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                Book 1 Complete and Posted!

An epic portal-fantasy for Progression Fantasy fans!

Book 2 is posting now! | Sundays and Wednesdays!



Ben Crawford shouldn't be here.

One moment, he's on Earth. The next, he wakes up in an inescapable room that seems intent on erasing him. Then, just as suddenly, he's somewhere else. Saved by forces beyond his understanding and dropped onto a world where humanity is barely more than a myth.

On Ark, power is everything, and Runebinding magic is the key to survival. Ben shouldn't be able to use it, but he can—and he's learning faster than anyone should. Fighting alongside monster hunters and wielding powers of Light that he shouldn’t have, Ben quickly discovers that being an anomaly comes with a price.

Some see his strength as an opportunity. Others see it as a threat. As faction politics turn against him and ancient powers take notice, Ben must navigate a world that doesn't know what to do with him, all while something far more dangerous watches from beyond.

Humanity was never meant to be part of this story. To survive what’s coming, Ben must forge a new path: one that could make him the first Paladin in a world that needs one.

What to Expect:

> Progression Fantasy with unique Runebinding cultivation system 20 years in the making

> Portal fantasy with cosmic/multiverse elements

> Monster hunting and faction politics

> Steady power progression with creative magic system

> Found family and friendship dynamics

> Culinary Expertise that leads to literal fights over desserts

> Updates: Sunday, Wednesday, and Friday

> Long-form serial with expansive world-building and a minimum of three books planned.

Immerse yourself in the Runeforged Realms. Where knowledge is power, magic is earned, and the Multiverse fears what it can't control.

This fiction was originally released as “Runebound: Rise of the Paladin” but has been completely re-written after developmental edits.

 

Excellent for fans of:

> Cradle: for cultivation and fast, meaningful progression.

> Beware of Chicken: for Slice of Life cultivation, animal antics.

> He Who Fights with Monsters: for found family and character development.

> Defiance of the Fall: for cosmic scale and brutal fights.





CHECK OUT MORE ABOUT THE AUTHOR AND THE SERIES: https://www.runeforgedrealms.com

            

    
        1. Whispers of Light

    
    
    
    
                I jolted awake in total darkness.

No—not just darkness. The complete absence of everything. My eyes were open—I could feel myself blinking—but there was nothing. No light. No shadows. Just void pressing against my eyeballs like physical weight. The first coherent thought that punched through the fog was: Where the fuck am I?

The second was: Why am I naked?

Survival first, existential crisis later.

I pushed myself up slowly, every muscle tensed for... what? Attack? Pain? My palms pressed against something smooth and cold—marble, maybe?—that sucked the warmth from my skin like ice. The chill crept up my arms, making damn sure I knew this wasn't some vivid dream brought on by too many late-night shifts at Dim Sum & Then Some.

Think, Ben. Last memory. Go.

Keys jangling. The satisfying click of restaurant locks. Eighteen hours of slinging dumplings and dodging Karen's complaints about the "authenticity" of our cheung fun. Did I pass out in the parking lot again? Dammit, I really needed to stop using my steering wheel as a pillow. But this wasn't my Honda's cracked leather seats beneath me.

Blue light erupted overhead like reality had thrown a rave.

"What the—"

The words died in my throat as fractal patterns began swirling above me, outlining a massive dome that curved down to meet the floor. I was trapped inside some kind of cosmic snow globe designed by a mathematician. The patterns shifted and danced, hypnotic in their complexity, beautiful in a way that made my head hurt.

"Alien abduction dream," I muttered, stumbling to my feet. My voice echoed strangely, bouncing off invisible walls. "Has to be. Though usually the aliens have the decency to leave me with pants."

It could be the government interrogation dreams too, but there were no suited assholes interrogating me about the secret ingredient in my cinnamon buns (it's cardamom). And those dreams always came with clothes, terrible fluorescent lighting, and at least one guy who looked like he'd stepped out of a Men in Black movie.

This was... different.

The blue patterns shifted, and I couldn't look away. Blue bled into brilliant white, white melted into warm yellow, yellow exploded into radiant gold. The colors converged with mathematical precision, forming something so impossibly complex that my brain basically threw up its hands and said nope.

A symbol blazed against the void—white-hot, searing, alive. It lasted maybe a heartbeat, but in that heartbeat, my mind was flooded with concepts that shouldn't fit inside a human skull:


	Sunlight streaming through a magnifying glass, concentrating into a pinprick of liquid heat.

	A dying star's final, defiant scream as it went supernova, turning darkness into day across light-years. 

	The moment of revelation when everything you thought you knew gets obliterated by blinding truth.



Light.

Not just light—Light with a capital L that deserved its own postal code. Every photon that had ever existed or would exist, condensed into a single rune that my meat-brain was desperately trying to process without melting.

The symbol vanished, and I hit the floor hard enough to rattle my teeth. My knees cracked against the floor as spots danced behind my eyelids. My eyes burned like I’d been staring directly at the sun.

"Okay," I gasped, pressing my palms against my eyes. "Either I'm having an elaborate stroke, or I just downloaded the concept of light directly into my brain. Neither option seems great."

Through the pain and confusion, one thing was crystal clear—this wasn't a dream. Dreams didn't come with full sensory packages or make your retinas feel like someone had used them as a welding surface. Dreams definitely didn't implant the complete understanding of electromagnetic radiation into your consciousness like a cosmic Wiki download.

Above me, a spotlight blazed to life at the dome's apex. Pure white, cold and clinical. It should have been blinding, but I stared straight into it without flinching. And somehow, don't ask me how, I knew I could change it.

The knowledge sat in my brain like it had always been there, as natural as knowing how to breathe. This light could be any color I wanted. Warm yellow would be so much easier on my already-abused retinas.

The light shifted to yellow.

My breath caught. Not because it changed—somehow I'd known it would—but because of how instantly my thought became reality. No delay, no effort, no complicated hand gestures or magic words. Just pure intention made manifest.

"What the fuck?" I whispered, watching the light shift through a rainbow of colors as I willed it. Harsh white to deep purple to a shade of green, that I was pretty sure didn't exist in nature. "Not quite a Jedi mind-trick."

The joke fell flat in the empty dome, but humor was all I had to cling to as my brain tried to process what was happening. I cycled through colors like a kid with a new toy—crimson to cobalt, to something I vaguely remembered from art class.

"Smaragdine," I said to the light, which obligingly turned bluish green. "Though honestly, you could've turned hot pink and I wouldn't have known the difference. Who the hell names a color smaragdine, anyway?"

That's when I noticed it—the creeping sensation that this was all perfectly normal. That experimenting with my newfound light powers was more important than figuring out where I was or how I'd gotten here. The feeling slithered through my thoughts like an oily whisper, and recognizing it made my skin crawl.

"Oh, hell no." I shook my head hard, like I could physically dislodge whatever was messing with my brain. "I've seen this movie. This is the part where the guy gets mind-controlled into doing something stupid."

The fascination evaporated too quickly, replaced by a bone-deep cold that hit me like a wave. My breath came out in visible puffs, and suddenly being naked wasn't just embarrassing—it was potentially lethal.

Okay, think. You can control light. Light equals heat. Those heat lamps at the restaurant...

I focused on the smaragdine glow, pushing my intention at it like a mental battering ram. The light shifted through the spectrum—red, deeper red, into the infrared range I couldn't see but could definitely feel.

Heat slammed into me like opening an oven door at work, and for a moment I basked in it like a lizard on a rock. Then it kept getting hotter. And hotter.

"Shit, shit, how do I turn it off?" Sweat beaded on my forehead as the heat went from comfortable, to concerning, to holy hell I'm being slow-roasted. The dome itself glowed, veins of light spreading through its structure like molten lava cutting through ice.

Then the light winked out, the floor disappeared—and I was falling through a kaleidoscope of impossible geometry.

Blue and gray patterns—much angrier this time, twisted through space around me, mathematical patterns that hurt to perceive. I tried to scream, but no sound came out. The lack of gravity and sound left me tumbling through an infinite schism of twisting lights.

Terror clawed at my chest for exactly three seconds before something else pushed it aside—a feeling of serenity so profound it was almost aggressive. Like someone had injected tranquilizers directly into my brain stem. My racing heart slowed to a steady thrum as golden circuits began carving themselves through the surrounding air.

This is not normal, the rational part of my brain insisted. Hearts don't just stop panicking because the light show got prettier.

But the golden runes that materialized around me were mesmerizing, forming a glittering, elegant network that pulsed with their own inner light. They arranged themselves in patterns that made the earlier fractals look like kindergarten doodles.

The dome—or whatever remained of it—collapsed with a sound like reality tearing. Debris rushed toward me, chunks of solid something that should have turned me into a paste. Instead, they slammed into an invisible barrier centimeters from my face, the golden runes flaring with a protective light that made my eyes water.

Curiosity finally won over self-preservation, and I looked directly at one rune.

Big mistake.

Concepts flooded my mind like a tsunami of pure information:


	The potential energy of two planets on a collision course, all that mass and gravity, compressed into a single point of infinite possibility. 

	The eye of a hurricane that was somehow everywhere at once, perfect stillness married to absolute chaos. 

	The held breath before a symphony begins, silence so complete it becomes its own kind of sound.



Space.

Or something like it. Not physical space. Space as a fundamental concept, the stage on which reality performed its dance. The distance between atoms and the gulf between galaxies, all wrapped up in thousands of symbols that made the Light rune look like a picture book.

I slapped my hand over my eyes, but the damage was done. My brain felt like someone had tried to stuff an encyclopedia through a keyhole. "Okay, note to self: don't look directly at the reality-defining symbols. Got it. Good talk."

I didn't even realize I could speak again before physics reasserted itself with a vengeance.

I shot backward like I'd been fired from the rail-gun. The golden runes moved with me, maintaining their protective bubble as the fractured dome shrank into the distance.

Through the nauseating acceleration, I could make out what I'd escaped from: a massive orb of seething patterns that vibrated with what I could only describe as pure pissed-off energy. It pulsed with malevolent light, and I got the distinct impression it was taking my escape personally.

"Yeah, well, you started it!" I shouted at the retreating sphere, now that my voice finally working again. "I was just trying to take a nap!"

My trajectory shifted without warning, turning my backward flight into a straight-down plummet. My stomach relocated somewhere around my throat as a shockwave of golden circuits exploded outward, creating a galaxy of protective runes in every direction. Each one blazed like a tiny star, and despite everything, it was beautiful.

Then the orb shared its feelings about my departure.

A beam of dull gray nothing lanced through space, cutting through the darkness like death had learned how to aim. Even from this distance, I could hear it—a deep, thrumming drone that made my bones ache. This wasn't light or heat or anything so mundane. This was entropy given form, the end of all things compressed into a targeted "fuck you" aimed directly at my face.

Wind chimes erupted around me.

The sound was wrong on every level—too beautiful to be real, too terrible to be beautiful. Like listening to angels having a knife fight, or a symphony played on instruments made of breaking glass. The melody tore through my eardrums, even as it filled me with an overwhelming sense of safety.

Great. Magical mood manipulation through weaponized wind chimes. Add it to the list of things that don't make sense.

The death beam struck my galaxy of golden runes and bent. Thousands of symbols above me fried instantly, overloading in showers of sparks as they redirected annihilation away from its target. The beam sizzled past close enough that I could feel its wrongness, like standing next to a black hole's event horizon, before careening off into the void.

"Holy shit," I breathed, watching the light show. "I've got magical missile defense."

The runes winked out one by one, taking their artificial serenity with them. Fear came crashing back like a tidal wave, and suddenly I was just a naked guy falling through an infinite black void with no parachute, no plan, and no pants.

"Oh, fuck!" The words tore from my throat, raw and desperate. "This is how I die! Naked and confused in space! They're going to find my body and—"

Then the ground and I had a very brief, very violent reunion, followed by absolutely nothing.

            

    
        2. Winchester

    
    
    
    
                "Morning, Ben! You like the book, or was this one crap too?"

My dad, Sean, attacked his breakfast like it had offended him, his plate struggling under a mountain of food. I was sixteen at the time, still naïve enough to think that asking him for book recommendations was a good idea. He chomped into a bagel so saturated with butter it practically dripped golden grease, a glistening smear immediately appearing on his short beard. His eyes sparkled with that particular brand of parental enthusiasm that meant I was about to get a lecture disguised as a conversation.

"It was short, kinda whimsical. Felt more like fantasy?" I ventured carefully, knowing I was walking into a trap. This time, his weapon of choice had been Rendezvous with Rama by Arthur C. Clarke—a book that read like someone had described science fiction to a robot who'd never experienced human emotion.

"It was the 1970s!" He punctuated his point by waving the bagel like it was helping make his point, sending butter droplets flying dangerously close to Mom's good tablecloth. "Computers were new. Nobody knew what technology was gonna look like. Everything was fantasy back then. Dune, Star Wars, Hitchhiker's Guide. Hell, anything by Asimov."

"If you get butter on the tablecloth again, Mom's going to shank you," I warned, tracking an ambitious grease droplet as it threatened from the edge of his bagel. "Also, Star Wars isn't even a book, and Dune was published in the sixties. Science fantasy—you know, magical space wizards." I wiggled my fingers in what I hoped was a suitably mystical gesture, the kind that would make Obi-Wan shake his head in disappointment.

He fixed me with that look parents perfect somewhere between changing diapers and teaching you to drive—equal parts fond exasperation and 'I brought you into this world.' He took a long pull from his coffee mug, the one with 'World's Okayest Dad' printed on it in fading letters, and released a theatrical sigh.

"There are more Star Wars books than you or I could read in a lifetime," he countered with a shrug that sent more butter flying.

"But all the best science fiction is science fantasy." He cleared his throat, assuming his lecture pose—shoulders back, chin up, one finger raised like he was about to drop universal truth. "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic."

We recited Clarke's Third Law together, though my version came out with decidedly less enthusiasm.



The dream shattered as consciousness slammed back into me with all the subtlety of a train. This time, though, my body felt like it had been on the tracks. Every muscle screamed in protest. My ears hosted their own personal heavy metal concert of ringing, and heat pressed down on me like a weighted blanket—one that had been left in a pizza oven.

Wherever the hell I was, it definitely wasn't that angry domed room anymore. Things had at least graduated from deadly darkness to dim and probably dangerous, which felt like an improvement.

"Okay, Ben. Round two of 'where the fuck am I,'" I croaked, my voice coming out like I'd been gargling gravel.

Sitting up proved to be a mistake. The world tilted violently, my head pounding out a rhythm that could probably hold time at a Mastodon concert. My hand instinctively went to my scalp—sticky warmth met my fingers. Blood. Fantastic. My day was really shaping up to be a winner.

But as I gingerly explored my skull, expecting to find injuries carved into my head, I found... nothing. No gash, no wound, not even a respectable bump. Just blood that apparently had no business being there. Was it someone else's? That thought sent ice through my veins, because last I checked, I'd been by myself this whole time.

The spots dancing in my vision finally cleared enough to reveal my surroundings, and my heart attempted a jailbreak through my ribs. I sat dead center in what looked like some sort of restaurant or tavern. Ragged tables and chairs that didn’t look normal were scattered around the room. Everything, including yours truly, wore a thick coating of what my optimistic brain initially labeled as dust.

A cough ripped through me as I stirred up whatever this coating was, and I struggled to my feet like a newborn giraffe.

Oh right. Still naked. Because apparently, space travel had a strict no-clothes policy.

A grimy window lurked next to where I'd been unconscious, looking like someone had painted it black. Whatever passed for sunlight here was fighting a losing battle against the filth. I trudged over, each step careful and measured to avoid creating dust devils, my bare feet making soft contact with the wooden floor.

The window cleaning attempt with my palm achieved what could generously be called moderate success.

My eyes landed on the long wooden bar that had somehow dodged the worst of whatever catastrophe had redecorated this place. Several folded cloth panels sat conveniently stacked on top, like someone had been interrupted while doing laundry. Curtains? Tablecloths? Ghost costumes? At this point, I wasn't ruling anything out.

I grabbed the topmost piece—heavy gray fabric that felt like it could double as either a blanket or a heavy curtain, depending on my needs. Perfect for my current window-cleaning and modesty-preserving requirements.

Hot sunlight burst through as I wiped away the grime. The sudden brightness sent me stumbling backwards, arms windmilling for balance, which naturally kicked up more particles that sent me into another coughing fit. Because dignity was apparently on vacation.

"Fuck me," I wheezed between hacks, as golden light flooded the room and revealed the spectacular truth of my situation.

It wasn't dust. Oh no, that would've been too simple, too normal for whatever cosmic bullshit I'd stumbled into. This was soot—black, greasy, clingy soot that looked like it had ambitions of becoming tar when it grew up. I had been in the epicenter of what could only be described as Ground Zero. The soot formed a perfect circle around where I'd woken up, like someone had detonated a very precise, very sooty bomb.

The ceiling above showed its own story—charred wood and melted metal fixtures creating an almost artistic pattern of destruction, like a twisted mandala. Tables and chairs near the center had been reduced to carbonized skeletons, ready to crumble at the slightest provocation.

But the truly weird part? The soot circle had laser accurate boundaries. The bar remained pristine, those curtains untouched, like the destruction had hit an invisible wall and politely stopped.

"Process the sci-fi weirdness later," I muttered, picking my way across the floor like I was navigating a minefield. "First things first. Clothes. Because nothing says 'not handling the situation well' like running around naked."

I grabbed a fresh gray curtain and began the ancient art of toga-wrapping, which turns out is way harder than Hollywood makes it look. After several attempts, I managed something that could generously be called ‘coverage’. It was uncomfortable, unflattering, and made me look like I'd lost a fight with a fabric store, but it beat the alternative.

Now somewhat dressed, I made my way around the bar to investigate what this establishment offered beyond soot and existential crisis.

Dozens of bottles stood at attention on the shelves, twinkling in the sunlight. I picked one up, squinting at the label through the dancing dust motes.

Sevenfold Liquor

English! Or at least English-adjacent, written by someone who apparently thought consistent lettering was too much work. Some letters hugged each other while others stood way too far apart.

I replaced the bottle carefully and grabbed another—this one made of glass so dark it seemed to absorb light, like someone had bottled liquid midnight.

Deathroot Wine

"Nope!" The bottle went back on the shelf so fast it wobbled. "We'll pass on the Deathroot wine, thanks very much. I've read enough fantasy novels to know where that leads."

My exploration continued, fingers trailing along the bar's smooth surface. The craftsmanship was genuinely impressive—no splinters waiting to ambush unsuspecting fingers, just worn-smooth wood that spoke of countless nights, countless drinks, countless stories.

That's when I spotted it. Suspended on simple hooks under the bar, positioned right where a bartender could grab it quickly—a long stick that immediately triggered every 'bar fight insurance policy' neuron in my brain.

Old western movies flashed through my mind. This was where the barkeep kept the shotgun, the baseball bat, the “you've had enough, friend” enforcer.

I reached out and grabbed it before my brain could file the proper 'this might be stupid' paperwork.

The weight surprised me—substantial but not heavy, like it was denser than it appeared. About a meter long, the thing looked more like an elegant walking cane than a weapon. The shaft was solid black wood with a surface that felt tacky under my grip, like someone had wrapped it in that specialized grip tape athletes use. But the real showstopper sat at one end—a metallic orange orb that seemed fused into the wood with impossible precision, catching and throwing back sunlight like captured fire.

Curiosity overtook caution. I tapped the orb gently against the bar.

Ting!

The clear metallic note rang out like a tuning fork, hanging in the air longer than physics should've allowed. The sound sent pleasant vibrations through the shaft and into my hands, almost like the stick was purring.

An experimental swing produced a low, musical hum as the orb cut through the air. Even moving slowly, the thing sang, sending those strange vibrations up my arms. It felt alive somehow, responsive in a way that made no logical sense.

My feet found their positions almost automatically as muscle memory kicked in. Tai Chi forms flowed through me—it had been months since I'd seriously practiced, but the movements came back like greeting old friends. The stick moved like an extension of my body, its weight perfectly distributed, every shift and turn feeling as natural as breathing.

"You're quite the fancy stick," I said to my reflection in the orb's polished surface. "I think I'll call you Winchester. Because... well, I'm sure someone will get the reference eventually."

Movement caught my eye—a mirror behind the bar, surprisingly clean despite the soot apocalypse everywhere else. I froze mid-form, staring at my reflection in growing horror.

There I stood: high martial arts stance, clutching Winchester like I was about to star in a kung fu movie, wearing a gray curtain toga that made me look a hobo.

I looked absolutely ridiculous.

Laughter burst out of me before I could stop it, the sound bouncing off the tavern walls with manic energy. If someone had told me yesterday I'd be standing in an alien bar, dressed in curtains, holding a singing stick, I'd have asked if they were hosting a tabletop game. 

Yet here we were.

Shaking my head at the cosmic absurdity, I stepped out from behind the bar. Armed and "clothed"—using the loosest possible definition of both terms—it was time to figure out what in the actual hell was happening here.

The soot circle demanded investigation. I wiped more windows clean, letting golden light flood the space until I could properly examine the damage. The precision was unsettling—a perfect black circle scorched into both ceiling and floor like someone had used a giant compass made of fire. Everything caught in between had been incinerated, but without the acrid charcoal smell that should've accompanied this much burning.

I touched a chair experimentally. It disintegrated instantly, becoming one with the soot brotherhood and sending up a cloud that triggered another coughing fit. Note to self: stop touching the furniture of doom.

But outside that circle? Pristine. Untouched. Like the destruction had hit an invisible barrier and respected the boundaries. The contrast was stark enough to make my brain hurt—or maybe that was the head trauma. Hard to tell at this point.

The heavy wooden door beckoned, practically yelling at me to open it. The heat inside had turned the tavern into a sauna, so whatever was outside had to have serious temperature issues. Desert? Volcanic hellscape? Surface of a star?

That last thought brought back the memory of the fractal dome collapsing, reality folding in on itself like origami made of nightmares. My hand hesitated on the door handle.

What if this was an alien world? What if cosmic horrors lurked outside, waiting to feast on confused humans in curtain togas? What if—

I looked around the surprisingly normal tavern and forced myself to take a breath. If aliens ran bars that looked this familiar, they probably weren't too different from us, right? Maybe they were humanoid bartenders serving drinks, complaining about their shifts just like Earth bartenders.

Fuck me, that was actually a thought I just had.

The door handle was warm under my palm—not burning, but definitely broadcasting that the outside was going to be toasty. I took a deep breath that tasted of soot and rapidly evaporating sanity, then pushed open the heavy wooden door.

Blazing daylight assaulted my eye, and I stepped outside and froze.

The tavern stood on a raised stone terrace overlooking a city that broke every rule my brain had about architecture. Imagine if ancient Aztec builders had gotten drunk with Japanese pagoda designers and created something that would make archaeologists scratch their heads. Massive step pyramids of stone rose between delicate multi-tiered buildings painted in reds and blues so vibrant they seemed to give off light. Cobblestone streets wound between structures, creating patterns that hurt to follow.

At the city's heart, a golden pyramid dominated everything else, its surface gleaming with the kind of shine that made you wonder if it was actually made of gold or just really committed to the aesthetic. Massive pillars reached skyward from its peak, framing something that made my blood freeze in my veins.

My eyes traveled up, following those pillars to the sky, to the sun that hung there like—

Oh.

Oh, fuck.

The sun was wrong. Not 'hmm, that seems off' wrong, but a deep, primal sense of animalistic dread.

It hung in the sky like a cosmic wound, easily three times the size our sun should be, glowing a pale, angry red like a dying ember. But that wasn't even the worst part. A massive black gash split its surface, a wound in the star itself from which rivers of solar fire poured into space. Tendrils of plasma cascaded downward toward the planet in slow motion, painting the sky in impossible colors—crimson mixing with violet, gold swirling through depths of burning orange.

It was beautiful in the way a nuclear explosion is beautiful—awesome in the original sense of the word, terrible and magnificent and completely outside the scope of human experience.

I stood there, eyes watering from the brightness despite the sun's dimness, feeling very small and very far from home. The silence was complete—no birds, no insects, no distant sounds of life. A city built for thousands, maybe millions, and the only movement came from colorful tapestries swaying in the scorching breeze like flags at a funeral.

My brain finally kicked back online with a single, helpful thought: NOPE.

I spun on my heel and power-walked back into the tavern, dragging the door shut with probably more force than necessary. The solid thunk of wood against the frame felt satisfying. Door closed. Cosmic horror shut outside. Problem solved.

Except not really.

I made it maybe three steps before my legs decided they'd had quite enough of this 'standing' business. Thank you very much. My knees buckled like someone had cut my strings, and I crashed to the floor with all the grace of a dropped piano. Winchester clattered beside me, probably judging my inability to handle basic motor functions.

My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to escape—which, fair enough, I wanted to escape too. The image of that wounded sun burned behind my eyelids seared into my retinas like an old film negative. I could still feel its alien heat on my skin, crawling across me like living things.

Was that a dying sun?

The thought hit me with physical force, driving what little air remained from my lungs. It wasn’t a dream. This wasn't a hallucination. This was real in a way that made every assumption I'd ever had about reality seem childish.

I clutched Winchester to my chest like a security blanket and curled up on the floor, trying to convince my lungs that breathing was still a good idea despite all the evidence to the contrary. Each breath came in short, sharp gasps that tasted of soot and existential terror.

Was I stranded here? How did I even get here? Had the golden runes been some kind of cosmic Uber that crashed into a dead world?

The familiar weight of panic pressed down on my chest, but I fought it back through sheer stubbornness. Lying on the floor in the fetal position might feel safe, but it wasn't exactly a long-term strategy. My curiosity—that wonderful, terrible voice that had insisted I experiment with a magical light—now wouldn't let me stay down.

This was terrifying, yes. But it was also impossibly, incredibly exciting. Humanity wouldn't be exploring distant worlds in my lifetime—hell, we were still arguing about whether the moon landing was faked by people who thought the Earth was flat. Yet here I was, through some insane cosmic lottery, actually on an alien planet.

Shouldn't I at least look around before I died of dehydration, alien plague, or terminal embarrassment from my outfit?

The morbid thought actually helped. This curiosity felt real, felt like me, not like that artificial fascination from the dome. I was scared shitless, but I was also the person who'd rather die investigating something cool than hide under a table.

Time to be that person.

I pushed myself up using Winchester as an improvised cane, finally letting loose a productive cough that brought up something black and viscous that absolutely should not have been in my lungs. I spat it onto the floor with extreme prejudice. This soot situation was probably taking years off my life with every breath, but what was I going to do—hold my breath forever?

First order of business: supplies. And where better to start than behind a well-stocked bar? At minimum, I could use the alcohol to sterilize wounds. At maximum, I could get drunk enough that this all seemed like a reasonable situation.

I wheeled back around the bar with newfound purpose, right as the universe reminded me I was its personal joke.

My toga—and I use that term generously—snagged on a drawer handle. Since I'd wrapped myself up like a sad-looking mummy, the fabric began unwinding as I moved. Physics and dignity collaborated on what happened next.

I spun involuntarily, arms windmilling for the balance that had already left the building. My feet tangled in the unwinding fabric like I was inventing a Tai Chi form called "Dying Swan Gets Undressed." The universe, seeing an opportunity for maximum embarrassment, made sure my head found the liquor shelf with unerring accuracy.

THUNK

The impact rang through my skull like someone had used it as a bell. The toga came free just as gravity remembered I existed, and I hit the ground hard enough to drive what little air I'd gathered straight back out of my lungs.

Stars danced across my vision in a constellation I was pretty sure spelled out 'dumbass' in cosmic script. I lay there on the floor, staring up at the wooden ceiling that was doing its best kaleidoscope impression, wondering if concussions worked the same on another planet.

"Ow," I observed brilliantly to no one.

My head throbbed in stereo—the fresh impact competing with whatever had left me bloody earlier. I reached over to pull the wayward curtain back over myself, trying to salvage some shred of dignity from the wreckage of my coordination.

That's when I noticed it.

A black bottle on the top shelf, wobbling with the slow certainty of comedic timing. It teetered on the edge, deciding whether to fall, while I watched with the helpless fascination of someone seeing a car accident in slow motion.

I tried to move. My body, still processing the fact that we'd just been horizontal against our will, responded with all the speed of government bureaucracy. I turned my head slightly left—a heroic effort that accomplished exactly nothing.

The bottle made its choice.

The base connected with my temple with the precision of a cosmic punchline, right on the money.

Of course it was the Deathroot Wine.

The world went dark.

            

    
        3. Monster or Mortal?

    
    
    
    
                WHAM!

My heart jack hammered so hard I thought it might crack through my ribs. These adrenaline-fueled awakenings were going to get old fast—assuming I lived long enough for that to become my biggest problem.

Black grime clung to my skin like industrial-strength tar, each breath filling my lungs with the acrid cocktail of ash and fear-sweat. The sticky film told me I'd been unconscious long enough to work up the perspiration usually reserved for marathon runners or people being chased by bears. Or in my case, apparently, stifling heat from a literal dying sun.

WHAM!

Something massive slammed into the tavern's door with enough force to rattle the windows. The walls groaned in protest, sending a cascade of soot raining down like toxic snow. My addled brain registered this was the second impact—the first one had apparently been my alarm clock.

The side of my head throbbed with each heartbeat, a persistent reminder of where that bottle had made its acquaintance with my skull. Raw panic clawed up my throat for a split second before curiosity shouldered it aside. Voices drifted through the damaged walls—muffled but unmistakably human in their cadence and rhythm.

Human.

I flipped to my hands and knees, crawling around the bar like a commando. The rough wooden floor scraped against my palms, each movement stirring up fresh clouds of that choking soot. Through gaps in the scattered debris, I craned my neck to get a view of the door, keeping firmly pressed to the floor.

Another slam rattled the building's bones, followed by what was definitely laughter. Then a voice called out something that sounded suspiciously like "stand back."

Blue light flooded through the grimy windows like someone had flipped on a neon sign. Every hair on my body stood at attention as the air itself vibrated with barely contained energy. The taste of copper pennies flooded my mouth.

Then the world went white.

The flash seared across my vision like a photographer's bulb. Thunder followed—not the distant rumble of a storm, but the point-blank roar of an amplified shotgun blast that made my ears ring.

The door didn't just break—it achieved liftoff. The massive wooden slab exploded off its hinges and flew two meters into the tavern's center, obliterating several charred tables in a spectacular display of furniture murder. Lightning crackled across its surface like electric snakes, and the sharp bite of ozone replaced the ash in my nostrils.

The impact detonated a mushroom cloud of soot and dust that transformed the air into London fog circa 1852. Through the choking haze, blue electricity gradually faded, revealing a figure silhouetted in the doorway like some kind of budget superhero. Two more shapes materialized behind them.

"Gaia's tits, Felix, you can't compare a bolt of lightning to my fucking shoulder!" a feminine voice shouted. The accent was hard to place—lazy English through somewhere that clearly wasn't England—but it was blessedly, wonderfully human.

"You bet you could break it down," a male voice replied, satisfaction dripping from every syllable. "That's five blue coins when we get back."

"My apprentices are morons," a third, much gruffer voice muttered.

"Maybe if you actually instructed us like you're supposed to," the younger guy, Felix, shot back. "How exactly would the legendary Chas Blackwood have gotten the door open?"

"Well, let's see, Felix." The gruff voice could have curdled milk with its sarcasm. "I would have pulled it open. It opens outwards—look at the fucking hinges. Neither of you even bothered to try."

The silence that followed was so thick you could have cut it with a spoon. I bit down hard on my knuckle to keep from laughing. The sheer absurdity of interdimensional travelers—or whatever they were—having a Three Stooges moment was almost too perfect.

The suppressed laugh morphed into something worse. An itch bloomed in my throat, spreading like wildfire through my sinuses.

My eyes went wide.

No. No no no no no.

I slapped both hands over my mouth and pinched my nose shut, desperately trying to abort the sneeze building from all that extra soot they'd kicked up. Of all the clichéd ways to blow your cover, sneezing had to be the most embarrassing. Right up there with stepping on a twig or having your phone go off.

"ACHOO!"

My sneeze echoed through the tavern like a starter's pistol. The trio shifted into combat stances so fast I barely saw them move. Metal sang as a blade cleared its sheath, while blue lightning began crackling around Felix's hands.

"Monster or mortal?" the woman called out, her voice sharp.

Chas just scoffed, apparently unimpressed by the entire situation.

Were they asking me? What the hell did they mean by monster?

I tried to speak, but my throat was caked with enough dust and ash to pave a small driveway. The word "Mortal" scraped out as little more than a whisper, barely audible even to my own ears. I swallowed hard, tasting grit and failure, then tried again.

"Mortal!"

This time it came out louder, though my voice cracked like I was thirteen.

The blue lightning faded, plunging the room back into its previous murk. The woman sheathed her sword with the practiced motion that suggested she'd done it a thousand times before breakfast.

"Damn, man," Felix called out, exasperation bleeding through every word. "Why didn't you speak up when we were making a ruckus outside? I could have blown you up!"

Well. That was reassuring. Nothing said ‘welcome to our world,’ quite like ‘almost accidentally murdered you with lightning.’

"I'm going to come around the bar," the woman said, and I could hear the smile in her words. "Don't panic."

The irony hit like a slap. Of course, I immediately panicked. My heart rate doubled, my palms went slick with fresh sweat, and every muscle tensed like I was about to run a hundred-meter dash. So that's what that felt like—advice achieving the exact opposite of its intended effect.

"You can't just say 'don't panic,' Cassie. That makes people panic," Chas replied, amusement threading through his exhaustion.

"What am I supposed to say then, Chas?" Cassie shot back, heat creeping into her voice like a tide. "You've been doing a piss-poor job showing us the ropes, and now this?"

And just like that, they were bickering. Right here. Right now. While I crouched behind a bar wearing nothing but a curtain and clutching a walking stick like it was Excalibur.

I cleared my throat with the subtlety of a foghorn—partly to speak, but mostly to remind them that hey, remember me? Still here, still very much part of this conversation.

Their voices cut off like someone had yanked the plug.

"Uh... why don't I just stand up?" I offered, my voice cracking only slightly this time.

Progress.

"Oh, that's definitely easier!" Cassie said brightly. "Do that."

Well, I was in it now. After everything—the dome that tried to kill me, the golden runes that saved me, and now interdimensional lightning-wielding badasses—what was a little social awkwardness? I tightened my grip on Winchester and considered my options. They could be anything. Disembodied heads pretending to be people? Really convincing ghosts? Tentacle monsters wearing human suits?

My legs hesitated for just a second before I forced myself upright.

As I rose, my eyes adjusted to the light filtering through the broken doorway, and the sight that greeted me stopped every thought in its tracks. These clearly not-normal people looked... casual. Relaxed. Like they'd just popped by for coffee instead of blasting their way into an abandoned tavern with literal lightning.

Cassie stood tall—easily six-foot-something, which put her a solid few inches above my respectable five-eleven. But it wasn't just her height that commanded attention. Her frame radiated the raw, effortless power that suggested she could bench-press a hatchback and ask for more. Blonde hair woven into intricate braids caught what little light existed, tiny metallic beads glinting like captured stars. She grinned at me—wide, maybe a little too wide—like she was consciously trying to dial down the sheer intimidation factor of her presence.

It wasn't working. At all.

She looked like she'd stepped straight out of a Viking saga, wearing a casual white shirt and vest, with khaki colored pants.

Felix stood beside her, shorter but no less striking. His skin didn't just look tanned—it gleamed with an almost metallic sheen, like someone had sculpted him from actual bronze and breathed life into the result. Every angle of his face seemed precisely engineered, from his cropped hair to his carefully maintained beard. He wore similar clothes, though his were decidedly whiter.

Then there was Chas, clearly the eldest of the trio. Where the others were striking, he was solid—stocky and broad-shouldered. His skin was dark as cast iron, which was a stark contrast to his thin white shirt and pants. Short-cropped hair framed a face that had seen too much and kept going, anyway. When he caught me staring, he grinned around the spout of a battered flask and took a pull long enough to make me wince.

"Now pay attention," Chas said, shouldering past the other two with the casual authority of someone who'd been in charge so long he'd forgotten it was optional. "My name is Chas Blackwood. This is Cassandra Winters, and Felix Aldertree. We're from a world known as Ark. Is that familiar to you?"

I shook my head, still trying to process the fact that they'd just casually mentioned being from another world like they were telling me they were ‘just from Toronto’.

He nodded, as if my ignorance confirmed something he'd already suspected. The gesture was almost paternal—here's the new kid who knows nothing yet.

"Alright," he continued, pausing for another medicinal swig from his flask. "It seems you have a decent grasp of Universalis—our language. I am what's known as a Monster Hunter. We specialize in this sort of shit." He gestured vaguely at the destroyed tavern around us like a realtor showing off a fixer-upper. "Have you heard of us?"

I shook my head again. This time, something flickered across Chas's weathered face—just a slight tightening around his eyes, like my answer had poked at something uncomfortable. He nodded again, but slower this time, more thoughtful. Like he was recalculating something important.

"I see," he said, his tone shifting to something I couldn't quite identify. Then his gaze actually focused on me for the first time, giving me a once-over that made me acutely aware of every bit of soot, sweat, and general dishevelment currently defining my existence. His eyebrows climbed toward his hairline like they were trying to escape his face.

"Are you wearing a fucking curtain?"

I nodded blankly before I realized how absurd it was. “More holding it in place…” I said.

Chas burst out laughing—a full-bellied, room-filling roar that bounced off the walls and probably scared birds away, if there were any.

Felix's grin split his bronze face, and Cassie's laugh joined the chorus, rich and booming like thunder made friendly. Even I chuckled, because when you really thought about it, the whole thing was insane. Here I stood in the wreckage of a magical tavern, dressed like a bargain basement Roman, talking to interdimensional monster hunters who didn’t know a pull-door from a push-door.

"We're the good guys, kid," Chas said, wiping tears from his eyes and treating himself to another celebratory swig. "I promise."

Then it hit me.

A sensation washed over me like stepping into sunlight after a week underground—emanating from Chas. Pure, defiant rebellion flooded through my senses, not overwhelming like those golden Serenity runes but unmistakably other. The feeling tasted like every action movie from the nineties had been distilled into an emotion—the badass who'd burn down entire corrupt governments just to keep one innocent kid safe. Die Hard meets Robin Hood with a splash of Braveheart, all wrapped up in a spiritual bear hug that whispered: trust me, I've got your back.

Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, the sensation faded to background noise like a half-remembered song.

"Whoa," I gasped, blinking hard enough to see spots. "What was that?"

Chas smirked and leaned against a miraculously unscorched chair, casual as you please. His eyes were a kind of brown that suggested coffee and reliability, not interdimensional weirdness.

"Just my aura," he said with a shrug that suggested this was as normal as mentioning the weather. "Nothing special, but it does a great job letting you know who I am. What's your name?"

The wariness I'd been carrying around like armor suddenly felt less necessary—not gone entirely, but dulled to a manageable hum. Whatever these people were, that bone-deep sense insisted they could probably help me figure out what the hell was happening. The aura thing should have freaked me out more, but after everything else? It barely registered on the weird-shit-o-meter.

"Ben. Ben Crawford," I replied, then hesitated as my brain caught up with my mouth. "An... aura. And Monster Hunters? Like... actual monsters?"

"What else would they be?" Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Giant angry things that rip and tear?" I ventured, not entirely sure if I wanted confirmation or denial.

Felix nodded with the gravity of someone delivering a terminal diagnosis. "Not always giant. And some rend, rake..."

"Disembowel," Cassie added helpfully, like she was listing ice cream flavors. "Eviscerate's a classic. Oh, and defenestrate, though that's more environmental."

Chas shot her a look that could have melted steel.

"Okay." I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly desert-dry despite all the moisture in the air. "And you three are Monster Hunters?"

"Well, strictly speaking, those two aren't Hunters yet," Chas said, gesturing with his flask toward his companions. "Just two Initiates interested in joining."

"We're apprentices," Cassie corrected, her tone carrying some wounded pride. "Even though Chas sucks as a teacher, we were accepted into mentorship. There's a difference. We have badges and everything."

She pointed to a little silver pin on her vest; I nodded as if all of this made perfect sense.

"I think I'm familiar with the concept," I said slowly. "So... are you here hunting monsters? Or do you all live in that city?" I gestured vaguely toward the door.

"What? None of this is real," Cassie said, flicking her hand dismissively to encompass, well, everything.

I froze mid-thought, my heart suddenly deciding to audition for a speed metal drum solo.

"Not... real?" I asked, feeling like the ground had just revealed itself to be pudding.

"Fuck's sake, Cass," Felix muttered, fighting with an overturned chair. "Whether spirit realms are real has been the subject of debate for, like... forever. It sure feels real, doesn't it?" He looked at me with something approaching sympathy. "Don't let her existential philosophy get to you."

Before I could even plan a response—what response could there be to 'none of this is real'?—Chas cut in, his voice carrying the calm authority of someone who'd had this conversation before.

"You've been scooped up by a nascent spirit realm, kid," he said matter-of-factly, making a little popping motion with his hands like he was showing a soap bubble bursting. "Happens sometimes."

I blinked hard, trying to process what he'd just said. Scooped up by a... what now? My brain felt like it was buffering.

Chas carried on, completely unfazed by my slack-jawed expression. "Bubbles of existence pop up in the Multiverse all the time. Call it a hiccup, a fuckin' fart of spiritual energy, whatever floats your boat." He mimed brushing invisible crumbs off his palm with the casual air of someone explaining how to make coffee. "Sometimes they drag an event horizon across sizeable areas of the physical realm. Things—people, sometimes—come out of them into the physical world." He paused for dramatic effect, clearly enjoying this. "Other times, you get pulled in. Happens often enough, we've got a procedure for it."

And just like that, my worldview rearranged itself with an almost audible click.

Sure, it was completely bonkers. But after the dome that had treated me like a personal stress ball, the guardian golden circuits, and the way everything here felt simultaneously hyperreal and dreamlike? It wasn't the hardest pill to swallow. Chas had laid it out pretty simply: bubbles, dimensions, multiverse stuff. 

Fine. I could roll with that until a better explanation came knocking. I'd grown up on Doctor Who and Star Trek, after all. This was just Tuesday in those universes.

"Oh," I said finally, my voice coming out flat.

My face must've been doing something special, because Chas's expression shifted to something between amusement and disappointment. Like he'd expected more screaming, maybe some denial, possibly a complete mental breakdown.

"That usually doesn't work," he muttered, sounding genuinely put out before consoling himself with another pull from his apparently bottomless flask.

"I think..." I paused, running a hand through my soot-caked hair and immediately regretting it as grit cascaded down my face. "No, I have a lot of questions," I admitted, more to myself than anyone else. Questions like: How do I get home? What happens if this bubble pops? Are there really monsters here? And most importantly: Can I get some actual clothes?

"We can probably answer a few," Chas said with the air of someone preparing for a long night. He motioned to Felix with his flask. "Get us some light, will you?"

Felix nodded, holding out his arm with a flourish that seemed entirely unnecessary. My curiosity spiked as multicolored rings sparked to life around a sleek bracer on his wrist. The symbols shifted and rotated in constant motion, creating patterns that hurt to look at directly. A faint buzz filled the air—not quite the sound, more like vibration I could feel behind my eyes.

I leaned forward, transfixed. It was technology... but it wasn't. Magic? Both? Some impossible fusion that shouldn't exist but clearly did?

Felix frowned as he scrolled through the symbols, his fingers dancing across the glowing runes with practiced ease. Each gesture shifted the patterns, some growing brighter while others dimmed. I thought I recognized one just as he flipped past it—something that reminded me of sunshine and hope.

"What the... The runes have changed," he said, genuine surprise coloring his voice.

Chas grabbed Felix's arm without ceremony, flicking through several symbols with the speed of someone who'd done this a thousand times. His expression darkened with each pass, storm clouds gathering on his weathered features.

"Shit. Runic parallax." He released Felix's arm with obvious frustration. "This realm isn't attached to Ark anymore, so what's in your bracer is practically useless. Unless you want to blow yourself up?" He paused, considering. "Actually, don't answer that. New plan—clean the windows, break down walls, whatever you have to do to get light in here. We're going to set up the beacon before something else happens."

Cassie immediately started attacking the windows with her sleeve, grunting as she scraped away the accumulated grime. Felix began examining the walls like a demolition expert.

"I think..." I started, then hesitated. This was going to sound insane. More insane. "I think I know what one of those symbols is."

Felix spun toward me so fast I thought he might give himself whiplash. "Which one?"

He flipped through the symbols again, slower this time, watching my face for recognition. There—that one. The symbol that danced just at the edge of familiar, like a word on the tip of your tongue.

"That one," I said, and he stopped. The symbol pulsed gently, almost eagerly. It reminded me of the insanely complex pattern I'd seen under the nightmare dome, but far less overwhelming. This was simpler, more focused—a single note instead of a symphony. An offshoot of light, something very specific. It could probably be mistaken for basic illumination by someone who hadn't seen the real thing, but I had witnessed Light with a capital L, and this was a younger, more practical sibling.

"Radiance?" I said, the word coming out more question than statement.

"You sure?" Felix asked, studying me with those calculating eyes.

I nodded, surprising myself with the certainty. I was sure. Don't ask me how or why, but I knew that symbol like I'd known it my whole life.

"Use the stability mudra on that one, or you'll blind us all," Chas suggested, demonstrating a hand gesture that looked like it had been stolen from a ninja movie.

Felix copied the gesture with practiced ease, and a brilliant white light coalesced between his palms like a miniature star being born. The orb rose lazily to the ceiling, hovering there like a lightbulb. Clean, steady illumination flooded the tavern, revealing just how thoroughly wrecked everything was.

"Nicely done, new kid," Chas said, clapping me on the shoulder hard enough to rattle my teeth and possibly dislocate something important. "You should have said you were a light Runebinder."

"A what?" I asked, but before Chas could launch into what promised to be another mind-bending explanation, Cassie's whoop cut through the air.

"Fucking score!" she called from behind the bar, setting out bottles like a conquering general displaying trophies. "Just look at all this booze. We're rich! Well, drunk. Same thing!"

She grabbed a familiar black bottle—the same kind that had introduced itself to my skull earlier—and before I could warn her about its personality; she popped the cork and took a swig straight from the bottle.

The reaction was immediate and spectacular. She sputtered, coughed, and made faces that suggested she was reconsidering every life choice that had led to this moment.

"Graceful Gods, that tastes like ram's piss!" she bellowed, her face scrunched up.

"You've tasted ram's piss?" I asked before my brain-to-mouth filter could engage.

Chas burst out laughing again, doubling over and slapping his knee with enough force to bruise. Felix grinned and shook his head.

Cassie leveled me with a look that could have flash-frozen hell. It was the look perfected by older sisters, strict teachers, and women who'd heard one too many smart-ass comments for one lifetime. I knew it well.

"I'm not sure I like you, new guy," she said, but the corner of her mouth twitched in what might have been the beginning of a smile.

            

    
        4. The Eye of Aryman

    
    
    
    
                The trio, despite their otherworldly origins and the chaos surrounding us, were surprisingly easy to talk to. Once the initial shock of meeting actual non-humans wore off, I realized how disturbingly normal they seemed. Their casual banter, the way they worked together, even their ridiculously human names—it all felt eerily familiar. Like hanging out with friends back home, except two had pointed ears and metallic skin. Yep, totally familiar.

They'd commandeered several bottles from behind the bar, dragging them to a scarred wooden table where they examined the burnt section of the tavern with a focused intensity. Each took turns sampling from bottles that could've contained anything from premium whiskey to gasoline, and honestly, watching Cassie's face contort after each sip suggested it was mostly the latter.

The acrid smell of charred wood mixed with whatever paint-stripping spirits they were testing created an oddly comforting tavern atmosphere. If you ignored we were trapped in a pocket dimension.

I dropped into a chair across from Chas, trying not to wince as my makeshift curtain-toga rode up.

Now that I could fully see the surrounding room, the burn pattern made my skin crawl. A perfect circle scorched through both ceiling and floor, with a geometric precision that didn’t seem natural. Nothing in nature burned that way. Hell, nothing on Earth burned that way without serious industrial equipment.

"Two days," Felix said, answering my unspoken question while poking at the char marks. His finger came away covered in soot. "Two full days wandering this freaky spirit realm, trying not to think about being trapped."

“We’re not trapped,” Cassie called out, then knocked back another shot of mystery booze. "Fuck me, this one tastes like regret and... is that cinnamon?"

According to their rambling explanations, they'd entered through a proper portal. Some massive energy surge had slammed the door behind them. Stranded, just like me, except they'd been marinating for two days.

Apparently, I wasn't the only one completely clueless about our predicament.

"The tavern's definitely the epicenter," Chas explained, his weathered face creased with concentration. He gestured at the burn marks with his flask. "Whatever happened here, happened big. We hoped there'd be another exit, or at least some answers."

His calm tone carried an undercurrent of uncertainty that made my stomach perform an uncomfortable flip. If the guy who pulled magic rods from thin air was worried, what chance did I have?

"We were walking for nearly a day, majorly creeped out by how empty everything was," Cassie said, abandoning her poison-testing to gesture wildly. "Just dead silence everywhere. No birds, no bugs, no nothing. Then—BAM!"

She threw her arms out so dramatically she nearly smacked Felix in the face.

"This giant energy beam just hammers into the sun! Punched a hole clean through. Maybe an hour ago? Time's weird here."

I nodded, shuddering at the memory. “I saw the sun has a hole in it.”

"Had," Felix corrected helpfully. "Pretty sure it's collapsing now."

"Oh good, that's so much better."

"Didn't expect to find you here, kid," Chas said. "Normally, people just turn a corner, take a wrong step, and boom—spirit realm. They don't get dragged in by..." He waved vaguely at the geometric burn pattern. "Whatever the hell this is."

"There's a shitload of ambient mana in the air," Felix observed, now on his hands and knees examining the burn edge. "So whatever happened was definitely magical."

Cassie sidled up next to him, taking an exaggerated sniff that made her sneeze. "I'd say it feels like more of an ass load," she said with a grin that promised trouble.

"You'd certainly know," Chas called out, not even looking up from his flask.

The tavern went silent except for the faint crackling of settling wood. Felix's shoulders started shaking. Then he broke, laughing so hard he nearly face-planted into the soot. Cassie whirled around, her death glare so intense I swear the temperature dropped.

"I have swords," she said sweetly, her hand drifting toward her hip where, yes, she absolutely did have swords. Plural. "Sharp ones. Recently sharpened. Did I mention sharp?"

Chas threw his hands up in mock surrender, though his grin suggested he regretted nothing. "It was right there!"

"Mana?" I interrupted, the word cutting through their banter like a record scratch. "You guys keep saying mana. Like... magic mana?"

All three heads swiveled toward me with perfect synchronization. Creepy.

Chas snapped his fingers, pointing at me like I'd just solved a riddle. "Oh, right, translation issues? Maybe you call it Chi? Cosmic Energy? The Force? Different worlds, different words, same floaty magic stuff."

"I know what it is," I said hesitantly, my voice doing that embarrassing thing where it goes up an octave. "But it's not real... is it?"

Their looks made me feel judged.

"Of course it's real," Cassie said slowly, like she was explaining colors to someone. "What did you think was making Felix's lightning?"

"So how did you get here, exactly?" Chas asked, suddenly. His tone stayed casual, but his eyes sharpened.

I froze. My mouth opened and closed like a fish discovering air. Somehow, in that moment, I felt like I'd just massively fucked up.

These three seemed trustworthy enough—or at least as trustworthy as spirit-realm exploring strangers could be. They were stuck here too, which put us in the same terrific sinking boat. But mana? Actual, real magic?

And how the hell could I recognize a symbol for radiance when I'd never seen it before? That little detail now gnawed at me like a splinter in my mind.

I should just tell them. Rip off the band-aid. What's the worst that could happen? Don't answer that, Universe.

My hand shot out, grabbing one bottle on the table. I spun it around, squinting at the label in the flickering light.

Deathroot Wine.

Because, of course, that was the one I grabbed. The universe was still laughing at me.

Cassie had been drinking it without dropping dead, and she looked human enough. Human-ish. Human-adjacent?

I popped the cork—it came free with a sound like a dying gasp—and took a massive swig before my brain could list all the reasons this was phenomenally stupid.

The taste hit me in how only something over-proof can. I coughed, sputtered, and slammed the bottle back down.

"Smooth," Cassie observed. "Very dignified."

"Okay. Okay. Story time."

I told them everything.

The words tumbled out like someone had opened a dam. The domed room that defied physics. Fractals that writhed and danced like living things. That damned light rune that had basically downloaded itself into my brain without asking permission. The golden circuits that had wrapped around me like a forceful security blanket. And finally, the delightful sensation of being hurled face first into the tavern.

As I spoke, Felix abandoned his burn-pattern investigation to claim a chair, producing a small notebook from somewhere and actually taking notes. Cassie straddled a chair backwards, her expression morphing from skeptical to intrigued to "what the fuck?" Even Chas, who'd been playing it cool, straightened in his seat like someone had jabbed him with a cattle prod.

"I don't understand what you mean by 'circuit,'" Chas said when I finally ran out of words. His casual demeanor had evaporated, replaced by laser focus. "Like a path?"

I paused, mental gears grinding. How do you explain electronics to people who might not have discovered electricity?

"Like... a set of pathways for energy?" I said slowly, choosing each word like I was defusing a bomb. "Uh, imagine a closed loop where energy flows between multiple... runes? But the loop branches into other paths with even more runes, creating this big, interconnected network. Like..." I gestured vaguely, trying to pull an analogy from thin air. "Like veins in a leaf?"

Felix's eyes went wide.

"I've never heard them called circuits," he said, spinning his bracer around with practiced ease. "But did it look like this?"

The bracer projected a complex rune into the air above our table, and I nearly knocked over the Deathroot Wine reaching toward it. The image hovered between us—a dense cluster of interweaving lines and symbols that pulsed with soft inner light. Like looking at a constellation that someone had tangled in a knot.

"Yeah!" I leaned forward, probably too eager. "But imagine that, except way bigger. Like, a million more runes crammed in there."

"Ben, that's a Soul Seal—my Soul Seal. Well, a candidate, anyway." His voice carried the disbelief you reserve for crazy conspiracies. "It's three distinct runic concepts blended into one unified purpose. People train their entire lives to bind just one. Something a million times more complex would be..."

"Impossible?" I suggested.

"I've been to a lot of worlds," Chas interjected, giving Felix a meaningful look. "Haven't seen proof that anything is really impossible yet. Just different flavors of highly improbable." He turned back to me, and I felt that studying gaze again. "You speak like you've never heard of monsters, runes, or mana before today."

"I've heard of them," I said carefully, feeling like I was navigating a conversational minefield while blindfolded. "But mostly in books. Stories. Games. Where I come from, we don't have..." I gestured broadly at everything. "Any of this. Really."

The change was instant and terrifying.

That sensation of rebellion I'd felt from Chas—like standing next to a very polite tornado—suddenly focused on me with the intensity of a laser beam made of pure skepticism. It pressed against my thoughts, probing at the edges of my mind like fingers testing a lock.

"Bullshit," he said, his voice thundering through the tavern. "No mana, no monsters... How the fuck does life even function without mana? You're full of shit, kid!"

My heart attempted to exit through my throat. Words tumbled out in a desperate scramble, tripping over each other in their rush to save my ass.

"Well, maybe we call it something else! Dark matter? Quantum fields? I don't know!" My hands moved frantically. "We don't have magic—we have science! We study things, figure out how they work through observation and experimentation. Repeatable results! Peer review! But we have stories about magic—thousands of them. Millions! Every culture, every time period. Movies, books, games, these weird forums where people pretend to be wizards—"

As suddenly as it had come, the pressure vanished. The absence left me feeling hollow, like someone had removed a weight I hadn't realized I was carrying.

Chas leaned back in his chair. He shared one of those loaded looks with Felix and Cassie—the kind that contained entire conversations in a glance.

"He either has a stronger will than Diana," Chas said slowly, a grin spreading across his weathered face, "or he's telling the truth. I'll be damned—you're human, aren't you?"

My heart skipped a beat, and I looked at Cassie.

"The fuck's a human?" Cassie asked, and I just stared at her.

"Wait," I managed, pointing at her. "You're not?"

She scoffed, rolling her eyes. "I thought you looked plain. Like someone forgot to finish making you. And the way you speak—all proper and shit—is too fucking fancy to be a Gaian."

"Gaian," I repeated dumbly. "That's what you are?"

She nodded emphatically, making her braids create a percussion symphony. "Children of the First Ones," she said with a practiced kind of pride.

"Chas and I are Florans," Felix added helpfully, like that explained anything at all. "We're literally the most common people in the Multiverse. Like, statistically impossible to not have met one. So you knew that, right?"

I shook my head slowly, and Felix gaped at me.

"Florans?" I ventured. "Like... Flora? Plants?"

Felix nodded slowly, like he still couldn’t believe my answer. 

"Florans are born from world-trees, kid," Chas explained, apparently taking pity on my obvious confusion. "So any world that has life usually has Florans. It's like... universally true."

"Except Earth, apparently," I muttered.

"That where you're from?" Cassie leaned forward, and I caught a whiff of whatever she'd been drinking. It smelled like poor choices and cinnamon. "Urth? That's a weird fucking name for a world."

Before I could defend my planet, Chas's attention snapped to the doorway. His entire posture shifted to tense in a split second.

"Beacons first," he announced, somehow plucking three meter-long silver rods from absolutely nowhere. "You can ask Ben more questions when we're out of here. Assuming we get out. Which we will. Probably."

Felix and Cassie moved like someone had flipped their "serious mode" switches. Tables and chairs went flying aside with purposeful efficiency while I stood there gaping at the spot where Chas had just violated several laws of physics.

"We'll use the ambient mana inside the burnt area," Felix explained, already twisting his rod with practiced movements. Golden runes flared to life along its length, casting dancing shadows that seemed to move independently. "Should give us the range we need to get home."

A sharp metallic click, and a vicious-looking spike extended from the rod's bottom. Felix raised it high and—CRACK!

He slammed it into the floorboards with enough force to make the entire building shudder.

"For fuck's sake, Felix!" Chas bellowed, physically wincing at the damage. "Those things cost more than your Bracer! We're trying to use them, not turn them into very expensive nails!"

Felix had the grace to look sheepish, rubbing the back of his neck. "Sorry, just... excited to actually use one? They're so shiny."

"You just..." I gestured weakly at where Chas had manifested the rods. "From nothing. Just..." My hands made increasingly desperate motions.

"Probably looks like that, yeah," Chas said, apparently finding my confusion amusing. He pushed forward the lobe of his pointed ear—which was a lot pointier up close—revealing an orange earring. A tiny blue sapphire in the center flickered in a way that hurt to look at. "Mana sanctum. Storage artifact from the previous age. Still useful for keeping things you don't want to lug around. Like these, for example."

He reached into that same nowhere-space and pulled out white linen pants and a matching shirt. The fabric looked soft, clean, and most importantly, not made from tavern curtains.

"Let's get you out of that crime against upholstery," he said, tossing the clothes at me. "Wouldn't want to give Lana more reasons to file complaints. She'd bitch for days if we showed up with some ugly naked guy. No offense."

"Hey!" I caught the clothes reflexively. "I'll have you know this is a quality curtain. Premium thread count. Who's Lana?"

"Most things found in a spirit realm won't transfer when we leave," Chas explained. "So you'd likely pop out ass-naked in her lab. And nobody wants that. Trust me."

"Lana's a Vildar," he continued, measuring out a space about a meter high with his hands. "Beast-folk. About yea high, beady eyes that judge your life choices, white or brown fur they never let you pet, mildly psychotic conflict resolution methods, and hopelessly addicted to sweets."

I blinked. "Sweets? Like... candy? That's weirdly specific for a racial trait."

"Then you've never met a Vildar," Cassie chuckled, driving her beacon into the floor with considerably more restraint than Felix.

"And things don't follow through because this realm isn't real?" I asked, trying to piece together rules that seemed to change every five minutes.

"Actually—" Felix started, probably about to launch into a detailed explanation.

"It's complicated," Chas cut him off with a sharp gesture. "If the original entrance was still on Ark, the transfer would be clean. But using beacons? The destination is set, but the route we take to get there is gonna be pure chaos. Sort of depends how old this realm is, how it was formed, whether it's naturally occurring or manufactured, the phase of the moon, what you had for breakfast—"

He stopped mid-ramble, gaze locked on the doorway.

The light had changed. Where there'd been twilight before, now absolute darkness pressed against the doorframe like a living thing. Not the darkness you get at night—darkness with intent.

"Uh, guys?" I pointed with a shaking finger. "Why does it look like someone turned off the outside?"

Without warning, an icy shockwave blasted through the tavern.

The windows screamed, spider web cracks racing across the glass like frozen lightning. The floor bucked like an angry bull, and I barely kept my feet as bottles launched themselves from shelves in a symphony of destruction. Soot erupted from the burnt area, creating a momentary indoor snowstorm of ash that coated everything in grey.

Chas moved.

I didn't see him stand. Didn't see him run. One second he was sitting, the next he was at the door, leaving only an afterimage and the vague impression that the laws of physics definitely didn’t account for it.

Felix and Cassie jogged after him like this was normal. I followed, trying not to step on the growing minefield of broken glass while clutching my new clothes.

It wasn't hard to spot what had stolen their attention and, apparently, their ability to speak.

The wounded sun in the sky—you know, the one with a hole punched through it—had apparently decided that wasn't dramatic enough. It was collapsing in on itself in a cascade of dark purple light that made my eyes water just looking at it. Streams of molten plasma spiraled inward, leaving technicolor afterimages burned into my eyes.

It looked like a massive eye. Purple iris, black pupil that seemed to drink in light, crackling with energy that definitely wasn't friendly, sat in the sky. It stared down at us with the kind of cosmic indifference that made you realize just how small you really were.

"Cassie, Felix, get that last stake in the ground!" Chas commanded, his voice cutting through our collective shock. "We need to go. Now. Yesterday would be better!"

Neither of them moved. They stood frozen, transfixed by the nightmare above, like deer caught in headlights the size of a planet.

"It's an eye," Cassie whispered, and for the first time since I'd met her, genuine fear bled through her voice. "It's a fucking eye. Why is it a fucking eye? Eyes shouldn't be in the sky! That's not where eyes go!"

Chas drew in a deep breath that seemed to pull in more than just air. He made a quick shoving motion toward us, and that sensation of rebellion flared into something entirely different.

Warmth flooded through me like liquid sunshine, eating away the icy terror that had been clawing up my spine. Instead of feeling invasive, it felt like someone had wrapped me in a blanket and handed me hot chocolate. After everything that had happened today—the kidnapping, the dimension-hopping, the complete breakdown of reality as I knew it—I desperately needed all the comfort I could get.

"They call that the Eye of Aryman," Chas said, jerking his thumb at the cosmic horror like it was a disappointing piece of modern art. "Named after the dead God of Spirit. It's not a real eye—probably—but it does mean we're about to be completely, thoroughly, catastrophically fucked. So. Beacon. GO!"

The spell broke. Felix snapped out of his trance first, spinning on his heel and sprinting back into the tavern like his ass was on fire.

Chas produced a wooden case from his impossible earring storage and shoved it at Cassie hard enough to make her stumble. "Armor. Now. If we're still here when that thing finishes whatever it's doing, you're going to need it. And probably a drink, but armor first."

He turned to me, eyes landing on Winchester. "New guy? What's with the stick? Can you bash things with it? Please tell me you can bash things with it."

I hesitated, gripping the staff tighter. The smooth wood felt warm under my fingers, almost alive. "Uh, fight with it? No. I mean, if I needed to, yes? Maybe? I just found it under the bar."

Chas held out his hand. "Let me see."

I handed Winchester over, immediately feeling like I'd just given away a security blanket to a stranger.

Chas examined the staff with the reverence of someone handling either a priceless artifact or a very dangerous explosive. His hands ran along the smooth wood, and I swear I saw his expression soften for just a moment.

"When a spirit realm voids out—when the sun goes completely dark," he explained conversationally, like we weren't standing beneath an apocalyptic eye, "creatures called Glids show up. They feed on the ambient mana, consume what's left of the realm, then presumably go back to whatever nightmare realm that spawned them."

"Glids are real!?" Cassie's shout echoed from inside the building.

When Chas reached Winchester's orb, something strange happened. Soft white light, textured like heat waves over summer asphalt, rolled from his hand to hover just above the metal surface. The staff responded with a deep, resonant hum that felt more like a greeting than a sound.

Without ceremony, he tossed the staff back to me. I caught it awkwardly, nearly dropping it in my scramble.

"Hit 'em with that end," he said, pointing at the orb with a grin that belonged on someone about to do something inadvisable. "You'll be fine. Probably. The stick likes you."

"The stick likes me," I repeated flatly. "Great. Good talk."

We rushed back into the tavern to find Cassie struggling into elaborate leather armor that seemed to have more buckles than was strictly necessary. Felix knelt on the floor, measuring distances like he was planning to demolish the building.

"Yes, Glids are real!" Chas barked. "No, I don't want to stick around for show and tell! Ben—clothes! Now! Felix—beacon! Faster! Cassie—stop fighting with that chest piece, it goes on backwards!"

"It does not go on backwards!" Cassie protested, definitely wearing it backwards.

I snapped into action, shedding my curtain-toga with maximum efficiency. The linen clothes slipped on like they'd been tailored for me—soft, comfortable, and mercifully not made from heavy burlap. They even had pockets.

"Ben, give me a hand?" Felix called from where he knelt, looking frazzled. Sweat beaded on his metallic brow, which raised interesting questions about Floran biology I didn't have time to contemplate.

"What do you need?" I asked, dropping beside him.

"Just hold the beacon steady. I'm dropping the Radiance rune when this goes in to conserve mana." He positioned the spike carefully.

"Holding things I don't understand is basically my specialty," I said, gripping the silver rod. It thrummed with energy that made my muscles tense.

Felix chuckled despite our circumstances. As he shifted position, several small pouches tumbled from his vest, scattering across the scorched floorboards.

"Oh shit," he muttered, scrambling to collect them.

I helped gather the scattered items, noticing one pouch had spilled open to reveal a simple silver ring. Nothing fancy, just a plain band that caught the light.

"It's from my mother," Felix explained quietly, his voice dropping to something more vulnerable as he carefully tucked everything away. "We don't have mana sanctums like Chas does. Few people do. Chas is..." He paused, glancing toward the door where Chas stood silhouetted against the nightmare sky. "He's something else. This might get intense, but we'll be fine. He's gotten out of worse."

It sounded like he was trying to convince both of us. My grip on the beacon tightened, and I felt a small amount of the tension ease up a bit.

And then the light went out.

            

    
        5. I Have a Magic Staff

    
    
    
    
                A deep, distant growl rumbled through the darkness, followed by a hiss that seemed to scrape against the walls themselves. Then another. And another.

For a moment in the pitch black, I felt terror clawing its way past whatever zen-like magic Chas had thrown over me. My heart pounded against my ribs as adrenaline coursed through me.

Golden light exploded from the beacon rods, washing over the tavern. Thin beams connected the rods in a perfect triangle, buzzing with a high-pitched squeal I felt in my teeth.

There was Felix right in front of me, rod shoved haphazardly into the splintered floorboards like he'd been planting a flag.

"I didn't drop the Radiance spell," he said, voice tight with confusion. "It dropped itself."

Chas wordlessly strolled to the tavern's actual door—which was lying flat on the floor—and picked it up like it was made of cardboard. The wood groaned as he slammed it haphazardly against the empty door frame, then pulled nails straight out of the twisted hinges with his bare hands. Each nail screamed against the metal as he yanked them free and drove them into the door, securing the makeshift barrier diagonally across the entrance.

What the actual hell kind of grip strength was that? Those were thick iron nails. I'd seen professional builders struggle to even hammer-in nails like that.

A pinprick of light detonated inside our triangle like a flashbang. The shockwave slammed Felix and me flat on our asses, sending glass shards into orbit. My ears rang, and I tasted copper.

The tiny mote of light started expanding into a glowing disc about the size of a quarter, pulsing violently.

"Uh, Chas..." Felix called, his voice climbing an octave. "There might be a problem. It's draining ambient mana too fast and opening too slowly."

"Five seconds earlier, Felix," Chas scolded, crouching to examine the disc of light. His tone carried the weight of a teacher who'd explained this lesson before. "Five seconds earlier and we'd be drinking tea in Rainhaven. Sometimes you don't need to plan every action you take." He sighed, irritation melting into something closer to paternal disappointment.

Felix's face fell like he'd been slapped. "I know. I'm sorry, Master Blackwood."

Master Blackwood? Filed that away under 'questions for if we survive.'

Chas groaned and rolled his eyes. "Less apologizing and more portal making. Cassie and I will handle the Glids."

Felix nodded with the grim determination of someone about to lick a light socket on purpose. He slapped his hand on the silver rod and went rigid as if he’d grabbed a live wire. The golden beams intensified, crackling with renewed fury. The disc expanded—still slow, but at least it was moving.

"Ben!" Chas barked. "You're on window duty. Anything comes through, you introduce it to your stick. With extreme prejudice."

I nodded, clutching Winchester like it was my emotional support staff. Which, honestly, it kind of was.

"I'm pulling back my aura to focus on the ‘hitting-things-very-hard’ part of our evening." Chas rolled his shoulders. “Fair warning—you're about to remember what fear tastes like.”

The calming effect vanished as if someone had ripped off a warm blanket. Adrenaline flooded my system, my heart racing, every nerve screaming variations of I’m going to die.

"But hey," Chas added with a grin, "at least now you're properly motivated."

As if to confirm his words, the world outside the tavern glowed in neon pastels, everything bathed in an otherworldly, almost bioluminescent light that made my skin crawl. I darted to the nearest window and peered out through the cracked glass.

My stomach dropped.

Hundreds of them. A tsunami of nightmare fuel, all claws and teeth and glowing markings that looked like a twisted rave.

The creatures had obsidian-black skin that made their glowing markings pop like neon signs. Some bore what looked like jagged blue runes carved deep into their flesh, others violet, others orange. It was a sea of moving colors as grotesque goblin-like things rushed the tavern with a reckless abandon that screamed hungry.

Now I felt it. Genuine fear—the kind that made your bladder want to empty and your legs turn to jelly.

I barely had time to process what I was seeing when they slammed into the tavern's facade like a battering ram made of claws and teeth. The entire building shuddered as they crashed around us, ruthlessly pushing through whatever gap they could find—cracks in the walls, spaces between boards, anywhere their twisted bodies could squeeze.

The building groaned under the assault as Cassie drew two curved swords, their edges glimmering with the same orange metal on Winchester.

Chas just cracked his knuckles.

The sound was louder than it had any right to be. Like snapping bones echoing through their air with the promise of further violence.

My white-knuckled grip on Winchester tightened as I stole a glance at our escape route. The portal had grown to dessert-plate size, which was great if we were evacuating pastries, less great for actual humans.

The makeshift door burst from its barricaded position with a crash that made my ears ring. Several shambling Glids tumbled over each other in the sudden momentum, a tangle of limbs and glowing markings. They scrambled to their feet with disturbing, feral grace and opened bear-trap mouths to roar at us—revealing rows of teeth that belonged in a shark's mouth.

Chas threw one punch.

One.

The Glids didn't just die—they detonated. Turned into meat confetti, painting the walls in abstract patterns of black gore. The shockwave from his fist rattled the entire building, causing charred floorboards to lift from the ground.

"Holy fuck," I breathed.

More Glids poured through the enlarged entrance because, apparently, they hadn't received the memo about Chas being a walking extinction event. He spun like a ballet dancer who'd learned his moves in a mosh pit, each movement calculated devastation.

Cass had teleported—there’s no other word for it—across the room. Her blades carved through black flesh as if it was made of butter, sending geysers of ichor fountaining into the air. Then her foot hit a puddle of Glid guts, and she stumbled, grace faltering for half a heartbeat.

Chas caught her arm without looking, pulled her back into balance, and threw another reality-warping punch that made the tavern's foundation complain.

They moved together like they'd choreographed this. As if dancing with death was completely normal.

The window in front of me detonated in a shower of glass and splintered wood. A Glid came through like a cannonball. I had exactly zero time to appreciate the physics involved before glass shards turned my face into a pincushion.

Warm blood trickled down my cheek. No time to care.

I swung Winchester like I was going for a home run. My staff connected with a loud pop that made me feel like I had just stuck my hand in a light socket.

The Glid's upper half simply... wasn't there anymore. Just gone, replaced by a fine mist and some philosophical questions about conservation of mass. Its lower half flew backward, taking out another Glid like I was bowling.

Black ichor drenched me head to toe. It smelled like someone had marinated a fish in a gym sock, then left it in the sun.

"I have a magic staff!" I screamed, high on adrenaline and probably some kind of Glid blood poisoning. “This is the best worst day ever!”

"That's the spirit, kid!" Chas's approval came between the sounds of his fists making Glids reconsider their life choices. Behind him, Cass's swords played a wet symphony of schlick and splat.

Felix looked like he was being slowly electrocuted, which, given the feeling of Winchester doing something magical, was probably accurate. Sweat had turned his shirt transparent, muscles standing out in sharp relief as he wrestled with forces that apparently didn't want to be portal-shaped.

We were holding our ground... for now.

Another Glid charged through the window, launching itself through the air with claws extended like some nightmare version of a flying squirrel.

Slide left. Plant feet. Swing for the fences.

CRACK!

Another shower of gore. Another jolt of electricity that made me wonder if my heart was supposed to skip that many beats. My vision went fuzzy around the edges, and I stumbled, going down hard among the glass shards.

"Ow," I said to the floor. "Ow ow ow ow."

I scrambled upright, ignoring the warm wetness spreading across my back where glass had made friends with my skin. My feet found familiar positions, muscle memory kicking in from years of my Aapo making me practice 'just in case you need to fight for real, lah.'

Turned out Cantonese grandmothers knew things.

I shifted into proper Taiji Gun stance, spinning Winchester in a move that would've made my grandmother proud.

A Glid charged. I flowed low, bringing the orb down on its skull with textbook precision.

A tiny spark, and a weak flash. The Glid staggered but didn't explode.

"Oh, come on!" I protested. "I'm doing everything right!"

The world tilted. My legs decided they were more suggestions than actual limbs. I was falling backward, watching the ceiling spin lazy circles above me.

The Glid leaped forward, landing with its full weight straddling my chest, and snarled down at me with sickly pastel blue eyes and a disgusting tongue that looked three sizes too big for its mouth.

Feeling started returning to my arms and legs in painful tingles, but I was pinned under the creature's weight. A spike of panic shot through me as those nightmare eyes locked onto mine.

Then its head wasn't attached anymore.

Cass stood over me, sword still humming from the speed of her strike. I swear I saw a vapor cone trailing behind the blade, like she'd broken some kind of speed barrier that swords weren't supposed to break.

The headless body collapsed, drenching me in a fresh wave of hot sewage-scented gore.

"Your timing," I gasped, spitting out something I desperately hoped wasn't Glid brain.

"Don't worry, curtain guy, I've got—"

The portal inhaled. Not pulsed like it had been doing, but actually drew everything—including chunks of the tavern—towards it like some kind of black hole.

The force launched me backward in an uncontrolled tumble. I slammed chest-first onto the floor and slid several meters across the broken boards, splinters digging into my palms and knees. Winchester skittered along beside me, and I used my numb hands to shield my face from the debris tornado swirling around us. When the pull finally faded, the tavern groaned with a deep, ominous crack that sounded like the building's spine breaking.

"Chas!" Felix's voice cracked with desperation. "I can't—it's not—we're somehow too far away! That's not even supposed to be possible!"

The portal—now about serving-plate sized—flickered like a dying lightbulb and started shrinking.

I pushed myself up, wiping blood and various Glid fluids from my eyes, just in time to see Chas freeze mid-punch. Real concern flickered across his face—the kind that made me feel like we were really fucked if that portal closed.

My heart leaped into my throat as two Glids slammed into him from behind, their elongated claws sinking deep into his flesh.

Then, golden light erupted from Chas like a supernova.

His dark skin exploded into molten gold runes that traced patterns across every inch of exposed flesh, and everything seemed to... stop. Not slow down—actually stop. I couldn't look away, couldn't blink, couldn't even breathe. It was like being wrapped in the warmest blanket imaginable while floating in honey.

The Glids touching him didn't die. They just... weren't. One moment they existed; the next, they were gray mist, dispersing like vampires in morning light.

Chas turned toward the failing portal with the casual confidence of someone who'd just remembered he was a god.

When his eyes met mine, my brain tried to fold itself into origami.

Liquid light poured down his cheeks like golden tears. His face had become living artwork—kintsugi made flesh, golden cracks spreading across his features in patterns that hurt to perceive but were too beautiful to look away from.

He grinned, and in that moment I saw it. Something that knew Light implicitly. Something that had been having drinks with Light since before humans figured out fire. It looked at me and whispered, Oh, there you are. I've been waiting.

Before I could process what I was seeing, Chas reached out and grabbed the edges of the failing portal with his bare hands. Multicolored sparks flew like welding debris as everything rumbled. Wisps of golden smoke rose from his arms as he threw back his head and roared with pure defiance—a sound that shook dust from the rafters.

A shockwave of raw force exploded outward from the portal as he physically tore it open with a sound like reality itself ripping apart. I felt it in my bones, in my teeth, in the marrow of my spine.

Time snapped back like a rubber band to the face. I sat in what was generously still called a tavern, staring at Chas, wreathed in power that made him look like a miniature sun. He stood before a silver disc of light tall enough to walk through, arms spread wide like he was holding the universe together through pure stubborn will.

Which, honestly, he might have been.

"Move!" His voice hit my ears as if he were shouting through a megaphone pressed against my skull. Thought fled completely—I just scrambled to my feet and sprinted toward what I desperately hoped was our way out of here.

Halfway to Chas, I remembered Winchester and spun on my heel, only to see that the surrounding tavern was mostly gone, like someone had detonated a bomb. Splintered beams jutted from the floor at impossible angles, and a fresh wave of Glids was barreling toward us down a cobblestone path that led deeper into the city, their glowing markings creating a nauseating light show in the darkness.

The command was still echoing in my skull like a fire alarm, so I scooped Winchester up as fast as my still-tingling hands would allow and sprinted on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

Felix scrambled to his feet and broke into a dead run, his face pale with exhaustion. Cassie grabbed my arm, her grip strong enough to leave bruises, and helped keep me upright as we covered the distance to Chas.

I reached him just as Felix and Cassie threw themselves towards the portal without hesitation.

“See you on the other side!” Cassie called with a fierce grin, giving me a quick salute before diving through the silver disc like it was a horizontal swimming pool.

I took a step forward, then turned back to look at Chas—and suddenly I wasn't seeing a person anymore. He was a force made flesh, a living constellation. His body had become a tapestry of blazing runes that pulsed in rhythm with something vast and eternal. Golden light didn't just drip from him—it poured like molten metal, pooling on the floorboards and hissing where it touched.

When I met his gaze, I wasn't just looking into his eyes anymore. I was staring into something far larger, something that filled the space between stars. And it was staring back at me, recognizing something in me. Recognizing many things in me.

Images slammed into my mind like freight trains.

	A river that chooses to flow uphill, defiantly carving a fresh path through a mountain. 


	A single seed that sprouts in a field of barren, cursed salt.


Abstract concepts screamed themselves at me through Chas's presence, bypassing thought and burning themselves directly into my soul:

The mountain erodes, the tide recedes, but I still stand.

I am the roar in the dark. The first step into the unknown. The 'yes' when the world screams 'no.'

Chas wasn't just using magic…he was Courage. Not the idea of it, but the living, breathing essence. An unshakable, universe-bending force that grabbed reality by the throat and made it bend. I knew it both intellectually and in my bones, in the part of me that remembered reading fantasy novels as a kid and watching superheroes rise against impossible odds. Even in the tiny, terrifying moment of asking someone out for the first time—that flutter of fear conquered by determination.

I recognized the rune blazing in Chas's eyes like an old friend I'd forgotten I had.

Something in my mind clicked with an almost audible snap. Of course it was Courage. Light and Courage went together like—well, like grabbing a flashlight to investigate strange noises, or flipping on every light in the house after watching a horror movie.

Chas seemed to notice and grinned, fierce and wild, his golden cracks spreading like lightning across his features.

And then, with no warning whatsoever—he kicked me square in the chest and sent me tumbling through the portal.

It hurt like hell.

            

    
        6. Bravery

    
    
    
    
                The pizza slice hung in midair, grease defying gravity for one perfect second before—"IRON MAN DESTROYS BATMAN!" Ryan's declaration sent grease splattering across Mom's pristine tablecloth. "Flying armor! Billionaire genius! Game fucking over!"

Jess snatched a rogue pepperoni with ninja precision. "Batman is a billionaire genius, you walnut. Plus, he doesn't need a tin can to fight psychopaths."

I opened my mouth to jump in when Dad materialized from the kitchen like he'd been summoned by the ancient ritual of nerd warfare. Beer in hand, with that dangerous grin spreading across his face—the one that meant he was about to drop knowledge like Thor's hammer.

Condensation dripped onto Mom's new hardwood floors.

He was so dead.

"They both fight crime with their wallets," Dad said, taking a deliberate sip while we all leaned in like disciples. When Sean Crawford had superhero opinions, you shut up and worshipped. "But you're missing the real difference."

The room went church-quiet except for Ryan nervously cracking his knuckles.

"Iron Man?" Dad's voice built like a movie trailer. "Stood next to gods. Fought alongside them because that's what heroes do—all flash, all bravado. He bent the laws of physics just to keep up with Thor’s breakfast routine." Another sip. Another death-drop. "That's bravery. Courage, with its chest puffed out, demanding the spotlight."

Something stirred in my chest, like a word I'd been trying to remember my whole life.

"But Batman?" Dad's eyes gleamed with the fervor of a true believer. "Just a rich guy with daddy issues. No powers. No cosmic armor. He fought psychopaths in Gotham's bowels while Superman was off punching planets into submission. Half the time, nobody even knew he existed."

The pause stretched until Jess whispered, "Holy shit."

"See, Iron Man needs you to know he's the hero. Makes damn sure of it. Holds press conferences about it. But Batman?" Dad shook his head like he was sharing sacred wisdom. "Batman doesn't give a single fuck if you know. He does it anyway. In the shadows. Alone. Bleeding in alleyways where nobody will ever see."

The distinction hit me like lightning. "Two sides of the same coin."

"Exactly." Dad pointed his beer at me like a professor making his point. "You want to see a real hero? Find the one fighting when nobody's watching—"

THWACK.

Dad's eyes went wide as dinner plates. Mom had materialized behind him with the silence of a hunting predator, jabbing him in the ribs with a mop handle like she'd just performed an execution.

"Sean Crawford." Her voice could've frozen the sun. "My. New. Floors."

She thrust the mop into his hands with the force of divine judgment before spinning on her heel, muttering what sounded like ancient curses in Cantonese that roughly translated to creative ways to hide his body.

Dad stared at the puddle of condensation like it had personally betrayed him. "I don't think either hero would last five seconds against your mother."

I laughed until my sides hurt, but something about that moment—about courage versus bravery—burned itself into my brain like a brand.

Fight when nobody's watching—or, more importantly, fight harder when everyone is.



The memory shattered as reality folded around me like origami made of starlight.

Courage doesn't need an audience.

The rune materialized in my mind, steady as a heartbeat. Then Light blazed beside it—no, not Light. Something hungrier. Something that demanded the universe turn and look.

Radiance.

They collided like binary stars going supernova, and the fusion sent understanding screaming through every atom of my being:

SHOW THIS UNIVERSE YOUR FACE. SCREAM THAT YOU WILL NOT BREAK.

Bravery.

Not courage hiding in shadows. Courage set on fire and thrown at reality like a molotov cocktail.

Dad had been right. Two ways to be a hero.

And as I hurtled through an alien portal toward a world of magic and monsters, I knew exactly which one was choosing me.



Space didn't just explode around me—it devoured me.

I wasn't flying. I was the journey, scattered across light-years of impossible colors that had no names in any human language. Stars streaked past like bullets fired by angry gods. Nebulas swirled in violent spirals that could swallow solar systems for breakfast. Cosmic storms raged with the fury of reality itself having a nervous breakdown, their electric fingers clawing at the fabric of existence.

It should have been peaceful, floating through the infinite.

It fucking wasn't.

Something was pulling me in two directions at once—forward barely winning the tug-of-war for my soul. My neck cracked as I looked down. Winchester blazed in my death grip, multicolored sparks cascading off it like I was dragging pure metal across the fabric of spacetime itself.

Hold on.

Time slipped like water through broken fingers. Hours passed. Or days. Or centuries. The concept of duration became meaningless, like trying to count infinity. The Bravery rune burned in my vision like a lighthouse in a hurricane, the only anchor keeping my mind from dissolving into cosmic soup.

Because I could feel it happening—my consciousness spreading outward like spilled wine on white carpet, thinning, dispersing into the void—

An asteroid the size of Manhattan screamed past close enough to touch, and I felt it punch through something around me. Some field. Some barrier that was somehow... me?

My perception had ballooned outward into a kilometer-wide bubble of awareness that was rapidly becoming everything and nothing simultaneously. The space between stars was me. I was the silence between heartbeats. I was…

Winchester's orb went supernova in my hands, sending out a shockwave of golden light that violated several laws of physics.

The sound—impossible in the vacuum—cracked through infinity like reality's spine breaking. My consciousness snapped back like a rubber band made of pure will, and I mentally grabbed the scattered edges of myself, hauling them inward with desperate fury.

You are Ben Crawford. You are NOT becoming space dust today.

As I pulled myself together, literally and figuratively, reality blurred into a prism of pure speed that made light look lazy.

The universe held its breath.

Then physics remembered its job and body-slammed me back into existence.



I tumbled backward as gravity reasserted itself with the enthusiasm of a vindictive ex, blinking as the cosmic void shattered around me like breaking glass. Reality snapped into focus all at once, slamming into me like a bus driven by an angry physics teacher.

My body, weightless moments ago, suddenly felt like it was made of lead. I landed hard on something cold and unforgiving—definitely a floor, definitely not soft—and groaned as every wound from the tavern fight threw a reunion party in my nervous system.

"Ben, you made it!"

A familiar voice cut through my internal damage assessment. I turned to see Cassie jogging toward me, and the backdrop behind her made my already spinning head do another barrel roll.

Alabaster stone walls gleamed under lighting that definitely wasn't electric. Brass pipes covered in multicolored runes snaked everywhere like a steampunk fever dream designed by a creative engineer on hallucinogens. Everything connected to massive copper stills that fed into a large ring sunken into a dais made from the same pipes and thick black cables.

I glimpsed the silver portal evaporating with a soft pop, like a soap bubble deciding to quit its job.

Cassie shoved something small and white into my hand. "Healing pill. Don't think, just swallow."

That's what she said.

I'd already gulped it down before my brain caught up and reminded me I'd just taken mysterious medication from someone I'd known for all of two hours. Smart, Ben. Real smart. Next, I'd probably accept candy from strangers in unmarked vans.

My stupidity was immediately vindicated when warmth flooded my body like liquid sunshine, followed by the weirdest itchy sensation I'd ever experienced. I watched, fascinated and slightly horrified, as a piece of glass worked its way out of my arm like my skin was rejecting foreign objects with extreme prejudice.

"Takes a few minutes," Cassie said, settling back on her heels. "Usually, it’s better not to move around too much."

Before I could get my bearings, a voice piped up from behind her—much higher-pitched and delivered with the precision that suggested its owner probably color-coded their sock drawer.

"Fascinating! You're the Unbidden, yes? Absolutely remarkable! Time dilation, energy distortion, mana deficient, and yet here you are! A full-fledged anomaly walking around!"

I turned toward the voice and nearly choked on my own spit.

With white fur practically vibrating from scientific excitement, a meter-tall mouse person bounced on the platform like she’d had a shot of espresso. A mouse wearing tiny overalls packed with miniature tools that would make a Swiss Army knife jealous was looking at me like I was a research grant and the Nobel Prize rolled into one adorable package. She was furiously scribbling in a notepad.

"I'm Lana Glass," she chirped, whiskers twitching like tiny radar dishes. "Lead Sprocket for the Monster Hunters. Tell me—did reality break over the last hour? How much did it break? Scale of one to existential crisis?"

"Uh..." I blinked at Cassie, who nodded like 'talking mouse engineer' was normal.

"Time definitely broke," I managed, my voice still hoarse from cosmic travel. "I was out there for days. Maybe a week? Watching myself from outside myself, which is exactly as fun as it sounds—spoiler alert, it's not fun at all."

Lana's pencil moved so fast it practically blurred. "Remarkable! The calculations suggest... carry the seven... divide by the mana constant..." Her whiskers went rigid with shock. "One hundred fifty-six hours. You survived a week in transpiritual space without dying, going insane, or dissolving into component particles. I must dissect—I mean study you immediately!"

A week. In space. While only an hour passed here.

My brain filed that under 'Process Never' and moved on to more pressing concerns. Like food. And not dying.

"Felix went to get help," Cassie said, her voice cutting through my temporal existential crisis like a lifeline. "Chas went back into the portal to get you, but it's not looking good for retrieval."

I sat up slowly, the healing pill making me feel strangely exhausted. Or maybe surviving a week in the cosmic void could do that to a person. Go figure.

"He went in after me?" I asked, surprised by how much that meant coming from someone I'd just met. "I didn't see him out there."

"Divergent paths!" Lana squeaked like she'd just solved quantum mechanics. "Mathematical uncertainty given shared portal origin! I had to adjust the Tower's signal twice just to compensate for dimensional interference!"

I blinked. "Signal? Like a radio wave?"

A sharp SNAP made me jump—Lana's pencil had broken clean in half on her notepad. She casually tossed the corpse aside, pulled another from her ridiculously cute overalls, then tore out the page she'd been writing on. After crumpling it up and throwing it away with the force of scientific frustration, she began scribbling furiously while staring at me with eyes that had gone suddenly predatory.

"Tell me, Ben, was it? How much do you know about energy waves and dimensional physics?"

"More than I'd like," I replied with a chuckle, remembering my intimate introduction to the Light rune's cosmic knowledge download.

She looked like a kid in a candy store, except the candy was... me. And somehow that was both adorable and mildly terrifying.

"Master Glass," Felix's voice cut through Lana's scientific intensity as he appeared in a double-wide doorway. He'd changed into clean clothes and looked considerably less like he'd been chewed up and spat out by reality. "I spoke with my mother. She said to help get the Unbidden through if you can, but that Chas can go fuck himself." He paused, noticing me sitting upright. "Oh, hey Ben! You actually made it. It’s... honestly surprising you didn’t end up somewhere else."

"Chas always finds a way back," Cassie sighed with the weary tone of someone who'd seen this exact scenario play out before. "It's literally his most annoying skill."

I thought back to Chas literally tearing a hole in reality with his bare hands like it owed him money, and suddenly I wasn't all that worried about his survival prospects.

"Yeah, fair enough," I chuckled, pushing myself to my feet with the careful movements of someone who'd recently had their atoms scattered across the galaxy.

I looked around for Winchester, scanning the floor where I thought I'd landed. But I was pretty sure I'd never actually let go of it during the entire cosmic journey—my hand had been cramped around it like a death grip for what felt like eternity.

My stomach dropped.

"Where's Winchester?" I asked, though part of me already knew the answer.

Felix shot me a genuinely sympathetic look. "It was too far gone, Ben. There was no way something like that would make it through a transpiritual portal intact. It would have been destroyed in minutes, let alone an hour."

"One hundred fifty-six hours," Lana corrected with scientific precision that felt like salt in a wound. "Significant time dilation anomaly."

Felix's expression shifted from sympathy to pure shock as the math hit him. "Graceful Gods. You were lost for a WEEK? How are you even alive? How are you sane?"

The loss hit like a physical blow. After everything—fighting through space itself, refusing to let go even when reality tried to pry Winchester from my fingers with cosmic crowbars—

It was gone. I didn’t even know why I was so attached to it, but now it was space debris somewhere between dimensions.

"You must be starving," Felix said quietly, probably reading the devastation on my face.

My stomach chose that exact moment to roar like a beast from the deep, reminding me that a week without food was very real—even if it had only been an hour in this reality.

The hunger hit me like a collapsing building. When was the last time I'd eaten? The tavern felt like a lifetime ago, and apparently it literally had been.

            

    
        7. Lobby

    
    
    
    
                "So, your mom runs the Monster Hunters?" I asked, taking another bite of the apple Lana had shoved into my hands.

It was, frankly, the best apple I'd ever tasted—not just because I hadn't eaten in a week, but because the thing was the size of a grapefruit and tasted like it had been picked five minutes ago.

Felix was leading us toward a sitting area just outside the portal room, and I was still processing the casual bombshell about his family connections.

"Only the largest faction outside the Central Lands," Cassie said with a smirk, snatching a bite from my apple as we walked. "No big deal."

We emerged from the brightly lit alabaster halls into a vast courtyard, and I nearly choked on stolen fruit.

We stood on the edge of forever.

Below us, an endless sea of emerald jungle rolled toward the horizon like a living ocean that breathed with its own rhythm. But that wasn't what stole my breath—it was the impossibly high cliff face rising from the jungle's far edge, a wall of stone so massive it seemed to hold back the sky itself.

From somewhere so high I couldn't see the source, an enormous waterfall poured down in a cascade that defied every law of physics I thought I knew. It wasn't just wide—it was infinite, spreading as far as the eye could see in both directions, like the gods had taken a cosmic sledgehammer to heaven's foundation and let an entire ocean spill through the cracks.

Mist rose from where billions of gallons crashed into the jungle below, creating cloud banks that drifted and swirled around the cliff face like the breath of sleeping giants. And piercing through that ethereal veil like a gleaming spear thrust toward the heavens was an alabaster tower that climbed nearly two-thirds of the way up the impossible wall.

Multi-colored birds flew in flocks so massive they looked like rainbow storm clouds drifting through the mist, their cries mixing with the waterfall's roar into a symphony that made my chest vibrate.

The entire scene was like stepping inside a fantasy painting—except I was living it, breathing the mist, feeling the spray on my skin.

I forgot about the apple entirely until juice dripped down my chin.

"Holy shit," I whispered, and even that felt inadequate.

"Yeah, that's one hell of a fucking view," Cassie confirmed, flopping onto a bench near a low wall that sat way too close to the edge for my comfort. "Welcome to the Lobby."

I blinked hard. "That word isn't translating right. How is a colossal jungle a lobby?"

Felix pointed toward the tower gleaming against the cliff face. "Technically, we're still in a spirit realm, but this one's stable—anchored to that tower. We call it the Lobby because this is where our world connects with others in the Multiverse. The only place transpiritual portals actually work."

"Like the multiverse's train station," Lana added from behind us, her tiny feet making surprisingly aggressive sounds on stone as she stomped into the courtyard. She didn't miss a beat before launching into her complaint. "And you don't get to just walk away from me, Initiates. I am owed an offer. Unless your friend would prefer to volunteer for some experiments?"

The word 'experiments' made my stomach clench.

Cassie's eyebrow arched, but Felix was already fishing a small wooden slate from his vest—something that looked like a magical tablet.

"Mom said you'd want this," he said as Lana snatched it with surprising force.

White letters started scrolling across the black panel. Her whiskers twitched as she read, muttering under her breath with increasing irritation.

"This had better be worth... hmm." She kept flipping through the text, her tiny face scrunching. "Procedurally, does he need to register before I get my offer? That's just bureaucratic bullshit." She paused, then added defensively, "And I didn't mean to collapse that entire section—it was an experiment."

Lana groaned and hurled the slate like a frisbee out over the jungle. The device whizzed through the air with enough force to probably kill someone, disappearing into the green vastness below.

Right. Superhero mouse-people were apparently standard here.

"Fine," she said, hands on her hips in a way that screamed barely contained violence. "Take him to register. I'll meet you there."

She spun on her heel and stomped back inside, suddenly cursing creatively enough to make a sailor blush.

Felix motioned for me to sit next to Cassie while he hoisted himself onto the wall, his back to the spectacular jungle scene like it was just another Tuesday view.

"Take a breath, new guy," Cassie said, sprawling on the bench with the exhausted grace of someone who'd survived way too much in one day. "Lots happened, even for us. A dead spirit realm... Fucking Glids are real... I thought they were just stories to scare kids."

"Magic is real!" I blurted. "I'm clearly about a trillion miles from home, the world's actively tried to murder me twice, and I just watched a guy tear holes in reality with his bare hands. Oh, and I lived a week in an hour somehow."

"Your day was definitely worse," Felix laughed, and I couldn't help joining him. Everything felt so insane that laughing was the only sane response left.

"But Chas," I said, needing some reassurance that what I'd witnessed was as impressive as it felt. "He's a legitimate badass, right? That wasn't just beginner's luck with fancy punches?"

They both laughed.

"Oh yeah, that's easily top ten material," Felix confirmed with obvious admiration. "Remember when he wrestled an Onytax to death without spilling his tea? Just to prove he could?"

"What the hell is an Onytax?"

"Imagine an angry gorilla monster," Cassie explained, "but furry, with four arms, and an ornery disposition. Way out of our league. Chas took it down one-handed while sipping from a fancy teacup."

A pause. Then: "I hate how awesome he is, because he's also an irresponsible piece of shit."

I laughed again, feeling the knot in my stomach finally loosen. Like I was safe for the first time since this whole adventure started.

"He seemed pretty competent with those explosive punches."

"Chas is never fucking here!" Cassie exploded, clearly months of pent-up frustration pouring out. "I earned my mentorship fair and square. I was so excited when I found out I'd be his apprentice. Now I understand why no one trains under him. He hasn't filed a single job report in months. I'm fucking broke!"

Felix shrugged with the casual acceptance of someone used to chaos. "I'm just here because Chas lets me do whatever I want."

"You're here because he's married to Nana, and she told him to babysit you," Cassie chuckled, some anger dissolving into fond exasperation.

Felix nodded as if this was obvious. "Also that."

"Nana?" I asked him.

"My grandmother. Everyone calls her Nana. She's been traveling for a while—I haven’t seen her in at least a year."

"So let me get this straight," I said, staring at Felix. "Your mom runs the Monster Hunters, and your grandma can boss around someone like Chas? Are you some kind of prince?"

"He wishes," Cassie snorted before Felix could answer. "I'm closer to royalty than he is, and that's not very close."

"The Aldertrees are massive," Felix said with a casual shrug. "I just happen to be from the leadership branch. I have something like thirty million cousins."

"Family reunions must be intense."

"They're honestly pretty boring."

Cassie roared with laughter and slapped her knee. "Alright, enough tower-gazing. We'll be up close soon enough, and I desperately need clean clothes."

I looked down at my blood-stained linen outfit, amazed at how much damage one healing pill had erased while leaving the evidence behind.

She led us back inside and downstairs into a long hallway lined with alcoves. Glowing orbs hung in leather straps like magical light bulbs, casting everything in warm amber light.

I gaped as two white-furred Vildar approached an alcove, placed red coins onto a control panel, and triggered a brilliant flash. The alcove suddenly expanded backward into what looked like a hallway opening into thick jungle—complete with bird song and rustling leaves, like someone had torn a door into the wilderness far below.

They walked through and vanished into the greenery. The alcove snapped back to original size with another flash.

"What the actual fuck?" I breathed.

"I know, right?" Cassie said, then turned to Felix with the careful tone of someone doing mental math. "Three people, two coins each... that's six red coins total, Felix."

Felix started patting down his vest, then checked his pants, then looked in his sleeves with increasing desperation.

"Gaia's tits, you left our money in your dirty clothes, didn't you?" Cassie asked with the weary voice of someone who'd seen this exact disaster before.

"I swear I had it! Portal, got changed, talked to Mom, came back," Felix replied, still frantically searching his clean outfit.

Cassie shook her head. "And you call me the slow one, dumbass."

"What does this mean for us?" I asked, though the sinking feeling in my gut already knew.

"Coins power the portals," Felix explained sheepishly. "No coins, no portal to the Tower."

Cassie stretched her arms in mock celebration. "Means we're walking."

I looked back toward the courtyard, thinking about the endless jungle stretching between us and the distant tower. "Through that insane jungle? The one that probably wants to eat us?"

"That's the one," Cassie confirmed with a grin that suggested she was actually looking forward to it.

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut—we were about to trek through an alien wilderness with no guide, no supplies, and creatures that could probably kill us without breaking stride.

This was either going to be the adventure of a lifetime, or incredibly short-lived.



The stone stairs carved into the mountainside stretched endlessly below us, each step worn smooth by countless feet. I was grateful we were heading down—my legs already burned, and climbing this mountain would've killed me. Bronze-skinned Florans and white Vildar occasionally bounded past us going up, their breathing steady and unbothered by what had to be thousands of stairs.

One thing I'd quickly learned about Cassie: she was stupidly fast. Several times as Felix and I picked up our pace, we'd lose sight of her blonde hair completely. Then the stairway would curve around the mountain face, and we'd spot her waiting below, leaning against stone railings with the patience of someone used to waiting for slower folk.

"Okay, so Felix shoots lightning, and you're basically superhuman?" I asked as we caught up for the third time, trying not to sound as winded as I felt.

"I'm also stupid strong," she said, flexing an arm that looked like it could punch through concrete. The muscle definition was no joke. "But yeah, speed's my specialty."

"So magic has different types?" The question carried genuine curiosity. If I were stuck in a world where magic was real, I wanted to understand every rule that might keep me alive.

Felix nodded, working to hide his slight wheeze. "Yeah, specializations. Let me think how to explain this without the technical stuff."

"I like hitting things; Felix enjoys hiding behind books," Cassie said, walking backward down the steps with a casual grace that made our careful navigation look pathetic.

"I specialize in Arcanist techniques, physical manifestations like lightning." Felix clarified, finding his rhythm. "Cassie prefers Striker ones. Physical enhancement."

I grinned. "We have similar concepts on Earth. Cassie gets up close and personal, Felix prefers distance and reading time?"

Felix shot me a genuinely wounded look while Cassie hooted with laughter.

"Oh, I definitely like the curtain-guy!"

"What about Chas?" I asked, curious where their mysterious mentor fit.

"Grand Master Runebinder," Cassie said with grudging respect. "Mastered dozens of techniques across all types. Striker, Arcanist, Guardian—probably stuff I've never heard of."

"Nana can still kick his ass though," Felix added with obvious satisfaction.

"Guardian's the third type?"

They nodded in perfect sync. "Spiritual specialists, usually defensive," Cassie added. "Mostly people who take themselves way too seriously. Like my brother Erik."

"And you two are still in training?"

"Apprentices," Cassie corrected, like the distinction mattered. "Initiates with mentors. Still learning how not to accidentally kill ourselves."

"I'd prefer not accidentally killing myself too," I pointed out.

"We'll work on that," Cassie shot back.

As we descended the endless staircase, the air began shifting around us. Humidity crept in like a living thing, thick and warm, carrying rich earthy scents of the deep jungle. Temperature climbed to match the wall of green stretching below. But something else danced across my skin—a strange static charge growing stronger with each step, like the moment before lightning strikes but without the threat.

"What's this tingling?" I asked, flexing fingers as the sensation intensified. "It's like gentle electricity."

Felix's face lit with understanding. "Mana! The further from the portals, the denser the ambient mana becomes."

The tingling grew stronger, raising goosebumps along my arms.

Then Bravery pulsed in my mind—that same presence from the void between worlds, hovering beyond conscious vision. My step faltered as perception suddenly spread outward like ripples in a pond, and the unfamiliar sensation completely threw off my balance.

Something coiled in my mind like a spring under tension, ready to snap. That's when I face-planted onto the stone steps with a resounding smack.

Senses flooded with overwhelming information—every sound sharper, every scent distinct, every texture magnified. I pushed up to my knees, head spinning.

"Ow," I said, which covered the basics.

Felix and Cassie spun around instantly, staring at me with wide eyes as I rubbed throbbing temples.

"Is that an aura spell?" Felix asked, face scrunched in concentration.

"I don't know," I said, forcing my focus on one sensation instead of the chaotic symphony. "Figured it out when I was stuck in the portal."

Cassie helped pull me up, then squinted with an unreadable expression. "Feels like you're judging me. Daring me to hit you."

I met her eyes, meaning every word. "I promise there's nothing I want less."

She laughed genuinely. "Sounds useless. But you'll want to shut it off before we reach the Lobby, or something down there might take you up on that challenge."

Rising urgency tightened my chest. "How?"

They shrugged in helpless synchronicity.

“I haven’t done aura control,” Felix admitted. “Chas would know.”

"Chas isn't here," I pointed out, panic creeping into my voice as the spring coiled tighter.

Cassie grinned—the reckless expression of someone finding danger amusing rather than alarming.

"Now you know how we feel, Ben. Welcome to the team."

            

    
        8. Monster or Mana Beast

    
    
    
    
                The jungle hit us like a living wall.

Humidity pressed down with crushing weight as we finally reached the base of an absolutely criminal number of stairs. We emerged onto a wide, sunlit terrace where marble met twisting vines, and the sight ahead stopped me dead.

An entire ecosystem stretched endlessly before us. Trees taller than skyscrapers wove branches into a canopy so thick it filtered sunlight into shifting, alien patterns. Plants of every shade of green—and some distinctly purple ones that looked radioactive—reached skyward with leaves that curled in ways that screamed ‘not from Earth’.

The only saving grace was a white stone pathway carved through the forest like someone had taken a god-sized sword to the vegetation, slicing a clean line toward the distant blue sky.

I shivered as we approached some tattooed Gaians on the terrace, feeling them register within Bravery's awareness. During our descent, I'd figured out that visualizing an edge contained the aura within my immediate vicinity—maybe ten meters. Any closer and I became uncomfortably aware of them, could point to each one with my eyes closed.

They wore simple linens like mine, but with dark brown vests covered in medals and insignia that probably meant something important to people who weren't completely lost.

"Oh, Lady Cassandra!" A red-haired woman approached—shorter than me by a head, but radiating the kind of confidence that suggested height was irrelevant.

"Natalie? What's going on?" Concern crept into Cass's voice.

"Hi Felix," Natalie said with that particular emphasis reserved for serious crushes.

"Natalie," Felix replied, either completely oblivious or masterfully ignoring the obvious.

"We're observing nearby mana beasts. Real drama in the beast realm today, so stick to the path if you're heading to the Tower." She gestured toward the white stone cutting through the jungle.

"That fucking panther again," a dark-haired man drawled. "Been stirring shit since he arrived... Who's the new guy?"

All eyes turned to me, and I felt them looking—like being watched but amplified to physical pressure. I shuddered.

"Unbidden," Cassie said simply. "Long story, but we found him in the dead spirit realm by Rainhaven. Had to use a beacon to get home."

"Nice to meet you!" Natalie held out her hand expectantly.

"Ben Crawford," I said with more confidence than I felt. For someone half Cass's size, her grip was like a vise.

"Natalie Summers. Unbidden usually show up at the Central Lands Tower, not ours. What a treat!" Her enthusiasm was infectious. "We're heading to the portal rooms if you want to join?"

Felix and I both looked back at the small mountain of stairs, then toward the wide, flat pathway.

"I'll die if I have to climb those again," Felix said.

"Maybe if you weren't dragging your feet on binding your Seal, you could keep up," Cassie shot back.

Felix's face fell. "At least I have a candidate," he muttered.

Cassie shrugged. "Sorry," Felix added quickly.

"Just be cautious," Natalie said, attention shifting back to him. "Beast Lords keep the peace, but that doesn't mean a pissed-off mana beast won't toe the line."

"Thanks, Nat," Cassie grinned.

"Sure thing. Bye Felix." Natalie started sprinting up the stairs with the others flanking her.

They ran those steps like they weren't even there.

"She wants you so bad," Cassie laughed sharply.

I couldn't resist. "Hi Felix," I breathed in imitation, touching his shoulder.

Cassie roared with laughter.

"Seriously? The new guy? Fuck you both," Felix muttered.

"Nat's a Seeker—she'd chew him up and spit out the bones," Cassie said, eyeing the jungle below.

"Unbidden I get, but Seeker?" I asked as we descended toward the treeline.

"Unbidden means you're from another world," Felix explained. "Uninvited guest."

"Seekers are Runebinders who've bound soul-Seals," Cassie added. "They’ve taken the first step to real power. What we're training for."

We finally hit solid ground and entered the treeline.

I stopped and stared.

Something tugged at the back of my mind—a quiet sense that multiple things were paying attention to me. The coiled spring wound tighter, paranoia flooding my system like ice water.

Something was here. Something dangerous.

The air shimmered and bent, revealing an enormous creature emerging from perfect camouflage. It moved like a bird at first, strutting toward Cassie with casual confidence.

It was massive—too big to be just a bird. Feathered body gleamed in filtered sunlight, colors vivid and metallic. Long razor talons clicked against stone. Eyes blazed with dangerous intelligence.

This wasn’t a harmless pet.

Cassie reached out, scratching its neck like it was a kitten. "Good girl," she murmured as it leaned into her touch.

Every muscle in my body went rigid. My heart skipped.

"Is that a fucking raptor?"

Felix and Cassie exchanged surprised glances. "Close enough," Felix chuckled.

"She's one of the spirited mana beasts in the Lobby," Cassie explained. "Might become a Beast Lord someday. Says she was sent to escort us through their territory."

The spring relaxed slightly—which surprised me almost as much as what I felt when the creature entered my perception range.

Speed. Guile. Danger. But deeper—an insatiable hunger for the hunt, and the willpower to deny it. And now, faint curiosity.

The raptor looked directly at me, cocking its head. It made sounds suspiciously like laughter.

"She says you feel weird," Cassie translated as we started walking, the raptor trotting beside us.

"Yeah, I picked up on that when she hit my aura. You can understand her?"

"I'm learning to. Most Beast Lords just talk though."

I gaped. "Talking animals?"

"Big talking animals," Felix confirmed. "Don't worry, not everyone grew up around Class-D Mana Beasts. Weirds me out too."

"Class-D is a Beast Lord, Felix. Stop using monster terms—it makes you sound like an asshole."

The raptor seemed to agree.

I blinked at the creature, completely lost. It was a fucking dinosaur, and I could understand it.

"Can I pet you?" I asked.

The raptor nearly tripped. Recovered gracefully, but the stumble was obvious.

"Sorry. It's just... you're a raptor. A dinosaur. I've always wanted to see one."

Cassie and Felix stared. "You've never seen one? How do you know what they are?"

"Fossils. Ancient bones that turn to rock. Raptors were gone before my people existed."

Understanding dawned in the creature's intelligent eyes. It trotted over to walk beside me, close enough that intent was unmistakable.

I reached out, running my hand along smooth feathers. Through my new sense, I felt its happiness—that I'd wanted to touch it, saw it as more than just danger.

I was petting a fucking raptor.

The pathway branched multiple times, slicing into jungle depths I couldn't fathom. After minutes of relative silence, I spoke up.

"Natalie mentioned another tower gets more people like me. I'm guessing those aren't humans?"

Felix shrugged. "Maybe? But Mom says most Unbidden leave. Maybe they go home."

"That's possible? I can go home?" Hope surged through my chest like liquid fire.

"Maybe not here, but the central tower probably can," Felix explained. "I've only seen it once, but Nana says they have gateways there."

He noticed my confusion. "Think of portals like rushing rivers. You can swim across, but you'll end up downstream. Turn around and swim back—you're even further downstream. Swimming against the current is difficult."

Cassie groaned. "No one understands your abstract shit."

Felix shot her a familiar look. "Gateways are bridges across the river. Make sense?"

I thought about it, the raptor's feathers smooth under my palm.

"So portals are one-way, gateways are doors between worlds?"

Felix's eyebrows rose. "Yeah, exactly. They might find your world and send you home... but gateways aren't cheap."

"Nothing in the Central Lands is cheap," Cassie laughed. "Why my grandfather bought La-Roc. Cheaper than tithing to the Emperor, avoiding politics and power struggles."

I sighed. "Fuck."

Cassie grinned mischievously. "Felix's family is loaded though. They can spot you."

"I live in a boarding house," Felix protested.

"Because your mom wanted you to learn honest work."

They chuckled, and I glimpsed their deep friendship.

The raptor barked twice as the jungle began thinning. A river threaded along the path with gentle murmurs.

Then the raptor vanished. The only feeling I caught was job done. Immediately, the spring coiled tight—we'd just lost protection.

Through the trees, oversized yellow otters played in the river's current. A much larger otter rose from the water, golden fur brilliant in filtered sunlight. It looked toward me, cocked its head in assessment, then put a finger to its lips.

Shush.

"Tell me about monsters," I said, trying to distract from anxiety and the weird otter situation. "Mana beasts are animals—what are monsters?"

I wasn't the only one feeling the raptor's absence. Cassie rested a hand on her sword. Felix scanned the treeline warily.

"Also mana beasts," Felix said. "Or they were. Animals that start hunting for sport, consume too much mana and corrupt themselves with more power than their bodies can handle. Excess mana crystallizes, twisting them irreversibly into monsters."

"Then we hunt them and take their mana pearls for our own advancement. Keeps the balance," Cassie added.

"The Monster Hunters?"

"Anyone can hunt monsters, but the Hunters made it a profession," Felix explained. “It doesn’t help that monsters crave mana, and people are full of it.”

The foreboding in my mind reached a crescendo.

I glanced at Cass. "Does anyone else feel that? I've been on high alert since the raptor left..."

Cassie stopped, eyes narrowing as she scanned the treeline and ground. "Shit... now that you mention it."

Felix frowned, confused, then his expression darkened. "Oh."

The underbrush rustled. Something large shifted in the shadows—hard to focus on, like it existed and didn't simultaneously. I blinked, trying to get a clear look, but my vision kept slipping. One second beside a tree, the next behind us.

Felix raised his hand, lightning crackling between fingers as his bracer sparked. Runes spun around his wrist.

Snap.

The spring inside me exploded open. I'd already stepped back, body moving on pure instinct. Heart pounding, I realized—I was dodging before I could think.

A black panther the size of a motorcycle erupted from the trees toward me.

I landed hard on my ass as the ground around the panther detonated. For a moment I thought Felix had cast something, but then I saw it—the golden otter from earlier, fur shimmering, standing triumphantly over the panther as the river erupted from its momentum.

I blinked. A three-meter otter just moved fast enough to cause cavitation in water?

"Easy now," the otter said in thick, melodic Creole. "That's your third warning, Cher. Now we get to talk to Gary." It grabbed the panther by the scruff, lifting effortlessly as the massive cat whined pitifully. "Terribly sorry, mes amis. He's been stalking ever since you arrived. Had to wait for him to make a move."

I sat slack-jawed, heart still thundering. The otter just talked. And apologized.

"Uh, thanks?" I managed as the panther got a pitiful look while being carried into the jungle. As the otter left, I noticed two tails swishing behind it.

"That," Felix started with wide-eyed wonder, "was a Class-D Lutrin!"

"Beast Lord," Cassie corrected. "Lagniappe, one of the oldest Lutrins in the Lobby. What's with the sudden reflexes, Ben? Aura thing?"

"That was incredible. I moved before I knew it was there," I said, still processing. "That wasn't a monster?"

Cassie shook her head. "You'll know monsters—their eyes glow red. That was probably the panther Natalie warned about."

"But that Beast Lord... there are monsters that big? That fast?"

"Bigger," Felix confirmed, helping me up. "Anything bigger than Class-E is rare, but it goes up to Class-A."

"A is for Apocalypse," Cassie recited like a school lesson.

I processed this ridiculous news.

"That's why people leave your world?"

"Chas says our world sucks. He's been to plenty," Cassie shrugged.

"Triple fuck," I muttered.

As we walked, the air grew noticeably wet as mist rolled through the trees, coating everything stationary in droplets. I heard the telltale roar of the massive waterfall.

Through canopy breaks, I caught glimpses of rushing water and the colossal white tower. We were much closer than expected.

"Who's Gary?" I asked suddenly.

"Tower spirit that runs things. You'll meet him soon," Felix explained as we emerged onto another marble terrace.

I looked up—way up—at the colossal alabaster tower stretching into the sky like a white spear thrust through clouds. We had somehow moved incredibly far in a short period.

My gaze drifted to the mountain the tower sat on—and the absolutely insane amount of stairs snaking up its side.

"Oh, c’mon. Not more stairs!" I cried, falling to my knees in theatrical despair.

            

    
        9. Dignitary

    
    
    
    
                "I think my legs just filed for divorce from my body," I gasped, collapsing on my back in a sweaty heap.

Felix hit the stone beside me like a bag of wet cement, wheezing so hard I worried he might actually die. We'd climbed what felt like ten thousand steps, and every muscle in my body was staging a revolt.

"I keep telling you to run with me in the mornings," Cassie scolded, standing over us like some kind of athletic goddess. She wasn't even breathing hard—just a light sheen of sweat that somehow made her look more badass instead of exhausted.

"You're not human," I wheezed, staring up at her with something between admiration and hatred.

She grinned wickedly. "I know. Now get up—we're almost there."

She hauled me to my feet, and I nearly collapsed again when I saw what "there" actually was.

The tower didn't just loom above us—it dominated reality itself.

White stone and marble gleamed with impossible purity, climbing into the clouds like a spear thrust through the heart of heaven. Vines snaked along its surface, weaving through intricate carvings that seemed to breathe with ancient life. This wasn't just architecture—it was a monument to the gods themselves, a structure so massive it made skyscrapers look like toys.

If the Tower of Babel had existed, this is what would have made God nervous.

The waterfall behind it framed the structure in vertigo-inducing motion that messed with my balance. The constant roar filled my chest with thunder, and I could taste the mist on my tongue.

Mana crackled stronger here—more than a tingle, electricity dancing across my skin like I was standing inside a Tesla coil. The building felt aware, like the stones might shift if I blinked wrong.

For a moment, I forgot everything—the jungle, the creatures, even the coiled spring of danger in my mind. All I could do was stare, completely overwhelmed.

This was Mount Olympus. Or something bigger.

"Holy shit," I whispered, craning my neck back so far I nearly toppled over.

My foot caught on uneven stone, and I hit the ground hard, staring up at towering spires that pierced the sky. Nothing on Earth looked like this. Maybe the pyramids when they were first built and covered in polished limestone. But this? This was untouched by time itself.

Cassie offered her hand again, grinning at the awe plastered across my face. "Careful. We're not even inside yet."

As we moved closer, details sharpened into impossible clarity. The carvings weren't just decoration—they were stories. Heroes locked in combat with monstrous creatures. Gods descending from the heavens. Entire civilizations rising and falling, all captured in stone with breathtaking precision.

Every inch whispered of a history older than anything I could process.

The people at the entrance were as diverse as the building itself. Bronze-skinned Florans caught light like living metal. Energetic Vildar darted between towering Gaians. And others—creatures with gleaming chitinous shells moving with fluid, insect-like grace.

Languages buzzed through the air—some melodic, others harsh, and a few sounding disturbingly like perfect Mandarin.

"Those shell people," I asked, curiosity overtaking awe. "What are they?"

"Sentarians," Felix explained, frowning slightly. "Insect-kin. Harmless—dedicated to spirituality and hard work. Most only speak Eloquentia."

I watched their jaws split into mandibles when they spoke, cat-like eyes tracking everything with unsettling precision. Their words were definitely Mandarin, but too perfect—like a politician with bouncy over-enunciation.

One entered my aura range. They didn't seem to notice the effect, but I shuddered anyway.

As we approached the tower entrance, Felix and I sighed in perfect unison at yet another set of stairs.

"Wait." I sank onto the bottom step like a deflated balloon. "I need a minute."

Cassie paused, concern flickering in her eyes. "What's wrong?"

I gestured wildly at the impossible scene around us. "We were just in a tavern, right? Then a room with a talking mouse and a giant portal. Then a million stairs through a death jungle. If I walk through that door and find a desert full of more stairs, I might actually lose it."

Felix chuckled knowingly. "Just a tower. No promises on the stairs though."

"Maybe Gary can help when we're inside," Cassie added.

I forced myself up, legs protesting every movement. A magical spirit named Gary ran a tower that defied physics. Why not?

Curiosity won over exhaustion. Again.

The massive doors stood slightly ajar, revealing glimpses beyond. As we climbed, the air thickened with electric potential. Each step sent energy rippling up my legs, as if the stones themselves were alive.

Ancient wood stretched thirty feet high, covered in symbols and runes that pulsed with faint light, responding to our presence like we were expected.

I stepped through the threshold, and static electricity washed over me. Hair stood on end, a shiver racing down my spine that had nothing to do with temperature.

The room beyond stole what little breath I had left.

The ceiling soared impossibly high, supported by columns thick enough to house elevators. Intricate carvings of beasts locked in eternal battle adorned the walls. The floor was a mosaic of tiles arranged in complex patterns that seemed to shift when I wasn't looking directly at them.

But the most striking feature was the circular door at the far end—or rather, a boundary. Energy hummed around it, making the air taste like copper pennies. An ancient vault door complete with a stone disc, standing twice my height. Beyond lay what looked like a grand hall bathed in warm light.

Between us and that portal sat marble tables staffed by formally robed Vildar engaged in animated conversations with visitors. People lined up, talked, and then passed through the circular door.

Otherworldly customs.

The Vildar were cartoonishly adorable—earnest expressions and oversized robes making them look like children playing dress-up. But nothing childish about their professional efficiency.

"Lady Cassandra and Young Master Aldertree!" an enthusiastic Vildar called out, waving with coffee-fueled energy. "Who's this? Where's Chas?"

Felix stepped forward as I tried processing the grandeur. "Ben—Unbidden. Chas went on another adventure."

"The Unbidden she mentioned," the Vildar said, pointing at me with a tiny finger. The gesture would've been cute except for how their expression shifted to weary resignation. "Any idea how much trouble you've caused? The paperwork alone..."

Dramatic sigh. Then they caught my expression. "Don't look like that. I'm a door-mouse—it's my job. We're skipping steps for your friend. Time is of the essence!"

Door mouse? Like Alice in Wonderland?

"Skip steps?" Felix looked bewildered.

"The… uh, Head Mistress wants to meet him. Before registration! Which is new, but she's the boss." Muttering under their breath: "She doesn't do the paperwork."

The Vildar opened a passport-sized booklet, turning it toward me with practiced efficiency.

"Place your hand on the Manascript."

I touched the paper and felt a powerful tug—like when I'd hit the Glid with Winchester, but deeper. More invasive.

Something in my mind asked, "Who the fuck are you?" and I somehow answered without meaning to.

Gasping, I pulled back and watched words populate in real time, letters appearing like invisible ink under heat.

Name: Ben Crawford (Unbidden) 

Origin: Uh, Earth? 

Designation: Dignitary - ???

Underneath the designation line, haphazard characters spelled: "Piss off. Whatever I tell you to do, that's what you do."

The Vildar snatched it back, glanced at the page, did a double-take, then waved us through with an expression suggesting this was far above their pay grade.

"Just like that?" Felix asked.

"Your mom runs the place," Cassie started.

"Mother created most of these rules," Felix replied. "Have you met me? The guy who hates rules?"

Everything felt surreal as we walked toward the portal. But when we stepped through—

This wasn't just a tower.

We stood on a mezzanine overlooking a vast circular atrium that stretched endlessly up and dozens of floors down. The space thrummed with activity—beings from every walk of existence moving with purpose.

Marble floors gleamed like mirrors, reflecting floating orbs of light that drifted like lazy fireflies. A symbol—a circle with two crossing spears behind a glowing blue crystal—appeared everywhere: banners, stone walls, intricate tapestries.

I gripped the railing with white knuckles, staring down at organized chaos. Each floor had its own purpose, every person contributing to this impossible complex's pulse.

One level: a red-skinned Floran channeling fire into an orb while a Vildar adjusted controls. The orb grew white-hot, painful to look at directly.

Another level: four people dueling with wooden weapons, moving with fluid grace. A Vildar among them fought with a staff, seeming to win while bouncing around like physics were suggestions.

Real Master Splinter shit.

"First time here, I couldn't stop staring either," Cassie chuckled, leaning casually against the railing. "Took days."

"You were a kid," Felix corrected affectionately. "Now we need to get you to Mother's waiting room. Forty-eighth floor. Tower navigation is weird—floors move around."

"Wait, what? How does that work?" My brain was already at capacity for impossible things.

Several Gaians with massive bows brushed past, entering my aura range. I sighed. This was getting old fast.

Felix grinned. "No idea!"

"Good day, Ben Crawford," a presence popped into Bravery's range like it materialized from nothing.

I staggered backward, the spring in my mind coiling tight.

"Gaia's sweet tits!" Cassie shouted. "Why do you always do that, Gary?"

I turned to see a bald, mustachioed man with uncanny valley features, wearing colorful green and orange robes like traditional Chinese Hanfu.

"Because I can," he replied, voice smooth as silk. "I'm to bring you directly to the forty-eighth floor. This way."

Gary motioned toward the wall, and double doors that hadn’t been there before faded into existence, swinging open silently.

Beyond lay a massive chamber filled with white cloth sheets hanging from high ceilings, swaying in a jasmine-scented breeze. Through the gaps, I spotted a generous sitting area.

We walked through, and the door vanished like it had never existed, revealing a wide stairwell with our room perched at the top.

"Shit, more stairs. Thanks Gary!" I called down.

"Of course, Dignitary Crawford," he replied, appearing behind me and nearly sending me tumbling.

That was getting old fast too.

Gary led us through billowing sheets into a seating area flanked by a massive balcony opening into the tower's interior. The view was dizzying—suspended in the middle of that vast atrium from a completely different angle.

"Please sit," Gary motioned toward the couches and chairs covered in an abundance of pillows. "Eat." The table suddenly overflowed with fresh fruit, aged cheese, and cured meats that made my mouth water.

“You don’t have to tell me twice!” Cassie swiped an apple and flopped into a chair.

"My apologies, Lady Cassandra, but Master Sky requires a report about the Spirit Realm. You should change out of your armor. Your friend can rest here and decompress." Gary's tone carried authority despite polite phrasing, eliciting groans from both Felix and Cassie.

"Fine," Cassie said, poking at the frayed leather with distaste. "We won't be long. Hopefully, we'll get paid."

"I assure you, you'll return before your mother arrives," Gary told Felix.

Then I was alone.

For the first time since this ordeal started—since waking in that dark room, the tavern, the Glids, the jungle—I was truly alone.

Shit.

I could leave. But where? Back to the jungle with raptors? Down to explain to a door-mouse that I'd changed my mind about existing?

I sank onto a couch, softness contrasting with hours of rigid stone. My body ached everywhere—from fighting, walking, so many fucking stairs.

But my mind was worse. Information overload had triggered a tension headache that felt like my skull might crack.

A lot had happened. No—my entire reality had shattered, and somehow I was keeping it together. I leaned back against soft pillows; the tower sounds distant and muffled by height and swaying linens.

The weight of everything hit at once—the dome, dying sun, monsters, sheer impossibility.

I should be terrified.

Questions I'd been shoving down came flooding back. Where was here? What had I been thrown into? What was I supposed to do now?

I closed my eyes, letting the hum of magic and distant voices lull me into a fragile calm.

Scream at this place that you will not be scared.

Then I saw it—actually saw it. Burning bright between sight and senses, like when I floated through space. A rune. My rune.

Bravery.

It reminded me of everything I loved—superheroes, video games, anime, tabletop RPGs, adventure. Everything about stories that made life worth living. It blazed hot in my mind's eye, feeling foreign and perfectly natural simultaneously.

Burning legs snapped me back to reality. Hours of stairs and walking.

When I turned my senses back to Bravery, it was gone—still present, but now just out of sight.

I organized thoughts like dumping out a puzzle—a thousand pieces, starting by finding edges. I needed to ask questions.

Not yet. First, I needed—

            

    
        10. Take a Breath

    
    
    
    
                My feet sank into the familiar grass of the cottage my parents had rented when I was a kid.

I must've been eight, maybe nine. The sky stretched endlessly above me—that deep, bruised blue that comes just before sunset—casting long shadows that seemed to reach across the entire yard like grasping fingers. There I stood on the edge of the woods with my little brother Danny, who was just six back then. Small for his age, with wild curly hair that never stayed put and a fresh scrape decorating his knee from playing too rough earlier.

Danny was scared. Hell, I could practically feel it radiating off him—the way he held his breath, those wide eyes locked on the darkening treeline like it might swallow him whole. Our ball had sailed into the woods during our game. The forbidden part. The section where our parents' voices always got that sharp edge: Don't you dare go exploring in there at night; there are bears. You know, the thing a kid doesn’t understand.

But there it sat, a defiant red dot visible through several rows of trees, mocking us.

I wasn't any less terrified than Danny. My heart hammered against my ribs, and that familiar tightness crawled up my throat—the kind that made swallowing feel impossible. The woods seemed to grow with each passing minute, swelling as the sun disappeared. And the quiet. Every snapping twig felt like the opening note of some horror movie soundtrack. We'd heard all the stories every summer we came here—bears, wild animals, things that went bump in the gathering darkness.

"I-I don't think we should go in there..." Danny's voice trembled, pulling me back to reality.

I hesitated. My palms were slick with sweat, and every survival instinct I possessed screamed at me to turn around. To tell Danny it was just a stupid ball. We could get another one. Dad would retrieve it in the morning when the woods didn't look like the mouth of some sleeping beast.

But then I looked at him—those wide eyes, brimming with absolute faith that his big brother always had the answers. That I wasn't afraid of anything.

The truth was, I was absolutely terrified. But something flickered inside me, quiet but insistent—a reminder that being brave wasn't about the absence of fear. It was about doing what needed doing, anyway. It was about being bold when everything inside you wanted to run.

Taking a shaky breath, I forced what I hoped looked like a confident smile. "I'll go get it. You stay right here, okay?"

Danny nodded, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth.

I turned toward the trees, legs trembling as I took that first step into the shadows. The moment I crossed the treeline, the world shifted. The air grew thick and cool, pressing against my skin like a damp blanket. Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig sent my pulse skyrocketing, but I kept moving. Eyes locked on that red ball, just a few feet away. The trees seemed to bend and warp around me, like stepping into some twisted cartoon where the forest itself was alive.

Each step felt like wading through liquid fear—thick, suffocating, pressing down on my chest. But I couldn't stop. I thought about Danny's worried face, about the trust in his eyes. The ball sat right there now, half-buried in the grass and fallen leaves.

I bent down, hands shaking as my fingers closed around the familiar rubbery surface.

The moment I straightened up, I heard it—something moving behind me. Branches shifting. Leaves crunching.

I froze, breath catching in my throat like a trapped bird. All those stupid campfire stories came flooding back in vivid detail—glowing eyes in the darkness, shadowy figures, bears with claws like knives. But I didn't run. Instead, I spun around to face whatever nightmare was stalking me, feeling tears prick at the corners of my eyes.

A deer. Just a goddamn deer.

It stared at me with those impossibly calm, dark eyes, blinking slowly in the gathering dusk before bounding away deeper into the woods with graceful, silent leaps.

I let out a shaky laugh that bordered on hysteria, adrenaline still coursing through my veins like liquid lightning. But the fear—that crushing, paralyzing terror—it was gone. Replaced by something that felt suspiciously like pride.

I walked back to the edge of the woods, holding the ball high above my head like some kind of trophy. Danny's face transformed, lighting up with pure joy and relief. For that perfect moment, I wasn't just his big brother.

I was his hero.



I jolted awake, adrenaline slamming through my system like espresso straight to the heart.

"Goddamn it, am I not allowed to be drowsy?"

When the hell had I fallen asleep? That memory... Christ, I actually remembered that. Danny talked about it constantly growing up, always saying I'd grow up to be Tony Stark. Obviously, that didn't pan out. When was the last time we'd even seen each other? Couple Christmases ago? He was always neck-deep in some project for work—ironically, much closer to that Stark Industries dream than I'd ever been.

Someone cleared his or her throat.

I tensed instantly, head whipping toward the sound. My body screamed in protest—every muscle aching, skull throbbing like someone was using it for drum practice. That familiar danger-sense coiled tight, ready to spring.

"Graceful Gods, you absolutely reek of bravado," came a distinctly British voice.

A woman entered, and I knew immediately she was Floran—but unlike any I'd seen. Much older, with bronze skin that resembled bark more than Felix's metallic sheen. Her hair was white as dried grass, pulled into a neat bun. A small yellow bird perched on her head like a living crown, while flowing brown and gold robes hung with a casual elegance that screamed, 'I own this place.'

"Are you the Head Mistress?" I asked, aiming for cautious respect.

She snorted—a sound that shattered every expectation I'd built. "Absolutely not, darling." Her smile cut through my defenses like a hot knife. "I brought clothes and a washing kit, since you look like you've wrestled a hurricane and lost."

I touched my head gingerly. Long-dried blood matted my hair. Right. That.

"You mentioned gods..." I muttered.

"In vain, of course. As in a curse word, if you're not familiar." She set her bundle down and settled gracefully onto a couch across from me. "If you'd prefer, I could swear more traditionally. But I do get scolded so."

That's when it hit me—my aura was giving me absolutely nothing on this woman. After the day I'd had, the silence felt downright unsettling. The bird, though? Something about his chirping reminded me of a trucker after a dozen beers and a speeding ticket.

The bird responded with what sounded suspiciously vulgar.

"Watch your mouth, Stanley," she scolded, looking up at her own forehead. "What would your mother say?"

"I'm Ben. Ben Crawford," I said, like my mouth had decided to work independently of my brain.

"I know." She grinned, somehow making the room feel warmer. "Call me Diana, darling." Stanley chirped furiously in what could only be frustration. "And this charming fellow is Stanley."

She began pouring tea from a set that definitely hadn't been there before. Diana caught my confused look and smiled, motioning for me to take a cup.

"Are gods... real?" The question tumbled out before I could stop it.

"That's your first question?" She raised an eyebrow with obvious amusement. "Do you really think you're ready for the answer?"

"Probably not," I admitted. Stanley chirped firm agreement.

"Let's start with something else then." Everything about this felt animated, alive compared to the intensity of everything before. "Can you do me a favor and release your spell?"

"My what?" The words came out sharper than intended.

"Your aura is terribly distracting, darling. Simply accept that something might happen you won't see coming. Trust the people who've been helping you." Diana's tone stayed conversational. "My grandson Felix seems to think you're a good person. No one here is going to hurt you. In fact, I'm rather invested in helping you."

Felix was her grandson? This was Nana? The woman who could tell someone like Chas what to do?

Holy shit.

The world shifted as the tension in my chest simply... vanished. Goosebumps erupted across my skin like electric shocks, and suddenly I felt like I'd sprinted a marathon. My heart hammered, tremors running through my hands as I gripped the couch.

"That's better," Diana said with satisfaction. "You might as well have been branding the gods-damned rune onto your soul. A spell should be a tool, darling, not a crutch you lean on every waking moment."

My soul? Runes? A spell?

What was happening to me? It was like I hadn't been myself since stepping through that portal. All the fear, the bone-deep confusion I'd been shoving down came crashing back in a tidal wave.

Stanley chirped brightly, sounding almost... impressed?

"I know, I know," Diana said, addressing both of us. "Here, drink some tea, Ben. I promise it will help."

The tea was blue. Honest-to-God blue.

But the smell was incredible—autumn leaves and pumpkin spice, dried fruits and berries swirling together. My mom used to fill our house with scents just like this during the cold months, transforming the kitchen into a witch's brewing cauldron of delicious aromas.

I took a tentative sip. Hot, pleasantly sweet, and somehow familiar in a way that made my chest ache. Before I knew it, I'd drained the entire cup. Warmth spread through my body like liquid comfort.

"It reminds me of fall," I mumbled.

"Fall?" Diana tilted her head.

"Autumn? On my world? The season before winter, when leaves drop and everything prepares for the cold."

Diana's expression shifted to genuine curiosity. "You're definitely not Gaian then—they can't smell a damned thing. Florans have extremely keen senses. It seems your people share that trait. We're almost kindred, aren't we? Humans, you said?"

Had I told her I was human? I nodded, formulating questions.

"Are Florans... plants?" I blurted.

Stanley let out an amused cackle.

"I thought that was obvious," Diana said, then her expression grew thoughtful. "Oh. Fuck." Stanley chirped in loud frustration. "Shut up, Stanley. Your world doesn't have a world-tree, does it?"

She poured another cup, and I accepted it greedily.

"We're closer to seeds, really," she explained, settling back. "We fall from world-trees and take form—seeds that allow our world to interact with the people living on it. Many of us here are from the Aldertree. You can tell by our bronze skin. Felix is from the same branch, which makes him my grandson technically. Does that help?"

"No," I said honestly.

Diana laughed—a genuine, delighted sound that made the room less surreal. "I didn't think it would. But we have time before your meeting with Elena—the Head Mistress—so why don't we indulge some curiosity while you make yourself presentable?"

I stood feeling substantially more stable and made my way to the clothes. Looking back on the jungle journey, I could see myself now—gaze darting like a paranoid squirrel, wound so tight I was vibrating with tension. But it had worked when that panther attacked. I'd dodged before I knew it was there.

The clothes weren't fancy but were clean and well-made. Nice khaki pants in linen, a crisp white shirt, vest emblazoned with the Monster Hunter emblem, and leather shoes that looked like they'd actually fit.

"My turn for a question," Diana said, sipping tea while watching me with amusement. "Your world—your people—know it's a planet? One of many?"

I nodded. "Yes. We've even figured out how to capture images of it from space."

"That would mean your people have named your world?"

"Earth," I replied, curious about her reaction.

"Earth? Like... dirt... or fertile soil?" Diana actually giggled—somehow ancient and youthful simultaneously.

I had to think. "Yeah, I guess? Though I always thought dirt was named after the planet, not the other way around."

"Spoken words can mean many things in a place as vast as the Multiverse." She paused thoughtfully. "Tell me, has your world ever been called Terra?"

I blinked, nodding slowly. "Historically, yes. An old Latin word—dead language."

"I thought as much. Earth normally means soil in this tongue."

So she'd heard of Earth as Terra? Did that mean she knew how I could get home?

"Well, welcome to Ark," she said matter-of-factly.

"Ark. Like a big boat? Or an ancient relic?"

"You learn fast." Diana's smile widened.

"How the hell are we using words that mean the same thing?" Frustration crept in.

"Do you really want to waste a question on statistics and mouth shapes?" Diana's eyes twinkled. Stanley chirped like I'd asked something monumentally stupid. "There are trillions of languages in the multiverse, but this one and two others are always most common. Now ask a good one."

I grabbed the clothes, determined to change. Diana had mostly turned away, and besides, the torn rags Chas had given me hadn't left much to the imagination, anyway.

"Everyone calls you Nana, right?"

Diana sighed with an audible smile. "Guilty as charged."

I quickly discarded my old clothes and was halfway into the new pants when a familiar voice cut through the air.

"That's not a Gaian ass," Cassie announced from behind me. "Looks like yours, Felix. Bony as fuck... Gaia's tits! Nana!"

Without thinking, I whirled around. The pants slipped from my grasp and fell straight to my ankles, leaving me standing buck naked in front of Cassie and Felix, both dressed in matching Monster Hunter outfits.

Time froze.

Three pairs of eyes—plus Stanley's beady bird gaze—took in the full glory of my pale, undernourished form standing there like some kind of horrified statue.

"Oh, I agree, dear," Diana observed with clinical detachment. "That is rather a small posterior. I'm not even sure how he maintains his balance."

Cassie grinned wickedly, giving me a thorough once-over that made me want to sink through the floor. "Maybe after a few drinks," she said, then strolled casually into the room like she hadn't just seen me in my birthday suit.

Felix clapped a hand on my shoulder as he passed. "Couldn't find a curtain? Hey Nana, did you bring me anything?"

Stanley let out what was unmistakably a wolf whistle.

Even the damn bird?

"Shut up, Stanley!" I hissed through gritted teeth, frantically yanking my pants up while my face burned with the heat of a thousand suns.

This was probably going to be the story they told at my funeral.

            

    
        11. I Can Do Crazy

    
    
    
    
                "You're getting careless, Felix." Diana's coin pouch hit him square in the chest before he could blink. "Found this in your mother's office."

"Shit." Felix fumbled the catch like his hands were made of butter. "Could've sworn I put it in my vest."

Diana's smile could have cut glass. "At least your little lobby disaster gave Ben time to wrangle his aura. Every catastrophe has a silver lining."

I shifted on the couch next to Cass, finally fully clothed and feeling less like a plane had run me over. "So, that aura thing—that was actual magic, right? Not just me having a very weird day?"

"Proper Runebinding." Diana's approval hit like a shot of whiskey. "All in your head. No bracer, no focus, no help. Just raw willpower and mana."

Coming from Diana, that felt like being knighted.

"Wait." I held up a hand. "You're telling me I just thought about a rune and—boom—magic happened? Like wishing really hard?"

Felix leaned forward, eyes lighting up. "Runes have flow patterns you need to follow. Like musical rhythm, but for reality manipulation. Keep the pattern running in your mind, and you channel the magic."

My brain tried to process this. Cosmic sheet music? Math that bent the universe? It hadn't felt like either—more like a symbol materializing in my thoughts, bringing a dizzying awareness of everything around me.

As far as superpowers went, magical anxiety felt like getting the short straw.

"Sometimes you catch a glimpse naturally," Felix continued, blue lightning suddenly dancing between his fingers like a tame storm. "Other times you study until your eyes bleed and use a bracer. Remember that light spell in the tavern? The space's rules shifted, so my stored patterns went stale. Not a problem when you can see the base rune fresh like you can."

"Fantastic." I gestured at his casual lightning display. He gets to be Palpatine, and I get to be Kermit.

Cass's voice cut through the air like a blade. "Not all magic has to be flashy bullshit, Ben. Felix is an Arcanist—show-off spells are literally their job description."

She stood, clenched her fists, and the world shifted.

One second she was by the couch. Next, she'd flickered to the table, snatched the wash-kit, and returned before my eyes could track the movement. She stumbled slightly on landing, but watching someone her size move like reality had skipped a frame was just as impressive as lightning.

"Gaia's tits, I love swiftness!" She grinned, catching her breath. "Still working out the kinks, but I'm getting there."

She dropped a silver box in my lap. Smooth. Heavy. About the size of a deck of cards.

"Right," I said, still processing what I'd witnessed. "All I can manage is feeling creeped out when people breathe near me. Which, by the way, Felix, holy shit you fidget a lot."

Diana shot Felix a ‘told you so’ look.

"Ben." Felix's voice carried reverence as he deliberately shoved his hands in his lap. "You spotted that panther before any of us. Danger-sense isn't standard equipment, and yours was something else. That cat lunged, and you were already moving. Even without the Lutrin's intervention, you'd have been clear."

“Plus you warned us well ahead of time, we were ready for a fight.” Cassie explained. “If you can sense monsters coming, I’d sell one of my brothers to hunt with you. Chas is Chas because of his aura.”

Diana chuckled, Stanley adding musical chirps. "Bravery is spirit-based magic. Potent stuff. You seem to have a particular talent for it."

“Hey, I'd rather shoot lightning than feel confidently anxious.” The memory of that overwhelming intensity made me shudder. “But I can see how it can be useful, I guess.”

"I read Lana's report." Diana's tone sharpened like a knife. "No, Cassandra, I will not fucking tell you how I got it." She waved Cass down with maternal authority that brooked no argument.

"Your time dilation lasted about a week. I'd guess you spent most of it essentially branding the cosmic representation of 'go fuck yourself' directly onto your soul while floating through endless abyss."

Stanley let out a sharp, disapproving chirp.

"Enough, Stanley! This is my favorite language, and I will not be denied its full use!"

Stanley pointedly moved to Cass's shoulder with obvious bird-dignity.

"You were binding Bravery in your sleep." Diana's eyes locked on mine. "I can't even Runebind unconsciously, and if you knew who I was, you'd be fucking impressed with yourself."

Felix and Cass stared at me like I'd just announced I could fly.

Before I could process their shell-shocked expressions, voices exploded from the left door.

A bald woman in the most aggressively military uniform I'd ever seen stormed in—massive shoulder-pads, enough gold trim to bankrupt a small nation, and braided everything. Behind her, a sharp-featured man in simple black robes completed the ensemble.

Professor Snape had entered the building.

"I've told you three times, Marco," the woman snarled, then switched to rapid-fire Mandarin. "Fuck your ancestors for eighteen generations!"

Was that Mandarin?

"I'm sorry, Mistress Elena," Marco replied with strained politeness. "I don't speak Eloquentia."

"Well then, I'm not sure how I can—" Elena froze mid-sentence, eyes landing on Diana. "Mother?"

Oh. Oh!

"Archon," Marco offered a small bow. "I wasn't aware you'd returned from the Central Lands."

"That's called the fucking point, Marco." Diana sipped her tea with serene smugness. "And it's Grand Mistress, darling. Archon is so pedestrian. Move your shit out of my office and get back to doing what you're actually good at."

Marco bowed deeper, his cape—his actual fucking cape—billowing dramatically as he swept out.

After Discount Snape's exit, Elena launched into a machine-gun burst of Mandarin that started with what had to be thirty consecutive curse words.

"You absolute lunatic, are you the reason I'm wearing this ridiculous outfit?"

"Am I not a dignitary?" Diana's grin was pure mischief.

"No! You didn't even tell me you were coming back!" Elena's voice cracked with more than frustration. "Why?"

"I believe you have a meeting with an Unbidden right about now."

"I don't care about the Unbidden! I haven't seen you in over a year!"

"Elena, darling, everyone here except Cassie speaks Eloquentia perfectly. What's the point of the linguistic tantrum?"

Elena whirled on me, her tasseled uniform responding with a flourish that made me bite back laughter.

"Uh, I managed a dim sum kitchen." I shrugged. "Turns out being half-Chinese helps with the whole 'understanding Chinese' thing."

"Dim sum?" Cass muttered, confusion thick as molasses. “Chinese?”

“Uh, I’m guessing that’s the second most common language in the Multiverse?” I asked, Diana’s face turning up into a smile.

Elena spun back to Diana, composure finally cracking. "This was all of your doing! You planned this whole thing, you miserable, scheming—"

Wait. Wait.

Was Diana the reason I was here? The dome, the golden runes, all of it?

Diana caught my concerned look before I could hide it.

"Okay, I might be responsible for your outfit," Diana said with studied casualness. "And maybe arranging for Ben to meet you. But that's it—Chas found him. I just delivered clothes and a wash-kit."

"Gary's been running Vanessa in circles with 'clothes and a wash-kit' for an hour!" Elena's voice was laced with frustration. "I should have known."

"If it took the girl an hour to figure out she was in a loop, she's less observant than you, darling." Diana chuckled. "Besides, someone had to keep this one from melting his soul." She gestured at me while I fumbled with the silver box as if it contained nuclear codes.

The damn thing wouldn't open. I tried twisting, rotating, pressing—

"For fuck's sake, Ben, it slides!"

Oh.

I slid the top back like an old flip phone. Inside sat a translucent pink oval that smelled like sweet almonds. The moment I touched it, static shot through my fingers like grabbing a live wire, accompanied by that familiar mana tug.

The sensation raced through me like lightning. Dirt under my fingernails evaporated into dust that floated away and vanished. Grime lifted off my skin and clothes before disappearing entirely.

Then it stopped. The pink oval had shrunk to half-size and lost its luster.

I felt like I'd stepped out of a luxury shower.

And I smelled like almonds.

"Damn, that's impressive."

"That's yours," Elena said. "Inside vest pocket. Blue coin recharges it—slot on the underside."

"Oh... uh, thank you." I tried matching her suddenly formal tone.

Elena looked surprised, her rigid bearing softening. "Actual manners? You're very welcome, Ben. I'm sorry we had to meet like this. With... spectators." She shot Diana a pointed look. "You must be starving."

We spent several minutes eating in relative quiet. The food was filling but bland—function over flavor. What struck me as weird was watching three people who were technically plants devouring cured meats.

Food was food, I guess.

"I've heard mention of blue and red coins," I said between bites. "Like currency?"

Elena raised an eyebrow. "You can simply manifest a blue coin. It provides enough charge for several uses."

"Ben says they don't have mana where he's from," Cass offered.

"Okay..." Elena leaned back, cushions crinkling. "So my mother disappears for ages, greases however many palms to bring an Unbidden up here, arranges a fake dignitary visit—which is why I'm wearing this ridiculous outfit—all in a few hours, just to meet some guy from a dead world?"

She fixed Diana with a stare that could cut diamond.

Felix sat slack-jawed. Cass seemed absorbed in demolishing a massive piece of cheese.

"Chas sent me a message," Diana said smoothly. "Ben's a Terran."

The room went dead silent.

"Oh." Elena's expression shifted like puzzle pieces clicking into place.

Cass nearly choked. Felix looked like he'd won the lottery.

"Terrans are from Earth?" Cass managed between coughs. "I thought you said you were human?"

"Human is the updated term." Diana's grin was pure smugness. "Chas recognized it—I just verified."

"So you know my home?" The question burst out before I could stop it.

"We know of your people more than your home," Elena replied, her tone shifting to something approaching reverence. "Unbidden show up periodically from all over the multiverse. We try to get them home. But Terra?" She shook her head slowly. "There have been a few of you during my tenure. We can't find it. It's like it doesn't exist—not like spirit realms or even an echo. Just... nothing."

My heart dropped like a stone.

"Most Terrans show up, take one look at how brutal life is on Ark, and try their luck elsewhere."

"So I'm stuck here, or I roll the dice?" The words slipped out, my voice tighter than I intended.

The pulsing form of the Bravery rune touched my mind briefly before I jerked away. Even that glimpse steadied my racing thoughts.

"Not completely—" Diana started.

"Your people are resilient. Adventurous." Elena cut her off, leaning forward with intensity. "The legends surrounding Terrans are extensive. Unbidden might not be rare, but Terrans? Exceptional. I'm told your people make loyal allies."

Silence stretched across the room like a held breath.

Elena took a bite of the apple. "Terrans show up from nowhere and usually run when they realize what life on Ark demands. Others get asked to leave because they... don't adapt well. But a few? A few Terrans have been legends in the archives."

"Yeah, that honestly sounds like us. Almost all terrible." At least I wasn't the only human to end up here. "Probably blew up our tower during the Dark Ages."

"You have options," Diana chimed in.

Elena sighed. "The main tower in the Central Lands likely has a way home, or at least a way to find other Terrans. But..." She trailed off, searching for diplomatic phrasing.

"It's a pretty fucking crazy plan," Diana said. "A Terran walking into the Empire's heart, asking Rune Lords to use their gateway? Not to mention the cost. They claim it's about 'karma,' but they're just greedy bastards. And that's assuming they'd even take your petition."

"Okay." That artificial confidence surged again. "I can do crazy."

"Gaia's bouncing buttocks, I hope not!" Diana cackled, then shot Stanley a suspicious look. "I'd like to make you an offer."

Elena raised an eyebrow. "Mother, I think—"

Diana held up a hand. "You could walk through a portal back downstairs and try your luck elsewhere. Could be safer, could be more dangerous, but you'd be gone for good." She leaned forward, gaze intent. "Or become my apprentice. Train at Sylvarus Academy—my academy—and join the Monster Hunters. Once you've learned to survive here and gained strength to defend yourself, we'll go to the Central Lands together."

A magic school.

Hell yes.

Felix and Cass gaped while I studied their reactions. Elena looked irritated but resigned.

"I get the feeling that's a good offer," I said, feeling confidence nudge me past politeness. "What's in it for you?"

Even Elena looked surprised, but Diana's smile turned predatory.

"I think I like you, Ben. The lack of politics and bullshit is refreshing." She gestured broadly. "Our world, as Chas would say, 'sucks'—though he exaggerates. More monsters than people, and the politics..." Both she and Elena groaned in unison. "There could be a building-sized monster burning down the city, and Archons would debate whether destroying it is cost-effective. I prefer people who act, and my grandson here clearly reports that you do."

"Nana, I just gave that report—how did you—" Felix started.

Diana silenced him with a raised eyebrow. "I've never taken an apprentice, so being my first should help our cause. But mostly?" Her grin turned wicked. "I get to lord it over the other Archons that I'm training a Terran."

"So I'm rare and fucking valuable?"

My mouth was clearly not consulting my brain.

Felix practically bounced out of his chair, beaming like Christmas morning. "Yes! There are stories about how incredible your people are—we can show you! Half the Hunters on Ark know them by heart. Stay with us, and when we're ready, we can all go find you a way home together!"

Humans were... awesome? Were we talking about the same species? The one that would probably weaponise magic and blow ourselves up?

But Felix's infectious enthusiasm dissolved the magical tension building in my chest.

"That sounds like an adventure."

The words hung in the air like a challenge to fate itself.

Diana's smile promised that adventure was exactly what I'd get—whether or not I was ready.

            

    
        12. Diplomacy

    
    
    
    
                I remember the first time Dad took me camping. I was ten, maybe eleven—Danny still too young for real adventure. We didn't venture far, just up into the hills near Kootenay Park, but to me it felt like we'd discovered another planet.

Ancient trees stretched endlessly in every direction, the air thick with pine and damp earth. I had absolutely no idea what I was doing.

My concept of "roughing it" was staying at the family cottage with its indoor plumbing. But Dad? He came alive out there, like he had a compass embedded in his skull.

I can still see him grinning like he'd discovered buried treasure, watching me wrestle with tent poles and create what could generously be called abstract art.

"Ben," he said, dropping to one knee beside my tangled disaster, "I know your Aapo talks big about your Chinese heritage, but you know what us Crawfords are great at?"

"Screwing up tents?" I grumbled.

"Nope." He chuckled, guiding my hands to show me how the poles actually worked. "We're good at finding adventure. Free spirits. And we fight to stay that way."

His weathered hands transformed my disaster into a proper shelter in seconds.

"Life's full of unexpected turns, Ben. Weird shit, strange places, stuff you can't plan for." He gestured toward the darkening forest. "But Crawfords? Our curiosity might get us into trouble, but we always find the adventure hiding in it."

That night, by crackling firelight under a canopy of stars, Dad placed his old pocketknife in my palm—a beat-up thing with a worn wooden handle that had seen decades of use. I'd never seen him without it.

"Every adventure starts with a choice," he said, prodding the coals. "You can sit back and let things happen to you, or you can dive headfirst into whatever comes your way." He looked up, firelight reflecting in his eyes. "Might be tough, might get weird... but it'll always be worth it. You remember that."

The knife felt solid in my hands. Dependable. Just like Dad.

Even when we packed up and headed back to civilization, I carried something that hadn't been there before—the understanding that adventure wasn't something that happened to other people. It was something you chose.



I felt like that kid again, sitting on an alien couch, staring at four literal aliens who wanted to teach me magic, help me get home... and fight monsters.

This was actually happening.

Stay here and fight my way to earning a chance at going home, or roll the dice on some random world in an infinite void of space. What the hell even was the Multiverse?

I was completely fucked.

No—sorry—I was on an adventure. Thanks, Dad, for using that term so liberally. He'd absolutely lose his mind over this.

The group waited for my response, but words wouldn't come. Felix had settled back, their expressions gradually shifting toward resignation.

"I'm just free to leave?" I asked.

The room deflated as Elena nodded reluctantly.

Out into the unknown, never to return... or stick around with these seemingly important people who'd actually been helping me.

It honestly wasn't as straightforward as I'd expected. Elena and Diana carried themselves like major players—royalty, maybe? Political leaders?

Focus, Ben.

I exhaled slowly, dragging a hand down my face. "You know, my dad used to talk about adventure constantly. Guy calls car trouble on the highway an adventure."

They watched me more intently now. I managed a crooked smile.

"He'd completely lose his shit if he knew this was happening. Maybe I'll actually get to tell him about it someday."

Cass grinned, picking up where this was heading.

"This is bat-shit insane, right?" I gestured wildly. "First, I wake up buck-fucking-naked on the other side of the universe—no, sorry, the motherfucking Multiverse. I discover magic is real, that I can apparently do magic quite well. I've met four—" I held up fingers for emphasis "—four different sentient species in one afternoon, not including talking animals."

"Well, at least he swears like a Gaian," Diana said with obvious amusement. She already knew my answer.

"I watched a guy tear a hole in space-time with his bare hands." I looked between them all. "And now his people are asking if I want to learn the same thing?"

"Remarkably accurate summary," Diana replied, mouth turning upward.

"Fuck yes," I said finally. "I want to rip a hole in space-time. When does that start?"

Felix actually pumped his fist like his team had scored the winning touchdown.

I turned to Cass with dead seriousness. "And just to be clear—that healing pill you gave me? If we're hunting monsters, I want a whole sack full."

Everyone burst into laughter. I was being completely serious.

"Good!" Diana stood abruptly. "I'll leave your Initiate training to Elena. Pass the exams in two months—or advance to Seeker—and we'll start your proper education. I'd very much prefer you didn't fail on your first attempt." She paused, eyeing me critically. "You're a little scrawny."

I was about to defend my honor when the tower shuddered.

Black smoke billowed up through the atrium's center.

"Shit." Diana's tone went flat. "She's early. Stanley—we need to get the fuck out of here."

She strode to the balcony overlooking the internal space, peering down at the source of the smoke. Stanley chirped in obvious panic, launching himself from Cass's shoulder.

Somewhere between Cass and the balcony, reality hiccupped.

The transformation hit me like vertigo, like looking through a funhouse mirror. When I blinked, Stanley was no longer a canary.

He was magnificent.

A golden phoenix the size of a draft horse, brilliant orange feathers accented with deep sapphire blue along his wings. Golden chains wove through his tail feathers, intricate spirals of gold and silver filigree flowing through his plumage like living art. His face held unexpected gentleness—serene for a bird of prey. But his eyes? They blazed with the intensity of the sun itself, pure starlight made manifest, staring at me with genuine warmth. My aura couldn’t perceive enough of him.

Stanley wasn't just magical—he was power incarnate, alive and magnificent.

And he was still... Stanley?

"Holy shit, Stanley's a fucking phoenix," I blurted out. "He's absolutely incredible."

"Oh, don't—" Diana started, but too late.

Stanley's eyes sparkled with approval at my awestruck cursing. He spread massive wings and released a melodic call that sounded like a symphony's opening notes. Golden sparks cascaded from his feathers as he flapped, and then—he actually posed, turning his head to show off his profile.

"Oh, stop it, Stanley. We're out of time. I don't want to be here when Lana arrives." Diana's scolding carried real urgency.

Stanley jerked with what sounded distinctly like an indignant "irk?"

The atmosphere shifted palpably. Elena's gaze snapped toward the stairs, eyes losing focus like she was listening to something I couldn't hear.

"Fuuuck," she breathed.

Diana swung onto Stanley's back, his wings already beating as he rose into the atrium's open space.

"I believe it's 'ta-ta,' Ben. We'll talk soon."

Stanley rocketed up through the atrium with incredible speed, leaving me slack-jawed.

Then it clicked.

"Lana?" I asked aloud. The tiny mouse lady, who looked like she weighed fifty pounds soaking wet? I mean, she'd seemed harmless enough, but everyone had hustled me away from her pretty quickly.

BOOM!

Another rumble shook the entire room. Pillows tumbled from chairs, plates slid off the table and shattered, scattering food across the floor. Cass and Felix scrambled toward a door. Cass flickered—there one moment, at the door the next—yanking it open and disappearing.

Well, that couldn't be good...

Carefully, I formed the Bravery rune in my mind and really noticed my aura, reaching out in all directions.

Whoa.

The surrounding tower suddenly felt incredibly safe, like something fundamental had shifted and everyone nearby was firmly on my side. Like being wrapped in the comfort of home itself.

And then the floor exploded.

I should have been terrified, should have jumped or scrambled to run, but the tower wrapped around me like a protective embrace, radiating pure benevolence.

Chunks of white stone blasted past me like cannonballs, my heart hammering as my aura registered each fragment as a potential threat. Yet somehow—impossibly—I remained perfectly still.

From my position on the couch, absolute certainty filled me: if I didn't move, not even a grain of dust would touch me.

How the hell was that possible?

When the smoke cleared, Lana emerged from the destruction like some sort of mousy demolition expert, a faint orange aura blazing around her like fire. Goggles covered her eyes, and she strutted toward Elena with the confidence I’d expect from someone who'd just casually blown through several floors of an ancient tower.

Elena went rigid, her military bearing doing nothing to hide obvious tension.

"Windrider!" Lana called out.

Elena stood. "Stormfire."

Lana lifted her goggles and brushed soot from her diminutive face with casual indifference. Then she pointed directly at Elena and, in a voice far louder than her tiny frame should have produced, declared:

"I demand diplomacy!"

"Can't we just fight? I love fighting," Elena groaned, flopping back onto the couch with theatrical despair.

Lana padded over and perched across from her, scribbling furiously in her notebook with mechanical precision.

"No," Lana responded in her clipped, analytical tone, barely glancing up.

