The dagger sliced through empty air. He reappeared directly behind her, left hand clutching into a fist.

THUNDER SHRIMP

White energy concentrated in his fist, condensing into a space smaller than a coin. Physics warped around his hand, the air itself seeming to bend inward.

When his fist connected with Visariel's back, there was a moment of perfect stillness—a heartbeat where nothing happened.

Then came the collapse.

The cavitation bubble imploded with a sound like thunder cracking directly overhead. The compressed mana released all at once, focused into a single devastating point of impact.

Visariel's upper body simply ceased to exist.

One moment she was there, the next she was a fine red mist hanging in the air. Blood, bone fragments, and viscera sprayed outward in a horrific display. Her lower half remained standing for a surreal second before collapsing, legs twitching and spasming as the last neural signals fired through what remained of her nervous system.

Adom staggered backward, gasping for breath. The attack had drained him more than he'd anticipated, leaving him light-headed and trembling. He dropped to one knee, watching with detached fascination as blood pooled across the stone, spreading in an ever-widening circle from the still-twitching remains.

Zuni emerged from his hiding place among the rocks, approaching cautiously. He surveyed the grisly scene.

"I must say," he remarked dryly, watching a particularly vigorous spasm of the leg, "I would not care to be in her position. Though I suppose technically, she isn't in any position anymore."

A final jet of blood spurted from what remained of the torso, emphasizing his point.





Moments later, Cyrel frantically gestured toward the mountain path. She made a series of quick hand movements—fingers splayed, then bunched, followed by a sweeping motion away from them.

Kianthras had reformed, its swirling form still unstable but functional again. The elemental hovered protectively near Cyrel, occasionally sending gusts of wind toward the forest below, as if scanning for threats.

Adom caught his breath. Cyrel's gestures were urgent, but the language barrier remained frustrating.

"We need to understand each other," he muttered as he reached out with his druidic sense toward Cyrel. It was different from connecting with animals or plants—her mind was complex, layered with emotions and thoughts far more sophisticated than, say, a bear's simple drives.

"Can you understand me now?" he asked, maintaining the connection.

Cyrel's eyes widened. She took a half-step back, then stilled. Her lips moved behind her mask, forming unfamiliar words, but in Adom's mind they translated clearly:

"How are you doing this?"

"It's a druidic technique," he explained. "Not perfect, but it should help us communicate."

Her surprise faded quickly, replaced by practical urgency. "We need to go. Now. She won't be alone. The Sovereign—my mother—will have felt our battle."

"Your mother," Adom repeated, testing the connection.

"Yes," Cyrel's mental voice was clipped, efficient. "More servants will come. Visariel was merely the first."

She gestured to Kianthras, who expanded its form to engulf the crystalline orb Visariel had dropped. The artifact disappeared into the elemental's swirling mass.

"The orb controls elementals," she explained, already moving toward the path. "Better with us than with them."

Adom wanted to ask about her mother, about why she'd hidden her identity, about the thirty-four years she'd apparently been away despite her youthful appearance. He wanted to understand what exactly they were facing and why a supposedly normal witch merited titles like "Sovereign Metamorph."

But Cyrel was already sprinting up the mountain path, Kianthras flowing ahead like a scout. Zuni scrambled up to Adom's shoulder.

"I take it we're postponing the detailed explanation of your guide's rather significant parentage?" the quillick asked dryly.

"Looks that way," Adom replied, following Cyrel up the path. The questions would have to wait. For now, survival took priority.

Below them, something moved in the forest—multiple somethings, converging on their position.

The hunt was on.









*****

 


They ran along the mountain path, Cyrel leading with Kianthras flowing ahead like a scout. The path wound upward through increasingly rocky terrain, vegetation thinning as they climbed higher. Behind them, the forest seemed to writhe with unnatural movement.

"You think the others made it out safely?" Zuni asked, clinging to Adom's collar as they ran.

"Others?" Adom asked, breathing hard as they rounded a sharp bend.

Zuni chirped, then stopped when he realized Adom wasn't joking. "The others. The ones we came with? Surely you remember."

Adom slowed for a fraction of a second, his brow furrowing. "What others? It's just been us since..." He trailed off, trying to recall exactly when they'd entered the forest.

"You're not serious," Zuni said, his voice losing its usual glibness. "The grumpy leprecahun? The even grumpier dwarf? Have you perhaps forgotten our journey from Arkhos to here?"

"Arkhos?" The name sounded familiar, yet distant, like something from a book he'd read years ago.

They ducked under a low-hanging outcrop, following Cyrel as she picked up pace. Something roared in the forest below, and it was not an animal.

"Law," Zuni said carefully, "who are you?"

"I'm..." The question shouldn't have been difficult. "I'm a..." The answer slipped away like water through fingers.

He was a mage. He knew that much. But what kind? Where had he studied? For how long?

"I don't..." His steps faltered.

Cyrel turned, her eyes questioning above her mask.

"I can't remember," Adom said, a chill spreading through him that had nothing to do with the mountain air. "Where did we come from? Why are we here? I remember the swamp, and the white energy, but before that..."

The more he tried to grasp at memories, the more they dissolved.

A..Adom Sylla...

Who was Adom Sylla? Had he always been Adom Sylla?

Images flashed—a classroom, students in robes, a stern-faced instructor. But they felt wrong somehow, like memories from someone else's life. Or were they dreams? Fragments of a story he'd once heard?

Was he even human?

The thought struck with bizarre intensity. He looked down at his hands, half-expecting to see something other than human skin. The white energy that had surged through him during the fight with Visariel—was that normal for a human mage?

"I don't think I'm..." he started, then lost the thread completely.

His head swam. The mountain path seemed to twist beneath his feet, its solid stone suddenly uncertain. Zuni was saying something, but the words warped and distorted.

"I can't remember anything," Adom said, panic rising. "Who am I? Where did I come from? Why can't I—"

STOP.

The whispers cut through his spiraling thoughts, sharp and clear as crystal.

THE REALM FEEDS ON YOUR CONFUSION. IT DISSOLVES WHAT YOU WERE TO REMAKE WHAT YOU MIGHT BE.

Adom froze, clinging to the familiar voices like a drowning man to driftwood.

YOU HAVE BEEN HERE THREE DAYS. THE UNRAVELING HAS BEGUN.

"Three days?" he whispered. "That's impossible. It feels like..."

How long did it feel like? He couldn't say.

USE THE WAYFINDER. IT ANCHORS YOU TO YOUR REALM.

The Wayfinder. Of course. He remembered that. How did he even remember that?

His hand went to his inventory automatically, finding the small, smooth stone there. He pulled it out—a simple river stone, unremarkable except for the faint runes etched into its surface, glowing with a subtle blue light.

The moment his fingers closed around it, clarity returned. Not memories, exactly, but a sense of purpose, of direction.

HOLD FAST TO WHAT YOU KNOW NOW. THE REST WILL RETURN WHEN YOU CROSS BACK.

"Cross back," Adom repeated. "We're in the Fae Realm. That's why everything feels..." He couldn't find the right word. Wrong? No, not wrong. Just different. Operating by rules his mind wasn't built to comprehend.

Cyrel had stopped, watching him with concern. Kianthras hovered nearby, its form rippling with what might have been agitation.

"I'm alright," Adom told them, still clutching the Wayfinder. "The realm was getting to me."

Zuni peered at him, amber eyes serious for once. "You truly don't remember coming here? The party? The butterfly at the borderlands?"

Adom shook his head. "Nothing before the swamp. But it doesn't matter right now." He took a deep breath, steadying himself. "We need to keep moving."

Cyrel nodded, clearly relieved he was functional again. She pointed up the path, then made a series of quick gestures that Adom somehow understood through their tenuous mental connection: safety, shelter, hiding place.

"Lead the way," he said, pocketing the Wayfinder but keeping his fingers wrapped firmly around it.

The stone was warm against his palm, a constant reminder that he didn't belong here—and more importantly, that there was a way back to wherever he did belong.





The mountain path shook beneath their feet as they ran. Small rocks tumbled down the slope, dislodged by the tremors.





"Something's coming," Adom said, gripping the Wayfinder tighter.

"No sh—" Zuni caught himself, clearing his throat. "I do apologize for nearly resorting to crude vernacular. The stress of imminent death has rather affected my usually impeccable diction. What I meant to say was: indeed, how astute of you to notice the obvious seismic disturbance and arboreal displacement."

"Right," Adom replied, eyes fixed on the parting treeline.









Behind them, the forest was parting. Literally parting—massive trunks bending aside as if pushed by an invisible hand. Kianthras expanded its form, swirling protectively around Cyrel.

Adom skidded to a halt, dropping into a defensive stance, fingers already weaving. His mana reserves had replenished somewhat during their run—[187/1300]—enough for a few more significant spells.

The tremors intensified. Then the treeline erupted.

A troll emerged—not the kind from their realm but a mountain of pallid flesh standing at least twenty feet tall. Its skin was chalk-white, stretched tight over bulging muscles and a frame that seemed too large for biology to support. One massive hand gripped an uprooted tree, bark still clinging to its roots. The creature's mouth opened to reveal yellowed teeth the size of daggers.

It roared—a sound so deep and powerful that loose stones vibrated around them.

Adom didn't wait for it to finish.

[Push] propelled him directly toward the monster, white energy gathering around his fist. He didn't bother with [Barrier Shield] or any other protection. Pure offense was his only thought.

The troll's beady eyes widened in surprise as Adom materialized inches from its face.

THUNDER SHRIMP.

Wam connected with the troll's jaw.

What happened next wasn't magic so much as applied physics. The troll's jawbone disintegrated. Bone fragments shot through the back of its skull, carrying bits of brain matter with them in a grisly spray.

The creature didn't even have time to register pain. Its eyes went blank instantly, the makeshift club falling from nerveless fingers. Its massive body swayed for a moment before collapsing backward, crashing through several trees.

Adom landed lightly on his feet with [Wind Step], already scanning for the next threat.

[173/1300]

"Well," Zuni said after a stunned moment. "I rather like this new approach of yours. Much preferable to the usual screaming and running."

"I could get used to it," Adom replied, flexing his fingers. There was now one thunder shrimp left in each one of his gauntlets.

Cyrel gestured frantically up the path. Her mental voice was urgent: "More coming. We need to reach the sanctuary before dark."

The sky was already darkening, strange purple clouds gathering with unnatural speed. From the forest below came sounds that no natural creature should make—high, keening calls mixed with deep, resonant bellows.

HURRY!

The whispers returned, their chorus urgent.

YOU ARE ALMOST THERE. THE CAVE LIES JUST AHEAD.

They ran, Cyrel setting a punishing pace. The path narrowed, winding between jagged outcroppings. Behind them, the pursuit grew louder—not just trolls now, but a menagerie of nightmarish creatures.

A centaur burst from the trees to their right. It galloped parallel to their path, seeking a point to intercept.

Adom weaved [Frost Lance] without breaking stride.

[158/1300]

The ice spear caught the centaur mid-leap, impaling it through the chest. The creature crashed into the rocks, its lower half still thrashing as the upper portion went limp.

"On your left!" Zuni warned.

Three harpies dove from the darkening sky, talons extended.

Kianthras intercepted one, engulfing it in a swirling tornado that tore feathers and flesh with equal ease. Cyrel caught another with a thrown knife that sprouted from the creature's eye. It tumbled from the sky, screeching.

The third made it through. Its talons raked across Adom's shoulder, tearing fabric and skin.

He spun, grabbing its ankle. The creature beat its wings frantically, trying to lift away.

[Heat Wave]

[139/1300]

The harpy combusted from the inside out, organs boiling before the skin split open. Gore splattered across the mountain path.

They kept running.

More creatures emerged from the forest below—things that might once have been wolves but now moved on too many legs; humanoid figures with skin that rippled and flowed like liquid; birds with human faces that screamed obscenities as they circled overhead.

It was a nightmare menagerie, all converging on them with single-minded purpose.

"There!" Cyrel pointed ahead, where the path curved around a cliff face. A narrow opening was visible in the rock—a cave entrance partially hidden by overhanging stone.

THAT IS IT. THEY CANNOT FOLLOW YOU THERE.

The whispers seemed almost eager now.

A massive bird-like creature swooped down, its wingspan easily twenty feet across. Beneath leathery wings, its body was humanoid but elongated, joints bending in impossible directions.

Adom wove [Barrier Shield] just as it crashed into them.

[122/1300]

The shield held, but the impact sent him staggering. The creature rebounded, circling for another pass.

"Almost there," Zuni urged. "Don't die now—it would be terribly inconvenient."

They were thirty yards from the cave entrance. Then twenty. A wolf-thing lunged from behind a boulder, jaws snapping at Cyrel's legs. Kianthras blasted it aside with a concentrated gust.

Ten yards.

The bird creature dove again.

Five yards.

"Inside!" Adom shouted, shoving Cyrel toward the entrance. She stumbled through, Kianthras flowing in after her.

The bird creature slammed into Adom just as he reached the threshold. Its claws dug into his back, drawing blood. He twisted, grabbing its elongated neck.

[Fire Burst]

[98/1300]

The creature's head exploded in a gout of flame. Its body convulsed, then went limp. Adom dragged himself the final few feet into the cave, the dead monstrosity still hanging from his back.

"A little help," he gasped.

Cyrel grabbed the creature's legs, helping him pull free of its claws. The moment they were fully inside the cave, something changed. The sounds of pursuit outside diminished, as if muted by an invisible barrier.

Adom collapsed against the cave wall, breathing hard. Blood seeped from multiple wounds—nothing life-threatening, but painful nonetheless. His head spun, mana reserves dangerously low.

[12/1300]

He blinked, trying to focus. The cave ceiling swam above him, rock formations shifting like clouds.

"That was," he managed between gasps, "interesting."

"Interesting?" Zuni echoed incredulously.

Outside, the creatures had reached the cave entrance. They paced and circled, screeching in frustration. Not one attempted to cross the threshold.

"Why aren't they coming in?" Adom asked, his voice weak.

"The sanctuary is protected," Cyrel's mental voice explained. "Even the Sovereign cannot breach them. It was hidden until today."

Adom nodded, then immediately regretted the movement as his vision darkened around the edges. He was dangerously close to passing out.

"I might need," he slurred, "a minute."

The last thing he saw before consciousness fled was Cyrel kneeling beside him, her mask finally pulled down, revealing a face both beautiful and alien—and deeply concerned.










Something pressed against Adom's lips—firm, cool, smooth. He turned his head away instinctively, muscles tensing despite his exhaustion.

"Eat," Cyrel's mental voice urged.

A gentle breeze washed over him, carrying scents of moss and water and growing things. The strange wind seemed to wrap around him like a blanket.

"He wakens," said a voice. Not a whisper this time, but clear and melodious, like wind chimes in a summer breeze.

"Barely," responded another, this one deeper, resonant as an old oak creaking in the wind.

"He must eat," said a third.

"Child, Ttake what is offered without fear," the first voice continued. "You have reached sanctuary."

Adom still couldn't see who was speaking, but the voices carried the same cadence as the whispers that had guided him. He trusted them—had trusted them since the swamp. With effort, he opened his mouth.

Something firm and crisp broke between his teeth. Juice flooded his mouth—sweet but not cloying, with a tartness that made his tongue tingle. The flavor bloomed as he chewed: unmistakably apple, but more intense than any he'd tasted before.

He took another bite. The flesh of the fruit was perfectly crisp, the skin yielding just enough resistance before giving way. Each bite released more of that remarkable juice, washing away the metallic taste of mana depletion.

[34/1300]

Another bite. Another.

[59/1300]

He felt strength returning to his limbs, the fog lifting from his mind. The flavor triggered a memory—the apples from Borealis Farm, where he'd... where he'd what? The specifics slipped away, but he remembered the taste, the texture.

[108/1300]

Color returned to his vision, the cave ceiling coming into sharper focus. The rough stone above was illuminated by a soft, sourceless light.

[176/1300]

"Law?" Zuni's voice broke through his apple-induced trance. "Are you with us again? Your color's improving—less 'corpse-like' and more 'merely severely ill.'"

Adom finished the apple, core and all, and pushed himself up to sitting. His muscles protested, but held.

[205/1300]

"I'm alright," he managed, voice rough. "Just need a—"

He stopped mid-sentence as he finally took in his surroundings.

The cave was modest in size—perhaps thirty feet across, with a low ceiling that dripped moisture in places. A small pool had formed in one corner, reflecting the dim light. The floor was mostly bare stone, though patches of moss grew here and there.

And they weren't alone.

Three dryads stood watching him. Their bodies were humanoid but clearly not human, with bark-like skin in various shades of brown and green. Leaves and flowers grew from their hair, changing color even as he watched. Their eyes had no whites or pupils, just solid pools of amber, emerald, or sapphire that caught the light.

One stepped forward—taller than the others, with skin like silver birch and eyes the deep blue of mountain lakes. "Welcome, child" she said, her mouth not quite matching the words. "We have waited."

"For me?" Adom asked, struggling to his feet. Cyrel stood nearby, her mask back in place, but her eyes watching him carefully.

"Yes," the smallest dryad said, barely taller than Cyrel, with skin like autumn leaves.

"For a while," added the third, her voice deeper than the others.

A distant roar reminded them they weren't truly safe. Outside the cave entrance, shapes moved in the gathering darkness. Claws scraped against invisible barriers. Wings beat against the air. Howls and shrieks formed a constant, maddening background noise.

"They cannot enter," the silver-birch dryad said, noticing his attention shift. "The sanctuary has stood untouched since the Before-Time. The Witch's creatures cannot breach its protections."

"I have so many questions," Adom said, rubbing his temples. "About this place, about the dreams, the egg, you, about—" he glanced at Cyrel, "—about everything."

"And you shall have answers," the smallest dryad promised.

Something large and dark hurled itself against the invisible barrier at the cave entrance. The entire cave trembled slightly, dust falling from the ceiling. The creature fell back, howling in frustration.

"But first," the silver-birch dryad said, "rest. The witch knows you are here now. She will not cease until she has you—both of you." She looked pointedly at Cyrel.

"Why?" Adom asked. "What does she want with us?"

The dryad's expression grew solemn. "With you? Your power. With her daughter?" She glanced at Cyrel. "Completion."

Another impact at the barrier, stronger this time. A small crack appeared in the stone beside the entrance.

"The wards have held for ten thousand years," the dryad said. "They will hold a while longer."

"A while," Adom repeated. "That's not as reassuring as you might think."

One of the larger creatures outside let out a scream that made Adom's skin crawl. The dryads stiffened, exchanging glances.

"We have time," the silver-birch dryad said. "Not much, perhaps. But enough."

"Enough for what?" Adom asked.





"For you to escape."










"Escape?" Adom looked skeptically toward the cave entrance where creatures still prowled. "How exactly are we supposed to manage that?"

The smallest dryad smiled. "Not through there."

"But through there," the silver-birch dryad continued, pointing deeper into the cave.

"Where the way has always been," the third finished.

Adom turned to look where they indicated. The cave extended farther back than he'd initially thought, curving slightly to the left. In the dim light, he could just make out something that didn't belong in a cave—something large and organic.

He stepped forward, drawn by a familiar sensation. The feeling of déjà vu grew stronger with each step.

"That's..." he trailed off, blinking in disbelief.

It was a tree. Not just any tree, but one he recognized from his dreams. It grew impossibly from the stone floor, roots threading through cracks in the rock. The crown brushed against the cave ceiling, branches curving to accommodate the limited space. And apples all over it.

"It's different," he murmured, "smaller than in my dreams, but..."





"It is the same," the smallest dryad said.

"Connected to the one in your farmer-mage's land," the silver-birch dryad continued.

"Born from a seed of this tree." the third concluded, patting the tree. "Our bonded one,"

Adom looked between the dryads and the ancient tree. "So this one is your original home?"

"Yes," the silver-birch dryad nodded. "But we must abandon it now."

"The witch has found us," the smallest added.

"We will relocate to the tree at your farmer-mage's land," the third explained.

"A one-way journey," the silver-birch dryad clarified. "The portal can take us there—"

"But never back here," the smallest finished.

"We have been preparing," the silver-birch dryad said.

"For several moons now," the smallest added.

"Activating the portal's magic," the third explained.

"It is ready," they said in unison.









Cyrel approached the tree cautiously, Kianthras swirling around her protectively. She reached out, fingers stopping just short of touching the bark.

"You knew Law," Adom said suddenly. It wasn't a question.

The three dryads exchanged glances.

"Very much, yes," the smallest one said, her amber eyes softening.

"He was a friend," the silver-birch dryad continued.

"For many cycles," the third added.

"He left something in our care," the silver-birch dryad said.

"For when a boy-mage came to claim it," the smallest explained.

"Something precious," the third concluded, gesturing toward the base of the trunk.

A harsh screech from outside interrupted them. A harpy had wedged its face into the gap between barrier and stone, one beady eye visible as it struggled to push through.

"I say," Zuni bristled. "Would you mind terribly? We are in the midst of rather important revelations here. Perhaps you could exercise a modicum of patience and consideration for those engaged in significant existential discoveries?"

The harpy screeched again, louder.

"Really," Zuni huffed. "The absolute gall. No sense of dramatic timing whatsoever."

"Thank you," Adom said, unable to suppress a smile despite everything.

"You are most welcome," the quillick replied. "One must maintain standards of civil discourse, even in dire circumstances."

The silver-birch dryad inclined her head toward Zuni. "You speak with wisdom beyond your size, master quillick."

"Madam," Zuni acknowledged with his version of a tiny bow, "I find that observation both accurate and appropriately flattering."

Adom approached the base of the tree where the dryads had indicated. As he drew closer, he noticed a soft blue glow emanating from between two massive roots that curled up from the stone floor. The glow pulsed gently, like a heartbeat.

He knelt down, peering into the gap. The glow intensified as he moved closer, becoming almost blinding.

There, nestled between the roots, was an egg. About the size of his two fists together, its shell gleamed with swirling patterns of blue and gold that shifted constantly across its surface. Tiny flames—real flames—licked harmlessly around it, never consuming but constantly dancing.

"It's exactly like in my dreams," Adom whispered.

"Take it," the silver-birch dryad urged.

"It has waited long enough," the smallest added.

The flames looked hot enough to melt stone, but Adom remembered his dreams. The fire hadn't burned him there. He reached forward, hand hovering momentarily over the egg.

"In my dreams, the fire didn't burn," he said, mostly to himself.

"And here, it will not harm its guardian," the third dryad assured him.

Adom's fingers closed around the egg. The shell was warm—not scorching as it appeared, but pleasantly heated, like a stone left in the sun. The moment he touched it, the flames intensified, wrapping around his wrist and forearm without burning. The egg pulsed faster in his grip, its glow brightening and dimming in a quickening rhythm.

"It recognizes you," the smallest dryad said, sounding pleased.

"How could it possibly recognize me?" Adom asked, staring at the egg in wonder.

"Phoenixes are the aspect of rebirth," the silver-birch dryad explained.

"They would know a reborn being when they sense one," the third continued.

"Like calls to like," the smallest concluded.

The egg pulsed even faster in his hand, as if confirming their words.

"It caught flame twenty moons ago," the silver-birch dryad said. "After centuries dormant."

Twenty moons. Twenty months. Adom did the mental calculation quickly. That would have been around the time he... around the time he'd come back from the future. After the deal.

Before he could pursue that thought further, Zuni's voice cut through his contemplation.

"Chirp- I truly hate to interrupt, particularly after so vigorously reproaching that harpy for similar discourtesy," the quillick said from his perch near the cave entrance, "but our assailants are behaving rather strangely."

Everyone turned to look.

Outside the cave, the creatures had fallen silent. The constant bombardment against the barrier had ceased. Even more unnervingly, they were organizing themselves—forming neat rows on either side of the path leading to the cave entrance, heads bowed.

"She is coming," the dryads whispered in unison, drawing closer together.

The creatures outside began to sway in perfect synchrony. Then, from dozens of inhuman throats, came a chant that rose through the air:

"TREMBLE WITH JOY, TREMBLE WITH FEAR.SHE IS COMING... SHE IS NEAR!
BOW YOUR HEADS AND BEND YOUR KNEES.
SHE WHO TRANSFORMS AS SHE PLEASES."

Low, pulsing tones from the trolls and larger beasts formed a foundation. Above it, the harpies and bird-creatures added shrill, piercing notes that made Adom's skin crawl.

"HERALD THE QUEEN OF ENDLESS FORMS.MOTHER OF MONSTERS, CALLER OF STORMS.
THE SOVEREIGN APPROACHES, ANCIENT AND WISE.
LOOK UPON HER WITH REVERENT EYES!"

The chant built in intensity. The creatures prostrated themselves, foreheads touching the ground as they continued their song.

"THE TRANSMUTER OF FLESH, THE WEAVER OF BONETHE TIMELESS ONE COMES TO RECLAIM HER OWN
TREMBLE WITH JOY, TREMBLE WITH FEAR
THE ETERNAL METAMORPH... SHE IS HERE!"

Cyrel had gone rigid, her hands clenched into fists at her sides.

The air outside the cave entrance shimmered, like heat rising from sun-baked stone. The monsters' chanting reached a fever pitch, then stopped abruptly. In the sudden silence, Adom could hear his own heart pounding.

 


In the fading twilight, something approached from far down the mountain path.

It was a cart—though "cart" was far too humble a word for the conveyance that appeared. It glided more than rolled, pulled by six enormous deer with coats like polished silver and golden antlers. Their hooves didn't quite touch the ground, and their eyes glowed with an inner light.

The vehicle itself was a masterpiece of craftsmanship. Its frame was carved from a single piece of what looked like ivory but caught light like mother-of-pearl. Gold inlay traced patterns across its surface that shifted and changed as Adom watched. Gemstones studded its sides—not just set into the material but somehow growing from it, pulsing with internal light.