"Be reasonable—let's hold a Grand Tournament! We could make it last weeks!" Elena threw her hands up dramatically.

Lana remained utterly unamused, pencil never pausing. "No trials, no tournaments, no duels. You clearly violated at least three amendments to the Central Agreement. You prevented my opportunity to make the Terran—" She glanced at me with a slight ear twitch. "—Ben, a proper offer."

"So you figured out he’s Terran?" Elena asked.

Lana flashed a predatory grin. "You don't employ me because I'm slow. You could hire my sister for that."

Elena groaned like she were suffering cosmic injustice. "Throw me out a window, Lana! Just make it quick!"

Lana stood and approached me, her diminutive frame somehow radiating authority that dwarfed her physical size. "As the first Master to contact an Unbidden, I may offer mentorship. But due to a... series of unfortunate events—" Her eyes flicked meaningfully toward Elena. "—I missed that opportunity."

"What about Chas?" I asked, feeling unexpected loyalty surge through me. "Isn't he a Master too? They called him 'Master Blackwood.' He was the first person I actually met."

The confidence in my voice surprised me—something about the tower's presence and my aura was filling me with unshakeable calm.

"Contact must occur on Ark," Elena explained. "Otherwise, Master Runebinders would venture into the Multiverse hunting apprentices instead of training people here."

"Oh." I processed that. "What was the offer?"

"I can no longer legally make it," Lana said curtly. "The tower recognizes you as a Monster Hunter—I can sense the bond."

I blinked. So that's why I felt so secure here.

"Ladies," came a voice from the balcony. Gary materialized behind us, completely outside my aura's detection range. "If there will be no further combat inside the tower, would you mind if I repaired the floor?"

Elena waved him forward, and my eyebrows shot up as every piece of debris suddenly reversed its trajectory, like watching time rewind. The floor sealed itself into perfect marble. Burned tapestries knit themselves whole as ash streamed upward. Shattered plates, scattered fruit, and spilled food danced through the air, everything returning to pristine condition.

"Holy shit," I breathed, shooting Gary a look of pure amazement.

He smiled and gave me a conspiratorial wink. "I'm glad the Acolyte approves."

I blinked, and he was simply gone.

"Well, that confirms it," Lana said, snatching cheese from the restored table. "I am owed compensation, Elena."

"What kind? Resources? Mana coins?" Elena asked with a resigned sigh.

"Tests. I want to perform tests on your new apprentice. I promise, most are painless!" Lana's eyes lit up with a scientific enthusiasm that was genuinely terrifying.

Elena raised an eyebrow. "Oh, he's not my apprentice, Lana. He'll be studying at Sylvarus after he passes the exams."

Lana whipped around to stare at Elena, her entire posture shifting. "What? You rushed him through the lobby without using a portal, then bribed every door-mouse from here to Sunspire to orchestrate a 'noble dignitary visit,' locking down the upper floors. You spent hours meeting with Marco Graves, then conveniently walked Ben straight into the Academy—all while running me in circles. If he's not your apprentice, then whose is he? Marco's?"

"Nana," I said simply.

The word hit Lana like a physical blow. She went rigid, slowly turning back to me with a visible eye twitch.

Elena burst into delighted laughter. "Do you really think I could orchestrate all that? My mother has returned from the Empire. And you know she'd be happy to provide you all the compensation you can handle."

Lana's face melted into absolute despair. "No... she didn't... Diana?"

She flipped through notebook pages with escalating franticness until something clicked. "She orchestrated all of this to make me think it was you. All so she could take her first apprentice? Who is he?"

Both turned their gazes toward me. I shrugged helplessly.

"So if I want to study the Terran, I need to..." Lana started, but Elena cackled with pure glee.

“Go to Sylvarus. Teach!” Her elation was unmistakable.

Lana dropped to her knees with theatrical despair. "No! I didn't know she was back. It's not fair. What about my experiments?"

"I'll bet you wish you'd taken that fight now," Elena said smugly. "But you've already demanded compensation. So you'll have to go ask my mother for it."

Lana snarled and climbed to her feet, straightening her clothes. She extended her arm, and a silver bracelet slid down onto her wrist. She touched the charm with deliberate precision.

"Don't fail your entrance exams, Ben." Her voice carried an ominous edge before she twisted in a way that made my stomach lurch from watching.

Then, she was gone.

Elena sighed with satisfaction. "Well, that went better than expected. Mother's been trying to get Lana to teach transpiritual theory at the academy for years. I think you may have just been the means to an end."

"Should I be worried?" I asked. "She seemed pretty pissed... And am I actually an apprentice? What's going on?"

Elena smiled. "No, not an apprentice. An Acolyte. Gary? Can you bring me his badge?"

"Of course," Gary said, suddenly standing between our couches holding a small wooden box. He approached and opened it, revealing a copper pin. "It goes on your lapel."

I took it, surprised by its weight, and attached it to my vest.

"The Acolyte pin is your scholarship to Sylvarus," Elena explained. "Since you’ve enlisted with us before graduating the academy, it provides resources from the Monster Hunters and covers entrance exam costs. It's up to you to find your path, but there are many around La-Roc who can help. As an Acolyte, you can even take low-class monster hunts."

"I can hunt monsters?" I asked, clearly nowhere near ready.

"You've got training to do first. But yes, if you're joining us, you should probably get used to it."

My stomach did a little flip thinking about the massive panther from the lobby.

"Okay, what's next?"

"Now we get you up the tower to the island. We'll find you a place to stay," Elena said, standing and smoothing her elaborate uniform.

"Up?" I asked, following her toward what looked like a completely normal door.

She paused, hand on the handle, and turned back with a grin that promised my adventure was just getting started.

"Ben, welcome to the Monster Hunters. Hope you're not afraid of heights."

            

    
        13. The Tower [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                "I thought we might take the long way," Elena said, leading me through the Atrium.

I'd always considered myself decent with heights, but the Tower was vertigo made manifest. When Elena guided me to the railing, I glanced down expecting something like a hotel lobby—and got smacked with the view from the CN Tower's evil twin.

The bottom was visible. A dizzying drop that sent my brain into a brief tailspin.

I stumbled back a step, gripping the marble rail like it was the last solid thing in the universe. Hundreds of suspended glowing orbs lit the entire shaft like an impossible chandelier, casting everything in ethereal daylight.

"That's... significantly higher than advertised," I managed, adrenaline spiking through my chest.

And the people—fuck me, the sheer number of them. Each person who passed within Bravery's range sent familiar shivers up my spine, though it wasn't the overwhelming assault from earlier. Now it was just the volume. Thousands of people filled these halls, mostly Floran and Vildar, with Gaian and Sentarian faces noticeably scarce.

Monster Hunter uniforms were everywhere—the same linen and jerkin-style vest I wore—but far from the only outfit. Multiple groups moved in coordinated chaos, each sporting distinct looks. Some wore black surcoats like academic robes, each sporting bracers identical to Felix's device. Others preferred metal armor ranging from simple half-plates to full sets of wicked, almost sci-fi plate armor that screamed, "I eat monsters for breakfast." Still others wore leather configurations—full-body suits, capes, overcoats made from hides I couldn't identify.

As we walked, a group of Florans in Monster Hunter garb strolled down a nearby hallway. The corridor suddenly shifted, expanding outward until the space beyond had become a dense bamboo forest, then snapped back to normal marble.

Like someone had opened and closed a portal mid-conversation.

I blinked hard. The overwhelming unreality crashed over me again, yet here I was, standing in the middle of it.

"I wanted to show you we're a sizeable group," Elena said, placing a steadying hand on my shoulder. "We have resources. We're going to do everything we can to get you home."

"This is all just so surreal." I looked around at the organized chaos. "Do I get to wear some kind of armor?"

Elena laughed—a warm sound that cut through my disorientation. "That depends on your preferences, but your Acolyte pin comes with a set when you're ready."

Armor. Healing pills. Magic staffs. I shook my head and seriously considered pinching myself, but after getting my ass kicked multiple times already, I was fairly confident it wouldn't change anything.

A tremendous CRASH echoed behind us.

A stocky Floran with red skin instead of the common bronze burst through a marble wall as if it were drywall, chunks of stone whizzing through the air. Thick leather straps crisscrossed his torso, and his entire body pulsed with a dazzling green aura as he skidded across the polished floor, leaving scuff marks in his wake.

The man sat up, spat blood onto pristine marble, and grinned. He produced something that looked suspiciously like toffee from his palm, popped it into his mouth, and crunched down with obvious satisfaction.

"I'd consider that a solid trade," came a voice from the gaping hole.

A fully silver plate-clad Vildar stepped through the breach, brown fur covering his exposed face and ears. He flexed his gauntleted hand like it was bothering him, metal plates grinding softly. Even in full armor, there was something distinctly mouse-like about his build—compact but powerful.

"You get to steal one of my toffees, and I get to see how much force it takes to put you through solid stone." His satisfaction was palpable.

"Ça valait la peine," the red-skinned man replied, smacking his lips. "Delicious."

Elena sighed with years of weary experience. "Repairing the Tower is not free, Alexander."

The armored Vildar turned toward us, sharp dark eyes gleaming with amusement. "Tell that to your Adepts. They keep trying to steal my sweets, I keep kicking their asses. That's the deal." His gaze shifted to me with predatory curiosity. "Who's the fresh meat?"

"Ben Crawford, our new Acolyte. Ben, this is Grand Master Alexander Kane, Archon of the Guardians—one of the three factions that make up the Monster Hunters."

"An Acolyte?" Alexander's nose twitched visibly, whiskers flicking. "You don't smell like a Gaian."

Elena's smirk held secrets. "He's a Terran. Unbidden."

Alexander let out a deliberate, long-suffering sigh. "Ah. Let's hope he doesn't burn anything down before he leaves."

"That was years ago, Alexander, before I ran things," Elena reasoned, though I caught defensiveness in her tone.

Burn things down? What exactly had my fellow humans been up to?

As Alexander approached, he stepped into my aura's range and froze mid-stride. His head tilted, nostrils flaring as he sampled the air with obvious interest.

"An aura? Interesting." His voice carried genuine approval now. "What is that—Bravery? Not bad, kid. Maybe you'll stick around after all." He paused, metal boots clicking against marble. "I won't be around to see it, though. We're shipping out to Virexus tomorrow afternoon."

"Has it gotten that bad there?" Elena's brow furrowed. "I was reading this morning that they had things under control."

"They do. Now it's time to find the source of their monster attacks, and we offered to help."

The red-skinned Floran finally climbed to his feet, dusting marble chunks from his leather straps. Not a single wound marred his body, and the blood around his mouth had vanished—like the toffee had been magical healing candy.

"Archon," he said, French accent thick as honey. "We are late for the Proving."

"Shit." Alexander nodded curtly, then turned back to me. "Best of luck, Ben. Perhaps we'll see each other again."

Without warning, Alexander's entire form erupted in a blazing blue aura that made my eyes water. He sprinted toward the railing and vaulted over it into the vast atrium below, his armored form sailing through empty air in a jump that defied physics.

I rushed to the railing alongside Elena, both of us peering into the dizzying depths. The bright blue light that had been Alexander crashed onto the ground far below with a brilliant flash. Seconds later, a booming shockwave of wind exploded upward, hitting us with enough force to send me sprawling.

"I'm taking that out of your pay, asshole!" Elena bellowed down the Atrium.

After watching Chas tear reality apart, seeing a meter-tall mouse in plate armor fall hundreds of stories only to walk away—and get scolded for property damage—seemed almost tame.

Almost.

I whooped anyway at the sheer absurdity of living in a world with actual superheroes.

"Holy shit," I said, still processing. "That was awesome... and I'm going to learn how to do that?"

Elena laughed, the sound echoing off marble walls. "If you break my Tower, I'll kick your ass. Alexander's a Grand Master Runebinder—more solid than a mountain. It's not worth fighting him, and I'm not even confident I'd win. Chas sure didn't."

"A mouse beat Chas?" I asked, thinking back to how casually people had made blasting through meter-thick stone look effortless. "The guy who exudes Rebellion and tears open portals? And Diana—my new Master—she's on Alexander's level, right?"

"Your new mentor," Elena corrected, motioning for me to follow. "A Master is a Runebinder who's pushed past their physical limits as an Adept." Something complicated flickered across her face. "And yes, my mother is a Grand Master, though her specialty is flashier. She leads the Arcanists."

We climbed a curved staircase that was thankfully less steep than the thousands I'd conquered today. My legs appreciated the reprieve.

"I'd say you were lucky to be my mother's first Apprentice, but I think you've guessed we don't have the strongest bond." Elena's voice carried years of frustration. "She might be one of the best healers on Ark, but she's a terrible fucking teacher. That she runs an academy is a cosmic joke."

"Again, should I be worried?" I asked, now completely uncertain.

She laughed—not entirely reassuring. "Oh, perpetually. But we have time to build you a foundation before the exams. The rest will be up to you. That Acolyte badge opens doors. Your path is yours to walk."

We emerged into a massive antechamber that reminded me of Grand Central Station—people streaming through portals embedded in walls like doorways to everywhere. The static in the air dissipated as we walked, still present but less oppressive.

When we stepped into the next chamber, my brain short-circuited.

It was a colossal circular room built from dark stone and metal, crowned by a dome that made my neck crane back involuntarily. This was the Sistine Chapel's badass older brother—the one who lifted weights and listened to death metal.

The dome’s apex was the site of a legendary battle of epic proportions. A godlike figure in battle-scarred armor wielded a massive spear of pure, glowing energy, locked in mortal combat with an impossibly gigantic serpent coiled around him. The creature's body writhed with ancient runes and scars, too many eyes blazing with eerie light. They fought atop a mountain of bones—clearly thousands of dead creatures piled beneath them.

The background swirled with storm clouds and crackling lightning, streaked with gold and silver that seemed to ripple and move like living metal. The clouds actually roiled, pulsing like they yearned to break free from paint and return to the sky.

Radiating outward from this central clash, the entire dome burst with scenes of warfare—mounted warriors riding creatures I couldn't name, massive crab-like monsters being slaughtered by groups wielding impossibly large swords.

It was simply too much to process. This place didn't need peaceful chapel music—it needed a death metal concert to pay proper respects.

Vignettes of carnage sprawled everywhere—warriors locked in desperate battle, creatures tearing through armies, blood and glory painted in impossible detail. The overwhelming scope made my head spin. I stumbled backward, lost my footing completely, and reality slammed back into focus as my shoulder collided with the stone floor.

I executed an embarrassingly clumsy roll, landing flat on my back with a loud grunt that echoed through the chamber.

Now at least my view was perfectly positioned to see the ceiling.

"Gaius Valerian," Elena said from above, extending a hand while pointing toward the apex. "Founder of the Monster Hunters around a thousand years ago. You might know that one, though." She gestured off to the side.

Was that—?

I burst out laughing. "No fucking way."

High on the dome, a man with jet-black skin covered in golden runes was punching straight through a mountain. Literally punching it.

"Our very own Chas Blackwood, leveling the Stone Shoulder—a mountain filled with Class-D monsters called Spineridges," Elena explained with obvious fondness. "It was quite a sight."

An entire mountain?

"Head Mistress!" A massive voice boomed across the chamber.

A mountain of a man bulldozed through Monster Hunters like they were children. Seven feet of pure Viking stereotype—braids, intricate tattoos, and a legendary beard that would make Thor weep with envy. But it was his eyes that caught me off guard.

Cassie's eyes, unmistakably, set in this grizzled warrior's face.

"I received word that my sister was trapped in a spirit realm," he said, urgency bleeding through controlled tone. "I came as soon as I could. Have you heard anything?"

Elena masked her surprise, though I caught the slight widening of her eyes. "She's fine, Adept. In fact, you have the Unbidden to thank for helping get them back."

"Unbidden?" The Viking turned toward me, and I felt dwarfed. "I've never met someone from another world—welcome to ours." He extended a hand that could probably crush walnuts.

"Acolyte Ben Crawford, this is Adept Erik Winters," Elena said smoothly. "Cassandra's younger brother."

Younger? Erik looked at least ten years older than Cassie, with gray threading through his blonde hair like battle scars.

"My enemies call me Ironheart," he said with genuine respect. "You've sworn to the Monster Hunters before binding your Seal? Few I've met have half as much courage."

Elena nodded approvingly. "And my mother will take him as her first apprentice."

Erik's eyes widened so dramatically I thought they might pop out. The expression looked bizarre on this grizzled warrior's face.

"Nana's back?" He turned to me with something approaching awe. "And... you're her first? I need to know more."

"You had better not be bothering Ben," Cassie's voice cut through the conversation from just outside my aura's range.

When she and Felix stepped into that invisible circle, something strange happened. Instead of the usual shiver, I felt protective warmth—like I was keeping watch over them, always aware of exactly where they stood.

"I was going to thank him for saving your ass," Erik shot back with brotherly affection. "Maybe we have a new Guardian on our hands."

"Please," Cassie scoffed. "He's good in a scrap, I'll give him that. Would make a great Striker."

"He's surprisingly sharp with runes too," Felix added thoughtfully. "I'll bet he'd be right at home with us in Sylvarus. Nana's his mentor, after all." His eyes caught the gleam of metal on my chest. "Hey, is that an Acolyte badge?"

"Children," Elena interjected, cutting through what was clearly about to become a recruitment war. "You can catch up later. Ben needs a place to stay. Felix, are there rooms open at Doreen's?"

Felix grimaced like he'd bitten something sour. "Hazel's room is always free."

"I guess that will have to do," Elena sighed, then turned to Erik. "Adept, will you be joining us in the city?"

He shook his head, determination setting his jaw. "No, I have a Proving with the Guardians before they ship out. I've come a long way since my last attempt."

Elena nodded with obvious approval. "I've heard. We passed Alexander recently—if you hurry, you should catch him."

Erik lit up like Christmas morning. "Thank you, Head Mistress!" He shouted, immediately breaking into a jog back the way we'd come.

I shot Elena a look. "Sure, we just passed him—but he jumped down to the bottom."

"Oh yeah, we felt that one in the armory," Felix added with a grin.

Elena shrugged, not bothering to hide amusement. "Erik doesn't know that, and he can use the exercise. Gary will get him there before he’s truly late."

Cassie chuckled as we were led to a lower level, and the atmosphere shifted completely. Gone was the museum of carnage above—this felt like an upscale hotel lobby, all polished stone and comfortable seating. Salt tinged the air, carried by a cool breeze flowing through the large archways.

"We call this building the Citadel—it's the largest entrance to the Tower, but not the only one," Elena explained.

I followed her gesture and stopped dead.

I'd been climbing a tower in a jungle all day. Logic dictated that more sprawling jungle should stretch to the horizon.

Instead, an entire port city cascaded down the hillside beneath us, gleaming in the afternoon sun like something from a fantasy novel cover.

"We call that La-Roc."

I stepped past several people, drawn to the archway's edge like a magnet. The crescent-shaped harbor curved gracefully below, sapphire waters dotted with elegant sailing ships that looked like toys from this height. Countless buildings and spires stretched across the hillside—terracotta tiles glowing warm and golden, connected by bridges that seemed to defy engineering sense.

The scale hit me like a physical blow. This wasn't some fantasy village—this was a legitimate city, as large as any I'd ever seen on Earth.

I tore my gaze away from the spectacular view and looked down at the path ahead.

A long, winding staircase descended toward the city, carved directly into the cliff face.

I let out a resigned sigh that came from somewhere deep within my soul.

"More stairs."

Felix clapped me on the shoulder with far too much enthusiasm. "Look on the bright side, Ben—these go down."

"That's... actually not making me feel better about this."

Cassie snorted. "Just wait until you see what's at the bottom."

Her grin promised that the adventure was far from over.

            

    
        14. La-Roc

    
    
    
    
                As we descended, I suddenly whipped around to look back at the building we'd emerged from, expecting to see that impossible tower stretching into the sky.

Instead, I found myself staring at an imposing but entirely normal building—a centralized dome made from dark stone that looked maybe four or five stories tall. There was no tower. And it definitely wasn't large enough to house that vast jungle we'd walked through for hours.

Plus, I'd been climbing stairs almost all day, going up. Way up.

My brain tried to process the logistics and promptly gave up. Either they'd built an entire underground jungle, or this was some dimensional space fuckery that was ‘bigger on the inside.’

I turned back to catch up with Felix and Elena, who'd been giving me space to gawk like the interdimensional—sorry, transpiritual—tourist I apparently was. The city sprawling before us was loaded with green space—like forest had been allowed to grow wherever it wanted, threading between houses and filling parks that stretched toward the waterfront.

"Oh, Cassandra," Elena said as we continued our descent, "if word of your situation made it to Erik, that means your mother has heard." Her tone carried a genuine warning. "You'll want to let her know you're all right immediately. I really don't need her coming to the city."

Cassie sighed and stretched like a cat preparing to pounce. "I'll handle it." Her voice went serious in a way that made me think Cassie's mother was someone who could probably level city blocks when pissed off.

The stairs finally ended at a wide stone courtyard buzzing with life. A large statue of a spear-wielding warrior dominated the center, while vendor carts spread around it like colorful satellites. Children raced through the crowd clutching treats, their laughter mixing with the din of commerce that sounded remarkably like home.

The smell hit me first—roasting meats and something sweet and unfamiliar, all mixed with ocean salt. People weren't just talking; they were bartering, voices rising and falling in practiced negotiation. One guy had a stack of fish whose scales flickered with actual light, pulsing like tiny heartbeats.

"Headmistress Elena! Good to see you," a smooth voice called.

I turned and found myself face-to-face with my first Sentarian up close. Almost humanoid but definitely not—tall and sleek with a pale exoskeleton that gleamed in the afternoon light. Loose robes draped his frame as he handed out paper bags of roasted nuts with long, segmented arms. When he spoke, his jaw opened like mandibles in a way that should have been disturbing but somehow wasn't.

"No charge, as always," he said, offering Elena a bag. His accent was strangely clipped, precise.

"I keep telling you I don't need handouts, Jorrick," Elena replied, grinning as she produced a small blue coin. “Though, I’m not saying no.”

Turning, I saw Felix and Cassie crouched with two small Gaian children. The older one clutched what looked like a tiny fox that seemed to purr.

"Thanks for saving Reginald, Lady Cass," the older girl said. Maybe seven, with tangled brown hair and bare feet that suggested she'd been running around the city all day.

Beside her, a younger boy with vibrant blond hair toddled forward on unsteady legs.

"Tanks," he managed, his small voice earnest.

The little fox—Reginald, apparently—sensing the boy's nervousness, flicked its bushy tail and nuzzled his cheek. The kid burst into delighted giggles.

"It was really nothing," Cassie said, ruffling the girl's hair with genuine affection.

"What was nothing?" Elena asked with mock maternal authority.

"Something fell near the old merchant hall and nearly hit his fox," Cassie explained with a shrug. "It bolted up one of the abandoned spires and couldn't get down. I was nearby, so I went up and got it. Only about fifty reaches up."

Fifty reaches? The surrounding towers had to be at least fifty meters high. Cassie had casually climbed a crumbling tower to save a pet fox.

Felix chuckled, shaking his head. "She's being modest. The place was falling apart around her—chunks of stone raining down while she climbed. She fell through the floor twice."

Elena nodded with obvious approval. "Not every job has to be a monster hunt."

We continued into the actual city along a sprawling road made of mosaic stone that felt like polished marble. The surface was gorgeous but treacherous—smooth enough that you had to watch your step or risk face-planting in front of the locals.

And people here just... lived. Kids ran barefoot through the streets, vendors and buyers engaged in animated negotiations, couples strolled hand-in-hand between shops. It was so beautifully, impossibly normal.

The buildings lining the road were massive red and tan brick structures, almost Gothic but subdivided into countless stores and dwellings. Windows dotted walls at regular intervals, and steep-angled roofs suggested multiple stories above ground-level shops.

It was like someone had taken the best parts of Lisbon, Paris, and London, mashed them together with a fantasy dreamscape, and dropped the whole thing onto a Mediterranean coastline. From street level, the city felt far less alien than the Tower. Sure, the guy walking past with a lizard the size of a golden retriever was pretty alien, but the architecture? The rhythm of daily life? Brilliant and familiar.

We turned down a side road that curved gently downward, buildings rising like canyon walls. As we walked, several more people stopped Cassie—thanking her for various acts of kindness, asking about work she'd done, treating her like a beloved neighborhood fixture.

"So you all are practically revered here..." I said after our third stop. This time about Cassie putting out a fire after a monster attack. "You're not military, not royalty..."

"Military? Fuck no," Elena said with a laugh that echoed off brick walls. "We leave that to the actual royals in the Central Lands. We just help during emergencies and take preventative action against monsters and spirit realms."

The parallel clicked like a light switch. Everyone loved firefighters because they were always the undisputed good guys in a shitty situation. Monster Hunters were this world's version of firefighters—just with superhuman abilities and way more dangerous emergencies.

"Okay," I said, watching Cassie laugh and mime swinging swords, clearly regaling a small crowd with some monster hunting tale. More than once, someone tried to hug her, and she just froze—going rigid like someone had hit a pause button.

Who would have thought the tall, muscular, Viking-looking swordswoman wasn't a fan of physical affection?

"Cassandra," Elena said with patient sigh, just as Cassie was handed some sort of grilled animal leg that smelled like mutton, "while I appreciate your storytelling skills, I'd much prefer if you made your way home to calm your mother."

Cassie took a massive bite, chewed thoughtfully, and nodded. "I'll go now and come back in the morning. Are we going to help with Ben's training?"

Felix perked up. "Oh yeah! I'd like to help too."

Elena's grin carried equal parts encouragement and warning. "He's going to need all the help he can get with the exams in two months. But don't push too hard—Ben has to find his own path for his Bravery rune."

"Alright, see you tomorrow!" Cassie grinned and jogged away. No, she only looked like she was jogging, but my brain caught up to seeing her leap over crates and people pulling wagons with flourishing spins. She was free-running like it took almost no effort.

Show off.

"I have like a hundred questions," I said, brain spinning. "What does training actually involve?"

"A lot of exercise, fighting, and meditation. Maybe a hunt or two—nothing like a little danger to push your Runebinding forward." Elena's tone was matter-of-fact. "Ideally, you’d find a Seal Candidate before the exams. That should be enough to overpower the testing. If you weren't starting from scratch, I'd suggest binding a Soul Seal since that's automatic admission."

Diana had mentioned something about exams and Seals, but I had no idea what any of that actually meant. Just another item on my ever-growing list of things I desperately needed to understand.

I sighed. "Now I have a hundred and five questions..."

They laughed as we continued until we came to something resembling a town square. The architecture was amazing—buildings with gorgeous turrets and towers, some connected by stone bridges where people leaned over, casually watching the square below. The area felt rich and lively, buzzing with energy.

"Head Mistress Elena!" a voice called out, and suddenly several people turned their heads like meerkats spotting danger.

Within seconds, we were completely surrounded. A dozen Aldertree Florans pressed in alongside a concerning number of Vildar—their eyes bright with excitement. Even merchants abandoned their stalls entirely, jogging over to join the impromptu crowd.

"We heard you slew hundreds of Carapax during the attack last month! Tell us the story!"

Dozens of voices rose in agreement, the crowd tightening into an eager circle. They were absolutely focused on Elena, hanging on her every word before she'd even spoken. She smiled warmly, then her expression shifted to something distinctly more theatrical.

"Oh, I actually believe I had slain the most Carapax during the attack," she said with a dramatic bow.

Several people whooped, and she launched into what had to be the most impossible story I'd ever heard. I caught pieces as my brain struggled with the sheer scale.

She had single-handedly held off massive crab-like creatures for two straight days near their largest harbor. Her specialty was wind manipulation—and she'd used the crabs' own weight against them, literally throwing hundreds into the air as they charged up from the ocean like some chitinous tsunami.

The civilians clamored to add details, recounting how they'd witnessed—but mostly smelled—the carnage from miles away. The entire harbor district had reeked of dead shellfish for over a week.

Elena could have been exaggerating wildly, but after seeing Chas punch an entire tavern into submission and tear open reality, I had no frame of reference anymore. For all I knew, hurling giant crabs around like confetti was just Tuesday for these people.

Once the crowd cleared, I stood there staring at Elena, consciously reminding myself to close my mouth.

"You can control air?" I asked, not bothering to hide the awe.

"I'm not called Windrider for no reason," she replied with a flourish that sent a strong gust whipping through the street—nearly toppling a merchant's entire stall.

"Oh, fuck! Sorry!" She immediately formed a kind of hand gesture, and my ears popped as air pressure shifted dramatically. The wind reversed direction, dragging the wobbling stall back upright with supernatural precision.

She led Felix and me through several more winding streets before finally stopping, looking around with obvious confusion, and sighing heavily.

"I have no fucking idea where we are... Felix, where is Doreen's?"

"Graceful Gods, Mom, seriously?" Felix laughed, shaking his head. "We've been here for over a year and you still don't know your way around?"

"I'm mostly in the Tower, Felix." She turned to walk down a narrow alleyway. "It's this way, right?"

"This way," Felix corrected, steering us down a completely different side street.

The Grand Master, who could hurl hundreds of giant crabs into the air, was directionally challenged in her own city. Somehow, this made her more endearing rather than less.

We eventually emerged onto a wider thoroughfare lined with upscale shops. Huge shanks of meat and links of sausage hung in displays, while a larger establishment caught my attention with its bizarre exterior showcase.

Metallic discs about the size of CDs—complete with holes in their centers—were stacked neatly next to long silver spikes that looked like railroad nails. Next to them sat a rack of tiny vials like perfume samples, each filled with different colored liquids that seemed to emit their own light.

I looked up and found a metal sign with clear letters:

Cyrus's Sundries

Again, I noticed how deceptively normal everything felt. This was a vibrant, bustling port city that just happened to sell magical mystery items alongside groceries.

I was about to ask about the bizarre merchandise when several more people approached.

"Head Mistress Elena! We heard you slew the most Carapax during the attack—you absolutely must tell us the story!"

Another crowd gathered, Felix joining in the recounting this time. The story unfolded exactly as I'd heard twenty minutes earlier, complete with theatrical bows and crowd participation. It felt rehearsed, like a well-practiced routine.

Once this crowd dispersed, I had to ask. "You tell that story a lot?"

Elena shrugged, unbothered. "It's been a while since I've wandered the city streets. People like hearing about what Monster Hunters do to keep them safe."

That made sense. I hadn't seen anything resembling radio or television aside from the slate I had seen Felix give Lana. How else would people get their news?

We'd moved much closer to the ocean, and the salt smell was edging toward proper brine as we navigated increasingly maze-like streets. Felix took us through several back alleys that felt deliberately circuitous, looping in strange patterns that made no geographic sense.

"If we take the main roads, it'll take all day to get to Doreen's with Mom getting stopped every fifty wings," he explained, noticing my confused glances.

I had a decent sense of direction, but these streets were genuinely confusing. Very few marble roads—except major thoroughfares—were actually straight, and constant curves made navigation a nightmare.

The sun was getting low when we emerged in front of a building that looked more like a tavern than a house. An A-frame sign stood out front, and large wooden double doors showed obvious wear from heavy use.

I read the hand-painted sign:

Doreen's House 

Hunters Welcome 2 blue/night

Help Wanted: Work for Room & Board

Elena had mentioned Doreen earlier, so this had to be the place. I turned to ask him about it, only to find him hanging back with Elena, who was—predictably—surrounded by yet another group of eager citizens.

"Head Mistress Elena! We heard you..."

I sighed. The story took a solid ten minutes to tell, and I really didn't want to stand around for another performance. Plus, something about the "Help Wanted" sign was nagging at me. Work for room and board sounded exactly like what someone with no money and no local work experience might need.

Yay me.

I pushed through the weathered double doors and stepped inside.

The sudden shift from Elena's outdoor celebrity tour to whatever waited beyond those doors felt like stepping off a cliff.

Time to see what adventures Doreen's House had in store.

            

    
        15. Public House

    
    
    
    
                The door to Doreen's swung open inward, revealing a chaotic but undeniably homey tavern that looked like someone had raided a dozen thrift shops and called it interior design. Mismatched chairs and couches clustered around a stone fireplace like old friends sharing secrets. Various paintings—landscapes, portraits, a few that might have been abstract art or spilled paint—crowded the walls in overlapping layers. The other side featured communal tables with chairs that clearly came from different decades, all set for meal service.

I'd been expecting something fantastic, like the portal room. This felt refreshingly normal.

"I told you, I don't care what he took—you don't draw a fuckin' weapon in my house!"

The sharp voice cut through the ambient chatter like a blade.

Standing near the center was a small, brown-furred Vildar woman, who had to be Doreen. She clutched a massive jar of pickles under one arm, glaring up at three enormous Gaian men with the kind of fearless intensity that made you forget she barely reached their waists. The men had clearly abandoned a card game—blue coins and cards scattered across the wooden surface like evidence of interrupted greed.

One man's face twisted with rage, his hand gripping a blade hilt. His buddy hung back from the dispute, wearing the universal expression of someone desperately trying to pretend he wasn’t there. The entire room had gone dead quiet, conversations dying mid-sentence as patrons turned to watch the brewing storm.

About half the room wore Monster Hunter gear like mine. The rest sported everything from practical traveling clothes to thick black robes that looked like torture devices in this heat.

"That bastard stole from me!" the armed man growled, knuckles white around his sword.

Doreen didn't even blink. "I don't care if he fucked your father! You don't pull a blade in my house. Wanna beat the shit out of each other? Be my guest. But let go of that weapon before you regret it."

The man's eyes flicked toward his opponent, completely ignoring her warning. Steel flickered in the light. "I'm not lettin' him walk away with my—"

"I warned you."

Doreen's voice dropped to a deadly quiet tone that meant talking time was over.

What happened next defied physics.

She hurled the pickle jar with casual precision, and the thing moved as if it had been shot from a cannon. One second the guy was standing there radiating righteous fury; the next he was discovering what "dropping like a sack of bricks" actually meant. The impact echoed through the room with a wet thunk that made everyone wince.

The jar didn't even crack. It hit the floor, bounced once with a solid thump, and rolled leisurely into his friend's boot.

Holy shit. Is that guy breathing?

The remaining friend stood frozen, wide-eyed and pale as parchment, staring down at his unconscious buddy like he'd just witnessed divine intervention. I couldn't blame him—my face probably looked identical.

Doreen crossed her arms and surveyed both remaining men with the satisfaction of someone who'd just solved a problem efficiently. "You both pick him up and get him sober. I don't want to see any of y'all for work for a few days. We clear?"

No arguments. They scrambled to grab their friend by the arms, hauling his limp form up with more panic than coordination. A few onlookers exchanged amused glances and barely suppressed snickers, but nobody was stupid enough to comment out loud.

As the pair half-dragged, half-carried their unconscious cargo toward the exit, Doreen turned back to the room, her gaze sweeping over everyone like a disappointed teacher.

"Fuckin' Initiates... Anyone else feel like causin' trouble today?"

Not a soul moved.

Satisfied with the universal display of sudden good behavior, she spun to face me. "You just gonna stand there gawkin', new blood? Pick up the pickles and follow me."

I complied, following her down a narrow set of basement stairs tucked into the far corner. The wooden steps creaked under our weight, and thankfully, the air grew cooler with each step down.

"Uhh, I'm Ben," I said, nearly stumbling as I tried to keep pace with her surprisingly quick stride.

"Doreen," she replied, voice carrying that same rough-edged confidence I'd just witnessed.

Now that I was close enough to really look at her, she fit this chaotic place perfectly. Where Lana's pristine white fur and pink ears gave her that clean, scholarly appearance, Doreen looked like she'd been through a few wars and enjoyed every single battle. Her brown fur stuck out in wild tufts, completely untamed, like she'd given up on combs years ago. The Monster Hunter vest she wore had definitely seen better decades—frayed edges, faded patches, and a collection of mismatched pins covering every available surface. Her darker brown ears were pierced multiple times with tiny hoops, giving her a perfectly rebellious edge.

When she entered my aura, she looked at me with a raised eyebrow and fierce eyes. Vibrant amber that practically glowed with mischief, far more expressive than Lana's analytical dark gaze. They held the spark that said she wasn't just willing to throw pickles at troublemakers—she was looking forward to it.

I blinked at how much information I was getting through the aura suddenly. Like I could pick out details if I focused hard enough.

As we walked down the hallway, small orbs nestled in wall sconces flickered to life automatically, casting everything in soft, warm light that made the underground passage feel less like a cellar and more like a secret hideout.

"You want to tell me why the fuckin' Head Mistress of the Monster Hunters is about to walk into my house?" she asked as we rounded away from the stairs into what definitely felt like an underground tunnel system.

I froze mid-step, nearly tripping over my own feet.

"I, ugh... it's been a weird day, I—"

With casual ease, Doreen bounded up a series of shelves mounted along the wall, perching at eye level like a cat who'd found the perfect vantage point.

"Actually, the less I know, the fuckin' better." She held out her hand expectantly. "Pickles."

I handed over the jar gingerly, watching her take it like it weighed nothing. "Take this hall to the end. The door on the left takes you down to the old pathways. Knock on the third door, and ask for Jeremy. The furthest we can take you is the Emerald Reaches—from there, you're on your own. Your Acolyte badge covers the trip."

"Wait, wait, whoa... what?" I held up both hands, thoroughly lost.

"We're getting you home to Merigold. I can buy you some time. If it were just Felix, I'd have him drunk and passed out within the hour, but Elena?" She shook her head grimly. "Hour if we're lucky. Go."

I stared at her like she'd started speaking ancient Sumerian.

"Merigold? I came here with them. Why... Who's Jeremy?"

Doreen's eyebrow arched. "You're not a Valerian? Too plain to be a Summers... maybe a Noble? I can't get you to the Empire."

I blinked rapidly. "What? I was just looking for a place to stay. I'm Ben Crawford. Uh... Unbidden?"

The change in her expression was immediate and dramatic. "Oh... Oh! Maybe..." She shook her head, clearly recalibrating everything. "Let's just forget you heard anything about Jeremy."

"Well, hold on." I gestured in the direction we'd been heading. "What if I wanted to go to this Merigold place? Jeremy's waiting, right?"

A wicked grin spread across Doreen's face, showing off those sharp teeth. "Oh, I like you, Unbidden. Damn, so you're an actual Acolyte? How mad would Elena be if you just... disappeared? Would it piss her off? I'm in."

"If I'm being honest, I'm not sure. She seemed like she wouldn't try to stop me if I wanted to leave." This visibly deflated Doreen's enthusiasm. There was definitely some serious history there. "But I think Diana might be upset? And definitely Lana—probably not a good idea."

It was like flipping a switch. Doreen's entire demeanor shifted to full alarm mode.

"Nope!" She launched herself off the shelves and started shoving me back toward the stairs. Damn, she was strong. "No Jeremy for you. Out."

It was all I could do to keep my footing as she herded me back up the steps with surprising persistence and way too much upper body strength. Before I knew it, I was back in the common room where Elena and Felix were chatting casually with some patrons.

"No fuckin' way, Ellie!" Doreen's voice cut through the conversation like a fire alarm. "Who the fuck is this guy, and why is he sayin' he knows the Bitch? I deal with enough bullshit, so tell me what's going on. Now."

Several patrons in Monster Hunter vests started moving toward the exits, but Doreen's sharp whistle stopped them cold. "Sit the fuck down. We'll all find out what's going on eventually."

Every pair of eyes in the room swiveled between me and Elena, who was looking at me like I'd just announced I was their new king.

Oops.

"I'm doubting everything that's been said about you, Ben." She shook her head in pure disbelief. "I had a whole cover story prepared. We were going to take things slow."

I matched her exasperated expression, feeling oddly defensive. "I was about to elope with Jeremy. You've had an hour to fill me in on this cover story, and we've said maybe five words to each other on the way here. Meanwhile, I've heard you tell the Carapax story like five times."

"Oh, that was a good scrap," Doreen said with obvious appreciation. Several other hunters around the room responded with an almost ritualistic ‘ooh-rah’. “Is this your new apprentice or somethin'? Why's he an Acolyte?”

"He's not mine," Elena said quickly. "He's... hers. Or maybe Chas's. We haven't discussed the particulars yet."

"That's a couple of fuckin' names for such a scrawny guy," an Aldertree hunter called out from across the room. "He actually a noble?"

"Something like that." Elena's tone grew more guarded. "I shouldn't say anything else, though. It's been an eventful afternoon. My mother's back and up to something—throwing her weight around everywhere. She even..." Elena visibly hesitated, like she was preparing for a reaction. "Even tricked Lana into working for her."

Dead silence crashed over the room like a physical weight.

Then the entire place burst into laughter.

"Oh. Hah. Sucks to be you," Doreen managed between laughs.

I definitely looked as confused as I felt. Doreen slapped my leg with casual sympathy. "If Diana's back and she's interested in you? I don't think there's a ship in the city fast enough to get you away."

Okay, Diana was sounding significantly scarier than the woman who'd served me tea and asked polite questions.

"You said Jeremy's back in the city?" Elena asked suddenly, her tone shifting as the laughter died down. "That can't be a coincidence."

Doreen nodded grimly. "This morning. Came in to cover for Alexander when he leaves." She spread her hands. "Now, what can we do to help?"

"Acolyte Ben here needs a place to stay while he trains, and I hear the old Blackwood room is vacant," Elena said with practiced ease.

Doreen's grin showed off those sharp teeth again. "I mean, have you seen it? He bein’ funded, or am I putting him to work?"

"I'll work," I said without hesitation, feeling strangely confident about the arrangement. I'd worked in kitchens my entire life—there was always a kitchen somewhere that needed help.

A kitchen on another world where magic is real? Hell yes, I was in.

Elena shot me an approving look that felt like passing some kind of test, and even Felix raised an eyebrow in impressed surprise.

"He'll work, then," Elena confirmed with a decisive nod.

Doreen sucked air through her teeth, clearly running calculations. "Yeah," she said on the exhale, "we'll fuckin' find somethin' for you to do. Felix—" She jabbed a finger toward the stairs. "It's next to yours. Take him over there and try not to knock anything over."

"Sure thing!" Felix practically bounced with childlike excitement as he motioned me toward the stairs leading up from the common room.

"You live here?" I asked, following him into a dimly lit hallway that stretched further than seemed physically possible. "I would have thought you'd live in the tower with your mother."

"Is living with your parents common on Terra? Or... Earth?" he asked with genuine curiosity.

Touché.

"Okay, fair enough." I conceded the point. "But you moved here with her, right?"

"I work for her as an Arcanist—research and stuff. We got stationed here maybe eighteen months ago?" Felix explained, his voice echoing slightly in the narrow corridor. "Sylvarus isn’t too far away, so Nana made Chas take me on. He's awful at filing paperwork, though, so we get paid whenever he remembers to do it. Means I work for rent when he disappears for days on end. Like right now!"

"And you don't end up owing back rent. Not a terrible deal," I said, genuinely impressed.

"Exactly! Although if I have to clean the toilets up the street again, I might just move," he said with a laugh that held just enough truth to make it uncomfortable.

"Oh yeah, toilets—where are they?" I asked because that seemed like important practical information.

"Three doors up the street, maybe a block?"

I stopped walking. "Three doors up the street?"

Did they not have plumbing?

"Yep!" Felix said cheerfully, completely oblivious to my internal crisis. "Most of the island is thick rock, so plumbing's tricky to install. Oh, wait—do you have plumbing on Earth? Pipes that move water around?"

I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity. "Yes, Felix, we know how indoor plumbing works. Okay, centralized bathrooms. Got it."

The hallway stretched much longer than I'd expected, like the entire upper floor was dedicated solely to bedrooms. The same strange orbs I'd seen in the tower provided light, nestled in chest-high sconces that looked hand-mounted whenever someone felt like it.

Felix must have noticed me studying them because he grinned and tapped one. "Lantern orbs. They're rune-powered," he explained with obvious pride. "Pretty cheap, but not everyone uses them. You'll probably recognize the rune—it's basic but reliable." He gestured toward the glowing sphere. "It's a variation of illumination, similar to the one I was looking for when you found Radiance."

Curiosity got the better of me. I picked up the orb, holding it at eye level. About the size of a golf ball, made of smooth glass that felt warm against my palm. A faint rune seemed suspended inside, like it were trapped in amber, pulsing with soft light.

I blinked at it, and something clicked. I could see it wasn't wrong exactly, just... unfinished. Half-assed. In my mind's eye, I could almost trace where the rest of the pattern should go, like following a road that suddenly ended mid-journey. I tried doing something that felt like pushing the rune down its intended path. It resisted for just a moment before completing what felt like a natural loop.

The orb flickered and brightened significantly, stretching our shadows down the hallway.

When I looked up, Felix was gaping at me like I'd just pulled a rabbit out of a hat.

"I thought you said your world didn't have mana. How did you do that?"

"I... don't know. I just kind of knew I could?" The honest answer felt inadequate even to me. "Remember the Light rune I mentioned? The one that shoved itself into my head before I got here?"

Felix let out a low whistle. "Runesmithing is a valuable skill to have. It's normally taken up by Adept Arcanists, who study for years to make techno-magic. I dabble in it myself, but adjusting someone else's work..." He shook his head in amazement. "That's not easy. Can you make it change color?"

I nodded and focused on the orb, watching it shift through several colors with barely a thought. Each change sent a small static shock through my hand as mana did whatever magical thing it needed to do. Red, blue, green, and a warm golden yellow that reminded me of sunrise.

"I've got a couple of Arcanist friends who might find a use for that talent," Felix said as we reached a door at the very end of the hallway. "Or even teach you more techniques, if you're interested."

"Wait, I can learn to make techno-magic?" The possibilities hit me all at once. "Sign me up. That has to be a way to make decent money, right? If getting to the Central Lands is as expensive as everyone keeps hinting, I'll need every advantage I can get."

Felix squinted at me with something that looked like newfound respect. "You're awfully adaptable. Not many people would outright agree to hunt monsters, work for a Vildar, and submit themselves to magical experiments."

I laughed, feeling lighter than I had since arriving in this world. "I don't think anyone's ever called me adaptable before. Felix, magic fucking exists. I agreed to an adventure—I'm damn well gonna have one."

Felix clapped me on the shoulder with surprising force and grinned while swinging the bedroom door open. "Your room, Acolyte Curtain-Guy."

Stepping into the room was like entering a kaleidoscope of bad taste, making the common area look restrained by comparison. The bed dominated the space with a headboard that someone had apparently attacked with a bedazzler—gems of every conceivable color creating a rainbow explosion that clashed horrifically with deep purple satin sheets. The walls struggled under the weight of gaudy tapestries and paintings that looked like they'd been stolen from an outlet store, each piece fighting for attention in the worst possible way.

A massive gold-framed mirror commanded one entire wall, reflecting a chandelier that belonged in a ballroom, not a bedroom. The floor disappeared beneath an overly plush red carpet drowning in embroidered patterns—animals, runes, geometric shapes that seemed to follow no theme except "more is better."

Even the curtains committed crimes against good taste, thick velvet monstrosities that looked looted from a pharaoh's tomb.

What made it all worse was that someone had turned this assault on the senses into a storage unit. Crates, chests, boxes, and entire suits of silvery armor created a maze through the room, like someone had been using it as a warehouse for years. The air hung thick with dust that made my nose itch just breathing it.

"Chateau Blackwood," Felix announced with a shit-eating grin. "The room Chas's family owns, anyway. Don't ask me how all this stuff got here—I'm not sure anyone actually knows."

He plucked another lantern orb from the wall and tossed it to me casually. "Take a couple for your room, just put them back in the morning. Now, if you don't mind, it's late, and it's been a really long couple of days..." He paused, laughing as he realized who he was talking to. "I mean, you've got me beat there—but that portal really kicked my ass."

The mention of being tired hit me like a physical weight. That accidental nap in the strange meeting room had been more of a "blink and wake up confused an hour later" situation than actual rest. Now, suddenly, I realized how much my entire body ached. Every muscle felt like I'd been carrying heavy furniture up stairs for hours.

"Yeah, sleep sounds perfect," I managed, stifling a yawn. "Anything I need to know? Do monsters get stronger at night? Does everything glow? Multiple moons?"

Felix's eyebrows shot up in exasperated amusement. "Lock your door, and breakfast is at dawn. Where did you come up with that? Monsters getting stronger at night would be an absolute nightmare."

I shrugged, too tired to feel embarrassed. "We have a lot of stories."

Felix shook his head in fond disbelief and headed for the door. "Try not to get buried under all that junk. See you in the morning, Curtain-Guy."

Once alone, I navigated the obstacle course of storage containers toward the bed, more stumbling than walking at this point. Without bothering to move any of the boxes, I took off my shoes and threw myself onto the mattress with the reckless abandon of someone checking into a five-star hotel.

The bed was way too soft, way too plush. I sank into it like quicksand made of satin and down feathers, the purple sheets somehow being both luxurious and completely ridiculous.

Despite the visual assault of the room, the gaudy chandelier, and the lingering smell of old dust, I was asleep before my head fully settled into the pillow.

But even as consciousness faded, one thought lingered in the back of my mind: 

Who the hell was Jeremy?

            

    
        16. Bathroom Break

    
    
    
    
                I groaned, sitting up in complete darkness, blinking hard to shake off the fog clouding my mind. My eyelids felt like they'd been glued shut, and my head throbbed with that familiar dull ache that came from sleeping too hard too fast. The kind of headache that made you wonder if you'd been hit by a truck.

Where was I? Oh right—that nightmare of a room in Doreen's place.

Shit. I need to pee.

Finally, a proper groggy awakening—one that didn't involve adrenaline—and my bladder was staging a rebellion. I'd only had maybe two cups of tea all day, but then again, I'd spent a week in some kind of time anomaly. How did that even work with basic human functions?

"I should've had Felix actually show me where the bathroom was," I mumbled into the darkness. "Dammit."

I squinted across the massive, overly plush bed and spotted a couple of dimly glowing lantern orbs nestled among the blankets. Reaching out, I grabbed them, immediately feeling that slight tugging sensation through my palm as the orbs flared with renewed brightness.

"Okay," I said, holding the orbs up like magical flashlights. "Let's go pee in another world."

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and took what I thought was a careful step, only to catch my foot on the edge of that ridiculous embroidered carpet. I stumbled forward, arms windmilling, catching myself on a nearby shelf. The shelf immediately tipped under my weight, sending a plate helmet tumbling down in a perfect arc. It hit the one spot on the floor not covered in rugs with a metallic clang that echoed through the room like a dinner bell.

I winced, freezing in place.

This room was a legitimate death trap for anyone trying to move in the dark. I nearly took out an entire suit of armor next, only saving myself by grabbing onto a coat rack that creaked ominously under my desperate grip.

"Great," I muttered, stumbling toward the door and somehow knocking over a chair in the process. Its wooden legs scraped against the floor with a sound like nails on a chalkboard. "Let's just wake up the entire building full of pissed-off Monster Hunters, Ben. Real smooth."

I paused in the doorway, taking in the obstacle course I'd just survived. This was going to happen every single time I needed to move around at night unless I did something about it. Maybe Doreen could help me rearrange things, or at least clear a path to the door.

The hallway stretched out in the faint light, with only a few lantern orbs providing soft pools of light. I tried to move quietly, but every creak of the floorboards seemed deafening in the building's stillness. Each footstep made me cringe, gripping the glowing orbs tighter.

Nobody stirred. The silence was actually eerie—the kind of deep quiet you only got in places without the constant hum of technology or city noise. No air conditioning, no distant traffic, no electrical buzz. Just... nothing.

After what felt like an eternity of tiptoeing, I made it through the empty common room and out into the street. The night air wrapped around me like a warm blanket, and the smooth stone felt surprisingly cool against my bare feet. I'd completely forgotten to put on a shirt, but the temperature was perfect.

The street was less dark than I'd expected. Lantern orbs about the size of grapefruits hung at regular intervals, mostly at eye level, casting everything in a soft, amber glow that reminded me of old-fashioned streetlights.

"Right, three doors down..." I set off in what I hoped was the right direction, toward where I remembered seeing the harbor earlier. About forty meters down the street, some promising symbols—what looked like universal bathroom pictographs—led me into an alleyway with a single lantern orb glowing at the far end.

"Oh good, a sketchy bathroom in a dark alley. What could possibly go wrong?"

It turned out to be... actually just a public bathroom. Plumbing and everything. Clean, simple, old-school design, but more or less exactly what I'd expected. The toilets were apparently also bidets, which I discovered the hard way when I triggered the spray mechanism while standing up.

"Well, that could have been a lot worse," I said as I stepped back into the alley, now slightly damp but significantly more comfortable.

On my way back toward the street, a weird clattering sound echoed off the stone walls. I froze, holding up the lantern orbs, and caught sight of movement in the light ahead.

Maybe a dog?

It was a crab. Holy shit, it was a massive crab.

Not monstrous exactly, but huge—like an Alaskan king crab that had been pumped full of steroids. This thing was easily the size of a large dog, and it moved with a predatory speed that crabs definitely weren't supposed to have. It scuttled forward with sharp, rapid clicks as its legs struck the stone, each step echoing through the narrow alley like castanets.

Those claws looked strong enough to snap bones like twigs.

Was that a Carapax? It had the deep red coloration and spiky shell of a King Crab, but under the lantern light, its carapace gleamed with an oily, iridescent sheen that shifted between deep purples and blacks. When it snapped those massive claws experimentally, the sound cracked through the air like gunshots, sharp and threatening.

I reached instinctively for Bravery, feeling that familiar tension coil tight in my chest as my aura flared to life. A magical warmth spread through my limbs, and I turned to run—

But instead found myself walking steadily toward the crab.

"I'm wearing nothing but linen pants and no shoes," I said aloud, as if reasoning with myself. "This is a terrible idea. Turn around, Ben. Run."

Fuck the crab. I have magic. How many crabs have I eaten in my life?

The thought hit me with surprising conviction. Yeah, I'd eaten plenty of crab. Dungeness, Blue, King—hell, I'd cracked open hundreds of them with nothing but a mallet and melted butter. And goddamn if that wasn't exactly what I needed to hear right now.

Was this the Bravery magic talking? It felt like my thought, but amplified somehow. More confident.

I stopped walking as the Carapax caught sight of me and charged up the street, its shell clattering against stone. The sound bounced off the narrow alley walls, growing louder with each rapid step.

Bravery shifted inside me, drawing tighter and more focused. The world narrowed until all that existed was the crustacean nightmare barreling toward me. Everything else—the cold stone under my feet, the warm night air, the distant sounds of the sleeping city—faded into background noise.

Snap.

I didn't have time to think. My body moved on pure instinct, diving to the side as the Carapax lunged with claws extended. Those massive pincers slammed together where my torso had been a split second before, the sound echoing off the stone walls like a rifle shot. The sudden movement threw me completely off balance, and I stumbled backward, crashing into a wooden street cart with a loud crash of splintering wood and scattering contents.

The Carapax skidded to a halt, confused by its miss. It turned toward me with predatory focus and let out a sound I'd never heard from any crab before—a high-pitched, aggressive hiss that made my skin crawl. Can crabs even do that?

Without hesitation, it leaped onto the overturned cart, positioning itself above me like some kind of armored spider. Its claws snapped menacingly in the air, and I could see the sharp points glinting in the lantern light.

I glanced frantically around the cart's scattered contents—fishing nets, some dry lumber, a coil of rope, and... perfect. A proper five-pound sledgehammer with a well-worn wooden handle that had clearly seen years of hard use.

That should be enough to handle one oversized crab with a solid hit.

I scrambled to my feet, adrenaline making my heart pound against my ribs. The Carapax ducked reactively as I moved, clearly tracking my every motion. Without thinking it through, I ran two quick steps forward, dropped low, and kicked out hard with both feet, catching the cart's edge perfectly.

The whole thing flipped over with a satisfying crash.

The Carapax, caught completely off guard, hissed in what sounded like genuine surprise as it flew backward through the air. It hit the stone street with a loud crack that made me wince, landing hard on its back with legs scrambling desperately in the air.

I quickly pocketed the lantern orbs and rounded the overturned cart, making a beeline for the hammer. The Carapax was still flailing, trying to right itself, but its heavy shell and the awkward angle made it nearly impossible. As I closed my fingers around the hammer's smooth handle, the creature finally flipped over and locked its beady black eyes directly on me.

Those eyes held intelligence that was distinctly unsettling.

"That's right," I said, hefting the hammer and feeling its satisfying weight. I couldn't help grinning as I nodded at the crab. "Now I have a hammer."

It lunged with surprising speed, but I was already moving. Bravery kept me ahead of the curve, stepping sideways as I brought the hammer down in a vicious arc. The blow landed slightly off-target, striking stone instead of shell.

The impact sent a sharp pop echoing off the alley walls, and sparks flew where the hammerhead met cobblestone. A spiderweb of cracks spread across the ground from the point of impact, testament to just how much force I'd put behind the swing.

The Carapax retaliated immediately, catching the overturned cart with one devastating claw. Wood exploded into splinters that peppered the air around us, some pieces stinging against my bare arms. The creature scuttled awkwardly, trying to pivot and face me head-on with those snapping claws.

It was already too late.

Crack.

The sledgehammer struck true this time, connecting with the center of the crab's carapace with a sound like breaking concrete. The impact drove the creature's legs out from under it, and I felt the satisfying give of shell cracking beneath the blow. Dark fluid leaked from the fracture lines.

Crack.

One more for good measure, because wounded animals were dangerous animals.

"Always double-tap," I muttered as the Carapax went completely limp, very dead. The fight had lasted maybe thirty seconds. "Guess I'm making crab cakes."

I reached down to grab one of its claws, planning to drag the thing back as proof, but paused mid-motion.

What was that smell?

Not the crab—something else entirely. There was a distinct scent hanging in the air, something sweet and cloying with an earthy undertone. I'd noticed it earlier, even in the bathroom, but dismissed it as just... city smells. Now, with Bravery still blazing through my system and my senses heightened, something felt distinctly wrong about it.

Was that poppy? The sickly sweet fragrance reminded me of flowers, but heavier. More artificial.

This wasn't just some random crab that had wandered into the city. This was a monster—a magical creature I knew absolutely nothing about. It had taken the Monster Hunters days to deal with them before, according to the stories I'd heard.

The streets snapped back into sharp focus around me as that realization hit. I looked toward Doreen's building, seeing nothing unusual, but further up the road...

"Oh, shit."

At least two dozen more Carapaxes came clacking up the street toward me in a coordinated wave, their shells gleaming under the lantern light. Behind them rolled a shimmering blue mist that seemed to move with purpose, clinging to the cobblestones like a fog with a mind of its own.

There was a fine line between bravery and stupidity, and I was definitely leaning towards doing something stupid.

I turned and ran, adrenaline flooding my system as I leaped over a street cart and sprinted straight back toward Doreen's. My bare feet slapped against the cold stone, and my voice echoed off the narrow buildings as I screamed at the top of my lungs: "Wake the fuck up! Carapax!"

I burst through Doreen's door like a man possessed, slamming it behind me hard enough to rattle the frame. The common room was still and silent, exactly as I'd left it. I started making as much noise as humanly possible—throwing plates against walls, overturning chairs, yelling until my voice cracked and went hoarse. Anything to wake someone, anyone up.

But no one stirred. Not a single footstep from upstairs, not even a grumble of complaint.

Panic started clawing at the edges of my mind as the Bravery magic ebbed away, leaving me feeling suddenly cold and exposed. Why wasn't anyone waking up? The racket I was making should have brought the entire building down on my head.

I ran toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms, frantically trying door after door. Locked. Every single door in the entire hallway was locked tight. I banged on them with both fists, screaming names I could remember—Felix, Doreen, anyone—as loudly as my raw throat would allow.

Nothing.

The silence pressed in around me like a physical weight. Was I in some kind of spirit realm? Was everyone gone? Had they ever been here at all? Was I hallucinating this entire experience?

My legs gave out, and I fell to my knees outside one door, despair setting in like cold water filling my lungs. The blue mist was probably seeping under the front door right now, and I was trapped in a building full of people who might not even exist.

A sharp voice burst through my panic like a cannonball.

"Acolyte, what the fuck are you doing?"

            

    
        17. This World Sucks

    
    
    
    
                The sharp voice cut through my spiral like a blade. The tone carried irritation, but underneath it was genuine concern. I looked up to see the tall, Viking-looking guy—Cassie's brother Erik—standing at the far end of the hallway. He was wearing red satin pajamas complete with a monogrammed "EW" stitched over the breast pocket, and honest-to-god matching slippers.

Under different circumstances, it would have been hilarious.

I scrambled to my feet, forcing myself to think clearly. I'd been through enough emergency situations to know that panic got people killed. Clear, concise information mattered now.

"There are at least thirty Carapaxes outside, maybe more. No one's waking up, and all the doors are locked." I gestured frantically toward the front of the building. "There's some kind of blue mist with them."

Erik raised an eyebrow, processing the information with impressive calm for someone who'd just been woken up by a screaming lunatic. "Show me."

I nodded, getting to my feet and leading him back through the eerily quiet common room toward whatever was waiting outside.

Erik opened the door and leaned out with the casual air of someone checking the weather. He grunted in mild disdain, like he'd found a package left on the wrong doorstep, then backed inside and closed the door behind him.

That's when I noticed his entire right arm was now encased in black plate armor up to the shoulder—and a massive Carapax dangled from it, its claw locked around the metal.

Erik examined the creature hanging from his arm with clinical detachment, then grabbed it with his bare left hand. The sickening crack of shell filled the room as he simply pulled the crab off, leaving its severed claw and most of one arm still wrapped around his plated forearm.

The Carapax thrashed wildly in his grip, legs scrambling desperately at empty air, but Erik's hold was unyielding. Without even blinking, he grasped the creature's top shell with his armored hand and ripped it clean off with a grotesque tearing sound.

The Carapax let out a high-pitched squeal. I winced hard, but Erik remained completely unfazed as he tossed the empty shell aside like garbage. He buried his hand deep in the creature's exposed innards, rooting around with the methodical efficiency of someone gutting fish, until he pulled out a small, perfectly round blue pearl that flickered with light.

I stared, wide-eyed and slightly nauseous, as he tossed the now-lifeless crab carcass onto a table in the common room with a wet thud.

"Here. Mana pearl," he said, flicking it toward me like a coin.

I had absolutely no idea what a mana pearl was, but I caught it reflexively and shoved it into my pants pocket alongside the now-dim lantern orb. The thing felt warm against my palm, pulsing faintly like a tiny heartbeat.

"Let's sound the alarm," Erik said, walking up a set of stairs with purpose and banging hard on a large set of double doors. A hand-painted sign hung crookedly from them: "Doreen's Room, fuck off."

He paused, rolling his eyes at the sign with obvious exasperation before pounding on the doors repeatedly. The sound echoed through the hallway like gunshots, but no response came from within.

Erik grunted in frustration. "I'm breaking it down."

He placed his palm flat against the door, as if trying to sense something through the wood. After a moment, his expression hardened with grim determination. His slipper suddenly became encased in the same dark plate armor as his arm, and with one swift, devastating kick, he sent the door exploding inward. The impact echoed through the entire building.

We rushed into the room, eyes scanning frantically. Doreen lay sprawled on the floor in an awkward heap, like she'd tried to get up and simply collapsed mid-motion. Her wild brown fur was matted, and she looked smaller somehow, vulnerable in a way that didn't fit the woman who'd casually knocked out a grown man with a pickle jar.

Erik knelt beside her, shaking her shoulder with surprising gentleness. "Doreen, wake up."

She stirred just enough for her eyes to crack open, muttered a groggy "Fuck off," and immediately drifted back into unconsciousness.

Erik cursed under his breath. "Shit. She's not waking up."

That sweet, cloying scent hit me again—stronger now, more concentrated. Poppies. There it was again, unmistakable now that I was paying attention. "I've smelled poppies since I woke up. Is this sleep magic or something?"

Erik seemed briefly intrigued, his head tilting slightly. "I smell nothing..." He frowned, processing the information. "These things can't do that kind of magic. They're Class-F monsters. But something is definitely putting everyone to sleep. I can feel my Seal actively resisting something."

With careful movements, he lifted Doreen and placed her on a high shelf, positioning her as if he were protecting her from whatever might crawl around on the floor.

"We need to get to the tower. They'll have equipment to deal with this, and more hunters to push back whatever's happening." He gestured toward my weapon. "Stay behind me and... bring your little hammer."

I looked down at the sledgehammer in my hands, hefting its considerable weight.

"Hey, it's not the size of the tool that matters—" I started, but Erik's completely deadpan expression stopped me cold. He sighed deeply and walked out of the room.

I followed but ducked quickly into the hallway, grabbing several more lantern orbs and stuffing them into my now-bulging pockets. An idea was forming.

"Give me a minute," I called to Erik as he positioned himself at the front door. The sound of clicking and clacking on stone was clearly audible now, along with the sharp crash of breaking glass and splintering wood as the crabs apparently trashed everything in sight.

"Make it quick," Erik said, hand poised on the door handle.

I renewed my grip on the Bravery spell, feeling that familiar confidence surge through my system, and placed a lantern orb in a ceramic bowl on the nearest table. Having made a light turn infrared before, could I do it again, but bigger?

I stared at the orb's glow, visualizing the runic representation of light that had somehow embedded itself in my mind. Manipulating it without direct contact was slow and difficult—definitely not something I had time to experiment with now. Instead, I grabbed the orb directly and poured everything I understood about light into it.

The runic symbol overlaid perfectly with the pattern in my head, like puzzle pieces clicking into place. I felt a surge of completion, and the orb began vibrating with barely contained power. Mana flowed from my hand into the device, and it lit up with impossible brightness.

Infrared. No—shortwave infrared.

I dropped the orb back into the bowl and rushed toward Erik, immediately feeling a strange pull from the device—static electricity running through my entire body toward it. The sensation wasn't exactly painful, but it was uncomfortably close. The red glow intensified and sizzled ominously inside the ceramic bowl.

Then it burst.

Orange sparks showered the ceiling and scattered across the common room, singeing tables and upholstery. The bowl disintegrated completely, and the wooden table beneath it had a charred hole in the middle of it.

"That'll do," Erik said with what looked suspiciously like approval. "I'll let you explain the property damage to Doreen, though."

Holy crap. I could make bombs.

We stepped outside into pure mayhem.

Crabs were everywhere—smashing glass storefronts, clawing through doors into seemingly empty buildings, creating a symphony of destruction that echoed off the stone walls. The building directly across from Doreen's was apparently some kind of butcher shop, because a cluster of Carapaxes were literally killing each other to get at the meat displayed in a shattered window case, their claws ripping through shell and flesh with savage efficiency.

My danger sense flared just as something moved in my peripheral vision. I dodged, but Erik was already there, his gauntleted fist slamming into an attacking Carapax like my sledgehammer.

He was now clad in full dark plate armor that transformed him from "large Viking" to "harbinger of doom." The metal gleamed dully in the lantern light, all sharp angles and intimidating bulk. If not for his blonde hair and bright blue eyes visible through the helmet's visor, he was every inch a Dark Knight pulled from medieval nightmares.

Could he just summon armor at will? Could I learn that?

"Move!" Erik barked, and we took off running toward the tower.

The crabs gave chase immediately, their claws clicking against stone in a rhythm that sounded like an approaching army. Erik moved with fluid grace despite the heavy armor, vaulting over overturned carts and scattered barrels like they weren't even there. It was parkour made even more impressive because he was doing it while wearing what had to be thirty kilograms of plate mail.

I tried desperately to keep up, but I was still only wearing what were basically pajama pants. My bare feet struggled for traction on the smooth stone street, and while we were moving faster than I'd thought humanly possible, the sound of pursuing claws was getting closer with every step. 

My danger sense screamed like a fire alarm, and I whipped my head left just in time to see claws reaching for my face.

A net.

I grabbed a fishing net from a splintered barrel, spinning desperately to catch the advancing Carapax. I was a split second too slow—those razor-sharp legs punched through my ribs like needles, sending lightning bolts of agony racing through my chest. But I wrapped the net around the bastard and swung it in a wide arc, hurling it into the pursuing swarm with a satisfying crack of shell on shell.

Without thinking, I pulled another lantern orb from my pocket and forced light into it again, pushing it hard toward infrared. The glass scalded my palm like a branding iron as I hurled it at the cluster of crabs. My aim was completely off thanks to the pain, but it didn't matter.

The orb exploded like a fragmentation grenade, molten sparks spraying in all directions. Several crabs caught the blast directly, pieces of their shells melting and smoking as they tumbled backward with ear-piercing screeches.

I kept running, trying to catch up to Erik, but the pain in my chest and arm was getting worse with every step. Two more Carapaxes lunged at me from opposite sides, and I smashed them both with wild swings of my sledgehammer, though it took every ounce of strength I had left. One of them had clamped down on the handle mid-swing, leaving me holding nothing but a sharp wooden stake with the hammerhead hanging by splinters.

Great. Now I'm armed with a pointy stick.

Rounding the corner, I found Erik standing in what used to be a street, now transformed into a crater of destruction. Dead crabs littered the ground around him. In his hands was a weapon that made my broken sledgehammer look like a toy—a massive two-handed war hammer with a shaft thick as a fence post and a head carved from dark stone. Runes glowed along his armored arms like veins of molten silver, and the entire weapon vibrated with barely contained power.

Alright. His is definitely bigger.

Standing between us and the tower was the reason for all this carnage.

A Carapax the size of a city bus crouched in the middle of the street, its shell carved with intricate blue runes that pulsed like a heartbeat. Thick blue mist seeped from its body like blood from a wound, and the moment it hit my nostrils, my vision swam and narrowed. The sickly sweet scent of poppies crashed over me from all sides, so concentrated it felt like drowning in perfume.

Erik's gaze snapped to me, like he'd suddenly remembered I was following him and wasn't equipped to handle what we were looking at.

"Ben, get to the—"

The massive crab cut him off mid-sentence, backhanding him with a fiddler claw the size of a compact car. Erik went flying sideways into a stone building with an impact that sounded like a controlled demolition.

Chunks of masonry exploded outward from the point of impact. Bravery kicked into overdrive, and I found myself twisting away from a jagged piece of brick that would have taken my head off, my body moving with reflexes I didn't know I possessed. I watched the debris fly past in what felt like slow motion, still moving to dodge, when the crab turned its attention to me.

One of its spear-like legs shot out like a piston. I could feel it coming through my aura like a bullet tearing through Jello—I knew exactly where it was going to hit, but there was absolutely no way my body could move fast enough to avoid it.

Turned out I didn't need to.

A war hammer slammed into the side of the massive crustacean with the force of a wrecking ball, creating a shockwave that sent me stumbling backward. The creature reeled away from the impact, and Erik was suddenly standing in front of me like he hadn't just been launched through a building, casually rolling his plated shoulders.

"That fucking hurt. A lot." His voice carried a grim satisfaction, like he was looking forward to returning the favor. "Brine Tyrant, Class-D, Ben. And this one's huge. I'll draw its attention—you get to the tower. We need a lot of fucking Monster Hunters."

Adrenaline flooded my system, making everything crystal clear and terrifyingly sharp.

Brine Tyrant, Class-D.
Like that giant otter thing in the jungle that carried a panther off like a house cat.

I fucking ran.

Not away from the crab—that would just get me killed in the open. I sprinted to the side, up the street toward the tower I'd walked through just hours earlier. I could get help, bring back actual professionals, and then hopefully survive long enough to get the hell out of this world.

A sweeping leg barely missed me as the Tyrant attempted to fall on me like a building. Erik seized the opening, his hammer connecting with one of its other legs with a sound like breaking concrete. The creature spun around and crashed into another building, sending a cascade of stone debris my way.

I dodged desperately, vaulting over a pile of rubble with moves that some deep part of my brain recognized as impossible for the person I'd been yesterday. When had I learned to move like this?

And then the crab was on me, moving faster than anything that size had any right to move.

"Hey!" Erik's voice boomed through the air with supernatural resonance, like he was speaking through a megaphone. He materialized between us again, hammer raised. "I am your opponent, asshole."

A silvery aura exploded outward from his armor, and a feeling of pure, unshakeable resilience washed over me. It wasn't nearly as overwhelming as Chas's had been, but it was effective. The sensation resonated with Bravery, creating that familiar calming effect that let me think clearly even while nearly dying to neon goblin things—Glids or whatever.

The Brine Tyrant reared back with its massive fiddler claw and swung with a screech that sounded like tearing metal. Erik caught the attack dead-on with his hammer, steel meeting shell in an impact that created a shockwave like someone had detonated a bomb in the street.

I was thrown clean off my feet, landing hard on jagged rubble that sent a sharp crack through my ribs. The pain was immediate and nauseating, but I forced myself to stagger upright.

Just in time to watch one of those spear-pointed legs catch Erik in the shoulder. It was only a glancing blow, but it tore through his armor like the metal was made of tinfoil, opening a gash that immediately began bleeding through the gaps in the plate.

We were so completely fucked.

And then I saw the back of the crab.

Soft shell. Well, partially soft-shell. The rear portion of its carapace looked almost leathery compared to the armored front sections. I guess it made sense—a crab that massive with a fully hardened shell would weigh several tons. Something that size needed to move.

I have an idea.

Was it my idea, or was the Bravery magic? At this point, was there even a difference? I really needed to learn more about how these influences worked, assuming I lived long enough to ask questions.

Recalculating distance and time, I again looked toward the tower before abandoning any hope of finding help.

I said I’m making crab cakes.

This was my chance to prove I could handle this world, no matter how completely insane it got. I was bleeding profusely from multiple wounds, pretty sure I had at least one broken rib, but sure—why not take on a bus-sized monster crab? This was an adventure, right?

I sprinted toward the Brine Tyrant's exposed back and launched myself onto it, driving the broken, splintered end of my sledgehammer handle deep into the soft shell. The creature's scream was so loud my ears immediately started ringing, a high-pitched whine that made my skull feel like it was cracking.

The Tyrant bucked and thrashed, trying to shake me off like an angry bull, but I had just enough of a grip with my makeshift climbing pick to hang on. It would have to fall backward and crush itself to dislodge me, and it clearly wasn't suicidal.

Blue mist erupted from the wounds I'd made, pouring out like steam from a broken pipe. Within seconds I could barely see anything through the thick, cloying fog. My lungs burned with each breath, and the sweet poppy scent was so concentrated it made my head spin.

Using the hammer handle like a climbing pick, I worked my way higher up the thrashing creature, stabbing and tearing until I'd created a hole big enough to get both hands inside. I grabbed the edges of the torn shell and flesh and ripped, widening the opening. Runes all across the creature's body began flickering and winking out completely as I broke whatever magical circuit was powering them.

Reaching into my pocket with one blood-slicked hand, I grabbed everything I had left—three lantern orbs and that blue mana pearl Erik had given me.

This is going to hurt, isn’t it?

I forced infrared light into all three orbs simultaneously, feeling my palms blister and burn as the glass grew white hot in my hands. Fighting through the searing pain, I dropped them one by one into the gaping hole in the creature's shell, and added the mana pearl for good measure. They sank into its fleshy interior with wet sizzling sounds and immediate popping noises, like bacon hitting a hot pan.

Smoke and steam billowed out of the wound, and the Tyrant slammed itself against the nearest building in desperation, taking me with it. I felt my collarbone snap with a sound like breaking kindling, and I slid down the stone wall into a sitting position, vision swimming.

Inside the creature, I could sense the orbs burning with the intensity of miniature suns. The mana pearl was feeding them power, amplifying the reaction, but it wasn't enough for what they were trying to do. They were drawing energy from somewhere else.

From me.

The sensation was like having my life force siphoned out through a straw. Fast. Too much, too fast. Panic surged through my chest as I realized I wasn't sure how much more I could take. My entire body felt like it was being consumed from the inside out.

It was like the orbs were ripping through my very essence to get at something deeper, something fundamental. The pain was immense, but my whole body already hurt so badly that this new agony felt almost distant. I watched in delirious fascination as the massive creature panicked and thrashed, steam escaping through every crack and joint in its shell.

The adrenaline had me completely dissociated from reality. All I could think about was how delicious it smelled, like a giant seafood buffet.

And then it exploded.

Chunks of meat, fragments of shell, and thick blue ooze erupted outward in a geyser that defied physics. The sheer volume of gore seemed impossible—like the crab had been some kind of bigger-on-the-inside storage container filled with organic matter. I was instantly drenched in the viscous mess, and it stung every open wound like acid.

Large pieces of shell spun through the air like shrapnel. One particularly jagged fragment sliced deep into my forearm, and I finally slid all the way to the ground, no longer able to support my own weight.

Everything went silent except for the thunderous pounding of my heartbeat in my ears.

"This world sucks..." I managed to whisper through blood-slicked lips.

My vision faded to black.
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                "…only here for less than a day," a familiar male voice drifted from somewhere to my left.

A soft, persistent buzzing tugged at the edges of consciousness, but a heavy numbness—almost pleasant in its completeness—kept my eyelids sealed shut. My body felt like it was floating in a hot tub.

"Thirty-three hours," came a crisp female voice directly to my right. Definitely Diana.

"Fine, he's on Ark for thirty-three hours, Di, and you've been at this the whole time." The male voice carried a note of smooth exasperation. "Is he worth it?"

"It's not like I summoned a Brine Tyrant to the city, Alexander." Diana's tone stayed maddeningly level. "Higher-class monsters are showing up more frequently. Someone should ask why."

Brine Tyrant. The words hit like a splash of cold water, dragging fragments of memory to the surface—searing heat, the metallic taste of blood, that massive crab exploding into a geyser of ooze. I cracked one eye open, squinting against even the bright light filtering through open curtains.

"You dodged my question," Alexander said with the practiced ease of someone used to calling out evasion.

Diana's soft sigh told me he'd scored a hit.

"Do you think you're worth it, Ben?" Her voice carried just enough weight to make my stomach clench. "Worth all the trouble to get you to my Academy?"

Even through the pleasant fog of whatever healing magic she was working, that question hit harder than the crab's claw had. My mind stumbled over the past day and a half—or was it longer now? Did I even have an answer that made sense?

"I… uh…" The words felt thick on my tongue. "I mean, I blew up a giant fucking crab, right? That counts for something, doesn't it?"

"You hear that, Alexander? He blew up a giant fucking crab." Diana's repetition carried just enough dry amusement to let me know she wasn't entirely serious.

A familiar burst of indignant chirping erupted from Alexander's direction.

"Shut up, Stanley," I muttered, finally forcing both eyes open.

The room came into focus slowly—my room at Doreen’s. Gentle afternoon light leaked around several layers of heavy curtains, and the persistent magical buzzing seemed to emanate from Diana herself. She sat beside the bed in a flowing white linen dress, her white grassy hair spilling over one shoulder as she held her hands in some complex mudra position above my chest. Warmth radiated from her palms, seeping into my bones and making my skin tingle pleasantly.

She smiled when our eyes met, and for a moment, her usual sharp edge softened into something almost maternal.

Alexander perched on the bedpost, his ornate armor seeming very out of place. Something about his dark eyes reminded me strongly of Doreen—family resemblance, maybe?

Stanley, in his bright canary form, had claimed the top of Alexander's head as his personal throne. The tiny bird wore what appeared to be a miniature wide-brimmed hat complete with a jaunty yellow ribbon.

"That's not what I meant." Alexander's voice carried the patient tone of someone explaining something obvious. "What you do with Lana is your business. But you've pissed off Maris, which means…"

"I know what it means. I'll meet with her." Diana's interruption was gentle but firm. She never stopped in the slow, methodical movement of her hands. "Ben, darling, do you enjoy politics?"

"Does anyone?" The answer came automatically.

"Ha! I'm glad you know the word." Her laugh held genuine warmth. "I simply saved you from months of bureaucratic cockfighting that would have happened when you arrived. Cultured people aren't suited to it."

Months of politics. The weight of that settled in my chest like a stone. As if learning magic and staying alive wasn't complicated enough, now I had to navigate whatever political minefield Diana had just dragged me into.

"Is that why my kind typically leaves?" I asked, trying to push myself up on my elbows. Pain shot through my collarbone like lightning.

"Stay down, stupid." Diana's sharp command carried an edge of genuine concern that surprised me.

The healing magic intensified, warmth flowing through my torso in waves that left goosebumps racing down my arms. It felt like liquid sunlight working its way through damaged tissue, knitting things back together with methodical precision.

Alexander's expression softened as he hopped down from the bedpost, his armor clattering softly as he picked his way across the quilt toward me. Stanley rode the motion like a tiny, hat-wearing surfer.

"Politics are why most people leave their worlds, Ben." His chuckle held genuine humor. "It seems your mentor here thinks she was doing you a favor. But she never thinks far enough ahead."

Another sigh escaped him—the sound of someone dealing with a familiar frustration.

"That's not why I'm here, though. It's simply a coincidence that Diana was close enough to provide healing after the Carapax were dealt with." He shot her a pointed look that earned him an irritated peep from Stanley. "I'm here to give you an accolade. As an Acolyte, you were Class-F—barely qualified to hunt mana beasts if the need arose. But you've defeated a Class-D monster, which is two full classes above your own." His gaze flicked to Diana again. “albeit with some help.”

"Not much, according to Erik," she snorted, never breaking the rhythm of her healing.

"Either way, this is an accomplishment worthy of commendation." Alexander produced one of those small, passport-like items I'd seen before at the entrance to the tower. "Place your hand on the Manascript, please."

I reached out carefully, my collarbone protesting every inch of movement, and pressed my palm against the smooth surface of one page.

"I didn't exactly defeat that thing," I said, the words feeling inadequate even as they left my mouth. "I just kind of blew it up with what I had available."

"Darling, if blowing up monsters didn't count, the Monster Hunters would be out of a job." Diana's chuckle carried genuine amusement.

"It's been a long time since I've given out this accolade," he said, reaching into what appeared to be empty air. His hand emerged with a large, ornate jade stamp that materialized as if he'd plucked it from an invisible pocket—something I'd seen Chas demonstrate. What did he call it—a mana sanctum?

The stamp's base gleamed with wet blue pigment that looked almost luminescent.

He pressed it firmly onto the opposite page of the booklet; the stamp was nearly too large for the space. The sound was satisfying—official, final. The blue ink seemed to pulse once before settling into ordinary pigment.

"Ben Crawford." His voice took on formal weight, each word deliberate. "The combined council of Monster Hunters recognizes you as a Breaker, and will afford all benefits that come with the title." He paused, meeting my eyes directly. "Reflect on what it means, Ben. This isn't just about strength—it's about responsibility, about understanding the weight of your actions. Get stronger, both in power and in purpose."

Breaker. The word settled into my chest like a physical thing—heavy, sharp-edged, carrying implications I couldn't quite grasp yet. It sounded dangerous, like something that left wreckage in its wake.

"An Acolyte and a Breaker in less than a day." Alexander shook his head with what might have been admiration or concern. "The last human who came through here started a brawl that lasted a week. She practically stormed off our world after that." A wistful note crept into his voice. "She could make ice cream, though. Refused to wear shoes."

Ice cream?

He stepped back and executed what was clearly meant to be an impressive dismount—a real acrobatic flip that should have landed him gracefully on the throw rug beside the bed.

Instead, the rug shot out from under his feet like it was greased, sending him tumbling backward in a tangle of armor and dignity. He hit the floor with a crash that rattled the trinkets on every surface.

Diana snorted—an undignified sound that somehow made her more human. I couldn't help but laugh, the sound bubbling up despite the way it made my ribs protest.

"Dammit, Doreen!" Alexander's bellow carried genuine fury as he struggled to his feet, brushing at his backside with wounded pride. "You gods-forsaken clutter-mouse! Get your shit out of the Blackwood room!"

He stomped toward the door, nearly sliding again on what appeared to be an animal skin rug before giving up on dignity entirely and shoving a stack of crates out of his path with an irritated grunt.

"I'm going to go yell at my granddaughter for a while," he called over his shoulder. "Speak with your apprentice—but keep in mind the rules."

The door slammed behind him with enough force to make several objects fall from their shelves all over the room.

"This room looks like a noble family exploded in it," Diana muttered, her healing magic never faltering as her gaze swept the chaotic space. Rich tapestries fought for wall space with gilded mirrors, while mismatched furniture—everything from delicate ivory chairs to a massive oak wardrobe—seemed to wage territorial wars across every available inch. "You never really get used to how the Russets manage to cram every shiny thing they own into their homes."

"Russets?" I asked, following her gaze around the overwhelming display. The name fit perfectly—everything here seemed to embrace deep, earthy tones offset by ridiculously ornate clutter. Even Doreen and Alexander themselves had that warm, reddish-brown complexion that matched the name. "Like the potato?"

Diana arched an eyebrow. "Like the color."

I laughed, then immediately winced as my ribs reminded me they weren't fully healed yet. Diana sighed, her expression shifting to something more focused—less conversational, more clinical.

"Hold still." She made a sharp, precise gesture with both hands.

My ribs exploded with pain.

Every muscle in my torso locked up as I bit clean through my tongue, tasting copper while what felt like molten metal poured through my bones. The sensation was indescribable—like someone had threaded live wire through my skeleton and then hit the switch. For one endless second, agony consumed everything.

Then warmth. Deep, soothing calm that left me gasping.

"Shit." Diana's voice carried genuine remorse as she moved her hand to my cheek, fingers tracing a distinct pattern in the air. Cool relief flooded my mouth instantly—like a magical mouthwash, washing away the metallic taste and leaving everything minty-clean. "The first time bone healing feels like pissing razor blades. Should have warned you."

I worked my jaw experimentally, amazed that everything felt normal again. "That was—"

"Healing flesh wounds is quite pleasant," she continued, settling back into her chair. "But knitting bones touches a little close to the runic root of death."

I stared at her. "You can't just casually mention 'death magic' to a guy who's only known magic exists for thirty-three hours. Plus or minus a week."

Diana snickered, the sound surprisingly girlish coming from someone so intimidatingly competent. "I'm your mentor. It's my job to teach you about the scary shit."

"Fine, I'll unpack death magic later." I tried sitting up again, relieved when nothing protested. "If Doreen's a Russet, what's Lana?"

"Graceful Gods, you have the attention span of a gnat." Diana leaned back, cracking her knuckles with systematic precision. "Doreen is a Russet Vildar, Lana's an Albinus. And yes, as you might imagine, they don't always get along."

"So you're a healer?" I asked, flexing my fingers and marveling at the complete absence of pain.

"I dabble." Her expression hardened slightly. "Remember when I said I hoped you wouldn't do something crazy? Blowing up a fucking Brine Tyrant in the middle of the city with lantern orbs is pretty. Fucking. Crazy, Ben."

Her eyes held genuine disappointment—the kind that made you feel like a kid who'd just broken something irreplaceable. For a moment, I thought she might actually throw me off her world.

Then she smiled. "Put on some fucking armor next time. You're not Chas."

My turn to scoff. "Diana, Alexander said it himself—I've been here less than a day! I literally have no possessions beyond the clothes I'm wearing. Whose ass am I supposed to pull armor from?" I paused, frowning. "Wait, how is thirty-three hours less than a day?"

She blinked at me, then roared with laughter—the kind of full-bodied sound that made her seem younger somehow.

"I think you and I are going to get along."

She stood and crossed the cluttered room in two long strides, reaching for what looked like a glass basketball sitting on an ornate side table. The orb pulsed with vibrant blue light, shot through with red flecks that swirled and drifted like embers suspended in deep water. Just looking at it made my skin tingle—some primal part of me recognizing the raw energy contained within.

"Thirty-six hours in a day, sixty minutes in an hour, sixty seconds to a minute." She tossed the orb casually from hand to hand, apparently unconcerned by the power thrumming through it. "Sound familiar?"

"Incredibly." I couldn't take my eyes off the thing. It seemed to pulse in rhythm with my heartbeat, and I swear I could feel it through whatever passed for my aura—like standing too close to a high-voltage line. "What is it?"

"This here is a mana core. A big one." Diana cradled it like a parent might hold a precious but dangerous child. "Pulled it from the stinking pile of ooze that used to be your Brine Tyrant. You could theoretically use it to expand your mana pathways, but it would most likely kill you instantly." Her grin turned predatory. "Good thing it's worth an assload of money."

My heart jumped. "Enough to get to the Empire and get home?"

Diana pursed her lips, the gesture somehow conveying both consideration and gentle letdown. "It might cover the boat trip, but then you'd be pretty fucked. I've got a better idea, but I'm waiting for a message from a friend. Be patient—I'm sure you'll like the results."

The hope that had flared in my chest guttered out, leaving behind familiar frustration. Of course, one giant crab wasn't going to solve all my problems. That would have been too easy.

"Oh, before I forget!" Diana reached into empty air and produced a small wooden box, its surface carved with intricate patterns. "Put this on the other side of your vest."

Inside lay a golden pin-badge shaped like an ornate 'S'. It was heavier than I'd expected and warm to the touch.

"You're a Breaker now, which is kind of a big deal for your training." Diana's tone carried extra weight, like she was finally taking my potential seriously. "I have several requests to help train you—most notably from Erik Winters himself."

“What’s a Breaker exactly?” I asked.
“Someone who’s slain a Class-D monster while still an Initiate. It’s rare, not just because its difficult to pull off but catastrophically stupid to even attempt.” Diana explained.

The mana core vanished into whatever pocket dimension she'd pulled the box from. She leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms above her head before fixing me with that sharp, calculating stare I was beginning to recognize as her default expression.

"How did you know Stanley was Fenghuang—a Phoenix?" Her voice stayed carefully mild, but her eyes gleamed with the intensity of someone testing a theory they desperately wanted confirmed.

"Are you sure you're ready to hear the answer to that?" I shot back, not wanting to miss an opportunity to repay her evasiveness in kind.

"Oh, fuck off." Diana's chuckle held genuine amusement. "It's for Stanley. Do you have any idea how long it took me to talk him down? He was absolutely elated that Terrans knew of his kind. I thought the insufferable animal might actually explode from pride."

"Stories," I said simply, then paused as the full weight of it hit me. "Millions of stories about every kind of imaginable thing. Magic, mythical creatures, gods, planets, space travel—whatever we could dream up, we wrote about it. Turns out most of our 'fiction' was just... great at guessing."

Diana's expression shifted, like she was seeing me with entirely fresh eyes. "Graceful gods," she murmured. "Don't tell Stanley—the world already struggles to contain his ego as it is."

I swung my feet over the edge of the bed, then froze as a draft reminded me of something important. Looking down at myself, then back up at Diana, I felt heat creep up my neck.

She rolled her eyes, barely suppressing a smirk. "Ben, I've already seen everything, remember? Back in the tower and then less than eighteen hours ago when I was keeping you from bleeding out." She waved dismissively, as if modesty was a quaint concept she'd outgrown years ago.

I reached for my clothes—my single set of clothes—grateful for something to do with my hands. Diana continued. "Erik told me you were practically fearless last night. He—"

"Are you the reason I'm here, Diana?" I interrupted, pulling my vest on with perhaps more force than necessary. "Everyone seems to think you pulled some wild political moves to get me into your Academy. Those runes that saved me... how I got here. Was that you?"

Diana looked at me like I was an idiot. "Ben, if I could Runebind the way you  described it to Felix, I'd have left this world ages ago." Her laughter faded as she leaned forward, voice dropping to something almost conspiratorial. "The truth is, we have no fucking idea what that was. I have some theories, but..." She raised a finger in warning. "Rules are rules for a reason. I don't want unfounded rumors spreading across every Manascript on the planet."

"Those manascripts—they're like communication devices?" I asked, grateful for safer conversational ground.

Diana raised an eyebrow. "They're called gadgets, but yes. Techno-magic invention from the Sable Shroud. They're cheap, use virtually no mana, but are limited in range. Nothing like display tables." She tilted her head with curious interest. "Do you have something similar?"

"Sort of... but we don't use magic to make them work. Just good old-fashioned science." I couldn't help but grin at her expression. "Though ours can communicate in real time across the entire planet. Instantaneously."

Diana scoffed, shaking her head in what might have been disbelief or admiration. "Fuck, that sounds like magic to me." She stood, brushing invisible lint from her dress. "I think I can answer one more question before I have to unleash your adoring fans."

"My what?" The words came out sharper than I'd intended.

"Ben, it's not every day an Unbidden shows up, joins the Monster Hunters on a whim, then saves a whole city from a particularly nasty monster." Her smile turned predatory. "Word travels fast when someone makes that kind of splash."

Fair enough. I should have seen that coming.

"Okay, fine. Then, onto my question—"

"You already asked it, and it was stupid." Diana's smirk could have cut glass. "Now, let's go meet your adoring public."

Oh, I was definitely going to get her back for that.

            

    
        19. Terran [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                The instant I stepped into the common room, the noise hit me like a physical wall. Everyone was pounding tables, walls, chairs—whatever surface they could find—in a thunderous rhythm that seemed to shake the entire building down to its foundations. The air itself vibrated with the percussive celebration, a chaotic symphony of fists on wood that I could feel in my chest.

I froze in the doorway, stunned by the sheer volume and intensity. Every face in the room had turned toward me, beaming with something that looked suspiciously like hero worship. Cassie stood at the center of it all, her massive hands slamming down on a wooden table with enough force to make the mugs jump, her grin so wide it looked like it might split her face in half. Felix had somehow commandeered a chair and was drumming enthusiastically on what appeared to be a set of timpani hanging from the ceiling—definitely not there last night.

"Breaker! Breaker! Breaker!" The chant started with a few voices but quickly swelled until the entire room was shouting in unison, the word bouncing off the walls and multiplying until it felt like the building might actually come apart at the seams.

A mix of embarrassment and pride swirled in my chest—equal parts mortifying and intoxicating. I caught Diana's eye across the room. She stood off to the side wearing a smirk that clearly said, I told you so.

I raised both hands, trying to signal for quiet. It took several attempts, the pounding and chanting gradually fading as people settled back into their seats or found spots along the walls, all of them still watching me with expectant grins.

"Alright, alright!" I said, fighting to keep my grin under control. "I didn't do it alone. Erik helped."

"Erik got his ass kicked!" Cassie's voice boomed over the residual chatter, and the room exploded into fresh laughter. "But our fearless Breaker decided to blow the damn thing up! They're going to be scraping goo off the harbor stones for weeks—I'd have paid good money to see that explosion."

Fearless felt like a stretch, but then again... I had Bravery magic now, didn't I? Maybe there was something to that.

Diana clapped her hands once—a sharp crack that cut through the noise like a gunshot and brought instant silence.

"Enough hero worship." Her voice carried the authority that made grown hunters straighten unconsciously. "Even though he killed a Class-D monster, it's his second day in our world. Ben has a lot to learn, and he's going to be relying on all of you to show him the ropes." Her gaze swept the room with calculated precision. "If you want to fight next to a Breaker—and a Terran—help him pass my Exams. You all have things to be doing, so get back to it."

The energy in the room shifted like someone had flipped a switch. Hunters exchanged meaningful glances before focusing on me with something I could only describe as reverent determination. Then, as they began filing out, a new tradition revealed itself.

The arm-punching.

Every single hunter who passed delivered what was apparently a congratulatory thump to my upper arm—the exact same spot each time, with enough enthusiasm to make my eyes water. By the fifth punch, I was already dreading the bruise that was forming. By the tenth, I was wondering if this was some kind of hazing ritual designed to test my pain tolerance.

A sharp whistle cut through the parade of friendly assault. Doreen, still perched in her chair by the fireplace, was grinning like a woman who'd just discovered buried treasure.

"A Terran? No shit." She pushed herself up with surprising agility and approached with a swagger that made the remaining hunters fall silent. "You know how to make ice cream?"

Diana's wicked smile told me she'd been waiting for this exact moment. I shot her a flat look that promised future retaliation.

Once most of the hunters had filed out—each leaving their mark on my increasingly tender arm—Cassie delivered one final punch that made stars dance behind my eyelids.

"Not bad, Breaker." Her grin held genuine approval. "Who'd have thought the weird curtain-guy would actually make a damn good Striker?"

"Oh please, he used repurposed lantern orbs as bombs!" Felix's protest carried the tone of someone defending academic accuracy. "That's got Arcanist written all over it."

"Only a Guardian would be stupid enough to run back into a fight." The voice drifted down from the staircase, accompanied by the careful sound of someone favoring an injury.

Erik descended the last few steps with the deliberate movement of someone working around serious pain. A massive bandage wrapped his chest and left shoulder, and the slightly hollow look of someone who’d recently had their ass handed to them by a giant crab had replaced his usual composed demeanor.

"Erik—holy shit! Are you okay?" I rushed over, genuine concern cutting through my post-celebration buzz.

He waved me off with the kind of stubborn pride that probably got him hurt in the first place, straightening to his full height despite the obvious discomfort.

"I'll be fine. Nana healed the worst of it." His fingers traced the edge of the massive bandage. "The damn thing pierced my armor clean through." A glint of something that might have been respect flickered in his eyes. "You got away with minor wounds and killed the bastard. You did a damn good job, Breaker. Come see me in a few days—I'll teach you a few things."

Cassie snickered from across the room. "Erik's allergic to healing pills. Has to do everything the hard way."

"My sister never misses an opportunity to make sure everyone in the damn city knows that," he muttered, shooting her a look that held decades of sibling exasperation.

Felix appeared at my elbow with a massive wooden bowl and a chunk of bread that looked suspiciously dense. "Have some breakfast, Ben. Then we'll get to work—no better way to train than on a full stomach."

I nodded and sat down, suddenly aware of how ravenous I was. The first bite of porridge hit my tongue like a punishment. It had the consistency of wet cement and about as much flavor, while the bread could have doubled as a weapon—stale enough to knock someone unconscious. But hunger made everything palatable, and I wolfed it down while Felix kept my plate supplied from a serving tray that seemed to have an endless supply of equally terrible food.

The water, though—the water was a revelation. Cool and sweet, it tasted like it had been pulled straight from a mountain spring, clean enough to make me forget about the culinary disaster I was consuming.

Doreen's had mostly emptied by now, leaving just the core group. Diana lingered near Erik, their quiet conversation punctuated by her occasional prodding at his bandages and what I was beginning to recognize as her standard blend of medical advice and barely disguised insults.

"So, Ben." Doreen hopped up onto the table with surprising agility, strutting toward me while pointedly stepping over the charred hole I'd burned through the wood last night. "I hear you may have come into a bit of money, and I need a new table."

"Spoken for," Diana announced from across the room without looking up from Erik's shoulder. "Part of his training."

Doreen made a disgusted sound. "Well, shit. I think I can find a use for a fuckin' Breaker, though."

As I finished the last stubborn bite of breakfast, a golden streak shot through the open doorway. Stanley landed on the table beside me with theatrical precision, his tiny canary form looking almost absurdly out of place. He cocked his head, showing off that ridiculous wide-brimmed hat with its jaunty yellow ribbon, and fixed me with a look of unmistakable smugness.

I caught Diana's eye across the room. She was watching with the expression of someone who sensed incoming disaster but couldn't quite pinpoint the source.

I held out my hand, and Stanley hopped onto my palm with the delicate grace of someone accustomed to being the center of attention. His weight was surprisingly negligible—like holding a handful of warm feathers. When I lifted him to eye level, though, I could see past the canary facade. Those weren't a bird's eyes looking back at me. They held intelligence, dignity, and an ego the size of a small continent.

"Stanley," I said, keeping my voice perfectly deadpan, "that hat is absolutely magnificent. You're a true style icon, you know that? Hats everywhere are simply better for your having worn one."

Stanley puffed up visibly, his tiny chest swelling with pride. From across the room, Diana let out a quiet groan as she realized what I was doing.

"And you," I continued, raising him higher like I was presenting him to an invisible crowd, "are absolutely majestic. A damn fine hat for a damn fine bird."

Stanley's delighted chirp was the only warning I got.

His feathers started to shimmer, then glow, then burn with the intensity of molten gold. The air around him heated rapidly, like standing too close to a forge, and warmth radiated from his tiny body in waves that made my skin tingle.

"Ben, don't—" Diana started, already moving, but it was far too late.

The transformation hit like a small sun going nova in my hands. Light and heat exploded outward, knocking me clean off my feet and sending me sprawling across the floor. Through the spots dancing in my vision, I watched Stanley's tiny canary form expand into something magnificent and impossible.

Golden feathers blazed like captured sunlight as his wingspan spread wide enough to block the light across half the room. His neck stretched into an elegant curve, every line radiating dignity and grace. The ridiculous hat, of course, remained perfectly positioned atop his now-majestic head as he struck what could only be described as a pose worthy of a royal portrait.

Doreen's chair scraped violently against the floor as she shot to her feet, her expression caught somewhere between awe and murderous rage. "Get your fuckin' bird out of my house, Diana! This time, before he burns it down!"

Stanley, completely oblivious to the chaos he was causing, threw back his head and released a song that filled the room like liquid gold. The melody seemed to resonate in my bones, warm and endless, while waves of heat made the air thick and my head swim.

Diana stormed across the room and hooked her arm around Stanley's elegant neck in what could generously be called a headlock. The majestic phoenix let out a startled squawk that somehow sounded indignant even in his transformed state.

"Enough with the theatrics, you narcissistic turkey," she muttered, wrestling him toward the door while he flapped and protested, still glowing like a miniature sun.

Stanley's feathers ruffled with wounded pride as his head poked out from under Diana's arm. He managed one last mournful look in my direction—a clear plea for rescue that I was definitely not going to answer.

Diana paused at the threshold long enough to shoot me a look that promised creative retaliation. "I'll get you back for this, Ben."

Then she swept out, leaving the rest of us blinking in the aftermath of Stanley's performance. The residual heat slowly faded, but the scorch marks on the ceiling suggested this wasn't the first time he'd made such an impression.

As normalcy grudgingly returned to the common room, hunters were still chuckling and shaking their heads, exchanging the kind of looks reserved for witnessing something simultaneously impressive and ridiculous. Doreen stood amid the chaos, visibly ruffled and muttering creative profanity about "damned arsonist birds" and "fuckin' initiates with no sense."

"Well," Felix said, his smirk barely contained, "you certainly know how to make an impression."

I shrugged, still feeling the lingering warmth on my face. "Just trying to fit in."

Doreen shoved a finger in my face. “Now you owe me two tables.”

            

    
        20. A Lot to Learn [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                The streets around Doreen's had transformed into organized chaos. Hunters and civilians worked side by side in a rhythm, loading carts with dead Carapax that formed glistening, chitin-covered trails stretching all the way to the harbor. The constant clatter of metal tools rang out against crab shells, voices blended into a low, purposeful hum, and the sharp crack of breaking carapaces echoed whenever someone's boot found the right angle.

People grabbed whatever they could find—shovels, handcarts, even metal buckets brimming with smaller specimens that looked a lot more like normal crabs. Seagulls wheeled overhead in greedy circles, their harsh cries cutting through the industrial noise below. A salt-tinged breeze was a relief, but the sun's relentless glare made everything reek of sickly sweet crab meat.

"Oh wow, it reeks out here," I said, covering my nose and mouth as Felix, Cassie, and I picked our way back toward the Tower. The smell hit like a physical wall—part ocean, part rotting fish market, part something uniquely awful that only came from giant magical crustaceans decomposing in the heat.

Felix grimaced but seemed to handle it better than I was managing. Maybe they were just used to it.

Cassie took a deep, theatrical breath and shrugged with apparent satisfaction. "Smells like a crisp morning to me! Must be bad luck having your kind of sense of smell."

"That's a lot of dead crabs," I said, stating the obvious while trying to breathe through my mouth.

"After you took out the big one, my brother made his way to the Tower and raised the alarm." Cassie gestured at the organized destruction surrounding us. "Then this. We're pretty good at dealing with just Carapax—it's the big fuckers that usually give us trouble."

A few yards ahead, a slight woman with mousy red hair struggled under the weight of two overflowing buckets. She wore what looked like a flour-dusted apron over simple work clothes and moved with the careful steps of someone not quite used to manual labor. As if summoned by my observation, she promptly tripped—on a crab leg, naturally—and went down hard. Her buckets scattered their contents across the cobblestones in a cascade of shells and claws.

We rushed over without thinking. Felix and I started gathering the scattered crab parts while Cassie helped the woman to her feet with surprising gentleness.

"Hey Katie! Were you headed to the Courtyard for processing?" Cassie brushed dust from the woman's shoulders with practiced efficiency. "We've got extra hands—we can take them for you."

"Oh... uhh... I can take them." Katie's voice carried a hesitant tone of someone trying to be polite while clearly needing help. "I need the... the money..."

Bravery swept over her as I moved closer, feeding me little details as I focused on her.

White flour dusted her clothes like snow, and I had seen enough oven burns on wrists to know a fellow baker when I saw one.

Cassie nodded and reached into her vest without hesitation, producing several small blue coins along with one larger red one that caught the light. "Of course, no problem. We'll buy them off you." Her grin turned mischievous as she glanced back at me. "Besides, the Breaker over there just got a dose of Nana’s healing. He could use the workout."

I felt the familiar weight of being volunteered for something I hadn't agreed to, caught between annoyance and resignation. After everything that had happened, though, I felt pretty great.

Katie accepted the coins, then looked up at me with suddenly wide green eyes. The change in her expression was immediate and dramatic.

"B-Breaker?" The word came out like she was testing it, making sure she'd heard correctly. "Oh. Oh!" Her hands flew up, trying to press the coins back toward Cassie. "I can't take your money, please—take it back. Thank you so much for what you did."

Her nervousness evaporated as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by something that looked suspiciously like hero worship. "If I had more time, I'd love to hear the story."

Cassie smoothly sidestepped the attempted coin return with the ease of long practice.

Katie turned her full attention to me, and I felt my face heat under the intensity of her gratitude. "Please, I'm Katherine... uh... Katie. I run a small bakery off the harbor, two streets over." She gestured vaguely toward the water. "We were mostly left alone by the Carapax—they don't seem to like sweets, thank the Roots."

She paused, seeming to remember herself. "Oh... I'm sorry. Please at least stop by later. We're handing out bread all day to those in need after the attack. These coins will get us plenty of flour, so you'll have an audience there if you want to tell your story!"

I caught Felix snickering out of the corner of my eye, which only made the heat in my cheeks worse.

“I... Yeah, uh... I'd—Hrgh!”

Whatever diplomatic response I'd been fumbling toward got cut off as heavy weight suddenly dropped onto my shoulders, driving me down to one knee with shocking force. Once I managed to steady myself and process what had happened, I found a bucket of crabs hanging from either side of a wooden yoke that now rested across the back of my neck.

"Holy—this thing weighs a ton," I gasped, feeling every muscle in my shoulders and back protest the sudden load. 

The crabs were significantly heavier than their appearance suggested, each bucket probably weighing as much as a grocery bag filled with cans. It wasn't exactly painful, but it caught me completely off guard.

I turned around to find Cassie wearing a grin that could only be described as diabolical.

"Threw a couple extra in for you, we've got two months, no slacking off!" she called cheerfully, then took off running toward the Tower with the kind of speed that was absolutely magical.

Cassie was gone before I could even think of a response, leaving me standing there like a very confused pack mule while Katie watched with obvious amusement.

Looking around, I started to piece together the larger picture. Katie had been carrying at least sixty kilos of crabs—but for what? Money, apparently. The street was full of people hauling similar loads: carts creaking under the weight of chitin and claws, sacks thrown over shoulders, makeshift yokes distributing the burden across backs and necks. Everyone was carrying as much as they could manage in the same direction. No horses, no cars, no magic help. Just people helping to clean up their city the hard way.

"Okay, I guess I’ve gotta get these guys to the Courtyard then." I adjusted the yoke, trying to find a position that didn't feel like it was sawing through my shoulders. "I'd love to visit your bakery, Katie. Maybe we can swap recipes—as long as I don't have to knead dough." I flashed what I hoped was a charming smile. "Plus, I'd love to tell you all about how I single-handedly saved the city. Preferably over drinks."

Wait. Where the hell did that confidence come from?

The words had just tumbled out like they belonged to someone else entirely. Katie's eyes went wide, her expression shifting from polite interest to something approaching shock.

Holy fuck, I just said that out loud.

That was supposed to stay safely locked in my head, but apparently my mouth had other plans. Katie's composure crumbled instantly, her fair skin flushing deep red as nervous energy practically radiated from her.

"Oh—I… how very… um… that would be… nice," she stammered, then practically fled up the street.

My cheeks burned with mortification as Felix clapped me on the back, his chuckle rich with appreciation.

"Well done, Ben! I think I have a lot to learn from you." His grin suggested he was enjoying my embarrassment far too much.

"It's not that," I protested as we started walking toward the Tower, the weight of the crabs already making my shoulders ache. "It was just a thought—I didn't mean to say it out loud. I'm not usually that... uh... forward." I shifted the yoke again, searching for a more comfortable position. "It’s Bravery, I think."

The casual way I referenced magic still felt surreal, like I was pretending to be someone else.

"Magic or not, you were standing there with muscles rippling, barefoot, asking her out for drinks." Felix's grin widened. "It was the right time to say it."

I glanced down, suddenly aware that my feet were bare against the cobblestones. Again. I wasn't even sure where my shoes had ended up—probably buried somewhere in the chaos of my room at Doreen's.

"I need to get some shoes," I muttered, my embarrassment fading into practical concern. "But Diana said I was almost completely out of mana. Though, I think I've figured out how to activate the spell, but I don't feel it now. I honestly feel completely normal." I looked at Felix sideways. "Mana is needed for Runebinding, right?"

"You've been without mana your whole life, Ben. It makes sense you'd feel normal." Felix adjusted his own lighter load with practiced ease. "I feel sick if I get that low. It's pretty impressive that you've formed and mastered a spell this quickly, though."

The compliment sat strangely with me. "But I don't feel like I'm... empty. How can I even tell when I'm running low?"

The load was definitely getting heavier as we headed uphill, and sweat was beading on my forehead despite the morning's relative coolness. My shoulders were going to be screaming by the time we reached the Tower.

"You know, your bravery spell is so impressive I totally forgot." Felix snapped his fingers like he'd just remembered something important. "Of course you'd have no idea how to manipulate mana—you're not even technically an Initiate yet. Let's grab some mana pearls from these crabs. We'll get less money, but that's on Cassie for disappearing. We can use them in a room at the Tower to teach you proper mana sense."

We rounded a corner—the
corner—and it took my brain a moment to fully process what I was seeing.

The aftermath of the exploding Brine Tyrant was like something out of a disaster movie. Thick layers of blue-green goo coated everything: cobblestones, building facades, street carts, vendor stalls. The viscous substance had splattered with such force that it clung to second-story windows and hung in ropey strands from lampposts. Entire chunks of street and building facades had been reduced to rubble by the massive crab's thrashing during our fight, leaving crater-like gouges in the stone.

But dominating the center of it all, like some macabre monument to the battle, sat the Brine Tyrant's intact fiddler claw.

The thing was enormous—easily four meters long, maybe more—leaning against a partially collapsed building like a giant's discarded weapon. The closer we got, the more its sheer scale became apparent. Intricate runes had been etched into the chitin surface, though they were now blackened and burned, leaving only the natural yellowish-red shell color everywhere else. The claw alone was bigger than most cars back home.

A crab absolutely could not get that big on Earth. Not even close. The Brine Tyrant could have hunted elephants for sport—hell, it probably could have taken on a small tank and won.

"Whoa," I breathed, stopping in my tracks despite the weight on my shoulders. "That thing really was massive."

Monster Hunters swarmed the area like an organized cleaning army, armed with rags, large metal scraping tools, and jars of white powder that they dumped liberally across every goo-covered surface. The chemical smell hit in waves—one moment the sickly-sweet stench of decomposing crab, the next a sharp, salty tang. My nose couldn't decide which was worse.

Further up, standing at what had to be ground zero of the explosion, a Sentarian in azure robes trimmed with gold worked with methodical precision. Their skeletal fingers were twisted into a mudra so complex I'd need to break several joints to even attempt it. A high-pressure jet of crystal-clear water erupted from a point just beyond their fingertips, slicing through the blue goo coating the buildings like a magical pressure washer. Every movement was deliberate, almost artistic—like they were painting instead of simply cleaning.

The water materialized from absolutely nothing, appearing at a focal point just in front of their extended hand. Through the spray, I caught glimpses of something I recognized—a symbol that practically screamed its meaning at me. Water definitely, but the second part of the spell was a wild tangle of concepts I couldn't quite grasp.

"Will of the water?" I said, staring at the Sentarian's outstretched hand.

"You have a good eye, Ben." Felix's voice carried genuine appreciation. "I think that one's called Current. It's not quite ripping a hole in the spirit realm like Chas does, but as far as Runebinding goes, it's still pretty damn impressive." His tone shifted to something approaching awe. "Producing water purely from mana must be incredibly useful, but the spirit aspect makes it wildly unpredictable."

As we passed through the gentle mist created by the spray, I felt instantly refreshed. The water seemed to cool the air around us intentionally, neutralizing the worst of the stench and leaving behind something almost pleasant. Felix shot me a sideways grin, and I realized this was the first time I'd seen magic used exactly the way I'd expected it to work.

"This is an Arcanist-style spell?" I asked, unable to resist stopping to watch the Sentarian work.

“More or less,” Felix confirmed.

The spell didn't bombard me with concepts and ideas like others had. Instead, it seemed to embody something simpler but somehow more profound—the water's own willpower, given form and purpose.

"Spirit-related magic is unpredictable?" I said, noticing several hunters glancing in my direction. Some were even pointing, which made my shoulders tense under the weight of the crab buckets.

"Usually." Felix's expression grew more serious. "Spirit magic enforces the will of your soul rather than just your mind. And, well, I'm sure you know that your body and soul might not always agree on things."

I turned to face him fully, feeling something cold settle in my stomach. "Fucking... No, Felix. I don't know that my soul might not see eye-to-eye with myself. As far as I knew, I am my soul. And souls were more or less an abstract theory until about thirty-six hours ago."

"Oh. Well... now you know." Felix's casual tone suggested this was basic information everyone should have. "Spirit magic, like your aura, is your soul exerting direct influence on the world around you."

I stopped dead in the middle of the courtyard, ignoring the flow of people around us.

That strange voice in my head. The one that kept urging me to do increasingly stupid things. What I'd been attributing to Bravery magic was actually my soul—the supposed core of my existence—being a complete dumbass?

The revelation hit like a physical blow, leaving me too stunned to process the sound of approaching wheels until something slammed into me from behind. The impact sent me sprawling forward, crab buckets flying as their contents scattered across the cobblestones in a cascade of shells and claws.

"Amituofo!" a melodious voice called from behind me. "Apologies, friend!"

I rolled over, spitting dust and trying to figure out what had just flattened me. What I saw defied easy categorization—something between a gypsy wagon and a small car. Painted in brilliant golds and reds with somewhat familiar patterns, it moved without any visible means of propulsion. No horses, no oxen, no magical creatures pulling it forward—it just glided across the cobblestones like it had a motor.

A Sentarian sat in the driver’s seat; his robes elegantly understated in contrast to the flamboyant vehicle. Their long, smooth features held an expression of genuine concern as they looked down at me.

"Kerrin!" Cassie's voice boomed across the crowded courtyard with enough volume to make nearby conversations pause. She jogged over and hauled me to my feet with her usual efficiency. "Ben, you can't just go stopping in the middle of the road, especially during cleanup. People have places to be."

"Lady Cassandra," Kerrin said from his perch, inclining his head with fluid grace. "This one is terribly sorry. The wagon's momentum engine does not respond as quickly as living beasts."

"I'm fine," I said, dusting cobblestone grit from my clothes and trying to salvage what dignity remained after being flattened by a magical wagon. "After getting my ass kicked by a giant crab, I think 'getting hit by a car' isn't that big of a deal anymore."

"Car?" Cassie's eyebrows shot up with genuine curiosity. "Is that what Terrans call Trailbinders?"

I stared at her for a moment, watching the connection spark to life in my brain. I looked at the ornate wagon, then back at Cassie, pieces clicking into place.

"Oh... Actually, yeah. Not quite the same thing—ours aren't made of wood and don't run on magic—but sure, close enough." The comparison seemed to delight her, and Cassie's face lit up with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for discovering shared interests.

"Ah, this one sees that Ben here is the Unbidden you spoke of last night." Kerrin's melodious voice carried formal precision as he inclined his head toward me. "The Estate of Winters is extremely grateful for your assistance in saving our Heiress."

"Ahem!" Cassie's interruption was sharp enough to cut glass, her face flushing an alarming shade of red. "Kerrin here was just getting back home, right?"

Kerrin tilted his head with insectoid curiosity, the gesture somehow looking both elegant and slightly unsettling on his humanoid features.

"Your home is my home, Young Miss. This one has served your family his entire life. Surely it isn't that unusual for—"

"Gaia's tits, Kerrin, stop fucking talking." Cassie's mortification was practically radiating from her in waves; her usual imposing confidence completely evaporated.

Kerrin's lower mandibles spread in what I could charitably interpret as a smile—though on a Sentarian, it looked more like he was preparing to devour something.

"Amituofo, Young Miss," he said with what sounded suspiciously like amusement. The wagon lurched forward with surprising smoothness as he guided it away, leaving us standing amid scattered crab parts.

"What took you so long?" Cassie asked, helping me gather the spilled crabs while studiously avoiding eye contact.

"He had to hit on Katie and get himself a date," Felix said as he joined our impromptu cleanup crew, his grin suggesting he'd been saving that revelation for maximum impact.

"Wait, Katie Summers?" Cassie's frown carried a note of genuine surprise. "You wasted no time, Ben. Shit, do I not do it for you? Don't like us big girls?"

I blinked, feeling heat creep up my neck. "What? I—uh, it was my magic... I think." The explanation sounded weak even to me.

Cassie's punch to my already-bruised shoulder carried just enough force to make my eyes water.

"I'm messing with you!" Her laugh was rich and genuine, and she flexed a corded arm. "I have a lot of brothers—I'd fold you in half like a piece of paper. Good job with Katie, though. She needs to get out of that bakery more often."

Felix wiped his hands on his pants, looking pleased with himself. "I got us a room at the Tower for Ben's initiation. Had to pull rank, though. Sometimes working for the Head Mistress has its perks." He glanced between us expectantly. "What happened? What'd I miss?"

Cassie looked like she was about to launch into an explanation, but I couldn't resist the opportunity.

"Oh, one of Heiress Cassandra's staff members hit me with a Trailbinder," I said with my most innocent grin, hefting the buckets back onto my shoulders. "Isn't that right, Young Miss?"

Felix's snicker was immediately drowned out by the sound of Cassie stomping over to two unfortunate hunters carrying their own crab buckets. She appropriated their loads with the kind of authority that brooked no argument, then slammed the additional buckets onto my makeshift yoke with enough force to make my knees buckle.

The weight easily doubled, sending sharp pain shooting through my shoulders and down my spine.

"Great. Now you get to carry this up all those stairs." She threw me a smile that managed to be both genuine and absolutely terrifying. "Why? Because you're on my family's island and I fucking said so."

I looked across the courtyard at the massive stone staircase leading up the hill into the tower. Was it still called a tower if it was underground? From here, it just looked like a museum on top of a somewhat steep hill.

Hell, I'd been going mostly uphill this entire time anyway, so it couldn't be that much worse.

Could it?

I adjusted the yoke across my shoulders, feeling my muscles protest the increased load, and took a steadying breath.

That's when the little voice in the back of my head decided to make its presence known. Because of course it did.

Tell her to add more, pansy. You go to the gym three times a week.

            

    
        21. Gary [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                I collapsed into a heap the moment we entered the cool air of the tower—or rather; the Citadel perched on top of it, as Felix had explained while I'd arduously hauled myself up those endless stairs. Meanwhile, Cassie and Felix had casually munched watermelon they'd snagged from the courtyard like this was a pleasant afternoon stroll.

The buckets I'd been lugging—filled with heavy crab parts and, after some solid goading from Cassie, chunks of rubble she'd thrown in for good measure—hit the stone floor with a series of wet thuds and sharp cracks. The sound echoed through the space, announcing my defeat to anyone within earshot.

Saying I was tired didn't come close. My entire body had simply decided, once again, that I'd reached my stairs quota for the day. Hell, maybe for the week.

Several hunters scrambled over to help as I rolled onto my back, staring up at the massive mural stretched across the dome ceiling above. Intricate scenes of battles and creatures I couldn't identify swirled in painted chaos overhead—until Cass leaned into my field of view, blocking out a dramatic-looking sea-serpent to my left.

"I didn't think you'd make it," she said, and I caught something like genuine respect in her expression. "You've got more guts than I gave you credit for. Definitely Striker material."

Felix helped me to my feet, then had to catch me when my legs performed more like overcooked noodles than actual flesh and bone. The embarrassment stung, but not as much as my everything else.

Several hunters began gathering up the scattered crab parts, shooting inquisitive looks at the chunks of brick and mortar strewn about like some kind of construction site explosion.

"Breaker's training," Cass offered with a shrug.

One Gaian man—built like a boulder with arms—gave a firm nod of approval that suggested he'd seen this particular brand of insanity before.

Felix and Cass helped guide my wobbling form toward the massive desk positioned at the back of this level. What I saw there made me question whether exhaustion was making me hallucinate.

The desk was staffed by what appeared to be several Garys. Not Gary-like people—actual Garys, each wearing different themed technicolor robes that looked like they'd been designed by someone having a fever dream about rainbow peacocks. Thick stage makeup covered their faces, with eyeshadow that swept dramatically from their cheeks all the way up to exaggerated, painted eyebrows. And the mustaches—each Gary sported a completely unique style, from handlebar curls to bristling walrus whiskers.

They looked more like a theater troupe than the powerful spirit I was now fairly sure Gary actually was.

"Afternoon, Gary!" Felix announced as we approached. “Is that room still free?”

One of the Garys spun toward us, plastering on a smile so artificially pleasant it could've been painted on with the rest of his makeup.

"It is, but Seeker Dorian is not pleased with your commandeering," Gary replied, his tone carrying just enough smugness to make it clear he was enjoying this.

"I'd hope not," Felix said. "Fuck that guy."

I blinked. This was possibly the first time I'd heard Felix actually flat-out curse. The venom in his voice caught me off guard.

Cassie snickered. "There's the Felix I remember."

"Indeed," Gary said smoothly, as if insulting this Dorian person was totally normal. "The rooms are on the twenty-first floor."

"Is that measured from the top or the bottom?" I asked, hoping to glean anything about how this impossible tower actually worked.

"Yes, that's correct," Gary said, completely shattering any logical sense I was trying to gather.

"Don't try to wrap your head around it," Felix warned. "The more you try to understand it, the more Gary messes with you."

I looked back at Gary, who smiled with a coy satisfaction that suggested he'd just won a game I didn't know we were playing.

"I will ensure you arrive promptly," he said. "Please continue into the tower."

My gaze turned toward the stairs leading up to the second level—where I'd entered the first time—and I sighed. Here we go again.

Surprisingly, when I tested my legs as we left the desk, I felt significantly better. Not perfect—it still felt like I'd just hauled two hundred and fifty pounds up endless stairs in summer heat—but overall? Pretty damn good.

By the time we reached the second floor, something inside me was starting to relax. Even the ache in my legs, while still present, was rapidly becoming manageable instead of the screaming protest it had been moments before.

Felix seemed to notice me examining myself as we walked, testing my limbs like I was discovering them for the first time.

“There’s a lot more mana inside the tower," he explained. "It's why people like to train here. Your body uses mana the same way it uses muscles, so you need to strengthen it." He paused, studying me with that analytical look I was getting used to. “My guess is that with how drained you were, all this new mana is pushing past anything your body had been used to… which, come to think of it, was probably nothing. Or close to it.”

"So what you're saying is I've gained mana muscle?" I asked, incredulous.

"Probably," Cass said. "Mana naturally reinforces the body, and the more of it you can hold—well, you've seen Chas throw a punch."

"I've also seen more than one person get launched through solid stone in the last day," I said, laughing despite myself.

"Happens a lot," Cass said with a shrug. "But yeah, like that."

Now that I was focusing on it, I could feel it—that static sensation against my skin that I'd almost started ignoring. The air itself felt thicker here, charged with an energy that seemed to seep into my bones.

Mana.

I definitely didn't feel like I'd be punching through stone blocks soon, but I felt... great. Even after climbing those stairs, when I should have collapsed from heatstroke, I wasn't even thirsty.

I wouldn’t mind some watermelon, though.

"Okay," I said as we descended into that strange arrival area. "So mana is a muscle, and the more I use it, the stronger I get?"

"Up to a point, at least," Felix said. "By the time you're an Adept, you usually hit your physical limit. Somehow pushing past that is how you become a Master." His expression darkened slightly. "Mom won't tell me what's required, and last time I asked Nana, she gave me a textbook that made less than no sense. I'm pretty sure it was on purpose." He shifted into a perfect impression of Diana's clipped tone: "'Maybe you should fucking slow down and think about your Seal first.'"

Cass and I both burst out laughing. "That sounds exactly like her," I said. "Does everyone call her Nana?"

"Besides Felix, it's mostly those of us who grew up in the city," Cass explained as she led us up the Tower steps. "Sylvarus is the closest island to La-Roc, so she used to visit a lot. Even before Felix and Elena showed up. She's saved my ass at least a dozen times."

"Because she's a healer?" I asked, the pieces clicking together.

Cass nodded. "Broken bones, cuts, bruises, stupid shit we did as kids—you know how it is. Add in monster attacks, and we get banged up constantly." She said it with the casual air of someone discussing the weather.

"And healing medicine isn't free," Felix added with a grimace.

"Yeah, when am I going to get some of those healing—"

The hall next to us erupted into a chaotic swirl of purple and blue light, cutting off my question. The air crackled with energy, making the hair on my arms stand up.

A man stepped out of the swirling mess, wearing a brown leather jacket and something approaching khaki pants. He had a bushy beard that made him look distinctly Gary-adjacent, but different enough to be noticeable.

"Fuck me," he said, brushing sparkling dust of residual magic off his sleeves. "Twenty-one's being a little bitch today. I'll have to take you there myself."

"Gary?" I asked, and he raised an eyebrow.

"When I need to be," he said with a sly smirk that was pure Gary smugness. "I'm Garrick. You must mean my brother Garreth up front."

"Ah, of course," I said, deadpan. "My mistake—the beard should have been an obvious tell."

Garrick's mouth turned up in a slight smile that suggested he appreciated the sarcasm.

"If y'all will follow me." He motioned toward the swirling portal with the casual confidence of someone who did this daily.

I hesitated, my stomach doing a familiar flip. "I, uh, don't have a great history with portals..."

Garrick raised a painted eyebrow at me, and suddenly his entire demeanor shifted. The casual facade dropped, replaced by something that felt ancient and powerful.

"You're in my tower, Ben Crawford, and no harm will come to you if I have anything to say about it."

The feeling of safety I'd experienced back with Elena and Lana suddenly radiated outward, cranked up to eleven before pulling back—like Garrick was making a point. The sensation was so intense it made my knees wobble.

I shook my head to clear it. That was... intense. Like the tower itself wanted me to be safe and comfortable while I was here. Or was it Gary? Honestly, it didn't feel like there was much difference between the tower and its spirit.

"Here," Garrick said, apparently noticing my discomfort. "Let's try this instead."

He raised a finger, and the chaotic portal shrank down with a sound like air being sucked through a straw. It snapped into a perfectly ordinary door that materialized in the middle of the hallway like it had always belonged there. The door swung open with a gentle creak, revealing a similar hallway beyond—but brighter, with comfortable seating and deep red carpet that looked like it came from my room in Doreen’s.

"Thanks, Gary—Garrick. That looks much more manageable," I said, starting forward.

This time, though, Cass and Felix gawked at the door just standing in the middle of the hallway, defying every law of physics I'd ever learned.

"Gaia's tits, how is that better? It hurts my head," Cass said, shuddering as she stared at the impossible sight.

Felix circled around the door like he was examining some kind of dangerous artifact. "Ah! You can't even see it from behind," he said, looking almost queasy. "At least put it against a wall so it makes sense."

Garrick shot me an approving look. "I want to see if the Breaker here will walk through it as it is."

I blinked at him, studying the magical door floating in front of me. Honestly? It looked exactly like what I'd expect a magic door to look like—which was apparently the problem for everyone else.

Shrugging, I stepped forward. Walking through the threshold felt like stepping through a gentle stream of water, cool and tingly against my skin, but otherwise it seemed like... just a door.

"Cool," I said, glancing back only to see a populated hallway full of people and no door in sight. My head spun for a second before I settled on 'magical one-way door' and moved on.

A moment later, a door further up the hall opened, and Felix stepped through, followed by Cass. Both looked slightly green.

I jogged over to meet them, and Felix shot me a look that mixed admiration with concern.

"You're crazy, man. Talk about a guinea pig... definitely Arcanist material."

"I need to know more about what these groups actually are," I said with a laugh. "I feel like I'm being recruited into something I don't understand."

"Of course, it's the nepotism duo."

The voice cut through our conversation like a blade. We turned to see a dark-haired Gaian man flanked by two others—one with short-cropped hair and a stocky build, the other sporting what I swear was an actual pageboy haircut.

The leader sneered and stepped toward us. "Are you the reason we've been kicked out of our meditation room?" His gaze shifted to me, and his sneer deepened. "And who is this? That Terran everyone's talking about today? So the nepotism trio, then."

Wow, people already knew about me? Diana's gossip network could've given social media a run for its money. The guy had similar angular features to Marco but was clearly much younger—maybe a relative? He had long black hair swept dramatically back and wore black robes that probably cost more than most people's monthly income. His two lackeys chuckled in practiced support.

Cass jutted a thumb toward me, her stance shifting into something that screamed danger. "Acolyte? Maybe Breaker? Ben's shits get more priority than your sorry ass, Dorian." She took a deliberate step forward, and all three of them backed up in unison.

"I've earned my strength, shit-stain. Call it nepotism one more time, and we'll see who wins in a fight. You may be a Seeker, but you won't even see me coming. Your daddy can't help you in the dueling ring."

"My father earned
his position, Cassandra Winters," he spat, her name dripping with venom.

There was a lot to unpack there. Cass had one hell of a temper—which honestly wasn't a big surprise. But the angular-faced kid with long black hair, dramatic black robes, and a permanent scowl was named Dorian fucking Graves? He even looked like he'd stepped out of an Oscar Wilde novel. Someone had to be messing with me.

I laughed. I couldn't help it—the whole situation was so absurdly perfect that my brain just gave up trying to process it seriously. The tension in the hallway shifted as all eyes turned to me.

"Sorry, I needed that. Thank you, Dorian. Never change your hair," I said, walking around Cass to position myself between them. The last thing I needed was a magical hallway brawl on my first day. "I'm Ben Crawford," I added, sticking my hand out to shake.

"I know," Dorian replied with a scoff that sounded practiced.

"I’m getting that a lot lately," I said with a smile, lowering my hand. The kid scoffed again—exactly like the last one, like it was programmed into him. I'd bet this guy was a real joy at parties.

"The Breaker?" Pageboy Haircut spoke up, giving me a slight nod that seemed almost respectful. "Let's go, Dorian. He's earned it."

"Fine. It's been a long day. We have better places to be," Dorian said, spinning on his heel. His cape—and yes, he actually had a cape—billowed dramatically with the movement.

It was absolutely hilarious.

As the trio swept away in a cloud of theatrical black fabric, Cass stared at me with an expression I couldn't quite read. There was something between gratitude and frustration in her eyes.

"Come on, those guys are just idiots," Felix said, sliding open a door to what looked like a sitting room. "They've been poking at Cass for months. They're a nightmare to work with on jobs if you get paired up with any of those three."

The room was much smaller than the one we'd been in yesterday, but it was still large enough to hold pretty much every rest-surface imaginable. Meditation mats sprawled across the polished floor, oversized chairs that could swallow a person whole, plush couches that looked like clouds, and even a long chaise-style lounge that screamed 'nap time.' The air practically hummed with mana.

Why couldn't I just stay here instead of in a storage room at Doreen’s? This place felt like a luxury spa designed by someone who actually understood comfort.

Felix closed the door behind us, and when I glanced back, there was no longer a door. Just solid wall.

He noticed my double-take and nodded. "Oh, we can leave whenever we want. It's just so no one can bother us during your initiation." He demonstrated by placing his hand against the wall, and a door shimmered back into existence like a mirage resolving into reality. When he took his hand away, the door vanished again.

"Do not disturb, huh?" I said.

He shrugged. "Something like that."

We settled onto a cluster of couches in the center of the space, and I noticed gentle music drifting from... somewhere. It was the kind of ambient sound that made you want to close your eyes and forget the world existed.

"So, Mana," Felix began as he sat across from me. "It's the fundamental energy that exists in all living things. It hardens the body and connects to your soul. Your soul, in turn, uses it to manifest your understanding of concepts as runes. Does that make sense?"

"No?" I said, eyebrows climbing toward my hairline. "I just found out souls were actually real yesterday."

"Right…" Felix replied, looking genuinely perplexed about how to proceed.

Cassie snickered, breaking out of her quiet pondering.

"What?" I said, probably looking exactly as lost as I felt.

She seemed to register my genuine bewilderment and softened slightly. "Damn, Felix, that's a lot to dump on him at once." She turned to me. "Right now, Ben, you're using mana instinctively. To actually control it, you'll need to find that spot in your mind where the mana flows. The gateway."

"...To my soul," I said slowly, trying to wrap my head around the concept.

"Something like that," Felix agreed. "You have to give your mana purpose by opening a line of communication with your soul—like agreeing on a path toward your Seal. If it doesn't work out, you can always learn something else and try again."

I blinked. "I need to... somehow ask my soul if it likes Bravery and wants to help me with magic?"

"Yeah, that," Cass said, nodding like this was perfectly reasonable. "It's easier than it sounds, and you won't actually be talking to it. More of a feeling. Like... intuition, but deeper."

I took a deep breath and flopped back onto the plush couch, sinking into cushions that felt like they were, in fact, even more comfortable than they looked. My mind wandered to everything that had brought me here—the mysterious death dome, at least two different portals, and deciding to trust people I'd just met.

Adventure.

That fucking word again.

"Alright," I said, looking between them. "What do I do?"

            

    
        22. Complex Universal Energy [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                A few years ago, my brother Danny took my parents and me to Cancun for Christmas. I remembered standing in the shadow of Chichen Itza, the last wisps of morning mist lifting around us, with nothing but ancient stone and silence pressing in from every direction. Danny was already making his mark in the world and had pulled some strings with a friend in the Mexican government, getting us access at dawn—hours before the first wave of tourists would descend with their cameras and chatter. It was just Dad, Danny, and me alone in that vast, sacred place.

I'd always thought of myself as a skeptic, a realist—give me science, facts, logic. The measurable world made sense. But that morning, as the early light painted the stepped pyramid gold and threw long shadows across the plaza, I couldn't shake the feeling deep in my gut that there was something here I'd never understand. Something that existed in the space between facts.

Danny was his usual self at first, chuckling about how he "knew a guy who knew a guy," but even his easy confidence faltered as we climbed higher. The stone steps were worn smooth by centuries of footsteps, each one a small reminder of all the people who had made this same journey before us.

The silence up there was strange—heavy—pressing down on us like a living thing. It was almost deafening in its intensity, as if the absence of sound had weight and presence. The air itself seemed to hold its breath.

Dad, always the teacher, pointed out details in the weathered statues and intricate carvings—ancient gods and spirits, fierce figures with eyes that seemed to track our movement. Feathered serpents and jaguar warriors frozen in stone, their faces worn but somehow still fierce after all these centuries.

"No magic here," he'd said with that knowing smile of his, the one that meant he was about to launch into a lecture about historical significance and archaeological evidence. "Just remarkable engineering and artistry."

But as I stood there, feeling my heartbeat slow in that profound quiet, watching shadows shift across carvings that looked almost alive in the golden light, I wanted—desperately—to believe there was something here beyond any history book. Something that existed in the realm of mystery rather than measurement.

The small chamber at the top was even more intense. It wasn't much more than a single room with smooth walls and no inscriptions, just stone figures peering out from the shadows like eternal sentinels. They looked like guardians waiting for something—or someone.

Everything smelled of earth and rain, thick and humid, as if the air itself was steeped in ancient secrets. There was no one else around, yet the space felt... full. Populated by presences I couldn't see but somehow knew were there.

Just for a moment—maybe it was the altitude, or the early hour, or the way the light slanted through the doorway—I thought I felt it. Some invisible thread connecting this place to something vast and unknowable. A sense that magic wasn't just possible but inevitable.

Or maybe I just wanted it to be there so badly that I convinced myself I could feel it.



Fuck, I'm terrible at meditation.

I was trying to recreate that temple's profound silence in my head, but I kept hearing Dad complain about the heat—and Mom's inevitable response.

"I thought you said you were solar-powered, Sean?" Something like that, delivered with the kind of loving exasperation that came from thirty years of marriage.

Opening my eyes, I saw Cassie and Felix staring with increasingly frustrated expressions.

"The kid makes a spell in a day, blows up a Class-D monster, and asks out the most eligible girl in town," Cassie said, clearly reaching the end of her patience. "But he can't seem to stay focused for longer than a few minutes."

I was raised on computer screens, tablets, and video games. I was happy to focus on anything interesting, but focusing on nothing? Definitely not interesting. And given everything that had happened in the last day and a half, I personally thought I was doing pretty great.

"Okay," I said, finally standing up to stretch. We'd been at this for an hour, and my ass was numb from the meditation mat. "The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over, expecting different results. So let's change something up. Is there another way to do this without meditation? Because I'm clearly not built for it."

Felix seemed to consider this, then pulled a mana pearl from his vest pocket. The small sphere caught the ambient light, swirling with an internal energy that made my eyes want to track its movement.

"I was going to use this for your initiation ceremony, but I have an idea. Wait here," he said, standing. He walked to the wall, manifested the door back into existence, and stepped outside.

A few minutes passed. I looked to Cassie, who shrugged with the universal expression of 'your guess is as good as mine.' I was about to ask what the hell was taking so long when the door opened again.

Felix returned with a Sentarian in tow. The creature was shorter than the one I'd seen cleaning up crab goo earlier, but looked no less alien. The door remained solid this time instead of vanishing.

"Ben, this is Ferris," Felix said. "He's agreed to help you in exchange for a pearl. He's an Adept Arcanist studying at Sylvarus."

Ferris nodded, the movement precise and somehow dignified despite being completely inhuman.

"Amituofo," he said, his voice deep and accented in a way that drew out certain syllables melodically. "This humble scholar is glad to meet you, Breaker. Felix tells me you come from a world without mana. This is... an intriguing opportunity. This humble scholar is honored to assist."

He settled cross-legged across from me with fluid grace, and I finally got a proper look at what a Sentarian actually was. He wore simple blue robes that somehow looked both practical and elegant. His face was far more expressive than I'd expected—rather than just an exoskeleton, he had ridged plates along his jaw that shifted when he spoke. The area around his distinctly cat-like eyes was cut away from his shell, revealing pale flesh beneath and allowing him to squint and express himself with startling humanity.

He was truly, completely alien. And yet somehow familiar in the way he carried himself.

"My appearance troubles you, Ben?" Ferris asked, tilting his head with what seemed like genuine understanding. "This is normal."

"There's just nothing like you where I come from," I said, trying to be polite while my brain catalogued every detail. "I recognize so much on Ark, but you're just... completely different."

Ferris nodded slowly. "We understand. The Sentarian Collective is not originally from Ark. We are pilgrims from a lost home. It has been only a few generations, but this world is our own now."

"The Sentarians are master Runebinders," Cassie said, producing a blue coin from her pocket. "Their understanding of mana is insane." She placed the coin on a small end table, and I watched it melt into the stone. I blinked, and there was a perfect red apple sitting where the coin had been. She picked it up and took a crisp bite.

"What the hell, Cassie!" I said, gesturing wildly at the casual miracle I'd just witnessed. "You can't tell me to clear my mind and then just manifest food out of thin air! Now I need to know exactly how that works."

"Learn to control your mana," she grinned at me, taking another bite. "Figure your shit out if you're hungry."

My stomach chose that moment to grumble audibly, and I sighed. I really just wanted some water. Or maybe iced tea. Was she creating food that already existed somewhere, or could she make anything? Like some kind of magical replicator?

"Right. Okay. Clear my mind," I muttered.

Ferris tossed the mana pearl to me in a gentle arc, and I caught it instinctively. The sphere was warm and seemed to pulse against my palm like a tiny heartbeat.

"Mana control is not something everyone learns the same way," he explained, his voice taking on a teacher's cadence. "Some must clear their minds entirely. Others must fill them completely. Perhaps you should try letting your thoughts flow freely while keeping your focus anchored on the pearl."

I closed my eyes, feeling the mana pearl's comforting weight in my hand. Instead of forcing myself into silence, I let the thoughts come naturally: the crab fight, the impossible tower, the death dome, Diana's sharp smile. And then, unexpectedly, memories of the cottage back home drifted through my mind.



Twigs snapped and leaves crunched underfoot as I trudged through a forest so familiar it made my chest ache with recognition. Massive blueberry bushes dotted the winding path between towering pines and granite boulders worn smooth by countless seasons. I could see the bright berries hanging in heavy clusters, their deep purple-blue so vivid they seemed to glow even in the dappled shade.

This was home. The woods behind the cottage where Danny and I had spent countless summer afternoons getting gloriously lost.

I reached out instinctively, plucking a fat berry and popping it into my mouth. But instead of the expected burst of sweet-tart juice, something hard cracked against my teeth. I spat it out in shock, and a pearl the size of a marble rolled into my palm, glowing with soft blue light that pulsed like a gentle heartbeat.

A pearl? That couldn't be right.

Where the hell was I? The cottage, maybe? Everything looked impossibly real—more vivid than memory should allow—but wasn't I just sitting in the Tower with Cassie and Felix? Fragments of childhood adventures played through my mind: Danny showing me which berries were ripe, Dad pointing out animal tracks in the soft earth, all of it blending strangely with the acute awareness that I was somehow here and there simultaneously.

I turned the pearl over in my palm, watching wisps of sparkling dust trail from its surface like glittering smoke on an unfelt breeze. Mana. That's what I was here for, wasn't it? The pearl seemed to call to something deep within me—a magnetic pull I felt in my bones, a thirst I hadn't known I carried. I let myself sink into the sensation, focusing on that inexplicable need.

Ahead, the river sparkled in the afternoon sunlight, flowing past the same weathered trees Danny and I used to navigate on oversized inner tubes during endless summer days. The crystal-clear water babbled softly over smooth stones, filling me with the bone-deep calm I'd forgotten existed. This was my favorite place in the world—my sanctuary.

Only now there was something impossible—a giant mirror stretched across the river like a dam, its surface perfectly smooth despite the water flowing through it as if it wasn't even there.

I approached along the familiar bank, my feet finding the same route I'd walked a thousand times before. When I reached out to touch the mirror's surface, warmth radiated up my arm like sunlight through glass. My reflection stared back, holding the mana pearl exactly as I was, and the wisps of energy drifted directly into the mirror, creating perfect synchronicity between reality and reflection.

"Alright, Ben, one more pitch," a voice said suddenly beside me—warm, encouraging, impossibly familiar. "Don't think about the bases being loaded. Just keep your eye on the glove and think about the pizza waiting after the game."

The memory hit me like a physical blow: Mom's voice from the sidelines of my last Little League game; her smile brighter than the summer sun. I was twelve, nervous as hell with the game on the line, and she'd somehow known exactly what to say. It had been one of the best days of my life—before basketball took over, anyway.

I grinned, winding up my arm as if the mana pearl were a well-worn baseball. The motion felt natural, muscle memory from countless afternoons playing catch with Dad. I threw the pearl toward the mirror with everything I had, putting my whole body behind it just like Coach had taught me.

The moment the pearl struck the mirror's surface, reality shattered.

A thunderous crack split the air, and a shockwave blasted through me with the force of a breaking dam. I felt myself falling and sitting simultaneously, like I was floating between two different states of being. Colors exploded around me in a riot of impossible hues—blues deeper than ocean trenches, greens that sang with life, golds that tasted like summer afternoons.

My mind tumbled through the chaos, desperately trying to find something solid to anchor to. Through it all, Ferris's voice reached me like a lifeline, somehow both distant and crystal clear.

"You are making excellent progress, Ben. Let yourself be carried along."

It was surreal—I could feel his guidance like a tether connecting me to something real, but I had no sense of where my body was or what it was doing. I was free-falling through a kaleidoscope of sensation, my mind spinning as it tried to process this impossible experience of being everywhere and nowhere at once.



I leaned back in an infinity hot tub, steam rising around me as I took in the impossible view. A vast ocean stretched to the horizon. The tub was carved into the side of a mountain so high that clouds drifted below us. Enormous swells crashed against jagged rocks with thunderous roars that I could feel in my chest, the sound echoing up through the glass bottom of the tub. I could see straight down through the crystal-clear floor, watching the chaotic dance of white foam and dark water hundreds of feet below.

"Ain't that a wicked good view, huh?"

I jumped hard enough to send water sloshing over the tub's edge, immediately snapping out of my hypnotized stare. I spun around, and my brain tried to process what I was seeing.

Standing casually behind me, sipping from a tall beer glass complete with a bright red bendy straw, was... an elf. But not the ethereal, otherworldly kind from fantasy movies. This guy looked like he'd crawled out of Santa's workshop after a three-day bender and a fight with a lawnmower.

He had that bone-deep weariness of someone who'd seen too much, but it was tempered with an oddly prideful satisfaction, like he'd just won an argument he'd been having for years. His elongated, pointed ears poked through a wild mop of bright orange hair that looked like it had declared war on every comb in existence. His skin was a rich, dark brown, and his eyes sparkled with mischief that usually ended with someone getting arrested. He wore robes that looked like they'd lost a fight with a sewing machine—patches on patches, held together by stubbornness and prayer.

"Aw, this beer's wicked good!" he said, holding up his glass appreciatively. "They call it an IPA? You ain't wrong, pal—Deathroot wine really is just ram's piss compared to this shit."

I blinked at him, my brain trying to catch up. My soul had a Boston accent?

The water around me felt completely real—warm, with that slightly mineral taste you get from natural hot springs. The ocean wind cut through the steam, and I was soaked to the bone.

"You still takin' it all in, huh?" he continued, grinning like he was enjoying a private joke. "Well, get fuckin' comfy, kid! You and me, we're gonna be seein' a lot more of each other. You can call me Ted."

"Who the hell are you?" I managed, still trying to wrap my head around how impossibly real this all felt.

"You ain't that bright, are ya, kid?" he replied, taking another sip through his straw. "I'm Ted."

"Okay, and where am I, Ted?" I said, fighting to keep my voice level. "Are you supposed to be my soul? Because I'm supposed to ask if you like Bravery or something."

"Just your Spirit Guide," he said, like that explained everything. He waved his free hand in a sweeping gesture that encompassed the entire panoramic view, his Boston accent thick enough to spread on toast. "This is your soul. You could stand up on the edge of that tub and piss off the side if you wanted. Probably a stupid thing to do, but fuck, it's your soul, ya know?"

"Wait," I said, my mind reeling. "How am I supposed to communicate with an ocean?"

"Kid," Ted said, looking at me like I'd just asked him to explain why water was wet. "You ain't gettin' it. You ARE your soul. Right here, right now."

"But I feel like... me?" I said, touching my chest, feeling my heartbeat.

"Bingo," Ted said, thrusting out his hand with the enthusiasm of someone who'd just proven a point. "C'mon, kid, shake my hand—it's part of the thing."

I hesitated for a moment, staring at his outstretched palm. Something about this felt like crossing a line I couldn't uncross. But what choice did I have?

I reached out and grasped his hand. His grip was firm, calloused, real.

The moment our skin made contact, the world shifted like someone had flipped a cosmic switch. The bright afternoon sun dissolved like sugar in water, replaced by a sprawling planetarium of night sky that bloomed overhead in seconds. Stars blinked on one by one, then dozens at a time, until we were surrounded by entire galaxies swirling in impossible colors, so vivid and close they made my eyes water.

"Oh, fu—"



I was flying—though at least this time it wasn't falling. I flipped head over heels through a cascade of lights and sound that would've made Pink Floyd jealous, tumbling until I finally stabilized myself. I was careening at impossible speed through the densest field of stars I'd ever seen, like someone had cranked the universe's brightness setting to eleven and forgotten to dial it back down.

It looked like an elaborate screensaver, as if I'd somehow zoomed out to see the cosmos from a perspective that shouldn't have been possible for a human brain to process.

But unlike my nightmarish experience stuck in that portal—helpless and terrified—this felt almost... familiar. Like flying through a dream I'd had but couldn't quite remember.

Without warning, I stopped dead. No deceleration, no gradual slowing—just an instant halt that should have turned me into cosmic jelly. A massive sonic boom erupted around me, followed by shockwaves of energy rippling outward through this strange cosmos like I'd just broken some fundamental law of physics.

I didn't feel a thing.

"Whoa, hold up, hold up," came Ted's voice from everywhere and nowhere at once. "I'm supposed to teach you how to manipulate mana in your body. One sec. Where the hell did I put it... Ah, dammit."

I spun around, taking in what looked like deep space but with significantly more visible stars than should have been possible. It was like floating in a sea of living color—nebulae swirled in impossible purples and golds, and distant galaxies pulsed with their own internal rhythm.

Ted's voice seemed to make the stars themselves pulse in time with his words, like the entire universe was his sound system.

"Yeah, it's me. Hang on—fuck! Who the hell left that there? Oh, right... me. This it? Yeah. Ahem."

Could Ted read my thoughts? That was deeply concerning.

"I can see your core memories too," Ted said, answering my unspoken question. "Who do you think's been showin' you all these flashbacks?"

Wait, Ted was the reason I kept remembering random moments from my past? I'd thought it was just some kind of psychological defense mechanism, my brain trying to cope with all the insanity.

"Bingo, kid. Nothing random about it."

Before I could process that revelation fully, I was moving again. This time the stars streamed past so fast they formed a tunnel of pure light around me, colors shifting in patterns that should have given me a seizure but instead filled me with a strange sense of wonder. My mind seemed to relax as I felt my physical self returning, like slipping back into a familiar pair of shoes.

It felt like almost no time had passed at all. I was still sitting in the meditation pose, still holding... something. The mana pearl?

"Ted Publishin' Presents," Ted boomed like he was announcing the main event at Madison Square Garden, “Complex Universal Energies for Dummies! Written by yours truly, available nowhere because I just made it up. Chapter One: Lil Baby Don't Know Shit About Mana.”

            

    
        23. Karma [BONUS]

    
    
    
    
                My eyes shot open, and I sucked in a sharp breath that felt like I'd been dunked in ice water. Ferris jerked backward, his alien features shifting into an expression that looked like surprise. Cassie looked up from a thick book with a bemused smile that suggested she'd been expecting something like this.

"Whoa," I muttered, blinking hard and looking around the room.

Everything looked like I was seeing it through a double exposure—my regular vision overlaid with something that made the world shimmer with strange, soft filters. The walls seemed to hum with barely contained energy, the ambient lights burned just a little too bright, and something deep in my mind felt hollow and depleted. Like a low-fuel warning light had just flickered on in my brain.

Cassie had moved to the chaise lounge while I was under, her thick book sprawled across her lap, but Felix was nowhere to be seen.

"You're back," Ferris said, studying me with what I was beginning to recognize as his particular blend of curiosity and approval. "You appear to have grasped considerably more than expected. It shows in your eyes."

"Uh, thanks," I said, though I wasn't entirely sure what I was being thanked for.

As I sat up, movement on my skin caught my attention. Faint, thread-like patterns traced along my hands and arms—an iridescent blue network that pulsed gently beneath the surface like bioluminescent veins. The threads felt alive somehow, warm and electric against my skin. I couldn't see anything similar on Ferris or Cassie, and wasn’t even sure I was seeing them on myself. Instead, it was like something was overlaying these threads onto my body, and my eyes were only half seeing it.

"This is... wild," I muttered, watching the threads pulse in perfect rhythm with my heartbeat. They glowed just a fraction brighter with every breath, and it was nearly impossible to resist staring at the hypnotic pattern.

"Ah, a successful initiation," Ferris observed, his long fingers steepled thoughtfully. He nodded with what looked like genuine respect. "Your soul is quite willing to assist you, Ben. Many do not enjoy that luxury."

Thinking back to the surreal experience with Ted, it hadn't felt like I'd needed to do much convincing. That strange, beer-drinking spirit guide had been more than happy to help—hell, he'd told me I was my own soul, which didn't really track with what I'd been learning from everyone else on Ark.

I looked down at my hands again, watching the blue threads dance beneath my skin. Something familiar and raw stirred inside me, like I'd just been handed the keys to a car I'd always known how to drive but had never been allowed to touch.

"My soul," I echoed, the words barely more than a whisper. I felt like I had accessed some powerful secret, a missing part of myself. And somehow... it made perfect sense. The logical, scientific part of my brain wanted to dissect and analyze this new reality, but something deeper dared me to just accept it and see what happened.

Probably Bravery.

Cassie grinned and moved to sit beside Ferris, gesturing toward the magic end table with a blue coin.

"Alright, time to look like an idiot," I said, rolling my eyes.

The coin buzzed faintly with mana as I picked it up, vibrating against my palm like a tuning fork made of pure energy. Every fiber of my being suddenly wanted to absorb it, draw it into myself like I'd just found water after days in the desert. Fighting that instinct, I kept my focus on the coin and placed it carefully onto the end table, mimicking Cassie's earlier demonstration.

The coin settled in the center with a soft clink, and suddenly I could see a ring of faintly glowing runes circling around it—symbols that definitely hadn't been visible before my little soul journey. The air around the table shimmered with potential energy.

A static pull shot through my arm like I'd just grabbed a live wire, tugging power straight from deep inside. In my mind, I focused on iced tea—something cold and refreshing after all this magical exertion.

"Who drinks iced tea? Get you some of this IPA!" Ted's voice boomed in my head with the enthusiasm of a drunk uncle at a barbecue.

Was that—?

Fire shot up my arm before I could finish the thought. I yelped and collapsed backward onto the couch as electricity seemed to race through every nerve ending. The sensation was like being struck by lightning while sticking my finger in an electrical socket—my entire body buzzing painfully as I flopped down in a stunned daze.

"What the fuck, Ben!" Cassie's voice cut through the ringing in my ears as she scrambled over, grabbing my shoulders just as my stiff body slid off the couch. I couldn't feel my limbs properly—everything tingled like they'd all fallen asleep simultaneously.

"Ow..." I croaked, tilting my head toward the table despite the lingering electrical aftershocks.

There, sitting primly on the end table where my coin had been, was a foaming pint glass filled with dark amber liquid. Complete with a bright red bendy straw and the unmistakable hoppy aroma of what smelled like a seriously strong IPA.

"I wanted iced tea," I muttered weakly.

But even as I said it, I knew that beer was exactly what some part of me—the Ted part, apparently—actually wanted.

Cassie picked up the glass and sniffed it cautiously. "This thing can make beer?" She asked, shooting a questioning look at Ferris, who offered a shrug.

My head thudded back against the couch as I closed my eyes with a groan. "I'm not sure I like my soul."

"Fascinating. This is excellent craftsmanship. Is this ale?" Ferris asked, taking a delicate sip through the red straw with surprising grace for someone with an exoskeleton.

"You know how to make beer?" Cassie asked, and the gleam in her eyes could only mean trouble.

"Yeah... That one's called a pale ale. Pretty straightforward to brew," I groaned, gesturing weakly toward the end table that had somehow conjured liquid perfection from a coin. "What the hell is that thing? I just had a wandering thought, and it materialized alcohol."

"That is a Runic Compositor," Ferris explained, his tone taking on an almost reverent quality. "A recent innovation in techno-magic. It gathers ingredients stored elsewhere and manifests them in their final form based on your intent. The more complex the creation, the more mana it demands. That beer nearly killed you, which shows exceptional quality."

I blinked, my brain still catching up while Cassie took a long, appreciative swig from the glass.

"Damn, Ben, this could actually get Chas drunk," she said with genuine admiration. "Definitely worth nearly dying for. Wanna try again?"

She drained the glass in one go and belched loudly enough to rattle the ambient music.

"Absolutely not," I said, laughing despite the lingering tingling in my extremities. "Get me some barley malt and hops, and I'll teach you how to make it the normal way."

Cassie's eyes lit up like I'd just offered her the secrets of the universe. "Seriously?"

I shrugged, unable to suppress a grin at her enthusiasm.

Ferris gave a respectful nod and, surprisingly, switched to what sounded like fluent Eloquentia. "It was gas-emission to watch you connect with your soul."

I squinted, catching a word that seemed distinctly off. "Did you mean enlightening?" The words were basically identical, but something about the tones felt deliberately wrong.

Ferris's features shifted into what I was learning to recognize as his version of a smile. "This humble scholar thought you might know Bodhi." His mastery of the language was impressive—he sounded like a diplomat addressing the UN.

Cassie's gaze ping-ponged between us, her patience clearly wearing thin. "Guys? Same language, please?"

"Sorry, Cassie," I said, then turned back to Ferris. "We have some similar concepts where I come from, I think."

Ferris's jaw plates clicked thoughtfully—apparently his version of stroking his chin. "Remarkably, a world with no mana, yet still the soul is cultivated? This is invaluable information." He straightened, his demeanor shifting to something more formal. "Please, Felix promised me payment, but let me return it—this humble scholar must balance this exchange properly. Karma must remain light."

"It's mostly just from stories and philosophy," I said, but Ferris raised a hand to stop me.

"No more, please," he said quickly, almost urgently. "Curiosity can wait. I would rather consult my Collective to ensure this transaction remains in proper balance."

I nodded, understanding that this was clearly part of his culture—the idea that even shared knowledge carried weight and value that needed to be accounted for.

"Understood," I said as he handed me another mana pearl, its surface warm against my palm.

"Amituofo, Ben," Ferris said, offering a slight bow before heading for the door.

"What the hell was that all about?" Cassie asked, raising an eyebrow as the Sentarian disappeared into the hallway.

"I think our cultures might share a few philosophical concepts," I said with a shrug. "Hey, where's Felix? And... what time is it?"

Cassie smacked my arm. Hard.

"Ow! Are you serious?" I protested, rubbing the rapidly forming sore spot. "The hitting has to stop being a thing."

"You're going to spill more details about this culture stuff," she said, jabbing a finger at me like an accusation. "I don't like not knowing things."

"I think we might have similar religious traditions," I said, following her toward the hallway as the door behind us faded seamlessly into the wall. "Or something like that. Hard to say without more information."

"That's weird, right?" Cassie said, her brow furrowed.

"Very," I replied.

"I'm not even going to pretend I want to dig into that right now," Cassie said, heading down the corridor at her usual brisk pace. "Felix had some kind of epiphany and went to talk to his mom. So it's just you and me. Oh, and I believe there's a bakery waiting for you—we were in there for eight hours."

"Eight hours?" I echoed, stopping dead in my tracks. "That's not possible. I don't feel like it's been that long. I'm not even hungry. Eight hours? Really?"

My stomach chose that exact moment to emit a growl loud enough to echo off the marble walls.

Cassie smirked with the satisfaction of someone who'd just proven a point. "Uh-huh. So... bakery?"



It was basically lunchtime, according to Cassie—though thirty-six-hour days were going to take some serious getting used to. My internal clock felt like it had been put through a blender.

As we left the tower, she had me "experiment" with my mana, starting cautiously by shifting the energy to my hand, then my legs. I discovered that wherever I focused, the power was already there—ready and waiting like a faithful dog. It wasn't raw strength exactly, but something more refined, like channeling water through newly discovered pathways. I'd probably been doing this unconsciously, like breathing, and only now was I seeing it for what it actually was.

"Alright, imagine punching a wall with your bare knuckles," Cassie said, grinning like the mental image of me attempting that was absolutely hilarious. "You'd probably shatter those dainty little fingers of yours. But with mana? Maybe you'd only bruise them. With more practice—and, I don't know, bigger hands..." She eyed me with obvious amusement. "You might actually break the wall instead."

"My hands aren't dainty!" I protested, but Cassie was already outpacing me down the stairs, chuckling to herself.

As we walked, I learned internal mana regenerated extremely slowly outside the tower's supercharged environment. The difference was like going from drinking from a fire hose to sipping through a cocktail straw.

"That's why mana pearls and orbs are so valuable—they can be absorbed directly," Cassie explained as she approached a food cart run by a red-skinned Floran man who was grilling what looked like oversized turkey legs. The smell of charred meat and wood smoke filled the air. "Mana coins work in a pinch, but absorbing them is considered hugely wasteful. Towers are great for training or as a base of operations, but it's a big world out there. Two, please."

She paid the vendor and handed me one of the steaming legs. "Here, eat this while we walk. At least, that's what Chas always says about the world thing."

"Thanks," I said, taking an immediate bite and trying not to grimace. The meat was... aggressively bland. Like someone had actively tried to remove any flavor that might have accidentally snuck in. "Uh... do people not add spices to food here?"

Cassie burst out laughing. "Oh, the food sucks, does it?"

"Uh, kinda? But..." I stammered, not wanting to offend an entire culture's cuisine.

"I'm screwing with you!" she interrupted, still grinning. "I don't know much about cooking, but a lot of trade goods were destroyed in the Carapax attack. The big one a month ago, not last night's little party. I think only one trade ship has made it to the island since then."

"Speaking of which," I said, gesturing with my bland turkey leg, "does no one eat the Carapax? If they're anything like the crabs we have on Earth, people would pay serious money for them."

Cassie's face twisted like I'd just suggested eating garbage. "Ugh, they're basically giant bugs. Why would you eat bugs when you have actual meat?"

"Aren't they more like crustaceans?" I asked, but Cassie's glazed-over expression told me everything I needed to know about the local attitude toward marine biology. "Never mind."

As we moved through the bustling courtyard, my eyes were drawn once again to the towering statue dominating the center—a man with spear and shield, captured in a moment of defiant victory. Something about his pose suggested he'd faced down impossible odds and somehow won. The craftsmanship was incredible, every detail rendered with the reverence usually reserved for gods.

"Hey, is that the Gaius guy from the dome?" I asked.

Cassie turned to me, with raised eyebrows conveying genuine respect. "Yeah, how did you know that? Don't tell me you guys know about him on Terra—sorry, Earth?"

I laughed. "No, that would be even weirder than everything else. Elena told me about him when I face-planted staring at the dome."

Cassie shrugged. "Still impressive. He's a legend—the Gaian Grandfather of Monster Hunters. He's the one who convinced the original three factions to unite against Ark's monster threat instead of fighting each other."

"How'd he pull that off?"

"Oh, he kicked their asses one by one until they teamed up to stop him," she said with obvious admiration. "And by then, they'd already made him their leader. Classic power move."

"Is it just a legend?" I asked, and Cassie's expression grew thoughtful.

"I don't think so. He's the one who taught the Hunters how to push past their limits and actually master runes. Showed everyone the key to becoming Adept—something that had been kept secret among the factions for centuries."

"Which is?" I asked genuinely curious.

"Not a fucking clue," Cassie replied with a chuckle. "Over my head."

"Whoa, is that the Breaker?" someone called out from across the courtyard.

Suddenly, a dozen heads turned our way, eyes wide with recognition and excitement. I could feel the weight of their collective stare like a physical pressure against my skin.

Cassie didn't hesitate—she grabbed my arm with the efficiency of someone who'd clearly dealt with this before. "Run."

We sprinted through the courtyard, dodging between vendor stalls and narrowly avoiding a Floran woman balancing a precarious tray of pastries. Behind us, I could hear a chorus of disappointed sighs.

"I swear, everyone wants a piece of you," Cassie muttered as we rounded a corner, her breathing barely affected by the sprint. "Do I look like I enjoy crowds?"

I pretended to consider this seriously. "I mean... bears are technically social animals?"

She punched my shoulder hard enough to make me stumble. "Try me again. I'll show you how a bear really hugs."

"Fucking ow! Please, Cassie, just let it heal," I yelped, and we both dissolved into laughter, continuing down the street like a couple of drunk idiots who'd just escaped from somewhere important.

"So..." I said, still catching my breath, "you think Chas is at Gaius's level?"

Cassie glanced at me with a look that burned with pure ambition. "Maybe, one day. I mean, he's strong as hell. But the stories about Gaius are completely wild." She paused, chewing her lip thoughtfully. "If I could reach that level..."

"You think you will?"

"Damn right, I do," she said with the confidence that made me believe her. "Felix might be the local prodigy, but I'm gonna be a Grand Master, like Nana. I'm not about to settle for second place to anyone."

I remembered wanting to be a superhero when I was a kid—that burning desire to do something impossible and meaningful. Now, standing here with this strange energy flowing through my veins, I realized it might not be just a childhood dream anymore.

"So can anybody just... learn to tear space and time apart?" I asked as we turned onto a new street lined entirely with shops. I was pretty sure I recognized one—a small storefront with a window full of sundries, though the glass had been shattered by last night's crab invasion. "How do you police that kind of power?"

"I mean, probably not like Chas does it," she said, finally relaxing now that we were free from unwanted attention. "It takes an insane amount of training to get to his level. He's been fighting monsters since before I was born—and just trying to reach his level can kill you. It's not like monsters just sit there politely while you practice on them."

"No, that's not what I mean," I said, trying to organize my thoughts. "What about war? What happens when two people like Chas or Gaius Valerian don't like each other? When gods fight gods?"

"Oh!" Cassie's face lit up with understanding. "They’re not gods, but I get the idea. They kick each other's asses in tournaments and duels—mostly in controlled spirit realms like the jungle in the lobby. Keeps the collateral damage down." Her expression grew more serious. "But actual fights happen. There’re all sorts of war going on in the Central Lands, just not way out here. There are too many monsters for people to waste time fighting each other."

"So, the Central Lands are really that dangerous? How far away are they?"

Cassie shrugged. "They are, and it's a long way from here. Felix would probably know the exact distances—he's got that kind of brain."

I sighed, feeling the weight of how much I still didn't understand about this world. "I really need a map. Or some books. Or basically any kind of reference material that explains how this place works."

Cass's face lit up with genuine excitement. "Oh, if you're not in a rush to see Katie," she said, pointing back toward the damaged storefront I'd noticed, "we can look basically anything up on a viewing-table at Cyrus's. He's got access to archives from all over Ark."

I stopped dead in my tracks and stared at her.

"Wait, what?! Yes, absolutely sign me up!" I'm pretty sure my voice cracked with excitement, but I didn't care. After basically two days of stumbling around asking random questions—after finding out souls were real and mine apparently came with a beer-drinking Boston elf—the prospect of magical Google seemed absolutely vital to my continued sanity.

"Finally," I muttered, already turning back toward Cyrus's shop with renewed energy. "Some actual answers."

Cass grinned and fell into step beside me. “You get excited way too easily.”

            

    
        24. Cyrus

    
    
    
    
                "What do you mean, they're all booked out?" Cassie demanded, her voice carrying an edge. "It's the day after a fucking monster attack!"

"I'm sorry, Lady Cassandra." The small Albinus Vildar behind the counter had gentle eyes that didn't quite match the apologetic wince crossing his features. This had to be Cyrus—his long brown duster was practically a mobile toolkit, bristling with writing implements, magnifying glasses, and what looked like at least three different measuring devices. "Several circumstances beyond my control, I'm afraid."

"Well, what do you have?" Cassie asked, scanning the cramped interior like she was planning an invasion.

The shop felt more like a bibliophile's fever dream than an actual business. Books climbed every available surface from floor to ceiling in towering, precarious stacks that reminded me of the used bookstore section at a chaotic flea market. The air hung thick with the musty sweetness of old paper and binding glue.

"Well, your mother's reading room is available, but—"

"Nope!" Cassie cut him off so fast I almost felt sorry for the guy. "Just a regular room, please."

"I'm truly sorry," Cyrus repeated, wringing his hands. "Several Arcanists led by Seeker Dorian came in not too long ago and booked them all out… for three days. I can write you in for when they're available again."

I swear I watched Cassie's left eye develop a microscopic twitch.

"Fine." The word came out flat as roadkill. She thrust a small leather pouch at me—it jingled with the promising weight of actual money. "This is your cut from the crabs you brought in for processing. Pearls make a lot of coins, so Arcanists convert them into smaller pieces for powering techno-magic."

"And creating potions, pills, and other wonderful consumables!" Cyrus's entire demeanor shifted like someone had flipped a switch, his voice jumping from apologetic to full-blown infomercial host. "Of which we have many! Please, esteemed customers, right this way."

The transformation was honestly impressive—like watching a customer service ninja in action.

If I couldn't get information, at least I could score some healing supplies. And potions. Did they actually have magical potions here?

Cyrus practically bounced through his maze of bookshelves, hopping onto counters with surprising agility to maintain eye contact as he led us deeper into the shop. Eventually, we arrived at an alcove that felt like stepping into an alchemist's wet dream. Glass counters gleamed under soft lighting, displaying an array of contraptions that belonged somewhere between a medieval apothecary and a mad scientist's lab.

The scents hit me immediately—rich, earthy aromatics spread across wooden trays. Sage and cinnamon mingled with the warm bite of cardamom. A thick, gnarled root that screamed ginseng sat next to a bowl of dried lavender, while an open tin of cloves added its sharp sweetness to the mix.

My stomach gave a traitorous rumble. Throw in some curry leaves and I could make a killer chicken dish. Did they even have chicken in this world?

"Now, venerable customers," Cyrus began, rubbing his hands together with entrepreneurial glee, "what can old Cyrus craft for you today? Perhaps some healing pills or potions? Meditation oils? Or maybe some endurance decoctions for those longer expeditions?"

"What's the difference between a healing pill and a potion?" I asked.

Cyrus gave me a look that suggested it was a well-known fact I had just asked about.

"Cyrus, this is Acolyte Ben Crawford—the Breaker," Cassie said with a grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes. "He's actually Unbidden, so help him out."

"The Brine Tyrant slayer is Unbidden?" Cyrus let out a low whistle that somehow conveyed both surprise and dollar signs. "Welcome to our world, young man! Here—"

The Vildar stepped carefully through his ingredient display like he was navigating a minefield, then dropped behind the counter to rummage through a series of drawers. He emerged with a small wooden box, beckoning me closer.

Inside, tiny vials no bigger than perfume samples gleamed like liquid amber, each filled with a slightly yellow oil that caught the light.

"Please take one—the finest Class-E healing potions I have, made from genuine Winters ginseng." His voice carried the pride of a craftsman showing off his masterpiece. "A pill might suppress your mana flow temporarily, but potions work with it. You'll want to be careful not to drink one if your body's running low on mana after a fight. Usually, potions are for mid-combat when you have energy to spare. You can have that one, but these beauties are two red coins each. Pills run one red apiece."

"Healing potions use your mana but work way faster than pills," Cassie explained, then added with something that almost sounded like embarrassment, "My family owns a ginseng farm outside the city. Our healing products are why so many trading ships come to the island."

I peered into the pouch and counted a handful of red coins—each about quarter-sized compared to the dime-sized blue ones I'd seen before. Not exactly a fortune, but better than nothing.

"Okay, one potion and two pills, please?" I said, fishing out two red coins.

"Excellent choice. You can get lower-quality pills for cheaper, but there's nothing like Winters ginseng." Cyrus accepted the coins with a satisfied nod, then used delicate forceps to place two small white pills into a glass vial with the precision of a pharmacist. "Your family's reputation for quality is well-deserved, Lady Cassandra."

"Winters?" I asked, glancing between them. "Like Cassie's family?"

"My family are farmers," she said, and for once her voice held pure pride instead of its usual bite. "We have been for generations, even back in the Central Lands. We just happen to be very good at growing… valuable crops."

"Oh please, the Winters family are the richest bunch of assholes this side of the Azure Span." The voice dripped with aristocratic disdain from somewhere deeper in the store. "Too bad we took the last room."

All three of us turned to see a Gaian man in black robes emerging from between the bookshelves. I recognized him immediately—one of Dorian's crew from earlier today. Pale, with that stupid pageboy haircut that screamed "I peaked in magical prep school" and a kind of punchable face that probably got him in trouble regularly.

"Fuck you, Malcolm!" Cassie snarled, already tensing to move.

Malcolm. Problem solved.

I put a hand on Cassie's arm, feeling her muscles coiled like springs. Then I reached for Bravery, and the world shifted.

The rune flickered to life in my mind, and suddenly my awareness expanded and contracted simultaneously—broader in scope but laser-focused on Malcolm alone. His breathing quickened almost imperceptibly. His heartbeat followed suit, a rapid percussion I could somehow sense rather than hear. A single bead of sweat traced down his forehead as his eyes darted toward the door, then back to me.

Everything else faded into background noise. Cyrus's nervous shuffling, Cassie's frustrated breathing, the musty smell of old books—all of it dimmed to nothing. There was only Malcolm, and the crystal-clear understanding that despite his bravado, he was scared.

As I approached, he straightened his shoulders in a performance of confidence, but the Bravery rune in my mind saw right through it. His understanding of courage was hollow, performative—and true bravery found him wanting. Could this guy kick my ass in a straight fight? Probably. But standing this close, reading every micro-expression and nervous tell, I knew with absolute certainty he wouldn't even try.

I'd only used the rune this way once before, during the Carapax fight, and that had been pure survival instinct. Now I could see why I'd missed those other crabs creeping up the street—this level of focus came at a cost. The intensity was incredible, but it was like viewing the world through a telescope while wearing blinders.

I pulled out my last red coin and tossed it to him.

"Hey Malcolm, hopefully this helps pay for the reading rooms. Karma and all that." I released the focus, and my surroundings slammed back into focus like someone had just turned the volume back up on reality, my aura now thin and spread out. "Sorry we took your room in the tower. It was valuable time for me, so it's only fair I help you out in return."

The change in Malcolm was immediate and visible—like I'd just released the scruff of his shirt. His shoulders relaxed, his breathing slowed, and something that almost resembled a genuine smile crossed his face.

"I see," he said, pocketing the coin with a nod. "Congratulations on your breakthrough. Your aura is… impressive."

"Thanks." I clapped him on the shoulder, friendly but firm. "Now that we're square, can you do me a favor and apologize to Cassie? I'd owe you one."

Neither of us was a big guy, but sometimes size wasn't the point. Malcolm glanced around at the suddenly attentive audience, then shot a look at Cassie behind me. To his credit, he hesitated only for a moment before walking past me.

"My apologies, Lady Cassandra," he said with what sounded like actual sincerity, then made his exit through the double doors.

I turned back to find Cassie staring at me like I'd just performed a magic trick involving quantum physics and juggling.

"He's not that bad," I said with a shrug. "I could tell his heart wasn't in it. Now he might think twice about being a prick."

Cassie let out a snort of laughter. "Gaia's tits, Ben. What the hell was that?"

"Diplomacy?" I offered, then turned my attention back to the shopkeeper. "Now, Cyrus, let's talk about how much some of that cinnamon costs."



"You're supposed to haggle!" Cassie blurted out the moment we stepped back onto the street. "Never pay full price unless you absolutely have to. Do humans not do that?"

"What can I say? He smiled, and I…" I shrugged, holding up my new pouches of 'alchemical' reagents. "Caved."

The small cloth bags held cinnamon, clove, and cardamom—scents that immediately transported me back to my mom's kitchen. She would've been mortified watching me pay Cyrus's asking price without even a token protest. I could practically hear her channeling my Aapo's voice: "If the person selling to you is smiling, they'll take less." My grandmother had always said it in Cantonese, usually while counting coins with the satisfied air of someone who'd just won a small but meaningful victory.

"Now I'm going to have to babysit you when you go shopping," Cassie muttered, leading me through streets that had shifted into the thick, muggy heat of afternoon. "Do you even know how to use these herbs? They smell like shit, by the way."

"You know, Diana wasn't wrong about Gaians and their sense of smell," I replied, earning myself a sharp look.

"I can smell your sweaty ass from here," she shot back. I glanced down at myself—I wasn't that sweaty.

"Uh-huh. You just don't appreciate complex aromas."

"Keep telling yourself that, Curtain-Guy."

I let out a happy sigh. "I'm honestly surprised you have the same spices as Earth. Wasn't expecting to find cinnamon in a magical world."

We walked in comfortable silence for a while, the only sounds our footsteps on cobblestone and the distant murmur of harbor activity. Cassie seemed to wrestle with something, her usual confident stride carrying an edge of uncertainty.

"Thanks," she said finally, the word coming out smaller than usual. "I get too angry at them. Dorian's been trying to goad me into a fight for a long time now."

"Well, at least you know Malcolm sucks less than Dorian," I said. "Besides, now I owe him a favor. I'm curious what he might ask for."

"Probably some shady shit."

"Nah, then I wouldn't do it. He knows it was offered in good faith."

Cassie shot me a sideways look. "I wouldn't be so sure."

The words hit me with the uncomfortable weight of truth. I had no idea how this world actually worked—I'd just assumed Malcolm understood the social contract I'd offered him. A small favor between acquaintances. But maybe apologizing wasn't small for someone like him. Maybe I'd just handed him leverage I couldn't afford to give.

"Wanna take a shortcut to Katie's?" Cassie asked, her tone shifting back to something more familiar. "Could use some exercise."

"As long as you don't speed off into the sunset without me," I laughed, tucking the herb pouches securely into my vest.

I fixed her with the sternest glare I could muster.

"I'll go slow," she said with a grin that should've been my first warning.

Then she exploded into a dead sprint up the street.

"What the fuck!" I shouted, scrambling after her. "I'm not even wearing shoes!"

Calling Cassie fast was like calling the ocean damp. She didn't just run—she flowed through the urban landscape like water finding the path of least resistance. Vaulting over carts, weaving between startled pedestrians, scaling walls to cut corners that shouldn't have been cuttable. People stopped to stare, vendors leaning out of their stalls with expressions of pure wonder. A few children pointed and cheered as she passed, her movements carrying the fluid grace of someone who'd turned the entire city into her personal playground.

I reached for Bravery, feeling the rune flicker to life in my mind with crystalline clarity. This time, instead of the laser focus I'd used on Malcolm, I kept it controlled—my awareness expanding in a manageable sphere about ten meters in every direction. The sensation was still strange, like developing a sense I'd never known I was missing, but the controlled scope made it far less overwhelming.

Cassie darted into what looked like a dead-end alley, then practically ran up the wall to grab a ladder hanging impossibly high from one building.

"Meet you at the top!" she called, already hauling herself upward with casual efficiency.

I sighed, spotting a stack of crates against the back wall. They looked sturdy enough to get me to the opposite roof—assuming I didn't break my neck.

Holding the Bravery rune felt effortless, like flexing a muscle that had always been there. But as I approached the wall, I felt something shift. Mana surged through my legs, not from the rune itself but in response to it—like my body was learning to channel energy where I needed it most. I kicked off the back wall in a spinning leap, feeling the impact resonate through my knee even as supernatural reinforcement absorbed most of the shock.

The boxes held my weight as I scrambled onto the wall dividing the alley, discovering another narrow passage on the other side. The layout struck me as odd—walls placed seemingly at random, creating a maze that felt designed to confuse rather than facilitate movement.

I ran along the wall's edge, nearly losing my balance when loose bricks shifted under my feet. For a terrifying moment, I felt myself tilting toward a nasty fall—then energy pulsed through my soles, and suddenly my feet stuck to the stone like invisible magnets, pulling me back to safety.

That was definitely new.

I climbed onto the roof just as Cassie neared the top of the taller building across from me. The gap between us yawned like a canyon—nearly ten meters of empty air over a very unforgiving alley.

Stop being a pansy and jump!

I froze. That thought definitely wasn't mine, and it sure as hell wasn't Ted's voice echoing in my head. The words carried a reckless confidence that felt foreign yet familiar, like someone else's courage bleeding into my thoughts. The Bravery rune. It had to be—after all, this was Bravery magic, and apparently it came with its own commentary track.

"That's an absolutely terrible idea," I muttered, but the rune blazed brighter in my mind, drowning out my very reasonable objections.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I was running. My heart slammed against my ribs as mana surged through my legs like liquid fire. The sensation was overwhelming—every muscle fiber supercharged beyond human limits. I hit the edge of the roof and launched myself into space, and for a split second, I felt like I'd been shot from a catapult.

"No, no, no! Fuuuuck!" The words tore out of my throat as I sailed through the air, arms windmilling uselessly.

I'd aimed for the ladder but overshot it by a country mile, crashing onto the flat stone roof with bone-jarring force. The impact sent me skidding across the surface like I was made of ice instead of flesh and bone, stone scraping against every exposed inch of skin. My ribs screamed in protest, my legs burned like I'd torn every muscle fiber, and the Bravery rune flickered out of my mind as pain took center stage.

"Ow," I groaned, rolling onto my back and clutching ribs that felt like they'd been used for drum practice. Everything hurt, specifically suggesting I'd done something magnificently stupid.

"Ben! That was awes—oh shit, are you alright?" Cassie finished her much more sensible climb and rushed over, excitement rapidly shifting to concern. "I figured you'd find a way up, but damn. Maybe don't lean so hard on your Bravery spell. It seems a bit… unstable."

"A bit?" I wheezed, struggling to sit up. "How the hell did I do that? I'm pretty sure I just broke every long jump record on Earth."

"I told you—mana can make you more resilient." She crouched beside me, wincing at the road rash painting my arms. "Remember the brick wall thing?"

Maybe mana really did make me stronger. It definitely pushed way past normal human limits. Moving the energy around felt effortless, like flexing a muscle that could change size at will. But actually using it? That was a different story entirely.

"Might be a good time to try that potion," Cassie said, settling down beside my mangled form. "Brace yourself, though."

I fumbled the tiny vial from my vest pocket, hands shaking slightly as I popped the cork. The liquid inside looked innocent enough—amber-gold like honey.

I tipped it back and immediately regretted every life choice that had led to this moment.

The bitterness hit like a physical assault, sharp as quinine mixed with liquid dirt and something that might have been cinnamon—there only to make it taste less shitty. My entire mouth puckered in revolt, but before I could even properly gag, the actual show started.

A pulse of energy exploded through my mana pathways, and I felt my reserves plummet like someone had pulled the drain plug on a bathtub. My muscles locked up involuntarily as warmth spread through my body—not the gentle heat of a heating pad, but something that felt like my blood had been replaced with liquid sunshine. For several seconds, I couldn't move, couldn't breathe, couldn't do anything but sit there and let the magic work.

Then it faded, leaving me gasping.

"Holy shit," I breathed, poking experimentally at ribs that no longer felt like broken glass. The scrapes on my face were still bloody, but underneath the blood, smooth skin had replaced the raw wounds. "That's incredible."

“Normal healing potions aren’t nearly as awesome; that’s why people want our crops,” Cassie flicked her thick braid over her shoulder with a sigh. "I'm sorry. I got carried away—was running like you'd arrived off a boat instead of through a portal. I'm too competitive for my own good."

Sitting up fully, I tested my newly healed body. Most of the external damage had vanished, leaving only minor scrapes that looked days old instead of minutes.

"That's a pretty roundabout way to admit I beat you to the roof," I said with the smuggest grin I could muster.

Cassie snorted out a laugh despite herself. "Asshole. I'm trying to be sincere here. I didn't think you'd have to push yourself that hard to keep up."

"But?"

"But you beat me to the roof," she admitted through gritted teeth, her smile razor-sharp with fake sweetness. "Even though you totally cheated."

I flexed my legs experimentally. They ached like the day after an Olympic workout, but they were functional. Apparently, I could now jump over ten meters. That seemed like something that should come with a manual.

Standing took more effort than I cared to admit, but I managed it without falling over again. The healing potion was miraculous, even if it had drained most of my mana reserves. Still, trading energy for instant healing felt like a pretty good deal.

From this vantage point, the true scale of the city revealed itself, and I nearly staggered backward. La-Roc stretched to the horizon in every direction, a sprawling maze of stone and timber radiating out from the central citadel like ripples in a pond. In the distance, a solitary mountain pierced the skyline, its snow-capped peak catching the afternoon sun like a beacon. Even the clouds looked wrong—towering formations that dwarfed anything I'd ever seen on Earth.

Just how big was this world for us to be on an island that could stretch past the horizon and hold a mountain? 

"You good?" Cassie asked, joining me at the roof's edge.

"About as good as someone who just discovered he can nearly fly," I replied, still staring at the impossible vista. "This world keeps getting bigger."

"Just wait until we get to the harbor," Cass said, her grin turning absolutely wicked. "You're gonna shit your pants."

            

    
        25. Barbarians

    
    
    
    
                I nearly did shit my pants. 

Two cruise-ship-sized vessels sat moored just off the coast like floating fortresses.

The vast ocean sparkled under clear skies, gentle waves rolling against the breakwalls in endless rhythm. As I stared toward the horizon, vertigo threatened to knock me sideways again. The curvature of this world felt wrong somehow—I could see too far, my mind not really equipped for a horizon so far away. It reminded me of the time my brother and I climbed onto our family van's roof in the Saskatchewan plains, staring across hundreds of kilometers of unbroken flatland all the way to Regina.

But those ships. Holy hell.

They defied every expectation I had about sailing vessels. Six towering masts bristled with hundreds of ropes and pulleys in a web so complex it looked like rigging designed by a mad engineer. Their hulls gleamed dull bronze, crisscrossed with dozens of pipes that snaked across the surface in patterns that seemed random but probably weren't. They were massive—easily superyacht territory—but somehow they floated with an impossible stillness, completely ignoring the ocean's swells like they existed in their own pocket of calm water.

"Those are some big-ass boats," I said, wonder bleeding through my voice despite my best efforts to sound casual.

"Archon Alexander's 'big-ass boats,'" Cassie replied with obvious amusement. "His Guardians were supposed to head out to the Greatwood, but they stuck around after you took down the Brine Tyrant. Made quick work of cleaning up the Carapax."

I thought back to that tiny mouse of a man in the tower—the one who'd casually put someone through a stone wall over a caramel, then dove off a balcony like it was a pool.

"Good thing, too. Saw him put a guy through solid stone yesterday, then dive straight to the bottom of the tower without breaking a sweat. What's the Greatwood?" I squinted out at the sparkling water, trying to imagine where an army of Guardians might be sailing.

Cassie didn't answer immediately. When I turned, she was staring at me with an unreadable expression.

"What?"

"Chas challenged Alexander to a duel last year," she said. "Lost. The fight lasted nearly three hours, and when it was over, the Archon made him join the Monster Hunters as penance."

"Holy shit." I said, at the implications. "And Alexander's taking an entire army to this Greatwood place?"

Cassie pointed in the opposite direction, deeper into the city toward the island's far side.

"Two days by boat that way. Massive jungle, wall-to-wall monsters. Paradise for Guardians who like their violence served fresh."

"Wow, that sounds absolutely awful!" I laughed, but the sound died as the street in front of us erupted into chaos.

Right on the harbor, a massive crowd had gathered around what looked like a patisserie. The building's large bay windows lay in glittering fragments, revealing a quaint bakery interior where broken display cases somehow still held an impressive array of mostly intact baked goods. The sweet smell of fresh bread and pastries cut through the salt air, making my stomach growl... I absolutely needed some fresh bread.

Many people seemed to recognize Cassie, offering her bread with friendly nods and warm smiles. They gave me a wide berth, which I couldn't really blame them for—between my blood-stained clothes, bare feet, and what a quick sniff confirmed was a distinctly ripe aroma, I probably looked like I'd crawled out of a dumpster.

Oh, wait. I had something for that.

I pulled out the wash-kit and immediately noticed faint blue runes glowing on its surface—symbols that somehow suggested a glass half-full. How had I missed those before? When had I started being able to see runes on random objects?

Sliding the kit open, I extracted the renewed pink disk, expecting the usual electric shock. Instead, it felt almost... polite. Like it was asking permission. I channeled a bit of mana into my hand, and the familiar static discharge sent dust flying from my clothes in a small cloud.

A trio of Russet Vildar had to duck out of the way as it scattered.

"Hey!" one of them protested.

"Oh shit, sorry!" My Canadian reflexes kicked in immediately. “I wasn’t thinking.”

They eyed me suspiciously until the largest one caught sight of the orange pin on my vest as I tucked the kit away.

"Ain't you the Breaker kid?" he said, far too loudly.

The entire crowd went dead silent, every head turning toward me like I'd just announced I was carrying the plague.

Uh-oh.

"Damn right!" Cassie declared with obvious pride.

Then I was mobbed.

The crowd condensed around me like I was a magnet for chaos, voices rising in a cacophony of excitement. Requests to tell the story of the Brine Tyrant, dinner invitations, drink invitations, and offers for all three bombarded me from every direction. Hands reached out to touch my vest, my arms, anything they could get to, as if proximity to the guy who'd killed a giant crab might rub off.

Bravery’s aura was so overwhelmed with the people crowding me I was basically forcing myself to breathe.

"Hey!" Cassie's voice cut through the din like a blade. "He can tell the story later! Breaker's got a date with Katie!"

The noise shifted from excitement to confusion as heads turned toward the bakery, where Katie stood framed in the doorway. She wore a flour-dusted apron that had seen serious work, her bright red hair pulled back in a no-nonsense bun. Her face burned the same shade as her hair, green eyes wide with something between mortification and panic as she stared at the dropped basket of bread loaves scattered around her feet.

Pushing through the crowd, I crouched down to help her gather the fallen bread.

"Well, that's one way to get your attention," I said, scooping up what looked more like individual buns than loaves. "Sorry about the circus."

I held one up and, without thinking, brought it to my nose for a deep inhale. The aroma hit me like a warm hug—rich sourdough with hints of something floral, the crust decorated with delicate flower patterns cut before baking.

"Wow, these smell incredible," I said, genuinely impressed.

Katie's discomfort with the street audience was written all over her face. I collected the basket and stood, using my body to shield her from the crowd's curious stares.

"Oh! It's my... uh... my grandmother's recipe," she managed, voice barely above a whisper.

"Amazing. No wonder the whole street's drawn to this place." I nodded toward the doors behind the counter. "Oven in the back?"

"Yeah..." she confirmed.

"Great." I turned to find Cassie watching the whole interaction with obvious amusement. "Hey, Cassie? Can you hand these out?" I shoved the basket at her, remembering Katie mentioning she'd been giving away bread. "I'm going to give Katie a hand."

"Wait, those are..." Katie started, but Cass cut her off.

"Fuck yes, you are," she replied, taking the basket while several people in the crowd chuckled knowingly.

Katie somehow turned an even deeper shade of red.

"That's not a saying here, is it?" I realized my mistake too late. "I mean, I'm going to help her bake."

"Uh-huh, have fun handling her!" Cassie called after us to a roar of laughter as I helped Katie escape into the kitchen.

The moment we crossed the threshold, it was like walking into a living embrace.

The sensation hit me so suddenly I actually staggered—like stepping from a bitter winter night into a cabin with a crackling fireplace, or hearing wind chimes on a perfect summer evening. Comfort radiated from every surface, and I realized with startling clarity that this wasn't just a kitchen. This was Katie's magic made manifest, and it was absolutely real.

I took a shuddering breath, my aura overwhelmed by the layers of enchantment woven into every corner. A large lantern orb hung from the ceiling, casting a warm yellow light that felt like spring sunshine. Shelves lined the walls, packed with clearly labeled jars and containers that seemed perfectly familiar.

The centerpiece was a massive oven that dominated the center of the room—its opening wide and perfectly circular, like something designed for a blacksmith rather than a baker. Faint runes traced around the opening in delicate patterns, and I could sense their purpose: keeping the intense heat contained while letting the perfect amount of warmth spill into the room. Racks nearby held steaming loaves that filled the air with a golden haze of rising bread.

On a side island, a pot of water bubbled merrily on what appeared to be a simple cloth trivet—no visible heat source beneath it, just magic doing what magic did best.

"What can I do to help?" I asked, still trying to process a magic kitchen.

"Um..." Katie seemed infinitely more comfortable without the street crowd's attention. "I was planning on selling... those loaves you gave away."

"Oh... shit." The reality of my helpful gesture crashed down on me. "I just cost you money, didn't I?"

"Do you know how to knead dough?" Her innocent smile didn't fool me for a second—there was definitely payback coming.

I set my herb pouches on the counter, and Katie immediately gravitated toward them, her nose twitching as she caught their scent. Her face scrunched up in concentration.

“These are some spices I picked up today. I wouldn't...” I trailed off, looking from the pouches to the bags of flour and raw sugar scattered around the workspace. An idea began forming. "Do you have milk and butter?"

It was like I'd just lit a fuse.

Katie transformed before my eyes—gone was the meek girl from this morning, replaced by someone who moved through her kitchen with purpose and precision. When I walked her through making cinnamon buns, she started skeptical, but the moment she tasted the filling and glaze mixtures, she exploded into action.

Working with her was like partnering with a trained pastry chef. Katie mixed and rolled the dough with practiced ease, her hands sure and steady as we spread the cinnamon mixture, rolled the whole thing up, cut perfect spirals, and loaded trays into that forge-like oven. The heat radiating from its mouth was intense enough to make me step back, but Katie moved around it like she'd been born to work with fire.

I was missing a few ingredients for a proper glaze, but after we improvised a coating and pulled the first batch, we cut one in half to taste our creation.

It was perfect. Probably the best cinnamon bun I'd ever eaten, and not just because it reminded me of home after two of the weirdest days of my life.

Katie bit into hers slowly, her eyes closing as she chewed. Her expression was pure bliss, and it took me a moment to realize what I was witnessing—she'd never had a cinnamon bun before. Had anyone?

"It's so warm and sweet," she said, wonder coloring her voice. "Those pods you added—cardamom? It wraps around every bite like a gentle hug. Where did you learn to make this?"

I wasn't sure how to respond without getting into the whole interdimensional traveler thing. "I, uh... studied cooking where I'm from."

"People say you’re Unbidden." Her timidity crept back slightly. "Do you know many recipes?"

I ran through my mental catalog of simple dishes—pancakes, basic pasta, stir-fries, soups, dozens of things that seemed ordinary to me but might be revolutionary here.

"Yes?" I said hesitantly.

"You'll come back and teach me, right?" The hope in her voice was almost heartbreaking.

"Yeah, I'd like that."

Satisfied, Katie picked up several still-steaming trays with thin cloth serving as makeshift oven mitts—they had to be scorching hot—and kicked the bakery door open with more force than I'd thought her capable of. She stormed through and dropped the trays onto the mostly intact counter with an authority I hadn't seen from her before.

"The Breaker made some Terran sweets!" she announced, her voice carrying farther than I'd heard it go all day. "Two red each!"

The smell had already drawn attention, but her words caused an absolute riot.

People swarmed her counter like she was giving away gold instead of pastry. Hot cinnamon buns disappeared onto whatever makeshift plates people could find—shirts, broken boards, even a piece of window glass served as serving dishes. The crowd fell into an almost reverent silence as they bit into the warm, sticky treats, broken only by occasional exclamations of "Graceful Gods, that's good!" and confused Floran voices asking, "Is that cinnamon?"

But it was the Vildar who really lost their minds.

They fought over the remaining buns like feral creatures, pushing and shoving with an intensity that would've been hilarious if it wasn't slightly terrifying. Smaller Vildar got elbowed aside by larger ones, coins were snatched from hands, and at least two actual punches were thrown over who had dibs on the second-to-last bun.

Then only one cinnamon bun remained on the counter, and all hell broke loose.

A Floran man approached with his coins ready, only to have a Vildar trip him mid-stride. Another Vildar launched himself off a nearby table into an elbow drop that made me wince in sympathy for the victim.

"That's our bun!" It was the trio from earlier, now standing possessively over their prize. "Anyone else want to try for it?"

The other Vildar scattered like roaches when the lights came on. Everyone else just shook their heads and backed away slowly.

Katie grabbed my arm and hauled me back into the kitchen, dumping a cloth bag full of red coins onto the counter with a satisfying clink. She stared at the pile like she couldn't quite believe it was real.

"Milk and butter are, um... expensive," she said suddenly, glancing between me and the coins.

I moved two red coins toward myself and pocketed them. "I just brought the cinnamon. Your bakery did the rest." I smiled. "Can I come back tomorrow?"

She nodded so enthusiastically I thought she might give herself whiplash. "Thank you, Ben. I haven't felt like that in a long time."

"Like what?"

"Confident. I forgot how fun it was to make new things." Her smile faltered slightly, and I caught a flash of something sad in her green eyes. Something had happened here—something that had shaken her confidence—but now clearly wasn't the time to ask.

She grabbed a separate tray of cinnamon buns and handed it to me. "For Doreen. Should cover your rent for a couple of days."

Oh, fuck. Rent. I'd completely forgotten about having to work for Doreen.

"Thanks. And keep the rest of the cinnamon—make some more whenever you want. I'll see you tomorrow." I stretched my arms after all the kneading and rolling, then headed back toward the storefront.

The Vildar trio had stationed themselves at a corner table, each wielding what looked like a small dagger as they tried desperately to divide their single cinnamon bun into perfect thirds. Their eyes shot to my tray of buns, and one of them developed a visible twitch.

"For Doreen," I said, not entirely sure they'd know who I meant.

They did. Their eyes went wide, and they immediately snapped back to their delicate surgery, all three suddenly finding their cinnamon bun division absolutely fascinating.

Cassie rushed up to me with a grin. "Are you sure you want to be a hunter? You could just sell those buns and live a comfortable life."

"Hey, I've been cooking in kitchens for twelve years. But magic is real here—maybe there's something else I'm actually good at?"

She chuckled, and we made our way out of the bakery after saying our farewells to Katie, who was still counting coins like she couldn't quite believe her windfall.

"Twelve years is a long time," Cassie said as we hit the street. "Just how old are you?"

"Twenty-eight. At least by Earth standards."

"That's ancient!" Her eyebrows shot up toward her hairline. "I'm only twenty-two."

"I prefer 'well-aged,'" I protested. "Besides, the days here are longer. On Earth, you'd be..." I did some rough mental math. "Pushing thirty?"

Cassie spun around and pointed at me with mock outrage. "Take that back right now, or I swear I can get you into the ocean from here."

"But you'd ruin the buns!" I teased, holding the tray protectively.

She scowled and punched my arm—hard enough that I should've yelped, but my recently healed body barely registered it. "Okay, okay, I'm an old man," I laughed, both at the situation and the fact that my arm felt completely normal.

"Damn right." Her scowl melted into a satisfied smile. "And call me Cass. We're friends now." She eyed the tray with obvious longing. "You think anyone at Doreen's would notice if one of these disappeared?"

As we walked through the cooling afternoon air, sharing sticky cinnamon buns that definitely wouldn't be missed, I had to ask, "You don't stay at Doreen's, do you? Where do you live?"

"Oh no, I can't afford a room in town. I go home at night." She gestured toward the distant mountain I'd spotted from the rooftop.

"Outside of town... your family's farm?"

She nodded, licking icing from her fingers. "It used to take a few hours to get home, but I'm much faster now."

"That's so far away. You walk that every night?"

"I run," Cass said with a wink that held just a hint of pride. "Told you I'm a speed demon."

"I'd love to see you go all out. How fast can you actually run?"

Cass pretended to consider the question, but I could tell she was mostly focused on eyeing the remaining buns. "Well, I haven't used much mana today, so I think I can get home in about an hour."

I let out a low whistle. "No wonder I couldn't keep up with you. Think I could learn to run that fast?"

"No idea," she said with a shrug. "We can train together, find out what you're capable of. You'll need shoes first, though."

I glanced down at my bare feet, then paused in surprise. "Huh. My feet are actually pretty clean." I lifted one foot to examine the sole—definitely not the grimy mess they should've been after a day of running around a filthy city. "That wash kit really gets everywhere, doesn't it? Magic is seriously awesome."

Cass just shook her head with amused exasperation as Doreen's came into view. "Well, I'm heading home then. I'll come pick you up tomorrow morning, and we can go for a run."

"Sure thing. See you tomorrow, Cass."

I watched her take off down the street, not bothering with a gradual acceleration—just zero to blur in the span of three steps. People barely had time to get out of her way.

Doreen's was packed when I pushed through the door, the evening crowd already settling in for dinner and drinks. Every head turned toward me as I entered, and I caught several Florans and Vildar openly sniffing the air. The sweet scent of cinnamon was apparently impossible to miss.

Doreen approached with the purposeful stride of someone who'd smelled opportunity from three blocks away. She jabbed a finger at me with military precision.

"Buns. Table. Now." No room for debate in that tone.

I smiled—I'd spotted a few hunters around Katie's during the earlier feeding frenzy, but it had been such chaos I hadn't been sure they'd gotten the full experience.

Placing the tray on a central table, I stepped back and watched Doreen climb up to inspect the cinnamon buns with the intensity of a jeweler examining diamonds. She reached out, smeared some icing onto her finger, and tasted it with a focus that suggested this moment might determine my immediate future.

Then she picked up an entire bun, took a deliberate bite, and chewed thoughtfully. Her expression remained carefully neutral, but her eyes gave her away—just the slightest widening that said she understood exactly what she was tasting.

After swallowing, she cleared her throat ceremoniously.

"Breaker Ben." Her voice carried through the suddenly silent room. "I believe I know how you can contribute to my house. If you wouldn't mind, go into the kitchen and ask Hildy if she needs any help. It's just back that way." She motioned toward a door I hadn't noticed before, opposite the one leading to the cellar.

Doreen was being incredibly cordial—polite, even—and hadn't cursed once during the entire exchange. Which, even though I barely knew her, seemed like reason to be deeply alarmed.

You could've heard a pin drop as I made my way across the room, passing hunters and several civilians who weren't wearing the telltale vests. No one even looked at me directly, but I could feel every pair of eyes tracking my movement toward the saloon-style doors marked as the kitchen entrance.

This kitchen couldn't have been more different from Katie's magical workspace. Everything here was aggressively practical—a massive cast-iron wood stove dominated one wall, its multiple fireboxes radiating serious heat, while an enormous chimney carried smoke and steam toward the ceiling. Something that resembled a primitive refrigerator hummed in the corner, and the entire space buzzed with the controlled chaos of frantic food preparation.

A frantic Russet Vildar in a flour-dusted apron bounced between surfaces like a caffeinated pinball, chopping vegetables with one hand while stirring something with the other, surrounded by an impressive array of ingredients that looked like they'd been organized by someone having a very productive panic attack.

"Hildy?" I asked, and the frantic Vildar froze mid-chop to stare at me.

"Yes? Are you here to help?" She sounded hopeful, like reinforcements had just arrived.

Before I could answer, Doreen's voice cut through the kitchen walls like a battle cry.

"Alright, you fuckin' barbarians, here's how it's gonna go!" Her words carried the authority of someone who'd clearly done this before. "You want one of these buns, you're gonna have to go through me to get 'em. And trust me when I say—I want you to try."

The last few words were muffled, and I leaned out through the swinging doors to see her cheeks bulging with cinnamon bun.

The main room had transformed into something between a tavern and a gladiatorial arena. Several patrons were on their feet, measuring the distance between themselves and the tray with the calculating looks of predators sizing up prey.

The first challenger was an eager young hunter whose eyes locked onto those buns like they contained the secrets of the universe. He charged with all the grace of an enthusiastic bull, feet pounding against the floorboards as anxiety and desire warred across his features.

Doreen flicked her tail once—a casual gesture that somehow launched her entire meter-high frame onto a wooden beam above the table, where she clung with impossible ease. The kid's head swiveled wildly, trying to track her movement while his brain processed that the tiny mouse had just defied gravity.

The cinnamon buns sat right there, practically begging to be taken. He must have thought she'd just let him walk up and claim his prize.

He thought wrong.

Doreen pushed off the beam like a furry missile, gliding through the air with predatory grace. Her small feet connected with his chest with an impact that echoed through the room, sending him sprawling backward into a cluster of other people who went down like bowling pins.

"Next," she called cheerfully, stuffing another bun into her mouth with obvious satisfaction.

Two hunters approached this time, trying to coordinate—one going low, the other high. I couldn't help but grin as her adorable whiskers twitched with anticipation. The high attacker lunged for her, but Doreen twisted with liquid grace, using his own momentum to send him skidding across the floor while barely touching his forearm. The low one thought he had her cornered, but she vaulted clean over him, landing in a perfect crouch on the far side while somehow keeping the tray balanced in one hand.

Holy shit. She moved like every martial arts movie I'd ever seen, if the protagonist had been a two-foot-tall mouse with anger management issues.

"Are you even fuckin' trying? Ya gotta earn the buns, kids," she laughed, licking cinnamon off her paw with obvious relish.

That's when things got interesting.

A dozen hunters charged at once, clearly believing that numbers would overcome her supernatural agility. Doreen darted sideways, her movement so fluid it looked choreographed—floor to wall to airborne in a sequence that left her attackers gaping. She spun through the air above them like a furry tornado, her tail trailing behind her like a ribbon in the wind.

One by one, she picked them apart. A precise kick here sent someone stumbling into his or her neighbor. A well-timed shove there created a domino effect of falling bodies. They couldn't pin her down for even a second—every time they thought they had her cornered, she was already somewhere else, playing with them like a cat with very large, very slow mice.

When she landed back on the table and dropped the tray with casual authority, I thought the show was over.

Then Erik stepped forward.

With his shoulders set with determination, jaw tight with focus, the bandages from yesterday's injuries hidden beneath his shirt. When his eyes locked onto Doreen, there was an intensity there that separated him from the enthusiastic amateurs who'd come before.

"Doreen," he said, his voice carrying the low rumble of someone who'd earned his scars. "Step aside."

She grinned, baring teeth that looked far more dangerous than they had any right to. "Make me."

The air itself seemed to thicken as Erik charged, and I felt something ripple through the room—a pressure that made my skin prickle. Doreen's entire demeanor shifted from playful to predatory as a deep green aura flared around her small frame, heat waves distorting the air like she'd become a furry furnace.

Erik's massive hand swept toward her with surprising speed, but she ducked under the blow and planted her feet with the solid authority of someone who'd decided playtime was over. For a split second, their eyes met across the vast difference in their sizes.

Then, Doreen let the energy flow.

Her palms shot outward, and a flash of brilliant green energy sent Erik sailing backward like he'd been hit by a cannonball. His massive frame crashed through the front doors in an explosion of splintering wood and flying debris, leaving a perfectly Erik-shaped hole in what used to be the boarding house's entrance.

The remaining challengers stood slack-jawed, eyes darting between the destruction and the mouse standing in the wreckage, fur bristling and aura still crackling around her like contained lightning.

Doreen dusted off her paws with businesslike efficiency and stuffed another bun into her mouth.

"Anyone else want one?"

As if her words had broken a spell, more people charged forward, and her grin returned with predatory delight.

I'd never seen people literally fight over my baking before, but I had to admit—it was a kind of flattering, if completely insane. Maybe they actually were good enough to justify getting abducted from Earth?

I should try for a bun.

I sighed, realizing I'd unconsciously activated Bravery again. Watching a fight through its lens was fascinating—every movement, every micro-expression, every shift in momentum laid bare with crystal clarity. No wonder I'd been able to read Malcolm so easily.

Something tugged at my leg, and I looked down to find Hildy staring up at me with patient determination.

"Will you cook the ham?" she asked simply. "I shall fetch Jeremy."

"No problem." I glanced back at the ongoing chaos. "Is it always like this?"

"It will be if you continue to bring home sweets," she replied with the weary wisdom of someone who'd seen this show before.

            

    
        26. Training [Bonus]

    
    
    
    
                Several days passed as I settled into a routine that left every muscle in my body screaming. Each morning, Cass and I would meet at dawn—the air still sharp with night's chill—and run for hours through the winding city streets. On the first day, she took pity on me, guiding me through familiar routes while I wheezed behind her. But once I knew the paths, she unleashed her full free-running arsenal, and I scrambled to keep up.

The more mana I stored internally, the easier it became to shadow her movements. By the third day, I was running faster than I'd ever managed before—wind whipping past as we vaulted stone walls, scaled gnarled trees, and sprinted across clay-tiled rooftops. My lungs should have been on fire. My legs should have given out. Instead, I felt like I could run forever.

It should have taken months to reach this level, but Cass provided the insight I needed: mana.

The more I stored, the easier training became. The more I used, the easier it was to hold more. It was supposed to be a cycle—training two different muscles—except I couldn't tell if Bravery was actually consuming anything. The aura just... existed, humming quietly in the background of my thoughts.

I held onto Bravery because maintaining it seemed effortless, and I could tell the reduced range I'd managed felt far less traumatic than before. The more I used it, the more natural it became, like flexing a limb I'd never known I had. The rune's image crystallized in my mind with each passing hour, its edges growing sharper and more defined. But I was also aware it was subtly changing me—making me more comfortable with discomfort, more willing to push past my usual limits.

One morning, it even saved me from my own stupidity when my wandering attention nearly got me run over by a Trailbinder. The Sentarian driver was moving at surprising speed, and instead of diving aside like any sane person, mana suddenly surged into my legs without my permission. I launched into an awkward backflip—definitely not intentional—and landed hard on top of the cart's wooden bed. My mana reserves took a nosedive, leaving me dizzy and breathless.

Okay, so Bravery used mana when it forced me to dodge death. Good to know.

This time, I'd remembered my shoes, which turned out to be a mistake. Whatever trick had let me stick to that alley wall definitely didn't work with leather soles. I slipped immediately, landing square on my ass atop the swaying wagon. As the cart rolled past, I caught sight of Cass still running in the street, her expression somewhere between fury and disbelief. I gave her a cheerful wave.

Honestly, I didn't think I'd ever match her speed, even without her swiftness rune. With training, maybe I could get close, but despite her imposing frame, she moved with liquid grace—like she'd been born on rooftops. Every obstacle was just another step on her path. Water finds its way downhill.

I, meanwhile, had to weave around pedestrians, fight not to trip over my own feet, and scramble up walls like a clumsy cat.



My afternoons belonged to Katie's bakery, where I discovered the painful art of kneading colossal sums of dough without an electric mixer. It turned out Katie’s late husband, a sailor, had simply never returned from his last voyage two years prior. The story emerged in fragments as we worked, her voice growing quieter each time she mentioned him. Her recent timid personality made more sense now; between grief and the city's increasing monster attacks, the bakery had become her fragile refuge from a world that kept taking things away.

What didn't make sense was how this small-framed woman could hoist thirty-kilogram flour sacks like they were squirming toddlers. I watched her casually shoulder two at once while I struggled with basic measurements, given the lack of familiar tools.

The ingredient overlap between Earth and Ark was surprisingly familiar, though quantities ran small. I quickly learned that while Vildar possessed a violently insatiable sweet tooth, Doreen's reputation was legendary throughout the harbor district. Deep-frying was common practice, but quality oil remained scarce—which made my suggestion of glazed sourdough donuts fried in lard an instant catalyst for chaos.

The moment we hung our first batch in the window, Russets materialized from nowhere, setting up defensive positions and daring anyone to challenge their claim. What followed were some impressively acrobatic fistfights right outside Katie's door—Vildar launching themselves through the air with flying kicks while Gaians and Florans swung wild haymakers at targets barely knee-high. We sold out in minutes.

The money was excellent. The attention from the Hunters who broke up the brawl, less so.

"Maybe try something calmer next time," one suggested, still separating a stubborn Vildar from literally gnawing on a dockworker's ankle.

It didn't help.

Nuts and honey proved plentiful on the island, and once I'd shown Katie how to make phyllo for proper baklava, she became utterly obsessed. On the third day, I arrived to find half a dozen Vildar stationed outside the bakery like tiny, furry sentries. They wore suspiciously familiar wide-brimmed hats and refused me entry despite increasingly desperate explanations.

"Katie experimented with fresh fruit and berry syrups," one explained solemnly, blocking my path with surprising authority. "Blackberry baklava. Pear and cinnamon. Even something with those tart green berries from near Rivberbend."

The way he said it made it sound like she'd discovered the philosopher's stone. These mouse-folk weren't budging without a fight.

Up to that point, I'd been maintaining Bravery almost constantly, which might have made me slightly overconfident in my response.

"Look, I just want to help her with the oven—"

The lead Vildar burst into delighted laughter and launched himself at me with a picture-perfect flying kick. It wasn't nearly as fast as Doreen's lightning-quick strikes, but for someone the size of a four-year-old, it was genuinely impressive.

Using barely a sliver of mana, I slid sideways and caught him mid-flight, setting him down gently before giving his head an affectionate pat. He blinked up at me for a long moment, recognition dawning in his bright eyes.

"Fine," he announced to the growing crowd of increasingly agitated bakery hopefuls. "The Breaker can go in. But I'm watching the rest of ya."



My evenings belonged to Doreen's kitchen, where I quickly discovered that Hildy's reputation as a cook was charitably overstated. The kitchen itself felt familiar—similar layout to Katie's but dominated by a massive wood stove that belched smoke whenever Hildy attempted anything more complex than boiling water. Doreen even had something resembling a refrigerator, though it was more like a portable root cellar—a large wooden box lined with metal and cool runes that stayed cool but never quite cold.

On my first night, I'd made baked ham using whatever I could scavenge from the pantry, glazing it with honey and cloves until the skin crackled golden-brown. When I brought the massive roast to the common room, Doreen declared me hired on the spot—though she only made a token effort to defend the ham from the eager crowd that descended like vultures.

I'd also learned I'd just missed Jeremy's visit that night, which honestly ruined my entire evening.

The worst part of working with Hildy wasn't her enthusiasm—it was her complete inability to cook anything without setting it on fire. Fortunately, the kitchen had a back door leading to a narrow alley where I could escape the acrid smoke and gulp fresh air. Large bins sat outside, filled with what I assumed was compost for the nocturnal Sentarians who collected it for… something. The sweet smell of rotting vegetables was infinitely preferable to whatever Hildy was cremating inside.

Over the next few evenings, various mana beasts approached as I sat on the back steps. Two different fox creatures—one rust-colored, one silver—accepted scraps before vanishing into the shadows. A disconcertingly large boar with a worn leather collar made regular appearances, grunting its appreciation before trotting away. They'd eat and leave, treating me like a convenient vending machine.

But one mana beast returned every night, and it took me several days to understand why he was different.

It wasn't just that he was a dog—though he definitely was a dog.

I'd seen plenty of mana beasts around La-Roc, some even working as pack animals, though most thought it cruel since people here could carry far more than humans on Earth thanks to mana enhancement. But I hadn't seen a single dog in my time here, and when I'd asked around, no one seemed to know what a dog even was.

He looked like someone had crossed a Labrador with a Great Pyrenees, his fur a rich orange-red like a fox's coat. But it was his eyes that set him apart—an intelligence and warmth I hadn't seen since the raptor in the lobby. Most other visitors were just hungry, where this dog looked at me with... curiosity. And when he entered my aura, I could almost pick up affection from him.

Naturally, I named him Red.

By the third night, our routine was established. "Hey Red," I said as he padded into the alley, "can you keep a secret?"

He cocked his head with such perfect timing I had to grin. No skittishness, no wariness—just casual confidence as he approached, ears forward and tail already starting its telltale wag. He looked around expectantly, nose twitching at the scents wafting from the tray balanced on my lap.

I'd brought two thick slices of ham covered in honey-mustard glaze tonight. Finding someone to smoke the meat had been easy enough, but I'd learned that mustard seed cost a fortune here. Cyrus had refused to budge on the price.

Red sat without being asked, pink tongue lolling as he panted with anticipation.

I tossed him a piece of ham, and he snatched it from the air with casual grace, swallowing it whole before I could blink.

"Did you even taste that?" I chuckled, tossing another piece. This time he seemed to chew—at least a little.

I picked up a slice for myself, but before I could take a bite, I felt the gentle pressure of a paw on my leg. I hadn't even felt him move. When I looked down, he was wearing an unmistakable expression—head tilted, eyes bright with hope, ears perked forward in perfect innocence.

As someone who'd grown up with dogs, I recognized the look immediately. The universal "surely you meant to give me more food" expression.

I reached out to pet him, and he immediately moved closer, practically melting under my touch as I used both hands to scratch behind his ears. His fur was impossibly soft, warmer than I'd expected.

Oh.

While I was distracted, he'd somehow snatched another piece of ham from the tray, wolfing it down but staying pressed against my legs as I continued petting him.

"That was my dinner, you animal!" I laughed, but there was no heat in it. The simple act of petting a dog felt surreal—this familiar comfort on an alien world. It made me think of home with an ache I'd been trying to ignore. My parents, wondering where I'd disappeared to. My brother, probably raiding my room by now. My friends, who'd never know what happened to me. And Atlas, my own dog, was probably waiting by the door for me to come home.

I hoped they were all alright. This world was my reality now—at least for the foreseeable future. But at least some things made sense here, I thought, looking down at Red's contented expression.

"Ben! I've done it! I've 'folded in the cheese'! You must come observe this culinary miracle!" Hildy's voice rang out from the kitchen, accompanied by what sounded suspiciously like sizzling.

"I'll bet you fucking didn't!" I called back, standing and brushing crumbs from my pants. The woman was utterly incorrigible.

Red's tail wagged harder as I headed for the door. "I'll see you tomorrow, Red. Try not to steal anyone else's dinner."



That night, I'd met quite a few Hunters in Doreen's common room—all friendly enough, though don't ask me to remember their names. Some stale ale had been flowing freely, and I'd been more focused on observing than memorizing introductions. It turned out the most populous folks in La-Roc were Florans, followed by the Vildar, but among the Hunters I'd noticed an obvious pattern: most were Aldertrees, with a scattering of their red-skinned cousins, the Carmintrees.

One Carmintree woman—Belouet, I think—caught my attention when I spotted the familiar bracer on her wrist, identical to Felix's. Her accent carried hints of what my Earth-trained ear recognized as French, all rolling R's and softened consonants. Given that I hadn't seen Felix in days, I figured she might have answers.

"Excuse me," I said, sliding into the seat across from her. "I was wondering about my friend Felix—the tall guy with dark hair? He has a bracer like yours."

"Ah, oui." Her eyes lit up with recognition. "He is in seclusion, Breaker. To bind ze Soul Seal."

I still didn't fully understand what Soul-Seals were, beyond being essential for becoming a Seeker. Those who could form one before the entrance exams got admitted to Sylvarus without question—a significant advantage. Felix had mentioned being close, but Cass had made it sound like a dangerous undertaking, involving some kind of spiritual test.

"How long will that take?" I asked, trying to keep my voice casual.

Belouet shrugged, swirling the amber liquid in her mug. "As long as it takes. If he survives, he will emerge a Seeker. Or he will emerge... defeated."

My blood chilled. "If he survives?"

"C'est rare, but..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "Normally, failure just damages your Runebinding capabilities. But sometimes, things 'appen."

The bottom dropped out of my stomach. No one had mentioned the possibility of death before—not Felix, not Cass, not even Chas in all his warnings about the dangers ahead. For the better part of that night, I nursed a single ale while anxiety gnawed at my gut like a living thing.

The past few days had left me riding high on progress and possibility. This information knocked me down several pegs fast.

The Initiation had been a cakewalk—weird, sure, but hardly life-threatening. But the next step involved real danger? Felix could die trying to become a Seeker? More immediately terrifying—I could die?

I thought back to watching Chas glowing with molten gold, Lana exploding through a solid stone floor, Alexander's casual displays of power, and Doreen flying around her common room like some kind of martial arts legend. All that strength, all that capability—but at what cost?

The question haunted me as I sat there, staring into my ale. 

Was it worth it?

            

    
        27. Superior Mana

    
    
    
    
                The courtyard stretched before me, achingly familiar yet impossible to place—like trying to remember a song you'd only heard in passing. My mom, Jasmine, stood across from me with that broad grin I knew by heart, wearing her usual faded t-shirt and the short denim overalls she lived in during summer. She gripped a black staff in both hands, and somehow I held one too, the wood warm and smooth against my palms.

It should have been a perfect recreation of practicing Taiji Gun, straight out of some martial arts film. Except everything felt wrong. The air pressed against my skin like thick honey, the edges of my vision wavered like heat shimmer, and the ground beneath my feet seemed to shift with each heartbeat.

"Come on, Ben, show me what you got!" Mom called, her voice echoing strangely—like it was bouncing around inside a steel drum, reverberating through my skull.

I lunged forward, swinging my staff in an arc I'd practiced a thousand times, but she blocked it effortlessly. The movement felt both incredibly familiar and utterly alien, like watching someone else's muscle memory play out through my limbs. We circled each other slowly, staffs clacking together in a rhythm that should have been comforting but set my nerves on edge. Sunlight caught the sweat beading on her forehead, the intense focus in her dark eyes so perfectly her that my chest tightened.

Then her face shifted.

Her features blurred like watercolors running in rain, twisting and reforming until—

"What the hell, Ted? That was seriously demented," I said, stepping back and lowering my staff. My voice cracked slightly.

Standing where my mom had been was Ted, my diminutive elf spirit guide, wearing that same shit-eating grin that meant he'd thoroughly enjoyed messing with my head. He was still dressed in her clothes—faded t-shirt and overalls that hung ridiculously loose on his small frame—which somehow made the whole thing infinitely weirder.

Ted shrugged, completely unrepentant. "Until you got a Soul Seal, I gotta do shit to snap you out of it, kid. Can't have you wastin' dream time wandering around in fuckin' la-la land."

I rubbed my forehead, trying to shake off the lingering disorientation that clung like cobwebs. "It's really fucking annoying that I can barely remember these dreams when I wake up."

Ted's expression softened slightly, though that mischievous glint never left his eyes. "Nah, you remember what you need to. Should get much easier once you’ve got the Seal anchored proper."

"You mean the thing that can apparently kill me if I screw it up?" The words came out sharper than I'd intended, edged with the anxiety that had been gnawing at me since my conversation with Belouet.

"Not if I have anything to fuckin' say about it, kid." Ted's voice carried absolute conviction, a certainty that brooked no argument. "You'll be fine. It's my job to show you how not to suck at this."

I tried to hold on to his words, to burn them into memory, but I could already feel the dream beginning to fray at the edges. The courtyard's details blurred like someone was erasing them with a massive brush, colors bleeding into gray nothing. Ted's voice grew thin and distant, as if he were shouting across a vast canyon.

"Hey, stay with me, Ben. You gotta practice this shit when you're awake, or it ain't gonna stick worth a damn," he called out, his words echoing strangely as reality reasserted its grip.

But it was no use. The dream dissolved like sugar in rain, and I felt myself being yanked back toward consciousness, Ted's smirking face and his too-large overalls fading into the familiar darkness behind my eyelids. 



I woke up feeling strangely deflated, like someone had punctured the balloon of excitement I'd been riding for days. The thrill of becoming some kind of magical superhero had evaporated overnight, leaving only harsh reality: this world, this life I was building, came with an actual chance of death.

Over the past few days, I'd grown comfortable in La-Roc—getting to know people, feeling like myself again instead of some lost refugee from another world. Learning just how dangerous being a Runebinder actually was had put a serious damper on that progress.

I lay in the ridiculously opulent bed, staring up at the massive chandelier that probably cost more than most people's houses, wondering if I should just... back out. Maybe I could work at Katie's bakery full-time, save up some money, and eventually figure out a safer way to explore this world. Or better yet, find a way home. I'd need a decent map first, though, to understand what my real options were.

Weren't Cass and I supposed to meet with Cyrus today? She was probably already waiting downstairs, drumming her fingers impatiently while I wallowed in existential dread.

Moving around the room felt easier now because I'd finally organized most of the clutter into manageable piles, and improved mana control made me feel lighter on my feet—more coordinated. I pulled on clean clothes and headed down to the common room, expecting to find Cass planning our route around the city.

Instead, I found Erik sitting in one of the worn leather chairs, still wearing what looked suspiciously like pajamas.

"Cassandra's taking the morning off," he said without preamble. "She's saying her farewells to Felix. Asked me to be your dance partner today."

My stomach dropped like a stone. "Did Felix—"

Erik seemed to catch the direction of my thoughts immediately, jumping in to clarify. "He's leaving for Sylvarus, not dead. Poor choice of words on my part."

Relief flooded through me so fast it left me dizzy. "He did it? Formed his Soul Seal?"

Erik nodded curtly, though something that might have been approval flickered across his usually stoic expression. "Indeed. It's been quite some time since anyone managed it before graduating from Sylvarus. Almost as impressive as you, Breaker."

"Wow." The word felt inadequate, but I wasn't sure what else to say. "I wish I knew enough to properly appreciate how big a deal that is."

"I did promise to teach you a few things," Erik said, rising from his chair. The pajamas, I realized, were actually loose-fitting training clothes that just looked
like his monogrammed pajamas. "So. You can go for your morning run around the city, or you can follow me and get your ass thoroughly kicked."

He started walking toward the back of the common room, toward the cellars where Doreen had taken me before. I hesitated for exactly one second before following.

"I'm going to regret this, aren't I?"

"More than likely," Erik replied, and I caught what might have been the ghost of a smile tugging at his lips. I wasn't sure I'd ever seen him actually smile before. "A Soul Seal is more than just runes and magic, Ben. It's about choosing your fundamental path as a Runebinder—your core identity. Think of it like a vocation, but for your very essence. Once you and your soul agree on what path to take, only then can you take the first proper step toward power."

I stopped mid-stride, trying to wrap my head around the concept. "So... you give your soul a job description?"

"In a sense, yes. To grow in strength, your soul requires purpose—a framework for development." We'd reached a heavy metal door marked with unfamiliar runes. Erik swung it open, revealing a narrow stone stairwell that descended into shadow. "From what I understand, you already possess an Aura—Bravery, correct?"

He grabbed a lantern orb from a wall bracket, its soft yellow light chasing away the darkness. I took another as he gestured, the glass warm against my palm.

"Yeah, Bravery," I said as we started down the worn stone steps, our footsteps echoing in the confined space. "But I wouldn't exactly call it a job..."

"That's because it's incomplete. A Soul Seal requires three runes in perfect harmony, not two." Erik's voice carried easily in the stairwell, though he kept his tone low. "Mine is Resolve, formed from my understanding of metal, my conviction, and my resilience. It's why the Brine Tyrant's mental influence couldn't affect me. Similar protection, I suspect, to what your Bravery provides."

"Those are pretty abstract concepts," I mused aloud, counting steps as we descended. The air grew cooler with each level, carrying hints of stone dust and something that might have been old magic. "Much more philosophical than, say, Felix just throwing lightning around."

Just as I was wondering exactly how deep these stairs went, we emerged into a large, brightly lit antechamber. Multiple doors and hallways branched off in different directions, their openings dark as hungry mouths.

"Which brings me to my theory about your nature as a Runebinder," Erik said, setting his lantern orb into a wall bracket that flared to life automatically. "I believe you're the soul of a Guardian. Arcanists prefer complex, visible runes—they manipulate physical magic through their bracers, creating obvious displays of power. Strikers favor the practical: speed, momentum, strength, focus—concepts that enhance their physical capabilities directly."

"And Guardians prefer more... internal concepts? Ideals?" I asked, watching as Erik selected one hallway and motioned for me to follow.

"Spiritual magic, yes. But the soul fights back against such concepts, testing whether you truly understand them deeply enough to wield them safely." His voice carried the weight of hard-earned experience. "It's more difficult than other paths, but far more rewarding for those who can master it."

"Hey, what's the deal with names like Ironheart? Or Stormfire, Windrider?" I asked, remembering the intensity of Lana and Elena's confrontation in the tower. "Are those just nicknames?"

"Runebinding names—some call them paths. Something of a tradition when we reach Adept rank, though it serves a practical purpose as well—it gives us identity and helps push us toward Mastery." Erik paused at another heavy door, this one unmarked. "I am Erik in daily life, but when my soul and body work in perfect harmony, I walk the path of Ironheart."

A door slid open with a low, grinding whisper of stone against stone, revealing a chamber that stole my breath.

Runic lanterns hung from ornate mounts around walls of polished obsidian, their soft yellow glow casting dancing shadows across intricate carvings. Deep hieroglyphs covered every surface, their grooves filled with what looked like actual gold that caught the light and threw it back in warm, honeyed reflections. The smooth floor felt almost warm beneath my feet, and the ceiling soared so high that the lantern light couldn't quite reach it, leaving the upper reaches shrouded in mystery.

The chamber split into three passages, and Erik led us straight ahead without hesitation, moving briskly through a series of expansive halls. Each room felt like a cathedral designed by beings who understood scale in ways humans never could. Our footsteps echoed strangely, the sound seeming to stretch and bend before it reached the distant walls.

We descended steadily deeper into these ancient pathways, and as we moved, the hieroglyphs gave way to something far more elaborate. Vast murals covered the walls—not painted, but somehow carved and colored with perfect precision. They seemed to shimmer, as if a thin layer of water covered the stone, creating an almost living quality to the artwork.

These weren't flat paintings. The walls had genuine depth, with figures and landscapes sculpted in perfect bas-relief that seemed ready to step out of the stone. Huge alien creatures dominated entire chambers, each painted in colors so vibrant they seemed to glow with their own inner light. Mountain peaks stretched impossibly high, their summits crowned by beings that defied simple description.

Some of the creatures looked oddly familiar—a scaled horse with branching antlers that reminded me of something from a half-remembered dream, a massive white lion covered in intricate blue runes, and what could only be described as a turtle having a terrible hair day, its shell covered in flowing tendrils that might have been seaweed or might have been something else entirely.

Room after room passed in a blur of impossible artistry, each more elaborate than the last. The air grew cooler as we descended, carrying hints of stone dust and a surprising amount of mana.

Pure gold adorned the final circular chamber—sheets of the precious metal worked into every surface. The walls had been carved into a breathtaking bamboo grove, each stalk rendered with such precision I could see individual leaves, their surfaces accented with runes made from metals I couldn't identify. Lotus blossoms emerged from the bamboo in impossible profusion, carved so intricately they seemed to float in three-dimensional space, petals so delicate they looked ready to flutter in a breeze that didn't exist.

But none of that magnificence could hold my attention.

My eyes locked onto the small orange fox sitting atop a carved stone outcropping in the center-left of the chamber. It was sculpted from the same strange orange metal as my Acolyte pin, the same material that had formed Winchester's mysterious orb.

But it was the tails that made my heart skip—or rather, the nine perfect, flowing tails that spread behind it like a metallic fan, each one curved in a different elegant arc.

A nine-tailed fox. Here, in ruins that were clearly ancient beyond measure.

"Huli Jing?" I whispered, and something shifted inside me—not the familiar warmth of Bravery activating, but something deeper, like a tuning fork struck in the center of my chest.

"You know her?" Erik asked, genuine surprise coloring his voice.

I nodded, unable to look away from those nine perfectly sculpted tails. "Then we have a captive audience. Here will do."

"For what?" I turned from the fox to find Erik pulling his shirt over his head, revealing an absolutely inhuman amount of muscle definition. The man looked like he'd been carved from the same stone as these walls.

Then I blinked, and the chamber wasn't a chamber anymore.

The stone walls had melted away, replaced by living bamboo that swayed in a breeze I could actually feel against my skin. The sweet fragrance of lotus blossoms filled my lungs, and somewhere in the distance, I could hear the gentle crackling of bamboo stalks moving in the wind. Soft earth replaced the polished floor beneath my feet, and overhead, dappled sunlight filtered through an endless canopy of green.

"Are you fucking serious?" I laughed, spinning in a slow circle to take it all in. "Training in a bamboo forest? Some kind of spirit realm? This is incredible."

Erik's mouth twitched—the ghost of a smile he immediately suppressed, but I caught it.

"A dueling room," he explained, rolling his shoulders to loosen them. "Most prefer to train in the tower since there's more ambient mana to draw from. But I've always valued good scenery over unearned advantages." He glanced down at my feet. "Is there a particular reason you're not wearing shoes?"

I looked down at my bare feet, now planted in soft, dark soil, and shrugged. "Why the hell does this keep happening to me?"

"So we're going to fight?" I asked, eyeing his considerable frame with growing apprehension. Erik was easily six inches taller and probably had sixty pounds on me, all of it muscle. I was confident that my years of martial arts with Aapo wouldn't count for much against someone who looked like he bench-pressed boulders for fun.

"Hardly. We're going to experiment," Erik corrected, beginning to walk toward the large rock where the fox statue waited. "A soul trial is deeply personal—some leap across mountain peaks or navigate impossible mazes. But Guardians?" He glanced back with something that might have been sympathy. "We get our asses kicked. Every time, in increasingly creative ways."

“Soul-trial. That’s what Felix was doing for three days?” I asked.

“It is.”

Erik nodded, and stopped before the fox statue and bowed deeply, hands crossed over his navel in what was clearly a formal gesture. I approached more slowly, noticing details I'd missed from a distance. Up close, the creature looked less like the delicate foxes from artwork and folklore—its snout was broader, more wolf-like, with ears that seemed almost too large for its head. The metallic surface seemed to shimmer with its own inner light.

Instead of bowing, I reached out to touch the statue, running my fingers over its cool, metallic head and ears. The moment my skin made contact, a profound sense of calm washed over me, like sinking into a warm bath after a long day. The sensation matched the tranquil atmosphere of the bamboo forest perfectly.

The statue remained perfectly still under my touch, showing no reaction whatsoever.

"What's this metal?" I asked, reluctant to break contact. "I've never seen that color before."

"No? It's Orichalcum," Erik said, as if that should mean something to me. "Most call it Spirit Steel. Valuable in its raw form, but once it’s worked with purpose, it takes on that darker orange hue and becomes infused with spirit energy." He paused, observing my face. "Spiritually speaking, what you're touching is a real Huli Jing."

I jerked my hand back instinctively, then felt foolish for the reaction. The statue hadn't moved, but somehow that knowledge made the moment feel more significant.

"So you want to kick my ass because you think I'm a Guardian?" I asked, stepping back toward the center of the clearing. "I'm not even sure I want to do this whole Runebinder thing."

Erik's expression softened noticeably, the stern instructor mask slipping to reveal something more genuine underneath. "Hunter or not, Ben, I think you've figured out how we solve disagreements around here by now. We fight monsters with our weapons, but we settle things with each other using our fists." His voice carried a protective steel edge. "Breaker or not, if you keep stepping in front of my sister, you'd better be able to take a hit. Even from her."

That tracked, I supposed. The people on this island seemed to love a good scrap, and with healing potions and pills readily available, the consequences were probably a lot less permanent than back home.

"It sounds like you're trying really hard to justify wanting to hit me," I said with a grin. "What happens if I hit you?"

"Then I'd be genuinely impressed," Erik replied, taking his place in the center of the clearing. With fluid precision, he bowed again. "I won't use my superior mana reserves."

"Oh, it's superior, is it?" I laughed, the whole situation feeling surreal. It was like something straight out of an old kung fu movie—next he'd be telling me his technique was stronger than mine.

Thinking back, the guy survived the crab equivalent of being hit by a semi-truck, so it probably was.

The clearing fell into expectant silence, bamboo swaying gently overhead while soft earth cushioned our feet. I could sense tension building in the air, like the moment before a thunderstorm. Erik's gaze bored into me as we faced each other, his stance wide and perfectly balanced. I matched his bow, feeling my heart rate spike as the Bravery rune flared to life in my mind's eye. This was the first time I'd used it against an actual human opponent instead of some nightmarish monster.

Erik's first move came swiftly and controlled—a lunge forward with an open palm aimed at my shoulder. But he was moving much slower than I'd expected, and with the rune active, everything felt like it was happening underwater. I twisted aside, redirecting his attack with a sweeping motion that used an uncomfortable amount of mana. Erik's momentum carried him completely off balance, sending him crashing into a stand of bamboo with enough force to snap several stalks.

Damn, he was heavy.

He recovered almost instantly, springing to his feet and brushing dirt from his shoulders with casual grace. His eyes narrowed slightly, but there was definitely the ghost of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

"Have you been maintaining that rune all morning?"

"It's become a habit," I admitted with a shrug. "Diana says I do it in my sleep, too."

"I see," Erik said, taking a step forward. His expression shifted to something far more focused and predatory. "Show me what you've really learned about it."

Move!

This time he came in faster—much faster. I dodged on pure instinct, the rune pushing my reflexes to their absolute limit. I ducked under a punch that would have taken my head off, feeling the wind from his fist ruffle my hair, then twisted around to strike at his exposed ribs.

But Erik was already gone, his movements so fluid and precise they seemed almost supernatural. No matter how quickly I moved, no matter how much the rune sped up my reactions, I couldn't land a single hit. He flowed over the soft earth like water, his feet barely seeming to touch the ground.

Then, without warning, his fist connected with my side.

The impact sent shockwaves through the Bravery rune, making it shudder and flicker like a candle in strong wind. For the first time, I realized it had very real limits—there were things it simply couldn't compensate for, and Erik's raw speed was apparently one of them. The hit launched me sideways, sending me sprawling painfully among the broken bamboo shoots, lungs emptying in a single, agonized wheeze.

"Fucking ow," I gasped, struggling to push myself upright while spots danced across my vision.

"What happened to not using your 'superior mana'?" I wheezed, tasting copper where I'd bitten my tongue.

Erik actually grinned this time—a genuine, full smile that transformed his entire face. "Now you know how that throw felt," he said, unmistakable amusement coloring his voice.

I pushed myself upright, my hand brushing against one of the broken bamboo shoots scattered around me. The piece was thin but surprisingly sturdy, almost perfectly weighted like a staff. My fingers wrapped around it instinctively, muscle memory from countless hours with Aapo flooding back. I remembered swinging Winchester like an idiot—more baseball bat than weapon—but this felt different. After days of mana training, I was in the best shape of my life.

Maybe this time I could do better. Either way, I was definitely still going to get my ass kicked. Guess I was going to be using some of those healing pills I had bought.

Let's see how he handles some Taiji gun.

Wait—did I actually know Taiji gun well enough to use it in an actual fight?

I settled into what felt like a natural low stance, bamboo held horizontally in front of me. Erik watched with growing interest, his posture shifting as he prepared for an attack. I flowed into Rooster Stand, balancing on one leg with the staff poised to strike, and was surprised by how steady I felt. When had this become so natural?

As Erik moved, I noticed something strange—mana had spread throughout my body like warm honey, but it was pooling in my feet as if waiting for direction. He came in low with a sweeping kick, and I responded without thinking, kicking his foot aside while spinning the staff in a fluid arc. The moment of impact sent mana rebounding through my legs and up into my arms, somehow channeling directly into the bamboo itself like an elastic band snapping forward.

I stepped forward, spinning the staff overhead before bringing it down in a powerful strike as I returned to low form. When the bamboo connected with the earth, a deep thud echoed through the clearing, sending a spray of dark soil flying in all directions.

Erik's eyes widened—genuine surprise replacing his confident expression.

"Well done!" he said, backing away with his grin stretching even wider. Then he was moving again, faster this time, the pressure building like an approaching storm.

I spun the staff again, stepping forward to thrust it like a spear directly at his chest. But Erik didn't dodge or deflect—he planted his feet in a perfect horse stance and took the strike head-on. The bamboo exploded against his chest with a sharp crack, splinters flying in every direction. Without missing a beat, his hand shot out like a striking snake and grabbed what remained of the staff.

I barely had time to blink before he yanked me forward into his rising knee. The impact with my ribs felt like getting hit by a sledgehammer, driving every molecule of air from my lungs as I flew across the clearing. I hit the suddenly solid ground hard—we were back in the carved stone chamber—with pain radiating from my side in burning waves.

How the hell had I moved like that? Even when I was practicing twice a week with Aapo, I'd never been that fluid, that instinctive.

Groaning, I rolled onto my back, fighting to drag air into my protesting lungs. Erik stood over me, his grin now fully formed and his eyes bright with something that looked suspiciously like excitement.

"Consider me genuinely impressed," he said, tossing me a small vial containing a single white pill.

"Great," I coughed, which sent fresh spikes of pain through my ribs. Really needed to stop breaking bones every few days—it was becoming an embarrassing pattern.

I dry-swallowed the pill and lay there panting while Erik seemed to come down from his adrenaline high, rolling his shoulders and flexing his fingers.

"Where did you learn to move like that?" he asked, genuine curiosity in his voice. "It reminds me of Vildar combat forms."

"My grandmother taught us," I laughed, which was a mistake that sent fresh pain shooting through my side. "She once put a guy twice her size on the ground with just a wrist-lock when he got handsy at a bar."

"Hmm, I'd like to meet her," Erik said with obvious approval.

The healing pill was working now, warmth spreading through my chest and the sharp edge of pain beginning to dull. It was an intense sensation—like my body was fast-forwarding through weeks of natural healing in seconds. Was the first pill this fast? It definitely felt fast.

"Somehow, I think she'd enjoy that," I replied, managing a less painful chuckle. "Fair warning though—she'd probably try to teach you a few things."

            

    
        Not a Chapter: 5 Reviews, Thank you all!

    
    
    
    
                Holy shit, you beautiful people. We're climbing the Main Rising Stars list like Red chasing a cheese wheel, and I'm honestly floored by the response.

First things first— we hit 5 reviews! The milestone tracker has been doing its job beautifully, but I'm going to need to kill the bonus chapters while I get the daily chapter schedule locked and loaded. There are also some shout-outs I need to get out before I can properly set this thing up, and I'd rather do it right than half-ass it.

Here's the plan:

Daily chapters start September 3rd, 2025 and will continue through until the end of Book 1. We're talking ~45 more chapters, 3 interludes, 1 epilogue, and 1 secret epilogue.
This same schedule applies to Patreon paid tiers, though I'll be doing my best to manually sync the free tier releases with Royal Road.

Why manually? Because Patreon won't let me schedule tier changes, which is probably their most requested feature that they seem determined never to implement. It's like asking a Vildar to share their dessert—not really a big ask in theory, but don’t hold your breath.

Okay, but what about Book 2?

Great fucking question, me. I'm about halfway through the first draft, and while the opening chapters are up to snuff, the rest... well, let's just say they need some love.

What does this mean for timelines? Who the fuck knows. I'm pushing hard to get Book 2 done, edited, and ready for Royal Road over the next few months, but I've got standards I want to maintain. Quality takes time, and I'd rather deliver something that doesn't make you want to throw your phone/tablet/Kindle across the room.

For my Patreon:

While I'm wrestling Book 2 into submission, paid tiers will get side stories, polls, and beta reading opportunities. Think of it as bonus content while we wait for Ben to get his ass kicked by more impossibly powerful opponents. I'm not waiting until Book 2 is completely finished before sharing it with you—that way lies madness and disappointment.

But what does it all mean, Basil?

You've all been incredible. The comments, the follows, the fact that people are actually reading this thing and enjoying Ben's continued suffering—it means the world. Seriously. Writing can be a lonely business, especially when you're trying to figure out how to make magical cultivation systems make sense while keeping the humor intact.

So thank you. For reading, for commenting, for putting up with my occasional author notes that ramble. You're the reason I can justify spending hours figuring out exactly how a Ben would react to being trapped in a dark hallway surrounded by—whoops, spoilers!

Stay tuned for more chaos, more character development, and definitely more of Red being the goodest boy in the multiverse.

Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go figure out how a "reward" is going to make Ben's life more complicated. Because that's what we're all here for, isn't it?

Keep being awesome.

M.S. Davidson

            

    
        28. Compassion

    
    
    
    
                The world exploded into kaleidoscope madness barely thirty seconds after the pill hit my stomach.

My mana pathways blazed turquoise—then died completely. The Bravery rune vanished like someone had ripped it from my soul. Even thinking about magic sent molten agony through my veins.

"Doesn't your family make these?" I gasped, accepting Erik's hand up. The tavern spun like a carnival ride. "This one feels like liquid fire."

"That's the ginseng." Erik's voice sounded distant, echoing. "I'm told it's hard to digest."

Hard to digest? I felt like I'd swallowed a nuclear reactor.

"Are you sure this was a healing pill?" My thoughts turned to sludge. The walls breathed. Colors bled into each other like watercolors in rain.

"It's from my family's stores," Erik snapped. "Without a doubt."

We hit the spiral stairs to Doreen's, and reality broke.

The steps twisted into impossible geometries—Escher nightmares that folded in on themselves. Up became sideways. Down became through. I grabbed the railing as the world tilted forty-five degrees.

"Ben?" Erik's voice came from everywhere and nowhere. "You alright?"

I blinked. Erik loomed above me like a mountain. His neck tattoos writhed like living magma, pulsing with their own heartbeat.

"Whoa. Your ink is insane up close," I slurred, then gravity reversed, and I pitched backward down the stairs.

Erik caught me, slung me over his shoulder like a sack of grain, and took the steps six at a time. Or maybe sixty. Numbers had stopped meaning anything.

"Put me down!" I laughed, the sound echoing strangely. "You're mixing me up like a cocktail!"

My voice sounded like it was coming from underwater.



Erik burst into Doreen's common room, me still draped over his shoulder like a trophy kill. Tables swam in and out of focus. Mismatched furniture danced a waltz.

And there—standing on a table like an adorable general—was a tiny mouse woman.

I needed to hug her. Right now. This was the most important thing that had ever happened.

"Erik? Ben? What the fuck happened?" The blonde woman—Valkyrie? No, that was hard to say. Call her Pal. Much easier.

"We sparred. I gave him a healing pill," Erik said, setting me down. "Then... this."

"Hi Pal!" I waved enthusiastically. "You're very large!"

The mouse woman bounded into my lap, tiny hands gripping my chin with surprising strength. Her eyes were fierce, worried, beautiful.

"Is that fuckin' mana poisonin'?" She snarled, but her voice carried the warmth of an angry aunt.

She was so soft. I had to hug her. HAD to.

"Where'd you get the pill, Erik?" Pal demanded.

"From our stores."

"From home stores, not city stores, right, Erik?" Pal's voice carried a sharp edge.

Erik hesitated. Both women's mouths gaped.

Doreen threw her hands in the air. "Graceful fuckin' Gods, Erik, you gave him a Class-D healing pill. We need to—hrk!"

I squeezed the mouse woman in the best hug ever. So soft! So warm and perfect!

"You better not be fuckin' huggin' me, Ben," she hissed, voice razor-sharp.

Huggin'? I was the Hugger! Who was this Ben person?

Pain exploded through my skull. The chair tipped backward. I hit the floor hard enough to see stars.

The mouse had kicked me. Apparently, she didn't appreciate being soft.



"Someone get to the tower," Pal—no, Cass—was saying. "Post a bulletin. We need a healer if anyone's available."

Oh right. Names. Cass. That was her name. The chair righted itself, and the mouse woman—Doreen—jumped back into my lap.

"No fuckin' huggin', asshole," she jabbed a finger at my chest. "You've got mana seeping from your pores."

I looked down. Sparkling multi-colored dust rose from my skin like glitter smoke.

My stomach cramped. I doubled over, and what came out wasn't vomit—it was yellow slime mixed with that same multi-colored dust.

"Are you fuckin' serious
right now?!" Doreen shrieked, covered in magical bile. She ripped my wash kit free from my vest, squeezed the pink cleaning disc, and glared murder at me while the gunk slowly vanished. "You better make me something eye-watering for dessert tonight, Initiate."

The word hit like a slap. She threw my kit at my head.

But the fog was lifting. Colors stopped bleeding. The world found its edges again.

"What the hell is going on?" I asked.

Everyone stared like I'd risen from the dead.

"Ben?" Cass approached cautiously. "You're... good?"

I rubbed my temples. Felt like someone had used my brain as a punching bag. "I wouldn't say good. I can't remember the last time I felt this sick. What was that thing?"

Erik looked stricken. The stoic mask had cracked, revealing something raw underneath.

"My dumbass brother gave you a Class-D healing pill," Cass said, shooting Erik a glare that could melt steel. "Those are designed for someone like Chas or Elena. It can damage your mana pathways—maybe even kill you. You should still be completely out of it."

The door burst open. A bald, angular Carmintree man in hunter's gear rushed in, wearing a red cross insignia and one of those runic bracers. His French accent was thick as honey.

"I was doing rounds when someone grabbed me. How long ago did he take the pill?"

"Not long," Cass said, moving aside.

The man's amber eyes locked onto mine with laser focus. "You are conscious? Magnifique! This is fascinating."

His bracer erupted in light. Glyphs spun into formation as he placed his hand on my head. Coolness spread through my body, shifting my mana pathways back to their familiar blue.

I sensed the rune beneath his palm. Not as potent as Diana’s healing magic I'd seen before, but... warmer. More personal.

"Compassion?" I asked.

His amber eyes widened. "You have a good eye. Désolé, my name is Parloux. You are very lucky, Breaker. Very lucky indeed. This pill was just on the edge of what your body could handle, and it absorbed most of the excess. Your mana will be sluggish for a few days, but that's because your pathways need to catch up to what's in them."

I could feel it—mana flowing like thick honey—but there was so much more of it. My reserves had more than doubled.

Cass shook her head. "You're telling me he actually absorbed it? That can’t be a Terran thing?"

"Truly fascinating!"

The entire room turned. A small white mouse woman stood in the common area—Lana, but dressed in an adorable red and blue hanfu robe instead of her usual gear. With her goggles still perched on her eyes as she approached, scribbling furiously.

Doreen burst out laughing. "What the fuck are you wearing?"

"Diana insists I wear formal attire to show my sincerity," Lana replied icily. "She really enjoys dressing people up. We can discuss my clothes later." Her tone shifted to pure science mode. "Ben, you survived? Faster than expected, residual mana being expressed, cognition restored. Excellent work, Parloux."

"He was already doing it when I arrived. I simply helped him along."

Lana stopped scribbling, flipped a page. "Natural mana expression? Tell me, Ben. Did you feel disconnected from reality? Out of character?"

"He fuckin' hugged me," Doreen spat.

"And barfed on her," Cass added.

That broke Lana's scientific composure. She dissolved into schoolgirl giggles—a sound so unexpected it made her seem almost human.

"I think so," I said. "I couldn't remember who anyone was, or even where I was."

"Fascinating," Lana managed between giggles. "It seems your body can withstand quite a lot of life-aspected mana with minimal side effects."

"Aspected mana?" I frowned.

"Mana that has been put to purpose," Doreen explained. "A healing pill contains mana from different compounds, all focused on healing. But since there was way too much of it, there was nowhere for it to go. Normally that means shoving as much into your reserves as your body can take, with... adverse effects."

"Like my mind going foggy?"

"Like becoming a monster," Lana said casually.

I choked on my breath. "Monster?"

"The lack of memories, the disconnection," she continued matter-of-factly. "Classic signs of a mana beast metamorphosis."

A monster? I'd felt drunk, not monstrous. Even in that haze, I'd recognized friends from enemies.

"It's complicated," Cass said, helping me stand. "Mana beasts consume aspected mana, become monsters, and we hunt them."

"And healing pills can do that?"

"Non, but the effects of mana poisoning are similar," Parloux explained. "People don’t become monsters, but at such levels it is a deadly poison for a body that cannot process it. You either somehow absorbed the aspected mana or cleansed it."

"It doesn't feel any different," I said, reaching for the Bravery rune.

The aura exploded outward.

But this time, it was intense. I sensed everything—Erik's wounded shoulder; the bruise forming on his chest—I knew I got him. A hunter at a plate of breakfast had a cleanly cut forearm, nearly healed. Cass favored a sprained ankle.

And underneath it all, a new concept bloomed in my mind.

Compassion. 

Rescuing injured animals. Volunteering in disaster zones. Forgiving those who'd hurt you. My mom's comfort when I was rejected from university.

The runic concept slotted into Bravery like a missing puzzle piece, forming something that felt incredibly familiar.

Brave Compassion? No, that’s not quite right.

"That's a new spell," I murmured.

Royal blue energy—almost purple—flooded my pathways. Mana vaporized in massive quantities. A tugging sensation filled my chest, and pockets of azure energy flashed around me before fading.

I slumped back into my chair, suddenly aware everyone was staring. Erik looked genuinely worried.

"An affinity?" Came a familiar voice from the doorway. "Seriously impressive, man. In just a few days, too."

Felix stood there in simple green robes, a wide belt at his waist, bracer gleaming. But something had changed. Where he'd once been laid back, now he carried himself with quiet authority—like a sword barely sheathed.

"Congrats on the Seal," I said.

"Congrats on finding an affinity; you’ll be in the Academy in no time." He grinned, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "I wanted to catch you before I head out. The boat's waiting."

Hunters greeted him with backslaps and calls of "Good man!" and "Knew you'd make it!" He pulled me into a quick hug.

"I have to go—the boat leaves in just a few minutes. Pass the exam, Ben. I'll see you in a couple of months."

"What if I fail?" The question slipped out before I could stop it.

"Then I'll see you in five months when you pass the next one." That knowing smile again. "I hear you've been hanging out at a bakery instead of training. At least take a job—get a taste of what you're in for. If it's not for you, well, you know where Katie's is. I'll come visit."

His words hit harder than Erik's punch. Was I avoiding my new life? Hiding in the familiar comfort of baking while this world offered adventures beyond imagination?

It had really only been a few days.

"You're right," I nodded. "See you in two months."

Felix gave quick farewells, though he seemed to avoid looking at Cass. "I'm not gone for good, guys. I'll be back before you know it."

Had he really stopped by just to see me? Maybe I'd actually made a friend.

After he left, silence fell over our group. Even Doreen had excused herself to change clothes. Lana scribbled notes frantically, whiskers twitching with scientific excitement.

"Fascinating, fascinating!" she muttered. "Four days and a Seal Candidate. A true anomaly. So many tests—I need to develop more tests! But—oh! I'll miss my boat!"

She spun and dashed out, Parloux following with professional farewells.

I glanced at Cass and Erik, their expressions unreadable. Something heavy hung in the air between us.

"You two look like you have things to say. Come on, let's head to the kitchen—I'm starving."

Despite everything, I felt oddly energized. My mana reserves were practically drained, yet I moved with newfound lightness. Maybe it was Felix's visit, the healing pill, or the compassion rune—whatever it was, I felt ready for anything.

I grabbed buns, sausages, and cheese scraps, tossing some to Cass. "We have that reading appointment, right? Let's talk on the way."

In the alley, I set down a water bowl for Red and any other mana beasts who might visit. We headed toward Cyrus's shop, and I could feel the weight of unspoken words.

"Ben, I..."

"Ben..."

They both spoke at once. I laughed. "It's been a weird morning. Erik, you first."

He hesitated, then pulled his shirt over his head, revealing bandages beneath intricate tattoos.

"Yeah, yeah, we get it—you're ripped," I smirked. Cass chuckled.

Erik unwrapped the bandages, exposing a small scar where the Brine Tyrant had broken through his armor. His gaze was deadly serious.

"You... healed me," he said slowly, testing the words. "You saved my life the other night and now healed my wounds. For all my experience, I don't know if I can pay you back. Instead..." His deep voice almost cracked. “My actions almost led to your death.”

"I healed you?" I stared at my hands. "Don't ask me how."

"And my ankle," Cass added softly. "Twisted it this morning."

I reached for Bravery—still there. But the Compassion rune? Gone.

"Someone want to explain what an affinity is?"

"It means your Bravery spell is compatible with Compassion as a Seal," Erik said. "Though, don’t ask me to even speculate on what kind of magic that would be…"

Whatever had happened at Doreen's, I couldn't feel it anymore—like a fading dream. And I wasn't eager to test it with another pill.

"Well, whatever it was, it's gone now. And look, clearly not dead, Erik. I learned a lot from you today." I gestured at him. "You're an Adept, right?"

"I'm not as far along as you think," Erik admitted, his stoic mask slipping.

Cass's voice went tight. "Neither of us are. Erik's barely an Adept. He was at Felix's level just last month, before the attack. And you—you're advancing so fast, Ben. You're even going to leave me behind."

Her voice quieted on the last words. For the first time, I saw genuine vulnerability in her eyes. It made my stomach twist.

"Cass, come on, that's impossible. I was on Earth last week. Mana was just a story until I got here. I don't even know what this city fully looks like yet."

"You fight like the Vildar do," Erik said, studying me with quiet intensity. "Your Bravery rune... it reminds me of Chas, but it's different. Like it... wants to be seen. Did you train like that back on Terra?"

I threw up my hands. "Not like what we just did! I just practiced twice a week. You're a Monster Hunter, Erik. You grew up with mana, magic, and monsters."

"No one I know can turn a lantern orb into a bomb," he said. "They hold only light."

"Yes!" I groaned. "Like the sun!"

Cass looked bewildered. "You can harness the power of the sun?"

"Not the sun—the light, the heat. Heat is light. I learned that at school as a kid. It's... science. Like starting a fire with a magnifying glass."

Erik looked puzzled, but something clicked in Cass's expression.

"You mentioned science before. You learned that from… schools? Like the Academy?"

"Yeah. I spent more than half my life in school, including college—books, teachers, experiments. It's how we learn things on Earth."

Erik's eyebrows shot up. "Like Sylvarus? I studied there for a year. You've been learning at that level for half your life?" He shook his head. "That would drive me insane."

Only a year? The culture shock hit me hard. Here, they wielded power beyond Earth's wildest dreams, yet lacked the structured education I'd taken for granted.

"Do you not have... schools?" I asked carefully.

Cass flushed as passersby gave us curious looks. "We do. But we don't start as kids. That's... strange. Maybe that's why you recognize so many runes—Felix was right; you'd make a great Arcanist."

At Cyrus's shop, Erik excused himself to browse while Cyrus led us through bookshelves and upstairs to a level lined with small, cozy rooms. Marble tables, plush seating, the scent of old books and expensive herbs.

Our room was at the end of the hall. As the door opened, I saw Diana inside, flipping through a massive tome. Stanley perched beside her like a feathered sentinel.

Diana looked up with a predatory smile that meant trouble.

"Oh good, you're early." Her grin widened. "I've already spent all your money."

Stanley let out a cheerful chirp, hopping onto her head like a self-satisfied crown.

I didn't know which was more terrifying—Diana's smirk or the smug little bird staring me down like he knew exactly what financial doom awaited me.
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                An Introduction to Runebinding and the Advancement of Runes

By GMx. A. Xerxes Graves, Revised and Annotated by Mx. G. Delpicius (14th Ed., Sylvarus Press)

Runebinding, herein referenced as the Art, stands as the fundamental process of merging thought, spirit, and the physical realm through the symbolic form. This Art is, to many scholars and practitioners, akin to the quiet ripple in the pond, where the understanding of concepts extends outward to produce tangible effects in the unified field of physical reality ...

What the fuck does that even mean? Unified field of reality?

...The efficacy of one's runic work is not a matter of strength or skill but of alignment and understanding. Those who fail to advance invariably suffer a "dissipation of understanding," which can manifest as fragmented runes or, in rare cases, Soul Burn...

Translation: Go fuck yourself. Runes are complicated, and this book isn’t going to help you.

...In sum, advancing within the Art demands exhaustive study, a cultivation of inner vision, and the alignment of one's will with the Seal itself. Those who endeavor to pursue this path of binding find that they themselves are bound in turn—by reality itself...

This was probably all the whole damn book needed.



"Holy shit, this book is impossible to read." I slammed the massive tome shut, dust puffing from its ancient pages. “Are you kidding me?”

Diana sat across from me in an elegant green dress, her hair braided with flowers like some fairy-tale princess. Her smile was pure predatory delight.

"It reads like someone trying really hard to sound smart," I said, fighting to keep my voice diplomatic.

Stanley, perched on the table like a feathered judge, hopped onto the book and unleashed a series of indignant peeps.

Diana's laugh rang like silver bells. "He says it's like someone dressed up a pile of shit in a binding and called it wisdom." She wagged a finger at the tiny canary. "Also, watch the language, Stanley."

Cass and I both roared with laughter.

"Good call, Stanley." I wiped tears from my eyes. "And this is how people learn in Sylvarus? You might as well read tea leaves for more insight. And the 'Unified Field of Reality' sounds like complete bullshit."

“It mostly is!” Diana said, still chuckling.

My heart sank. "And you bought this with the mana core?" The disappointment hit like a physical blow. A hundred gold coins—which just had to be a lot—for this pretentious garbage? "This is... worthless. I'd need six other books just to understand the first page."

Diana's grin widened to shark-like proportions. "I know! Isn't it fabulous?"

I stared at her, waiting for the punchline. I knew I had agreed to training, but this was kind of ridiculous.

"The look on your face," she clarified, "not the book."

Oh. Oh.

"Sometimes you're the smartest person I've ever met," Diana continued, sliding a small box across the table. "Other times, you're an absolute idiot. I did spend your money, though."

I pushed the academic disaster aside and picked up the box. Ring-sized, palm-weight, and expensive-looking. Inside nestled a tiny orange metal ball with a purple shimmer—like two colors fighting for dominance. At its center, a purple diamond glowed with inner fire.

Tiny etchings covered the surface like electrical circuits drawn by an artist.

My stomach dropped. The last time I'd seen something this intricate, I was in a spirit realm. 

Cass’s jaw could have hit the table. "Where the fuck did you find one, Nana?"

"Language, darling." Diana winked. "I know a guy. Don't ask where I found him—you wouldn't like the answer."

"This is a Mana Sanctum!" I blurted out.

"It's a Mana Sanctum," Diana repeated, her grin predatory.

“It stores things, right? Chas had one, Erik probably did too.”

"It uses pocket space within the gem," Diana said. "Far more useful than some worthless coins."

"Magical storage earring? Yeah, that’s money well spent, I’d say."

Cass’s eyes said she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

"You could have lived in luxury for the rest of your life with that money," Diana said casually. "As your mentor, I can't allow that."

Right on cue, Erik arrived with a small latched box and what looked like a pool cue case. "Nana."

"Erik! Perfect timing." Diana stood and casually tossed the academic tome onto a chair like it was trash. Which, honestly, it was. "If anyone asks, Ben paid fair and square. I just made sure he had the right connections."

"He’s already so far down his own path," Erik said, his tone slightly hesitant. "His understanding of Bravery is impressive, but whatever he did this morning…"

"Oh, finally had time to train him?" Diana's smile carried dangerous mischief.

Erik's entire demeanor shifted—walls slamming down, stoic mask sliding into place. "I have little to train. He fights like the mouse-folk."

"Erik almost killed him with a Class-D healing pill," Cass tattled like the sister she was.

Diana exploded.

"FUCKING WHAT?!"

She shot to her feet, hands grabbing my face before I could react. Her fingers pried my eyes open, examining me like I was a science experiment.

"When?" She turned my head left and right, checking for damage. "How are you not dead?"

"This morning. Stop, Diana, I'm fine." I swatted her hand away. "Felix mentioned something about an affinity with Bravery."

"He healed everyone in the room with the residual mana," Cass added.

"You're incredibly lucky." Diana leaned on the table, her casual mask slipping to reveal genuine concern. "Don't just go around eating random pills. They have markings for a reason, you idiots. Try it again, and you'll die."

Stanley erupted in furious chirping—but this time, I understood every word.

"If you die from being a dumb-ass, I'm not wasting my time mourning you."

"Holy shit, Stanley, that's rude."

Everyone froze. Even Stanley's eyes went wide.

"Interesting." Diana nodded thoughtfully. "Not surprising, given everything I've seen. Plus, a healing affinity makes it almost certain."

"Stanley can actually talk?" The meaning fed directly into my mind—no voice, just pure understanding. "What about that otter thing in the lobby?"

"Lagniappe has the anatomy to speak normally," Diana explained. "His mastery of Universalis isn't the best, though."

Lan-yap. Even had a Creole-sounding name. How was everything so familiar across the universe?

"I'll unpack understanding Stanley later. How does the earring work?"

Erik answered, folding his earlobe forward to reveal a similar stud. "You put it on, and brace yourself."

He motioned towards the box. I handed it over, watching as he stared at the device with intense concentration. The gem pulsed with a soft purple light.

Before I could react, he pressed the cold metal against my earlobe.

SHOCK.

Pain lanced through my ear as the device attached itself to the back of my earlobe. My mana pathways went insane—blue fire racing through my body as my reserves drained like water down a broken pipe.

"OW!" I fought to stop the flow, vision going spotty. Sweat beaded on my forehead. "A little warning would have been nice! This thing is like a mana vacuum!"

"A vacuum?" Diana asked.

"Like a vortex." I panted, trying to slow my racing heart. "It's taking everything I have not to let it bleed me dry."

Erik and Diana grinned like proud parents. Cass looked ready to murder them both.

"Are you sure this isn't too much?" Cass demanded. "He still needs training. Why not wait until after the exam?"

"He can handle it," Diana replied coolly. "He's going to need to learn faster than you, Cassandra."

The name hung in the air like a challenge.

"Okay, and Stanley?"

The bird preened smugly.

"You can understand him because phoenixes are more spiritual than physical," Diana explained. "You can pick up his thoughts if you're listening. When I say 'thoughts,' I mean his colossal ego sucking up all the air in the room."

Stanley deflated and chirped something that sounded distinctly like "Old Hag!"

"Insults don't become you, Stanley," Diana retorted.

I burst out laughing despite the pain in my ear.

"Now, I should return to the Academy. Marco repainted my office. Do you have any idea how hard it is to paint over black?" She stood and then turned back to me.

"And Ben, at least kill a few more monsters before becoming a fucking baker."

"I get it!" I groaned. "Jeez, you sound like Felix."

"Felix sounds like me, darling."

And with that parting shot, she was gone, Stanley perched precariously on her head.

"Information time," I announced, turning back to the room.

"We're in the right place. Do you have red coins?" Cass moved across from me. "Looking things up is expensive outside Sylvarus."

"Oh yeah, tons!" I reached into my pocket, producing a pouch heavy with coins. "Katie started forcing me to take payment..."

I counted eleven red coins; each one seemed worth a week’s pay if I was just buying food and shelter.

Cass looked surprised but didn't comment.

"Just drop one on the table and ask for what you want. If it's available, it'll find it."

"Fancy techno-magic?"

"Exactly. More expensive out here, but these rooms have enormous selections, including access to the academy’s library."

I placed a red coin on the marble table. Red runes blazed to life, circling the coin as it melted into the stone with a soft sizzle.

"Query?" A bored female voice sighed directly into my mind.

I jumped. "Oh! Uh... a map of La-Roc?"

"That’s easy."

The coin dissolved completely. The marble surface shimmered like liquid mercury, ripples dancing across its surface in hypnotic patterns. A deep, resonant hum filled the room.

The table began to breathe.

The smooth stone rose and fell like waves on a living ocean. Slowly, impossibly, a three-dimensional map began emerging from the marble itself.

It was breathtaking.

The entire island took shape as if rising from a primordial sea. Every detail was perfect—needle-thin trees stretching toward invisible sunlight, rivers carved so deep they seemed to shimmer with actual water. At the island's heart, a colossal mountain thrust skyward, its jagged peaks so sharp I could almost feel their edges.

Villages clustered at the mountain's base like scattered gems. Along the far coast, thousands of tiny buildings clung to the shoreline, their towers and rooftops forming organized chaos. Snaking docks stretched into the sea like wooden fingers.

At the heart of the coastal sprawl, a grand citadel crowned a commanding hill. Its massive dome rose defiantly, casting long shadows over the bustling city below—a stone guardian watching over its chaotic domain. Most certainly, it was the city we were sitting in.

The sheer size staggered me. This wasn't just an island—it was a small continent of forests, valleys, and rocky shores, each tree and building rendered in impossible detail.

"Whoa... is La-Roc the city or the entire island?"

"Both," Erik said. "La-Roc is a sovereign nation, but we mostly call the city La-Roc. The island is just the island."

"And your family's farm?" I pointed to the houses at the mountain's base.

"Here." Cass showed terraced fields and long buildings around a circular clearing closer to the city. "Looks like rice paddies, but they're ginseng fields."

"You're absolutely insane to run that distance every day." I stared at the vast expanse. "Holy shit, Cass."

She beamed with pride.

"There's way more forest than I expected around the city."

"Most people only recently started moving here again," Cass explained. "The Hunters got the tower running after a Class-B sea serpent destroyed half the coast. Things have been picking up since we were kids."

"I think I saw a mural in the citadel—was that it?"

Erik and Cass both went quiet.

"Was it that bad?"

"The Abyssal Emperor. A monster forged in storms," Erik said simply. "Our grandfather died trying to slay it. Not a good time for our family."

"I'm sorry."

"It's how things are. We kill them before they kill us. It's why we become Hunters."

"You asked about war, Ben," Cass added. "It's rare because killing each other makes us weaker against monsters. It happens, but only in the safer countries."

I nodded, studying the incredible sculpture before me.

"Are there monsters on the island? Jobs I can do here?"

"Fuck yeah," Cass said.

Erik perked up. "Several types. Mostly Class-F, some Class-E—shouldn't be an issue for you, Breaker."

He handed me the long leather case. Dark, supple material stitched with silver threads. Sleek and cylindrical, tapering toward the top. Embossed runes I'd missed at first glance formed elegant patterns along its length.

I twisted the brass latch, revealing a midnight-blue velvet lining designed to cradle two wooden poles.

The wood was rugged but polished with care and smelled of rosin. Too light—definitely hollow. Clever grooves and pins on each end matched perfectly. I twisted them together with a satisfying click, forming a seamless two-meter quarterstaff.

"Erik, this is..."

"Cloud pine," he said matter-of-factly. "Not the strongest, but light and reliable. After seeing you with that bamboo shoot, I thought you could use it."

He handed me a small box. Inside, a polished steel spearhead gleamed with orange Orichalcum edges. The base tapered into a hollow tang, grooved perfectly to fit the staff.

"It connects to any end," Erik continued, "even the connection points. Stores in the side pocket." His voice carried genuine warmth. "I hope it brings you many kills."

"Gaia's tits, Erik, that's nicer than my swords," Cass breathed with genuine awe. "You can almost kill me too if it means you'll buy me something like that."

"Is it that good?"

Erik rolled his eyes with pure sibling exasperation. "And the moment's gone. It's the least I can do for my mistake. Now—local monsters?"

He dropped a coin on the table. The intricate map crumbled to dust, reforming into dozens of creatures across the marble surface.

Fanged foxes. Spiked boars. Massive birds with green talons. Rodents with too many teeth. Deer sporting multiple barbed tails. A frog the size of a car.

They weren't just animals—they were nightmares, features exaggerated into something out of a fever dream.

"What the fuck, there's so many..."

"Oh, these are just Class-F," Erik replied casually.

My blood ran cold. "Just Class-F?"

"Get comfortable, Ben." His smile was sharp as his new spear. "We're just getting started."
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                Ark was massive—there was no other way to describe it.

After Erik showed me dozens of nightmare creatures that made my head spin, he zoomed the table out, revealing an ocean stretching endlessly in every direction. When I asked about La-Roc's size, the disembodied voice chimed in: approximately 1,800 spans across.

After some frantic conversion math involving reaches, wings, and paces, I finally cracked the code. A span was roughly half a kilometer, a wing a meter, and a reach something like a foot.

That made La-Roc around 800 to 900 kilometers end to end.

Holy shit.

"How far away is that mountain?" I pointed at the central peak, my voice barely a whisper.

"Far enough that most people never see it up close," Erik said grimly.

And there was nothing for thousands of kilometers in any direction. La-Roc wasn't just an island—it was a tropical Hawaii floating in the middle of absolute nowhere, surrounded by ocean as far as the eye could see. The only thing even remotely close to us was Sylvarus, which was another huge island thousands of kilometers East with a gigantic tower on it.

To the west, across the Azure Span, loomed the Greatwood—a mega-continent so vast that only a fraction had ever been mapped.

"Only a fraction?" I stared at the table, my mind reeling. "You mentioned it before; what's out there?"

"Monsters," Cass said, yawning as she stretched. "And plants the size of castles. It's the place where you go for a picnic to be eaten by the scenery."

To the east were the Central Lands—massive continents in their own right that dwarfed La-Roc in both size and importance. The seat of the Empire—the Sunspire Archipelago, or the Emerald Reaches, and countless others. All tropical, all teeming with life, they formed the cultural and population heart of Ark.

Farther east lay the Ashenflow—another mega-continent that looked like someone had decided the Greatwood wasn't dangerous enough. Unlike the lush forests, this was a wasteland of fire and stone. Deserts, badlands, and volcanoes stretched across its surface like a hostile vacation destination.

"Let me guess," I said dryly. "Also overrun with monsters?"

"And mana beasts," Erik confirmed. 

Because of course, this world needed a giant lava-continent.

Yet people still lived in both the Greatwood and Ashenflow. They braved the monsters, choosing daily death battles over the expensive, politically charged life in the Central Lands.

"Wait," I said, processing this insanity. "People choose to live with monsters and murder-plants over politics?"

"You've never met the nobility," Cass said grimly. "Trust me, the monsters are more honest about wanting to kill you."

Nobility waged wars over territory and status, making it safer to gamble with monsters than other people. At least monsters were predictable—they just wanted to eat you. Politicians wanted to own your soul first.

Erik leaned over the table, his finger tracing the western coastline of the Greatwood. "There's something else you should see."

The map shimmered, zooming in on a section where two massive mountain peaks flanked an enormous coastline. Between them, like a jewel caught in stone fingers, sat a city that made my breath catch.

"The Jewelled-City of Virexus," Erik said, his voice carrying reverence and wariness in equal measure. "Where Alexander went a few days ago."

Even in the limited detail of the map, the city was stunning. Crystalline spires rose like frozen lightning between the mountain peaks, their surfaces catching and reflecting light that seemed to come from within. The entire settlement looked as big as La-Roc on the map’s recreation.

"Holy shit," I whispered. "That's a city?"

"Built into the mountains themselves," Erik continued. "The Longwood coastline stretches for thousands of kilometers, but Virexus is the only major settlement brave enough—or stupid enough—to plant itself there."

"Why?" I asked, though part of me already dreaded the answer.

Erik's expression darkened. "You can grab anyone off the street in Virexus and odds are they’re an Adept Runebinder or higher." He shook his head. "Exploring the Greatwood is the best way to get stronger and keep ahead of the monsters, but even someone like Alexander brings help."

Cass leaned closer. "They say Virexus exists because it has to. Because someone needs to stand guard against whatever's in the deep forest. Someone needs to make sure it doesn’t get out, and the city is the only easy way in or out."

I stared at the glowing city, beautiful and terrible in its isolation. "And people live there?"

"The kind of people who hunt Class-C monsters before breakfast," Erik said grimly. "The kind who make Chas look average."

A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the room’s temperature. If this world had places that made Chas look like amateur hour, I was in deeper trouble than I'd thought.

"Remind me never to vacation there," I muttered.

Erik's grin was sharp as my new spear. "Don't worry, Ben. If we ever need to go to Virexus, vacation will be the least of your concerns."

"Technically, La-Roc and a few other island nations are part of the Emerald Reaches," Erik explained. "We trade with Merigold, the home of the Strikers, the most—but it's a very long trip."

At Ark's poles were the Glacier Wastes—vast, frozen tundras barely explored and sparsely inhabited. The map displayed them with artistic vagueness, like even the cartographers had given up halfway through.

I leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples. My brain felt like someone had tried to stuff an encyclopedia into a teacup.

"I'm out of red coins," I muttered, admitting defeat after hours of information overload. At least I had a better grasp of the basics now. I could name regions, understood the insane scale of distances, and had a rough idea of what lay beyond La-Roc.

One thing was crystal clear: I wasn't just a tourist anymore. I was trapped on a tropical death-island in the middle of Monster Ocean.

"We should get food in the Tower Courtyard," Cass said, standing and stretching. "I think I fell asleep during your geography lecture."

Even Erik looked groggy. "I still don't understand half of your questions. You were moving so fast. Is this how humans learn?"

I blinked, surprised. "Sort of. We've got something similar on Earth—interactive maps—but nothing this detailed. Definitely not three-dimensional."

"I'm too damn hungry to care," Cass cut in, pulling the door open.

A rich, earthy aroma wafted into the room.

I was out of my chair like a shot.

Bounding down the stairs two at a time, I followed the scent into the shop below. Cyrus perched on a platform, carefully spooning coarse brown powder into a mug. He poured steaming water over it, stirred in honey, and inhaled deeply with obvious bliss.

My heart nearly stopped. Coffee? Could it really be—

No. Not coffee. Better.

Cocoa.

My eyes locked onto the jar of brown powder like a heat-seeking missile. This was it. This was how I'd make Doreen forgive me for the magical vomit incident.

Without hesitation, I stomped over and slammed my blue coins onto the counter with maximum dramatic flair.

"How much for the cocoa?"

Cyrus nearly choked on his drink, sputtering and coughing. "Ahem! It's not for sale."

"Why not?" I let a predatory grin spread across my face. There was no way in hell I was backing down.

"Because it's... it's mine!" He clutched his mug like I was about to mug him.

I leaned closer, going into full intimidation mode. "You liked my cinnamon buns and donuts, right?"

Cyrus hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. "I... think every Vildar I know did, Breaker."

"Perfect." I smiled like a shark scenting blood. "Doreen asked me to make something unforgettable tonight. I'll give you half of whatever I make—hell, I'll let you try it first. She'll never even know."

Cyrus's gaze flicked between the jar and my face. I could practically see his resolve cracking like ice in spring.

"How unforgettable?" he asked finally.

Victory was mine. "Ever heard of a brownie?"

His confusion was adorable. "No?"

"Oh, you sweet thing." My grin widened. "You're about to discover heaven."



"That was... kind of awesome," Cass said as we stepped out of the shop. "I don't think I've ever seen a Vildar give away sweets."

I hefted the jar of cocoa, feeling unreasonably pleased with myself. Almost die in the morning, acquire chocolate in the afternoon—just normal routine stuff now, apparently.

"When you taste what I promised to make him, you'll understand," I replied as we headed toward the tower. "Brownies are basically edible crack."

"What does 'ooey-gooey' mean?" Erik asked, his tone so formal he sounded like he was reading from a dictionary.

"You'll find out tonight—if you can get past Doreen's guard duty," I said with a wink.

His groan was audible from three blocks away.

"She made me fix that door, you know," he muttered, shaking his head like a man haunted by tiny mousefolk tyranny.

I burst out laughing. "I know! We saw you working on the frame when we went for our run. She's absolutely ruthless."

"Ruthless is putting it lightly," Erik sighed. "I didn't expect her to go all-out."

We walked in comfortable silence. Cass, driven by hunger, had already surged ahead, her pace more jog than walk.

Erik glanced after her before turning back to me. "Ben, you've really shown me why humans make such good allies." His voice softened, and he hesitated. "You're still learning about our world, but you've already become a reliable force within it. My sister, she..."

I cut him off gently, reading the worry in his eyes. "We'll both pass the exams together, Erik. I might not be Felix, but I damn well know how to study for a test."

His expression relaxed like I'd lifted a weight from his shoulders. "Thank you."

A hint of mischief replaced the seriousness. "If we hurry, I bet we can convince Cass to buy us lunch."

I chuckled, matching his pace. For someone who looked like a stoic Viking statue, Erik had a surprising talent for playful moments. His care for Cass was obvious, and it warmed something deep in my chest.

In an alien world that could have been infinitely worse, I'd found something unexpectedly precious: a family of sorts.

Sure enough, when we arrived at the bustling courtyard, Cass was already demolishing skewers of meat and what looked suspiciously like pineapple. She handed us each one without a word—her mouth was too full for conversation.

The smoky, grilled flavor—maybe lamb or goat—paired with the tart pineapple hit the spot after such a bizarre day. The tropical island sun beat down mercilessly, and I suddenly realized I was dying of thirst.

"Hey, Cass, where can we get water?"

Before she could answer, Erik handed me a large gourd bottle with a red strap. The thing had definitely not been in his hands moments ago.

"Here. Keep this one," he said casually. "You should always carry water now that you have a mana sanctum."

I froze mid-step. How the hell had I forgotten about the magical jewelry grafted to my ear?

I popped the leather stopper and took a swig, nearly choking as icy water flooded my mouth. The chill was shocking in the heat.

"Oh wow, that's cold." I held it out. "Anyone else?"

Cass grabbed it for a quick drink before handing it back.

"Now," I said, eyeing the bottle nervously, "how do I... do the thing?"

"Pass mana into the earring and place the bottle inside," Erik said matter-of-factly, like that explained everything.

I frowned. Wasn't I already feeding it mana? The earring had been quietly siphoning energy all afternoon, like keeping a pilot light burning.

I searched for the faint thread connecting me to the device. It flared warmly as I pushed more energy into it, heat spreading across my ear like I was blushing. I closed my eyes, concentrating.

Suddenly, I felt it—a presence, like standing in a dark room with a shelf directly in front of me. I couldn't see it, but I knew it was there.

Tentatively, I imagined setting the gourd onto that invisible shelf.

The sensation was bizarre—like my thoughts had physical weight.

I opened my eyes. The gourd was gone.

Not in my hands, not on the ground—just gone. And yet, I knew exactly where it was, sitting safely on that mental shelf inside a gemstone attached to my ear.

"Thank you, Nana," I said, sending my cocoa jar to join the gourd. Another pulse brought the water back for a sip before storing it again. The cocoa appeared in my left hand, then my right, then back in storage.

I wondered if I could shove a whole refrigerator in there.

It didn't take long to notice a pattern—retrieval of items cost almost ten times more energy than storing them. While the cost was manageable, pulling out multiple items quickly could drain my tank fast.

"Of course, you're already using it better than Erik," Cass said with a grin. "If he catches up to you—how embarrassing would that be?"

"You both will," Erik replied with stoic resignation.

The Citadel bustled with activity as we entered—boots on stone, murmured conversations, and occasional flashes of energy as hunters practiced or showed off. It was chaotic but purposeful, like every person was part of some massive, unspoken machine.

I slipped the empty metal skewer into the earring and followed the others to the front desk. Gary greeted us with his usual mischievous grin.

"Long time no see, Gary. I need a job."

His smile widened, brimming with more mischief than I was comfortable with.

"Well, Breaker. It's about time!" he declared loudly, drawing cheers from nearby hunters.

Gary walked to a wall covered in papers arranged in a rough gradient of green, yellow, orange, and red.

"What do the colors mean?"

"Distance. Green is nearby, red is far—could even mean the Greatwood. Orange is spirit realms, which are usually... unpredictable."

He returned with a green slip, dropping it on the counter with a flourish.

E—Lumifrax—Greenmarch—Riverbend Prefecture—1S50R

Pretty straightforward. I vaguely remembered Erik mentioning Lumifraxes... some kind of frog? The payout looked significant: one silver and fifty red coins.

Cass whistled, reading over my shoulder. "That's a big payout. How many monsters?"

"Enough to class the job up, Initiate," Gary said politely. "The Acolyte may access simple Class-E jobs before becoming a full Hunter, or an Aspirant."

"Have fun with that one," Cass said, slapping my back.

"You're not coming?" Sudden nervousness hit me. "You thought, 'Hey, the guy who just discovered magic should go track down giant frogs by himself'?"

Gary laughed from behind his counter.

"I need work too," Cass replied. "Until Chas gets back, I can't hand in my job bills, and I've got too many open already. With Felix gone, I need a partner."

I stared at her, then looked at Erik, who was rubbing his temples.

"Cass..." I gestured at myself. "What the fuck have we been doing the last few days?"

She blinked, realization dawning. "I'm fucking tired, alright? Riverbend is near our farm, so we'll stay there tonight and head to the prefecture in the morning."

"Ah, very well then," Gary said with exaggerated flourish. "Is your armor at the Winters Estate?"

Cass nodded, and I raised my hand. "Oh, yeah—armor. Where can I get some of that?"

“First, I'll authorize the job. Place your hands on the manascripts please,” We did, and after a flurry of stamps, he seemed satisfied. "You'll need to visit my brother Garren. Your Acolyte status entitles you to pick from his stores."

Erik took the lead, guiding us through a maze of hallways that completely bypassed the Atrium. I hadn't realized that was possible—there were so many secrets in this Tower.

"You'll like Garren," Cass said as we approached enormous double doors. "He's the normal one of the Garies."

The doors swung open, revealing an armory on steroids.

Vaulted ceilings loomed above organized chaos—weapons, armor, glowing vials, and runic bracers arranged in a system halfway between library and blacksmith's workshop. Hunters bustled around, haggling and testing gear with flashes of magical energy. The air crackled with static magic and the ring of metal.

"Mister Crawford, nice to meet ya."

We jumped at the sudden voice. Gary—or rather, Garren—looked exactly like his brother, except for the hunter's vest and a truly impressive black mullet.

"Garren?"

"Call me Gary," he grinned.

"That won't get confusing at all." I chuckled. "I'm told you've got armor for me."

"Sure as fuck do!" He motioned us deeper into organized chaos.

Weapons lined the walls—blades of every size, including massive swords that looked too big to be practical, wicked recurve bows, hammers and maces in rainbow colors. Armor sets posed on mannequins, from sleek leather to hulking plate like Erik's, each piece marked with softly glowing glyphs.

Garren stepped behind a counter and gestured theatrically. Energy flashed, leaving behind a striking set of black armor.

"Acolyte armor set! Haven't made one of these in a while!"

The armor was gorgeous in its simplicity. Black leather with a smooth, bark-like texture. Heavy boots, strapped pants, a reinforced tunic, and gloves with slightly curved fingers perfect for gripping. Subtle orange accents traced the edges without being flashy. A functional belt and short half-cape completed the ensemble—something a rider might use against rain.

I ran my hand over the material, marveling at its texture. It buzzed faintly with mana, feeling more like Kevlar than leather, yet unmistakably made from creature hide.

"Dendrobrux hide," Garren said, watching my reaction. "Tough as bark, flexible as leather. You're gonna look the part now. But it's on loan until you pay for it or earn it."

"It looks... badass," I said, unable to suppress a grin.

Erik clapped my back with a hearty laugh. "Not plate armor, but that's solid gear. Dendrobrux hide is closer to stone than leather."

"Heading out right away, or should I send it to Doreen's?" Garren asked.

"Job's in Riverbend," Cass answered. "Have someone drop it at the Winters Estate. We leave tomorrow."

"Can't I just wear it now?" Trying on the armor had jumped to the top of my priority list.

"Leather armor messes with mana regeneration, Breaker. Best to wear it only when hunting," Garren replied.

"Plus, it's hotter than Gaia's ass out there," Cass added with a grin. "And putting on your armor for the first time is a big deal. Mother's going to want a feast."

"Oh, I like feasts!"

Garren smiled. "Come back heavier than you left."

"And with stories to share," Cass added, almost ritualistically.

I raised an eyebrow, but before I could ask, Garren waved us off.

I sighed, watching an Aldertree man pack the awesome armor into a wooden case. As he moved to take it away, I grinned and brushed the corner with my hand. It vanished into my earring.

That was surprisingly easy. Better to be prepared, no?

"Oh no," I said with mock despair. "It takes so much mana to retrieve things. I simply don't have enough. I'll have to carry it myself. Still getting used to this earring."

Garren's demeanor shifted, his gaze turning sharp and less casual. "A Mana Sanctum? That's a damned weird thing to have, Breaker." His voice carried an edge I didn't like. "I believe one was misplaced two days ago."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees.

"Time to go," Erik said, grabbing my arm and leading us out of the armory with suspicious haste.

As we made our way back through the Tower, the armory's noise fading behind us, icy dread settled in my stomach.

"Did Diana steal this earring?" I asked. "I'm kind of new here, and I feel like that might have consequences."

Erik glanced at me, his stoic mask firmly in place. "Everything Nana does is official. She always has paperwork to back it up. I wouldn't worry."

"That's somehow more terrifying," I said, thinking about how Diana had manipulated everyone to get me committed to Sylvarus and the Monster Hunters.

"Besides, you've got baking to do," he said with a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes.

I forced a laugh. "At least people appreciate my cooking."

"Trust me, Doreen appreciates it most," Erik replied. "She just shows it by making our lives miserable."

But as we walked toward the exit, I couldn't shake the feeling that Diana's "paperwork" might not be enough to save me if the wrong person started asking questions about missing magical artifacts.

And tomorrow, I'd be hunting giant frogs in the wilderness, wearing slightly stolen armor, stored in a definitely stolen earring grafted to my ear.

What could possibly go wrong?

            

    
        Interlude 1 - The Brownie Incident

    
    
    
    
                "You guys really like telling stories," I said, filling the silence as we left the Tower.

"Stories keep people alive," Cass corrected, her tone sharper than I expected. "Knowing Hunters are out there kicking monster ass is the only thing standing between civilization and complete panic."

She wasn't wrong. As we wound through the streets toward Katie's bakery, townsfolk stopped us constantly. A group of kids basically mugged me for the Brine Tyrant story, and I realized I was a terrible narrator—they didn't care. Their laughter echoed as I gestured wildly, mimicking the explosion that ended the monster.

For the first time since arriving in this insane world, I felt genuinely useful.

Katie was practically vibrating with excitement when we arrived, dragging me inside while babbling about my upcoming hunt. I'd started explaining brownies when she shoved me toward a water basin like a drill sergeant.

"Hands. Wash. Now." She was already slamming ingredients onto the counter in controlled chaos. "We're making culinary history today."

Cass and Erik wisely retreated to a safe distance, settling at a front table to watch the show.

"First things first," Katie announced, brandishing a tray of half-formed tarts like a weapon. "What do you think? Too much crust?"

I examined the uneven shapes. "Definitely. Press them thinner—custard needs to be the star."

She nodded, muttering something about "damn perfectionist bakers," and thrust a rolling pin into my hands. "You do it. I'll tackle your mysterious brownie thing."

That's when we hit our first snag.

"Wait." Katie paused mid-whisk, batter dripping from her spoon. "How much cocoa powder do we actually use?"

"Uh... a lot?" I tried to sound confident. "It's chocolate. More is always better."

"Is that a professional opinion, Mr. Terran Chef?" One eyebrow arched dangerously.

I shrugged with false bravado. "Let's call it educated intuition."

Famous last words.

The first batch came out looking like chocolate-flavored bricks. Katie took one bite, and her face contorted in pure betrayal.

"These taste like they're judging me," she said, spitting crumbs.

I carried one to Cass, who nearly broke her teeth trying to bite through it. "Maybe Erik can use them as emergency armor?" she suggested sweetly.

I stormed back into the kitchen, pride wounded but determination blazing.

"Okay, new plan. Less cocoa than sugar, and definitely salt," I declared.

By the second batch, we'd found our rhythm. The batter was rich, glossy, and perfectly sweet. Katie was rummaging for salt when an odd chirping sound made my blood freeze.

"What's that?" I paused mid-stir, Bravery reaching out looking for the source of the sound.

Katie's face went white. "Oh no. Not again."

Something small, green, and incredibly fast shot across the counter like a tiny missile, scattering ingredients before landing with a wet splat directly in my perfect batter.

"SERIOUSLY?!" I yelped, fishing the squirming creature out with a spatula. It glared at me with beady black eyes, tiny claws waving threateningly.

My aura hadn't even noticed it.

Katie snatched the creature from my hands. "It's harmless! Just a little salamander. They're attracted to sugar."

"Harmless? It just murdered my batter!"

"I'll put it outside," she said, whisking the tiny creature away while muttering apologies.

When she returned, she caught me swiping a finger through the contaminated batter. Her gasp was pure theater.

"Did you just eat lizard batter?"

"Don't knock it till you try it." I offered her a taste with a grin.

She hesitated, then dipped a spoon in. Her eyes went wide. "Oh. Oh. I get it now."

The salamander had actually improved the flavor somehow. Magic was weird.

An hour later, I had four trays of perfect brownies safely stored in my earring, along with enough bread and pastries to feed a small army. Katie's enthusiasm knew no bounds.

"You're like a walking pantry!" she beamed, shoving another loaf at me to store as I tried to leave.

I'd promised Cyrus the first taste, but Katie wasn't having it. She demanded to try one immediately.

The moment the brownie hit her tongue, Katie's eyes rolled back and she let out a low, primal "Mmmmmm" that made everyone in the bakery turn and stare. The way she looked at me while chewing was borderline terrifying—like I'd just become her personal drug dealer.

I quickly left the rest of the cocoa with her and backed away slowly.

"We should probably go," I told Cass and Erik, who were watching Katie's breakdown with barely concealed alarm.

Erik dropped blue coins on the table while Katie rushed around the kitchen, already planning her next batch with manic intensity.

Had I just introduced chocolate addiction to an entire planet?

On the way to Cyrus's shop, Cass demanded a sample. She took one bite, paused, and gave me a look that could melt steel.

"This is dangerously good," she admitted. "You're going to ruin people's lives with these."

"That's the plan," I grinned.

At Cyrus's shop, I presented him with an entire tray like I was delivering the Holy Grail. The moment the scent hit him, he froze mid-step, whiskers twitching frantically.

"These are... for me?" His voice carried a reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts.

"First taste, as promised."

He didn't hesitate, grabbing a piece and taking a cautious bite. His eyes widened to cartoon proportions, and for a terrifying moment, I thought he might actually weep with joy.

Word spread fast. Several Vildar appeared as if summoned by brownie-scented magic, approaching Cyrus with religious reverence.

"Not for sale!" Cyrus snapped, clutching the tray protectively and shooing away an insistent Albinus woman.

"I'll give you five silvers for the tray!" she offered, waving coins like she was bidding at an auction.

Cyrus scoffed. "Do you think this is charity? These are mine."

"We could auction them," I suggested innocently. "Start a bidding war. Imagine what you could trade for cocoa powder after this."

His whiskers twitched. He looked around at the gathering crowd of desperate Vildar, his eyes twitching as a feeling of danger filled the room.

Oh shit.

"GET OUT! WE'RE CLOSED!" he roared, his voice carrying enough magical force to rattle windows.

The customers fled like their lives depended on it. Behind us, the door slammed, its locks clicking ominously. The shop sign flipped to 'CLOSED' with supernatural speed.

Doreen was going to murder someone tonight.

As we approached Doreen's house, Cass slowed and flashed me an evil grin.

"I think I'll wait out here."

"Coward," I muttered.

"Smart," she corrected, leaning against a rain barrel to watch the show.

Erik and I stepped inside. The pub's noise hit like a physical wall, but the second the door closed, Doreen froze mid-conversation.

"What the fuck is that smell?" she demanded, her voice cutting through the chatter like a blade.

Every head turned as I produced two trays of brownies from my earring and set them on the nearest table with theatrical flair.

"Dessert," I announced, trying for confidence. "As an apology for the... earlier incident."

Doreen approached slowly, a predator stalking prey. She reached out, grabbed a steaming piece with bare hands, and took a deliberate bite.

The reaction was immediate.

She inhaled sharply, licked her fingers clean with disturbing intensity, and stood perfectly still. Her left eye twitched.

"Ben," she said, her voice low and dangerous as winter. "Go into the kitchen."

"Actually, Cass and I should probably—"

"I SAID KITCHEN!"

I spun and bolted for the exit, practically sliding into the street next to Cass.

"That bad?" she asked.

Before I could answer, the world exploded.

A thunderous crash shook the building, followed by a symphony of shattering glass. Erik came flying through the front window in full plate armor—minus the helmet—silvery aura crackling around him like lightning. He hit the cobblestones hard, rolled to his feet with impossible grace, and sprinted toward us—clutching a chunk of brownie like it was the crown jewels.

"FUCK YOU, DOREEN!" he yelled over his shoulder, crumbs flying as he devoured the contraband chocolate.

A split second later, Doreen exploded through the doorway, her green aura blazing like emerald wildfire.

"You court death, Ironheart! If you EVER fucking hug me again," she spat, "I'll shove your head so far up your ass you'll taste yesterday's breakfast!"

She stormed back inside, leaving us in stunned silence.

Cass and I exchanged a look.

"Well," I said, already walking up the street. "That went better than expected."

"That was better?" Cass laughed, falling into step beside me.

"Erik got to keep his brownie," I pointed out. "I call that a win."

Ahead of us, Erik was still running, armor clanking as he sprinted towards the tower.

Maybe introducing brownies to this world hadn't been my smartest move.

But damn if it wasn't entertaining.

            

    
        Interlude 2 - Merigold

    
    
    
    
                The Emerald Reaches sprawled across the ocean like scattered emeralds on black velvet—a collection of enormous tropical islands thousands of spans from the Greatwood. Distant enough to be safe from the forest's horrors, close enough to profit from its desperate survivors.

Maris Valerian perched on her balcony like a predator surveying her domain, warm night air caressing her skin as she sipped coffee that cost more than most people's homes. Below, the city of Merigold spread in every direction—a vast network of canals reflecting moonlight like liquid silver. Boats glided through the waterways, their lanterns painting shimmering trails across the darkness.

Once, they called her the Queen of Pirates.

That was Grandmother's legacy. Maris and her mother had transformed the Emerald Reaches from a haven for cutthroats into the beating heart of Ark's trade empire. Now, merchants crossed oceans to reach Merigold, bringing wealth that made kingdoms weep with envy.

A predatory smile touched her lips as she inhaled the coffee's rich aroma. Her islands overflowed with rare treasures, but one prize remained tantalizingly out of reach. That damned ginseng. Astrid Winters, the stubborn old hag, guarded her cultivation secrets like a dragon hoarding gold.

But Maris was patient. Everyone had a price—even noble monsters.

"Archon?"

She'd sensed Liam Graves approaching long before he spoke, his nervous energy preceding him like cologne. With a sigh that could freeze blood, Maris ran elegant fingers through auburn hair that caught moonlight like fire.

"Liam, please. Just Maris." Her voice carried a kind of warmth that made smart people run.

"Old habits," he murmured, hovering near the doorway like prey afraid to enter the lion's den. "I have... urgent news."

Maris kept her attention on the city. A flock of albatrosses circled overhead, their silhouettes stark against silver clouds. She admired their grace, their uncanny ability to navigate impossible distances. Unsung heroes of her empire—they guided lost ships to Merigold's welcoming shores.

And occasionally, they guided enemies to their doom.

"Then tell me," she said, impatience sharpening each word like a blade. "Why the hesitation, Liam?"

"A Terran." The word dropped like a stone into still water. "Arrived on Ark three days ago. Through La-Roc."

The porcelain cup hit the table with a sharp clink that echoed in the sudden silence. Maris turned slowly, deliberately, her gaze finding Liam frozen in the doorway like a deer sensing wolves.

Something was very wrong.

"Terrans come and go like summer storms," Maris said, each word precisely measured. "Why is this one urgent?"

But she already suspected. The way Liam's hands trembled, the way his eyes couldn't meet hers—this wasn't routine intelligence.

"This Terran has joined the Monster Hunters." Liam's voice cracked like thin ice. "And he's shown... impressive affinity. Light, Life, and Spirit roots. My informants say Archon Aldertree has taken a personal interest. She plans to apprentice him once he passes their ridiculous exams."

Silence stretched like a bowstring.

Maris processed the implications with the cold calculation that had built an empire. Terrans were chaos incarnate—unpredictable wildcards that shattered carefully laid plans. Treaties existed at both towers specifically to encourage their swift departure.

Yet Diana Aldertree, one of Ark's most powerful Runebinders, had decided to train one?

Diana's responsibility was maintaining balance, not entangling their world with these people’s chaotic influence.

They'd definitely need to have words.

"There's more." Liam's voice carried the tone of a man delivering his own death sentence.

A housekeeper entered—Jenny, moving with the fluid grace of a predator in servant's clothing. She glided past Liam like he was furniture, placing a tray of sliced fruit and whipped cream before Maris with practiced efficiency.

"It's alright, Liam." Maris selected a strawberry with deliberate casualness. "Jenny here is my most trusted housekeeper."

The blood drained from Liam's face. He knew exactly what that meant—Jenny was no ordinary servant. She was a Master Runebinder, Maris's personal apprentice, and could punch through castle walls without breaking stride.

"The Terran claims he was abducted by something that sounds like..." Liam swallowed hard, the words sticking in his throat like glass. "Them. And worse—he says he was freed by another force. A Runebinder capable of magic far beyond anything known on Ark."

The world stopped.

Maris froze mid-bite, strawberry juice staining her lips like blood. Jenny's casual mask shattered, revealing the steel beneath. Tension crackled between them like lightning seeking ground.

When Jenny spoke, her voice was winter itself. "Caretakers." The word fell like an executioner's blade. "And something that can overpower their magic? That's impossible."

"Everything is possible, Jenny." Maris set down the fruit with surgical precision. "If the Caretakers are interested in this Terran, we want nothing to do with him."

Liam cleared his throat—a sound like gravel in a grinder.

"There can't be more, Liam!" Maris shot to her feet, fury radiating from her like heat from a forge.

"There is." His voice barely qualified as a whisper. "The Terran—while still Unsealed—managed to slay a Brine Tyrant on his first night. Enough to impress Archon Kane into bestowing the Breaker accolade."

Maris's jaw dropped. For one terrifying moment, the most powerful woman in the Central Isles looked genuinely shocked.

"Alexander gods-damned Kane is involved too?" Her voice could have frozen the ocean. "Just who is this Terran? I'll throw him through a portal myself if necessary."

"Your Grace," Jenny said with lethal smoothness, "if the Terran has an accolade of that magnitude, Archon Aldertree holds the political high ground."

Something snapped.

Maris grabbed the fruit tray and hurled it with superhuman speed off the balcony. The spinning plate sliced through an albatross mid-flight—a spray of blood and feathers—before embedding itself in a building a full span away with a thunderous crack.

The bird's body tumbled into the canal below with a distant splash.

"Fuck politics." Her voice carried the calm of an approaching hurricane. "No one person is worth tangling with the Caretakers."

She turned to Jenny, moonlight reflecting in her eyes like silver fire.

"Prepare the fleet. We're going to La-Roc."

Jenny's smile was sharp enough to cut glass. "All of it, Your Grace?"

"All of it." Maris's grin promised violence and worse. "It's time Diana Aldertree learned the price of disturbing the balance."

In the distance, thunder rumbled across clear skies—or perhaps it was the sound of war drums, calling the most dangerous woman in the world to battle.

            

    
        31. Red

    
    
    
    
                "I thought you told Cyrus you'd give him half of those brownie things?" Cass asked with a sly grin, eyeing the tray of brownies I'd pulled out as we walked.

The question hit like an accusation wrapped in chocolate-scented temptation.

"I made extra," I said, trying to sound casual while my conscience squirmed. "Besides, he didn't even let me give him the other tray. So technically, I'm morally in the clear."

"I won't tell if you don't." Her reply came with a predatory smile as she snatched a still-warm piece, popping it into her mouth like she was Sealing a pact with the devil.

The earring was keeping them warm—which meant I was basically carrying a portable bakery. Dangerous knowledge in the wrong hands.

The afternoon had turned oppressively humid, the sky a stark, cloudless blue that felt like standing inside a furnace. Heat radiating off the stone streets started burning through my soles like I was walking on coals.

I looked down at my bare feet.

"Son of a bitch. Why do I keep forgetting my shoes?" The words came out sharper than intended, frustration bleeding through.

Cass burst out laughing, brownie crumbs spraying as she doubled over. "I thought it was a Terran thing!" she teased, motioning back toward Doreen’s, where the faint sounds of shouting and crashing still echoed like a distant war zone. "You're welcome to go back and get them."

"Not a chance in hell. Anywhere I can get some around here?" I stored the tray back into my earring before temptation could strike again.

"Obviously. Follow me." She led the way away from the tower, her stride confident as a tour guide leading tourists into unknown territory.

As we walked, the architecture shifted like we'd crossed into a different world. The buildings became taller, sprouting Gothic spires and intricate carvings that should have been magnificent. Instead, they looked like broken teeth. This was a city still bleeding from old wounds—several towers leaned precariously, and broken bridges hung between them like skeletal remains reaching for something that would never come.

Cass suddenly wheeled onto a narrow side street with the precision of someone who knew exactly where she was going.

A man in a blue shirt and green pants shot up from a wooden chair like he'd been spring-loaded. He was an older Aldertree, his bark-like skin carrying the same elegant roughness as Diana's. A thin, grassy beard framed his chin, and his smooth, bald head gleamed like polished wood in the sun.

"Oh, Cassandra!" His greeting boomed with the kind of enthusiasm that could wake the dead. "What brings you to our shop?"

"Hey, Ron! The Breaker here needs some shoes and a few essentials. Got anything in his size?"

Ron's eyes swept over me with the calculating precision of someone sizing up a horse for purchase. "The Breaker, huh? Oh, you're that fancy Unbidden everyone's been talking about."

Unbidden. Right. That was me now.

"That's me," I said, raising a hand in what I hoped was a casual wave. "I've got some blue coins—"

"Nonsense!" His interruption came with a toothy smile that suggested money was offensive. He walked to the side door and knocked with the rhythm of someone delivering a secret code.

A dark-skinned woman answered, her black hair tied back with military precision. Her skin was deep and rich, almost like Chas's, and her eyes sparkled with a curiosity that missed nothing. Something about her presence felt oddly timeless—like she'd been here forever and would outlast everyone else.

"Ronald, I told you to—oh, hello, customers." Her vaguely British accent shifted to warm friendliness as she noticed us, like flipping a switch from private to public mode.

"Hi, Hazel. Ben here needs some shoes. And if you have any, I'll pay for some Sevenfold." Cass was already fishing a pouch out of her vest with the enthusiasm of someone buying contraband.

"Come, come, let me see you." Hazel stepped forward, studying me like I was an interesting specimen. Her gaze rested on the pins in my vest. "The Breaker, is it?" Her amber eyes glimmered as they swept over me, a knowing smile playing on her lips that suggested she knew more than she was letting on.

"Oh, honey, look! He's human," she said, motioning toward Ron, who had somehow dozed off while standing upright.

"Huh?" He blinked awake with the confusion of someone whose brain had just rebooted. "Oh, right, shoes? He needs shoes, my love."

"Ronald, dear, please keep up." Hazel's eye-roll could have powered a small city before she turned back to me. "Cassandra's friend is a human! You know, a Terran?" She clapped her hands with the delight of someone who'd just discovered buried treasure. "You're one of those that Charles keeps talking about! The people from nowhere!"

Ron stared at me blankly, shrugged with the philosophical acceptance of someone who'd given up trying to understand the world, and muttered, "Guess so."

Hazel huffed but smiled anyway. "Come inside, then. We'll find you some proper shoes, Ben."

She led us into the building, and my jaw hit the floor.

The parlor looked like a dragon's hoard—but with knick-knacks instead of gold. It was chaos given physical form. Every surface and corner was stuffed with trinkets, ornaments, and random decorations fighting for attention like they were at war.

The runic fireplace should've been the cozy centerpiece, but it was a shrine to gaudiness. The mantel sagged under gilded candlesticks and porcelain figurines of animals that looked like they'd escaped from a fever dream. Above it, a massive gold-framed mirror reflected the mess, doubling the clutter for maximum sensory assault.

A pair of wingback chairs flanked a coffee table buried under an avalanche of mismatched doilies. The chairs themselves were upholstered in floral fabric so aggressive it looked like they'd been strangled by curtains.

Wallpaper—a green-and-gold brocade that screamed wealth and whispered mental breakdown—fought a losing battle against framed paintings and tapestries crammed onto every available inch of wall space. The bay window was drowning in velvet drapes that looked stolen from a Victorian opera house, while a patch of lace curtains peeked out meekly from underneath, barely letting in a sliver of sunlight.

Even the air felt overstuffed, thick with the scent of lavender potpourri and beeswax candles.

Fuck me. I was at my grandma's. Not my Aapo on my mom's side—no, this was Dad's territory. Grandma Gladys territory. It wasn't her house, but it had her energy. Loud, cluttered, and unapologetically excessive.

"Wow, holy shit, it looks like my room at Doreen's," I said. It was all I could think of, and Cass let out a pained sigh.

"You're staying in our old room?" Hazel's face lit up like Christmas morning. "Oh, how adorable! Ronald, did you hear that? He’s staying in our room!"

"Eh?" He shouted, cupping his ear. "You're lying down soon? Alright, I'll man the door. This young man needs some shoes."

"Oh, for fuck's sake, Ronald. I'll get the gods-damned shoes." Hazel stomped down a hallway with the fury of someone who'd had this exact conversation a thousand times.

The moment she disappeared, Ron got a mischievous look that transformed his face completely. He sat down in a chair and pulled out a drawer in the coffee table, producing a glass jar filled with what looked like glowing mana pearls.

"Go on, be quick!" He whispered like a kid sneaking cookies before dinner.

I looked at Cass, but she was already absorbing the orbs with practiced efficiency. Following her lead, I dropped a few into my earring experimentally—they felt warm, almost alive.

Hazel returned with two boxes and caught Ron with his hand literally in the metaphorical cookie jar.

"Ronald! I am trying to run a reputable business here. Stop eating all our profits every time I look away."

"Oh, sorry, dear." He returned the jar with the sheepish expression of someone who wasn't sorry at all.

“I swear to the roots that you don’t want our business to make a profit.” Hazel shook her head with the long-suffering patience of a saint.

"Of course not, dear," he said with a not-so-subtle wink that made me chuckle despite myself.

"Never mind him." Hazel handed me a small brown wooden box that felt surprisingly heavy. "Here you go. These should fit."

Sliding the lid off revealed a pair of shoes identical in style to my current ones—more like reinforced slippers—but with noticeably sturdier soles. I placed them on the ground and slipped them onto my feet, taking a few experimental steps.

They fit perfectly, and the extra support was immediately obvious. Like upgrading from cardboard to actual protection.

"Damn, these are way better than what I had. How many coins?" I pulled my money pouch from the earring, ready to pay whatever they asked.

"Oh, please." Hazel waved a hand dismissively, like money was a foreign concept. "I wouldn't dream of taking your coins. And this is for you, Cassandra." She handed another box to Cass, who opened it to reveal a bottle tightly wrapped in black paper with a large, wax-sealed cork that looked ominous.

"Oh, fuck yes," Cass said, grinning like she'd just won the lottery. She pulled out some coins, but Hazel shook her head firmly.

"These are gifts, young ones. Do tell my Charles to come visit, if you see him?" Her voice softened with a maternal concern that made my chest tight.

"Of course! Thank you," Cass replied earnestly, every trace of her usual sharpness vanishing.

"You kids have a long trip," Ron suddenly said, his voice weighted like he knew something we didn't. "Come visit us soon, alright?"

Before Cass could even hand me the bottle to store, we were being ushered out of the gaudy parlor and into the blazing heat of the street. The door clicked shut behind us with finality.

We hadn't made it past thirty meters before curiosity killed me. "Who's Charles?"

"Chas!" Cass said, like I was missing something obvious. "Those are his parents. You didn't notice Hazel's skin?"

I blinked. "A lot of people where I come from have skin that dark. Wait… Chas? Doesn't Charles usually shorten to Chuck?"

Cass barked a laugh that could have scared birds from trees. "Call him that, and he'll put you through a wall. I watched him do it to my brother Henrik once—funniest thing I've ever seen."

"She's Floran? Uh… Blackwood? And they run a shop?" The pieces weren't fitting together. "They didn't even try to sell us what we needed."

"Yep, and it's because we needed it." Cass shrugged as if this made perfect sense. "They figured as much. They're really old-world. The idea of money to them is abstract—we paid in karma."

I glanced down at my new shoes, then back at Cass. "So we need to convince Chas to visit his parents in return?"

"We should at least try," she said, laughing. "Wait until you see what's in the bottle."

We continued walking, heading further from the bustling city center. The streets grew quieter, the buildings less maintained, and the crowds thinned until we were walking through what felt like a ghost town. After about half an hour of steady walking, I realized most of the people we were passing were Sentarian. Their presence seemed to come with a blanket of calm that made my shoulders relax.

"There's a lot more Sentarian out this way," I observed.

"They like peace and quiet," Cass replied. A few Sentarian glanced our way, bowing their heads slightly in greeting that felt like benedictions. "Most of them live underground. The old pathways are much nicer than what's left up here."

Wide, crumbling streets and ruins, telling of a city still bleeding from old wounds, had replaced the greenery and carefully maintained infrastructure near the harbor. The difference was striking—like walking from a postcard into a war zone.

Saying La-Roc had walls was being generous. The crumbling remains at the edge looked more like forgotten ruins than defenses. Cracks marred the uneven stones; entire sections were missing; and ivy climbed and twisted over every surface as if nature was actively reclaiming the city. Time and weather wore the meaning of the faded runes carved into visible stone away, barely legible now, into ghostly suggestions.

A handful of Sentarian lingered along the wall, but they weren't repairing anything. One poured water over the ivy with ritual precision, while another carefully adjusted the vines like they were arranging flowers. The plants, not the wall, were their focus.

Two Sentarian nodded as we passed.

"Amituofo," one breathed, the word carrying a weight I could feel.

I smiled and nodded back. For all their alien features, the Sentarian felt deeply human in their spirituality. Even their robes reminded me of meditation gowns—simple, deliberate, and calming.

The city gave way to fields as we walked, the heat intensifying now that we had no shade. My shirt and vest clung to my back like they were glued there, and I wiped sweat from my face with increasing frequency.

"Alright, I can't wait anymore." I pulled the bottle from my mana sanctum, curiosity finally winning. "What is this stuff?"

"Sevenfold Spirit," Cass said, her grin promising mischief. "Chas's favorite. Tastes like crap, he says, but it'll get you there. Go on, take a sip. We've got a long walk ahead."

I pulled the cork, and the smell hit me like a physical assault. A sour, acidic tang clung to my nostrils, followed by an ethanol punch that made me flinch backward.

"Holy fuck, that's awful!" I coughed, nearly dropping the bottle. "Deathroot wine didn't even smell this bad, and it had death in the name."

"You and your smells," Cass said, grabbing the bottle with the confidence of someone about to make a terrible mistake. She took a bold swig and immediately regretted every life choice that had led to this moment, sputtering and coughing so hard she nearly doubled over.

"Graceful Gods, what is that?!" she yelled, spitting onto the ground like she was trying to exorcise a demon.

"You've never had it?!" I asked, incredulous. "Why the hell did you ask for it? Is this even technically drinkable?"

"Chas carries a flask of it! Said it's made from seven fruits! I thought it'd be good!"

"Seven rotting fruits!" I snatched the bottle back, shaking my head. She glared at me like I'd betrayed her trust.

I sniffed again, more cautiously this time. Beneath the chemical warfare, there was something faintly sweet, like overripe bananas mixed with regret. It couldn't be that bad, right?

I took a small sip, bracing for disaster. But… it wasn't half bad. Sure, the smell lingered in my nose like a terrible decision, and it was definitely more alcohol than actual beverage, but there was something smooth about it. Burnt sugar and bruised peaches gave it a caramel flavor that almost worked. It burned like hell going down, but it wasn't unbearable.

"Yep, that's hooch," I said, coughing lightly as I took another experimental swig. "Just don't drink it like water."

It was definitely better than the Deathroot wine from that spirit realm tavern. That felt like an age ago, and yet only a few days had passed. Part of me felt like a completely different person after such a short time. Everything had changed since I'd unlocked my mana sight. I couldn't remember more than flashes of when I meditated, and I knew I'd been growing stronger and faster almost passively since then.

The thought made my stomach clench. I was actually scared to meditate again—terrified of losing myself, losing who I was. And the danger of whatever a Soul Seal was still resonating in my thoughts like a warning bell.

I took another swig of the Sevenfold spirit and handed the bottle to Cass as we walked in comfortable silence, sipping the drink and enjoying the countryside despite the heat.

"So…" Cass started, wiggling her eyebrows with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. "You and Katie, huh?"

"Nothing's happened," I laughed, but heat crept up my neck anyway. "I think we're both amplifying each other's love of cooking so much that we forgot all about our date."

"You’ve gotta speed things up! She's not going to be available forever."

Taking another larger swig of the liquor forced me to cough, buying myself time to think while I spat.

"I'm pretty sure this is what she needs right now," I admitted. "Did you know her husband?"

"Yeah, Carlos was a friend since we were kids. We used to race through the Greenmarch, the woods up there." Cass gestured toward a distant tree line, good memories showing in her now-glossy eyes. Katie had told me about Carlos—a Carmintree Floran, which I found fascinating.

"Do Florans and Gaians marry frequently?" I asked suddenly curious about the dynamics I was still learning.

"It's rare enough that it was pretty sweet gossip for a while," Cass confirmed with a smile that held old warmth. "I thought he'd become a hunter when we were younger."

"He sounds like he was a really great guy," I said, taking an even larger swig. We'd started with tiny sips, but now, as we approached the tree line, we'd polished off about half the bottle.

Cass took a long drink and nearly choked. "You know you are too, right?" The words came out in a rush, her cheeks burning with both alcohol and embarrassment.

"Don't get your fucking hopes up." I raised my eyebrows, and she swatted at me. "I mean, you're a lot like Carlos. Erik liked him a lot, too."

"Thanks, Cass," I said as sincerely as I could manage. "You're the main reason I haven't gone completely crazy since getting here."

"I know," Cass said with a grin that could have powered the city. "Naked curtain guy is on a proper monster hunt."

The moment we stepped into the trees, everything changed. The path underfoot shifted to natural stone, smoothed in spots and uneven in others, like it couldn't decide whether it wanted to be a road or a ruin. People still used this route frequently—the undergrowth near the edges was sparse, beaten down from years of boots and wagons grinding it into submission.

But beyond the path, the forest was something else entirely. It was a tangle of rock, grass, and shrubs left to grow wild for what had to be centuries. The trees were massive, their trunks twisted and gnarled like they'd seen more than their fair share of storms and refused to break. Moss covered everything that stood still long enough, clinging to rocks and roots with stubborn determination. Vines twisted lazily around the trunks, creeping upward as if they were racing to touch the sun.

The air smelled damp and earthy, with just a hint of something floral wafting in from deeper within. Somewhere out in the brush, something rustled, and a bird let out a single, questioning call before going quiet again.

The whole place felt alive in a way that made the hairs on my arms stand on end—more than a forest, watching, waiting. It wasn't menacing, just… aware.

A familiar prickling anxiety hit me as Bravery made me hyper-aware of everything around us—even the insects. My instincts were firing on all cylinders, and I knew it. Cass caught my darting glances toward the trees as we walked.

"This isn't the Lobby," she said, her tone almost casual. "Most things this close to the city are harmless."

"It's not that," I replied, frowning. "I'm not feeling any danger. It's just… there's a lot of things paying attention to us right now."

Cass scanned the trees, shrugged, and kept walking with the confidence of someone who'd grown up here. "Can you turn it off?"

I thought about it. The city had been full of people, and sure, there was wildlife, but most of it was just looking for food. I'd sensed mana beasts behind Doreen's and even fed some scraps. But this? This was different. The wilderness felt alive in a way I hadn't dealt with since the Lobby.

"I think it's something I'm going to have to get used to," I admitted, taking a long gulp from the bottle for courage.

"Then I don't want to hear you bitch about it," she shot back with a smirk, snatching the bottle for her own liquid fortification.

That's when I felt it—something brushing against my aura, tugging at the edges of my awareness like curious fingers. I turned just in time to see a quick flash of orange fur as something darted into the underbrush.

A fox. I sighed, tension leaving my shoulders, and Cass and I picked up the pace, jogging to cover more ground before whatever weather was building above decided to break.

Clouds were forming in the sky above us, the air thickening with humidity that made my clothes stick. It was getting hot enough to melt stone.

Some rain would be really nice.

We jogged for quite some time when I noticed another fox darting away behind a tree, but… wait. That couldn't be right—it was too big, and the tail was wrong. It looked like a dog.

"Red?" I called out instinctively.

The creature froze mid-step, then turned its head, revealing a canine face and an impressive display of side-eye. He looked more embarrassed than startled, like I'd caught him snatching food off the counter.

My focus zeroed in on him, the forest and Bravery's constant hum fading into background noise.

"Hey, buddy. Why are you hiding? You following us?" I crouched, pulling a chunk of bread from my earring and holding it out. "We're heading far from the city. You should go back."

The shameless creature trotted forward, scarfing down the bread without hesitation, tail wagging like he'd just won the lottery.

"Chew your food, you animal!" I teased, shaking my head. I glanced at Cass, expecting some comment, but she just stared at Red with wide eyes.

"What the fuck is that?" she asked, pointing like he was some mythical beast. Red pulled his ears back and sat nervously, his fur bristling under her scrutiny.

"It looks like a Vulpes. Or a Lupes? A Wolf?" She glanced at me with the expression of someone trying to solve a puzzle. "Is it both?"

I laughed. "He's a dog. Sort of like both, I guess. Same family. He started letting me pet him only last night." I scratched behind Red's ears, calming him. "I had one back on Earth. Pretty much my best friend."

"Humans have fucking familiars?!" Cass swore, clearly more impressed than alarmed. Red yawned, unimpressed with her excitement, though his bristling eased as I continued petting him.

"Not exactly," I said, grinning. "A lot of us keep pets—especially dogs. We've had them around for thousands of years. They eat whatever they want, sleep all day, and fart constantly. Completely one-sided deal, but we love them anyway."

"Why the hell didn't you say anything?" Cass's excitement bubbled over like champagne. "We could've visited so many mana beasts in the Lobby! They freak most people out, but I love visiting them. We even have a few at the farm that help."

"You're telling me this now?" I groaned. "I've been feeding him behind Doreen's for days like some kind of criminal."

Cass looked at me like she couldn't decide whether to laugh or be annoyed. "Well, it's not exactly allowed without a Seeker," she said slyly, "but if I sweet-talk Gary, he'll take us back down."

I stood and sighed, patting Red's side. "Let's go, bud. Head back to the city, alright?"

Red made a noise—half rumble, half honk—that stopped me in my tracks. Not a growl, but definitely a sound of protest that somehow conveyed complex emotions.

I turned to see him giving me the full-on puppy eyes: head low, ears tilted forward, and a look so pitiful it would've made a stone-hearted monster cave.

"Do you…" I started, and Red cocked his head to one side, listening with laser focus. "Want more bread?"

His head tilted the other way, like that wasn't quite it.

I glanced at Cass, who looked as bemused as I felt, then back at Red. He was grinning now, panting lightly, his tail wagging furiously enough to generate wind.

"Do you… want to come with us?" I asked.