A gossamer fabric shimmered above it, somehow both transparent and opaque depending on how the light hit it. Tiny bells hung from its edges, ringing with perfect clarity despite the distance.

"The witch," the smallest dryad whispered, leaves in her hair wilting visibly.

Adom stared at the figure seated in the carriage.

A woman—if such a simple word could apply to her. She sat perfectly straight, one hand resting lightly on the side of the carriage. She wore dark robes that seemed to move as if underwater. Her hair was silver-white.

The closest thing to her that Adom had ever seen was Death itself. Not death the concept, but Death the entity—that sense of something ancient and implacable and utterly beyond mortal concerns.

Everything about her appeared human at first glance—two arms, two legs, one head. Yet a primal instinct told him she was not.

Her face was beautiful. Her lips curved in a smile that never reached her eyes.

Those eyes. Black pupils that expanded well beyond their natural boundaries, consuming nearly all the white. They didn't reflect light—they absorbed it.

The carriage glided to a stop just before the cave entrance. The deer stood perfectly still, not even their chests moving with breath.

And then Adom noticed what followed behind.

Chains. Heavy, glowing chains that clinked softly as four familiar figures shuffled forward.

Throgen, missing his right arm below the elbow, the stump wrapped in dirty bandages. Artun, his usually immaculate beard matted with blood. Zara, her face bruised but chin held high. And Bob, limping heavily on what appeared to be a broken ankle.

Recognition hit Adom like a physical blow. He remembered them all instantly—their journey from Arkhos, their plans, their jokes. How could he have forgotten?

"I can't leave them," he said, fingers tightening around the egg. "Not like this."

"You must," the silver-birch dryad insisted. "The portal—"

"No," Adom cut her off. "Those are my friends."

Cyrel gripped his arm. Her mental voice was urgent: "She's using them as bait. She knows you won't leave them."

The woman rose from her seat. She stepped down from the carriage, her feet barely seeming to touch the ground. The monsters bowed lower, some pressing their faces into the dirt.

She approached the cave entrance but stopped precisely at the threshold. One delicate hand rose, fingers tracing the invisible barrier.

"The Sanctuary of the Three Sisters," she said, her voice like honey. "How long it has been."

Her gaze swept the cave, lingering on each of them in turn. When her eyes met Adom's, he felt a chill that had nothing to do with temperature.

"And you must be the boy who has caused such delightful chaos in my domain," she said. "How fascinating to meet you at last."

Her attention shifted. "And the quillick! Such a rare specimen."

Zuni darted behind the tree without a word, whiskers quivering.

The woman's eyes fixed on the egg in Adom's hands, narrowing slightly. Something like recognition—or perhaps hunger—flickered across her features.

"How very interesting," she murmured.

Finally, her gaze found Cyrel, who stood rigid beside Adom.

"Daughter," she said. "How glad I am to see you well. It has been far too long since you graced your home with your presence."

Cyrel took a step back.

Her mother's smile widened just a fraction as her gaze landed on each and everyone of them, then, she finally spoke again.

"Let us talk."
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Adom stared at his friends.

They'd come to help him. And this was the result.










His fingers twitched as he began to weave an illusion spell. If he could create a distraction, maybe the barrier would—

A cool, bark-textured hand settled on his shoulder. "Do not," the silver-birch dryad said quietly.

The woman outside smiled. "A wise decision," she said. "You are at a stage in your development, Adom Sylla, where you cannot best me in a battle of magic."

Adom froze. His true name. Not just "Adom," but his full name—Adom Sylla. He glanced at his friends, then at the dryads, then back to the woman who'd spoken a name he'd told no one in this realm.

"Do not look so alarmed," the woman said, her smile widening slightly. "I knew of you long before you were born. And your true name's knowledge will not be of much help to me, knowing you have mental defenses that dear Law prepared you for by now."

Adom didn't respond with shock this time.

Instead, pieces began clicking into place. In a world where a few individuals were talented enough to look into the future and single out one individual—to track the path they would take—it made sense that she might have divination powers. It made sense that, just like Law, she had peered into the future. It made sense that she might have anticipated this moment as well.

During the eight months following the Crown Prince's fall, Adom had attempted to understand and master divination. It had been frustrating, bordering on humiliating.

Because among all the paths of magic, divination was the most unfair.

See, other paths—runecology, alchemy, battle magic, druidism, and so on—could be difficult, sure, but they were democratic in their difficulty.

Adom, for instance, had always been adept with runes, which is why he'd chosen that path in his first life. But even for those not born with innate talent, progress was possible through hard work. Magic was the kind of discipline where dedicating yourself and understanding the logic would eventually yield results.

Until you came to divination.

There was a reason it was the least pursued path among mages. By actual estimate, more than 90% of those who chose divination were mediocre at best. The remaining 10% could hardly see more than two or three days ahead, with 60% accuracy at most.

Most divination mages ended up predicting weather for farms or working for military operations to anticipate enemy movements in the immediate future. It was a path that relied almost entirely on innate talent, with minimal room for improvement through effort alone.

And Law, it seemed, had been the most talented divinator to ever walk the earth—capable of seeing thousands of years after his own time. The concept was mind-boggling.

The further you looked into the future, the more variables came into play. Even a single change could lower the probability of success for the path you wanted to see unfold. A few seconds of future vision could branch into hundreds of new possibilities—so imagine thousands of years.

All this to say: divinators with real talent were exceedingly rare.

If this woman knew about him with such specificity, either Law had told her directly (unlikely), or she had seen it herself—placing her among the very few people who could look that far ahead with reliability.

"Let us talk," the woman said again, her black eyes never leaving his face. "Just talk, Adom. That's all I want."


"What do you want to discuss?" Adom asked, his voice remarkably steady despite everything.

The woman tilted her head slightly. "The obvious, of course. I'd like to release your friends."

"In exchange for me, your daughter, and the egg?" Adom shifted his weight, keeping the phoenix egg close to his chest.

"Of course." She spread her hands in a gesture that might have seemed reasonable if not for the predatory gleam in her eyes. "I would like to have you by my side, Adom. To study you. To monitor your growth and... make it mine."

She was... remarkably honest.

Her gaze shifted to Cyrel, who stiffened visibly.

"As for you, daughter," the woman continued, "I miss you. Without you, I cannot be complete." The words were tender. "And the egg is mine by right of domain. Everything in this realm belongs to me."

Bob shifted in his chains, wincing as he put weight on his injured ankle. "Laddie," he called out, "don't do it. You need to get away."

Zara lifted her chin despite the bruise blooming across her cheek. "Many people sacrificed a lot to make this chain of events happen—to get you here. Don't let it go to waste. Go." Her eyes burned with intensity. "This is bigger than us."

"Aye," Thorgen agreed, nodding vigorously. His stump of an arm twitched as if he'd forgotten it was no longer whole.

Even Artun managed a crooked smile. "You're worth more than us, kid." His voice was deeper than usual, rough from what might have been screaming. "Just go."

The witch's fingers flicked almost casually. Instantly, all four prisoners' mouths sealed shut—not with gags or physical restraints, but as if their lips had simply fused together. They struggled against the magic, eyes wide with panic.

"Silence," the woman said, never taking her eyes off Adom. Her smile remained perfectly in place, as if she'd merely quieted children at a dinner table.

She adjusted the drape of her robe. "Your companions are understandably emotional, but this is a matter for cooler heads." She gestured toward the shimmering barrier between them. "I am offering a fair exchange. Their lives for your cooperation."

Cyrel's mental voice pushed into Adom's consciousness, urgent and sharp. "Do not go with her."

The phoenix egg pulsed warmly against Adom's palm, its rhythm strangely similar to a heartbeat.

The woman's eyes reflected nothing. "I can wait all night, Adom. Your friends, however..." She glanced pointedly at Throgen's poorly bandaged stump. "I fear their condition may deteriorate."

"Release one of them now," Adom said, "as a show of good faith."

The woman laughed. "How charmingly direct. But that is not how negotiations work in my realm." She stroked the edge of the barrier with her fingertips. "I wonder how long these ancient protections will hold? They've already begun to crack."

As if on cue, a thin fracture appeared in the stone ceiling, releasing a sprinkle of dust.

"I am being incredibly generous," the woman continued. "Most who defy me never receive an offer at all." Her smile did not reach her eyes. "Just their consequences."

The silver-birch dryad stepped forward. "You have no power in this place," she said, her voice gaining strength with each word. "As long as we remain in this cave, the old law we—"

"Spare me the lecture, Daphne," the witch interrupted, a flicker of annoyance crossing her features. "I was there when the old law was written." She brushed an imaginary speck from her sleeve, composure returning instantly. "I held the quill."

She returned her attention to Adom. "I know you could flee through your little portal. I also know you would never abandon your friends." She gestured toward the prisoners. "Why waste precious time? Come out, and I will release them. They can go their way, and we can go ours."

The prisoners thrashed against their magical bindings, muffled sounds escaping from their sealed lips. Thorgen's eyes bulged with effort as he tried to speak through his fused mouth. Zara shook her head frantically, hair whipping around her face. Bob was trying to mime something with his bound hands and Artun just stared at Adom with eyes that clearly said: "Don't be an idiot."

The witch sighed. "Lessers are so predictably loyal. It is both their most admirable and most exploitable quality." She regarded her nails. "I wonder which quality will prevail tonight?"

"When faced with two impossible choices," the witch mused, "most choose the one that postpones pain." She turned to the creatures flanking the path. "Bring the leprechaun forward."

Out of nowhere, a shadow in human form appeared and dragged a curved blade that gleamed with an unnatural purple sheen. The same color as Visariel's magic.

"Perhaps a demonstration of intent would help clarify matters," she said, her voice cool and measured.

A centaur grabbed Bob by the hair, dragging him to a flat stone near the cave entrance. He struggled furiously despite his injured ankle, chains rattling as he fought against his captors. The trolls forced him to his knees, pressing his head against the stone.

"One by one," she continued, voice calm. "The leprechaun first. Then the tiefling. Then the dwarf. Last, your friend. How many can you bear to watch before you yield?"

Adom's heart hammered against his ribs. His friends' lives or the mission? Their suffering or the greater good? The stakes crystallized into perfect, terrible clarity.

No, no. Think. If she kills them, she'd lose her leverage. That's what the logical part of his brain kept insisting. If he surrendered, there was no guarantee she'd honor her word. But if he refused, he'd have to watch them die.

Bob's gaze found Adom's across the distance. In the leprechaun's eyes was something Adom hadn't expected—not fear, but acceptance. Understanding. The look said what his sealed lips couldn't: Don't you dare come out.

The centaur pressed the blade against Bob's throat. A thin line of blood appeared, startlingly red against his pale skin.

"Ten," the witch began counting. "Nine."

Adom's fingers curled into fists. The egg pulsed faster, hotter against his palm.

"Eight. Seven."

Cyrel's hand found his arm, gripping tight. Her mental voice was strained: "She'd kill them all regardless."

"Six. Five."

The dryads had gathered behind him, tense and silent. Zuni had pressed himself against the tree, trembling.

"Four. Three."

Bob closed his eyes. A tear tracked down his cheek, but his posture was resolute.

"Two."

Blood trickled from the blade's edge, staining the leprechaun's collar. Adom trembled with rage, white energy crackling along his fingertips. But he didn't move toward the exit.

"One."

The blade pressed deeper. Bob's face contorted in pain.

"Stop," the witch said suddenly, raising a hand.

The centaur froze, blade still against Bob's throat. The leprechaun's eyes flew open, confusion mingling with relief.

The witch smiled enough to see her white teeth. "Fascinating. You truly would let them die." She tilted her head. "Not out of cruelty, I think, but out of understanding the stakes." She gestured, and the centaur lowered the blade, though it kept its grip on Bob. "Annoying."

Adom's chest heaved with barely contained fury. He said nothing, not trusting his voice.

"I have an idea," the witch said after a moment. "A compromise, perhaps."

Adom hesitated, suspicion warring with desperate hope. "What is it?" he finally asked.

"Tell me, Adom Sylla," she asked, "do you know what I am?"

The question hung in the air between them.

Adom studied her, uncertain. "I have... suspicions."

"As expected." She nodded. "I am of the race your kind calls demons. We call ourselves the Neth'ir."

Adom didn't appear surprised, which seemed to please her.

"In the old times," she continued, "when my people and dragons and phoenixes and umbras still roamed the world freely, we played a game as children." Her voice took on a nostalgic quality. "The War of Tongues, we called it."

She traced patterns in the air, leaving faint purple trails that dissipated after a few seconds. "Two opponents speak in turn. Each names a truth—an idea, a force, a form. The other must answer with a truth that overcomes it. One consumes the other. One stands. The other yields." She spread her hands. "Simple, elegant, and binding."

"A game," Adom said flatly, eyes on Bob's bleeding neck.

"Not just any game," the witch corrected. "The game was created when our kind still warred with Dragons, Phoenixes and Umbra. It became a civilized alternative to endless bloodshed. The results are magically binding—not even I can violate them."

Adom glanced at the dryads. The smallest one gave an almost imperceptible nod.

"The War of Tongues has rules older than the sanctuary itself," the witch said. "If you accept the challenge and win, I must grant your request—within reason. If I win, you grant mine."

"And what would you request?" Adom asked.

The witch smiled. "The same thing I already want. You. My daughter. The egg."

Adom considered. If the dryad's nod meant anything, the witch wasn't lying about the binding nature of this game.

"And if I refuse to play?"

The witch shrugged elegantly. "Then we return to our previous arrangement." The blade rose again to Bob's neck. "Beginning where we left off."

Adom weighed his options.

The War of Tongues. A game of words against a being who had likely been speaking since before humans had written language. A contest with a creature who'd had thousands of years to perfect the art of truth-twisting.

If he faced her directly in combat, he'd lose. That much was certain. She wasn't bluffing about her power—anyone who could command this many transformed creatures and maintain complex magics simultaneously was operating on a level he couldn't match yet.

If he accepted the duel... what then?

She'd select her challenges carefully, crafted from millennia of experience. She'd find the weak points in his knowledge, exploit gaps in his understanding. Whatever rules governed this game, she'd know them intimately. He'd be playing a master's game as a novice.

And if he just... left?

The portal was right there. The dryads could activate it. His friends would die, yes, but hadn't he already demonstrated his willingness to accept that?

The stakes were high. The future of worlds hung in the balance.

Wasn't sacrificing four lives mathematically justifiable? Cruel calculus, but calculus nonetheless.

Why had he even returned to this world? To live. To experience the life he'd been denied. To taste freedom after a lifetime of confinement. When would it end, this constant stream of crises and challenges? When would he be allowed to simply exist without the weight of fate pressing down on him?

The egg pulsed in his hand, warm and insistent. The phoenix within, unborn but aware, seemed to sense his turmoil.

Adom chuckled softly, surprising himself. The sound drew curious glances from the Cyrel.

Cold pragmatism just wasn't his style. Never had been, even when it should have been. He'd made choices against his own self-interest before. Why should this one be any different?

"May I confer with my companions?" Adom asked.

The witch studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Of course. But do not waste too much time. My blade grows impatient." She gestured toward Bob, who was still kneeling with blood trickling down his neck.

Adom retreated deeper into the cave, gathering the dryads around him. Their leaves rustled with agitation.

"Is what she says true?" he asked quietly. "About this War of Tongues being binding?"

Daphne, the silver-birch dryad, nodded. "It is the First Magic—Deep Magic."

"Even she cannot break its bindings," the smallest dryad added. "The magic itself would punish her."

"The game is ancient," the third dryad said. "From before my kind took root in the world."

Adom rubbed his temples. "Do you think I can win this?"

The dryads exchanged glances. There was no reassurance in their expressions, only concern.

"Do you believe you can?" Daphne asked instead.

Adom considered the question honestly.

There was a long pause.

Then:

"No," he admitted. "Probably not. She's had thousands of years to master this game. But... I can try."

Zuni scurried up to his shoulder, eyes twitching nervously. "And what if you lose, might I inquire? Have you considered the ramifications of surrendering yourself—and by extension, the rather substantial power you're developing—to a being who transforms creatures into monsters for sport?"

Adom glanced back toward the cave entrance, where his companions knelt in chains. Doubt gnawed at him. The probability of loss was high. Dangerously high.

But if he was being honest with himself, he'd made his decision the moment he saw their faces.

"Sometimes the only choices we have are bad ones," he said finally. "But we still have to choose."

He stood, brushing dust from his clothes. The dryads parted as he walked toward the cave entrance, where Cyrel stood rigidly, locked in a silent stare-down with her mother. The two had been eyeing each other ever since the witch's arrival, neither willing to be the first to look away.

Adom stepped beside Cyrel. "I accept your challenge," he called out.

The witch's gaze shifted to him, her lips curving into a smile. "Excellent." She extended one pale hand across the barrier. "Take my hand to seal the agreement."

Adom hesitated. Reaching beyond the barrier meant exposing himself to whatever magic she might wield.

"The binding is already in effect," she said, noting his reluctance. "You may reach out without fear."

He turned to the dryads, who nodded reluctantly. Cyrel's mental voice pushed into his consciousness: "Be careful."

"Here," he said, trying to hand the egg to Cyrel. "Hold this for me."

As she took it, the flames flared suddenly. Cyrel gasped, jerking her hand back. A small burn mark appeared on her palm.

The witch winced, a flash of concern crossing her face. "Careful with her," she snapped, her composure slipping for the first time.

"I'm sorry," Adom said quickly. "I didn't know it would—"

"It's fine," Cyrel interrupted, her mental voice steady despite the pain evident in her eyes.

Adom placed the egg carefully on the ground, flames dancing harmlessly around his fingers as he withdrew his hand. He straightened, facing the witch once more.

Her hand remained extended, just beyond the barrier. With a deep breath, Adom reached out.

The moment their fingers touched, everything changed.

Mana—pure, unfiltered magical energy—burst into visibility around them. Not just visible but tangible, audible, a living presence that filled the space between realms. It swirled in complex patterns, colors he'd never seen before and couldn't name, forming shapes that seemed to fold in on themselves in impossible geometries.

And it spoke.

Not in words, exactly, but in a strange chorus that he couldn't quite make out.

Adom stared, fascinated.

Mages had theorized for centuries that mana might be semi-sentient, that magic itself might possess a form of consciousness. But it had never been proven. It was considered fringe science, the kind of speculation that serious academics dismissed.

Yet here it was.

Adom struggled to find his voice. "What... what are they?"

"The Voices of Creation," The witch replied. "The First Speakers."

Adom couldn't tear his eyes away from the swirling patterns. "What are they saying?"

"They're establishing the binding," she replied. "Setting the terms of our agreement." She smiled at his obvious fascination. "Humans typically can't comprehend the language of raw magic. Yet here you are, straining to understand it like a child hearing music for the first time."

The mana continued to dance around them, voices rising and falling in rhythmic patterns. Adom felt like he was standing at the edge of an enormous discovery, tantalizingly close to understanding something fundamental about how magic worked.


"Let us formalize our agreement," the witch said, "The ritual requires declaration." Her voice lowered. "State your name and declare your intent."

Adom glanced at the dryads, who nodded in confirmation.

The witch straightened. "I, Seraphine of the Neth'ir, Sovereign of the Western Realms, challenge Adom Sylla to the War of Tongues." Her voice echoed unnaturally, as if thousands of voices spoke in perfect unison with her own. "Should I emerge victorious, I claim the man, the egg, and my daughter as my rightful prize."

The mana pulsed around them, acknowledging her declaration.

"And should I emerge victorious," Adom asked, "what do I claim?"

"The freedom of your companions and safe passage through my realm for all who stand with you," she replied, the echo still resonating in her words.

Adom took a deep breath. "I, Adom Sylla, accept the challenge of Seraphine of the Neth'ir." To his surprise, his voice carried the same otherworldly echo, multiplying through the cave and beyond. "Should I emerge victorious, I claim the freedom of my companions and safe passage through your realm."

The witch nodded, satisfied. "The terms are set. Now for the rules.”

“The duel begins when the binding is complete. We speak in turn. Each names a truth—a force, a concept, an essence. The other must answer with one that overcomes it. We continue until one of us can no longer answer.”

She moved her fingers in a slow spiral, and the mana responded, threading through the air like script written in flame.

“There are no time limits, but hesitate too long and the truth will consume you. Speak falsely, and the binding will reject your words. This magic has no tolerance for liars or cowards.”

She looked at him.

“It ends when one of us yields—or is silenced.”

The mana tightened between them, the circle pulsing.

“Do you accept these terms?”

Adom met her gaze, then glanced once at Cyrel, then to the egg resting behind him, silent and pulsing.

“I do,” he said. “But—” He raised a hand, calmly. “I request one condition be added.”

Seraphine tilted her head. “Speak.”

Adom kept his voice even. “If either of us speaks a truth that is self-reflective—if we use ourselves as the form, not just metaphor or abstraction—it must be accepted as binding with greater weight.”

Seraphine narrowed her eyes slightly. “You want personal declarations to carry more power?”

“I want them to carry more cost,” he replied. “More risk. If I say ‘I am fire,’ the effect is fire. But if I say ‘I am Adom,’ or you say ‘I am Seraphine’—the binding takes that as absolute.”

She studied him, expression unreadable.

“You would risk speaking your own name in the game? Do you know how dangerous that is?”

“If I do, it will be because I must. I’m only asking the magic to hold us to it.”

There was a long pause.

Then she smiled—slowly. “Interesting. Foolish, perhaps. But... acceptable.”

The mana pulsed once—agreement sealed.

“Then we begin.”

The moment Adom let go of Seraphine's hand, the world ended.

Not literally. But close.

The cave, the dryads, his friends, the portal—gone. Just like that. No dramatic unraveling, no ripple. One blink, and the only things left were him, her, and the circle of magic they now stood in.

The arena was featureless. Just a vast plane of dim, shifting color. It didn’t feel like a place. It felt like a placeholder for one. Something magic was still deciding how to render.

Seraphine took one deliberate step forward. Her heels didn’t echo. The ground had forgotten how sound worked.

"Since it is your first time," she said, "I will begin. You may watch. Learn. Be awed."

She didn’t say it cruelly. She said it like a teacher. Which was worse.

Adom wasn’t about to argue. His mouth was dry. His fingers tingled.

"This can be disorienting, at first," she went on, calm and poised. "You will feel the truths before you understand them. Try not to panic."

She raised her chin slightly.

"I am the desert."

It hit before he could react.

Heat slammed into him from all angles. His clothes stuck to his back. His tongue dried up instantly. The ground cracked beneath his feet, shifting into sand. The light changed. It wasn’t just visual—everything was bleached, sun-scoured. The wind carried nothing but dust.

"I am heat without mercy. Distance without direction. I am thirst, and isolation, and the end of things green."

Adom stumbled. His boots sank into scorching sand. Sweat evaporated as soon as it formed. His lungs hurt.

Okay.

Right. This wasn’t metaphor. This was Deep Magic.

His heart pounded.

Think. Think.

He took a slow step forward, trying to steady himself.

"I am the rain."

The shift was immediate.

A crack of thunder. A downpour so sudden it shocked his skin. Cool water poured from nowhere and soaked the ground beneath his feet, carving into the sand. The air changed—wet, alive, full of scent.

"I am the quenching. The balm. The change. I fall, and what was dead drinks. What was forgotten blooms. I end drought. I restore."

He could breathe again. Just barely.

Seraphine gave him a look. Not angry. Interested.

She raised a hand.

"I am the sea."

The floor dropped.

Adom flailed as water engulfed him. Cold. Deep. Endless. There was no surface, no bottom. Just currents pulling in every direction. Pressure built around his skull. Something vast passed in the distance.

"I am pressure. I am depth. I am ancient memory that drowns the present. I do not forgive. I do not rise. I swallow."

He kicked upward, blind. His chest screamed. No air. No light. Just salt and weight and her voice, unbothered.

Panic clawed at his throat.

Then he focused. Sharpened the thought.

"I am the storm."

Crack.

Lightning split the water. The current reversed. Wind churned the sea into chaos. He rose with it, flung upward through thunder and foam until he landed—somewhere—on wet, broken stone.

His breath came back in ragged gasps.

"I am upheaval," he said. "The sky that strikes. The wave that crashes. The answer to depths that thought themselves eternal."

Seraphine tilted her head.

"You are learning."

She moved again. This time slower.

"Do you wish to surrender?"

Adom spat seawater and wiped his eyes. "No."

"You should."

She smiled like someone watching a child try to walk on fire.

"I am time."

He felt it.

His body aged. His scars returned. His limbs ached. Hair grayed. Skin thinned. Everything slowed. The world dulled, and the edges frayed.

"I am the erosion of certainty. The reason your heroes crumble and your stories end. I make ruins. I make ash."

He knelt.

It was hard to think. Memories blurred.

Then something sparked.

Not defiance. Something deeper.

"I am memory," he said through cracked lips.

Warmth flooded in.

Not fire—familiarity. A scent. A voice. His mother’s laugh. Zuni’s tiny grip. The first time he saw fire dance under his palm.

"I am the story remembered. The name repeated. The lesson carried forward. I hold the past, and I pass it on. You do not erase me."

He stood.

And the wrinkles faded.

Seraphine narrowed her eyes. She didn’t smile this time.

Her next step sent a pulse through the circle.

"I am despair."

The light died.

No storm. No sea. No time.

Just a void.

Adom’s knees hit something. He didn’t know what. There was no floor. No cave. Nothing but a crushing, hollow silence. Like the air had forgotten sound. Like the world had moved on and left him behind.

"I am the breath you don’t take. The hand that doesn’t reach back. The end of trying. I end will. I end meaning."