Before the words were even out of my mouth, Red bolted to my side, tail wagging so hard it looked like he might achieve liftoff.

"Guess we have a dog now," I sighed, shrugging at Cass. "Maybe he can stay at your farm when we get there?"

As we kept walking, Red stuck close, trotting just behind me like a perfectly trained companion. Not close enough to trip me, but never far enough to lose pace. Professional-level following. Cass kept glancing at him, her curiosity clearly building to a breaking point.

Just as she opened her mouth to speak, a low rumble of thunder echoed ahead of us. Her head snapped up, and she let out a sharp whistle.

I followed her gaze. Heavy gray clouds had replaced the cloudy blue sky, their edges churning ominously above the treetops like nature was preparing for war.

"About time we got some gods-damned rain," Cass muttered, her tone half-relief, half-annoyance. Another thunderclap sounded, this one much closer.

Then the sky opened up.

I barely had time to store the open bottle before a literal wall of water hit us. Within seconds, the three of us were completely drenched, with no hope of staying dry. We broke into a run, Cass leading the way while Red and I struggled to keep up with her pace.

After about half an hour, I finally had to stop, panting as I ducked under the cover of a tree. Red huddled beside me, looking like a wet carpet that had given up on life. Cass jogged back, raising a brow as she stood dripping in the downpour like some kind of rain goddess.

"Can't we just wait it out?" I asked, raising my voice over the relentless roar.

Cass tilted her head at me like I'd asked if the sky was blue. "What do you mean?"

"How long does it rain here? Can't we just hang out for a bit?"

She snorted, shaking her head like I'd suggested something impossibly naive. "Usually a few days. Hopefully more. We need it."

I blinked, water dripping from my eyelashes. "A few days? That’s like… rainforest levels of rain."

As if to punctuate my disbelief, Red chose that moment to shake himself dry, spraying Cass and me with a fresh coat of wet-dog-scented mist that somehow made everything worse.

I threw my hands up in defeat. "This world sucks!"

Cass just laughed, slapping me on the shoulder as she turned to lead the way again. "Welcome to Ark, Breaker. Hope you like being wet."

The rain showed no sign of stopping. If anything, it was getting worse.

But as we trudged forward through the downpour, Red padding along beside us like this was exactly where he belonged, I couldn't shake the feeling that this was exactly where we needed to be.

Even if I were about to drown standing up.

            

    
        32. Rain, Rain, and Rainhaven

    
    
    
    
                What Cass called rain felt like the sky declaring war on the earth.

Sheets of water crashed down in relentless waves, each drop hitting like liquid bullets. The forest canopy might as well have been tissue paper—the storm tore through everything with a deafening roar. Rain this heavy didn't just blur the edges of the world; it erased them entirely, turning reality into a gray, churning nightmare.

The path beneath our feet had become a raging river. Water surged past us in white-capped fury, searching for any weakness in the landscape to exploit.

Red didn't seem to mind getting absolutely demolished by nature's tantrum. Despite being drenched to the bone, he darted back and forth through the rapids with a play-bow, his paws splashing so enthusiastically I was convinced he was doing it on purpose. Every few seconds, he'd send a perfectly aimed spray directly at me or Cass, his wagging tail betraying his absolute glee at our misery.

"Seriously?" I shouted over the storm as another Red-propelled wave soaked my already-soaked everything.

We moved fast because we had to. Cass tore through the apocalyptic downpour like she was made for this, her movements fluid and sure, as if the water and mud were just inconvenient suggestions rather than physics. Something about her felt different—runic, almost. I could sense it faintly through my Bravery aura, like the edges of a spell I didn't fully understand. It wasn't Swiftness, but Grace seemed close. Whatever it was, it carried her forward with supernatural ease while I struggled not to face-plant in the rushing water.

As we approached a narrow stone bridge over what had been a river, now a chocolate-brown monster of churning rapids, the rain somehow intensified. The water crashed fifteen meters below into the heavy stone arches, violent enough to pulverize anything stupid enough to fall in. The bridge itself was built like a fortress—thick, chest-high walls on either side with gaps in the masonry every meter or so to let the waist-deep water pooling on top drain into the torrent below.

Even with the drainage, the bridge was losing the fight.

Cass reached it first, her silhouette vanishing into the wall of rain like a ghost. I forced myself to focus through the chaos, the combined roar of river and storm threatening to scramble my brain. Red barked once—a sharp, determined sound—and bounded ahead. I had to dig deep just to keep up.

That's when I realized something crucial about my aura: sensory overload was just background noise to it. Rain could blind me, thunder could deafen me, but my supernatural awareness didn't care. Beyond ten meters was mostly still just storm and fury, but within that bubble, I was completely aware. Bravery cut through the chaos like a blade, keeping me grounded when everything else wanted to wash me away.

I could vaguely feel Cass twenty meters ahead, her movements steady and sure despite the apocalypse around us. Red was doggy-paddling through the flooded bridge behind her, his determination almost hilarious if it weren’t so badass.

There was something about that dog that felt oddly intelligent—like he’d weathered more storms than most people. He navigated the flooded bridge like it was his personal swimming pool, completely unfazed by the supernatural tantrum happening around us.

"Local dogs must be hardcore," I muttered, giving him a boost forward as we slogged through the water together.

The end of the bridge brought exactly zero relief. The road ahead rose steeply, transformed into a rushing waterfall that seemed offended by our existence. Water surged downhill in relentless rapids, and for a moment, I was sure all three of us sighed in perfect unison before trudging forward into the uphill battle.

Cass had to circle back several times to check on us stragglers. I was positive Red could outpace me easily, but he stubbornly stayed at my side as I struggled up the terrain, my footing betraying me more than once. The water was getting deeper, the current stronger, like the road itself was actively trying to murder us. Two-plus hours of this nightmare marathon was taking its toll, making me painfully aware of the stamina gap between Cass and me.

"Everything into your legs!" Cass shouted over the storm, which seemed determined to get even heavier. "We need to reach Rainhaven soon or it’s going to be a rough night!"

She paused, rain streaming down her face. "It hasn't rained this hard in months!"

Normally, using mana to stick to the ground was automatic—I'd done it plenty of times. But the stone beneath the water seemed to resist the effort actively, like it was coated in supernatural grease. Reaching down, I yanked off my shoes and stored them in my earring. My bare feet gripped the surface as if they were made for it.

Great. What's next, furry feet? A gold ring? Second breakfast?

The thought made me grin despite everything, and I could sense Cass laughing at me through the rain. She didn't laugh long, though—I shot past her like I'd been holding back the whole time, my mana-enhanced feet finally finding purchase on the treacherous terrain.

We heard Rainhaven before we saw it. A deep, resonant strumming rose above the storm's constant roar, notes that seemed to wrap around the thunder and make it musical. Lantern orbs strung between ancient branches cast a flickering light that fought valiantly against the gray apocalypse.

The village materialized from the storm like something out of a fairy tale—if fairy tales involved potential drowning. Nestled among trees that felt older than civilization, stone cottages with moss-covered roofs and pagoda-like structures seemed to grow naturally from the forest floor. Gothic spires rose through the canopy, their frames softened by ivy that somehow thrived in the perpetual deluge.

Everything here embraced the rain rather than fight it. Carved channels guided the water in elegant streams, and even the storm's fury seemed muted beneath the dense canopy.

Six Trailbinders were clustered beneath a sprawling tangle of leaves at the village's edge. Their Sentarian drivers sat in perfect meditation, water streaming from their clothes like they were part of the landscape.

"Rainhaven," I said, catching up to Cass. "Nailed the branding."

An Aldertree man sat among the wagons, his bronze skin gleaming as rain cascaded off him in sheets. He strummed a melody on a guzheng balanced in his lap, the sound weaving through the downpour like magic made audible. His expression suggested he'd happily sit here all day, making music with the apocalypse.

"Lady Cassandra!" He stopped playing, face lighting up like she'd just made his week. "We were hoping you'd come through! Jake's at the hall—the road's completely flooded, and we've got monster sightings."

The transformation was instant and terrifying. Gone was the tired, slightly buzzed Cass I'd been traveling with. In her place stood someone laser-focused and lethal, already scanning the path ahead with predatory intensity.

Without a word, she motioned for me to follow and took off sprinting toward the village center. I nodded to the musician and chased after her, Red bounding alongside me with his tongue lolling out like this was the best day ever.

Her speed left me eating her dust, but I pushed forward through the flooded streets. By the time I reached the chapel, Cass had already vanished inside.

The building was part community center, part war room. Benches had been shoved aside to make room for stacks of wooden slips tied with string—crude maps marked with red circles and the word "MONSTER" scrawled in bold, angry strokes. Lantern orbs hung from the walls, casting a harsh light that made the whole place feel like a command bunker.

On a raised stage at the far end, three Aldertrees seemed to be engaged in a heated argument.

"I don't care, Jacob," the woman snapped, her voice sharp with a Cockney accent that reminded me of Diana. "If the road's blocked, that water's going somewhere else. We don't unblock it, we'll have bigger problems than monster sightings."

"We can't," Jacob replied, frustration bleeding through his calm tone. "That was an Arbortrux out there, Elizabeth. Class-E. We need Tower support."

"Class-E?" Cass interrupted, striding onto the stage like she owned it. "I'll need a sword."

All three turned to her, relief washing over their faces like she was the cavalry arriving at the last second.

Elizabeth—clearly the woman—spoke first. "Lady Cass, thank the roots you're here. Who's this?" Her sharp amber eyes flicked to me and Red, sizing us up in a heartbeat.

Cass didn't slow down. "The one I told you about. Ben’s Terran, the Breaker. Oh, and get this—Nana's first apprentice, Katie's new boy, and familiar named Red."

"I'm not Katie's—" I tried to interrupt.

"He says it's a dog, apparently like a wolf-fox hybrid," Cass steamrolled over me. "Erik thinks he's a Guardian."

"He's not a familiar!" I protested. Red wagged his tail as if he were agreeing with me.

"This morning he almost died taking a Class-D healing pill after sparring. Turns out he's got a life affinity."

The words tumbled out like juicy gossip, and I stood there feeling like a specimen being dissected for science.

"Bloody hell," the older man muttered. "You've had quite a day."

"Hi," I said weakly, suddenly the center of attention in the most awkward way possible.

"Ben, meet my best friends Jake and Elizabeth Aldertree, and Edward—their uncle, I think?" Cass gestured to each of them. "Fellow Strikers. We may have mentioned you once or twice. They're related to Felix."

"Sixth cousins," Jake clarified with a grin. He had Felix's sharp features but younger, more relaxed. Edward was older, bald, with a quiet authority that suggested he'd seen some serious shit. Elizabeth was striking—blue-green hair that seemed to float around her head, amber eyes that could probably see through souls.

Before I could figure out what to say, Red decided this was the perfect moment to shake himself dry. Water exploded in every direction, soaking everyone in the already-damp room.

"Seriously, man? Who brought the dog?" I grumbled, wringing out my shirt while the Aldertrees dodged the spray.

Elizabeth wiped a droplet from her cheek with theatrical precision. "Well, he's charming."

"Don't encourage him," I muttered, shooting Red a look. He grinned up at me, tongue lolling out, his damp fur making him look like a ridiculous cotton ball with legs.

"He's not a familiar," I continued. "I literally just met him. He's only following me because I have food."

"Sounds like a familiar to me," Jake said, leaning against the table. "Didn't Nana try to ditch Stanley for years before she gave in? You don't choose them—they choose you."

The others nodded in agreement. I looked down at Red, who was still panting, tail wagging like we were discussing his favorite topic.

"Fair point," I admitted, scratching behind his ears. Red leaned into it, clearly pleased with himself. "So what's an Arbortrux?"

"Big tail, short arms, giant claws, face like a demented rat," Cass rattled off. "They're not usually this close to civilization."

"Got it. So what's the deal with the road?"

Elizabeth blinked, surprised by my shift in focus. "Something's blocking an aqueduct a few spans out, flooding the main road. You're not worried about the monster?"

I glanced at Cass and caught her smiling at me—not her usual smirk, but something genuine. There was understanding in that look, a recognition that we were on the same wavelength. Problem plus ability to help equals obvious choice.

"Road's the bigger threat?" I asked.

"Absolutely," Elizabeth confirmed. "Dammed water will flood every monster and mana beast den in the valley. That means territorial displacement, resource competition, and absolute chaos after dark."

Jake nodded grimly. "We can handle the blockage, but we can't fight an Arbortrux. Not with our current supplies, but we have gadgets."

"Gadgets?" I’d heard them referenced before, but it made me think of spy movies and Q-branch.

"Striker equipment," Cass explained. "Until we bind our Seals, we rely on techno-magic. Levels the playing field against things that could murder us."

Elizabeth slid two wooden boxes onto the table. The first held thin metal rods with blackened runes etched onto their surfaces. The second contained three shiny discs with holes in the center, surfaces gleaming like weaponized CDs.

"Shock spikes," Elizabeth said, gesturing to the rods. "Felix made them before he… well, before. Blue-tier. Great for disabling monsters. The discs are mana traps—red-tier."

I picked up one spike, surprised by its weight. Wickedly sharp, like a heavy nail with a coin-sized head.

“One-time use," Cass added with a grin. “But devastating. Press a coin into the end, stab something nasty, let go, and watch the fireworks. Just don't hold on too long or you'll get fried too.”

She paused, eyes lighting up. "And swords. Two if you've got them."

Edward turned to me. "Your friend need anything, or is he like Felix?"

"Erik got him a spear," Cass said before I could answer. "Which I completely forgot to mention!"

Every eye in the room turned to me. The weapon case across my chest was so light I'd forgotten it existed. I nodded awkwardly, keeping my mouth shut about my complete lack of spear-fighting knowledge.

"We'll handle the digging," Jake said calmly. "But if that Arbortrux shows up, we'll need Hunters. Need anything else?"

"Don't suppose you have a full set of armor?" Cass asked. The trio's synchronized smirks dripped sarcasm.

"Didn't think so," she muttered.

"Actually, I do," I said, giving Cass a pointed look. Her eyebrows shot up.

"Right! You should suit up once we confirm the monster," she said casually.

"Why not now?" I asked, excitement bubbling up. "I haven't even tried it on yet!"

"Trust me," Elizabeth said firmly. "Wait until we have confirmed contact."

I frowned but gave in. Everyone here seemed to have an inexplicable armor phobia.

"Everything we have is here," Jake said. "Dry clothes, food, mana pearls if you need them."

At the mention of mana, something deep in my chest fluttered—not hunger, exactly, but need. Sharp and insistent, like my body recognizing something essential. The handful of pearls Ronald had given me earlier had pushed my reserves higher than ever before, and I was developing a dangerous craving for that feeling.

"Food sounds good," I said. Red's tail wagged in agreement.

Edward retrieved cheese and sausages from a back cupboard. Red sniffed the sausage with obvious disappointment but perked up at the cheese.

I tossed him a piece. He snatched it mid-air with surgical precision, swallowing it whole. When I looked back, everyone was staring at me with varying degrees of disgust.

"Dogs are food-motivated," I shrugged.

"And he's not your familiar," Cass shot back, marching up to me with her mouth full. She reared back for what was clearly going to be a shoulder punch.

Bravery warned me. On impulse, I flooded my shoulder with mana. Her fist connected with zero effect. Cass recoiled, shaking her hand as if she'd punched a wall.

"Fucking seriously?" She exclaimed, cracking her knuckles. "Oh, I know this game."

"Lady Cass!" Jake called out, but I was already moving, leaning away as she threw another punch. This time the air cracked audibly, and a nearby bench exploded from the shockwave.

It was like watching a miniature version of Chas's techniques. I'd known Cass was strong, but seeing her casual destruction made my stomach flip.

"He dodged it?!" Jake whooped, laughing as even Cass looked momentarily stunned.

"My aura," I explained, still figuring it out myself. "Lets me sense things around me. Like, for example, Red is currently devouring all your cheese."

Everyone turned toward the table where Red had somehow materialized, a wheel of cheese between his paws, looking like a guilty toddler caught red-handed. He spat out a half-chewed chunk, eyes wide with his best attempt at innocence.

The dog was fast. And apparently a cheese thief.

I approached carefully—new dog, new rules. Crouching down, I reached under the table to retrieve what was left of their cheese, keeping one eye on Red in case he went feral.

He didn't. Just stared at me with those pitiful, dream-crushed eyes.

"Finish what you were eating," I sighed. Red happily chomped down on the remaining chunks with loud, satisfied smacking sounds.

"Sorry," I said, placing the salvaged cheese back on the table. When I straightened, all four of them were staring at me like I'd just declared myself emperor of the known world.

"He's really weird," Elizabeth said, nudging Cass.

"Oh, you have no idea," Cass replied with a wicked grin. "The familiar's new. Every time he stops baking, things get interesting. I watched him sweet-talk Cyrus into giving up sweets. Speaking of which, those brownies..."

Her gaze flicked to me, and something genuinely feral flickered in her eyes.

"Oh!" I reached into my earring and pulled out the mostly full tray from earlier. "Still warm, somehow."

The three Florans practically trampled Cass as they caught the scent, moving like sharks who'd tasted blood.

"Graceful Gods, is that cocoa?" Edward asked, his stern demeanor cracking into childlike wonder.

“It’s the least I can do after Red demolished your cheese,” I said, setting the tray down. "And none for you, Red. Chocolate is bad for dogs."

Red huffed dramatically and retreated under the table, where I could hear him licking the floor for crumbs.

The Florans attacked with bare hands, their reactions immediate and intense. Edward's response was particularly dramatic.

"Fuck me sideways," he laughed. "The Vildar would burn cities for this."

Cass elbowed her way back in for a piece. "What the hell, Ben? This is half-eaten!"

I grinned and shrugged. While drinking with her earlier, I'd discovered I could basically "eat" food stored in my earring through pure imagination. Instead of picking it up, I just imagined taking bites. The snacking implications were revolutionary, though drinking was trickier and cost more mana.

"So your aura lets you sense things around you?" she asked with a mouthful of brownie.

"Something like that. More instinct than sight."

She raised her hand behind her back. "What finger am I holding up?"

I flipped her off without hesitation. "Don't need superpowers for that one."

Cass grinned, returning the gesture. "So impressive."

"What does that mean?" Elizabeth asked, tilting her head.

"It means 'fuck you,'" Cass said, demonstrating for Elizabeth. "Terran gesture for when someone can't hear you. Incredibly convenient."

Elizabeth mimicked the motion, giggling. "Like that word you taught me he said? Cun—"

"Moving on!" I cut in quickly. "I can't tell what specific finger you're holding up, Cass, but I knew it was just one. Make sense?"

Instead of answering, Cass strolled over to a bench and grabbed one of the heavy wooden slips. She hurled it at me with alarming accuracy.

Bravery barely registered the threat in time. Pure instinct made me sidestep and catch the projectile with a painful slap. Setting it down, I turned back to find Cass grinning like a predator about to pounce.

"Jake, get me those swords," she said sweetly.

"Whoa, nope!" I blurted. "I'm still way too slow. Erik has speed I can't match yet."

"Oh?" she said, and Bravery practically screamed in my mind before she moved.

She teleported. No other word for it.

Instinct made me lean back to dodge what looked like a straight punch. Unfortunately, it was a feint, and her backhand caught me square in the groin. I tried to flood the area with mana at the last second, but I was far too slow.

Pain exploded throughout my entire existence. I dropped to my knees, clutching myself as Red darted out from under the table to sniff at me like I might be hiding treats.

"Who do you think taught Erik to be fast?" Cass said smugly, crossing her arms. "I've got three brothers, all with the same weakness. Don't think I haven't perfected this technique—Erik can almost dodge it now."

"Why?" I croaked, doubled over as the pain radiated through every nerve ending.
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                Cass inspected three curved swords like a surgeon choosing scalpels. They looked solid—well made, with leather-wrapped handles and brass crossguards—but they lacked the telltale orange gleam of Orichalcum.

I sat nearby on a wooden bench, still nursing the aftershocks radiating from my groin, fiddling with Erik's staff pieces like a puzzle. Putting the staff together? Easy enough. Storing it in my earring without bankrupting my mana reserves? That was a real challenge.

Each piece seemed to register individually when stored, making the mana costs stack up like a credit card bill—especially with that razor-sharp spear tip attached. Another quirk to figure out in this increasingly bizarre new life.

"These will have to do." Cass tested one blade's weight with swift, practiced arcs before slamming it home in a worn sheath. The sound rang out like a declaration of war.

The remaining Florans armed up with sleek recurve bows made of glossy black wood, their quivers loaded with short, sturdy bolts that looked more suited to crossbows than traditional arrows.

"Okay, I have a few questions," I said, taking the staff apart with exaggerated care. Red hopped up beside me, tilting his head like he was actually following the conversation. 

Cass strapped both swords to her hips and flopped onto the bench across from me with fluid grace. "Shoot."

"You sure you're good?" Her eyes flicked to my still-tender groin. "I may have hit you a little hard."

"I'll live. Barely." I grimaced. "But seriously—if the road's that bad, shouldn't we get backup? Like, actual full hunters?"

"We don't want to be out there after dark." Cass's tone carried the weight of experience. "Lantern orbs are great, but there aren't enough on the roads. With this rain, it'd be a nightmare. We either handle this now or wait until morning—and the town would rather not wait."

The unspoken hung in the air: people might die if we wait.

I sighed, running a hand through my damp hair. "Should I put the armor on now?"

My tone made it obvious I already knew the answer. Cass perked up like she'd completely forgotten.

"Oh, yeah, probably." She said it so casually I wanted to throttle her.

My heart skipped a little. I'd been waiting all damn afternoon for this moment.

Taking out the sevenfold bottle, I knocked back a swig and passed it to Cass. "I'm going to try putting it on with the earring. Pretty sure I've got the hang of it."

"You've had it for an afternoon," she said, raising an eyebrow. The flicker of worry in her voice was almost maternal. "Let's see it."

The other Florans turned to watch like I was about to perform magic. Which, technically, I was.

I reached into my earring for the armor box, excitement bubbling in my chest like shaken champagne.

Starting small, I summoned the gloves first. The wicked leather gauntlets materialized and slid onto my hands like liquid, their design sleek and menacing. They felt like heavy-duty work gloves—restrictive but functional. The Florans nodded appreciatively. Even Cass looked impressed.

Confidence surging, I stored my vest and tried to swap my shirt and pants for the armor pieces. A strange vibrating sensation buzzed in my ear as I willed the pieces into place.

Elizabeth's eyebrows shot up. Cass smirked.

I glanced down.

I was completely naked.

"Ah, fuck me," I sighed.

"Hmm, maybe," Elizabeth replied, her tone dripping with amusement.

The room exploded with laughter. Everyone except me.

"Still the crazy naked curtain guy," Cass said, passing the bottle around with a grin.

Face burning with embarrassment, I concentrated with panicked desperation. The pants finally manifested, fitting as if they'd been painted on. Tight enough to make skinny jeans look baggy. Things were... supported.

I let out a long, defeated sigh as a chunk of my mana vanished. Figuring out why the armor hated me would have to wait. Priority one: not being naked in front of people who I had just met.

Several eternally long minutes later—far longer than I'd ever admit—I put the rest on manually. The entire set fit me... mathematically. Like someone had taken my exact measurements and said, "Yeah, make it exactly that size. No breathing room."

It felt like wearing spandex made of elastic cords. Stretchy, sure, but unrelenting once on. Every movement felt calculated, like the armor reminded me it owned my body now.

I twisted experimentally. Snug didn't begin to cover it. Restrictive in places I hadn't expected, but it moved with me in a way that felt oddly precise. Functional, definitely. Forgiving? Not a chance in hell.

"Ugh, okay, armor sucks," I muttered, waddling over to a bench like a penguin. "No helmet?"

"Most leather sets don't use one," Cass explained, then paused mid-sentence. Her eyes widened as realization hit. "Most fighters like to see around themselves in combat. But with your aura, you might actually prefer metal..."

She trailed off, staring at me.

"Fuck me. You're a Guardian."

The words hung in the air like a death sentence. Even the Florans turned to stare.

"Either way, it's better than being eviscerated by a monster!" Edward shot back without missing a beat, grinning like a maniac. "You get to handle any monsters we come across, Breaker."

Wait, me?

My stomach dropped through the floor. "I'm sorry, what now?"

"Ooh, I've always loved the word 'eviscerate'!" Cass stepped forward with that dangerous glint returning to her eyes—the same look she'd had right before destroying my manhood. "You look worried."

I was beyond worried. I was approaching full panic.

"That mana-hardening thing you did a few minutes ago?" She circled me like a predator. "I was going to show you at the farm, but you figured it out quick. Probably saw Erik do it, didn't you?"

I nodded, and her grin turned absolutely feral.

"Do it on your shoulder now."

"Oh good, shoulder punching," I said, rolling my eyes. "My favorite part of every day."

Bravery screamed warnings in my mind. I braced myself, pushing everything I could into my shoulder. But this time, the mana didn't just stay—it flowed into the armor itself, disappearing like water into sand.

I didn't even see Cass's fist move.

Her punch hit my shoulder with a sound like a thunderclap. The impact sent shockwaves through the room, benches screeching across the floor as I stumbled.

Cass was shaking her hand like she'd just punched a mountain. "Ow, shit. That was everything I had."

I barely felt a thing. The motion was more disorienting than the actual hit. The mana I'd used was completely gone, but when I tried to reinforce again, it took much less effort.

Something else had changed too. Bravery's sensory reach had shrunk from ten meters to maybe five. And my passive mana regeneration? Gone. Completely.

"Yeah, I get it now," I said, looking up at Cass with newfound respect for the armor.

"That's some seriously good armor." She rubbed her knuckles. "You're not allowed to wear it when we spar—it's not even fair."

"Oh, we're going to spar? Seriously, everyone here loves fighting way too much."

Cass smirked but didn't argue. "What do humans do for fun, then?"

The question hit me like a brick wall. Half the things I wanted to say would make no sense here, and explaining Netflix? Forget it.

"Stories," I said finally. "Massive amounts of stories told in more ways than I can explain. Books, songs, plays, moving images—it's endless. Music—any song you can imagine, available instantly." I paused, trying to summarize human civilization in thirty seconds. "Sure, some people fight, but most of us build, travel, study, invent, cook, raise families. Normal stuff. We don't brawl with the same people multiple times a week."

Elizabeth tied her hair into a ponytail, considering this. "Sounds boring. But we do those things too—traveling's just dangerous and expensive. A monster won't stop for a song, so it has to die. That's why we fight each other—to get stronger, to enjoy the world. It's why we're Strikers."

That actually made sense. In a world where death had claws and came howling out of the forest, you'd want backup.

"So Strikers fight, Arcanists study, and Guardians protect?" I asked. "And any of them can become Hunters?"

"Anyone can become a Hunter if they graduate Sylvarus," Cass explained, tucking pouches into her vest. "The Hunters share resources from all three factions. Elena oversees them; the Council oversees Elena."

"Seems like things have changed since the Gaius days?"

"The council formed because more than just the three factions wanted to contribute resources," Cass said. "Like the Sentarians."

"And the Nobility?"

"Plenty join the Hunters." Edward's tone carried faint mockery. "Fastest way to gain strength. They train, then scurry back to their little kingdoms. Some actual
nobles forsake their lands entirely—like Lady Winters."

All eyes shifted to Cass. My eyebrows shot up.

She scoffed. "That was before I was even born. I grew up on a farm. We used to farm for the Empire. We’re farmers!"

Before she could elaborate, a sharp, shrill whistle pierced the rain—distant but loud enough to make Red flinch. With his ears pinned flat, a low whine escaped his throat.

Everyone tensed. Jake bolted to the door, calling out to someone in the street.

"Jorrah and Ferris went to the blockage," Jake said, returning with tension written across his face. "Must've seen a monster. Hopefully, the howler scared it off."

He paused, meeting our eyes.

"We need to go. Now."

"Ferris?" I glanced at Cass. She nodded.

“He and Felix were working on projects here. Felix planned to pick them up later for Sylvarus. Lucky Ferris was still around.”

And then we were moving.

Edward slung a massive pack over his back—tools clanging ominously inside. I stored the gadget boxes and lantern orbs in my earring and sprinted after the others, following the whistle's direction.

The road felt more sheltered now, the thick canopy catching most of the downpour. Cass led the way like she could navigate blindfolded, while I struggled to keep up in armor that seemed designed by someone who hated running.

"They went up the aqueduct!" Jake yelled.

Another howler screamed through the forest to our left—this time it felt physical. It felt like someone screaming directly into my skull.

"Fucking ow, that's loud!" I yelled, grimacing.

"They have to be," Cass shot back, leaping over shrubs onto a narrower path. Water trickled under our feet as we climbed a gradual incline.

At the top, we found ourselves on a massive stone bridge. At first glance, it looked like the one we'd crossed earlier—chest-high walls, relief holes for drainage. But this one stretched much farther, its incline smooth and purposeful. Water barely covered our ankles.

I glanced over the edge and froze.

Instead of a river below, a sprawling forest stretched fifty meters down, nestled in a wide valley that disappeared into gray haze. The structure beneath my feet curved gently, and understanding clicked.

This was the aqueduct. Designed to divert water toward Rainhaven and the river, probably to prevent flooding of the valley below.

But the flow was sluggish, barely moving.

Blockage indeed.

The aqueduct was wide enough for us to jog side by side. I stayed close to Cass, Red hot on my heels, while the Florans followed. We were all soaked—the exposed height leaving us at the mercy of wind-driven rain that lashed from every direction. I wished I had a helmet.

Gray skies pressed down like a weight, limited visibility making every shadow a potential threat. Being exposed with only two options, forward or back, made me wince with vulnerability.

I assembled my spear hastily; the pieces clicked together with satisfying precision. Cass glanced over, slowing as she drew one sword.

“Are you picking something up?”

"Not Bravery," I said, scanning our surroundings. "Just hyper-aware of how exposed we are."

Cass nodded grimly and drew her second sword. Behind us, the Florans followed suit—Jake and Elizabeth knocked arrows, Edward pulled a massive sledgehammer that looked more suited to driving railroad spikes than fighting monsters.

We increased pace, not sprinting but moving with deadly purpose. The aqueduct curved toward the valley's opposite side, every step heavier than the last.

Waterfalls emerged on both sides—wide streams pouring over hills into the valley thirty meters out. Ahead, the aqueduct resolved into a towering structure, its walls stretching high above the forest floor. Rain poured relentlessly, streaming down stone and pooling into sluggish rivulets.

We passed through a massive archway—sound muted briefly in shelter—before emerging into ankle-deep muddy water.

The aqueduct stretched behind us, mostly empty save for narrow trickles seeping through.

In front of us stood a dam.

The structure was immense. A ten-meter-high barricade of fresh-cut logs rose like a wooden fortress, still wet and sticky with sap. Bark clung in thick patches, jagged branches jutting at wild angles—built for strength, not aesthetics. Water pressed against the far side, dribbling through gaps but unable to breach the bulk.

"That's new," Cass muttered, approaching the steep log hill. Her sharp eyes narrowed as she tested the sticky sap. "We need to see what's on the other side."

Without hesitation, she holstered her swords and began climbing. I followed, storing my spear, cursing the armor that fought every movement. Below, Red paced nervously, whining softly.

The climb was treacherous. Rain made everything slick, the sap alternating between glue-sticky and dangerously slippery. I reached for a branch—it snapped under my weight with a sharp crack. My foot slipped, sliding me back several feet before desperate fingers found purchase.

Heart pounding, breath coming in sharp bursts, I clung to the logs like my life depended on it.

"It's not even vertical," I muttered through clenched teeth. "Why is this so hard?"

"You'll live," Cass called back, though concern flickered in her tone. "Keep moving."

A smooth voice cut through the rain, loud and clear despite the storm:

"Monster or mortal?"

"Definitely mortal," Cass called back without missing a beat.

As we crested the dam's top, two drenched Sentarian figures came into view—tall silhouettes against the stormy sky.

"Amituofo," one greeted. Ferris stood in blue robes plastered to his carapace, serene despite the chaos. Beside him, another Sentarian in a heavy oiled cloak—younger, more casual, but with sharp, wary eyes.

"Ferris!" I called, hauling myself up the last few feet, hands and knees slick with mud and sap.

"This humble scholar is pleased to see you," Ferris said, calm despite everything. "We may have underestimated the threat."

"Jake said it's an Arbortrux," Cass replied, wiping her hands and shaking water from her hair. "We should handle it together."

"It is six," the other Sentarian—Jorrah—interjected, his melodic voice carrying casual confidence. "I frightened them with a howler. They returned. I frightened them again. Now I have no howlers, and Ferris suggests retreat."

Cass's jaw tightened at 'retreat,' but Ferris remained composed.

I caught my breath and took in the scene. We stood atop a massive makeshift dam—logs and branches bound with mud and vines, stretching in both directions. Before us, a deep, raging river surged nearly to the structure's top, water spilling over the edges into roaring waterfalls.

The sheer scale was staggering.

"This is all Arbortrux’s work?" I asked. Unease prickled my spine. It looked like a giant beaver dam.

Of course. Giant beaver monsters. Why not?

Ferris nodded grimly. "Arbortrux are industrious when unchecked. This dam serves dual purposes: reshaping the environment and creating a defensible position."

Cass scanned the treeline, hand moving instinctively to her sword hilts. "What's the plan?"

"Our primary objective should be unblocking the aqueduct," Ferris said, measured, "but if left alive, they'll rebuild in hours—wasting more trees. If we do nothing, the foothills will flood by morning."

The water's surface shifted.

Several sleek, dark shapes glided from the trees, bodies almost completely submerged. They moved with terrifying, unnatural speed, wakes slicing through water as they surged toward us.

Even mostly underwater, their glowing red eyes stood out like hellish lanterns.

"Here they come," I said, gripping my spear as it materialized.

"Please avert your eyes," Ferris said suddenly, voice calm but commanding. My head snapped toward him just in time to see long, dexterous fingers forming complicated mudras. Blue runes blazed along his arms, illuminating the rain-soaked dam in flickering light.

Bear witness to the Pride of Storms.

The rain's sound vanished, replaced by a deafening thump. A shockwave exploded from Ferris's hand, accompanied by blinding light that seared afterimages into my vision.

Pure lightning erupted between his outstretched fingers—thick, jagged bolts shooting across water. It struck an Arbortrux head-on, detonating in sparks and a towering geyser.

A split second later, a thunderous crack tore through the air. The explosion's force sent us tumbling backward, careening down the muddy slope.

I landed hard, sliding to a stop in tangled limbs and mud. Ears ringing, pulse thumping, I pushed up on my elbows, spitting dirt and blinking through rain.

Nearby, Cass cursed creatively while Red licked my face in encouragement.

"That should buy us time!" Ferris shouted, voice cutting through the storm like a whip. "We must destroy the dam!"

"On it!" Edward's reply came from behind. I twisted to see him rummaging through his massive pack. With a casual air, he pulled out several wax-coated satchels and rolls of wick.

The man had a bag of bombs.

Edward strode over, handing Cass and me satchels. "Ben, Lady Cass, help me plant these in the dam. Some higher up—look for gaps. We'll destroy it and buy time for the Tower." He slapped wick into my hand with a pointed look.

I stared up at the impossibly steep slope of logs and mud. A really stupid idea began forming.

Before I could stop myself: "Shouldn't we blow it up while they're on it?"

Edward paused. His face broke into a wide grin as he clapped my shoulder.

"We're going to get along just fine, Breaker."

            

    
        34. Pure Heroism

    
    
    
    
                Rain lashed down like nature's personal vendetta, soaking through my armor as we worked. We shoved wax satchels deep into crevices in the massive dam, carefully winding wick around each small igniter like we were defusing bombs instead of planting them. The slick wood made everything treacherous—one wrong step, and I became part of the waterfall crashing fifty feet below.

By the time we finished, at least two dozen bombs lined the dam's center, connected by a web of thin wires that looked like deadly Christmas lights. I was absolutely covered in sticky sap that clung like tree blood, and sweat was definitely pooling inside my armor in places I didn't want to think about.

I straightened, wiping rainwater from my face with a gauntleted hand. "Now what?" I asked Cass, peering over the edge for any sign of our furry dam-building friends.

"We need to lure them back here," she shouted over the downpour, scanning the treeline like a predator. "But Arbortrux typically stay north of the mountain. I don't know much about their behavior."

The treeline ahead was a dark wall in the driving rain, the creatures nowhere in sight. They were out there, though. Waiting.

"They're basically beavers, right?" I asked. Cass frowned, clearly confused by the reference. "Castors?" I tried, hoping the Latin roots would bridge the gap.

Her face lit up with recognition. "Yeah, that's them! You have those on Earth too?"

"Sure do," I said with a grim smile that felt more confident than I actually was. "And the number one way to piss off a beaver is to fuck with its dam."

Cass's expression shifted into a mischievous grin that showed way too many teeth. "Well, you're the one in armor," she said, voice laced with pure glee. "Start fucking!"

I rolled my eyes but couldn't help the smirk tugging at my lips. A perfect "that's what she said" joke danced on my tongue, but I knew it would fly right over her head. Mental note: if we survived this, I'd have to introduce her to Earth humor.

The absurdity hit me like a brick wall: torrential rain, giant beaver monsters, a dam the size of a building, and Ferris throwing lightning like it was nothing. Bravery thrummed in the back of my mind, its steady burn feeling reassuring.

You've got this.

Reaching into my earring, I pulled out the last of Ron's mana pearls. Could I absorb them directly without the usual energy cost?

I tested it. The pearls dissolved in a rush of pure power, flowing from the earring straight into my pathways. They stretched under the influx like rubber bands, but it felt... controlled. Stable. Like my body had suddenly learned how to handle a lot more mana.

"You good?" Cass asked, cocking her head.

"Yeah." I flexed my fingers, feeling energy crackle beneath my skin. "Just absorbed all of Ron's pearls straight from the earring. Feels like I've got too much mana, but not like this morning. More... stable."

"Might be a milestone," she said with a shrug. "Try to stay above that point as long as you can. Think of your mana pathways like a muscle—the more you stretch them, the stronger they get."

Something had definitely shifted. I felt like a car that had just been upgraded from regular to premium fuel.

"Alright, be ready," I said, watching Cass climb down the dam with spider-like grace.

"Don't do anything stupid—just get them onto the dam!" she yelled back, her voice barely audible over the storm's roar.

And then I was alone on top of a massive wooden fortress with nothing but rushing water and half a dozen giant beaver monsters.

No pressure.

I sighed, pushing myself to my feet and glaring at the distant treeline. How the hell am I going to get them here?

Reassembling my spear, I jammed the blade between two logs to test for leverage. The wood didn't budge, and the shaft bent alarmingly. Yeah, that wasn't happening.

Switching tactics, I hacked at the log. The Orichalcum spearhead sliced deep into the wet wood like butter, though wrenching it free took serious effort. The weapon was sharp enough to shave with, apparently.

Grinning despite myself, I targeted a lower section near the edge where water was already lapping at the surface. A few strategic swings later, a stream burst through, spilling down toward the valley below but taking quite a few logs with it.

My victory lasted exactly three seconds.

My aura flared—danger, close, very fucking close—and I threw myself backward just as a massive tree trunk hurled through the air. It skimmed over me like a wooden missile, slamming into the aqueduct with a bone-jarring crash that echoed across the valley.

Did something just throw a fucking tree?!

Shaking off the shock, I stood and gripped my spear tighter. I didn't get two steps before my aura screamed again. This time, I barely channeled mana into my back before impact. A smooth, soaked aspen log the size of a telephone pole slammed into me, the force sending me tumbling head-over-heels down the dam like a jagged slip-and-slide.

The armor absorbed the brunt of the blow, but whiplash cracked my neck as I tumbled ten meters into the mud. My head rang like a church bell as I staggered to my knees, Red rushing to me with frantic snuffles and licks, his soaked fur smearing mud across my gauntlets.

"They're coming!" I shouted, pushing myself upright on shaking legs.

The rest of the party had retreated to the aqueduct, Edward standing with a wick in hand like a medieval demolitions expert. Before I could catch my breath, an ear-piercing roar cut through the rain—pure predatory fury that made my bones vibrate.

I looked up just in time to see several sets of glowing red eyes glaring down from the dam's peak. Large, furry shapes loomed against the storm clouds, and they looked pissed.

"Ben, run!" someone shouted.

I didn't need to be told twice. Pumping my legs through the sucking mud, I sprinted for the aqueduct like my life depended on it—because it absolutely did. Behind me, Edward produced a small silver device, twisting it to spark the wick. It hissed and sparked furiously, racing through the muck toward the dam.

A roar louder than a jet engine erupted as one of the Arbortrux leaped down, its massive form landing squarely on the sparking wick with concerning precision.

The fuse fizzled out in the mud.

Did it just... know what it was doing?

Edward groaned beside me like his favorite sports team had just blown a twenty-point lead. Cass swore creatively as she drew her sword, the blade singing as it cleared the sheath. "We need to retreat," she said, though her voice betrayed her reluctance like a kid being told to leave the playground.

Two more Arbortrux jumped down from the dam, their bulky forms landing heavily in the mud with wet thumps that shook the ground.

"I have a really stupid idea," I said, getting to my feet. Lately, it seemed like that was my specialty.

Cass grabbed my shoulder, trying to stop me, but her eyebrows shot up as I pulled a blazing lantern orb from my earring. The intense infrared heat radiated from the orb like a miniature sun, hissing as raindrops evaporated on contact. Even through my gauntlets, it was like holding concentrated fire.

"Oh, that is a stupid idea," Cass said with a wicked grin that could have cut glass. She drew her second sword with a flourish. "I'll cover you."

Spear in one hand, lantern orb in the other, I sprinted toward the dam with Cass right beside me like we were charging into hell itself. The Arbortrux reared onto their back legs, slapping the muddy ground with enormous flat tails that sounded like thunder.

They really were giant beavers. Giant, pissed-off, intelligent beavers with glowing eyes and homicidal attitudes.

Two others perched on top of the dam, clawing at the sides like they were trying to remove the explosives. Just how smart were these things? They were supposed to be animals—they were acting like engineers.

Arrows suddenly pelted the two on top, Jake and Elizabeth providing covering fire that sent the creatures scrambling for cover.

Cass struck first. One monster moved to intercept us, and she dove to her knees, sliding under its belly like she was stealing home base. Her swords carved twin arcs into its soft underside, thick yellow ooze spilling out like alien blood as she rolled clear.

The creature let out an ear-splitting scream that could have shattered glass, but before she could regain her footing, its massive tail swung like a baseball bat on steroids. It caught her squarely in the ribs, launching her through the air. She hit the ground with a sickening "oof," tumbling to a stop in the mud like a broken doll.

Her sacrifice bought me just enough time. My danger sense flared, steering me clear of claws the size of kitchen knives, lining me up with one satchel lodged in the dam.

I hurled the orb with everything I had, the searing heat leaving steam trails in the rain as it connected with the explosive.

I tried to turn and run, but the larger monster slashed at me with claws like meat hooks. My mana-infused armor absorbed the blow, and to my surprise, it barely drained any energy—nothing close to what Cass's punch had done earlier.

Standing my ground was a mistake.

The satchel detonated with a shower of sparks, sending a constellation of wicks racing toward the other bombs like deadly fireflies.

"Oh fu—" I didn't even get the words out before the world went white.

The explosion hit like the wrath of gods, the shockwave slamming into me and hurling me backward like a rag doll. My ears rang with perfect silence as I felt myself go airborne, limbs flailing uselessly. A heartbeat later, I crashed hard into the stone aqueduct with a sound like a car accident.

Before I could catch my breath, a wall of water thundered down the channel, slamming into me like a train made of liquid concrete. I was swept away, tumbling down the aqueduct as the torrent carried me toward certain doom.

My head struck the side, snapping me out of the muffled haze. Pain lanced through my skull like lightning, and I groaned as I fought to regain control in the churning chaos.

Stabilizing myself, I spotted Cass and Elizabeth struggling ahead, swimming against the rushing torrent as we careened out of control over the valley below. Twisting to look back, I caught sight of pure carnage. Jagged, broken logs churned in the rapids like wooden sharks, and at least two Arbortrux clung to the debris, roaring with fury as they were swept along.

The aqueduct flood had overwhelmed everything, sending a deluge tumbling downhill toward Rainhaven. Before I could think, I was airborne again, crashing onto the muddy road we'd left hours ago and rolling hard into a tree that felt like hitting a brick wall.

Water surged around me, dragging debris as I staggered upright on shaking legs.

Two Arbortrux landed ahead of me with splashes that sent mud flying, completely unfazed by the flood as they hurled jagged pieces of wood like missiles. I dodged the makeshift projectiles, tightening my grip on my spear as I scanned desperately for the others.

The Florans huddled around Cass near the road's edge, their bows raised as they loosed arrows at the advancing beasts. Cass lay on the ground, writhing in pain, a thick spear of wood impaling her thigh like some nightmare version of a bad day.

My stomach turned to ice.

The monsters roared again, their voices muted by my still-ringing ears. Ignoring the pain shooting through my limbs, I reached into my earring, retrieving two shock spikes and charging them with mana coins. Black runes flared yellow, crackling with electricity as I hurled them one after the other.

The first missed, splashing into the water uselessly, while the second struck home—one of the Arbortrux tried to deflect with its tail, only to get hit with a loud pop of electricity. The jolt startled it but didn't slow it down much.

I sprinted to the group as Elizabeth fired another bolt, her quiver almost empty. The monsters hesitated, their glowing eyes scanning the group warily like they were calculating odds.

"How bad is it?" I asked, skidding to a stop beside them.

"We need to get the wood out and stop the bleeding," Jake said, his voice grim as he loosed his last arrow. "Do you have a healing potion?"

I shook my head; they were back at Doreen’s. "We weren't ready for this—we were going to a farm." My gaze shifted to the blood pooling beneath Cass's leg, and an idea struck like lightning. I had plenty of mana coursing through me, and I'd seen Compassion work before.

Could I recreate that healing?

Edward pulled thick canvas strips from his pack, handing one to Cass to bite down on while Elizabeth fired her last few bolts to buy us time. Thin strands of lightning shot out from the treeline as Ferris and Jorrah flanked the creatures, but relief was short-lived. Two more Arbortrux emerged, one pinning Jorrah to the ground in a vicious struggle that looked like it was going badly.

The Compassion rune glimmered in my mind's eye, but it resisted me like trying to grab smoke. Every time I reached for it, it slipped away. Bravery and Compassion clashed, their energies unwilling to mix, and I had no idea how to recreate the rune from this morning.

Edward gritted his teeth as he yanked the wood from Cass's leg. She screamed, blood pouring out before he wrapped the wound tightly with canvas. The rain only made everything worse, soaking the bandages and everyone else.

"Get back to Rainhaven!" Cass yelled through gritted teeth, her face pale but determined. "Find healing potions, get help!"

Edward didn't argue. He tied off the bandages and bolted toward the village without a word.

"I'm out!" Elizabeth called, fumbling through an empty quiver. Jake's arrows were gone too, and the two Arbortrux ahead of us, riddled with bolts and matted in yellow ooze, just kept advancing. Their glowing red eyes gleamed with relentless intent, like death itself was walking toward us.

I clenched my jaw, gripping my spear tighter. This wasn't over—not yet. These were my friends, and I'd made a choice to hunt monsters. If this was the job, then I had to see it through.

Turning back to the monsters, I spotted Jorrah and Ferris outmaneuvering the remaining two Arbortrux. They sprinted toward us, their movements fluid despite exhaustion written in every step. I thought there were five of them?

"We are nearly out of mana!" Jorrah shouted, his melodic voice strained as they reached us. "Retreat seems prudent—the blockage is cleared!"

Ferris's gaze locked on Cass, and his expression darkened as he saw the makeshift bandages soaked with blood. "This humble scholar will hold them off while you retreat," he said, his tone calm yet unyielding. "It is my duty as the Adept."

Anger bubbled in my chest, raw and unfamiliar. It wasn't fear—I could feel Bravery suppressing that—but it burned hotter, deeper. Cass was lying there bleeding, helpless. She shouldn't be the one on the ground. I was the one in armor. It should have been me.

It should...

Click.

Hell yeah! A gruff, familiar voice resonated in my mind as understanding dawned like sunrise. The rune from this morning snapped into focus, the missing piece falling into place with perfect clarity.

Together, they weren't just Brave Compassion—they were something more. Something complete. Far more potent than simple bravery, something infinitely more powerful. It was the feeling of a firefighter running into a burning building, the feeling of stepping in front of those you care about to protect them.

It was pure, undiluted heroism.

Scream at the universe. Show it who is under your protection.

The recognition ignited something within me. A surge of azure energy erupted from my body as the spell bound itself into my soul like molten metal cooling into perfect form. Mana poured into the rune like a river breaking through a dam, feeding it, amplifying it until it felt like I might burst.

My aura exploded outward, the armor no longer suppressing it. Its range easily tripled, eclipsing anything I'd ever managed before.

The world slowed.

Rain hung in the air like suspended diamonds. The distant strings of the guzheng in Rainhaven rang clear as temple bells. The snarling monsters were before us. Cass's labored breaths. The tension in Ferris's stance and Jake shivering in the warm rain with Jorrah. All of it came into sharp, almost surreal focus, like someone had adjusted the contrast on reality itself.

Where was Red?

Elizabeth stared at me, frozen, her wide eyes fixed on me like I'd just caught fire. Her mouth moved, though the sound seemed to come from underwater. But I didn't need to hear her to understand the word she whispered:

"V-Valor?"

Blue energy surrounded me—was that my aura? It reminded me of the green glow Doreen had used, but brighter, fiercer. I knelt beside Cass, placing my hand over her wound.

Cass's hand shot up, gripping my wrist with surprising strength. "Save your mana, Ben," she said through gritted teeth, a grin breaking through the pain like sunlight through storm clouds. "Kill the gods-damned monsters."

I rose slowly, turning toward the remaining four Arbortrux. My aura flared, projecting something primal and undeniable—the promise of violence. The monsters hesitated, their hulking forms recoiling as if they'd just realized they were looking at an apex predator.

For the first time, they seemed uncertain.

My grip tightened on the spear, and I took a single step forward. My voice rang out, steady and deliberate:

"Come on, then."

I surged forward through the rain without giving them a second to react. My feet splashed through rushing water, each step deliberate and controlled. The wind whipped past my ears as I spun the spear, droplets flinging off in wide arcs. An Arbortrux reared back instinctively as the spray hit its face, flinching as if I'd landed a blow.

I didn't hesitate.

In one smooth motion, I lunged, driving the spear into its soft belly. The Orichalcum blade slid through like it was cutting paper, yellow ooze spilling onto the muddy ground as the creature tried and failed to recoil.

I was too fast.

Valor's warnings flared in my mind—claw from the left, tail from the right—but the attacks were slow, predictable, almost clumsy. My body moved on pure instinct, twisting with minimal effort to evade them. The spear sang through the air, bending slightly under the force of my swing. The flat of the blade slammed into another Arbortrux's face with a resounding crack like a home run. It stumbled backward, yellow ooze pouring from its now-broken snout.

A grin tugged at my lips as I planted my feet. The remaining creatures hesitated, their hulking forms wavering as if they were reconsidering their life choices.

For the first time, they seemed to understand: they weren't going to win.

The first Arbortrux I'd attacked lay crumpled on the ground, yellow ooze pooling beneath its limp body. The Orichalcum spear had done its job, its impossibly keen edge cutting deep enough to matter.

Sliding my back foot, I shifted into a balanced rooster stance, raising the spear high. The remaining three monsters circled warily, their glowing red eyes darting between me and their fallen companion. They weren't retreating yet, but their hesitation was written in every movement.

I could feel the strain now—this last minute had drained nearly half my reserves. My breathing was heavy, focus razor-sharp. I couldn't keep this up much longer.

And since when could I fight like this?

A flicker of red caught my eye, so fast it seemed like a mirage. Even Valor hadn't warned me. My head snapped toward the motion just in time to see a fifth Arbortrux tumble from the treeline. It rolled limply to a stop, completely motionless. A huge log rolled from its tail, clearly meant for my skull.

And there, perched on a rock like he owned the entire world, was Red.

His goofy grin was unmistakable, tongue lolling as he panted lightly. For a moment, a blazing orange aura surrounded him—bright, raw, and wild like controlled fire. Then, just as quickly as it had appeared, it vanished, leaving Red looking like nothing had happened.

The way he sat on that rock—calm, proud, like a king surveying his domain—felt eerily familiar.

Did the dog just kill a giant beaver monster on his own?

The sight of the second dead monster broke the will of the remaining three. Their hesitation turned to full retreat as they scrambled back toward the trees, slipping and stumbling in the mud like their lives depended on it.

I straightened, lowering the spear as tension drained from my body. Red tilted his head, wagging his tail as if to say, what took you so long?

Backing away from the retreating creatures, I could feel all eyes on me. Cass's pained groans snapped me back to the moment, and I knelt beside her, calling on Valor.

Deep blue energy jumped from my hand to her leg, crackling like static electricity. She tensed up, gasping as my mana reserves drained like someone had dropped the bottom out. I could feel the wound knitting together, the flow of power pushing me closer and closer to empty.

The strain hit me like a bus—my body locking up as if I'd been hit with a live wire. My vision blurred, and I felt the Valor rune shatter in my mind like glass, its resonance fading as I burned through the last of my reserves.

I barely had time to register the healing complete before the illusion of badassery crumbled completely. My eyes rolled back, and the world tilted sideways.

The warm, wet mud rose to meet me as I passed out, utterly spent but somehow satisfied.

            

    
        35. Glorious Lifeblood

    
    
    
    
                Hundreds of images surged through my dreams like a movie montage laced with energy drinks. Gandalf, gray-robed and resolute, stood against a flaming demon on a stone bridge. Spider-Man, arms trembling, stopped a speeding train filled with passengers. Atticus Finch, calm and unwavering, argued against prejudice in black-and-white courtrooms.

Valor wasn't foreign—it was baked into every book, movie, and video game I'd ever loved. Bravery alone could get me into trouble. It craved recognition, needed to stand out and be seen. But Valor? Valor was all that ambition focused through a lens of protection, something greater than myself.

It felt like coming home—like I finally knew who I was.

All those childhood dreams of being a superhero, and now I finally understood what it really meant. Not for the glory or the recognition—but for stepping up when it mattered. Putting power to purpose.

"Just started spirit training, and now you think you're Gandalf?" A voice cut through my thoughts like a whip, yanking me back to reality. "Kid, you'll never be that fucking cool."

I blinked and found myself in the usual hot tub, staring out at an endless ocean. Ted leaned back casually in the water, a rocks glass in hand. Something red sloshed around in it, and he grimaced like he was drinking liquid regret.

I had been here several times training with Ted in my sleep, but now it felt…

Real.

"Don't give me that look," Ted said, eying me over the rim of his glass. "You're learning fast, I'll give ya that. But—" He gestured toward me with his drink, ice clinking. "You just don't got that wizard drip, y'know? No swag, kid."

"This feels different. More than a dream," I said, frowning as I leaned on the tub's edge. The vast ocean stretched before us, waves lapping against the jagged mountain base like liquid whispers.

Ted smirked. "Oh, it is. You're wicked unconscious right now—finally using a Seal really fucked you up. And guess what? That means we get some quality one-on-one time."

He paused, grin turning sharp.

"Lucky me, huh?"

I stared down at the water, its surface reflecting an endless sky. Questions spun through my mind, but one thought stood out: if this place was my soul—what would happen if I fell into that ocean? Would I wake up, or would I drown in my subconscious?

Ted followed my gaze, expression unreadable. "You're thinking something stupid, ain't ya? Don't jump, kid. I don't feel like explaining spiritual dynamics today."

"Just curious."

"Good. Curiosity’s killed nobody important." Ted leaned back, raising his glass in a lazy toast. "Now c'mon. Let's see if that big brain actually learned something, or if I’ve gotta keep shoving it down your throat. You heard my voice when you used Valor, yeah?"

Before I could respond, Ted stood up, water cascading off him. He climbed out, revealing swim trunks covered in tiny beer glasses that somehow made perfect sense. He gestured for me to follow, not bothering to dry off.

I hauled myself out, dripping and reluctant, but followed. The courtyard felt different—charged. Dominating the far end was a massive set of double doors embedded in the mountainside.

They hadn't been there before.

The doors loomed, their surface covered in intricate patterns—symbols, glyphs, runes. My gaze lingered on the ones I recognized, though most were alien hieroglyphs that made my brain skip like they didn’t want to be seen. Central to the split was a rune I knew intimately: Valor. It glowed faintly, pulsing like a heartbeat.

"Go on, kid," Ted said, nodding toward the doors. "You know you wanna."

I hesitated, then reached out. My fingers brushed the rune—it flickered like a dying ember before vanishing entirely. I blinked, hand hovering where it had been.

"What just—"

"Think, genius." Ted leaned against the courtyard's edge, arms crossed. "Ain't everyone been rambling about Seals for days? Using runes your soul's got an affinity with? That's the trick. Bridges the gap between you—" He pointed at me "—and that big hunk of meat you call your body. But it takes a lot more effort than that."

I turned back to the door, the memory of the rune still vivid. "So what's behind them?"

Ted's smirk could have cut glass. "Oh, wouldn't you like to know? That's the whole point of a Seal, kid. Opening those doors? That's when you stop being just another chump playing with magic and take your first step into real power."

His grin widened, sharp and mischievous.

"Your soul, your runes, your body—all working together. You get a peek inside that window, and you figure out what makes you tick."

"And to open it, I need to use Valor?"

"Bingo."

I frowned, staring at the now-blank doors. "What happens if I can't?"

Ted shrugged, tipping his glass. "Then you keep training till you can. Or you give up and learn to bake bread or something." His eyes glinted. "Me? I don’t think you’re the quitting type."

"Ted, I already know how to bake bread."

Something in his tone struck deeper than teasing. The doors, the rune, this surreal space—they were connected to something bigger, something I couldn't grasp yet.

But standing here, I knew one thing for sure:

I was going to open that fucking door.



Two sharp jabs to my kidneys jolted me awake like electroshock therapy.

Before I could process what was happening, I tumbled off a bed and face-planted onto the cold stone floor. The chill shocked me fully conscious, heart hammering as I tried to make sense of my surroundings.

Pulling a lantern orb from my earring, I lit the small room. Simple: writing desk and wash basin against one wall, and the bed I'd just been evicted from by my furry overlord.

My eyes landed on the culprit.

Red. Sprawled across the bed with his back paws hanging over the edge, looking utterly content, like he'd just conquered a small nation.

"What the hell, Red?" I muttered, pushing myself up.

As if to mock me, Red rolled onto his back, paws sticking straight up like a massive, furry turkey. The smug bastard took up the entire bed, perfectly content in his victory.

For a moment, I considered shoving him over to reclaim my territory.

It was strange. Everything that had happened felt alien, surreal—and yet here was Red, being unapologetically dog in a world that was anything but normal. It was grounding in a way I hadn't realized I needed.

But then I remembered the Arbortrux—the hulking, deadly beast—and how Red had taken it down. Stanley flashed through my mind, tiny canary body transforming into a blazing Phoenix.

Was Red like that? Or was he just... a dog?

My body ached in ways I didn't know were possible, but curiosity won out. I needed to figure out where the hell I was.

The door caught my attention—Japanese? A shoji—wooden latticework and translucent paper panels—completely out of place compared to anything I'd seen in La-Roc or Rainhaven.

Sliding it open, I stepped into a dark corridor lined with more shoji doors. Soft amber lantern orbs cast dancing shadows with every step. Turning to close the door, I was greeted by Red, panting happily with his tail wagging like he'd just won the lottery.

"Oh, so now you're interested in exploring?" I crossed my arms. "After kicking me out of bed, you want to tag along? Great. Do you know where my clothes are?"

Red cocked his head, tongue lolling in a way that screamed pure innocence.

"Stanley can talk. I figured maybe you could too." I scratched his ears, and he leaned into it, tail wagging harder. Impossible to stay mad at a dog.

With a sigh, I remembered my clothes were in my earring. Then realization hit like a brick wall—after pulling the lantern orb, I barely had any mana at all.

Shit.

Grumbling, I closed the door and scanned the hallway, hoping for inspiration. My options were slim: find something to wear or start looking for another curtain.

Maybe not a curtain. Cass would never let me live it down.

"Okay, Red, do you know which way you came in?" His tail wagged furiously, and he started trotting down the hall to the right like he actually understood.

The hallway stretched ahead, flanked by more shoji doors that probably led to bedrooms I wasn't about to snoop through. Eventually, the corridor resolved into wooden stairs leading down. Trickling water echoed faintly, and as I descended, the space opened into an antechamber.

It was stunning.

A pond dominated the room, ringed by smooth rocks. Lily pads floated lazily on the surface, and in the center stood a massive tree that looked like someone didn’t get the memo that bonsais were supposed to be small. Intricately manicured leaves sat on the end of gnarled branches stretching nearly six meters high. Hanging planters suspended from chains swayed gently, their greenery spilling downward like waterfalls. A stone walkway bordered the pond, lined with low tables.

At one of them sat a woman who looked eerily like Cassandra's future.

Her hair was stark white, tattoos faint, glasses perched on her nose. She wore a flowing red satin robe that reminded me of Erik's pajamas, and a teapot sat before her. As I descended, her eyes flicked up from reading a thin book.

She smiled like a predator recognizing prey.

"Uh," I said brilliantly. "You must be Lady Winters?"

She snapped the book shut with a sharp crack that echoed like a gunshot. "Astrid," she corrected, voice cutting like steel. "Only politicians call me 'Lady,' and that's usually because they've pissed me off."

Oh yeah. Definitely Cass's mom.

"Astrid, then. Great to meet you—finally. Although it's only been a few days, where I come from, it would've been over a week by now. The days here are just so—"

She cut me off with a glance that could shear steel. Her eyes traveled over me, taking in my current lack of wardrobe, and one eyebrow arched with surgical precision.

"I see my daughter doesn't exaggerate." Her voice carried amusement sharp enough to cut glass. "Do you... enjoy being naked?"

Heat rushed to my face like I'd been dunked in lava. "Oh, fuck. I forgot I was naked." I stammered like an idiot. "My clothes are in my earring, and I don't have any mana."

I turned to bolt up the stairs, but her voice stopped me cold.

"Oh, piss off with the modesty. Come here and have some tea." She held up two baseball-sized orbs that glowed like captured stars, their surfaces swirling with raw energy. "These belong to you, from the monsters you and your familiar put down yesterday."

She paused, smile turning genuinely warm.

"Consider it thanks."

I hesitated but approached, taking the orbs. They thrummed in my hands, practically vibrating with power. These weren't just mana pearls—they were something far denser, richer. Each had to be worth a hundred pearls, minimum.

Absorbing one was like mainlining pure adrenaline. My pathways stretched, the sudden influx pushing me past comfortable thresholds into almost overwhelming territory. Not as intense as the Class D healing pill, but close.

"Whoa," I gasped, letting out a shaky breath. My clothes materialized instantly, and I even pulled out a parchment package of Katie's tarts. Buttery pastry scent filled the air like heaven's own perfume.

Astrid's eyebrow arched higher as a grin spread across her face—an expression I'd seen on Cass a few times. "Are those... tarts?"

I set the parchment on the table and unwrapped it. She took one, biting experimentally. Her eyes widened, and without hesitation, she stuffed the rest into her mouth.

"Oh... mmph. Gaia's fucking tits, these are good," she said between chews.

I grinned, pouring myself tea.

"You can stay as long as you want," she declared, grabbing another tart. "As long as you have more of these."

I lifted the teacup, inhaling before taking a sip.

Immediately, I choked. Was that dandelion? Nettle? Ginseng? It tasted like someone had boiled weeds and called it a beverage.

Astrid smirked over her cup, eyes twinkling with pure mischief. "Tea not to your liking?"

Setting the cup down carefully, I did my best not to offend my host. "It's... uh... earthy."

Her laugh rang out, rich and genuine. "Oh, I can see why my children like you."

Red wagged his tail beside me, looking up expectantly. I tore off a piece of tart and handed it to him, watching his tail speed up as he devoured it.

"Is this your home? The farm?"

She nodded, wolfing down another tart. "You're on the estate. The Sentarian brought you and Cassandra here after the roads drained. Your familiar insisted on staying by your side the whole time." Her eyes fixed on Red with calculating interest. "Is it true you just met him?"

"Sort of. I've been feeding him behind Doreen's in La-Roc for a few days." I scratched Red behind the ears. He seemed more interested in the tarts than in conversation.

"Fascinating." She eyed Red like he was a puzzle to solve. "I've never seen a creature like that. Has it been on the island this whole time, or do you think it came with a ship? Cassandra said you call it a 'dog'?"

"No idea! Dogs are closely related to wolves and foxes. They're extremely common on Earth… uh, Terra." The mention of home stirred something in my chest—a pang of... what? Homesickness? Felix had said we could work on getting back home once I graduated.

Did I even want to go back? I'd basically become a superhero here.

Tabling the thought, I looked down at Red. "Do you want this mana orb?"

He sniffed it cautiously, then sneezed before turning back to the tarts. Figures.

Astrid chuckled. "If he has any intelligence—and it sure seems like he does—he won't touch the orb. That's how monsters are made. I hope someone explained that?"

The explanation in the lobby clicked into place. "Right! Felix mentioned that. Sorry, Red." I stowed the orb and gave him a pat. He swiped an entire tart, scarfing it down without remorse.

Astrid raised an eyebrow, smirking. "More tea?"

"Fuck n—No, thank you," I corrected quickly, earning another laugh. "What time is it? We were supposed to be hunting in Riverbend."

"Several hours until Cassandra wakes up." She waved dismissively. "I swear, the girl spends half her life asleep. Would you prefer breakfast?"

My stomach growled loud enough to wake the dead.

"I'll take that as a yes," she said, rising with a grin that promised trouble.

She led us through winding halls until we entered a lavish dining hall. Instead of a banquet table, several smaller tables were arranged, surrounded by blankets, pillows, and low lounges. Astrid chose one and settled onto a cushion with fluid grace. Red claimed an entire chaise lounge, yawning as he flopped down like he owned the place.

As soon as we sat, a Sentarian glided through a side door, bowing low with hands folded at his navel. I was pretty sure I recognized him as the Sentarian that almost ran me over with a Trailbinder. "Amituofo, Mistress. Breakfast was started upon your arrival but will take time to prepare."

"No rush, Kerrin," Astrid replied. "If we still have any Canephora, this would be an excellent occasion."

"Of course, Mistress." Kerrin bowed and disappeared like smoke.

Canephora? The name tugged at memory, but I couldn't place why. Astrid reached under the table, pulling out a rolled leather mat. She unrolled it, revealing a grid with points forming a square.

A game board.

"Elena tells me you're familiar with Eloquentia," she began casually, "and I've heard your world shares cultural parallels with the Sentarian. It gave me an idea." She handed me a wooden bowl filled with flat white stones. "Recognize this?"

My mouth fell open as recognition struck like lightning.

Go. I'd played it endlessly during college, spent hours getting demolished by my Aapo on weekends back home. She was ruthless—brilliantly calculating in a game less about domination and more about subtle warfare.

"I do," I said, excitement sparking behind careful words. "It's called Go on Earth. Haven't played in a while, but I know it."

Astrid grinned, expression entirely too smug. "Would you like to play while we wait?"

She had already placed a black stone on the board before I could answer.

This was going to hurt.

I followed with a white piece, settling in for what I knew would be a massacre.

It was over before it started. Her moves were devastating—precise and relentless. I recognized the strategy immediately: she wasn't just playing to win. She was dismantling me piece by piece like a masterful general. Every move calculated, every stone placed with surgical precision.

"Well," Astrid sighed theatrically, leaning back with exaggerated disappointment. "I guess Terrans aren’t as impressive as I'd hoped."

Before I could plan a comeback, Kerrin returned carrying a large copper teapot. The rich, bold aroma hit me instantly, and my heart stopped.

Coffee. Real, vibrant, glorious
fucking lifeblood.

Kerrin poured the dark liquid into a ceramic cup and handed it to me. Steam wafted upward, scent almost intoxicating. I inhaled deeply, joy overwhelming every other emotion.

"Fuck me," I said, words escaping before I could stop them. "Thank whatever gods are out there... coffee exists in the multiverse."

Astrid raised an amused brow, grin widening like she'd just won another game. "Oh? It's familiar?"

Taking a sip was like a religious experience. The brew was delicate yet bold, floral and invigorating, with perfect bitterness. It was art in liquid form.

"We have it on Earth," I said, savoring every drop. "I drank it every morning—it was a ritual. But it had never tasted like this. This is masterful."

Kerrin bowed deeply, posture radiating humble pride. "This poor butler is grateful for your compliment."

I finished the cup too quickly, and Kerrin refilled without hesitation. Each sip rejuvenated me, easing aches I hadn't realized were still lingering.

"Now that I've had my morning coffee," I said, turning back to Astrid with a wicked grin as Bravery sparked to life in my mind, "why don't we play again?"

Her smile mirrored mine, sharp and knowing as a blade.

"Oh, I like you," she said, picking up a black stone. "But don't expect me to go easy on you, Breaker."

The way she said it—like a challenge, like a promise—sent electricity down my spine.

Game on.

Six straight games. Astrid crushed me like a bug—not even close—until I finally cracked her code after breakfast. She was a chess assassin, always ten moves ahead, but she had one weakness: she'd deal for position.

By the last game, I spotted my opening. At the critical moment, I threw her a curveball. "Draw?"

She smiled as if she'd been waiting for exactly that. "Sometimes the smartest move is knowing when a draw is the same as a win."

Aapo's voice echoed in my head—the lesson she'd hammered into me back when the world made sense.

We'd been playing for over an hour. Our bland breakfast of eggs and bread was ancient history, but Astrid looked ready to play until the heat death of the universe. No way was I ending on a loss.

Turns out that was the whole point.

            

    
        36. Siblings and Such

    
    
    
    
                The private courtyard was exactly what I needed after getting my ass handed to me all morning. Rain kissed the wide stone surface, broken by intricate animal statues that looked like they'd leap to life any second. A small river channeled the rainfall under decorative bridges, turning the space into something from a fairy tale.

Perfect for decompressing after discovering I had superhero magic.

Red sprawled at the edge of the covered area, shooting the drizzle dirty looks. Typical dog: water-resistant layers of fur yet refuses to get wet.

I leaned back, letting the rain cool my face. Valor. The word still sent electricity through my veins. When that Seal had activated, I'd felt... more. Senses sharper than a blade, reflexes that could dodge lightning, awareness that stretched so far beyond Bravery. Thirty meters? A hundred? And it was rock solid awareness too, nothing like the weirdly aggressive Bravery aura.

But the crash? It sucked. Two minutes max before I was running on empty, spasming on the ground. And those weird flashes—memories of Ted training me in my dreams—flooded in with it. Before, it had been like remembering a dream, but now the memories seemed clear as day. I could fight. I’d been training hard… In my soul?

"Did you really walk up to my mom naked?"

Cass's voice made me jump; I hadn’t even been paying attention. She crouched next to Red, considering whether to pet him. A red satin robe I'd never seen clung to her frame—must be some Winter family thing.

"Didn't have enough mana for clothes," I said with a shrug. "Couldn't even find a curtain."

"Too bad." Her smirk was pure mischief as Red practically threw himself at her hand. "We have some really nice ones. But we needed you out of that armor so your mana could regenerate. Just goes slowly without monster cores."

The rain filled the comfortable silence. Finally, she broke it.

"Ben, that was..." She hesitated, like she was choosing her words carefully.

"Reckless?" I braced for the lecture.

Her grin blindsided me. "Fucking awesome. No wonder you took down a Brine Tyrant. You handled those Arbortrux like they were made of paper. Where did you learn to fight, and why didn't you tell me you figured out a Seal?"

"Same one from yesterday morning," I said, studying her face. "When I healed your ankle—that was Valor. I just didn't know it. Wait, that was yesterday, right?"

She frowned. "Yeah, just a good night's sleep... What do you mean you didn't recognize Valor? How the hell did you use it?"

"It just... happened." I struggled to find words that wouldn't sound insane. "I saw it form in my mind, and then—zap—everyone was healed, excess mana gone."

Cass stared ahead, her voice dropping to a whisper. "That's impossible, Ben. I mean, maybe for you it's not, but magic doesn't work that way. You can't use spells you don't know. That'd be like imagining something and having it just... exist."

I turned to face her, dead serious. "Isn't that what magic is? Where I come from, magic doesn't exist. So we imagine it does. To a kid, magic is anything they want. Accidentally casting spells? That's the plot of half our stories."

She laughed, but it sounded hollow. "And you don't think you'll pass me? I've been training almost a year, and I'm nowhere close to a Seal—you did it in less than a week. I can fight—that's why I focus on Striker work—but after being paired with Felix, and now you..."

"Cass." I leaned forward. "We've had this conversation. I have no fucking clue what I'm doing. I'm just great at faking it." Taking a deep breath, I slowed down. "My magic is literally powered by Bravery. Want to know a secret? I'm still terrified. I can't go home, so now I live in a place where six giant, murderous beavers try to kill me on random Tuesdays."

"Uh, Thursday," she corrected, completely straight-faced.

I blinked. "What?"

She tilted her head. "It's Friday today."

My brain short-circuited. "Hold up. You're telling me the days of the week here are identical to Earth? How has no one mentioned this before?"

Now she looked intrigued. "What are they called on Earth?"

I rattled them off. She burst out laughing—the kind that makes your stomach hurt.

"That's ridiculous! How is that even possible? I thought someone explained our calendar to you."

"Like I said, Cass—anything's possible." I spread my hands theatrically. "We speak the same language, mostly. Apparently, something influenced both our worlds. Maybe it's magic."

She shook her head, still chuckling. "Magic... Alright, Mr. Education, you're helping me figure out my Seal when we get to Sylvarus. I might be behind you, but I'm choosing to imagine I'm not that far off."

Standing up, I stretched. Why did I always feel better around Cass? No mystery there—in this insane world, she was my anchor. Across an unknowable distance from Earth, living a completely different life, I'd found an actual friend.

"Oh! Want this?" I pulled the Mana Orb from my earring, holding it out. "We're going hunting, right? Not sure about etiquette, but if it helps..."

Cass's eyes went wide, like I'd just offered her a winning lottery ticket. "Ben, that's a Class-E Mana Orb. A big one. That's worth multiple silver coins, maybe even gold. I can't take that—you used so much saving us, healing my leg. Thank you, by the way. Should've started with that."

I walked to a nearby statue—a lion-beast perched on stone—and placed the orb on its head like a hat. "Well, I'm maxed out. Practically bursting. So, I'll just leave this here. Looks nice, doesn't it?"

I started walking away, hearing her exasperated sigh. A second later, a sharp gasp as she absorbed it.

"Gaia's tits... Wow." Her voice carried pure wonder. "That was... intense. I've never felt mana like that. No wonder Hunters advance so fast taking down high-class monsters." She swayed in the rain, catching herself. "I was supposed to get one from the Spirit Realm job where we found you, but... well, Chas."

"Deadbeat mentor," I nodded.

She laughed—bright and genuine.

"So how does this work?" I asked. "Suit up and head to Riverbend?"

"Since we're both basically overflowing with mana? Damn right. And this time, I'll have swords that can actually cut monsters. Those old ones were just steel—felt like trying to chop down a tree with a butter knife."

"Ah, that explains everything," I said as we walked into the estate proper, Red trotting behind us, nose working overtime. "You barely scratched those Arbortrux. One spear hit dropped them."

She nodded. "Depends on the monster's mana. Same principle as with people. Spirit Steel bypasses a lot of mana hardening, but struggles against higher-class monsters. Absolutely obliterates spiritual creatures like Glids though."

We turned a corner into a grand foyer with sweeping staircases and a massive circular door covered in intricate designs. "I have about a million questions about Spirit Realms," I said.

Cass laughed as we climbed the stairs. "You think I have answers? I've been to two. One was scarier than the other—you were there for that one. Entrances show up in the Greatwood mostly. Adepts explore them. Felix probably knows more, and we can research it at Sylvarus."

"Speaking of which—what is an Adept?" I asked. "I keep hearing ranks but no explanations."

She pushed open a door, revealing a lavish sitting room. Two mannequins stood guard—one wearing my armor, the other clearly hers. "Think Class-D Runebinder. They have Seals, know how to use them, and typically know several spell types. Basically, they're the experts." She began removing her armor from the mannequin. "A Master—Class-C—would be someone like Chas, though he's probably Grand Master by now. They use magic in ways that break my brain."

"So Masters can punch mountains and tear reality?"

Her smirk was wicked. "Chas is… different. He nearly beat Grand Master Alexander in a duel while still a Master. The factions made him join the Hunters after he lost. Politics. Then Maris insisted he take apprentices so she could boss him around. Best damn thing that ever happened to me, even if Chas sucks at teaching."

I processed that. When Felix said they were new, I hadn't realized just how new.

"Diana's stronger than Chas?"

"Probably. But you should see him fight. Not Glids—he was barely using mana there. In an actual fight, especially against monsters. There's a reason he has a mural in the citadel."

Red hopped onto an ottoman with a dramatic huff, settling in like he owned the place. His casual comfort was oddly reassuring.

As we suited up, I couldn't help but notice Cass's tattoos. They seemed alive—intricate runic patterns flowing across her shoulders and arms, shifting between sharp angles and flowing curves.

"What's with the tattoos?" I asked, buckling my belt.

She raised an eyebrow. "You don't have sagas on Earth? They're runic markings. We're born with them."

I froze. "Wait. Babies come out with glowing tattoos? That's insane. On Earth, tattoos are done with ink and needles, and definitely not to babies."

She grimaced. "That sounds horrific. These aren't just decoration—they're tied to who we are, our lineage, our magic. My whole family shares patterns, except for personal runes that appear later. You've seen Erik's markings, right? And Mom's? They’re all pretty similar."

I nodded, storing my clothes in the earring. "I saw hers—like yours but dimmer. Though I've seen plenty of Gaians and kids without tattoos. Want me to store yours?"

She handed me her clothes. "Yeah, most have only one or two. The Winters family has more. The patterns on our arms and shoulders come from Dad's side."

Her voice dipped mentioning her father. "Your dad... is he—?"

"That's a story," she cut in with a half-smile, adjusting her bracers. "If you still have that Sevenfold, maybe I'll tell it later."

I grinned, slipping her clothes into the earring. "Oh, I still have it."

She finished suiting up, her tattoos dimming as armor settled into place. I mirrored her, sliding on my inconveniently sized armor with a dramatic sigh.

"Alright," she said, straightening. "Let's grab weapons from Kerrin and see if any Wandering Wheels are still here. Maybe we can hitch a ride to Riverbend. Running the trail's fun, but it's all uphill."

"Wandering Wheels?" I asked. "The Trailbinders?"

"Yep! The carts are Trailbinders, but the Sentarians call themselves Wandering Wheels. Like a magical delivery service. Revolutionary—even the Empire uses them now."

A courier service powered by magic carts? Oddly modern. Cass caught my expression and smirked.

"Let me guess—you have those on Earth too?"

"Sort of." I smirked.

As we left, Red got up with an audible sigh, like our departure was a personal insult. He followed at his usual pace, occasionally sniffing the ground. Just as we reached the front door, Red stopped dead, ears perked, gaze fixed on the hallway.

A low rumble escaped his throat.

My head snapped to follow his stare, but the hall looked empty. Too far for my aura sense to work through armor, but Red wasn't buying it.

Cass stiffened. Without missing a beat, she grabbed a stool and hurled it into the hallway with surprising force.

"Shit!" A male voice yelped as the hallway twisted unnaturally, bending in a way that made my stomach lurch. A brown-haired teenager tumbled out of thin air, hitting the ground with a graceless thud and creative cursing.

"What'd I tell you about sneaking around, Henrik?" Cass stormed over, yanking him to his feet with practiced efficiency.

Henrik—her brother.

"Oh, fuck off, Cass," he grumbled, brushing himself off. "If it weren't for that red beast, you wouldn't have known I was here. Perfect invisibility, thank you very much."

Red made a hacking noise that sounded suspiciously like sarcastic laughter, smacking his lips for emphasis.

"You might want to mask your smell," I offered. "Dogs can sniff out pretty much anything."

Cass folded her arms. "You hear that? You stink. Go wash that mess you call a body—and stop creeping around when Elizabeth's here. You know she'll absolutely stab you if she catches you, right?"

Henrik glared, rubbing his arm where she'd just punched him. "Ow, dammit, Cass! And I told you, it's not me she's sensing—probably someone else! I hope you step in shit outside."

He stomped away, sliding a shoji door closed with as much force as his scrawny frame could manage. Red made another snuffling noise that definitely sounded like laughter.

I narrowed my eyes. "Dogs don't laugh."

Red panted, tongue lolling out in smug satisfaction.

"That's Henrik," Cass said as we returned to the door. "Most irritating person on La-Roc—and my little brother. He figured out invisibility just to avoid chores."

"And to spy on your friends."

"Exactly. Not sure if you have siblings, but little brothers are the worst."

“Mine's not bad. Danny—the kid's a genius,” I said, warmth flooding through me. 

“We're best friends and archrivals. Were I guess...” My voice trailed off as Cass opened the door.

The courtyard was dotted with moss-covered statues of cloaked figures in prayer. Kerrin stood in the drizzle, speaking with several Sentarians near two large carts. Gaian men loaded boxes with military precision.

"Ah, young Miss," Kerrin greeted, approaching us.

"Yes, Kerrin—I bring the Young Miss! Heiress to La-Roc," I teased, catching the faint blush on Cass's face as she scowled.

"This poor butler overheard you were bound for Riverbend," Kerrin continued smoothly. "The drivers insist on taking you. They feel it's the least they can do for services rendered."

"They feel that way," Cass replied sharply, "or you told them to? I prefer asking myself, without you leveraging Mom's reputation."

"Of course, young Miss," Kerrin inclined his head. "This poor butler simply relayed overheard information."

His calm demeanor was impossible to read, but Cass finally sighed. "Thank you, Kerrin."

"Most welcome. Your weapons are on the Trailbinder bench. The driver is Lorrin."



Soon we were seated on a moving cart, my spear strapped to my back, and Cass's swords at her hips. Red had stubbornly refused to board, instead trotting alongside with effortless grace, showing zero strain keeping pace.

I was fascinated by our Sentarian driver. His hand gripped a rune-covered rod extending from the cart's base—like a joystick. Push forward to accelerate, tilt for turns. No gears, no visible engine, and definitely no suspension. The uneven road sent us bouncing like ping-pong balls, while the cushioned bench did absolutely nothing.

Weirdly, the driver barely moved.

"How are you not flying out of your seat, Lorrin?" I asked after a brutal bump launched me skyward.

"Anticipate the unanticipated," Lorrin replied smoothly. "Feel space's flow around us and predict the infinite."

I stared at his back, trying to decipher that cryptic bullshit as another thud sent me sprawling. That's when I saw it.

"Oh, you have a fucking seatbelt."

"Indeed," Lorrin said without missing a beat. "I have a seatbelt."

            

    
        37. Scouting Trip

    
    
    
    
                The road to Riverbend was basically a war crime disguised as transportation. Every pothole felt like a personal attack, and the Trailbinder lurched through washouts like it was actively trying to kill us. Rain hammered the cart's roof while we bounced around like dice in a cup.

By the time we reached Riverbend's gates, my entire skeleton felt rearranged.

Half a dozen Vildar scurried out to greet us, practically vibrating with excitement.

"My ass is destroyed," I groaned, dismounting like an old man. "Mana or no mana, that was torture."

Cass hopped off the opposite side—straight into a mud puddle that swallowed her boot. The splash was magnificent. "Fuck!" she bellowed, going down hard into the muck while rain poured over her like cosmic punishment.

Red bounded over, tail wagging like this was the best entertainment he'd seen all day. Cass hauled herself upright, glaring at the mud coating her armor.

"At least it's still raining," she muttered, trying to scrape off the worst of it.

An Albinus Vildar broke from the pack at the front of the village, rushing toward us with squeaky enthusiasm. "Oh, Hunters! Are you here for the Lumifrax problem?"

"We are," Cass replied, snapping into business mode.

The Vildar practically glowed with relief. "Lady Cassandra! I'm so happy to have you. Where's Chas?"

"No Chas today, Lou," Cass said, jerking her thumb at me. "This is Breaker Ben Crawford, Acolyte. He's got the job bill. And that's his familiar, Red. He's a dog."

Red tilted his head and panted like he was confirming his species. For good measure, he gave what could only be described as a dignified nod.

"Uh, hi," I said, feeling spectacularly lame.

"The Breaker!" Lou nearly tripped over himself. "Please come into town! You must be exhausted. Let's get you comfortable chairs and tea—"

Cass and I exchanged horrified looks. More sitting? After that cart ride from hell?

"No thanks," Cass cut him off. "We need to scout the Lumifrax location. Point us in the right direction?"

Lou blinked but nodded eagerly. "About six spans that way." He gestured toward a distant valley. "They've holed up there, but be warned—the landscape's evolving into swamp. The smell is... memorable."

We set off down the hill, boots squelching in mud. The steady rain filled the silence until I finally cracked.

"So now that I've found Valor," I said carefully, "does that mean I'm going to Sylvarus?"

Cass snorted. "Gaia's tits, no. Finding a Seal candidate is the easy part. Actually binding it to your soul? That's a nightmare. Felix and Chas always say with enough time and mana, you can find all sorts of them. But aligning your soul with it?" She shot me a side-eye. "That takes forever. Well, for you? Who knows? Asshole."

I laughed. "Good. I didn't want that conversation when we got back. You and I are working together on this—that was the deal."

"You bet your scrawny ass it was." She pointed ahead. "Oh hey, look!"

The hill leveled out, revealing ruins of intricately carved stone. Moss and grime covered everything except the immaculate statue at the center—a naked woman with hair flowing like liquid stone, framing wide hips and a dramatically exaggerated bust.

"It's Gaia!" Cass said reverently. "Just look at those tits."

I snickered, then reality hit me like a brick. Gods were real in the Multiverse. This was an actual deity.

"There's no way," I shook my head. "Look, we have gods and beliefs on Earth too. The name Gaia isn't new. But that?" I pointed. "Goddess or not, she's... cartoonishly top-heavy."

"Cartoonish?" Cass raised an eyebrow.

"Like someone drew her with exaggerated features for entertainment."

Cass shrugged, walking closer and placing her hand on the statue's base. "This statue's been here longer than the city. There are dozens worldwide, according to Nana. Gaia is our people's namesake—she created us in her image. At least, the first ones. We're descended from them."

The grass gave way to mud as we continued, then thick muck as the incline steepened.

"Who were the first ones?" I asked.

"They made Ark, I think. The statues around the farm are of them—looked like Gaians, or I guess even Terrans, too. But they're long gone. Died off with the Gods, if Chas and Nana are right. More to add to the research list."

I processed that bombshell. "Wait. Nobody thought to mention the Gods are dead? I just found out they were real, and now I find out they're gone. Fantastic."

Cass shrugged. "I don't know much. Felix would rant about it right now. Or ask Nana—she knows more than anyone."

"Noted," I said, running my hand along Red's head as we walked. Perfect petting height, ears twitching. "I've got questions for her. And for Chas."

"If he ever fucking comes back," Cass muttered.

We walked in comfortable silence. Lou said six spans—roughly three kilometers. Rain slowed, the clouds thinning enough to reveal the sun's position. The terrain grew softer, the scent of damp earth and decay intensifying.

A smell hit like a physical wall—thick, sour, choking. Pure rot, like everything had decayed simultaneously. I gagged, pulling my shirt over my nose.

"Is that the swamp? Ugh." I squinted through the trees, seeing nothing. Even Cass's face twisted in disgust.

Then, suddenly, the smell vanished.

I glanced at Red, who stood panting innocently, tongue hanging out, like nothing had happened. Wide-eyed, tail-wagging enthusiasm that screamed either innocence or guilt.

"Red, was that you?" I asked. "What the hell did you eat?"

Cass laughed so hard she had to stop walking. "That was rancid, Red. Even I smelled it."

Red looked proud. Tail wagging harder. I shook my head, moving upwind. If this dog could produce smells like that, I was staying clear.

The real swamp came into view soon enough.

The stench returned—a faint warning of what lay ahead, but lingering this time. Trees twisted unnaturally, trunks gnarled and slick with grime. The ground became muddy, then shallow standing water. Rainforest sounds gave way to something different—a strange, high-pitched warble like crickets, but wrong.

"This place sucks," I muttered, scanning the area. Bravery dropped to five meters in the armor—barely enough to feel safe. Instincts screamed to push for Valor, extend my senses, but the mana cost wasn't worth it. Not yet.

"Monsters warp the land around them," Cass whispered. "Enough in one place, they leave impressions. That's why we hunt them—to keep things from spiraling out of control. Stop here."

Red's paws were submerged now, fur bristling as he growled low.

Twenty meters ahead, a basketball-sized frog sat on a rotting log, dark skin shimmering with glowing blue patches. Deep blue eyes locked onto us, unblinking.

"Oh... shit," Cass whispered as more frogs appeared. They glowed faintly, perched on trees, logs, and in water all around us, and a canopy blocking out the sun.

The warbling stopped.

The sudden silence was deafening. Only the soft rain pattering on the canopy above remained. My chest tightened, Bravery flaring warning just as something shot toward me—a whip-like tongue from above, wrapping around my arm before I could react.

Cass didn't miss a beat. Her swords flashed, cutting through the thick tongue in one fluid motion. Purple ooze sprayed everywhere. A massive frog fell from the branch above, thrashing in the water as she finished it with brutal efficiency.

The dead frog stench was dizzying—thick, hanging in humid air. Cass was a whirlwind, slicing through monsters with swift, deliberate movements, but I noticed she was missing a glove, with only one sword remaining.

Red had retreated, visible in the distance. My brief glance cost me mana as Bravery flared a warning. Two attacks came simultaneously, forcing awkward dodges.

These Class-F Lumifrax were proving as dangerous as the Carapax I'd faced. Surrounded, even with armor, I couldn't react fast enough. With movements sluggish, every spear swing heavier. I was struggling.

Despair flickered at the edge of my mind. For the first time, Bravery faltered. Focus broke. I tripped dodging a tongue that snapped past my head, crashing into shallow, murky water, rolling and scrambling to get up.

The stumble was enough. Tongues lashed out—one around my arm, another coiling tight around my leg. Gritting my teeth, I impaled a leaping frog with my spear. Its body jerked violently before going limp.

"Shit," I hissed, twisting to deal with the Lumifrax on my leg. Mana-infused punch to its head. The creature exploded with a wet, nauseating pop, spraying purple goo across my face. I gagged but kept moving.

Cass darted across the battlefield, feet skimming the water's surface as she danced between monsters. For every one she cut down, two more replaced it, glowing forms closing in. Fast—faster than I'd ever seen her—but even she was being pushed to her limits.

"They're swarming! We need to run!" she yelled, voice cutting through the chaos. Wind and water whipped around her as she sliced another frog in two.

I stumbled toward her, a frantic idea forming. Digging into my earring, I searched among her clothes. Fingers closed on it—a red mana coin.

Slamming the coin into one of the silvery disc traps from Rainhaven, I brought it out, the device humming to life in my gauntleted hand. Almost immediately, a thick tongue latched onto it, flying into a frog's mouth.

Cass's eyes went wide. "Oh, fuck!" she screamed, grabbing my hand as the frog started glowing with ominous white light.

The world twisted violently as vertigo slammed into me. In the haze, I caught a fleeting glimpse of Cass's Swiftness rune glowing brightly. Next thing I knew, we were crashing onto the muddy hill we'd descended earlier.

A shockwave of white-hot energy erupted from the swamp. The blast lit up the morning sky, roaring through the air, deafening and blinding. My ears rang as I tried to process what had happened.

I turned to Cass, sprawled beside me in the mud.

"Wash kit," she demanded, holding out her hand without looking. I fumbled in my earring, retrieved it, and handed it over. With a quick gesture—the purple slime coating her disintegrated into vapor, then inexplicably drifted toward me, clinging to my clothes. I waved uselessly as she tossed the spent kit onto my chest.

"I'm a slime magnet," I muttered.

Cass ignored me. "What happened back there? Yesterday, you probably could've taken Erik in a fight. Where was Valor?"

There was a moment of hesitation. "I think I was... scared," I admitted, realization hitting as I said it. "I haven't felt real fear in a while. But Bravery and fear clearly don't mix. And Valor? It actively resists when I try to use it."

Cass mulled that over. "Maybe that's on me. After seeing you yesterday, I thought you were on Erik's level, but neither of us are. That was your first time using Valor, right? Even Felix couldn't channel his Seal perfectly at first. We should've been more careful."

I sat up, picking up the wash kit, inspecting it with mana sight. Completely spent. With a sigh, I slotted in one of my few remaining blue coins, watching the pink bar slowly regenerate.

"Those mana traps are fucking awesome," I sighed.

Cass laughed, sitting up. "They're designed to incapacitate Class-E monsters. Smart move, but those Lumifrax? There's going to be mana pearls in there. We'll want to collect them before anything else eats them."

"Think it got them all?"

"Probably the nearby ones. We still need to be careful going back."

I turned, wincing at the dull ache in my arm, catching sight of Red. He stood nearby, tail wagging furiously, in front of a neat pile of glowing mana pearls, a chewed-up glove, and Cass’s sword.

"Uh, Cass?" I nodded toward him.

"Huh. That's a useful familiar," she grinned. "Let's head back to Riverbend. Your arm looks like shit. What a disaster of a scouting trip!"

Once the wash kit recharged, I cleaned off and got to my feet, arm throbbing but functional. Walking to Red, I patted him, scratched behind his ears, stored the pearl pile in my earring, and Cass recovered her things.

"Good boy," I said, pulling out bread. He beamed up, tail wagging. "I need to find you better food."

As we started back, Cass broke the silence. "You said Valor resisted you?"

"Not Valor itself. Bravery doesn't like it when I try mixing it with Compassion."

Cass stopped dead, staring like I'd announced I could fly. "Wait. You're trying to change a rune while it's bound? Ben, you don't tweak them—you bind the spell as it is. Have you tried turning off Bravery? How long have you been using it?"

I winced at her incredulous tone. "Pretty much constantly?"

Her mouth opened, closed, opened again. "How the fuck do you have mana for that?"

"It doesn't use mana unless I'm reacting to something," I shrugged.

"That's impossible," she said flatly. "Magic isn't free. If it didn't cost something, people would fly around shooting fireballs for fun."

It honestly didn't feel like it used anything, but Diana had mentioned side effects. I shrugged again.

"At least it doesn't drain mana. Diana told me how to turn it off, but it switches back on after a while."

Cass shook her head in disbelief. "When was the last time you meditated?"

"With you and Ferris in the tower?"

She groaned. "Ben, no wonder it's messed up. You need to meditate regularly to stay balanced."

The Gaia statue came into view, her serene figure an odd contrast to the lingering swamp stench.

"Yeah, yeah," I waved her off. "I'll get to it."

"You'd better," she shot back firmly but not unkindly. "Because next time? I'm not dragging your ass out. That speed burst took almost everything I had. If my path had been wrong, I could've shattered my leg."

Her words hit harder than expected, stopping me mid-stride. Why was I being so casual? We'd just been in legitimate danger, mostly because of my negligence and bravado. Guilt washed over me as I took a deep breath, focusing inward. Easier with armor—Bravery's aura seemed dampened. I let it flicker out entirely.

The world shifted back into dull focus, like I had just put on sunglasses.

No heightened senses, no warning pulses. Just me, standing in the rain, feeling everything as it was. I opened my eyes to see Cass staring, expression softening as uneasiness settled in my chest.

"I'm sorry, Cass," I sighed. "I have no idea what I'm doing. Meditating when we get back sounds like a great idea."

Her face shifted to something genuine, usual sharpness giving way to warmth. "Wow. It's like a physical change. You turned it off, didn't you?"

I nodded. Red pressed against my leg, sensing my discomfort. His steady presence was grounding as we continued up the hill.



Riverbend gave us a small hall, and Cass insisted I meditate immediately.

It was raining in my soul. I couldn’t escape it.

"Kid. Hey, kid?" Ted's voice cut through the downpour as we stood in the courtyard, staring at massive doors. He held what looked like a martini glass filled with swirling neon-blue liquid, topped with a tiny paper umbrella and fruit wedge.

"Sorry, Ted. Weird day," I said, shaking off distraction. "Bravery is messing with my soul, isn't it?"

"Wouldn't say messin' with it. More like you're diggin' for somethin'." Ted climbed onto a railing, leveling his gaze with mine. Behind him stretched the endless ocean. He sipped his absurd drink, somehow managing to look thoughtful. "Bindin' the Seal to the door is step one."

"But it doesn't use mana," I pointed out. "Magic isn't supposed to be free."

"Ha!" Ted laughed sharply, gesturing with the glass. "Kid, Bravery ain't about mana—it's spirit magic. Spirit magic doesn’t need mana; it needs a soul. And guess what? You got one, so..." He made a vague gesture and whistled like that explained everything.

"Spirit magic is different?"

"Oh, believe you me, kid," Ted said dryly. "Valor? You picked yourself a doozy. Radiance, Courage, Compassion? Infinite multiverse of possibilities, and that's the cocktail you went with. And that one loves mana. Like a lot." He held up his drink for emphasis, the neon liquid swirling ominously. "Can't say I'm surprised."

"You don't agree? You're supposed to be my spirit guide."

"Guide, not boss. I ain't here to tell you what to do," Ted replied, hopping off the railing toward the doors. Another sip, smacking his lips. "I'm here to help you open that door. You just made it really tough on your old pal Ted."

"I've known you exist for less than a week," I muttered.

Ted scoffed. "I don’t even know what a week is, but look here." He pointed to two undulating runes on the door, glowing faintly on each side where doorknobs would be.

"These showed up when you bound Valor the first time. Not just holdin' it—when you really got it. Binding Valor properly. Right now they look like unreadable garbage."

The runes seemed familiar, meanings just out of reach, like words on the tip of my tongue. They didn't form recognizable language but gave the impression of a palace, symbols representing its name. The connection tugged frustratingly at my mind.

"Alright," Ted said, glancing at the now starry sky. "It's gettin' late. Here's your homework. Ready?"

I nodded, still staring at the runes.

"Think about Valor. Think about who you are. What do they come together as? Give it a name, give it purpose. That's step one in finding your path. Just remember you ain't cool enough to be Gandalf." He tipped back the rest of his drink, sighing contentedly. "Oh, and practice more with a staff, for fuck's sake."

            

    
        38. The Bigger Threat

    
    
    
    
                I woke up to chemical warfare.

Red's gas could've violated the Geneva Convention. The glutton had discovered a wax-coated wheel of sharp cheese last night and demolished half of it—wax and all—before I caught him red-handed.

"This dog stinks," I muttered, hurling my pillow at Red, who casually rolled over and claimed it as his new bed.

Cass's bunk sat empty. I glanced around our summer camp-style quarters, taking in the utilitarian charm of our temporary lodging. She'd claimed the bottom bunk closest to the door—either tactical positioning or a weak bladder. Hard to tell after knowing someone for basically a week.

I swung my legs over the edge and materialized my clothes, pulling out the wash kit. Morning routines on Ark took seconds—this tiny device stripped away dirt, oils, grime, and even cleaned my teeth. Every gaming convention back home needed this tech.

Red scrambled up with an enormous stretch and jaw-cracking yawn as I headed outside.

Warm morning drizzle created a cinematic atmosphere as Cass practiced with her sword. She tossed two polished sticks skyward, twisted with inhuman speed, and thrust her blade forward.

Lightning-quick, but her aim was shit. One stick went flying while she spun and slashed clean through the second. Frustration radiated from her as she stomped to retrieve the wayward stick.

"Training?" I asked when she noticed me.

"Something like that." She wiped rain from her forehead. "I've seen Nana skewer both sticks with a rapier in one fluid motion. I know I'm fast enough, but my aim is garbage."

"You cut that other one in half like it was nothing," I pointed out. "Aiming's not your problem. Besides, short swords aren't built for thrusting—why not try cutting both?"

"Too easy." She shook her head. "I need something that'll trigger a Seal breakthrough."

I wandered to her pile of practice sticks—light, hollow shoots resembling polished bamboo—and picked one up.

Without warning, I hurled it at her. The stick spun end over end through the drizzle.

I blinked and missed it. The stick had split lengthwise, exploding into fibers around Cass like confetti.

"Wait here," I said, grinning.

I ducked into the hall, sliced red fabric from a blanket with my spearhead—I'd pay them back later. Returning, I tied the fabric around another stick's center.

Cass watched with obvious confusion as I tossed the marked stick high, arcing it toward her position. She tracked its flight, settling into stance.

Then I grabbed handfuls of shoots and launched them skyward, creating a chaotic gauntlet between her and the target.

Her eyes went wide. She stepped back, gaze darting between airborne sticks as if she were calculating trajectories.

Time slowed. She swung upward, twisting her blade to catch a stick sideways, then drew her second sword in a silver flash.

Unmarked sticks clattered around her. A perfectly cut piece of red fabric drifted down to land at her feet.

She beamed with pure triumph.

"Okay..." I said, genuinely impressed. "Speed and accuracy clearly aren't issues. Maybe confidence?"

She scoffed. "Fuck off, you sound like Felix."

I laughed. "You have way more skill than I do. You were a whirlwind of death with those Glids. Can't wait to see what you do against the frogs—maybe see how far you can push yourself?"

She sighed, nudging the red fabric with her boot. "I wish I could just take a pill and find a Seal candidate like you."

"I nearly died, Cass! Everyone spent all afternoon telling me how dangerous it was."

She looked down at the scattered cloth, frustration visible in her shoulders. "Alright, but if I'm going all out, you need to get your shit together."

Red sneezed—perfectly timed punctuation.

My head whipped toward him. "I know! I'm getting used to having my ass kicked—monsters really don't like me. We've got pearls from yesterday. Maybe someone here has potions to trade."

Cass nodded, wiping rain from her sword before sheathing it. "I'll bet Lou does. Pearls have way more value than coins in smaller prefectures."

"Perfect. That way if something goes wrong, I can actually take care of myself."

Cass smiled, eyebrows raised in amusement. "You're going to make a great mentor someday." She whistled to Red, who immediately perked up. "I'm finding breakfast. Let's go, Red—Ben has to clean up these sticks."

My face fell as Red trotted to her without a second glance. "Oh, come on. Traitor!"



The walk back to the swamp felt weightier this time. I knew these monsters were dangerous—I had to accept this wasn't some game. Like running into a burning building to save someone. Every nerve needed to stay sharp.

Lou had traded two Class-F healing potions for what I could only imagine was a small fortune in mana pearls. The Russet Vildar turned out to be incorrigible hoarders and legendary barterers.

Lou's shop reminded me of a Chinese market—absolutely packed floor to ceiling with seemingly random treasures. Paintings, sculptures, crystal figurines crammed every surface.

"I told you I should've done the talking," Cass said as we walked, boots squelching in damp earth. "We could've just gone back to the City for healing potions."

Still smarting, I shrugged. "I apparently suck at bartering. I can feel my ancestors judging me."

Cass cracked her knuckles—the sound muffled by thick gloves. Red trotted up from behind, earning a playful scowl.

"This time we're fucking ready." She rolled her shoulders, psyching herself up. "We were just scouting yesterday. This one's for real." Her jaw tightened. "These guys are just Class-F, and they don't seem interested in leaving their swamp. So if we need to run... we run."

Pretty sure Cass said that last part through gritted teeth. Running didn't seem to be in her vocabulary.

"I got this," I nodded. "Full mana, got potions, enough pearls to fill a bucket. My turn to prove I can actually do this."

Most of my confidence felt genuine, though Bravery definitely hummed in my mind, cheering me on.

You can do better than that.

I grinned. "Bet I can kill more Lumifrax than you."

Her expression went dead serious. She stopped walking, and then her face twisted into a wicked smirk.

"Don't spend money you don't have," she said. "This is your first monster hunt. This is my... fiftieth? It's not even a fucking contest."

I scoffed in mock outrage. "That's a really roundabout way to say you're scared I'll win, young miss."

She laughed—a full belly laugh echoing through the humid air. "Is that you or Bravery talking?"

I winked, pulled my spear from my earring, and started running toward the swamp. Red bounded alongside, tongue lolling.

I wasn't going to let some fucking frogs ruin my adventure.

A moment later, what I assumed was Cass blurred past me, pausing fifty paces ahead just long enough to flip me off with both hands before flickering back into motion.

In retrospect, I should've waited until we were closer. The muggy air was already making me sweat, and armor wasn't helping.

Finally arriving at the swamp, pure mayhem greeted me—and Cass was the eye of the storm. If she'd had armor and spirit-steel swords with the Arbortrux, I was absolutely sure she could've kept pace with Valor.

Dozens of smoking, oozing Lumifrax corpses lay strewn about, sliced into precise pieces as Cass carved through them like a living blade. Purple ichor painted moss-covered trees and murky water.

Holy shit. No way I was going to win this bet.

"This was a bad idea, wasn't it?" I said, looking to Red. All I got was a panting side-eye—like the dog was saying You gonna get started?

I gripped my spear and charged, finding Cass ahead with at least three frog monsters leaping at her in a coordinated attack. She spun in one fluid motion, blade cutting through all three mid-air like choreographed perfection.

The creatures exploded in purple ooze, but Cass was already moving. Her sword sang through more frogs as I lost sight of her behind a massive cypress.

Just as I jogged to catch up, Bravery screamed at me to duck. A massive tongue sailed overhead, cracking against bark with a wet, meaty slap.

Spinning my spear, I thrust blindly toward where the attack originated. I didn't need to see—Bravery was doing most of the work, guiding my movements.

The spearhead sank into something soft and yielding. I pulled back, twisting left to see my kill, only to find... nothing. Whatever I'd stabbed had vanished completely. Could these frogs turn invisible? Fucking terrifying.

Cass jogged back, gaze falling on my spear tip. The ooze coating it was purple, but more vibrant—practically glowing with inner light.

"What was that sound?" she asked, breathing hard. "You get some—"

Bravery screamed again. My body moved on instinct, throwing myself backward. I hit swampy ground hard, moss squelching under my weight.

A sickly purple tongue wrapped around Cass's waist and yanked her like she'd been shot from a cannon. The whiplash snapped her head sideways as she disappeared into thin air.

I scrambled toward where she'd vanished, Bravery warning me just in time to skid to a stop before a rippling wall of blue and purple energy. The barrier felt bizarre—my eyes struggled to process what I was seeing, like staring at heat shimmer. When I tried to sense it with my aura, the feedback just... stopped. Dead air. Red's hackles visibly raised down his back.

Some kind of portal? I'd had such great luck with portals.

Cass needed help, and it was a three-kilometer run back to town. But I'd killed a giant fucking crab my first night here.

I was up.



I barely had time to register my new surroundings—some kind of luminescent cave painted in pastel blues, oranges, and violets that pulsed like a living thing.

My body jerked sideways as I dodged another thick tongue, only to have a second slam into my ribs. The impact nearly knocked me off balance, but mana-infused armor absorbed most of the blow. I staggered as my feet slipped in fresh muck squelching between the cave's uneven stones.

Holy shit. This wasn't just a luminescent cave—the frogs here had obsidian-black skin covered in the same jagged pastel runes I'd seen on Glids. The markings pulsed with their own light, and there were dozens clinging to every surface.

Once I'd gotten my bearings, I spotted Cass spinning through chaos. She punched a frog with a small shockwave that made the thing pop like an overripe blueberry, spraying bioluminescent gore across the cave walls.

Red barked beside me—a loud, resonant sound that somehow spasmed through my muscles like electric shock.

Cass's gaze snapped to us, and she practically teleported to my side, movements barely visible.

"Spirit realm, or... something smaller," she said, breathing hard. "Which way did you come in? We need to get the fuck out."

"Directly behind me," I said, watching more neon frogs crawl along cave walls like living graffiti. They dripped glowing purple goo and black ooze everywhere, viscous liquid sizzling where it hit stone.

"What the fuck are these things?" she asked, eyeing runic patterns. "They look like Glids..."

"Like I'd know? I don't want to find out." I turned to run back the way I'd come, only to freeze.

Three much larger versions of the black and neon frogs blocked our exit, their bulk filling the tunnel.

Bravery pulsed in my mind like a war drum, daring the frogs to attack, but they seemed laser-focused on Cass. She twisted away as two creatures launched their tongues at her in perfect synchronization.

Meanwhile, several smaller frogs entered my diminished aura space. I was too slow to avoid a barbed tongue that wrapped around my forearm, spikes digging through armor joints like needles.

These things were way more dangerous than regular Lumifrax. The tongue retracted with a wet ripping sound, leaving stinging pain that filled my arm as blood dripped to my elbow.

I spun my spear and impaled the creature that attacked me while Red danced around several other strikes, seeming completely untouchable. His movements flowed like water around every assault.

Hell yeah. I knew he was a magic dog.

I lost sight of Cass as I weaved around two more attacks, only to feel one of the larger frogs' tongues enter my aura—far too fast to react. It smashed against my shoulder with a sickening crunch that echoed through the cave.

I screamed as white-hot agony shot down my arm.

I really needed to stop breaking my collarbone.

"You good?" Cass called over the chaos, sounding winded.

Gritting my teeth, I slammed a healing potion from my earring. The relief wasn't even a fraction of what I'd felt drinking the Winters potion, but it was enough. My collarbone snapped back into place with a painful wave that blurred my vision. The bleeding stopped, though my arm still throbbed.

The mana cost was disproportionately high compared to how little it actually healed.

"Yeah, I'm coming to help!" I called back, dancing around another attack. Through my aura, I could sense more runic frogs rushing toward Cass. They barely registered me as a threat—just an annoying distraction.

Then I noticed two larger frogs on the ceiling preparing to drop directly onto her.

Everything froze.

Despite her skill and power—she was leagues beyond me—Cass was being overwhelmed. All Bravery seemed good for was self-preservation, but I needed to help.

Something finally clicked. The aura, the need to protect, the feeling that had come with Valor—it all flooded into me as Bravery shattered in my mind and rebuilt itself.

My blue aura exploded outward, awareness spreading to every corner of the luminescent cave as I hurled my spear through the air with a sonic boom.

The shaft plowed through both falling frogs, causing an explosion of glowing purple goo as the spear embedded itself in the opposite wall.

I was already moving on autopilot, suddenly standing beside Cass. She stared wide-eyed.

Valor sent out a wave of intent that rippled through the cave. Instead of daring them to attack me, it demanded it.

I am the bigger threat now.

Hundreds of eyes locked onto me, accompanied by a wave of predatory hunger. I was now food source number one.

"About time!" Cass said with a fierce grin. "I'm at forty-eight. You're at what... two?"

She spun, slashing through a frog that had hurled itself at me with reckless abandon. The creatures seemed almost enraged by Valor's presence, like it was driving them into a berserk frenzy.

"Forty-nine!" she announced.

Reaching into my earring, I slotted coins into every shock spike I had left from Rainhaven and charged toward the larger frogs blocking our exit. I hurled the spikes like throwing knives at two smaller frogs, laughing as electricity crackled and popped, making them explode in showers of sparks.

A massive tongue from one of the larger frogs wrapped around my waist and pulled.

Mana flooded from my reserves—dangerously low now—as I dug my feet into the ground. My armor's boots found purchase, insane amounts of mana anchoring me in place. I had to absorb practically every mana pearl I had left to top myself off. Maybe a minute of power remaining.

I stabbed my remaining four shock spikes into the tongue and seized up as electricity coursed through my body. It wasn't as bad as expected, but I was pretty sure I was screaming like a death metal vocalist—which wasn't entirely voluntary.

Electricity arced across the wet blue tongue, and the attached frog exploded in a cascade of sparks. Electrically charged debris struck a dozen other frogs, triggering a chain reaction of explosions that lit up the cave like a lightning storm.

Cass stood dumbfounded, purple gore dripping from her swords like paint from a brush.

I turned and flipped her off. "Start helping, or I'm gonna catch up."

"Where the fuck have you been?" she said, incredulous.

A tongue from above lashed out—this time at Cass. I sprinted toward her as the world seemed to slow, caught the appendage mid-strike, and yanked the frog down before stomping it with my boot. The satisfying pop echoed through the cave.

She spun into action, leaping around luminescent walls so fast that even Valor had trouble tracking her movements. I knew where she was most of the time, but she was going all out now—her speed even faster than what I could muster with my Seal candidate.

She specialized in speed. Made sense.

I pulled two lantern orbs from my earring and ignited them with infrared light. They screamed through the humid air, vaporizing moisture around them in hissing clouds.

I hurled one at a cluster of frogs. The orb exploded mid-air, searing through creatures like I'd thrown a frag grenade. Purple gore splattered cave walls in abstract patterns.

Moving to throw the second one, a barbed tongue snapped against my wrist, and I dropped the orb.

"Oh, fuck!" I bolted toward our entry point, sensing Cass following through my aura. I spun to deflect two more tongue attacks just as the dropped orb exploded on the ground, sending up far more debris than expected.

The cave shuddered and groaned like something alive. Valor relayed intense urgency—wherever we were wasn't stable.

Red dashed around me, his fur sparkling with light. Dozens of exploding frogs, and the dog didn't have a single drop marring his coat. He danced around the creatures with obvious glee, completely ignored as they focused their fury on me.

Without warning, the cave shifted back to swamp. I stumbled at the overwhelming sensory shift, Valor completely disoriented by the transition.

My mana was plummeting fast. I still burned bright with blue energy, but had no idea how to stop using Valor. Time was running out.

Cass slammed into my back as she raced through the dissolving portal, followed by Red, who crashed into both of us. We went down hard in the muddy swamp with a collective splash.

A smooth sucking sound filled the air. Then the portal dissolved completely, leaving us in simple marshland—surrounded by very regular, very angry monster frogs.

Heavy croaking filled the humid air like a demonic chorus.

"I left my spear in that spirit realm..." I said.

Cass sighed, pushing herself up from the muck. "Fuck... Time to retreat."

Obviously, I passed out.

            

    
        39. Path of the Paladin

    
    
    
    
                Two days.

It took two more days to clear the swamp of Lumifrax, and honestly, it felt more like an extermination than a hunt. After the spirit realm, we'd made it halfway back to Riverbend when Valor had completely drained my mana. I collapsed near the Gaia statue while Cass had to carry me the rest of the way.

I really needed to figure out how to use Valor without dying, because holy shit—that was magic. It turned me into a goddamn superhero. Where Bravery felt pompous and self-absorbed, Valor felt just and righteous. It felt like magic, the way I had always imagined it would. That moment of You have to go through me.

Too bad it drained mana like a black hole. I could only maintain it for a minute or two, and I had no clue how to actually turn it off.

Thankfully, Lou lent me a quarterstaff for the next attempt, which went smoother—though we quickly understood the reason for the job’s high classification. There had to be hundreds of these frogs spread across the area. We organized the swamp into sections and systematically cleared them. Not glamorous, but it worked. I didn't need Valor again, thankfully.

Turns out, not using a spear made things easier. The Lumifrax were squishy enough that blunt force did the job, cutting down on purple goo explosions—not that it helped the smell.

Once we found our groove, Cass and I made an excellent team. Staying close, Bravery gave me just enough warning to dodge attacks or shift out of her line while she dealt killing blows. I acted as the vanguard, clearing paths while Cass cleaned up behind me. Red stayed just out of the fray, trailing along and stacking mana pearls for me to store. By day's end, we were a well-oiled machine with a pile of pearls to show for it.

Trading pearls back in Riverbend was easy enough. The Vildar residents didn't even bother hiding their overcharging. With at least two hundred pearls between us, we didn't care as we loaded up on dried meats, roasted vegetables, and cheeses. We ate like kings before Cass passed out and I started meditating—only to be yanked from my trance by the putrid stench of Red's gas.

He definitely shouldn't get any more cheese.

On the second day, we woke to find the rain had finally cleared. The relief was short-lived. The air hung thick with humidity, and the heat inside the armor was suffocating. Every step through the swamp felt heavier, like the air itself conspired against us.

We hunted the remaining Lumifrax mechanically, movements precise but devoid of energy. Even Red seemed worn down, his usual enthusiasm dulled. I stopped several times to let him drink from my water gourd, cool laps of his tongue the only sign he was still enjoying himself.

By mid-afternoon, we'd circled the swamp entirely and realized it was drying up. Our work was done.

Back at the hall in Riverbend, I peeled off my armor and flopped onto the cool wooden floor. Relief was instant, but not enough.

"It's too fucking hot," I groaned into the floorboards.

Red padded over and snuffled at me, nose cold against my ear before he started licking, trying to cheer me up. I heard Cass changing behind me. When I was sure she was done, I looked up to see her grinning.

"But we're getting paid," she said, holding out a hand to help me up. "That's the best part. Now get dressed. Think you can store both armors?"

Even with over a hundred mana pearls stored in the earring, I hadn't found its upper limit yet, so I nodded and tucked away both armor sets. Cool air on my skin was a luxury I hadn't realized I missed. Everyone was right—armor was awful.

Cass kept her swords on her hip, though they sat awkwardly without proper loops from her armor. Still, she seemed in much better spirits.

"You're awfully spry," I said after using my wash kit. "Two fucking days of disgusting frogs."

She laughed. "If it was easy, they wouldn't pay for it! Didn't expect a spirit realm, though. Those weird Glid frogs weren't normal."

"I assume this is something we report?"

Cass nodded. "We'll let Gary know."

She furrowed her brow. "If I was counting correctly... that first day I definitely won the bet."

I blinked, half forgetting we'd made a bet, and shrugged. "I was late to the party. You won fair and square. What are your demands? Karma must remain light."

She chuckled. "Remember the offer you made in the meditation room?"

"Oh! You want to make beer?"

She nodded, smiling sheepishly. "Everyone I know is good at something. Felix and his research; Erik grows herbs and flowers. Elizabeth is an artist. Even Henrik's good at cooking. Me? I just fight."

I stared at her, words taking a moment to sink in. "Wait, you've got to be kidding. Erik gardens?"

Cass smirked as my surprise turned into hearty laughter.

"Gaia's tits, he's good at it too!"

"You're not just going to drink it all, are you?" I asked, half-joking.

"I mean... yeah?" she replied with a toothy grin. "What good is making beer if you don't make sure it's good?"

Before I could respond, heavy knocking sounded on the door. Cass opened it, revealing two Sentarians standing in the doorway. They bowed deeply, hands clasped in front of their navels.

"Amituofo, initiates," one said. "Louis informs us you have completed your hunt. These humble drivers wish to offer transportation back to La-Roc for a small fee."

I glanced at Cass, who looked surprised, but I didn't hesitate. "Yes!" I said, pulling a handful of mana pearls from my earring. Both Sentarians' mandible-like jaws fell open as their eyes widened.

"Is this enough?" I asked.



The ride back was long and bumpy, but not as awful as it would've been on foot, especially in the blazing heat. Most of the trip, I spent talking with Cass about brewing beer, going over what equipment she might need. I wasn't entirely sure what tools were available here, but she seemed to grasp the basics, and her memory impressed me.

"So, it's basically just tea?" she asked as we exited the Greenmarch, La-Roc coming into view ahead.

"Well, sort of. You boil it to concentrate the sugar, let it cool, and then add yeast. That's pretty much it. Honestly, it's harder to mess up than get right—at least until you make complex ones," I replied. Cass lit up at the simplicity, though she admitted she had no idea what yeast was. I assured her Katie must have some, since it's used for baking bread. It wouldn't be perfect, but it would be enough to see if she wanted to keep experimenting.

As we passed through La-Roc's gates, the drivers pulled to a stop just inside the walls. "This is where the Trailbinder must be stored. This humble driver hopes the ride was pleasant," one said.

It wasn't, but we nodded politely and climbed out. Red, who'd actually joined us on the wagon this time, leaped down in an awkward, gangly motion.

We'd only been gone a couple of days, and I'd only been in La-Roc about a week, but it felt good to be back somewhere familiar. La-Roc might not be Earth, but I was accepting it as home. Stretching as we walked through bustling streets, I greeted a few Sentarians we passed. The city's core was alive with activity—Floran, Vildar, and Gaians mingling in sunlit avenues.

"You know," I said, glancing at Cass as we wove through the crowd, "I didn't think about it, but how do we prove we did the job? We could've just shown up and said we did it. How do they know we actually killed all those frogs?"

Cass grinned and spun to walk backward, effortlessly navigating the streets. "You can't really lie to Gary," she said casually, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

The conversation fizzled as we reached the Tower. The mid-afternoon sun hung low in the sky, and my legs ached from the trek. Even with mana reinforcing them, the day had been long, and riding Trailbinders had taken its toll. Red hesitated at the base of the Tower's steps, ears swiveling like he was debating something.

"You want to wait out here, Red?" I asked, crouching to scratch behind his ears. He gave me a long look, then turned and started up the stairs, hesitant but determined. He glanced back to make sure we were following, tail swishing nervously.

The Citadel's domed lobby welcomed us with strange familiarity. The domed ceiling echoed faintly with distant voices, and the ever-present buzz of mana hung in the air. Gary, stationed at his usual spot at the desk, looked up and grinned as we approached. He glanced at Red and raised an eyebrow almost imperceptibly, lingering only for a moment.

"Ah! The Acolyte has returned. You both look considerably stronger than when you left," he said, voice warm as he motioned for us to step forward.

Gary placed a manascript down and motioned for me to place my hand on it.

"Do you swear that, to the best of your ability, you have completed this ordained hunt?"

The word "ordained" snagged in my mind for a moment, but I nodded. "I... We do," I said, voice steady despite the weight of his gaze.

Gary's eyes fixed on me for a moment, then stamped the script with an air of finality. He raised his voice much louder than I thought possible. It wasn't just loud—it seemed to echo from everywhere.

"Let it be known that Acolyte Ben Crawford, the Breaker, has completed his first Class-E hunt!"

The room erupted into cheers, several Hunters adding their voices to the celebration. Gary continued, his tone booming with ceremony. The whole thing put a goofy grin on my face.

"That's the spirit, Breaker," he said, tone light and approving. "Now for your reward."

He placed a small wooden box on the desk and slid it open to reveal a single silver coin nestled on velvet. Next to it, he set a jingling bag on the counter. "One silver, and fifty red."

Cass scooped up the bag with a satisfied nod. "Why don't you keep the silver?" She said, tossing me a sly wink. "It's not quite half, but these will be easier to spend."

"Where is your armor? I will submit them for repairs," Gary asked casually.

I grinned and dumped the stinking armor sets onto the surface between us. A nearby Vildar gagged at the smell.

"Ah," Gary said, voice incredulous as he stored the armor somewhere behind the counter. "And a cleaning. Would you have any mana pearls to sell to the Tower?"

I smirked again, and tipped my hand, spilling at least fifty pearls onto the desk in a cascade from my earring. A few rolled off the edge, and Cass scrambled to catch them.

"Is this worth anything?" I asked, deadpan.

Gary raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. "I see the young Acolyte has a sense of humor." He pulled out a contraption resembling a scale, all brass fittings and faintly glowing glyphs. Scooping the pearls onto it, he watched as the device flared. "That is rather fortunate. For Class-F, these pearls are unusually dense."

"Oh, that's right!" I said. "There was a spirit realm out there, filled with weird versions of the Lumifrax. Pretty sure I accidentally blew it up."

Gary motioned for another Gary to approach, whispered something I tried to lip-read but couldn't, and Gary-two nodded.

"We appreciate the additional information. Five additional red coins to balance the karma."

He counted out twenty-five additional red coins and placed them in two neat stacks like poker chips.

"Can't go wrong with walking-around money," I said, storing the coins in my earring.

I still had plenty of pearls left and briefly considered selling them all. They'd clearly fetch good prices, but their utility made me hesitate. Better to hold on to them.

As I picked up the silver mana coin from the earlier reward, a sharp jolt of static jumped through my hand. The concentration of mana was staggering, far beyond anything I'd touched before. Storing it alongside gadgets in my earring, I couldn't help but wonder: If a red mana coin could fuel a trap capable of that explosion, what kind of devastation could a silver coin unleash?

Without warning, a gust of wind swept through the antechamber, unsettling papers and ruffling my hair. The energy in the room shifted abruptly, and a hush fell over everyone as they instinctively straightened, attention snapping to the stairs.

"Ben!" a familiar voice called.

I turned to see Elena descending from the second level, appearance disheveled like she'd thrown on her linen clothes in a hurry. Her gaze landed on me, sharp and direct, before flicking to Red.

All eyes shifted to me and Red. He was sitting in what could only be described as a ridiculous pose, but as scrutiny fell on him, his ears drooped, hackles raising in visible discomfort. He ducked his head, clearly nervous under the sudden attention.

"That’s Red, my familiar," I decided, resting a reassuring hand on his back. "Where I go, he goes."

Elena scoffed, rolling her eyes. "Of course he is." But then her expression softened as she looked at Red. Her voice shifted, becoming gentler, almost reverent. "Be at ease, wandering one. This is a safe place, and the mana here is pure. You need wander no more."

Her words seemed to settle him instantly. Red perked up, ears lifting, tension in his posture melting away like that was all he'd needed to hear.

Cass nudged me, tone abrupt. "I'll meet you at Katie's. Go talk with Elena—this seems important."

I could feel the weight of eyes on me as I climbed the stairs, Elena leading the way with sharp, purposeful strides. She didn't speak, just whirled ahead, guiding me down a long hallway deeper into the Tower.

We hadn't been walking long before I broke the silence.

"What's—"

Elena held up a hand to stop me, expression sharp. "Gary, if you please?" she said, seemingly to no one.

"As commanded, Head Mistress," came a voice from behind me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. My aura hadn't even registered him.

Before I could process that, the hallway itself shifted. The world tilted in a way that made my stomach churn, dizzying weightlessness washing over me. Then, just as suddenly, gravity slammed back into place, and I staggered to find myself standing before two massive stone doors. Each was carved in intricate bas-relief, depicting radiant towers stretching skyward.

A soft shaking sound pulled me from my daze. Red stood beside me, giving a full-body shake before letting out a high-pitched yawn. I guessed he didn't appreciate whatever that was.

Elena stepped forward, pushing the grand doors open to reveal a room that screamed opulence even by the Tower's standards. Sunlight poured through towering arched windows, casting warm golden hues across marble floors polished to a mirror-like finish. At the center stood the desk—a massive, carved masterpiece adorned with gilded accents, dominating the space like a throne. It rested on an ornate rug, flanked by four high-backed chairs designed for royalty rather than practicality.

As we stepped inside, Elena made a quick motion behind her, and when I glanced back, the doors were gone—replaced by a seamless, white-polished wall. The gesture seemed to drain her, shoulders sagging as her all-business demeanor softened into something closer to exhaustion.

She strode toward the desk, motioning for me to sit. I obliged, sinking into the plush seat, which was as comfortable as it looked. Red, however, jumped into another chair and promptly spun it in a full circle, tongue hanging out in what could only be described as smug satisfaction.

"It's about time you and I talked without my mother around," Elena began, lowering herself into the chair behind the desk. She studied me for a moment, gaze sharp but less formal. "Before you ask, yes, we're at the top of the Tower. No, not that top—the other one."

Red looked confused when I glanced at him, which was normal since he was a dog, but I was probably just as confused.

"I've been preoccupied—Felix had been binding his Seal, and you've been busy. I wish we had more time to chat, but we've got a big fucking problem."

The words hit like a thunderclap. My pulse quickened, goosebumps prickling my arms.

"What kind of problem?" I asked cautiously, trying not to let dread seep into my voice. "Did I do something wrong?"

Elena sighed and reached into a drawer, pulling out a small envelope. "My mother, the bitch, may have pushed her luck—and, by proxy, yours—a bit too far." She tossed the envelope onto the desk. "This arrived today from the Emerald Reaches. Some islands a few days away and are our primary trading partner. They're ruled by Maris Valerian, the Archon of the Strikers—and a Grandmaster. On my mother's level."

The name Maris rang a faint bell. Alexander had mentioned her to Diana, hadn't he? And Valerian? Like Gaius Valerian—the guy at the very top of the dome?

"Oh shit," I said cautiously.

"The letter states in no uncertain terms that Maris isn't happy you're here. She's given me until her arrival to come up with a plan to coerce you off Ark." Elena grimaced. "Conveniently, the letter was delayed two days. She'll be here soon."

My heart sank, but Bravery flared in my mind, steadying me. There had to be more to this—Elena wouldn't have brought me here if she was just planning to kick me through a portal.

"And you're telling me this why?" I asked, keeping my voice calm.

Elena's eyes sparkled as a small, wry smile tugged at her lips. "I had almost forgotten how sharp you are." She leaned back slightly, tone shifting. "Because my mother is right. Fuck me, I just said that out loud." She rubbed her temples before continuing, voice quieter but no less intense.

"You belong here. In only a week and you’ve made no enemies—only friends. You've advanced at an alarming rate and fit in with the Hunters faster than anyone expected. The bravery that earned you your title inspired my son to advance his own Runebinding. You single-handedly took down two Arbortrux and saved part of the Greenmarch from a Monster Tide. And now, you've completed a Class-E hunt in less than three days. You walked right into a spirit realm to save a friend."

I furrowed my brow at her. "I don't think we've given a report yet?"

Elena scoffed. "Oh please, you think I'm going to let an Acolyte go on his first monster hunt without at least some supervision?"

I just gaped at her as her tone shifted into something more casual.

"Ben, there are a dozen people—Veteran Hunters included—who would vouch for your honor. Fuck, even Maris's own son, Malcolm, backs you up."

She leaned forward, and a feeling of Command washed over me, pushing up against my aura until I was surrounded in it. It seemed... respectful, composed. Like I was sitting next to an army General.

"Unfortunately, if you stay here, things are about to get much harder for you," she said, voice quieter but sharper, each word deliberate. "So I'm only going to ask this once, and I want you to consider your answer."

Her tone dropped, words heavy with meaning.

"What do you want?"

I stared at her, letting the question settle, letting her words sink in. For one thing, Malcolm being the son of some powerful warrior that even Elena was wary of? That was interesting. Wasn't he the same guy who called out Cass for having a noble family? Pot, meet kettle.

But that wasn't at the heart of it.

This week had been... insane. My entire life had been flipped upside down, dumped out, and left for me to piece back together. And what did I have to show for it? Apparently, Valor. Somehow, I'd helped save people—from a giant crab, giant beavers, and now giant frogs. That was something, wasn't it? And that so many people wanted me to stay... That felt good.

Ark seemed like the best place to figure out a way back home. Even if I decided not to go, I didn't want to die on some hellscape world. I had friends here now—commitments.

But my mind snagged on a word Elena had said. One that pulled at me, refusing to let go.

I blinked, and suddenly I wasn't in the office anymore. I was staring at a massive set of rune-covered doors, the twisting patterns undulating and shifting in place of handles. The runes came into focus, their meaning sharp and undeniable.

Honor.

"Ya figure it out yet?" a gruff voice came from behind me. Ted? But I couldn't turn to look. Time felt frozen, like the universe itself had paused to see what I'd do next.

It couldn't be that simple... could it?

The Seal of Valor flickered onto the door, impossibly large and intricate. It hung there, ghostly and translucent, like a half-finished painting.

And in that moment, I knew.

Ted and Erik said I needed to give Valor a job, or a purpose.

I knew exactly what magical job would use it.

Sure, I was missing a few things, but this was my adventure.

I'm a fucking Paladin.

Reality snapped back into place like a rubber band. Elena gasped sharply as a surge of power erupted from me, Valor blazing outward in an unstoppable wave of blue energy. My chair flew back across the room with a crash as I stood, locking eyes with her.

Red barked happily, bounding to my side as if to punctuate the moment, tail wagging furiously.

"I'm not fucking leaving," I said, every ounce of resolve I had behind the words.

Elena's eyes widened for a heartbeat before her lips curled into a grin. Her swirling irises faded back to normal, but the energy behind her words didn't falter.

"Fuck me," she said, leaning back with satisfaction. "Now that's a much better answer than last time."

            

    
        40. The Queen of Pirates

    
    
    
    
                The warm glow of a desk lamp carved battle-lines through the chaos—empty beer cans and crumpled chip bags scattered like casualties around the worn D&D grid map. I leaned back in my chair, smugness radiating from every pore as I tapped the laminated character sheet.

"Paladin." The word dropped like a gauntlet. "Best class. Fight me."

Dave didn't look up from his notebook, pencil scratching furiously. "Overpowered bullshit."

"Exactly!" I jabbed a finger at him like I'd just won the lottery. "Tank, healer, damage dealer—why would I pick anything else? I'm a one-man apocalypse with a moral compass."

Jess rolled her eyes hard enough to see her brain stem. She slid her rogue's miniature forward with theatrical precision. "Because you have the imagination of wet cardboard, Ben. ‘Ooh, look at me, I'm a shiny knight! My sword glows like a glow stick!'" She held an imaginary blade aloft, voice dripping pure venom.

"Say what you want," I shot back, "but who holds the record for most damage and healing in one round this campaign?"

Ryan snorted, shoving pretzels into his mouth like a human wood chipper. "Let him have it. This is Ben we're talking about. Of course he likes the class that talks its way out of fights and rolls stupidly big numbers."

"Damn right." I snatched up the D20, feeling its familiar weight. "Now, if you'll excuse me, there's a Beholder that needs some divine justice."

The die tumbled across the table, bouncing once, twice—

"A Paladin? Fuckin' really?"

The world hiccupped.

Ted sat between Dave and Jess like he'd materialized from thin air. Character sheet in one hand, dice in the other, looking like he'd been part of this memory since the beginning. Except that was impossible. Completely, utterly impossible.

"That's what you went with, Ben?" Ted shook his head like I'd personally offended his ancestors. "A goddamn Paladin? Come on. Could you pick a more boring path if you tried?"

"What the—" I stammered, staring while my friends kept chatting like nothing had changed.

"I mean, really," Ted continued, cracking open a beer that definitely hadn't existed five seconds ago. "Name one cool Paladin from pop culture. Go ahead. I'll wait." He leaned back, arms crossed, eyebrows raised in challenge.

My mouth opened. Closed. Nothing came out.

"Exactly!" Ted slammed the beer down, snapping his fingers for emphasis. "You can't. Nobody can. You know why? 'Cause Paladins are boring as shit. Nobody wants to be the shiny do-gooder. People want edge. Anti-heroes. Big-ass swords dripping shadow magic, bad attitudes, and tragic backstories that make teenage girls write fan fiction. No one wants a hero who wants to be a hero. Shit just doesn't sell!"

Jess giggled. "He's got a point, Ben."

I whipped around to stare at her. "Wait. You can see him?"

"Uh, yeah," she said, rolling her eyes like I was the crazy one. "Are you having a stroke, you walnut?"

Dave glanced up from his notes. "What's wrong with Paladins? I think they're pretty solid mechanically."

"Oh, no, no, no," Ted said, wagging a finger like a disappointed teacher. "You're supposed to call them lame, so this bit works better. Come on, Dave, help me out here! Where's your dramatic timing?"

I turned to Ted, patience officially murdered. "Are you seriously here to ruin a memory?"

Ted shrugged, the picture of casual destruction. "What can I say? Nostalgia's overrated. And messin’ with you? Way more fun than cable."

Before I could argue, the dice on the table erupted into light. Blazing, impossible light that spread like spilled star fire. The table dissolved. The grid map faded to nothing. My friends vanished like smoke, and suddenly I was standing in that familiar courtyard, Ted leaning against a railing with a grin that could power a small city.

"Oh well," he sighed, pointing at the massive doors with his beer can. "I was hoping for more angst, but—sure—Paladin'll do. See ya next memory, kid."

The world went black.



I jolted awake with the bone-deep certainty that I was somewhere else.

Elena's office lingered like smoke—my resolve to stay on Ark, to face this Maris person, and then... darkness. I'd face-planted like an idiot.

Right. The mana cost.

So sure I'd cracked my Seal, I'd pushed too hard and passed out. Again. Valor was going to take serious practice—and even more mana. The Hunters had mentioned trials that came with binding a Seal, but nothing had happened yet. Maybe passing out was the trial. Great. Nothing like unconsciousness as a rite of passage.

Sunlight spilled through the window like liquid gold, tracing warm lines across wooden floorboards and catching dust motes in lazy pirouettes. The light screamed midmorning. At the foot of the bed, Red lay sprawled like a furry crime scene—all four paws in the air, tongue lolling out in what could only be described as aggressive relaxation.

I gave him a pat on the chest. One eye cracked open, fixing me with a look that clearly demanded belly rubs or else.

I obliged, scratching until his leg kicked in victory.

After cleaning up and getting dressed, I stepped into the hallway. The common room stretched empty except for Doreen, perched in her ridiculously oversized throne-chair like a tiny, furry dictator. The moment she spotted me, her ears twitched, and she launched onto the table with startling speed.

"What the fuck is happening?" she demanded, tone sharp enough to perform surgery. "Elena dragged you in here saying you passed out from mana exhaustion. From using a Seal! Seriously, don't fucking do that until it's bound. You're gonna scramble your mana pathways—or worse."

Well, that explained the transportation service.

"Yeah, that was my bad. People have been carrying me around a lot," I admitted with a yawn, trying to brush off the scolding. "Elena said someone's coming to La-Roc to, uh... evict me. Maris Valerian?"

Doreen froze mid-gesture. Her wide eyes locked onto me like I'd just announced the heat death of the universe. Her mouth opened, closed, tried again—twice—before managing a single, emphatic word:

"Fuck!"

"Elena's got a plan, though!" Cass's voice rang out behind me. She stood in the hallway wearing the usual red satin Winter's pajamas, Erik trailing behind her like a silent shadow with anxiety issues.

"Good," Doreen snapped, whiskers twitching with barely contained panic as she repositioned herself on the table's edge. "What is it? And how long do we have? A couple of days?"

Cass shrugged with a forced casualness that fooled absolutely nobody. “No idea. All I got was She'll be here soon, and Elena went to Sylvarus to talk to Nana about it.”

"I hope so," Doreen muttered, tail flicking like an agitated whip. "I don't think there's anyone on the island who can take her... maybe your mother?" She looked to Cass and Erik, ears tilting in what seemed almost like a prayer.

"Mother won't leave the farm if Maris is here," Erik said, tone calm but granite-firm. "That, I can guarantee. But if Maris tries her luck for our ginseng again..." He trailed off with meaningful silence.

"She's been here before?" I asked, curiosity cutting through the tension.

"Oh, yes." Erik's lips curved into something resembling a smile. "She's been trying to get her hands on our seeds for years. Mother's slapped her down each time—in duels."

I nodded, processing this nugget of hope. "Okay, so she's not invincible. That's something. Now we just wait to see what Elena and Diana can cook up."

The others didn't look convinced, but I could only shrug. I had zero frame of reference for Maris or whatever cosmic-level power she wielded, but it was clearly substantial.

"Alright, well, she's not here now," I said with a deliberate grin, trying to fracture the heavy mood. "And Red's starving! So we're hitting Katie's for breakfast. Anyone coming? My treat."

I didn't have to twist arms. Within minutes, we were out the door and heading toward the bakery, Red trotting beside me like he owned the world. The streets hummed with life, the oppressive heat of recent days finally giving way to cool morning air that actually let people breathe. Perfect weather for work—hammering, sawing, and cheerful chatter filled the air as people repaired their shops and buildings.

Katie was just opening when we arrived, her eyes lighting up like Christmas morning at the sight of us. "It's you!" she cried, running forward—only to veer at the last second and throw her arms around Red. "I haven't seen you in so long! I wasn't sure if you were okay."

Red, absolutely thrilled by the attention, began enthusiastically licking her face, nearly bowling her over in his excitement. Katie giggled, trying futilely to fend off his slobbery assault.

"Wait—you know him?" I asked, scratching Red's ears to dial down his enthusiasm.

Katie beamed through Red's ongoing face-washing campaign. "Of course! He used to visit when Carlos and I made cheese buns. But I haven't made them since..." Her smile faltered, unspoken weight settling over us like fog.

I cleared my throat. "So... do you know his name? I just call him Red."

"No, but Red's perfect." She turned to the group, brightening. "Are you all here for breakfast? I'm honored!"

I started toward a chair, but Katie's iron grip caught my arm, dragging me toward the kitchen. For someone so small, she had shocking strength. "Oh, no you don't. You're on cheese buns for Red. I'm betting I don't have to tell you how to make them."

I grinned. "No, I've got those down, but I don't think he should have chee—"

Her hug lasted a beat longer than usual, cutting off my protest. "Shush. Tell me about your hunt."

While we worked, I recounted the past few days—the Arbortrux, the Lumifrax, my Seal breakthrough. At the mention of Valor, she gaped like I'd announced I could fly.

"You've been here a week and gotten that strong? That's incredible."

"Doesn’t really feel like it since I can only keep it up for a minute before face-planting." I laughed, working the dough. "I'm just good at solving puzzles, and magic seems like one massive, cosmic puzzle."

Katie's smile could have powered the entire bakery. "Well, as long as you don't forget about little old me when you're famous."

"That reminds me—we're supposed to have a date, right?"

She blushed beneath the flour dusting her face but managed a smirk. "There's barely a drop to drink in the city. Maybe after the merchants show up?"

"Deal."

I hesitated, then dove in: "Hey, I just learned all Gaians have sagas... tattoos. But I've never seen yours—do you have them? Where are they?"

Katie's face blazed red to her ears. "Wouldn't you like to know!"

The next thing I knew, I was being unceremoniously ejected from the kitchen.

"The fuck you say?" Doreen eyed me from her table like I'd committed a war crime. "You better not have fucked up breakfast. I'll toss you into the harbor."

"No, I just asked where her markings were..."

Cass roared with laughter, patting her chest. "Oh, I know where they are. You're lucky she opened the door before putting you through it."

Whoops.

Katie eventually emerged from the kitchen, balancing a tray with expert precision, her cheeks still dusted with flour—and still very much avoiding my gaze. She set down plates of eggs, cheese buns, and thinly sliced meat that reminded me of high-end salami. I was halfway to grabbing a bun when a sudden blur of red fur shot forward.

Red, the absolute menace, snatched half my plate before I could react.

"C'mon, man! That's my breakfast," I scolded, pushing his paws off the table. He had the sheer audacity to stare at me with wide, innocent eyes, as if the concept of stealing food was entirely foreign to his noble character.

Doreen snorted. "You’ve gotta be quicker than that." She reached for another bun, tearing into it with sharp teeth.

The bakery door swung open with perfect timing, and Ferris entered. The scholar's blue robes stood in stark contrast to the flour-dusted, bustling warmth of the room.

"Amituofo," he greeted, offering a slight bow. "This humble scholar heard Ben had returned and wished to relay a message."

I gestured toward an empty chair. "Come eat with us!"

"This humble scholar would be honored; however, the collective rarely consumes these sorts of foods."

"They drink mush," Doreen said, whiskers twitching as she reached for yet another bun.

"Nectar," Katie corrected, passing by with another tray. "They make the honey we use all over the island."

I turned to Ferris, curiosity piqued. "Wait—the Sentarian are like... bees?"

Blank looks all around.

"Flying insects? Yellow and black? Fuzzy? Get angry if you try to take their honey?"

Ferris tilted his head. "You mean the Apidae? If only we were so fortunate. Do you have these on Terra?"

I nodded, and his language shifted to Eloquentia: "To know the Enlightened Ones persist is a great thing. This adds to my debt."

Doreen groaned, tossing bread at him. "Same fucking language, assholes." She turned back to me. "So you got bugs on Earth like the Sentarian. Great. You gonna eat that?"

Before I could answer, Red helped himself to another bun.

I sighed. "I was going to."

"Sorry if I offended you, Ferris," I said, shifting back to business. "You mentioned something important?"

Ferris nodded. "The collective thanks you for intervening in Rainhaven. The Arryava Pusa requests a meeting. Any Sentarian in La-Roc can guide you to her. This humble scholar returns to Sylvarus this afternoon."

Cass choked on her food. Doreen groaned, throwing her hands up. "Oh, of course she fucking does."

The way Ferris said Pusa struck a chord—I recognized it as a term for a spiritual leader.

I frowned. "Is this Arryava a leader among the Sentarian?"

Ferris's eyes gleamed. "She is more than that. But this humble scholar had a feeling you would understand."

With that cryptic bombshell, he bowed and left us in sudden silence.

Doreen huffed, tearing into the last cheese bun. "They're fucking weird."

"They're spiritual," Erik countered. "If Arryava wants to meet Ben, it must be important."

"Yeah, yeah." Doreen's attention snapped to Katie emerging with a tray of cinnamon buns. "Katie Summers, I love you. But those had better be—"

She cut herself off mid-sentence, ears twitching like radar dishes. Her expression shifted—warmth draining, replaced by razor-edge focus.

"What?" Erik asked, already scanning the room.

That's when I heard it—a faint buzzing sound, barely perceptible but wrong. Like a pulse with malicious intent. Red's hackles rose, his body stiffening as a low growl rumbled deep in his chest. The buzzing grew louder, joined by a distant, rhythmic thump that definitely didn't belong.

We weren't the only ones who noticed. Across the bakery, chairs scraped against floors as people turned their heads, faces pinched with confusion. Conversations died, silverware clinked against plates, and an uneasy silence settled over the street like a shroud.

Then the noise resolved into something infinitely worse.

Drums. And bagpipes.

The sound crawled up my spine like ice water, growing louder, layering into a discordant, menacing melody. It was just one instrument, but dozens—hundreds, maybe. A deafening war march rolling in with the tide, promising nothing good.

We rushed outside, drawn by the same morbid instinct as the rest of the townspeople. The streets had emptied as shopkeepers, laborers, and passersby all turned toward the harbor, squinting at the horizon with growing dread.

Doreen shot up a lamppost in one fluid motion, balancing atop it with impossible ease. Cass and I scrambled onto the bakery's roof for a better view, my heart hammering against my ribs.

At first, all I could make out were dots in the distance. Then the dots took shape—ships, slicing through the waves with unnatural speed. Dozens of them, trailing behind a behemoth vessel that dwarfed everything else on the water.

It was massive. Dark metal gleaming beneath the sun, bristling with sharp angles and layered decks that looked like someone with serious anger issues had designed them. And it wasn't slowing down.

The air thrummed as the fleet tore across the sea, the leading ship a monstrous, looming shadow against the bright sky. Jagged structures jutted from its hull at chaotic angles, pulsing with eerie purple and orange lights—like some kind of nightmare cruise ship designed by demons.

My stomach dropped into my boots.

The music swelled, shaking the air itself. Bagpipes and war drums. A battle march that promised nothing but pain.

"She's fucking here!" Doreen's voice rang through the street like an air-raid siren. "Get Elena!"

That snapped the Hunters into action. A flurry of movement erupted as people scattered—some sprinting for weapons, others raising the city's alarms. A deep, resonant horn sounded from the Citadel behind us, sending a shudder through the cobbled streets I felt in my bones.

I turned to Cass. She was frozen. Not moving, not blinking—just staring at the approaching ships, her face a mask of stone-cold terror.

"Cass?"

She flinched at my voice like I'd slapped her.

"What?"

"You okay?"

Her expression said everything. Whatever was coming—it was apocalyptically bad.

The ships carved through the water without hesitation, heading straight for the harbor like guided missiles. Then I realized the horrifying truth.

They weren't slowing down to dock.

"Oh, fuck," I breathed. "We have to move. Cass, we need to get people off the streets. I'm getting Katie!"

We leaped from the roof, hitting the street at a full sprint. Katie stood just outside the bakery, transfixed by the approaching disaster.

"Katie!" I grabbed her wrist, yanking her back toward the Tower. "Run! Now!"

Behind us, the impact came like the world ending.

A deafening, grinding roar filled the air as the behemoth ship plowed into the harbor, its sheer size tearing through the docks like they were made of matchsticks. It smashed straight onto the city streets, bulldozing through buildings like they were sandcastles. The force sent a shockwave through the ground, knocking people off their feet. Buildings groaned, wood and stone splintering under the impossible force.

Smoke and dust billowed outward in choking clouds. People screamed.

And then, out of the chaos, the first figures emerged.

Dark shapes moved through the haze, gliding over the wreckage with impossible grace. Black-robed figures descended in eerie silence, slipping through the dust like shadows given form and malicious intent.

Two landed ahead of us.

The first was a woman in black robes adorned with gold and purple cord that probably cost more than most people's houses. Her dark hair floated unnaturally, defying gravity like the laws of physics were merely suggestions. She moved with deliberate, controlled steps—each one radiating authority that made me shudder.

She locked eyes with me, and the air left my lungs in a rush.

I didn't need an introduction.

Maris. Without question.

Beside her stood another woman, dressed bizarrely in a maid's uniform, but her sharp gaze was anything but servile. She assessed me like I was a problem to be efficiently removed.

"That one matches the description, Your Grace," the maid said smoothly. "I'd bet my life that's him."

And then—Maris moved.

No motion or warning.

She was simply beside me, like she'd teleported through the fabric of reality itself.

"You are Ben Crawford, correct?" Her voice was almost pleasant, which somehow made it infinitely more terrifying.

I couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. My eyes darted to Katie, to her wide, terrified eyes. Then back to the woman who had just sailed a cruise ship into a city to find me.

"I am," I forced out, scraping together what little defiance I had left.

Maris's lips curled into something resembling satisfaction. "What luck!"

Her grip locked around my arm—ice-cold and unyielding as a steel vice. "To the tower with you. I want you off my world before lunch."

Maris's grip was absolute—her fingers cold as iron around my arm, promising that resistance was futile and laughably stupid. I fought against it anyway, twisting instinctively, but it was like trying to pull free of a mountain. My body wasn't cooperating—fear coiled tight in my gut, locking down any chance of calling on Bravery. Even the pearls stored in my earring wouldn't buy me more than a minute of Valor against whatever she was.

People in the street had stopped running. They watched from the sidelines, pressed against buildings or huddled near overturned carts, too afraid to interfere. The sheer presence of Maris—of the ship, the robed figures, the casual destruction—had settled over La-Roc like a suffocating storm cloud.

She turned toward the tower, already dragging me forward like luggage. "The longer you resist, the more unpleasant this will be."

"I was just about to say the same thing."

Elena's voice cut through the air like a blade through silk.

She stood at the base of the Citadel steps in the courtyard, wind catching the edges of her coat in a way that would make movie directors weep. The uniform she wore was different—black and silver, lined with Hunter insignias, high-collared and reinforced at the shoulders. Not her formal uniform, but something meant for war. That same feeling of Command filled the air around us.

And she wasn't alone.

Behind her, Vildar Hunters assembled in formation, each radiating burning auras of various colors that made the air shimmer with barely contained violence. A line of defense between Maris and the Citadel entrance that looked like it could stop an army.

"If you release him now, your honor will remain intact... barely." Elena's tone could have frozen hellfire.

Maris's grip on me didn't tighten, but I felt the shift in her focus, the way her attention snapped toward Elena like a predator sizing up new prey. "Elena," she said, voice smooth as poisoned honey. "I could have overlooked harboring a human, but you know the events that brought him here. You endanger this world for what?" She lifted my arm slightly, presenting me like evidence. "He can't even resist."

She was fishing—trying to get a reaction, to embarrass me before anyone could argue otherwise.

Elena didn't even blink. "This Acolyte belongs to the Hunters. He has achieved the Breaker accolade—a feat not accomplished in years. Grand Mistress Diana Aldertree has taken him as an Apprentice upon his admission to Sylvarus." Her voice hardened to steel. "You are violating fucking forty treaties, not to mention the hole you just tore through my fucking city. Let’s see how the Oathbound feel about all this."

Maris exhaled through her nose, supremely unimpressed. "I am protecting this world. Which I believe is supposed to be your job." Her eyes swept over the Hunters at Elena's back like she was counting sheep. "Bring the Oathbound. You and your little Monster Hunters cannot stop me. You never could."

Elena smiled.

Not a kind smile. Not a reassuring one. A smile that promised violence and delivered on its threats.

"No, you're right," she said. "But he can."

Before Maris could react, a shockwave slammed into her like a meteor made of pure force.

I barely had time to process it before someone threw me free, and I hit the ground with enough impact to rattle my bones. Maris launched backward, pinwheeling through the air before slamming through the courtyard's stone wall. The impact sent dust and shattered brick cascading like deadly rain.

Standing where she'd been was a man in white linen pants, his black skin glowing with shifting golden runes that moved like living tattoos. He bounced on the balls of his feet, rolling his shoulders like he'd just finished stretching before a workout.

His grin was wide, almost feral, and absolutely terrifying.

"Wooo!" Chas bellowed, cracking his knuckles with sounds like gunshots. "I've been waiting to do that for a long time."

            

    
        41. What's Next?

    
    
    
    
                Chas shook out his hand like he'd just punched a brick wall, but his stance didn't shift an inch. "Damn, she's got a lot more mana than I expected," he muttered, then turned to me with that trademark grin. "Hey, kid! I hear you've had a busy week. Oh, hold on—"

The courtyard wall exploded.

Maris shot through the opening like a missile, a glowing red blade aimed straight at Chas's heart. Something invisible caught her mid-air, slowing her momentum until her feet hit the ground with predatory grace. She pushed forward against the unseen force, each step like wading through liquid concrete.

I recognized Chas's presence—his aura, the same overwhelming Rebellion I'd felt in the Tavern. It filled the space, pressing outward with defiant power, declaring that nothing could touch him unless he damn well allowed it.

"Whoa now, I wasn't aware it was that kind of fight, Mary." Chas sidestepped with casual ease as her sword flickered out of existence like a bad magic trick. "I can pull my weapon out if you'd like to make this interesting."

Maris shifted immediately to close combat, and I got a front-row seat to a masterclass in violence.

Her strikes were perfect—textbook displays of martial mastery that could've been choreographed. But it didn't matter. Chas slipped past every hit as if she were moving through molasses. Her robes snapped through the air as she spun into a series of kicks that should have liquefied his organs, but Chas flowed around them like they were gentle suggestions.

His golden energy pulsed outward, actively mocking her efforts.

Without Bravery flaring in my mind, I would have missed half their movements. Their auras clashed like storm fronts—his brilliant gold against her deep violet. I wondered if the colors meant something, but there wasn't time to analyze the cosmic light show.

Maris's composure cracked like glass. Her precise strikes grew erratic, her face twisting with frustration that was beautiful to watch.

"Oh, don't look like that," Chas said, grin sharp enough to cut steel as he dodged another strike. "You're the one who made sure I became a Monster Hunter. I'm just doing my job."

He slipped past her guard like smoke and tapped her on the forehead with a single finger.

The gesture was so casual, so dismissive, that it might as well have been a slap.

Bravery screamed a warning just as my knee gave out.

A hand caught me under the arm, hauling me upright with iron strength. Cold metal pressed against my collarbone, sharp enough to part skin.

An orange dagger.

Not just tipped with Orichalcum—the entire thing seemed forged from the spirit metal, humming with lethal energy.

The courtyard fell silent like someone had hit a cosmic mute button.

"Then we'll just kill him, and the problem will be solved," said a voice behind me. The maid from earlier. Her tone was as casual as if she were discussing lunch plans.

Chas's grin vanished like someone had flipped a switch. He raised his hands slowly. "Whoa now—"

Maris's foot slammed into the side of his head mid-sentence.

The impact cracked through the air like a hammer on an anvil, and the ground cracked. Chas barely moved—his head tilted slightly before he straightened, pushing her off balance with the lightest shove.

"Killing an Acolyte of the Monster Hunters is a monumentally bad idea," he said, playful tone evaporating into something cold and dangerous.

"Then move aside," Maris spat, violet energy crackling around her like barely contained lightning. "And we'll sort this out once he's gone."

She stepped toward me, murder written on every line of her body.

A tiny yellow canary, wearing a ridiculously oversized wide-brimmed hat, landed on her head.

Maris froze mid-step. The bird opened its beak and sang—what sounded like cheerful peeping to everyone else was, somehow, the most vicious string of profanity I had ever heard in my life.

The bizarre moment stretched like taffy until Diana's voice cut through the bird's colorful commentary.

"Well said, Stanley."

She stood on the courtyard wall like gravity was optional, dressed in a shining blue qipao that made her look like a warrior goddess. Her white hair was pulled into a tight bun, and orange energy burned around her like controlled wildfire.

She stepped down into the courtyard with practiced grace, as if lowered by invisible strings.

"I believe you are currently holding my apprentice at knifepoint," Diana said, tone light and conversational. The weight made my throat go desert-dry. "Which is very unbecoming of someone in your position, my dear Maris."

Maris glared daggers at Diana but didn't move. Stanley, still perched on her head like an insulting hat, let out another string of profanity-laced chirps that would make sailors blush.

Diana's steps were slow, deliberate, each one measured like she'd already seen how this movie ended. The flickering orange aura around her shifted with each movement, like living flame dancing to unheard music.

"Diplomacy, darling. I'd really appreciate it if we could talk this out." She gestured vaguely at the courtyard, at the massive ship still looming overhead like a metallic storm cloud. "Maybe one of those tournaments your group is so fond of? But this?" Her voice sharpened to a razor's edge. "This is a bit much, don't you think?"

Maris didn't answer. She remained frozen in place while the tiny yellow canary on her head started glowing with soft, ominous light.

Diana tilted her head with predatory curiosity. "If my apprentice dies here, Stanley will melt your fucking face off—and I promise, I won't lose a wink of sleep over it."

Maris's jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. "You know how he got here, and you still insist?" Her voice came out strained, forced through barely contained fury. "We can't have Caretakers here. Not—"

Red trotted into the courtyard.

He moved at his usual easy pace, tail up, tongue hanging lazily from the side of his mouth, like he was heading to the park. But something about him felt different. Deliberate. His red fur seemed to hum with that shining energy, his paws too silent against stone for something his size.

He didn't slow until he was sitting squarely between Maris and me, cocking his head slightly before looking at me with eyes that held far too much intelligence.

I barely had time to process the moment before Diana's voice lost its threatening edge.

"Uh… does that mana beast belong to someone?"

The tension shifted like a held breath suddenly exhaled. Maris remained locked in place, muscles coiled beneath her robes, but Diana's focus had entirely snapped to Red with laser intensity.

Orange energy rippled through his fur like liquid fire. His eyes met mine, and in that instant, I knew exactly what he was asking: Ready?

Despite everything—the knife at my throat, the insane woman holding it, the cosmic-level powers facing off around me—I smiled. Whatever he was about to do, I trusted him completely.

"That's my dog," I said.

Red barked once.

The dagger at my throat vanished.

I absorbed every mana pearl from my earring at once, the rush hitting like a flood tide. Mana slammed through my pathways faster than my body could handle, making my head go fuzzy and everything feel distant and muffled. Something dripped down my shirt—for a second, I thought it was blood, but no. Golden liquid ran down my collar, pooling at my feet in impossible spirals.

The dagger. It had completely dissolved into a metallic soup.

Behind me, the maid took a sharp, disbelieving breath. "What the—"

Valor erupted inside me like a supernova.

Blue energy surged outward, forcing my body past every limit I had. The sudden power nearly buckled my legs, but I braced against it, every nerve in my body burning with electric fire. There was more than enough juice for me to put up a fight.

I didn't think—I acted.

I slammed my head back without hesitation, the crack of impact ringing through my skull as I felt her nose break with a satisfying crunch. Her grip loosened just enough for me to twist free as her fist came at me faster than humanly possible.

Pain ripped through my leg and abs as I barely avoided her strike, moving like water around her arm. I threw a backward kick that took virtually all my remaining mana, putting everything I had into it.

It felt like kicking a pile of bricks wrapped in steel.

Jenny grunted awkwardly from the impact as she launched backward, skidding across stone before hitting the ground in a graceless heap.

Chas let out a whoop that echoed off the courtyard walls. "Fucking nice! They don't just give the Breaker title to anyone, you know, Jenny."

"Well, that's one way to end a standoff." Diana strolled forward and kissed Chas on the cheek like they were meeting for coffee. "Good to see you, dear."

He beamed like Christmas morning. "Not nearly as good as seeing you in that dress. Damn."

Stanley finally abandoned his perch on Maris's head, fluttering to Chas's shoulder with an indignant peep that somehow conveyed deep personal offense.

Maris's shout echoed through the courtyard like a battle cry. "Fuck! FUCK!"

"Oh, shut up," Elena's voice cut through the aftermath like a blade through silk. She approached with arms crossed, surveying the wreckage of her city with the expression of someone deeply unimpressed. "You lost your position. So now you get to negotiate. And that little dagger stunt? That's gonna cost you extra."

I barely heard them. The world tilted sideways, vision blurring as spots danced across my sight like drunken fireflies. Too much mana followed by the lightning-fast drain of Valor—my body was staging a full revolt.

Chas stepped toward me, watching with new intensity. The golden glow around him had faded, but there was something in his expression I hadn't seen before. Appraisal. Calculation. Like he was seeing me for the first time.