He didn’t want to move.

Didn’t want to speak.

Didn’t even want to think.

But he heard something.

A rhythm.

The egg’s pulse.

Not a beat. A choice.

He clenched his teeth.

"I am hope."

The void cracked. Not shattered—cracked.

A thin line of light broke through the dark.

"I am the reason you stand up again. The hand in the rubble. The fire under the ash. I don’t deny endings. I survive them."

The world returned, piece by piece.

Seraphine stared at him. Her expression had changed.

She looked almost... irritated.

"You are too young to mean those words."

"And you’re too old to remember what they cost."

She stepped forward again. Last time, maybe.

She raised her hand.

"I am death."

It wasn’t dramatic.

It was quiet.

Things withered. The air. The walls. Even color faded. Adom felt something brush past him—cold, absolute, patient.

"I am the silence after. The truth beneath all others. I do not rage. I do not beg. I wait. I win."

And Adom felt it.

He was going to die.

No spell. No will. Just... done.

He dropped.

On hands and knees. Vision flickering.

The mana pressed in. Watching. Waiting.

He didn’t want to lie.

Didn’t want to cheat.

But there was still something inside him. Still something breathing.

He looked up.

And he thought about what Daphne had asked him before the duel began:

Do you believe you can?

At the time, he’d said no.

Not because he lacked courage. Or even resolve.

But because that question, in the current context, had reached deeper than she probably realized. Deeper than tactics or confidence.

Words had power here. Literal, world-breaking power. The rules were cruelly simple: speak a truth. Something fundamental. Something that is. And the other must answer with something truer. Bigger. Stronger.

If someone asked you, truly, who are you? Most people would say their name. Maybe their job. Their history. Some titles they wore like armor.

But in this place, those were surface. Names were keys, not answers.

If you had to name yourself as a concept—what would you be worth?

That’s what had lingered. That’s why, when he asked Seraphine to accept the added rule about self-declaration, he wasn’t playing a trick. He was… trying something. Testing a question the answer of which he wasn't sure about yet.

He knew he’d end up backed into a corner—trapped, outmatched, unsure of the next move.

Seraphine has existed for millennia. She's witnessed civilizations rise and fall, had probably participated in countless such duels, and possessed knowledge of concepts, forces, and entities that Adom couldn't even imagine.

In a straightforward exchange of cosmic truths, he would inevitably reach a point where she would name something so ancient or obscure that he would have no frame of reference to counter it.

He knew all that even before accepting the challenge.

So, he decided to try the one thing she might not know the full weight of.

The one thing he didn’t fully understand either.

Himself.

He stood.

His voice cracked—but held.

"I am Adom."

The world shook.

The mana flared.

It reacted—not with obedience, but recognition. It pulled back from Seraphine. It surged toward him.

He didn’t stop.

"I am the one who died and came back. I am the one who begged, who broke, who clawed. I am pain that learned to walk."

Seraphine’s mouth parted slightly.

The circle dimmed.

"I am the second chance that keeps paying. I am the hand that wouldn’t let go. I am the burn, and I am the healing."

The light turned gold. The ground shifted. The air vibrated.

"I am Rebirth," he said. "I am the spark that comes after ash. The shape after ruin. The meaning after loss. I am not the end of anything. I am what begins again."

Adom took another step. The mana rose with him.

"I am human resilience," he continued. "The will to keep moving forward when everything says stop. I am the persistence that outlasts despair. The hunger to make meaning even in ruin."

The mana expanded. So did he.

Not physically, not really. But in the arena of Deep Magic, where meaning shaped matter, Adom grew. Larger. Brighter. He began to tower. His shape bled into the edges of the arena. His shadow became light.

Seraphine blinked, once.

He kept going.

And as he spoke, something inside him clicked. He wasn’t reciting a list. He was discovering it. One layer at a time. The more he said, the more he understood. Not felt. Understood. Logically. Precisely. This is what I am. This is what I have always been.

He took another step.

"I am Adom Sylla. I was nothing. I became. I am still becoming."

Seraphine didn’t flinch.

She stepped forward and straightened to her full height—not just physically, but in presence. In assertion. In identity.

Her voice was calm. Crisp. No tremor, no plea.

“I am Seraphine of the Neth’ir,” she said.

And she began to grow.

“I am dominion.”

Her feet anchored into the stone. Her limbs lengthened, posture sharpening into elegance. Her robe peeled away like shed skin, replaced by something sleek and segmented.

“I am metamorphosis,” she continued. “I am adaptation given direction. The cutting edge of necessity. I am the instinct that survives and improves and survives again.”

Her shoulders broadened. Spines curved along her arms. Horns. Wings. Something behind her unfolded with a sound like breaking metal.

“I am the wisdom of things that live long enough to watch gods die,” she said. “I am the mind that innovates, iterates, endures. I am the law that rewrites itself when the old words stop being useful.”

Now she towered. Her shadow stretched across the floor. Her eyes glowed sharp.

“I am the shape things are meant to take,” she said.

And then her voice hit a snag.

“I am…”

Silence.

Her mouth stayed open a beat longer than she meant to. The words weren’t there.

Not because she was finished. But because there was no more.

She was huge now. She filled the space. Towered over everything. Her shadow reached Adom’s feet.

And still, she had to look up.

Because he hadn’t moved. Hadn’t flared. Hadn’t risen.

He was simply there—still, and somehow unmistakably above her. As if reality itself had redrawn its center around him and forgotten to notify her.

He wasn’t casting weight. He was weight. Dense. Unyielding.

She had climbed to the top of her truth. She was everything she had ever been, every sharpened part of herself laid bare and burning.

And yet she was still standing in someone else's shadow.

Seraphine gasped.

Yes. She had grown into everything she was.

And he hadn’t even begun.

That’s when she understood.

And the silence between them said it for her.

Plainly.

Unforgivingly.

She was not the greater truth.

Not here. Not now.

Not against him.

The game didn’t end with a scream.

It ended with silence.

Then the circle dissolved.

And Seraphine lowered her eyes.

The world snapped back into focus.

Adom was standing outside the cave now, just beyond the barrier. He didn't remember stepping through it. The transition had been seamless—one moment in the formless arena of the War of Tongues, the next back in the physical world.

Seraphine stood motionless before him, staring into nothing. Her face was blank, eyes unfocused, as if she were looking at something a thousand miles away.

"What happened?" Bob whispered, eyes darting between them. His mouth was free again, though blood still stained his collar.

Thorgen was struggling against his chains, face twisted in confusion. Zara's eyes were wide with alarm. Artun kept shaking his head, mouthing something that looked like "get back."

None of them had seen what happened in the duel. They'd only witnessed Adom step through the barrier and take the witch's hand—then both of them had gone utterly still for several minutes.

"Seraphine," Adom said.

She didn't respond. Didn't even blink.

"Seraphine," he repeated, louder this time.

She inhaled sharply, as if surfacing from deep water. Her eyes refocused, settling on his face with newfound intensity.

"I won," Adom said. "We had a deal."

The centaurs and trolls shifted uneasily. The shadow creatures exchanged glances, uncertain what to do. Silence stretched across the clearing.

"You... won?" Bob managed, voice cracking. Thorgen's mouth fell open. Zara's eyes narrowed in disbelief.

Seraphine said nothing for a long while. She just looked at him, her expression unreadable.

"How did I not see this?" she finally muttered, so quietly Adom barely caught it despite standing right in front of her.

Adom had a hundred questions. A thousand. But his friends' lives took priority.

"Our agreement," he pressed. "Honor it."

Seraphine lifted her gaze to the night sky. The moonlight caught her features, turning them to marble. She inhaled deeply.

Adom's mind raced suddenly. What if she refused? Would the binding force her compliance? What if she decided that death was preferable to defeat—and chose to take them all with her? What if—

"Release them," Seraphine said.

The command was flat, emotionless. But the effect was immediate.

The creatures moved forward. Chains fell away. The prisoners staggered as they were suddenly freed, stumbling toward the cave entrance.

"Go!" Artun shouted, grabbing Adom's arm as he passed. "Don't just stand there!"

"Let's move," Zara added, limping but determined.

Thorgen didn't speak—just seized Adom's other arm with his remaining hand and pulled.

Bob was already at the cave entrance, waving frantically. "The portal! Get the portal ready!"

The dryads were moving inside, gathering around the apple tree. Daphne placed her hands on the trunk, murmuring words that made the bark glow faintly.

Adom glanced back. Seraphine hadn't moved. She stood like a statue among her army of transformed creatures, watching him with that same unsettling, detached expression. Whatever existential crisis she was experiencing, she was experiencing it privately.

He bent down and scooped up the phoenix egg. It pulsed warmly against his palm, as if greeting him.

The apple tree's trunk split open, revealing a shimmering doorway of golden light.

"Go, go!" Bob urged, practically shoving Zara through the portal. Thorgen followed, then Artun, then the smallest dryad.

Cyrel hesitated at the threshold, looking back at her mother one last time. Their eyes met across the distance. Something unspoken passed between them. Then Cyrel turned and stepped through.

Daphne followed, leaving only Adom and Zuni.

"That's our cue, my friend," Zuni said, biting at Adom's ankle. "Fascinating as this interaction has been, I'd rather not overstay our welcome."

Adom nodded, but found himself taking one last look at Seraphine. Their eyes locked. For a moment, he thought she might speak again. Say something profound or threatening. But she remained silent, watching him with those ancient, knowing eyes.

Adom stepped through the shimmering doorway, the egg clutched tightly to his chest.

The last thing he saw before the golden light enveloped him was Seraphine, still standing alone among her army, her face tilted slightly upward—as if listening to something no one else could hear.







            

    
        Chapter 107. Back To Normal

    
    
    
    
                
The portal felt like drowning in reverse.

 




Instead of water rushing into his lungs, Adom was suspended in something that might have been liquid warmth—a stream of lukewarm current that carried him forward without effort. For the first time since he'd started using magical transportation, his stomach wasn't trying to crawl out through his throat. No vertigo. No sense of being turned inside out. Just this gentle, flowing sensation that made him want to close his eyes and drift.

The phoenix egg pulsed against his chest, its rhythm different now. Slower. Almost like breathing. And then he heard it—not words exactly, but sounds that felt like they meant something. Soft chirps and trills, muffled as if coming from underwater. Was it trying to communicate? He couldn't tell. The sounds were soothing, musical, like a lullaby hummed by someone who'd never learned the proper words.

This was nice. Really nice.

He could stay here, floating in this warm current, listening to the egg's strange song, forgetting about witches and transformed monsters and friends in chains and—

Fresh air slammed into his face like a bucket of ice water.

The gentle warmth vanished. Reality crashed back with all the subtlety of a falling anvil. Adom tumbled through open space for a heartbeat before hitting something soft that definitely wasn't stone.

Booo.

There was grass. Real grass that smelled like earth and rain and growing things.

He opened his eyes and found himself staring up at branches heavy with red apples. The sky beyond was pale blue, streaked with actual clouds instead of the purple nightmare of the Fae Realm. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, warm and ordinary and absolutely wonderful.

"Ow," someone groaned nearby. "Me head feels like it's been used for hammer practice."

Bob. Adom turned his head and saw the leprechaun sitting up slowly, one hand pressed to his forehead. His normally pristine green coat was torn and dirty, and there was still dried blood on his collar from where Seraphine's creature had held a blade to his throat.

"Could have been worse, I suppose," Bob continued, squinting at the apple tree. "At least we're not dead. Though give me a moment to be sure about that."

A few feet away, Thorgen was making considerably more noise about his arrival. "Bah! Cursed magical nonsense! Give me a good solid bridge any day over this portal rubbish. And where's me axe? Did those foul creatures take me axe?"

Artun rolled to his feet and brushed grass off his coat and immediately began checking his weapons. "Well, that was fun. We should definitely do it again sometime. Maybe when I'm dead and can't feel anything."

Zara was already standing, calm as if she'd simply stepped through a doorway instead of fleeing a realm of nightmares. She surveyed their surroundings with the attention of someone who'd learned not to assume safety just because the immediate danger had passed.

"Everyone in one piece?" she asked.

Adom sat up, still clutching the phoenix egg. The flames around it had dimmed but not disappeared, creating a faint glow against his chest. He looked around for the dryads and found... nothing. No silver bark, no autumn leaves, no voices speaking in harmonious chorus.

"The dryads," he said. "Where are—"

A sharp chirping sound interrupted him.

Adom looked down. Zuni was sitting in the grass beside him, making the rapid-fire chirping sounds that had been his only form of communication for months. No words. No philosophical observations. No complaints about dramatic timing or requests for proper discourse.

Just chirping.

The shift was jarring in a way Adom hadn't expected. In the Fae Realm, Zuni had been... different. Articulate. Sarcastic. A tiny creature with opinions and wit and a vocabulary that put most scholars to shame. Hearing that cultured voice emerge from something the size of a particularly ambitious mouse had rewritten Adom's entire understanding of his companion.

Now, looking at Zuni making urgent little sounds while gesturing with his tiny paws, Adom felt like he was seeing two different creatures occupying the same space. The eloquent philosopher and the small, chittering animal. Both real. Both equally Zuni.

It was more disorienting than the portal had been.

"What's he saying?" Artun asked, noticing Adom's stare.

Adom reached out withwhat he now called his 'druidic sense'. The mental bridge formed, and suddenly Zuni's frantic chirping resolved into words.

"Are you quite alright? Because I must say, that was absolutely the most traumatic experience of my admittedly brief existence, and I do not recommend we repeat it anytime soon. Or ever, really. The sensations were most disagreeable, and I believe I may have temporarily lost consciousness."

Zuni paused in his chirping to clean his whiskers, then continued with even more urgency.

"Furthermore, I believe this ordeal entitles me to compensation. Specifically, I would like sweets. Not want—deserve. There is a significant difference. After what we've endured, I have earned the right to something pleasantly sugary. Perhaps those little honey cakes from the market? Or candied nuts? I am not particular about the exact nature of the confection, but I do insist that it be of high quality. None of those stale biscuits you tried to pass off as treats last week."

"He says he's fine," Adom told Bob. "And that he wants sweets."

"Deserves," Zuni corrected emphatically through the mental link. "The distinction is crucial to my argument."

Adom was about to respond when something obvious hit him. He looked around at his scattered companions, did a quick headcount, and...

"Wait. Where's Cyrel?"

Artun jerked his chin toward the cliff edge without looking up from inspecting a nick in one of his daggers. "Over there. Been staring at the sun since she landed. Haven't seen anyone do that since my uncle went mad from drinking bad wine."

Adom turned and spotted her silhouette against the bright sky. She stood still at the very edge of the cliff, her face tilted upward.

Good. It seemed like she was having a moment, so he did not reach out.

Now that the immediate panic had passed, Adom actually looked at where they'd ended up. The landscape was familiar—rolling hills, distant farmhouses, the characteristic stone walls of the Borealis duchy. They were back in Law's territory, standing in the exact spot where that strange tree had been planted years ago.





He reached out and touched the bark. It felt normal enough—rough, solid, warm from the sun.

"We made it safely, young guardian."

"The portal held true," came Daphne's familiar voice from within the tree. "We are grateful for your protection during our escape."

"Though it pains me to leave our sanctuary after fifty thousand years," came the smallest dryad's voice, heavy with sorrow. "That tree was our heart, our first home."

"Sister," Daphne's voice carried gentle comfort. "All things flow toward change. Rivers carve new paths. Seasons turn. Even we must sometimes plant new roots."

"The sanctuary served its purpose," the third voice added. "Now this tree will be our home, and we will tend it well. New beginnings from old endings."

Thorgen looked around, clearly hearing the voices but seeing nothing. "They're in there, aren't they? The tree ladies?"

"We are spirit-bound to our tree now," Daphne explained. "We dwell within, though we may manifest when we choose."

The air shimmered, and three translucent figures appeared around the trunk—the same dryads from the sanctuary, but somehow more solid here, more real.

"I know Daphne," Adom said, "but I never did learn your names properly."

The smallest smiled sadly. "I am Clio."

"And I am Thalia," said the one with the deeper voice.

They solidified for a moment, smiling at the group, before fading back into the rustling leaves.

"Who's there?!"

The shout came from somewhere downhill.









Adom turned toward the voice and spotted a familiar figure making his way up the hill. Ben moved with the careful pace of someone whose knees had been reminding him about his age for the past decade, but his grip on the walking stick was firm and his eyes were sharp as they scanned the group of strangers gathered around his tree.

The old farmer stopped about twenty feet away, close enough to talk but far enough to run if these turned out to be the wrong sort of visitors.

"Ben," Adom called out, raising one hand in what he hoped was a reassuring gesture. "It's me. Adom."

Ben squinted, leaning forward slightly. His grip on the walking stick shifted. "Adom? That you, boy?"

"It's me."

The old farmer's posture relaxed by exactly one degree. "Well, I'll be. You've grown some since I last saw you. Though that was what, two months back?" His eyes drifted over the rest of the group. "And you've brought friends."

Adom glanced at his companions.

They looked exactly like what they were--a group of people who'd recently escaped from something unpleasant and weren't entirely sure they were safe yet.

"It's a long story," Adom said. "And I'm sorry for just... barging in like this. Could we talk? I promise we're not here to cause trouble."

Ben studied him for a long moment. Whatever he saw in Adom's face seemed to satisfy him, because his shoulders dropped another notch.

"Long story, eh?" Ben's mouth twitched. "Well, those are usually the interesting kind. Though interesting and good aren't always the same thing."

"I know. And I'll understand if you want us to move along. But..."

"But you look like you've been through something that used its boots on you pretty thoroughly." Ben shifted his weight, considering. "And you're holding something that's glowing, which suggests this story of yours might be longer than most."

Adom looked down at the phoenix egg. The flames had dimmed to barely visible wisps, but there was still that soft pulsing light beneath the shell.

"Yeah. About that."

Ben was quiet for a moment, his eyes moving from face to face. Bob managed a weak smile. Thorgen nodded curtly. Artun touched two fingers to his forehead in a casual salute. Zara simply waited.

And Cyrel was still looking at the sun.

"Right then," Ben said finally. "Come on down to the house. We'll put some tea on and you can tell me this long story of yours. Just..." He pointed his walking stick at the group. "Don't do anything magical near my chickens. They're still upset about the last time someone weaved spells around here."

He turned and started making his way back down the hill, calling over his shoulder, "And try not to freak out the goats. They've got delicate constitutions."

*****


 




 


The tea helped. So did sitting in actual chairs instead of on cave floors or running through nightmare forests. Adom found himself sinking into the worn cushions of Ben's kitchen chair and realizing just how tightly wound he'd been for the past few days. In his pocket, Zuni stirred briefly, making a small chirping sound before settling back into sleep.

Ben bustled around his kitchen. The old farmer didn't push for details, just set out cups and fetched honey and generally gave them space to breathe.

"So," Ben said eventually, settling into his own chair with a grunt of satisfaction. "The Fae Realm, you said?"

"Portal opened up there," Bob offered, warming his hands around his cup. "Wasn't exactly pleasant travel."

"Never is, with those places." Ben nodded knowingly. "Had a cousin once, got pulled into one for what felt like a week. Came back three months later with stories that'd curl your hair. And speaking of which..." His eyes settled on Thorgen's bandaged stump. "That looks fresh."

Thorgen glanced down at where his right arm ended just below the elbow. "Aye. Nasty beasts in that place."

Adom blinked. The dwarf's tone was about as casual as if he'd mentioned a splinter.

"And you're just..." Adom gestured vaguely at the missing limb.

"Bah." Thorgen waved his remaining hand dismissively. "Arm's gone, not much to be done about that now. Though I'll be having words with the metalworkers back home. Been meaning to commission some improvements anyway."

"Improvements?" Ben asked.

"Oh aye. Dwarven craftsmanship, you understand. Spring-loaded mechanisms, hidden compartments, maybe a retractable blade or two." Thorgen's eyes lit up with enthusiasm. "Could be better than the original when I'm done. You should visit sometime, see proper smithwork."

Bob nearly choked on his tea. "You want to upgrade to a weaponized arm?"

"Why not? If you're going to lose a limb, might as well make the replacement interesting."

Ben was staring at Thorgen with something approaching awe. "You people certainly have different ways of looking at things. Course, I just tend the duke's crops and livestock. The folks up at the castle probably see all sorts.""

"People adapt," Artun said quietly. "Or they don't."

Zara nodded agreement, though she was watching the windows more than the conversation.

Ben's attention drifted to Cyrel, who sat perfectly still in her chair, mask back in place, hands folded in her lap. She'd accepted the tea but hadn't touched it.

"You alright there, miss?" Ben asked gently. "You look like you've seen something that disagreed with you."

Cyrel nodded once. Just a single movement.

Adom found himself studying her. Seraphine's child, who'd been away for thirty-four years but looked barely older than him. What was that story? What had driven her to leave?

"She doesn't talk much," Bob said, covering for the awkward silence.

"Some folks don't," Ben replied easily. "Nothing wrong with that. Tea's good for thinking, anyway."

The afternoon drifted by in a strange sort of peace. Bob regaled Ben with carefully edited stories from their travels, leaving out the more horrifying details but keeping the adventure. Thorgen sketched designs for his future mechanical arm on a piece of paper Ben provided. Artun helped with dinner preparations, moving around the kitchen like he'd been doing it all his life.

Cyrel remained quiet, occasionally turning her head toward the window, watching the light change.

By the time evening settled over the farm, the knots in Adom's shoulders had finally loosened. The phoenix egg had stopped pulsing entirely, just resting warm and still against his chest. Zuni had woken briefly to accept some crumbs from dinner before curling back up in Adom's pocket.

"Well," Ben said as they finished cleaning up from dinner, "I've got plenty of room if you folks want to stay the night. House gets lonely with just me rattling around in it. The duke's got his own staff up at the castle, but down here it's just me and the animals most days."

"That's generous of you," Zara said.

"Very generous," Bob agreed. "Been a while since I slept in an actual bed."

"Bah, I'll take a roof and four walls any day," Thorgen added.

Ben looked pleased. "What about you, lad?" he asked Adom.

"I need to get back to the academy," Adom said, touching the egg gently. "Need to get this somewhere safe."

"That the glowing thing you've been carrying?"

"It's... a rare bird. Sort of."

Ben raised an eyebrow but didn't press. "Fair enough. Academy's got good protections, I hear."

"It does." Adom stood.

"You take care of yourself," Ben said, gripping Adom's shoulder briefly.

"Thank you."

Cyrel still sat by the window, perfectly still.

He'd have questions for her eventually. But not tonight.

Adom stepped away from Ben's farmhouse and looked up at the darkening sky. A strider would take two hours to get back to Xerkes. But flying...

He inhaled slowly, then exhaled.

White energy erupted around him like controlled lightning. It wrapped around his arms, his legs, settled into his bones with that familiar rush of power. He looked down at his hands, watching the energy dance just beneath his skin.

Definitely needed to have a conversation with Biggins tomorrow.

He tried placing the phoenix egg into his inventory, but the system immediately rejected it.

[You cannot put live creatures into the inventory.]

"Right," he muttered, sighing. He turned back toward the tree where the dryads now lived. "I'll be back soon."

The leaves rustled in response, a gentle whisper that might have been words if he'd been close enough to hear them.

Adom checked his pocket. Zuni was still there, a small warm weight against his ribs, breathing steadily in sleep. He tightened his grip on the phoenix egg against his chest and slowly lifted off the ground.

The flight spell felt different now. More controlled. Less like being flung through the air and more like actually flying. His balance had improved dramatically since those first terrifying attempts weeks ago.

He rose higher, the farmhouse shrinking below him, and then shot forward through the night sky.

The flight to Xerkes took ten minutes.

Ten minutes of wind rushing past his face, of the landscape blurring beneath him, of the phoenix egg pulsing steadily against his chest like a second heartbeat. The academy's towers appeared ahead, their magical lights cutting through the darkness.

He landed in the courtyard with considerably more grace than usual, though his legs still wobbled slightly as the white energy faded. Exhaustion hit him. The past few days felt like they'd aged him months.

The main gates were still open—they always were, for students returning from late studies or evening activities. The guards nodded at him as he passed, recognizing him despite his disheveled appearance.

By the time he reached his dormitory, Adom was practically stumbling with fatigue. He knocked on his door.

"Who's there?" came Sam's voice from inside.

"It's me."

"Adom?" The voice rose in surprise. "Dude!"

Footsteps hurried across the room. The door swung open, revealing Sam's worried face. He took one look at Adom and winced.

"Ooh. That bad?"

Adom nodded. "Hello, Sam."

"Come in, come in." Sam stepped aside, ushering him into their shared room. "You look like you've been—what's that?"

He was staring at the phoenix egg, which had begun glowing softly again in response to being inside the academy's protective wards.

"It's a phoenix," Adom said simply.

Sam's eyes went wide. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah."

Sam opened his mouth, clearly bursting with questions, then seemed to register Adom's exhausted expression. "You know what, I'd really like to hear about the Fae Realm and everything, but you look like you need to rest. Like, for real."

"I'll tell you everything tomorrow," Adom promised, grateful for his friend's perceptiveness.

"Sure thing." Sam moved to his desk, putting away what looked like a letter. "Just get some sleep, okay?"

Adom noticed his name on the envelope. "Is that for me?"

"Oh, this?" Sam held up the letter. "It's for both of us, actually. From Morgana."

A smile broke across Adom's tired face. "How's she doing?"

"Apparently she left the Veyshari. She's traveling around the world now, seeing the sights, having adventures." Sam's tone suggested he found this simultaneously admirable and terrifying.

"I hope she's not in trouble," Adom said, settling onto his bed with the phoenix egg still clutched to his chest. "For some reason, she seems to be looking for it."