Then he grinned. The same grin he'd given me when he kicked me through the portal.

"Sorry, kid," he said.

And then he punched me in the face.



I woke up on a couch that felt like clouds had crafted it, faint light filtering through the room in soft golden hues that made everything look like a warm dream. Somewhere in the background, quiet music played—a slow, rhythmic melody that reminded me of rainfall.

Pain lanced through my head when I tried to sit up, and my face throbbed where Chas had sucker-punched me with the force of a freight train. At least my mana felt mostly normal. Small victories.

The room reminded me of the meditation space where I'd met Ferris, but smaller, cozier, with an almost homey feeling. The major difference was significantly more dog.

Red had sprawled across the opposite couch like he owned the place, head resting on his paws, watching me with the unwavering judgment of someone who'd been waiting way too long for me to wake up. When I moved, he let out a loud huff and narrowed his eyes. The message was crystal clear: snacks. Now.

I still wasn't sure what he was. Even Diana hadn't known, and the way he'd walked into that fight between actual superhumans didn't exactly scream normal pet. But he'd looked at me, and I'd understood. Whatever he was, he'd chosen to stick with me.

That had to count for something.

I fished a piece of cheese bun I'd secretly stored from my earring and tossed it to him. He snatched it from the air with surgical precision and retreated to the floor with a satisfied grunt.

Magical dog was still a dog.

A door flickered into existence and swung open, voices spilling out mid-argument—heated and clipped, as if the conversation involved life-and-death decisions.

"Later." Diana's voice cut them off like a guillotine. She stepped through, and the door vanished behind her like it had never existed.

She sighed heavily, running a hand through her white hair. "Gaia's sagging tits, I need a drink." Then she spotted me. "For fuck's sake, Ben, you're bleeding on the couch. Here."

She tossed a small white pill onto the table like she was feeding a pet.

I grabbed my water gourd from my earring and swallowed the pill without question. Relief spread through me instantly, dulling the sharp edges of pain while my mana pathways locked down as my body finally recovered from its recent abuse.

That was nifty; a pill didn’t seem to take any mana—it just took longer to operate.

Diana collapsed onto the couch opposite me, rubbing her temples like she was debating where to start this conversation. Before she could speak, I pulled out the bottle of Sevenfold Spirit from my earring and held it out. It was mostly empty, but Diana's eyes lit up like I'd just offered her the meaning of life.

"Where the fuck did you get that?" Then, deciding she didn't actually care about the answer, she grabbed the bottle and took a long drink. She exhaled with pure contentment. "Ah. I'm glad to see you're figuring out that earring." She studied me, sharpness returning to her gaze. "And that display—Valor, was it? A bit shaky, but damn impressive. Almost enough to get you into Sylvarus on merit alone."

I nodded carefully, not wanting to jostle the healing still working through my system. "Sorted it out yesterday… or maybe the day before. Time's gotten weird. How long was I out? What happened?"

"Several hours." She took another drink, swirling the bottle absently. "Oh, don't look so serious. No one died, and the city was already in shambles. In fact, that boat couldn't have missed more buildings if Maris had been trying to avoid them."

I frowned, thinking back to the cataclysmic feeling of streets being ripped apart. "Alright. What now?"

Her smile turned cryptic in a way that made my stomach clench. "We'll get to that. Want to play question-for-question again? I'll bet you've got better ones this time."

She pointed at Red, who perked up at the attention like he knew he was about to become the center of attention. "What is he? To you, I mean."

"That's Red. He's a dog. My dog," I said, nudging his belly with my foot. "I had one on Earth too. Starting to think they aren't that common here."

Diana's expression softened, just for a moment. She got up and walked to a nearby table, returning with a book so ancient it looked ready to crumble into dust if someone breathed on it wrong.

"Well, he's very clearly a spirited beast, and not just a regular mana beast," she explained, settling back down.

Red sat up fast, his attention snapping to the book with laser focus. The illustrations inside showed dogs—detailed sketches from every angle, annotated in a careful script that looked like it belonged in a museum.

"An Arcadian scholar penned this during the last age," Diana said, treating the book like the priceless artifact it was. "Eighty to a hundred thousand years ago, give or take. Time wasn't exactly documented well back then."

I frowned, pieces clicking together. "Arcadian? There were people in Earth's ancient history with that name. It's come up a lot in our stories and myths."

Diana raised an eyebrow with genuine interest. "The First Ones. The first living species in the Multiverse, created by Gaia herself. And this mana beast," she tapped a drawing on the page, "Canine. They weren't just familiars—they were bound to the Arcadians, connected beyond magic, beyond life itself. When the Arcadians fell, the Canines died with them. Your dog isn't common because they've been essentially extinct for thousands of years."

I stared at Red, trying to process that bombshell. Another civilization lost to time, and they had dogs too. And somehow, this one had survived the apocalypse.

"So where did he come from?" Diana asked, though it felt like she wasn't really asking me so much as thinking out loud.

"I don’t know," I admitted. "Katie said that she and Carlos used to feed him. He's been here a while, apparently."

Diana turned that over in her mind like a puzzle piece that didn't quite fit, but before she could respond, I pushed forward. "What destroyed the First Ones?"

She didn't hesitate. "The Shi'an." Her voice was flat, stripped of its usual teasing edge. "More commonly known as the Caretakers. They are, literally, death incarnate. They're not alive—never have been. The Aldertree saw one a millennium ago and still passes the memory to us at birth."

A cold weight settled in my stomach like a stone. "These Caretakers wouldn't be huge and made of metal, would they?"

Diana laughed, breaking the heavy mood like shattering glass. "What a weird question. No. My memory of them is old and not my own, but they are like us non-beast-folk outwardly. That's as far as the similarities go, though."

Not giant evil robots, then. That was… something, at least.

"And these things brought me here?" The pieces clicked together in ways I absolutely did not like.

Diana's eyes gleamed with dangerous curiosity. "It's my turn for a question." She swirled the bottle thoughtfully. "Why do you think Maris wants to get rid of you?"

Her tone had a leading edge to it, like she was walking me toward an answer I already knew—or maybe one I just didn't want to say out loud.

"The crazy death dome that started this whole thing," I said slowly, feeling the words form like a terrible revelation, "was the Caretakers."

"More than likely." Diana leaned forward, intensity sharpening her features. "She's following an agreement. Portals to spirit realms have been showing up more often on Ark these last few years, which I hear you've seen firsthand now. Most things can't make it through, but the rule is crystal clear: if anything connected to the Caretakers comes across, we put it back and get it as far from Ark as possible. Same with Terrans most of the time. But that's just because your kind rarely fits in."

I let that sink in like poison. "And I'm a human connected to the Caretakers." I exhaled slowly. "So… why did you rush me onto Ark instead? Sounds like Maris has a valid point."

Diana took another drink, her eyes narrowing like she was choosing her words with surgical precision.

"Without drowning you in details, it's because something saved you from them." She met my gaze, voice quieter now, loaded with implication. "Something defeated them and sent you here, more or less. And from what you told us, it wasn't just anything. It was a Runebinder. Someone powerful enough to make the impossible possible. We didn't know that was even achievable, and who am I to go against someone that ridiculously strong?"

She tapped the bottle against her knee like a metronome. "So now we get to figure out why they did it."

I leaned back against the couch, letting Diana's words sink in like acid. Something saved me from the Caretakers. A Runebinder. It wasn't just that I survived—it was that something stopped them.

That was a terrifying thought on multiple levels.

I exhaled slowly. "So let me get this straight. The rule is: if something connected to the Caretakers shows up, it gets sent back. No exceptions."

Diana nodded grimly. "That's the agreement. The Hunters enforce it, and the ruling factions support it. The Empire… well, it's probably best that we don't inform the Empire for now."

"So you broke a bunch of rules for someone you never met?"

Diana swirled the bottle absently, her demeanor shifting to something almost vulnerable. "I had a gut feeling."

I arched an eyebrow at her. "A gut feeling?"

She smirked, but there was something deeper behind it. "I mean, it helped that Chas contacted me and said, 'Hey, I found a guy who survived the fucking Caretakers—we should check that out.'"

I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the weight of cosmic expectations. "And now Maris wants to kick me back through a portal because I might be a threat."

"Not just might be, darling," Diana's expression turned deadly serious. “Maris isn't an idiot. She's ruthless, but she doesn't waste resources on petty paranoia. Even though we haven't seen one in a thousand years, that doesn't make the Caretakers any less of an existential threat. The Multiverse is a big fucking place, but if they come looking, I guarantee you don't want to be the thing they're hunting.”

That wasn't exactly reassuring.

I shifted forward. "And you're still convinced I should stay?"

Diana shot me a look like I'd just asked if water was wet. "Ben, you figured out your Seal in under a week. You survived multiple fights that should've turned you into paste. Your familiar just melted a fucking Orichalcum dagger through sheer will. Even without my curiosity about how you got here, I'd still be dragging you both to Sylvarus kicking and screaming. And I'm pretty sure Lana will burn the gods-damned tower down if she doesn't get to study you soon."

I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. "Right. No pressure, then."

Diana grinned and took another sip, clearly feeling the liquor. "Speaking of pressure…" Her tone turned almost playful, which was never a good sign.

I furrowed my brow, dread creeping up my spine. "Oh, I don't like that lead-in."

She leaned back, watching me like a cat with an interesting mouse as she took another sip from the bottle. "You now have a way to make sure Maris doesn't try to grab you again. Something even she can't argue with."

The dread crystallized into certainty. "Diana, what did you do?"

Her grin widened to predatory proportions. "We're going to have a Grand Tournament. Cassandra says she's explained it to you."

I stared at her in absolute horror. "Oh, fuck no. You realize I've been here for a week, right? A week."

"Yep." She took another sip, completely unbothered by my existential crisis.

Like exhibit A in a case for insanity, I gestured vaguely at myself. "I just learned how to use Valor. I still pass out when I use it. What part of this sounds like a good idea to anyone with functioning brain cells?"

She gave me a slow, knowing look that made my skin crawl. "The part where you don't actually have to win."

That made me pause. I opened my mouth to reply but closed it again, gears turning.

Diana leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees with predatory focus. "A Grand Tournament isn't just about fighting—it's about proving capability. As long as you perform well enough, you'll be acknowledged as a legitimate force on Ark. If you place high enough, then even Maris can't claim you're a loose end to be cleaned up."

I frowned, mulling that over. It made a twisted kind of sense. I didn't have to win—I just had to not embarrass myself completely.

"Besides," Diana continued, stretching lazily like a satisfied cat, "it's not like you'll be alone. You'll have tons of support, training, and plenty of time to prepare."

I eyed her suspiciously. "How much time?"

She leaned back, draining the last of the bottle with theatrical flair, her smirk turning razor sharp.

"A week."

I groaned and let my head fall back against the couch. "Fuck."

            

    
        42. Breaking Some Rules

    
    
    
    
                Chas strode ahead of me through the tower's endless hallways, pausing at each intersection to squint at wall markers like they were ancient hieroglyphics. Identical corridors stretched in every direction, and I'd lost sight of the atrium approximately three geological ages ago.

"Are you sure we're on the seventh floor?" The walls blurred together in mind-numbing repetition, each turn leading us deeper into this architectural nightmare.

"I've been to half a dozen worlds more complicated than this tower." Chas squared his shoulders with wounded pride. "Trust me, we're on the seventh floor."

"This is the twelfth."

The voice behind us sent my pulse into orbit. I spun to find Gary standing there, looking like he'd materialized from thin air. Again.

"How the hell do you keep doing that?" I snapped, voice bouncing off the walls with accusatory echoes.

Gary's lips curved upward in what might have been amusement if he were capable of human emotion. It was really hard to tell. "I wanted to see how long it would take the Blackwood to ask for help. But as expected, his stubbornness is the stuff of legend." He gestured to a doorway that materialized beside him—in a wall I swore had been solid moments ago. "This way, please."

Great. How the hell was I supposed to survive in this tower for a week?

The moment we stepped onto the seventh floor, everything changed; it was like walking into a different universe. Mana pressed against my skin, thick enough to taste—electric and alive. Stark hallways gave way to plush carpets that muffled our footsteps. Warm light spilled from ornate fixtures, casting everything in liquid gold. The scent of jasmine and ancient paper filled my lungs like breathing history itself.

Hunters moved between rooms, their voices a constant murmur through the walls—the sound of people who belonged here, who knew what they were doing.

My eyes struggled to adjust to the brightness, sending spots dancing across my vision like drunken fireflies.

“You have permission to stay in the tower for the week before the Grand Tournament,” Gary said, pressing a cold silver bracelet into my palm. "This will allow you to return to this floor from anywhere in the Tower, provided you have enough mana to feed into it. Your room is number 121."

I turned to thank him—and caught empty air. The space where Gary had stood was now occupied by absolutely nothing.

Typical.

"A week until the Grand Tournament," I muttered, running my thumb over the bracelet's smooth surface. "If I place in the top five, I get to stay and go to Sylvarus. If not, I get thrown into the Multiverse and left to figure out my existence. This world sucks."

"Yup!" Chas pulled a pack from what I assumed was his Mana Sanctum and dug out a flask that looked like it had seen better decades. "That's why I try not to be on it as much as possible."

"What are my chances?" The metal bracelet warmed against my skin.

How was I even supposed to use this thing?

Chas paused with the flask halfway to his mouth, expression turning serious. "Much better if we can get your Seal properly bound." He took a long drink.

"Wait—for the Tournament or going through a portal?"

"Same for both." The liquid sloshed as he shrugged. "We've got a lot of work to do, either way. The best part is that Maris broke so many treaties and laws, we can basically do whatever the fuck we want to get you Tournament ready. Sometimes politics actually work."

I held out my hand for the flask. "Wouldn't that piss someone off? Special treatment for something I basically started just by existing here?"

"Kid, everyone gets special treatment." He scoffed, passing me the flask and flicking my earring with casual disrespect. "Especially you. Now we just get to be flagrant about it."

"A week's not a long time," I muttered, approaching room 121. The flask's contents hit my tongue, and I nearly choked on liquid fire. "This is fucking whiskey!"

Chas snatched the flask back, eyes darting down the hallway like a paranoid smuggler. "Keep it down. Maris may have driven a boat onto the island, but her people are still merchants, and they brought at least twenty boats of supplies."

"One minute you're beating the shit out of each other, the next you're bartering over booze?"

"That's Ark, kid!" He threw open the door with theatrical flair.

The room stretched wider than expected—spacious enough to actually breathe in. A bed lined one wall, flanked by a writing desk and what looked like a compositor. A meditation mat spread across the floor like an invitation to enlightenment.

But Red's massive form already occupied the bed, his red fur stark against pristine white sheets. He lifted his head as we entered, then bounded over with the enthusiasm of someone who'd been waiting forever, nose twitching toward Chas's pack with laser focus.

Chas dropped into the desk chair with a protesting creak. "You said a week isn't a lot of time, but I'll be fucked if you haven't done more Runebinding in one week than most manage in years. You've found a path, and now we just get to push you down it at breakneck speed. Maris has a week to gather combatants. Plus, you'll be fighting in the Seeker bracket if we can get your Seal bound. You've got a real shot."

"Diana mentioned prizes for the top three. Any idea what they are? I just want to place so I can stay... but..."

Chas's laugh filled the room like thunder. "Who can say no to prizes? I may have zoned out when they went over everything, but the grand prize is—get this—Maris's fucking boat."

A low whistle escaped my lips. "Bet she didn't like that."

"Absolutely not. That's why she's going to stack the Tournament with heavy hitters. She thinks she's in the right, and this is how it'll get settled."

My fingers sank into Red's fur as I scratched behind his ears, mind racing. "I want the boat."

Chas's grin widened to predatory proportions. "Damn right you do." His eyes flicked down to my empty hands, then shifted to Red. "Uh... collect your Mana Beast and let's go meet a friend."



The lobby hit my senses with familiar intensity—polished marble paths winding through a contained jungle, the stark boundary between civilization and wilderness that shouldn't coexist but somehow did. Damp earth and tangled vines filled the air, ancient columns disappearing into the canopy while unseen creatures stirred in the foliage. The air was misty from the massive waterfall behind the tower, creating a perpetual sense of being inside a living postcard.

Red's claws clicked against stone as we passed the Customs desk. The Vildar receptionist's wary look lasted exactly three seconds before melting into undisguised adoration. She barely glanced at me while reaching under the desk for a handful of crackers, which Red accepted with predictable enthusiasm and zero shame.

"This is how it starts, kid," Chas grinned, watching the receptionist practically melt. "You'll have him running the tower by the end of the week."

We descended massive alabaster steps, the Tower's weight behind us pressing down as we moved deeper into the jungle. Now that I was more attuned to mana, I could feel something heavy in the air—like there was more to this Lobby than I could simply see, layers of reality stacked on top of each other.

"Your familiar is really interesting," Chas mused, his boots echoing off marble with rhythmic precision.

"Diana mentioned dogs like him are extinct... or close to it anyway." I watched Red trot ahead, tail swaying with complete confidence in his place in the world.

"Well, yeah, that's weird enough. But what did he do with that Spirit Steel dagger?" Excitement crept into Chas's voice like he was describing the greatest magic trick ever performed. "That was something else entirely. With a single sound, he removed its purpose. He didn't destroy it—he unmade it. That's some next-level mana manipulation that would make Grand Masters jealous. I've seen Beast Kings pull off crazy shit, but that? That one's way up there. You sure he's not a Beast Lord?" He punctuated the thought with another pull from his flask.

I exhaled, glancing at Red with new appreciation. "Yeah, I'm thinking there's more to him than just being a dog." The path opened onto a sprawling courtyard that felt like stepping into a pocket of civilization. "But he sure acts like every dog I've ever known, so maybe that's just what dogs with mana are like."

A small crowd had gathered in the courtyard's center, forming a loose circle around two figures. An Albinus Vildar in flowing green robes circled a Gaian man like a predator sizing up prey, his staff tapping against the ground as he gave instructions. His voice carried across the space with clear, commanding composure.

"You see here—the combatant is ready for a strike. Anything I can produce, he can actively react to." The staff cut through the air in a deliberate arc, precise and controlled. The Gaian's foot snapped up to block, bracing against the blow with textbook form.

"But what if the strike wasn't my intention?" The Vildar shifted his weight forward with fluid grace. The Gaian stumbled, caught completely off guard, and in a single smooth motion, the Vildar swept his legs out from under him.

"This is important when engaging with monsters," the instructor continued as his opponent hit the ground. "Do not simply strike your opponent. You must overwhelm them. Do not let your ego stop at a single attack, no matter how skilled you may think you are."

The crowd murmured as they processed the lesson, but I was transfixed. The way his strikes flowed into each other sent a familiar itch of fascination crawling under my skin. I leaned forward, drawn to the pure efficiency. Bravery hummed in the back of my mind while Red sat beside me, his tail thumping lazily as passersby cooed at him like he was the star of the show.

As the crowd dispersed, Chas nudged me forward. "I've heard you fight like the Vildar do. This is Jeremy Sky—or Master Skyshatter if you piss him off. He'll—"

"No shit." The words escaped before I could stop them. "It's actually Jeremy! We keep missing each other at Doreen's."

Jeremy's eyes swept over me with calculating intensity, his staff planted firmly beside him like an extension of his arm. "Yes, my wife has told me much about you, Breaker."

My brain stuttered like a broken record. Wife? Doreen? She'd never mentioned being married to anyone, let alone this martial arts master. I honestly had thought Jeremy was some sort of inside joke.

Jeremy didn't linger on my confusion. "Charles has asked me to teach you about the martial side of your spell," he said, studying me with a quiet intensity that made me feel like a specimen under a microscope. "Bravery, is it?"

Chas's face twisted at the full use of his name, but I nodded. Jeremy stepped closer, tapping me lightly with his staff—a gentle probe that somehow felt like a test.

"I also have Valor," I added quickly. "But it's a Seal, and I can't really use it without running out of mana. It doesn't seem to want to turn off."

"You're binding Bravery now, yes?"

I barely managed a nod before danger screamed through my mind like an air-raid siren.

Instinct took over. My body twisted as Jeremy's staff blurred downward with lethal intent. Mana drained from me in a rush, but the air here was thick with it, feeding back into my pathways even as it pulled away.

Jeremy moved like flowing water, his staff cutting through the air in impossibly quick strikes—one at my head, one at my legs. The wood whistled with enough force to make my ears ring and my bones ache in sympathy.

Bravery propelled me into each dodge, but every movement cost me precious energy. Jeremy's speed was absolutely relentless, inhuman. Then he froze—just for a second. His wrist snapped, and the staff shot toward me like a throwing star, spinning horizontally in a deadly arc that would have taken my head clean off.

Bravery screamed at me to back up, but Jeremy was already there, gliding into the space where I would have dodged with supernatural anticipation. The staff missed my shoulder by a breath before landing perfectly in his outstretched hand like a bizarre boomerang. My momentum carried me straight toward him like a moth to a flame.

He pressed forward with renewed intensity. Each strike faster than the last. The staff became a blur, testing, probing, seeking weaknesses. Bravery struggled to keep up with the sheer precision of his attacks, but at no point was it overwhelmed like when I had fought Erik.

A pattern emerged through the chaos—subtle, but there. I spun on my heel, and Chas tossed me a staff that I caught and swung behind my head—intercepting Jeremy's next strike. The impact rattled my bones as he pressed down before sweeping low again. I jumped forward, barely avoiding the strike as I spun to face him.

Jeremy stilled, sharp eyes locked onto mine with laser focus. Like a physical force, the weight of his presence settled over me, but I didn’t move. The world narrowed to just his movements. The courtyard, the murmurs of the crowd, even Red—everything else faded into background noise.

Then I saw it. A tell. His left ear twitched.

The attack came from the right—low and fast. I knocked it aside, but the movement was a feint. The real strike slammed into my knee, sending pain flaring through my leg like liquid fire. I stumbled but thrust forward in desperation, aiming for his center.

Jeremy leapt back, just out of reach, teeth flashing in something that might have been approval.

"You have excellent pattern recognition, Breaker," he said, voice steady despite our violent exchange. "This is not the first time you've sparred with someone better. You recognize attack patterns, so you react accordingly. But..." He tilted his head like a curious bird. "You rely too much on your aura to react. It provides too few openings to go on the offensive."

I let out a breathless laugh, still rubbing my throbbing knee. "Yeah, I've noticed."

Chas leaned against a nearby pillar, looking far too amused by my pain. "So, you think you can train him in a week?"

Jeremy studied me for a long moment before resting his staff against the ground with finality. "I can certainly try."



"Jeremy knows what he’s talking about. You need to take more control. You can’t just let Courage push you around like that," Chas said as we pushed through the jungle's undergrowth. Jeremy had agreed to morning training sessions, but Chas seemed more interested in unlearning half of what I'd figured out so far.

"It's a good spell, a lot like mine," he continued, ducking under a branch with practiced ease. "But you're forgetting what makes it actually work."

I swatted a vine away from my face. "What's that?"

"Radiance, right? What does it actually do?"

I stopped walking, heat creeping up my neck as the obvious answer eluded me. "You know, I think that's the aura part. But it's just... light, right?"

“Nah, think about the meaning of the word; you’re not glowing. You’re giving off Bravery. That’s how auras work; some figure out runes that externalize their spirit.”

I let out a dry laugh. “That’s… surprisingly insightful, damn. I really need to get to Sylvarus and learn more about... everything.”

"Well, start with this. What happens if you try to combine Radiance with Compassion? Courage is great and all, but to really master your Seal, you need to know how they all work together like a symphony."

I contemplated that in silence until the trees thinned as we approached a familiar stretch of river—the same spot where I'd first encountered Lagniappe. Sunlight dappled the water, casting shifting patterns across the stones beneath like nature's own light show.

"Finally! I've been waiting for hours."

Cass was perched on a rock at the water's edge, feet dangling in the current like she belonged there. Red bounded toward her the moment he saw her, tail whipping as he tried to lick her face with his usual zero-chill approach. She held him off with one arm, laughing as he wriggled against her grip.

Chas shot me a look, but I jumped in first. "Chas got us lost in the Tower."

"I did not get us lost," Chas protested with wounded dignity, but his indignation only made Cass smirk wider.

"Yeah, that tracks," she said with savage satisfaction. "So, why exactly have I been waiting out here all night?"

Chas laid out everything—the Grand Tournament, my chance to stay on Ark, and the grand prize boat that was apparently now up for grabs.

Cass's mouth fell open like I'd announced I was secretly a dragon. "They'll let you stay? After all that? I was... well..." She hesitated, gaze flicking between us with uncertainty.

I reached out to help her up, even though we both knew she didn't need it. "We get to break some rules to train for the tournament, apparently."

"You're still my apprentice, Cassie," Chas added, shifting his weight uncomfortably. "So the offer's there for you too. I know you're all about making your own path, though, so I'm not holding my breath."

"Fuck that." Cass's voice cracked like a whip. "I just watched a boat the size of a small mountain rip through my home. I'm going to take the gods-damned thing from her. My mom would love that."

I glanced at Chas, who looked as stunned as I felt by the sudden venom in her voice.

"Well, it's about time," he said, grinning with genuine pride. "Have you seen Lagniappe?"

"He got tired of waiting for you and left." Cass rolled her eyes with theatrical exasperation. "For a Mana Beast, he's got more patience than most people I know."

Chas groaned, throwing his hands up in defeat. "Fine. Follow me."

We walked along the river, the jungle breathing around us—leaves rustling, birds calling, water lapping against the banks in nature's percussion section. Bravery hummed in the back of my mind, but for the first time in ages, everything felt simple. Despite the cosmic weight hanging over my head, this moment was peaceful.

"You remember what the Lobby is, right, Cassie?" Chas broke through the quiet.

Cass glanced his way. "You said it was something like a spirit realm but tied to the Tower."

"Anchored," Chas corrected. "But close enough. This one's particularly interesting because it has so many layers. There are countless others attached. We're looking for another one. If we had Lagniappe, it would be much easier."

The jungle grew wilder with each step, branches reaching across our path like grasping fingers. The river widened, its gentle flow shifting into a deep, rushing current that spoke of hidden depths.

"Well, it's about damn time," a familiar voice called from behind us.

I turned as golden fur broke through the water's surface like a submarine surfacing. Lagniappe rose from the river, water streaming off his coat in impossible cascades. His sharp eyes swept over us before settling on Red with obvious recognition.

"Oh, now there's somethin' you don't see every day," Lagniappe murmured, lowering his head toward Red with something approaching respect. "Glad to see you're still kickin', Cher."

Red's ears perked, tail swaying slowly in response.

"What took you so long, Charles?" Lagniappe's tone dripped with sarcasm thick enough to drown in.

"Oh, he got lost," Cass jumped in, flashing a wicked grin that could have lit up the jungle.

Lagniappe's deep chuckle rolled over us like distant thunder. "Oh yeah, that tracks."

A laugh escaped me before I could stop it. "Wait—you know him?" I gestured to Red.

"Naw, wouldn't say I know him," Lagniappe drawled. "But I've heard of your friend there. He's been on the island for a good while, is all. “I didn’t think we'd ever see him in here.”

I patted Red's side, filing that information away for later analysis. "Good to know."

"So, where exactly are we going?"

"Well, we've got to get Cass sorted with her Seal." Chas's casual tone didn't match the tension building in his shoulders. "And we need to stabilize yours. So... Nana and I are going to break a few rules."

"By a few, Charles means most of them, Cher." Lagniappe's grin revealed sharp teeth that promised trouble. "And you just walked right past it."

He nodded across the river at what looked like a clean slice through the treeline.

The cut was subtle—a perfectly straight corridor through a dense jungle that definitely hadn't been there before. We waded across the river; the water reaching my waist and threatening to sweep me downstream. How Lagniappe had submerged his massive frame earlier remained a mystery for the ages.

As we approached, something shifted in the air like reality sneezing. Halfway down the tree corridor, a blue glow pulsed faintly, accompanied by a low buzz I felt in my teeth and bones.

"You'll want these." Chas pulled two armor boxes from nowhere with casual disregard for physics.

Cass and I exchanged looks, her concern mirroring mine perfectly.

"We're going a little deeper into the tower," he added with a grin that did nothing to ease my nerves. "Gary won't let an initiate in without armor, Acolyte or not."

We suited up quickly, the familiar weight of the armor settling over me like an old friend.

"Good luck." Lagniappe's golden eyes glinted with amusement as he sank beneath the river's surface, leaving only ripples and ominous implications behind.

We approached the swirling portal. The energy had taken shape now, a luminous blue field stretching across the corridor, thrumming like a cosmic heartbeat that promised either adventure or death.

"Oh, great." I clenched my fists, adrenaline spiking. "So far? Haven't met a portal I like."

"Want me to throw you through? For old times’ sake?" Chas clapped my shoulder with way too much enthusiasm.

Cass rolled her eyes but stepped forward with him. They vanished the moment they touched the swirling surface, disappearing like they'd never existed.

Red and I stood alone before the portal. It didn't cast light—it just existed, humming with a quiet menace that made my skin itch.

I glanced down at Red. He tilted his head, ears flicking forward. His uncertainty mirrored mine perfectly, but Bravery wouldn't let me back down from whatever cosmic misfortune this portal was bringing with it.

I took a deep breath, tasting electricity. "Here we go," I muttered, stepping into the blue.
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                Stepping through the portal felt like being electrocuted by a curious cat.

Static electricity swarmed across my skin—tiny, vindictive needles that found every gap in my armor and threw a party there. My face burned like I'd stuck it in an impression board, uncomfortable but not quite crossing into actual pain. Something was definitely probing me, paying way too much attention to my gear.

Then my stomach decided it wanted to get to know my throat.

The drop hit like an elevator malfunction. Weightless. Falling. My foot missed a step that wasn't there, balance shot to hell—

SLAM.

Solid ground materialized beneath me like something had just reminded reality how gravity works.

I blinked, and everything changed.

A pristine white stone pavilion stretched around us, cool air washing the portal-burn from my face. Massive columns held up a soaring dome that belonged in some architect's fever dream. Water cascaded from the ceiling into a circular pool at the center, its rhythmic splash the only thing keeping me calm at the magnificent sight.

Ahead, Diana was beating the absolute shit out of Chas with a sheathed rapier.

THWAP. THWAP. THWAP.

She wielded the scabbard like she was disciplining a stubborn mule, each strike landing with the precision of someone who'd clearly done this before.

Red materialized beside me, shaking so violently I worried he might vibrate apart. I dropped to check him over, and he launched into full tongue-assault mode—approximately seven thousand licks per second, each one carrying the enthusiasm of a dog who'd just discovered bacon existed.

"Ugh, c'mon, dude!" I tried wiping the slobber tsunami with my gloves, which only smeared it into artistic patterns across my face.

I yanked a spare shirt from my earring. "That thing’s a weapon!"

As we approached the pavilion's center, their argument crystallized into perfect clarity.

"I said I'm sorry, Di! Damn!" Chas blocked another rapier strike, arms up like a boxer.

"Sorry?" Diana's weapon found its target again. 

THWAP. 

"I've been sitting here for an hour! You don't think that's going to raise questions? You're the most stubborn person in the entire Multiverse—just ask for fucking directions!"

THWAP.

"It builds character—"

THWAP. THWAP.

Cass stood at the pavilion's edge, leaning over the stone railing as if she were watching an interesting movie. I followed her gaze, and my jaw unhinged.

Holy. Shit.

A vast valley yawned below us, packed with structures that looked like someone had cross-bred ancient temples with military fortresses. Dense forests wrapped around everything like nature was trying to reclaim civilization. A massive stone staircase wound down through it all, splitting between buildings before vanishing into the impossible distance. We were on the side of a fucking mountain.

"No wonder we needed our armor," Cass breathed. "We're in the Trial Grounds. This is where the Exams happen. How is this even possible?"

"I connected the Lobby realm to Sylvarus's Trial realm." Diana's tone suggested this was about as impressive as making toast. "It'll stay that way all week. Before all the gods-damned politics, this was a training ground for Seals."

"Our very own training course?" I couldn't keep the excitement out of my voice.

"Oh no, that would never fly." Diana's smirk could have cut glass. "You missed the explanation when the others arrived. You'll be sharing with them, whether you like it or not. Dara will oversee everything to ensure civility. Competition is healthy, but any fighting will have you out on your asses faster than a Tidebinder riding a riptide. And you won't be permitted to enter again."

Her pointed look landed on Cass like a targeting laser. She just grinned back.

"Who's Dara?" I raised my hand like a confused student.

"Gary, but for Sylvarus," Chas answered, still dodging Diana's educational beatings.

I frowned. "Which Gary?"

"They're all Gary," said a voice like liquid music, calm and far too familiar.

I spun toward the central pool, where a woman sat trailing fingers through the water like she owned the place. She looked like someone had pulled her straight from a fairy tale and given her a PhD in looking ethereal—pointed ears, flowing blue hair that defied physics, and a white dress that moved as if it was liquid.

"He's always been mischievous," Dara said, her voice carrying Gary's same playful undertone that simultaneously mocked you and welcomed you home. "I prefer being direct."

Diana groaned like her soul was leaving her body. "Dara, darling, what have I said about sneaking up on me?"

Dara tilted her head with practiced innocence. "I believe your exact words were: 'Stop fucking appearing out of nowhere, you gods-forsaken, sleazy, no-good—'"

"Yes, yes." Diana rubbed her temples like she was trying to massage away a migraine. "So if you remember, why keep doing it?"

Dara rose in one fluid motion, smoothing her dress with the grace of someone who'd never had an awkward moment in her entire existence. 

"That's easy. Because it's fun."

Diana's groan suggested this conversation had happened roughly a thousand times before.

Recognition hit me like a brick to the face.

"You're the voice from the reading table," I said, pointing at her. "I'd bet on it."

Dara's smile widened like I'd just solved her favorite puzzle. "Very perceptive. I look forward to seeing how you perform in my Trials."

She dipped into a curtsy that somehow looked like she was dancing with invisible partners.

"There will be only one initiate allowed in each structure at a time," she continued, voice shifting into that measured tone adults used when explaining important things to children. "No time limit, but if you're injured or cannot make progress within a reasonable timeframe, I'll stop the trial to make way for others. Once complete—or if you wish to exit—infuse the panel next to each door with mana. Questions?"

I raised my hand. "What are the trials?"

"Five total. Each focuses on a particular aspect required to begin Runebinding: Power, Versatility, Grace, Perception, and Spirit. Each trial will differ for each initiate. I'll explain more when you enter."

I filed that away in the growing folder marked 'Things That Will Probably Try to Kill Me Later'.

"What about Red?" I glanced at my four-legged disaster magnet.

For the first time, Dara's composed expression cracked into genuine delight.

"Oh!" She dropped into a crouch as Red bounded over, tail moving fast enough to generate its own weather system. Her fingers found the perfect spot behind his ears, the one that turned him into a boneless puddle of happiness. "What a wonderful visitor!"

Red pressed his entire seventy-pound frame against her like she was his long-lost best friend, contentment radiating off him in visible waves.

Dara scratched behind his ears for another moment before straightening, her smile lingering like an afterimage. "But the trials aren't for him. Although..." She tilted her head thoughtfully. "If he wishes to try them, I won't stop him. He just won't be able to join you directly."

Something about her movements nagged at me—too fluid, too practiced—but I shoved the thought aside.

"Worth mentioning," Dara continued, "the portals won't let Initiates through unless you're properly armed and armored. Injuries can—and do—happen. Non-negotiable. Seekers present aren't bound by such restrictions."

Beside me, Cass unleashed a yawn that seemed to start somewhere near her ankles and work its way up through her entire body. The sight triggered my exhaustion like a contagion—a soul-deep yawn that reminded me I'd been knocked unconscious, traveled through several spirit realms, and had more of my worldview shattered, all before dinner.

"Let's get you two back to the Tower," Chas said, finally escaping Diana's rapier lessons. "It's been a long day. First thing after you wake up, we'll practice. Then Lagniappe will bring you back for the trials."



The next morning, Jeremy transformed into a precision instrument of torture disguised as a training instructor.

With every step I took, every shift in my stance—he corrected with surgical accuracy. He forced me to focus on mana flow while moving, something I'd completely ignored when Bravery took control of my body.

But as I kept at it, the pieces clicked together: cycling mana through my body while preparing for an attack wasn't just more efficient—it was like switching from a rusty bicycle to a sports car.

He didn't bother teaching me how to hit things. Instead, he zeroed in on my complete ignorance of mana mechanics—how it moved, how it affected motion, and exactly how much energy I'd been hemorrhaging without realizing it.

"Stop trying to brute-force everything," Jeremy said, his staff whistling toward my legs. "Flow with it. The mana should do the work, not the spell."

I stumbled back, teeth gritted. "Easier said than done."

"Everything worthwhile is easier said than done." He didn't pause, forcing me into another dodge. "You're making mana fight against your own body. Let it work for you."

He guided me through movements that felt like martial arts had a baby with interpretive dance—each motion aligned with mana's natural flow. My body moved on pure energy rather than muscle, and the sensation was...

Weird. But also incredible.

"You're thinking too much." Jeremy's staff tapped my shoulder as I hesitated mid-step. "Stop analyzing every movement. Stop thinking about moving and just move."

After what felt like hours of this mystical torture, something shifted. The strain melted away, replaced by a synchronization I'd never experienced. Moving like this wasn't just efficient—it felt right. Like I'd stumbled onto some fundamental truth about how bodies were supposed to work.

Eventually, several Hunters arrived for their normal classes. Jeremy gave them a quick nod before waving me off.

"That's enough for today. Go on. You have things to do."

I blinked, unsure if I was actually dismissed, but his expression left zero room for negotiation.

Red trotted out from the trees carrying a stick like he'd just conquered a small forest, tail wagging with the satisfaction of someone who'd had his own private adventure while I got my ass kicked by physics.

The river came into view as we walked, sunlight dancing across the surface like scattered diamonds. Lagniappe floated on his back, surrounded by several smaller otters, all munching yellow fruit and making contented chittering sounds.

"You're early, Cher," Lagniappe said without looking up. "Figured Jeremy'd keep you longer."

I sighed, watching one of the smaller otters commit what appeared to be fruit-based grand theft. "I think he got bored with me."

Lagniappe's deep chuckle rumbled across the water. "More like he's makin' sure you practice on your own. Ain't no quick way to learn what he's teachin'."

Another sigh escaped me. He wasn't wrong.

"Cass here yet?" I scanned the peaceful riverbank.

Lagniappe shook his head, flashing teeth that belonged on something much larger than an otter. "No, sir, but I can take you to the portal. A couple of folks already went through while you were gettin' educated."

The walk stretched longer than expected, the portal apparently much farther downriver than my memory suggested. Finally, a subtle break in the dense tree line revealed our destination.

"That it?" I pointed toward the barely visible shimmer.

"Good eye, Cher." He grinned. "Now remember—you’ve gotta suit up."

Groaning, I pulled my armor from the earring, immediately noticing how much tighter everything felt. Either the armor was shrinking, or the steady diet of bread and cheese was doing its job.

"It's only day one, eh?" Lagniappe's tone carried a gentle warning. "Don't overdo it."

"Thanks, Lagniappe. See you soon."

He slipped back into the river with his usual grace, vanishing beneath the surface as if he'd never existed.

Red trotted up beside me, fixing me with that unmistakable look—the one that said his stomach was a vast, empty void that only food could fill.

"Come here." I sighed, pulling out another bread ration. "I swear you eat more than I do."

Red inhaled an entire loaf of sourdough like it was a light snack, tail wagging with the intensity of a small hurricane.

"Where do you put it all?" I muttered, patting his deceptively normal-sized stomach. "Ready?"

He shot me a look that clearly said, not really, but we stepped through anyway.



The pavilion buzzed with activity—nearly a dozen people moving about, their conversations mixing with the gentle rush of water. As Red and I recovered from the portal's electrical personality disorder, a familiar scoff sliced through the noise like a rusty knife.

"Oh good, the Terran is here. I don't get why they haven't just thrown you off our world already."

I turned toward the voice with the enthusiasm of someone expecting a root canal. "Dorian Graves." I tried to sound thrilled to see him and failed spectacularly.

He stood with two others—Malcolm and someone who radiated the kind of quiet intensity that suggested he wanted to bench press me.

I blinked, my gaze snapping back to Malcolm. "Malcolm... Valerian?"

He nodded with a polite smile that seemed genuinely amused rather than mocking.

"And I don't think we've met." I offered my hand to the third man, who looked at it like I'd just offered him a live snake.

"Darryl Summers." His voice carried all the warmth of winter in Antarctica.

"Darryl! Nice to finally meet you." I shot a pointed glance at Dorian. "Any relation to Katie Summers? Bit rude of you not to introduce us last time, but I'm sure he's forgiven you for it."

Darryl's eyebrows drew together slightly, but he nodded. "She's my cousin."

Dorian scoffed again, irritation practically radiating off him in visible waves. "We won't need to know you in a week when you're off our world."

Choosing the diplomatic route, I kept my voice light. "I'm really not sure what I've done wrong to you, Dorian. I thought we were square after the reading room thing."

"He paid for a query as an apology," Malcolm cut in, his friendly tone slicing through the tension like a hot knife through butter.

"One red mana coin means nothing." Dorian's voice climbed toward a whine. "We'd been waiting for hours, and he just traipsed in and kicked us out."

I raised my hands in surrender. "Okay, I get it. I apologize."

Dorian stalked off like a petulant child, the other two following. Malcolm hesitated, glancing back at Red with genuine curiosity lighting up his expression.

"Is that your familiar? The one that ruined Jenny's dagger?"

I nodded, reaching down to scratch Red's ears. "That's him. Name's Red."

Malcolm stepped closer, studying Red with the kind of interest usually reserved for rare artifacts. "He's nothing like anything I've seen before."

Red tilted his head, tail wagging tentatively, clearly debating whether to be friendly or maintain his mysterious reputation.

"Yeah," I said, patting his side. "Turns out he's one of a kind."

Malcolm's grin widened. "She's pissed about it. That thing was worth a fortune." He chuckled as if it was the best news he'd heard all week. "I've heard of things that can mess with Spirit Steel, but I've never seen it happen. How'd he do it?"

I shrugged. "No idea. He just... barked at it."

"That's it?" Malcolm laughed outright, shaking his head in amazement. "No wonder she's so mad. A bark. Best of luck with the training."

As he walked away, I muttered to Red, "Okay. Turns out Malcolm doesn't completely suck."

I started toward the railing when Dara's voice rang out, cutting through the chatter like a bell.

"The pool contains glass beads. Pull one out to determine your first trial and the order in which you'll be allowed to attempt it."

I spun, joining the migration toward the central pool. Others reached into the water, pulling out small glass beads, their groans suggesting the universe had a sense of humor and it wasn't kind.

Shrugging, I dipped my hand in, fingers closing around something smooth and warm. I pulled it out and examined the floating red letters inside: First Position - Power.

Perfect. Because clearly, power was my strongest trait.

I sighed but spotted Malcolm heading toward the massive staircase that wound into the valley. Grinning, I caught up to him, Red padding along at my side with the casual confidence of someone who'd never met a problem he couldn't solve by being adorable.

"What'd you get?" I asked.

"Grace. You?"

"Power."

Malcolm winced like I'd just told him I'd volunteered for experimental surgery. "Ouch. Not many pass that one on the first try, let alone use it for training. But hey, if you could knock Jenny down..."

Dara's voice rang out again, carrying across the pavilion with perfect clarity.

"Approach the structures. They will open to matching colored beads. Should you have questions, you may ask once inside. These training rooms will differ for each person. It's up to you to determine what you'll gain from them."

Malcolm squared his shoulders and sighed like he was preparing for battle. "Of course they're different... Tower spirits never like to keep things simple."

"Are they that common?" I raised an eyebrow.

"More than most think. Several spirit-based towers exist worldwide, but only two have enough depth to access the Multiverse. Many have spirits like Dara or Gary—and all of them are annoying to a fault."

I shook my head. "I've only been here a week. That's completely new to me."

Malcolm chuckled. "Unbidden are more common through the other Tower in Sunspire. That one's considered the main tower."

"I've heard that. Might be a way home for me there too." I clapped him on the shoulder, noting his slight smile. "Good to know I'll have to deal with another Gary or Dara."

"Common knowledge, but... you're welcome."

As I approached the red-marked door, my marble buzzed with mana like an excited bee. The moment I crossed some invisible threshold, the glass bead disintegrated into sparkling dust, flowing into the door's markings like liquid light. A soft hiss sounded as the chamber slid open with the smooth precision of expensive machinery.

I turned to Red. "Guess I'm flying solo in here—be out shortly, okay?"

Red plopped down with the dignity of a king claiming his throne, ears forward, tongue hanging out in a grin that suggested he couldn't be more content if he tried.

"Alright then. Good talk."

Dara's voice surrounded me, soft but omnipresent. "Don't worry. I'll allow him to observe if he'd like. He seems content to wait for your return."

The door slid shut behind me as I stepped forward. Another wall opened ahead, revealing a large circular chamber that belonged in some ancient temple built by giants.

At the center stood a massive white statue of a man gripping a hammer, its stance radiating a power that suggested it could reshape mountains as a hobby. At his feet lay what looked like an anvil—with another hammer resting across it.

The weapon gleamed in the chamber's sourceless light, looking remarkably similar to the sledgehammer I'd used on the Carapax. Only this one gave off a weight that suggested it was forged from concentrated gravity and poor decisions.

Dara's voice boomed through the chamber, echoing off the walls with the authority of someone announcing the end of the world.

"Show your strength to the universe, Ben Crawford. Strike the anvil true."

I exhaled slowly, rolling my shoulders as I approached the block. The hammer looked innocent enough, but since arriving on Ark, I was realizing that nothing was.

With a sigh that came from somewhere near my soul, I gripped the handle with both hands. The weight hit me immediately—immense, like holding a car on a stick. Mana flowed through my arms, reinforcing muscles and bones against the impossible mass.

"Alright, universe," I muttered, raising the hammer high above my head. "Let's see what you've got."

I swung down like I was aiming for the top prize at a carnival game.

The hammer struck the block with a sound like reality breaking. A pulse of red energy exploded outward from the impact, washing over me in a wave of heat and power. The entire chamber shuddered, the air thickening until it felt like trying to breathe soup.

A low grinding sound rumbled through the space—stone shifting against stone, ancient mechanisms awakening from slumber.

I stepped back, pulse hammering against my ribs as I looked up at the statue.

The massive figure moved.

It straightened to its full, impossible height with the deliberate grace of something that had been waiting centuries for this exact moment. Stone muscles flexed as it gripped its own hammer—a weapon that made mine look like a child's toy.

Glowing eyes locked onto me with the focused intensity of a predator that had just found its next meal.

Cold realization crashed over me like an avalanche.

"Oh, fuck," I whispered, my voice barely audible over the sound of approaching doom. "I forgot to grab my healing potions."

            

    
        44. A Calculation of Hammers

    
    
    
    
                The golem lumbered forward like a drunk bulldozer, each grinding step echoing through the chamber with the enthusiasm of wet concrete. My heart hammered against my ribs as it gripped its hammer in both hands, raising it for what had to be the most telegraphed horizontal swing I had ever seen.

The attack was so slow I could have taken a nap between the windup and follow-through. Bravery didn't even bother sending up warning flares. I took a casual step back, watching the massive weapon whoosh past with all the threat of a butterfly.

It followed up with the same sluggish strike, stone arms straining under the hammer's weight like it was made of disappointment.

"Right," I muttered, more annoyed than afraid. "A trial for initiates."

I circled the golem with the confidence of someone who'd just discovered their opponent was an aggressive statue. "Am I supposed to just smash it?"

Stepping inside its next telegraphed swing, I raised my sledgehammer and brought it down on its leg with everything I had.

CRACK.

Sharp energy erupted from the impact, red light rippling through the golem like electric veins. Bravery's warning flared just as it toppled to one knee with surprising grace, a soft chime ringing through the chamber like a dinner bell.

I blinked at the now-motionless figure. "What, that's it?"

My eyes flicked to the door, where the exit panel glowed invitingly. Was that seriously all it took? I'd expected more from a Power trial—maybe some actual danger, a few near-death experiences, the usual Ark stuff.

Then a thought struck me, and I grinned like I'd just figured out a secret.

Was the difficulty based on how hard I hit the anvil? I'd hit it pretty hard, but I was definitely holding back. Time for round two.

Returning to the anvil, I hefted the hammer and channeled as much mana into my arms as they could handle without exploding. This time, I brought it down with everything.

The clang didn't just resonate in the room—it was like detonating a bomb. Sound became a physical force, blasting outward in a tangible wave that slid me back a full meter. My teeth rattled, and I was pretty sure I tasted copper.

The golem surged to life with unsettling smoothness, rising like something had just plugged it back into a power grid. This time, Bravery didn't just warn me—it screamed.

Something was very different.

The stone giant closed the gap faster than anything of that size had a right to move, its hammer whistling through the air with alarming speed. I dodged back just in time, feeling the displaced air kiss my face with murderous intent.

Before I could recover, it stepped forward with mechanical precision, bringing its hammer down in a vertical arc that promised to turn me into smooth paste.

"Oh, shit!" I threw myself sideways as the weapon crashed onto the floor. The impact sent spiderweb cracks racing across the stone, accompanied by a shockwave that I felt in my soul.

My bones vibrated like tuning forks.

This wasn't a training dummy anymore. This thing wanted me dead—or at least very flat. That last hit would have turned me into abstract art, and not the good kind.

"What the hell is going on?" I muttered, watching the stone nightmare lumber toward me with renewed purpose.

The golem didn't hesitate, closing the distance with grinding determination. I kept moving, circling just out of range while my brain frantically tried to formulate something resembling a plan that didn't involve me becoming pink mist.

Sighing, I let it get closer, hammer at the ready. If it kept those slow, telegraphed swings, maybe I could meet its attack head-on and push through its guard.

As the horizontal strike came around, I swung with everything I had, aiming to deflect the blow and show this oversized paperweight who was boss.

The impact was blinding.

White light exploded across my vision as my boots skidded against stone, spinning me like a top. The clash numbed my arms from fingertips to shoulders, leaving them feeling like they belonged to someone else entirely.

But the golem was reeling too, its movements sluggish as it recovered from our violent dance.

I laughed despite myself, shaking feeling back into my hands. "I really need to solve this shoe problem."

With a quick mental command, I stored my armor and swapped it for standard linen clothes. The transformation was instant—heavy leather disappeared, replaced by comfortable fabric that actually let me move.

"Hope Dara doesn't get mad," I muttered.

If she were watching, she kept her opinions to herself. The golem lumbered toward me again, hammer ready for another round of 'let's flatten the human.'

But now, without the stiff armor restricting every movement, I felt lighter, more connected to the ground. My feet stuck to the cold stone as if they belonged there. Plus, if that hammer caught me, armor wouldn't do much except make me a slightly better-protected pancake.

And I could feel it now—the air thick with mana, crackling with potential energy just waiting to be used.

Grinning, I tightened my grip and waited for the golem's swing. As the horizontal arc swept toward me, I met it head-on with every ounce of force I could muster.

This time, I held my ground better. I still slid backward, boots scraping against stone, but I stayed upright. My arms burned from the impact, vision blurring momentarily, but I'd won the trade.

The golem staggered, its hammer knocked wide, leaving a gap in its defenses that I could drive a truck through.

I dashed forward, slipping past its guard and swinging hard. My hammer connected squarely between its legs—a hit that would have ended any fight with a human opponent very differently.

Red energy exploded through its body like lightning through a lightning rod. The golem toppled backward, crashing to the ground with a sound like a building collapsing. A bone-shaking gong rang out, the note so deep I felt it in my chest.

Breathing hard, I stepped back, staring at the motionless figure. "Well," I panted, "guess that's one way to do it."

Feeling smugger than I probably deserved, I started for the door. But as I moved, that nagging voice in the back of my head—the one that had been suggesting spectacularly stupid things—spoke up.

Sure, that was more challenging than round one, but it was still over too quickly. My gaze drifted back to the anvil, and a truly terrible idea began forming.

I stopped mid-stride, turning back to face the innocent-looking block of metal. A reckless plan that had become Bravery’s signature was taking shape—the type that would either work brilliantly or kill me in creative ways.

There was so much mana in the air it practically buzzed against my skin. Maybe I could hold Valor for longer here, use the ambient energy to offset the cost. Dara had said she'd pull us out if we were defeated... hopefully that meant before I got turned into modern art.

"Well, dumb ideas seem to be the theme of the week," I muttered, activating Valor.

Mana rushed into the rune like water through a broken dam, but the ambient energy in the room pushed back against the vacuum. I could feel it—like a tide fighting the undertow. Not sustainable forever, but I had more time than usual before face-planting unconscious.

Grinning like a madman, I hefted the hammer and brought it down on the anvil with everything Valor could provide.

The explosion was instantaneous.

A shockwave of raw energy ripped through the chamber, launching me backward like I'd been shot from a cannon. I slammed into the wall with a thud that should have shattered every bone in my body, but Valor absorbed most of the impact, leaving me dazed but inexplicably intact.

Then I heard it—the grinding roar of stone awakening with murderous intent.

My eyes snapped to the golem as it pushed itself upright, red runes blazing across its surface like veins of molten lava. And now it was sprinting.

"Uh oh," I breathed, heart hammering against my ribs.

Valor screamed at me to move, and I obeyed without thought. I leaped aside, moving faster than physics should have allowed, the air seeming to part around me like I was cutting through reality itself.

I landed in a controlled skid, spinning to watch the golem's hammer obliterate the wall where I'd been standing. The impact left a crater you could park a car in, and chunks of stone rained down like angry hail.

"This was a mistake!" I shouted, already pivoting toward the door.

My steps carried me forward with unnerving speed, each stride propelling me like I'd been fired from a very enthusiastic slingshot. In just a few paces, I was vaulting over the anvil, making a desperate break for the exit.

Then inspiration struck like lightning in a brainstorm.

I tried to stop, but momentum had other plans. It was more of a skid-hop-stumble combo that ended with me standing on top of the anvil in two completely ungraceful steps.

The golem was on me instantly, hammer swinging in a horizontal arc from the left. Valor flared, energy burning through my legs as I launched into the air, executing a backflip so smooth it belonged in a martial arts movie.

I landed just as the golem brought its hammer around for a vertical strike that would have turned the anvil—and me—into abstract sculpture. My foot slipped on the angled surface, and I teetered like a drunk tightrope walker.

Panicked, I shoved more mana into my feet than my pathways could safely handle. Blue energy exploded from beneath me, rocketing me backward as the hammer came crashing down.

I hit the ground hard, sliding across stone and feeling every bump along the way. Gritting my teeth against the scrape-burn across my back, I looked up just in time to see the golem's hammer collide with the anvil.

The sound that followed redefined the concept of loud.

A chime so deep and resonant it seemed to shake the fundamental forces of reality erupted from the impact. The room vibrated, energy exploding outward in visible waves. For a split second, everything froze—even the dust particles hung suspended like they were waiting for permission to move.

Then, the red runes on the golem flared brilliantly and cracked like eggshells.

"Uh... did I just break it?" I muttered, half-expecting it to keep coming anyway.

An intense red explosion of energy rippled out from the collapsing golem just as I sat up, knocking me back down and introducing my skull to the stone floor with unnecessary enthusiasm.

CRACK.

Stars exploded across my vision, but I was grinning like an idiot as I forced myself upright. "Okay, that was definitely a mistake," I said to the empty chamber. "But hey—it worked."

I struggled to my feet, every muscle filing formal complaints, and started toward the crumbled remains when a sound behind me made my blood freeze.

"Hmph."

I spun around to find Dara standing there with the casual confidence of someone who'd been watching the entire spectacular disaster unfold. Before I could react, she flicked her finger into my forehead with surgical precision.

Valor fizzled out like a candle in a hurricane; the torrent of mana feeding it evaporated instantly. The sudden stillness felt almost alien after the chaos.

"Whoa, how'd you do that?" I asked, still catching my breath and probably concussed.

She smirked with the satisfaction of someone who'd just solved an amusing puzzle. "I'll give you a hint—if you tell me how you figured out the activation tiers. And I'll give you something extra if you tell me how you knew to make it hit the anvil."

I blinked at her, caught completely off guard, then shrugged. "I didn't figure anything out. Honestly, I just played a lot of video games growing up. The first hit felt like tutorial mode, so I figured pushing harder would unlock the real challenge."

"Video games?" Her head tilted with genuine curiosity.

"Uh, simulations. Interactive stories where you control characters doing things like this trial," I explained, stumbling over the cultural translation. "As for the anvil trick? That wasn't genius—it had a hammer, I had a hammer. Basic question: what happens if I get it to hit the anvil instead of me?"

"A calculation of hammers?" Dara raised an eyebrow like I'd just proposed a new branch of mathematics.

"More like pattern recognition," I said. "It felt obvious once I thought about it."

She stared at me with the expression of someone trying to decode an alien language. "No one has completely solved this trial in a very long time. For someone who claims to be stumbling around, you certainly have a habit of landing on your feet."

I shrugged again. "Lucky, I guess?"

Dara sighed, shaking her head like she was resigning herself to the universe's sense of humor. She turned toward the pile of dust where the golem had been and waved her hand over it with practiced ease.

"Your Valor Seal will not obey you until it's fully bound to your soul," she said, her tone shifting to serious instructor mode. "Until then, it'll keep burning your mana like a house fire. I would strongly advise against using it unless absolutely necessary. Running out of mana during a burn can scorch your soul—and that's not something a few healing potions will fix."

As she spoke, the anvil melted into the ground like ice cream on hot pavement. In its place rose a small bonsai tree, its gnarled branches tipped with soft golden-yellow leaves that sparkled like captured sunlight. The tree radiated ancient energy—the kind that made you want to whisper in its presence.

Dara stepped forward and snapped off a branch with the reverence of someone handling a holy relic, cradling it like it might dissolve if she breathed wrong.

"This tree is known as Titan's Root. It has a profound effect on mana pathways," she said, offering me the branch. "Most wait to consume something like this—it will make your path to Adept much more difficult, but far more effective." She paused, her smile carrying secrets. "If you're dead-set on binding Valor, steep it into tea and drink it. Then meditate. Do this immediately—its leaves won't survive a portal, not even in your mana sanctum."

Her grin widened with mischief. "And when you're done, perhaps your familiar will enjoy chewing on the stick."

"Thanks, Dara."

I blinked, and she was simply gone—like she'd never existed at all.

Sighing, I looked down at the precious twig and sniffed it. The scent reminded me of cardamom mixed with something indefinably more. Shrugging, I headed for the exit, the doors sliding open with barely a thought.

Outside, a small crowd had gathered like I was some kind of exotic zoo exhibit. Red was front and center, tail creating its own weather system, and even Cass had finally shown up.

"No way... You solved it?" Cass ran up and delivered a shoulder punch that would have knocked me over if I hadn’t still been riding the post-Valor high. "Of course you did."

I glanced around, noticing several initiates staring at me like I'd just performed actual magic. Which, to be fair, I kind of had.

"They can't believe it, but I sure can," Cass beamed, practically vibrating with excitement. "After everything I've seen you do." Her grin threatened to split her face. "I think the last person to fully solve the Trial of Power was Maris-fucking-Valerian herself!"

"Really? I mean, it wasn't that—" I stopped myself. Saying it wasn't hard felt wrong, especially since I'd nearly become wall decoration multiple times. "Hey, do you know how I can make tea?"

"Tea?" Cass blinked, then her eyes locked onto the twig in my hand.

Her pupils dilated to the size of dinner plates.

She spun to the group of initiates with the urgency of someone announcing the apocalypse. "Does anyone have something that can hold water? A kettle, maybe?"

A Floran man reached into his backpack and produced a small copper pot without hesitation. "I've got this. What's it for?"

"Titan's Root," Cass said, her voice carrying the reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts.

The man's eyes went wide enough to qualify as a medical condition as he handed over the pot like he was passing along the crown jewels.

"Okay, now we just need water and a way to heat it..."

"Cass," I interrupted, grabbing her arm and steering her toward the pavilion. Red padded along behind us, wearing his signature goofy grin like it was painted on. "Water's right there."

I gestured to the cascade flowing into the central pool.

"Oh." Cass grinned sheepishly. "Sorry, there's just too much to be excited about right now."

I fished several lantern orbs from my earring and crouched by the pool, scooping crystal-clear water into the copper pot. Placing it on the glowing orbs, I adjusted their internal runes until they radiated heat without threatening to explode and take half the pavilion with them.

The water began steaming almost instantly, and I realized with a start that a week ago, using three orbs simultaneously would have drained me completely. Now? I barely felt the strain.

Progress was a beautiful thing.

Grinning, I steeped the branch in the hot water, watching golden leaves dissolve completely, leaving the liquid a faint, shimmering yellow that seemed to glow from within.

"Excited about more than this?" I asked, motioning to the brewing tea. "Is that why you were late?"

Cass glanced around like she was about to share state secrets, excitement bubbling over. "I think I've found a Seal candidate."

"Oh, shit!" I grinned and returned the arm punch with interest. "Tell me everything."

She beamed, practically vibrating with energy. "I told Chas about that stick thing you did back in Riverbend. He said he'd seen something like it before and helped me nail down a concept." Her expression softened with genuine warmth. "I don't really know how to thank you."

"You don't have to. You've done more than enough already." I dipped the twig impatiently. "Is it Precision?"

"That's part of it. Combined with swiftness and decisiveness—Acumen." Cass smiled with such genuine happiness it was almost blinding.

"I can't wait to see it in action!"

Red stuck his nose under my arm, sniffing the steam with scientific curiosity. He promptly sat down and unleashed his signature rumble-honk—a sound that unmistakably meant he wanted something and wouldn't be taking no for an answer.

"Alright, alright." I grabbed what remained of the twig and held it out. He snatched it with shameless enthusiasm, chomping down with exaggerated smacking sounds that suggested this was the best thing he'd ever tasted.

"You seem to know what this is," I said, gesturing at the pot. "Any idea what it actually does?"

"I grew up on a farm; of course I know Titan's Root." Cass rolled her eyes but couldn't hide her grin. "It's incredibly rare—it helps with mana flow and pathway development. I had no idea there was one in Sylvarus, though it makes sense you wouldn't have it on Terra."

"Hey, we had trees that looked similar," I protested, lifting the pot to smell the tea. The aroma was incredible—like cardamom and sunshine had a baby. "Want some?"

"Gaia's tits, no! That's your reward, and I mean it this time. Drink it all anyway—the more you infuse, the better the effect."

"Alright, alright. Give me a minute." I took a cautious sip of the steaming tea.

It wasn't too hot, and the taste was surprisingly pleasant—though it could definitely use some honey. Before I realized what was happening, I'd drained the entire pot like I was dying of thirst.

I lowered the empty vessel and glanced at Cass, who was watching me with expectant eyes.

"I don't really feel anything," I admitted, and her face fell slightly.

"Oh, wait—I'm supposed to meditate first."

"Good!" She perked up immediately, standing and brushing off her hands. "Do that, and I'll return this pot to Michael. I'm next for the Grace trial, so I'll be back shortly."

I nodded, settling by the pool. "Good luck, Cass! I'll just be here, doing nothing productive."

Her laughter echoed as she descended the stairs, leaving me alone with the sound of falling water and Red's contented stick-crunching.

Red padded over and flopped down next to me, pressing his warm bulk against my leg while making satisfied chomping noises. Smiling, I rested a hand on his side, running my fingers through his fur as I closed my eyes and let the pavilion's soothing sounds wash over me.

At first, meditation felt like trying to catch smoke with my bare hands. Something kept pulling my attention away, drawing my focus somewhere closer to the surface. Then my awareness shifted, zeroing in on my mana pathways like a camera finding its focus.

I gasped, eyes flying open.

Mana pulsed through me in perfect sync with my breathing, each wave impossibly fast and smooth. In my mind's eye, I could see them—what had once been simple roads now evolved into a complex network of branches and crossroads, each connection humming with vibrant blue mana.

Energy surged through the pathways in rhythmic waves, moving with the natural flow of my heartbeat and breath. It wasn't just power anymore—it was part of me, as essential as blood in my veins.

I focused inward on my mana reserves and felt my jaw drop. The regeneration rate had increased by orders of magnitude. I was pulling energy from the air like a vacuum, processing it faster than I'd ever dreamed possible.

Here, in this trial area thick with ambient mana, I was pretty sure I could maintain Valor indefinitely.

It was going to be a very interesting week.

            

    
        45. Returning The Favor

    
    
    
    
                My mana moved like it was thinking ahead of me. Like a reflex requiring only a whisper of intention. With a twitch of my fingers, the energy was already there, coiled and ready to strike.

Sitting in meditation, I could feel the changes from the tea settling into permanence. My pathways looked like river deltas now—complex, branching networks where before there had been simple threads barely wider than fishing line.

Opening my eyes, I focused on Bravery, burning bright in that liminal space where runes seemed to exist. I casually rotated my mana away from it, and the spell faded like a candle being snuffed. The world lurched briefly without its effects—colors less vivid, sounds more muffled.

Rotating energy back ignited the rune instantly, sparking to life with eager intensity. It felt permanent now, always there unless I concentrated hard on dropping it. Even then, it would reappear moments later, ready for infusion like a loyal dog waiting for attention.

I looked down at my hand, separating Radiance from Courage and pushing Light into my palm. My hand lit up like a biological flashlight, glowing with faint pinkish-red luminescence that seemed to pulse with my heartbeat.

The ease of rune manipulation shocked me. Before, I had just been using Bravery because it was easy, but separating them into their component concepts felt like child’s play.

Frowning, I turned my hand over, inspecting the trapped glow beneath my skin. The light looked almost alive, swirling in patterns that made my flesh seem translucent. With a sigh, I released it, and my hand returned to normal.

"You'll need a mudra if you're trying to manifest magic," came a voice from behind me.

I turned to see Malcolm climbing the stairs, looking like he'd been introduced to a wood chipper and lost the argument. His clothes hung in tatters, cuts and bruises painting his skin in a roadmap of pain while he cradled his arm at an unnatural angle.

"Oh shit, are you okay?" I asked, jumping up and rushing over.

He laughed, though it sounded like it hurt. "I'll live. The Grace trial is no joke—it's like dancing with a tornado that has anger management issues. I passed, but only barely. Dorian should be done with his trial soon, and he's been studying a healing rune."

"I actually know one too," I said, hesitating. "But I haven't really used it... that way."

Malcolm arched an eyebrow through the pain. "What do you mean you know a healing rune but haven't used it?"

"It's... hard to explain." I wasn't in the mood to dive into another 'magic is what you make it' conversation. But Chas's earlier question echoed in my mind, demanding attention.

I wasn't entirely sure what Radiance could do beyond making my hand glow like a bargain-basement flashlight, but... what if I paired it with Compassion?

Sliding Compassion into the rune alongside Radiance, I studied the combination carefully. The meaning roared at me, more direct and visceral than any rune I'd bound before.

	A parent shielding their child from harm. 


	A soldier dragging his wounded comrade to safety, unyielding despite the pain ripping through his own body.


Devotion.

Shout your loyalty to the heavens. Prove your willingness to protect those who matter, no matter the cost.

I inhaled sharply as the rune bound itself to my soul. A wave of teal energy radiated outward, similar to Bravery's aura but smaller, denser, more concentrated. The air shimmered with visible heat waves, and my mana pathways burned like white-hot wires under the strain.

If not for my newly enhanced regeneration, I'd be tapped dry in minutes. It wasn't on Valor's level of insane consumption, but maintaining this aura felt like trying to hold back a dam with my bare hands.

I turned to Malcolm, whose eyes went wide as cuts and bruises began visibly fading from his face. I could feel them disappearing, like solving a puzzle piece by piece.

Bravery made me aware of anything focused on me. Devotion, though, let me sense what needed fixing. Malcolm's wrecked body lit up like a problem demanding immediate solution, injuries calling out for attention with increasing urgency.

"What the..." Malcolm flexed his arm, watching in fascination as the bone set itself with audible clicks. "It's like I've taken a powerful healing pill."

Satisfied that most of the damage had been repaired, I released Devotion and immediately dropped to my knees. Sweat poured down my face like I'd been running a marathon in a sauna. My heart hammered against my ribs, and my skin burned as though I'd been sunburned everywhere at once.

The sensation faded quickly, but it left me shaky and hollow.

I realized I'd been holding my breath and forced myself to exhale. Malcolm stepped forward, helping me to my feet with his newly functional arm.

"Gaia's tits, Ben. That was... I've never seen healing that potent before. And without physical contact or a mudra?"

"Ow," I replied eloquently, shaking my head to clear the fog. Red rushed up and leaned into my legs, circling me like he was bracing to catch me if I toppled over. "I'm good. That was just the first time I've thought to use it like that."

I made my way back to the pool, scooped up some of the cool water, and drank deeply. It felt like my throat had been lined with sandpaper and set on fire.

"You really are on a whole different level than other initiates," Malcolm said after a thoughtful pause. "I thought it was just that aura you used on me in Cyrus's shop, but I think I get it now."

My glance met his as I sipped. "You could feel it?"

Malcolm looked at me with that bewildered expression again. "Just before you apologized for taking the meditation room, I thought you might lash out. I could feel you sizing me up, measuring me. It was... potent. Like being studied by a predator."

"Awesome!" I did a little fist pump as realization dawned. "No wonder you looked so freaked out. I'm sorry about that! Didn't know that's what I was doing, but... I guess it makes sense now."

The lingering exhaustion faded, replaced by excitement at understanding another piece of the puzzle.

Malcolm just shook his head in amazement. "You'd make a formidable Arcanist."

I laughed. "Felix said that too. But I'm told I'm more of a Guardian. I guess it tracks."

He nodded thoughtfully. "The more I learn about you, the more accurate that seems. Here."

He raised his hands as if praying, then separated his index, middle, and ring fingers while keeping his thumbs and pinkies touching. The gesture looked like a flower blooming in fast-forward. He held it with practiced ease—something he'd done thousands of times.

"Arcanists learn as many mudras as we can. Each one is a unique way to manifest magic physically. This Lotus mudra is simple, but effective in directing energy outward. Try channeling your light spell into your palms while maintaining this pose. Takes practice, but you should be able to project the magic rather than just contain it."

I mimicked his hand position, forming the mudra. It wasn't the most comfortable pose—my fingers protested the unnatural angles—but it wasn't terrible either. I could feel mana flowing through the points where my hands and fingers touched, creating a circuit of energy, but couldn't figure out how to actually use it.

"Like this?" I asked, adjusting my grip.

"Yeah, just make sure the heels of your hands and those two fingers stay connected. Some Masters can modify mudras or even use one hand, but until you've practiced enough, keep the pose steady."

"Malcolm!" Dorian's voice sliced through our conversation like a knife. We turned to see him standing at the top of the stairs, his expression mixing disapproval with annoyance. "There's no point in cozying up to someone who won't be here in a week. Let's go. Darryl just finished his training."

Malcolm sighed with the resignation of someone who'd had this argument before. "It was nice talking to you, Ben. And thanks for the healing."

"Thanks for the mudra lesson," I said, grinning as he turned to follow his irritating friend.

Once they were gone, I settled back by the pool and scratched Red behind the ears. He leaned into the attention like it was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

"I think we like Malcolm," I said, and he huffed at me as if I was stating the blindingly obvious.

I formed the Lotus mudra again, practicing pushing light into both palms. Energy pooled in my hands, looping through my connected fingers in interesting patterns, but all that happened was my palms glowing that same fleshy red-pink flashlight color.

As I practiced, several chimes of completed trials rang in the distance—four in total. Meanwhile, I'd only given myself hand cramps and a slight glow. Progress was apparently relative.

I was about to try again when the sound of a loud gong erupted from the valley, the deep note reverberating through the stone like a battle cry. My head snapped toward the stairs, and instinctively, I ignited Bravery. Red and I were instantly on our feet, rushing down the steps as one.

The initiates who'd been lingering earlier were now gathered around one of the larger structures, murmuring among themselves with an excited energy that suggested something significant had happened.

"What's going on?" I asked, skidding to a stop near the group.

"Lady Cassandra seems to have solved the Grace trial," said Michael, the Floran from earlier.

I blinked, staring at the entrance as the door slid open with ceremonial slowness. Cass stood triumphantly in the doorway, wrapped in a vivid green aura that clung to her like a second skin. The energy was darker and more controlled than Doreen's wild green glow, radiating power that made the air itself seem to vibrate.

Gasps rippled through the crowd at the sight of her achievement.

But her armor told a different story—completely shredded, hanging in tatters with blood dripping from several cuts. She stumbled forward, shaky but defiant, wearing victory and exhaustion in equal measure.

"Fuck yeah," she said with a lopsided grin. She took a single unsteady step forward.

Then her eyes rolled back, the aura winked out like someone had flipped a switch, and she crumpled forward like a puppet with its strings cut, face-planting onto the stone with a sound that made everyone wince.

"She's completely out of mana," Dara's voice said calmly from right beside me.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. "Fuck's sake," I gasped, clutching my chest. "I can see why Diana finds that so irritating."

"You're becoming a thorn in my side, Ben Crawford," Dara continued, her tone carrying dry amusement. "That one claims you gave her advice about the nature of magic that led to this situation. Two trials solved in a single day is unprecedented."

"Maybe you need to make them more difficult?" The words escaped before I could stop them. I winced immediately. "That was stupid to say, wasn't it?"

Dara's Elven features twisted into a mischievous smirk, and she fixed me with uncomfortable intensity. "Oh, it was. This will not happen again."

A chill ran down my spine, but I ignored the heat creeping up my neck and walked over to Cass. Most of her injuries looked superficial, but the way her shoulder sat told me her collarbone was broken. Her ankle didn't look great either, twisted at an angle that made my own feet ache in sympathy.

Bracing myself, I bound Devotion for the second time, feeling the familiar rush of mana as teal energy radiated out from me and washed over her unconscious form.

This time, though, something felt different. The mana drain was still overwhelming, but the energy seemed naturally drawn to Cass instead of being forced over Malcolm. It flowed toward her like water finding its level, seeking damage with purpose.

The broken bone in her collarbone shifted and set with audible clicks, her ankle following suit. Even the smallest cuts knitted themselves back together as the aura worked its magic. It was almost automatic—Devotion drawing my attention to the worst injuries first, prioritizing them like a combat medic's triage system.

When I released the spell, I stepped back, half-expecting the crushing exhaustion that had dropped me earlier. But nothing came. No dizziness. No burning skin. Just... calm. A sense of completion and satisfaction that I'd helped someone important to me.

Was the kickback lessened depending on how much I cared about someone? The thought was fascinating and terrifying in equal measure.

I glanced around to find everyone staring at me, their expressions ranging from shock to something uncomfortably close to reverence. Even Dorian and Darryl looked stunned, their usual arrogance replaced by something approaching awe.

I let out an awkward chuckle. "Sorry, folks. Usually, I'm the one passing out from mana exhaustion. Can someone help me get her up the stairs?"

Michael rushed to my side without hesitation, and together we got under Cass's arms, lifting her between us. She was taller than both of us, making it a struggle to carry her without dragging her feet across the stone. Red trailed behind, his ears pricked forward in what looked suspiciously like concern.

When we reached the pavilion, Michael simply nodded and headed back down toward the trials, leaving Cass and me alone with the sound of falling water. Red sniffed at what remained of her wounds, his nose brushing against her torn armor.

A quick internal check revealed that the second binding of Devotion had nearly wiped out my reserves. If I'd held it any longer, I would've been lying beside her on the ground, probably drooling. Thankfully, the Titan's Root was working overtime—my regeneration rate was at least three times faster than before.

"You'll want to get her armor off," Dara's voice said from behind me.

This time, I barely flinched. "Here's probably not the best place for that. She'd murder me if she woke up mid-removal. Not sure I can carry her back to the Tower, but I can try. Do I need armor to use the portal in reverse?"

Dara shook her head. "No, and I'll arrange for it to open closer to the Tower."

Nodding, I shifted Cass onto my shoulders in a fireman's carry, forcing as much mana as I could muster into my legs and back. To my surprise, it worked better than expected—her weight felt far more manageable thanks to the new pathways unlocked by the tea. She was still deadweight, but every step felt controlled rather than desperate.

"Hey, Dara?" I asked without turning around. "How is it that Red could use the portal without armor?"

Silence answered me. I glanced back to find the spot empty except for Red, who let out a low huff and rolled his eyes with the exasperation of someone who'd watched this routine before.

"Well, it was worth a shot," I muttered, adjusting Cass and stepping through the portal.

It felt completely different this time. No static, no discomfort, no sense of being probed by invisible forces—just a seamless transition like stepping through a doorway. One moment I was in the Trial Grounds, the next I was standing in a great marble courtyard in front of the Tower.

Either the portal worked differently in reverse, or something fundamental had changed about how I interacted with magic. Given the day's events, I was betting on the latter.

Dara had dropped me as close as possible without walking me straight into the building. I'd have to thank her when I returned—assuming she didn't appear behind me first and give me a heart attack.

Carrying Cass up the stairs proved more of a workout than expected, but it wasn't unbearable. My enhanced pathways made the difference, distributing the strain more evenly than before. As I approached the customs area, a Vildar stationed there scrambled to their feet with alarm.

"What happened?" one of them asked, eyes wide at the sight of Cass's torn armor.

"Mana exhaustion," I said, waving him off. "I'm taking her back to her room on the seventh floor. Any idea if Chas Blackwood or Erik Winters is around?"

They exchanged glances before one spoke up. "Adept Erik came back through about an hour ago. He might still be in the Tower."

I nodded and moved past them into the Atrium, channeling mana into the bracelet Gary had given me. Before I could even brace myself, the scenery shifted abruptly, and I found myself in a busy hallway on the seventh floor with Cass still slung over my shoulders.

"Whoa!" I exclaimed, nearly dropping her. "At least put a wind-up time on this thing, Gary. Some warning would be nice."

Red was still back in the Atrium, but I knew he'd find his way here. He seemed to have an internal GPS system for navigating the Tower.

"I'll keep that in mind," Gary said from behind me.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. "Holy shit! What is with people appearing behind me today? Is this Cass's room?"

Gary stepped past me and opened the door with practiced efficiency. "It is, though she doesn’t use it often. I've sent for her brother—he's on his way."

"Thanks, Gary." I walked inside, noting how much nicer her room was than mine. Not that I minded—I'd take function over form any day. "Hey, any chance you can find me something to write with? And maybe some paper?"

Gary narrowed his eyes like I'd asked for weapons-grade plutonium. "I'll have someone bring you what you need."

Cass's room struck a perfect balance between comfort and functionality. The space I'd had at Doreen's was the complete opposite of my spartan Tower room, and this felt like the sweet spot between the two extremes.

"Is that everything?" Gary asked, still lingering in the doorway.

"Yeah, thanks," I said, glancing back at him.

He gave a curt nod and closed the door as I carefully laid Cass down on her bed. It was awkward maneuvering around her unconscious form, but I managed without dropping her or causing additional damage.

Only a few minutes passed before the door opened again, revealing Erik in his basic linen clothes. His expression was calm but concerned—the look of someone who'd gotten used to his sister's tendency toward spectacular crashes.

"Is she alright?" he asked immediately.

"Oh yeah, she's fine," I said with a grin that probably looked slightly manic. "Solved the Grace trial and apparently used a Seal candidate in doing it. She did a pretty good impression of me today—all the dramatic passing out and everything."

Erik's lips turned up into a genuine smile. "A Seal? That was fast. And the trial? Tell me everything. We'll need to get her out of that armor."

"Hold on," I said, raising a hand. "I have an idea I think you're going to love, but I need a favor first."

His gaze turned curious, though his brows knitted slightly. "Go on."

"I've heard you've got a knack for growing things. Would you have anything that can go in decorative pots or containers? The more, the better—especially flowers."

His eyes narrowed with the same suspicious look Gary had given me, but after a moment he nodded slowly. "What exactly are you planning?"

"I promise you're going to like it," I said quickly, holding up my hands in mock surrender. "We're just going to spruce up her room a little. Give her something nice to wake up to."

"Alright," he said, still watching me with skeptical interest. "I'll be back."

As Erik left, a Hunter arrived with several thick sheets of paper and something that could generously be called a pencil. I thanked him and sat down at the desk, jotting down fake journal entries with quick, precise strokes. My hand worked almost on autopilot, the ideas flowing easily onto the page.

Day 1. Continued Training, no change to Cass. 

Day 2. Concerned, spoke with Diana. More training. 

Day 3. Still unconscious. Beginning to worry.

It wasn't long before Erik returned, and my jaw practically dropped as he began producing arrangement after arrangement from his mana sanctum. Shrubberies, flower bushes, and even small trees. Some were so large I wondered if there was a size limit to those earrings.

"Holy... How much stuff do you have in there?" I asked as he started placing plants around the room with practiced ease.

He didn't answer directly, but his stoic expression cracked slightly when he caught sight of what I was writing. A faint grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Oh, good idea."

Erik moved to work on Cass, carefully removing her battered armor and dressing her in basic clothes while I continued the elaborate prank setup. I hung pieces of the damaged armor over some of the plant life, letting them dangle like bizarre ornaments. Within minutes, the room transformed from a plain dorm into something out of a fairy tale.

Once we finished, Erik and I sat down, and I recapped the day's events for him. He seemed genuinely thrilled by how quickly Cass and I were advancing, his usual calm exterior cracking into a wide grin.

"Ben, this is outstanding," he said, genuine warmth in his voice. "I thought maybe she wouldn't let you push her, but she did. She finally accepted help and took her first real step forward in ages. Thank you, really."

I waved him off. "Come on, Erik. She's my friend—it's the least I can do. Especially if I don't cut it in the tournament and get tossed off Ark like yesterday's garbage."

"If you can solve a trial, I have a feeling you'll be fine," he replied, just as Cass stirred.

I motioned for Erik to keep quiet, barely containing my excitement.

"Ugh, someone find what kicked me in the head so I can return the favor," she groaned, sitting up stiffly.

I was about to stand, but Erik beat me to it.

"Graceful Gods, Cass—it's good to hear your voice," he said with genuine relief.

"What?" Cass froze, her eyes darting around the room like she was seeing it for the first time.

The transformation was complete—plants everywhere; her armor hanging like trophies; the entire space looking like a garden sanctuary.

"Cass, you've been out for weeks," I said solemnly, stepping next to Erik and handing her the papers I'd been writing. "The tournament is over, and everyone's left."

She took them with a confused expression, her eyes scanning the fabricated journal entries with growing panic:

Day 1. Continued Training, no change to Cass. 

Day 2. Concerned, spoke with Diana. More Training. 

... 

Day 7. Tournament concluded, won boat, too easy. Still no change in Cass.

Her brow furrowed as she read, genuine panic flashing across her face. Her gaze darted between the pages and us, processing the implications. Then, her expression shifted—from hurried panic to resignation, and finally to something cold and calculating. The look that only a big sister can give.

Uh oh.

The air changed subtly—like the atmospheric pressure before a storm, except this storm wore braids. Valor screamed at me through our bond to protect my most vulnerable assets.

Erik and I both flinched as Cass materialized between us, her voice carrying a honeyed sweetness. "Grand Tournaments take longer than a day, you pricks."

The relief hit us both like a brick wall. We stumbled backward with the kind of laughter that only comes from narrowly avoiding pain, or at least serious injury to very important body parts. Cass straightened up with the triumphant smirk of someone who'd just executed the perfect scare, watching Erik's face cycle through several stages of bewilderment.

"I'm trying to grow as a person, Erik." Her gray eyes glittered with mischief. "You two should try it sometime."

That's when she actually looked around the room properly, taking in the botanical transformation we'd managed to create while she was gone. The place looked like a greenhouse had exploded in the worst possible way.

Her expression shifted from amusement to genuine surprise, then something that might have been actual appreciation.

"Huh, and I'm keeping the plants," she declared.

            

    
        46. Proving a Point

    
    
    
    
                Red's snoring shattered the silence like a chainsaw through silk. I jerked awake, heart hammering, then glared at the furry culprit sprawled across half my bed. His paws twitched as he chased dream rabbits, completely oblivious to my suffering.

Of course.

A soft knock froze us both. Red's eyes snapped open, one ear shooting up like a periscope while the other flopped sideways, giving him the dignity of a wet mop. He scrambled upright, nearly tumbling off the bed in his panic.

I rolled out of bed, yanked on clothes, and cracked the door. A Sentarian stood in the dark hallway, practically glowing with enough gold jewelry to fund a small army.

"Amituofo, Breaker," he said in Eloquentia, bowing with elaborate ceremony. "This decrepit monk is known as Narrin."

My brain stuttered. Decrepit? The guy was dripping with more wealth than most kings in any story I could think of. Gold chains draped his teal robes like he'd robbed a dragon's hoard. Wait, were there dragons on Ark?

"Uh, nice to meet you, Narrin." I blinked hard, trying to process the walking contradiction. "What time is it?"

"It is before sunrise. This indigent monk has been sent to request your audience with Arryava Pusa, Representative of the Sentarian."

Wait, he understood English? A laugh escaped before I could stop it. "Wait—indigent means poor, right? What's with the walking treasury you're wearing?"

Narrin's expression didn't even flicker. "Amituofo, Breaker. Material wealth is meaningless in the pursuit of Bodhi."

Right. Because that makes perfect sense.

I glanced back at Red, who had already flopped over, thoroughly abandoning me for the warm spot I'd left behind.

"Traitor," I muttered. Red huffed and kicked a leg like he was telling me exactly where I could stick my complaints. "Fine. Lead the way, Narrin."

The walk through the Tower felt endless. We wound past the Atrium, up through the Citadel into La-Roc, and I realized just how deep underground my room actually was. Every step reminded me I was climbing out of what felt like a magical basement.

Once we cleared the courtyard, Narrin veered left, skirting around Maris's massive boat—still wedged in the road—and slipped into a half-destroyed building. Two doors later, we were descending into the old pathways Erik had shown me.

Narrin moved like he had somewhere urgent to be, and I jogged to keep up. Questions burned in my throat, but the monk's pace left no room for conversation.

The tunnels gradually widened into interconnected halls that sloped downward. The rough stone gave way to smooth marble, then exploded into colors that made my eyes water—vibrant whites, deep reds, brilliant blues, all accented with enough gold to make a pharaoh jealous.

Massive golden statues lined the halls like silent sentinels, their hands frozen in intricate mudras. If not for the distinctly alien features, I could've sworn I'd wandered into the most elaborate Buddhist temple on Earth.

We entered an antechamber that dwarfed everything I'd seen so far. Three enormous golden Sentarian statues sat atop lotus-shaped platforms, their presence somehow both serene and intimidating.

Narrin approached halfway and bowed so deeply I thought gravity might finish the job.

"This one brings the Breaker as requested," he announced in English.

Silence stretched like a held breath.

"You may leave us, Narrin of the Broken Path."

The voice was pure silk wrapped around steel, coming from everywhere and nowhere at once. My enhanced senses couldn't pin down the source, and that sent warning bells screaming through my head.

Narrin shuffled backward, still bowed, never raising his head. He vanished from the room like smoke.

I opened my mouth to call after him when—

WHAM.

A massive golden face materialized centimeters from mine.

I yelped and stumbled backward, heart trying to escape through my throat. Bravery was completely
oblivious to it. The statue danced gracefully back to its platform with impossible grace, and mischievous laughter filled the air.

My gaze snapped to another statue—except this one had a passenger. A figure perched on its head, resembling the other Sentarians but... more. Her chitinous body looked like ceremonial armor painted in vibrant colors, and two long antennae curved back like elegant feathers.

"Arryava Pusa?" I managed.

"Ben Crawford?" Her voice danced with amusement, but she was no longer where I was looking.

Bravery screamed she was behind me. I spun—only to feel her presence shift left. Anticipating the trick, I whirled right instead.

She stood inches away, staring at me with eyes that sparkled like captured starlight.

Up close, she was breathtaking. Her carapace gleamed with painted designs that seemed to shift in the light, and her ridges were far more pronounced than any Sentarian I'd seen.

She reached out and booped my nose with one delicate finger.

"It is no fun if you figure it out right away," she said with mock disappointment. "I can see why she was frustrated."

"Who was frustrated?" Curiosity overrode embarrassment.

"Alan'dara Rocdem'leth Sa'morn'yun." She skipped across the room as if gravity were optional. "She was so very mad at you for solving her secret puzzle."

I blinked. "That name has way too many apostrophes."

"Wait—you spoke with Dara? Is that her full name?"

Arryava giggled and practically floated toward the back of the room. "It is! And when she told me the story, I knew I had to accelerate our meeting."

"Accelerate?" Unease crept up my spine.

She stopped mid-skip, turning with raised eyebrows. "I do not know how customs work on Earth, but here, it is customary to follow the person you are speaking with, Ben Crawford."

Earth. Not Terra. Interesting.

"Right. Sorry." I jogged to catch up, noting how she'd said that like she knew exactly where I was from.

She slid a section of wall aside like it weighed nothing, revealing a lavishly decorated bedroom. Without pause, she continued through and out onto a balcony that stretched across the far side.

I followed and froze.

An entire city sprawled below us. Golden buildings with pagoda-like roofs stretched to the horizon, their surfaces gleaming under the soft, ambient light. Streets teemed with thousands of Sentarians moving in perfect harmony, flowing around massive Trailbinders that zipped toward larger thoroughfares before vanishing into the metropolis depths.

But it was the structure in the distance that sent ice through my veins and fire across my skin.

A golden pyramid painted in the same vibrant hues as Arryava's carapace dominated the skyline.

I'd seen it before. Framed by a dying sun in another world entirely.

"The Imperial City Mo-Lei," Arryava said, leaning against the stone railing with a sigh that carried centuries of weight. "There is more than one Empire on this world, though admittedly ours is much smaller than it used to be."

My mouth went dry. "I've seen this place before."

She turned, antennae twitching with interest. "Have you now?"

"Do you know much about Spirit Realms, Ben Crawford?" she asked, as if reading my thoughts.

I shook my head, still staring at the impossible city spread below us.

"They are reflections of all important things in the physical realm. Worlds like this one create hundreds, if not thousands, of them. We believe the realm you ended up in before coming here was a remnant of our true home from ages past."

My blood turned to ice water. "Someone… wanted us to meet?"

"Indeed." She straightened and motioned me back inside. "Not just you and me, but the Sentarian Collective. We were connected by karma the moment you stepped foot on Ark."

She lowered herself onto what looked like an ornate beanbag chair. I sat across from her, sinking into unexpected comfort while my mind reeled.

"Someone saved me and sent me to your people's old home on purpose?" The words felt surreal leaving my mouth.

"Someone wanted us to meet, Ben Crawford. I have been advised that by some chance, your people are familiar with our ways. Do you know what I am to my Collective?"

I searched my memory. "Pusa. A... Bodhisattva?"

Her eyes lit up like twin stars, and her mandibles parted in what had to be a smile. "I have not heard that term in a very long time. Most would say I am a Sage."

A sage? An Enlightened one? 

"So you have answers?" Hope and frustration warred in my chest.

Arryava sighed, suddenly looking ancient despite her vibrant colors. "I do not know who saved you, but we have our theories why. I fear I may lead you to more questions, some of which cannot be asked safely. But I will do what I can to guide you—karma must remain balanced."

Questions that couldn't be asked safely? That sounded ominous as hell.

"Were your people fleeing the Caretakers?"

She hissed like I'd struck her, the sound sharp enough to make me flinch.

"Do not call them by such a name," she snapped, her peaceful demeanor cracking. "It is a self-imposed title meant to diminish their destructive nature. The Cursed Shi'an take no care, Ben Crawford. They are, and will always be, the enemy of all living things."

The venom in her voice could have melted steel. She regained her composure quickly, but the brief glimpse of fury left me shaken.

"Yes," she said simply. "That tale is one I would love to recount, but it will not have value in this exchange. I feel my karmic duty is to prepare you for the realities of the near future. Even if that means readying you for a life beyond this world."

My stomach clenched. "I don't intend to let that happen. But a week isn't long to prepare."

Arryava laughed, bright and musical. "Do not let the limitations of others dictate yours."

Despite everything, I grinned. "Now that's proper advice from a Sage."

"I cannot describe how elated I am that the cultivation of one's soul has manifested within your people, Ben Crawford. Even if only in small amounts, as Ferris suggested." She leaned forward, eyes sparkling with anticipation. "We have time, so please—ask your questions. I will answer what I can. And then... perhaps we can make a Seeker out of you."

The weight of that offer hit me like a sledgehammer. Seeker. The first proper step into Runebinding. The thing that could kill me if I fucked it up.

Blinking, I tried to distract myself. I had plenty of questions, but they all traced back to the same source—the one even Diana couldn't answer.

"Why me?" The words came out raw. "Why would the Shi'an want me? I'm nobody special on Earth."

Arryava visibly hesitated, her antennae drooping slightly. "I have met a few Humans in my long life. Each with a soul as unique as leaves on a tree, but powerful. More like a Sentarian than a Gaian or Floran."

She studied me with eyes that seemed to see through my skin to something deeper.

"A very long time ago, when I was quite young, I met a man from Earth. His soul had such depth that even our Elders bowed to him, laying the foundation for what many in the Collective consider the Golden Age of our people. It was as if his spirit was a flame, and we were drawn to it."

My heart hammered. "And you think I'm like that?"

"No," she said flatly, crushing that spark of hope. "But it is something. Even now, I feel the weight of your soul. The Shi'an covet souls, for they have none of their own. Perhaps yours is unique in a way they found... interesting. Or amusing."

My mind flashed to the dark room where I'd awakened. The cosmic download of Light. The terrifying battle between impossibly powerful forces had started this whole situation. Heat rose in my cheeks as my pulse quickened.

Ted, was this all because of the strange world inside my soul?

Arryava caught my hesitation like a hawk spotting prey.

"You do not owe me more information," she said diplomatically. "But I would ask anyway. When Ferris assisted you with your foundational meditation, he described what he saw as... distinct. Do you have any memories of interactions with your spiritual self?"

The words left my mouth before I could stop them. "I wouldn't say I'm interacting with myself. More like... a guide?"

Shit. If Ted was the reason I was here, that seemed like information I should have kept to myself.

But Arryava only nodded, her expression brightening. "Your soul can manifest in many ways, but interacting with it directly is a rare boon. Most receive only glimpses—abstract concepts or fleeting impressions. To have a soul willing to guide its physical reflection?"

Her mandibles parted in an ethereal smile. "That is fortunate indeed, and possibly the very answer to your question."

Something clicked into place. Not everything—not even close—but enough to untangle some knots in my stomach I hadn't realized were there.

My soul. Whatever made me special, it started there.

"So you don't know who saved me?"

She shook her head. "I cannot say. The level of power required to overpower a Shi'an in the Astral is beyond my understanding. If I were younger and more naive, I might have said a God. But they are long dead."

I blinked hard. Each answer spawned ten new questions, just as she had predicted.

"What's the Astral?"

"It is the river that flows between the Spiritual and Physical realms, though it does not flow in one direction." She made a vague hand motion as if it explained everything. "Portals in the Tower use it to connect two places at once."

"Right. Of course. The Astral." I stared at her blankly.

Arryava giggled. "I would not expect you to understand it right away. Many dedicate their lives to studying it, yet even they can only glimpse pieces of the truths that bind reality together."

She turned her head and made a subtle gesture. The door slid open, and five Sentarians entered carrying what looked like an ornate bathtub made entirely of gleaming Orichalcum. They set it down in the room, bowed deeply, then backed out with lowered heads. Not a word was spoken.

I leaned forward, peering into the tub. Blue liquid shimmered inside, thick and rich like honey infused with starlight.

"What is that?"

Arryava stood gracefully. "Are you aware that I sit on the council of admissions at Sylvarus?"

I shook my head.

"Normally, I would be preparing to administer entrance exams soon. But this Tournament has changed the rules substantially. Not even binding your Seal would be enough to get you into Sylvarus now." Her expression grew serious. "I am sad to say, your only path is to perform spectacularly."

She ran a finger through the liquid, and it rippled with eerie blue energy that made my pathways tingle just watching it.

"This is a spirit-steel tub attuned to your root affinities—Spirit, Life, and Light. It will resonate with your Seal while we bind it."

I reached out and barely brushed the surface—

CRACK.

Energy exploded through me like lightning. My mana pathways erupted with sensation, every nerve singing as power surged through my body in uncontrollable waves.

"Holy—" I yanked my hand back, gasping as the energy slowly dissipated, leaving me feeling like I was about to burst from the inside out.

"And that," Arryava said with obvious amusement, "is Golden Lotus Nectar. A specialty of my people and what we use to assist with binding our Seals. There are many ways to accomplish this—we prefer a more direct method given our affinity with our souls."

I stared at the tub like it might bite me. "That tiny amount nearly fried my pathways. If I get in there, I'll die."

"Since, as usual, no one thought to seek our input on your situation these past few days, I intend to prove a point to those who lead the Monster Hunters." Her eyes glittered with something that might have been mischief or might have been steel. "If you're willing to help, of course."

"Prove what point?"

"That we are useful. We are not a violent people—we do not gain power through conflict. I'm told you know the Apidae? Bees, as you called them to Ferris."

I nodded, pieces clicking together.

"So, your people are like bees? And this is honey from magical flowers?"

"You might compare it to royal jelly, though it is made from flowers in my garden." She gestured to the tub with obvious pride.

"What am I supposed to do with all this? Just touching it nearly killed me."

Arryava's eyes narrowed. "We have a saying when it comes to this: Light the fire before you try to add more fuel."

Understanding hit like a sledgehammer. I reached for Valor and bound it, feeling the enormous pull on my mana pathways. My senses exploded outward—

And I froze.

Two dozen Sentarians stood just outside the door, motionless as statues. But what truly staggered me was Arryava herself. With Valor active, I could perceive something about her that defied comprehension.

She carried the weight of worlds. Her presence was so immense it distorted reality around her, like staring at a star that had taken humanoid form. Her color was more saturated, her movements more graceful, and her eyes sparkled with emotions too vast for mortal understanding.

This woman could probably level mountains with a thought.

"Now enter the tub," she said, motioning toward the vessel with casual authority. "We will begin your first step as a true Runebinder. It may not be pleasant, but if you reach your limit, I will remove you safely. Do not worry."

I stared at the tub, then at her, then back at the tub. This was insane. But I was going to have to do it eventually.

Shaking my head, I swung a leg over the edge. My foot sank into the honey-like substance, and electricity shot up my leg like I'd grabbed a live wire. Sharp pain spread through my body as every nerve caught fire.

Gritting my teeth, I brought my other foot down. The fire inside me roared to life, and I looked to Arryava with what probably passed for panic.

She simply motioned downward. "Sit. Meditate. Channel it all to your Seal. The rune must be at full power."

Valor blazed white-hot in my mind's eye—so bright it felt branded into my vision.

Bracing myself, I lowered into the tub. The pain didn't intensify, but I could feel my pathways straining like overstressed cables about to snap.

"I will assist you with the process," Arryava said, leaning over the tub.

Her antennae extended toward my temples like elegant silver wires.

I flinched, but the moment they made contact, the world went white.

            

    
        47. The First Step

    
    
    
    
                White light exploded behind my eyes, then faded into the familiar stone and sky of my soul's courtyard. But something was wrong—or maybe finally right. The flagstones beneath my feet felt solid as bedrock. I couldn't sense my physical body at all, like the connection had been severed completely.

I scanned for Ted, but for the first time since I'd met him, he was nowhere to be found. My gaze landed on the massive doors carved into the mountainside—Valor's rune blazed across their surface, pulsing with deep blue fire that seemed to burn straight through my retinas.

A cold flicker of light sparked behind me.

I turned, movements sluggish as if I were swimming through liquid mercury. An impossibly massive storm hovered over the endless ocean, roiling with blue lightning that split the sky like cracks in reality. Each bolt struck the water with the force of falling meteors, sending shockwaves I could feel in my bones.

I blinked—slowly—and when my eyes reopened; the storm had devoured kilometers in a heartbeat. Lightning came faster now, a relentless barrage that made the air itself scream as the colossal tempest rolled toward the mountain.

What the hell do I do? I tried to shout, but my voice was gone, swallowed by the storm's roar. My body felt like it was made of lead, every movement a monumental effort.

Instead, I turned back to the door, focusing on the Seal that burned like a captured star.

Valor pulsed in royal blue, its patterns so intricate they hurt to look at directly. The longer I stared, the more I discovered—layers upon layers of symbols spiraling inward, each one containing universes of meaning. I could spend eternity studying it and barely scratch the surface.

My fingertips brushed the runes, and mana buzzed through my skin like touching a live wire. Images crashed into my mind with the weight of absolute truth—countless acts of Valor woven into a single, undeniable command.

Stand. Fight. Protect.

Lightning struck the mountainside behind me, and blue energy erupted across the courtyard's railings, crackling over stone like liquid electricity. The storm was right on top of me now, tearing reality apart with each bolt—everywhere except the courtyard itself.

For the first time, I noticed the flagstones beneath my feet formed a perfect circle, equidistant from the door and the cliff's edge.

Of course.

I stepped toward the center, each footfall echoing like a bell in a cathedral. This was my soul, right? A waking dream made manifest. No real danger—just something waiting for me to understand.

After what felt like hours, I reached the center and looked up. The storm churned overhead, clouds flickering with a relentless energy that vibrated through the air. Blue lightning rained down like the wrath of gods, blasting chunks of mountain into the air. The air tasted of ozone and electricity as destruction unfolded around me—everywhere but here.

Then, without warning, it stopped.

The silence hit harder than the storm's fury. Clouds still pulsed with blue light, but something had changed—like the storm was dying, its power finally spent.

A thick bolt tore downward, crackling through the air before bending in an impossible arc—straight into my chest.

Pain exploded through every nerve, white-hot and absolute. The force launched me backward toward the doors, but before I could hit them everything went black.



I blinked, unsure if I'd passed out or if this was just how it worked. There was no difference between eyes open or closed—just pure, suffocating darkness that pressed against me like a living thing.

I lay on my back, the floor beneath me cold and smooth against bare skin.

Pushing myself upright, I realized the sluggish weight from before was gone. I moved freely now, searching for anything in the void—but there was nothing. No light, no shape, no hope.

Instinctively, I reached for my earring, fumbling for a lantern orb—and found nothing. My mana sanctum was gone, leaving me truly alone in the abyss.

Deep in my mind, something screamed at me to fight back. Mana surged through me, pathways blazing blue in my enhanced sight. I reached for Valor, for Bravery—and found neither. Only one concept remained, burning like a candle in the infinite dark.

Radiance.

I latched onto it, pulling power into my hands until they glowed with inner light. My fingers formed the Lotus Mudra, and I pushed everything I had through them.

Daylight erupted from my palms, a brilliant arc that cut through the void like a blade of pure sunlight. But the beam wasn't just illuminating the darkness—it was burning it. The blackness smoldered where light touched, curling away like smoke from a funeral pyre.

Yet as I moved, the darkness pushed back, fighting against the glow with malevolent intelligence.

Something unnatural stirred in the depths.

The beam thinned, pressure building against my hands like trying to force water through a pinhole while something massive pressed back from the other side. The light shrank, narrowing to barely a meter ahead—defying logic as the darkness actively rejected my power.

Then the pressure hit.

The void closed in from all sides, crushing, suffocating. It wasn't just around me—it was inside me, sinking into my muscles, locking them until I shook uncontrollably. My chest tightened, breath coming in ragged gasps as my hands trembled. The light flickered, dimming to a pathetic pink glow.

My heart hammered against my ribs, terror clawing at my throat.

Fight.

The command slammed into my mind like a physical blow, raw and undeniable.

Desperation flared through me as I forced Radiance into every pathway I had. Pain seared through my body, tearing at my nerves as white light erupted outward in a violent dome, burning away the suffocating blackness.

I screamed defiance, heat crackling over my skin as I threw my arms wide. The darkness recoiled, sliding against my barrier like oil on water, testing for gaps, searching for weakness. It shifted and writhed, red smoke curling unnaturally around me, trying to reform.

But I didn't stop.

I stepped forward, forcing the aura of light against it, burning away whatever malevolent thing it was. The shadow squirmed, shifting frantically to slip around my defenses, but I flooded more mana into the dome, pressing it back with everything I had.

The thing screamed—a shrill, high-pitched shriek that sounded almost human.

Then, in a last burst of red light, the world detonated into clarity.

Blinding illumination seared my vision, and when it faded, I stood on a massive stone dais high in the sky, surrounded by an endless horizon of jagged peaks. The air was impossibly clear, each mountain sharp enough to cut glass.

And lying in front of me—was me.

Black smoke curled from his body, burning away in tendrils of red light. He lifted his head, the void in his eyes dissolving to reveal my gaze staring back.

"Without light, there will always be darkness," he said, voice echoing with finality. "The fight is eternal."

My breath caught as he shifted, dissolving into a cascade of multicolored sparks that slammed into me with the force of a freight train. I hit the stone hard, sprawling awkwardly across the dais.

Gasping, I pushed myself upright. The panic, the terror—gone. In its place was an eerie tranquility, like the calm after a storm. The sheer horror of what had just happened felt distant, already fading like a half-remembered nightmare.

Then reality cracked.

The sound was sharp, unnatural—like the universe itself splitting at the seams. I spun just in time to see an entire mountain collapse in a plume of dust and debris. A massive golden figure followed through from a kick, its size incomprehensible—boulders the size of cities hurtled through the air, slamming into distant peaks with thunderous force.

It had no features, just an immense humanoid form with four arms, each one carving through mountains as if they were made of snow.

New terror gripped me as the figure turned, raising one colossal hand. A thick beam of white energy erupted from its palm, cutting through the mountains to my right. The explosion sent shockwaves tearing across the landscape, slamming into the dais with enough force to launch me airborne.

I tumbled, rolling dangerously close to the edge as my ears rang and my mind scrambled for any magic I could grasp.

Courage.

For the first time, I bound it—not as Bravery, but something more pure, raw, and necessary. The fear didn't vanish, but it became manageable, distant.

The colossal figure seemed to notice me then, its head tilting with what might have been curiosity.

I narrowed my eyes as it stepped over a mountain, then broke into a sprint. Thousands of tons of stone and debris flew in its wake, boulders slamming into the dais around me like meteors from an angry god.

I walked forward through the chaos, unbothered.

Standing at the edge, I met the towering figure's gaze, locking eyes with whatever it had in place of them.

Stand!

"Oh, I already am," I muttered, half-amused, half-exhilarated.

The ground trembled beneath me, the sheer force of its footsteps lifting me slightly with each impact. I pointed straight at it as it tore through the landscape, shaking the world with every stride.

"Dream or not, that is the coolest thing I've ever seen."

The figure skidded to a stop just in front of the dais—and grinned with my face. Another me, but one that looked like it could bench press planets.

"Well, you can't fault me for trying," it boomed in my voice, sounding almost sheepish. "Figured I'd crank it up to eleven. Go for something cinematic, you know?"

I laughed, the Courage rune making the whole situation feel less like a nightmare and more like what it really was—a test. After using Bravery for a week straight, this felt like greeting an old friend.

"Let's not make this awkward," the giant cleared its throat with a sound like avalanches. "I've got a thing to say here."

I smirked up at it. "Can you do the beam thing one more time first?"

The statue's grin widened. "Oh, hell yeah."

It raised a hand, and brilliant white energy ripped through the mountains to my left, obliterating them in an explosion of light and dust. Debris cascaded in every direction, a spectacle of destruction so over-the-top it belonged in a superhero movie.

Then, with a knowing look, it spoke.

"Sometimes all hope needs is the Courage to stand against the tide."

Before I could respond, it burst apart into a colossal wave of multicolored light, the sheer force slamming into me like a fire hose made of pure power.

I was launched off the dais, weightless, tumbling through space as energy poured into me—faster, deeper, accelerating me toward the unknown.

The ground slammed into my back with surprising gentleness. Given my velocity, I'd expected to crater, but the earth was soft, grass tickling against my skin. My vision cleared, revealing an impossibly vivid night sky where millions of stars swirled overhead, clustering into massive constellations that twinkled in every color imaginable.

A low, resonant hum—like a struck tuning fork—rang through the air before fading to silence.

"You good?" The voice was mine, but older.

I sat up, blinking at the figure on a log just ahead. He looked like me, but aged—salt-and-pepper beard matching his hair, draped in a deep green satin robe that made him look like a wise monk from a kung fu movie.

"Compassion?" I asked.

He laughed, turning a hand in a noncommittal gesture. "Eh, sort of. We're all just representations of your soul's connection to the concepts. The light trial was the only genuine concern—black and white and all that." He shrugged. "As for Compassion... a deep conversation seems more fitting than a test. Not that the last one was really a trial either."

With a grunt, he stood, grabbing a black walking staff with an unmistakable orange orb embedded at the end.

I stared, scrambling to my feet. "Holy shit, Winchester? Or is that just a representation? I'm confused."

Compassion glanced at the staff like he was seeing it for the first time. "Oh, this? Is that what it's called? It's a good stick." He gave it a small twirl, then started walking through the field. I jogged to catch up, only then realizing I was wearing the same green robe.

"Life is precious and fragile," he said, gesturing to the open expanse around us. "But it's also relentless, unstoppable, and brutal."

As he spoke, trees erupted from the ground all around us, twisting upward at impossible speed. Branches cracked and splintered as the clearing transformed into a dense forest in seconds, the air suddenly thick with the scent of pine and earth.

"Life finds a way?" I said, smirking.

He chuckled. "Exactly. And with that comes sacrifice. Compassion means helping when you can—but sometimes you can't. And sometimes..." He exhaled, expression growing distant. "Sometimes, you shouldn't."

The forest settled into heavy silence, shadows dancing between the trees.

"Death is part of life. A cycle. You can save people from it, but sometimes the kindest thing you can do... is return them to it."

"Ominous," I said, walking beside him.

"I know. Not bad, eh?" He turned to meet my gaze, taking a deep breath. "I don't have answers. I'm just you, and in a second, you'll just be you again, and there won't be a me. But..." He hesitated, studying my face. "Are you sure Valor's the one? You should be proud you found something that powerful so fast, but a Paladin? That's not going to be an easy path."

I thought of the multiple times I'd used Valor in combat, the way it felt like coming home every time I bound it. I nodded without hesitation.

He stepped back, form already dissolving into flickering light.

"Protect those who matter to you, and live life to its fullest."

Grinning, he tossed Winchester toward me. The moment it hit my palm, the world exploded in light, knocking me flat on my back. I stared up at the swirling stars and constellations spinning overhead like a cosmic kaleidoscope.

Something felt... different. As if some invisible weight had been pressing on me my entire life and had finally lifted. I felt lighter, faster—every movement effortless. I was vaguely aware of my physical form in Arryava's tub, but here, in my soul's depths, I was more real than I'd ever been.

Then, the distinct hiss of a can being cracked open pulled me from my thoughts.

I craned my neck toward my feet. Ted stood over me, his usual ragged clothes replaced by robes that actually made him look respectable. He'd even bothered to comb his ratty hair.

Taking a long swig, he let out a loud burp and smacked his lips with satisfaction.

"Well, shit. I didn’t expect to be doin' this today. Welcome to your soul space, kid."

I pushed myself up, glancing around in wonder. The doors leading to the courtyard were gone, replaced by an open gateway where the Valor Seal burned bright as a star. The chamber around me was circular, pulsing with ghostly blue energy like a heartbeat. Directly across from me, a completely out-of-place purple and orange door stood alone, leading to nowhere.

The air was thick with mana, flowing through the open gateway like a warm breeze.

Ted grinned, raising his beer in a lazy salute. "Yeah, it's cramped for now. But you fuckin' did it, kid! You took the first step. That was quick."

Realizing I was still holding Winchester, I turned it over in my hands, feeling the faint buzz of energy humming beneath my fingers. "How the hell did this get here... in my soul? And can I get it out?"

Ted seemed to consider the question, and the light in the room shifted. I barely had time to react before my vision tilted, and I toppled over, slamming onto my back. The ceiling above vanished, replaced by an endless night sky filled with millions of swirling, multicolored stars.

Thin lines of energy connected them into constellations, pulsing with meaning that made my brain ache. My heart pounded as I stared into the infinite galaxy overhead. My body—my actual body—strained like I was sprinting at full speed without moving.

Information screamed at me from all angles, a relentless torrent of meaning and noise. The air trembled under its weight, the room shuddering under the sheer volume of knowledge pouring in.

Then, without warning, it all winked out.

The ceiling reappeared, bare and domed. Lit by soft blue light.

"Whoa, shit. Sorry about that, kid." Ted shook his head, looking genuinely apologetic. "Spirit-guide stuff. That was a doozy of a question, had to check my math."

I blinked hard, trying to clear my head. "A question? Spirit-guide stuff? That was a literal universe of information up there, Ted. What the fuck?"

Ted grinned, pointing his beer at Winchester. "You asked if you could bring that fancy stick into the physical world. And I think we can, while we still have some of that mana gunk you're lying in."

My body was adjusting to the energy flowing through it, and I could feel my physical form stirring somewhere distant, like waking up just beneath the surface of a dream.

Ted strolled over to the glowing Valor rune in the doorway. "Ain't got time to explain, but you need to take all the mana your meat suit's soaking up in that tub and shove it into Valor. It's called mana burning." He smirked. "Though I don't think the insect lady watching you is gonna like the result."

I stopped mid-stride, eyes narrowing. "This is the first time you've referenced my actual physical situation."

Ted's grin stretched wide, entirely too pleased with himself. "That Seal you bound? Yeah, it's basically a window now. I get a front-row seat to the show, and trust me—ol' Ted likes to watch."

I ran a hand down my face, not sure how to process that revelation. Everything was happening too fast. And that was also really creepy… how much could he see?

"Hey, go open that door, will ya?" He pointed at the odd purple-and-orange door.

Still wary, I walked over and cautiously pushed it open. Inside was a long hallway lined with golden shelves, each stacked with bread, water gourds, scattered coins, and various items I'd collected.

"My mana sanctum?" I asked, staring into what was basically an impossible storage closet.

"Yep! Don't ask me how it can cross the veil because we ain't got time for the lecture. We're gonna use it as a bridge for your stick."

He held his hands toward my Seal like he was warming himself by a campfire. With just a thought, I felt all the mana in the air shift toward it, feeding the flame as energy exploded around me.

"Now," he said, sounding almost too cheerful, "this is probably gonna hurt. A lot."

Before I could react, the room erupted into an inferno of molten blue, a wave of raw energy slamming into me and launching me backward—straight through the door and into—

            

    
        48. Have you Met Ted?

    
    
    
    
                My eyes shot open as I jolted upright in the tub, heart hammering against my ribs like a caged animal. Arryava stood silhouetted against the balcony, her eyes wide with shock. The air rippled around me like heat waves, though I felt no warmth—just raw, overwhelming power.

For the first time, I had crystal-clear memories of being inside my soul. Not the usual dreamlike fragments, but something tangible and real. Ted, my spirit guide, had shown me my soul space—and unlike those hazy previous visits, every detail was sharp as if I had just experienced it all.

I looked down, watching my mana pathways vibrate with barely contained energy. Valor pulsed where Bravery usually sat, flooding me with sensations so intense they made my head spin. I could even sense the thousands of Sentarians in the city below, their presence sharp and distinct, like shadows I could almost touch.

"Ben Crawford, what are—" Arryava began, but white-hot pain lanced through my ear like a heated knife.

I gasped, hand flying to my earring. The moment my fingers made contact, my skin sizzled, electricity tearing up my arm in molten threads.

I recoiled hard, slamming against the tub's edge. My vision exploded with stars as my head cracked against the metal. Through the dull ringing came something else—a deeper awareness, more profound than pain.

Closing my eyes, I reached inward and found it instantly: a vast golden hall lined with shelves stretched before me—my mana sanctum. Usually just a vague impression, but now... My thoughts stumbled as my mind's eye and physical vision fought for control. The burning in my ear intensified, becoming liquid fire through my nerves.

Then I saw him—me—standing in the sanctum, wearing forest green robes and my signature grin. Vertigo hit like a sledgehammer as I existed in two places at once, reality spinning around me like a broken carousel.

He extended a black staff, an Orichalcum orb gleaming at its end.

Winchester.

The moment I grasped the staff, the tub shuddered violently. High-pitched ringing cut through the air like a blade. The other me stepped back into darkness, and the burning in my ear subsided—but I could feel Winchester being pulled away, slipping through my mental grasp as if something actively fought my hold on it.

It reminded me of being stuck in that portal, but weaker. Like something—my soul—had brought it most of the way here, and now I was struggling to finish the job.

Gritting my teeth, I doubled down, gripping the staff with both hands in the strange, instinctive way needed to extract something from the earring. The tub's groaning resonance built to a piercing crescendo that made my bones vibrate.

Then, with one final violent lurch, the energy snapped free.

Orange and purple energy exploded outward in a devastating shockwave. Before I could process what had happened, I was thrown from the tub, hitting the floor hard as thick nectar spilled around me like honey from a broken hive. The tub itself melted away into a spreading pool of orange mercury, leaving me gasping with Winchester clutched in my trembling hands.

Two dozen Sentarians burst through the door, expressions split between concern and barely contained hostility. They surrounded me before I could move, and as I coughed up sweet nectar, someone shoved me back down. Attendants rushed to Arryava's side.

"CEASE!"

The word rumbled from her throat in a voice that bypassed my ears and went straight to my soul. My entire body strained with compliance, heart skipping beats as the Sentarians around me froze like statues. My eyes locked with hers, and I saw something ancient and powerful looking back.

She approached slowly, mandibles spread wide, eyes reflecting pure astonishment. As she reached for Winchester's orb, the staff hummed against my palms. The moment she got close, her hand jerked back like she'd touched a live wire.

Her feline-like eyes snapped to mine.

"How... how do you have this, Ben Crawford? It feels like..." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "A Vajra."

All playfulness had drained from her voice, replaced by something that might have been fear or reverence.

As her command's pressure eased, I pushed myself up, trying to smooth my nectar-soaked clothes while my mind raced for an explanation. I felt dizzy and overstimulated, like I'd been hit by lightning and somehow survived.

"The spirit realm," I said carefully, still piecing it together. "The one you said was like your home. It was there, but I lost it coming to Ark—I knew I didn't let go of it. I think my Seal helped me get it the rest of the way."

Arryava straightened, and every Sentarian in the room mirrored her movement. All but her bowed deeply, hands pressed over their navels like they were in the presence of royalty.

"The stories of the Vajra carry truth. And this humble one recognizes its hand," she spoke in Eloquentia, the words flowing like an ancient prayer. Then she offered me a slight bow.

My brain stuttered. "What is happening? Vajra?"

With a gesture, she dismissed the guards. Several carefully lifted away the rug now soaked with liquid Orichalcum, their movements reverent.

"I'm sorry about the tub," I said absently. "This is the second time something like this has happened."

One of her eyes widened, and I swear she raised an eyebrow at me, though she didn’t have any.

"I am thinking our earlier theory may have had more merit than we thought." Arryava moved toward the plush seats, her voice gentler now. "I must know more, and thus will bind my karma to you, Ben Crawford. Please sit. Mind your first step."

Her karma? I went to take a step and paused, realizing I hadn't consciously moved my leg. It just... moved. Like my body was being supported entirely by mana, floating just above the ground.

It was a really fucking weird feeling.

My next step didn't go nearly as well. Springing forward like a released spring, my leg made me catch myself with Winchester against the floor, though I quickly realized I didn’t need the support. My body felt weightless, powerful.

Arryava's eyes met mine, and she giggled softly.

What the fuck was happening?

Valor had anchored itself in Bravery's place, and though it wasn't actively drawing mana, its massive field of awareness pressed against my consciousness in layers. I pulled at the edges, trying to contain it like I did with Bravery, but instead of shrinking, it grew denser, more concentrated.

I sensed Arryava watching me, shifting slightly as my perception washed over her like gentle waves.

"It seems your spiritual presence has increased rather substantially," she said, tilting her head as if testing the sensation. Then she giggled again. "I feel safe."

She wasn't kidding. Valor oozed it—like being wrapped in a security blanket made of pure 'this guy protects his friends' energy.

I made my way carefully to a seat across from Arryava, who watched me with what I figured was an amused smile. Winchester settled across my lap as I sank down, trying to organize the flood of questions threatening to drown my brain.

"Thank you," I started. "I was terrified of the stories about forming a Seal—the cost, the potential failure, all the danger. But I feel... great. Like, punch-through-walls great. Though I have more questions than I think I can put into words."

Arryava laughed, the sound like silver bells. "I'd prefer if you didn't punch walls in my reading room, though I was considering remodeling a parlor. Perhaps we can test your theory."

She caught my unamused look and continued with obvious mirth.

"Did you know most on Ark spend days searching for even a glimpse of their soul to accomplish what you did in hours? I thought you'd need my guidance, but when I reached out to your mind, you were already gone." She studied me with open fascination. "I have seen many things in my life, Ben Crawford. But your soul must be spectacular to carry a Vajra across the veil."

I let out a slow breath. Twenty minutes ago, I would have said she was crazy. But now? "Okay, let's start with the Vajra."

She inclined her head. "There are many myths about them, Ben Crawford. Some say they were forged by the Gods before their death; others claim they are spiritual manifestations of will, formed by powerful Runebinders of a past age. Some even believe they are simply eternal forces of nature."

Her expression grew serious. "But what we know for certain is that they are legendary instruments, nearly impossible to destroy. And I am confident there are few on Ark who know of their existence at all."

I gaped at her. "I... found it hanging under a bar. Like the guy who owned the place had used it to protect the building."

The news didn't hit Arryava the way I'd expected. Her eyes squinted in thought.

"If you were in a reflection of our home, it must be a powerful item indeed. To think that even the reflection of this Vajra was strong enough to cross the veil..." She shook her head in wonder. "Do you know anything about it?"

She was asking me?

I studied Winchester, running my hand along the orb at its end. The staff hummed softly but offered nothing more than warm vibrations.

"When I first found it, I used it as a weapon briefly. It seemed powerful—at least for one hit—but after that, it was mostly just a quarterstaff." I remembered the fight with the Glids, how it had felt like wielding bottled lightning.

"Legendary doesn't mean powerful," Arryava mused. "I can only imagine what purpose this Vajra was designed for. Perhaps it was never meant to be a weapon at all."

I opened my mouth to ask another question when my stomach let out a savage growl—hunger hitting me like a physical blow. I'd completely forgotten about missing dinner and breakfast.

Without thinking, I reached for my earring to grab a snack, but pain shot through my ear, sharp and sudden.

Wincing, I reached up again. The earring's surface felt rough, nothing like its usual smooth finish. I pulled gently, and it came loose with barely any resistance.

"Oh, shit." I stared at the cracked gem in my palm, its faint purple energy completely gone. "There goes all my money and food..."

Arryava gestured toward the door. Two Sentarians entered carrying plates laden with food, followed closely by a familiar ball of red fur that bounded into the room like he owned the place.

"Of course you found the food. How did you even get here?" I said, eyeing Red with suspicion.

"I had expected the process to take all day, so we had food prepared," Arryava said, rising gracefully. "As for your mana sanctum, it seems your Vajra somehow used it to manifest here. That is fascinating, but like the staff, a mana sanctum cannot be so easily destroyed."

She nodded at the earring. "I will have Narrin examine it for you. If there is anything he can do to assist, he will."

That eased some of my panic, but even without the earring, I could almost feel that weird space still existing. Like a residual after-image burned into my consciousness.

The Sentarians bowed as they set down the food, lifting ornate cloches to reveal sandwiches—the most beautiful sight I'd seen all day.

Red bounded over, tail whipping back and forth as he investigated Winchester before deciding I was more interesting. He lunged, attacking the sticky, drained nectar coating my arms and face with enthusiastic tongue swipes.

"Ah, c'mon, man!" I shoved him away, laughing despite everything.

Red took the scolding as his cue, trotting around the room with exaggerated innocence—then made a dash for the sandwiches.

I exploded from my seat, moving far faster than intended, and reached the plates before Red could strike. I spun to face him, plates balanced in one hand, Winchester in the other, ready to defend my lunch from the furry menace.

"Ha! What now?" I taunted, narrowing my eyes at the would-be food thief.

Red sat down, panting lightly, head tilted as if genuinely considering the tactical situation. Then his gaze flicked to Arryava, and he let out one of his signature honks.

"Be at ease, wandering one," she said, amusement threading through her voice. "Your friend here has formed his Seal and will need help to find his limits."

Red turned back to me with the most mischievous side-eye I'd ever seen him use. I knew what was coming before he moved.

"No, Red—"

His fur rippled with red energy, and he launched himself at me with impossible speed.

Plates crashed around us, sandwiches taking flight in all directions as Winchester rolled away. Red renewed his assault on my face, tongue-first and absolutely relentless.

"He seems thrilled with the news," Arryava observed, completely unfazed by the chaos.

I tried prying him off, but my struggles only encouraged him. He bounded around the room before snatching up several surviving sandwiches, looking entirely too pleased with himself.

"Ugh," I groaned, spitting out dog slobber and realizing my wash-kit was still in the broken earring. I salvaged a slightly squashed meat and cheese sandwich and stuffed it into my mouth.

As I chewed, I searched for Winchester. My stomach dropped—it was gone. Heart pounding, I scanned the room frantically. After everything that had happened, had I just lost it?

But then came a buzzing sound, too loud in my ears.

My perception twisted sideways. I was still holding Winchester—without physically holding it. That same inverted, split-awareness feeling from my earring vision hit again. I blinked, processing two separate inputs simultaneously. Two locations at once—here in Arryava's room, and in my soul-space, where I gripped Winchester while Ted stood across from me, grinning like a maniac.

"Holy shit, kid," he said, clearly loving whatever this was. "This is wild. Hang on."

Something smacked my chest. My vision snapped back to the physical world, but my mind stayed partly in the other space. The dual awareness made my head spin with impossible possibilities.

"I... don't know where Winchester went," I said, my voice oddly layered, echoing between both realities.

Arryava tilted her head. "It is in your hands, Ben Crawford, though I'm not sure how it got there."

I looked down. The black staff sat in my left hand, exactly where it had been. With a thought, it vanished into my soul-space. Another thought brought it back to my physical hand.

Ted's cackling echoed in my ears like a lunatic at a carnival. "Oh, this is fuckin' sweet!"

Arryava's expression was unreadable, her head tilting further sideways than I'd ever seen. I glanced at Red for some kind of reaction, but he was too busy licking cheese off the floor to be any help.

"What is happening?" My voice echoed, reverberating in a way that made my skin crawl.

Arryava said something, but Ted had my full attention.

"Give it a minute, kid, sheesh," he said. "Your little stick just pierced the veil between your body and soul. Good thing you got ol' Ted to sort this out. You're gonna love this."

"What are you doing?" I asked, my voice splitting between both realities again.

"Who are you talking to?" Arryava asked, concern creeping into her voice.

My perception started snapping back to normal, the sense of my other self fading rapidly. Arryava watched me with growing alarm.

"Are you alright? If something went wrong during the Seal formation..."

I shook my head. "No, sorry—there's a lot going on. Give me a minute."

She nodded, but her posture remained tense, ready to intervene if I started having a breakdown of some kind.

Using Winchester, I pushed myself up, leaning on it for support—though I didn't really need to. The staff hummed, its melodic resonance filling the air as the orb glowed with gentle blue fire.

Then a voice rang out—not from my soul-space, but from right behind me.

"Stop leanin' on the goddamn staff. I said ya ain't cool enough to be Gandalf."

I spun around to find Ted—physically present—munching on a cobbled-together sandwich while casually feeding a crust to Red, whose wagging tail threatened to knock over furniture.

My eyes went wide, but Arryava moved faster than thought.

"Who the fuck are you?" she snarled, crossing the room in a blink and lifting him clean off the ground by his shoulders. Her tone had shifted completely to lethal business.

"Whoa, hey—it's the insect lady! Cool your jets, I'm Ted, nice to meet ya." He waved the sandwich like it was a peace offering.

She looked from Ted to Winchester, then to me, then back to Ted. Her mandibles twitched with what might have been recognition.

"You are made of pure mana..." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Are you... a Luohan? A Guardian Spirit from the Vajra?"

Her tone carried something close to reverence.

"Oh yeah, sure. Somethin' like that," Ted's obvious lie sailed right past her. "Hey, can ya put me down? I can't keep this up forever."

She set him down gently and bowed deeply, switching to Eloquentia. "Amituofo, this one is humbled to be in your presence."

Ted patted her head and shot me a look that screamed: What the fuck did she just say?

He strutted over to Red, who was sitting and dusting the floor with his rapid tail wags.

"How the—" I started, poking him with Winchester's end. He swatted it away with annoyance.

"Shut up, I'm petting the puppy," he said, practically hugging Red, who tolerated it like the saint he was. "So soft."

"Ted, what the... how are you... this is fucked up." I stared in complete disbelief.

Ted turned to me, stroking his chin like some ancient sage, then spoke in a terrible accent. "Hmm... A man who fights the wind will never win, but at least he gets his reps in..."

“Did you make that rhyme on purpose? How did you get here?” I demanded.

"Cool, right? As your... ahem... Guardian Spirit, I get to use some of your mana to show up and eat your food, maybe even pet your dog. Point is, we get to hang out." He winked at me before vanishing in a cascade of multicolored dust that sparkled and faded away.

"A man who fights the wind..." Arryava mused as she straightened, then turned to me, bowing deeply. "Allow me to apologize, Revered One. To think that you hold a Vajra and a Guardian Spirit... If only I could do more to repay this karma."

She crossed to a small chest of drawers, retrieved a lacquered box, and presented it to me with ceremonial reverence.

"To hear the words of an ancient spirit from our lost home. With this, I can only hope that Karma will be balanced."

She slid the box open to reveal a delicate silver necklace with a small crimson stone about the size of my thumbnail. The gem pulsed with inner fire, beautiful and somehow alive.

"The Emberseed. Though we have little from our past, we have a flower that can create these. The Collective cannot intervene in this Grand Tournament, but should you find yourself elsewhere, the Emberseed will mark you as a friend to many who call the Collective friend."

I took the box, staring at the necklace, suddenly feeling like I didn't deserve whatever this was. But it would be extremely helpful if I didn't place well in the tournament. I'd just met Arryava, and she'd already helped me as much as Diana or anyone else I'd called an ally on Ark.

"I also hope you would call Mo-Lei your home. We will have a house made for you to stay in should this tournament end in your favor."

As she slipped the chain around my neck, I gaped at her; the stone settled heavier than expected against my chest. When I touched it, I was surprised to feel it generating mana—not a lot, like a small trickle from a tap not fully closed, but I had a feeling it was an incredibly valuable treasure.

Arryava smiled. "It should help speed up your pathway development and save you from a scorched soul if you use too much mana, though it's not infallible."

"Arryava, you've helped me so much—this has to be worth a fortune," I said, overwhelmed by her generosity. "I can't take this."

"It is all I can do to help balance an unbelievable amount of karma levied against me," she said with a curt bow.

Ted's voice boomed in my head like a sports announcer: "Booyah, bitch! I Spirit Guardian'd the fuck out of her. Also, I can talk to you now. Wait, you know I'm not actually a Spirit Guardian, right? Those guys are the worst."

"Unbelievable is right..." I muttered, touching the Emberseed as reality continued to reshape itself around me.

            

    
        49. Stronger Together

    
    
    
    
                I felt the stone steps as I sat overlooking the chaos below—sticky residue from the morning's adventure still clinging to my clothes despite my best efforts. The citadel loomed behind me as the clouds cast a shadow over the Courtyard, but the real show was down at the harbor, where Maris's behemoth of a boat had turned the street into a war zone.

Dozens of Hunters swarmed the vessel like ants on a dropped sandwich, their frustrated shouts echoing off the surrounding buildings as they struggled with ropes thick enough to hang a giant. The boat itself was a monument to overkill—sleek black metal that seemed to swallow light, easily the size of several city blocks and was wedged into the street.

Winchester pulsed in my soul-space, a warm weight I was still getting used to. The staff felt different now—alive, somehow. Every time I focused on it, I half-expected Ted to run commentary.

Red sprawled across the step above me, his furry frame soaking up the afternoon sun. I reached back to scratch behind his ears, and he made that rumbling sound that was half-purr, half-growl. "At least one of us is having a good day," I muttered.

Today had been insane. Binding my Seal felt like I'd cracked open Pandora's box and invited all the crazy inside for tea. My mana pathways were doing this weird expansion thing that made me feel like I was being slowly inflated from the inside. Not painful, exactly, but about as comfortable as wearing a sweater made of static electricity.

Footsteps echoed on the stone behind me, pausing just far enough away to be polite. My newly enhanced aura picked up Chas's presence before I even turned around—whiskey, leather, and something that reminded me of ozone after a lightning strike.

"Well damn," he said, and I could hear the grin in his voice. "That feels different. Something ironic about your aura promising to protect me."

I craned my neck back, catching the uncharacteristically serious expression on his face. The usual devil-may-care smirk was there, but underneath lurked something that looked almost like... pride?

"Heard you went to see Arryava and formed your Seal like you were just grabbing breakfast." His grin widened. "What else you got hiding up your sleeve?"

Without thinking, I shifted Winchester into my physical hand and held it up. The orb caught the afternoon light, turning it into liquid fire before I stored it away again. 

“Show off much, Ben?” Ted said in my soul space.

"Fuck me sideways," Chas breathed, staring at the empty air where the staff had been. "I was being sarcastic about the overachiever thing." He paused, then shook his head. "That's the one from the spirit realm, right? How the fuck did you—actually, no. Don't tell me. It's just nice to have been right about you for once."

The soft sound of a cork popping reached my ears, followed by the familiar glug of liquid being poured. When I reached back, Chas placed his flask in my hand without a word. The metal was cool, like it had been stored in a fridge.

I took a sip, letting the whiskey burn away some of the tension that had been building in my shoulders all day. The Hunters below were making progress—the boat had shifted maybe an inch. At this rate, they'd have it moved by Christmas.

"Today was..." I paused, searching for words that wouldn't make me sound completely insane. "Weird doesn't even cover it. I haven't really stopped to breathe since I got here. And now with Maris's little ultimatum hanging over my head..."

"You mean the Tournament?" Chas took the flask back, waiting for a group of chattering Hunters to pass before continuing. I reached for another sip, but instead of the flask, he handed me a wash-kit. Honestly, after the morning I'd had, I was happier to see it than the alcohol.

"You don't really forget the day you form your Seal," he said, his voice taking on an oddly genuine tone. "It's weird for everyone. Welcome to the club, kid. Population: everyone trying not to die while getting stronger."

I purged the last of the sticky nectar from my clothes, the familiar ritual oddly comforting. "I'm thinking there's something seriously wrong with me. This entire week has been one person after another telling me how weird I am."

"You're not as weird as you think." Chas took another swig, his eyes distant. "I've been to a lot of other worlds at this point. Seen some incredible shit. Flying machines that don't need runes, music so loud you can feel it in your bones, entire civilizations where kids bind Seals before they lose their baby teeth." He gestured at the struggling Hunters. "Point is, Runebinding is different everywhere. Even here, the Empire has completely different methods than we do. Back there, even someone like Katie might be a Seeker. Hell, most of those poor bastards down there are Seekers, struggling their way up to Adept."

The information hit me like a freight train. "That's... a lot to process. I just want to stay here, you know? Build a life, maybe figure out what the hell I'm supposed to do with all this power." I touched the Emberseed through my shirt. "Pretty sure I haven’t wrapped my head around what happened when Maris showed up."

"I get it. And we've got time to train you properly." Chas stood, stretching like a cat before fixing the Hunters with a look of pure disgust. "If you can form a Seal in less than a day, I'll bet you can place well in some backwater Tournament. But first—" He cracked his knuckles. "Look at these fucking amateurs."

The Hunters had moved the boat maybe three inches.

"Want to go show them how it's done?" Chas pulled off his vest, revealing arms that looked like they'd been carved from dark wood and covered in strategic scars. "Consider it a learning opportunity."

I stared at the massive vessel, then at Chas, then back at the vessel. "You think I can actually help move that thing? It's massive."

"Perfect chance to test your new advancements." Chas's grin turned predatory. "I heard you got your hands on some Titan's Root tea, which is fantastic for pathway expansion but also means you're in for a long, painful journey. Best way to speed that up? Burn through a shit-ton of mana."

I couldn't help but grin as I stood, Red immediately bouncing to his feet beside me. "But not a fuck-ton of mana, right? That sounds dangerous."

Chas slapped my back hard enough to rattle my teeth. "Exactly. That'd be far too much—you'd explode."

Red's tail went into overdrive as Chas awkwardly patted his massive head, and we made our way down toward the beached leviathan. Up close, the thing was even more impressive—and intimidating. The metal hull rose above us like a black cliff face, seamless and cold to the touch.

"Master Blackwood!" A red-skinned Carmintree man jogged over, sweat gleaming on his brow like he'd been wrestling the boat personally. "Damn thing's stuck tighter than a tick. Any chance you could lend a hand?"

"Get your people on the ropes," Chas said, rolling his shoulders. "The newly Sealed Breaker and I are going to give it a proper shove."

The man's eyes went wide as they fixed on me. "Already? But you just—" He caught himself, then broke into a huge grin. "Fantastic! This is why I love working with you people." He spun on his heel, barking orders that had the other Hunters scrambling into position.

As we approached the front of the vessel, Chas ran his hand along the hull with something approaching reverence. "Lighter than it looks, believe it or not. The whole damn thing's made of Nocturnium—stronger than steel, weighs about as much as aluminum, and makes it impossible for people like us to sense what's inside." He tapped the metal with his knuckle, producing a deep, resonant sound. "That's how she got past Sylvarus's detection. You could buy a kingdom with what it cost to build this idiotic boat."

"That's why it's the grand prize?" The pieces clicked together. "Must have really pissed Maris off to lose something that expensive."

"Oh, she's probably already planning to buy it back from whoever wins." Chas positioned himself against the hull, planting his feet wide. "You take that side. And Ben?" He caught my eye. "Don't hold back."

I stared at the massive vessel, then at my hands, then back at the vessel. "How am I supposed to help move this thing? I mean, I'm stronger than I was, but this is a goddamn ship."

"Kid." Chas's voice carried the patience of someone explaining basic math to a toddler. "There are eighty Hunters out there ready to pull this beast. If Valor works anything like Rebellion—and trust me, it does—then your Seal is building a bridge between your body and soul. Makes enhanced strength more or less your default state now."

He paused, studying my face. "And when you hit Adept, you'll be able to burn mana like I do for even more power. Though it wouldn’t surprise if you figured it out sooner."

"I think I can already do that," I interrupted. "It's how I got Winchester in the first place. I just... I don't fully understand what happened. Never mind."

Chas raised an eyebrow. "If you can mana burn already, that'll give you a huge edge in the Tournament. But without the capacity and expanded pathways that come with reaching Adept, you need to be careful as shit." His expression turned deadly serious. "Running out of mana while using Valor as a spell might fuck up your pathways. Running out while mana burning?" He fixed me with a stare that could have melted steel. "That can fuck up your soul. And trust me, you don't want that."

I exhaled slowly, remembering Arryava's similar warning. The tub full of liquid mana had been a safety net I no longer had. "Got it. Don't melt my soul. Simple enough."

Chas laughed, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Make sure you pump as much mana into your legs and feet as into your arms. You're pushing against the ground just as much as the boat. And if you're feeling brave, try a quick mana burn. Just don't go full throttle—I'd hate to scrape you off the pavement."

He motioned to the Hunter coordinator, who raised his hand and shouted down the line. "Ready on the ropes! On my mark—pull!"

I poured mana into my pathways, feeling Valor respond like a beacon in my mind. The world sharpened around me, colors becoming more vivid, sounds more distinct. My muscles felt like they'd been replaced with steel cables, and when I pushed against the hull, the stone cracked under my feet.

The boat didn't budge.

Come on, you can do better than that. I closed my eyes, trying to picture my soul-space, but everything felt hazy, undefined.

"Oh, for crying out loud," Ted's voice echoed from somewhere inside my head. "Just shove mana into the Seal and let me handle the rest. This is embarrassing."

I turned my attention inward, following the newly expanded pathways toward Valor's brilliant glow. Getting there was like navigating a maze in the dark, but when I finally connected, lightning shot through my veins.

Blue energy erupted from my body in all directions, turning the air around me into a shimmering aurora. The ground beneath my feet didn't just crack—it spider-webbed in all directions, chunks of stone flying as I drove forward with everything I had.

The massive boat moved.

It slid backward a full three feet, metal groaning against stone as the combined force of my push and eighty Hunters pulling finally overcame inertia. The vessel picked up speed, acceleration building as it carved a path back through the street toward the harbor.

I tried to pull back from Valor, but the connection felt like grabbing a live wire. With a strained effort that left me seeing stars, I finally cut the flow. The energy around me dimmed and faded, leaving me to collapse backward onto the cracked stone.

My mana reserves were almost gone. Five seconds, maybe less, and I'd burned through nearly everything.

Red bounded over and started licking my face, his sandpaper tongue making me laugh despite feeling like I'd been hit by a truck. "Okay, okay, I'm alive," I gasped, trying to fend him off with weak arms.

"That was fucking incredible," I panted as Chas loomed over me, his expression unreadable. "Though I don't think I could have done it without your help."

Chas helped me sit up, his grip steady and sure. "Not sure what you mean, kid. I wasn't ready."

"What?" The word came out as more of a wheeze.

"I wanted to see what you could do solo. And you just moved a ship that weighs about as much as a city block." His grin was equal parts impressed and terrifying. "That's seriously impressive for someone who just formed their Seal."

"There's no way I did that alone." I forced myself to my feet, legs shaky but functional.

"You didn't. You had an army of Hunters helping pull. But you made the difference." Chas gestured toward the celebration erupting around the harbor as the boat hit the water with a geyser that soaked half the dock. "And that's kind of the whole point of the Hunters—we're strong, but together we're stronger."

"Right. United we stand, divided we fall. Cass gave me the whole history lesson about the three factions joining up to take down Gaius Valerian." I paused as cheers echoed across the water. "Kind of sad how the Valerians went from leading the Hunters to crashing boats into cities."

"Eh, there’s an old saying about dying a hero, or surviving to become a villain," Chas said with a chuckle.

Before I could respond, a parade of Hunters walked past, each one delivering the traditional arm punch. At least now I could reinforce my shoulder with what little mana I had left, turning potential bruises into dull aches.

"That's a big fucking hole in the city," I observed, staring at the boat-shaped canyon carved through the street. It went down deep, revealing layers of solid gray stone underneath, like La-Roc was built on a foundation of concrete.

"Yeah, the city's been through some serious shit lately." Chas motioned for me to follow him toward Doreen's. "There's definitely something weird going on with the monster situation. That Arbortrux you took down? Those things never leave the northern mountains. No reason for one to be near Rainhaven. Same with the Brine Tyrant—those are deep-sea creatures."

We walked in comfortable silence for a moment, Red trotting alongside us with his tongue lolling out happily. The afternoon sun painted everything in shades of gold and amber, making even the destruction look almost beautiful.

"It's not just here," Chas continued. "Virexus—that's the capital city in the Greatwood—has been under siege for months. Nothing but Class-D monsters showing up, with the occasional Class-C just to keep things interesting. Don't even get me started on how many spirit realms we've been finding." He gestured to me. "Case in point."

"So things are going to hell right as I arrive. Fantastic timing on my part."

"Things have been going to hell for years," Chas said as we rounded the corner. "You just showed up in the middle of it."

Doreen's came into view, and something was definitely off. The place was too quiet, too empty for the middle of the afternoon. A few displaced families sat at tables, but the usual bustle was missing.

Jeremy perched on Doreen's high-backed chair like a tiny king, and when he saw us, he practically shouted, "Oh good, you're here! Please, have a seat anywhere you'd like!"

I looked at Chas, who was shaking his head with the expression of someone watching a train wreck in slow motion. Red's nose twitched, picking up scents that made his tail wag faster.

"Jeremy, what the hell are you—" I started, then stopped as understanding dawned. "Oh. OH."

They came out of the kitchen and back rooms like they'd been waiting for a cue. Erik led the charge, his face locked in its usual stoic mask, but I caught the hint of a smile tugging at his lips. Cass and Katie followed, along with a handful of other Hunters I recognized from around the city. Malcolm pushed through the crowd with an awkward wave, and even Elizabeth and Jake had made the trip from Rainhaven.

"Surprise?" Chas said weakly, like the whole thing had been ruined, but I couldn't stop grinning.

Katie broke from the group and threw her arms around me, her steel grip nearly cracking my ribs. "We wanted to do something special," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "So that no matter what happens in the Tournament, you know how much we appreciate everything you've done."

After the insanity of the past week, the gesture hit me like a sledgehammer to the chest. These people—these incredible, dangerous, wonderful people—actually gave a damn about me. Not because I was some prophesied hero or chosen one, but because I'd just tried to help when they needed it.

I was still trying to find words when Chas spoke up. "Good news is, he's got a much better shot now that he's bound his Seal."

The room went dead silent. Then Cass literally bowled over two other Hunters in her rush to get to me. "Are you fucking with us right now?"

Chas shook his head, his own grin widening.

"Well then," Diana's voice came from the doorway, "it's a damn good thing I brought beer."

She stood there like a conquering hero, flanked by a dozen full-sized barrels that looked like they'd been liberated from a brewery. The wood was dark and rich, with brass bands that caught the light.

"Say what you want about Maris," Diana continued, "but her people know how to trade for the good stuff."

The room erupted. Cheers, arm punches, and at least three people started crying. Doreen appeared from behind the bar with a grin that could have split her face in half.

"Shit, Di, I take back most of what I've said about you." She motioned to the crowd. "What are you all standing around for? Get off your asses and help me get these barrels inside!"

Stanley chose that moment to make his grand entrance, swooping through the door in a streak of golden feathers before landing on my shoulder. Instead of his usual tiny hat, he wore a miniature vest that made him look like a tiny bartender.

"I fucking knew you'd do it," he chirped, puffing out his chest with pride.

"Language, Stanley," I said, giving him a gentle finger-scratch on the head.

He squawked indignantly. "Oh, like you're one to talk, asshole."



I learned three things quickly that night: Monster Hunters could drink like fish; they had an endless supply of ridiculous drinking games; and they treated casual violence like entertainment.

Doreen's had transformed into something that would make a college fraternity jealous. Pewter cups of surprisingly potent ale made their rounds while the Hunters—after surrendering their weapons to a locked cabinet—dove into the festivities with the enthusiasm of people who might not live to see another party.

The drinking games were legendary. My favorite involved dropping blue mana coins into beer cups—you had to absorb the mana while chugging, then slam your empty cup upside down without a single coin hitting the table. The winner got bragging rights and the right to choose the next game. It took me six tries to master the art of mana absorption while drinking, but the cheers when I finally nailed it were worth the embarrassment.

Later, I found myself at a corner table with Chas and Diana, who seemed oddly serene despite the chaos erupting around us. An impromptu arm-wrestling tournament had broken out at the bar, complete with betting and trash talk that would make sailors blush.

"So what happened to your mana sanctum?" Diana asked, taking a sip of beer that was probably stronger than anything I'd ever tasted on Earth.

"Oh, that? It broke." I tried to sound casual, like breaking supposedly indestructible magical items was normal.

Diana's relaxed expression vanished so fast it was like watching a door slam shut. "How the fuck did you break a mana sanctum? That's supposed to be impossible!"

The alcohol had definitely loosened my tongue, because I laughed and said, "Winchester! And I guess Ted helped."

"What?" Diana's voice climbed an octave.

Maybe it was the beer, maybe it was the warm atmosphere, or maybe I was just tired of keeping secrets. Whatever the reason, I did something I knew I'd regret in the morning—I pulled Winchester from my soul-space.

The staff materialized in my hand already blazing with blue energy, and Ted's voice boomed across the suddenly silent room: "Finally! Everyone can start partyin’ properly—Ted's here!"

The entire bar went dead quiet. Every conversation stopped, every cup paused halfway to lips, every eye in the place locked onto the elfish figure now standing on our table in his ragged robes.

"Whoa, hey!" Ted looked around at the sea of staring faces. "I said start partyin’, not whatever this awkward shit is."

Doreen vaulted onto the table with surprising grace, landing face-to-face with Ted. They were exactly the same height, which somehow made the confrontation even more surreal.

"Who the fuck are you?" she demanded, hands on her hips.

"Damn, does anybody just say hello anymore?" Ted grinned and booped her nose with one finger. "I'm Ted! And you are the cutest goddamn thing I've ever seen."

Doreen's eyes went wide. Then she grabbed Ted's arm, flipped him effortlessly into the air, and delivered a kick that would have made a professional fighter proud. Ted exploded into sparkles of light, and I felt a noticeable drain on my mana reserves.

He reappeared behind her a split second later, already holding a cup of beer that he drained in one gulp. "Not bad! You've got some real potential, sweetheart."

Doreen whirled around with murder in her eyes, but Ted was already talking.

"I'm Ben's new spirit guardian," he announced to the room. "And that fancy stick he's carrying around is his... uh..." He looked at me helplessly. "What was that word again?"

"Vajra," I sighed, already regretting every decision that had led to this moment.

"Right! His Vajra. And I live in it, sort of. The bug lady made it sound like that was a pretty big fucking deal."

Doreen growled—actually growled—while Diana shot me a look that could have melted steel. The cat wasn't just out of the bag; it had shredded the bag, eaten it, and then set the remains on fire.

"Wait, that's the staff you had in the Spirit Realm!" Cass flopped down beside me, cheerfully oblivious to the tension crackling through the air. The beer had clearly gotten to her. "How does the little guy fit inside it? Is it like a tiny apartment?"

Chas and Diana settled back into their seats, watching Ted wander around the table helping himself to drinks while Doreen's glare followed his every move like a targeting system.

"I think it hitched a ride on my soul somehow," I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "I knew I hadn't really let go of it when I got stuck in the portal. Guess I just needed to bind my Seal to pull it back out."

Something flickered in Chas's eyes—recognition, maybe, or understanding. Diana just looked like someone had told her the laws of physics were more like gentle suggestions.

"You know what? I've learned my lesson," she said, taking a long pull from her cup. "I thought there was no fucking way you could pull more surprises out of your ass. But clearly, there's a lot more room up there than I anticipated."

Cass burst into laughter, slapping my shoulder hard enough to hurt. "That's our Curtain-guy! Ass full of surprises!"

Diana sighed, the sound of someone whose worldview had been thoroughly scrambled. "Fine. I'll have some replacement gear brought to your room in the Tower since you managed to destroy a supposedly indestructible earring."

"Actually," I said, "could you have it delivered to my new place? The Sentarians are... making me a house."

Chas choked on his drink, staring at me. "They're what?"

I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant. "I told you it was a weird day."

            

    
        50. The Morning After

    
    
    
    
                I jolted awake on the floor of Doreen's, hazy memories of last night's celebration already dissolving like smoke. Morning light stabbed through the window like an accusation, and my mouth tasted like I'd been gargling with boot leather.

The curtain draped over me as a makeshift blanket reeked of spilled beer and poor life choices. Above me, Katie was curled up in the actual bed, still dead to the world. I vaguely remembered insisting on taking the floor when everyone stumbled off to bed—something about being a gentleman, though the details were fuzzy as hell.

Winchester's weight pressed against my consciousness, solid in my soul-space. Whatever else had happened—yesterday wasn't a dream. I was officially a Runebinder now. The thought should have been exciting, but mostly it just made my head pound worse.

A sharp knock rattled the door before it swung open. Shit—I'd forgotten to lock it.

Cass stood in the doorway wearing a shit-eating grin, Red at her side with his tail doing that helicopter thing. Her eyes flicked from me on the floor to Katie in the bed, and I watched her face cycle through confusion, realization, and then pure disappointment.

"Oh, come ON!" she yelled loud enough to wake half the city. "You two are absolutely hopeless! I'm going for a run before I lose my mind."

Red, apparently deciding this was the most comfortable room in the building, took a running leap and landed on the bed like a furry cannonball. Katie mumbled something unintelligible as he started sniffing around her hair, but after a moment of token resistance, she just wrapped her arms around him and went back to sleep.

Since sleep was clearly off the table, I decided a walk might help clear the fog from my brain. The events of yesterday felt surreal—binding my Seal, moving that massive boat, Ted's explosive debut. I needed to process it all without an audience.

Red didn't even look up as I slipped out. By now, I knew he'd find me when he felt like it.

The common room looked like a battlefield. Bodies sprawled across tables and chairs, empty cups scattered like fallen soldiers. I raided the kitchen for some bread and sausage that tasted like cardboard but would keep me upright, then escaped through the alley door.

The morning air hit me like a blessing—cool and salt-tinged, carrying the promise of a new day. La-Roc was peaceful at this hour, the sun barely peeking over the horizon. Down at the harbor, dozens of figures in black robes moved around the moored ships like industrious ants. Maris's people, already hard at work.

Following the water's edge, I discovered a small courtyard tucked back from the main road. Low stone walls, half-crumbled from age, framed a space where wild shrubs had claimed territory around weathered benches. It faced the ocean directly, offering an unobstructed view of the sunrise painting the water in shades of liquid gold.

Perfect.

I glanced around to make sure I was alone, then stepped into the center of the courtyard and began the opening form of Aapo's Tai Chi.

The difference was immediate and stunning. Where before I'd struggled with the advanced movements, now they flowed like water. My mana channels responded to each gesture like perfectly tuned instruments, and for the first time, I could actually see the ambient mana swirling in the surrounding air—faint spirals of light that danced with my movements.

The ocean stretched endlessly before me, the rising sun turning the waves into molten metal. Goosebumps raced up my arms as I moved through forms that had once challenged me, executing them with a precision that would have made Aapo proud. This wasn't just improved technique—this was transformation.

I finished the last movement and exhaled slowly, feeling centered in a way I'd never experienced. But as I stepped back toward the crumbling wall, a wild idea took root.

Cass had mentioned that with enough mana, a brick wall wouldn't be a problem. I'd thought it was hyperbole, a thing people said without meaning literally. But after yesterday...

Making sure I was still alone, I shifted into a cannon fist stance and channeled mana into my arms. This time, I engaged my entire body, driving forward with perfect form.

I braced for agony, expecting to walk back to Doreen's with shattered knuckles and an idiotic story.

Instead, my fist sank into the stone like it was made of wet clay.

The impact sent shockwaves up my arm as cracks spider-webbed outward from the crater I'd just punched in solid rock. I staggered backward, staring at the destruction with a mixture of awe and terror. My knuckles were scraped and bleeding, but otherwise fine.

"What the actual fuck," I whispered, flexing my fingers.

I pulled Winchester from my soul-space, and Ted materialized instantly, looking about as impressed as someone watching paint dry.

"Yeah, yeah, you can break stone with your hands. It's been done before, kid," he said, examining his tiny fingernails as if this was the most boring thing he'd ever witnessed.

I gestured at the crater. "I don't think this is quite the same thing."

"You had it for a second there." He nodded at the wall with grudging approval. "The trick's doing it in your soul-space at the same time. Syncing up body and soul for the real kick."

I crossed my arms. "How exactly do you know this stuff? And while we're having this conversation—how are you even here? We have some serious shit to unpack."

Ted gave a lazy shrug that somehow conveyed volumes about the cosmic absurdity of existence. "I'm your spirit guide, kid. Like a Spirit Guardian, but with better jokes. The rest is... complicated. I'm here because that stick of yours is some kind of goddamn spiritual Swiss Army knife. We've barely scratched the surface of what it can do."

He paused, then grinned like a kid about to show off his favorite toy. "Oh hey, check this out. Figured it out while you were drooling on the floor."

With a casual flick of his hand, Winchester's orb vibrated, letting out a low, melodic hum that seemed to resonate in my bones. The metal twisted and flowed like liquid mercury, extending into a gleaming Orichalcum blade that caught the morning light.

I stared at my staff—no, my spear. Maybe glaive was more accurate.

"Oh, right. You're a Paladin now, huh? How about this?"

Another hum, and the blade shifted again. The weapon transformed into a double-headed war hammer, the orange metal head so massive it nearly yanked my arm out of its socket. I had to channel mana just to keep from dropping the damn thing.

"Jesus Christ," I muttered, struggling with the sudden weight distribution. "How is that even possible? There's no way it should gain mass..."

"Awesome, right?" Ted beamed with pride as the hammer shifted back to its orb form. "I've been poking around in here, but I feel like your Aagung trying to figure out his phone. Hey—that's a memory I haven't seen before."

I frowned. My maternal grandfather had never shown much interest in my brother or me, disapproving of my father from day one. But I remembered the family dim sum gatherings, watching him squint at whatever ancient, cracked phone he'd managed to acquire, stabbing at the screen like brute force would make technology cooperate.

"It's really fucking weird that you have access to my memories," I said. "And that you can apparently browse through them like a photo album." I studied his face. "I couldn't bring this up when you were just some dream, but now... What exactly is a spirit guide? And why do I get this overwhelming urge to keep you secret every time I think about telling someone?"

"Huh?" Ted looked genuinely confused. "I don't have any control over you, kid."

"Ted, you told three people last night that you were my Spirit Guardian. You've been pushing this narrative since day one."

"Look, you said you've known I existed for a week. Until recently, I had no fucking clue what that even meant." He patted himself down like he was checking that all his parts were still attached. "I'm a spirit, and now I get to exist in the physical world, which is trippy as hell. A spirit guide actually meeting his..." He let out a long, exasperated sigh. "Look, I'll explain what I can, but it's not exactly easy to translate into terms your monkey brain can handle at this point."

We started walking through the mostly empty streets as the city stirred to life around us. Shutters opened with wooden groans, cart wheels rolled over cobblestones, and the distant sounds of morning commerce filled the air. Despite his size, Ted kept pace easily, moving with a swagger that belonged on someone ten times his height.

"There are three main things that can form in the spiritual plane," he began, falling into what sounded like a well-practiced explanation. "Souls, Realms, and Echoes. All made from the same stuff, but it's how they form that matters. Spirit energy gets recycled over and over—finite resource, infinite possibilities. Bigger things in the physical world accumulate more of it, which makes them reflect differently in the Spiritual."

He gestured vaguely, as if hand-waving could somehow make interdimensional metaphysics easier to grasp.

"Echoes—or reflections, like the bug lady called them—usually come from destroyed places in the physical realm. Case in point, that Sentarian city you visited. Actual realms are rare. Most folks call them hidden realms. Like bubbles forming out of chaos. Random, dream-like shit that doesn't follow normal rules. They have a nasty habit of bleeding into the physical world. Real Bermuda Triangle stuff."

Ted scratched behind his ear, working through the more complex parts. "But souls? Souls are everywhere, and they're what make everything tick. Think of it like space itself. A comet could be a soul. A dust particle could be a soul. But the big ones, like yours? Those are like planets. And that's where I come in."

I glanced down at him. “A Spirit Guide?”

"Yeah. Without a soul, you'd be no better than the monsters roaming around out here. Each soul connects to the physical realm through mana. Mana doesn't give a shit about Physical or Spiritual boundaries—it just does its thing."

"Okay, that's... shaky, but I think I follow. But where do you actually come from?"

Ted scoffed. "What kind of question is that? Where do you come from?"

"I was born—"

"Not here, asshole." He jabbed a finger at my chest. "In there. You exist in your soul too. Hell, by every impossible definition, you are your soul. So how do you explain that? You just are. Same as me. In fact, now that I'm learning how time works, I'm pretty sure I was living in there longer than this meat-sack’s been alive. How's that for a mind-fuck?"

I shook my head, giving up on trying to understand spiritual mechanics that apparently defied logic.

"Fine, but how do you know what to do with Winchester? How do you know any of this stuff?"

"I look it up," he said with a wave, like that explained everything. "You saw it—there's a massive database of information floating around in there. Not always accurate, sometimes completely contradictory, but I've gotten pretty good at sorting through the bullshit. Things like how much mana it takes to pierce the Veil using a mana sanctum, or whether your sanctum could handle that kind of power."

I stopped dead in my tracks. "You're telling me that swirling universe of light in my soul is basically the spiritual equivalent of the internet? And you can read it?"

"It's not—" Ted hesitated, his expression shifting like he'd just realized something important. "How the fuck did I not know about the internet? And your phone! I just figured out what those are. But here's the weird part—you've got thousands of memories of messing around on your phone, but not a single dream where you have it. That's fucking strange, right?"

The absurdity finally broke me, and I burst out laughing. "Ha! You're an iPhone with legs and an attitude problem."

"Fuck you, you don't even use one of those pieces of shit."

"So does everyone have a little spiritual iPhone sitting in their soul?" I asked, wiping tears from my eyes.

"How should I know? I'd guess not, though. Dust particles are way more common than planets." He paused, then looked thoughtful. "At least, I think so. Can't exactly look it up while I'm out here playing tour guide."