            

    
        Chapter 108. The Cats

    
    
    
    
                
The whistle shrieked across the practice field.

 




Players scattered across the pitch like startled birds, grabbing their positions as the krozball shot into play. The academy's team moved with the fluid coordination that came from months of practice—passes threading between defenders, the ball arcing through enchanted hoops.

Adom sat on the bench, yawning.

Beside him, Zuni had buried himself headfirst into a paper bag of candied nuts. His tiny form was completely hidden except for his tail, which twitched with what could only be described as ecstatic fervor.

"Oh, sublime confectionery mastery," came Zuni's muffled voice from within the bag. "The crystalline perfection of sugar artistry! The exquisite balance of sweet and salt! Truly, this is a creation worthy of the finest imperial kitchens!"

A particularly vigorous crunch echoed from the bag.

"The texture! The delicate crispness giving way to honeyed bliss! I am transported to realms of gustatory paradise!"

Sam, sitting on Adom's other side, watched the bag with growing concern. "You sure you should give him that?"

Zuni's head popped out of the bag, whiskers twitching with righteous indignation. He fixed Sam and launched into a rapid-fire series of aggressive chirps and squeaks.

Sam frowned. "Why is he chirping at me?"

Adom laughed. "He says you shouldn't interfere with another being's pursuit of transcendent pleasure, and that your obvious lack of appreciation for fine confectionery reveals a character flaw that he finds deeply concerning."

"He said all that?"

"More or less." Adom yawned again. "There were also some opinions about your aesthetic sensibilities that I thought were unnecessarily harsh."

Zuni disappeared back into the bag with a satisfied chirp.

On the field, one of the chasers missed a pass spectacularly, the ball sailing wide and crashing into the equipment shed. The coach's whistle pierced the air again, followed by some creative vocabulary about hand-eye coordination.

"Shouldn't you be warming up?" Sam asked, nodding toward the field where the reserves were supposed to be stretching.

"Probably." Adom didn't move. "But I'm tired, and they're doing fine without me."

Another crunch from the bag. Then another. The paper rustled frantically.

"This is quite possibly the most sublime gustatory experience of my admittedly brief existence," Zuni announced. "Each morsel is a tiny monument to the noble art of confectionery. I am humbled by such craftsmanship."

Sam stared at the frantically rustling bag, then at Adom. "I still can't believe you actually understand all of that. Like, fully understand it."

"It's a druidic technique," Adom explained. "You could train in it if you wanted. Though I should warn you—once you can understand what Zuni's actually thinking, you will see him differently."

A muffled chirp emerged from the bag.

Sam blinked. "What did he say?"

"He's defending his right to be opinionated."

Sam was quiet for a moment, watching the bag twitch with continued enthusiasm. "You know what? I want to learn it."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I mean, if I'm going to live with him, I should at least be able to have a proper conversation. Even if I do regret it later."

"Fair enough. We can start with basic exercises tomorrow."

Practice wound down with the usual collection of missed passes, successful plays, and the coach's increasingly creative commentary on everyone's technique. The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the field. Players began collecting their gear with the tired satisfaction that came after a decent practice.

Adom watched it all from the bench, Zuni's sugar-fueled commentary providing a running soundtrack to the evening. By the time the whistle blew for the final time, the little creature had worked his way through half the bag and was showing no signs of slowing down.

"I should probably go see Mr. Biggins," Adom said, standing and stretching. His shoulder protested, but not as much as it had that morning.

"About what?" Sam asked.

"That thing I showed you this morning." Adom had only gotten back from the fae realm yesterday, and he was still feeling the exhaustion that came from navigating those twisted paths. But some conversations couldn't wait.

"Want me to take Zuni?" Sam offered, eyeing the bag with mild concern.

"Would you? He's going to be like this for at least another hour."

"Sure." Sam carefully lifted the bag, Zuni's tail still protruding and twitching with each crunch. "Just promise me you'll start those lessons soon. I want to know what he's really thinking about all this."

Adom was halfway across the academy grounds when his communication crystal beeped. The sound was crisp and clean--a new modification he'd added recently. Everyone seemed to like the upgrade. Much better than the old pulsing.

He pulled the crystal from his pocket and activated it. "Hello?"

"Hey there, little mage." The voice was rough, familiar. "How's it going?"

"Thormund." Adom slowed his pace. The freeman's tone was friendly enough, but Thormund didn't make social calls. "I'm well. What's the matter?"

"Might want to pass by soon as you get a chance."

"Oh?"

"Caught ourselves a visitor today. Been asking around town about you. Real persistent type."

Adom stopped walking entirely. "For me?"

"Yep. Made it easy on us, really. Started hitting up our agents, showing your description around. Said he was looking for a young mage, about your height, dark hair with a white streak." Thormund's voice carried a note of amusement. "Folks around here know better than to give out information like that to strangers."

"And you think he's..."

"Bounty hunter. Professional one, by the look of his gear. Been asking real specific questions. The kind that usually end with someone getting hurt."

"Did he say who hired him?"

"Oh, he's been real chatty since we had our little conversation. Apparently some noble houses got together, pooled their resources. Seems they're not too happy about something you did."

The academy grounds suddenly felt very exposed. Adom glanced around, noting the shadows between buildings, the places someone could watch from. "I'll come by later."

"Good."

The connection ended with a soft click.

Adom stared at the crystal for a moment, then slipped it back into his pocket.

The city was changing fast. The Weird Stuff Store now sat wedged between a new baker and a cobbler, its hand-painted sign faded but still readable in the evening light.

The cats were back.

Three of them lounged on the wooden crates stacked outside the store, and two more prowled between the barrels. Adom had seen them here before, but he'd never bothered to listen. Today felt different.

He stopped and focused, reaching for that familiar mental shift that let him understand Zuni's elaborate opinions.

"—told you he'd be back," a sleek black cat was saying from atop the highest crate. "Humans are predictable."

"Aristoteles is always right about these things," agreed a tabby sprawled across a barrel. He sounded bored, but his tail twitched with interest. "Makes the rest of us look bad."

A ginger tom looked up from where he'd been investigating something behind the crates. "Adom! You're back! Did you bring anything good for us?"

Adom blinked. "You know my name?"

All five cats turned to stare at him. The silence stretched long enough to become uncomfortable.

"He understood me," the ginger tom said slowly.

"Obviously he understood you, Merlin," Aristoteles said from her perch. "The question is how."

"I learned animal speech," Adom said, feeling oddly like he was confessing to something.

"Well, that's new," muttered the tabby. "Usually humans just walk past pretending we don't exist."

A small calico emerged from behind a rain barrel. "Does this mean you'll actually listen when we tell you things now?"

"Depends on what you're telling me."

"Smart answer," Aristoteles said approvingly. "Most people assume we only talk about fish and sunny spots."

"Don't you?"

"Please." The calico sat down and began grooming a paw with obvious disdain. "I'm Vaelthara, by the way. That's Plutarch on the barrel, Merlin's the ginger, Heraclitus is lurking somewhere, and Her Royal Fuzziness up there is Aristoteles."

"I prefer 'She Who Knows Things,'" Aristoteles corrected.

Merlin padded closer. "So about those things we mentioned. You still planning to go inside and see the old man?"

"That was the idea."

"Good. When you come back out, could you maybe bring some of those dried fish he keeps behind the counter? The ones in the blue jar."

Adom stared at him. "You want me to steal fish for you?"

"Not steal," Plutarch said lazily. "Negotiate. The old man likes you. Just ask nicely."

"He'll probably give them to you for free if you explain the situation," Vaelthara added. "Humans love feeling generous."

"What situation?"

"The one where we've been watching his store for three weeks while he was gone," Aristoteles said. "Kept the rats away, scared off that drunk who kept trying to sleep in his doorway, made sure nobody broke in. Standard neighborhood cat services."

"You were working?"

"Working, lounging, what's the difference?" Plutarch stretched, claws extending briefly. "Point is, we earned those fish."

"Fair enough." Adom looked around at the five cats, all watching him with the particular intensity that suggested this conversation was more important than it seemed. "Anything else I should know?"

"Heraclitus wants to mention the thing about the weird smells," Merlin said. "But he's too shy to talk to humans directly."

A voice drifted from somewhere under the crates. "Not shy. Cautious. There's a difference."

"What weird smells?" Adom asked the general area where the voice had come from.

Silence.

"He says someone's been hanging around at night," Vaelthara translated. "Someone who smells like metal and leather and fear."

The cold feeling in Adom's stomach returned. "Recently?"

"Last few nights," Aristoteles confirmed. "Stood across the street for hours, just watching. Heraclitus has the best nose among us. If he says the guy smelled like trouble, then trouble's what it was."

Adom glanced across the street, noting the shadowed doorways and narrow alleys. Perfect spots for watching.

"I'll keep that in mind. And I'll ask about the fish."

"Excellent," Merlin said, already losing interest and wandering back toward his investigation behind the crates. "Nice having a conversation for once instead of just meowing at you."

"Speak for yourself," Vaelthara said. "I've got a perfectly dignified meow."

Adom left them to their debate and pushed open the door to the Weird Stuff Store. The familiar smell of old leather, dried herbs, and something that might have been magic or might have been mold greeted him.

"Young Adom!" Biggins looked up from behind the counter, his weathered face creasing into a genuine smile. "Back from your travels, I see. How did you find the fae realm? Exhausting as always, I'd imagine."

Adom opened his mouth to respond, but Biggins waved a hand dismissively.

"Never mind all that. Thorgen already filled me in on your little bounty hunter situation." The old man's eyes twinkled. "Quite the eventful few days you've been having, haven't you?"

Adom sighed and let his shoulders drop. "If you already knew, then why ask?"

"Because, my dear boy, asking the right questions is like putting on your left shoe before your right one—it doesn't change where you're going, but it makes the journey far more interesting."

Biggins leaned forward on the counter, his grin widening. "Besides, I wasn't asking about the realm. I was asking about what you brought back from it."

The old man's gaze sharpened despite the playful tone. "Show me."

Adom didn't argue. There was no point with Biggins when he got that particular look in his eyes.

He took a slow breath, centering himself, and reached for the energy that had been thrumming beneath his skin.

He exhaled.

The white light that emerged was nothing like what he'd managed before. It flowed from him, ethereal and intense, filling the cluttered space with a radiance that seemed to exist somewhere between sight and sensation.

The energy moved with purpose now, controlled but powerful, threading between the shelves and displays.

Adom gasped.

It felt like diving into an ice-cold lake without warning—that moment when your entire body jolts awake, when every nerve fires at once and your lungs forget how to work.

The sensation was breathtaking in the most literal sense, leaving him momentarily stunned by the sheer intensity of what was flowing through him.

This was new.

Around the store, objects began to vibrate. Glass bottles clinked against each other on their shelves.

A collection of brass instruments hummed. The wooden floorboards creaked as if the building itself was responding to the energy.

A set of wind chimes hanging near the window started singing despite the absence of any breeze.

The light pulsed once more and then faded, leaving the store in its normal dim illumination. The objects settled back into stillness with a few final clinks and creaks.

Biggins stood perfectly still behind the counter, his eyes fixed on the space where the energy had been strongest. His expression had shifted from playful curiosity to something far more serious.

"Fascinating," he said quietly.

Adom stared at his hands, flexing his fingers as if he could still see traces of the energy lingering there. "I don't understand it. It's not mana—I know what mana feels like. And it's not Fluid either."

He looked up at Biggins. "I thought maybe it was Axis, but not the way I learned about it. This feels completely different."

"It is Axis," Biggins said.

"But—"

"The principle of Axis, my boy, is to create a synergy between mana and Fluid. To make them dance together until they become something new, a single entity rather than two separate forces."

Biggins moved around the counter, stepping carefully over a brass astrolabe that had fallen during the energy display. "Only in you, it's manifested differently."

Adom frowned. "Differently how?"

"Well, that's to be expected, isn't it?" Biggins picked up the astrolabe and set it back on its shelf. "You're the first human to actually complete the process. I designed the technique, but I never had anyone successfully finish it before you."

The old man turned back to face Adom. "You managed it in three days while running for your life through a realm that actively resists human presence. Of course it's going to manifest in ways I never anticipated."


"Then what now?" Adom asked. "What do I do?"

Biggins tilted his head, eyebrows rising. "What do you mean, what do you do?"

"If no one else has been through this before me, then how am I supposed to know how to treat this new power? What if I do something wrong? What if—"

"Is that you, Adom, my boy?" Biggins stepped closer, his eyes narrowing as he studied Adom's face.

Adom frowned. "Of course it's me. Who else do you think— hey!"

He pushed Biggins away as the old man leaned in even closer, his movements sharper than intended.

"How extraordinarily out of character," Biggins mused, stepping back but continuing to watch Adom. "You're usually the one pestering me with questions about every new discovery. Eager as a hound on a scent trail. Now here you are with the most remarkable development imaginable, and you're acting like it's a burden."

"I like discovering things that are outside my body," Adom said, rubbing his temples. "Things that don't have unpredictable behaviors and won't one day explode me from the sheer power of them."

Biggins burst into laughter.

This was getting annoying.

"Oh, my dear boy, I can promise you one thing—you won't be exploding from it." He wiped his eyes, still chuckling. "Axis is designed to auto-regulate to its owner's body. It evolves with you, grows as you grow, adapts to your limits and capabilities. Right now, all these changes you're experiencing are just the new core adapting to its owner's unique physiology."

The old man's expression grew more serious, though traces of amusement still lingered around his eyes. "Because of your particular abilities and constitution, it's evolving rapidly to catch up with what you already are. The same thing happened to me when I first developed the technique, though admittedly on a much bigger scale."

Adom felt some of the tension leave his shoulders, but then another thought struck him. "Actually, there's something else. The system showed that I have something called a 'primordial body' now. It happened after my healing factor, white wyrm's body, and silverback's might combined somehow."

Biggins paused mid-gesture, his hand frozen in the air. "Are you certain it called it a primordial body?"

"Positive."

"Hmm." Biggins stroked his mustache. "While I'm still not familiar with this 'system' of yours to this day, that particular term... I'll need to do some research on that one before I can give you a proper answer. I'll let you know once I'm done."

A familiar knot of worry formed in Adom's stomach. "Nothing bad, right?"

"Bad?" Biggins's face brightened instantly, his tone returning to its usual cheerful madness. "Nooo. Why would it be bad?"

"Okay," Adom said, feeling marginally better about the whole situation.


They spent the next hour covering everything that had happened. Adom told him about the phoenix egg he'd acquired in the fae realm, and Biggins had been very clear about keeping it close and not showing it off to anyone.

They discussed the upcoming krozball tournament for which Adom would be leaving with the team in a week. Biggins shared some updates about customers who'd stopped by while he was away, and they talked through a few theoretical applications of Axis that Adom might want to experiment with once things settled down.

"Oh, and Cyrel came with us," Adom said. "You know, the witch's daughter."

Biggins just kept smiling.

Adom frowned at him. "That's it?"

"What else would you like there to be from me?"

"Well," Adom said, studying the old man's face, "we heard a lot of things about you in the fae realm. I thought you and the witch would have history together."

Biggins burst into laughter. "Oh, we do. A very long one, even."

Before Adom could speak, Biggins raised a hand. "There are many reasons I don't talk about my past as often as I know you'd like me to, my boy. I'm sorry for that, but I'll do so when I'm ready." His expression grew serious for a moment. "I'm asking you to wait for that moment. When it comes, I'll tell you everything. The story of my life. The parts I'm proud of. The ones I'm less proud of. All of it."

Adom nodded slowly. "Alright."

By the time they'd covered everything, the sun had nearly set completely.

"Before I go," Adom said, remembering his promise to the felines outside, "I'd like to buy those dried fish your cats have been eyeing. The ones in the blue jar."

Biggins's eyes twinkled. "My cats, are they? Well, I suppose they have been earning their keep. Take them. No charge."

"You sure?"

"Consider it payment for services rendered. They've been better security than most guards I could hire."

Adom retrieved the blue jar from behind the counter and headed for the door. "I'll stop by in a few days to see if you've learned anything about that primordial body business."

"Indeed. Try not to explode before then!"

"Very funny."

"Adom."

He turned back.

"You did well," Biggins said quietly. "With the phoenix, and the daughter. I am very glad."

There was a silence after this. Long and heavy. What was this supposed to mean?

Then he smiled, gesturing for Adom to get out now.

So he did.

The cats were exactly where he'd left them, though they all turned to stare at him with expressions that somehow managed to convey both patience and irritation.

"Finally," Aristoteles said from her perch atop the crates. "We were beginning to think you'd forgotten about us entirely."

"Or that the old man had talked your ear off," Plutarch added lazily. "He does tend to ramble."

"I brought your fish." Adom opened the jar and set it down near the crates.

The effect was immediate. All five cats converged on the jar. Even Heraclitus emerged from his hiding spot to join the feast.

"Oh, this is excellent," Merlin said between bites. "Perfectly dried, just the right amount of salt."

"The texture is sublime," Vaelthara agreed. "Biggins knows his fish."

"Tell the old man we appreciate his generosity," Aristoteles said, pausing long enough to look up at Adom. "This is quality merchandise."

From inside the store, Adom could see Biggins watching through the window, a small smile on his face. The old man raised his hand in acknowledgment of the cats' praise.

"He can hear you, can't he?" Plutarch observed, following Adom's gaze.

"I suspect the old man understands quite a lot more than he lets on," Heraclitus said quietly.

Adom decided not to mention that Biggins was a dragon and almost certainly understood every word they were saying. Some secrets weren't his to tell.

The cats finished their meal. They groomed their whiskers, stretched, and settled into various comfortable positions around the crates.

"So," Adom said, "if you liked that, I could arrange for more."

Five pairs of eyes focused on him.

"More fish?" Merlin asked, tail twitching with interest.

"On a regular basis," Adom confirmed. "But I'd need you to work for me."

"What kind of work?" Aristoteles asked.

Adom smiled, thinking about bounty hunters lurking in shadows and the network of information that flowed through the city's streets like water. Cats went everywhere, saw everything, and nobody ever paid attention to them.

"Have you ever heard of spies?"







            

    
        Chapter 109. I Made A Mistake

    
    
    
    
                
I made a mistake.

The thought rang through Kerrick's mind with the clarity of a temple bell. Not his first mistake, certainly. But this one had a particular sting to it.

Three weeks ago, he'd been sitting in the Unicorn's Tavern, cocky and unbothered, listening to old Jarl the Red refuse a contract on some Academy brat. Kerrick had laughed at the caution. Mocked it, even. After all, what's a boy mage to a veteran mercenary with seventeen successful contracts under his belt?

The problem with experience is you can only gain it the hard way. And sometimes, by the time you've gained it, it's too late to use it.

His adventures since accepting that contract had been brief and embarrassing. No epic chase across city rooftops. No clever magical traps he'd outsmarted. No duel of wits with his target.

Just three days of asking questions around town before being grabbed by what he now understood was a spy network with connections to the kid. He hadn't even laid eyes on his target before ending up in a basement with his hands tied behind his back.

He'd met a Freeman with hands like stone hammers and a vocabulary that consisted mainly of grunts and creative threats. The Freeman had been bad enough, but then there was the mouse.

A fucking mouse beastkin. Not even a wolf or a bear or something respectable. A mouse, barely coming up to his knee, with oversized ears and whiskers that twitched when he talked. Which was constantly.

"Fascinating electrical discharge capabilities in the human nervous system," the mouse had chirped, adjusting a small device attached to Kerrick's arm. "Do you know your pain receptors conduct energy at approximately three times the normal rate? That's quite rare! Most humans I've worked with only manage about twice the standard threshold before losing consciousness."

"What kind of mouse—" Kerrick had started to ask before another jolt shot through him.

"Ooh! Did you see that? The reading jumped by a full point! I wonder if anger increases conductivity? Let's test that hypothesis..."

Another shock, stronger this time.

"Oh my God! I should publish a paper on this! Right Thormund? 'Emotional States and Their Effects on Electrical Conductivity in Human Subjects.' What do you think? Too wordy? Maybe something punchier?"

"I think you're getting a bit too comfortable with questioning, little boss"

"Oh, come on, this is for science!"

The little bastard couldn't stop marveling at his own twisted experiments, going on and on about "revolutionary findings" while Kerrick twitched and sweated in his bonds.

"It's completely unnatural," Kerrick had managed through gritted teeth. "What kind of mouse beastkin even has this sort of power? It's unfair! It's—"

But that wasn't the point.

The point was: I made a mistake.

Now Kerrick stood on the doorstep of Eastwick Manor, straightening his borrowed coat with his one good hand. The other arm still twitched occasionally—a souvenir from the mouse's "research."

He raised his fist and knocked three times, precise and measured.

The door swung open to reveal a severe-looking steward with eyebrows that appeared to be waging war against each other.

"Yes?" the steward asked, his gaze traveling from Kerrick's eye patch to his twitching hand with the sort of disdain usually reserved for something found stuck to the bottom of a shoe.

"Good evening," Kerrick said. "I'm here to see Lord Varnham. I believe he's expecting a report on a certain Academy student."




The steward looked Kerrick up and down with thinly veiled contempt. "You may enter. Young master Varnham and his associates are expecting your report."

Kerrick stepped into the marble-floored foyer, his boots suddenly feeling too loud, too dirty for such pristine surroundings. The steward led him through a series of hallways, each more opulent than the last, before stopping at a set of double doors.

"Wait here," the steward instructed. "Refreshments will not be provided."

The door closed behind him with a soft click that somehow managed to sound judgmental.

"Shit," Kerrick whispered. "Shit, shit, shit."

He paced the room, five steps one way, five steps back. The communication crystal tucked into his pocket felt heavier than it should. The mousy little bastard had been very clear about its operation—get them to admit everything, don't cut them off, keep them talking.

Easy to say when you're not the one doing it.

He fingered the hilt of his dagger—the only weapon they'd let him keep. Fat lot of good it would do if things went sideways. But the Freeman had been insistent: "You go alone. More believable. Besides, who'd suspect a broken mercenary?"

The door swung open. Three young men entered, none of them looking a day over twenty. Polished boots, tailored jackets, and the unmistakable swagger of privileged youth who'd never faced consequences.

"Ah, our man of action returns," said the tallest one—young Varnham, Kerrick guessed. "I trust you have good news for us?"

"My lord," Kerrick bowed, buying time. "The mission... had complications."

"Complications?" A thin boy with spectacles perched on his nose stepped forward. "What sort of complications? We paid for results, not excuses."

"Did you get close to him at least?" asked the third, a stocky young man with a half-grown beard attempting to compensate for his baby face. "Did he suspect anything?"

Kerrick tugged at his collar, eyes darting around the room. "Perhaps if my lords would explain exactly what prompted such... measures against a student? Might help me understand what I'm dealing with."

"Understand?" Lord Varnham laughed. "Your job isn't to understand. Your job is to eliminate the problem."

Seeing Kerrick's reluctance to elaborate, the young man sighed. "That Xerkes drama got the crown prince arrested. Do you have any idea what that's done to our families' positions?"


"Three generations of trade agreements," Spectacles said, his voice tight with anger. "Import licenses for Karthian silk that my family controlled exclusively through the prince's favor. Gone. Overnight."

"My father's shipping company lost half its imperial contracts," Baby Beard added. "We had to sell two estates already. My sister's dowry is practically worthless now."

Varnham stepped closer, lowering his voice. "That brat had no right to interfere in matters beyond his understanding. The prince was our ally, our path to securing our families' futures. Now he's rotting in a cell because some self-righteous Academy student couldn't mind his own business."

"So," Kerrick said slowly, "just to be absolutely clear—you want Adom Sylla dead because he was responsible for the crown prince's arrest?"

"Not just dead," Baby Beard snapped. "I want it to look like an accident. Something painful but not suspicious."

"Our families have supported the crown for generations," Spectacles added, pushing his glasses up his nose with one finger. "We trusted the system, followed every rule. Then this upstart from Xerkes Academy ruins everything because he thought he knew better than centuries of tradition."

"So," Varnham said, leaning forward, "is it done? Is Adom Sylla dead?"

Kerrick suddenly saw them clearly—not calculating villains but angry young men lashing out at a convenient target for their families' downfall. Their rage was personal, raw, and completely blind to consequences. And he, desperate for coin, had stepped right into their emotional vendetta without considering what came next.

Fuuuuuuuck....

Kerrick exhaled slowly, shoulders relaxing as if a great weight had been lifted. He stepped back toward the wall, his hand dropping away from his dagger.

The young nobles exchanged confused glances.

"What are you—" Varnham began.

The doors burst open with a crack that echoed through the room like thunder. Six city guards poured in, swords drawn, followed by a stern-faced woman in a magistrate's robe.

"So sorry about the interruption," Kerrick said, not sounding sorry at all. "I should have mentioned my new employment situation."

The magistrate stepped forward, holding up a communication crystal that glowed with the same blue light as the one hidden in Kerrick's pocket.

"Tristan Varnham, Edwin Kellridge, Harmon Duren," she said, "you are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder against a member of the Magisterium. Specifically, the attempted assassination of Adom Sylla, protected student of Xerkes Academy."

"This is absurd!" Varnham sputtered. "You can't—we didn't—"

"We have your confession," the magistrate said, tapping the crystal. It emitted their voices with perfect clarity: "So, is it done? Is Adom Sylla dead?"

A new feature Adom added to the recent versions.

Chaos erupted. Spectacles—Kellridge, apparently—made a dash for the side door only to be tackled by two guards. Baby Beard Duren stood frozen in shock. Varnham lunged for Kerrick, who sidestepped with the ease of someone who'd spent years avoiding people trying to kill him.

"You set us up," Varnham hissed, his composure cracking like thin ice. "Do you have any idea who my father is?"