With that, Ted vanished in a cascade of multicolored sparkles.

The irony wasn't lost on me. Even as I walked, I could hear him ranting in my soul-space about various magnitudes of infinity and, more importantly, his vehement denial of being any kind of smartphone.

By the time I made it back to Doreen's, I found Jeremy and Doreen sitting in the common room with steaming cups of tea. The rich, earthy aroma hit me immediately—familiar and oddly comforting after the morning's revelations.

I was about to join them when Jeremy shot out of his chair like he'd been launched, landing on a nearby table with perfect balance. His eyes locked onto mine with predatory focus.

"Seeker Training," he announced, though there was something distinctly mischievous in his expression.

"Sparring rooms," Doreen called from her chair, already sounding resigned to whatever chaos was about to unfold.

Jeremy's grin turned wicked. "Nonsense, my dear. The courtyard will do perfectly."

Before I could protest, I was herded out of the common room, barely a minute after walking in.

"What's the rush?" I asked as we headed toward the Tower.

"Now that you are a Seeker, you'll be classed up to fight others at your level in the later rounds of the Grand Tournament. I intend to have you ready."

My stomach dropped. "Wait—was binding my Seal a mistake? I had no idea it would mess things up..."

"No, it was the right move. Impressive, actually. But you need to learn how to use your new strength properly. How to move without destroying everything around you."

I rolled my shoulders, feeling the power coiled in my muscles like a loaded spring. "Actually, I think I figured a lot of that out this morning."

Jeremy spun around and shot me a grin that transformed his mousy features into something almost menacing. "Show me."

The courtyard was mostly empty except for early-morning vendors setting up their stalls. Jeremy positioned himself with the Tower stairs at his back while I stood near the statue of Gaius Valerian.

"You will not be permitted a weapon in formal duels as a Monster Hunter," Jeremy explained, settling into an intense martial arts stance. "We are bound by oath to only draw steel after our opponent does. Others aren't bound by this tradition, though many observe it anyway." His posture shifted, becoming something fluid and dangerous. "I know you can handle yourself with a staff, but do you know any other forms of combat?"

I flowed through several Tai Chi forms before settling into my favorite stance—feet positioned mid-stride, hands extended as if playing an invisible pipa. The position felt more natural than breathing.

Mana thrummed through my body like electricity, stronger and more responsive than ever. Inside my soul-space, I mirrored the same movements. Ted had said I needed to sync them up—this felt like progress.

Jeremy's gaze sharpened, taking in my stance with professional interest. "I will test you, Ben Crawford. Should the opportunity arise to strike, do not hesitate."

He exploded toward me in a flying kick that should have looked ridiculous coming from someone half my size. Instead, Valor screamed a warning in both my body and soul-space simultaneously.

My response was pure instinct. No jerky, muscle-wrenching reaction like before—just smooth motion. I flowed around his attack and deflected him with a gentle batting motion that contained way more force than I'd intended.

Jeremy landed gracefully, already pivoting for his next assault. I stepped forward, raising my knee in a feint, but he darted aside and swept for my planted leg. My weight shifted fluidly, avoiding the strike without conscious thought. Valor churned in my soul, feeding me details I shouldn't have been able to process.

It felt like we were moving underwater, every action stretched out in perfect clarity—until I noticed the dust cloud we were kicking up and realized we were moving faster than humanly possible.

I blocked a vicious strike with my forearm, and a nearby cart toppled over from the shockwave.

Suddenly, Jeremy launched himself at me with insane speed. I barely had time to react, dropping into a low stance and twisting to shove him out of the air with a haphazard strike that barely connected.

He landed softly as a cat and began circling me like a predator. "You've had three obvious opportunities, and all you've done is try to tag me without following through."

I couldn't help but grin. "Stop trying to hit you, and hit you?"

Jeremy tilted his head, considering my words. "Precisely. Your movements have improved dramatically in such a short time—I might even be impressed if you actually fought back."

By now, several vendors had paused their setup to watch our impromptu demonstration. I had a feeling Jeremy wanted an audience for the lesson he was about to teach me.

I thought back to my fight with the massive golem—the way I'd moved, the way I'd launched myself using raw mana as propulsion. A savage grin spread across my face.

"My turn."

I surged forward, channeling everything I had into my feet. Blue energy exploded beneath me as I launched into the air, wind whistling past my ears as I landed behind him. His head snapped toward me, genuine surprise flickering across his features before he attempted another leg sweep.

The mana locked my feet to the ground like anchors. His kick rattled through my knee, sending pain shooting up my leg, but I gritted my teeth and grabbed for his retreating limb. My fingers barely closed around him before he wriggled free, but I pivoted and drove a cannon fist punch into his chest—just like I'd done to the stone wall.

The crack echoed across the courtyard as Jeremy was launched through the air, crashing into a food cart with devastating force. Panic flooded through me as I realized I'd just hit a small Vildar with enough power to shatter rock.

A few spectators cheered. I caught sight of Cass pumping her fist and grinning like a lunatic.

Valor screamed another warning. I spun just in time to see the entire food cart hurtling toward my head. Dropping to my knees, I leaned back, feeling the wind as it sailed overhead close enough to part my hair.

When I snapped upright, Jeremy stood in the wreckage, grinning with an expression that reminded me way too much of Doreen's predatory smile. A green aura crackled around him like trapped lightning.

A rune pulsed in my mind's eye—his Seal, maybe? I had no idea what the concepts meant, but they screamed pure momentum and unstoppable force.

The dust around him exploded as he rocketed toward me headfirst, moving too fast to track. No time to stand, no time to dodge. All I could do was pour every scrap of mana I had into the point where he was about to hit and pray it would be enough.

At the last possible second, I ignited Valor in a full mana burn. Blue energy flared around me like a star going nova as Jeremy struck with the force of a cannon. I skidded backward on my knees, barely holding my improvised shield together as the world turned into noise and pain.

The instant I released the mana burn, momentum took over. I flew like a rag doll, barely managing to brace before slamming shoulder-first into something unforgiving. The impact drove the air from my lungs as I hit the ground face-first.

Jeremy loomed over me as I groaned into the dust. "Good," he said, completely unfazed by the destruction around us. "I believe you are ready to return to the trial grounds."

"Oh, gods-dammit, Jeremy!"

Diana's voice cut through the ringing in my ears like a blade. I sat up carefully, favoring what felt like another broken shoulder. How many was that now? I was losing count.

Diana marched over and smacked Jeremy with a piece of the destroyed cart like she was disciplining a misbehaving pet. "They could hear his shoulder break all the way in the Greatwood! What happened to being a calm and collected teacher?"

Jeremy had the grace to look slightly sheepish. "The boy needed to understand his limits. Better to learn them here than in the Tournament."

"Next time, maybe try words first?" Diana suggested acidly, then turned to me with exasperated concern. "Come on, I need a drink."

As I struggled to my feet, I caught sight of the crowd we'd attracted. Vendors, early shoppers, and what looked like half the Monster Hunter population were staring at the chaos we'd created in the middle of the courtyard.

"Well," I muttered, "at least I know I can fight now."

"Fight?" Diana snorted. "Darling, you just went toe-to-toe with one of the best hand-to-hand fighters in La-Roc. That's not fighting—that's surviving a fucking hurricane."

            

    
        51. Proper Mentoring

    
    
    
    
                Diana led me through winding streets I'd never seen before, well away from the familiar parts of La-Roc I'd been exploring all week. The building she stopped at looked like nothing special from the outside—weathered stone, modest windows, a place you'd walk past without a second glance.

"This is my favorite tavern in La-Roc," she announced, pushing open a heavy wooden door.

"It's the only tavern left in La-Roc," came a booming laugh from behind a massive bar that dominated the far wall. Glasses hung in neat rows along a rail, and the warm lighting gave the place that perfect hole-in-the-wall atmosphere—warm light, scattered tables, a crackling fireplace, and shelves that were almost completely bare of bottles.

The man restocking those shelves was built like a mountain with arms. Bald head, an absolutely magnificent waxed mustache, and muscles that strained against his collared shirt like they were planning a prison break. He carried a full wooden crate in one arm as if it was made of feathers.

"And we're not normally open yet, ya fucking drunkard," he added with obvious affection.

"Oh, shove it, Dick," Diana shot back, dropping into a chair by the window with theatrical flair.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you? And I've told you a thousand times—it's Richard." He stepped around the bar, giving me my first good look at someone who could probably bench press a car.

"Careful, darling. Chas is back in town. Wouldn't want him getting the wrong idea." Diana's grin turned wicked. "Did you remember to get any of the good stuff?"

"Of course I did." Richard cracked open the crate with his bare hands—no tools, just grip strength that made my bones ache in sympathy. He pulled out two familiar dark bottles and set them on our table with three glasses.

"Richard, this is Ben Crawford, my apprentice and—"

"I know who he is, Nana." The way he said it carried a weight of respect that surprised me. "He's the Breaker, and the reason this place is even still standing. Bottles are on me."

Diana raised an eyebrow as she popped one open. "Generous of you."

"And Ben," Diana continued with a grin that promised incoming chaos, "this is Prince Richard Everhart of the Longwood—first in line for the throne of Virexus, Jeweled City of the Greatwood."

Maybe it was the pain radiating from my shoulder, but I couldn't suppress the snicker that escaped. Diana burst out laughing. Richard just groaned like he knew this was going to happen.

"Dick of the Longwood?" I asked, barely containing my amusement.

"For fuck's sake—the Longwood is the habitable region in the Greatwood where Virexus sits," Richard said with the patience of someone who'd had this exact conversation a thousand times.

"Tell him what the city guards the entrance to," Diana added helpfully, pouring our drinks.

Richard's sigh could have powered a windmill. "The Broadrift Gorge."

I looked at Diana, who was grinning like the cat who'd caught the canary.

"You're absolutely fucking with me right now," I laughed.

"People have been mocking our geography for over a century. My grandfather knew exactly what he was doing when he named everything." Richard's expression turned more serious. "And besides, I gave up my claim to the throne to be here."

I raised my glass, studying this mountain of a man who'd walked away from a kingdom. "You're the second noble I've met who's done that."

Richard smiled and took a sip of the Sevenfold liquor. "There's a few of us scattered around. I've always believed the Hunters are more important than any throne, and recent events prove that increasingly true."

"This might be ignorant," I admitted, nearly draining my glass as my shoulder reminded me it was broken, "but wouldn't you be able to support the Hunters better from a position of power?"

"Ha! I like someone who speaks their mind." Richard's chuckle was like a landslide made of humor. "Direct and to the point."

"Politics accomplish nothing worthwhile, Ben," Diana chimed in, refilling our glasses. "Just a lot of hot air and wasted time."

"Not the first time I've heard you say that." I shook my head, grinning despite the pain. "Alright, so why are we day-drinking instead of finding me a healing pill? This actually hurts like hell."

"Richard here has a rather strong Life affinity, same as you and me," Diana explained. "He's going to show you how to heal yourself. I was absolutely terrible at it, but I think you'll have better luck."

"Oh, am I?" Richard shot her a look that could have melted steel. "I'm just going to teach advanced mana aspecting to a complete stranger?"

"Most likely," Diana said, topping off his glass with the kind of casual confidence that suggested this was already a done deal.

Richard groaned but reached for the bottle. "Fine. But I'm not holding his hand through it. If he doesn't get it immediately, we're done."

"He's been surprisingly good at figuring things out," Diana said, taking a sip. "Bound his Seal in a week."

Richard's impressive eyebrows climbed towards the ceiling. He took a deep breath and turned to face me fully. "If your Seal has roots in Life runes, you can bind that power directly to your will and gain control beyond simple runic concepts."

"Think of it less like casting a spell and more like developing a personal technique," Diana added. "Ways to use your Seal's aspects beyond just having them exist."

Richard shot her another warning look, then pulled a small vial of oil from his pocket. "Have another drink first. This is going to hurt worse before it gets better. If you can't figure it out..." He set the vial on the table. "Take the potion and we'll pretend this conversation never happened. This kind of training usually comes much later."

"What makes you think I can learn it now?" I asked, my breath coming in ragged bursts as the pain intensified.

"I don't." He shot a pointed look at Diana and refilled my cup. The alcohol was definitely helping, turning the sharp agony into a dull, manageable throb.

"The process is simple in theory," Richard explained. "You need to convert your mana pathways to Life-aspected energy. Same effect as a healing pill, but completely internalized. Like willing your body to change, feeding the Life aspect of your Seal back into yourself." He paused, watching my face. "Normally, mana flows into your soul. For this to work, it needs to flow back out while retaining the Life aspect. Make sense?"

"So I cycle mana through my Seal and somehow get it back out again?" I asked.

Diana's grin widened. "One might say that's exactly what the process is called. I told you he was smarter than he looks, Richard."

"We'll see. Getting it back out is the hard part." Richard's expression remained skeptical. "The body and soul instinctively hoard mana as a survival mechanism. Even if you extract it, you need to give it purpose immediately or it just dissipates."

I took another swig of Sevenfold and closed my eyes, reaching toward Valor in my soul-space. The concepts that formed my Seal were there, waiting, but I focused specifically on Compassion. It was impossibly complex yet elegantly simple—radiating interconnected ideas of joy and sorrow, hope and loss, all woven together in perfect balance.

For the first time, I had a chance to truly examine my Seal's structure. What I found wasn't what I'd expected. Valor wasn't built around Courage like I'd assumed—it was anchored by Radiance. The intricate Light rune I'd glimpsed when this all began acted like a bridge between Courage and Compassion, as if those two concepts actively resisted being part of the same framework. Some instinct told me that trying to combine them without Radiance as a mediator would create something unstable and dangerous.

Threading mana through the Seal felt surprisingly natural compared to the violent process of burning it—like water flowing through channels designed specifically for this purpose. Compassion pulsed with verdant green energy, sending ripples of that color throughout my soul-space and filling me with the sensation of vibrant, growing life.

This was it. I could work with this.

But before I could direct the energy anywhere, Radiance seized control. Without warning, it processed the green mana and shoved it into Courage like it had its own agenda. The emerald glow flickered and twisted through a kaleidoscope of colors before settling into a blinding white light.

The pull was immediate and intense—like threading something into a loom only to have the machine yank the material forward with unstoppable force.

Panic crept up my spine as my breathing became labored, sweat beading on my forehead. I opened my eyes, feeling my body's mana reinforcement beginning to weaken as energy drained out of me and into my soul with no way to reverse the flow.

"This really fucking sucks," I muttered through gritted teeth. Nothing short of a reckless mana burn had felt this dangerous—except when I did that, I felt capable of anything. This felt like something was slowly bleeding me dry.

"You can cut the flow if it becomes too much," Richard said, hope and concern warring in his expression. "But before you do—try to loop that energy back where it came from. This is the hardest part of creating aspected mana."

I turned my attention inward, trying to force the brilliant white energy to reverse course. The flow resisted like trying to push water uphill. My ears rang with the effort, and I could feel myself weakening by the second. Maybe I could wrap the mana around some kind of pathway? No—that was like trying to force sand through a screen.

"Kid, you've got a literal hole in the Veil between body and soul—just use that. Way easier than trying to finesse it back the hard way."

Ted's voice rang through my mind, and I suddenly realized Winchester was solid in my physical hands.

I could feel the path it had taken to manifest—not a direction so much as a conceptual connection. Instead of forcing the mana backward through the same channels, I pushed the aspected energy deeper, guiding it through whatever link existed between my soul and the staff.

The sensation was indescribable.

My eyes snapped open, certainty flooding through me. I'd done something. Looking at my pathways, I saw a tiny thread of sparkling white energy ricocheting through my body, moving too fast to control consciously. It was thin—so thin I could barely detect it among my normal mana—but I could feel its presence. The conversion rate was massive, like trying to channel a river through a pinhole and getting only a few precious drops.

"Graceful Gods, that's not Life aspect," Richard said, his voice shifting from impressed to deeply concerned as his gaze locked onto Winchester. "What is that?"

"What now?" I managed, my head spinning as my pathways burned from the effort. The tiny strand of energy was growing stronger, consuming more of my reserves with each passing second.

Diana's entire demeanor had changed. Gone was her usual casual indifference, replaced by something that looked like scientific fascination mixed with morbid curiosity.

Richard's face showed genuine alarm, as if something had gone catastrophically wrong.

"If it was Life mana, I'd tell you to cycle it to your shoulder and force the healing," he said, his brow furrowed in confusion. "But whatever you've created... my spiritual senses aren't strong enough to identify it. I'm sorry."

"I can sense some kind of life aspect," Diana commanded. "Do it anyway. And cut off the fucking flow before you pass out."

With no other options, I followed her instructions. The thread actively resisted my attempts to direct it, slipping away like it had its own will. Gritting my teeth, I focused everything I had on grabbing that white energy, feeling it writhe in my pathways like something alive and angry.

The moment I forced the thread toward my shoulder, a cool pop echoed through my bones. Faint light pulsed along my skin as the energy coiled around the injury, sinking into the damaged tissue like it knew exactly what to do. The pain vanished instantly—and then the thread shot back into my pathways, darting away as if trying to escape my control.

I severed the mana flow to my Seal and immediately wobbled in my chair, feeling my reserves hit dangerous levels. The Emberseed against my chest pulsed with warmth, flooding me with just enough energy to stay conscious. Once my body stabilized, the necklace cooled and went dormant.

That was convenient. And terrifying. Nothing I'd encountered—aside from mana pearls and that strange nectar—actually generated energy. This thing did. That probably made it incredibly valuable, and I wasn't comfortable with the fact that I had it purely because of Ted's bullshit.

I sat up slowly, shaking off the exhaustion, and noticed something crucial—the tiny thread of white energy was still there, flitting through my pathways like it was waiting for orders.

"It's still there," I said. "The aspected mana isn't dissipating. It's like it's waiting for something."

Richard's gaze bounced between Winchester and me, his expression shifting between surprise and fear. "What the fuck is he?" he muttered.

Diana's wicked grin returned full force. "He's my apprentice."

That apparently told him everything he needed to know.



Diana and I climbed the Tower stairs after being ceremoniously ejected from Richard's tavern. After witnessing what I'd just accomplished—plus two bottles of Sevenfold Spirit—he'd decided he'd had enough of Diana's chaos for one day.

"You absolutely cheated," she accused as we walked. "I don't know how you pulled that off, but proper mana cycling isn't supposed to be that easy. It has something to do with that staff, doesn't it? And what you created wasn't aspected mana—it was something else entirely."

"It felt like my Seal wanted to process the mana itself, not just the Compassion aspect," I explained. "Like it was acting independently."

"Interesting. Most people can only sync with fragments of their Seal and struggle to produce even a single aspect. I suspect you refined your mana instead—which is exponentially more difficult."

"I can move energy in and out of my soul-space," I admitted sheepishly. "Long story involving my broken mana sanctum, but I can transfer Winchester just like the earring used to. I figured the mana could use that same pathway."

Diana raised an eyebrow. "I see." Her tone was unreadable. "I visited Arryava after last night's festivities—she explained more about the Vajra. Found some books we can study after this damned Tournament ends. Soul-spaces aren't unheard of, but they're rare. Can you store other things in there?"

"Haven't tried yet."

"Well, maybe experiment when your mana recovers." She held out an orange-sized mana orb. I absorbed it gratefully just as she threw open the Tower doors.

"Welcome, Breaker Ben Crawford—Seeker!" Gary's voice boomed across the hall. Cheers erupted around us as several Hunters approached with fists raised for the traditional shoulder punches, but Diana waved them off before they could add to my injuries.

As we reached the main desk, Gary smiled his usual knowing smile. "I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Breaker, but you'll need to surrender your Acolyte badge."

My fingers found the orange pin on my lapel—something I'd worn with pride for what felt like forever but had really been a week. With genuine sadness, I unpinned it and held it out.

"The original terms of your Acolyte status have been fulfilled," Gary said, letting silence hang in the air like a held breath.

"Your dedication to the Hunt has been exemplary."

Elena's voice rang from the stairs above. She descended in full formal regalia, every step carrying the weight of absolute authority.

"Your loyalty to this city and to the Hunters has been beyond question, even in such a short time," she continued, approaching with a wooden box that looked ancient and important. She slammed it onto the counter with a sharp crack that made everyone straighten.

The entire hall snapped to attention with military precision. Even Diana stood taller, though she couldn't hide her smirk.

"No matter what comes next, Breaker Ben Crawford," Elena's voice carried the weight of ceremony, "it is my honor, as Head Mistress of the Monster Hunters, to recognize you as an Aspirant—the highest honor that can be bestowed upon one not of our ranks. You will be afforded all courtesies due a Monster Hunter. We eagerly await the day you join us officially."

She opened the box and lifted a gleaming silver pin, etched with a single character that seemed to catch and hold the light.

Honored.

As she affixed it to my lapel, the cheers that followed were deafening. When she leaned in close, her voice dropped to a whisper meant only for me.

"Maris has no idea what she's up against. I'm looking forward to watching you destroy her little Tournament."

The smile threatening to crack my face felt like it might turn into something more dangerous. This world was insane and dangerous and completely fucked up—but the people fighting to protect it were incredible. Ever since Maris had arrived with her ultimatum, everyone had gone out of their way to help me succeed.

I owed too many debts now to even consider leaving.

"Can I give it to him now?"

Garren stood on the opposite staircase, his grin somehow even wider than mine. In his hands was an armor case that looked like it contained something special.

"Yes, Garren, you may give it to him," Elena said with an exasperated sigh, as if all the ceremony had just drained from the room.

Garren strutted over and dropped the case onto the desk with a flourish, then turned to Gary with obvious anticipation.

"Gary," he said.

"Garren," Gary replied.

The case snapped open, revealing armor unlike anything I'd ever seen.

It was a complete suit of what appeared to be brass scale mail, but the moment I lifted the long overcoat, I knew appearances were deceiving. Despite its metallic appearance, it felt lighter than my previous leather armor. The scales were smooth and flexible, layered seamlessly together, with far more subtle shoulder protection than I was used to. Matching gauntlets and pants unfolded like the metal wasn't quite metal at all.

Compared to my previous black armor, this set definitely looked fit for a Paladin.

"Phantom Brass," Garren announced proudly. "Extremely popular among Imperial armies in the Central Lands—less common here except for Guardians, since most others prefer leather. The local merchants were happy to trade a complete set for several units of recently gained Arbortrux hide. All things considered, I'd say this armor is rightfully yours."

I ran my fingers over the scales, amazed by how they felt almost like cloth in places. "It's incredible," I admitted, "but is it supposed to be so... squishy?"

Diana took over the explanation. "Looks can be deceiving, darling. Phantom Brass is incredibly light and unrestricted. It doesn't support mana infusion like leather, but the scales harden on impact. Extremely effective against blunt force, moderately effective against claws or blades. Won't stop piercing attacks, but very few armors can."

I thought back to Erik's fight with the Brine Tyrant—how easily it had punched through his heavy plate. "Thank you," I said, setting the armor back carefully. "Are there boots?"

Elena and Diana both scoffed simultaneously, then shot each other venomous glares.

"Darling," Diana said with exasperation, "you could ask literally anyone in this city—you don't wear shoes."

            

    
        52. Something More Deliberate

    
    
    
    
                The armor was impossibly light—nothing like the suffocating black leather I'd been trapped in. This was liquid silk with steel bones, flexing with every breath while mana trickled back into my reserves. Not the flood I would feel after removing the armor, but with the Emberseed around my neck, I at least had some passive regeneration.

Much better than feeling like a mummified corpse covered in trapped sweat.

We'd barely cleared the stairs into the lobby when curiosity got the better of me. "So how do these scales actually—"

THWAP.

Diana's sheathed rapier cracked across my ribs like a baseball bat. The impact sent me sliding backward across the polished floor, arms windmilling for balance. Where the blade struck, the armor compressed into rigid plates, then melted back to smooth the instant the threat passed.

It hurt like hell, but a hit that vicious should've shattered bone. Instead, it felt like getting punched through a thick mattress.

"Fucking ow," I gasped, but grinned despite myself. "Non-Newtonian fluid mechanics in magical armor? That's actually awesome."

A commotion behind us drowned out my nerdy delight. Shouting voices, scattered curses, and the unmistakable sound of something barreling through the Tower like a wrecking ball with paws.

"Hey, slow down!" someone yelled.

"What the fuck is going on?" Diana snapped at a passing Initiate, who just shrugged and kept walking.

I extended Valor's reach and immediately started laughing. "That's just my dog."

Red exploded through the Tower doors like a furry cannonball, taking the stairs three at a time before physics reminded him that momentum was a bitch. He tumbled down the last few steps in a spectacular display of flailing limbs, rolled twice, popped up like a jack-in-the-box, and sprinted toward us with his tongue lolling out and pure joy blazing in his eyes.

Valor screamed warnings about incoming impact, trajectory, optimal dodge points—

I ignored every single one. He was my dog.

Red launched himself at the last second, all forty kilos of pure enthusiasm slamming into my chest. The armor absorbed the impact as I was bowled over, but there was no protection against the aggressive face-licking campaign that followed.

"Okay, okay!" I laughed, wrestling him off me. "I'm sorry I didn't come get you, you furry missile."

Apparently satisfied that I'd learned my lesson, Red trotted over to Diana, gave her a thorough sniff-inspection, then sat down and released his signature honk. For a dog, he really didn't bark much.

Diana stared at him for a long moment, clearly fighting some internal battle. "Fine." She pulled slices of bread from her mana sanctum and tossed them skyward. Red snatched them out of the air with surgical precision.

I stared at him in betrayal. "Are you fucking serious?"

Red shot me pure side-eye, the canine equivalent of What? I'm expanding my snack network.

"Cassandra mentioned he's very food motivated," Diana said with the tone of someone who'd been thoroughly manipulated. "Now he won't stop asking whenever he sees me."

"Yep. That's how he gets you," I said, scratching behind his ears.



The Trial Grounds buzzed with wounded Initiates nursing injuries I could feel through Valor—sharp pulses of pain that made my fingers itch, like I could reach out and fix them.

The moment Diana emerged from the portal behind me, half the pavilion struggled to their feet, offering respectful greetings and tired smiles.

"Oh please, sit your asses down," she said with a dismissive wave. "Especially you." She pointed at a Vildar who immediately slumped back down, a distinct pulse of life-aspected mana radiating from him.

A healing pill? When the hell could I sense mana in others?

My aura picked up Cass just as she crested the stairs from the trial area. The moment she spotted me in my new gear, she burst out laughing.

"You look like some dainty noble's honor-guard," she said, throwing a punch at my shoulder. The armor instantly hardened at the point of impact—I barely felt it.

Her eyes widened. "Whoa, it's automatic!"

"Completely automatic," I said quickly, hoping she wouldn't decide to test its limits. "Please don't hit me again to confirm this."

But Cass had already shifted her attention, crouching down to give Red the full-body petting experience he clearly lived for. "What a guy, yes you are, yes you are!" She clapped his haunch, and his tail went supernova with excitement.

"What the fuck did I miss last night, and why is Diana feeding him now?" I asked.

"We figured you were busy with Katie, so Red spent the night with us." Cass stood up, brushing dog hair off her hands. "Turns out, we have an understanding."

"Busy with Katie?" Diana's eyebrows shot up, a sly smile creeping across her face like she'd just discovered blackmail material.

"Nope!" Cass answered before I could open my mouth. "Your little Seeker was sleeping on the floor like a monk."

A hand swatted me upside the head so fast even Valor barely registered the movement.

"Ow!"

"It has to be a fucking Terran thing, right?" Diana asked the universe at large. "No one is that stupid. You saved her life, she threw you a party—at least let the girl down easy if you're not interested."

Cass was laughing now, and I swear even Red looked like he was judging me.

I threw my hands in the air. "Okay!"

Walking toward the ledge, I stared out over the trial buildings scattered across the mountainside. They knew I had to talk to Katie. Hell, I knew I had to talk to Katie. But fear wasn't what was holding me back.

I'd been on this planet for maybe ten days. In a few more, I might get thrown right off it again.

This wasn't about protecting her. I was protecting myself. After the tournament, if I were staying here, I'd finally do something about it.

Red shoved himself under my hand like a furry emotional support animal, and I ruffled his fur with reckless abandon. Having a dog in this insane world—even a weird one who apparently had networking skills—was worth everything.

Cass stepped up beside me, her voice gentler now. "We're just screwing with you. With everything going on, we get it." She smiled. "But seriously, Ben. She was in your bed."

"Yeah… I know." I chuckled despite myself. Trying to explain the concept of being a Paladin and chivalry was going to take too long. "You do a trial yet?"

"Not yet. About to run Versatility, which scares the shit out of me."

"Actually, Cassandra, I'd like Ben to run that one right now—if you don't mind," Diana interrupted.

"Not at all," Cass said, stepping back.

A sharp scoff erupted from the group behind us.

"Seriously?"

Dorian stalked halfway over, his face twisting into righteous outrage like someone had personally offended his bloodline.

"You're just changing the system now?" he sneered. "What's next? Handing out participation trophies?"

Diana slowly turned to face him, and the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees.

"Not only are you taking an opportunity away from an Initiate," Dorian continued, clearly not reading the room, "now you're just handing it to the Terran? Some fair training grounds this is. My father will hear of this."

"Fuck you, Dorian, I don't give a shi—" Cass started, but Diana raised one finger, and she immediately stopped.

The air itself seemed to thicken as Diana took a single step forward. Even Red's tail stopped wagging.

"Oh no," Diana said, her voice dropping to something that could cut glass. "The Archon who is graciously letting you use her Trial Grounds is making a change—instead of watching you fail repeatedly like some tragic entertainment." Her lips curved in a smile that belonged in a horror movie. "Please, please go complain to your father, like the privileged little weed that you are. I look forward to his sternly worded letter."

Dorian's scowl deepened, but even he wasn't stupid enough to push an Archon any further. He spun on his heel and stormed back through the portal like a toddler having a tantrum.

"I'm pretty sure it would straight-up kill him to apologize," I muttered. "But that was… intense, Diana."

Diana shrugged, but there was something calculating in her eyes. "This should be enough to get Marco into my office tonight. He's been avoiding me since Maris arrived—primarily because he's been selling her information, including everything about your arrival on Ark, Ben." A wicked grin spread across her face.

Oh shit.

"Is that true?"

Malcolm approached from the stairs, looking like he'd been through a meat grinder—clearly fresh from a trial. But his expression wasn't exhausted. It was razor-sharp with barely contained fury.

"Dorian's father is why my mother is here? Did he know?"

"What do you think?" Diana replied with the tone of someone dropping a bomb and watching the fallout.

Malcolm's face went through several emotions before settling on cold resolve. Without another word, he turned and walked toward the portal with the kind of purposeful stride that usually ended with someone getting punched.

"He's such a promising young Arcanist," Diana said conversationally, watching him go. "Unfortunate that he comes from a family of barbarians. He came here to escape his mother. She knew he was here, of course, but after the tournament, she'll want to take him away from the treacherous Monster Hunters." She sighed dramatically. "Shame."

I glanced toward the portal, wondering if Malcolm was planning to confront Dorian. He looked like he was ready to turn someone into paste.

"Dara," Diana said to the empty air.

"Yes?"

Dara materialized beside us as if she'd been waiting for permission. Uncomfortably close, as always.

Diana shot her a look of deep dissatisfaction but didn't bother voicing it. "I'd like to set up the Versatility trial with the changes we discussed for Ben—Jeremy says he can take it. Think you can handle that?"

"Of course," Dara said smoothly, then turned to me with a smile that promised either great fun or imminent pain. "Right this way, Seeker."

It was definitely going to be pain.

I glanced at Cass, who was back to petting Red and looking completely unbothered that I was about to walk into some custom trial.

"Don't die?" she said cheerfully.

"That's… reassuring." I looked up at Diana, who just motioned for me to follow Dara.

Shrugging, I followed the tower spirit down into the valley. Her steps were weird—like she was floating just above the ground rather than actually walking.

We reached one of the trial buildings, and with a flourish, Dara waved her hand. The door flared with deep blue energy before sliding open with a soft hiss.

She turned to me with a grin that belonged on a shark. "Good luck beating this one!"

Before I could ask what the hell that meant, the door slammed shut behind me with a sound like a vault Sealing.

Another door hissed open ahead, revealing a massive circular room that looked like someone had designed it specifically to mess with people's heads. The floor was polished black marble—so reflective it might as well have been a mirror. Someone had marked a huge white circle in the center, leaving about two meters of space between the line and the walls.

The mirrored walls made the space feel infinite and claustrophobic at the same time. Walking felt like moving through a funhouse designed by someone with a psychology degree and a sadistic streak. At least they'd had the mercy not to mirror the ceiling—just flat, smooth stone maybe fifteen meters up.

At the center of the room stood a smooth silver pole, stretching from floor to ceiling like a chrome spine.

On the opposite side of the circle, a white stone golem knelt in perfect meditation, roughly my size but radiating a stillness that suggested coiled violence.

Dara's voice echoed around me. "Normally, this room is a gauntlet—a survival test with an existential lesson." Her tone had shifted from helpful administrator to gleeful sadist. "But we figured you could use something more… deliberate. This is a style of game you may encounter in the latter rounds of the Grand Tournament."

Game? This looked more like an arena than a game.

"Your goal is simple: slide the pole out of the circle. The golem will attempt to stop you. Be warned—it has been adjusted to Seeker level and will mirror your capabilities."

That sounded ominous.

The moment I stepped into the circle, the golem's eyes flared to life, and it rose to its feet in one fluid motion.

It moved in perfect sync with me as I approached the pole, like a reflection come to life. I reached the metal first and grabbed it, pulling with everything I had. The pole resisted immediately, as if something was actively fighting against me. I barely slid it a meter before the golem was on me.

Valor screamed a warning as a stone fist came flying at my head with enough force to crack a skull. I twisted away, but the golem's body snapped in an impossible direction—its other hand carrying the spinning momentum. The second strike slammed into my back like a sledgehammer, driving me face-first into the marble.

The armor absorbed the impact, but the way the golem had corrected its attack mid-motion was going to be a serious problem. It fought like it had joints in places where joints shouldn't exist.

I pushed myself up just in time to watch the pole slowly slide back to the center of the room, apparently on autopilot.

"Oh, come on!" I groaned.

I studied the golem as it returned to its unnaturally still stance. The moment I got within range, it woke up, shifting into what looked like a professional fighting stance. Deciding to test its reactions, I let it swing at me and danced backward.

That was a mistake.

The golem launched itself through the air in a flying knee that belonged in a martial arts movie. I barely had time to bring my hands up before two stone arms slammed down onto my shoulders, staggering me. I dodged a kick that should have been easy—only to take an impossible double axe-handle strike to the ribs as the golem somehow pivoted on one leg while maintaining perfect balance.

The armor was doing work, but the sheer force rattled my bones. I had no idea how many hits it could take before it stopped being helpful.

After three more failed attempts to get past the thing, the pattern became obvious. Whenever I relied on Valor to evade automatically, I left myself wide open for follow-up attacks. I'd gotten too comfortable trusting my aura to do the work, buy my reaction time wasn't enough.

This was what Jeremy had been trying to teach me. He'd forced me to confront this exact weakness—pushed me to fight instead of just reacting. Fighting meant taking the offensive, something I still sucked at.

It had never been an issue with monsters, but fighting people felt different. Like I was afraid of hurting someone, even though everyone here could clearly handle themselves. But this golem? It wasn't a person. And if the Power trial was anything to go by, I was supposed to break it.

But Dara's instructions weren't about beating the golem—they were about getting the pole out of the circle.

So that's exactly what I was going to do.

I walked the perimeter of whatever invisible range activated the golem. It mirrored my steps perfectly, keeping itself positioned between me and the pole like a stone guardian.

A sharp impulse shot through my mind—like when Bravery had first activated.

Kick its ass!

But this time I recognized it. Not Ted, not Winchester. This was coming from my Seal itself, sending me a mental nudge toward action.

Well, at least I had confirmation that I wasn't losing my mind.

I took a few steps back, and the golem went still again. Closing my eyes, I shifted focus inward, into my soul-space.

Ted was kicked back in an Adirondack chair, holding a massive mug of beer and a bowl of popcorn, watching me like I was the evening's entertainment.

"That wasn’t you, was it?" I asked.

He jumped, spilling popcorn all over himself. "Holy fuck, kid—some warning would be nice!" he grumbled, brushing kernels off his lap.

"Did you just yell 'kick its ass'? Because if not, then it came from my Seal."

Ted blinked and stuffed more popcorn into his mouth, turning to stare at Valor like the Seal was a puzzle he couldn't solve. "I didn't say shit."

He tilted his head, trying to see the Seal from different angles. "I don't hear anything, but that doesn't mean much, the thing’s pretty fuckin’ weird as it is."

Shaking my head, I opened my eyes. The golem hadn't moved.

I'd made up my mind. I knew exactly how I was going to get that pole out of the circle.

The moment I rushed forward, the golem mirrored my movement perfectly. It sprinted straight at me, launching into the air for another flying knee. This time, I didn't dodge. No blocking, no deflecting.

I let it connect.

The impact crashed into my chest harder than before, rattling every bone in my body—but instead of trying to absorb it, I used it. I gripped the golem mid-impact, twisting my body and using its own momentum to hurl it backward like a stone missile.

The construct slammed into the pole with a sound like a church bell getting hit by a truck. The sheer force shoved the metal a decent distance toward the edge of the circle.

I didn't slow down.

As the golem crumpled from the impact, I vaulted over it, reaching for the pole. My fingers caught the smooth metal as my momentum carried me forward, legs splaying out. My sudden weight on the pole dragged it along, pushing it even further from the center.

Almost halfway there.

I hadn't even regained my footing before the construct attacked again. As I kicked the pole behind me, trying to send it farther, the golem's fist snapped forward. I blocked it just as the strike twisted into a roundhouse kick that made no anatomical sense whatsoever.

Instead of dodging, I caught the golem's leg and heaved with everything I had. Its body whipped through the air like a stone flail, crashing into the pole again—this time knocking it even farther back.

The moment it hit the ground, it sprang to its feet and lunged—not for me, but for the pole. I cursed as it grabbed the metal and started dragging it back toward the center.

Wrong move. Now it had only one arm to defend itself.

I took off at a sprint, pushing mana into my legs until they burned. The golem twisted to meet me, but I feinted a punch—then dropped low, twisting my body into a full-force dropkick.

It tried to dodge, but it wasn't my target.

Both my feet slammed into the pole with a sound like thunder. The force bent the metal slightly as it skidded across the marble floor—sliding clean out of the circle.

I hit the ground hard, breath coming in sharp gasps, staring up at the smooth ceiling with a grin as a soft chime rang through the chamber.

Pushing myself to my feet, I watched the golem walk back toward the center, the pole slowly gliding behind it like it was on invisible rails.

"That's one," I said, summoning Winchester into my hand.

The golem paused—then, as if responding to a challenge, its arm shifted and rippled. Stone flowed like water, reforming until it had grown into a long, heavy staff that materialized out of thin air.

I blinked at it. "Okay, that's definitely not fair."

Then I grinned, leveling Winchester's orb toward the construct and spinning the staff with a flourish into a Taiji gun stance.

"Round two," I said, rolling my shoulders. "Now I kick your ass."

            

    
        53. Hit em With That End

    
    
    
    
                Valor burned inside me like liquid fire as I stepped into the circle with the golem. I narrowed my aura, focusing solely on the stone construct until everything else faded away. I'd never properly tested this level of focus with my Seal before—the difference was immediate and intoxicating.

My awareness sharpened beyond anything I'd experienced, extending into the fight itself until I could feel the very air between us. The most noticeable change was that my Seal started draining a steady trickle of mana the moment my focus locked onto the construct.

Worth it.

The golem moved—faster than before, but now I could track every micro-movement. I was already on the offensive, swinging Winchester down hard, only for the golem's staff to intercept with a sharp crack. Valor screamed a warning as its leg snapped upward in a brutal kick that would've caved in ribs. I barely knocked it aside mid-motion, spinning as I angled another strike from Winchester.

The golem matched me perfectly—countering every move, blow for blow, strike for strike. With every attack I dodged, it adjusted, twisting in ways that shouldn't have been anatomically possible. We went back and forth in a deadly dance, perfectly matched opponents—until I finally stepped back, catching my breath.

My pulse hammered, but I wasn't just keeping up. I was thriving.

I must look cool as hell right now.

"You don't," Ted's voice cut into my thoughts like a bucket of cold water.

"Fuck off, Ted," I muttered, but I was done trading blows. Moving had become effortless with my Seal fully engaged, mana pulsing through my body like a second heartbeat. Time to push it further—see exactly what I was capable of now.

Spinning a staff had always been second nature, but now it was something else entirely. Winchester felt like an extension of my will, so perfectly balanced that when I sent it whirling through the air, the orb hummed with resonance, carving brilliant arcs through space.

Then I struck.

Winchester slammed into the golem's staff, and for the first time, it staggered. The sheer force knocked it off-balance before it snapped back with a vicious counterattack. I blocked easily and followed up immediately, pushing the attack harder, faster, better.

The construct wasn't keeping up anymore—or maybe I was just moving that much faster.

With a blinding spin, Winchester cracked into the golem's weapon. The moment it moved to counter, I dropped low and kicked it square in the chest with everything I had, my other foot anchored to the floor with mana.

A shockwave of force exploded outward. The golem flew backward like it had been hit by a cannonball, crashing onto its back with a sound like a building falling over.

I straightened, waiting for the trial to signal victory.

Nothing.

I frowned. "What, no gong? No confetti? Nothing?"

The golem stood up, rolling its shoulders as its head tilted with disturbing curiosity. Then, with a motion that made my stomach drop, its arms split into four distinct limbs. Blue runes flared to life across its body like circuit boards, sending a deep tremor through the room that I felt in my bones.

It spun its staff, passing it effortlessly between all four hands. The movement started slow, deliberate—then picked up speed until the surrounding air vibrated with raw intensity. A low hum resonated through the mirrored walls as the staff became a blur of deadly motion.

"Oh, come on!" I yelled at the universe.

"Now you fucked up!" Ted howled inside my head, his tone absolutely gleeful.

"Fuck off, Ted!" I practically screamed this time.

Focusing through Valor, I could feel the shift—the golem was now significantly more dangerous. Not Maris or Chas’s level, but definitely a Jeremy-level threat. The kind that could actually hurt me if I screwed up.

If I thought about it in terms of the power levels Cass had explained, what was this thing now? An Adept? A Master? Or did it follow monster classifications instead? I had no frame of reference except the primal understanding that the wrong move would get me seriously hurt.

Dara had said she'd stop trials if anyone got injured. So why wasn't she stopping this?

Grinning despite myself, I spun Winchester and approached the golem cautiously. It locked onto me immediately, its spinning pattern speeding up into something I could barely follow, even with Valor's enhanced perception.

I took a deep breath, then shoved as much mana into my legs as they could handle, rocketing toward the golem like a human missile.

It reacted instantly, bringing its staff down to crack my skull. I pivoted, sensing another arm swinging for me—no, two arms. The golem twisted impossibly, all four limbs moving to trap me in a cage of stone and steel.

I shoved its lead arm away with more effort than I liked and spun around it, aiming to strike with Winchester. But the golem was already there, its entire body twisting to meet my attack and counter in one seamless motion.

No matter how fast I moved, it was like fighting my shadow. It wasn't just reacting—it was anticipating, like it knew exactly what I was about to do and was already positioned to stop me.

Its staff whistled through the air, and I barely caught it with Winchester before pivoting away from a sudden jab—followed by an impossibly fast kick. I dodged as best I could, but my stance staggered under the relentless pressure.

Before I could recover, a backhand caught me square in the chest.

I rocketed through the air, slammed into the mirrored wall hard enough to spider-web the surface, and bounced off, twisting just before I hit the ground to land on my shoulder. The armor absorbed most of the impact, but the sheer force of the backhand had overwhelmed its protection. I could already see the warped scales where it had struck.

"Fuck's sake, I just got this armor!" I yelled at the golem, pushing myself to my feet.

Winchester hummed quietly in my hands, and I blinked as Chas's words echoed in my mind—words from what felt like ages ago, even though it had only been a week and a half.

Hit 'em with that end, kid.

I remembered what the staff had done to a Glid before it ran out of power. But now? I was the power—at least, I thought I was. Up to this point, I'd been fighting like Winchester was just a staff, but the orb at the end was something else entirely.

Time to test it out.

Shifting my grip, I lowered my stance, ready to wield Winchester more like a spear than a quarterstaff.

The golem reacted immediately, lunging forward with a furious series of strikes. But with my new grip, I had the reach advantage. I backpedaled, parrying blows and searching for an opening.

Valor screamed in warning, and I ducked just as the golem hurled its staff at me with brutal force, almost as if in anger. I heard it smash into the wall behind me with a thunderous crack.

This was my chance.

I thrust Winchester forward, and the golem moved to catch the orb in its hand like it was swatting a fly.

At the last second, I felt a massive tug of mana—the orb flared to life, and a resounding tone echoed through the chamber like a bell tolling.

An explosion of orange light erupted from the impact. The force launched the golem sideways, stone limbs cracking like broken pottery. My mana-enhanced feet skidded backward, sliding across the polished floor as the sheer energy of the attack pushed me away from the blast zone.

The golem was hurled off its feet, skidding across the floor with a grinding scrape before coming to a stop against the far wall. When it rose, one of its arms was completely gone, along with a chunk of its torso.

It tilted its head at me in a disturbingly lifelike motion before striding over to where its staff was embedded in the wall. Without hesitation, it yanked the weapon free, the stone groaning as it slid from its crater.

I exhaled sharply. I could probably manage one or two more blasts before I was completely drained. Ever since forming my Seal, everything seemed to cost so much fucking mana.

"Get a load of this guy!" Ted chimed in my head. "Kid's got an ancient artifact, and he's complaining about energy costs."

Before I could respond, the golem was already sprinting toward me at insane speed. I barely parried its staff, but the momentum shoved me backward. I kicked off the golem, trying to create distance, and stabbed forward with Winchester.

It dodged—almost completely—but something was off. The way it moved, the way it avoided me... it wasn't just dodging. It didn't even want to be near the orb.

Interesting.

We clashed again, attacking and countering in near-perfect rhythm. But then my foot slipped mid-transition between forms, and the golem instantly took advantage—sweeping my legs out from under me.

I hit the ground hard, feeling more impact than I should have. The armor was failing—the scales only absorbed so much before breaking down.

The golem raised its staff, poised to slam it down on my skull—and I had a thought.

Winchester reacted before I'd even fully formed it, the orb snapping into a long, brilliant blade in an instant.

I brought it up to defend just as the staff came crashing down, and the blade sliced through the stone like it was warm butter. The golem staggered as the severed half of its weapon clattered to the floor.

It backed up as I got to my feet, tossing aside the ruined weapon in an oddly exaggerated motion. The broken staff flew through the air... impossibly slow.

It took me a moment to realize—it wasn't just the staff.

Everything around me was slowing down, and I wasn't excluded from the effect.

Inside my pathways, that tiny thread of white refined mana was flaring wildly, like it was desperately trying to escape through my hands—toward Winchester. It seemed frantic, like it was trying to scream at me it could help.

I hesitated for a heartbeat, remembering just how much mana it took to make that microscopic thread, before pushing my will into it.

The mana slid through my hand and into the staff, and Winchester ignited—an explosion of white electricity crackling across the blade like lightning.

Then, as suddenly as it started, time snapped back to normal.

I awkwardly swung the blade at the distant golem. A blinding arc of white light erupted from the tip—so fast I barely registered it—before vanishing into harmless sparks.

Silence.

"Well, shit, that was anticlimactic," Ted commented.

And then the golem slid apart—cleanly bisected in two, diagonally. The wall behind it bore the same flawless cut, sliced clean through.

"Oh! Holy shit!" Ted was freaking out in my soul-space, but I tuned him out.

I stared at the destruction, mind reeling. Fuck me, I need to make more of that mana.

Flourishing Winchester, I willed it back into orb form, expecting some kind of victory fanfare.

Instead, that now-familiar upside-down sensation hit, and suddenly I was standing in the pavilion.

Diana looked up, surprised—it was just her and Red lounging in the afternoon sun.

"Nope." Dara's voice came from directly behind me. I spun around.

"It's not happening again, so don't even complain. You cheated. There's no way a Seeker can do... whatever that was."

I blinked. "You know, that's the second time today someone's accused me of cheating—as if I have any clue what I'm doing."

"What the fuck is going on?" Diana demanded, rising from her chair like a storm cloud gathering.

Dara groaned dramatically. "He just defeated an early Master-level golem using some bizarre energy that I couldn't contain with the trial barriers. It hurt." She pointed at Winchester with obvious distrust. "And that staff of his isn't normal either. I can sense a spiritual resonance—and he didn't have it last time."

I furrowed my brow. "Wait, Master tier? The thing had four arms!"

"Low-Master," Diana corrected, shooting me a look just before Winchester's orb flared to life.

"Oh, it's not a resonance you're feeling, toots. You're sensing a deep connection between you and me."

Ted materialized behind Dara with his trademark shit-eating grin, matching her appearing-out-of-nowhere habit. She whirled on him, both startled and wary.

"Who the fuck are you?" she demanded.

Ted rolled his eyes. "That's becoming the standard greeting when I show up."

"That's Ted, darling," Diana drawled with obvious amusement. "Ben's spirit guardian, and frankly, the biggest asshole I've ever met."

"Guilty as charged!" Ted said, his grin widening. "Now, where were we, beautiful? You were talking about this connection we share."

Dara narrowed her eyes and knelt, getting right in Ted's face. For once, he seemed slightly uncomfortable. After a few seconds, she poked his forehead and stood back up, looking thoughtful.

"I see." She turned to Diana. "This is why you had me research Spirit Guardians. This should disqualify him from any reward. The trial is for him alone."

"Whoa, hey! Don't go thinking that was me," Ted said, satisfaction creeping back into his voice. "I was just kicked back, watching the show. If I'd helped, it would've been over much faster, believe me."

"Is that so?" Dara asked, eyes alight with challenge. "Care to try again, then?"

Ted smirked. "I think ol' Ben is spent, but your tone tells me you believe me. Checkmate. Now, can we get back to you being deeply attracted to me?"

Dara's near-porcelain skin flushed pink. "I... I said nothing of the sort." She exhaled sharply. "Fine. You beat me, Ben. Twice. But I won't announce it to the grounds. If anyone asks, you simply passed the trial. That's my condition for the reward."

I scowled. "But I—"

"Dara, your avarice is showing," Diana cut in smoothly. "Ben, if Dara says you were spanked over a barrel, that's what you'll tell everyone."

I promptly shut my mouth as Ted cackled with delight.

Dara scowled and stomped dramatically to the pool at the pavilion's center, muttering something about 'stupid apprentices.' She held out her hand, and the water churned for a moment before a glass orb the size of a grapefruit shot up into her grasp.

Red's tail started wagging as she approached, sniffing at the air like he already knew it was something special.

"One of my spirit wells," she explained, holding the orb out to me. "They're limited—a finite resource in my tower. It's pure mana and should help you push through to Adept before it runs dry. Your familiar can use it too, if you prefer."

She dropped the orb into my hands, and instantly, my body ached to absorb it. It reminded me of the Brine Tyrant's core—that hum of barely contained energy. But this? This was on a whole different scale, like holding a star.

I looked at Red, who seemed intrigued, sniffing intently. He looked at me, then sat down and started panting, apparently no longer interested.

"Are you sure about this?" Diana asked, eyeing Dara with concern.

Dara waved her off just as the chime of a completed trial rang out across the grounds. "I have plenty. It's the first time I've had to give one out in... who knows how long. I'll start forming a new one—should be ready in a few years."

I nearly choked. "A few years?!"

She shrugged. "I know, my mana manipulation is without equal."

"I'll tell you what won't be quick," Ted started, waggling his eyebrows at Dara.

Before he could finish that thought, I shoved Winchester into my soul-space—Ted howling in outrage as he was dragged along.

Ignoring his tantrum echoing in my head, I turned back to Dara. "You said this has enough to get me to Adept. What does that mean exactly?"

"Once you have your Seal, your job as a Seeker is to expand your mana pathways as far as they'll develop mastery over your aspects," Diana answered. "The difference in strength between a new Seeker and an Adept is roughly double, just by maxing out what your body can physically hold. It's harder than it sounds—plenty of people give up before they get there."

"Chas said it would take way longer for me since I had the tea," I said, still mesmerized by the orb's soft glow.

"You won't reach Adept before the tournament," Diana said, her tone edged with concern. "But with that orb, it shouldn’t take long in Sylvarus, or…"

Or somewhere else, she didn't say, but I heard it anyway.

Just then, Cass came barreling up the stairs, grinning like she'd just won the lottery.

"Gaia's sweet tits, Dara, that Spirit trial is messed up! What's with the—" She stopped short, taking in the scene—our somewhat drained expressions, the glimmering glass sphere in my hands, and Red wagging his tail so hard his entire back end was moving.

Dara sighed deeply.

Cass glanced at Diana. Then me. Then Red. Then back to Dara, her grin widening.

"He did it again, didn't he?"

            

    
        54. Housewarming Gifts

    
    
    
    
                Two days blurred together like a fever dream of progress and pain.

Mornings belonged to Jeremy, who'd transformed into a completely different person after our courtyard match. Gone was the hesitant instructor—replaced by someone who pushed me to my absolute limits. He had me practicing short, deliberate mana burns right before specific movements, timing them to the split second for maximum impact.

It sounded simple, but it was brutal.

The concentration required was like trying to solve calculus while someone punched you in the face. I walked away each session looking like I'd been through a meat grinder, but I was getting better. Faster. More precise.

Jeremy had also asked me to teach him Tai Chi. The slow, flowing movements frustrated him at first—his instinct was to rush, to force—but he adapted with incredible speed. Within hours, he was moving as if he'd been practicing for years.

Meanwhile, Red spent his mornings tearing around the Tower lobby on some kind of secret canine reconnaissance mission, only reappearing when food was involved. Weird dog.

Since Dara had banned me from the Trial Grounds—much to Diana's vocal frustration—we ventured into the Citadel to find other ways to stay busy. When I asked Gary about Dara's reaction, he laughed so hard it echoed through the massive hall.

"Dara's greed is legendary," he'd explained between chuckles. "She hoards everything—spirit realms, artifacts, rare books. Having someone actually beat her trials? That's probably driving her insane."

It didn't take long for other Hunters to rope me into city reconstruction. I'd assumed that meant swinging hammers or cutting wood—not hauling impossibly heavy bundles of bricks across half the city like some kind of super pack mule.

But plenty of other Hunters were doing the same, and it quickly turned into a competition. Who could carry the most? Who could move the fastest? The camaraderie was infectious, and even the backbreaking work felt good after days of mental strain.

As I unloaded bricks, local kids swarmed me like I was some kind of celebrity, begging for stories about Terra and monsters. I happily obliged, watching their eyes light up as Red soaked up the attention like a furry sponge. Meanwhile, Trailbinders zipped past in blurs of speed, ferrying rubble to the brickyard for recycling. The entire city was rebuilding—together.

That night, Diana cornered me in my room with a specific agenda.

"Show me that mana refinement again," she'd said without preamble.

I hadn't told her that the refined white mana had fueled my bizarre attack against Dara's golem, but Diana wasn't stupid. She'd connected the dots.

The process was frustrating. I could only store a microscopic amount of the refined mana before it simply dissipated—a disconcerting discovery considering how much raw mana it took to create. It was like having to fill a teacup with Niagara Falls.

But we discovered something interesting when I accidentally tripped over the carpet in my room. The refined mana left to drift naturally through my pathways would passively heal minor cuts and bruises. Painfully slow compared to when I'd forced it during Richard's treatment, but that it worked at all was remarkable.

Afterward, I experimented with the Spirit Well. Drawing mana from it was nothing like absorbing standard mana cores. The process demanded total concentration—like trying to open a valve that had been welded shut. Minutes of mental effort would finally start the flow, but even the smallest trickle flooded my pathways instantly.

I had to cut it off fast when my head started ringing and my skin burned with excess energy. The Spirit Well was incredibly potent, but the difficulty of accessing it made it useless for combat.

The second morning brought Jeremy again, his movements sharper and more refined. He'd been practicing the Tai Chi forms overnight, but something had changed. His technique was evolving—closer to traditional Taijiquan than the basic forms I'd taught him.

"You're convinced this is all about mana manipulation," I observed as he flowed through a sequence that looked better than my own.

"Connecting body and soul through movement," he corrected, executing a perfect ward off that made me slightly jealous. "When you confirmed your home didn't actually have mana, it just made the principles more fascinating."

We spent the morning training, but this time I showed him the faster combat forms I'd developed through sparring. He absorbed them like he'd been born for it—outpacing me within hours and adding his own flourishes that actually improved the techniques.

Watching someone master in hours what had taken me most of my lifetime was both inspiring and slightly insulting.

That afternoon, Red and I wandered the city looking for Cass. I hadn't seen her for over a day, and apparently, neither had anyone else. That she'd vanished without a word was worrying me.

Our search eventually led us to Doreen's, which was absolutely packed. The moment she spotted me, Doreen put me to work helping Hildy in the kitchen—leaving Red unsupervised in what had essentially become a refugee mess hall.

After the intensity of the past week, I didn't mind. At least this was familiar exhaustion.

I immediately regretted that thought.

The kitchen looked like a war zone. Pots boiled over in violent eruptions, ingredients flew through the air like projectiles, and something in the oven smelled like it was actively on fire. A slick puddle of cooking oil coated the floor like a death trap waiting to happen.

"It's a fucking madhouse in here, Hildy!" I had to yell over the chaos.

She froze mid-frantic-motion to stare at me with wild eyes. "Ben! Are you here to assist?" Her voice was clipped, frazzled, barely holding together.

I laughed despite the disaster surrounding us. "Yes, you clean up, and I'll check what's cooking before the place burns down."

I barely avoided scorching myself as I yanked a pot off the overheated burner, then turned to investigate the oven. Carefully cracking it open, I found what looked like a mutant thirty-kilogram turkey roasting inside—severely overcooked, but mercifully not on fire.

Grabbing towels, I wrestled with the massive roasting pan, wondering how the hell Hildy had managed to get this monster into the oven in the first place. I took three careful steps toward the counter when—

Something shifted. A strange sensation washed over me, like the world had fractionally slowed. Even with mana enhancing my balance, my foot hit the oil slick, and I was already going down.

I'd become so dependent on Bravery—and now Valor—warning me of danger that I'd stopped using basic common sense. Yet another lesson learned the hard way.

The turkey was already airborne when I realized what was happening. I ignited a desperate mana burn, twisting mid-fall as my back slammed into the oil-slicked floor. But instead of letting thirty kilos of poultry hit the ground, I guided the heavy roasting pan across the tiles.

THUD.

The massive bird landed perfectly centered in the pan.

Lying flat on my back, covered in oil and questioning my life choices, I sighed. Apparently, Valor couldn't—or wouldn't—warn me about my own stupidity.

When I finally hauled myself upright, I found Hildy staring at me with an expression caught between awe and concern.

"Did you just burn mana to save a turkey from the floor?" She asked, shaking her head in disbelief.

I grinned, wiping oil from my face. "That's a lot of food to waste just because it—" I paused mid-sentence, realizing that food safety rules probably didn't exist in a world where people regularly ate healing pills. "I just don't want everyone eating floor-turkey."

Hildy shrugged and returned to bouncing around the kitchen like a caffeinated hummingbird, tidying up while I stirred the impossibly thick concoction she had bubbling in a pot. I'd shown her how to make simple gravy last week, but this was closer to edible cement.

The kitchen door exploded open, and Doreen practically shoved Red inside with obvious exasperation.

"Ben, get your mana beast under control—he's practically begging for scraps from people who don't even have homes right now."

I winced, moving to collect the suddenly dejected dog. At Doreen's words, Red's ears flattened against his skull, and he looked back at her with something almost like shame in his eyes. She didn't seem to notice.

I gave his haunch a firm pat and scratched behind his ears. "It's no big deal, buddy. There's plenty to go around." I grinned at him. "Besides, this is where the turkey is."

Red's entire demeanor transformed instantly. He brightened, dashed through the kitchen at full speed—hit the oil slick—and crashed straight into a cupboard with a tremendous bang.

I couldn't help it. A full-bellied laugh tore out of me, the sound echoing through the chaotic kitchen.

After all the talk of Seals and advancement and tournaments and everything else weighing on my mind—watching Red pick himself up and shake off the collision like it was nothing helped me center myself.

As Red scrambled back to his feet, a large sack tumbled out of the damaged cupboard. I walked over to investigate, pulling out what looked like a potato the size of my head.

"Oh yes, those are tubers the merchants brought over," Hildy explained, still stirring her cement-gravy. "I don't know what to do with them, but Doreen said to just boil them."

I turned the massive potato over in my hands, then glanced at the oil slick covering the floor. A grin spread across my face.

"Hildy," I said, pointing at the disaster zone beneath our feet, "is there more of that oil?"



Red and I lounged on the back steps of Doreen's, absolutely stuffed with turkey and what I'd introduced as "french fries." The turkey had been dry as desert sand—drowning it in the saved gravy barely made it edible—but the fries were an instant sensation.

I'd completely run out of potatoes as people kept asking for more servings. It didn't help that Red and I had probably consumed our body weight in crispy, golden perfection.

He sighed contentedly beside me, and I found satisfaction in knowing that even he had a limit to his appetite.

A familiar presence brushed against my aura just as Narrin rounded the corner into the alleyway, golden chains and jewels clinking with each measured step.

"Narrin?" I called, surprised to see him.

He bowed his head respectfully. "Amituofo, Revered One," he greeted in formal Eloquentia. That was definitely new. "This destitute beggar of a monk was sent to inform you that your residence in Mo-Lei is ready for your arrival."

I snickered at his deliberately humble phrasing but glanced back through the kitchen window, where the evening cleanup was mostly finished.

"Can we go there now?" I asked suddenly curious about what the Sentarians had prepared.

Narrin nodded—clearly able to understand English despite his formal speech—and gestured for Red and me to follow.

We wound through several narrow alleyways before he led us through an unmarked door that opened directly into someone's kitchen. A family sat around their dinner table, looking up with mild surprise as we passed through their home like it was a public thoroughfare.

Narrin didn't even acknowledge them as he strode toward a staircase leading down into darkness.

"Uh, sorry!" I called back to the startled family, hurrying to catch up.

"You need not apologize," Narrin said evenly. "The entrances to the Old Pathways belong to the Sentarian Order. We maintain them for the city's benefit."

I shrugged. "Still, we interrupted their dinner. Doreen's has an entrance—we could've used that."

"That entrance does not connect to our intended destination."

We descended flight after flight of stairs, going far deeper than I'd been before. The elaborate Buddhist decor gradually became less ornate as the chambers expanded, stretching into something that resembled an underground highway leading toward massive gates.

Two colossal metal doors—easily twenty meters high—stood open like the mouth of some ancient titan. Several Sentarian guards watched silently as we approached, their presence more ceremonial than threatening.

They waved us through without a word.

And then I saw Mo-Lei.

Viewing it from above in Arryava's room had felt like looking through a window—distant, incomplete. But walking through these streets, Mo-Lei felt real. And strangely, impossibly familiar.

The city sprawled around me in golden splendor. Tiered pagodas and gilded rooftops shimmered under the warm glow of countless lantern orbs, their curved eaves adorned with intricate carvings that seemed to shift and dance in the light. Details I'd missed from above unfolded everywhere—graceful bridges stretching between buildings, massive stone pillars etched with flowing script, and entire canals threading through the streets.

The air carried the scent of incense and ancient stone, laced with something faintly metallic that wasn't unpleasant. The distant hum of chanting drifted through the city, blending with the steady rhythm of life moving around us.

My head was on a constant swivel, trying to absorb everything at once.

We'd barely stepped onto the main thoroughfare when Narrin stopped and gestured toward a large red door set into what looked like fortress walls.

"Since you will likely have visitors during your stay, we placed your residence near the main gates," he explained, pushing the wooden door open to reveal a pristine courtyard.

The sight immediately reminded me of the Winters Estate—an open-air courtyard with stone pathways, elegant statuary, and a series of pagoda-roofed buildings, each with its own red door. It was almost exactly like a traditional Chinese siheyuan, complete with the Feng Shui arrangement I remembered from my Aapo’s books.

I grinned at the familiar design. "So... one of these is mine?"

Narrin gestured broadly with obvious pride. "This entire compound has been allocated to the Revered One. The main house is straight ahead, guest quarters to the left, and your meditation hall to the right."

I blinked in shock. The whole thing?

This wasn't just ten times larger than my old apartment—it was bigger than the house I'd grown up in. By a lot.

Narrin led me to the main house and opened the door, revealing a massive sitting area complete with an elaborate dining section. The furniture was beautifully crafted, reminiscent of the meditation rooms in Diana's Tower but somehow more personal.

Red immediately claimed the largest couch for himself, settling in like he’d paid good money for it.

"This residence was originally built for visiting dignitaries," Narrin explained, "but since only Archon Diana ever uses it, repurposing it for you seemed logical."

I drifted toward the dining table, drawn to a white cloth covering several latched wooden boxes.

"Diana stays here when she visits?" I asked, running my fingers over the smooth wood.

"Yes, but it has been quite some time since her last overnight visit. She did, however, deliver those items for you recently."

I exhaled slowly, shaking my head. "This is too much, Narrin. I might not even be on Ark in a week."

Narrin clasped his hands, his expression unreadable behind his insectoid features. "And should you ever find your way back, your home will be waiting." His voice carried an edge of something—dedication, hope, or perhaps something deeper.

I opened the first box, finding a handful of red and blue coins. Another contained several changes of clothes, including outfits that looked remarkably similar to what Felix had worn when bound for Sylvarus. I wasn't sure Diana believed my story about the house, but the housewarming gifts were thoughtful, regardless.

A note in the last box made me grin:

Stop losing your shit.

Yep, that was definitely Diana. Then a thought struck me.

"Oh! Arryava mentioned you might be able to repair my mana sanctum. Have you had a chance to examine it?" I asked hopefully.

Narrin immediately dropped into a bow so deep I was convinced he was using mana enhancement just to avoid toppling over.

"This pitiful monk apologizes profusely," he said, his tone unusually flat. "The binding that held your mana sanctum together was destroyed. Even our most experienced elders have never witnessed such devastation. If not for your Vajra, we would consider it impossible."

He hesitated, then added almost cautiously, "Would it be possible to examine..." He trailed off, as if catching himself mid-request.

"Oh, you want to see Winchester?" I said, summoning the staff into my hand with a small flourish. I half-expected Ted to appear with commentary, but for once, he remained silent.

Narrin straightened, inhaling sharply as his mandible-like jaw spread in what I could only interpret as fascination.

Experimentally, I set Winchester down on the table and actually let go—something I'd never tried before.

The sensation was immediate and uncomfortable. An invisible tether tried to pull the staff back to me, like I'd just released something that wasn't meant to leave my grip. I had to actively resist the instinct to recall it. Stepping away didn't increase the pull, but when I willed Winchester back, it simply appeared in my hand, bypassing physical space entirely.

A chill ran up my arm as I tested the connection, tossing the staff toward the ceiling and pulling it back before impact.

Okay, that's definitely cool.

Realizing I was getting distracted, I turned back to Narrin—who looked more bewildered than I'd ever seen a Sentarian.

Without thinking, I tossed Winchester to him.

He caught it clumsily, nearly dropping it before stumbling over his words in obvious panic.

"Apologies," he blurted in English—jarring after his formal Eloquentia. "Please, you must take it back. This ignorant monk is not worthy of holding such a sacred artifact."

I waved his concern away. "You wanted to examine it. Hard to do that from across the room."

I could feel him holding the staff through our connection. The sensation was completely bizarre—layered on top of the mental effort required to keep Winchester from yanking itself back into my grip.

Cautiously, Narrin held his hand over the orb. A vibration rippled through my connection with the staff, strange and slightly uncomfortable. I could trace the sensation inward, following it to that mysterious space where Winchester somehow existed both in my soul and in the physical world.

The vibration stopped abruptly. Narrin clicked his mandibles together in a thoughtful pattern.

"Passing spiritually aspected mana through it creates resonance similar to a mana sanctum," he mused, "but that's the extent of my understanding. Perhaps—"

"Can you do that again?" I interrupted, an idea forming. "I know aspected mana is difficult to manipulate, so no pressure if—"

"Of course, Revered One."

Narrin held his hand out again, and the vibration returned.

I turned my focus inward, tracing my mana pathways to the tether I could now clearly feel running through them. Ted had mentioned that the staff had pierced a hole between my body and soul, and I was certain I could sense the exact point where that rupture existed.

I pressed my perception against it.

Nothing.

It was like running into a solid wall. Wait—it was a wall.

Shifting my focus, I directed my awareness toward my soul-space—and suddenly I was there, standing face-to-face with the smooth stone wall of my circular chamber. A faint humming vibrated through the air, and I could see it now: a tiny pinhole of light piercing straight through the rock like a laser had cut through it.

"What's that sound?" Ted's voice echoed behind me, but I couldn't focus on him. The humming was already fading.

I stepped back and punched the wall as hard as my soul-self could manage.

Pain exploded through my physical body as a pulse of energy erupted outward from me.

One more. The thought wasn't mine—it was definitely coming from my Seal, urgent and insistent.

"What the fuck are you doing?!" Ted's voice sounded distant, muffled, but I was already moving.

I drove my fist forward again with everything I had.

The wall didn't shatter or explode. Instead, it shifted to avoid my strike, stone grinding like massive unseen gears turning. The entire structure warped and reconfigured—until I stood before a smaller but familiar room.

Shelves lined the walls.

My breath caught, and my eyes snapped open in the physical world.

The table and chairs around me had been shoved backward as if hit by a force wave. Narrin stood across from me, panting heavily, his eyes wide with exhaustion and something that might have been awe.

"What just happened?" he gasped.

I reached inward, feeling for that space in my mind, and grinned at the familiar sensation of shelves responding to my touch. I couldn't see the room from this side, but I could tell it was definitely smaller than before—but functional.

Running my awareness over the familiar items, I found everything intact, including the small wooden box from my last hunt.

Still grinning, I pulled out the silver mana coin and tossed it to Narrin, recalling Winchester to my grip in the same fluid motion.

Narrin startled at the staff's sudden disappearance from his hands but caught the coin with practiced grace, staring at me in confusion.

"You just helped me repair my mana sanctum," I said with a sly smile, unable to keep the satisfaction from my voice. "And karma must remain balanced."

            

    
        Interlude: Marco

    
    
    
    
                Marco Graves prided himself on making the right decisions when faced with uncertainty. When Archon Aldertree vanished into the Empire, he did what any self-respecting man would do.

He seized power.

But when she returned—dragging a dangerous Terran along for the ride—everything snapped back to the way it was with surgical precision. Not that he minded much. Running Sylvarus had been a far bigger headache than he'd ever imagined, especially with Dara looming over every decision like an overzealous Oathbound, scrutinizing his every inquiry with unmatched suspicion.

Marco was still just a Master Runebinder. The mysteries of Grand Mastery and Archonship continued to elude him like smoke through his fingers, and it didn't help that the Tower spirit treated him like a petulant child. Dara guarded Sylvarus's treasures with jealous intensity, doling them out only through grueling trials. Even then, she made it feel like he was cheating the system.

Now he stood outside Diana Aldertree's personal chambers, seething with barely contained frustration. His son Dorian claimed she'd dressed him down publicly, torn into him on the trial grounds, and rigged the rules in favor of her apprentice. As Head Instructor, Marco knew it fell to him to confront her.

Even if every instinct told him to run.

He sighed heavily. Truth was, he'd been avoiding Diana ever since her return. Between her berating him for repainting the head office and swinging her political weight around like some Sunspire Noble, keeping his distance had felt like the smart move. But now? Now he had no choice.

"Oh, just fucking come in, Marco. Stop brooding out there like a lovesick teenager."

Diana's voice cut through the door, sharp and annoyed. Of course, she knew he was there. He'd been standing around for several minutes, lost in thought and self-doubt. Either she'd been watching the door or Dara had tipped her off.

Probably both.

Pushing the door open, Marco entered Diana's chambers at the apex of Sylvarus. The circular room boasted a domed ceiling that revealed the massive set of concentric rings rotating around one another like a gyroscope suspended impossibly above the already immense tower.

The Arcadian Mana Lens.

Marco stared up at the rings, their constant motion mesmerizing and slightly nauseating. It never got easier to witness them. Made of some unknown metal with a purpose barely understood—allegedly even by Dara, though Marco doubted that was true. The Tower spirit had to know more than she let on.

He was fairly certain the Lens was more than a weapon. More likely, it interacted with mana in ways that defied conventional understanding. During his time running the school, he'd tried to activate it with absolutely no success. The damn thing had ignored him completely.

"You're awfully deep in thought tonight," Diana's voice drifted from behind her bronze-colored wooden desk, carved from a shed branch of the Aldertree in the Greatwood. The desk alone was probably worth more than Marco's entire family estate.

She always insisted on wearing those gaudy dresses, and tonight was no different—flowing white silk draped lazily over her shoulders, her platinum hair completely down, spilling over the desk. She was hunched over several books and scattered missives, all bearing Seals from various factions across Ark.

Marco steeled himself. Time to get this over with.

"I heard you verbally assaulted my son earlier today," he said, hesitating only a moment. "And shifted the rules of the trial grounds to favor your apprentice. You, of all people, should know better than to humiliate him in front of his peers."

Diana looked up with uncomfortable intensity—and he felt her immense aura press down on him. He almost dropped to his knees.

"Your son was being a little shit and stepped far beyond his station," she said with brutal honesty. "He's lucky I didn't throw him out of the Trial Grounds permanently for his tone. As for shifting the rules, I hardly think asking Cassandra Winters if she'd cede her turn to her friend qualifies as corruption."

"Ah." Marco sighed, some of his indignation deflating. "When Dorian arrives for the tournament, I'll handle this properly."

"You parent your son however you wish, Marco. But he's building a reputation that reflects poorly on us both."

Marco narrowed his eyes. He'd dealt with Diana for over a decade before she disappeared, and he recognized that shifting tone. Something else was coming.

"Grand Mistress, why am I really here?" he asked carefully.

Diana's smirk was sharp as a blade. "You've been my Head Instructor for years now, Marco."

Something twisted in his stomach. With that tone, she was about to get serious. Had something happened? Something he'd missed?

"So you'll forgive me for being slightly pissed off that you've been informing Maris Valerian of my movements over the last week."

Marco recoiled as if she'd slapped him, his mouth falling open. "Archon—Grand Mistress, I would never betray your trust like that. Dara can confirm—I haven't sent a missive anywhere but to La-Roc for standard reports."

Diana's unrelenting aura faded, her gaze turning razor sharp.

"Shit." She turned to the paperwork spread across her desk like battle plans. "We've... I've been outmaneuvered somehow."

She threw several envelopes onto the front of the desk, and Marco stepped closer to inspect them. They bore the Graves family Seal and looked almost identical to his handwriting—almost, but not quite.

"Look here." Marco pointed to two particular letters, his voice tight with controlled anger. "It's close, but my stylus leaks ink on the left side. When I write them, the letters are thicker than normal. I considered replacing it months ago, but kept it specifically to prove forgeries."

Diana stared at the papers before leaning back in her chair, running a hand through her hair with obvious frustration.

"Something fucking massive is happening, Marco. If Maris has an unknown ally in Sylvarus, who knows what fresh hell's about to break loose. I need to contact Grace, but she's already en route."

Marco nodded grimly. "I can prepare a Circinae to fly along her planned path with a message. The Oathbound ships are incredibly fast, but—"

"Those birds are too damn slow to return with a reply," Diana interrupted, shaking her head. "It'll have to be Stanley. Do me a favor—keep an eye on Ben and his friends tomorrow. He doesn't officially have a third team member, but I have a feeling that won't be the case for long."

She paused, her expression becoming more serious. "And as far as Ben knows, you're still informing Maris, so keep up an air of mystery. We don't want whoever's working against us to think we've figured this out."

Diana hesitated, then added more quietly, "I'm... sorry for thinking it was you."

Marco nodded solemnly. "The Graves family is no stranger to subterfuge, Grand Mistress. It was an excellent forgery—whoever did this knows my writing intimately."

"There's a lot more at stake here than just Ben," Diana said, her voice carrying an edge of something that might have been fear. "Maris hasn't exactly been cooperative for a long time. This tournament could be the excuse she's been waiting for."

Marco considered her words before speaking, a new worry forming in his mind. "Now that I think about it, something strange occurs to me. It's not what's been sent—it's what hasn't."

Diana's eyes narrowed, her gaze shifting from the forged documents back to Marco. "Go on."

"I haven't received a single letter or registration intent from Alexander and the Guardians. Not even a courtesy notice."

Diana's face went pale. "That can't be a good sign."

Or it could be the worst possible sign.

The silence stretched between them, filled with the soft sound of the Arcadian Lens rotating overhead, as both realized that the Grand Tournament might be far more dangerous than they had expected.

            

    
        55. Registration

    
    
    
    
                I woke up in my bed, in my house—on another world.

For the first time in a while, everything felt surreal as I stared up at an unfamiliar ceiling. Red had sprawled across the other side of the admittedly massive bed, completely uninterested in consciousness and making little dog-dream noises.

Swinging my legs over the edge, I made my way into the kitchen. Narrin had given me a brief rundown of the house, mentioning that the Sentarians would keep the kitchen stocked on request.

Time to test that theory.

Grinning, I rifled through the cupboards, storing bread, cured meats, and anything remotely edible in my new soul-space storage. That I wasn't relying on an earring anymore felt incredible—though there seemed to be a hard limit to how much I could store now. I found it amusing that my soul was apparently smaller than an earring.

I opened another cupboard and froze.

A large burlap sack sat inside, and the smell hit me immediately.

My breath hitched as I pulled it open. Unroasted coffee beans. A couple of kilograms at least.

The Sentarians are officially my favorite people on this planet.

Since I lacked Earth's amenities, it took the better part of the morning roasting them in batches over a large pot. Thankfully, the kitchen functioned more like Katie's than Doreen's disaster zone, and I had plenty of practice from my barista days.

By the time I finished, a large bag of roasted coffee sat safely in my soul-space. If I were getting kicked off the planet, at least I'd have this liquid gold to remember Ark by.

A mortar and pestle, boiling water, and a makeshift pour-over contraption later, I finally had a cup of glorious, life-giving coffee.

Sipping it like liquid salvation, I wandered through my new house, exploring every nook and cranny. Somewhere, a small bell was tinkling, and I was determined to find the source.

Upon entering the courtyard, the sound grew louder. As I neared the front doors, realization dawned.

I had a literal doorbell. And I could sense someone on the other side.

Please don't be bad news. Please don't be bad news.

Shrugging, I threw the door open.

A small Albinus Vildar stood there, thick goggles pushed over her eyes, arms behind her back, looking thoroughly irritated with the universe.

"Lana!" I greeted with genuine enthusiasm. "How's Sylvarus treating you? Want to come inside?"

"Ben Crawford." She exhaled through her nose like she was trying to maintain professional composure. "You've had a busy week—far outpacing all projections I had for you. Incredible. And yet frustrating. Still the anomaly."

She lifted her goggles and eyed me with a toothy smile that promised either great fun or imminent pain.

"Today marks the start of Grand Tournament registration. I'm overseeing the process in La-Roc. Part of registration involves measuring your strength for placement." She cocked her head like a curious predator. "I will personally administer your tests. Make sure you don't disappoint me."

I took another long, fortifying swig of coffee and stored the half-full cup, leaning back through the door.

"Red, come on! We gotta go register!" I called.

The clatter of claws echoed through the courtyard before Red launched himself through the door like a furry missile, landing near Lana with a full-force sniff attack, his tail whipping around with dangerous enthusiasm.

"Oh yeah, you haven't met Lana. This is Red, my—"

"I know. He's your familiar. I've been keeping detailed records of your advancement." She shoved him away without looking, already focused elsewhere with single-minded intensity.

We took an entirely different path back to the surface than the one Narrin had shown me. I committed the route to memory as best I could—this exit brought us significantly closer to the Tower and led through a small, uninhabited building stacked with construction materials.

The streets of La-Roc had completely transformed overnight. Music floated through the air from different directions—bagpipes, likely from Maris's people, mixed with the delicate strumming of guzheng and guqin. People of all kinds filled the streets; children and mana beasts darted between colorful stalls, and laughter wove through the music like natural harmony.

But all of that was nothing compared to the courtyard in front of the Tower.

It had been completely transformed into something borderline carnival-like. Cheering filled the air as we climbed the steps, and the energy was infectious. A massive stone column fitted with metal stood at the center, right in front of the statue, adorned with a brass plate that gleamed in the morning sun.

One of Maris's Strikers in black robes stepped forward and struck the plate with a sharp crack. A burst of blue steam hissed from the pipes surrounding the column like an industrial symphony. A Gaian man with dark hair studied a large brass gauge on the other side, his expression focused.

"Forty-nine!" he called, his voice carrying over the crowd. Applause erupted as the Adjudicator scribbled the number onto a placard and slid it onto a pole already filled with results.

Curious, I jogged over and scanned the names. It was a ranking board labeled 'Power'—and I recognized several names. Erik sat at the top with eighty-nine points.

"They will aggregate these placements with the Sylvarus tests," Lana explained as she caught up. "The Grand Tournament is held there, after all. This is just local ranking." She sniffed dismissively. "Still, Maris's people insisted on conducting it here. Politics."

Another Hunter stepped forward—a Floran I didn't recognize. An official swapped the plate for a contraption holding a glowing sphere. The Floran formed a complicated hand gesture, and a blast of white-hot fire erupted outward like a dragon's breath.

I instinctively raised a hand against the scorching heat as an even larger burst of blue steam shot from the pipes with a piercing whistle that made my ears ring.

"Sixty-four!" the Adjudicator called, and cheers erupted from the crowd.

And this was just one event.

Crowds gathered at four more testing stations. One involved a raised platform enclosed in a cage, where a Vildar dodged flying rods, arcs of electricity, and other hazards with desperate agility. Another lined the courtyard walls—a suspended obstacle course where a woman in black robes struggled across, barely avoiding a twenty-foot drop onto the people below.

"This is fucking awesome," I said, wincing as a competitor took a bolt of electricity to the chest and kept going.

Lana barely glanced at the spectacle, already focused on business. "Follow me."

She led me to a larger platform set up in front of the Tower stairs, where Elena and several other officials sat behind a table, stamping manascripts with bureaucratic efficiency. When Elena spotted me, she motioned me forward with a professional smile.

"Nice of you to join us, Aspirant." She extended her hand expectantly.

I shook it, noting her firm grip and the way she studied my face.

"Place your hand on the manascript, please," she said with official authority.

I complied, watching as magical script flowed across the page in response to my touch. She nodded approvingly and stamped it with a definitive thunk.

"I'll leave the rest to her." Elena gestured to Lana with a wry smile. "She was... adamant that she administer the tests her way."

"Do I get to do all of them?" I asked, eyeing the various testing stations with growing excitement.

Lana pulled out her ever-present notebook, scribbling in her incomprehensible script. "You were terrified barely two weeks ago. Now you seem genuinely undaunted. Fascinating behavioral shift."

"You get to take part in everything," Elena answered with obvious amusement.

"We start with the power test," Lana announced, already leading Red and me back toward the column.

She hopped off to confer with the adjudicator while I watched competitors take their turns. The energy was infectious—people cheering, competitors pushing themselves to their limits, the entire atmosphere buzzing with anticipation.

Spotting a familiar face in the crowd, I pushed through the throng of bodies.

"Elizabeth!" I called out. "Good to see you!"

She beamed at me with genuine warmth. "Ben! I was hoping you'd show up today."

"Didn't know you were still in the city," I said, having to raise my voice over the crowd.

Cheers erupted as someone struck the plate with an impressive blow, momentarily drowning out conversation.

"Of course I stayed. I didn't want to leave before Cass..." She trailed off, her expression shifting to panic. "Fuck."

I raised an eyebrow. "Haven't seen her in a couple days. What's she up to?"

Elizabeth grimaced like she'd just betrayed state secrets. "It was supposed to be a secret."

I crossed my arms and gave her my best 'really?' look. "She's binding her Seal, isn't she?"

"No?" she tried weakly before immediately caving under my stare. "Okay, yes. She insisted she'd finish before registration. Chas is with her, making sure she doesn't do anything stupid."

"She's moving faster than me at this point," I laughed, genuinely proud of her determination. "That's incredible."

Elizabeth looked like she had more to say, but Lana's clipped voice cut through the crowd noise, calling for me with obvious impatience.

Red stayed put, content to soak up attention from the crowd, and I was ushered up to the column. I had to pull Valor's aura in tight—the sheer weight of focused attention was unnerving. I could hear people whispering about me, speculating, betting.

The plate sat at a reasonable height, so I walked up, took a steadying breath, and glanced at Lana.

"Give it everything you've got, Breaker," she said, watching intently with her notebook and pencil poised to document everything.

Seemed simple enough—everyone else had just punched the thing. I reeled back, let a quick mana burn surge through my arm, and threw everything I had into the strike.

The impact rang like a bell. The plate didn't just dent—it split completely in half with a sharp crack that echoed across the courtyard.

Blue steam erupted from the pipes in a violent hiss, and a shrill whistle filled the air like a train pulling into the station.

"Seventy-five!" the Adjudicator called, his voice carrying a note of surprise.

The crowd went silent for a heartbeat—then whispers rippled through the gathered people like wildfire. Then the cheers erupted, loud and enthusiastic.

Lana strolled over, already scribbling furiously. "That was a Seeker-level plate. It cannot measure above seventy-five points." She passed a handful of red coins to the judge with casual authority. "Give him an Adept plate."

The man hesitated, clearly not used to this kind of request, then scrambled to a locked box, pulling out a thick black plate twice the size of the one I'd just destroyed.

"Breaker's gonna hit an Adept plate!" someone shouted from the crowd.

The name caught and spread like wildfire, rippling through the assembled people as they surged forward to get a better view. The weight of their focused attention pressed down on me like a physical force. Valor amplified every stare, every whispered comment, every pulse of anticipation.

Then I had a thought. I was supposed to be a Paladin, right? The whole point was to be seen, to inspire.

I took a slow, centering breath—then let Valor out completely. For the first time since forming my Seal, I didn't bother holding the aura back and let it spread as far as it could reach.

My perception expanded, washing over hundreds of fixated gazes. The anticipation was electric, but barely anyone was looking at me anymore. They were all transfixed by the plate being carefully fitted into the pillar.

Lana had stopped scribbling, presumably sensing the shift in my aura. Without looking up, she flipped back several pages in her notebook and circled something twice with obvious satisfaction.

As they secured the new plate, she whispered just loud enough for me to hear: "Hit it like you did Jeremy. I would have very much liked to witness that encounter."

I took a deep breath and moved through a few Tai Chi forms, syncing my body and soul into perfect harmony. When I was sure I was centered, I briefly ignited a mana burn and snapped out a cannon punch that cracked like thunder.

The plate held—barely—but the whistle that followed was an ear-piercing shriek that made everyone in the courtyard wince.

The adjudicator studied the gauge with wide eyes, hesitated like he couldn't believe the reading, then murmured something to Lana before calling out loud enough for everyone to hear: "Eighty-six!"

He repeated himself, his voice carrying clearly across the suddenly silent courtyard: "Eighty-six!"

The courtyard exploded with cheers so loud I felt them in my chest. The judge slid my name just under Erik's on the ranking pole, and I caught murmurs from several black-robed figures about not wanting to be on the receiving end of that punch.

I grinned widely. Maris's people, and I was already ahead of most of them.

As the crowd slowly settled, Lana motioned for me to follow. I glanced back at Elizabeth and Red but lost them in the surge of excited people. My aura could pick them up in a general direction, but there were so many bodies it was actually difficult to isolate them.

"Winters is an early Adept, but his strength is well beyond his cultivation level," Lana mused as we walked. "To be this close in such a short time span is truly fascinating from a developmental perspective."

She barely paused before adding with obvious anticipation: "The Versatility test is my favorite. I'll be running it myself."

She flashed me a wicked grin that belonged on a shark as we approached the hazard trial platform.

Sighing dramatically, I stretched my arms and rolled my shoulders. "I just did one of these in the Trial Grounds yesterday."

Lana lifted her goggles, her analytical expression sharpening. "I'd love to hear about that. Grand Mistress Aldertree refused to give me any details, which is highly unusual."

"Dara spanked me over a barrel," I said with a dismissive wave, repeating Diana's exact words.

Lana stopped dead in her tracks, whirling on me with sudden intensity.

"I categorically reject that story, Ben Crawford." She practically snarled. "Diana said exactly the same thing, word for word. For someone supposedly dedicated to helping Runebinders advance, Dara's avarice is practically legendary! That she refuses to discuss it speaks volumes."

I opened my mouth to reply when—CRACK.

A wooden rod slammed into the woman inside the testing cage and sent her flying into a chain reaction of hazards. The test shut down instantly as officials rushed in to help the battered competitor.

The crowd winced collectively, going still as officials lifted her out and administered what looked like a healing pill.

"Twenty-one!" a judge called out. Weak, sympathetic applause followed.

I exhaled slowly as Lana guided me over to the judge. After exchanging a few quick words, he backed away hastily. Another competitor was about to enter the cage when the judge stopped them, pointing in my direction. Their eyes widened as they stepped aside immediately.

What the hell did she tell him?

The hazards looked far more menacing now that I was actually inside the enclosure. Long poles covered in protruding wooden rods loomed around me like medieval torture devices, alongside silver discs scattered across the floor that looked suspiciously like the mana traps I'd collected in Rainhaven. Above, several contraptions mounted to the cage's ceiling resembled ballistas designed by someone with serious anger management issues.

This cage is literally a death trap.

"The objective is to avoid being hit," Lana announced from an ominous-looking control panel just outside the cage. Beside her, she'd stacked red coins like a kid ready to feed an arcade machine. "Blocking a hazard results in reduced points. Direct hits will affect your final score based on severity. Step to the center when you're ready."

Sighing, I moved cautiously to the center of the enclosure, extending Valor's aura to just within the cage's edges. I met Lana's gaze as she lifted her goggles, her analytical expression replaced with something disturbingly predatory.

She made a quick flourish with her hand, and Valor instantly screamed at me to move. I sidestepped, barely dodging several projectiles fired simultaneously from around the cage. They smacked against the stone floor with sharp pops, and I caught sight of one rolling nearby.

"Wooden balls?" I shouted at Lana, incredulous. "Are you kidding me? Those things are gonna hurt like hell!"

Lana's smile only grew more wicked as I twisted to evade an onslaught of wooden rods, narrowly ducking beneath another barrage of flying projectiles. All the while, I had to be hyper-aware of where I placed my feet—Valor might sense incoming threats, but it wouldn't save me from ground-based traps.

Thank you, Hildy's Kitchen Training.

What Dara's golem had possessed in sophisticated quality, this cage made up for in sheer chaotic quantity. Sweat soaked through my shirt as I darted around the enclosure, dodging increasingly frantic attacks from every direction. It wasn't overwhelming—yet—but I was wondering just how long this test was supposed to last.

Edging toward Lana's side of the cage, I weaved between hazards while keeping my footing careful. "Hey, does this thing have higher difficulty settings?" I asked, flashing her a confident grin.

Lana shot me a look as if I were the absolute bane of her existence. Without breaking eye contact, she swept the remaining red coins off the console, rummaged inside her robe, and slammed down a silver coin with dramatic flair.

My grin vanished instantly as electricity began crackling between the floor traps and the cage's ceiling.

"Oh, shit!" was all I managed before everything escalated simultaneously—rods snapped toward me at ridiculous speeds, wooden projectiles rained from every direction, and arcs of lightning struck randomly, forcing me to twist, dodge, and pray I wasn't about to get electrocuted.

The pace was absolutely impossible. I lasted maybe ten seconds before I had to make a brutal choice: take a volley of wooden balls to the face or let a rod crack me across the ass.

I didn't miss the innuendo, even as the rod connected hard enough to flip me headfirst toward the floor—right next to a silver disc that looked way too eager to discharge a bolt of lightning.

Burning mana in desperation, I slammed my hands down and launched myself backward. Midair, I took multiple projectiles to the chest and arms, narrowly avoiding a rod swinging for my head. I hit the ground with a pained groan—just as everything went abruptly, mercifully silent.

Two hunters rushed in and lifted me carefully to my feet. The moment they touched me, the full collection of injuries slammed into my awareness all at once.

"Ow," I muttered, trying to salvage whatever dignity I had left as they helped me from the enclosure.

One hunter offered me a healing pill, but I waved him off and forced myself to stand upright. The sliver of white mana in my pathways drifted lazily through my system, gradually soothing bruises with each pass. Passive healing was definitely convenient—way better than manually guiding the energy—but painfully slow.

The courtyard had gone deathly quiet as the judges conferred with Lana in hushed tones. Then, an all-too-familiar, all-too-irritating scoff shattered the moment.

"Got your ass kicked, huh?" Dorian sneered, striding up with Darryl and Malcolm in tow. "Serves you right, thinking you had what it takes to compete with real Runebinders."

Malcolm sighed heavily—a sigh that spoke of deep, existential exhaustion with Dorian's perpetual bullshit. I wondered how their conversation about Maris had gone.

I shot my hand out to Malcolm, who clasped it firmly in a proper handshake. The kid had a real grip.

Both Malcolm and Dorian stared as an especially nasty bruise on my forearm slowly faded as it healed before their eyes. Malcolm grinned with obvious fascination. Dorian's eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

"One..." The judge hesitated, and Dorian's smug laughter started building—only to die instantly when the judge finished, loud and clear: "Hundred... and seven!"

The entire courtyard turned toward me in stunned disbelief. A shocked silence stretched across the crowd like a held breath.

"Good to see you, Malcolm," I said warmly, giving his hand one last squeeze before releasing it.

Then, as the judge placed my name at the very top of the Versatility pole, I turned to Dorian and smiled sweetly.

"Fuck you, Dorian."

            

    
        56. Dainty Hands

    
    
    
    
                The next two tests—Perception and Grace—were a total buzzkill.

Perception trapped me in a pitch-black tent that felt like sensory deprivation hell. Dense rings of lantern orbs surrounded me, and when one flashed red, I had maybe a heartbeat to touch it. Points for speed. Points for accuracy. Points for not looking like a complete idiot fumbling in the dark.

After ten seconds of embarrassing myself, the pattern clicked—a sadistic Simon game.

I hate Simon.

"Sixty-four!" the judge announced.

Respectable. Not spectacular. Just... respectable.

Lana hadn't stopped scribbling since the Versatility test, muttering "anomaly" under her breath like a broken record. I was pretty sure she'd said it more times than my actual name.

Elizabeth and Red found us just as my Grace trial started, Katie trailing behind with an expression that said she'd rather be literally anywhere else.

Yikes, I really need to talk to her.

The elevated obstacle course looked deceptively simple from ground level.

It wasn't.

Every surface shifted, twisted, or outright betrayed you the moment you trusted it. I was halfway across when my platform flipped like a middle finger, sending me dangling upside down above the crowd.

Instinct kicked in before logic could stop me.

I forced mana into my feet, laughing as I hung there like a grinning bat. The spectators below probably thought I'd lost my mind.

It took careful minutes to navigate the underside of the course, my brain working overtime to focus on the mana in my feet. When I finally dropped onto the finish line, it felt less like victory and more like surviving a plane crash.

The judge stared at me like I'd just committed a war crime.

"I'm not even sure how to score this one," he muttered to Lana, who finally looked up from her notepad.

"How far did he make it before resorting to Versatility?" she asked, clinical as a surgeon.

Understanding dawned on the judge's face. "Fifty!"

A few confused claps scattered through the crowd like pity applause.

"How the fuck's that work?" Katie demanded, shoving her way over with Elizabeth. I hadn’t seen her this fiery before, like she was cursing out a referee. "He finished the whole damn thing."

"Not his fault you made the platforms conduct mana, asshole," Elizabeth pointed out, her tone sharp enough to cut glass.

"The platforms conduct mana so they stay afloat," the judge shot back, defensive. "I'd be happy to reduce the score if—"

"Fifty is fine!" I interrupted, shooting warning looks at the girls, who seemed ready to start a riot on my behalf.

Lana's irritation melted into something more thoughtful as she studied me. "The line between Grace and Versatility is thin," she said. "A truly graceful Runebinder would have solved the test's challenges directly. You have speed and accuracy, but the way you apply them is—"

"Makeshift?" Elizabeth offered.

"Roughshod?" Katie added, grinning.

Red sneezed.

"Hey!" I shot the traitor a scowl.

"Pragmatic," Lana finished, shaking her head like she couldn't decide if I was brilliant or hopeless. "You really are shaping up to be a Guardian."

She almost sounded disappointed.

"Very well. Let's move on to the last test."



The Spirit testing area felt like stepping into a library after a rock concert. Quiet. Contemplative. Boring as hell.

Participants sat across from judges at small tables, each featuring a crystal pillar wrapped in brass pipes that looked like something a mad scientist would use to measure souls. The judges monitored gauges, taking notes as the pillars glowed in various colors.

"Well, these look riveting," I said as we approached.

Lana nodded absently. "Testing the spirit isn't flashy by nature—it's entirely internal." She took a seat across from me with the air of someone about to perform surgery. "Place your hands on those pads and infuse them with mana. The gadget will do the rest."

I chuckled at the tiny mouse saying "gadget" and sat down, pressing my palms against two smooth metal pads.

The moment I made contact, a familiar mana-tug hit me like a gentle current. The crystal pillar flared my signature blue, hungry for more. Light intensified, pulling mana through me in a steady stream that felt oddly satisfying.

Lana studied her gauges with laser focus, scribbling notes like she was documenting the discovery of fire.

Then she twisted a knob, and I grunted as the pull on my pathways spiked, the crystal blazing brighter as it demanded more. Lifting my hands would stop the process, but that wasn't the point. This was supposed to measure my spirit—my mana capacity, my raw magical potential.

Instead of waiting for Lana's cue, I shoved more mana into my hands, forcing the flow even higher.

Lana scrambled to adjust more dials as steam hissed from the pipes. The crystal pillar blazed brighter than any of the surrounding tests, drawing stares from across the courtyard. I shot her a grin, enjoying the moment—

Until my concentration slipped and the thread of refined mana broke free.

An arc of white electricity cracked from my fingertips into the pad.

The crystal flared instantly, shifting into searing white light that escalated with terrifying speed. The glow became unbearable. Lana had to shield her goggled eyes as sharp cracks formed along the crystal's surface.

I could sense something building inside it, like pressure before an explosion.

Without warning, reality snapped, and suddenly I was on my back, staring up at Elena.

Her arm was raised skyward, fingers forming a complex mudra as wind howled around us like a hurricane. The crystal pillar rocketed upward—before detonating in a dazzling explosion of white sparks that lit up the entire courtyard.

My ears were ringing. Around me, people were cheering with raised fists like this was some kind of ritual firework display.

Elena extended a hand, pulling me to my feet. "Next time you use one of these to measure your spirit, maybe resist the urge to shove aspected mana into it." She shot me a knowing look that said she'd seen this exact stupidity before. "Did my mother teach you how to do that?"

"Yeah, sort of," I admitted. "Sorry."

"Gaia's Tits, Ben, you just can't help but cause a scene when I'm not around."

A familiar presence hit Valor like a punch to the gut—warm, fierce, and suddenly much stronger than I remembered.

I spun around to find Cass and Chas standing nearby. Red was hopping excitedly at Cass's feet, but she was grinning at me with pure smugness.

She looked exactly the same.

She felt completely different.

Valor whispered the truth before I could even ask—Cass was way stronger than the last time I'd seen her. Orders of magnitude stronger.

"Shit, Cass!" I practically yelled, rushing toward her. "You did it! I can sense it from here!"

"She's gonna be doing chores for my mom for years to pay for all the mana cores it took," Chas said, but his pride was obvious. "But she pulled it off faster than I expected."

I grinned at Cass. "You got him to visit his parents?"

Chas scowled. Cass just chuckled. "Sure did! And I couldn't let you pass me by for long."

"Wait, does that mean you can just go to Sylvarus now?" I asked. "That's awesome!"

Cass squinted at me like I'd just suggested we vacation in hell.

"Fuck that," she said. "I want the boat. You’re on my team, right?"

Before I could respond, Katie, Red, and Elizabeth pushed through the crowd with Erik trailing behind. He stopped in front of Cass, brows furrowed like he was making sure it was really her.

"You did it," he said, voice quiet and almost disbelieving.

Cass beamed.

"Oh, just hug your damn sister," Elizabeth said, shoving Erik forward.

The siblings embraced—just for a second—but Cass's eyes looked suspiciously glossy when they pulled apart.

She cleared her throat. "What'd you score with that explosion of yours?"

I shook my head, glancing at Lana, who was showing her notes to Elena. Both were shaking their heads like they'd just witnessed something impossible.

"Eighty-Five!" Elena announced.

The crowd exploded.

People lost their minds around me, the energy in the courtyard surging like we'd just won the World Cup. Chas met my gaze with the slightest knowing smile.

Diana had definitely told him about the refined mana.

Everyone was staring at me like Elena had just crowned me king of the city.

"Are you sure you didn't just skip to Adept?" Erik asked, incredulous. "There's no way a Seeker could hit that kind of number. And I'm told you can reliably mana burn too."

"He had some Titan's Root in the Trial Grounds," Chas explained. "Makes it easier to access his mana reserves. Might look like an Adept, but he's gonna have a tough time getting the capacity to actually make it happen consistently."

Erik nodded, then grinned with competitive fire. "I see. That explains a lot. You almost beat my score on the Power test. Almost. If we didn't have a tournament coming up, I'd drag you to a sparring room right now."

Before I could retort, Lana stormed over, looking even more frazzled than after my Versatility test. She cleared her throat, composing herself with visible effort.

"Initia—Seeker Cassandra." The correction was deliberate. "I would be grateful if you'd let me judge your tests. It seems you're becoming an anomaly simply by proximity to Ben."

Cass crossed her arms. "I'm not an anomaly, Master Lana. I've been training for over a year. Ben just gave me the kick in the ass I needed to do something about it." She shrugged. "But sure, fuck it. How bad could it be?"

I winced, remembering Lana slamming that silver coin onto the console and nearly frying me.

After registering, Cass stomped over to the Power test and cracked her knuckles like she was about to demolish a building.

I blinked—and missed it entirely.

Her punch maxed out the Seeker test at seventy-five before I even realized she'd moved. When they added an Adept plate, I forced myself to focus. I had to see it this time. She'd always been fast, but now it was like she had Swiftness permanently active.

It was futile. Her fist pulled back, then cracked against the plate before my eyes could register the motion.

"Ninety-one!" Lana called out, voice slightly strangled.

My chest tightened. She hadn't even mana burned like I'd had to. I wasn't even sure she knew how.

Cass strolled up to Erik and me, clapping us both on the shoulders. "Dainty hands," she said with a smirk, then scratched behind Red's ears.

The traitor immediately trotted after her.



The rest of Cass's tests went about the same way—complete domination wrapped in casual arrogance.

She performed decently on Versatility, scoring seventy-seven. There was still a significant gap between my score and everyone else's, but avoiding death had become my specialty.

It was Grace and Perception that had Erik and me gaping like idiots.

Perception made sense—she could simply move faster than I could react. She scored eighty-eight, claiming the top spot just ahead of Malcolm.

But Grace? That was something else entirely.

While Versatility had been easy for me, Grace was like watching Cass finally unleash what she'd always been meant to be. The elevated obstacle course became her personal playground.

She free-ran across it at blinding speed, moving with parkour-style fluidity that made the obstacles look decorative. Barrels became launch points. Walls became brief pauses. She twisted midair as if gravity were just a suggestion.

The suspended platforms that had betrayed me the moment I'd trusted them? They didn't even move when she ran across them. And based on what I knew of her Swiftness, she was probably slowing down so people could actually see her.

She finished in moments, landing smoothly in front of Lana, who stared like Cass had just rewritten the laws of physics. Lana flipped through her notebook, stopped, sighed, and tore out a page before throwing it over her shoulder.

"One hundred and one!" the judge announced.

The entire courtyard erupted like she'd just broken a world record.

The cheers were deafening. I might've been notorious after two weeks in La-Roc, but Cass? She was a local hero. Seeing her finally become what she was meant to be after a year of grinding was huge. She was a monster.

Hunters swarmed her, going to pat her shoulder—only to recoil like they'd just punched solid stone. Cass grinned at them, then at us as she rejoined our group.

"That was fucked," Elizabeth said, still staring. "How?"

"You know how they say you learn a lot about yourself when you form a Seal?" Cass said.

Elizabeth groaned. "Ugh."

"No, it's true! It was... it was worth it."

Chas clapped her on the back with obvious pride. "Damn right. Both my apprentices are real prodigies."

We all shook our heads at him.

"Hey, you can dispute it all you want, but both were Seekers in a month under my tutelage. Practically unheard of. Not to mention Ben's... unique situation."

As we made our way toward the Spirit test, I glanced at Erik, who wore a complicated expression.

"You good?" I asked.

He snapped out of his thoughts and nodded stoically. "Yes. Just amazed at how fast you two have caught up with some direct help. I find myself... envious."

"It makes sense, Erik. Cass was basically right there—she just needed a push and some funding to take the leap. But me? I've had people bending over backward to help me these last few days, especially Cass. Without her, I'd still be the stressed-out mess that first stepped onto Ark." I paused. "Shit, I still feel like that sometimes. But now I have the means to actually do something about it. So many people have invested in me I feel obligated not to let them down. That, and I really don't want to get tossed into the multiverse and eaten by some giant monster."

Erik chuckled. "I understand. But it was only days ago that we were sparring, and the power gap was enormous. Now? I wonder who would win. I find it jarring how confident you've become. Cassandra too. No revelation like that came with my Seal."

I blinked at him. "You're literally the most confident person I've met here—besides Masters and whatever. I don't think you needed it. You fought Doreen for a dessert and won. So far, everyone else has just gotten their asses kicked."

He mulled that over before huffing a quiet laugh. "You're a good friend, Ben Crawford."

I was about to thank him, but he simply walked off to watch Cass at the Spirit test. Such a weird fucking family, but I was happy to know them.

From behind, I felt Malcolm approaching and turned as he pushed through the crowd. He greeted me with a genuine smile before stepping beside me to watch the crystal pillar in front of Cass flare with green light.

Red trotted over, sniffing curiously at Malcolm before his tail started wagging. A moment later, he locked onto Malcolm's pack, his entire body vibrating with anticipation.

"Hey Ben," Malcolm said, crouching down as he reached into his bag. "Red, right? I heard you like snacks."

He unwrapped a small loaf of bread that was hollowed out and stuffed with cheese. Red snatched it, eyes shining with pure joy.

"Oh c'mon, not cheese!" I groaned. "He's gonna stink up the whole damn courtyard..."

Malcolm stood up, eyeing me like he had something important to say but was still figuring out how to phrase it.

"When you said you'd owe me one last week, did you mean it?" he asked.

I nodded. "Sure. I just need help disposing of Dorian's body afterward."

Malcolm froze, staring at me in horror before realizing I was joking. He actually chortled. "I wish, but no. I was hoping you'd consider me for your team in the Tournament. Since the duels don't start until the finals."

"What about Dorian or Darryl?" I asked.

He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. "I won't be competing with him. I'm honestly just pretending until everything starts and he realizes he's fucked. Could mean I'm not competing at all."

Teams? Malcolm must've noticed my confusion because he let out an exasperated sigh.

"Graceful Gods, no one told you how the Grand Tournament works?" he asked incredulously. "It's been five days since my mother called it."

"I've been slightly preoccupied with binding my Seal," I said. "I kind of just assumed it was people kicking each other's asses for a few days until a champion emerged."

Malcolm snorted. "My mother would love that, I'm sure. But there's more to being Confirmed than just combat skills, as much as she refuses to admit it."

"Confirmed?" I asked.

"Once you're in the finals, you're confirmed. Multiple events even the scoring, since Runebinding advancement at our level isn't exactly uniform. Then you fight for the top spots—and the proper rewards." His eyes gleamed. "Like my mother's stupid boat."

"Oh yeah, Cass is obsessed with that boat," I said, grinning.

This was interesting. I needed to reach the top five, which meant getting confirmed and winning a few fights. It didn't seem impossible.

Malcolm laughed. "Teams are three people, and Cass has been pretty vocal about teaming up with you. I figured she'd want Erik, or maybe Felix if he's competing. But I'm not sure how she'd contact him all the way in Sylvarus."

I hadn't thought about that. Felix was a Seeker too—he could probably compete. I owed him for helping save me and talking me into staying. But I hadn't seen what Malcolm could do, and Cass probably wouldn't appreciate the choice.

"Ninety-four!" another judge called out.

Cass stood up, and the crowd erupted like she'd just scored the winning goal in the World Cup.

I did quick math with all her scores, my jaw dropping as Malcolm seemed to reach the same realization.

Cass had suddenly become the indisputable strongest Seeker in La-Roc.

            

    
        57. Just a Dog

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the morning was pure chaos. The first wave of boats heading for Sylvarus was leaving at noon, and half the city seemed determined to be on them.

Elena pulled me aside with a serious expression, which meant bad news. She wouldn't be able to watch the tournament—she and the Hunters had a job to do. The competition was open to anyone who placed high enough, but eliminated Hunters had to return immediately.

I'd assumed the number would be high, but only about forty Hunters had actually registered. Most of the competitors were Maris's people from the island.

"Since the tournament's at Sylvarus, I won't even be needed," Elena said, though something in her tone suggested she wasn't entirely happy about missing it. "The staff there have things under control. Plus, if anyone steps out of line, Diana will handle it."

Diana would probably enjoy
handling it.

After a quick stop at the Citadel to grab our armor, Cass slung a pack over her shoulder and grabbed her swords. Chas whisked us away to the harbor like we were late for the most important exam of our lives.

I took a quick detour, and Cass joined me the moment she figured out what I was doing. Cyrus's shop was packed, but when he saw us, he waved us over with a grin.

Three Class-E healing potions and half a dozen pills of the same tier nearly cleaned me out. We said our goodbyes, and as we started our dash through the city to catch up with Chas, people in the shop called out well-wishes for the tournament.

The gesture hit harder than I expected. These people actually cared.



The docks felt like an airport during holiday travel—crowds moved in every direction, waited in endless lines, and passed through stations staffed by black-robed officials. Others, dressed in green outfits with runic bracers, stood further down. Sylvarus staff, I guessed.

Half the city wanted to watch the tournament, but unless you were competing, passage to the school wasn't cheap. I was still debating what to do with Red when everyone around me said at the same time that he could compete alongside me.

That was a refreshing surprise.

For a dog, he seemed way too eager to get onto a boat. But I wasn't sure I wanted him actually fighting in the tournament. Magical or not, I didn't want him getting hurt.

Chas and Lana did their best to round up as many Hunters as they could onto the same boat, which was great. The process itself was simple—we placed our hands on manascripts, they got stamped, and we were free to board.

I really need to learn more about those things.

What caught me completely off guard was Katie. She'd been trailing us the entire time, waiting for her moment. Without hesitation, she strode up to the counter, reached into her bag—and slapped a massive stack of red coins onto the counter.

The Sentarian clerk nearly jumped out of his skin.

"Not a chance I'm missing this," she declared with the authority of someone who'd just bought the boat.

The Sentarian hesitated, counted them all out, then handed half the pile back, looking vaguely confused by her wealth.

Before I knew it, I was aboard a sleek ship slicing through the ocean at breakneck speed.

The boat didn't even have sails. It reminded me of a military superyacht—all efficiency, zero comfort. The hull was lined with brass pipes, the deck practically bare, like someone had stripped everything unnecessary. Below deck felt like a submarine, all narrow corridors and cramped rooms.

Since this was my first time leaving La-Roc, I'd planted myself at the front of the boat after spending too much time below deck feeling claustrophobic. I leaned over the rails, letting the wind assault me as we cut through the water.

We had to be doing over a hundred kilometers an hour, but I didn't care. The sky was clear, the water sparkled, and the rush of speed was pure adrenaline.

Surprisingly, no one else joined me on deck. Everyone had their excuses, but I could tell the real reason—most of my friends were handling the motion about as well as a bag of wet cement. Erik in particular looked a concerning shade of green.

Made sense. While La-Roc had plenty of boats coming and going, most people didn't actually travel. Elizabeth had mentioned people leaving the island, but it wasn't common.

Red, on the other hand, was thriving. He pranced around the deck as if he'd been born for this, tugging at a rope tied to a pole like he was trying to pull the boat forward faster. Another moment where I was sure there was more to him than I understood. He wasn't just comfortable—he actually seemed to enjoy the ride.

More than once, he hopped up onto the railing with his front paws, staring out over the ocean like he was silently asking, "Are we there yet?"

Suddenly, his demeanor shifted. He stopped dead, ears pinned back.

I sensed them before they even stepped onto the deck, but Red let out a low rumble that killed his playful mood instantly.

Leaning on the railing, staring out at the endless ocean, I didn't react as three people I didn't recognize exited onto the deck. One lingered by the door like a guard. The other two approached with all the stealth of toddlers sneaking snacks.

"The Archon will reward us handsomely if we ensure he can't fight," one muttered, his voice deeper than I'd expected.

"This is not a good idea, Elliot," the other replied, sounding far less convinced. "He put down Jenny—and that was before his Seal."

"He got lucky," Elliot shot back. "Doesn't look that scary."

Red pressed against my leg, settling beside me while keeping a watchful eye behind us. Meanwhile, I kept staring at the water, really not in the mood to fight two idiots before the tournament even started.

If Maris's people wanted to make a move, it was interesting they hadn't done it in La-Roc. Maybe they felt empowered by our isolation on the boat.

Disregarding the dozens of Hunters below deck, of course.

"You should listen to your friend, Elliot," I called, still not bothering to look at them. "This really is a stupid idea."

They froze about ten meters away.

Casually, I turned, leaning back on the railing as I gave them a once-over.

Elliot was exactly what I expected—a huge, balding Gaian with elaborate face tattoos. Black robes hung open like a jacket, revealing black leather armor underneath.

His partner was a Carmintree Floran. Red skin, long grassy white hair, and an excessive number of golden piercings lining their ears and face.

I raised an eyebrow as they renewed their approach.

"What do you think is going to happen here?" I asked conversationally. "Assuming I don't kick your asses and you somehow succeed in whatever dumbass plan this is, there are dozens of Hunters below deck—including Chas Blackwood. And this boat? It's headed for Sylvarus, where your leader and my Mentor—also an Archon, by the way—are preparing for a tournament."

I tilted my head. "Do you honestly think everyone's just going to sit around and say, 'well, that's unfortunate,' and not immediately throw you into the ocean? Just wait for the tournament. You'll get your chance."

This seemed to mollify the Carmintree, but Elliot doubled down with a disgusting smirk. His teeth were jagged, like he'd been hit in the face with a bat one too many times.

"We got just as many on board, Unbidden," he said, pulling on studded leather gloves.

The word hit me like a slap. I hadn't been called that since my first night on Ark, and now I wanted to kick their asses for it.

The Carmintree sighed and removed their robes, revealing a harnessed leather spaulder and tank top connected to a long studded gauntlet. Their midsection was absolutely shredded with muscle.

Right. Maris was the leader of the Strikers, so these two were straight-up fighters—not Monster Hunters.

I pushed off the railing, but before I could step forward, Red huffed and walked ahead, planting himself between us. His back fur bristled, gaze locked onto the Strikers. He wasn't growling or baring teeth, just rumbling—a deep, steady vibration like that alone would be enough.

"Oh, sending your familiar forward?" Elliot guffawed. "He's scared to fight us, Francis."

I laughed internally. I still had no idea if Francis was male, female, both, or neither. Plant people were confusing.

Francis, however, eyed Red warily. "That's the one that messed with Jenny's knife. Some caution would be prudent."

Red's fur rippled with energy like he was about to dash—but he tilted his head back toward me, something like reassurance in his eyes.

I thought back to all the times he'd surprised me. If we were going to fight together in this tournament, I needed to trust he could handle himself. But against two Seeker-level Strikers?

Then I felt something—like a tap against my mana pathways. Not a command, just a nudge. It spread across my body, eerily similar to when I infused mana into an object.

I didn't hesitate. I let my mana flow where it was being led, and instantly, Red's fur brightened. His eyes sparkled with happiness.

For the first time, I knew exactly what he was thinking. Not through words or telepathy like Stanley, but through a pure understanding of his behavior.

I'll handle these punk-asses. His look said it all. Let me show you I can help, too.

A grin stretched across my face. I had no idea what this meant, but something had shifted. Like Red had finally, truly, accepted me as his person.

Warmth filled my chest, and I leaned back on the railing, making a casual gesture. "That's Red. He's my dog. And I'm pretty sure he's about to kick your asses."

Elliot laughed and stepped forward. "Not the first time I've—"

Before he could finish, Red's fur exploded into a wild orange aura like living fire. White-hot jagged runes crept up his body, glowing with searing intensity. The air rippled, the deck vibrated with raw pressure, and the boat groaned in response.

Then, with a flick of his tail, everything shifted.

Another tail appeared. Then another. And another. Until there were seven of them, flickering with power.

Magical dog with seven tails. Called it.

My reaction was nothing compared to the two Strikers.

"W-what the fuck!?" Elliot roared, stumbling backward. "That's... What kind of mana beast is that!?"

I almost missed it. Red blurred—so fast he left an afterimage. Elliot went flying back the way they'd come, launched by Red's back legs connecting with his chest in an explosion of heat. In an instant, Red was where the big man had been, now facing Francis, who already had their hands up.

"Fuck no. Out of my league," they said, nodding with determined surrender before jogging after Elliot, who was being helped up by their third.

Just like that, Red was a dog again, trotting back to me with his tongue hanging out like he hadn't just turned into some kind of mythical beast. The aura, runes, and extra tails were gone like they'd never existed.

"That was the coolest fuckin' thing I've ever seen. My boy Red is way cooler than you," Ted's voice echoed in my head, and he wasn't lying.

Once I was sure the Strikers were gone, I crouched down, narrowing my eyes at Red.

"I knew you weren't a normal dog," I muttered. "I just knew it."

Red shot me a confused look that practically screamed, am too.

"Dogs don't have seven tails. And what was that aura? What are you, some kind of Huli Jing?"

He cocked his head, ears pressed forward, the picture of innocence.

Just a dog.

I reached out and scratched behind his ears. He panted happily, leaning into me like he was afraid I'd suddenly change my mind about him.

"You're a weird animal is what you are," I said, shaking my head. "With a bunch of tails. And fire magic. Nothing to worry about."

I was pretty sure he rolled his eyes at me.



Cass and Katie came rushing up to the deck, half a dozen Hunters flanking them like they were expecting war.

"What's going on? One of Maris's Strikers was screaming about a monster on board," Cass said, incredulous.

I patted Red's side. "Yeah, they tried to take me out before the tournament. Red got a little... protective."

Katie cooed at Red, dropping to his level for a full-body scratch. "Stupid Strikers," she murmured affectionately. "You're not a monster, are you? Ah—!"

Red bowled her over, pinning her to the deck as he assaulted her with licks, barely letting her catch a breath between bursts of laughter.

Cass, meanwhile, was giving me a hard look that I caved under almost immediately.

"I... may have been a bit careless. Didn't think anyone would be bold enough to make a move on the boat."

"Bold?" Cass snorted. "Stupid is more like it. Chas is gonna beat them with their own fists. But we aren't on La-Roc anymore—we have to stick together."

I nodded, laughing at the mental image as the Hunters retreated below deck.

Eventually, Katie pushed Red off her, wiping her face. "How long is this boat ride, anyway? Feels like we've been moving for hours."

"Chas said we'll be there this afternoon... so maybe a few more?" Cass offered.

Katie groaned. "I should've brought more supplies. I was too rushed—no one has much but stale water and dry bread. Which is a fucking travesty, honestly. If the bakery was still standing, I could've brought everything."

I blinked, the words not fully registering at first. Then it hit me. "Oh fuck, your bakery." I frowned. "I mean, it makes sense, but I didn't really think about it being... right in the path. That must be tough."

To my surprise, Katie smiled—actually smiled—and Cass laughed.

"Oh, it's not a big deal. This is what... the tenth time it's been at least partially destroyed?" Katie said. "And it'll take more than a stupid boat to break my great-grandmother's oven. Bigger things have tried."

Even Red looked vaguely dismayed at that.

"Ten times!?" I blurted.

Katie nodded. "My great-grandmother built it a long time ago when La-Roc had way more people. The building changes, but the oven stays the same. No one's even figured out how to move it, so we just build around it. One time, Carlos..." She hesitated at her late husband's name. "He tried to dig down to figure out why, and it turns out it's actually part of the base rock of the island—like it's fused to the land itself."

I looked at Cass, then back at Katie. "No one thinks that's weird?"

Katie shrugged. "A lot of things are part of the island."

"The statue in the Tower courtyard—the one of Gaius? I think that one goes all the way down," Cass added.

"How—okay, how the fuck am I just finding this out now? I saw the path of the boat carved through the city. The smooth stone underneath. Is the entire island like that?"

We entered the mess hall to find Chas and Erik already seated at a table.

"At least a good portion is," Chas chimed in helpfully. "The old pathways are made of incredibly hard stone. It's where people retreated during the Abyssal Emperor's attack way back when."

"The Class-B Sea Serpent?" I asked.

Chas nodded, and I sighed. "Of course I learn all this cool stuff after I leave the island for the first time."

Absentmindedly, I reached into my soul-space and pulled out my still-steaming mug of coffee from this morning, taking a slow sip. Magical storage was the best.

Chas froze mid-sentence, then practically lunged across the table. "Is that fucking canephora? Gods, it smells incredible. Do you have more? Can I have some?"

I froze mid-sip as Valor alerted me that just about everyone within earshot—including Maris's people—was now staring at me like a pack of drooling zombies.

"Oh, I'll take some too!" Katie said excitedly.

"Uh... We call it coffee where I come from," I said cautiously, suddenly feeling like I was in possession of dangerous contraband.

"You can call it whatever the fuck you want if you have more," Chas said, practically vibrating with desperation. "The fucking Sentarians bought out all the merchants the moment they set up shop. I'm so sick of tea. And they didn't have it off-world last week."

The sheer longing in his voice was something I could deeply empathize with.

"Calm down, you junkies," I said with a grin, eyeing everyone around us.

Casually, I dropped a sack of roasted beans and the contraption I'd put together this morning onto the table from my soul-space.

"I'm gonna need some fresh water."

            

    
        EXTRA: Foundations of Academic Brutality

    
    
    
    
                The Uncatalogued Stacks of Sylvarus Academy's library carried that particular stillness found only in forgotten corners of the world. Here, the air hung thick with dust that had settled on arguments nobody remembered having, weighted with the accumulated silence of centuries. Sylvarus didn't maintain a traditional restricted section—knowledge, Diana always insisted, belonged to those bold enough to seek it. But these deeper shelves, crammed with texts deemed either too radical or simply too outdated for general consumption, served the same purpose. This was where Dara found the real treasures, assuming you considered academic headaches treasurable.

Her current headache involved the infuriating scarcity of anything useful about Vajra instruments. She moved through the stacks with fluid grace, her spiritual essence lending her a weightlessness that barely disturbed the dance of dust motes in the pale light cast by hovering orbs. Though Diana Aldertree now ruled as Archon, reshaping the magical world through sheer force of will and creative profanity, Dara remembered her as a younger woman—no less formidable, just marginally less politically powerful. Time, for a Tower Spirit, moved in cycles rather than lines.

Her fingers, more essence than flesh, brushed against a slim volume tucked behind a series of mind-numbing treatises on agricultural runework. No protective sigils, no concealment spells—just a book that had been thoroughly ignored, a relic from when the Academy allowed more honest conversations.

The title, stamped in faded silver on plain gray leather, brought an actual smile to Dara's lips: Foundations of Fuckwittery: A Brutally Honest Guide to Not Dying Immediately - By Diana Aldertree.

"Subtle as a brick through a window," Dara murmured, the sound like wind through old parchment.

She remembered the chaos surrounding its brief, explosive publication. Fresh from her promotion to Archon, Diana had penned it as a no-bullshit primer for incoming Initiates, back when they still had delusions about studying at Sylvarus. The faculty, particularly the delicate flowers on the curriculum board, had nearly launched her from the island. The language alone had been scandalous. The sheer, undiluted contempt for academic pretense? Pure Diana. They'd pulled it from required reading before the ink dried on the second printing, banishing it to these dusty depths through administrative cowardice. Diana hadn't given a damn—she'd made her point, and those Initiates lucky enough to snag copies were probably better for it, even if traumatized.

With the satisfaction of an archaeologist uncovering a particularly juicy scandal, Dara drew the book down. Its spine protested with a gentle crack as she opened it, Diana's voice practically leaping from the page with all the warmth of a tactical nuclear strike. She settled against a towering bookcase, ancient wood cool against her form, and began reading.

⁂

Foundations of Fuckwittery: A Brutally Honest Guide to Not Dying Immediately

By Grand Master Diana Aldertree

(Officially Sanctioned Academic Torment) —A student had scrawled this across the cover page.

Foreword: So You Think You Can Handle Magic Without Immediately Shitting Yourself?

Listen carefully, you walking disasters, because most of you won't survive the first week without absorbing what I'm about to cram into your thick skulls. You've had your precious "First Awakening." Don't preen like peacocks—it means you've graduated from being blind as cave slugs to merely short-sighted as bats. You can now perceive the faintest whispers of mana, reality's fundamental building blocks, and runes, the universe's own sadistically cryptic shorthand. Congratulations. You've achieved the magical equivalent of a toddler discovering their own genitals exist. Doesn't mean you know what to do with them besides probably stick them somewhere catastrophically inappropriate.

This book exists—assuming those pearl-clutching cowards on the curriculum board haven't neutered it again—to drill one simple fucking fact into your heads: magic is not your friend. It's not some gentle mentor waiting to hold your hand through cosmic enlightenment. It's a colossal, indifferent machine that will grind you into paste and use the remainder as fertilizer if you approach it with the arrogance and ignorance currently radiating from you like cheap perfume from a dockside brothel.

You are Initiates. The absolute bottom rung of a ladder that stretches into realms of power your pea brains can't even conceptualize. Your job isn't brilliance—gods know that ship has sailed. Your job is basic fucking competency. Try not to be catastrophically stupid for long enough that someone more qualified can teach you something useful.

⁂

Chapter 1: The Universe Gives Precisely Zero Fucks About Your Dreams

Let's establish some ground rules before you get yourselves killed. Runebinding isn't some benevolent gift bestowed upon the worthy by a caring cosmos. It's a fundamental force, like gravity that'll splatter you across pavement or lightning that'll fry your reproductive organs if you're stupid enough to wave metal rods during thunderstorms. Magic has rules. Absolute, unforgiving, non-negotiable rules that don't care about your feelings, your dreams, or that tragically optimistic gleam in your vacant eyes.

You don't ask magic to do things—that's what children and madmen do before they spontaneously combust. You learn its language, its grammar, its syntax, and then maybe, if you're not completely hopeless, you can string together coherent requests that don't result in your explosive disintegration across multiple dimensions.

Your "Mana Sensitivity" means you can feel ambient energy. Wonderful. A wolf can smell a female in heat from miles away; doesn't make it a breeding expert. Your "Runic Awareness" will, with excruciating effort and probably some light brain damage, allow you to distinguish different runes without needing training wheels. Don't strain anything important. It's like learning to tell shit from chocolate—vital if you plan on eating, but hardly the mark of genius.

The universe operates on cause and effect, not hopes and dreams. You pathetic little sparks of potential are about to become intimately familiar with the 'effect' part if you don't master the 'cause.' Magic doesn't negotiate, compromise, or give participation trophies.

⁂

Chapter 6: Mana—The Energy of Creation, Which You're Already Wasting

Mana. The fundamental essence of magical potential flowing through reality like blood through cosmic arteries. You can feel it now—a trickle, perhaps a hesitant stream if you're among the less cerebrally challenged specimens. It's the most precious substance in existence, and you'll treat it with all the respect of pigs in a vegetable garden. You'll squander it, spill it, and attempt channeling it with the finesse of drunken oxen.

An Initiate's mana control is, charitably speaking, absolute horse shit. You'll burn through your pitiful reserves to achieve effects so pathetic they'd disappoint your own mothers—assuming they claim you after this performance. That cute little light flicker you're so proud of? You've probably wasted enough raw power to illuminate the entire Academy for hours. That barely-warm puff of air? Could've kept a beggar's family from freezing all winter.

Drill this through your skulls: efficiency comes from understanding, and you understand precisely fuck-all. Your mana channels are underdeveloped, your control is nonexistent, and your instincts are worse than blind guess work.

What happens when you inevitably try drawing more power than your pathetic, underdeveloped channels can handle? Mana poisoning that'll leave you tasting blood and regret. As the energy overwhelms your soul's grip on your body, you'll forget your own name—if you're lucky. Survive that particular stupidity, and you'll spend days feeling like you've been tenderized by stone golems with anger management issues.

These aren't theoretical dangers, you stumbling disasters. They're tuition fees for the lesson that mana demands respect and your body has limits. Channel development is work better left to Seekers who've proven they won't immediately kill themselves with cosmic forces.

⁂

Chapter 11: Spells—Your First Opportunity to Die Spectacularly

You've grasped, in your fumbling, half-assed way, that runes are more than pretty symbols. Some over-optimistic instructor has probably shown you that slapping two concepts together creates what we generously call a "spell." Fire rune plus wind rune—oh, the boundless creativity. You've managed to create a slightly more agitated, monumentally inefficient version of bellows blowing on coals. Don't expect standing ovations for your brilliance.

These spells—temporary, unstable burps of magical energy—represent your first taste of actually accomplishing something useful. Like children given sharpened sticks, you'll mostly stab yourselves in vital organs. They're wildly inefficient by design, unstable as drunken acrobats, and fade faster than your attention spans. This isn't accidental, you walking disasters. If Initiates could reliably unleash potent magic, civilization would be smoking craters populated exclusively by cockroaches and particularly resilient fungi.

You learn spell formation not through profound insight—gods forbid you possess any—but through mimicry and systematic failure. You watch another Initiate with similar concepts avoid immediate death, then attempt copying their technique. That's the extent of your scholarly methodology at this pathetic juncture.

Trial and error, with emphasis on the error part. The trials are just expensive ways of discovering new methods of failure.

⁂

Chapter 17: Understanding Concepts, Or Why Your Shallow Thinking Will Kill You

Pay attention, take notes, because this might be the only genuinely important thing you learn: a rune isn't just a pretty shape scribbled in magical textbooks. It's a concept—deep, intricate, multifaceted ideas that underpin chunks of reality itself. The Fire rune isn't "makes things hot," you simple-minded creatures. It's consumption, transformation, uncontrolled hunger, purification, passion, destruction, rebirth, and hundreds of other interconnected concepts your brains are currently too small to contain.

Your understanding is like an idiot's comprehension of swords. You might accidentally skewer something through blind luck, but you don't understand sharpness, temper, the steel's thirst for blood, or the artistry of true cutting. You're swinging sharp metal randomly and hoping physics works in your favor.

The deeper you understand a concept's essence—its nature, properties, interactions, its very fucking soul if you'll permit the poetry—the more authority you'll eventually command over its corresponding rune. Initiates interact with runes on shallow, instinctive levels like animals responding to stimuli. This is why your effects are weak, unstable, and about as predictable as weather patterns during cosmic apocalypses.

Progression in Runebinding isn't memorizing more squiggles like we pretend matters in formal curriculum. It's deepening comprehension of what those symbols represent. It's grasping the interconnectedness of concepts, how they weave together and tear each other apart. Most of you will spend your brief, disappointing careers paddling in conceptual shallows, wondering why the real power keeps eluding your grasp.

Understanding is everything. Memorization is masturbation—might feel good, accomplishes nothing useful long term.

⁂

Epilogue: Don't Die—The Custodial Staff Finds It Tedious

There you have it. Unvarnished, unpalatable truth about your current station in the cosmic hierarchy. You are magical infants wielding forces you barely perceive, much less control. Your journey ahead involves relentless study, painful mistakes, and the constant looming threat of becoming cautionary tales for the next batch of equally clueless disasters.

My advice? Pay fucking attention to everything. Question your assumptions, especially the stupid ones. Double-check your work before attempting anything that might redistribute your atoms across multiple planes of existence. And for the love of whatever deities still tolerate our species, try not to explode in common areas—the furniture budget is already stretched beyond reason, and I'm tired of explaining scorch marks to visiting dignitaries.

Remember: competence is your only shield against a universe that doesn't care if you live or die. Most of you will fail anyway, but at least fail efficiently so the rest of us can learn from your mistakes without having to clean up the mess.

Try not to disappoint me more than absolutely necessary.

-Diana Aldertree, Grand Runebinder and Archon of Sylvarus Academy

"Education through intimidation, because coddling gets people killed."

⁂

Dara closed the book with a decisive snap that echoed through the quiet stacks. She shook her head, understanding exactly why the faculty had banned it within hours of publication. Diana wasn't necessarily a terrible teacher—just one whose methods required emotional fortifications most students couldn't construct fast enough. The woman possessed legendary impatience for incompetence and the attention span of a goldfish when confronted with mediocrity.

A quick scan of the surrounding shelf revealed several other volumes bearing Diana's name, and Dara let out a long sigh. Perhaps they contained something useful for Ben's education—assuming he could survive Diana's particular brand of academic brutality.

The Tower Spirit tucked the book under her arm, already imagining the look on Diana's face when she discovered someone had been reading her banned literary masterpiece. It would either amuse her greatly or result in another spectacular argument with the curriculum board.

Knowing Diana, probably both.
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                It was a collaborative effort, but by the time we finished, everyone was sitting around with steaming cups of coffee. People used whatever they had on hand—mugs, flasks, even metal canteens—but nearly everyone had a cup and was chatting in good spirits.

Even Red was lying under our table snoring like he'd just conquered the world.

I'd considered not giving any to Maris's people, but in the end, most of them were decent and eager to help. Even Francis showed up for a cup, and I happily handed one over. Peace through caffeine diplomacy.

"Not every world differs completely from Ark," Chas was explaining, gesturing with his mug. "Most places I've been could pass for somewhere unfamiliar here. But some? Completely different. I'm glad I had a beacon to find my way back. I can only handle so much... flat."

"Flat?" I asked, and the rest of us leaned in like he was about to reveal the secrets of the universe. Cass was the only one without coffee, stubbornly nursing a tea.

"I never got the name of the world, but it was just... plains. The entire area around the tower I arrived through stretched out forever in all directions. Like the ocean outside this boat." He shook his head, expression distant. "The people were decent enough—some weird half-horse folk called themselves Ho'rathi—but the monsters? Massive. And a pain to put down, especially since there was nothing to hide behind. No trees, no cliffs—just their cities. You'd get spotted from spans away."

He took a deep sip and sighed like a man who'd seen too much.

"Monsters are everywhere," I mused, realizing just how much of an exception Earth was to that rule. No wonder everyone here was so casually badass.

Chas nodded grimly.

"Have you ever come out into the same world twice?" I asked.

He shook his head. "Not once. And I've been to a lot of them."

"Why do you spend so much time out there?" Erik asked, leaning forward with genuine curiosity. "Someone as strong as you could easily become an Archon."

Chas winced like Erik had just poked a fresh wound. "That's... complicated." He said it as if that was supposed to be the complete explanation.

Cass groaned, nearly slamming her tea down. "Felix and I tried this before. That's all he says. He disappears because 'it's complicated' while I go broke waiting for him to come back."

Chas grinned with zero remorse. "Hardship builds character. Paid off for you, too."

The daggers Cass shot at Chas were almost physical as she stood abruptly. "I'm going to get some air. Can't stand the smell of that stuff."

"I need to talk with her," I said with a sigh, storing my coffee and getting up to follow. Erik and Katie looked at me like I was about to walk into a minefield. Red scrambled to his feet and trotted after me, seeming happy to escape the cramped space.



Cass wasn't far, standing near where I'd been earlier when the Strikers had made their pathetic attempt. She stared out at the endless water, expression distant—one I was recognizing as her 'overthinking everything' face.

"You good?" I asked.

"Just worried about the tournament," she admitted without turning. "I've been gone for days getting my Seal sorted. We need a team, and Erik told me no one bothered to let you know. I'm sorry."

To my credit, I hesitated only for a moment. "Well... actually, I think we might have one."

That got her attention. Cass turned just as my eyes went wide and a booming roar split the air.

A flock of enormous birds flew low over the ocean toward us, yellow bodies gleaming, dark brown wings slicing through the air like living blades. The sky groaned like jet engines as they tore past, their wingbeats splitting the water beneath them before they banked away in perfect formation.

Cass spun to watch, just as awestruck as I was.

"Whoa," we both said as the car-sized birds became dots on the horizon as quickly as they'd appeared.

"What the fuck were those?!" I blurted, heart still racing from the sound.

Cass looked enchanted, eyes shining. "Harrier scouts from Sylvarus—I think—they're even more incredible up close. Easily Beast Lords."

"Harrier?"

"Circinae. They help guard Sylvarus! Nana raises them, I think."

I shook my head, still processing. They'd looked like giant eagles designed by someone who thought regular eagles weren't terrifying enough.

"It means we're close to the Academy," Cass said, then snapped back to our conversation with laser focus. "Wait—you had an idea for our team?"

Pocketing my questions about giant death birds, I grimaced, already predicting her reaction. "Well... Malcolm asked to join us. I think he mostly wants to screw over Dorian."

Cass furrowed her brow. "You think?"

"Pretty sure he’s not as big of a prick as he lets on."

She opened her mouth, then shut it, considering.

"He figured you'd want Felix or Erik, but—"

Cass burst out laughing. Hard.

"It's perfect!" she gasped between fits. "Erik said he was teaming up with Felix and Ferris, which had me worried sick." She shook her head, still grinning like a predator. "Now we get one of the best Arcanists left in La-Roc and we get to screw over Dorian? I'll take it. We'll need to practice though—it's been a long time since I've seen what Malcolm can do."

I raised an eyebrow. "I thought you hated him? The way you two bickered back at Cyrus's—"

"Oh, I don't like him. But I hate Dorian more." Cass smirked with pure vindictive joy. "Besides, he wasn't always this bad. Dorian just has that effect on people."

She paused, then frowned thoughtfully. "But something about his face..."

"Right?" I said instantly. "It's so punchable. I think it's the hair."

We laughed together, and for a moment, everything felt normal again—like we were just two friends trash-talking instead of about to throw ourselves into a make-or-break tournament.

Eventually, Cass sighed. "He's not on this boat, so we'll have to find him at Sylvarus. Hopefully that won't be too hard. We can—"

As if summoned by cosmic comedic timing, the boat let out a deep, droning sound that reminded me of a foghorn having an existential crisis. It blasted for several seconds, then repeated six more times as Cass tried to speak, each interruption more perfectly timed than the last. Cass’s face went beet red with frustration.

Finally, a similar horn echoed distantly to our right.

Cass and I moved toward the railing, but the ship banked sharply, nearly throwing us off balance. We recovered quickly, but it was a jarring reminder of just how fast we were moving.

A flood of people surged onto the deck, crowding around us as something impossible came into view.

Sylvarus stretched across the horizon like a fever dream made of alabaster stone beneath a vivid blue sky. As we drew closer, I spotted smaller islands dotting the surrounding waters, each crowned with domed buildings connected to the main island by delicate stone bridges that looked like they belonged in a fairy tale.

Everything was the same pristine white marble I'd seen in the Tower at La-Roc, but cranked up to eleven.

But nothing could have prepared me for the actual Tower at the island's center.

It dominated the skyline with an oppressive aura that made my head spin, soaring impossibly high into the clouds. Maybe a hundred stories. Maybe two hundred. Unlike the smaller domed structures, its sharp, rectangular form reminded me more of a skyscraper than a magic school—if skyscrapers were designed by gods with serious architectural ambitions.

Layers of white stone stacked like an ascending fortress, narrowing as they climbed toward the heavens. Golden accents caught the sunlight even from this distance, and pillars and terraces cascaded down its massive form like frozen waterfalls.

And at the very top, six massive concentric rings spun lazily in a gyroscopic orbit, suspended in the air with absolutely nothing holding them up.

As we neared the harbor, rhythmic drumming carried on the wind, underpinned by a low, melancholy drone that made me feel a little homesick. Flawless white stone formed the cliffs flanking the harbor, and the water beneath us shimmered with an unnatural depth of blue that hurt to look at directly.

"Look!" someone behind me shouted. "At the top of the Tower!"

Every head turned at once.

A massive golden bird—easily larger than a horse—circled the upper floors, its radiant feathers catching the sunlight in a dazzling display that made my eyes water. Then, as if it had locked onto our specific boat, it folded its wings and dove, plummeting in a controlled descent that looked terrifyingly fast.

Maris's people tensed, some backing up as if bracing for aerial bombardment. My astonishment twisted into recognition as my perception shifted—that same gut-wrenching distortion I'd learned to dread.

Where the giant golden bird had been, a tiny yellow canary now streaked toward me like a feathered missile, moving way too fast for its own good.

"Oh fuck!" Stanley spiraled wildly, cheeping an uninterrupted string of curses that would make a sailor blush as he barely avoided slamming into the railing.

I caught him on pure instinct, stopping what would've been a full-speed collision with the deck.

The second he landed in my hands, I felt it—an immediate, suffocating sense of attention. Not just from the people on the boat, but from above. Dozens of figures stood along the cliffs, watching with the intensity of hawks spotting prey. Sylvarus students, judging by their robes.

They hadn't been interested before, but now? Now they were locked onto me like I'd just announced I was their new overlord.

"Thanks, Junior Brother!" Stanley chirped, shaking himself off before fluttering over to perch on Chas's shoulder.

I blinked. Junior? That was... awkward as hell. Then again, I hadn't been able to understand him for long. Maybe I'd misheard.

The boat slowed as we rounded a bend, and Sylvarus Harbor came into full view—a sight that made my brain struggle to process the sheer scale.

The docks stretched into an enormous gulf packed with ships. Easily a hundred of them, maybe more.

Even Chas, who I'd assumed was used to sights like this, took a long moment to take it all in.

Some ships were what I'd expect—standard sailing vessels with masts towering over the water. Others were decidedly not. Sleek metallic shapes skimmed the surface like our boat. A golden behemoth, nearly as monstrous as Maris's ship, loomed near the center of the gulf. The melancholy music pulsed from that direction.

Red shoved past me and jumped onto the railing, paws gripping the edge as his tail wagged hard enough to shake his entire body. His excitement was infectious.

"Shit," Chas muttered, scanning the harbor. "Of course everyone had to show up."

"Everyone?" Cass and Katie had pushed their way back over to us, drawn by the spectacular view.

Chas leaned over the railing, gesturing toward different sections of the harbor like a tour guide.

"Those are the Legion from Sunspire. The Legion's in direct competition with the Monster Hunters." He pointed toward sleek vessels that looked like they could slice through steel. "And those traditional sailing ships? Tidebinders from the Wards on the far side of the Central Lands. Fastest ships on Ark, last I checked."

I recognized the Legion ships—similar to Alexander’s boats in La-Roc, but the Tidebinders were new. Even from this distance, I could tell they moved differently—leaping across their decks with unnatural ease, bodies gliding through the air like they were swimming.

"That gaudy mess in the middle is the Sunspire Nobility," Chas continued, nodding toward the opulent golden vessel that practically screamed 'we have more money than sense.'

Then he pointed at something even stranger—hovercraft-like ships floating atop bubbles of water. Small buildings were constructed directly onto them, like floating citadels.

"I'm pretty sure those are the Oathbound," he said, frowning. "They got here fast. Which means I should probably go speak with Diana."

My head spun. The Sunspire was the massive continent at the heart of the Empire, but the Oathbound were barely mentioned in anything I'd read.

"Wait, I thought there were only three factions?" I asked.

Chas snorted. "So do most people on La-Roc these days, but Ark's a big world. Plenty of other factions out there. Just not all of them are as inclusive as the ones that make up the Monster Hunters."

"I have so many questions..."

"I do too," Cass muttered. "What the fuck is an Oathbound?"

Oh good, I wasn't the only one who felt completely out of my depth.

"The Law," Chas said cryptically—right before vaulting off the side of the boat.

Before I could even process what I'd just witnessed, Stanley—now in full Fenghuang form—rocketed skyward, a streak of golden light carrying Chas toward the distant tower.

"Are you fucking serious!?" Cass bellowed after him, but he was already gone. "What an asshole!"

The Strikers on board didn't look much happier. I caught bits of muttered conversations, their unease plain as day. Even they hadn't expected this many factions to show up.

As our ship pulled into the dock, something else caught my attention—the pristine state of everything around us. Not a single speck of grime, no chipped stone, no signs of wear. The closer we got, the more everything looked like it had been polished obsessively.

"Do you think someone's out here polishing everything in this place?" I asked genuinely baffled. "There's no way it stays this clean without magic."

Cass shrugged. "I have no fucking idea. I knew Sylvarus was special, but Nana always made it seem like it wasn't a big deal... This place is unbelievable. All Erik ever said about it was, 'It's white.'"

"It's definitely that," Katie added, not bothering to hide the awe in her voice.

On the ground, several official-looking people ran around barking orders while dockworkers hurried to tie down mooring ropes thick as my arm.

As multiple ramps extended from our ship, passengers began disembarking in organized chaos, funneled by stern-looking officials who pointed them in different directions like they were directing traffic.

"Well, guess we should figure out what we're supposed to do," I said. The girls nodded in agreement.

As we made our way down the ramp, Red galloped ahead, his paws thundering against the dock until he caught up to us, practically vibrating with excitement.

Two Gaian officials—easily identifiable by their pristine robes—were already heading straight for us, but the moment their eyes landed on Red, their entire demeanor shifted.

Their sleeves snapped back, revealing runic bracers that flared to life with menacing energy. Unrecognizable runes spun around their wrists like angry hornets.

"What manner of mana beast is that?" the taller one demanded, his stance shifting into something unmistakably hostile.

Red froze mid-step. His ears pinned back, tail tucking down as his entire body seemed to shrink into itself. His excitement vanished instantly, replaced by something that looked heartbreakingly small.

I placed a hand on his head, rubbing behind his ears to calm him down.

Real, genuine anger welled up inside me. They had just completely ruined his day.

"Show some decorum!"

The voice was sharp, commanding, and absolutely furious—attached to a man wearing a black version of the robes Lana had been wearing.

Marco Graves. At least he wasn't wearing a cape this time.

"The passenger manifest was verified before they even arrived," he snapped, shooing the officials away like misbehaving children. "That man and his familiar are the very reason everyone is even here."

The officials hesitated, glancing between Marco and me before finally relaxing their aggressive stances. Marco didn't give them time to respond, already shifting his attention to me.

"You and your familiar are welcome here, Ben Crawford," he said, his tone taking on something oddly formal. "I had a feeling you were the one I saw in the Monster Hunters Tower with Grand Mistress Diana. If I had known this would result from your entrance to our world, I'd have thanked you ahead of time."

I blinked at him. Beside me, Cass looked like she was about to catch flies with how far her jaw had dropped.

Marco reached into his robe, pulled out a small Manascript, and scanned it with practiced efficiency.

"Katie Summers." His expression softened as he looked at Katie. "I'm sorry to hear about your bakery. I look forward to visiting when it's rebuilt."

He turned to the two officials. "Take Ms. Summers to the hospitality area. Once her friends have met their Liaison, they may join her."

Katie gave us a reassuring smile that didn't quite hide her nervousness. "I'll see you two soon, okay? Don't be long."

The officials led her toward the central tower, and she disappeared into the crowd.

Marco turned back to us. "As for you two, I see that Instructor Glass has requested to be your Liaison for the tournament's duration."

He sighed, tucking his Manascript away. "Insufferable woman. Even for a Vildar. Please follow me—the way to her lab can be confusing."

Lana. That tracked. Cass seemed to come to the same conclusion as Marco led us through the immaculate marble streets. The academy had a weight to it—like everything here was ancient beyond measure. I felt like I was walking through a museum.

Red stayed practically glued to my side, ears flicking uneasily after the officials' hostile reaction. It hurt to see his excitement so thoroughly crushed, so I made a point of petting him as we walked, pointing out anything remotely interesting.

At one point, we passed a hollow marble pillar containing a suspended set of metal spheres arranged like a massive Newton's cradle. The orbs clicked and clacked in perfect rhythm, sending delicate chimes echoing through the street.

Red was immediately enamored, tail wagging hard enough to shake his whole body as he pawed at the base.

"What did you mean, 'thank me'?" I asked Marco as we continued, Red now bounding around us like his good mood was slowly returning.

Marco nodded sagely. "I've been trying to get Sylvarus more exposure for years. We've fallen into obscurity. Now we have thousands of people spending their money here, seeing our academy firsthand. I could not have orchestrated better publicity myself."

"Oh... uh... happy to help?" I said uncertainly. Marco wasn't quite what I'd expected, considering his son's demeanor and Diana's obvious dislike.

"Do not mistake me," Marco added, his tone cooling like winter settling in. "I agree you should be removed from our world, as the agreements dictate. But it is not for me to decide. The Grand Tournament shall decide for us."

There it was. The friendly mask slipped just enough to show the knife underneath.

I shook my head. "So you're on Team Maris?"

"I am not on anyone's team," he said with the conviction of someone who'd practiced this speech. "Agreements and laws exist for a reason. Without them, we would have chaos."

I glanced at Cass, who rolled her eyes hard enough to sprain something.

We stepped into a large domed building and followed Marco through echoing halls of polished marble. I hadn't been paying attention to our route, and before long, I'd lost track of how many halls we'd passed.

Strangely, I could tell Red had been mapping our entire journey—like it was just something he did naturally. Dogs and their navigation instincts, I supposed. That I could understand this now was still something I was getting used to.

THUMP.

Without warning, a loud pop echoed through the hall.

A door exploded outward, tearing clean off its hinges and slamming against the opposite wall with a crash that made me wince. Smoke billowed from the room beyond, filling the hall with the acrid stench of scorched metal and something that might have been ozone.

A small Albinus Vildar with goggles strapped over her face strolled out through the settling smoke, surveying the destruction with a satisfied nod.

"Whew! That was a bitchin' one, Darla. Mark that down as a fuckin' yes from me."

She turned, lifted her goggles, and stared at us with eyes that sparkled with manic glee.

This was definitely not Lana.

"Fuck you want, Marco?"

Marco sighed, rubbing his temples as if he were developing a migraine. "I've brought the participants you requested to liaise for, Instructor Glass."

Cass and I shot each other a look that said What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?

"Oh, shit-baskets, I forgot I did that," the Vildar woman muttered, then brightened considerably. "Wait, that means I get to do liaison shit? Sweet!"

"Uh..." I hesitated. "We thought you were going to be Lana... it's nice to meet you?"

"My lil' sis? Oh, that's right!" She snapped her fingers with obvious delight. "I vetoed her request just to piss her off. Totally worth it at the time—didn't think I'd actually have to do somethin'." She cackled like a maniac. "You hear that, Darla? We get to liaise!"

She sniffed, then waved us forward with enthusiasm that was as infectious as it was terrifying.

"Well, c'mon then! I'm Theadora. If you know my sister, then you can already tell—I'm the smart one. Call me Thea!"
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                Darla, it turned out, was a pig. And honestly, I wasn't sure what else I'd expected—it tracked perfectly with everything else about this place.

She was pink with delicate floral tattoos scattered across her skin, wearing a gold necklace adorned with matching flowers and an actual pair of glasses. She was massive—easily bigger than Red—and would've been a prize pig anywhere on Earth. When we entered Thea's chaotic laboratory, Darla had her front legs propped on a table, examining paperwork like an administrative assistant.

The lab itself was a beautiful disaster. Contraptions, half-finished devices, and chalkboards covered in equations that didn't even use recognizable numbers filled every available surface. Marco pointed toward the obvious culprit behind the explosion—a long steel pipe affixed to a tripod, its muzzle completely blown apart into twisted metal ribbons.

They'd set up a reinforced metal plate to catch whatever it fired, but a hole the size of a small person had been punched clean through it. The doorway sat directly behind the devastation like an unfortunate bystander.

"Thea, I believe you've been asked multiple times to take steps to prevent uncontrolled explosions on Academy grounds," Marco said with the patience of a saint.

"That was a controlled explosion, Marco. Trust me, if there's gonna be an uncontrolled explosion, the only steps I'm takin' are fuckin' big ones," Thea shot back without looking up from her work.

Darla let out something that sounded suspiciously like a snicker.

Marco sighed like a man who'd fought this battle before and lost. "You get to tell the Grand Mistress, then. Here are the measurements for your two participants. At least make sure they have a third before you ignore them completely."

He handed over a folded slip of paper, then twirled dramatically—as if flourishing a cape he wasn't even wearing—and promptly left.

Thea tossed the slip onto a towering stack of papers without reading it. "Find a place to sit your little asses for a minute. Darla and I gotta document this experiment. Don't fuckin' touch anything."

Cass and I exchanged another look. We perched on two high stools that felt more decorative than functional. Thea reminded me more of Doreen than Lana—I was starting to think all Vildar were just bat-shit crazy in their own unique ways.

Red settled beside us, tail wagging as his eyes locked onto Darla like she was the most fascinating thing in the universe. I could tell he wanted to rush over and inspect the pig up close, but was keeping himself in check.

A deep foghorn sound rumbled in the distance—the same one we'd heard on the boat.

"Must be more boats from La-Roc arriving," Cass mused. We'd passed several loading up when we left, but ours had departed first.

"You think Malcolm might be on one?" I asked.

Cass nodded. "We'll have to find him. Would've been easier if we'd stayed at the harbor."

Red suddenly sprang to his feet, bounding toward the door before turning back with that expectant look I was learning to recognize.

"You think you can find him?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

Red shot me a look that easily said, are you seriously asking me that? His tail wagged once, but his eyes held a focused intensity I was recognizing as pure determination.

"Fine, fine. If anyone gives you a hard time, you come right back, okay?"

"That mana beast... it is your familiar?" Darla's voice cut in, words slightly muddy like someone speaking through a plugged nose.

Even Red's eyes widened. Of course, the pig could talk.

"Uh... yeah?" I replied, still adjusting to the concept of having a conversation with a pig.

Darla trotted forward, a thin blue lanyard clutched in her mouth, dropping it at my feet. "There are several familiars at the Academy," she explained matter-of-factly. "If he wears this, no one will question him—as long as he keeps his nose clean. And doesn't relieve himself anywhere inappropriate. This is a respected institution."

Red's eyes twitched like he was barely restraining himself from launching at Darla to inspect her up close. I picked up the makeshift collar and approached him.

"You okay if I tie this loosely around your neck?" I asked, but Red was already leaning down like he'd done this a thousand times before.

I looped the lanyard around his neck, tying a double knot to keep it secure. Instinctively, I checked the fit with two fingers, making sure it wasn't too tight. Red stared at me with something that looked almost... happy.

The expression seemed to translate itself—he actually believed me when I talked about knowing other dogs.

I patted his flank reassuringly, and he licked my face before bounding off down the hallway like he had important business to attend to.

Darla cleared her throat with a sharp oink. "He is most intriguing. Clearly sharing relation to foxes and wolves, but distinct."

"He calls it a dog," Cass said, her expression unreadable but completely fascinated by Darla.

The pig snorted thoughtfully and made her way back to the table where Thea had settled in, flipping through scattered papers. Several minutes passed, and Cass's fascination gradually shifted to impatience. Thea and Darla muttered back and forth, the only acknowledgment of our presence being occasional glances from Thea—just to make sure we hadn't moved.

I stood up, circling the mangled metal pipe without touching it. Maybe half a meter long, its thicker base likely housed the payload, while the front half looked like something out of a cartoon explosion.

As I wandered, I started picking out familiar elements among the chaos. There was techno-magic everywhere—gadgets lined with wispy runes, tools that looked eerily similar to their Earth counterparts. A lathe sat near the far wall, mana coins scattered around it. Another bench held a metal box covered in wires with a circular glass disc embedded like a screen.

I'd never been great at science, but I knew an engineering lab when I saw one.

"Do you make techno-magic here?" I asked, pointing to the lathe. "Is that what you used to make that boom-stick thing?"

I thought of Danny, my little brother, the engineer. He would lose his mind if he knew I was standing in a magical laboratory.

Suddenly, Valor flared a warning—Thea was right next to me.

I jumped, turning to find her staring at me with narrowed eyes.

"I fuckin' love it!" she practically yelled. "Boom-stick? It just rolls off the tongue!" She squealed with delight. "Boom-stick! Boom-stick! Darla, get me my fuckin' boom-stick! Yes! It works—menacing but marketable. You're a gods-damned genius, Gaian boy."

Thea's gaze locked onto me like a predator who'd found the perfect prey. "What's your name? Do you have a major yet? What class are you from?"

If I'd had any doubt she was Lana's sister, it was completely gone now. The look in her eyes wasn't just familiar—it was somehow more intense than anything Lana had ever managed.

"Uh," I started, glancing at Cass, who looked one breath away from cracking up. "We're not students... we're here for the Grand Tournament that starts tomorrow? And... I'm not Gaian."

Thea's eye twitched. "Hey Darla, what'd that memo say the other day? The one about the tournament?"

Darla flipped through pages like she was speed-reading a report. "Grand Tournament to decide the fate of the Grand Mistress's direct Apprentice, whom Maris Valerian has challenged... privileged reasons..." She snorted a few more times before landing on what she was looking for. "Breaker Ben Crawford, sworn to the Monster Hunters through Acolyte... Terran."

Thea burst into laughter, cackling like a maniac. "Oh, this is too much! You're Lanavelle's pet project. No wonder she exploded when I swept you out from under her the other day. Shit-baskets, Darla, that means we actually gotta do this or we might get fired again... or worse, forced to fuckin' teach classes."

She stomped over to Cass, whose amusement had shifted to growing concern.

"Alright, so that's Ben Crawford—the entire reason this whole hootenanny is happening. Who are you?"

"Cassandra Winters?" Cass answered, sounding almost sheepish.

"Winters?" Thea's eyes narrowed dangerously. "You related to Astrid?"

"That's... my mom?"

Cass winced as Thea threw her arms up in exasperation.

"Fuck! The Grand Mistress's apprentice and the Winters heir to La-Roc." Thea turned to Darla. "This is soundin' awfully political—are we fucked? Who's your third?"

A throat cleared from the doorway.

Red trotted in first, tail wagging like he'd just accomplished something important. Malcolm followed right behind him.

"Uh, I think that might be me," Malcolm said hesitantly. "Malcolm... Valerian. You're Theadora Glass?"

Thea's face fell like a building collapsing in slow motion.

"Oh, fuck-sticks. You three are the whole gods-damned problem."

Darla squealed with laughter from the desk, practically wheezing. "I told you not to!" she managed between fits of oinks and giggles.



Thea sprawled across a desk, staring at the ceiling and groaning every few minutes while Darla handled the explanation. Twenty minutes in, we'd heard most of it—teams of three, several events leading into one-on-one duels depending on scores, specific prizes based on placement.

Nothing too surprising except for Malcolm’s registration sheet. Cass and I leaned in to see scores not only close to ours but also that he was noted as a Seeker. Made sense since he was hanging out with Dorian all the time.

Something kept tugging at Valor's awareness, my focus drawn to different areas of the lab. It wasn't like anything I'd experienced before, and the more it happened, the more I wondered if something dangerous was lurking.

"If you're a Seeker, why not go to Sylvarus?" Cass asked, skepticism obvious.

"Because my mother will come here. She won't go to La-Roc… if she can help it," Malcolm explained. "Look, you know why I was originally on the island, right?"

Cass nodded, but I must have looked clueless because Malcolm sighed.

"If it's not obvious, I'm an Arcanist from a family that leads the Strikers. My mother refused to let me access anything unless I gave up my pursuit. So I left. Walked my own path."

He turned to Cass, exhaling sharply. "I'm sorry for the shitty things I've said. I know now that you were doing the same—finding your own path. Dorian lied about so much, and I'm the idiot who believed him. You and I have a lot in common."

Cass shrugged. "Gaia's tits, Malcolm, who cares? You're part of our team now, and we both have no idea what you can do. Last I heard, you were trying to crush things or something."

Malcolm balked. "I beg your pardon? My area of expertise is Condensation. My Seal is called Convergence. I condense energy and then collapse it with explosive force. Hard to measure with the tools on the island, or I think I would've scored higher in Power."

From the corner of my eye, I saw Thea suddenly perk up, sitting up from her desk like something had just gotten infinitely more interesting.

"Okay, wise guy," she said, pointing at the mangled tube. "Why did my fuckin' experiment explode?"

Malcolm laughed, shaking his head. "I'm sorry, Instructor. If I'd known this was your experiment, I would've spoken up sooner."

He glanced at the chalkboard, tapping three different spots. "Your calculations are solid, and your understanding of the runes is fundamentally correct. But that tube had nowhere to vent excess force near the point of exit. Too much strain on the one path the energy had to take."

He poked at the damaged pipe. "If you give up a small amount of explosive force and allow it to vent—maybe here and here—you'd likely be able to reuse it several times. I'd also replace the ignition rune with—"

"Oh, shit-baskets, it's so obvious!" Thea blurted, springing into action like she'd been electrocuted. She grabbed the mangled pipe and began tearing through the lab, scooping up random tools and materials like a woman possessed.

Darla let out an audible sigh. "I believe you've found yourself a class should you choose to attend the Academy, Seeker Malcolm."

That nagging sensation hit me again—stronger this time. It wasn't near Thea. It was coming from the other side of the lab, as if something had moved quickly away from Malcolm's demonstration.

"So what do we do next?" I asked, trying to distract myself.

"Now," Thea said, dumping mana coins onto her workbench, "now I get to work!"

Darla oinked in frustration. "We'll need to register your full team before tomorrow morning and head to the far side of the island for the arenas. This is something your damn liaison should handle!"

Thea pretended not to hear, firing up something that looked suspiciously like a welding torch. "Can't fuckin' hear ya, Darla. I'm wearin' goggles!"

"She'll be useless until she finishes," Darla muttered.

Cass stood up, stretching. "Well, I'm starving. Any chance we can get some food?"

I pulled a pastry from my soul-space. "Found this in my house in Mo-Lei. No idea what it is, but they're delicious."

Cass groaned, taking a bite. "I was trying to find an excuse to leave and explore, Ben." She chewed once, then froze. "Oh, fuck me, these are good."

I passed another to Malcolm, Red, and Darla. We all ate quietly while Thea worked, the sound of her tinkering filling the comfortable silence.

"So you have a house down there now?" Malcolm asked.

"Apparently! Even got guest rooms if anyone wants to visit. Right near the city gate."

"Oh! Nana's place?" Cass perked up. "Yeah, I know it."

I nodded. "That's what Narrin said."

Cass laughed. "Oh, that guy. He's so weird. He insists on speaking Eloquentia even though he doesn't need to. Nana translates and says he calls himself stuff like 'this destitute and empty husk of a monk.'"

I let out a full-bellied laugh. "Yeah, that's him—taking the whole monk thing to ridiculous levels."

Malcolm grinned. "We used to have a Sentarian merchant who'd say things like 'this woefully unprofitable merchant whose only loyal customer is despair' while carting off wagons full of gold."

We laughed, and I glanced at Malcolm, noting how relaxed he seemed. The tension between him and Cass had completely evaporated.

Suddenly, Malcolm shot up from his chair. "Darla, do you have more of those plates? I'd like to demonstrate my Seal."

Darla nodded, leading him to a stack of test plates. Malcolm swapped one in, rolling his shoulders as he faced the target.

"I'm not exactly fast," he admitted. "But if we end up fighting something hardy, I'm positive I can help."

He held his hands in a circular mudra, and I noticed he wasn't wearing bracers like most Arcanists.

"Fire, when unconstrained, spreads wildly," he explained, focus narrowing. "But when compressed, it becomes something completely different. Unlike lightning or similar energy, with the right collapse of compression, you can use that new state to devastating effect."

I felt something forming in his hands—like Radiance but with more focus on heat. My knowledge of the Light rune told me Malcolm had just created fucking plasma—a literal mote of molten death suspended in his circular mudra.

He collapsed it into a streak of blazing light that tore through the plate and kept going, cutting straight through the entire enclosure. The structure fell apart in perfect bisected halves.

"Oh, fuck," he muttered.

Darla oinked happily. "Happens all the time, we'll just—"

A chunk of the doorframe, perfectly cut, crashed to the floor. A glowing orange line stretched along the hallway wall, the stone itself barely resisting the cut.

Malcolm winced. "I'm still sorting out the... calculations. Pretty slow still, but I can collapse the energy in different ways for other effects."

"That was... wow," I said, clapping him on the shoulder.

Cass's grin stretched from ear to ear. "We're gonna fucking win this."

Before I could respond, that nagging sensation tugged at Valor again—stronger this time. Red let out a loud cough, then smacked his lips in a way that triggered a recent memory.

I didn't hesitate. Picking up my stool, I burned mana and hurled it impossibly fast at the spot Valor had been warning me about.

A loud grunt rang out as the air twisted, revealing a familiar shape.

Henrik twirled through the air, knocked off his feet by the hit. He stumbled, tripped over something, and with a loud thud, smacked his head against a workbench—knocking himself completely unconscious.

"Henrik?!" Cass practically yelled, rushing over to her brother.

"Ah, shit, Cass—I threw that way too hard," I admitted.

She shot me a look that was almost proud.

"What? Your aim was too low. Gotta aim for the head—really make him regret sneaking around." She snorted as she heaved Henrik onto a table and patted his head gingerly.

            

    
        60. The Godsdammed Problem

    
    
    
    
                Henrik woke up not long after Cass had scooped him off the floor, blinking like he'd been hit by a truck. All of us loomed over him—a wall of concerned faces that probably looked terrifying from his angle.

"Ow," he said simply, pushing himself upright.

"The fuck are you doing here, Henrik?" Cass didn't waste a second. Her tone could have cut glass.

He winced. "I'm allowed to watch the Tournament too, you know!"

"There's no way Mom gave you the coins." Cass's eyes narrowed. "Did you sneak on a boat?"

Henrik's face crumpled like a guilty confession written in invisible ink.

Cass sighed, the sound carrying years of big-sister exasperation. "You're lucky they didn't find you and throw you into the ocean."

"I... wanted to see you fight." His voice went small. "Everyone at registration was saying you bound your Seal, so..." He shrugged, suddenly looking every bit the kid he was. "I snuck onto a boat."

Malcolm's eyebrows shot up. "Wait. Were you on my boat? I didn't see you, and I promise—I wandered everywhere trying to avoid Dorian."

"I kept my spell going the whole trip." Henrik's chest puffed out slightly. "Pretty impressive, right?"

Cass arched an eyebrow. "You maintained your invisibility thing all afternoon?" Her voice shifted, genuine surprise bleeding through the irritation. "That's... well... shit—yeah, it is."

Henrik looked ready to fire back a smart-ass comment, but her unexpected praise knocked the wind out of his sails.

"I picked up on something a couple times," I admitted. "But it was so minor even Valor shrugged it off. Wasn't until Malcolm did his thing that I figured it out."

"The faster I move, the more mana it takes." Henrik rubbed his neck. "And he nearly cut me in half along with that doorframe."

That explained the weird sensation I'd been getting.

"If you're not moving, it doesn't take much mana, does it?"

He shook his head. It reminded me of Valor—I only burned mana when I actively needed something beyond simple existence. The kid had a natural talent. It clearly ran in the family.

An idea sparked. Thea was still bouncing around like a caffeinated squirrel, hammering out adjustments to whatever experiment was about to either revolutionize magic or level the building.

"Hey Darla," I called out. "Safe to assume that if he wasn't on the manifest, no one knows he's here?"

She snorted—actually snorted since she was a pig. "Oh no, the administration staff would have known the moment he stepped off the boat. But..." She paused, and I got the distinct feeling she knew exactly where my brain was going. "Only they would know. The Instructors, Adjudicators, and the Grand Mistress—assuming they checked the updated manifests."

My grin probably looked predatory. "But not the competitors?"

Darla shook her head. Malcolm's eyes lit up as he saw where my mind was going.

"I think you can help us, Henrik." My smile turned conspiratorial.

"I'm not here to help—I want to watch the tournament!" He crossed his arms in full defensive mode.

"And you will," Malcolm said smoothly, stepping in like the smooth operator he apparently was. "But imagine how amazing it would be to go behind the scenes. You'd know what the events are ahead of time, and..." He reached into his vest and produced a handful of red coins that caught the light. "Maybe sell us what you find out?"

Henrik's eyes flicked between all of us, then landed on Cass. She'd finally connected the dots.

"Only if Cass does my chores for all of next month."

Cass groaned like she'd been physically stabbed. Before she could start the inevitable sibling argument, I jumped in.

"Henrik, if you get us solid intel on the events, I'll fucking do them myself—assuming we don't lose."

"We all will," Malcolm added without hesitation.

Cass shot us a look that could have melted steel. "You don't know what you just—"

"Deal!" Henrik grinned and vanished.

Not metaphorically. He actually disappeared, and I lost sight of him halfway to the door as his invisibility kicked back in.

"Fuck!" Cass threw her hands up. "Next month is harvest—twelve-hour days in the fields. You have no idea what you just signed up for."

I clapped her on the shoulder. "Cass, if that's my biggest concern next month, I'll consider myself the luckiest guy on Ark."

Her irritation deflated slightly. I was feeling pretty damn good about getting Henrik on our side.

"BEHOLD THE BOOMSTICK!"

Thea's voice exploded from behind us like a battle cry. Before I could even process what was happening, Valor screamed to life in my mind—pure, primal alarm.

"Oh, shit-baskets!"

I grabbed Malcolm and yanked him sideways as a bolt of flame ripped through the air where we'd been standing. The projectile slammed into a shelf, instantly igniting bottles and boxes in a cascade of multicolored fire.

"Uh oh—everyone out!"

Cass and Red vanished so fast they left afterimages. I still had Malcolm's arm in a death grip as we bolted for the hallway, Darla squealing like a banshee while a thunderous crash shook the entire building. Dust rained from the ceiling like snow, and flames roared out from the lab doorway we'd just escaped.

Thea stood in the hallway, completely unfazed, twirling what looked like a magical rocket launcher in her hands. She kept pointing it in random directions—including at me.

"Put it away, Theadora!" Darla snapped, still shaking dust from her fur. "Before you kill someone!"

"Did you see that?!" Thea practically vibrated with manic excitement. "Fuckin’ thing didn't explode! It worked! It fuckin’ worked!" She spun toward Malcolm, eyes gleaming with dangerous enthusiasm. "You're a lot smarter than you look. Which is saying something. Come work for me."

"Hey!" Malcolm protested.

"It's the haircut," I said casually. "Pageboys went out of style a thousand years ago no matter where you’re from."

Cass roared with laughter as we stepped back onto the Academy streets.

The transformation was jarring. What had been relatively quiet when we arrived was now packed with humanity. A massive crowd filled every available space—the Academy's students now a minority, drowning in seas of spectators. People wore everything from simple traveling clothes to elaborate robes that screamed money and status. The crowd stretched all the way to the central tower, a river of bodies flowing toward the heart of Sylvarus.

"All these people can't be here to compete," I said, sudden worry creeping into my voice.

"Nah, that'd be a fucking nightmare," Thea replied, still cradling her weapon like a beloved pet. "Most of these folks are just here to watch, or they're apprentices tagging along with stronger Runebinders."

As we approached the tower, we hit a wall of officials holding back the crowd. One of those bizarre hovercraft vehicles had docked as close to the tower as possible, its sleek form looking like something from a sci-fi movie. Ramps extended with mechanical precision, and six fully armored figures emerged in perfect formation.

Their armor was unlike anything I'd seen on Ark—bulky, tactical, more like modern body armor than medieval plate. Each piece looked functional, designed for war rather than ceremony.

"Are those the Oathbound?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

The crowd fell dead silent as another figure stepped onto the ramp.

Everything about them screamed wrong. White robes stitched with golden runes obscured their tall frame. A hood concealed their head, and instead of a face, they wore a smooth, featureless white mask—mannequin-like and eerily inhuman. Only their hands were visible, wrapped completely in pristine white bandages like some kind of mummified monk.

The Oathbound moved with casual grace, an impossibly thin wisp of cloth trailing behind them like smoke. As they reached one of their guards, they placed a bandaged hand on an armored shoulder. The guard nodded, muttered something inaudible, then immediately retreated into the hovercraft.

As the Oathbound continued forward, Valor trembled in my mind—like a flame struggling against hurricane winds. My aura recoiled instinctively, my soul-space vibrating with ominous warning bells.

"Kid, I don't know who that is, but you need to—"

Ted's voice cut off like someone had flipped a switch.

The world bled away.

A crushing weight slammed down on me like standing beneath a waterfall made of lead. Pressure forced me to my knees, grinding my bones against the stone. I fought against it, lifting my gaze with every scrap of defiance I had—only to find the Oathbound staring directly at me.

Their white mask remained expressionless, but there was no doubt. They were focused on me with laser intensity.

The weight shifted, and suddenly the air around me ignited. A deep, rumbling voice echoed not through my ears but directly into my skull, carrying concepts that bypassed language entirely.

Ghostly white runes flared into existence, screaming their meanings into my mind with brutal clarity.

	A razor's microscopic edge, honed beyond comprehension.


	A river carries leaves downstream; an impossibly sharp sword lies in its path, silently cutting them.


	Everything roars with pure, absolute sharpness.


It was like an aura, but ten times more tangible. Like she was actively controlling reality itself, reshaping it with nothing but will.

My skin burned as thin lines of pain bloomed across my body. Blood trickled down my face, warm and metallic, and then it all snapped away.

The roar of the crowd crashed back into place, and I realized the silence I'd experienced had been mine alone. The world had kept moving while I'd been pinned in that nightmare moment.

Red pressed against me, tail tucked, a low rumble vibrating through his chest. His fur stood on end like he'd been electrocuted. I felt oddly centered with his solid warmth against my leg. Without him, I probably would have sprinted in the opposite direction.

This was like the golden energy that had saved me from the Caretakers, but much weaker. These runes were menacing, jagged where those had been elegant and complex. This felt like violence wearing the mask of justice.

Cass's eyes flicked toward me, widening when she noticed I was on my knees. Blood seeped through thin cuts on my face and arms, already soaking into my linen shirt.

My refined mana worked overtime, trying to knit the wounds shut, but they were too numerous. It would take at least an hour to heal completely. And it hurt like hell.

"Gaia's tits—Ben!" Cass was hauling me upright before I even registered she'd moved.

I met her gaze, trying to steady my voice. "What... what the fuck are those things?" The words came out edged with something close to panic. "It just looked at me—and I'm bleeding out."

"What do you mean?" Malcolm asked, his attention still fixed on the Oathbound figure ascending the tower stairs. "It didn't look at you. I've been watching it this whole time. If an Oathbound was looking at you, you'd know it."

I gestured to myself, blood-streaked and still stinging. "I fucking know it, Malcolm."

His eyes snapped to me, finally taking in my condition. "Oh... Oh wow. What—how did—?"

The crowd surged forward, barely sparing us a glance as they filtered toward the tower like water through a broken dam.

I reached down and placed a hand on Red's back. His posture shifted, ears flattening as he finally looked up at me. The cuts weren't deep, but there were too many to count. My skin itched as they slowly healed, the ghost of those runes still burning in my mind like afterimages.

If I thought Cass and Malcolm's reactions were bad, Thea's was something else entirely.

Her usual chaotic energy melted into something tense and dangerous. She stared at me for a long moment, lips pressed into a thin line, before finally groaning.

"Ah, fuck-sticks." She rubbed her forehead. "Those bastards barely show up to anything, let alone allow themselves to be seen by anyone. That was a statement." Her gaze flicked toward the tower, calculating. "This isn't just political anymore. It's a gods-damned war."

I exhaled slowly, still trying to shake off the sensation of invisible blades pressed against my throat.

"What exactly are the Oathbound?" I asked as we started up the stairs toward the tower.

I pulled my wash-kit from my soul-space, running the cleaning energy across my skin before the drying blood could stain worse. It helped, but some marks had already set into the linen.

Thea snorted. "What aren't they is the better question." She cracked her neck, eyes sharp with something unreadable. "They enforce the rules. Not the laws made by Archons or nobility—the will of the Runelords themselves. They make sure that even in open war, everyone plays by the same basic rules." She scoffed, shaking her head. "Their oath isn't to any ruling faction. It's to the people of Ark. And they're so far beyond what any Runebinder I know is capable of that it's not even funny. Hell, they're the reason we have most of our techno-magic—they live in a fucking ancient Arcadian palace."

That explained why Chas had bolted to find Diana when he spotted their boat. But it didn't explain why that Oathbound had targeted me specifically. I filed the question away—if I got the chance, I was definitely asking Diana about this.

As we climbed the wide white stone stairs, I finally got a proper look at the Academy. It sprawled across the entire island and even onto several smaller ones nearby, each marked by towering domes and impossible bridges connecting structures like something from a fever dream.

The sheer absurdity of it all made my head spin. Ark's architecture constantly left me speechless—which unfortunately reminded me of the burning itch of healing cuts.

We pressed on, crossing into the tower through a massive archway that could have housed a passenger jet.

Nothing could have prepared me for the inside of Sylvarus.

The entry hall soared at least a hundred meters high, maybe more. Shining orbs hung at staggered intervals from above, floating in perfect stillness beneath what looked like a skylight—despite there being hundreds of floors overhead. The white stone walls curved upward into tiered oval balconies that wrapped around the interior like an elegant amphitheater, all packed with people.

"Holy shit," I whispered.

Thea led us toward the center of the atrium, where a massive circular desk sat like a command center. Dozens of officials were stationed around it, stamping Manascripts and handing out small wooden boxes to what I assumed were other competitors.

While Thea dealt with registration, Cass and I stood there gawking like tourists. Even Malcolm was staring at the floating orbs when he thought we weren't looking.

Valor picked up a familiar presence approaching, and I turned to see Katie pushing through the crowd. She smiled when she spotted me—only for it to vanish the moment she saw the cuts still healing across my face and arms.

"Graceful Gods, Ben—what happened?" She hurried to my side, Red immediately leaning into her leg with his tail wagging like everything was fine.

"Oh, you know. An Oathbound apparently looked at me," I said with forced casualness.

Katie blinked. "What does that even mean?"

"No, really—one of the Oathbound came into the tower, and we turned around to find Ben like this," Malcolm added, his voice still carrying traces of disbelief.

Katie's eyes widened as she processed that. "Malcolm? What are you doing here? Where are Dorian and Darryl?"

"I'm on Ben and Cass's team for the tournament." He smiled.

"I'm fine," I cut in with a laugh. "They're basically paper cuts now. Diana taught me how to heal myself—it just takes time."

Thea returned with a wooden box in her hands. "Okay, you're all registered for the Arenas tomorrow morning. This is your room key—sixteenth floor. I'll take you up there after you finish gawking at the pretty architecture."

"I think we need to tell them about—" Darla started, but a commotion at the far end of the chamber cut her off.

Diana was power-walking down a staircase, her long white dress flaring dramatically as she moved with purpose across the floor toward us.

"Ben!" she called, her voice somehow carrying perfectly through the vast space.

My stomach dropped as Maris stepped onto the stairs behind her, flanked by the same Oathbound from before. The white-masked figure moved with the same unsettling grace, trailing ethereal cloth.

Diana reached me first, gripping my shoulders like she was trying not to look as concerned as she clearly was. "Ben, did you mana burn during the registration tests?"

Each word was deliberate, loaded with meaning I couldn't quite grasp.

Maris and the Oathbound arrived faster than I expected, their presence making the air feel heavier.

"Uh, yeah. Was I not supposed to?" I answered without thinking.

Diana exhaled hard—somewhere between a laugh and a relieved sigh. Maris swore under her breath in what sounded like three different languages.

"Gaia's ample ass, Ben. You had me scared for a minute," Diana said, turning to the Oathbound. "An undeclared mana burn at registration by a Seeker."

The Oathbound nodded once. When she spoke, her voice was calm, feminine, and far less alien than I'd expected. "A penalty of twenty points to the team's registration total."

Maris cursed again, her gaze flicking to Malcolm like he was personally responsible for it. Her look was pure venom, but he met it without flinching—completely unbothered, like he'd been dealing with that particular brand of hatred his entire life.

"What just happened?" I asked, still trying to catch up with the rapid-fire politics happening around me.

Diana's smile returned, her earlier tension evaporating. "Teams are grouped into brackets based on their total points at registration. Once your team registered, your combined point totals were enough to push you into the lower tiers of the Adept brackets."

She grinned at Maris with obvious satisfaction. "And our dear friend Maris here brought dozens of late-stage Adepts just to make sure you wouldn't last the day, let alone be confirmed. But since you mana burned—"

"I got bumped back down to Seeker?" I connected the dots.

"Exactly. Into the upper Seeker bracket, where you actually belong. Now the Adept bracket is just exhibition matches for people who want to show off."

She glanced around, then locked onto Katie. "Oh! Ms. Summers, I'm terribly sorry to hear about your bakery. Please write to me if you need help rebuilding it."

There was definitely a stall tactic happening here. Diana turned back to us and held out what looked like a tablet made of white stone. Less like a Manascript and more like a slab of marble.

"Place your hand on this," she instructed.

I did as she asked, and she began speaking in an official tone. "Let it be known that a twenty-point penalty will apply to the team of..."

Her voice trailed off as she read the glowing characters appearing on the device. She gave Thea a look that could have wilted flowers.

"You can't be serious."

"What!" Thea threw her hands up defensively. "They asked me what their team name was and I fucking panicked. The guy wrote it down before I could change it."

Diana dragged a hand down her face, then gave a tired laugh. "A twenty-point penalty will apply to the team... 'The Godsdamned Problem.'"

I sighed. Of course.

Cass burst into full-bellied laughter. "Oh, that fits perfectly."

Malcolm nodded sagely. "Technically accurate."

Thea gestured wildly. "I said it once! One time! Not my fault he wrote it down!"
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                While the lobby of Sylvarus had been insane, the room we were staying in was downright criminal. It felt like the fantasy equivalent of a presidential suite—the kind of place where world leaders signed treaties or billionaires laundered money. Two plush couches faced each other in parlor-style luxury, and one entire wall was just... gone. An open-air balcony stretched so far it felt more like a private terrace, overlooking the back half of the island like we owned a small country.

As expected, Red immediately claimed a whole couch. At least he was predictable.

Several hallways branched off toward a collection of bedrooms, each with its own balcony opening to warm ocean breezes that smelled like salt and possibility.

The view was something else entirely. From here, we could see the full sprawl of the island—buildings clustered like jewels, and directly behind the tower sat a massive coliseum that looked like it could house gladiatorial games for gods. Beyond that, spires and structures stretched to the horizon.

"I'm pretty sure this academy is bigger than the entire city on La-Roc," Cass said, leaning over the balcony railing. A dozen of those Harrier birds roared overhead, banking around the tower with enough force to make the whole balcony shudder.

While we admired the view, Katie was ransacking cupboards like a woman possessed.

"Looking for food," she mumbled, throwing open yet another barren cabinet. “So hungry…”

"It won't be stocked until the start of the Grand Tournament tomorrow," Thea called out. "Stop fucking ransacking the place like a raccoon!"

"Shouldn't you be back in your lab blowing things up?" I asked. "You didn't seem thrilled to be our liaison. Especially given the stellar name you picked for our team."

Thea groaned. Darla oinked what sounded like laughter.

"It was a fucking accident, okay? And you're stuck with me for the whole tournament now. I'm responsible for keeping you alive—so I'm keeping you where I can see you."

"But seriously, why that name?" Malcolm asked, sprawled across the couch opposite Red with his arms draped over the back like he owned the place. "You couldn't have gone with something like... The Senseless Shit-Baskets?"

I snorted. "Or The Fuck-Stick Fellowship?"

"Thea's... Thundering Headaches," Darla added with a smug oink.

"Fuck all of you," Thea muttered, throwing herself onto the couch next to Red, who rumbled his displeasure at having to share his kingdom. "Spend less time being comedians and more time preparing for tomorrow."

"We're just messing with you," I said, pulling snacks from my soul-space. Red perked up like I'd just announced Christmas. Katie materialized beside me—lightning fast—shoving pastries into her mouth with the efficiency of someone who'd missed a couple of meals. She tossed a chunk to Red, who caught it mid-air with a satisfied grunt.

"So what can we expect?" I asked, settling onto the far side of Malcolm's couch.

"Well, lucky for you," Thea said, eyeing my snacks like a hungry predator, "dropping into the Seeker bracket means it'll be one of three events. If your invisible spy can figure out which one, it'll give you a massive advantage during prep."

"He'll come through," Cass said with absolute confidence. She remained standing, coiled energy in human form. "He might be a colossal pain in my ass, but that's partly because he's fucking impossible to pin down."

Thea's grin turned predatory. "That's a stroke of genius. They expect subterfuge, but if you get caught, you lose points. Your guy? He's just a spectator. No penalties at all. Most officials are vain assholes who'd love to feel important by sharing intel with someone clever enough to ask."

"He's definitely clever," Katie added, surprising everyone.

"So how does this whole Grand Tournament work?" I asked.

Malcolm leaned forward, professor mode activated. "Normal tournaments have three rounds. Grands have five. First three are team events—usually fighting monsters with some kind of twist. Then two team-versus-team rounds. After that, confirmation and nine finalists."

Thea nodded. "Exactly right."

"Wait." I blinked. "There are actual monsters here on the island?"

"Of course there are," Thea said like I'd just asked if water was wet. "How else would we run a tournament? How else would we study them?"

"That's why the Oathbound are here," Malcolm added. "They're the last option. If anything gets completely out of hand, they end it."

I thought of the masked woman who'd carved me up with a glance. What did she do when she actually tried?

"Normally," Thea continued, suddenly serious, "the first event is the Bridge, the Spire, or the Crucible. No matter which one, you start in a prep area where you pick a boon from the Tournament sponsors—in this case, the Monster Hunters. Which is perfect, since you'll be hunting monsters."

"Knowing the event ahead of time makes that choice easier?" I asked.

"Exactly," Thea said. "Could be gadgets, potions, even real Arcadian Heirlooms. If it's the Bridge, you're carrying something through enemy territory. You'd want mobility—something for speed or stealth. Completely useless in the Spire, where you're holding a zone against waves of Lumifrax."

I winced, meeting Cass's gaze. We'd both had our fill of those nightmare frogs.

"So escort and defense covered," I said. "That makes the Crucible just... straight fighting?"

Thea shrugged. "Pretty much. But there's always a twist. Nothing too insane—not like the Adept brackets where they try to actually kill you."

"I'm still wrapping my head around this," I admitted. "Real monsters? Where do they come from? Do you keep them in cages somewhere? I've been hearing for weeks how dangerous they are."

"Allow me to answer that."

My heart nearly exploded out of my chest. Even Valor hadn't sensed her approach.

Dara was suddenly sitting beside Malcolm, legs crossed elegantly, her elf-like features wearing a smug grin that could have powered the island.

"Wow, Dara," I muttered, recovering. "Totally original entrance."

Thea groaned. Darla looked intrigued. Red immediately abandoned his couch to receive pets from the newcomer. Katie stared like she'd just witnessed a legend step off a storybook page.

"Are you... are you the spirit of Sylvarus?" Katie asked, voice filled with wonder.

Dara's smile turned genuinely pleased. "I'm so happy my reputation precedes me."

A perfect opportunity for revenge presented itself. I closed my eyes as Ted started screaming in my soul-space—apparently he'd been trying to get my attention for a while.

I pulled Winchester out, and like clockwork, Ted materialized in a shower of multicolored sparks, planting himself dramatically on the table.

He spun toward Thea with theatrical flair. "Before you ask who the fuck I am, allow me to introduce myself. I'm Ted—Ben's Spirit Guardian and all-around magnificent bastard. Nice to meet ya. And you must be Thea, right? I like your brand of chaos. Don't get any ideas though—I'm spoken for."

He struck a pose as if he were auditioning for a Broadway show.

Was Dara... blushing?

"Ted!" Katie's face lit up. "Where have you been hiding?"

"Hey Rosie! Sorry about Ben. No particular reason—just in general principle."

Rosie?

What the hell had I missed at that party? Ted had vanished a few times, burning through my mana to manifest and disappear into the crowd. I'd thought he was just getting drunk—not making friends.

My brilliant plan had backfired spectacularly. The room erupted in chatter. Cass and Katie acted as if they'd known Ted for years. Even Red abandoned his prime real estate for more pets.

Thea's eyes had gone wide, staring at Ted with something that looked like predatory scientific interest. Dara was the complete opposite—bright red cheeks, bashful smile, like she actually liked the ridiculous spirit.

Fantastic.

"AHEM."

Silence snapped into place like a rubber band. Every eye turned toward me.

"I could be thrown off Ark in less than twenty-four hours," I said flatly. "Monsters first. Then follow-up questions. Then we unpack who the hell Rosie is. Sound good?" I looked pointedly at Dara. "Dara?"

She straightened, regaining her composure. "The arena is part of the tower. It's not fully in the spirit realm like the Trial Grounds, but I can still exert control—adjust terrain, manifest monsters..." She looked proud of this.

I wasn't the only one staring.

"You make monsters?!" Katie yelped.

"Well—no, not exactly," Dara replied sheepishly. "We just have a surplus of them in the various realms connected to Sylvarus. Think of it like your mana beast sanctuary in La-Roc."

We all stared at her blankly. Even Ted looked unimpressed.

"You've got a goddamn monster zoo?" he asked. "Oh, you have to show me this, gorgeous."

Dara sighed. "It's not a... wait, what's a zoo?"

"Oh!" Cass perked up. "Ben told me about this. It's where humans keep animals for people to visit. Like the Lobby, right?"

Ted and I nodded.

"Then yes, I suppose it is. What a strange word—zoo," Dara mused. "We collect monsters from other towers around Ark and study them. We've had... limited success."

"So what?" Malcolm asked. "You've got a giant jungle under the Academy filled with monsters?"

"Not physically, no," Dara began—but a sharp knock cut her off.

Everyone turned toward the door. Valor had sensed nothing. I looked around the room, and even Red was staring at me like I was the designated door-answering adult.

Sighing, I stood and pulled it open. The hallway stretched empty in both directions.

But something tugged at my aura—just enough to set my teeth on edge. I stepped back, closing the door slowly. The second it clicked shut, I ducked on pure instinct.

A chair hurtled past my head and struck something invisible with a meaty thud.

"OW!" Henrik yelped, his concealment spell failing as he clutched his shin. "Come on!"

Katie was already on her feet—clearly the marksman. Thea whooped with pure delight.

"Henrik Winters," Katie snapped, "does your mother know you're here? What does she say about skulking around like a thief?"

"I knocked! That's why I knocked!" Henrik protested, brushing himself off.

Everyone stared at Katie now. Even Red gave a little snort that might have been laughter.

Katie's face melted in horror. "Oh no. I'm so sorry, Henrik! It's just... reflex." Her cheeks flamed red.

Cass clapped her on the shoulder. "Good arm. But much as I hate to admit it, he's helping us now."

Henrik claimed the only remaining seat—right between me and Dara.

"I've got—" he started.

"Queue," I interrupted, raising a hand. "Ted, explain why Katie is Rosie."

"Oh yeah! Red hair. Plus she's got this tattoo that looks like a rose on her ches—"

Katie lunged forward, wrapping Ted in a headlock that could have choked a horse. She was now several shades redder than her hair.

"Back to monsters and tournaments, right Ted?" she said through a strained smile.

Ted nodded frantically from her armpit. When she released him, he cleared his throat with wounded dignity. "Right. Dara, babe, tell us about the tournament."

Dara smiled serenely. "I can't reveal specific events—only public information. You'll have to discover what's coming first on your own."

Henrik raised his hand like he was in school. "I know."

Every eye locked onto him. He didn't look in any hurry to elaborate.

"Okay..." Malcolm said, breaking the silence. "What can we expect?"

Henrik hummed thoughtfully, clearly savoring the attention—until Cass casually walked over to a chest of drawers and hoisted the entire piece of furniture with zero effort.

"Okay, okay!" Henrik threw his hands up in surrender.

Cass set the dresser down beside her like it weighed nothing. "I'm keeping this here in case I need it again."

Thea burst out laughing. "I thought this was gonna be boring as hell, but you people are growing on me. And you—" She jabbed a finger at me. "Spirit Guardian? What's that staff? Let me examine it."

The room exploded into chaos. Questions and explanations as conversations splintered in five directions simultaneously. Too many people, too much noise, and the one person with actual information was drowning in the verbal tsunami.

My healing cuts stung with renewed intensity.

"ENOUGH."

The word echoed from somewhere deeper than my throat—more than sound, carrying a weight that rippled outward through the air itself. Every conversation died instantly. Darla and Red's ears flattened, heads lowering as if something had physically pressed down on them. Even Ted dissolved into multicolored dust and fled back to my soul-space.

All eyes turned to me.

"Uh," I said slowly, pulse hammering. "What the fuck did I just do?"

"That," Dara said, rubbing her temples, "was a Soulcry. Your spirit spoke louder than your voice." She sighed as if not surprised. "Because of course you can do that. Why wouldn't you?"

Everyone looked frozen in place, eyes wide. Thea shook herself first, followed by a chorus of sharp breaths and awkward shifting.

Then she was inches from my face, nose twitching, black eyes boring into mine. "What the hell? That wasn't even that strong, but I've only seen Grand Masters pull that off. And get Ted back here—I want to examine him."

"Sorry," I said, still not sure what had happened. "I was... frustrated."

"That was deeply uncomfortable," Cass muttered. "Reminded me of when Mom gets truly pissed."

Henrik let out a long breath. "Remember when she caught us in the sugarcane fields?"

Cass flopped onto the floor, stretching out like a cat. "My legs still lock up when I think about it." She grinned at me. "Nana said you constantly pull miracles out of your ass. Add this to the list of ass-related surprises."

Everyone chuckled, and whatever weird aura effect I'd unleashed seemed to have passed. The tension evaporated. After thinking the room was too crowded, it suddenly felt perfect—these people were the closest thing I had to family on this entire world.

Red trotted over, climbed halfway onto my lap, and launched into a full-scale face-washing assault. I made a show of trying to escape.

"Okay, okay!" I laughed, pushing him back. "Today's apparently one of those days. Let's unpack the Soulcry thing later. Henrik—please. I'd really like to still be on Ark tomorrow night."

Cass and I noticed it simultaneously—Henrik's expression had twisted into confusion. He didn't know what we were talking about.

We filled him in rapidly. Once he understood I wasn't just some random Unbidden but an actual Terran, and that this tournament would decide whether I got to stay on Ark or get booted into the void, his entire demeanor shifted.

"How did you not pick up on any of this with all your sneaking around?" Cass asked.

Henrik shrugged. "I don't just eavesdrop on everything. And... a Terran? I thought you just looked kind of plain." He winced. "Sorry—I didn't know. The officials never mentioned you were competing just to stay alive."

"That would've been helpful information," I said, half-laughing. "Sometimes I forget not everyone knows what’s going on."

Without a word, Henrik reached into his vest and produced a folded slip of paper, offering it to me with newfound seriousness.

I opened it carefully. The paper was stiff, pristine, written in gorgeous vertical calligraphy that took a moment to decode.

To the Breaker, 

This humble one offers sincere apologies for the offense caused in the public square. Know that it was necessary to bind our karma. Should you seek clarity, you may find me—I will not withhold explanation. 

Your first trial shall be the Bridge, though it comes burdened with an added test known as the Tethered Hunt. Consult your appointed liaison for further understanding.

Be forewarned—those who stand in opposition to your path have spoken with persuasive tongues. As a result, the difficulty has been raised, and the timeline brought forward. The trial shall begin tonight, not at the time that was once promised. Karma must remain in balance.

Grace Delpicius, Oathbound.

The name was written in plain letters, not characters. I was certain I'd seen Delpicius somewhere before—maybe in that awful textbook Diana had inflicted on me?

I looked up at Henrik, who watched me expectantly. Around the room, everyone leaned forward.

"Where did you get this?" I asked.

"I couldn't get into the meeting rooms where Nana was screaming at someone," Henrik said, "but this masked lady appeared out of nowhere and scared the hell out of me. Tapped my shoulder and handed me that. Said it contained what you'd need for the first event."

The Oathbound who'd sliced me up with a glance? Why would she help me survive the tournament? Thea had said this was political—this confirmed it.

I relayed the information to the group. Thea snapped her fingers in triumph.

"The Bridge is manageable. Simple objective—carry something from one end of the arena to the other. Most teams don't fail outright. It's graded on completion time, style, and effectiveness. But tethered hunt means you three are connected—rope, chain, mana line, something that keeps you close together. You can't separate, and you're only as fast as your slowest member."

"So Cass can't just sprint through it," I said. Thea nodded grimly.

Dara spoke up from her perch. "Your informant might be mistaken. A trial starting tonight is something I would know about—"

She stopped mid-sentence, eyes glazing over for half a second like she was listening to something none of us could hear.

"I'm being summoned. One moment."

She didn't move. We exchanged glances.

"Uh oh," Dara muttered, smiling nervously.

Two heavy knocks thundered against the door.

"It starts right now."

            

    
        62. Playing Both Sides

    
    
    
    
                "Theadora."

Lana stood in the doorway like a predator sizing up prey, goggles firmly over her eyes. Several Gaian officials flanked her, their robes marking them as staff—or executioners.

"Lanavelle." Thea rose from her chair, Darla snorting beside her. "Thing wasn't supposed to start until tomorrow night. What gives?"

"Unfortunately, Archon Valerian proved all registered competitors had arrived at the Academy, so the Oathbound allowed it to start early."

Shit. They were moving the timeline up. Why?

"Oh." Dara's voice echoed my thoughts, her brow furrowing with genuine concern. "She asked me about it, and I can't withhold that kind of information from her. But there's no reason to start things early."

"Besides being vindictive," Malcolm said, his shrug too casual for the bomb he'd just dropped. "This is more than just you, Ben. She's determined to win something here."

The words landed like a punch to the gut. I'd been riding high on training adrenaline and Valor's raw power coursing through me, almost excited about the tournament. But this wasn't just friendly competition.

This was war.

Factions and entire nations solved their feuds with tournaments and duels here. I wasn't walking into a game—I was stepping onto a battlefield.

As Thea and Lana's argument escalated, puzzle pieces started clicking together with now-obvious clarity. Diana had pulled every string to get me here. Lana had been involved from minute one, lurking in the shadows. Diana's plotting had slighted her, then she'd shown up and goaded me into over-performing at the registration trials.

We were only competing in our own bracket because of a technicality—because someone wanted us to fail.

"Fuck me," I said, cutting through their noise like a blade. "You're working with Maris, Lana?"

Silence dropped like a hammer. Lana's goggled face snapped toward me. Thea's eyes went wide as dinner plates.

"Fuckin' what!?" Thea's shout could've shattered glass. Darla oinked so loudly it sounded like laughter.

Lana stared at me through those goggles, stunned for a heartbeat. Then her expression melted into something almost... amused.

"You really are fascinating," she said, her tone flat and clinical, like I was a specimen under a microscope. "I look forward to studying you thoroughly, no matter how this plays out. Now, gather your team and follow us. Ms. Summers and Master Winters, you'll be shown to the spectator's wing of the Arena."

"What just happened?" Cass demanded, her gaze ping-ponging between the two Vildar sisters and me.

I glanced back for Dara, but she'd vanished like smoke. "Lana's playing both sides," I said, pieces falling into place with brutal clarity. "If we win, she gets what she wants but has to teach. If we lose, she gets what she wants for free. Right? You've made an arrangement with Maris?"

"Of course." Lana's voice could've frozen hellfire. "I wouldn't put the effort in without one."

Thea's face twisted into something murderous. "You caused a scene because you knew I'd insist on taking them," she snarled, stepping forward like a wolf ready to pounce. "Stupid ol' Thea-dumba will fuck something up in your favor, that it?"

Darla stepped between them, but Thea's rage was volcanic.

Lana's smirk could've cut diamonds. "And you failed at failing, sadly."

I laughed—actually laughed—at the sheer absurdity of it all. Here we were, caught in some elaborate chess game where we were apparently the pawns everyone wanted to sacrifice.

"So that's why you ran my measurement tests," I said as Malcolm and Cass grabbed their gear. "To goad me into going all out, pushing our team ranking too high so we'd get slaughtered."

"And Dorian's dad insisted he didn't send messages to my mother," Malcolm added, hefting his pack. "We asked him, and he was way more open than expected about it."

I shot him a look. "If that was Lana, then why screw over Dorian?"

Malcolm's shrug was pure venom. "Fuck Dorian. Everything around him turns to shit, including me. You just helped me realize it."

"Ah man, that should've been our team name," I groaned. "Team Fuck Dorian."

Cass burst into laughter that cut through the tension like a knife. "Not in his lifetime."

The serious atmosphere deflated like a punctured balloon. Lana's frustration was visible now, her scowl deepening as she motioned for two officials to enter.

"Please take the spectators to their area. The competitors can come with the rest of us."

They led Katie and Henrik toward the door, but Katie broke away, spinning back to face me. Her eyes met mine, and something passed between us—something electric and dangerous and right.

She kissed me.

Not deep, not desperate, but with a confidence that sent lightning through my veins. The shy girl I'd met two weeks ago was gone, replaced by someone bold enough to wink at me before rushing into the hallway like a queen claiming her throne.

"Fucking finally," Cass muttered under her breath.

I stood there like an idiot, heart hammering against my ribs, stupid grin plastered across my face. The weight of impending doom had completely evaporated.

"Got your packs?" I asked, my voice slightly breathless.

Cass and Malcolm nodded, but I could see Cass fighting back another grin.

Cass fastened her sword belt and grabbed her armor case. I reached into my soul-space, willing my new armor to manifest and praying I wouldn't end up naked in front of everyone again.

The brass scale mail materialized around me, replacing my linen clothes with reassuring weight across my shoulders. Each scale caught the light like golden fire.

I summoned Winchester into my hand and, just for flair, willed the orb to extend into its full blade form.

"Well, Lana," I said, letting steel creep into my voice. "Lead the way."

I swear I saw her eye twitch.



Lana and her officials herded us through corridors that twisted like a labyrinth, back into the enormous lobby where we'd first arrived. The silence stretched taut, broken only by Lana's whispered exchanges with her people—words just out of reach, but loaded with intent.

We climbed the same stairs Diana and Maris had descended earlier, passing through massive double doors that opened onto hallways dripping with wealth. Unlike the Hunter's tower in La-Roc—all bare stone and functional emptiness—Sylvarus was a palace. Lavish carpets, ornate benches, polished wood trim, and lantern orbs hanging from vaulted ceilings like captured stars.

This couldn’t be a school; it was a fucking palace.

Cass moved beside me with a predator’s awareness, her head turning in constant, practiced sweeps. She was cataloging exits, threats, advantages. Malcolm looked almost bored—maybe because Lana's scheming hadn't involved him until now.

At least, I hoped.

Red paced beside me like he expected the walls to explode. But Thea surprised me most. Her rage had cooled into something sharper, more dangerous.

The silence dragged until she finally spoke.

"Why start early? Everything else makes sense, but I'm missing something."

"I'll answer that," Dara said, materializing beside us with her usual serene smile that somehow felt anything but peaceful. "The information was just presented to the Oathbound, so it's free to share."

She cast a razor-sharp glance at Lana. "Something seems to have delayed Alexander Kane and his participants at sea, along with their registration intent."

We entered a chamber packed with hundreds of people clustered like confused cattle. The sudden schedule change had everyone thrown off balance—exactly what someone wanted.

Thea snickered, the sound sharp as breaking glass. "Let me guess—Maris's goons are the only ones competing. She stacked the deck against Ben until he got bumped down to Seeker."

"That's correct," Dara confirmed. "And with limited competition, the Adept exhibitions will probably go to Maris by default. So even if Ben places as Confirmed, the Tournament may still be claimed by the Strikers on a technicality."

The words hit like ice water. Even if we won, we could still lose.

Thea's eyes narrowed. "You orchestrated all this?" She turned to her sister, disbelief melting into molten fury. "If the tournament can't take on more participants, then a fucking duel. By her own scheming mouth, my sister is responsible for all this. I'll challenge her for the Adept bracket."

Lana's eyes went wide. Even the officials froze mid-step.

"You aren't a Master yet?" Lana's laughter was pure condescension. "You've had years more than I did to form a core! Are you truly stuck in your Runebinding already? Besides... it's not allowed."

Dara raised one hand, her smile turning predatory. "Actually, the Oathbound has just accepted the terms for the duel. Much to Maris's outrage." Her eyes glittered with satisfaction. "I just passed it on. You're doing great, Lana. Please keep talking."

A roar erupted across the chamber—Maris's voice, murderous and raw. Diana and Grace flanked her as she stormed toward us like a hurricane given form. Grace's gaze locked onto Winchester, her expression unreadable but intense.

"All you had to do was keep your fucking mouth shut!" Maris screamed at Lana, spittle flying. "But you had to monologue about how you orchestrated all of this? In Sylvarus. While Dara was in the gods-damned room. How stupid can you be?"

Thea cackled like a maniac, and even I couldn't help but chuckle. Lana had stepped directly into the trap, and the classic villain monologue had just blown up in her face.

Grace stepped forward, her voice cutting through the chaos with surgical precision. "The subterfuge is commendable, but now that it's all in the open, it seems fitting that the Champion of the Arcanists challenge the Strikers directly."

"The what?!" Cass blurted as Malcolm and I both stared at Thea.

She shrugged like discussing the weather. "I like to duel."

A thunderous crash echoed from the entrance, followed by shouts and the sound of people scrambling. The crowd parted like the sea as something—or someone—forced them back.

Alexander Kane stomped into the chamber, and the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. The russet Vildar was clad in silver plate armor that looked like it had been through a blender, his expression pure volcanic fury. His aura ignited into a raging blue inferno that made the air itself seem to vibrate.

Two dozen equally armored Runebinders flanked him, their faces grim and bloodied. Fluorescent green ooze matted Alexander's fur in places, giving off an acrid smell.

He hurled a broken rod onto the floor between us. Scorched runic symbols covered its surface.

"Archon Alexander," Grace said, her tone shifting to careful sympathy.

He ignored her completely, his murderous gaze fixed on Maris as he pointed an accusatory finger. "The Cerulean Axe challenges the Dancing Phantom to solo combat to answer for her apprentice's transgressions."

Maris looked genuinely appalled. "I have no idea what you're talking about. My Apprentice—"

One of Alexander's people shoved a bound figure forward. Jenny. Blood-red metal cuffs that gleamed like polished gold encased her hands and feet.

"That," Alexander said, his voice trembling with barely controlled rage, "is a Class-C monster lure. We found her planting it on our boat while at sea. She bargained for us to let her live—with information. A Dreadspire Kraken attacked our ship." His voice cracked slightly. "Three of my Adept Guardians perished so we could be here for justice today."

Gasps rippled through the crowd like a physical wave. Diana closed her eyes, her expression unreadable.

People had died. Because of this tournament. Because of me.

"Verdant Axe, I will present your request for a duel between Archons to the Rune Lords for—"

"Enough, Grace!" Alexander's voice was a whip-crack. "There's only one gods-damned person capable of supplying anything of that lure's level. The Lords are not innocent in this. I will have—"

"SILENCE."

Grace's Soulcry tore through the air like the wrath of the gods themselves. If mine was a whisper, hers was an avalanche. My ears rang, my throat seized, and my lungs quivered in absolute submission, refusing to even exhale. Red's fur stood completely on end. Even Ted in my soul-space looked stunned, his usual swagger crushed under the command. My reflection seemed to obey as well, frozen mid-gesture.

"You will not lay blame for our rules, Archon," Grace said, her demeanor shifting into something terrifying as the air itself rippled, totally overwhelming Alexander’s aura. Memories of the Oathbound's razor-sharp presence flashed through my mind—a blade held against reality itself.

"This Runewarden reminds you that treasures of our land are free to those who purchase them. It is not for us to determine the balance of power in the lesser realms. If not for our Runesmiths, your boat would lack a mana-engine to push it through the sea. You point fingers at us when we offer you so much to aid your struggles."

She sighed, the sound amplified by the absolute silence, tension dissipating like mist.

"You will have your duel, Alexander. But we must determine the outcome of this Grand Tournament beforehand. For you see, even after all of this—Maris finds herself up against the Cataclysm."

Alexander blinked, his shoulders trembling. Then he erupted into triumphant laughter that echoed off the vaulted ceiling. As his laughter faded, dozens of others joined in—relief, madness, or both.

"So we will see justice twice over," Alexander said, his rage tempered but burning steady. "Tell me, Valerian—who do you have that can stand against her? Surely not the Stormfire."

Maris sneered at Alexander before storming deeper into the chamber, Lana trailing in her wake like a whipped dog.

Alexander approached us, his gaze sweeping over our group before settling on Malcolm. His expression softened, a sad smile flickering across his face before he looked at Diana.

"Fucking politics," Alexander muttered, waving his hand. His Guardians began filing out, armor clinking like a funeral march. Grace lifted the scorched rod with careful precision, storing it in what looked like a mana sanctum. I caught the slight shake of her head—disappointment, maybe disgust.

A lot had just happened, and I had the sinking feeling I wouldn't get time to process any of it. This was my first encounter with a Runewarden, and it was clear that even Archons like Maris and Alexander answered to them. Grace was operating on a completely different level.

"You'd better not disappoint, Breaker." Alexander's voice carried more warning than encouragement. He spun on his heel and stormed after his Guardians, leaving us standing in the aftermath of something that felt like the prelude to war.

Diana sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. "I was wondering how she'd delayed Alexander. There's no going back from that." She looked to Grace, who was still staring at Winchester with unsettling intensity.

Grace said nothing, just walked past us with posture rigid as a blade.

"Focus on your liaison duties for now, Thea," Diana said. "But keep your guard up. Maris has already shown she's willing to break rules, and Lana's in her corner now. Keep an eye on things, Dara."

Dara shook her head, frustration twisting her serene features. "You know the rules, Diana. I'll do what I can, but I can't intervene directly."

I blinked, and both of them were gone. Just... vanished, in the same way Dara would appear and disappear—like reality had a revolving door.

"What the fuck just happened?" I asked. Cass's expression mirrored my complete confusion.

Thea started leading us deeper into the chamber, her footsteps heavy with purpose. "All you shit-baskets need to know is Maris ain't fucking around. If she loses this tournament, she's screwed. Lana working with her, though?" She shook her head. "Didn't see that coming."

"Cataclysm?" Cass asked, her tone sharp enough to cut. "What's that about?"

Thea's grin was all teeth and violence. "That's my Seal. I'm suspended from dueling 'cause I took out most of the arena last year. Diana says I'm a gold-coin solution to a red-coin problem." Pure pride radiated from her like heat. "Not my fault she said to go all-out."

She clearly loved causing mayhem on an industrial scale.

"But you won't be fighting Lana?" Malcolm asked.

"Nah, she's Sylvarus staff. Plus, she might be a Master, but she's never beaten me once. Maris'll have to find someone else." Her grin turned predatory. "And I need someone to test my new boom-stick against."

A sinking feeling settled in my gut. "All of this because of me? People died because Maris insists on kicking me off Ark? I'm... not okay with that."

Darla oinked, her voice oddly calm for a pig discussing death. "It's not all about you. This tournament was bound to happen eventually. You were just a catalyst."

"My mother's been pushing things too hard the past few years," Malcolm added, his face grim as stone. "I'm surprised it took this long. But using a monster lure against Alexander..." His expression tightened, concern flickering despite everything. Even though he hated her methods, Maris was still his mother.

"What happens if she loses?" I asked.

Malcolm shrugged, but Darla spoke up with clinical precision. "It's been a long time since the Hunter factions were this divided. The loss of life demands reparations. If Alexander wins the duel against her—and he will—he decides the punishment. But depending on how many brackets she loses—Initiates, Seekers, Adepts—she could lose everything. But if she wins them all, she walks away clean."

"And I get thrown off Ark, probably violently?" My voice came out smaller than I had intended.

Thea snorted. "She won't win against me. No idea what deals Lana made, though. She's fucking crazier than I remember—too much time screwing with transpiritual magic."

I clenched my fists, frustration bubbling just beneath the surface. Being used as a pawn in Maris's schemes was infuriating enough. Knowing people had died because of it made me want to punch something very hard.

We took a sharp turn, and the hallway opened onto a massive staircase. As we descended, my jaw dropped, and I caught Cass making the same expression.

We'd entered a library that belonged in myths and legends. Stone pillars stood in perfect rows, framing floors upon floors of bookshelves that stretched until they disappeared in shadow. Some sections were locked behind iron bars, making me wonder what knowledge was too dangerous to browse.

It was a maze of accumulated wisdom, more books than I'd ever seen in my life. The air was rich with the dry scent of paper and something herbal that made my head feel clearer.

Ahead loomed a building-sized bookshelf standing free under a domed glass ceiling, spiraling staircases coiling around its structure like DNA. Swirling runes tinted the glass above, dancing with the sunlight to cast moving patterns across the floor.

Dozens of white-robed women moved through the space, turning pages or murmuring to each other as they worked. They moved with identical grace, faces serene, fingers gliding over text as if they were reading invisible meanings.

It took me a moment to realize they were all copies of Dara.

One of the closest versions glanced up and smiled, pointing to a bookshelf across from her with the same gesture I'd seen from the original.

"I thought we were going to the arena?" I asked, unable to keep the awe out of my voice. "This is incredible."

"Taking a different path to the prep rooms," Thea explained as the bookshelf swung open like a door, revealing another chamber beyond. "In case Maris had something planned. Can't be too safe."

"Right, tower magic." I nodded, remembering Gary's similar tricks back in La-Roc.

The room beyond was lavishly furnished, resembling the meditation chambers but somehow more luxurious. We stepped through, and the door behind us vanished without a trace, leaving us in a space with no visible exits. The usual tower bullshit.

"Ah, the Godsdamned Problem! How accurate." Gary's voice came from behind an ornate desk, his smile almost predatory. "Let's get you prepped for your first event."

            

    
        63. Make Some Magic Happen

    
    
    
    
                It wasn't just Gary in the room. Chas sat casually on a couch against the far wall, taking a deep puff from a comically oversized pipe. He glanced up and met our eyes with his usual infuriating grin—like he hadn't completely abandoned us earlier.

"Gary!" I said, deliberately ignoring Chas as I approached the desk. "Didn't think we'd see you here."

"Ah yes," Gary replied, his smile warm as summer sunshine. "I'm on loan for the Tournament, in a manner of speaking. I'm here to offer you a boon for the event and help guide you to information while you await your turn." His expression turned serious. "You may only pick one."

"What've you got for us, Gary?" Thea asked, leaping onto his desk with zero ceremony.

"Ah! Theadora Glass. It's been too long." Gary's eyes twinkled with genuine affection. "Allow me to show you the three boons available for this event. Be mindful—I can't tell you which event it is, nor the modifiers, if any."

"Tethered Bridge," Thea said with a knowing nod.

Chas erupted into a coughing fit, smoke billowing around him. He pulled out his flask and took a long drink, eyes watering.

"I'd at least encourage you to react neutrally for future events," Gary scolded, but Chas waved him off with zero shame.

Gary shook his head and passed his hand over the desk. "Three boons, each selected randomly from the Monster Hunter armory. The good one, not the one you've seen."

Chas chuckled from his corner, the sound rich with inside knowledge.

"There's more than one armory?" I asked, but Cass immediately socked me in the shoulder and shushed me.

Focus. Priorities.

Thea examined the items that materialized on Gary's desk while Red jumped up, paws gripping the edge, tail wagging so hard it practically had a weather system. He was probably just happy to see Gary again.

Three items lay before us: a small, cloudy marble-sized crystal that seemed to swirl with inner mist, a plate gauntlet that looked suspiciously similar to my armored one, and a slick-looking Orichalcum sword that practically screamed "pick me."

"Sword," Cass said immediately, her voice hungry.

I socked her back. "Let Thea choose."

Thea picked up the marble and tossed it to me without warning. My hand shot out, catching it before my brain even registered the motion.

"That's the one you want," Thea said with absolute certainty.

"Aw," Cass groaned, looking like someone had stolen her birthday cake.

Malcolm laughed. "Trust the expert."

The moment my fingers touched the marble, mana jolted through me like electricity. My vision exploded with superimposed images—the room became transparent, showing silhouettes of other participants moving through their own chambers, completely unaware I could see them.

Holy shit.

I yanked my mana back and staggered as reality snapped into focus.

"The Guiding Stone," Gary said with an approving nod. "Excellent for finding objectives and avoiding ambushes." He waved his hand, and the remaining items vanished like they'd never existed.

"Don't worry," I told Cass, whose disappointment was practically radiating off her. "You can pick the sword next time."

"A Guiding Stone is incredible," Malcolm said, his voice carrying genuine respect. "I've used one before. They’re good for finding things—it helps find paths. If we're running the Bridge event, we'll know exactly where to go."

I examined the stone in my palm, then tossed it to Malcolm. He fumbled the catch but secured it.

"Awesome. You're on guide duty then."

Cass nodded approvingly. "That makes sense. Thea said we're only as fast as our slowest with the tether, so you lead. Unless you've been secretly training as a speed demon, Malcolm."

He laughed, the sound genuine and relaxed. "Gaia's tits, no. I can't react the way you two can, so this evens us out."

I caught Thea staring at us like we were nuts. Even Chas had an eyebrow arched in surprise.

"What?" I asked.

"When it comes down to it, you really are different, huh?" Thea's voice carried something like wonder. "Most groups I've fought with argue about who uses the boon until the fucking event starts."

I glanced at Malcolm and Cass, who looked just as surprised as I did.

"You haven't spent much time around actual Hunters, have you?" Chas asked, taking another pull from his ridiculous pipe. "It's not just a Ben thing. Hunters are all about collaboration. Resources get shared, strengths get shored up. It's why they're so damn effective—hunts need everyone as strong as they can possibly get."

"As opposed to the Empire," Malcolm added with bitter experience, "where it's basically everyone for themselves. Enlisting with the Monster Hunters is voluntary, and most nobles don't bother once they hit Adept. Others join the Legion."

I remembered Cass mentioning nobles who treated Sylvarus like a diploma mill—get the minimum magical education, then coast on family wealth.

"It also makes more sense tactically," I said. "This way Malcolm can melt stuff through walls."

Malcolm's expression shifted, wheels turning. "Oh yeah, I could definitely do that."

"Thanks, Gary." I turned to face Chas, letting steel creep into my voice. "So why are you here, exactly?"

"Ouch," he said, grinning without shame. "Just making sure Maris doesn't try anything sneaky before the events."

Chas's gaze fixed on my staff, which had extended into its blade configuration. "Since when does it have a blade?"

Cass noticed for the first time, and her jaw dropped. "How long has it been like that? How did I not notice?"

Malcolm squinted at her like she'd lost her mind. "It transformed into a blade right after he summoned it. It's been like that for an hour."

"There's so much going on! I was on high alert!" Cass said defensively, her cheeks flushing.

"Oh, Ted showed me how to do it. Check this out." I shifted the blade into its heavy hammerhead configuration, the weapon's weight redistributing with satisfying authority.

Chas whistled low. "Damn, kid. Having a hammer and blade's gonna be real effective for fighting monsters. Not that I'm jealous or anything."

His tone suggested he was absolutely jealous.

Thea and Malcolm stared at the hammerhead with undisguised awe. Even Darla seemed interested, her pig eyes tracking the weapon's movements.

"I've never seen Orichalcum that could change shapes before," Malcolm said, his voice carrying the confidence of someone who understood magical craftsmanship.

"There's a relic here in the Academy," Darla oinked thoughtfully. "A chain we've been studying. It can extend to extreme ranges by creating more links. Dara might know more."

I felt a tiny pinprick against Valor's awareness and spun, pointing directly at empty air. "Gotcha!"

Dara materialized mid-step, yelping in surprise as Chas erupted into delighted laughter.

"I hate aura runes," Dara said, pouting like a child whose favorite hiding spot had been discovered.

"Who do you think taught him the Courage rune?" Chas said between laughs. "She can't sneak up on me either, kid, and it irritates the fuck out of her."

"Are you just going to appear every time we say your name?" I asked.

"Maybe." Her smile was pure mischief. "If I can't annoy Diana all the time, I can at least annoy her apprentice."

Ted immediately manifested between Dara and me, his grin cocky as ever. "It's okay, beautiful. You can just say you want to see me."

I groaned, but what happened next made my jaw drop.

Ted went rigid as Dara leaned down, bringing her face within a centimeter of his. Her smile turned predatory.

"Never."

She straightened like nothing had happened, leaving Ted looking stunned. Wait—wasn't she blushing in our suite earlier? Was this a different Dara? How did that even work with tower spirits?

"I was going to say the chain is on loan from the Oathbound," Dara continued as if she hadn't just emotionally destroyed my reflection. "We've had little luck figuring out what makes it work. Might be worth letting Ted examine it if you're both staying on Ark, but that's not why I'm here."

"You've got the tethers?" Thea asked suddenly all business.

Dara nodded. "I do. The events are about to begin. Diana asked me to brief you, since this is your team's first tournament."

We migrated to the sitting area where Chas had claimed residence, settling onto various couches. Red flopped onto the floor with an exasperated grunt that suggested he was done with all this talking.

"The arena's been sealed," Dara explained. "The open ceiling is now enclosed with a dome. That means I can influence it, but it also means spectators from across Ark can watch." Her expression turned serious. "The moment you cross that threshold, thousands of people—both here and in towers worldwide—will be watching."

My stomach clenched. This wasn't just a local competition.

"Just how many people are we talking about?" I asked.

Dara shrugged, her smile mysterious. "You'll see. But try not to say anything too stupid." Her gaze shifted. "Especially you, Ted."

"Hey!" Ted shot back, feigning outrage. "I'm not staying out here while they're fighting monsters. Fuck that."

Dara produced three wristbands that looked more like metal cuffs—silver with a red metallic strip inlaid at the center. They had weight to them, a significance that made my skin crawl.

"These are your tethers," she explained. "They increase hunt difficulty in two ways. Get too far from each other, and you'll feel strong physical pull. If you can't physically move toward each other, your mana will drain rapidly through the blood iron at the center."

"Blood iron?!" Malcolm's face twisted with horror. "That's for criminals! Why would we want to wear these?"

Dara scoffed. "I assure you, these are far from crude manacles. I hung the runic enchantments myself. Look for yourself."

I examined my cuff, and my enhanced sight picked up dozens of runes anchored to the metal in ways I'd never seen before. Some focused on distance, drain, and expression, but others were harder to identify. The arrangement reminded me of a connected web—intricate and intentional.

Malcolm studied his cuff with growing fascination. "These are masterful. Anchored enchantments? That must be expensive. Do they self-regenerate?"

Dara's smile turned secretive. "Trade secrets. Please place your tethers on your non-dominant wrist."

"What about Red?" I asked, sliding the cuff onto my left arm. The metal was surprisingly warm.

"Your familiar won't need a tether, since he's not permitted to carry objective items. He can scout or assist with combat only."

Red looked up from the floor and honked at us with a low rumble that clearly said Hurry the hell up.

"Okay, I'm pretty sure Red's going to throw a fit if something doesn't happen soon," I said. "How do we get to the arena?"

Dara gestured to a set of double doors that definitely hadn't existed moments before.

"Right, of course," Cass said with a laugh. "The door that had obviously been there the entire time."

"Tower spirits..." Malcolm muttered.

"You'll probably want armor," Chas suggested, taking another pull from his ridiculous pipe.

Cass slammed down her armor case and began changing while Malcolm stretched his arms. His clothes shifted into black robes affixed with dark metal in a half-plate configuration that made him look more like a dark knight than an Arcanist.

I'd never seen Malcolm's armor before—this outfit was genuinely menacing.

By the time Cass finished securing her gear, she found us waiting. I rocked on my feet with a smirk.

"Well, fuck off," she said with mock irritation. "I don't have a mana sanctum. It takes me a minute." She turned to Dara. "Now what?"

"As luck would have it," Dara said with a smile that wasn't entirely luck, "your team was ranked highest, so you get to go first."

"All right, Red, let's go," I said.

The dog practically launched himself to his feet, rushing to the doors. He wasn't sending much through our bond, but his eagerness to show off was crystal clear.

I shook my head at the crazy animal. If he planned to pull off what he'd done on the boat, the spectators were definitely in for a show.

"Don't fuck up!" Thea called as we walked through the doors.



The doors opened onto a hallway that led directly into the arena proper. I'd expected something big, but this defied comprehension.

The stone-floored arena stretched before us—easily two or three times larger than any stadium on Earth. We'd glimpsed it from our suite, but experiencing it firsthand was overwhelming. The ceiling soared over a hundred meters above, while towering walls lined with elaborate enclosures surrounded us in a near-vertical oval.

The moment we stepped inside, a thunderous roar of cheers and applause crashed through the air like a physical force. Hundreds—no, thousands—of people crowded those colored boxes, stretching up and around us until they disappeared in shadow.

Where the hell had they all come from? The most people I'd seen in one place on Ark was maybe a few hundred for the tournament registration. Even bustling Sylvarus harbor hadn't approached these numbers.

Cass and Malcolm both stared in awe. Malcolm's expression looked more satisfied than overwhelmed, but I caught the wide-eyed amazement before he masked it behind noble composure.

Red trotted ahead of us, tail high and steps light. Was he... strutting?

"People of Ark." Grace's voice boomed through the space with supernatural clarity, silencing thousands instantly. "This Grand Tournament begins tonight. The Monster Hunters of La-Roc stand with the Arcanists of Sylvarus, accused by the Strikers of Merigold. Tradition of trial by strength will determine who speaks truth."

The arena erupted in wild cheers that crashed through the air like a tidal wave. Grace continued once silence returned.

"Our first event features one such accused—a Terran. Archon Aldertree's new Apprentice, Seeker Ben Crawford, Aspirant to the Monster Hunters and the first Breaker in nearly ten years. He is joined by his familiar: Red."

Dead silence followed her words. The arena was too massive for Valor to pick up individual reactions, but I could feel thousands of eyes locked on me, wide and unblinking. The weight of their attention was suffocating.

Grace pressed on with professional composure.

"His team, the Godsdamned Problem, is the highest-ranked set of Seekers currently in the tournament, each just as distinct. Seeker Cassandra Winters, heiress to La-Roc and Apprentice to Charles Blackwood of Shar."

A modest wave of cheers hit us, but compared to the previous silence, it felt like a physical blow. I glanced at Cass—her expression was painfully uncomfortable. The attention, the titles, the cheers—it all made her squirm. She really hated her family's prominence.

I mouthed "Giant boat" and nodded toward the crowd.

Cass's lips twitched into a grin, her gaze sweeping over the spectators with renewed confidence.

"And finally, Seeker Malcolm Valerian, Son of Archon Maris Valerian, the Crimson Prince, Scion of the Falling Star."

The arena exploded. Cheers and applause thundered through the walls, the entire structure vibrating with sound that seemed to come from every direction at once.

This was my first time hearing Malcolm's full title. The Crimson Prince? He really was a pot calling the kettle black with Cass. I shot a look at her—she appeared equally confused.

"Silence!" Grace's voice cracked like a whip. Not a Soulcry, but the effect was identical. Voices cut off instantly.

"The first event tonight will be a fan favorite—The Bridge. Because of the stakes involved, each event will be increased in difficulty. The competitors have been outfitted with tether cuffs. Please return to your viewing stations as the event begins."

Nervousness twisted in my gut like a living thing. This was it—the Grand Tournament. The thing I'd been preparing for all week. The thing that would decide whether my insane new life on Ark would continue or if I'd end up starting over somewhere potentially far more dangerous.

The air crackled with familiar static as light blue mist rolled across the floor. A sensation like falling slammed into my chest as the arena walls faded, becoming ghostly impressions. The ceiling transformed into a clear, moonlit sky with the dome's outline barely visible.

The sand beneath my feet twisted, replaced by cool grass.

I blinked as the brightly lit arena faded into background noise. We now stood in a grassy field under a starry sky that looked real. Ahead of us, a small stone dais held a lion statue with a polished granite orb spinning in its mouth on a layer of water. It looked like a fountain from an upscale mall—if the mall existed in a fantasy realm.

"Your objective," Dara's voice echoed from everywhere at once, quiet but unmistakable. "Place this sphere onto a duplicate dais on the opposite side of the arena and keep it there for sixty seconds to complete the event. Additional points will be awarded based on teamwork, monsters defeated, speed, and resourcefulness. Should a teammate find themselves in dire situation, they will be removed from the arena with penalty applied. I will have no deaths in my trials. You may only use mana orbs recovered from slain monsters. Any other items used will incur penalty. You may begin."

We stood in silence for a heartbeat before Cass spoke up.

"The fuck is the Scion of the Falling Star?"

Malcolm groaned as we approached the dais. "It's an insult from my mother. She gave me an official title when I renounced my claim to Merigold and left to study runes. She says I was a star in the sky that's fallen from grace. Somewhere along the way, people made up their own stories about what it actually means."

"A badass title to go with equally badass armor," I said. "I bet the women love it."

Malcolm shrugged. "Wouldn't know. I've spent most of my time around Dorian and Darryl."

Red rumbled at us impatiently. Focus. Tournament? he seemed to say.

"Okay, okay. Jeez, you're excited about this event." I scratched behind his ears while scanning our surroundings. The treeline was about forty meters ahead, but this wasn't the dense forest from La-Roc. Loosely spaced trees, large stumps, and scattered boulders broke up the landscape. I couldn't see anything resembling a dais through the trees—we might have a serious trek ahead.

"So do we just pick it up?" Cass asked, lifting the orb from the dais.

Instantly, the water stopped flowing, and the platform lowered to ground level. A pulse of mana erupted from it, and the cuff on my wrist buzzed with a faint sensation of drag. Not powerful, but as I walked back toward Cass, the sensation faded almost completely.

"I guess so?" I said, glancing at my cuff. "You feel that?"

She nodded, and Malcolm confirmed with his own nod.

"All right, let's get to—" Malcolm started.

A booming roar from the treeline cut him off. First one, then two, then dozens of different calls echoed from ahead like some kind of monster battle cry.

A massive, black, four-armed, gorilla-like creature crashed through the trees, snapping a trunk clean in half like it was a toothpick. Glowing red eyes locked onto us, and it roared, spit flying from its mouth as two more creatures emerged to flank it.

Each one was easily the size of a pickup truck, with arms that could probably crush a person.

I glanced at Cass and then Malcolm. Cass drew a sword while clutching the orb, and I gripped Winchester, still in hammerhead configuration. The weapon's weight felt reassuring in my hands.

Remembering our audience of thousands, I used the large sledgehammer to stretch my arms—making a show of limbering up like I was preparing for a casual workout instead of monster combat.

"All right, let's make some magic happen," I said, letting confidence ring in my voice.

There was no way I was ready for this.

            

    
        64. The Bridge

    
    
    
    
                "Onytax!" Malcolm shouted just before three monsters charged.

Cass wasted no time. She exploded forward to meet the creatures head-on while Malcolm and I bolted after her as fast as our legs could carry us.

Too fast. Cass was way
too fast.

She met the lead Onytax with a sword slash so precise and lightning-quick that only Valor confirmed she'd actually connected. The moment her strike landed, searing heat surged through the cuff on my wrist, followed by a twisting momentum that felt like the path toward Cass was now down.

The tether's pull yanked Malcolm and me clean off our feet, dragging us toward Cass like we were attached to a bungee cord. I hit the grass hard and rolled, feeling the cuff cool as we settled within range.

Ten meters. That's the limit.

Dara had warned us too. Fight the pull, and we'd start hemorrhaging mana. Not something I planned on testing.

I scrambled to my feet just as Valor flared. Sidestepping an overhand slam from an Onytax, I watched its massive fists smash into the ground with enough force to crater the earth and send dirt spraying like shrapnel.

I spun, winding up Winchester for a strike, when Red flashed past me like a crimson comet. He landed just behind the creature, his fur blazing with red runes, aura flickering around him like wildfire. His tails fanned out in full display, eyes locked on me with predatory intensity I'd never seen before.

It took me a second to realize the Onytax was screaming—purple ooze spraying everywhere as one of its massive, hairy arms flopped on the ground, completely severed at the shoulder.

Holy shit, Red.

Without hesitation, I brought Winchester down on the creature's knee with a bone-shattering crack. It dropped, roaring in agony, and swiped at me with its remaining arms. Trusting my armor to absorb the impact, I readied another strike.

Big mistake.

Its arm cuffed me across the shoulder like a sledgehammer, and I went flying. While the armor absorbed most of the impact, the sheer force still rattled my bones. A glancing blow had launched me like a rag-doll.

I slammed into the ground, rolled with the momentum, and caught my feet, darting back toward the monster. Ducking under another swing, I wound up Winchester and hammered an attack into its chest with a quick mana burn—just enough juice to empower the hit.

I released the burn the instant Winchester connected, but the weapon still sapped a sizeable chunk of my mana reserves.

A shockwave of rainbow energy erupted from the impact point, sending what remained of the creature flying backward in pieces. My strike had obliterated everything between the Onytax's shoulders, painting the grass with purple gore.

Too bad I was in the splash zone.

Everything happened so fast that when I checked Valor for Cass and Malcolm, panic spiked through me. They weren't moving.

I whirled around and spotted them—also dripping with purple ooze but very much alive. One Onytax lay crumpled nearby, clearly shredded by dozens of Cass's surgical sword strikes. The other was cleanly bisected, the cut still glowing dull orange from Malcolm's plasma work.

Cass laughed, wiping monster guts from her face. "Oh, I'll take being a Seeker any day. Onytax are only Class-E."

She grimaced as she carved a mana orb from her kill. Malcolm did the same with clinical efficiency. I hurried to my obliterated monster, only to find disappointment—no mana orb, not even a pearl. Maybe the explosion had vaporized it?

More roars echoed around us as we sprinted into the treeline. Cass struggled to slow her pace for us, still adjusting to her new superhuman speed.

Since Red didn't need a tether, he scouted ahead with incredible velocity, darting in front of us and changing our course multiple times to avoid running face-first into more monsters. Malcolm confirmed our path with the Guiding Stone, its glow cutting through the shadows.

As if the arena was responding to our progress, heavy fog rolled through the trees like a living thing.

"Oh, c'mon!" I yelled into the haze.

Red slowed his pace, his aura fading as he returned to normal dog mode. He sniffed the air, cocking his head in confusion that I could feel through our bond.

Malcolm stepped forward, clutching the stone like a lifeline. "We're about halfway to our destination," he said, pointing left through the mist.

Valor picked up several things moving in the surrounding fog—presences that felt small but dangerous, positioned high like they were perched in the trees around us. They were watching me specifically, a vague sense of predatory interest prickling at my enhanced senses.

We jogged in Malcolm's indicated direction, but he kept stopping and starting, guiding us around unseen threats. I sensed the watchers shifting through the haze, maybe ten or fifteen meters away, always staying just out of clear sight.

Malcolm stopped dead, and I nearly crashed into him. Red danced around my feet while Cass placed a steadying hand on Malcolm's back.

"Oh shit, take the guiding stone." Malcolm tossed it to me with urgent precision.

I caught it, and the fog receded into a hazy blur around us. My eyes went wide as I spotted what had been stalking us—a dozen owl-like monsters perched in the surrounding trees, their feathers rippling with a red energy that made them look like living flames.

Malcolm formed a pointed mudra with his left hand, index and little finger extended like a gun. White-hot plasma crackled between his fingers as he aimed at one owl, pulling his other hand back like drawing a bowstring.

"Igniplumax. Class-E. Get ready to dodge."

He released the shot. A flash of orange light sliced through both the owl and its branch, cutting them cleanly in half with surgical precision.

I felt the attention of the remaining owls snap to Malcolm like a magnetic pull, just as Valor screamed in my mind.

I'm the bigger threat.

All but a few Igniplumax reacted instantly, diving toward me in a coordinated frenzy of wings and fury.

I braced to strike when my aura shrieked at me, the warning sharp and immediate. I threw myself backward, narrowly avoiding a flaming projectile that would've punched straight through my skull like a molten bullet.

Searing pain flared in my shoulder and thigh as I dove right with a harsh scream. Cass grunted nearby, slicing one owl apart in an explosion of yellow ooze that splattered across the trees.

I glanced down—smoldering feathers jutted from my thigh, wedged between two scales of my armor like burning needles.

Gritting my teeth, I pushed to my feet and spun to meet another incoming owl. An orange blast ripped through the air in front of me, slicing the creature apart mid-flight.

Red shot past me like a cannonball, snatching an Igniplumax from the air and slamming it to the ground. He shook it like a chew toy, flaming feathers scattering and embedding themselves in nearby trees like tiny torches.

Valor screamed again. I twisted instinctively, but pain tore through my bicep as another flaming feather drove itself deep into my arm. One bird had over-committed to its attack, diving straight at my face.

This might have been a mistake.

Snarling, I stored Winchester and triggered a mana burn, letting it ride longer this time. My mana reserves plummeted, but a blue aura flared around me bright enough to cut through the fog like a beacon.

I sidestepped the diving owl and slammed a gauntleted fist into it, smashing the bird out of the air with a satisfying crunch. Dropping the mana burn, I summoned Winchester back in hammer form and delivered a single, devastating swing.

Rainbow energy popped as the owl exploded into yellow ooze.

I surveyed the carnage of dead black owls scattered around our impromptu battlefield.

Cass grinned, wiping her sword clean on the grass. "They really didn't like what you did with your aura there. It's way easier to take out monsters when they're all focused on someone else."

"That was intense." I pulled the spiked feather from my arm, surprised it didn't hurt nearly as much as expected. Blood slicked the barb, but the wound felt manageable.

As I tossed the feather aside, I noticed dozens more scattered around me. My armor bore fresh marks where it had deflected several others. Despite getting demolished by Dara's golem a couple of days ago, the scale mail was holding up remarkably well.

I yanked out the remaining feathers with winces, feeling refined mana go to work on the wounds as it cycled through my body. Healing would take time, but I could function.

"You need a potion?" Malcolm asked with genuine concern in his voice.

I shook my head. "I'll be fine. Save them for when it's not just flesh wounds."

It had been a while since I'd used a healing potion—all I remembered was the massive mana drain, and I'd already been loose with mana burns.

I handed Malcolm the guiding stone, and he led us through the forest at a steady jog. We nearly tripped over each other when we stumbled upon a rushing river that seemed to appear from nowhere—I hadn't even heard it over the forest sounds.

"Fuck!" Cass yelped as she toppled into the water.

She tumbled downstream for several meters before clawing her way back to shore, sputtering and cursing. Our cuffs flared hot, the tether pulling insistently as distance grew. We scrambled to reach her before the mana drain kicked in.

Cass hurled a handful of mud at us from the bank. "Why me?" she groaned. "Ugh, armor and water sucks."

"Now you know how I felt in Rainhaven," I said, chuckling at the memory. "Except I was sweating under mine the whole time. Wet on all sides."

Cass groaned dramatically. "How the fuck are we supposed to get across this? It's at least thirty paces wide."

"I could probably jump it," I said with mock confidence. "...Probably."

Cass scoffed. "Remember what happened last time you tried jumping a giant gap? You learned what sliding across hard stone felt like."

I shuddered at the memory of road rash from that rooftop chase.

"Wait," Malcolm said as we walked upstream, searching for a crossing. "Haven't you been here for like two weeks? You two talk like you've been friends for years."

I shrugged. "It's been a really busy two weeks."

Cass and I burst into laughter.

Eventually, Malcolm guided us to a rickety-looking rope bridge hanging barely above the water's surface. The thing looked like it had been constructed by drunk engineers using leftover materials.

"Oh good," I said, tugging on the rope. "This totally isn't going to snap and drop us when we're halfway across."

Cass and Malcolm stared at me like I'd just cursed us all. Even Red shot me serious side-eye.

"What? It's kind of a thing in storytelling on Earth," I explained. "Snapping rope bridges rank just above quicksand in terms of 'nasty shit you know is going to happen' in a place like this."

"What's quicksand?" Malcolm asked with genuine curiosity.

Before I could answer, a loud croak echoed through the trees behind us. Dozens more joined the chorus, a familiar sound that made my blood run cold.

"Nope!" Cass snapped, climbing onto the bridge. "Not doing Lumifrax again."

We all followed her, hustling across the bridge that dangled barely thirty centimeters above rushing water. My stomach knotted with dread the entire crossing—if this bridge was going to collapse, Valor wouldn't warn me. I'd learned that limitation the hard way.

After several tense minutes, we stepped onto solid ground. I looked back at the rickety bridge, still intact.

"I'm almost disappointed," I chuckled.

Cass socked me in the arm. The armor absorbed the impact, but I staggered dramatically anyway.

The rest of our trek went smoothly—no monsters between us and our destination. Before long, we spotted the lion-headed dais, identical to where we'd started.

Cass moved to place the orb, but I stopped her.

"Whoa, hang on. Dara said we have to keep it there for a full minute. That means something's definitely going to happen when you place it. Give me a second."

I pulled the last two circular mana traps from my soul-space, slotted red coins into each, and tossed them into the dirt along our approach path.

"You kept those?" Cass asked incredulously. "I would've sold them back to Cyrus."

"I didn't know that was even an option," I admitted, eyeing a nearby tree. "Hey Malcolm, think you can cut this tree down with your plasma thing?"

"My what?" Malcolm asked, then caught on immediately. A flash of orange light sliced through the trunk, and the tree cracked as it toppled to the ground with a satisfying crash.

"Nice." Switching Winchester to glaive mode, I sliced the branches cleanly off, leaving a perfect battering ram log positioned in front of the dais.

"What are you planning with the tree?" Cass asked.

"Not entirely sure, but if push comes to shove, I'm pretty confident rolling it over those traps will ruin something's day."

Malcolm looked from the tree to the traps and back again, his expression shifting to impressed. "Well... shit, that's actually brilliant. Two red-tier mana traps would definitely obliterate something. You just thought of that?"

I shrugged. "Video games."

"What's vid—" Malcolm started, but a loud chime echoed through the forest.

Cass had placed the orb into the lion's mouth.

The ground rumbled ominously, with leaves and branches shaking violently. A low, resonant growl filled the air, punctuated by deep, guttural clicks like a massive tiger preparing to strike.

Red eyes emerged from the fog—enormous, feline, and locked onto us with predatory intelligence.

The creature stepped into view, revealing itself to be a cat-like monster the size of a city bus. Black and red fur rippled with supernatural heat, waves of scorching air rolling off it like it was walking flame made flesh.

"Uh," Malcolm stammered, eyes fixed on the nightmare before us.

Red's fur ignited, his tails fanning out as he took a cautious step backward—the first time I'd seen him retreat from anything.

Cass drew her second sword as the creature roared, its mouth glowing like molten coals. It inhaled sharply, and Valor roared in my mind with desperate warning.

"Down!" I yelled, hitting the dirt just before a plume of thick black smoke exploded from the creature's mouth. Embers swirled through the air, filling it with a sulfuric, burning stench that made my eyes water.

We coughed and rolled away, desperate to escape the caustic cloud that seemed to burn everything it touched.

I pushed myself to my feet, but the creature's gaze locked onto mine as we made eye contact. Valor egged it on instinctively.

You have to go through me.

The beast prowled forward, another territorial growl rolling from its chest like distant thunder.

"Stop doing that shit, kid! It's way too effective!" Ted practically shouted from my soul-space.

"You think?!" I snapped back, only for Malcolm to shoot me a confused look.

That moment of distraction was exactly what the creature had been waiting for.

Danger flooded my senses, but I couldn't react fast enough. A jet of black smoke slammed into me like a battering ram, lifting me clean off my feet.

My face burned, my eyes watered even through closed lids. My armor tightened painfully against the blast as I crashed through something solid. I hit the ground hard, breath ragged and painful.

Blinking through blurred vision, I watched the tree I'd crashed through topple to the ground, missing me by inches.

Orange blasts of light flickered through the haze—Malcolm firing relentlessly. Cass's furious battle cries mixed with the beast's roars. The cuff on my wrist burned, showing I was right on the edge of tether range.

I coughed and spat blood, the caustic taste of whatever gas that thing produced clinging to my mouth like acid. Refined mana scrambled through my pathways, trying to repair damage, but it wasn't nearly enough.

Gritting my teeth, I yanked a healing potion from my soul-space and braced for the bitter, oily taste.

My mana reserves dipped hard as healing energy surged through my pathways. A cooling sensation spread through my lungs and throat, clearing my vision. I tried not to think about whether that thing had just melted my eyesight.

Cass danced around the massive creature with lethal grace, slicing at its legs and driving her swords deep into its hide, leaving weeping purple wounds. Malcolm hammered it with molten beams that seared the air but barely left marks on its supernatural hide.

The cat leaped back, bracing for another devastating attack. I seized the moment, sprinted forward, and kicked the prepared log with a perfectly timed mana burn. My reserves were down to half, so every expenditure had to count.

The log exploded into the air, half-splintered by the impact, and crashed down in an awkward roll toward my hidden traps.

Two deafening THUDS followed—white light erupted from the trap sites, throwing everyone backward in a shockwave of raw force. Even the monster.

I crashed into a boulder, my armor straining past its limits. Valor's warning hit just in time for me to shove what mana I could spare into the impact point. Instead of broken ribs, pain flared through my side.

The tether yanked me sideways before I could even groan, throwing me into another tree. Wind left my lungs in a rush before I caught myself with mana-infused feet.

Cass and Malcolm fared better, already standing and ready for more. The cat, though, only seemed dazed. It shook its massive head like an oversized house cat and locked burning eyes on me again.

I caught a flash of red in my peripheral vision—Valor confirmed Red was circling, just out of sight. Through our bond, I could tell he wasn't confident about inflicting actual damage, but that didn't matter.

I dodged another blast of smoke breath and hurled Winchester like a spear, barreling toward the creature at full sprint.

The beast howled as my glaive buried itself halfway up its haunch. I recalled the weapon just as I reached striking distance, and a geyser of purple gore erupted from the wound. The cat nearly collapsed from the injury.

Spinning the glaive with practiced flourish, I forced the beast to recoil. Red barked loudly from the trees, drawing its attention at the perfect moment as I hurled myself backward.

A column of liquid fire slammed into the creature's face. It staggered, shaking its head wildly as flames clung to its fur.

I laughed—my dog could breathe fire.

Cass surged forward beside me, her blades carving through the air faster than I could track. She flowed around me like water, her strikes ruthless and precise, always positioning herself exactly where I needed her to be.

Malcolm hammered the beast with relentless energy beams, our coordination falling into place like pieces of a perfectly designed puzzle.

The cat tried to retaliate, but Red hit it again—another jet of liquid fire to the face, timed with perfect precision.

Once we found our rhythm, the cat didn't stand a chance.

A few more seconds of perfectly coordinated assault and the monster finally crumpled, nearly collapsing on top of me. I dodged aside, breathing hard as its massive body hit the ground with an earth-shaking thud.

A loud gong thrummed through the air, and the world snapped back into the arena like someone had flipped a switch. The roar of thousands of spectators hit me like a physical wave, the cheers absolutely deafening.

"...felled the Ash Stalker in under a minute! A true display of Runebinding teamwork that will be remembered!" Dara's voice boomed over the crowd like a professional sports announcer.

It felt like we'd been tuned into her commentary mid-sentence. So that's what the cat was—an Ash Stalker.

"Worry not, spectators! Events will continue throughout the evening. Scores will be available after each bracket completes their trials," Dara continued with smooth professionalism.

Then her voice shifted, now sounding like she was standing right beside us.

"As for you three," she said, and I could hear the smirk in her tone, "some very wealthy nobles have paid quite a lot of money to meet you."

We all groaned in perfect unison.

            

    
        65. Do You Know Who I Am?

    
    
    
    
                Some officials ushered us into a room that belonged in a palace, not a tournament waiting area. At least a hundred people clustered in expensive-looking groups, chatting on luxurious sofas or standing near runic compositors. Every few seconds, someone would drop a coin and retrieve gourmet food or exotic drinks.

Officials roamed between the groups with practiced ease, clearly accustomed to managing the wealthy and powerful.

We passed around a wash-kit, each of us scrubbing away multiple fights' worth of blood, dirt, and monster goo. My ribs ached like hell, and the spots where those feathers had pierced were itchy despite the healing potion's work.

Thea met us near the entrance with Darla nowhere in sight.

"Fucking wow," she said, eyes bright with excitement. "You took down a Class-D monster in under a minute. I'm putting more coins down on you next match."

Cass beamed like she'd just won the lottery. "It's easy when the monster only wants to eat Ben."

I grimaced. "It's Valor. It just knows how to piss off monsters, apparently."

"That tracks," Cass said with authority. "Chas has the same problem. Says it helps him get stronger or some horseshit like that. But Red?" She patted his head with genuine admiration. "What a legend. I've never seen a Spirited Beast fight like that."

"Great," I muttered. "So I get the shit kicked out of me while you, Malcolm, and Red get to have all the fun."

"Yeah, pretty much," Malcolm said with zero sympathy.

Even Red shot me a goofy look that somehow conveyed the same sentiment.

I hadn't told them about my Paladin revelation yet, but Valor forcing monsters to pay attention to me was making disturbing sense.

"Since when do we have to do meet-and-greets?" Malcolm asked Thea.

"Yeah, it's a real pain in the ass. Bunch of fucking nobles and even some Legionnaires paid through the nose to set this up the moment the early start was announced. Not just you three—they wanted face time with several teams."

"Whoa, Ben!" a familiar voice called across the room.

A sharply dressed group of Gaians parted as Felix stepped forward in crisp Sylvarus robes, practically glowing with excitement.

"It's incredible to see you! That match was something else. You three may have actually set a tournament record, man."

"Hey Felix!" I grinned despite my aching ribs. "It didn't feel like it. I got tossed around like a rag doll."

He laughed, eyes bright. "Damn, look at you though. Is that phantom brass armor? And I heard you formed a Seal already. That was lightning fast. I’m thinking I was right about you. And a familiar!"

"Yeah," I shrugged, trying for modesty. "I had a lot of help. Cass formed hers too. She even outperformed Erik at Registration."

Felix blinked, visibly stunned, then shook his head with delighted laughter.

"Oh yeah! I'm sorry Cassie, congratulations! I saw you out there and... wow. Just wow. And Malcolm..." His expression shifted to curious. "Wait. Aren't you supposed to be an asshole?"

"Aren't you supposed to be a spoiled brat?" Malcolm shot back without missing a beat.

Felix chuckled, completely unbothered. "Guilty as charged! Hey Cass, Erik's around here somewhere. He wanted to congratulate you personally."

Cass's grin turned predatory as she wandered off, clearly planning to gloat her ass off. She'd more than earned it.

"He's competing with Ferris and me in the Adept brackets," Felix continued. "I pushed through to Adept pretty fast. Not much competition without Alexander's teams, so we've got a real shot at winning the exhibitions."

I blinked at that revelation. Wasn't Adept supposed to take months? Learning techniques, maximizing physical mana storage, perfecting seal mastery? I felt like it would take me years to get there.

"Wow, congrats Felix. That's going to be a powerhouse team," I said genuinely. "I watched Ferris obliterate an Arbortrux with a single lightning bolt. Hope we get to watch you guys compete."

Felix's smile flickered slightly. "Yeah... he told me about that. Said he wished he could've done more to help. But I heard that's when you found your Seal candidate. What incredible luck. We'll be studying together in no time."

I moved to the compositor and dropped a few red coins, mana tugging gently as I visualized cold beer. Several frosted mugs materialized on the surface. I turned, holding one out for Felix, only to find Ferris standing directly behind me.

I hadn't sensed him at all—must've written him off as another wandering guest.

"Ferris!" I said, offering him a mug. He accepted it as if I'd handed him liquid gold.

"Amituofo, Ben. Or should I say, Revered One? This humble scholar is pleased to see you once more." He took a long drink and sighed with pure contentment.

"Yeah, what's with that title?" I asked. "All the Sentarians have been saying it since I met Arryava."

Ferris nodded with solemn reverence. "The Sentarian recognize your Vajra and the hand that wields it. The Vajra chooses its bearer, not the other way around. Thus, you are Revered."

"Okay, so that doesn't actually explain anything..." I said. "Want to help carry these?"

He nodded and grabbed two mugs while I collected the rest. We headed back to the group, distributing beer like we were hosting a casual party.

"Wait a minute," Thea said, staring at her mug in amazement. "You know how to brew beer?"

I nodded. "I know how to make a lot of things."

"He's also about as modest as a fireworks display at a fucking funeral," Ted cut in, materializing beside me.

Of course he was here—there was alcohol involved.

I didn't dignify the comment, just handed him a mug, which he snatched and downed in one impressive pull before belching loud enough to rattle glasses on a platter nearby.

Shaking my head, I handed mugs to Thea and Felix, then took a sip myself. Perfect—malty, cold, with a faint citrus edge that hit exactly right.

"Whoa, this is crazy good," Thea said, clutching the mug with two small hands. It was so cute, but I’d never say it to Thea’s face.

"Terrans are absolute barbarians," said a voice to my left.

I turned to see a man in a crimson high-collared jacket with a golden sash pinned with an elaborate bird-shaped brooch. The outfit looked almost Egyptian—strangely familiar yet foreign. Three soldiers flanked him in segmented brass armor, red capes, and plated kilts that screamed Roman legion. They looked far more battle-hardened than anyone I'd encountered so far.

Except maybe Richard.

"I must admit, though," the man continued with a sharp accent—something between Diana's refinement and a news anchor's precision—"you can certainly take a hit."

"Uh, thanks?" I said without thinking.

"Thanks, your highness," one soldier barked, making the correction loud and unmistakably clear.

This guy radiated nobility like a neon sign. I glanced at Cass, who looked equally lost, but Malcolm's entire posture shifted into something cold and formal.

"Prince Lucian Crow," Malcolm said, bowing slightly with ice in his voice. "How wonderful to see you again."

"I wasn't talking to you, child," Lucian replied without even looking at him. "You are no one without your mother. Crimson Prince no longer."

"Wow, this guy's a real fucking peach," Ted muttered beside me.

I winced, but Lucian didn't bristle. Instead, his eyes widened with genuine delight.

"Wonderful! I'd heard about the Spirit Guardian." He clapped like he'd discovered a rare treasure. Word traveled fast in magical circles, apparently.

Ted just stared him down with predatory intensity. Lucian looked young despite his neatly trimmed beard—something youthful glittered in his eyes. Did Gaians age the same as humans?

"Yeah, that's Ted," I said awkwardly. "Bit of a pain in the ass. Sorry for what he said."

"Not at all! I expected as much when I paid for this gala," Lucian said, still smiling. "Terrans are savages—clearly, you're no exception."

Ah, so it was him funding this meet-and-greet.

"Now then," he continued with businesslike precision, "how many gold mana coins for that staff of yours? It should be in the hands of someone worthy."

Goosebumps prickled up my arms like ice water. He wanted Winchester? And he'd brought soldiers as backup.

I felt the shift around me—Thea stepped closer, subtly positioning herself between us, clearly ready for violence.

For the second time since arriving in Sylvarus, genuine anger flared in my chest. Something about this place seemed designed to get under my skin.

Noble? Sure. So were Cass and Malcolm. Even Astrid and Richard had titles. They were proper
nobles, not this bullshit. Meanwhile, I'd been fighting tooth and nail just to stay in this world, with genuine uncertainty about whether I'd even be here in a few days.

And this entitled prick thought he was more worthy of Winchester?

Fuck this guy.

Valor flared in my mind, and to everyone's horror, I casually tossed Winchester at him.

He caught it barely, fumbling with the grip while staring at me in shock.

"Well then, I..." he began.

Just like that, Winchester was back in my hand, and Lucian froze like someone had turned him to stone.

I shrugged, glanced at Ted, and then at my friends. "Look at that. Guess he isn't worthy after all."

Ted erupted into delighted laughter, and muffled snickers rippled through the entire room like wildfire.

Lucian's face turned deep crimson, and the sneer that followed stripped away every trace of noble composure.

"How dare you!" he spat like a petulant child. "Do you know who I am?"

My face broke into a smile that probably looked dangerous. "I'm just a savage. Why would a barbarian know that?"

"I am a Sunspire Prince, heir to the North Shores! My father could have you—"

Another 'my dad' guy. Fantastic.

I tuned him out, anger fizzling into plain irritation made worse by my throbbing ribs. Reaching down, I scratched Red behind his ears. The simple motion helped dissolve what remained of my fury.

Time to channel my inner Canadian.

"Look, bud," I said with deliberate calm, "are you planning to yell at me until I give a shit? Because that's not a good plan."

The surrounding murmurs got louder. Even Cass stared at me in pure confusion.

"Insolence!" Lucian was practically shrieking now.

That's when Thea finally stepped in.

"I think that's enough," she said with dangerous calm. "This meeting is over."

"It's over when I say it's over!" Lucian snapped.

Thea looked up at him with a wicked grin that promised violence. "If you'd like to dispute me, we can ask Dara to bring in the Oathbound for mediation."

Lucian's fire cooled instantly, though the hatred in his glare could've melted steel.

"Yeah, that's what I fucking thought," Thea muttered. "Now, like I said, this shit's over. Let's go."

She practically dragged me toward the exit, but I still had unfinished business.

I turned back. "Hey Lucian, are you competing in this tournament?"

He sneered with pure disdain. "I would never lower myself into the dirt with those like you."

"Yeah, that figures," I said, flashing him another grin just as Thea forced me out of the room.



"What the fuck was that all about?" Thea demanded the second we stepped into our suite.

She'd been fuming the entire walk back, and yeah—I knew I'd screwed up. But I didn't regret it. The guy deserved to be put in his place, noble or not. That I could feel Valor nudging me down the path didn't bother me either.

I shrugged. "He said I wasn't worthy of Winchester. Had to show him otherwise."

"Ben," Malcolm said, his voice tight with genuine concern, "Lucian Crow is first in line for the North Shore. He's basically the next Emperor of the Sunspire Archipelago. His father, Amon Crow, commands the Legion—one of the largest Runebinder forces on the planet."

"Guy's still a prick," Cass muttered with venom. "A pumped-up Dorian with a more punchable face."

"Shit-baskets," Thea groaned. "You three... I hate politics, and now I'm neck-deep in the worst kind. You don't think maybe you could've handled that with a little more fucking subtlety?"

I gave her a blank look. "When we met this afternoon, you blew up your own lab."

"Damn right I did," she chuckled.

"No one in this room knows anything about tact. Except..." I glanced at Malcolm.

He raised an eyebrow expectantly.

"Except maybe Red," I said, petting the dog without breaking eye contact.

Malcolm threw up his hands in exasperation.

"Look," I continued, "he's a prince. Where I come from, royalty's supposed to act like it. If his father has a problem with someone telling his asshole son to shut up, then we'd probably be at odds either way. Best to get it out in the open early."

Thea opened her mouth to argue, then stopped. Thought about it. Then sighed.

"There's a lot going on here," she muttered. "Way more than I signed up for. And fuckin’ Lana being involved makes everything infinitely more complicated."

"Things have been complicated since minute one," Cass said with authority. "The moment Ben steps out of a kitchen, shit goes sideways."

We all collapsed onto the couches, and I'd just let out a long breath when sharp knocking hit the door—followed immediately by it swinging open without invitation.

Diana strode in, flanked by several people I didn't recognize. Each wore distinctly different outfits, like they'd traveled here from entirely different corners of the world.

"The Godsdamned Problem is right," Diana said. "Congratulations on a very impressive first event, darlings. But did you really have to tell off Lucian Crow in front of half his rivals and political enemies? It’s a fuck—"

She caught herself and cleared her throat, throwing a look over her shoulder at her diverse entourage.

"It's a madhouse out there," she corrected diplomatically. "You've officially got more fans than Stanley, and Maris is absolutely fuming. Clearly another setup on her part."

We exchanged uneasy looks.

"Wait, what happened?" Thea asked, confusion clear.

A newcomer stepped forward—a Carmintree woman in flowing azure silks styled like a toga, her vibrant red skin offset by black jewelry that gleamed under the lights.

"It has been a long time since someone publicly challenged one of the Crow heirs," she said, her accent smooth and aristocratic. "You've rekindled something of a populist movement among the people of Sunspire and surrounding territories. The meeting was broadcast to many viewing tables."

Thea and Malcolm groaned in perfect unison.

"Oh, shit," I muttered, the sudden realization hitting like a brick. I might have just sparked a revolution on a world I'd inhabited for exactly two weeks.

"Don't worry so much," Diana said, flashing a reassuring smile. "Let's put it this way—you now have more public support on Sunspire than Lucian does. And the Emperor? He'll do nothing. He believes heirs should fend for themselves."

She gave a small shrug. "Though I'll admit Maris may have scored a political win with this one. Lucian might not be much of a Runebinder, but he's unfathomably wealthy. And half the Adepts currently in the Academy are from the Legion."

"You need not worry about Lucian during the tournament," the Carmintree woman interjected with quiet authority. "I shall see to it. But afterwards... if you intend to remain on Ark, we will need to discuss your options for dealing with him."

"I'm sorry," I started, but she raised a graceful hand.

"No need," she said with a soft smile. "I am Selena Carmintree—Head Mistress of the Sunspire Tower and adviser to Emperor Amon Crow."

"Oh," I said, suddenly feeling like I'd stepped in something much deeper than expected. Was the Sunspire Tower the main one everyone talked about? "I'm Ben Crawford."

"I know," she said warmly. "Please do us all a favor and place well in this tournament. It would be a shame to waste your newly gained fame. Especially since you intend to petition the Runelords."

With that diplomatic bombshell, everyone finally retreated from our suite. The door slammed shut behind them, leaving us in shell-shocked silence.

Red coughed loudly, then let out a sudden sneeze that echoed off the walls.

And then, somehow, Henrik was just... sitting next to me.

I nearly launched off the couch. "What the fuck, Henrik!"

He grinned as if this were the funniest thing in the world.

"Have you been there the whole time?"

Cass stood and approached the dresser she'd moved earlier, clearly planning to hurl it at him.

"Whoa, whoa!" Henrik held up defensive hands. "I just got here, I swear! I didn't think Nana would show up with that whole Archon entourage—figured they'd spot me immediately."

"Where's Katie?" I asked, heart still settling.

"She wanted to watch the next round," he said. "Said she'd meet me here. I did some digging while I waited—checked out your next event."

I glanced down at the cuff still locked around my wrist.

"Guess we're keeping the tethers," I muttered.

Henrik nodded. "Yep! Tomorrow morning, you're heading into the Spire. Felix, Ferris, and Erik are doing the first round of Adept events before you. We'll get to watch them fight."

"Oh, that I definitely want to see," I said.

Cass's grin turned vicious. "Fuck yes, let's watch Erik get his ass kicked."

Another knock sounded, and half a dozen officials filed in with carts full of food and drinks. They moved like clockwork, stocking cupboards in efficient silence while we sat watching, amazed by their sheer professionalism.

"Thanks!" I called out just before they left. One of the Aldertree men smiled and nodded, expertly sidestepping as Katie barreled through the entrance at full sprint.

"Ben!" she gasped, completely out of breath. "Did you actually tell off a Prince? Everyone's talking about it!"

We all cracked up.

"Sure did," I said.

She lit up like I'd just told her we'd won the lottery.

"I'm sorry!" she blurted, barely containing her excitement. "You won! You completed the event and everyone around me was saying it was faster than anything they've seen in years!"

"Yeah," I said, looking at Cass and Malcolm with genuine pride. "We make a pretty good team."

They gave me matching nods of approval.

"Just need to keep it up, and I'm not going anywhere."

Katie shot me a smile that was half proud, half thrilled, and completely heart-stopping.

Thea slapped her knee like she'd just remembered something important. "Well. Time to get some eats and rest."

She stood, grabbed a handful of provisions, and headed off without ceremony. Cass and Malcolm exchanged a glance, then followed. The packed room emptied to just Katie, Red, and me within a minute.

I swapped out of my armor, changing back into comfortable linen clothes as every ache in my body made itself known. Everything hurt just a little more now that the adrenaline had faded.

Katie stepped forward and pulled me into a tight hug. I hugged her back—ribs protesting, but completely worth it.

"Katie... I need to know I'm staying before—"

She interrupted me with another kiss. "I know," she said, then hugged me even tighter.

The moment couldn't last. Red shoved himself between us with a pointed look.

Leave room for Red, thanks, he seemed to say.

I laughed. "There's always room for you, buddy."

Katie broke into a brilliant smile and knelt down, scratching behind his ears and ruffling his fur as Red enthusiastically licked her face.

            

    
        66. The Deluge

    
    
    
    
                A heavy knocking slammed against my bedroom door, tearing me out of a very comfortable sleep. The knocking wasn't polite—it was the kind that meant urgent news now.

Cass's voice cut through the door, vibrating with barely contained excitement. "Ben! Get your ass up!"

Beside me, Katie groaned and burrowed deeper into the pillows. "Tell her we're dead."

"Can't. She sounds like she's about to explode." I summoned clothes from soul-space as I cracked the door open, keeping my body strategically positioned to block Cass's attempt to peek inside.

She stood there practically bouncing on her toes, already fully dressed and radiating a manic energy that meant either incredible news or complete disaster. Her eyes immediately darted toward the bed behind me.

I stepped into the hallway and shut the door, with finality. "What time is it?"

"Dawn. Perfect time for juicy details." That predatory grin was more lecherous than I expected. "Come on, spill. How was—"

"Cass."

"Fine, fine." She waved me off, but the grin never wavered. "But we're talking later. Right now? Much bigger news."

Red came bounding down the hallway like a furry cannonball, launching himself at me with enough enthusiasm to knock over a smaller person. His morning lick-assault was thorough and merciless.

"Why are we up at dawn?" I asked through dog kisses, scratching behind his ears. "The matches don't start for hours."

"Seeker event scores are posted." She grabbed my arm, already pulling me toward the main parlor. "And Ben? We need to talk. Now."

That tone made my stomach drop. I pulled a steaming cup of coffee from soul-space, taking a fortifying sip as she led me through the corridors.

The massive blue scoreboard dominated the parlor wall like a monument to either triumph or humiliation. White lettering sprawled across it in precise handwriting, but what made my eyebrows raise wasn't the board itself—it was our names sitting pretty at the very top.

"Holy shit," I breathed.

"Read the numbers," Cass commanded, pointing with the intensity of a drill sergeant.

Malcolm led individual scores with eighty-eight out of a hundred. Cass scored seventy-nine. My sixty-six made me wince until I saw the bonus breakdown.

Malcolm: +12 for speed and precision with the guiding stone. 

Cass: +7 for damage dealt and efficiency against the Ash Stalker. Mine looked... different.

+15 for "drawing sustained monster attention while protecting teammates" 

+1 for "first monster kill" 

+5 for "mana beast familiar contributions" 

+7 for "creative gadget usage" 

-2 for "potion consumption during combat"

That brought us to 278 points. But the last line made my coffee cup slip:

Team Coordination Bonus: +30 Final Score: 308

At the bottom, in bold white numerals: 1

"We're winning?" The words came out strangled.

"More than winning," Malcolm called from across the room, emerging from a cupboard with enough food to feed a small army. He tossed Red a chunk of cheese, which disappeared midair with surgical precision. "We broke the Bridge event record by eleven seconds. Word is spreading that you can pull monster attention like a real Guardian—you’re going to have a list of people who want to hunt with you."

I laughed partly from relief, partly from disbelief. "If getting my ass kicked is what wins tournaments, I'm stocking up on healing potions."

"About that..." Cass pulled a cloth off the side table with theatrical flair.

The mana core underneath was gorgeous—not as massive as the Brine Tyrant's, but easily soccer-ball sized and practically vibrating with mana.

"From our friend the Ash Stalker," she announced. "Thea says it's worth at least forty gold mana coins."

"And we just... keep it?"

"Split it three ways," Malcolm confirmed through a mouthful of bread. "Tournament prizes include monster loot. Could be cores, orbs, or if we're really lucky, a mana heart from a Class-C."

"Wait, we could handle a Class-C?" The idea seemed insane.

Malcolm shrugged. "You've advanced two full cultivation stages since landing here. Back during the Carapax attack, you didn't even have mana sense. Now you're a Seeker—twice as fast, twice as strong, probably twice as reckless. I think they underestimated us for the Adept bracket."

"So we could fight a Class-C?" Cass's eyes lit up with dangerous enthusiasm.

"Not solo. They're building-sized nightmares. But later events might pit multiple teams against one. Joint operations." Malcolm grabbed another piece of cheese. "That's why they do the exhibitions—show us what we might face."

"Speaking of which," I checked the light streaming through the windows, "when do those start? I want to see Erik's team in action."

"Always time for breakfast first," Cass declared, already elbow-deep in the cupboards.

Red trotted toward the hallway as Katie wandered in, hair resembling a bird's nest and her eyes at half-mast.

"Heard there was food," she mumbled.

Malcolm handed her an empty plate without comment. She began constructing what could only be described as an architectural marvel of meat and bread.

"So," Malcolm said with studied casualness, "are you two... together? Meant to ask yesterday, but timing seemed off."

"Yep!" Katie's response was immediate and cheerful.

I choked on my bread, doubling over in a coughing fit that sounded like a dying engine. Malcolm looked satisfied. Cass exploded with laughter so hard she nearly fell off the couch.

"Ben, you okay?" Cass gasped between giggles.

"I said I needed to know I was staying before—" I started.

Katie waved dismissively. "Well, you're winning. Good enough for me." She said this through a mouthful of food, completely unbothered by my ongoing respiratory crisis.

"What just happened?" I managed.

Malcolm clapped my shoulder as he stood. "Don't know how it works on Earth, but when a Gaian woman says you're together... you're together. Congratulations."

I couldn't help laughing and tossed Red another piece of meat, which he caught with the skill of a professional athlete.

Cass beamed at Katie. "Good to see you back to your old self. It's been too long."

I winced at the implied reference to Katie's late husband, but she just nodded with quiet certainty.

"Ben has that effect on people," she said thoughtfully. "Cass, you're finally a Seeker after struggling for ages. Now you're teamed with Malcolm. It's like we were all drifting and Ben became the... dough holding us together." She paused, face scrunching. "That sounded better in my head."

"Way too much credit," I protested. "Two weeks ago, Cass found me in a spirit realm wearing a curtain."

"With zero clue about anything," Cass added. "Now curtain guy's winning tournaments in Sylvarus. Like I said—when you stop cooking, you kick ass."

Katie grinned. "I noticed that pattern. Every visit brought another ridiculous story."

"Where's Henrik?" I asked suddenly.

"Skulking somewhere, probably," Cass shrugged.

I took a long sip of coffee to hide my expression, but Malcolm caught the scent.

"Is that...?" he started.

I pulled a second steaming mug from soul-space and handed it over. He accepted it like a holy relic, his face transforming after the first sip into something approaching religious ecstasy.

The door exploded inward.

Thea barreled through like a tiny tornado, Darla waddling behind with what could only be described as apologetic dignity.

"Holy shit-baskets, you're actually winning this clusterfuck!" Thea announced, immediately attacking our food supplies. "Keep this up and we'll all be swimming in coin."

She approached the mana core with the focused intensity of a predator spotting prey.

"Oh yeah. This'll do nicely..."

Before anyone could react, she scooped up our hard-earned prize and vanished it into a mana sanctum.

"WHAT THE FUCK!" Cass erupted, shooting to her feet. "That's ours! We killed that thing!"

Thea's grin was toothy and menacing. She'd clearly been waiting for exactly this reaction.

Darla oinked with what sounded like long-suffering patience. "As your liaison, Thea's responsible for securing your winnings. She's just... having fun."

"Fuck-sticks, Darla, let me enjoy myself," Thea protested. "Look, unless you need immediate coin, I've got plans for that core. Something way more fun than selling it. You interested?"

The predatory gleam in her eyes made every survival instinct I possessed start screaming warnings.

"What exactly did you have in mind?" I asked immediately regretting the question.

Her answering grin promised either legendary glory or spectacular disaster.



The spectator area was a masterpiece of marble and luxury that would have made Roman emperors gasp with envy. Dozens of ornate tables filled the space, each surrounded by plush seating and crowned with what looked like miniature battle recreations in living stone.

At the nearest table, three tiny marble figures battled a massive four-legged creature that resembled a heavily armored boar crossed with a nightmare. The little fighters scrambled desperately to avoid being trampled by its charges.

"This is how we watch?" I'd expected something more immersive.

"Old-school viewing tables," Malcolm explained as we settled around one. "The marble figures recreate fights in real-time. Back in Merigold, they have full-color reconstructions with sound effects and everything. This is vintage."

Red tracked every movement on the shifting battlefield with laser focus, as if the tiny figures' lives hung in the balance. When a streak of blue electricity arced from one fighter to the boar-thing, he practically vibrated with excitement.

I jumped at the flash. "What happens if I touch the lightning?"

"You get zapped," Malcolm said casually. "Stings, but it's scaled down. Everything's proportional."

The fighters finally brought down their opponent, and the entire scene dissolved into swirling dust before reforming into a half-sized marble Dara. She bowed with perfect poise.

"Good morning, honored spectators," her magically projected voice filled the room. "Please prepare for the first Adept exhibition. Today's challenge: the Deluge, enhanced with mana bleed zones. Burning mana in these areas will require significantly more effort, and Arcanist techniques will cost substantially more to manifest."

Anticipation rippled through the crowd like electricity.

"Your first team: The Stormfront, led by Adept Felix Aldertree, heir of Elena Windrider and Scion of the Monster Hunters."

Cass’s eyebrows raised at the mention of Felix as an Adept.

Scattered cheers erupted nearby, but a thunderous roar from the balcony above drowned them out. I stood and peered over the railing.

We were five stories up, looking down into a massive sandy arena where three figures stood at the center like action heroes posing for a movie poster.

"Erik Winters, the Ironheart. Adept Monster Hunter."

More cheers followed, warmer and more familiar.

"And Ferris. Adept of the Sentarian Collective, Huntborn of the Third Circle."

The building exploded. Cheers shook the walls, people screamed support, and even in our spectator room, the noise was deafening. Someone behind me shouted, "Marry me, Ferris!" over the chaos.

Apparently, we were watching a local celebrity.

The arena transformed before my eyes. Sand dunes rose from nothing, the ground reshaping into a desert oasis complete with palm trees and wind-swept expanses. The three competitors now stood around a crystal-clear pool, their surroundings so realistic my brain insisted it was real.

I reached out with Valor's perception and was shocked to find I could extend my aura through the space below with minimal effort. The connection was thin but steady, like touching the edges of a dream.

Closing my eyes, I pushed deeper, spreading my awareness until I could sense all three fighters—Felix, Ferris, and Erik—standing at the water's edge, voices low and tense.

"The objective," Dara announced, "is to defeat as many monsters as possible before the oasis drains completely. Oathbound guards are standing by should containment fail."

I opened my eyes as the sand began shifting. Ripples rolled outward like predators swimming through solid ground.

Valor whispered warnings: Class-E creatures, borderline Class-D. Dangerous enough that I wouldn't want to face even one alone, let alone the half-dozen shapes moving beneath the surface.

A hand on my shoulder yanked me back to reality. I jumped.

Cass stood beside me, eyebrows raised. "You good? You went full statue there."

"I can watch through my aura," I explained, still marveling at the discovery. "Feel everything happening down there."

Darla offered a casual oink. "Spreading perception through arena space. Old-school technique from before techno-magic viewing tables. Not everyone has sufficient aura projection, though."

Cass shrugged like that explained everything and returned to her seat. Katie waved from across the room, and I flashed her a quick smile before turning back to the impending carnage.

A shockwave pulsed through my extended awareness as the battle erupted.

Erik stood in his full black plate armor like a tank, while Felix and Ferris wore only their Sylvarus uniforms. Erik had already engaged something that moved wrong—too many legs, covered in ridged spines that looked sharp enough to cut steel.

His warhammer came down in massive arcs, silver aura blazing with each crushing blow. The strikes cracked carapace inch by inch, but then red runes ignited in the sand beneath him like warning fires.

Mana bleed zone. Erik immediately cut his power.

Smart move. Without the enhanced speed and force, though, he couldn't block the creature's counterattack. A spiked leg slammed into him, launching him backward in an explosion of sand.

Felix and Ferris moved like they shared a brain. Flanking the creature, they unleashed twin lightning bolts that slammed into its body from both sides. The insect convulsed violently, glowing from within as electricity cooked it from the inside out.

One down. Erik was already back on his feet, charging toward two more monsters bursting from the dunes like something out of a horror movie.

Were these things using a strategy?

"One Velomantix eliminated!" Dara's voice shifted into full sports-announcer mode. "These Arcanists have a significant advantage—Sand Mantises are highly vulnerable to electrical attacks!"

Within moments, Erik crashed into the new pair with reckless abandon. His hammer landed blow after devastating blow, shockwaves rippling outward—but the insects barely reacted. They stepped around him like he wasn't worth their time, laser-focused on the Arcanists.

Erik spun, reignited his mana burn, and drove his weapon into one creature's leg with bone-shattering force. The limb collapsed, sending the beast sprawling sideways. Its legs flailed desperately, but Erik didn't give it a chance to recover. He hammered it into the cracked shell and green ooze.

"Two down!" Dara announced with professional enthusiasm.

The second Velomantix bolted toward Felix and Ferris, who stood their ground with raised hands forming complex mudras. But Valor screamed a warning as a third insect exploded from the sand directly behind them.

Their lightning went wide. Both dove aside, barely dodging spiked limbs that crashed into the spot they'd occupied milliseconds before. Erik barreled in again, tackling one attacker mid-lunge like a linebacker from hell.

Two more monsters burst from the dunes.

The pace accelerated exponentially. Within minutes, ten Velomantix surrounded the oasis. The crystal pool was only half-drained.

Then I felt something that made my teeth ache—an intense pressure coiling above the trees like a knot of concentrated violence. Not Grace-level power, but one of the Oathbound guards. The figure hovered just outside the visible spectrum, perched between spirit and physical reality in a way that hurt to perceive.

And then chaos truly erupted.

A massive beetle—red and black, semi-truck sized—exploded from the dunes like a living siege engine. Sand detonated in every direction as it fired jagged crimson spines from its shell like organic artillery. The spines impaled two Velomantix instantly, and I watched in horror as the creatures collapsed into melting heaps, their insides dissolving from heat or poison.

"A Spineridge has joined the engagement," Dara announced with unsettling calm. "This Class-D monster represents significant danger within its classification. Not to worry—Oathbound containment specialists are standing by to prevent casualties."

In the arena, Ferris and Felix fried another Velomantix, electricity chaining to a second in a display of lethal coordination. But they were standing on a twisted ring of red runes that pulsed like a warning beacon.

Felix staggered as the casting finished, nearly collapsing from the enhanced mana cost.

He looked at Ferris. Something passed between them—unspoken but absolutely understood.

Felix reached into his robes and withdrew a clear crystal orb the size of an orange. Without hesitation, he hurled it high into the air while both Arcanists raised their hands in perfect synchronization.

Lightning leaped from their complex mudra toward the ascending orb.

Instead of exploding, the crystal absorbed every bolt and began glowing with increasing intensity. Valor screamed warnings, and my eyes went wide.

I ducked instinctively, barely avoiding an explosion of lightning that seemed aimed directly at my head.

Energy burst outward from the orb in violent arcs like a tesla coil having a seizure. Bolts tore through the arena, ripping across sand and monsters alike. Even our observation tables lit up with wild electricity, arcing into the ceiling before abruptly shutting off.

Screams erupted behind me as my ears rang and my heart hammered against my ribs.

Through the chaos, I watched Erik take a full blast of amplified lightning directly to the chest. He flew backward like a rag doll launched from a catapult.

Then everything shifted.

Air was sucked from the room. The arena warped, the desert fading, mana evaporating in multicolored mist. In its place stood a scorched battlefield, blackened and eerily silent.

Only Ferris and Felix remained standing at the center.

Erik was gone.

            

    
        67. Soul Burn

    
    
    
    
                Around us, confusion spread through the lounge like wildfire. Whatever Felix and Ferris had unleashed hadn't just affected the simulated arena—it had torn through the actual building itself. The illusion was gone. The damage was horrifyingly real.

I glanced up. The ceiling above us had been scorched and sliced clean through, as if the lightning had sheared it like paper. All around me, panic rippled outward as people from other floors reacted to the sudden mana drain. The air felt hollow—like the magical equivalent of a vacuum.

Cass stood nearby, her expression carved from stone. She said nothing, but I could feel her tension radiating like heat.

"If you'll all please make your way back into the Academy," a Sylvarus official called from the doorway, his voice tight with barely controlled alarm. "The arena requires immediate repairs. Oathbound investigators are reviewing the incident."

Thea stood immediately, her usual swagger replaced by something razor-sharp and focused. She began directing people toward the exits with a quiet urgency that made my stomach drop.

I moved toward Cass. She gave me a look that said she was holding it together through pure willpower and spite.

Katie, Red, and Malcolm fell in behind us as we joined the exodus.

But the second we crossed the threshold back into Sylvarus proper, the floor vanished.

My stomach lurched like I'd been thrown off a cliff. One breath I was in the hallway—the next, I stood in another chamber entirely, with Cass beside me and no sign of the others.

"What the fuck—" Cass started.

Ahead of us, Diana stood flanked by Sylvarus officials, all focused on a figure lying motionless on a marble table. Their hands formed complex mudras, and life mana flooded the air so thick I could taste it. Verdant runes pulsed above and around the bed, casting an ethereal green light that should have been beautiful but felt desperate instead.

The concepts screamed through the room in a dizzying cascade of heal and alive and don't you dare fucking die.

I didn't need Valor to tell me who was on that table.

Cass rushed forward, skidding to Erik's side, her usual composure cracking like glass. "Erik? Erik!"

He lay covered to the shoulders in a white sheet, the air around him trembling with healing magic. But something was wrong. The energy wasn't flowing into him—it was holding him, like a net preventing his soul from escaping.

Diana looked up, sweat beading on her brow, exhaustion etched in every line of her face. "Cassandra, darling... I asked Dara to bring you. Erik is alive, but he's badly wounded." Her voice caught, barely audible. "His heart stopped."

The words hit Cass like a physical blow. She recoiled, face going chalk white.

"You can help, right?" The desperation in her voice was raw. "Nana, please tell me you can help."

"I think so. The Oathbound have sent for their healers." Diana's response lacked her usual confidence.

I stepped closer, extending Valor instinctively. My aura passed over Erik, and ice flooded my veins.

He had no pulse. Zero. Nothing. But somehow, impossibly, he was still alive—like all the life mana in the air was acting as an external heart, keeping his spirit tethered when his body had given up.

The burns were extensive. Even through the sheet, I could feel the damage radiating like a heat signature. Full metal plate armor would have conducted the surge straight across his body. That Erik hadn’t disintegrated was a miracle on its own.

Diana and Cass were talking, but their voices faded into the background noise. I pulled my focus inward, diving into my soul-space, frantically calling for Ted.

"What can I do?" Panic crept into my mental voice. "I've got a life rune in my Seal. The refined mana—that can help, right? Right?"

Ted appeared instantly, his usual manic energy subdued, face thoughtful as he glanced toward where Valor stood silent in the doorway.

"What do you think, Kid?" Ted whispered. "You're the Paladin."

His words landed like a hammer blow. I'd figured out what made Valor tick, sure—but living up to the name? Actually being what the Seal demanded?

Time to find out.

I opened my eyes and looked at Erik. Through Valor, his wounds pulsed in my mind—loud, demanding, dying. I wasn't good with mudras like Diana or Malcolm. But maybe I didn't need to be.

Swapping armor for clothes, I walked to his side, ignoring the startled protest of a healer as I pulled back the sheet.

The sight underneath was brutal. Twisted flesh, blackened burns running so deep I could see bone.

Focus.

I placed my hands on his skin. The Devotion aspect of my Seal surged forward, and my mana plummeted as it poured into him. But it felt wrong—like energy splashing across a wall instead of sinking in.

But I wasn't looking to use just Valor. The sliver of refined mana that had been drifting through my pathways suddenly surged into my palms, pulled by the flow like iron to a magnet.

I gritted my teeth and pushed. Hard.

Unlike when I'd shoved energy into Winchester, or when the spirit test crystal had pulled it out, this felt like trying to press water through solid stone. A canyon seemed to separate where my hands touched Erik's body and where the healing needed to happen.

More. Push harder. Force the concept.

"Ben?" Diana's voice reached me, sharp with concern, but I couldn't afford to answer.

My mana drained fast—almost gone. In desperation, I triggered a mana burn.

The rush was immediate. So was the price.

Something deep inside me snapped. My reserves, my will, everything I had left surged forward in one final, desperate push. Blinding white light erupted from my hands like a solar flare.

Then the world tilted sideways.

Scorching heat raced across my chest. My head slammed against marble with a crack that made my vision stutter. Ears ringing, ceiling spinning, everything hurt in new and creative ways.

The Emberseed around my neck cooled, desperately trying to stabilize my pathways, but I felt the difference immediately. This time, it hadn't caught me in time. My reserves weren't just empty—they were gone. Whatever mana the artifact offered now was barely enough to keep me conscious.

But I forced myself to sit up anyway. My body screamed in protest, but I blinked past the pain, trying to focus.

Erik was sitting too, gasping like he'd just sprinted back from the afterlife. The sheet had fallen from his chest, revealing deep scars and pitted flesh that would never fully heal—but the burns were gone.

He was fucking alive. It worked.

I exhaled hard and collapsed back onto the marble, grinning despite the agony.



My focus drifted inward, and the moment I entered my soul-space, Ted was already waiting with a grin.

"Are you shitting me? Actual Lay on Hands?" He took a massive bite of what looked suspiciously familiar. "Still think Paladins are lame, though."

I blinked. "Is that my cheese bun?!"

Ted shrugged, crumbs cascading from his beard. He looked... different. Still rough around the edges, but less chaotic. Almost presentable, like he'd discovered soap.

"That's actual food, Ted! What the fuck!"

A quick inventory confirmed my worst fears. A disturbing amount of my carefully hoarded snacks had vanished.

No wonder he'd been so quiet lately.

I was about to unleash holy hell when something flickered at the edge of my vision. Valor stood in the doorway, but its usual solid presence had faded to a wavering outline. Only the Radiance rune at its core still burned bright.

Then I saw the actual damage.

The doors behind Valor, leading to my soul's courtyard, had been scorched. Blackened. Burned from the inside out, like something had detonated and scarred everything in its path. Deep grooves and cracks traced outward through the stone like a blast wave's impact crater.

The joy of healing Erik evaporated, replaced by cold understanding.

Everyone had warned me not to push too hard, not to mana burn until I advanced to Adept. But it hadn't really sunk in. I'd lived my whole life without mana—I hadn't grasped how fragile a Seal could be, or how much damage reckless burning could cause.

My Seal wasn't just strained. It had taken a massive hit. And the damage had spilled outward, tearing through the very foundation of my soul.

"Oh shit. I fucked up." I ran my hand across a gash in the stone. Winchester hummed agreement.

Ted shrugged. "Maybe. But you're the Runebinder here, not me. You saved your friend's life and proved something important while doing it." He seemed to calculate something. "Maybe don't try that again for a while, though."

"What do you mean, proved something?"

"Kid, you just scorched your own soul saving a friend. Sounds like a goddamn Paladin to me. Plus, you didn't see anyone else out there doing it."

I stared at Ted, who looked back while munching his stolen bun.

"That was... surprisingly insightful."

Ted looked hurt. "I'm a spirit guide, kid! That's my job. Your Seal's fine—just lay off the mana burning for a while. As for your soul, well..." He grinned. "Chicks dig scars."

I shook my head, but what he said resonated deeper than expected.

A strange sensation, like being submerged in warm water, washed over me as I returned focus to my physical body. My eyes shot open, and I gasped, realizing I'd been unconscious.

Staring down at me, disturbingly close, was a featureless white mask and black hood. Grace knelt beside my head in perfect stillness, her mask inches from my face. I could have sworn I felt her breath.

I didn't move. Part of me braced for her razor-edged aura to slice into me again.

Instead, she leaned back and gestured with casual authority.

"Your Apprentice is indeed full of surprises."

I turned my head. Diana sat cross-legged beside me, hair disheveled but posture steady. She was watching me—not with worry, but with something calculating and cool.

My damaged aura slowly registered that I wasn't where I'd collapsed. This space was vast and quiet, crowned by a massive glass dome. Even larger gyroscopic rings rotated slowly above the glass, somehow suspended in defiance of physics. 

Everything hurt as I pushed myself upright.

"What happened? Where are we?"

"You're in my office at the top of Sylvarus," Diana said, voice composed. "You've been unconscious for nearly an hour. Soul burn."

"I noticed." I shifted, testing my limbs. "How's Erik?"

"He's doing magnificently, darling. I'm still trying to understand what you did." She glanced at Grace, hesitating. "Grace explained it, but... it was that refined mana again, wasn't it?"

I nodded. "It didn't want to cooperate. I had to burn mana to force it. And even then..." I gestured weakly at my current state. "What happened down there? That orb Felix and Ferris used—what was that?"

Diana hesitated, looking to Grace for permission.

"I'm not sure I can—"

Grace cut in smoothly. "The Stormfront team received an artifact known as an Amplis Lens as their event boon. Under normal parameters, it generates a controlled field amplification. They changed it. Drastically. The result exceeded all intended specifications."

Her voice remained unreadable behind the mask.

"My Runesmiths are examining how they altered an anchored enchantment in real-time. Their work was... remarkably advanced."

I blinked. That was a lot to unpack. "They... cheated?"

"In a manner of speaking. Without your intervention, at considerable personal cost, Erik would have died."

Diana leaned forward, tone softening. "Ben, darling, Malcolm told me what you did for him and Cass in the Trial Grounds. Healing magic is powerful and coveted—trust me, I should know."

She met my eyes, and for a moment I saw behind her confident facade. Something like concern, mixed with pity.

"You need to understand what you did today. Healing Erik like that, so quickly? That would be advanced even for someone like me."

She stood, smoothing her hair, collecting thoughts.

"There are healing Runebinders, yes. Talented ones. But those attuned to pull someone back from near death in seconds? They're exceptionally rare."

She looked down at me, expression serious.

"It changes everything. What you did wasn't luck, Ben. It might cost everything you have—I know today it nearly did. But as you advance..."

She didn't finish. Didn't need to.

Back on Earth, if someone had done what I just did, they'd have locked me up for study.

Would that happen here? Apparently, that kind of magic wasn't exactly common.

Unease rippled through me. I glanced at Grace, who was already watching with unreadable attention.

Before the silence could stretch further, a loud pop echoed through the chamber, followed by claws skittering across marble. I turned just in time to see Red appear at full speed, Dara materializing behind him.

"Sit!" she commanded.

Red skidded, dropped his butt to the floor, and panted like he'd just won a marathon.

"Dara?" Diana raised an eyebrow.

"I'm sorry," Dara sighed. "Ben's spirited beast has been terrorizing the Academy, finding me repeatedly, trying to convince me to bring him here. I can't get anything done. He's absolutely incorrigible!"

She vanished.

Red waited exactly two seconds before completely ignoring her command and launching across the room. He misjudged the slick marble and crashed directly into Grace before recovering and exploding into full-body, tail-wagging chaos.

I winced, waiting for Grace to snap—or vaporize him.

Instead, I heard something impossible: a stifled laugh. And it wasn't Diana.

"Okay, okay!" I laughed, pushing him off as he showered me in licks. "That's enough. You just ran into the strongest person on the island. Maybe apologize?"

"There is no need," Grace said, brushing herself off with amused dignity. "His excitement is... refreshing."

She rose with quiet authority. "Let's sit somewhere more appropriate. There are matters we must discuss."

She led us past a towering desk stacked with books and papers to a richly furnished upper level. We settled into plush seating—me beside Diana while Red stood frozen in the middle of the room, staring at the only open spot next to Grace.

He honked at me in pure panic.

Grace calmly patted the cushion beside her, as if this was routine.

Red climbed up slowly, trying to wedge himself onto the far edge, looking like a statue.

"You could've stayed on the floor," I said, shaking my head. "He's still wary after the courtyard incident."

Grace nodded. "Understandable. My presence there was... necessary. You resisted my domain more than expected."

Diana shot upright. "Wait, what the fuck did you do in the courtyard, Grace?"

Grace's voice turned almost casual. "I may have impressed my domain upon him briefly. Karma permitted me to assist him in return. He was unharmed. And there were no observers capable of detecting the act."

Diana exploded to her feet. "Gaia's succulent swells, Grace! You could've killed him! Or worse—gotten caught!"

I shot her an incredulous look as Grace waved dismissively with a gesture that felt distinctly Diana-like. Which immediately made something click.

"You two know each other," I said. "Don't you? Like... well."

Grace turned her masked face toward me, and the air tightened. Valor sputtered in response, just like in the courtyard.

"Oh?" she said, a hint of mischief threading her voice.

Diana groaned and dragged a hand down her face. "Of course he picked up on it."

The pressure eased. Grace leaned back as if nothing had happened.

"We have... history," she said simply.

I narrowed my eyes. "What's with the masks anyway?"

"When we become Oathbound, we swear away our former identities. From that point, we rarely remove our masks. I am not a person—I am the law."

I almost laughed, barely catching myself before making a Judge Dredd reference that would probably get me turned to dust.

"Ah, I see. And you're a Runewarden? You mentioned them when speaking to Alexander."

Grace nodded. "The hand of the Runelords. I assume your mentor has explained Runebinding's upper reaches."

I shrugged. "Summaries, mostly. But this is the first I've heard about anything past Grand Master or Archon."

"An Archon is a title, not a realm. A Grand Master who commands a faction," Diana cut in, turning to Grace. "His real training under me won't start until he officially enters Sylvarus. That was the deal with the Monster Hunters. Though after today..."

She trailed off meaningfully.

I turned back to Grace. "You said earlier this changes everything. Does that mean the Tournament is off?"

Grace stared at me for a long moment, letting the silence stretch until I started second-guessing the question.

"Oh, Gods no," she finally said, and I could hear the smile behind her mask. "It means you'll have to fight even harder."

I stared at her.

"...Ah. That figures."

            

    
        68. Sword

    
    
    
    
                Malcolm leaned back on the couch in our suite, staring at the ceiling as he let out a long, frustrated sigh.

"I'm still not getting it. Some sort of divine warrior of light? There are plenty of light-based Runebinders. What makes this... Paladin thing so special?"

Red and I had just been dropped off after our chat with Diana and Grace. Malcolm and Katie had been scrounging for food when we walked in, and somehow we'd ended up here—me trying to explain what a Paladin even was. For half an hour.

Malcolm wasn't making it easy.

"It's not that a Paladin is special," I said, fighting down irritation. "It's what makes Valor work for me. On Earth, there are thousands of stories about warriors who wielded divine light for honor, justice, protecting the innocent. Figuring that out—understanding what I am—that's what made my Seal click."

Katie took a bite of jerky and tossed a piece to Red, who caught it midair with surgical precision.

"I get it," she said through chewing. "It's like calling yourself a baker. That's what makes my runes work when I'm in the kitchen. Well, I think that's why anyway."

Malcolm still looked unconvinced. "But aren't you just a Guardian? I don't see the difference."

I shrugged. "Maybe there isn't one. Normally, a Paladin would have some kind of god backing them up, and... well, I've been educated pretty thoroughly that they're all dead here."

"I thought you said there weren't gods on Earth either?" Malcolm pressed.

"There aren't. Not like here. But there were thousands, maybe millions, of stories about them. Some more popular than others. No one's ever actually seen one, though."

"Well, neither have I," Katie said around another mouthful. "Doesn't mean they didn't exist."

I nodded. "Right. Just because they're gone doesn't mean they were never real."

Malcolm threw up his hands in defeat. "I still don't get why you aren't just a Guardian. But fine. If you want to call yourself a Paladin, no one's going to care. I've heard weirder paths. I knew a guy who called himself the Pink Pearl. There had to be innuendo there."

I threw my hands up, exasperated.

He trailed off, frowning. "And it still doesn't explain how you healed Erik."

I casually swiped a piece of jerky from Katie's plate. She shot me a look of pure, silent betrayal.

"I'm getting to that," I said, trying not to laugh. "It's not just a name. It's like a job, a calling, right? And you know about aspected mana?"

Malcolm nodded. "Of course. But it's supposed to be nearly impossible to use until you're a Master. I've heard of some Adepts managing it, but it's uncommon."

"Well, Diana took me to visit Dick Longwood—"

Katie immediately snickered beside me. I pushed through with a sigh.

"—and he walked me through creating life-aspected mana. But that's when things got weird. Valor had other ideas. Instead of life mana, I created something else. This frustrating, hard-to-control white energy that just... bounces around my pathways until I figure out how to use it. Winchester helped too."

Malcolm leaned forward, suddenly interested.

"Remember the spirit test during registration? It destroyed the device like it was nothing. When I fought a golem in the trials, it slipped into Winchester and obliterated the thing with a casual wave. It passively heals my body when it's around—I'm sure you've noticed."

I hesitated.

"But... I have no idea what it actually is, and I kind of... forced it to heal Erik. Maybe singed my soul a little in the process. Normal healing wouldn't have cut it."

"That would explain why the Oathbound said you have to fight harder," Malcolm said, his frown deepening. "If you can heal like that, there isn't a faction on Ark that wouldn't make you an offer."

He trailed off as realization dawned. "And maybe even some that might take it upon themselves to... Oh, shit."

I nodded grimly. "Yeah. That's what they said too. If I lose this tournament, there's a good chance I don't just go home quietly. Best-case, they toss me off Ark. Worst-case? I disappear into some dungeon, getting poked and prodded by researchers who think I'm their personal miracle machine."

"Well, it's a good thing you're in first place!" Katie said with determined brightness.

I grimaced. "Yeah, but Valor's still damaged. I can feel it—the strength that normally binds my Seal is weaker right now. It's recovering, but if we have another event tomorrow... I'm going to be a lot less effective against monsters."

Before anyone could respond, the door exploded inward, and Cass marched through like a woman on a mission, Erik following behind her.

"Can you fucking believe this!" she bellowed, then froze when she saw me. "Gaia's tits, Ben, you're alright! They whisked you away when you passed out. We weren't sure what happened."

I smiled at her obvious relief. "I'm good. Just a little soul burn. Nothing to worry about."

I glanced at Erik. He was staring at me with a complex expression—like I was a stranger standing where his friend should be.

"You okay, Erik? Did it work? I just... had an idea and ran with it," I said.

He nodded slowly, voice strange. "I... yeah. I'm fine. Better than fine. I remember the lightning hitting me, the pain, and then something cold and clean washing through me... and I woke up. I haven't felt this good in years." His expression darkened. "It's a shame about the disqualification."

Cass caught my confused look. "They're disqualifying his team. Felix and Ferris apparently did... something... to that artifact that caused the explosion."

I winced. "Diana must be furious."

"She's the one who ordered it," Erik said. "I was complicit, even if I didn't know what they did or how they pulled it off. Felix... is not happy about it."

"That reminds me. Is he really an Adept?" I asked. "That seemed fast."

Erik nodded, looking grim. "Somehow. I have no idea how he managed it. Many people thought it was impossible. No one becomes an Adept in a week, but the instructors insist he passed all the tests."

I blinked. "What's the normal timeline after becoming a Seeker?"

"With a steady supply of mana cores from Class-D monsters? A few months?" Malcolm said. "Even if his mother was force-feeding him mana every day, it doesn't add up."

"Maybe he really is a prodigy?" Katie offered, though even she didn't sound convinced.

I shrugged. It wasn't like I understood the process well enough to argue. Knowing my own path was going to take way longer didn't exactly boost my confidence.

I shifted Valor inward, keeping it tight to conserve strength. Through its weakened perception, I caught a flicker of someone creeping up the hallway. A tickle of presence.

Without hesitation, Erik grabbed a metal serving dish from the counter and flung it like a frisbee.

It hit something with a loud clang.

Henrik materialized, grunting as he stumbled and cursed, rubbing his head where the dish had connected.

I stared. Then turned slowly to Erik, who was now staring at his own hand like it had betrayed him.

"How did I know he was there?" he asked, voice filled with wonder and confusion. "It was... like I could feel him."

The room went dead silent.

I pulled Valor in tighter, forcing it down to a thin radius around me. It resisted, still sluggish from the damage, but just before it folded in, I glimpsed something impossible.

A ripple around Erik—faint but unmistakable.

Valor.

Not just any Valor. My
Valor.

Whatever I had done during the healing, it hadn't just saved him. It had marked him. Passed along something deeper than I'd understood.

Erik looked at his hands again, dazed. Like he was seeing something he couldn't comprehend.

"I, uh... think I need to meditate," he said quickly, backing toward the hall.

"There are extra rooms that way," Malcolm said, pointing down the corridor.

Erik trudged off without another word, leaving the rest of us sitting in heavy silence.

Eventually, he rejoined us looking way more upbeat than when he'd left. I spent part of the evening trying to explain to Cass what a Paladin was, and about the weird white energy that had helped heal Erik.

Cass just shrugged with characteristic bluntness.

"Makes sense to me," she said. "A warrior with divine power none of us can understand?" She waved a hand at me in a full-body 'look at this guy' gesture. Erik and Henrik both nodded in agreement.

"Well, when you put it that way," Malcolm had said, seeming to reconcile his disbelief.

We spent the rest of the night strategizing about the next event. Erik kept shooting me quick glances when he thought I wasn't looking—something between disbelief and curiosity. Whatever he'd felt earlier, he seemed to work through it.

I didn't sense Valor on him again, though. Whatever had happened... it hadn't lingered.

Back in my room, I tried to use Valor to produce more of the refined mana, but nothing happened.

Normally, Radiance would surge forward on its own. This time, silence. Only life-aspected mana trickled into my pathways—warm, vibrant... and frustratingly fleeting. I could produce significantly more of it now, and with almost no effort, but it still dissipated within minutes if unused.

Even Ted looked disappointed when the white energy didn't appear. But when he caught sight of the verdant green swirling around my soul-space, he gave a satisfied nod, like I'd passed some test I didn't know I was taking.

Out of curiosity, I tried channeling mana through Courage and Radiance separately.

Spirit mana, and light mana formed in turn, but they were different. Weaker than the refined mana, but still... something.

I smiled to myself, already wondering what I could do with each one.

"You've been sitting there glowing for an hour," Katie said from the bed. "Come to bed."

I looked over and smiled, pushing myself to my feet, then staggered slightly at how drained I still felt.

I was asleep in seconds.



The next morning, Thea showed up early and started leading us toward our prep room, Erik in tow.

Red was ecstatic to see Darla walking with her and trotted alongside, practically vibrating with excitement. She greeted him with an enthusiastic oink that made his tail helicopter.

Henrik and Katie stayed behind, knowing they'd have to head to one of the spectator lounges instead.

"You look really fuckin' good for someone who nearly died yesterday," Thea said, poking Erik in the stomach while looking up at him with scientific interest.

"Well, I have Ben to thank for that," Erik said.

I shrugged. "You'd have done the same for me if you could."

To my surprise, he nodded without hesitation.

"Without question," he said, and the conviction in his voice caught me off-guard.

I wasn't sure what to say to that. I'd never saved anyone's life before, and Erik was laying it on thick.

This time, instead of cutting through a massive library like yesterday, Thea led us through a sprawling dining hall that made my stomach growl on sight.

Buffet-style stations lined the walls, piled high with actual food—none of the bland rations I'd been expecting. Students loaded plates like it was competitive eating.

We were all salivating.

"Fuck me," I muttered, eyes locked on a mountain of perfectly roasted meat. Several Albinus Vildar in crisp white outfits moved between tables, refilling platters with practiced efficiency.

"How do we get access to this?" Cass asked, eyeing the stations like she was planning a heist.

"This hall's for Adepts," Erik said. "Best selection in the Academy by far."

Red scanned the room with wild-eyed panic—the kind of frantic calculation only a dog in a buffet could manage.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a familiar pair sitting at a corner table.

Felix and Ferris.

Felix was poking at a pile of meat and fruit like it had offended him. Ferris nursed a wooden cup, staring off into the distance with hollow eyes.

Both looked absolutely miserable.

As we passed, Felix's head snapped up. His eyes widened when he saw Erik walking, talking, alive.

"You're okay?" he said, genuine surprise in his voice.

"This humble scholar is pleased to see your swift recovery," Ferris added, bowing his head slightly.

"If he's fine," Felix snapped, "then why the fuck were we disqualified? This isn't fair!"

Before anyone could say anything, Erik slammed his hand down on their table with enough force to make the dishes jump.

Felix's plate launched into the air, food raining down around us like a feast-themed snow globe.

Thea sighed as Red and Darla wasted no time diving into the mess with gleeful determination.

"Damn it, Felix!" Erik barked. "Ben here nearly killed himself trying to save me. I might as well have been dead. You didn't tell me what you were doing could kill people. More could have died! What the fuck were you thinking?"

Felix looked up at Erik with angry eyes, but for once, he didn't have a quick comeback.

Cass stepped forward and glared down at Felix with barely contained fury. "You've always been reckless, Felix. But what the fuck is going on? This isn't you."

"I don't know what you're talking about, but even if I did, it's not like you'd
understand." He said coldly, stabbing his finger at her. He was wearing the ring I’d seen him drop in the tavern two weeks ago. It had a light purple sheen to it, like a mana sanctum. 

Cass's eyes went wide with rage, and her hands clenched into fists.

"Okay." I stepped in front of Cass before she could commit violence. "I get you're frustrated, Felix, but you don't talk to friends like that." I turned back to Erik. "Everyone is fine, more or less, so it could have been much worse. And I get it, Felix. It sucks that your team is disqualified. But what would have happened if someone died?"

The look Felix gave me was ice-cold, and I realized I didn't really know him like I knew my other friends on Ark. He was acting like a petulant child, completely dismissing the consequences of his actions.

Ferris finally spoke up with quiet authority.

"Had someone perished because of our experiment, expulsion from Sylvarus would have been the minimum punishment," he said. "It is likely the Oathbound would have detained us for trial."

"And my mother would have wanted to have... words," Cass added ominously.

Felix just kept glaring at us with undisguised contempt. "Are you done with the lecture?" he snapped.

Something cold dropped into my stomach.

"Yeah," I sighed, turning away. Frustration and anger boiled under my skin like acid.

I hadn't known Felix long, but he'd been one reason I stayed here. He and Ferris had been the first to help me understand mana, to help me start this journey.

And now, when things didn't go his way, he reminded me too much of Lucian Crow: arrogant, entitled, and narcissistic.

Maybe it had something to do with how fast he'd been advancing. Maybe it had been there all along.

Red trotted over, licking his chops, proud of whatever he and Darla had scavenged from the floor. Sensing my mood, he glanced at Felix, then gave my hand a reassuring lick.

One problem at a time.

Cass still looked like she had more to say—her anger was right on the edge of explosion—but Thea gathered us up with zero ceremony and pushed us through a set of double doors.

The moment we emerged into the prep room, Cass exploded.

"Who the fuck does he think he is?" She bellowed, pacing like a caged tiger.

Erik put a calming hand on her shoulder before she could build up steam.

"They're already disqualified," he said. "Felix is your friend, Cass. He's angry. He made a mistake. Let him figure it out."

Thea, who'd been surprisingly quiet until now, finally muttered under her breath with dark certainty.

"I wouldn't be so fuckin' sure about that."

I opened my mouth to ask what she meant, but the air shimmered with familiar energy, and Gary popped into existence, grinning like he'd been here the whole time.

"Welcome back!" he said, throwing his arms wide with theatrical enthusiasm. "You three really are living up to the name 'Godsdamned Problem.' Aptly chosen, if I may say so again. Are you ready for your second event?"

"Gary!" I said, shifting mental gears as fast as possible. "What've you got for us this time?"

"As you've no doubt noticed, your tether cuffs are still attached," Gary said, practically beaming. "They'll activate once the event begins. You'll discover what you're facing when you enter the arena."

"Spire," Malcolm muttered, already making his way over to the equipment counter. Gary just sighed in response.

"No Chas this time?" I asked.

Gary shook his head with obvious disappointment.

"Chas was called away. There's a rumor a monster was sighted on the north side of the Academy."

Dara appeared beside him as if she'd materialized from thin air.

I hadn't even picked her up with Valor. Either she was getting better at stealth, or the lingering soul burn was messing with my perception more than I'd thought.

"A monster?" I asked with concern. "Did something escape from the trials?"

Dara shook her head firmly.

"No. It's possible one came from the ocean or hitched a ride on a visiting ship. Monsters showing up isn't uncommon, but with everything happening, the Archons thought it best to deal with it quickly and quietly."

"That makes sense," Malcolm said, throwing a quick glance toward Cass, who still looked ready to rip someone's head clean off.

"You gonna be okay for this?" he asked her.

Cass took a deep breath and let it out through her nose like steam from a dragon.

"I fight better when I'm angry," she said with predatory satisfaction.

"Either way," Gary cut in smoothly, "let's get you equipped. Pick one of these for today's event—regardless of what it ends up being."

He waved his hand, and three items materialized in front of us with practiced showmanship.

A long silver chain with a crystal orb about the size of a baseball. A small jade statue of a robed figure holding out his hand in a complex mudra. And a dark-gray longsword with brass runes etched along the spine.

"Sword," Cass said instantly, grabbing it without hesitation, like it had been calling her name.

"The celestial force icon would be a better—" Thea protested, but Malcolm and I exchanged a look. I'd promised her she could pick the next one.

"Sword," we both confirmed in unison, cutting off Thea's tactical analysis.

            

    
        69. The Spire

    
    
    
    
                They hadn't fully repaired the arena. We stood at its center as Grace introduced us, much like in the first round, but I had trouble focusing on her words. Deep gashes still scarred the stone around several spectator boxes; even the ceiling bore dark burn marks—etched reminders of what nearly killed Erik.

But that wasn't why I felt distracted.

The moment we stepped onto the arena floor, Valor started acting like a caged animal. It wasn't the usual prickle of being watched—this felt warped, stretched thin, like seeing my reflection in a funhouse mirror through some sense I hadn't known existed two weeks ago. Cass was too busy ogling her new sword to notice, but Malcolm caught it immediately. He pulled his hood back as they announced our names.

"You good?" he asked quietly.

I nodded, trying to project confidence I didn't feel. "Yeah. Valor's just... off. Danger feels real, but I can't place it. Don't want to be a liability."

I made a mental note to meditate later; maybe Ted would have something useful to say.

"Kid, your Seal's mostly fine. If something feels off, it probably is," Ted offered from inside my head. Right, Ted could talk now. Thanks, Ted.

"Don't mention it."

"Ted says it's fine... but I'm not convinced," I muttered.

"You know it's weird that you have a spirit in your soul-space, right?" Malcolm said with a chuckle that didn't quite hide his concern.

"Oh, you don't know the half of it. He's started eating the food I store in there. I'm keeping an inventory now."

Malcolm's eyebrows shot up in horror. "Not the cheese buns."

"Oh, he demolished those first," I said, and saw Red's head snap toward me at the mention of his favorite snack.

Unforgivable, his posture seemed to say.

I laughed despite the tension. "Katie and I'll make more soon... whenever her bakery's back up and running."

The announcements ended, and the ground beneath us shifted with mechanical precision. Sand gave way to stone, and as it did, the odd tension I'd been feeling through Valor snapped—vanishing like a severed wire.

Things felt almost normal again.

Shaking it off, I focused on our surroundings.

We stood on a narrow peninsula surrounded by a churning ocean, the actual arena walls barely visible through the distant magical veil. Ahead of us, a lighthouse-like tower rose from jagged rocks. Two massive wooden doors guarded its base, creating a natural choke point on the path leading up the hill.

The Spire, I guessed.

"Your objective is to defend the beacon at the top of the Spire from monster assault," Dara's voice echoed around us with professional clarity. "Should the beacon be destroyed, or the Spire overwhelmed, the event will end. You have five minutes to prepare before we release the monsters."

We started jogging toward the tower. It didn't take long to spot the defensive advantages someone had built into the structure. Malcolm and I noticed them simultaneously.

Suspended nets full of large rocks hung over the approach like medieval siege defenses, and the tower itself was lined with balconies and narrow arrow slits perfect for ranged combat. Everything had been designed to create a kill box directly in front of the doors.

It couldn't be that easy.

Inside, the doors opened onto a wide staircase spiraling up to the top platform. Safety nets lined each level—helpful for preventing falls, less so if you planned on throwing monsters off. The roof itself was open to the sky, framed by pointed stonework that reminded me more of a bell tower than a lighthouse. I stepped to the edge, looking down the path we'd taken, then out over the ocean crashing against the rocks below.

"What if there are flying or climbing monsters?" I asked, strategic gears turning. "Malcolm, you should probably stay inside and use the arrow slits. If anything gets up here, you'll be close enough to intercept—especially fliers."

Malcolm gave a slow nod of approval. "Didn't even think about air support. Good call. I'll stay up here and keep watch on the beacon. I can fire from just about anywhere in this setup."

"Okay, Cass? Cass!"

She blinked, snapping out of whatever sword-induced trance she'd been lost in.

"I know the weapon is incredible," I said, trying not to grin. "You and I are ground forces. If they overwhelm us, we fall back and use the doors to bottleneck."

She nodded and gave the massive blade—a Hullcracker, apparently—a test swing that cut the air with a satisfying whoosh. Thea had explained its inlaid force runes could switch it from slashing to devastating blunt-force trauma. Cass was clearly in love. Despite its size compared to her usual weapons, her grip was confident, her movements smooth and practiced.

"Stairs are wide enough for quick charges. If Malcolm needs backup, I'll be up there in seconds."

Just as we finalized our strategy, the air at the room's center shimmered, and a tall glass pillar materialized from floor to ceiling—the beacon we were meant to protect.

"One minute warning," Dara announced directly into our ears.

I shaped Winchester's orb into hammer-form as Cass and I bolted down the stairs and through the doorway. Just as we cleared it, my bracer flared with sudden heat.

A startled yelp echoed behind us, followed by a string of creative curses.

We'd completely forgotten about the tethers. Malcolm dangled halfway down the stairwell, caught in a safety net like a spider.

"This is going to be harder than I thought," I muttered, staring up at him. "Okay, new plan: we stick together. If things go sideways, we slam the doors and hold the line upstairs."

Cass nodded, but Malcolm, now free and brushing himself off with wounded pride, didn't look thrilled. "Wouldn't it make more tactical sense to fortify at the top and—"

A resonant chime cut him off, echoing through the area like a funeral bell.

Several gravelly howls followed from down the path—a sound that triggered something primal and terrifying. It wasn't just fear; it reminded me of how I'd felt when I first met Maris. Fear that was external. Artificial. Weaponized.

Malcolm's face went grim. "Lycantox. I'm sure of it. Don't let them bite you if you can help it. Their venom reacts with mana in... unpleasant ways."

I expected Red to be tense, hackles raised, but his ears pitched forward and he let out a string of loud, deep barks—like he was challenging them to try something.

A few wolf-like monsters padded up the path, their mottled gray fur stark against glowing crimson eyes. I was wondering if glowing red eyes were standard issue for all monsters when dozens of smaller fox-like creatures darted up behind them. They looked like fennec foxes... if fennec foxes had rabies and demonic possession.

"Oh, come on," Cass groaned. "Vulpitrix. We've got those on La-Roc. Same poison as the wolves... they're not playing fair."

Red's barking made the creatures hesitate, but it didn't stop them. The mob was at least fifty strong now. As they drew closer, I could see foaming maws and lolling tongues dripping dull blue ichor. They were rabid, skittish, and fundamentally wrong.

I glanced at the others, then at the narrow kill zone around us, and made a quick executive decision. I slammed the heavy wooden doors shut and dropped the iron bar across them with a resounding thunk.

"Alright," I said, managing what I hoped was a confident smile. "Not sure a bunch of wolves are gonna break these doors down."

We climbed the first set of stairs and peered out through arrow slits. Below, the monsters milled about in aggressive confusion, snapping at one another, clearly unhappy about being packed into close quarters. After a tense minute, one of the larger Lycantox lunged, tearing into a cluster of Vulpitrix and splattering one across the stones in a spray of blue gore. It ripped a small, pulsating mana pearl from the carcass and swallowed it whole.

"Gross," I muttered, shaking my head. "But hey, at least they'll solve the problem for us, right? This doesn't seem so bad."

Cass shot me a look that clearly said You absolute idiot—right as a guttural screech cut through the air. It sounded like a squealing pig until the source emerged: a massive boar-like creature plated in overlapping metal scales that scraped and groaned with every step. A thick dome of bone, or maybe chitin, armored its head like a battering ram. As it approached, it began pawing at the ground with ominous intent.

"I need to stop saying things out loud," I sighed, just as it exploded forward, plowing through smaller monsters like a freight train through bowling pins as it barreled toward our tower.

"I don't know what that thing is, but it has to be at least Class-D," Malcolm swore, already forming a bow-and-arrow mudra with practiced speed. He loosed several bolts of crackling plasma that scored deep lines across the boar's plating but didn't even slow it down. "I can't take it alone."

The boar hit the door with a deafening CRACK. The barricade groaned as ancient wood splintered beneath the devastating impact.

"It's backing up for another charge!" Malcolm called down urgently.

I nodded grimly and braced one side of the shuddering door, glancing at Cass. "Let me know the second it moves! We'll open the door and let it in. I doubt it can stop once it commits. Then we slam it shut behind and deal with it in here."

Cass grinned with predatory anticipation and cracked her knuckles. "Let's fuck it up."

Through the stone walls, I could feel Valor trying to push outward, its reach muted—maybe from the architecture, maybe lingering soul burn. I couldn't track the smaller monsters individually, just a vague churn of a hostile presence outside.

"It's coming!" Malcolm shouted. Valor pulsed a sharp warning as the boar focused its murderous intent. I could feel it clearly now—like a speeding car aimed directly at me.

"Wait..." I said, holding Cass back as she tensed beside me like a coiled spring. "Wait... Now!"

We heaved the barricade aside and yanked the door open just as the boar thundered into view. A blur of plated fury tore past us in a rush of displaced air and pure violence. Cass staggered as the door swung hard, but I scrambled clear just in time. The creature smashed into the far wall with a thunderous impact that shook dust from the ceiling.

Before we could catch our breath, two Lycantox darted in behind it like opportunistic shadows. We slammed the doors shut and dropped the barricade just as claws scrabbled frantically outside.

One wolf bounded up the stairs, only to erupt mid-leap in a spray of yellow ooze from Malcolm's perfectly placed shot.

The other skidded to a halt when it spotted Red.

My dog stood at the base of the stairs, fur bristling with a raw energy that made the air shimmer, all seven tails fanned out like a war banner. He let out a deep, rolling growl that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his chest.

To my astonishment, the monster flinched. It lowered its head. Whimpered.

Red inhaled, then barked once. The sound cracked like a gunshot, and a ripple of pressure blasted through the room that made my bones vibrate in harmony. The Lycantox ballooned grotesquely and popped, painting the wall with yellow gore.

I stumbled back from the mess, staring at Red in amazement.

He stared right back with an obvious message: Pretty cool, right?

And then the boar, dazed but recovering, let out a furious squeal and began turning its considerable bulk around inside the confined space.

The creature locked eyes with me, and I sighed. My damaged Valor aura might be muted, but apparently not enough to prevent it from flagging me as the primary threat. It began pawing at the stone floor, prepping for another devastating charge, and that's when I realized the tactical problem.

I was still standing directly in front of the doors it had just failed to break down.

"Ah, fuck!" I shouted, scrambling sideways just as the boar exploded forward. The floor cracked under its hooves as it closed the distance with terrifying speed. I was mostly out of its path, but it veered slightly mid-charge, trying to catch me anyway.

It got what it wanted—barely. One tusk glanced off my side, the impact jarring through my hardened scale armor and spinning me across the room like a rag doll. I slammed into the stone floor, pain spiking through my shoulder in white-hot waves. Sitting up, I found my left arm completely limp, blood soaking through my shirt and dripping onto the floor.

Broken collarbone... again. And definitely gored besides.

Fortunately, the boar hadn't corrected its aim completely and crashed headfirst into the wall beside the door, dazing itself thoroughly. Cass and Malcolm didn't wait for it to recover. They launched coordinated attacks the moment it stumbled.

Unfortunately, the impact had completely wrecked the door's hinges. It looked like the splintered frame and the boar leaning against it were the only things keeping the entrance from collapsing entirely.

I winced as even thinking about moving my arm made my vision throb with agony. I reached instinctively for a healing potion, but Ted was already yelling in my soul-space.

"Use the life mana, kid! Like the Dick guy showed you!"

Right. I didn't have time for proper concentration, but I pushed as much raw mana as I could manage into the Compassion aspect of Valor. The shift happened fast. Cool, soothing green energy poured into the injury like liquid relief. I shoved it straight into torn muscle and shattered bone, felt a sharp pop as my collarbone reset itself, and the pain dropped from a scream to a dull throb in seconds. The skin knitted itself back together.

It probably burned as much mana as a potion would have cost, maybe more, but potions were expensive and this was instant.