"Probably not as intimidating as the people who actually hired me," Kerrick replied with a shrug. "But I'm sure you'll have plenty of time to name-drop from your cell."

As the guards restrained the struggling young nobles, Varnham twisted around, face contorted with rage.

"This isn't over! Our families will—"

"Your families will likely disown you to save what's left of their reputations," the magistrate cut in coolly. "Conspiracy to murder is frowned upon even in the highest circles."

Kellridge's glasses had been knocked askew in the scuffle. "You don't understand," he pleaded to the magistrate. "That Xerkes student ruined everything. Our families were counting on us."

"And now they'll be counting the years until your release," Kerrick muttered.

The magistrate's eyes narrowed. "Take them away."

As the guards dragged the young men out, Kerrick leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. "Well," he said to no one in particular, "that went about as well as a cat bath."

Sometimes, he reflected, watching the door close behind the last guard, mistakes taught you exactly what you needed to learn. Just rarely in the way you'd choose to learn it.

The crystal in Kerrick's pocket began to pulse with an irritating rhythm.

He fished it out, wincing as his arm twitched again. The crystal glowed an agitated blue.

"—absolutely need that back immediately!" A high-pitched voice erupted from the crystal at a volume that made Kerrick nearly drop it. "Hello? Hello? Is this thing working? Can you hear me? Of course you can hear me. The transmitter is functioning perfectly. Adom's design is flawless!"

Kerrick held the crystal at arm's length. "I can hear you just fine."

"Excellent! Now listen carefully. That crystal is an extremely delicate prototype. One of a kind. Irreplaceable. Well, not literally irreplaceable because we could make another one, but it would take approximately two hours and fourteen minutes of continuous work, and Adom would absolutely murder me if it fell into the wrong hands. Do you understand the gravity of the situation? It contains proprietary runes that—"

"Yes," Kerrick interrupted.

"What was that?" The voice paused.

"Yes, sir."

"Ha! He called me 'sir,' Thormund! Did you hear that? I'm 'sir' now. I could get used to this authority thing."

A deeper voice rumbled in the background. "I'm afraid you're becoming a bit too tyrannical for my taste, little boss."

"Tyrannical? Me? I prefer the term 'efficiently authoritative.' And only to our enemies, I assure you."

"And mercenaries," Thormund added.

"Well, obviously mercenaries. They're basically enemies we're temporarily employing. It's a very fine distinction."

Kerrick cleared his throat. "Should I... bring the crystal somewhere specific?"

"What? Oh, right. Yes. Back to the place where you were before. You know the one. With the basement. And the chair. And the thing with the wires that made you scream like a—"

The connection abruptly cut off, leaving Kerrick staring at the now-silent crystal.

"I made a mistake."

Was all he had to say.



*****

 


"So," Valiant asked, whiskers twitching with barely contained excitement, "what do you think of our operation?"

Adom sat at a desk, one hand curled around a steaming cup of tea, the other idly flipping through a textbook on advanced Fluid and mana theory. He took a deliberate sip before answering.

"Thanks, Valiant. Really appreciate it."

"That's it?" The mouse beastkin's ears drooped slightly. "That's all you have to say? I personally coordinated a complex intelligence operation that just resulted in the arrest of three high-born conspirators. Do you realize what we've accomplished? We've completely disrupted a shadow network of anti-mage sentiment! We've sent a message that will echo through every noble house in the city! This could change the entire political landscape for beastkin and students alike!"

"It was good work," Adom conceded, not really sure what it changed for beastkin. But Valiant was Valiant, and asking him would make him keep talking.

Not ideal.

"Good work?" Valiant threw his tiny paws in the air. "We just prevented an assassination! Your assassination! We've secured evidence that will put three noble heirs in prison for years! This is historic! Revolutionary! Absolutely—"

"Humble as ever, little boss," Thormund said from his position by the door.

"Humility is inefficient," Valiant replied without missing a beat. "When you're preventing murders and toppling conspiracies, stating facts isn't bragging, it's just accurate reporting."

Adom set his cup down. "The recording feature on the crystal worked well. I'm glad you made the suggestion."

"I told you it would come in handy!" Valiant hopped onto Adom's desk, careful to avoid the tea. "And the mercenary! Using their own hired blade against them! Absolutely brilliant strategy on my part, if I do say so myself."

"Your part?" Thormund raised an eyebrow.

"Well, our part," Valiant amended, whiskers twitching. "Though I was the one who suggested the electrical persuasion techniques."

Adom closed the textbook and stood, stretching his arms above his head until his shoulders popped. "Thanks for the tea, by the way."

"Whatever," Valiant waved a tiny paw dismissively. "I bought it specially for your visits. You're the only one who drinks the stuff here."

"I like tea," Thormund said from his position by the door.

Both Adom and Valiant turned to stare at the massive Freeman.

"What?" Thormund's brow furrowed. "A man can't enjoy a civilized beverage?"

"Nothing," Adom said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "I think I like you even more now, Thormund."

The Freeman grunted, but there was a hint of pleasure in it.

"Keep me updated on the situation, would you?" Adom gathered his notes. "And let the cats in before you leave. They'll be hungry."

Valiant's whiskers twitched. "I still can't believe you're working with cats. Not even cat beastkin—actual cats. Do you know what cats do to mice in the natural order of things?"

"We're hardly operating in the natural order of things," Adom replied. "You electrocute people for fun."

"For science," Valiant corrected. "And information gathering. Very different. But seriously, I feel deeply betrayed on behalf of all mousekind."

"You'll get along fine," Adom said. "They're quite intelligent. Almost as intelligent as you."

"Now you're just being insulting."

Adom waved goodbye, ignoring Valiant's continued protests about feline treachery as he made his way out of the safehouse and into the streets of Arkhos.

The city hummed with early evening activity—merchants closing up shop, taverns opening their doors, couples and families strolling in the mild spring air. Lamplighters moved methodically down the cobblestone streets, bringing a warm glow to replace the fading daylight.

None of them knew what was coming. None of them understood how fragile this peace really was.

Adom had come back to change things.

To stop Dragon's Breath from being created—that was the first priority. A weapon that could level entire cities wasn't just a threat in itself; it was the beginning of an arms race that would leave all nations weakened, fractured, and vulnerable when the World Dungeon finally rose. There needed to be strong, unified kingdoms when that happened. Places where people could seek refuge while the world changed around them.

And yet, here he was, dealing with privileged boys seeking revenge. The Crown Prince, who'd struck a deal with Farmus that would have kickstarted the Dragon's Breath project. Now these noble idiots trying to assassinate him.

He was fighting on too many fronts, spreading himself too thin. Every day spent dealing with these distractions was a day not spent on his real mission.

Lost in thought, Adom rounded a corner and slammed straight into someone. The impact nearly knocked him off his feet.

"Oh, sorry about that," he said automatically, still half-trapped in his own worries and slightly impressed that he was actually pushed back despite his current strength.

"Do not be sorry, young man. It was entirely my fault." The voice was deep, cultured, and painfully familiar.

Adom's head snapped up, eyes widening as he stared at the old man towering over him and smiling.

"Sir Gaius?" The name escaped Adom's lips in a shocked whisper.

The old man's smile widened.





            

    
        Chapter 110. The Archmage's Warning

    
    
    
    
                The meat pie was perfect. Flaky crust, tender beef, and just enough gravy to make each bite satisfying without being messy. Old Mari's food had always been exceptional, but now that she'd expanded beyond her original place to stands throughout the city—including this popular spot in the merchant district—everyone knew it.

"Excellent as always, Mari," Sir Gaius said, taking another measured bite. "Though I have to say, your new dessert offerings are quite the pleasant surprise."

"Oh, go on with you," Mari called from behind the counter of her bustling stand, waving a flour-dusted hand at him while simultaneously directing two assistants. "Took you long enough to try them. I've been serving apple tarts for three months now."

"Three months? Has it really been that long since my last visit?" Gaius chuckled, wiping grease from his beard with a cloth napkin. "Time moves differently when you reach my age."

"Your age," Mari snorted, pausing in her supervision of the evening rush to give him a pointed look. "You're not that much older than me, you old fraud. And don't think expanding to five stands means I'm too important to call you out on your nonsense."

Adom nearly choked on his pie. The most powerful mage in the Empire was bantering with the woman who now ran the most popular food operation in Arkhos like they were old friends. Which, judging by their easy familiarity despite the crowd of customers between them, they apparently were.

Gaius caught his expression and smiled. "Mari and I go back quite a few years. She used to cook for the city guard before opening her first place. Made the best field rations I've ever tasted."

"Field rations," Mari called over, apparently listening to every word despite juggling orders for a dozen customers. "That's what you're calling my cooking now? Field rations?"

"The finest field rations in the Empire," Gaius amended solemnly.

Mari made a dismissive noise but Adom caught her grinning as she handed a wrapped pie to a well-dressed merchant's wife.

The Archmage looked nothing like what Adom expected. No flowing robes, no staff, no visible symbols of office. Just a solidly built old man in a simple brown coat and worn leather boots, sitting at one of Mari's small tables like any other customer. His gray hair was tied back in a practical knot, and his hands—currently wrapped around a meat pie—were calloused like a laborer's.

If you passed him on the street, you'd think he was a retired blacksmith or maybe a former soldier. Not the man who could probably level a city block if he felt particularly motivated.

"Now then," Gaius continued, settling back in his chair, "how are your studies progressing at the Academy? Xerkes has quite the reputation for producing exceptional mages."

"It's fine," Adom said.

Gaius waited, clearly expecting more. When none came, he chuckled. "Fine. The response of youth everywhere when questioned by their elders. Your professors would probably describe your work differently, I imagine?"

"Probably."

Another pause. Another chuckle.

Adom took another bite of pie and settled in to wait. He'd learned, over the course of eight decades, that old men—particularly old men with power—had their own rhythm for conversations. They liked to circle around topics, test the waters, establish comfort before diving into whatever they actually wanted to discuss. Rushing them was not just rude; it was counterproductive.

Besides, he was an old man himself now, even if his reflection disagreed.

"And what about friends?" Gaius asked. "Making any meaningful connections? The Academy can be quite competitive. Sometimes that breeds camaraderie, sometimes the opposite."

"Some."

"Ah. The mysterious 'some.' And romantic interests? Surely a young man of thirteen has begun to notice the fairer sex?"

Again, Adom nearly choked on his pie. The question was so unexpected, so thoroughly awkward coming from the Archmage while sitting at a crowded food stand, that he had to cough twice before managing a response.

"Not really."

"Not really," Gaius repeated, his eyes twinkling with what looked suspiciously like amusement. "How remarkably honest of you. Most boys your age would either boast wildly or turn red as a tomato. You've done neither."

Because most boys my age haven't lived through the slow decay of watching everything they loved burn while the world ended around them.

...Okay, that was dramatic.

"I'm focused on my studies," Adom said instead.

"Admirable. Though perhaps a touch single-minded? Balance is important, you know. The mind needs variety to flourish." Gaius finished his pie and set his plate aside. "Speaking of variety, how is your family's guild faring? Wangara, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Your father must be proud to have a son showing such magical aptitude. Guild families often struggle when their children pursue paths outside the traditional trades."

Adom's grip tightened slightly on his fork. "He's managing."

"Managing," Gaius mused. "Another wonderfully diplomatic answer. You're quite economical with your words, aren't you?"

The old man's tone was gentle, conversational, but Adom could feel the weight of attention behind it. Like being studied by a particularly patient scholar who'd found an interesting specimen.

"I prefer listening," Adom said.

"Do you now? How refreshing. In my experience, most people—especially young people—prefer the sound of their own voice above all others." Gaius leaned back in his chair, watching the bustling crowd around Mari's stand. "Though I suppose I'm hardly one to talk, given how much I've been chattering away."

A comfortable silence settled between them. Mari's voice drifted over the crowd as she called out orders, mixing with the quiet sounds of the evening rush. Adom finished his pie, set his fork down carefully, and waited.

The Archmage was going somewhere with this conversation.

Gaius reached into his coat and pulled out a small leather purse, counting out coins.

"Keep the change, Mari," he called over the crowd.

"You always tip too much," she called back, but she was smiling as she said it.

"Thank you, Mari," Adom said, standing from the small table. "The pie was excellent."

"Come back anytime, dear. And bring your friends here more often—they need the feeding."

Gaius chuckled as they made their way through the evening crowd, past merchants closing their stalls and families finishing their dinners at the scattered tables. The sounds of the district—haggling voices, clattering wheels, distant music from a tavern—faded as they walked toward a quieter side street.

"I've been speaking with Merris recently," Gaius said once they'd found a more private stretch of road. "He confided in me about a certain student. Eren, I believe his name was. Quite remarkable, from what I understand. And sponsored by you, no less."

The traitor.

The thought flickered through Adom's mind, directed at Merris for sharing information about Eren. But it faded almost immediately. Merris was many things—politically cautious, occasionally frustrating, prone to long speeches about Academy tradition—but he wasn't someone who betrayed confidences lightly. If he'd told the Archmage about Eren, he'd had good reason.

Still, it was unsettling to know his business was being discussed at the highest levels.

"Would that be a problem?" Adom asked.

"Oh, no. Quite the opposite, actually." Gaius paused beside a streetlamp, its warm light casting long shadows down the cobblestones. "It was very good of you to hide him so far from the Empire. Very prudent. I've decided to take him as my disciple myself."

Adom blinked. "Your disciple?"

"Indeed." Gaius resumed walking, hands clasped behind his back. "The timing works out rather well, actually. I've been having some... disagreements with His Imperial Majesty regarding the deployment of young mages. He's been pushing rather aggressively to reinstate certain old practices."

The way he said 'old practices' made it sound like something distasteful he'd found stuck to his shoe.

"What kind of practices?" Adom asked, though he suspected he already knew.

"Frontline service for Academy students. The Emperor believes that mages, even children, represent resources too valuable to waste on extended education when they could be contributing directly to our military efforts." A pause. "He's quite passionate about restoring the Empire to its former glory. Believes we need every advantage we can muster to maintain our position against... the recent threats."

Adom felt something cold settle in his stomach. "And you disagree."

"I believe," Gaius said carefully, "that sending children to die in foreign wars is both morally reprehensible and strategically shortsighted. A dead thirteen-year-old mage contributes nothing to the Empire's long-term interests, no matter how spectacularly they might burn before dying."

They walked in silence for a moment. Around them, the city continued its evening routine—lamplighters making their rounds, late shoppers hurrying home, the distant clatter of carriages on main thoroughfares. Normal life, proceeding as if the most powerful man in the Empire wasn't casually discussing the possibility of child soldiers.

"The Magisterium's position on this matter is quite firm," Gaius continued. "We've made it clear that Academy students are under our protection and jurisdiction. His Majesty finds this... limiting."

There was something in the way he said it. Something that suggested this disagreement was heading somewhere much more serious than heated discussions in council chambers.

"How limiting?" Adom asked.

"Limiting enough that I suspect we'll be having much more heated conversations about it in the coming years. Perhaps heated enough that the nature of our relationship with the crown may need to be... reconsidered."

Adom stared at the man beside him. "Why are you telling me this?"

It was a fair question. He was thirteen years old, a third-year student with no political connections or influence. Why would the Archmage of the Empire be sharing what amounted to state secrets with a kid from a trading guild family?

"Well," Gaius said, "I've just taken your protégé as my disciple. Seemed only fair to explain why I felt it was necessary to remove him from the Empire's immediate reach. Young Eren is... remarkably gifted. Leaving him within easy access of people who view talented children as expendable resources struck me as inadvisable."

That made sense. Sort of.

"And," Gaius continued, glancing at Adom with those sharp eyes, "you seem mature enough to handle adult conversations. I find it refreshing, actually. Most people your age either panic when presented with complex information or nod along without really understanding the implications."

"And you think I understand the implications?"

"I think you understand quite a bit more than most people give you credit for." Gaius smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "I'd like to continue this conversation, actually. Perhaps after the prince's trial concludes? I'll be rather busy until then, but afterward... yes, I think we should talk again."

Adom nodded slowly, his mind racing. The prince's trial would be in two months. Which meant Gaius would be occupied with the political fallout from that mess, the noble families scrambling to distance themselves from their former ally, the delicate work of managing an Empire whose crown prince had just been arrested for treason.

And then he'd want to talk again. About what, exactly?

"I'll look forward to it," Adom said.

"Excellent." Gaius stopped walking and turned to face him fully. "Oh, before I forget—when is your krozball tournament?"

Adom blinked. "You follow krozball?"

"Huge fan, actually. Been watching Academy matches for years. I heard you made the team this year—quite impressive for a third-year." Gaius's eyes lit up. "I'm planning to attend if my schedule allows."

"It's in two weeks," Adom said.

"Wonderful. I'll do my best to be there." Gaius smiled, and this time it did reach his eyes. "Good luck. And don't forget to have fun with it—too many young people get so focused on winning they forget to enjoy the game itself."

"I'll try to remember that."

"I'm sure you will." Gaius tipped his head slightly—a gesture that was somehow both casual and formal. "Good evening, Adom."

"Good evening, Sir Gaius."

The old man turned and walked away, disappearing into the evening crowd. Within moments, he was just another figure among the many, indistinguishable from any other well-dressed citizen heading home after dinner.

Adom stood under the streetlamp for a long moment, watching the spot where Gaius had vanished.

The Archmage had just told him there might be a war coming. Had taken Eren as his personal disciple. Had suggested they continue their conversation after the political chaos of the prince's trial died down.

And somehow, despite everything, Adom felt oddly... hopeful.

*****

Adom made a quick stop at another vendor on his way back toward the Academy district. Four honey cakes wrapped in paper—two for himself, two for Sam, and something not sweet for Zuni. The elderly baker smiled as she handed him the packages.

"Thank you," Adom said, counting out coins.

"Come back anytime, young man. And mind you don't drop those on your way—"

A scream cut through the evening air.

Not a playful scream or the kind of yell that came from haggling gone wrong. This was the sharp, desperate sound of genuine terror. Around him, people stopped mid-conversation. Heads turned. Someone gasped.

Adom pocketed the honey cakes in his inventory and moved toward the commotion.

The crowd was thick, but he could hear shouting now, and what sounded like... growling? Something large was moving through the press of people, causing them to scatter and stumble over each other in their haste to get away.

Another scream, closer this time.

A man shot through the air above the crowd, arms windmilling frantically as he sailed directly toward Adom.

[Levitate]

The man stopped mid-flight, suspended three feet above the cobblestones. His eyes were squeezed shut, and he was making a sound that was half scream, half whimper. There was also a distinct smell of urine.

"Oh god, oh god, I'm going to die, I'm going to—" The man opened his eyes and found himself staring directly at Adom. "You... you caught me?"

"Seemed like the polite thing to do," Adom said.

"Thank you, thank you so much, I thought I was going to—"

The crowd gasped again, louder this time.

Adom pushed deeper into the mess of people, keeping the grateful man floating safely behind him. What he found in the center of the commotion was both surprising and not surprising at all.

Gus was in the middle of a street fight.

Three men were on the ground in various states of consciousness. A fourth was backing away slowly, hands raised, while Gus stalked toward him with the focused intensity of someone who was very much not done with the evening's entertainment. Beside him, barely visible except for the occasional shimmer of scaled hide, Luna prowled in a wide circle.

The shimmerscale was beautiful in the way that all perfectly designed predators were beautiful. Around eight feet of sleek muscle and intelligence, with scales that shifted color to match her surroundings so perfectly that she might as well have been invisible. Right now, she was holding something in her mouth.

Something round and pale and making muffled sounds of distress.

Gus had a metal lockbox floating above his head, rotating slowly as he prepared to drop it on the conscious man below.

That would definitely crush the guy's skull.

Adom reached out with his magic and gave the box a firm push sideways. It sailed harmlessly into a pile of empty crates instead of onto human flesh.

Gus spun around, furious. "Who the hell—" His expression shifted from anger to confusion. "Adom?"

"Hey, Gus. What's going on here?"

Before Gus could answer, an older woman pushed through the crowd, pointing at the men on the ground.

"These animals tried to rob me!" she said, voice shaking with indignation. "Right in broad daylight! Well, evening daylight. The young man here stopped them before they could take my purse."

"They had her cornered," Gus said, breathing hard. His knuckles were split and bleeding. "Four grown men against one old lady."

One of the men on the ground groaned and tried to sit up. Luna made a sound that was somewhere between a purr and a growl, and he decided lying down was preferable after all.

"Is that...?" Adom looked more closely at what Luna was holding earlier.

It was definitely a head. Specifically, the head of the man who'd been backing away, now bald and shiny as a polished egg. Luna had apparently decided that his hair was unnecessary and had removed it with... her saliva?

The man was staring at his own reflection in a shop window, touching his scalp with trembling fingers.

"My hair," he whispered. "My beautiful hair."

Luna opened her mouth and spat out a sodden mass of what had once been a fairly impressive mane. It landed on the cobblestones with a wet plop.

The bald man made a sound like a wounded animal and sank to his knees beside the pile of his former hair.

"I think he's traumatized," Adom observed.

"Good," Gus said flatly.

The sound of heavy boots on cobblestones announced the arrival of the city guard. Four men in leather armor pushed through the crowd, taking in the scene.

"What's the situation here?" the lead guard asked.

"Attempted robbery," Gus said, gesturing to the men on the ground. "These four tried to take this lady's purse. We intervened."

"We?" The guard looked around and spotted Adom, still maintaining his levitation spell on the grateful man who'd been thrown through the air. "I see. And this one?"

"He tried to run," Adom said. "Got in the way of my friend's enthusiasm."

The guards began the tedious process of sorting everything out—taking statements, binding the conscious thieves, checking the unconscious ones for serious injuries. The crowd gradually dispersed as it became clear that the entertainment was over.

The woman whose purse had nearly been stolen pressed a few extra coins into Gus's hand despite his protests. Other passersby offered thanks, praise for the quick intervention, and promises to spread word of their good deed.

Luna, apparently bored now that the excitement was over, had settled into her invisible state completely. The only sign of her presence was the occasional shimmer when she moved and the fact that the remaining thieves kept glancing nervously at empty spaces.

Eventually, the guards hauled away their prisoners. The woman departed with many more thanks. The crowd found other entertainment.

And then it was just Adom and Gus, standing in the quiet street with the evening shadows growing longer around them.

Gus was wiping blood from his knuckles with a piece of torn cloth, his movements sharp and irritated. Luna materialized beside him, scales shifting back to their natural silver-blue shimmer.

"So," Adom said carefully. "This is what you've been up to."

Gus didn't look up from his hands. "Someone had to help her."

It wasn't a lie, exactly. But it wasn't the whole truth either. Adom had heard things—whispers in the Academy halls, concerned conversations between professors who thought students weren't listening. Gus getting into fights. Gus looking for trouble. Gus who used to laugh at everything and now seemed determined to punch his way through whatever was eating at him.

Ever since Gizmo.

Adom looked at Luna, letting his consciousness reach out in the way Zuni had taught him.

"Hi, Luna," he said aloud.

The shimmerscale blinked. "You can understand me?"

Adom chuckled. "Yes, I learned recently. I was always curious to know what different species actually sounded like when I could understand them."

Gus looked between them. "Did you just—"

Adom sighed and pulled the honey cakes from his pocket. The weight of guilt settled in his chest as it always did when he looked at Gus these days. Gizmo wouldn't have died if Adom hadn't gotten involved with the Children. If he hadn't pushed that particular confrontation. If he'd been smarter, more careful, less reckless about the consequences of his actions.

He threw one of the wrapped cakes at Gus, who caught it reflexively.

"Good reflexes," Adom said. "And yes, I do understand Luna."

"Might I have some of whatever smells so pleasant?"  Luna asked politely.

Adom blinked. That was... not what he'd expected. Luna sounded almost exactly like Zuni, but calmer. Much calmer. Where Zuni was all energy and curiosity and barely contained excitement, Luna had this steady, thoughtful quality that reminded him of still water.

"Of course," Adom said, offering her the second cake. "Honey cakes."

Luna accepted the offering carefully, managing to unwrap the paper without destroying the cake. "Thank you. It has been some time since anyone has offered me sweets."

Gus was still staring at them. "You're having a conversation. With my Luna. Who I've never heard speak a word."

"Apparently shimmerscales are more talkative than I thought," Adom said. He unwrapped his own cake and took a bite. "Luna, has he been feeding you properly? You look a bit thin."

"I am fed adequately. Though my bond-partner has been... preoccupied lately."

Gus opened his mouth, then closed it. Then opened it again. "What is she saying about me?"

"Nothing terrible," Adom said. "Yet."

He finished his honey cake and dusted crumbs from his hands. The evening was growing cooler, and the street had settled into the quiet rhythm that came just before full dark. A few stragglers hurried past, heading home or to whatever evening entertainment awaited them.

"Do you have a minute?" Adom asked. "To catch up? It's been a while."

Something flickered across Gus's face—wariness, maybe, or the look of someone who suspected they were about to be lectured. Which wasn't entirely wrong.

Adom had spent eighty years learning to recognize when someone was spiraling down a path that would only lead to more pain. He'd seen it in mirrors, in friends, in enemies, in strangers on the street. The particular way people carried themselves when they were trying to punch their way through grief instead of processing it.

Gus had all the signs.

Time to see if eight decades of experience could help where friendship and good intentions had failed.

            

    
        Chapter 111. Threshold

    
    
    
    
                "He has been remarkably committed to finding people to hit lately," Luna observed, settling her scaled bulk. "Though I must say, his target selection has improved. These four actually deserved it."

Adom laughed.

Gus looked between them, his expression shifting from wariness to something approaching annoyance. "What did she say?"

Adom glanced at Luna. "Want me to translate?"

"Please. I suspect he would find my assessment... illuminating."

"She said you've been remarkably committed to finding people to hit lately," Adom said. "Though your target selection has improved. These four actually deserved it."

Gus stared at Luna for a long moment. The shimmerscale gazed back with the patient expression of someone who had said exactly what she meant and saw no reason to apologize for it.

"There is no way she said that."

"Word for word," Adom said. "Well, thought for thought. The sentiment was quite clear."

"Luna doesn't..." Gus gestured vaguely at his familiar. "She doesn't make jokes. She's very serious. Very dignified."

Luna's mental voice carried what could only be described as amusement. "Ask him how exactly he thinks he understands me if I never communicate."

"She wants to know how exactly you think you understand her if she never communicates," Adom said.

Gus opened his mouth, then closed it. Then opened it again. "It's... feelings. Mostly. Like when she's hungry or tired or wants to hunt. And sometimes I get impressions of what she's thinking about, but it's more like... instinct? Our bond lets me guess right most of the time."

"Guessing," Adom repeated.

"Educated guessing."

"Based on feelings."

"Yes."

"Poor boy has been having one-sided conversations with me for a year," Luna said. "I had no idea he was so thoroughly convinced I was incapable of wit."

Adom was starting to suspect that all shimmerscales had a deeply developed sense of irony. It seemed to be a species trait.

"She says you've been having one-sided conversations for a year," he told Gus. "She had no idea you thought she was incapable of wit."

Gus looked at Luna with something approaching betrayal. "You've been listening to me talk to you this whole time and never said anything back?"

"I said many things back. You simply lacked the ability to hear them."

"She says she said many things back. You just couldn't hear them."

"That's..." Gus ran a hand through his locks. "That's completely unfair."

"Life frequently is," Luna observed. "Though I notice you have not asked what I think about your recent hobby of seeking out violent confrontations."

"She wants to know if you'd like her opinion on your recent hobby of seeking out violent confrontations," Adom said.

The street had grown quieter around them. The last of the merchants were closing their stalls, and the evening foot traffic had thinned to people hurrying home or heading to taverns. A few curious passersby glanced at the trio—two young men and what appeared to be empty space, since Luna had shifted back to near-invisibility—but no one lingered.

Gus was quiet for a long moment, his bloody knuckles forgotten as he stared at the spot where Luna's eyes would be if she were visible.

"Do I want to know?" he asked finally.

"Probably not," Luna said. "But you need to hear it anyway."

"Actually," Adom said, interrupting whatever devastating assessment Luna was about to deliver, "what if I taught you how to hear her properly?"

Gus blinked. "What?"

Adom considered his words carefully.

The truth was, he and Gus weren't particularly close. They were friendly enough—shared classes, occasionally partnered for projects, exchanged greetings in the halls. But they weren't confidants. Which meant that whatever well-intentioned advice Adom might offer about grief and self-destructive behavior would likely be received with the enthusiasm typically reserved for unsolicited lectures from distant acquaintances.

Luna, on the other hand, had been with Gus for a year. She'd seen him at his best and worst, shared his victories and failures, slept beside him when nightmares kept him awake. If anyone was going to get through to him about his recent hobby of seeking out violent confrontations, it would be her.

Not Adom. Definitely not Adom.

"I mean exactly what I said," Adom replied. "I can teach you to actually hear what she's saying. Real conversations, not just feelings and guesswork."

"That's possible?"

"Apparently so. I learned recently myself." Adom glanced at Luna, who was watching the exchange with obvious interest. "It's not particularly difficult, just... different from what most people expect."

Gus looked between them, his expression cycling through skepticism, curiosity, and something that might have been hope. "How does it work?"

"Well," Adom said, settling into what Zuni would probably recognize as his teaching voice—patient, methodical, with just enough dry humor to keep things from becoming tedious, "first you have to stop assuming you know what she's thinking."

"I don't assume—"

"You absolutely do," Adom interrupted. "You've been having one-sided conversations with her for a year, convinced she's some sort of dignified, humorless creature incapable of wit. Meanwhile, she's been making jokes you can't hear and developing opinions about your recent life choices that you definitely don't want to hear."

Gus looked at Luna, who managed to convey profound amusement despite being mostly invisible.

"Point taken," he said finally. "So... how do I actually do it?"

"The basic principle is simple," Adom said, warming to the subject in the way he always did when explaining something he found genuinely interesting. "You use your mana as a bridge rather than a tool. Most magic is about imposing your will on reality—shaping, forcing, controlling. This is the opposite. You're creating a space where two different types of consciousness can meet halfway."

"That sounds unnecessarily philosophical."

"Everything sounds unnecessarily philosophical until you understand it," Adom replied. "Then it just sounds obvious."

"Right," Adom continued, settling more comfortably against the stone wall of a nearby building. "First lesson: forget everything you think you know about familiar bonds."

"That's helpful," Gus said flatly.

"It is, actually. Most people assume the bond works like sending messages through a communication crystal—you put thoughts in one end, they come out the other. It doesn't. It's more like..." Adom paused, considering analogies. "Have you ever tried to tune a mana resonance crystal?"

"Vaguely."

"The point is, you're not trying to broadcast to Luna. You're trying to create a frequency where both of you can exist simultaneously."

Gus looked skeptical. "That sounds like the same thing with extra steps."

"It absolutely is not." Adom's tone carried the particular patience of someone who'd spent considerable time explaining obvious things to dense people. "Broadcasting assumes she's a passive receiver. She's not. She's got her own thoughts, opinions, and probably a running commentary on your recent life choices that would make your ears burn."

Luna's shimmer intensified in what Adom was beginning to recognize as amusement.

"How do you know that?" Gus asked.

"Because I can hear her laughing at you right now."

Gus twisted to look at Luna, who managed to convey innocence despite being mostly transparent. "She's not laughing."

"She absolutely is. Which brings us to lesson two: stop projecting your assumptions onto her emotional states. You've decided she's this serene, dignified creature above petty concerns. Meanwhile, she's probably been mentally composing lists of your personality flaws for a year."

"She has not—"

"Ask her," Adom suggested. "Oh wait. You can't. Yet."

"This is supposed to be encouraging?"

"This is supposed to be accurate. Encouragement comes later, assuming you survive the profound existential horror of discovering your familiar has actual opinions."

Gus was quiet for a moment. "Okay. So how do I actually do it?"

"Start by accessing your mana," Adom said, shifting into what was unmistakably teacher mode. "But don't shape it into anything. Don't even think about it as a tool. Just... let it exist."

"That's not how magic works."

"That's not how most magic works," Adom corrected. "This is different. Close your eyes. Feel your mana flow, but don't direct it anywhere."

Gus closed his eyes, his expression skeptical but cooperative. Adom watched the subtle tension patterns in his posture shift as he accessed his mana core.

"Good. Now, instead of pushing your mana outward, imagine it as a bridge. Not from you to Luna, but between you and Luna. You're not trying to reach her—you're creating a space where you can meet."

"I don't understand the difference."

"You will. Keep your mana loose, unstructured. Think of it as..." Adom searched for another analogy. "As creating a shared language rather than translating between two different ones."

Gus's forehead creased with concentration. His mana flickered around him, visible to Adom as pale blue threads that kept trying to form spell structures before dissolving again.

"Stop that," Adom said mildly.

"Stop what?"

"You're trying to create a communication spell. I can see your mana attempting to form binding matrices. This isn't spellwork."

"Then what is it?"

"It's listening." Adom leaned forward slightly. "Here's the part most mages never figure out: magic isn't just about imposing your will on reality. Sometimes it's about finding where reality is already willing to meet you halfway."

"That's extremely philosophical for someone who just mocked philosophical explanations."

"I contain multitudes," Adom replied dryly. "Now stop thinking so hard and just... be present with your mana. Let it flow without purpose."

Gus tried again. This time his mana remained unstructured longer, creating gentle currents in the evening air around him and Luna.

"Better," Adom said. "Now, while maintaining that flow, try to become aware of Luna. Not her physical presence—her consciousness. The part of her that thinks and feels and probably has strong opinions about your study habits."

"I can't—" Gus started, then stopped. His eyes snapped open. "Wait. There's something..."

Luna's form brightened slightly, and Adom could sense her attention focusing on the fragile connection Gus was building.

"Don't chase it," Adom warned quickly. "Whatever you're feeling, don't try to grab it or analyze it. Just acknowledge it exists."

"It's like..." Gus's voice was uncertain. "Like hearing voices through thick castle walls. I know someone's there, but I can't make out words."

"Exactly. Now, very gently, extend your awareness toward that presence. Not your mana—your awareness. Think of it as leaning closer to hear better, not speaking louder."

Gus's breathing became more controlled, deeper. The connection stabilized, grew stronger. Adom could see the mana bridge forming between them, delicate but functional.

And then Gus's eyes went wide.

"—honestly think charging into that fight was a reasonable decision? I've been trying to get your attention for three days about this self-destructive—"

The connection snapped. Gus jerked backward as if he'd been slapped, his mana scattering.

"What the hell was that?" he demanded.

"That," Adom said with considerable satisfaction, "was Luna. Actual Luna, not your idealized version of her."

"She sounds..." Gus stared at his familiar, who was now practically radiating smugness. "She sounds like a disappointed professor."

"I imagine she has cause to be."

"And her voice is..." Gus paused, searching for words. "Sharp. Articulate. She sounds nothing like I expected."

"I suspect most familiars don't. They're individuals, not reflections of their mages." Adom studied the dissipated mana patterns around them. "Try again. The connection will be easier to establish now that you know what you're looking for."

Gus nodded, closing his eyes and reaching for his mana again. This time the bridge formed more quickly, but it lasted only seconds before dissolving.

"—think I didn't notice you skipping meals? Your nutrition is abysmal and your sleep schedule is—"

Another break. Gus opened his eyes, looking slightly shell-shocked.

"She's very... direct," he said weakly.

"Indeed she is," Adom replied. "One more try. See if you can maintain the connection long enough for an actual conversation."

"I'm not sure I want to."

"Coward."

That got Gus's back up, as Adom had known it would. He closed his eyes again, jaw set with determination.

This time, when the connection formed, Adom was paying close attention to the mana flows involved. What he saw made him frown. Gus's mana was behaving normally—forming the bridge, maintaining the connection through deliberate effort, requiring constant conscious control to prevent it from snapping back to familiar spell patterns.

But when Adom had been learning this same skill, his mana had felt... different. Smoother. More naturally suited to the task. Almost as if it had been designed for this type of communication rather than standard spellwork.

Interesting. Another side effect of whatever transformation he'd undergone, apparently.

"—absolutely ridiculous behavior, and if you think I'm going to sit here quietly while you—Gus? Gus, can you actually hear me?"

This time Gus managed to hold the connection. "I... yes. Yes, I can hear you."

"Finally! Do you have any idea how frustrating it's been, watching you make increasingly poor decisions while being unable to properly explain why they're poor decisions?"

"I..." Gus's voice was faint, strained from the effort of maintaining the bridge. "Luna, you sound..."

"Articulate? Intelligent? Capable of complex thought? Yes, I imagine that's quite a surprise."

Gus's concentration wavered, and the connection began to fray. "Wait, don't—"

"—been trying to tell you that your grief doesn't justify seeking out dangerous—"

The bridge collapsed entirely. Gus slumped against the wall, looking exhausted.

"That," he said after a moment, "was not what I expected."

"Few people expect their familiars to have personality," Adom observed. "Luna appears to have quite a lot of it."

"She's..." Gus shook his head slowly. "Been watching me be an idiot for months without being able to properly intervene."

"Frustrating for both of you, I imagine."

"I had no idea. All this time, I thought the bond was just... emotions and general impressions. I never realized she was actually thinking in words, forming complete thoughts, having opinions about everything."

"I think most mages don't," Adom said. "The ability to communicate this clearly isn't taught at the Academy."

"But you learned it."

"Recently, yes. And apparently I am... unusually well-suited to it." Adom didn't elaborate on that particular revelation. "Your technique is solid, though. With practice, you'll be able to maintain the connection for longer periods."

Gus looked at Luna, who was still shimmering with what could only be described as anticipation.

"I'm not sure I'm ready for a full conversation with her," he admitted. "She seemed to have quite a lot to say about me."

"I imagine she does," Adom replied. "The question is whether you're willing to listen."

"That sounded suspiciously like wisdom."

"Accidental, I assure you."

Gus was quiet for a long moment, both watching Luna's shimmering form. Then he sighed and pushed himself to his feet.

"I should probably go practice this somewhere more private," he said.

Adom looked toward Luna. "Try not to destroy what's left of his ego all at once," he said.

"I make no promises," Luna replied dryly. "Though I do appreciate the lesson. This should be considerably more efficient than my previous methods of communication."

"Which were?"

"Pointed stares and strategic positioning. Surprisingly ineffective."

As Gus gathered himself, brushing dust from his clothes and flexing his bloodied knuckles, he glanced back at Adom. "You heading back to the Academy? It's getting late."

Adom considered. The idea of returning to his dormitory now room felt oddly unappealing.

"Hmm," he said finally. "No, actually. I think I'll stay out a bit longer."

Gus shrugged. "Fair enough. Come on then," he said to Luna. "Apparently we have a conversation to finish."

They walked away down the cobblestone street, Gus already reaching for his mana again. Adom watched them disappear around a corner, then pushed himself off the wall and headed in the opposite direction.

He stepped away from the cobblestone street and into the shadow of an alley. The familiar rush of magic lifted him skyward, carrying him up and over the city's rooftops in a matter of seconds.

The flight to Law's cave took less than twenty minutes. Below him, the academy grounds shrank to miniature scale, the practice fields and dormitories becoming neat geometric patterns in the darkness. The city sprawled beyond, windows glowing like scattered stars.

He landed on the familiar ledge outside his cave, the stone still warm from the day's sun despite the evening chill. The view from here never got old—the moon hung high and bright. The sea stretched to the horizon, waves catching moonlight in brief, glittering flashes. A steady breeze carried the salt scent inland, mixing with the earthier smells of the cliffs.

Adom settled onto a rock and let himself breathe properly for the first time all day.

The conversation with the Archmage kept circling back through his thoughts. The older man's certainty about the future, about the changes coming whether they were ready or not. About young mages like Adom being the ones who would have to navigate whatever came next.

For the first time, though, the weight of it all didn't feel crushing.

Maybe it was the conversation with Gus—seeing that he could actually help someone, that his strange collection of abilities might be useful for more than just surviving whatever crisis landed on his doorstep next. Maybe it was knowing that the Archmage saw potential rather than just problems.

Or maybe it was simply that he was starting to understand what he was working with.

His core pulsed with warmth, a gentle heat that had been building throughout the evening. Adom recognized the sensation now—the same feeling he'd experienced during those final moments in the fae realm, when his body had been adapting to the Axis energy.

The warmth was spreading, not uncomfortable but definitely noticeable. Like sitting too close to a fire, but from the inside out.

He leaned back against the cave wall and closed his eyes, focusing on the sensation. His breathing slowed as the heat intensified, spreading from his core through his chest and into his limbs. Not painful, exactly, but impossible to ignore.

This was what Biggins had described. The synchronization.

Adom reached deeper, extending his awareness into his core. The energy there felt different than it had even this morning—more settled, more integrated. The chaotic swirl of power that had characterized his Axis energy for weeks was beginning to organize itself into something more structured.

And there, around the edge of his core, he could sense something new beginning to take shape. The faintest trace of a circle, like the first pencil marks of a drawing that would eventually become something substantial.

His first circle was starting to form.

The realization sent a thrill through him that had nothing to do with the fever building in his body. This was it—the beginning of the process every mage worked toward, when raw potential started becoming something more refined and controllable.

Adom shifted into a proper meditation position, legs crossed, hands resting on his knees. Now, as he reached for his mana, it responded with an eagerness that was almost startling.

The energy flowed through him like water finding new channels. He directed it carefully, spreading it from his core through his torso, down his arms, into his legs. Each pathway felt more open than before, as if barriers he hadn't even known existed were dissolving.

His breathing deepened. The forming circle around his core pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat, growing slightly more defined with each pulse. The fever sensation peaked and then began to stabilize, settling into a new baseline that felt fundamentally different from anything he'd experienced before.

Time seemed to stretch. He could feel his body adapting in real time, cells reorganizing, pathways forming, everything aligning with the new configuration of power at his center. It was like watching a complex machine calibrate itself, each component finding its proper place and function.

The mana continued to circulate, but now it moved with purpose rather than chaos. Where before it had felt like trying to control a raging river, now it flowed like a well-designed irrigation system—still powerful, but directed and useful.

Adom opened his eyes.

The horizon glowed with the soft orange of dawn. He blinked, confused. It had felt like maybe thirty minutes of meditation, but the sun was definitely rising. Either he'd lost track of time completely, or the synchronization process had taken far longer than he'd expected.

He stretched, working out the stiffness from sitting in one position for hours, and was surprised to find that he felt remarkably good. Energized, even. The fever was gone, replaced by a sense of... alignment that he couldn't quite describe.

A familiar shimmer appeared in his field of vision.

[Physical Constitution Synchronized with Magical Core]

[Mana Capacity Increased: 1098/2000]

[First Circle Formation: Beginning]

Adom stared at the numbers, then reached for his mana to test the difference. The response was immediate and controlled—exactly what he'd hoped for but hadn't quite dared to expect. His body finally matched his core, no longer struggling to contain power it wasn't designed to handle.

He stood, rolled his shoulders, and grinned at the sunrise.

This felt like a real threshold.

            

    
        Chapter 112. Celebration

    
    
    
    
                The boys' locker room had been transformed into what could generously be described as a controlled riot, and less generously as the kind of chaos that would make seasoned military commanders weep into their strategy manuals.

Seventeen sweaty teenagers, their assorted family members, three academy professors, a handful of bewildered first-years who'd wandered in by accident, and Coach Viriam—who was currently standing on a bench wielding a Krozball like some demented tribal chieftain—had somehow managed to cram themselves into a space originally designed for maybe eight people to change clothes in relative peace.

"XERKES! XERKES! XERKES!" they chanted, the sound bouncing off tile walls and creating an acoustic nightmare that would haunt Adom's dreams for weeks.

Adom himself sat in the corner, still in his street clothes, watching the festivities.

Two weeks. Two weeks of what Coach Viriam had breathlessly described as "the most intense qualifying series in Xerkes Academy history," and Adom had spent every single match exactly where he was now—on the bench, watching other people sweat.

Not that he was bitter.

Much.

The qualifying tournament had been, by any objective measure, a masterpiece of strategic athletics. Game one against Millhaven Academy: 31-28, with Damus scoring the winning goal in the final thirty seconds. Game two versus the Goldridge Institute: 24-21, decided when Serena executed what the academy newspaper had dubbed "The Leap of Certain Death" to intercept a pass that would have tied the game. Game three against Westport Military College had been the closest—18-17, won when Talef managed to thread a shot through a gap so narrow it violated several laws of physics.

Three games. Three victories. Not a single minute of playing time for their newly minted "star" Spear.

"Strategic reserve," Coach Viriam had explained after the first match, while Adom sat on the bench watching them celebrate with all the enthusiasm of people who'd just discovered fire. "Can't show our secret weapon too early. Element of surprise. Ancient tactical wisdom."

"You mean you don't want to upset Serena by benching her," Adom had replied.

"That too," Viriam had admitted with startling honesty. "Have you seen what she does when she's angry? Last year she put Jenkins through a wall. An actual wall, Sylla. Masonry was involved."

The second match had brought a different excuse: "Team chemistry," Viriam explained, gesturing vaguely at the field where blue and red jerseys were engaged in what looked like an organized brawl. "Can't disrupt the flow when everything's working. It's like... like conducting an orchestra. You don't swap out the violinist in the middle of a symphony."

"Even if the violinist is playing off-key?" Adom had asked.

"Serena doesn't play off-key," Viriam had said defensively. "She plays... aggressively in-key."

By the third match, the coach had given up on elaborate justifications entirely. "Look, kid," he'd said, not unkindly, "you'll get your chance. But right now, they're winning. And in sports, as in life, you don't fix what isn't broken."

"Even if it could be improved?"

"Especially then. Improvement is the enemy of victory. I read that somewhere."

"I don't think that's how the saying goes."

"My version is better."

And now here they were, qualified for the inter-academy championship, with Serena being hoisted on Damus's shoulders while someone's younger sister had somehow acquired a Krozball and was attempting to bounce it off every available surface. Talef was leading what appeared to be a traditional victory chant, though Adom was fairly certain he was making up at least half the words.

"MIGHTY XERKES! XERKES MIGHTY! WE'RE THE BEST AND THAT'S NOT FLIGHTY!"

Poetry was clearly not Talef's calling.

Sam materialized beside Adom's bench, having fought his way through the crowd with two cups of what looked suspiciously like frosties from the Weird Stuff Store.

"Having fun yet?" he asked, offering one of the cups.

"Oh, tremendously," Adom replied, accepting the drink. "Nothing I enjoy more than watching other people celebrate achievements I contributed absolutely nothing to."

"You contributed moral support."

"I contributed bench-warming. There's a difference."

Sam settled beside him, surveying the chaos. Someone had started drumming on the lockers with their gauntlet.

"Could be worse," Sam observed. "You could be up there getting tossed around like a victory trophy."

As if to emphasize his point, the crowd lifted Hugo bodily into the air, despite his protests that he was too heavy and this was a terrible idea and could everyone please put him down before someone got hurt.

"Good point," Adom conceded, taking a sip of his frosty.

"Besides," Sam continued, "you'll get your chance in the actual tournament. This was just qualifying. The real fun starts when we travel to—where was it again?"

"Lireth Academy first," Adom said. "Then Verron Institute. Then Aelwin Academy in Northhaven for the finals."

Northhaven. The whole reason he was sitting on this bench, watching teenagers celebrate with all the dignity of sugar-drunk toddlers.

The Giant Highlands were two weeks' travel from Northhaven. Two weeks through some of the most inhospitable terrain on the continent, but still achievable. Still possible.

He just had to survive the tournament first.

And, because his pride was hurt, actually get to play in it.

The celebration showed no signs of slowing down. If anything, it was gaining momentum. Someone had produced a banner reading "XERKES UNSTOPPABLE" in letters that appeared to have been painted with more enthusiasm than skill. Coach Viriam was now standing on two benches, having apparently decided that one bench was insufficient for his current level of triumph.

"BEHOLD!" he shouted, raising the Krozball above his head like a holy relic. "THE INSTRUMENT OF OUR GLORIOUS VICTORY! THE SPHERICAL EMBODIMENT OF XERKES SUPREMACY!"

"It's just a ball, Coach," Serena called out, still perched on Damus's shoulders.

"SILENCE, DOUBTER! THIS IS NO MERE BALL! THIS IS THE ORB OF DESTINY!"

"I think he's drunk," Damus observed with his usual tact.

"I'M DRUNK ON VICTORY!" Viriam declared. "AND ALSO ON ALE! BUT MOSTLY VICTORY!"

Adom caught himself almost smiling. Almost.

The celebration continued with the relentless enthusiasm of people who had just accomplished something they'd been told was impossible. Which, Adom reflected as he finished his frosty, was probably because it had been. This never happened in his old timeline.

Thirteen years. Thirteen years since Xerkes Academy had last qualified for the inter-academy championship. Thirteen years of what the local sports commentary had diplomatically termed "rebuilding seasons" and less diplomatically termed "comprehensive tactical disasters."

The whole city of Arkhos had apparently decided this was cause for celebration.

Through the locker room's small window, Adom could see lights blazing in the academy's courtyard, where students, faculty, and what appeared to be half the local population had gathered for an impromptu festival. Someone had strung colored lanterns between the buildings. A brass band was playing somewhere in the distance—badly, but with tremendous conviction.

It was, Adom had to admit, rather touching. In a loud, chaotic, thoroughly exhausting sort of way.

"I think," Sam said, having to raise his voice over Talef's latest attempt at victory poetry, "that Serena might actually murder someone if we lose the first match."

Adom glanced over to where Serena was holding court, explaining to a captive audience of younger students exactly how she planned to dismantle their upcoming opponents. Her gestures were becoming increasingly violent as she warmed to her subject.

"Damus looks motivated too," Adom observed.

Indeed, Damus was standing slightly apart from the main celebration, arms crossed, watching the festivities with the expression of someone mentally calculating the precise amount of training required to maintain their current momentum. Even in victory, he looked like he was planning the next battle.

It was possible that Adom's presence on the team had changed something fundamental about their approach. Not through any playing time he'd received, obviously, but through sheer proximity.

Or maybe they were just tired of losing. Sometimes the simplest explanations were the most accurate.

Either way, tomorrow he would be leaving Arkhos for the first time in months.

He'd already made his preparations, of course. A visit to Law's farm that morning to check on the dryads—who were thriving—and to see how Cyrel was settling in.

She'd found an unexpected home with Ben, the elderly farmer whose mage daughter had left for service in the capital. The old man had taken to Cyrel with the enthusiasm of someone who'd been living alone for too long and had forgotten how much he missed conversation over breakfast.

"Stay as long as you like," Ben had told her, bustling around his kitchen while Cyrel helped prepare lunch. "House gets too quiet with just me rattling around in it. Besides, you're handy with the garden magic—my vegetables have never looked better."

Cyrel had smiled and agreed to stay through the winter at least. It was the first time Adom had seen her look genuinely settled since her escape from the Fae Realm.

He wanted to ask her questions about her mother, about her own agenda, but she seemed to avoid the subject every time.

Adom decided to have a proper talk with her once he came back.

Tomorrow, then. Tomorrow the real journey would begin.

But tonight, apparently, was for celebrating with teenagers who had just discovered that determination and decent coaching could overcome thirteen years of institutional failure.

Adom supposed there were worse ways to spend his last evening in Arkhos.

***

The transition from locker room to street happened with the inexorable momentum of a natural disaster.

What had begun as a contained celebration of seventeen sweaty teenagers had somehow metastasized into a city-wide event that would likely be remembered in local history as either "The Night Arkhos Lost Its Mind" or "The Great Xerkes Uprising," depending on who was writing the official reports.

Adom found himself swept along in a tide of black and white—the academy colors—as Sam, Eren, and what appeared to be half the student body spilled out onto the main thoroughfare. The street, which on any normal evening would have been occupied by perhaps a dozen people walking purposefully toward sensible destinations, now resembled something between a military parade and a controlled riot.

"This is insane," Sam shouted over the noise, having to grab Eren's arm to prevent him from being carried away by a group of enthusiastic fourth-years who were attempting to start a conga line.

"This is brilliant," Eren corrected. "When's the next time we'll see anything like this?"

Adom, who had some rather specific ideas about when the next city-wide chaos might occur, kept his opinions to himself.

The city guards were, to put it diplomatically, struggling.

Captain Morris—recognizable by his name tag and increasingly red face and the way he was gesticulating at his subordinates—had stationed himself at the intersection of Academy Way and Crown Street, where he appeared to be conducting a losing battle against the laws of physics. Specifically, the law that stated you cannot fit three thousand celebrating citizens into a space designed for perhaps fifty.

"PLEASE MAINTAIN ORDERLY CONDUCT!" he bellowed through what sounded like a voice amplification artifact. "THE CITY APPRECIATES YOUR ENTHUSIASM BUT REQUESTS—"

His words were drowned out by a fresh wave of cheering as someone hoisted a banner reading "XERKES: THIRTEEN YEARS IN THE MAKING" above the crowd. The banner was immediately seized by a rival group who had apparently prepared their own version: "XERKES: WORTH THE WAIT."

A brief but spirited argument ensued about which banner was more poetic.

"Fifty percent off all celebration pies!" called out Old Mari from her bakery stall, having apparently decided that if you couldn't beat market forces, you might as well profit from them. "Fifty percent off victory ales!"

"Seventy percent off!" countered Henrik the brewer from across the street. "And free pretzels with every purchase!"

Within minutes, the vendors would either be giving their goods away for free or engaging in actual combat. Possibly both.

"Look at that," Sam said, pointing toward the platform that had been erected near the fountain for the Crown Prince's trial proceedings. "Even the fancy people showed up."

Indeed, the collection of dignitaries who had traveled to Arkhos for Prince Kalyon's trial were standing in a cluster near the platform, looking like exotic birds who had accidentally wandered into a farmyard.

Two elves in formal court dress stood with the rigid posture of people who were culturally obligated to maintain dignity even while surrounded by complete chaos. A dwarf in what appeared to be ceremonial armor was taking notes in a small book, presumably documenting this event for future reference.

And there, near the edge of the group, stood a goblin.

The goblin was perhaps four feet tall, dressed in what looked like official diplomatic robes that had been tailored to fit his decidedly non-human proportions.

"Is that a goblin?" Eren asked.

"Yes," Adom replied simply.

"I've never seen a goblin before. Except for the librarian, but she doesn't really count because she's, you know, civilized."

The words hung in the air for a moment, during which Adom became aware that several conversations in their immediate vicinity had stopped.

The goblin's large ears twitched.

"Ah," said the goblin, his voice carrying clearly despite the crowd noise, "is good to know the young human thinks some of my people are 'civilized.' Is very generous, yes?"

Eren's face went through several shades of red in rapid succession. "Oh. Oh no. I didn't mean—that is, I wasn't trying to—"

"You think maybe I am not civilized?" the goblin continued, his tone remaining conversational but somehow acquiring an edge that could have cut glass. "You think maybe because I am not hiding in library with books, I am savage creature who eats human children for breakfast?"

"I'm sorry," Eren said quickly. "I really didn't mean to offend—"

"Is curious thing," the goblin continued, seemingly warming to his subject. "I am here as diplomatic representative of Goblin Confederation. I speak four languages. I have degree in international law from University of Valdris. But young human sees goblin and thinks, 'Ah, this one is not civilized like the nice quiet one with books.'"

The crowd around them had begun to form a circle, drawn by the unmistakable magnetism of potential conflict.

"Perhaps," Adom said mildly, stepping slightly forward, "we could consider that Mr...?"

"Ambassador Grex Ironquill," the goblin supplied.

"Ambassador Ironquill, my friend here has never traveled outside Arkhos, and his knowledge of goblin culture comes primarily from outdated academy textbooks and adventure novels. Which, as I'm sure you're aware, tend to portray most non-human peoples as either exotic curiosities or convenient villains."

The goblin's expression shifted slightly, his anger transforming into something more calculating. "Ah. So is ignorance, not malice."

"Precisely," Adom agreed. "Ignorance which can be corrected through education rather than, say, diplomatic incidents that would require formal apologies and make tomorrow's newspapers."

Eren, catching on, bowed awkwardly. "I really am sorry, Ambassador. I spoke without thinking."

Ambassador Ironquill studied him for a long moment, then nodded curtly. "Is accepted. But perhaps next time, you think before you speak about what is 'civilized,' yes? We all share this world."

"Yes, sir. Absolutely."

Phew.

The potential crisis diffused, the crowd began to disperse, somewhat disappointedly. Nothing quite like a good diplomatic incident to spice up a celebration.

"Well handled," Sam murmured to Adom. "How did you know he was an ambassador?"

"The robes," Adom replied. "And the fact that goblins don't send anyone to formal proceedings unless they're very, very qualified. Ambassador Ironquill probably has more education than our entire group combined."

A burst of light exploded overhead, followed by a shower of golden sparks that spelled out "XERKES CHAMPIONS" in letters ten feet tall. The crowd cheered appreciatively.

"THAT'S ENOUGH!" shouted a city guard, pointing at a group of young mages who were clearly preparing their next firework display. "NO MORE UNAUTHORIZED MAGICAL PYROTECHNICS! WE'VE HAD THREE NOISE COMPLAINTS AND A FORMAL PROTEST FROM THE FIVE MERCHANTS' GUILD!"

The young mages looked appropriately chastened for approximately thirty seconds before beginning to whisper among themselves about their next display.

A warm pulse against Adom's chest interrupted his observation of this brewing conflict between municipal authority and youthful enthusiasm.

His communication crystal was glowing.

He pulled it from his pocket, noting that the warm blue light was barely visible against the chaos of magical fireworks still erupting overhead despite official protests. The crowd around him had reached the point where individual conversations had merged into a single, incomprehensible roar.

He pressed the activation rune.

"Hello?"

Static crackled back at him, followed by what sounded like Valiant's voice filtered through a windstorm and possibly a brass band.

"—absolutely critical that you—bzzt—immediately because the—krzzak—have been trying to—"

Adom held the crystal closer to his ear, which accomplished nothing except making the static louder.

"Valiant? I can't hear you properly."

More static, punctuated by what might have been frustrated squeaking.

A particularly drunk celebrant chose that moment to stagger directly into Adom's path, arms windmilling as he fought gravity for control of his own trajectory. The man's forward momentum carried him past Adom by approximately three inches, close enough that Adom caught the full bouquet of celebratory ales, victory wines, and what smelled suspiciously like fermented fruit from the Weird Stuff Store.

"XERKES!" the drunk proclaimed to the sky, apparently having won his battle against falling down. "XERKES IS THE BEST THING THAT EVER HAPPENED TO—" He paused, swaying slightly as he focused on Adom. "You're one of the players, aren't you? I can tell. You have that... that athlete look."

"I'm on the bench," Adom replied automatically.

"THE BENCH!" the man shouted, as if this was the most wonderful news he'd heard all evening. "THE BENCH IS VERY IMPORTANT! STRATEGIC POSITION!"

The drunk wandered off, presumably to share his insights about bench strategy with other unsuspecting members of the crowd.

Adom looked down at his crystal, which was still crackling with intermittent static and increasingly agitated squeaking.

"Valiant," he said into the device, "give me two minutes. I'm going somewhere quieter."

The static paused, then resumed with what sounded like acknowledgment.

Adom worked his way through the crowd until he spotted Sam and Eren near Old Mari's pie stall—meat pastries with "XERKES CHAMPIONS" burned into the crust.

"I need to step away for a few minutes," he told them.

"Everything alright?" Sam asked, having to raise his voice over a nearby group.

"Just need to take a call somewhere that doesn't sound like a battlefield."

Eren, who was juggling two pies while trying to prevent a third from being stolen by an opportunistic first-year, nodded toward the stall. "We'll keep some of these warm for you. Assuming they're still edible."

"The pies or the first-years?"

"Both," Eren replied, successfully defending his pastries from another raid. "These are so good. Who knew victory tasted like beef and gravy?"

Adom glanced around the square, noting the density of the crowd and the complete absence of quiet spaces at ground level. Above them, the buildings rose into the evening sky, their rooftops dark and peaceful.

He stepped into the shadow between two buildings, checked that no one was paying attention to him specifically, and launched himself upward.

The sensation of controlled flight was growing on him. One moment he was standing amid the chaos, the next he was rising smoothly through the air, the noise fading beneath him as he climbed toward the rooftops.

"LOOK!" someone shouted from below. "THE MAGES ARE CELEBRATING!"

Several people cheered and pointed skyward, apparently interpreting his flight as some sort of aerial victory dance. Adom decided not to correct this impression.

He landed on the sloped roof of a bakery, settling cross-legged on the tiles. The city spread out below him—a patchwork of lights and shadows, with the celebration concentrated around the academy square.

Much better.

He activated the crystal again.

"Sorry about that," he said. "What did you have for me?"

The response was immediate and delivered at approximately three times normal speaking speed.

"Oh excellent you can hear me now that's much better I was trying to tell you that we have a situation here not a dangerous situation well probably not dangerous unless you count the potential for complete mayhem which I suppose technically could be dangerous but that's really more of a philosophical question about risk assessment and—"

"Valiant," Adom interrupted. "Breathe."

A pause. Then: "Right. Breathing. Good advice. The thing is, I don't actually know why I called you."

Adom frowned at the crystal. "What do you mean you don't know?"

"I mean I was sitting here working on important stuff when suddenly there were cats everywhere and they kept making those noises they make—you know, the vocal sounds—"

"Meowing?"

"Yes that's the word. Meowing. Thank you, I could not remember the technical term for cat vocalizations. Anyway, they kept doing that and Thormund said I should call you because apparently you understand what they're saying which seems highly improbable from a biological standpoint but—"

A distant meow drifted through the crystal, followed by several more in what sounded like an increasingly agitated chorus.

"Are they still there?" Adom asked.

"Oh yes they're very much still here. One of them is sitting on my desk staring at me with that expression cats have. You know, the one that suggests they're about to attack you and—"

The meowing got louder, more insistent.

"Right," Adom said, standing up and brushing dust off his clothes. "I can't understand them through the crystal. I'm coming."

"Excellent. Please do. It smells like cats in here, and I am not a fan of cats and I should mention that the big black one seems to—"

Adom cut the connection before Valiant could launch into his usual rambling.

He looked out over the city one more time, watching the celebration continue below, then stepped off the roof and began his descent toward whatever crisis his newly recruited network of feline spies had discovered.

***

The flight across the city took exactly four minutes and thirty-seven seconds.

Valiant's main safehouse sat wedged between a clockmaker's shop and a bigger house.

He landed in the narrow alley behind the building and knocked on the reinforced back door.

Heavy footsteps approached from inside, followed by the sound of multiple locks being disengaged. The door swung open to reveal Thormund's considerable frame filling the doorway.

"Little mage," the Freeman said with a nod. "Good timing."

"Thormund." Adom stepped inside, already hearing the chaos from deeper in the building. "How bad is it?"

"Depends on your definition of bad." Thormund closed the door behind him, re-engaging the locks. "If you mean 'likely to result in property damage,' then not bad at all. If you mean 'likely to result in Valiant losing what's left of his mind,' then quite bad indeed."

From somewhere deeper in the building came a cacophony of angry yowling, punctuated by Valiant's voice rising to a pitch that suggested imminent hysteria.

"—absolutely unacceptable! This is a secure facility! You cannot simply—HEY! GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM THE SUPPLIES!"

As they walked through the short hallway, Thormund glanced at Adom. "How do you understand what they're saying, anyway?"

"Magic."

Thormund considered this for approximately two seconds. "Fair enough."

The main room of the safehouse was functional rather than comfortable. Tables covered with maps and communication crystals, shelves lined with various tools of the spy trade, and enough weapons to outfit a small militia.

In the center of it all stood Valiant, one tiny paw raised and crackling with electric energy, while a determined tabby cat attempted to scale a cabinet toward what looked like dried meat that had been stored on the highest shelf.

"GET. DOWN. FROM. THERE," Valiant commanded, electric sparks dancing between his whiskers. "THAT IS NOT FOR CATS!"

"Valiant," Adom said firmly. "Don't."

The mouse beastkin spun around, his ears flattening with relief. "Oh, thank god you're here! They've been doing this for twenty minutes! Do you see what I have to work with? CATS, Adom! They have no respect for operational security! No understanding of—"

"Valiant," Adom interrupted. "Step away from the cat."

"But he's going to compromise our—"

"Step. Away."

Valiant lowered his paw, the electric charge dissipating with a disappointed crackle. The tabby cat, meanwhile, had successfully reached the dried meat and was now perched on the shelf with the smug satisfaction of someone who had just conquered enemy territory.

Four other cats were scattered around the room in various states of feline alert. A sleek black cat—Aristoteles, Adom recognized—sat perfectly still on Valiant's desk, watching the proceedings with calculating eyes. Merlin, the ginger tom, was investigating a collection of documents with focused attention. Vaelthara lounged near the door like she owned the place. And Heraclitus, true to form, was barely visible beneath a table.

They were all staring at Adom.

"Give me a minute," Adom told Valiant, who was still vibrating with indignation. "Let me figure out what they want."

"What they want is to compromise our security and steal our supplies!" Valiant protested. "I don't need a translation for that!"

Adom closed his eyes and reached for the familiar mental shift that allowed him to understand animal speech. One second later...

"Adom!" The voices came all at once, a chorus of relief and urgency. "Finally! We've been trying to get someone to listen for ages!"

"We knew you'd come," Aristoteles said from her perch on the desk. "Humans are predictable that way."

"Especially when there are cats involved," Merlin added, still examining the documents. "You humans can't resist helping cats."

"We've been looking everywhere for you," Vaelthara said. "The big floating building, the store, even in the streets. You're surprisingly hard to track down."

Adom felt tension building in his chest. "What's so urgent? What happened?"

All five cats turned to look at him.

"Before we talk," Plutarch said from his position on the shelf, "you're going to give us food, right?"

Adom blinked. "What?"

"Food," Vaelthara repeated. "We've been working all evening. Running around the city, gathering information, dodging drunk humans. We're hungry."

"I would give you food even if you hadn't brought me information," Adom said. "You know that."

"Good," Aristoteles said with a satisfied flick of her tail. "Heraclitus, tell him what you saw."

The small voice from under the table was barely audible. "Do I have to?"

"Yes, you have to," Merlin said firmly. "You're the one who heard them talking."

A pause, then Heraclitus emerged slightly from his hiding spot, just enough that Adom could see his whiskers.

"I was doing normal cat things," he began quietly. "Investigating smells, checking territories, avoiding the drunk humans. There are a lot of drunk humans tonight."

"Get to the point," Aristoteles said, though not unkindly.

"Right. So I was near a building—the one with all the guards—and I heard two men talking. They were standing in the shadows, away from all the celebrating people."

Adom felt something cold settle in his stomach. "What were they saying?"

"They said this was perfect," Heraclitus continued, his voice getting quieter. "All the noise, all the guards distracted by the celebration. They said it was the perfect time to make their move."

"What move?" Adom asked, though he was beginning to suspect he already knew.

"They're going to free someone," Heraclitus said. "The prince. The one you told us to listen for."

The bottom fell out of Adom's world.

Prince. One of the key terms he'd specifically instructed his feline network to watch for during their wanderings around the city.

"What exactly did they say?" he asked. "Word for word."

Heraclitus's ears flattened. "The first man said, 'Tonight's our best chance. The whole city's celebrating, half the guards are drunk, and the others are too busy managing the crowds to pay attention to the prison.' Then the other man said, 'What about Gale?' And the first man said, 'We free him first. He knows the building better than anyone, and we'll need him to get to the prince.'"

"When?" Adom asked. "When were they planning to do this?"

"They said they'd wait until the celebration was at its loudest," Aristoteles said. "When everyone was too distracted to notice anything else."

Adom looked toward the window, where the sounds of the ongoing celebration were clearly audible. Cheering, music, the occasional burst of magical fireworks.

The celebration was definitely at its loudest.

"Oh no."

            

    
        Chapter 113. Breaking In

    
    
    
    
                Adom hit the first rooftop running.

The tiles were slick from evening moisture, and his boots found purchase through pure momentum rather than grip. He didn't slow down. The next building was twelve feet away—an easy jump under normal circumstances, but normal circumstances didn't involve the metallic taste of panic in his mouth and the knowledge that every second he spent thinking was a second closer to catastrophe.

He launched himself across the gap.

Wind hit his face like a slap, carrying the sounds of celebration from below—music, shouting, the crash of something that was probably valuable being broken by someone who was definitely drunk. The noise rose and fell as he moved, but it never stopped. The entire city had turned into one massive distraction.

Perfect cover for a prison break.

His feet hit the next roof harder than he'd intended. Clay tiles cracked under the impact, but held. He was already moving again, scanning for the next jump, the next route that would get him back to the academy square faster. He needed to find Captain Morris before charging into the detention facility alone—no telling what he'd walk into without backup, and Morris was the fastest way to get proper authority involved.

A gap opened up ahead that was too wide to jump. Adom cursed and veered left, looking for a way around.

The celebration below seemed to be getting louder, if that was possible. Someone had started what sounded like a drum circle, except with more enthusiasm than rhythm.

He couldn't hear his own footsteps over the noise.

The academy square came into view three blocks away, still packed with celebrating crowds. He'd been jumping from roof to roof instead of flying because he needed to spot Morris in that chaos below, and that required the kind of controlled movement and clear sightlines that only came from staying close to the ground.

Another jump. This one sent him sliding down a sloped roof until he managed to catch himself on a decorative gutter that held just long enough for him to swing onto the next building.

He was close enough now to make out individual faces in the crowd below. There—Captain Morris, still trying to maintain order at the intersection, his voice completely lost in the chaos as he gestured frantically at a group of students who were attempting to construct what appeared to be a human pyramid.

Adom dropped to the edge of the roof and cupped his hands around his mouth.

"CAPTAIN MORRIS!"

The captain didn't even turn around. The noise swallowed Adom's voice completely.

"CAPTAIN! THE PRISON!"

Nothing. Morris was now dealing with what looked like a dispute between two vendors over who had the right to sell victory ales at this particular corner.

"Oh, for god's sake," Adom muttered.

He wove [Levitation] with more force than finesse, wrapping the spell around Captain Morris and lifting him straight up out of the crowd.

The effect was immediate and gratifying. Morris rose into the air with his arms windmilling frantically, his mouth opening in what was probably a very loud shout that got lost in the general din below. The crowd barely noticed—one moment their captain was there, the next he wasn't, and they were too busy celebrating to care about the details.

Adom guided Morris's trajectory until he could grab the man's arm and pull him onto the rooftop.

Morris hit the tiles with a thud and immediately scrambled away from the edge, his face white as parchment.

"What the hell—" he started, then looked over the edge and immediately pressed himself flat against the roof. "Oh God, we're so high up. I hate heights. I hate this so much."

"Captain Morris," Adom interrupted. "I need you to listen to me very carefully."

"You can't just grab people!" Morris snapped, though he kept his voice low as if speaking too loudly might somehow make the roof collapse. "You can't just levitate someone without warning! That's—that's assault! That's kidnapping!"

"There are people about to attack the detention facility and free Prince Kalyon," Adom said. "People are going to die tonight if you don't act right now."

Morris stared at him, his anger warring with confusion and a healthy dose of vertigo. "How could you possibly know that?"

"It doesn't matter how I know. What matters is that you use your communication crystal right now and contact whoever's in charge of prison security."

Morris looked at him for a long moment, then down at the street below, then immediately back at Adom. "If you're lying about this—"

"I'm not."

Morris finally seemed to catch his breath. His hand moved toward the crystal at his belt, though he was still pressed flat against the roof tiles.

"Wait," he said slowly. "White streak in your hair. Blue eyes. You're Adom Sylla."

"Yes," Adom said, already moving toward the edge of the roof. "And you need to make that call right now."

Morris activated his crystal with shaking hands. "This is Captain Morris, city guard. I need to be transferred to detention facility command. Priority emergency."

Static crackled, then a voice: "Transferring now, Captain."

The transfer happened almost instantly—Wangara's communication crystals had been so thoroughly adopted by the city's command structure that they'd built entire protocols around the enhanced connectivity, but Adom noticed the static was heavier than usual tonight, only now realizing that someone was probably actively interfering with the network. That made everything worse.

Another voice, sharper: "This is Warden Kellhast. What's your emergency, Captain?"

"Warden, I have credible intelligence of an imminent attack on your facility. Request immediate security lockdown. They're targeting Prince Kalyon."

"What's your source on this, Morris?"

Morris glanced at Adom.

"If I'm wrong, I'll be the only one in trouble," Adom said. "If I'm right, you'll have prevented a catastrophe."

"Source is... reliable," Morris said into the crystal. "Full security protocols. Now."

"Understood. Initiating lockdown procedures immediately."

He cut the connection and looked at Adom, who was balanced on the edge of the roof, preparing to fly away.

"Where are you going?"

"To make sure you were fast enough," Adom replied, and stepped off into the night before Morris finished speaking, leaving the captain alone on the rooftop with his crystal and his fear of heights.

The wind hit him like a wall, but the protective glasses kept his eyes clear enough to navigate.

The city spread out below him in patches of light and shadow, the celebration continuing its chaotic sprawl through every district he could see. From this height, the detention facility was easy to spot—a squat, fortress-like building surrounded by high walls and watchtowers, sitting apart from the residential areas like something diseased.

It looked calm. Almost peaceful, if you ignored the fact that it was designed to keep people locked inside against their will.

Guards were visible at the main gate, their positions exactly where they should be. Everything appeared normal.

Adom dropped from the sky like a stone, pulling up just before impact to land hard on the cobblestones twenty feet from the gate. The sound of his boots hitting stone echoed off the walls.

"Who goes there?"

Both guards had their swords drawn before Adom finished straightening up. They moved, positioning themselves to block any approach to the gate while maintaining clear sight lines to each other. Professional. Good training.

They were both in full plate armor, helmets covering their faces, which made reading their expressions impossible but somehow made the whole situation feel more ominous.

"My name is Adom Sylla," he said, raising his hands to show they were empty. "I'm a student at Xerkes Academy. There are people planning to attack this facility tonight. I came to warn you."

The guard on the left lowered his sword slightly. "Look, kid, I don't know what kind of prank you and your friends think you're pulling, but—"

"This isn't a prank," Adom interrupted. "Less than five minutes ago, Captain Morris of the city guard contacted this facility to warn about an imminent attack. He spoke with someone called Warden Kellhast, who authorized full security protocols. I'm here to make sure those protocols are actually being implemented."

The guard's posture shifted. Something in Adom's tone had gotten through.

"What do you mean, Warden Kellhast?" the guard asked slowly.

"The man Captain Morris spoke to on the communication crystal. Warden Kellhast. He confirmed the lockdown order."

"Kid," the guard said, and Adom could hear the frown in his voice even through the helmet. "Our warden is named Garrett Thorne. Has been since the construction of this facility, a year ago. There's no one named Kellhast working here."

The bottom fell out of Adom's stomach.

"Oh no," he said. "It's already started."

The guard immediately reached for his communication crystal, activating it quickly. Static filled the air—thick, heavy interference that made any kind of transmission impossible.

"The network's completely jammed," the guard said, his voice tighter now. "I can't reach anyone."

The second guard, who had remained silent throughout the entire exchange, finally spoke. "I'll go check on the interior perimeter. Make sure everything's secure."

"Sure, uh..." The first guard paused.

"Merrick," the second guard said helpfully. "Name's Merrick."

"Right. Merrick. Go check it out."

The second guard—Merrick—turned and began running toward a side entrance.

Adom watched him go, his mind racing. The static meant someone was actively jamming the communication network that he built throughout the city. The fake warden meant the infiltrators had already compromised the prison's command structure. But those were just the obvious problems.

The real problem was something else entirely.

"Wait," Adom said. "You don't know that guy?"

The first guard turned to look at him. "What?"

"Merrick. The other guard. You don't know him?"

"No," the guard said slowly. "He's new. Started today. He was assigned to my shift this evening, but I never..."

The guard's voice trailed off as the implications hit him.

Twenty feet away, Merrick stopped running.

For a moment, everything was perfectly still. Then Merrick's head turned, just slightly, and even through the helmet's visor, Adom could feel the weight of his gaze.

Their eyes met.

Merrick ran.

Adom was already moving.

Red Fluid wrapped around Merrick's body in flowing ribbons, enhancing every muscle, every reaction. His first step toward the side entrance became a sprint that would have left blur trails if the night had been brighter.

But Adom had already seen it happen.

[Flow Prediction] kicked in like a switch being flipped, and suddenly Merrick's intended route was laid out in his mind like a map.

Three steps to the door. Hand reaching for the handle. Body turning to slam the entrance shut behind him. The man wasn't just running—he was planning to barricade himself inside and complete whatever mission had brought him here.

Maybe one second left.

During his two weeks of obsessive practice, Adom had made some interesting discoveries. A human blink lasted roughly three-tenths of a second. Even the most experienced combat mages needed at least six-tenths of a second to weave a coherent spell they'd practiced thousands of times.

To his surprise, Axis moved through his body faster slightly faster than mana or Fluid ever could. As a result, Adom had managed to cut his weaving time to somewhere between those two benchmarks, depending on the spell's complexity.

[Push], as it happened, was about as simple as magic got.

The spell formed in his mind and flowed into reality in just under four-tenths of a second. Not his best time, but good enough.

The invisible force hit Merrick center-mass just as his hand touched the door handle. The impact lifted him off his feet and drove him into the reinforced wood with enough force to crack the frame. His scream cut through the night air—half pain, half shocked surprise.

Adom was already moving before Merrick hit the ground.

The fake guard was trying to roll away from the door, his Fluid-enhanced reflexes working to get him back on his feet, but enhanced or not, he was still dealing with the aftermath of being launched like a catapult stone. His movements were sharp but uncoordinated.

Adom grabbed Merrick's right wrist as the man tried to push himself up.

The snap was audible.

Merrick's second scream was pure agony, his Fluid flickering as shock disrupted his concentration. His enhanced strength meant nothing when the bones connecting his hand to his arm were no longer in their proper configuration.

"That was extremely stupid," Adom said, maintaining his grip on the broken wrist. "Who are you people? How many of you are involved? Cooperate, because the alternative is me working my way through your other joints until I find one that makes you more talkative."

Behind them, the real guard was shouting something, but Adom's attention was focused entirely on the man writhing beneath him. Merrick's face was visible now—his helmet had come off during the impact with the door—and Adom could see the calculation behind the pain.

The man was weighing his options. Probably wondering if his mission was worth whatever Adom was planning to do to him next.

"Choose quickly," Adom added. "I'm having a very stressful evening, and my patience for enemy infiltrators is approximately nonexistent."

Merrick's eyes focused on Adom with the kind of clarity that came from making a decision. His jaw tightened.

"Go to hell," he said through gritted teeth.

Adom sighed. Whatever was happening inside that building, it was happening now, and every second spent trying to extract information from someone who'd clearly been trained to resist interrogation was a second he couldn't afford to lose.

He pressed his hand against Merrick's forehead and wove a pulse directly in his skull.

The spell took hold immediately. Merrick's eyes fluttered once, then closed, his body going completely limp as unconsciousness claimed him. The red Fluid around him dissipated like smoke.

"Is he...?" The real guard had reached them, his sword still drawn but pointing at the ground.

"Unconscious," Adom said, standing up and brushing dirt off his knees. "He'll probably have a headache when he wakes up, but he'll live to answer questions later."

Adom looked up at the prison walls, then began weaving [Levitation] around himself.

"Wait," the guard said as Adom started to rise into the air. "You're not going in there alone, are you? We should wait for reinforcements! The city guard will—"

"I can't wait," Adom called down to him. "This is too important."

He paused in his ascent, looking down at the guard who was staring up at him with obvious panic.

"An old man is supposed to come here soon," Adom said. "Whether he shows up or not. I called him earlier. If you see someone named Mr. Biggins, tell him I went inside ahead."

"Wait!" the guard shouted. "What's your plan? How are we supposed to—"

But Adom was already rising over the wall, disappearing into the darkness beyond the gate, leaving the guard alone with an unconscious infiltrator and the growing certainty that whatever was about to happen inside those walls was going to be very, very bad.

            

    
        Chapter 114. Disappointment

    
    
    
    
                The first thing that hit him was the smell.

Adom dropped into the prison courtyard and immediately started coughing. The air tasted like metal and something sweet-sick that made his eyes water. A thin, yellowish haze drifted across the ground like fog, pooling in corners and clinging to the walls.

Guards were scattered across the cobblestones. Some lay completely still. Others twitched weakly, their hands clawing at their throats as they tried to breathe through whatever was in the air.

"Shit," Adom muttered, then immediately regretted opening his mouth as more of the gas hit his throat.

He wove an air manipulation spell with more urgency than finesse, pulling clean air down from above the walls and pushing the contaminated atmosphere away from the courtyard. The spell felt clumsy but it worked well enough to clear a breathing space around himself.

The gas began to dissipate, swirling away from the center of the courtyard in lazy spirals. As it cleared, Adom could see the full extent of the infiltration.

At least a dozen guards were down. The ones who were still moving looked like they'd be unconscious within minutes. No blood, no obvious injuries. Just the gas, doing its work efficiently and quietly.

Adom had seen this before.

Chemical warfare. Specifically, the kind of alchemical gas attacks that had made the Farmusian Empire so effective during their expansion campaigns two decades from now. The technology wasn't widespread—most kingdoms considered it dishonorable, and the alchemical knowledge required was closely guarded.

Which meant this wasn't just a prison break. This was a Farmusian operation.

Three figures emerged from the main building, moving with the kind of coordinated efficiency that spoke of military training. They wore dark clothing and masks that covered their entire faces—not simple cloth, but elaborate devices with runes and protruding filters and goggled eye pieces that looked like the faces of giant insects.

Gas masks. Of course.

The lead figure spotted Adom and immediately began reaching for something at his belt. The other two spread out, moving to flank him.

Adom didn't give them the chance.

A flick of his wrist, a quick manipulation spell of the gravitational field around all three targets, and suddenly they weren't on the ground anymore.

The spell hit them like invisible hands grabbing their entire bodies and yanking upward. They rose fifteen feet into the air in less than a second, their coordinated advance becoming a cluster of flailing limbs and muffled shouts.

Adom reversed the spell.

Gravity reasserted itself with enthusiasm. All three Farmusians came down hard, hitting the cobblestones with impacts that sounded like sacks of grain being dropped from a significant height. Two of them screamed—sharp, agonized sounds that cut through their gas masks. The third made a wet, choking noise and went still.

Broken bones. Definitely broken bones.

Adom stepped over the nearest one, who was clutching his leg and making the kind of sounds people make when their femur is no longer straight. The man's gas mask had cracked during the fall, revealing part of a face that was definitely not local. Olive skin, sharp features, the kind of mustache that was fashionable in Farmusian military circles.

"Stay down," Adom said, though he suspected the man wasn't going anywhere regardless of his advice.

The main building loomed ahead, its windows dark except for a few scattered lights in the upper floors. If Prince Kalyon was still here, he'd be in the high-security section. Which meant Adom needed to get through whatever else the Farmusians had left between the courtyard and the prison's interior.

He stepped over another groaning infiltrator and kept walking toward the entrance.

The main entrance was a heavy wooden door reinforced with iron bands. It was also locked, barred from the inside, and probably had at least three guards stationed behind it.

Adom didn't feel like knocking.

He pressed both hands against the wood and wove [Push] with significantly more force than he'd used on Merrick. The spell hit the door like a battering ram. The iron reinforcements screamed as they bent, the wooden planks splintered, and the entire assembly exploded inward with a crash that echoed through the corridors beyond.

Arrows came at him immediately.

Three of them, fired from crossbows by figures positioned at the far end of the entry hall. The bolts moved fast—professional military issue, not hunting arrows. They would have punched through leather armor without slowing down.

Adom wove [Aegis Barrier] almost in the time it took to blink.

The translucent shield materialized two feet in front of him, a disc of hardened air that caught all three arrows with sharp cracking sounds. The bolts hung there for a moment, their tips embedded in the barrier's surface, before clattering to the floor.

The archers were already reloading. Fast, coordinated, probably Farmusian regulars rather than hired help.

Adom expanded the barrier.

The shield grew from a small disc to a wall of force that filled the entire width of the corridor, then kept expanding. It moved forward like an invisible wave, pushing air and debris ahead of it with increasing momentum.

The three archers had just enough time to look confused before the barrier hit them.

They went flying. Not up this time—straight back, carried by the expanding force until they slammed into the stone wall at the far end of the hall. The impacts sounded like meat hitting a cutting board. Two of them screamed. The third made a wet choking noise and went limp.

Adom let the barrier dissipate and walked over the wreckage of the door.

The nearest archer was trying to crawl away, his left arm bent at an angle that suggested several broken bones. Adom grabbed him by the collar and hauled him upright, ignoring the man's yelp of pain.

"Where's Prince Kalyon?" Adom asked.

The archer was young, maybe twenty, with the kind of mustache that suggested he'd been trying to look older for years. His eyes were wide with shock and pain, but there was something else there. Training. The look of someone who'd been prepared for interrogation.

"I don't know what you're talking about," the archer said through gritted teeth.

"How far along is the operation? How many of you are there?"

"I don't—"

"Oh, for God's sake." Adom tightened his grip on the man's collar and lifted him off the ground. "Let me be very clear about something. You people are directly responsible for every person who's going to die in the next few years. Your empire's obsession with power, your experiments, your politics—all of it leads to the end of everything. So my patience for Farmusian loyalty is approximately zero."

The archer's eyes widened further, but his jaw remained set. Whatever they'd done to train these people, it was thorough.

"Go ahead," the man said. "Torture me. Kill me. I'm not telling you anything."

Adom stared at him for a moment, then shrugged and threw him across the hallway.

The archer hit the opposite wall and slumped to the floor with a grunt of pain. He didn't get back up.

"I tried," Adom said to no one in particular, stepping over the man's legs as he continued down the corridor.

The thing about bitterness was that it made everything simpler. These weren't just enemy soldiers—they were the people whose actions would eventually create Dragon's Breath, the weapon that would turn the world into a wasteland. They were the reason millions of innocent people would die choking on their own blood while their skin melted off their bones.

Adom had seen those mass graves in his previous life. He'd helped dig some of them. Including his own parents.

So no, he didn't particularly care if a few Farmusian infiltrators ended up with broken bones. They'd chosen their side.

The corridor branched ahead, but the choice was obvious. The prison was barely a year old, built specifically to house high-value political prisoners. It currently held exactly two inmates: Gale, and Prince Kalyon.

Two prisoners meant two cell blocks. The signs on the walls were helpful enough to point the way: "High Security - Authorized Personnel Only" with an arrow pointing to the right.

Adom went right.

His footsteps echoed off stone walls as he walked deeper into the facility, past empty guard stations and abandoned checkpoints. The Farmusians had been thorough—they'd neutralized the entire staff before starting their extraction. Professional work, if you ignored the fact that it was going to end with the destruction of civilization.

Another door appeared ahead, this one still intact. Voices came from beyond it, speaking in rapid Farmusian. Something about schedules and timing. How much longer they needed.

Adom pressed his ear to the wood and listened.

The voices stopped.

Complete silence, the kind that made your ears ring and your skin crawl. Adom had just enough time to think that's not good before the door exploded outward in a shower of splinters and flame.

He'd already moved, throwing himself sideways as the blast wave hit the opposite wall where he'd been standing. Stone chips pelted his back as he rolled, coming up in a crouch just as a fireball punched through the smoke and debris.

This one he had to dodge properly. The spell was too focused, too controlled to deflect. He dropped flat as orange fire seared the air above him, hot enough to singe the hair on the back of his neck.

A mage. He was dealing with another mage.

The smoke began to clear, revealing a woman in her thirties with short-cropped dark hair and scars on her hands. She wore practical leather armor reinforced with metal plates, and her stance suggested combat training beyond the academic variety.

Behind her, two more figures—one carrying what looked like an orb, the other with a sword.

The woman's eyes locked onto Adom's face, and her expression shifted from wariness to something approaching shock.

"Wait." Her voice cut through the settling dust. "I know you."

Adom said nothing, already weaving the threads for his next spell.

"You're the boy," she continued, taking a step forward. "The one who caused all this in the first place."

Still nothing from Adom. His mana coiled around his hands like invisible smoke, ready to strike.

The woman seemed to take his silence as confirmation. "Do you have any idea what you've—"

Adom moved.

Not toward her—past her, using a controlled gravity shift to launch himself sideways along the wall. The woman tried to track him, her own spell half-formed, but Adom had already calculated her reaction time. By the time she'd pivoted to face him, he was behind her line of fire.

Her second attack came faster—a pressure wave designed to knock him off the wall. Adom let gravity take him, dropping straight down as the spell passed overhead. He hit the ground in a roll, came up directly in front of her, and thrust both palms forward.

Lightning crackled between his fingers.

The spell hit her center mass like a concentrated thunderbolt. Her body went rigid, back arching as electricity coursed through her nervous system. The woman dropped, convulsing on the stone floor, small sparks still dancing across her armor.

Realistic electroshock behavior: muscle spasms, involuntary twitching, the smell of singed hair and leather. She'd live, probably, but she wouldn't be weaving anything for a while.

The man with the sword stepped forward, fluid rippling across his skin. The one with the orb stayed behind him, raising the artifact that was now glowing.

Adom felt his mana channels constrict immediately.

With Riddler's Bane, he recognized the artifact immediately. A mana suppression device. His spells were somehow still possible, but they felt like trying to breathe through wet cloth.

"Is he supposed to be able to still weave?" the man with the sword asked, voice tight with fear.

The one with the orb frowned, examining the artifact more closely. "No, he shouldn't be able to—"

Adom was already moving.

The suppression made his magic weak, but it did nothing to his speed or strength. He closed the distance in two strides, grabbed the artifact-holder by the throat, and lifted him off the ground.

The man tried to hit him with the orb itself, swinging it like a club. Adom caught his hand with his free hand and squeezed.

Bones broke with wet snapping sounds.

The man screamed, dropping the orb as his wrist folded at an unnatural angle. Adom threw him across the corridor with enough force to crack stone. The man hit the wall and slumped, blood trickling from his scalp. He was breathing, though. Barely.

"How can you still use spells?" the remaining man stammered, backing away as his sword trembled in his grip.

Adom didn't answer. He picked up the orb, feeling its weight—solid crystal, probably worth more than most people made in a year—and crushed it in his bare hands.

The crystal shattered like an egg, fragments falling through his fingers. The suppression effect died immediately, his mana flowing freely again. Thank God for [Silverback's Might]. Enhanced physical strength had never felt more satisfying.

The swordsman was still backing away. The Fluid would make him faster, stronger, more durable. It would also make him overconfident.

"Look," the man said, voice cracking slightly, "we can work something out here. You want the prince, right? We can—"

Adom stepped toward him.

The swordsman's training kicked in. He lunged forward, blade aimed at Adom's chest in a thrust.

Adom sidestepped, grabbed the man's extended wrist, and used his momentum to spin him into the wall. The sword clattered away as the swordsman hit stone face-first.

But Fluid-enhanced reflexes were no joke. The man recovered faster than a normal human would, pushing off the wall and swinging a backhand that would have shattered ribs.

Adom ducked under it and drove his elbow into the man's kidney. The armor absorbed some of the impact, but not all of it. The swordsman grunted and stumbled forward.

He spun, trying to grab Adom in a wrestling hold.

A quick [Push] spell sent the man sliding backward across the stone floor. Not enough to do serious damage, but enough to create distance.

The swordsman rolled to his feet and charged again, this time keeping low to avoid another spell. He tackled Adom around the waist, trying to drive him into the ground.

Adom let himself fall backward, but grabbed the man's shoulders as they went down. As they hit the floor, he drove both knees up into the swordsman's stomach.

The armor cracked under the impact, and the man doubled over with a whoosh of expelled air.

Adom rolled out from under him and stood. The swordsman was already trying to get up, but he was too damaged by the knee strike.

Time to end this.

Adom grabbed the man by the back of the neck and introduced his face to the stone floor. Once, twice, three times in rapid succession. By the third impact, the swordsman went limp.

The corridor fell silent except for the sound of Adom's breathing and the occasional spasm from the electrocuted woman.

Three down. Now to find the prince.


Adom walked. And walked. And kept walking.

The prison corridors stretched on with the kind of architectural excess that suggested someone had been given an unlimited budget and a mandate to impress visiting dignitaries. Marble floors. Vaulted ceilings. Decorative stonework that served no purpose beyond making the place look important.

For two prisoners.

Two.

The entire facility could have housed fifty high-security inmates comfortably, maybe a hundred if you weren't concerned about luxury. Instead, it had been built to contain exactly two people, which meant every corridor was twice as wide as it needed to be, every checkpoint was staffed with three times the necessary guards, and every security measure had been designed with the assumption that someone might actually want to break into the place.

Which, as it turned out, had made the Farmusian infiltration considerably easier. More space to move, more hiding spots, more redundant systems to disable. Adom had to admire the irony—the empire's attempt to build an impregnable fortress had created a facility that was practically begging to be breached.

He passed another empty guard station. Then another. The signs on the walls pointed him deeper into the complex, past administrative offices that probably saw use twice a year and conference rooms designed for meetings that would never happen.

Finally, after what felt like a tour of a monument to bureaucratic overreach, he reached the high-security wing.

The prince's cell was at the end of the corridor, behind a door that looked like it had been designed to withstand siege engines. Which was probably accurate. Adom approached quietly, his footsteps muffled by thick carpeting.

...Man, come on. Carpeting? 

Anyway.

A small viewing slot was set into the door at eye level. Adom slid it open and peered inside.

The cell was not what he'd expected.

It wasn't a cell at all, really. More like a well-appointed guest room. Comfortable furniture, decent lighting, a small bookshelf, and what appeared to be a writing desk positioned near the single barred window. The prince sat in an upholstered chair with his back to the door, a book open in his lap.

"I didn't call for anything," the prince said without turning around. "Please don't disturb me unless there's an emergency."

Adom said nothing. The prince's tone suggested he'd mistaken the sound of the viewing slot for a guard checking on him, which meant this was probably a regular occurrence. How very considerate of the staff.

The smell of tea drifted through the slot. Not just any tea—Adom could identify the delicate, floral notes of Silver Needle white tea, the kind that cost more per ounce than most people earned in a month. Premium grade, probably imported directly from the eastern provinces.

That bastard.

Adom closed the viewing slot as quietly as he'd opened it.

No point in announcing himself yet. If the cats' information was accurate, the Farmusians had come for both prisoners. Which meant they'd probably split their forces—some heading for the prince, others going after Gale. The team that had been assigned to extract Kalyon was currently decorating various walls and floors throughout the facility, but the ones going after Gale might still be operational.

Not that it mattered much. Gale escaping would be inconvenient but not catastrophic. As long as the prince stayed put, Adom could afford to wait and see what developed.

He settled himself against the wall next to the door, close enough to intervene if anyone else showed up but far enough away that the prince wouldn't hear him breathing.

He didn't have to wait long.

Footsteps echoed from the corridor—multiple sets. Adom straightened slightly, keeping his back against the wall as the sounds grew closer.

Five figures rounded the corner. Four wore the same dark clothing and gas masks as the infiltrators from the courtyard, but the fifth was different. Taller, blond, and wearing regular prison clothes that somehow looked like they'd been tailored specifically for him.

Gale.

The moment their eyes met, Gale's face broke into a grin. The four Farmusians with him had the opposite reaction—hands moving toward weapons, bodies tensing for combat.

Gale laughed. Not a chuckle or a snort, but a full-throated sound of amusement that echoed off the stone walls.

"Damn, kid. You grew up." He stepped forward, completely ignoring the fact that his escorts were now very clearly preparing to kill the person blocking their path. "Last time I saw you, you looked so cute and innocent. Now look at you—all tall and brooding and covered in other people's blood."

Adom smiled back. "I was waiting for you."

"Waiting for us?" Gale's eyebrows rose. "Where are the others you came with?"

"What others?"

The grin on Gale's face faltered slightly. "You mean you did all this alone?"

"Yes."

"The mage laying out there in the corridor," Gale said slowly, "was an experienced battle mage. Army-trained, combat veteran, the whole package. And one of these guys tells me there was a Star Knight with them. Enhanced reflexes, military conditioning, the works." He paused. "You beat those people by yourself?"

"Ah," Adom said, as if something had just clicked into place. "That's why that one guy was a bit tougher, then."

Internally, he was somewhat more surprised. A Star Knight? That guy from earlier was a Star Knight? The fact that he'd dispatched one without even realizing what he was fighting made him truly realize his growth had accelerated beyond anything he'd thought possible.

The four Farmusians with Gale apparently decided they'd heard enough. Hands moved toward weapons in unison.

"No," Gale said. "Go look for the people he came with. Try to clear us a path for extraction. The kid had to have come with someone."

The lead infiltrator hesitated. "Sir, he's clearly hostile—"

"He's clearly a lot of things," Gale interrupted, still smiling at Adom. "But I'm pretty glad to see him anyway. We've got a lot of catching up to do."

The four men began to move, following Gale's orders with reluctant obedience. They clearly thought this was a terrible idea but probably weren't paid enough to argue.

"The first one of you that moves," Adom said conversationally, "will have his legs broken."

All four froze mid-step.

Gale looked between his men and Adom, his expression shifting from amusement to mild irritation.


"Ignore him," he said to the four infiltrators. "Go."

"I'm surprised you're not catching on to what's happening here," Adom said. "Given that I'm the one who beat you last time, you should be the most wary of me."

Gale's smile returned, wider than before. "Last time, I underestimated you."

"That's funny," Adom replied. "I especially remember you explicitly telling me you wouldn't go easy on me."

"I couldn't help it. Your little face was too cute to release all my wrath on it. Little bastard took advantage of it."

Adom started walking toward the frozen infiltrators. "Stay where you are."

They ran.

All four broke formation simultaneously, sprinting down the corridor in different directions. Adom wove [Pull] without breaking stride, invisible threads of force wrapping around each fleeing figure.

At the same moment, Gale's own spell lashed out—another [Pull], competing directly with Adom's.

For a brief instant, the four men hung suspended between opposing forces. Then Gale's spell collapsed under the pressure of Adom's, snapping like overstretched rope.

Adom immediately followed with [Push], aimed directly at Gale.

The force hit him square in the chest, sending him sliding backward across the marble floor. Gale caught himself after about ten feet, boots finding purchase on the smooth stone.

"You're double-weaving that easily?" Gale's voice carried genuine surprise now.

"I forgot you could use magic," Adom said, then shifted his attention back to the four men who resumed running.

The [Levitation] spell caught them mid-sprint. All four rose into the air simultaneously, then slammed into the nearest walls with bone-crushing impacts. The sound echoed through the corridor—wet thumps followed by the clatter of falling weapons and the groans of broken ribs.

Two of them tried to get up. The other two didn't move at all.

Gale stared at the aftermath, his casual demeanor finally cracking. "What the fuck happened to you?"

Adom turned back to face him, that same dry smile on his lips. "You're about to find out."

[Flow Prediction] activated the moment Adom moved.

Gale looked... smaller somehow. Less imposing. Maybe because he'd lost weight during his imprisonment, or maybe Adom had simply grown strong enough that the man's presence no longer carried the same weight it once had. Either way, the figure standing across from him didn't inspire the same wariness he remembered.

Adom gestured casually, and the scattered swords from the fallen infiltrators slid across the marble floor, metal scraping against stone as they moved well out of Gale's reach.

"Really?" Gale asked, rolling his shoulders. "Magic tricks?"

"Seemed practical."

Gale moved first.

Despite his casual demeanor, the man was fast—faster than the Star Knight, faster than any of the infiltrators. His first punch came in a tight arc aimed at Adom's ribs, backed by the full weight of a body that had clearly not been idle during imprisonment.

Adom could have dodged. The prediction showed him exactly where to step, how to twist away from the incoming blow. Instead, he shifted slightly, angling his torso to take the hit on his left side rather than dead center.

He wanted to test something.

The punch connected with the force of a sledgehammer. Pain exploded across his ribs, sharp enough to make him stagger half a step to the side. His vision blurred for a moment, spots dancing at the edges of his sight.

But he was still standing.

Gale wasn't.

The man had thrown himself into the punch with everything he had, expecting it to drop Adom or at least send him reeling backward. What he hadn't expected was for his fist to meet what probably felt like a stone wall. The impact traveled back up his arm, and the shocked expression on his face suggested he'd felt something.

Adom's return punch was almost gentle by comparison. A straightforward jab to the center of Gale's face, thrown with moderate force.

Without the protective artifact from last time, Gale's head snapped back like he'd been hit by a charging horse. Blood erupted from his nose in a spray that painted the marble behind him. Two teeth flew in different directions, clicking against the stone walls. He hit the ground hard, one hand pressed to his ruined face.

"What the fuck was that?" Gale's voice came out thick and wet, blood pooling in his mouth. "What the fuck is going on? Why the fuck are you so strong?"

"You know," Adom said mildly, "I'm thirteen. You shouldn't be cursing like that in front of a kid."

What the fuck was that?! Why the fuck is going on? Why the fuck is he so weak?!

The thought ran through his mind even as he wove [Bind].

Invisible threads of white-ish mana wrapped around Gale's limbs, pinning him to the floor with the efficiency of steel chains. The man tried to move and found himself completely immobilized—arms, legs, even his torso locked in place.

"What—" Gale struggled against the binding, panic creeping into his voice. He thrashed against the spell, or tried to. His body remained perfectly still while his voice rose to a near shout. "Let me go!"

Adom looked down at him, feeling oddly disappointed. The rematch he'd been anticipating lasted less than thirty seconds. It had gone smooth. Very smooth.

"I don't have my gauntlets," Adom said. "Otherwise, I would have done a little something." He winked. "You know."

Gale's eyes went wide, terror replacing the anger.

Adom knelt down beside the bound man, studying his face. "A lot happened since we last met."

He drew his fist back.

"Wait—"

The punch landed square in the center of Gale's forehead. His eyes rolled back immediately, the shouting cut off mid-word as consciousness fled.

Silence returned to the corridor, broken only by the distant groaning of the injured infiltrators and the soft drip of blood on marble.





            