I smiled as the implications hit me. Turned out, I could heal myself. Quickly. Could I use this on others, like with Devotion?

Not really the time for experimentation, but then again, what better laboratory than a life-or-death situation?

Carefully getting to my feet, I flexed the arm. Still stiff and slightly numb, but movement returned quickly.

Curious, I tried drawing on the Light aspect instead. For a moment, my hands glowed with a faint radiance.

Across the room, Cass was systematically assaulting the boar with the Hullcracker. The blade now hummed with silver light, each strike leaving spiderweb cracks in its armor plating. Malcolm kept blasting its head with searing arcs of plasma, but his frustration was visibly growing. The attacks were doing barely more than scorching the surface.

Red bounded over and sniffed at the blood still clinging to my arm. He whined low, ears pinned with worry.

"It's all good, buddy," I said, feeling Winchester hum eagerly in my grip. "All healed up."

The boar staggered upright, shaking its massive head. Not out of the fight—just angrier. Cass's strikes were cracking through its defenses. Malcolm's plasma was cooking it slowly. But neither was putting it down decisively.

Right. Maybe we needed something with more kick.

Experimentally, I shoved as much Light mana as I could generate into Winchester, which absorbed it like a starving animal.

The hammerhead erupted in blinding yellow radiance, washing out the room's colors in an instant burst of holy fire.

Okay, I thought, squinting through the glare, probably not tactically useful, but at least I know I can light up the entire place.

The monster lowered its head again, locking that malevolent gaze on me with murderous intent, but this time I was ready. Planting my feet in a proper combat stance, I swung the glowing hammer in a heavy, two-handed arc just as it lunged with desperate fury.

The moment Winchester connected with its plated skull, I felt a violent tug on my mana reserves like someone had pulled a drain plug. A blinding flash erupted across my vision, and for one heart-stopping moment, the world went completely silent. The force of impact shot through the weapon's haft and rattled my entire skeleton. This wasn't anything like using refined mana with Winchester.

My sight returned just in time to witness a rainbow detonation bursting from the boar's head like a firework made of death. The shockwave blasted the creature backward with devastating force. Its face was gone—just a mangled stump leaking orange ichor. The impact had shattered half the armor plating along its front; cracks oozed the same viscous fluid as it rolled limply to a stop against the stairs.

Cass stared wide-eyed with awe and terror. "Gaia's tits, Ben!"

I staggered as my vision swam, the Emberseed around my neck flaring desperately to life. Whatever I'd just done hadn't drained some mana—it had emptied the entire tank. All of it. I needed to be way more careful with power experimentation.

My legs went unsteady without mana reinforcement, and I had to shake my head to clear the dizziness.

Cass pointed suddenly toward the entrance. The hinges finally gave out with a tortured creak, and the barricade collapsed in a splintering crash that echoed like thunder.

"Shit!" Malcolm shouted from the stairs. "Door's down! We need to get upstairs. Now!"

Cass didn't wait for further discussion. She was already halfway up the next flight, moving with deadly purpose. Pure muscle memory dragged me toward the steps, but I couldn't help hesitating beside the boar's steaming corpse. I scanned desperately for a mana core.

Nothing. Seriously? After all that effort?

The flicker of disappointment barely had time to register before Lycantox and Vulpitrix started pouring through the open doorway like a living flood. I turned and sprinted for the stairs, catching up to Cass and Malcolm just past the base of the next flight, careful not to stretch our magical tether.

We pounded up the stone steps two at a time, boots hammering in frantic rhythm.

"Did you just obliterate that monster in one hit?" Malcolm asked, sounding equal parts horrified and impressed.

"Team... effort," I panted through burning lungs. "You guys... softened it up. That hit... drained way too much mana. Need to stop... experimenting mid-combat..."

"Okay then, Breaker," Cass muttered from ahead, voice bone-dry.

At the top landing, Valor flared with sudden alarm: pursuing Vulpitrix and Lycantox, closing fast. But something else stirred on the edge of my senses. Something... familiar.

I ran to the rooftop edge and looked down.

Dozens of king-crab-like monsters were scaling the tower walls, their spiked, jointed legs boring into solid stone as they climbed with mechanical precision.

"Hey!" I blinked in recognition. "Look at that—Carapax!"

A flicker of nostalgic fondness was immediately crushed by vivid memories of those claws turning solid stone into shredded rubble.

"Oh come on, fucking Carapax?"

"Think you can hold them off?" Cass called, her voice tight with combat focus. "We'll handle whatever gets through the stairwell!"

"Guess we'll find out!" I yelled back just as the first Carapax crested the wall, pincers snapping as it hissed at me with primal hatred.

What followed could only be described as organized chaos. More Carapax flooded over the walls, skittering across stone with sharp, chitinous legs that sparked against the architecture, only to meet Winchester's hammer head-on. Each impact shattered carapace like ceramic, sending fragments flying in deadly sprays. I barely had any mana left after my explosive light-show, but raw physical strength was more than enough against these Class-F monsters. The problem wasn't individual power—it was the sheer numbers. Dozens swarmed the rooftop simultaneously, and I could barely keep pace, smashing them back over the edge or into component pieces before the next wave clambered into striking range.

Behind me, Cass was a whirlwind of silver light and dark steel, the Hullcracker tearing through Lycantox and Vulpitrix before they could establish any foothold. The few that slipped past her deadly guard were vaporized mid-leap by Malcolm's precision plasma bolts from the stairwell or torn apart by one of Red's concussive barks that turned monsters into abstract art.

It was an absolute monster slaughter. I lost count of how many chitinous crabs and frothing wolf-things we'd eliminated before a deafening gong rang out across the arena. The illusion collapsed instantly, dissolving the surrounding tower into shimmering motes of dispersing light, and suddenly we were back on the familiar sand of the arena floor.

Exhausted beyond measure, I dropped onto my back with a grateful sigh, the cool grit soaking into my sweat-stained clothes as I caught my breath. We were all splattered in streaks of yellow, orange, and blue monster gore, and the cloying, fishy stink of crab seemed permanently fused to my nostrils.

The quiet didn't last long. That warped, uneasy pressure Valor had tried to warn me about earlier returned with a vengeance—heavier this time, more distinct and threatening. It settled over me like an approaching storm front, and I pushed myself upright just as Grace's amplified voice boomed across the arena with unmistakable authority.

"There has been a development. For your safety, please follow the designated officials to shelter points immediately. All Seekers and above, report to your assigned Liaison for further briefing."

I exchanged looks with Cass and Malcolm. They appeared just as exhausted and confused as I felt.

Before any of us could say a word, Dara's voice buzzed directly into our ears, low and urgent with barely controlled panic.

"We have a serious problem. There's a monster attack happening outside the arena. Right now."

            

    
        70. Come With Me If You Want to Live

    
    
    
    
                Panic erupted in the spectator boxes above as we made our way off the arena floor and into our prep room. Thea was waiting for us, clad in regal-looking white leather armor that would have been adorable on any other Vildar—if her expression hadn't been carved from stone.

"We have a big fuckin' problem," she announced, her serious tone instantly killing any amusing thoughts I might have had. "What we thought was one monster turned out to be several. Now there are hundreds, and they're not stopping. The Oathbound thinks monster lures are at play."

I glanced at Malcolm, who visibly steeled himself at the news. "Was it my mother?" he asked with grim resignation.

Thea shook her head quickly. "Nah. She swore an Oath with the Oathbound—can't break that even if she wanted to. Plus, she's out there gathering Runebinders to fight. We've got thousands of people here to protect, and from what I can tell, you three are running on fumes."

Just then, Dara appeared beside us without bothering to mask her arrival. I'd felt her presence moments before she materialized, though she seemed distracted and urgent. She placed several baseball-sized mana orbs onto a nearby counter like she was handling live grenades. "This is what we can spare right now," she stated flatly. "If you hadn't detonated the mana core in that Ironhide Ravager, we could have used that too."

Detonated? I blinked, confused, but she vanished before I could ask.

Suddenly, Ted was standing next to me in full physical form. Red immediately bounded over, happily licking Ted's face, which was at the perfect height for maximum slobber coverage.

"I fuckin' knew it!" Ted snapped his fingers with satisfaction. "Something wasn't sitting right after you took out that... what was it, Onytax? The mana Winchester drained from you wasn't nearly enough to cause an explosion like that. Same thing with the light-mana and your boar monster. There were no mana cores left because you blew the damn things up!"

"That... actually makes sense," I admitted slowly, pieces clicking into place. "There's no other way I could have handled that Class-D in a single hit."

Ted patted Red on the head, grinning widely at us. "Kid just discovered he's smiting monsters and he's being modest about it. You one-tapped the damn thing! Let it ride!"

"It's not exactly a useful long-term strategy," I countered with a laugh. "I need those cores. Mana isn't exactly free, you know!"

"It is during a monster attack," Cass pointed out with practical wisdom. "When the Carapax swarmed La-Roc, there was more mana than we could use. Even afterward, when merchants were buying up pearls, they were stacking them in piles."

"I'm still stuck on you detonating mana cores," Malcolm interjected, looking baffled. "That's actually possible?"

Thea cut off further discussion with authority. "Of course it's possible! We don't have time for this shit right now. Absorb the mana and let's fuckin' go!"

We rushed through halls crowded with armored figures leading civilians in various directions. Most were fleeing the area we were heading toward—which I took as a clear sign that serious fighting was imminent. Dara's mana orbs hadn't completely topped me off, but they were good enough for now. Ted had zipped back into soul-space, claiming he needed to 'keep a low profile.' More likely, he was terrified of becoming monster food.

Wouldn’t that just eat some mana? Maybe he’s actually looking out for me.

"It's mostly Bufunoxes," Thea explained as we jogged, her voice tight with combat urgency. "Class-E. Think bigger, meaner Lumifrax, if you know the fuckers."

Cass and I both groaned in unison at the mention. "Yeah, we're intimately familiar," Cass muttered grimly.

"There are also Voltghast Drifters—Class-D," Thea continued with a shudder. "Floating jellyfish. Steer clear unless you've got an Adept or two backing you up. Those shit-sticks do exactly what you'd expect: lightning bolts and ambient mana siphoning. We need to get everyone back inside the Tower where it's safe."

We all nodded, determination crystallizing. Even Red squared his posture, radiating canine readiness to help herd people to safety.

"Good," Thea grunted as we reached a heavy door. She shoved it open, revealing stairs leading down into a dark, rain-lashed alleyway. Thunder cracked violently overhead, echoing from multiple directions as lightning strobed across the sky, illuminating a scene straight out of an apocalypse movie.

"Whoa," I breathed as we plunged outside. Valor instantly flared to life, overwhelming me with a chaotic flood of sensory input. Fights raged everywhere—people darting between buildings, discharges of energy I couldn't identify crackling through the air, and monsters. So many fucking monsters.

We spilled out onto a major street where several Sylvarus staff members were frantically piling wheelbarrow-sized dead frogs while others passed mana orbs around like ammunition. These definitely weren't Lumifrax—they were easily twice as large, with four bulging eyes and two disturbingly barbed tongues lolling from their mouths like weapons made of meat.

I shuddered, suddenly very thankful our swamp encounter back on La-Roc hadn't involved these nightmares.

"Ben!" a voice cut through the chaos like a blade. Chas jogged up beside us, appearing completely unfazed by the apocalyptic scene. "Perfect timing. You guys are with me."

Thea visibly faltered for a split second when she saw him, her professional composure cracking before she quickly recovered. "Ahem," she cleared her throat. "These are my charges, Blackwood."

"Then you're with me too," Chas stated with casual authority, already turning toward a road leading deeper into Sylvarus, away from the harbor.

Thea blinked, processed this for exactly one beat, then shrugged. "Fuck it, let's go then. Won't be much safer than sticking with him anyway."

I couldn't have agreed more, and the relief flooding Cass's face mirrored my own perfectly. Malcolm, however, looked conflicted. As we hurried to catch up to Chas, he finally spoke, his voice tight with worry. "My mother... she's fighting somewhere out there. I should be with her."

Chas didn't even glance back. "You'd just get in her way, kid," he said with brutal honesty. "Don't worry about it—this wasn't her doing. I can attest to that personally. Something's luring them here. Diana's already scouring the island for the source."

As we jogged through the ongoing urban warfare, weaving between skirmishes, I noticed something odd. "Chas, you're not wearing any armor?"

He laughed—a sharp sound like breaking glass. "Don't need armor for these fucking things. Would be a waste." He glanced back, eyes sharp as razors. "Hurry the fuck up, kids." With that, he doubled his pace, forcing us into a near-sprint that suddenly made keeping up a serious cardiovascular challenge.

Valor continued screaming warnings about threats nearby, but we were moving so fast, dodging spells and lunging creatures, that none of it registered beyond immediate survival instincts.

At one point, two Bufunoxes leaped from a nearby rooftop, attempting an aerial ambush. Chas reacted instantly, kicking one out of the air so hard it simply detonated into purple goo on impact. The second landed near Thea, who let out a wild cackle as her hands blurred through two different mudras before settling with fingers steepled into a perfect pyramid. Multiple streaks of raw orange and red energy lashed out like whips, striking the frog monster and frying it instantly to a smoking husk.

It happened so fast I only caught glimpses of the runic concepts she wielded, but the sheer volatile power made every hair on my body stand on end. It felt like standing next to unstable explosives—raw, terrifying, indiscriminate destruction packed into a tiny Vildar frame.

"Remind me not to piss you off," I muttered to Thea as she casually reached down to pluck the mana orb from the smoking corpse and tossed it to me without looking.

"Keep these in your mana sanctums or use 'em," she instructed with professional brusqueness, already advancing.

Eventually, our path led us toward a large building similar in architectural style to where we'd first met Thea. Bufunoxes were actively besieging it, leaping and battering the doors with methodical violence, while two large, ghostly Voltghast Drifters hovered nearby like spectral sentinels.

"Damn," Chas swore under his breath. He turned to us with tactical focus. "Theadora and I will take the weird floaty things. You three handle the frogs. There's a dozen people trapped inside who need to get back to the Tower. Think you can clear a path?"

We all nodded, adrenaline singing in my veins yet overlaid with a strange, calm confidence. These frogs were only Class-E—we'd faced far worse just minutes ago in the tournament, and the combat high hadn't really worn off. I glanced at Cass and Malcolm flanking me, saw the eager, almost predatory grins they shot my way, and suddenly understood with crystal clarity.

Oh, they were counting on me to lead the charge.

Sighing inwardly, I stepped forward, consciously pulling my aura in tight, trying to avoid drawing attention from the hovering Voltghasts. I focused solely on the Bufunoxes slamming themselves against the building's entrance. They noticed my approach instantly, their disgusting four-eyed stares swiveling toward me with malevolent intelligence.

Shifting Winchester into glaive form, I broke into a run—only to dive hard to the side a split second later as Valor screamed a frantic warning.

A bolt of crackling purple lightning erupted from one of the Voltghasts, impacting where I'd been standing and blasting chunks of stone and dust into the air like a small explosion. I shot a look toward Chas, who was now wreathed in shimmering golden runes that seemed to pulse with their own heartbeat. He casually ripped a massive stone pillar straight out of the ground as if it weighed nothing and hurled it like a javelin at the Voltghast that had just attacked me.

"Sorry about that!" he called over the din with genuine amusement. Simultaneously, a powerful aura washed over us—far denser and more potent than Valor. It was Chas unleashing his Seal, letting its presence bloom fully. It wasn't Valor, but the feeling was similar enough, resonating with the same fundamental power I'd felt when he first pushed me through the portal to Ark.

Rebellion.

Everything about Chas's aura screamed pure, unyielding defiance against authority, against limits, against the very concept of impossible. He turned his head and grinned fiercely at me, eyes blazing like molten gold, before exploding off the ground and rocketing toward the hovering Voltghast like a human missile.

I couldn't help but stare, momentarily mesmerized, as Chas snatched the spectral jellyfish monster out of the air and landed with a theatrical flourish. The creature erupted with violent purple lightning, but Chas seemed utterly unbothered as he tore it apart with his bare hands. Arcs of electricity skittered across a shimmering barrier of what felt like spirit-aspected mana coiling around him, deflecting the worst of the assault.

Three more Voltghasts crested a nearby building, crackling as they prepared their own coordinated attack, but Valor's sharp mental nudge snapped me back to immediate threats.

Spinning just in time to avoid a barbed tongue lashing out from one of the Bufunoxes, I brought Winchester up defensively—only for Cass to dash past in a blur, her borrowed Hullcracker slicing the monster cleanly in half with surgical precision. She hadn't had time to return the massive blade after our tournament event, and seeing it in action again, I certainly wasn't complaining.

Before I could even register relief, another tongue whipped out like a living whip, wrapping tight around the arm holding Winchester. Piercing pain flared as the barbs dug through the gaps between my armor's scales, finding flesh with cruel efficiency.

A blast of focused orange energy from Malcolm severed the tongue with an audible snap that made me wince in sympathy. I spun, driving Winchester's blade deep into the offending Bufunox. It exploded in a shower of purple goo that splattered across my front, and I spat reflexively.

"These things are absolutely the worst," I grumbled, just as Valor screamed an urgent warning. Too late.

I tried to shove mana into a defensive posture, but it was useless. Purple lightning engulfed me like liquid agony, every muscle in my body seizing involuntarily. I dropped hard to my knees, hitting the ground with a thud that jarred my teeth. Couldn't move, couldn't even scream—just frozen in a cage of my own paralyzed flesh.

The initial agony faded quickly into spreading numbness, that pins-and-needles sensation of a limb fallen asleep, but everywhere. Moving took conscious, sluggish effort that felt like swimming through molasses. I dimly realized another barbed tongue was wrapped around my leg, the pain throbbing dully beneath the numbness—a sensation I knew wouldn't stay dull for long.

I swung Winchester weakly at it, only slicing partway through the tough muscle. Then Cass was there, severing the tongue completely before hauling me back to my feet with a firm grip.

"Gaia's tits! That was a wild blast you just took," she said, steadying me. "You good?"

I shook my head, more to clear lingering disorientation than in negation. "Yeah... yeah, I'm good." My gaze flickered toward Chas. He was standing amidst the remaining Voltghasts, actually laughing as they pummeled him with coordinated lightning strikes. The electricity had burned away his shirt, revealing a bare chest covered in the same intricate, glowing golden runes as his arms—absorbing or redirecting the energy surges like a living lightning rod.

Feeling prickled back into my limbs, swiftly followed by sharp, undeniable pain from the barb wounds in my arm and leg. Gritting my teeth, I was about to charge the remaining frogs when a different warning pressed urgently against Valor's field. Not an incoming attack, but an intense, overwhelming need to—

Get the fuck out of the way right now.

"Move!" I yelled, grabbing Cass and diving sideways, pulling her down with me just as a roaring geyser of white-hot flame erupted where we'd been standing. The searing wave slammed into the remaining Bufunoxes, incinerating them instantly in a blaze that made the air shimmer.

Craning my head from the ground, I saw Red braced on all fours, belching fire like some kind of furry dragon. Nearby, Malcolm held a complex mudra, his hands shaping and compressing the inferno into a focused, devastating jet. Even from a few meters away, the heat was nearly unbearable.

Once the flames dissipated, Malcolm pumped his fist in the air and enthusiastically patted Red, who responded with an excited little paw-tapping dance. "I knew it would work!" Malcolm crowed, grinning from ear to ear.

"What the fuck was that?!" I yelled back, annoyance flaring amidst relief. "Some warning next time, maybe?!"

Red instantly pulled his ears back in apology, and Malcolm had the grace to look sheepish. "Uh, sorry about that!"

Cass and I scrambled to our feet and rushed toward the smoking doors of the besieged building. We yanked them open, revealing the entrance hall of what looked like a student dormitory. It was pitch black inside, though I could make out unlit lantern orbs hanging in wall holders.

We plunged in, and something immediately pressed against Valor's senses—multiple presences, huddled and afraid. Shoving light-mana into Winchester, I flooded the hall with stark white radiance.

"Monster or mortal?" I called out sharply, weapon ready.

"Mortal! We're mortal!" a timid voice replied, and several figures emerged hesitantly from the shadows. They looked like Aldertree and Carmintree students, none appearing much older than teenagers. "Are you... are you Monster Hunters?" one asked with wide eyes.

"Almost," I managed a weak laugh that I hoped was reassuring. "But we're here with Chas Blackwood and Thea Glass. They sent us to get you to the Tower."

The mention of those names visibly eased their tension immediately. Recognition dawned on another boy's face. "Wait, aren't you the Breaker? The one who was fighting in the tournament earlier?"

I nodded, feeling a surge of perhaps misplaced confidence. Channeling my inner action hero, I struck what I hoped was a heroic pose. "I am. Come with me if you want to live."

The words were barely out before I regretted them completely. They all just nodded back with unnerving, wide-eyed resolve that made it clear they were taking me seriously. I could practically hear Ted groaning at my terrible line from inside soul-space. Even Cass shot me a look that screamed Really, Ben?

Still, I guess it got the point across.

Risking a peek back outside, I saw Chas standing defiantly in the street, now surrounded by at least a dozen hovering Voltghasts. "Come on, you fucking assholes!" he yelled, deliberately drawing their fire with arms spread wide. "Give me everything you've got!"

As they clustered tighter, preparing another coordinated volley, a series of massive, fiery explosions suddenly rocked the street. Literal fireballs launched from a side alley, obliterating half a dozen jellyfish monsters in concussive blasts that lit up the night. Thea let out a triumphant whoop from the alleyway as she reloaded another glowing silver coin into her ridiculous weapon. The muzzle glowed white-hot, but, impressively; it hadn't exploded... yet.

Malcolm and Red, seeing their chance, focused their combined fire-breathing assault on the remaining Voltghasts. Malcolm quickly motioned that they'd cover our retreat with the students while we made our escape.

Cass and I signaled the teenagers to follow, and we sprinted out, weaving past the ongoing carnage toward the safe zone near the Tower where we'd first met Chas. The run back went faster than expected, the relief of the rescued students palpable as hope replaced terror on their faces.

Before we knew it, they were scrambling up the tower steps to safety, their grateful shouts echoing behind them. A wave of satisfaction washed over me—we'd actually saved them. Real people. But the job wasn't done; Chas and Thea were still out there in the war zone.

"Let's go back," I said to Cass, turning toward the distant sounds of battle. She grinned with anticipation, ready for round two, when suddenly...

The world shifted.

Without warning, the rain stopped. The sounds of battle—explosions, crackling lightning, desperate shouting—vanished instantly like someone had hit a cosmic mute button. One moment we were standing on rain-slicked cobblestone amidst fiery chaos; the next we stood frozen in a bizarre, multicolored jungle vaguely reminiscent of the Monster Hunter Tower lobby.

The air was thick and humid, carrying strange scents and the sound of low growls mixed with a loud, guttural crooning that echoed from somewhere deeper within the alien foliage. Plants that shouldn't exist swayed without wind, their colors too vibrant, too wrong.

Cass spun toward me, her eyes wide with disbelief as we both took in the impossible transformation of our surroundings.

"What the fuck just happened?" I breathed, utterly bewildered, my voice barely audible in the sudden, oppressive silence.

Cass didn't answer immediately. Her face had gone chalk white, her earlier combat grin replaced by raw, primal panic. The strange growls and crooning seemed to get closer, unsettlingly loud in the unnatural quiet. When she finally spoke, her voice cracked with terror.

"It's... Gaia's tits, Ben... it's a spirit realm."

            

    
        71. I've Seen This One

    
    
    
    
                A Spirit Realm. Now? My head spun with all the ways this could go sideways—trapped between dimensions, eaten alive, or worse. The possibilities scrolled through my mind like a highlight reel of horrible deaths.

The sun hammered down from a clear sky, roughly matching Ark's time. My armor turned into a personal oven, but taking it off seemed like asking to die faster. Cass stood nearby, jaw welded shut, clearly wrestling panic into submission. I knew that look. Hell, I was wearing it too.

Winchester shifted back into staff form with a metallic whisper, and Ted materialized beside me like a pissed-off genie.

"Both of you, calm the fuck down." He jabbed a finger toward the treeline. "Look."

We followed his gesture and—

"What the hell?"

Reality looked like someone had taken a knife to it. Chunks of Sylvarus—pristine marble floors, alabaster walls, even pieces of domed buildings—bled through the jungle like a fever dream. Everything dripped with moisture, as if the realm itself was sweating.

"What's happening?" I muttered, jogging toward a patch of moss with a perfect square of marble growing through it like some architectural cancer.

Ted scanned our surroundings, his expression almost confused, like he could sense it. "This realm's unstable. Or pissed off about being here. Something's holding it in place against its nature." He crouched, patting the alabaster stone. "Spirit Realms don't stick around—they're nomads. But this?" His voice dropped. "Something's anchoring it to the physical realm. Which shouldn't be fucking possible."

"So we can get out?" Cass's voice cracked slightly.

Ted nodded. "If we wait long enough, the whole thing'll dissipate. Problem is—" He met my eyes. "I wouldn't want to be inside when that happens."

Relief flooded through me. "Thanks, Ted. Seriously."

He waved it off. "Watching you two panic was pissing me off."

The guttural crooning grew louder, accompanied by trees snapping like toothpicks. I extended Valor cautiously, spreading my aura thin enough that maybe—hopefully—the local monsters wouldn't notice.

Mistake. Huge mistake.

Dozens of creatures surrounded us. But something massive to our left had just stopped moving when it felt my aura, and I didn't sense hostility. These felt like mana beasts, not monsters hungry for human flesh.

I turned left and nearly shit myself.

A Komodo dragon the size of a jumbo jet was shouldering through trees like they were tall grass. It swiveled its massive head, examining us with intelligent, car-sized eyes. Thankfully, not glowing red.

"Where is Dara?" The voice boomed from its direction, shaking leaves from branches. It took my brain a second to process actual words instead of prehistoric roaring.

"Dara?" I exchanged glances with Cass. "Are you from Sylvarus?"

"I am." The colossal reptile's tone carried centuries of patience.

Relief hit like a drug. We weren't trapped in some pocket dimension about to blink out of existence. This was a lobby, or something like it.

"We aren't sure where she is," I called out. "My spirit guardian says something's wrong with this realm."

The dragon nodded slowly, a motion that probably registered on seismographs. "Something has. This beast-king will show you." It began retreating through the trees with surprising grace for something that belonged in a monster movie. "Follow."

We did, keeping a respectful distance as it moved through the jungle like a living earthquake.

"I am Gu Li," the reptile rumbled as we trailed behind. "Students visit me when they find themselves drawn to concepts of light."

Cass shot me a look that screamed Of course you'd attract the giant magic lizard.

"Ben Crawford," I said. "Hopefully I'll be one of those students after this tournament. This is Ted."

"How ya doin'?" Ted piped up. "You're a big fucker, ain't ya?"

I winced hard enough to pull a muscle.

"If circumstances were different, this beast-king might comment on your aura, Ben Crawford. Though you do not know me, it promises to protect me. I look forward to exploring this." Gu Li's voice carried the weight of someone who'd seen everything twice. He completely ignored Ted's typical charm.

"Cassandra Winters," Cass introduced herself, then hesitated. "You’re… a Beast King?"

"Ah, a Winters." Gu Li craned his massive head back toward her. "I knew an Astrid Winters when I was young, long before monarchy."

"That's my mother." Cass's entire face lit up.

"Please tell her I miss our games of Go." The ancient warmth in Gu Li's voice could have melted glaciers. “She was… ruthless.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself; she sure as fuck was.

"I will!" The tension in the air evaporated like morning mist.

"Love of mana beasts runs in the family?" I asked.

She nodded. "My brothers and I grew up around them. Mom has this gift—like you and Red, but with every single creature she meets."

I smiled. Ted sighed dramatically and vanished into my soul space, the implied I'm tired of walking
hanging in the air like his personal motto.

Gu Li continued forward, careful but unstoppable. Trees bent and creaked under his bulk, some snapping with sounds like gunshots.

The Sylvarus bleed-through grew more bizarre as we walked. Domed roofs floated in mid-air, attached to nothing. An entire stone bridge hung suspended in the sky like someone had forgotten to finish erasing it.

"This can't be good," Cass muttered.

"It is not," Gu Li confirmed. "The realm isn't just collapsing—it's being dissolved. There."

He'd stopped. We hurried past his massive form and gawked at what we saw.

"Holy shit."

A steep slope led into a gorge where jagged runes hung suspended in a perfect circle, glowing with eerie white and violet light. They were unlike anything I'd ever seen—alien, wrong, giving off no discernible concepts even this close.

"Please be careful," Gu Li rumbled from above. "I cannot approach those symbols. They consume spirit energy."

Cass and I nodded, then carefully slid down the loose scree. My boots sent small avalanches of stone clattering ahead of us.

As we neared the floating runes, something visceral churned in my gut. Not nausea—deeper. Like my soul itself was recoiling, recognizing these markings as utterly foul. I grimaced, studying one closely without touching.

"Do you feel that?" I asked.

She shook her head, puzzled. "Feel what?"

"Like the core of my soul is projectile vomiting. These runes are the most disgusting thing I've ever been near."

"That's... specific." She frowned. "I'm getting major creeps, but nothing like that."

"Look." I pointed toward the center of the circular formation. Several runic rods, similar to Alexander's monster lures, were planted in the ground. But these displayed the same unsettling white and violet glyphs—and they were active.

"Monster lures?" Cass squinted. "I'd only seen one before the other day."

The glyphs formed a shimmering wall around the lures, making them impossible to reach without passing through.

"Kid, I'm not getting much on what those are, but that stink you're picking up? That's the energy these runes are made of. Nasty shit, whatever it is." Ted's voice grumbled in my skull.

"Ted says the energy itself is what I'm detecting. Something unnatural." I relayed, studying the impossible symbols. "Weird they're not giving off concepts, right?"

We glanced back at Gu Li, who watched us with the intensity of a worried parent.

"He said they consume spirit energy," I murmured, mostly to Ted. "Not even sure what that means."

Valor wasn't screaming danger when I held my hand toward the rune wall. Finally, I decided. Storing my gauntlet, I reached out and poked one symbol.

Instead of pain or dramatic consequences, the rune stretched around my finger like oil, reforming instantly when I pulled away.

"That was dumb, wasn't it?"

"No shit." "No shit."

Cass and Ted spoke in perfect unison—one glaring at me like I was the world's biggest moron, the other echoing the sentiment in my head. Even Gu Li fixed me with a look of colossal judgment.

I sighed. Valor wasn't flaring. I felt fine. Picking up a stone, I tossed it through the rotating wall. Nothing happened. A rune rippled as the stone passed through, landing with a soft thud near the lures.

I looked at Cass. Her eyebrows were raised, clearly expecting an explosion or death.

Victory favors Valor!

The thought slammed into my head, sharp and alien. That voice again—definitely not mine. Why now? Before I could process it, I was moving.

Taking a running start, I leaped through the rune wall.

I landed hard, heart hammering. Quick self-check—all limbs attached, no new holes. The air here felt thick, cloying, saturated with that soul-deep wrongness. But otherwise... nothing.

Cass shrugged and walked through the barrier to join me. She grimaced immediately.

"Okay, yeah. Now I get the soul-puking thing."

We approached the rods set in a line. The center one was substantially larger and, unlike the others, appeared inactive.

"Ideas?" I asked aloud.

Both Cass and Ted effectively shrugged—shoulders and mental indifference, respectively.

I turned toward Gu Li, about to call for advice, when Valor screamed a warning that nearly shattered my skull.

I spun. Swirling around the central rod like angry hornets were sickly violet glyphs as it sparked violently to life. The air—or maybe mana itself—was being sucked toward it. The space above the rod twisted, darkened, then ripped open with a nauseating squelch.

A muscular humanoid creature dragged itself through the tear. Neon purple skin, black ooze dripping from its form. Eyes of raw violet energy. A long blue tongue lolled from its mouth like some cosmic dog from hell.

"Is that a fucking Glid?" Cass yelled.

It looked like one, but hobgoblin-sized instead of regular goblin. The creature grinned through a ghastly rictus, tongue flapping, and let out a low, bassy rumble that vibrated through my bones.

Then Valor shrieked in my mind.

I barely reacted in time. The creature was already on me, massive fist swinging. I threw myself backward, bringing Winchester up as it pivoted into a brutal kick. The blow struck my staff with the force of a wrecking ball, sending me flying. This thing hit like that amped-up golem from the trial grounds.

I landed hard, rolled to my feet. Cass was faster. Her Orichalcum Hullcracker sang through the air, embedding ten centimeters deep in the creature's shoulder with an explosion of black ichor—then stopped dead. No cleaving. No killing blow.

Cass was thrown off balance by the failed strike. The Glid seized the opening, kicking her hard enough to send her tumbling from the rune circle.

With a grunt, the creature reached up, tore the heavy blade from its shoulder, and tested its weight. Those violet eyes locked onto me with predatory intelligence.

An explosion of force. I brought Winchester's glaive up instinctively to meet the stolen Hullcracker. My knees nearly buckled from the impact. Then its tongue shot out, wrapping around my neck and squeezing—tight.

Cass was suddenly there. Her dual spirit-steel swords flashed like scissors, slicing the tongue apart. The Glid stumbled back, gurgling. She didn't let up, ramming both blades into its chest. It roared, spraying black ichor, but barely registered the hits. She put her full weight behind the push, forcing it to its knees, muscles straining against leather armor.

I shoved light-aspected mana into Winchester's blade and swung for its neck. The glaive passed through like slicing butter, cleanly decapitating the monster in a flash of golden light.

The body immediately melted into goo. We staggered back, panting.

"Are you alright?" Gu Li called down. "What was that thing?"

I was about to answer when several black tears ripped open around the central clearing, followed by a high-pitched chime that made my teeth ache. All the violet glyphs flashed, cycling rapidly through neon colors—blue, pink, orange, green, back to violet. The largest rod pulsed white-hot.

"Cass, move!" I grabbed her arm. We dove out of the runic circle as a bolt of pure violet light erupted from the central rod, rocketing skyward at impossible speed.

It collided with the spirit realm's pale sun with a deep, resonant boom that sent ripples through reality itself. A gaping dark hole tore open in the celestial body's center, bleeding purple and black darkness.

"Oh shit, I've seen this before!" I yelled as we scrambled up. "Run!"

I glanced at Gu Li. He stared, aghast, at the wounded sky, completely oblivious as the rune-wall expanded outward like a neon tsunami, consuming jungle as it grew.

Gu Li bellowed, struggling to turn his massive body on the narrow ledge. He slipped, scrabbling for purchase as he plummeted downward.

The kaleidoscopic rune-wall surged forward and washed over him.

No time to mourn. Cass pointed toward a Sylvarus doorway bleeding through into the collapsing realm. We sprinted, diving headlong through the opening into pristine marble as chaotic violet energies slammed against the threshold behind us. An unseen vacuum violently pulled away the spirit realm's view, plunging us into absolute darkness.

"What the fuck was that?" I gasped.

Before Cass could answer, a bone-shaking explosion reverberated through the structure, showering us with dust.

I channeled light-aspected mana into Winchester. Its glow pushed back the oppressive darkness as we threw open the door and stepped into Sylvarus.

Rain still fell, but the world was bathed in ominous, flickering luminescence. A colossal multicolored orb pulsed in the sky above the academy, casting shifting neon hues across slick marble and rain-swept courtyards.

Then, the air directly in front of us tore open with a sound like ripping canvas. Two enormous, muscular hands—glowing sickly orange like the creature in the gorge—clawed at the tear's edges, wrenching it wider, forcing a passage through.

            

    
        72. Chrysalis

    
    
    
    
                The massive Glid-thing ripped through reality like wet paper, and for one frozen heartbeat, it just stared at us.

Orange neon veins pulsed beneath its black flesh, four muscular arms flexing with anticipation. It wasn't like the violet-tinged horror we'd seen in the spirit realm—this one was built for combat.

The creature's clicking growl scraped against my brain, almost forming words I didn't want to understand.

And then the floodgates opened.

Dozens of smaller Glids erupted from nowhere, scurrying across cobblestones like a nightmare tide.

Oh shit.

Cass's swords sang free from their sheaths. The leader-Glid's massive frame tensed, ready to charge, when that familiar electric sensation of Rebellion crashed through me like a tidal wave.

Between one heartbeat and the next, Chas materialized.

Hell. Fucking. Yes—Cavalry.

The grizzled warrior stood shirtless between us and the tide of creatures, wielding a sword that had no business existing. The great sword stretched two and a half meters of pure "fuck you" energy—a meter wide, blazing with molten orange and red metals that seemed to drink in the light.

But the weapon wasn't what made my eyes widen.

Molten gold runes dripped down Chas's skin like liquid fire, each droplet hissing against stone. The air itself recoiled from his presence. I'd seen him tear open portals between worlds, but this? This was Chas with the safety off.

The creature hesitated, just for a heartbeat.

Then it charged.

Chas swung.

The impact knocked Cass and me sprawling, cobblestones cracking beneath the shockwave. My ears rang. The ground shook. And when the dust cleared… the monster was still coming.

Chas's blade had carved it nearly in half, from shoulder to waist, but the nightmare just kept dragging itself forward along the embedded sword, claws reaching for his throat. Black ichor oozed from the wound, trying to knit itself back together.

Without missing a beat, Chas ripped the blade free and completed the bisection. The creature writhed on shattered stone, its halves twitching toward each other with unnatural purpose.

His massive sword vanished into his Mana Sanctum. Wind erupted beneath his feet, launching him skyward. He came down like a meteor, fists blazing with spirit-aspected mana.

The explosion painted the street with black gore and pulverized marble.

Chas straightened, golden runes dimming but not fading, creature slime dripping from his knuckles. "Fucking Varglids." He wiped a smear from his cheek with casual disgust. "You two alright?"

"What the fuck is happening?" Cass demanded as we scrambled upright.

"You two ran off playing hero and didn't come back." His voice carried a familiar gruffness that meant he'd been worried. "Spirit realm sightings all over, but nobody could pin it down. Figured it might've swallowed you up."

"It did," I said, still catching my breath. "We were inside the thing. Some mana beast named Gu Li said it was one of Sylvarus's realms, but—" I gestured helplessly at the surrounding chaos. "Monster lures and weird techno-magic voided it out."

Chas's weathered face darkened, his gaze locked on the pulsing orb of multicolored energy that dominated the sky like a diseased sun. "Dara's realms going rogue isn't unheard of, but..." He jerked his thumb at the apocalyptic light show above. "That's new."

Valor screamed in my head.

The air split with the sound of reality having a nervous breakdown. Dozens of tears ripped open, vomiting Varglids and Glids into our world. Their bodies flickered with chaotic neon—orange, violet, green—like someone had thrown a demonic rave.

Chas's monster of a sword materialized again. "Listen up. Varglids need aspected mana to stay dead. Otherwise they just eat ambient energy and reform." His eyes found mine, deadly serious. "Either of you know how to use it?"

I nodded.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Of course you fucking do, Breaker."

Cass's blades hummed with anticipation. I leveled Winchester's blade at the nightmare army surrounding us—there had to be a hundred of the disgusting things now. If Felix were here, I'd almost feel nostalgic about the odds.

Then the world... shifted.

I blinked.

The Glids were in pieces. Perfect surgical lines had carved through their writhing bodies like a master butcher's work. The buildings behind them crumbled in mathematically precise segments. Even the rain seemed sliced through by an invisible presence.

Something replaced Valor and Rebellion in the air—a sensation of absolute sharpness. The pure, distilled essence of cutting.

Grace stood beside Cass, hands clasped serenely behind her back. Her pristine white robes remained bone dry despite the downpour, not a single drop daring to touch her.

"Chas." Her masked face turned our way, voice carrying a particular tone of fond exasperation. "Always so dramatic."

Cass and I gaped at the surgical destruction. I'd felt her Domain before, but this was like comparing a candle to a supernova.

Chas groaned. "Diana's gonna be pissed about the buildings, Grace."

She shrugged—actually shrugged—and started walking away. "Oh no," she called back, her mask somehow conveying perfect deadpan. "This is my worried face."



Red hit me like a furry battering ram the second we entered the makeshift command center. Emotion flooded through our bond as he pinned me to the floor with enthusiastic licks. Where were you, couldn't track you? I couldn't smell you; never leave me behind again.

"Okay, okay!" I wheezed, shoving him off gently before pulling him into a proper hug. "We didn't exactly have a choice, buddy."

The building looked like every other structure in Sylvarus—long halls, lecture rooms, way too much marble—but they'd transformed the main foyer into a war room. Tables dragged from reading rooms held maps and manascripts. Outside, Sylvarus staff, Monster Hunters, and Grace's intimidating Oathbound warriors held the line against the monster tide while that diseased-sun orb pulsed overhead.

Malcolm had been waiting when we arrived, his usual snark replaced by genuine concern as we'd briefed Grace on the spirit realm disaster.

Now, Grace and Chas sat at a repurposed marble table. Chas slammed a stack of red mana coins onto its surface. The table rippled, and Diana materialized in miniature stone form, immediately fixing Chas with a glare that could melt steel.

"What the fuck is happening out there?" Her stone avatar practically vibrated with fury. "Dara's having a complete meltdown about a missing spirit realm, and I'm getting reports of Varglids?"

"That about covers it." Chas's tone stayed level. "Nascent spirit realm collapsed, dumping aberrations all over the Academy. Ben and Cass got dragged inside but made it out. They're talking monster lures, forced void-outs." He paused. "Gu Li was in there, Di."

Diana's stony eyes closed, and she let out a deep sigh. The silence stretched like a held breath.

"That orb," she finally asked Grace. "What is it?"

"Unknown." Grace's mask turned slightly. "But if anyone has answers..."

Right on cue, Arryava rose from the marble—a perfect stone recreation of the insectoid Sentarian, though somehow more alive than Diana's projection.

"Amituofo, friends!" She executed a perfect bow. "Stone conversations, always such fun!" Her figure danced around the table, poking Diana's statue with childlike glee.

"Ben, this is Arryava Pusa, a—" Grace began.

"Oh, I know Ben Crawford very well!" Arryava's stone form turned to me with another elaborate bow. "This one apologizes for not greeting you sooner, Revered One."

Grace's mask snapped toward me. Even through stone, I could feel her stare boring holes.

"Revered one?" The question hung sharply in the air before Grace caught herself. "Later. Ben, tell her everything about the spirit realm. The Sentarians specialize in spiritual Runebinding."

I laid it all out—Gu Li, the collapsing star, those wrong-feeling violet runes. Arryava's playful movements ceased the moment I mentioned them. By the time I reached the orb's appearance, her stone face had gone still as death.

"You will NOT tell me what I can and cannot say!" She suddenly snarled at empty air, her usual warmth evaporating. "No, this is our home now, and we must— ENOUGH!"

We all froze. Even Diana's stone form looked unsettled.

"What do you know?" Diana demanded. "This is happening on my island, Arryava."

"The Elders forbid me from telling you the violet energy is called Hollowflame." Her words came out strained, fighting against some invisible compulsion. "A forbidden path that abandons true Runebinding. But..." She turned to Grace. "A collapsed realm using Hollowflame could trap an Elder Beast. Like a beast king. That would explain the Chrysalis."

Her stone form exploded into dust as if the connection had been violently severed.

"Fuck," Diana said into the stunned silence.

"Anyone want to translate that from ominous to English?" Chas asked.

Only Grace seemed unsurprised, though her whisper carried weight. "I read of Hollowflame once. In an Arcadian archive, lifetimes ago. But a Chrysalis... that implies metamorphosis. Change. Something becoming."

"You two get back to the tower. Now." Diana's command brooked no argument. "This is beyond Seeker capabilities."

"I can use aspected mana," I protested. "I can help—"

"You burned your soul healing Erik, fought a tournament round, saved a dozen students, then scouted a gods-damned collapsing spirit realm!" Diana's stone finger jutted out towards me. "You've done your fucking part!" A pause, something almost gentle creeping in. "Get some rest. In case we need your particular brand of bullshit again."

Cass snickered at my scolding. I wanted to argue, but exhaustion hit me like a truck. Diana had a point—I was running on fumes and stubbornness.

"Fine," I conceded. "We go back."

"I'll take them." Chas was already standing.

Grace nodded. "I'll examine this Chrysalis personally. Diana, send Alexander to assist."

"Speaking of which—" Chas pointed at our wrists. "Ditch those tether cuffs. Last thing you need is them activating at the wrong moment."

We all removed the tournament cuffs. Mine vanished into soul-space as Diana began barking orders to unseen subordinates. Chas herded us—me, Cass, and Malcolm—back into the storm.

The rain had graduated from downpour to divine punishment, white lightning crackling between clouds, thunder rattling windows. The multicolored orb cast everything in sick, shifting hues.

"Someone always knew what was happening before," I said as we trudged through the flooded streets. "This is bad, right?"

Chas just grinned.

"For fuck's sake, Chas," Cass muttered.

"It's terrifying," Malcolm finished, voice small. "What Arryava said... a path that isn't Runebinding? What does that even mean?"

A thought struck me—something Arryava's presence had highlighted. "Why aren't there any Sentarians at Sylvarus? Besides Ferris?"

Cass and Malcolm exchanged shocked looks.

"I... hadn't noticed," Malcolm admitted.

"The Sentarians have their own methods," Chas explained as we climbed endless stairs toward the tower. "They don't fit neatly into factions. Easy to forget they're not from Ark originally."

Thunder crashed hard enough to feel in my bones. Panicked shouts echoed from nearby streets. My aura prickled with constant danger—Voltghasts still prowled, though defenders kept them at bay.

"Hey Chas," I said, remembering earlier. "How'd you just shrug off Voltghast lightning? I tried flooding the impact with mana but it did jack shit."

He actually laughed. "You need aspected mana to counter aspected attacks. Most manifested magic is aspected, kid. That's what makes Arcanists so strong." He shot me a knowing look. "But you said you can already use it, right?"

"Yeah, life aspect does cool things, light does… well what I’d expect light to do, but spirit aspect seems useless. Dissipates too fast, doesn't do anything visible."

Chas stopped dead, eyebrows climbing. "Kid, spirit aspect is arguably the best defensive tool there is. Next time something's blasting you with magic, layer spirit mana between you and it. See what happens." His expression turned serious. "That's half of what makes Guardians. Just... don't overdo it."

It couldn't be that simple. Could it?

"I need to hit Adept," Cass grumbled. "Being escorted to safety while others fight is fucking humiliating."

The moment we entered the tower, an artificial calm tried to smother my thoughts. It wasn't subtle—like someone cranking the air conditioning in my brain. The chaos outside suddenly felt distant, manageable, ignorable.

"What the hell?" Malcolm jammed a finger in his ear.

"Dara," Chas said simply. "One of her specialties."

The effect intensified as we passed Maris commanding her Striker forces. Francis threw me a cheerful wave that felt surreal given the circumstances.

Maris's gaze locked onto Malcolm like a targeting system. She shoved her Manascript at a subordinate and stalked over, acknowledging only her son.

"I heard you saved lives out there." The compliment lasted exactly one second. "With help."

"You'll never understand, Mother." Malcolm's voice carried years of frustration. "That's why I'm joining the Monster Hunters. Strength through unity. We're ranked first in our bracket—deny that."

She inhaled sharply, fighting Dara's calming influence. "Relying on others isn't strength."

Chas sighed. I was done being furniture.

"Are you serious?" I spun to face her. "We're the three strongest Seekers from La-Roc. Did you even look at the scores? Your tricks would've bumped us to Adept bracket. Malcolm's exceeding every expectation and it's killing you he did it without you."

She continued addressing Malcolm as if I hadn't spoken. "We'll see what happens after this attack. You look terrible. Rest, then get back out there and prove you're worth something."

She swept away, leaving Malcolm white-knuckled and silent.

"You know," Chas said conversationally, "I'm really looking forward to watching Alexander beat your mother senseless."

A smile cracked through Malcolm’s fury. "Yeah. Me too."

Our suite's view was apocalyptic—front row seats to the diseased orb dominating Sylvarus. We stepped onto the rain-lashed balcony, watching the battle rage below. I couldn't shake the feeling of being safe in our tower while others bled.

"Feels wrong, being up here," I finally said.

"Kid, you three have done more than most people in this building." Chas's voice brooked no argument. "If anyone's earned rest, it's you. Use whatever mana orbs you've got, get some sleep. I'll collect you in a few hours."

He left without ceremony.

Red immediately shook himself dry in the living room, baptizing every piece of furniture. I shot him a look as we wordlessly headed to our rooms, too exhausted for conversation.

My dog had already claimed the entire bed, sprawled in maximum space-consumption mode and snoring within seconds.

The Spirit Well flooded me with power—more than before. My pathways had definitely expanded. Ten seconds of pure energy later, I felt ready to burst.

I closed my eyes, focusing on the sensation of growing stronger, and unconsciousness claimed me between one breath and the next.

            

    
        73. Perserverance

    
    
    
    
                The burgundy minivan died with a pathetic wheeze on the Saskatchewan highway, stranding us in an ocean of wheat.

I was fourteen, trapped between my little brother Danny and a broken air conditioner that made the van feel like a furnace. Outside, the prairies stretched forever—flat, endless, merciless.

"If it's so flat, why don't they build a giant roller coaster?" Danny asked, kicking the seat.

"Because it would be boring as shit," I shot back.

"He's not wrong," Dad said from up front.

"Ben, language! And don't encourage him, Sean!" Mom snapped.

Then Dad popped the hood, and the smell of burning antifreeze invaded the car like poison gas. He emerged with grease-black fingers and that sheepish grin that meant we were screwed.

"Well, boys, another car claimed by the prairies. We belong to the Earth now."

Mom's hand connected with his shoulder hard enough to make him wince.

We waited. Thirty silent minutes. No cars, dust trails, nor cell signal. The sun climbed higher, shrinking our shadows to nothing while Danny kicked stones and Mom checked her dead phone for the tenth time.

"What do we do now?" Danny's voice cracked with worry.

Mom wiped sweat from her forehead, scanning the shimmering highway. "Gas station about six kilometers back. We can make it in an hour if we hustle."

Sean raised both hands in theatrical surrender. "Six clicks? I'll guard the ship. Danny and I will keep the snacks from forming a coalition."

Mom's eyebrow arched dangerously. "I thought you were solar-powered, Sean? Sometimes I wonder if Mother was right about you."

He clutched his chest as if she'd stabbed him. "Oh, the knife, Jasmine! At least now you can marry a nice Chinese boy. Your parents will be so happy."

She hurled a granola bar at him. He caught it one-handed. "Nice! Food delivery!"

Shaking her head, she shouldered a backpack and handed me warm water. Her face shifted into that stoic mask she wore when channeling my Aapo.

"Come on, Ben. Jianchi
means perseverance. Nothing is hopeless—just hard."

The pavement ahead shimmered like liquid mercury. Heat ripples made the sky dance. Gravel crunched under our sneakers as we started walking into hell.

My calves burned after the first kilometer. The sun hammered down without mercy, turning my shirt into a sweat-soaked rag. Mom shared the last drops of water—I drank, passed it back, watched her lips barely touch the rim.

"You okay?" she asked, her stride never faltering.

"Better me than Dad," I panted. "He'd complain the whole time."

She laughed—actually laughed. "True. But he'd get it done. You can complain all you want when you're the one doing what no one else wants to do."

My phone buzzed. One fragile bar glowed in the corner like a dying star.

"Mom, I could try calling—"

She studied the empty road behind us, then the shimmering distance ahead. "If we stop and wait, a truck still has to reach the van. We'll have to walk back anyway. We're already this far. Better to finish what we started."

I pocketed the phone. "Hard, not hopeless?"

Pride softened in her eyes. "Exactly. We do the hard stuff so others don't have to. Maybe complain a bit while we do it."

A blessed breeze rose, giving us fresh momentum. We crested one of the prairie's rare hills, and there it was—the weather-beaten gas station, paint peeling but real.

Inside, a familiar scruffy elf looked up from his newspaper, eyebrows lifting at our dust-streaked faces.

"Car trouble?"

"Radiator, maybe worse," Mom said. "Six clicks south."

I stared at Ted as he pulled keys from a pegboard. "Hop in the truck. Let's go get 'em."

The AC felt like salvation. On the ride back, Mom finally slumped against the headrest, exhausted but still tracking every kilometer. We found Dad propping up makeshift shade with sweaters while Danny whooped at the sight of rescue.

While Ted hooked the van, Mom squeezed my shoulder. "Good work, Ben. Sometimes the hardest stretch is after help appears. Jianchi runs in the Guan clan."

"Okay, Aapo," Danny said, making us all laugh.

I looked at Ted, who flashed his toothy grin and slapped the van twice.

"You're an asshole, Ted."

"Language, Ben!" Mom snapped, and the memory shattered.



My eyes snapped open. Floor. Neck screaming. Red pressed against my side, tail tucked low.

Something is wrong.

"I know, buddy. I feel it too."

The air vibrated at the edge of perception like a ringing that wouldn't stop. How long had I been out? Hours? Minutes? My exhausted brain couldn't tell.

We stumbled into the parlor and—holy shit.

The multicolored orb outside had tripled in size, rippling like something massive was trying to claw its way out from the inside.

A shockwave exploded from the orb without warning.

Everything went white. Energy slammed into an invisible barrier just beyond our balcony, and the entire tower shook like it might collapse. My ears rang as the sickening, wrong sensation of Hollowflame crashed over me like poison.

Cass and Malcolm burst from their rooms looking like they'd been dragged from the dead.

"What the fuck was that?!" Cass screamed, eyes wide with terror.

"Oh fuck," Malcolm whispered, pointing toward the city.

A towering lizard-monster reared up between buildings, all black skin and glowing violet veins. Like an upright Komodo dragon crossed with a nightmare—long clawed arms, thick shoulders, death in its eyes.

It threw back its head and roared.

Another tremor shook the tower. The beast inhaled deeply, snapped its head forward, and unleashed obliteration.

A sickeningly purple beam erupted from its maw, wiping out city blocks as if they were made of sand. Then it swept upward, aiming straight for us.

The impact threw us to the ground. The invisible barrier flickered, strained, held—barely. A high-pitched shriek filled the air.

"What the shit is that thing?!" I yelled.

A brilliant white beam shot down from somewhere high above us, slamming into the creature's chest and knocking it flat. The monster hit the ground with an earth-shaking thud that rattled my bones.

"Shelter!" Malcolm screamed over the ringing. "We need to get to a shelter!"

The hallway was chaos—people scrambling, shouting, bolting for the stairs. Red stayed glued to my side as we sprinted to help stragglers up, pointing them toward escape routes. Cass and Malcolm spread out without hesitation, making sure everyone moved before we followed.

Cass shot me a quick look and a faint smile. She approved. Good.

We poured down the stairwell with the crowd, emerging into a lobby packed with warriors. Maris's people with weapons drawn, Monster Hunters in distinctive leather, Plate-armored Guardians, The Oathbound warriors, and dozens of Sylvarus students.

All faced the massive doors as Maris stood on the central desk, mid-briefing.

"—Class-B Monster event," she was saying. "Thousands trapped in the city. Your duty is getting as many to the tower as possible. Each team takes a Sylvarus Adept who knows the layout."

Her eyes found ours, focused on Malcolm. Something shifted in her tone—worry for the son she'd just been berating.

"Stay clear of the primary monster. The Oathbound will handle subjugation, but academy streets aren't safe. You'll encounter aquatic-based monsters. Voltghasts. Varglid and Glid are patrolling and laying siege."

She turned back to the crowd.

"We're fighting our way out."

Thea shoved through the crowd, waving us over. "You three—uh, four—are with me if you're going out there." She produced cloth sacks filled to the brim. "Red coins." Then, three ornate boomsticks materialized. "Worked all night after trading that mana core. Was gonna be a surprise for round three, but we need 'em now."

These looked professional. Two handles—one at the butt, another halfway up the barrel.

"These look incredible!" Malcolm shouldered one, sighting down the barrel. "This handle helps with recoil?"

Thea's grin showed too many teeth. "Fucking right it will. They kick like a damn mule, so I had the genius idea of adding handles."

"We're really going out there?" Cass asked, excitement bleeding through her fear.

"All-hands situation," Thea stated. "Seekers and above pitch in or we don't get through this. Nothing most of us haven't seen before. Well, except you." She motioned to me.

"But a Class-B?" I looked at Cass. "Didn't you say something about one attacking La-Roc? Your grandfather—"

Cass nodded grimly. "Yeah... but there are so many powerful Runebinders here. Not just Hunters. After seeing what Grace could do—I don't really know what to think."

"We'll be fine," Thea said confidently. "Stick to the mission." She handed us healing potions and pills. "If shit goes south, slam a potion and leg it. Mana is replaceable. People aren't."

Malcolm and I shifted into our armor. I stored the boomstick, drew Winchester.

"Oh shit," Cass said. "My armor's upstairs."

Thea's smile turned wicked. "Time for gift number two." An armor case materialized from her mana sanctum. She knelt, spun it toward us.

Inside sat armor so black it seemed to absorb light. Cass pulled out the tunic—it had a furry quality that tickled a memory.

"Is that the Ash Stalker?!" Malcolm blurted.

"Damn right," Cass said, shrugging into it without hesitation. She changed right there in the crowded room—several others were doing the same. "What the fuck?" She flexed her gloved hand. "I can still feel mana in this."

"Class-D armor set!" Thea announced proudly. "Also fucking fireproof, which is the best part."

Cass squeezed her fist, testing flexibility after her sword belt. "Alright, what's the plan?"

"Couple pretty easy stops," Thea replied. "Far enough from whatever that monster is that we should only hit a few Glids, maybe some smaller nasties. Scoop up whoever's there, haul ass back. Rinse and repeat."

We nodded, ready. But the doors remained closed, and I spotted Dara on a nearby staircase, staring at the ceiling with tears streaming down her face.

I jogged over, climbing to where she stood.

"Hey, Dara... I don't know what that barrier is, but—" My words died as her eyes met mine. Raw emotion had replaced her usual serenity. Something broken and furious.

"That monster out there," she whispered, voice mixing calm and rage. "That's Gu Li. Someone stole my son and burned his soul out. To send a message. We were together over a century, Ben. None of this would have happened if you weren't here."

The words hit like a physical blow. That gentle giant was her son? Twisted into that... thing?

"How?" I asked quietly. "And how can I help?"

Suddenly her rage washed over me like a tidal wave. Valor vanished. The bustling room faded. Something in her eyes screamed I was the problem—that getting rid of me might fix everything. I tried to back away, but my legs wouldn't work. I couldn’t tell if my heart was beating. She towered over me as if death was on the horizon, staring at me.

"Oh, havin' a pity party, are ya, toots?" Ted's voice cut through the suffocating atmosphere.

The tension vanished like it had never existed.

Dara turned to Ted, jaw quivering as a sob escaped.

"Look, condolences," Ted said, pointing at me. "But you think this guy had anything to do with this shit? Just 'cause he's here doesn't mean none of this wouldn't have happened. At least this way, there're hundreds of people willing to help." He gestured across the lobby. "What would've happened if this went down without a goddamn tournament here, huh?"

Dara blinked, gaze sweeping over the sea of people suiting up to fight. Then her knees buckled. Red rushed over, licking her face until she laughed and shoved him away.

"I'm sorry, Ben," she blurted. "I've grown used to losing friends and family, but... the way this happened is unforgivable. Diana said it's called Hollowflame—an affront to everything I am. We have to slay what's left of Gu Li, then find who did this."

I nodded, helping her up. Valor returned like a warm embrace. Everyone was watching as I pulled her to her feet and hugged her tight.

"I'm sorry too, Dara. I didn't know him long, but I would have liked to."

She released me, turned to Ted, knelt, hugged him tight, and planted a kiss right on his lips.

His eyes went wide. Then, he exploded into multicolored dust.

A quick check revealed Ted in my soul-space, smirking and muttering about being the luckiest spirit around. He even pulled off a heel-click.

A familiar presence settled on my head. A small yellow canary hopped onto my shoulder, then into my hand.

"Stanley!" I admired his new black, wide-brimmed hat that screamed undertaker.

"Hey Junior Brother," Stanley chirped, turning to Dara with a hop. "Would be a fucking travesty if I didn't get to help. Don't worry Dara, baby, Stanley's got you."

Dara rolled her eyes. "I've told you not to call me baby, bird."

Stanley puffed up indignantly. Drama there, but no time to unpack it.

The room had gone dead quiet. Everyone was staring.

Dara stepped past me, addressing the crowd.

"There are hundreds of abominations outside these doors," she said, voice regaining steadiness. "It'll be a fight just to get out. Once you're out, you can't come back until the path is clear and I can lower the barrier."

The massive doors swung open with a gesture.

We should have seen the gorgeous harbor. Instead, a nightmarish wall of neon-streaked black skin pressed against a shimmering barrier just beyond the entrance.

Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.

Collective despair settled over the room. Even Maris looked shaken. Several Aldertrees wavered, started toward the stairwell. Maris faltered, eyes flicking to the seething mass before sighing.

"Jianchi!" I shouted, stepping beside Dara. "Nothing is hopeless! Just really... really hard."

The words came out with twice the conviction I felt. Those heading for the stairs stopped. Every eye snapped to me.

"Perseverance!" I continued. "For those unfamiliar with Eloquentia. If I've learned one thing since arriving on Ark, it's that everyone here perseveres. When monsters destroy something, you rebuild. When someone's in trouble, you help."

The tower shook again. Hanging lanterns swayed, casting dancing shadows across determined and fearful faces.

Why was I giving this speech? Maris was in charge. But even she was staring with something like gratitude.

"So we fight our way out," I pressed on, feeling a surge of... not confidence, but something like it, as Valor spread out over everyone. "Gaius Valerian showed you we're stronger together. Guardians front, Strikers behind, Arcanists in the back. There are people out there who need help, so we push through these assholes and save them."

A guttural chant erupted from Alexander's Guardians as they surged forward, forming a shield wall. Heavy plate materialized from mana sanctums, weapons gleaming.

Maris stared as if my words had actually reached her. She recovered quickly, organizing Strikers with sharp commands. Sylvarus Arcanists gathered behind, bracers flaring to life, hands crackling with power.

Stanley flitted off my hand, shimmering into Fenghuang form. His usual jewelry was gone, replaced by interlocking golden chain mail that flowed like liquid sunlight.

"Breaker!" a Guardian shouted from the front, voice muffled by his helmet. "Alexander's out there with Charles Blackwood and the Oathbound. We could use you at the Vanguard!"

I shot a look back—my friends had melted into the ranks. Cass with Strikers, Malcolm and Thea with Arcanists.

Sighing, Red and I walked to the front. Winchester shifted to glaive form, blade glowing soft yellow with light-aspected mana. Red's tails spread as energy rippled over his fur.

We joined the grim-faced Guardians at the tip of the spear.

Stanley flew overhead, golden armor blazing like a sun.

            

    
        74. Tip of the Spear

    
    
    
    
                The inferno hit like standing inside a blast furnace. Stanley's Fenghuang form blazed overhead—a screaming comet of liquid gold and crimson fire that carved through the Varglid wall like a hot knife through butter.

His melody wasn't just beautiful—it was haunting. A dirge of death that made my soul ache with recognition. The ring of fire that exploded outward ignited the larger creatures—and liquefied the rest. Dozens of grotesque aberrations melted into steaming black puddles.

"Holy shit," someone breathed behind me.

The Guardians roared approval as their leader thrust his sword skyward. A runic concept crashed over me—Dauntless. Not quite an aura or Valor's sharp-edged danger awareness, but something that made the seething horde feel... manageable. Like we actually had a chance.

Then we were charging.

The barrier parted like water, and we slammed into the nightmare. Razor claws, whipping tentacles, gnashing teeth—a hurricane of death that wanted to shred us alive.

Winchester sang through Varglid flesh, light-aspected mana making the blade cut like concentrated starlight. But the mana drain was brutal. Around me, Strikers leaped over Guardian shields in flowing arcs, their weapons carving precise wounds. They weren't going for kills on the bigger ones—just crippling shots.

They didn't need kills.

Fire, ice, lightning, and every element imaginable rained from the Arcanist line. Thea and Malcolm's boomsticks barked like thunder, each shot vaporizing clusters of Glids.

Wow, we might actually—

A fist the size of a fucking wheelbarrow caved in my ribs.

My armor flared, stiffening against impact, but the mana I threw up was laughably insufficient. Sharp pain lanced through my left arm as I went airborne, crashing through Guardian ranks and skidding to a stop against the tower's barrier.

The Varglid that hit me was a monster. Roughly a head taller than the others, with club-like hands, sickly green neon pulsed along its dark hide like infected veins.

Red was already moving—a crimson blur with murder in his eyes. The brute brought down both fists in a thunderous smash that sent street chunks flying like shrapnel, but Red was too fast.

And he was smart. Not just attacking—kiting. Maneuvering the massive Varglid, turning its broad back toward me.

I drew Winchester back, shoving desperate light-aspected mana into the blade, adding a pulse of mana burn for good measure. The heavy glaive left my hand like a guided missile.

THUNK.

The concentrated light, amplified by mana burn velocity, sheared through thick hide like it was paper. The Varglid toppled forward, already dissolving.

"Nice throw!" The helmeted Guardian stepped beside me, casually severing a creature's arm as it tried to capitalize on my recovery. His sword work was art—economical, brutal, perfect.

I nodded thanks as I recalled Winchester, but we still had hundreds of the damn things crawling over each other to reach us.

Then I saw Maris fight.

A deep purple aura surrounded her like liquid shadow as she danced through the horde. They swung at her, threw themselves at her in waves—only to be obliterated by dark-aspected blasts from her glowing sword.

She wasn't just fast. She was impossible. I lost sight of her multiple times. Even Valor couldn't track how she moved from one area to another.

"What happened to being able to dodge anything?" Cass spun her sword, grinning as a severed tentacle writhed at my feet.

"Fuck off. Have you seen Maris?" I pointed as she bisected two Varglids, disappeared, reappeared near another, and cleaved it in half with purple energy.

"You should see my mother," Cass said, handling a set of Glids with casual efficiency. "She's beaten Maris four times that I can remember."

My jaw dropped. If Maris could handle dozens alone, and Grace could annihilate a hundred instantly... Maybe this wasn't as hopeless as it looked.

In minutes, we'd carved a path toward the harbor. Most remaining enemies were regular Glids—manageable.

Maris dropped her aura, jogging over with a smug expression. Black gunk smeared her face and robes. She breathed hard but looked untouched.

"That should be enough. I need to join the Oathbound and other Archons—"

A bone-shaking roar split the air. The sky lit purple, lightning arcing through storm clouds.

Dread pressed down like a physical weight. Valor contracted to barely two meters around me. The air felt thick, charged. The remaining Glids and Varglids burst into purple flames, dying in shrieking agony.

What had been a desperate battle became an eerie calm. Only rain and my thundering heartbeat remained.

Everything shook. The tower's barrier flickered as purple light filled the sky with a deep, resonant buzz. Another massive beam from Gu Li.

"Teams, you have your missions! Guardians, set up a beachhead!" Maris leaped toward a tall building, disappearing from sight.

Thea and Malcolm jogged over, looking as confused as we felt.

Dozens of armored Guardians lined the tower steps as a gap opened in the barrier. Dara stood at the threshold, with a slight smile on her face as she watched us.

"We've got a fuckin’ walk ahead of us," Thea said casually. "No time to stand around. Academy protocol—we bring anyone we find to the front door. Other entrances are locked down."

The helmeted Guardian leader met my eyes through his visor and nodded before barking orders. Whoever he was, the others jumped when he spoke.

We rushed down the stairs—then Thea stepped onto the railing and jumped, landing twenty meters down on a nearby roof.

"You coming?" She called through the rain.

Cass and I exchanged uncertain glances, but Malcolm hurled himself over with determination. He landed unsteadily while Red followed with cat-like grace—even though he was a dog, tongue lolling in a goofy grin.

Weird animal.

Shrugging, Cass and I followed. Wind rushed past as I shoved mana into my legs. The impact felt surprisingly gentle. A week ago, this drop would've broken my ankle. Now? Like hopping off a few stairs.

Thea leaped from rooftop to rooftop with insulting ease. We kept up, but Malcolm was clearly pushing himself harder.

Thea noticed. "Aw, shit-baskets, sorry. Forgot you guys were Seekers. We're headed over... there..."

She pointed through the rain toward tall buildings as gold and blue energy lit the sky. The explosions revealed Gu Li's colossal silhouette rearing up, blasting another violet beam through buildings. He roared as light flickered around him.

Another thick white beam roared from the Tower's peak, cutting through Gu Li and vaporizing rain.

The vibration knocked us flat. Debris rained down from the impact zone.

"Gaia's tits, that thing is huge!" Cass bellowed.

"Fuck-sticks..." Thea's tone held genuine shock.

"Mother said we shouldn't approach it..." Malcolm wiped mud from his armor.

"They assigned us to the fuckin’ staff dorms right next to it," Thea said. "Most aren't even proper Runebinders. Doubt they're still in the buildings anyway."

Our rescue zone was practically next door to that rampaging nightmare.

"So what's the plan?" I asked.

"We're heading that way. Find survivors. But not too damn close."

We dropped to street level, jogging toward the massive monster.

A horde of Glids charged from an alleyway—no Varglids this time. Red and I braced, ready for another fight.

Threads of molten plasma suddenly lashed out, slicing the creatures into neon-streaked goo.

I stepped back involuntarily. Thea extended her hand, palm out like Malcolm's attack stance, but wore a bracer flaring with weird symbols.

"Whew! Those pack a fucking punch." She shot Malcolm a toothy grin. "Your Seal and mine? We get along real nice. When this shitshow's over, you're definitely working for me."

Malcolm looked bewildered as she started moving again.

"Did she just... copy my magic?" he asked, hurrying to keep up.

"Is that even possible?" I jogged through the rain. "Don't see many of those bracers in La-Roc."

"Theoretically," he replied, still stunned. "If she understands the core runic concepts, maybe. But the mana drain would be massive."

We'd cut through a courtyard into another alley when Red barked and skidded to a halt.

Stop. People here!

"Red found people!" I pointed to a collapsed building entrance. "In here!"

Cass spun, sheathed her swords, grabbed a chunk of debris, and shot-putted it across the street like it weighed nothing.

The front awning—a massive slab of stone and splintered wood—had crushed the entrance. Cass jammed her hands under it and heaved. To my shock, it actually budged. She was straining against literal tons.

"You gonna fucking help or just stare?" she grunted.

"Oh fuck, sorry!" I blurted.

We both put our backs into it, armored gloves struggling for purchase on rain-slicked stone. For the first time since healing Erik, I really needed a mana burn.

"On three, everything you've got," I counted. "One, two... three!"

I ignited the quickest burn I could manage. A green aura flared around Cass too, and together we launched the debris into the adjacent wall.

Cass beamed. I stared in shock.

"If you can do it, so can I," she said, playfully punching my shoulder.

Thirty people emerged from the opening—all shapes and sizes, blinking in the rain.

A Russet Vildar, who seemed to lead them, gasped. "Oh, Instructor Glass! Thank the roots. We had to split up after that... that thing appeared."

Thea's expression turned conflicted. "Where?"

The Vildar pointed up the street, directly toward Gu Li. "They said they'd try for the tertiary lecture hall up that way."

"Shit-baskets..." Thea weighed options. "Alright. Winters, Valerian—you two take this group back to the Tower. When you get there, stay put. Ben, Red, and me are gonna check that lecture hall. If things get shitty—and they will—we'll leg it back fast as we fucking can. Got it?"

Cass opened her mouth to protest. Thea cut her off with a look.

"I'm not asking. No one goes anywhere alone. You and Malcolm can handle a Varglid if one shows, and Ben's mana beast can find people. Go."

Cass hesitated, meeting my eyes. I gave a slight nod. Splitting up sucked, especially for a trip toward that monster, but Thea sounded confident.

Cass sighed, shifted into command mode. "Gaia's tits... Alright, everyone sticks together! I'm taking point. Malcolm, you've got our back. We move quick, so keep up!"

Thea sniffed dismissively as we watched them leave.

"They'll be fine," she said, jerking her chin toward Red and me. "This next part's gonna suck for us though. Think you two can keep up?"

I nodded hesitantly. Thea took off like a rocket, vaulting obstacles and wall-kicking to maintain momentum. Cass was fast, but Thea existed on another level. I was constantly amazed at how Vildar moved like gravity was optional.

A familiar tug at my mana coalesced into Ted, somehow riding Red as he bounded beside me.

"Alright, kid," Ted said clearly over the rain. "Got some juicy info you and the crazy lady need to hear."

"Oh, now you help?" I panted.

Ted scoffed. "Kid, what the fuck am I gonna do out here? But I found something. When that big lizard mentioned freaky runes consuming spirit energy, he meant it literally. Hollowflame burns souls like you burn mana. Except instead of coming back, it's just gone. Can burn through a whole soul, leaving nothing. Fucking terrifying shit."

I had little time to process that chilling thought before we burst into another courtyard.

Horror show didn't begin to cover it.

Piles of mangled creature parts littered the ground—Voltghasts, Glids, unidentifiable chunks of flesh and bone. Among the gore, several bodies lay still. One wore Monster Hunter armor, but most were in Sylvarus robes.

They weren't moving. Valor wasn't reporting injuries.

Just... absence.

Thea skidded to a halt, her manic energy draining away. Red's tail tucked between his legs as he let out a soft, mournful whine.

"What... the fuck?" Thea breathed, uncharacteristically subdued.

It looked like a slaughterhouse. First time I'd seen anyone not make it on Ark, despite all the life-or-death shit I'd survived. One of these bodies could easily be me.

"Was this... Varglids?" My voice trembled.

Thea shook her head, scanning the carnage.

Valor flared. Icy danger washed over me.

A lithe purple-and-black Varglid stepped from an alleyway, casually carrying two struggling Voltghasts—one in each massive claw. Lightning crackled around them, striking the aberration's oily skin. It seemed completely unbothered.

It dropped one Voltghast, pinning it with a foot. With its free hand, it tore the other in half. The ripping sound sent shivers straight up my spine.

The creature reached into the twitching remains and pulled out a shimmering mana core, popped it into its mouth, and chewed with a sickening crunch like breaking bones.

As it chewed, violet eyes looked up and locked directly onto us.

The remaining Voltghast beneath its foot let out a keening wail of terror.

"Oh fuck," Ted whispered, dissolving into multicolored dust.

The Varglid smiled a wicked grin.

            

    
        75. Light

    
    
    
    
                The violet light in the Varglid's eyes pulsed like a heartbeat, intensifying as it stood. Its gaze locked onto us with predatory hunger.

One look sent ice through my veins. Pure uncanny valley nightmare fuel. This thing looked too humanoid—smaller than the others, maybe even shorter than me, but absolutely shredded
with corded muscle under oily black skin.

It was grinning around jagged teeth, still crunching that mana core like candy.

"Ben, I think we run. Something's—" Thea started.

We both dove apart as crackling purple lightning arced through the space we'd occupied, blasting chunks from a nearby building. Residual electricity sparked through puddles, making the rain hiss.

My gut screamed that whatever that was would've been fatal if it had hit us. Red dashed in front of me, putting himself between us and death.

The creature held out one hand, fingers contorted in a sick mockery of a mudra.

What the fuck was this thing? A monster that could use runes?

Red erupted with flame, hitting the creature so hard it staggered and fell. The pinned Voltghast zipped away, finally free.

Did that Class-D monster just flee from this thing?

Two more blasts slammed into the grounded Varglid as Thea's boomstick barked. I yanked mine from soul-space, slammed in a red coin, leveled it—too late.

I shoved mana into my right side as something crashed into me with the force of a freight train. My armor stiffened, absorbing most of the impact, but I went flying anyway. I slammed into rubble as the boomstick sailed from my hands and discharged, sending debris exploding into the air.

"Shit-baskets, you good, Ben?" Thea called.

I sat up. My heart stopped.

The Varglid stood exactly where I'd been moments before, staring at me with those purple eyes. It cocked its head like a curious predator.

Red was suddenly there, back in front of me, tails lashing as he shimmered with red light. His low rumble vibrated through the very air.

The Varglid's grin stretched wider. It raised both hands in those unnatural mudras. Thea's fireballs cracked against its back, but this time it didn't even flinch. Purple lightning already crackled around its claws.

I didn't think—I just moved. Pouring mana into my feet, I dashed forward, snatching Red and spinning to shield him. Spirit mana flowed from Courage as I pushed everything I had behind us, hoping Chas's advice about taking hits would work.

Pain sliced across my back like molten razors. The spirit-aspected mana absorbed some impact, sending tremors through my soul-space. My reflection stumbled.

Another blast slammed into me. This one hurt less—I'd pushed more power into the shield. But the mana drain was brutal. This was going to be a problem.

"Hey, fuck-stick!" Thea yelled.

The Varglid cocked its head toward her just as a solid bar of orange energy vaporized its arm and left side. It spun from the force, spraying black goo in a wide arc. The creature's arm and chunk of torso were just gone. The ground beneath had vaporized into a smoking crater.

Another searing blast struck its legs, liquefying them instantly. The aberration sprawled.

Thea glided over, getting in my face. "Whew! You can take a hit!" She backhanded my shoulder. "Not bad for a Seeker."

I gaped at the sheer destruction she'd unleashed. Then, screaming pain in my back and the reek of burnt flesh hit me.

I cycled life mana to the injury, feeling cool healing wash over burned skin.

Red looked completely bewildered, staring at me with his mouth open—not his usual goofy tongue-lolling, but actual shock.

"What?" I asked, scratching his head. A familiar tap on my mana made me smile.

Thank you, he sent, clear as speech.

I hugged him tight. "Always, buddy."

"Ow," I managed, squaring my shoulders. "Thanks for handling that nightmare, Thea."

Thea was staring wide-eyed at the Varglid. It was already back on two feet, watching its stump regenerate with sickening speed.

"Aspected mana is supposed to—" she started.

"Pain," the creature rasped.

Valor failed to warn me in time. One moment the Varglid was across from us. Next, it was beside Thea, and I was flying backward through something solid.

Agony roared through my chest, then my back. The impact knocked all the breath out of my lungs. That thing was impossibly fast.

I rolled over, wincing as a rib popped. Life mana mended the bone, but I was running dangerously low. I patched the worst damage and pushed myself up.

The Varglid had Thea by the ankles. It swung her like a rag doll, launching her through a stone wall. The sickening crack of impact made me flinch.

Red pressed against my side, hackles raised in a continuous growl. This Varglid radiated the same menace as Dara's golem—only this time I didn't have refined mana to save us.

Valor confirmed that Thea was alive in the rubble. Small mercy.

I focused all of Valor's attention on the creature. Even with my aura focused, I remained acutely aware of Red's position. The new bond, maybe?

The instant I targeted the Varglid, information flooded my mind. This thing radiated sickly mana that oozed from its pores like toxic sweat. It carried the same corrupt spiritual reek as Hollowflame.

And it wanted one thing: to tear me apart and see what made me tick.

The creature exploded toward me. Because I'd been focusing on Valor, I spun aside, bringing Winchester up in high guard. Pain exploded through bruised ribs as the hammerhead slammed into its chest with an orange burst, knocking it sideways.

It caught itself on its hands and twisted back up with contortionist flexibility.

Right. Aspected mana time.

I shoved light mana into Winchester's head. It ignited with a golden radiance.

Red was already moving—a crimson blur flanking the creature while I held its attention.

I cocked back and hurled Winchester like a tomahawk, the hammer spinning violently as I launched myself after it.

The Varglid actually caught Winchester mid-air and tried to swing it at me. The hammer's disappearance threw it off balance, then reappeared in my grip as my brutal upward strike obliterated its upper half in a flash of golden light.

It was surprisingly manageable, that mana drain—less than that boar monster.

The Varglid's lower half spun, delivering a vicious roundhouse even as its torso reformed with nauseating speed.

I slammed into the ground, ribs cracking again. Life mana knitted them together, but I couldn't heal like this much longer.

"Fuck," I grimaced. The Varglid narrowed its violet eyes, clearly far from finished.

"Light," it rasped, that jagged smile stretching wider.

It took one step toward me, then erupted into white-hot flames as Red hit it with everything he had.

I shielded my face as sheer heat tore through the Varglid with brutal efficiency.

The creature let out a gargling scream, turning slowly—almost deliberately—to face Red as the flames died down.

Purple smoke rose from its form as it shambled toward Red, black ooze leaking like a sieve. I felt Red's panic through our bond—sharp and cold.

No fucking way was this thing touching my dog.

Pouring the last dregs of my mana into my feet, I launched myself forward. Winchester shifted from hammer to glaive mid-grip. I brought the light-infused blade down, slicing it cleanly in two, then reversed and slashed back in a glittering X that carved it into quarters.

Chunks dissolved into black ichor, the violet glow fading to nothing.

I was running on fumes, but that seemed to do the trick.

Dropping to my knees, I pulled Red into a hug, burying my face in his fur.

"No fucking Varglid's gonna hurt my dog," I mumbled, getting grateful licks in return.

I managed a weak smile, then let Valor's senses expand, searching for Thea.

I turned—and froze.

An orange-accented Varglid was right there, centimeters from my nose. I'd forgotten that focusing Valor made me effectively blind to everything else.

"Light!" it growled.

Its fist slammed into my head before I could twitch. My vision exploded white, followed by the sensation of a very hard landing.



Awareness returned in painful flashes. Being picked up. Red's frantic barks morphed into desperate snarls. My vision wouldn't focus. Thoughts like sludge.

I felt myself thrown onto a hard surface. Scrambling sounds and more barking as sight slowly cleared.

Red stood over me, fur back to normal, single tail wagging weakly. He was running on empty too. He faced the Varglid that had dragged me here—this one had vivid orange neon accents striping its arms and face in fractal patterns. About my height but less bulky than the first.

It regarded Red with cold indifference better suited to Maris than this aberration.

I frantically searched my soul-space, absorbing what few mana orbs remained. Pitiful, but might be enough.

A streak of molten orange energy ripped from its fingertip, heading straight for us. It struck Red's side. Deep red light flared around him before he yelped, the impact slamming him into me.

I grabbed Red, pulling him behind me, shoving myself between him and the aberration.

"Light!" it screeched, voice like grinding glass.

I hugged Red close with an arm. Valor reported no critical injuries. Hard impact, probably bruises, but no burns. Maybe his fire affinity offered protection?

My head cleared enough to realize we were on a tall building rooftop. Rain came down harder now.

And there, maybe fifty meters away, was Gu Li.

Torrents of blue energy slammed into the massive lizard from his left. He reeled, spraying shocking amounts of black and violet ichor as energy waves sliced open dozens of wounds.

The orange Varglid ignored the spectacle, neon eyes fixed on me, finger aimed like a loaded gun.

"Hunger," it rasped, licking grotesque teeth.

I dumped every scrap of remaining mana into Courage. Weak spirit-mana flooded out to intercept the incoming beam.

It did barely a damn thing.

This was it. The end. I had nothing left, and no one else to help.

Searing pain exploded in my head as the beam hit my eye. I felt a deep snapping sensation, as if I'd been cut off from my soul-space. Two more beams punched through my armor, and icy agony washed through me as I hit the ground.



My eyes shot open in my soul-space. What had I just been doing?

Something had scorched the ceiling and walls, burning away deep chunks of stone almost back to my storage space.

"Kid... you alright? Something don't feel right," Ted said.

I turned to see Valor—or rather, the lack of it.

The destroyed doorway held only the rune for Light, hovering alone. Valor had vanished. Craters marred my soul's courtyard.

"Shit," I said. "This is bad, right?"

"Yeah, it's not fucking good. You sure you're alright?"

I hadn't stepped into the courtyard since forming Valor. Now, staring at the literal shape of my inner world, it felt surreal. Haunting.

And then I saw her.

A woman sat on the distant railing, back to me. A flowing dress of white and gold fluttered around her, caught in a wind I couldn't feel.

I froze, pins and needles crawling across skin I probably didn't even have.

Ted narrowed his eyes at the same spot.

A line of light stretched faintly across the courtyard from the Light rune's core, straight toward her.

"Uh," Ted muttered. "That's not normal."

I gathered what courage I could and stepped through the doorway into my soul. It took enormous effort, like pushing against hurricane winds.

Emerging into the courtyard was pure agony. Scorched stone pulsed beneath me, radiating soul-deep damage. I dropped to my knees before realizing I was falling. Everything shimmered, blurry and warped.

I turned to see Ted frozen in the doorway, blinking too slowly. Like I was moving a hundred times faster.

Pain surged through my eyes, steady and deep. I forced myself upright and pushed forward. The air thickened, resisting every step.

Several paces from the woman, I stopped and dragged in a breath that took too long.

"Who are you?"

She straightened, startled. Her head tilted, unsure if someone was really there. Then she spun with effortless grace, dropping from the railing to land before me.

The thread of light connecting her to the Light rune pulsed. The pressure vanished. I could breathe.

She met my gaze. Her irises glowed like molten gold, surrounded by etched glyphs that flickered with every blink. Long white-and-gold hair flowed past her waist. Her ears were pointed but spread sideways—ancient, not Elven. Regal.

She opened her mouth. Her voice rang like a bell struck too hard. The mountain behind me shook. Clouds scattered. Her face twisted in frustration.

"How did you get here?" I asked.

"I..." Her voice softer now, steadier. "I am."

"You... are?"

She nodded.

"I'm Ben. How are you here?"

She pointed behind me. "I." A pause. "Me?"

I followed her finger. The thread of light stretched back to the Light rune.

"Valor?" I guessed. She shook her head.

"Light?"

She clapped once and nodded. "Me."

Another cryptic soul roommate. Fantastic.

"Ben," she repeated, pointing where my Seal should be. "Broken."

"Yeah. I think I... fucked up."

She scowled, frustrated. Like trying to speak when neither of you shares a language.

"Fucked," she echoed, then perked up. "I can mend."

"You can fix my soul?"

She hesitated and shrugged.

"Valor. I like Valor. Valor new, like Ben."

"How?"

She held out a hand. "Deal... Agreement... Promise?"

Something clicked. Oath. Paladins were supposed to have oaths, right? If not for the Oathbound in Sylvarus, I might not have made the connection.

"An... Oath?"

She clapped again. "Oath! Partnership."

Understanding flooded through me.

"Are you... some kind of God?" I whispered. Everyone said the Gods were dead. Swearing to one didn't sit right when I knew nothing about them.

Her face darkened. She looked genuinely hurt.

"Not God," she said sharply. "Wrong... shape?"

She pointed toward the Light rune again. "I am."

"You're Light, I know."

She pointed at herself. "Fucked." Then at me. "Fucked." Then at the rune. "Fucked!"

I couldn't help laughing. Was she saying we were all broken?

The pain in my head returned as whatever she'd done faded. Clouds rolled over the courtyard as an ominous feeling crept up my neck.

She thrust her hand out again. "Oath."

"What do I need to do? What's the Oath?" The feeling that something was wrong was getting worse—not here, but somewhere else. I had seconds to decide.

"Help Light. Help Life." She got a distant look. "Conflict."

That should have worried me. But the ominous feeling crescendoed, pain in my head hitting a breaking point.

I hesitated only a moment before taking her hand.

A surge of pure mana tore through me. All I could see were her eyes—radiant golden glyphs flooding my mind with concepts that threatened my sanity.

	The first moment a star's core collapses into a singularity and emits its final, defiant pulse of light.


	The sum total of illumination required to cast shadows on every object in the multiverse simultaneously.


	An impossible wavelength that exists only when no one is watching.


Lost in the concepts, I opened my mouth to scream. No sound escaped, but visions kept flowing. Time dissolved.

I thumped backward onto the stone courtyard, vision snapping back with a wave of vertigo. The sky churned with golden fractals stretching forever.

Panic flickered when I recognized familiar patterns, but this golden light felt different. Comforting. Serene. Like something genuinely good had arrived.

And then I felt it.

Mana. An insane amount flooded the air, all rushing into me, into my soul-space.

The fractals shifted and compressed, forming a pulsing ball that washed over me until a single golden sun—made of swirling fractals—hung in my inner sky.

The woman leaned over me, holding out her hand. I took it. Another concept flooded my mind.

	A single photon escaping the birth of a universe, propelled too fast for time to touch it.


My mind locked onto the idea, guided to follow this photon. Moving so fast, it seemed still. Time didn't matter as velocity became pure stillness. The space between where it started and where it was—became everything, holding back total nothingness that somehow shone with pure black darkness.

Existence itself was a fight. Constant struggle against the void. Stasis born from war, balance, and violence. The dead-center place between eternity and complete obliteration.

It was Light.

            

    
        Epilogue I

    
    
    
    
                Maris Valerian despised
fighting monsters. Just because the Strikers contributed to the Monster Hunters didn’t make her one. They were a necessary group to keep the monster population down.

And normally, monsters were weak, stupid brutes that fought to the death—hardly worth her time. Duels were her arena. Political power carved from blade work, just like her pirate grandmother had done.

But after the day she’d had, standing on a rooftop while glaring at Chas Blackwood, she wanted to murder something.

The enormous lizard aberration behind them had been kicking his ass for the past hour, which was admittedly enjoyable to watch. The damn thing clearly had it in for him personally. He stood there in his signature black plate armor now, ridiculous white cape fluttering, oversized sword gleaming with rain.

Gods-dammed show-off.

Alexander slumped nearby, gold and silver battleaxe across his armored lap. The Vildar was panting—never a good sign from someone built like a fortress, no matter how small.

"How many times is that?" Alexander wheezed through his helmet.

"Three," Maris snapped, irritation bleeding through. "It should be dust three fucking times over. The Tower Spirit has to be running dry."

Sylvarus's mana lens had blasted the creature with thick white death beams. Three times. The monster kept regenerating as if it were mocking them. Diana's phoenix had scorched a hole the size of Maris's own warship through its torso—sealed instantly. Grace had carved it up like a roast—meaningless.

This thing wasn't Class-B. If it had attacked anywhere else—anywhere without several Grand Masters, a Warden, and a fully functional mana lens—that place would be rubble.

The truly terrifying part? None of them had a clue what it was. Even Diana, coordinating from the Tower, hadn't found squat on how to kill it.

The aberration was finally weakening. Problem was, so were they.

Grace glided to their perch, clearing her throat. Her mask and hood hung in shreds from her own magic, revealing surprisingly normal features. Dark hair, fair skin, narrow eyes with a look Maris had never seen on any Gaian. Warden advancement did weird things to people.

Not that Maris cared. Becoming a Warden meant too many responsibilities and not enough fun. She was perfectly content with her pirate kingdom.

Fatigue was making her thoughts wander. Focus.

"As expected," Grace said, settling beside Alexander like they weren't fighting for their lives. "It's absorbing ambient mana to regenerate, regardless of aspected damage. That's why we can't outpace recovery. The creature appears designed for attrition."

Chas straightened, cape doing that dramatic thing he probably practiced. "So we're convinced someone made this nightmare?"

Grace shrugged—the casual gesture somehow more unnerving than her earlier violence. "The Breaker's report suggests as much. However, no techno-magic I'm familiar with can forcefully void-out a spirit realm or anchor one this effectively."

"So what's the fucking plan?" Maris demanded, gesturing wildly at the reforming horror. "We can't just let it keep regenerating! Our cores will be dry within the hour."

"Speak for yourself," Chas said, that familiar shit-eating grin spreading across his face.

Maris shot him a look that could have killed a lesser Runebinder.

"We must reduce its ambient absorption," Grace stated, her curved sword materializing beside her like a loyal pet. "Tower Arcanists are running calculations. Regeneration is slowing—we need to impede it further."

"Graceful Gods," Alexander muttered, struggling to his feet. "How exactly do we manage that? We hack off pieces, they just grow back!"

"We continue."

Grace pointed. Her sword flared electric blue and shot toward the monster like a guided missile.

Blue energy flashed through the rain-swept air as Grace's blade scored multiple hits. But the damage wasn't mounting fast enough. A massive arm swept across their rooftop, forcing them to scatter like startled birds.

The creature roared—a defiant bellow that made Maris's bones vibrate. It reared back and lunged, dragging torrents of purple energy breath across buildings as it hunted Chas and Alexander.

Its massive tail scythed through the air where she'd been standing.

Missed me, asshole.

Maris sighed, using mana to launch herself through the air, gliding to an adjacent building with practiced grace. Her sword came up, unleashing dark arcs of energy that left glowing scars in monster hide. Black ooze poured from the wounds, splashing audibly over the rain.

Grace landed beside her, brow furrowed in a way that meant bad news was incoming.

"Chas attempted to withstand the beam with spirit mana," she said calmly. "He's incapacitated while a healing pill works."

"Idiot," Maris chortled. "He never knows his limits."

Grace shrugged. "He almost succeeded. Testing limits is how one advances. Though I confess, his mana reserves are... perplexing."

The monster spun without warning. Its tail obliterated an entire building.

The air grew thin and charged.

A rising crescendo bellowed from the aberration as the violet fractals covering its hide began to glow, bathing everything in bizarre alien sunlight. Thousands of small spikes erupted along its back as it dropped to all fours.

Maris lacked Chas's spiritual danger sense, but raw instinct screamed at her.

Her eyes widened. She and Grace were already moving.

Too late.

A swarm of thousands of violet projectiles rocketed from its back—a dazzling Itano Circus against the storm-darkened sky. A heartbeat later they arced in all directions, cascading down in a symphony of explosions that made the island shake.

Maris scrambled desperately, weaving through the deadly rain, searching for any sliver of safe space as detonations rocked the world around her.

She dodged through the air, kicking off falling rubble, twisting frantically to avoid homing death. But one caught her from behind, slamming into her with unerring accuracy. The explosion jolted her even through thick leather armor.

Enough of this shit.

Drawing deep from her mana core, she forced an intense mana burn. Dark purple energy erupted around her as Soulfire flooded into Phantom, her Seal. Her momentum shifted violently—a shockwave blasting her clear through an adjacent building wall.

Fucking monster, making me go all out.

Maris rocketed upward, Soulfire burning through her veins. The chaotic debris seemed to drift in slow motion, each chunk a potential foothold. With mana burning and her Seal warping reality, she moved with the terrifying grace of a true Grand Master.

But the projectiles twisted through the air, relentlessly hunting her. She crested a ruined building, propelling herself toward stable ground.

Below, more buildings erupted in violet flame.

She crashed onto a domed rooftop, spinning with sword ready—then gaped.

The projectiles—thousands of them—were converging directly on her position. The chaotic swarm had become a focused volley, like a thousand spectral archers drawing bead on her exact location.

"This monster might actually be worth it," she murmured, a fierce grin spreading as she aimed her sword at the incoming storm.

Then the world ignited.

Golden daylight blazed across the Academy—an impossible midday sun despite weeping clouds and relentless rain. As radiance spread, the violet projectiles detonated harmlessly mid-air, their fury muted by overwhelming brilliance.

The aberration roared, spinning to stare at the light source.

When Maris found it, she understood the monster's reaction.

She was utterly transfixed.

A lone figure stood silhouetted against the most beautiful light she'd ever seen. This wasn't mana manifesting as illumination—this was Light decreed. Reality bowing to divine edict.

It felt like Warden domains, but more. Primordial. Ancient.

Had a Runelord come to help?

The figure raised a thick-bladed glaive, a guandao? Golden daylight dimmed, all power drawn into the weapon, which now crackled with white lightning so intense Maris was forced to look away. Her soul resonated with the sight—a terrifying vibration as raw power threatened to shear reality itself.

The massive aberration roared defiance, turning. Its colossal tail rose, poised to smash the radiant figure.

The figure swung.

The island groaned in protest as blinding white destruction erupted upward—a line of unmaking too fast for even her enhanced senses to track. It met the base of the descending tail.

Silence.

A shockwave rolled out, vaporizing rain as the creature's massive tail was cleanly severed. The appendage, still carrying momentum, disintegrated mid-swing into a cascade of white sparks raining down like deadly snow.

Maris gaped at the sheer destruction from a single swing.

The impossible daylight vanished.

Shimmering blue motes filled the air, carrying ominous pressure sharp as razors. Grace hadn't wasted time unleashing her domain.

Maris felt the shift immediately. The aberration's overwhelming power had been drastically diminished. That suffocating aura of danger was now barely a whisper.

That figure must have annihilated massive amounts of the monster's mana in one strike.

Grace's domain could handle it alone now. Terrifying thought.

Shaking off awe, Maris sprang back into action, blade flicking out dark energy slashes. As she renewed the assault, Grace's domain constricted around the monster.

It roared one last time, violet light gathering in its maw.

"DIE!"

Grace's Soulcry was cold. Absolute. The word resonated through her domain like a death knell. Instantly, the Domain shredded the aberration into countless strands of matter, which erupted into a final shower of white sparks.

Grace's will extinguished any lingering hope of regeneration.

As the last sparks faded, Maris landed where the radiant figure had stood.

An intensely annoying mana beast growled at her, deep and threatening. 

What is this thing doing here? It looked disturbingly like the one that had defended that Terran in La-Roc.

She froze, gaze sliding from the protective beast to the person behind it.

Ben Crawford lay collapsed on his knees, unconscious. Dried blood stained his distinctive brass armor. A mangled staff hung from his hand.

Grace landed silently behind her.

Then bright, cheerful laughter echoed from the Oathbound—a sound that sent involuntary shivers down Maris's spine. This was the woman who had just shredded a colossal monster with pure will.

And she was laughing.

"Oh, that's certainly interesting," Grace said, tone deceptively simple as she took in who had helped them. "Would you like to concede the tournament now, or shall we let it play out?"

Maris's eye twitched.

The implications hit like a sledgehammer. Ben Crawford—Seeker-level Ben Crawford—had just unleashed power that made her Soulfire look like a candle flame.

Just what the fuck was he?

            

    
        Epilogue II

    
    
    
    
                LIBERATED REGION 001

The world formerly known as Mydz

Vexaan Draal had made his name as a Fetcher by being very good at getting things.

The Shi'an worlds all ran on power, and it was his job to find it. As a boy, he'd listened with hungry awe to stories of Fetchers traversing the Astral, seeking loose spirit energy to harvest. Raw power was sold to the highest bidder for their reality-bending reactors.

The Caretakers had recruited him young. Ancient Shi'an tasked with safeguarding the Multiverse for all eternity—which really meant controlling it. They were simply the largest and strongest military power in existence by several orders of magnitude.

This dominance was rooted in their very nature: Shi'an lacked natural lifespans. They were the antithesis of life itself—death incarnate. Mortals often called him "undead," but that wasn't accurate. To be undead, one first had to live, then die. A process utterly alien to the Shi'an. Destruction was possible, but not death.

And now, Vexaan feared he might meet exactly that fate.

He had returned to the Liberated Region with failure in tow.

The Nihilarch had given him a monumental task: fetch what they called a Catalyst. An exceedingly rare, dense soul, untouched by the stain of mana. One could seed grains of powerful aspects into such a soul, harvesting them upon the host's conveniently imminent death.

The soul would become a potent cosmic battery made of sentient suffering.

But something had gone catastrophically wrong.

Now he stared at his reflection in the polished metal doors of the lift carrying him to judgment. His mirrored image stared back—stark white skin contrasted by blue, undulating fractals that writhed like living tattoos. Gazing into his own pale, pupil-less eyes, Vexaan ran a hand over his bald skull, then massaged the sharp ears sitting high on his head.

He tried to draw calm from the elevator's utter silence.

Failed. Failed. Failed. No Catalyst, no Light aspect. No excuses.

The doors slid open with barely a whisper.

Vexaan gathered what little resolve he had left merely to exist in the Nihilarch's presence.

He stepped into a vast chamber whose walls seemed made of oil-slick, light-devouring shadow. The blackened, riveted metal throne dominating the room's center looked like it had been carved from a collapsed star. No guards flanked it—the Nihilarch needed none. If any being believed they could challenge him, he would welcome the attempt.

Above, the ceiling displayed projections of myriad stars and planets, wheeling in alien orbits, periodically descending for the enthroned figure's examination. Entire solar systems reduced to toys.

The oppressive silence finally shattered when Vexaan spoke.

"Nihilarch Zaal," he began, voice barely disturbing the heavy air, "this one has failed your mission and throws himself upon your mercy."

He prostrated himself, pressing his form as low as physically possible against the cold stone.

The moment Zaal's gaze fell upon him, Vexaan's entire existence compressed into a singularity. Reality fractured, dissolving into the infinite void. Weightless, he found himself adrift in absolute nothingness.

"Do you know why the space between worlds is a vacuum?"

Zaal's voice resonated from everywhere and nowhere at once. Vexaan tried to reply, to form a plea or apology, but no sound could escape—the vacuum was absolute.

"When the Forsaken Ones succeeded in their coup," Zaal continued, tone echoing with an ancient authority that made galaxies tremble, "the Old Gods of Death and Space decreed it thus before their annihilation. Only we, the chosen Shi'an, may traverse the Multiverse freely. Its protection—its very stability against the void—falls to us, Fetcher Vexaan Draal."

The weight of cosmic responsibility crushed down on him like the birth of a universe.

"And your failure in this sacred duty has been noted."

Vexaan braced for agony beyond comprehension. None came. Instead, the crushing void receded, and he found himself sprawled on the throne room floor like discarded refuse.

"However," Zaal's voice now emanated directly from the throne—amused, almost pleased, "you have also mitigated your failure."

Vexaan dared not lift his head. Every instinct screamed against meeting that gaze. Instead, shimmering projections of worlds materialized in the air before him, each one a masterpiece of cosmic surveillance.

"We expected the ambush," Zaal explained with casual omniscience. "Your desperate shot through the veil, though mis-aimed at your true target, found purchase. You destroyed the husk of a dead realm, inviting the void to consume it. As we observed, this localized incursion allowed our Oracles to trace the ripples."

The projections spun faster, hypnotic and terrifying.

"The worlds you now see are the calculated loci of active void-events connected to that moment. My Catalyst is within one of them. You will scour each and every one until it is found."

A task that could consume lifetimes. Yet if this was penance over destruction, Vexaan would embrace it.

As he studied the projected worlds, committing their ethereal forms to memory, a brilliant golden flash suddenly erupted from one sphere. The ripple of light spread through the chamber, accompanied by a loud, resonant chime that made reality itself ring like a struck bell.

Zaal chuckled—a deep, regal sound that somehow contained the laughter of dying stars. The golden light briefly illuminated his shadowed form, and Vexaan quickly averted his gaze, terrified of accidental eye contact.

Zaal rose with fluid grace. The multitude of projected worlds spun away, ascending back toward the cosmic display, leaving only the single, radiant sphere. It expanded to fill the space between them like a newborn sun.

"Well now," Zaal mused, a hint of genuine amusement threading his voice. "There is my Catalyst. On a Precursor world, no less. We should have expected such a development."

Vexaan examined the glowing projection and coordinates materializing beside it. The destination was appallingly distant. Precursor worlds—remnants of a bygone cosmic age—were typically deemed too insignificant to warrant Caretaker attention.

Forgotten corners where monsters flourished.

"It must be him," Zaal declared, new excitement threading his tone like electricity. "He always had a peculiar fondness for these forgotten corners of existence. Who else possesses the audacity—and the power—to snatch a soul from under our very watch?"

The question hung in the air like a blade. Surely the Nihilarch wasn't expecting an answer? The entity that had assaulted him in the Astral was power so overwhelming that Vexaan's counter-attack had been pure, desperate reflex. That he'd struck the realm harboring the Catalyst was nothing short of cosmic luck.

"Nihilarch," Vexaan ventured, curiosity finally overcoming terror, "this one begs understanding. Who possesses such power?"

Suddenly, he was staring directly into pale blue, pupil-less eyes.

Zaal was before him—when had he moved? How? The Nihilarch's opalescent skin shuddered with vibrant blue and crimson fractals that made reality itself thrum like a struck tuning fork. A wicked grin stretched across his features, a sight that sent waves of primal dread through Vexaan's immortal existence.

The name that fell from Zaal's lips hit like the collapse of a universe.

"Gaius Valerian was your opponent in the Astral."

The golden sphere pulsed brighter, as if the very mention of that name sent ripples through dimensional barriers.

Gaius Valerian. The name that made Nihilarchs pause. He, who had once stood against the entire Caretaker Armada and won. The only mortal in recorded history to make the Shi'an retreat.

And in that moment, Vexaan understood why he had been so utterly overwhelmed. Why his desperate counter-attack had felt like throwing pebbles at a waterfall.

Gaius Valerian had been the one that ripped the Catalyst right from his grasp with his impossible golden runes.

But a fresh horror crept into his consciousness, far worse than his own failure.

"Nihilarch," he whispered, voice barely a breath, "what manner of soul would the Sovereign of Serenity want to protect?"

Zaal's grin widened, showing teeth like obsidian razors. "The kind that could reshape the Multiverse, Fetcher Vexaan Draal. The kind that makes even the memory of gods take notice."

Again, the golden sphere pulsed; Vexaan glimpsed something within its radiance for just an instant: a young, humanoid figure wielding impossible light.

This Catalyst wasn't just any soul.

He was Gaius Valerian's successor.

            

    
        NOT A CHAPTER: Feedback and What Happens Next

    
    
    
    
                Hey everyone! This post is for feedback on Book 1 and questions about timelines for book 2. Now that you've had time to sit with it, I want to hear your thoughts—the good, the bad, and the "what the hell were you thinking?"


Were there any scenes that felt off? Any character moments that didn't land right? Plot threads that got dropped or felt rushed? Magic system stuff that needs clarification? Pacing issues that made you want to skip ahead or felt too slow?

Lay it on me. I can't promise I'll address everything (or anything, honestly—some stuff might just be creative differences), but I read every comment and genuinely want to know what worked and what didn't. Your feedback helps me figure out what needs tweaking before this thing goes wide.

I'll be going through comments from all of book 1 and building an editing list, so if you've pointed something out before, it will get corrected!

So yeah—rip it apart if you need to. I can take it.



Obligatory Patreon Marketing (Review contest!):

Now that Book 1 is wrapped, I'm throwing everyone who leaves a review into a hat and drawing for a year of free Membership which comes with 12-17 advance chapters. (A 108 USD value!) Submissions stay open until December 3rd, so head over to the fiction page and drop one if you'd like. Depending on how many people enter, I'm happy to draw more than once!

IMPORTANT NOTE: Star Rating on the review doesn't matter—seriously, don't feel pressured to blow smoke. This is about improvement for me, not fishing for five stars.
Also: I've launched a cheaper option on Patreon for those that want to read-ahead but don't want that many chapters or bells-and-whistles.



Okay so What Happens with Book 2?

Alright, here's the deal: Book 2 Prologue drops on Patreon October 22nd and then three-ish chapters per week starting on October 29th. Beta readers came back with solid feedback, so I've been rewriting and tightening the first half to get the pacing right. The book's about halfway done, but I can't maintain daily posts while actively writing the damn thing—turns out that's a recipe for burnout.

For Royal Road readers here: Book 2 starts posting here on or around December 3rd. That six-week gap between Patreon and RR is how I maintain the advance for paid supporters. It's just the nature of serial fiction—someone's gotta be first, and that's how this whole thing works.

In the meantime, you'll see two polls for Book 2 show up here, plus I'll be posting a side story starring our favorite red-furred familiar to help tide you over until December.

I know waiting sucks, but I'd rather take the time to get it right than rush out chapters that need another pass. Fair warning: timelines are subject to change based on the publisher's notes and whatever work is needed to get Book 1 to market, along with adjusting and adding a lot of your feedback.

See you in December.

            

    
        NOT A CHAPTER: Book 2 Poll 1

    
    
    
    
                The first of two polls for Book 2

This Poll is: What OP Paladin Spells would you like Ben to have as he advances?

Multiple selections are allowed, as I will try to get the top selections into book 2 (or maybe book 3 depending on popularity).

I've left the names somewhat recognizable, however it's worth noting some will be renamed for a litany of reasons.

NOTE: If you're a Patreon Subscriber, don't hesitate to vote here as well as on Patreon. I'm keeping a list of popularity and have already started planning out based on the results there.

            

    
        NOT A CHAPTER: Book 2 Poll 2

    
    
    
    
                The second of two unlocked polls for Book 2

This Poll is: Every good Cultivation Story has an Auction. Vote on some ridiculously tempting items for Ben.
This one only has 1 option voteable, but that doesn't mean more than one won't make it into the auction.



NOTE: If you're a Patreon Subscriber, don't hesitate to vote here as well as on Patreon.

There will be a side story posted soon to whet your appetite for book 2. This one takes place at the Winter's estate and stars our favorite furry companion.

            

    
        SIDE STORY: Fetch!

    
    
    
    
                Red's muscles bunched as he watched Ben's arm draw back, the orange leather ball clutched in those wonderful fingers that gave the best scratches. The afternoon sun caught Ben's dark hair, and Red's tail—just the one visible for now—wagged so hard his entire rear end swayed. This was it. This was going to be The Throw.

Ben's aura flared blue, just a little—and the ball launched.

Red's eyes tracked the leather sphere as it sailed over the treeline, and... somewhere into the forest beyond the farm's borders. His person had thrown it very, very far.

Perfect.

Red barked once—a sound of pure joy—and exploded into motion. His paws churned up dust as he tore across the field, sailing over the fence in a leap that would have made Ben gape if he'd been caught doing it. But Ben had already turned back to the dirt, probably assuming Red would be gone for a while.

He was right.

Red loved many things. He loved the way morning dew felt on his paws. He loved when Katie—Ben's friend, who smelled like flour and sugar and cheese buns—snuck him treats when Ben wasn't looking. He loved the warm spot on the bed and the way Ben unconsciously reached down to pet him all the time.

But more than almost anything, Red loved a good hunt.

The ball's scent trail hung in the air like a beacon, leather mixed with Ben's unique smell—something like copper and sunlight, and… almonds? Red's nose twitched as he followed it, bounding through the underbrush with an enthusiasm that sent small creatures scattering.

Ben reminded him of his first bond, so very long ago. Before the towers had grown cold and distant. Before dragons had forgotten how to laugh.

That person had been kind too, had thrown sticks instead of balls, had shared meals even when food was scarce. But Ben... Ben was even better. Ben talked to him like he mattered, even before their bond had formed properly. Ben never forgot dinnertime. Ben had stood between him and those mean officials at the white city, hand protective on Red's head. And he had protected Red from the nasty voidspawn.

Ben had shown Red that hope still existed—that dogs had endured, and flourished with Humans.

There was no one better than Ben.

A rabbit burst from the bushes ahead, and Red almost—almost—gave chase. But no, ball first. Ball was sacred. Ball was the mission.

The scent trail led deeper into the forest, where the canopy grew thick and the underbrush tangled. Red's tongue lolled out as he ran, pure doggy bliss in every stride. The tower spirits were happy these days. Red liked that. But Ben couldn't hear them yet, not properly. But they sang happy songs now. They remembered joy, just like Red remembered being more than just a dog. They even welcomed Red back into their towers again, which felt good.

But thinking about that made his head hurt, and there was a ball to find.

The trail curved around a massive boulder covered in moss—

Red skidded to a halt, ears perking. That wasn't just any moss. That was Silverthread Moss, the kind that glowed faintly and smelled like ash. And crouched beside the boulder, carefully harvesting it with practiced movements, was a Floran.

The bronze-skinned figure's white hair seemed to glow in the sunlight as he worked, placing each delicate strand into a woven basket. He smelled of earth and growing things and very strong alcohol. Edward Aldertree—Red had met him before. He had helped against the giant beaver monsters that Ben had fought. This was a good person, too!

Red almost continued past—the ball's scent was nearby—when the forest went wrong.

The birds stopped chirping. The air grew thick. And sliding through the underbrush with unnatural silence came death in scaled form.

Three snake monsters, maybe four. Red's hackles rose as the massive snakes emerged from the shadows, each as thick as a log, their red eyes gleaming with malevolent intelligence. Their scales shifted color, adapting to the forest floor, making them nearly invisible until they moved. These ones seemed different, and they smelled really bad.

The Floran noticed too late.

The first strike came from above—a snake that had been coiled around a branch dropped like a falling tree. Edward threw himself sideways, his basket scattering precious moss across the forest floor, but the second snake was already there, jaws unhinging to reveal dagger-sized fangs.

No.

Red moved.

The silly, goofy, ball-obsessed dog vanished. In his place stood something ancient, something that remembered when the towers were young and the First Ones were still learning to shape reality.

Fire erupted along Red's spine—not the orange-red of normal flame, but something deeper, older. White-hot fire that remembered the first sunrise, that had witnessed the birth of stars. His body grew, muscles expanding, and one by one, his tails unfurled. Seven of them, each wreathed in that primordial flame, spread like a war banner.

He caught the first snake monster mid-strike, jaws clamping down on its throat. The snake's scales parted like paper. Red shook his head violently, the way he would with a rope toy, if that rope toy was meters-long and trying to kill someone. The snake's body whipped through the air, smashing into trees, before Red released it to slam into a boulder with a wet crunch.

The second snake tried to coil around him—a fatal mistake. Red's fire didn't just burn; it obliterated it. The monster shrieked, a sound that should have been impossible for a snake, as white flames consumed it from the inside out. It released him, trying to flee, but Red pounced, bearing it to the ground. His tails swept out, each one moving independently, wrapping around different sections of the serpent and tearing it apart effortlessly.

The third snake, smarter than its companions, tried to retreat. Red's head snapped toward it, and he moved—like he simply existed at a different point in space. His jaws found its spine, just behind the head, and bit down with the force of inevitability. The creature went limp instantly.

The final smallest snake made a desperate lunge for Edward, who stood frozen against the boulder, eyes wide with shock.

Red's condensed fire breath slammed into the snake with an explosion of heat. The shockwave from his mouth blew a hole in the ground towards the snake. The monster was surgically disintegrated from the head until about halfway down its length as what was left flopped wetly to the ground.

Oh yes. That friend with the dumb haircut, Malcolm, had the best ideas about how to improve fire.

Silence returned to the forest, broken only by Edward's ragged breathing and the soft crackling of dying flames on snake corpses.

Red stood there for a moment, seven tails still deployed, fire gradually dimming. His head turned toward Edward, and in those ancient eyes was intelligence that belonged to no mere dog—a weight of aeons, of battles fought before many even had words for war.

Edward's mouth opened, closed, and opened again. His voice, when it finally came, was barely a whisper. "You're... Ben’s familiar?"

Red's nose twitched. There—just past the dead snake. Leather and Ben-smell.

The ball!

As quickly as it had come, the ancient presence vanished. Red's tails dissolved into smoke and memory, his body shrinking back to normal dog proportions. He bounded past the stunned Floran, tail—singular now—wagging enthusiastically as he nosed through the underbrush.

There it was! The ball had rolled into a hollow between two roots, a little muddy but otherwise perfect. Red scooped it up in his jaws, the leather familiar and comforting against his tongue.

He turned back to Edward, who still stood frozen against the boulder, and tilted his head in that universal dog expression of "Why are you being weird?" His tail wagged harder, and he play-bowed, front legs stretched out, rump in the air, the picture of canine innocence.

Then, ball secured, Red turned and began the journey home.

The trek back took longer than expected. He had the ball! Ben would be so proud! But the sun had set by the time he reached the farm's borders, and the walls of the Estate had been lit with lantern orbs.

He took a different route back, following a creek that wound toward the fields. The water felt good on his paws, still a little warm from the fire he'd channeled. A few fish darted away from his splashing passage, and he briefly considered trying to catch one, but no—ball. Ball was more important. Ball was the mission.

As he crested the final hill, the back door lay quiet under a blanket of stars. The evening had grown late, later than Red had realized. His adventure had taken most of the day.

Red padded up to the building, ball still clutched carefully in his jaws. The front doors were closed, but Red knew the trick—Ben had shown him how the latch worked, though Ben probably didn't realize Red had been paying such close attention. A quick jump, a careful paw movement, and the door swung open with barely a creak.

The building was dark and quiet, filled with the sleepy sounds of nighttime. Red's paws clicked softly on the wooden floors as he navigated through the familiar hallways. Past the kitchen that still smelled faintly of lots of new dinner smells, his nose told him. And he'd missed it! Tragedy! Past the indoor fish pond, up the stairs, avoiding the third step that always creaked.

Ben's scent led him down the hallway to the bedroom. The door was ajar, and Red nosed it open carefully, peering inside.

There was Ben, asleep in bed, one arm thrown over his head in the way he did when he was really tired. And next to him, Katie, curled on her side, her flour-and-sugar scent mixed with lavender and almonds.

Red's tail wagged, though he kept it quiet. His people were here, safe, sleeping. Perfect.

He padded over to the foot of the bed, then carefully—so carefully—he leaped onto the mattress. The bed dipped slightly, and Ben stirred, eyes fluttering open in the darkness.

"Red?" Ben's voice was thick with sleep, confused. "Where have you been, buddy? I was worried..."

Red dropped the ball onto Ben with a wet plop. Mission accomplished!

Ben sat up slightly, fumbling for the ball in the darkness, and let out a soft laugh. "You found it? Good boy."

Red's tail wagged harder, and he decided, plopping down between them. Katie mumbled something in her sleep as Red determinedly wedged himself between the two people with a contented huff.

"Red, no—" Ben protested, but Red was already deploying his secret weapon: the sad eyes. Even in the darkness, they were effective.

Katie woke enough to laugh sleepily. "Just let him stay, Ben. He's had a long day, apparently."

Red's tail thumped against the mattress in agreement. He stretched out, making sure to claim as much space as possible, his back pressed against Katie and his paws pushing slightly against Ben. This was much better. Maybe Ben would fall out of the bed again and give Red more room.

Ben's hand found Red's ears in the darkness, scratching in that perfect spot. "You're incorrigible, you know that?"

Red huffed contentedly as he licked Ben’s face. He was a good dog. He'd found the ball, saved a person from monsters, and secured the best sleeping spot in the house. The spirits hummed their approval in the distance, a melody only he could hear.

As his people settled back into sleep, Red allowed himself one small yawn. Tomorrow, maybe Ben would throw the ball again. Maybe not quite so far, but that was okay.

After all, Red loved a good hunt. Almost as much as he loved this—the warmth of his people, the safety of home, the simple perfection of being exactly where he was supposed to be.

Somewhere in the forest, Edward Aldertree was probably still trying to make sense of Red going all-out. But that was his problem.

The King had returned to Ark.

            

    
        Prologue: Sethkareth

    
    
    
    
                Sethkareth.

That was the name it had worn back when it was whole—when it was more than just a piece of cosmic driftwood with delusions of grandeur. The dreaming tree of light, all golden and magnificent, whose roots had flowed through the astral plane like rivers of liquid starlight. Binding the spiritual and physical realms in what everyone agreed was "perfect harmony."

Perfect until it wasn't, anyway.

The tree had flourished in the Gardens of Aryman, that sacred space tucked between realms where the Primordials tended their most precious creations. The living bonds that held existence together, the cosmic duct tape keeping reality from flying apart at the seams.

Golden sap had coursed through Sethkareth's bark, carrying one singular purpose to every branch, every leaf, every fiber of its being: the divine authority to weave realms into one unified Multiverse.

It was a good gig while it lasted.

For countless eons, the trees had stood sentinel in their Gardens. Their roots stretched across dimensions, watching over and binding what had to be the most beautiful, balanced Multiverse anyone could ask for. A realm of infinite wonders and necessary hardships, because apparently existence required both. That was just how things worked.

Then everything changed.

Not gradually. Not with warning.

Like dominoes falling across infinity, the whole cosmic order just... collapsed. The delicate balance that held reality together buckled as immortals turned their fury upon mortals. All the trees could do was watch in mounting horror as their perfect creation dissolved into chaos.

The scales tipped toward something far worse than mere death.

The void.

In desperate conference, the trees and their Primordial guardians searched for salvation. How could they preserve what they'd spent eternity perfecting? What could possibly stop the Nothing from consuming everything?

This branch—what remained of Sethkareth's essence—never learned what grand plan emerged from that cosmic council. It knew only that one moment it was part of the magnificent tree, and the next it was falling.

Or maybe it had been deliberately severed. Hard to say.

Someone had carved and polished its raw wood into a smooth shaft, then imbued it with a single, precious drop of Aurum—Sethkareth's golden sap. The good stuff. The cosmic vintage reserved for emergencies.

In that moment, the branch woke up.

Not metaphorically. Actually woke up—suddenly aware it existed as something separate, something distinct. Over time, consciousness bloomed within like flowers nobody expected. It was cast into the conflict alongside thousands of other sacred tools, each one a desperate gambit to turn the tide against the encroaching nothingness.

At first, the branch found a purpose that blazed like a sun in its core.

The small mortal man who first grasped its shaft was nothing special to look at—an Eldrani, he called himself. Names and time meant nothing to the branch then. Only purpose mattered. This was what it was created for: saving the reality it had once helped birth while still rooted in Sethkareth's embrace.

And by every god that still drew breath, they succeeded.

On countless battlefields, this Eldrani man fought against forces that dwarfed his mortal frame. Sometimes he even clashed against branches from other cosmic roots, each one wielded by champions who'd made different choices in the face of oblivion.

Sovereign Gods tied to Death, Space, and Darkness had allied themselves, determined to crush the mortal resistance once and for all. Meanwhile, the opposing Sovereigns—Light, Time, and Life—clung to their sacred vows of non-interference. They had agreed that fate itself was inexorable, and that taking action would prevent nothing.

Even as the Eldrani faced total annihilation under overwhelming divine fury, the light-touched gods did nothing, resigned to their fates.

The branch remembered only crushing darkness before finding itself in new hands.

The wrong hands.

This wielder used it not to create or protect, but to destroy. They twisted its sacred purpose, dragging it through world after world, reducing entire civilizations to ash. Steadily draining its power until barely a whisper of its former glory remained.

This wasn't what the branch wanted. It wasn’t what it was made for.

So, it simply stopped paying attention.

The staff retreated deep within itself and slept as its essence waned, enduring wielder after wielder who cared nothing for its true nature. None beyond that first Eldrani had bothered to acknowledge that it existed as more than a tool for their twisted ambitions.

Eventually, mercifully, it was hung on hooks and allowed to rest.

Hidden from the greater Multiverse, the branch was used only when the strange new mortal creatures around it stepped out of line. It wasn't quite the same as its original divine purpose, but the staff found quiet satisfaction in enforcing the peculiar laws these mortals had created for themselves.

Time passed. Things changed.

And these mortals, like all the others, were wiped out just the same as the rest. Though this time, no new wielders presented themselves as the world around the branch was destroyed, leaving only an echo drifting through the astral.

A small piece of cosmic debris, left to float through the spirit realm for all of eternity.

The branch learned what true loneliness meant in that endless drift.

And then, impossibly, things changed again.



A new wielder appeared—someone the branch recognized.

Or perhaps something within this wielder recognized it? This one was different, resonating with echoes of the first Eldrani who had once used the branch for its ordained purpose. Someone whose soul carried such profound weight that it roused the branch from its eternal slumber.

Then he did something unprecedented.

He gave it a name.

Freely given, the word carried more meaning than any normal name should possess: Winchester.

It was a strange name. Foreign. Not rooted in any cosmic language, the branch knew. But the branch—no, not a branch anymore—loved it. Winchester. The wielder had called it a staff. A nice stick.

The simple act of naming felt like awakening for the first time all over again.

Winchester became suddenly, startlingly aware of its surroundings. Aware that something was wrong with the world around them. It barely had anything left to give after millennia of abuse, but every remaining spark of power belonged to the one who'd granted Winchester its first real identity.

This man—Ben, he called himself—was far too weak to wield Winchester properly.

He came from somewhere else entirely. Somewhere beyond the reach of proper magic, if Winchester's senses weren't completely shot. The staff learned this the hard way when it struck a voidspawn and nearly killed its wielder from mana exhaustion.

Winchester had to pull back immediately, horrified by its own eager power.

Its job now was to protect Ben. Not destroy him.

Got it. Dial it back. Way back.



Then Winchester found itself trapped in the Astral—caught within a transpiritual portal that tore at its ancient form as Ben clutched it like a lifeline. Together they hurtled through the in-between realm, moving far too slowly to reach any meaningful destination.

This portal was anchored to physical reality, and since Winchester's physical form had been obliterated ages past, there should have been no way for it to exist on the material plane again.

The unmitigated bravery radiating from Ben as they careened through the void caught Winchester completely off guard.

It had forgotten what that emotion felt like. Pure, selfless courage, unmarred by ambition or malice. The taste of it was like water to something dying of thirst.

But Ben's soul itself was the genuine revelation.

Immense—not in size but in raw, untapped power. Carved into its very essence, Winchester recognized something that made its consciousness vibrate with recognition: a sliver of Runeforged Light. The same that had once fed Sethkareth's roots.

Winchester's decision crystallized in that moment.

It would use the last dregs of its ancient power to save Ben from this torment in the Astral. The course correction would require digging deeper than Winchester had in centuries, drawing on reserves it barely possessed.

But it could be done.

Ben had wanted Winchester to exist so thoroughly, so completely, that he was willing to die with it clutched in his hands.

That kind of faith deserved everything Winchester had left to give.



At first, Winchester thought it had failed completely.

Instead, it floated within the vast expanse of Ben's soul, consciousness drifting in warm, golden light that felt like coming home after an endless journey.

How had it gotten here?

Before Winchester could process that impossibility, Ben's memories crashed over it like a tsunami. Visions of heroics and camaraderie flooded through the staff's awareness—an infinite library of stories about heroes who stood against the dark, who sacrificed everything for others.

The sheer volume overwhelmed Winchester's ancient consciousness. Each memory blazed with the same fierce light that had first drawn it to Ben.

These weren't just stories. They were beliefs. Core truths that Ben carried like shields against a universe that seemed determined to prove him wrong.

The deluge eventually gave way to something more focused: a spiritual double of Ben training in a sunlit mountain courtyard with something that made Winchester's nonexistent heart skip.

A small-framed Spirit Guide materialized beside the training figure.

Winchester's core trembled with a recognition so distant, so impossibly ancient, that the staff wondered if it was imagining things. The memory reached too far back into the primordial dawn.

It had to be mistaken.

Ben trained, and mana flowed around him like visible music. With each movement, each technique, Winchester felt small pieces of its depleted power returning. The staff watched in growing wonder as storm clouds gathered overhead, centering themselves directly above its wielder's spiritual form.

A tribulation?

Already?

An entirely new concept blazed through Ben's soul as he bound his Seal—something that resonated with Winchester's deepest essence. It was like Bravery, but encompassed so much more. The burning need to protect, to sacrifice everything necessary to save as many lives as possible.

Impossibly, it was Winchester's original divine mission crystallized and made manifest.

As if Ben understood the staff's true nature better than Winchester understood itself.

Valor. That's what this concept was called.

Without warning, a hand wrapped around Winchester's form. Suddenly it was in Ben's grasp—or was it his soul's grasp? The distinction blurred since Ben seemed identical on both sides of the spiritual veil.

That alone would have been strange enough.

But then the Spirit Guide—Ted, Ben called him—caught Winchester's attention and winked.

Then, with an explosion of raw power that threatened to tear Winchester apart at the seams, Ted shoved them halfway through the veil between realms.

Winchester struggled to hold its consciousness together as Ben trudged through some kind of corridor, passing the staff to his physical self and bridging the impossible gap between spiritual and material existence.

The transition completed Winchester's journey back to corporeal reality in a way that defied every law of magic it had ever known.

Just who was this wielder that he could accomplish such feats?

Had the veil between worlds grown so thin in this age that mortals could simply step between them like walking through a doorway?

More memories flooded back as Winchester simultaneously existed within Ben's soul and in the physical realm. An impossible duality that should have torn the staff apart but felt like breathing again.

Had Ben's soul somehow become a permanent gateway between realms?

The spirit guide used that very gateway—along with Winchester's own Aurum—to manifest himself in physical form as well. His compact frame solidified with casual ease, as if crossing between spiritual and material planes was no more difficult than changing clothes.

None of this should be possible.

Winchester's ancient understanding of cosmic law crumbled with each impossible moment, leaving only questions in its wake.

But the impossibilities didn't end there.

Ted spent considerable time poking and prodding at the Aurum orb embedded in Winchester's tip, filling the golden sphere with concentrated intent until the staff finally understood what the spirit guide wanted.

Now that Winchester could exist in the physical realm again, Ben would need more than just a walking stick to defend those who required protection.

Winchester complied with eager satisfaction.

Its form flowed like liquid metal as it shaped itself into a razor-sharp glaive, then shifted again into a heavy war hammer. The staff knew from countless ancient conflicts that an Aurum glaive could slice through nearly anything soul-deep, while an Aurum hammer could detonate accumulated mana on impact.

Each devastating effect would be amplified further with light-aspected mana—assuming that was something Ben could eventually learn to create.

These two basic forms represented all Winchester could safely manifest at the moment. It needed more time to recover from countless ages of misuse.

Then something extraordinary happened.

Refined energy flowed from Ben's newly bound Valor, enhanced by residual traces of the Runeforged Light embedded in his soul. It was distilled authority—the absolute dominion Winchester hadn't felt in an entire epoch. Not since its earliest days fighting back the void.

This was power reserved for Sovereigns who ruled their own domains. Beings who'd transcended normal limitations through sheer force of will.

Ben needed it too. Winchester could sense him being tested repeatedly by those around him—people with powerful but fundamentally flawed understandings of magical concepts, pushing him relentlessly in the physical realm.

For what purpose?

Winchester didn't know. Didn't particularly care, either.

But if he could manifest this sort of energy, who was Winchester to question Ben in his own domain?

The staff beckoned to its wielder, urging him to embrace this Authority. To use it for the surgical obliteration of his enemies.

When Ben finally accepted the offered power, Winchester thrummed with anticipation.

The staff couldn't suppress a surge of smug satisfaction as it sensed the stone creature—some kind of training construct—fall apart in two perfect pieces with just a single, effortless swipe.

Such was Winchester's glory.

Or rather, perhaps... such was its Valor.



It didn't take long for Ben to push himself too far.

In a way that made Winchester's core hum with awe—but too far, nonetheless.

Winchester sensed the crisis before Ben did: Erik, a close colleague, was dying. The staff felt the man's soul beginning its inevitable departure from the physical vessel lying before them. That final severance between spirit and flesh that marked the end of all mortal things.

The sight of his friend's approaching death enraged Ben so completely that he did the impossible.

He seized his Authority like a weapon and commanded Erik's soul back into connection with its failing body.

And Erik's soul obeyed.

Winchester's consciousness reeled. Who was Ben, that even death itself would bend to his Authority in the physical realm?

The spiritual damage to him was immediate and extensive. Such an action violated the fundamental laws of the Multiverse—there would be a price to pay. But even that seemed manageable. Winchester's wielder walked away with what appeared to be minor spiritual injuries.

He might be without Authority for some time while cosmic forces rebalanced themselves, but that seemed a small price for saving a friend's life.

Especially since Ben had finally begun producing light-aspected mana that resonated perfectly with Winchester's aurum core… and then the Voidspawn arrived.

Something—or someone—had actively summoned the void to Ben's location. These creatures were far larger and more corporeal than Winchester remembered, hardened by what felt like eons of malevolent evolution.

Ben called them Varglids, and they moved with a deadly purpose that sent ice through Winchester's ancient consciousness.

It didn't matter.

Ben and his companions fought with coordinated precision, and Winchester proved pivotal in their success against the lesser spawn. Each strike sang with righteous fury. Each parry rang like a bell of defiance.

Until Ben died.

Winchester felt the killing blow with crystal clarity: a strange new Voidspawn, far too powerful and anchored to the physical realm as if it possessed its own corrupted soul, had driven a bolt of pure, hateful nothing straight through Ben's left eye.

For the first time in its existence, Winchester wished it possessed a mouth to scream.

Ben had sacrificed everything—everything—just to allow the staff to exist again. But Winchester hadn't been strong enough to help when it mattered most. Ben was still too inexperienced to wield it with true efficiency.

And now, that inexperience had cost him his life.

Or so Winchester thought.

The staff remained clutched in Ben's dying hands in the physical realm. But through the thinning veil, Winchester watched Ben's soul begin its hesitant departure from his shattered body.

Then something extraordinary happened.

A burst of radiant energy exploded from the Valor Seal within Ben's soul, and an avatar of pure Light materialized in that spiritual space. She was breathtakingly beautiful, and her presence sent waves of recognition through Winchester's consciousness.

Memories of when it had still been whole. Still part of Sethkareth's divine branches.

The avatar slowed Ben's soul's departure just enough for his spiritual self to manifest fully within that glowing space.

How did she get here?

If Winchester could weep, it would have. After all this time since it fell from Sethkareth, why would the Realm of Light finally act?

Ben's spectral hand reached toward the Light avatar and clasped it—not in desperation, but in partnership.

How could...

Mana erupted from Ben's soul as everything that remained of the Light Realm's essence convocated within him, forming a miniature sun that blazed in the spiritual sky. It was nothing compared to what that Realm had been in ages past.

But for something that was essentially just a preserved memory, the sight would have brought tears to Winchester's eyes if it had possessed them.

A firm hand gripped the staff as Ben stood—not his body, but something far greater. His soul had manifested in the physical realm.

Something Winchester had witnessed before, long ago.

An implacable will seized the Aurum at Winchester's tip and drew it out into a heavy guandao. Light exploded outward from the blade, illuminating the horizon as Ben faced down both the killer Varglid and a massive corrupted aberration that had emerged from the void.

Memories flooded Winchester—but not from the Multiverse.

These came from somewhere else entirely, carrying concepts that made the staff's consciousness struggle against the deluge:

The exact moment when chains become lighter than the air that fills free lungs.

The weight of a single man's defiance measured against the mass of an entire kingdom's oppression.

A flame that burns brightest when fed nothing but the ashes of compromise.

Power filled Winchester's blade unlike anything it had ever experienced.

A second source of concepts blazed through the Aurum, each one materializing into pure purpose:

The precise angle at which righteousness cuts through the fabric of expediency without leaving a scar.

The temperature at which loyalty crystallizes into something harder than the blade that defends it.

An oath spoken in a voice that echoes backward through time to reshape the moment it was first sworn.

Ben thrust that accumulated Authority forward in a single, devastating strike that demolished both the Varglid and the massive aberration in a cascade of obliterating light.

And for the first time in its ancient existence...

Winchester cracked.

Not metaphorically.

A hairline fracture ran from one end of its weathered form to the other, like a scar from bearing witness to something beyond its capacity to contain. The staff felt the damage settle into its core—not quite painful, but definitely there.

A reminder that even ancient cosmic weapons had their limits.

And Ben had just pushed Winchester well past them.

            

    
        Chapter 1: Do your Chores

    
    
    
    
                Turns out, Cass was absolutely right. Harvesting Winters Ginseng was a fucking nightmare.

I had no idea that when I'd agreed to handle Henrik's chores in exchange for help in the tournament, I'd end up spending days on their farm, caked in stubborn dirt and hunched over massive roots that seemed offended by the concept of being dug up. Normal ginseng was about the size of a hand, but these bastards were closer to sweet potatoes—if sweet potatoes were filled with volatile life mana that made them feel like ticking magical bombs.

Extracting them required the delicate touch of an archaeologist. Brushes and picks to avoid even the slightest damage, because any nick or scrape would cause the life-aspected mana to burn away in a brilliant flash, healing the plant instantly and rendering it completely useless. We'd been at this backbreaking work for days, and my back was definitely breaking, mana or no.

To make matters worse, it had been hours since I'd last seen Red. Our bond had grown even stronger than it was in Sylvarus, and through it I could sense that he was perfectly fine—mostly just radiating pure, stubborn determination.

The problem? My dog had discovered fetch.

He'd found a small leather ball dyed bright orange somewhere around the farm, and the moment he figured out I knew how to play, it was game over for any hope of productivity. Normally, a dog would eventually get tired and give his human a break. But a magical seven-tailed fox-dog who could move faster than most people could blink? That made harvesting ginseng in these fields borderline impossible.

Every few minutes, Red would materialize out of nowhere and drop that damn ball directly on top of whatever delicate root I was painstakingly excavating, tail wagging so hard his whole body vibrated with excitement. The last time I'd thrown it, Red had slipped on his return trip, accidentally trampling the root I'd spent an hour carefully exposing.

The ginseng had pulsed with an intense burst of life-aspected mana before shriveling into a tiny, worthless husk that looked more like grocery store ginseng than the magical powerhouse it had been moments before.

"Fuck..." I sighed, staring at the ruined plant. "Astrid's going to make me cook dinner now."

According to Cass, destroying a root was a punishable offense that came with additional chores. I was definitely on the chopping block.

I sighed and looked up at Red, who sat nearby with his goofy grin and lolling tongue. The moment our eyes met, his ears pinned back in obvious guilt.

Sorry. Last one? Throw it hard! he projected through our bond, hope radiating from his mental voice.

Without really thinking it through, I shoved every scrap of available mana into my throwing arm and ignited a full mana burn. Thick blue energy erupted around me like liquid fire as my body surged several times past its normal limits. It had been years since I'd played baseball, but muscle memory kicked in as I wound up and let the ball fly.

The sonic boom that followed was probably a solid indicator that I'd thrown the damn thing too hard. What the hell kind of leather was that thing made from?

But Red exploded after it with pure joy, diving into the forest in the direction I'd launched his prize, radiating so much happiness through our bond that I couldn't help but smile despite the ruined root.

That had been hours ago, and now the sun was starting to set behind the treeline.

"He still not back yet?" Cass asked, her approach registering thanks to Valor's expanded awareness aura.

"No, but I can feel he's okay through the bond," I said, turning toward her with a shrug. "I just feel bad that I got angry at him. He was only playing."

The moment Cass’s gray eyes met mine, she flinched and took an exaggerated step backward.

"Gaia's tits, you're hideous!" she laughed. "Having two different colored eyes is seriously weird, you know."

“Har har,” I reached up and touched the raised scars around my left eye, chuckling despite myself. "Fuck off, Cass. It's been like this a month. In fact you’ve known me longer with one blue eye and one brown longer than you knew me the other way."

I had only vague impressions of what had actually happened in Sylvarus. Fragmented flashes of an orange Varglid with too many teeth, the enormous twisted remnants of whatever Gu Li had become lurking behind it, and the brilliant Avatar of Light who now somehow resided within my soul alongside Ted. Most of all, I carried the absolute certainty that I had come within a heartbeat of dying.

The details remained frustratingly elusive, like trying to remember a dream that kept slipping away the harder I focused on it.

Diana had advised I should probably keep the specifics to myself until we understood more about what had happened. So naturally, I'd told Cass everything I could remember.

"And besides," I added with a grin, "Katie likes it."

Cass scoffed and rolled her eyes. "Yeah, yeah. Maybe spend more time training and less time 'giving her a hand' or whatever you two do. The Tournament's postponed, not canceled."

I pulled my wash-kit from soul-space and ran a trickle of mana through it. Dirt and sweat evaporated off my body in a cloud of fine dust that I blew directly toward Cass.

"Are you just here to lecture me?" I asked.

Cass swatted irritably at the floating grime. "I mean, I'm always here to lecture you. But Magnus just got back from La-Roc with the supplies. Wanna come see?"

"Hell yeah I do!" I said, quickly storing my tools and wash-kit.

Magnus Winters—the eldest of Astrid's children and Cass's big brother. When I said big, I meant massive. Magnus was built like a brick shithouse, except bigger and somehow even more brick-like. The catch was that he wanted absolutely nothing to do with fighting. He'd given up his claim to the Winters estate and just wanted to focus on the farm. It was probably for the best, too. His mastery of life-aspected mana was unlike anything I'd ever witnessed. According to Diana, not even Richard possessed Magnus's level of precise control, which explained quite a bit about why the farm was so successful at raising these mutant ginseng roots.

As we approached the housing complex, several Trailbinders—magically propelled covered wagons—sat arranged in the courtyard while half a dozen insect-like Sentarian methodically unloaded them.

Magnus disembarked from the largest wagon, two hogshead-sized barrels tucked effortlessly under his massive arms. He wasn't wearing a shirt—I wasn't sure they made them in his size—and his tanned skin gleamed with sweat in the humid evening air. His blond braids clinked softly with metal beads as he set the barrels down and wiped his brow.

"Ben! Cass!" he boomed when he spotted us, his voice carrying like a battlefield command. "Help me bring these to the house. I'll handle this beast."

He gestured toward an enormous hammered copper pot strapped to another Trailbinder. The thing had to be nearly as tall as he was, which made it absolutely gigantic.

Cass and I nodded and approached the barrels, only to be stopped dead in our tracks when we tried to move them.

"What the fuck is in these things, Magnus?!" Cass winced, barely able to push hers enough to get her hands underneath.

I shoved mine experimentally and it might as well have been welded to the ground. The damn thing had to weigh over a thousand kilograms. I stared at it in disbelief.

"Your malted grain!" Magnus called cheerfully. "And this pot weighs much more. I need both hands to carry it properly."

Cass and I exchanged incredulous looks, then stared back at the barrels. We'd both lifted heavier objects back in Sylvarus—massive chunks of broken stone—but we'd been wearing armored gloves and burning mana to accomplish those feats.

Shrugging, I ignited Valor and blue energy exploded outward from my body like liquid fire. Even with my strength pushed well past normal human limits, the barrel felt like trying to lift a small boulder.

Cass's similar green aura erupted around her as she followed suit, her face already reddening with strain.

"Magnus, you're a freak of nature!" she yelled, just as her brother hefted the enormous copper pot onto his back with thick leather straps, settling it as casually as someone might shoulder a backpack.

"Would you prefer to carry this instead, Little Bloom?" he asked with infuriating calm, and Cass's face turned an even deeper shade of red beneath her blazing green aura.

"I'm gonna hit you, Maggie," she growled.

But just as she moved to set her barrel down and presumably make good on the threat, Magnus turned and strolled toward the massive estate as if he wasn't carrying anything heavier than a picnic basket.

"You'll have to catch me first," he called over his shoulder. "Don't forget to bring that barrel—you ordered it, after all!"

Cass snarled and started walking awkwardly with the impossibly heavy barrel clutched in her arms. I could tell she was trying to match his pace out of pure spite, because at one point she stumbled and nearly dropped the thing entirely.

That much malted grain spilling across the stone walkway would take days to clean up, not to mention the looming threat of rain ruining the entire batch. I quickened my pace as best I could, partly to keep up and partly to be ready to help if Cass's pride finally got the better of her common sense.

***

Cass and I collapsed in the open courtyard of the Winters estate, both of us gasping like we'd just sprinted through hell. My lungs burned, and I was damn near tapped out of mana—felt like I'd just hauled a pickup truck over a mountain.

"I... just carried a metric ton... over a span," I wheezed between ragged breaths. "Aapo'd be proud."

"Your grandmother?" Cass panted back, her muscular frame glistening with sweat. "She's the one who... trained you, right?"

I managed to sit up, fumbling into soul-space for some mana orbs, and nodded. "Yeah, guess she did. Think she'd get a kick out of seeing me use Tai Chi to fight monsters."

"That's the slow-motion thing you and Jeremy do every morning?" Cass asked, pushing herself upright with a grunt.

I tossed her one of the softly glowing orbs. She caught it deftly, and it dissolved into her palm with a warm pulse of energy. Her breathing immediately began to slow and deepen.

"Thanks," she said, rolling her shoulders as the mana worked through her system. "Where'd you get these ones? They're potent."

I shrugged, absorbing my own orb and feeling the familiar rush of restored energy. "No idea. Red brings them back from his little adventures. Clearly he's out there fighting monsters without me."

Cass laughed and punched me in the arm—not gently. "Oh no, your familiar brings you free mana. How terrible."

"Ow, fuck, Cass!" I said, rubbing the spot where her knuckles had connected. "I share them, don't I?"

"Ben Crawford!"

My name rang through the air with the kind of bone-deep authority that only a Soulcry could carry. The sound hit me like a physical blow, every muscle in my body seizing up instantly. I tried to draw breath, tried to respond, but my body had locked up completely—like someone had just run a thousand volts through my nervous system. Even Valor, my aura, winked out like a candle flame in a hurricane.

Astrid Winters burst into the courtyard, her presence filling the space like an approaching storm. She looked like an older, more dangerous version of Cass—graying blonde hair woven into intricate braids, powerful frame marked with runic tattoos that seemed to shift in the afternoon light. In her raised hand, she held the pitiful, shriveled remains of the ginseng root Red had trampled that morning.

"Just what the fuck is this?" she demanded, waving the ruined plant like evidence at a crime scene.

I tried to answer, tried to move, tried to do anything, but my body simply refused to obey. Astrid's command had locked me down completely.

"Well?" she pressed, and I could feel her gaze boring into me like a drill.

"Oh, please," Astrid said after a moment, her tone shifting to mild disappointment. "Even Henrik can wiggle out of me just saying his name. Put some backbone into it."

Cass snorted with laughter beside me, apparently unaffected by her mother's display of dominance.

I tried to sigh—unsuccessfully—and reached deep into my soul-space, gathering every scrap of willpower I could muster.

Nothing happened. I remained frozen like a statue.

"Come on, kid. Get your shit together," I heard Ted's voice echo in my head.

Still nothing.

"Oh, for fuck's sake," Ted swore, and suddenly my perception shifted like someone had turned me towards a wall. It felt like someone had stuffed cotton between my soul and body, creating a weird disconnection that I could actually feel now that Ted had pointed it out.

My soul-self examined the barrier and simply... pushed it aside. The resistance crumbled with surprising ease.

I felt my physical body blink back to awareness, muscles unlocking all at once.

"Huh," I said, standing and testing my limbs. "That was easier than I thought it would be."

Astrid raised an eyebrow, and I caught a flicker of what might have been approval in her expression. "Oh? Perhaps I should try something a bit more direct next time?"

"Please, no!" I held up both hands in surrender. "I'm just... further along that path than I thought, I guess."

"Good. Then answer my question," Astrid said, though her tone had warmed slightly.

"Yeah, Red trampled that one. My fault for throwing his ball too close to where I was working."

"Good that you take responsibility. Do your chores, and do them correctly," Astrid replied with a curt nod. "You'll be making dinner for the family tonight as penance. Kerrin and Elizabeth will be joining us."

Cass immediately perked up, her earlier exhaustion forgotten. "Oh! I didn't know Liz was back from Cloudwater!"

Astrid nodded, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. "She's spending the night here on her way back to Rainhaven. Try not to get into too much trouble, you two."

Cass grinned at the prospect of seeing her friend, practically bouncing with excitement. We'd been essentially locked up on this farm for nearly a week, and personally, I was getting seriously homesick for the big city on the coast. The energy, the crowds, the sense that things were actually happening.

And Katie. I definitely missed Katie the most.

Her fire-red hair catching the light, those freckles scattered across her nose like tiny stars, the way her deceptively small frame could probably bench press a small car. The warmth of her bakery, filled with the smell of fresh bread and her infectious laughter.

We had spent most of the last month rebuilding it, and then I was stuck all the way out here working in fields.

Hell, what I wouldn't give for one of her cheese buns right about now.

I blinked, suddenly aware that I'd been standing there like a zombie for several long seconds, lost in thoughts of Katie's smile and fresh-baked bread.

"Uh, sorry. Just a little tired," I said, shaking myself back to the present. "I'll take care of dinner, Astrid. Thank you."

Astrid's smile was barely there, but I caught it. She nodded once. "Good. Come, Cassandra, your friend should be arriving any moment. Ben here has work to do."

And with that, they were gone, leaving me standing like a complete moron in the open courtyard just as the first drops of rain began to fall.

Perfect.

I spent a few moments just letting the gentle rain cool my overheated skin, then opened up the spirit well that had been gifted to me back in Sylvarus. It took about a minute for the flow to properly start, but once it did, mana surged through my system until I felt ready to burst. The whole process took maybe thirty seconds before I had to shut it off, feeling dramatically better—stronger, more solid, like something had just upgraded my body.

Something in my mana pathways gave a sharp snap, like a rubber band releasing tension. The sensation rippled through my entire body as new channels seemed to carve themselves into place.

Huh. Another milestone, I supposed. The road to Adept was going to be a long one, and I still needed to develop actual techniques to make use of all this raw power. But that was a problem for another day. Hopefully some quality time back in Sylvarus would help with that—whenever they decided to resume the tournament that would determine whether I got to stay on Ark or get booted out into the Multiverse.

Shaking the rain from my hair, I made my way through the now-familiar corridors of the Winters estate toward the kitchens.

When I pushed through the doors, I found half a dozen Sentarian methodically stocking shelves and ice boxes with the fresh ingredients Magnus had brought back from La-Roc. They all snapped to attention the moment I entered, long-fingered hands pressed over their navels in what I'd learned was a formal gesture of respect.

"Amituofo, Revered One!" they called in perfect unison.

This was my third time helping in the kitchen, and I'd discovered that while the Sentarian might be insect-kin who survived primarily on nectar, they could cook and follow complex instructions like world-class sous chefs. Their precise, methodical nature made them absolutely perfect for prep work.

I held up a hand, grinning despite myself. "Good evening, everyone! I'll be leading dinner service tonight. Please continue while I review what we're working with."

One of the Sentarian—I was pretty sure his name was Larry, or Larri, something with two r's that had made me nearly snicker when he'd introduced himself—stepped forward and handed me a neatly rolled scroll with his impossibly long fingers. His mandibles clicked open in what passed for a smile among his people.

"We have prepared a complete manifest for you, Revered One. Please lead us!"

"Thank you, Larry!" I said, unrolling the paper to scan the fresh deliveries.

Astrid had ordered nearly everything I'd requested, plus one final item that was circled with several question marks scrawled around it. I couldn't help but smile at her thoroughness.

Spreading Valor's aura out through the kitchen space, I could suddenly feel everyone moving around me—their positions, their tasks, even a general sense of where every ingredient and tool was located. The awareness was intoxicating, like having eyes in the back of my head.

I grinned, channeling every ounce of experience from a decade of professional kitchen work back on Earth. Time to show these guys what real cooking looked like.

"Alright, everyone!" I called out, my voice carrying the authority of someone who'd run dinner service for hundreds of covers. "Tonight we start with gai gau dumplings—the pork ones I showed you last time. Then the spring rolls I taught you yesterday, Larry, you're on hot and sour soup duty. Some clay pots should be in that box over there."

I pointed to two other Sentarian. "You two are handling the siu mai—remember, the pleating technique I showed you. And for the finale..." I paused, already mentally calculating timing and prep work. "Cheung fun. Shit, I'll handle the cheung fun myself—that rice noodle technique is tricky. Someone get a runner to set up tea service!"

The familiar rhythm of kitchen coordination felt like coming home. For the first time in over a month, I was completely in my element.

            

    
        Chapter 2: Intentions

    
    
    
    
                I plastered myself against the dining room wall like a ninja with social anxiety, wolfing down my cooking while the Winters family demolished course after course of dim sum. The rich aromas of soy, sesame, and butter still hung thick in the air—a culinary symphony I'd orchestrated but couldn't properly enjoy because Elizabeth Aldertree kept eye-fucking me from across the table.

And not in a fun way.

Erik, Cass's younger brother, who looked like a forty-year-old Viking, had face-planted into his empty plate in a food coma so deep it probably required medical intervention. Henrik, the teenage terror that could turn invisible, was scraping his bowl with the determination of someone panning for gold, hunting every grain of fried rice like they contained the secrets of the universe.

The pièce de résistance was about to debut, and I should've felt smug with the result. Instead, Elizabeth Aldertree, the bronze-skinned Victoria’s Secret supermodel—kept shooting me looks that made me want to crawl into my soul-space and hide behind Ted.

The actual nightmare? She and Katie were best friends. Along with Cass. Which meant if shutting her down went sideways, I'd be navigating a friendship minefield while probably getting murdered by all three of them.

The Sentarian servers glided in with my masterpiece: crab cheung fun. Delicate rice noodle rolls stuffed with spiced Carapax meat, swimming in butter sauce that caught the lamplight like liquid gold.

Here's the thing about Ark—nobody ate crab. They treated it like I'd suggested deep-frying cockroaches. "It's basically an insect," they'd say, faces scrunched in disgust. Meanwhile, merchants literally paid me to haul away entire monster crabs because nobody else would touch them.

Their loss. My delicious gain.

I emerged from my hiding spot to place the clay pot in front of Kerrin—the only spot with room left after Hurricane Henrik had demolished the table.

"Golden Cloud Rice Rolls," I announced with probably too much pride. "My signature dish."

Kerrin’s cat-like eyes dilated so fast I thought he was having a stroke. His normally composed Sentarian features twitched, mandibles clicking in a way I'd never seen before.

"What divine providence has blessed this humble table?" His melodic voice cracked slightly. "The aroma reminds one of Carapax, yet somehow... transcendent."

One of my Sentarian sous chefs pressed his palms together, clearly pleased. "Amituofo, Kerrin. Your perception is most keen."

"Wait, that's fucking Carapax?" Cass's face twisted in horror. "Who the hell eats bug monsters?"

"Crustacean," Kerrin corrected absently, but something was definitely wrong. His mandibles were doing this weird anticipatory dance, like a kid seeing Christmas presents. “And I can feel a trace of mana in the meat…”

He lifted a single roll with surgical precision, studied it for one heartbeat, then slid it into his mouth.

Time stopped.

Kerrin's entire body went rigid. His left eye twitched. Once. Twice.

Then he moved.

Not fast—that word didn't do justice to what happened. One moment he was frozen; the next he was demolishing those rolls like someone had threatened his family. His chopsticks blurred, each piece disappearing into his mouth with mechanical efficiency.

Elizabeth reached for a roll.

CRACK.

Kerrin's chopsticks intercepted hers mid-strike with enough force to create a small shockwave of air.

"Amituofo," he said serenely, never breaking his eating rhythm. "This humble butler suggests you reconsider."

Then, he flicked his wrist and launched Elizabeth backward out of her chair. She hit the floor with a very undignified squawk.

"What the actual fuck, Kerrin?!" she sputtered from the ground, sea-foam hair splayed everywhere.

The Sentarian butler continued his methodical destruction of my dish, completely unbothered by the Floran picking herself up off the floor or the fact that everyone was now staring at him.

Astrid rose from her seat with the fluid grace of someone who'd killed people for less.

"Kerrin," she said, voice carrying enough threat to make armies reconsider their life choices. "Share."

The butler flowed out of his chair like water, cradling the precious pot against his chest. He glided and landed in a perfect crouch three meters away, somehow still eating.

"With utmost respect, Lady Winters," he said between bites, "no."

Oh fuck. Not again.

First, the Vildar had gone feral over brownies. Now, the Zen-master Sentarians were losing their minds over seafood. Was there something in my cooking that triggered primal food aggression in Ark's species?

Red fire exploded around Astrid's form, her tattoos blazing to life as she moved. One moment she was standing; the next she was striking, chopsticks extended like twin spears aimed directly at the pot.

Kerrin glided backwards at an impossible angle, the pot never leaving his grip, never spilling a drop. His foot found the wall behind him and he pushed off, executing a perfect backflip that carried him over Astrid's head. He landed silently, still eating.

My Valor-enhanced perception could barely track them. They weren't fighting—they were having a high-speed negotiation where chopsticks were lawyers and the pot was a divorce settlement.

Astrid's next strike came from three angles simultaneously—some kind of technique that made her arms blur into multiplicity. Kerrin responded by flickering out of sight, reforming just outside her range with the bowl held high.

"You're really going to make me work for this?" Astrid's grin was pure predator.

"This one apologizes for any inconvenience," Kerrin replied, popping another roll into his mouth.

The dining room exploded into motion.

Astrid's aura went supernova, her power signature spiking so hard my teeth ached. She vanished—literally ceased existing in one spot and materialized in another. Her chopsticks descended like divine judgment.

Kerrin sidestepped with exacting precision. The attack missed by a hair's breadth, but the shockwave from its passage obliterated everything on the table. Dishes, cups, and cutlery launched themselves into the air like someone had set off a grenade made of dinnerware.

With ceremonial precision, Kerrin placed the now-empty bowl on the table and bowed deeply, hands pressed to his navel.

"Thank you for this enlightening sparring session, Mistress Winters."

Astrid's chopsticks hovered a millimeter from his chest. She sighed, her aura guttering out like someone had thrown water on a bonfire.

"I should've just gone all-out from the start," she muttered.

"Indeed," Kerrin agreed, still bowing. Then he turned to me. "Revered One, Arryava Pusa would find this dish most agreeable. Perhaps you might prepare it when next you meet?"

The other Sentarian servers exchanged looks that clearly communicated, "our boss just went full crackhead for crab rolls and we're pretending this is normal."

"I lost, so I'll clean," Astrid announced, already gathering scattered dishes with the resigned air of someone who'd been outmaneuvered by their own butler.

"Was it really that good?" Erik asked from his food coma position, having somehow slept through Armageddon.

Kerrin's mandibles spread in what I could only describe as bliss. "Transcendent."

"What the fuck just happened?" I asked the room at large.

Nobody answered. They were all too busy staring at the destruction.



Forty-five minutes and seventeen thousand dirty dishes later, I collapsed onto my bed like someone had removed my skeleton. My upgraded room—complete with weird Sentarian beanbag chairs that looked like something from a 1970s furniture catalog—spun gently around me. I was exhausted.

Astrid had conveniently vanished the moment cleanup started, leaving me with enough dishware to stock a small restaurant. My hands were going to smell like soap until I died.

Was everyone on Ark completely fucking insane? The Vildar would commit war crimes for decent pastries. The Sentarians apparently turned into kung-fu crack addicts over seafood. What next? Would the Florans go berserk over salad?

Valor's awareness field—which was getting creepily good at feeding me details—picked up Elizabeth approaching my door. She was carrying a bottle, a box, and... smoothing down her dress?

Oh, hell no.

I shot upright, goosebumps racing across my skin as if someone had dumped ice water down my back. I absolutely could not deal with whatever romantic comedy nightmare Elizabeth had scripted in her head. Not only was I not that kind of asshole, but cheating on Katie with her best friend in her other best friend's house was the sort of drama that ended with my man-parts in a blender.

Hoping to derail whatever scheme she'd concocted, I yanked the door open before she could knock.

She didn't even flinch—probably a weird side effect of my aura making everyone feel safe. Instead, she pushed past me wearing a white linen dress that was less "clothing" and more "suggestion of clothing." The fabric was so sheer I could practically see her thoughts.

"Breaker," she purred, voice dripping honey and poison. "Or do you prefer Aspirant? Maybe... Revered One?"

My face went thermonuclear. Ted was definitely laughing in my soul-space. The bastard was probably taking notes.

"I've heard tales of your... insatiable appetite." She flipped her sea-foam hair over one shoulder in a move that definitely came from a romance novel. "Thought I'd sample it myself."

My heart was attempting to escape through my throat. This was happening. This was actually happening. I was about to get seduced by an eerily attractive plant person.

"Liz, look—" I managed, voice cracking like I was thirteen again. "This isn't—I'm with Katie—"

She arched one perfect eyebrow. "Oh? And what exactly do you think is happening here, Revered One? I saw you staring during dinner."

"Fuck off," I snapped, finding my spine. "You were making eyes at me all night like I was dessert. What's your game?"

Without warning, she dropped her "bottle"—actually some kind of leather cylinder—onto my table. It unrolled with a soft thwap, revealing a Go board. Her sultry demeanor cracked like an egg, the real Elizabeth emerging with a wicked grin.

She actually cackled. Full witch-style cackled.

"Astrid mentioned you went seven games with her without breaking a sweat," she said, voice returning to normal as she tossed me a bag of stones. "Figured we could play a few rounds. See what the mighty Revered One is really made of."

Relief flooded through me so fast I almost collapsed. "You're such a fucking asshole."

"I think I'm in love," Ted's voice drifted up from my soul-space.

"I’ll let Dara know," I shot back internally. That shut him up.

Elizabeth chuckled, folding herself onto a beanbag chair with surprising grace. "Gotta give you credit—most men would've melted into puddles if I showed up dressed like this." She gestured at the criminal excuse for a dress. "You like it?"

"Would look better on Katie," I said immediately.

"Oh, you're absolutely right about that," she laughed, genuine warmth breaking through. "That girl could make a potato sack look good. So—we playing or are you going to keep standing there staring?"

"Fine." I pulled out a black paper-wrapped bottle of Sevenfold Liquor from my soul-space and settled across from her. "Loser drinks. You're black, so you start."

She placed her first stone with practiced precision. "So what exactly are your intentions with Katie?"

I stared at her blankly. "Was the whole seduction thing a test?"

"What if it was?" Another stone clicked against the board. "Answer the question."

"I need to figure out if I even get to stay on Ark first." I studied the developing pattern, already seeing three ways to crush her position. "This last month was more happy accident than grand plan."

We traded moves in silence, stones clicking like a conversation in another language. Elizabeth was good but played too safe, building walls instead of weapons.

"Let's say you win the tournament," she pressed. "Then what? Off to Sylvarus to become Monster Hunter Supreme while Katie stays here pining?"

"Pretty sure La-Roc is my home now." I sliced through her defenses, capturing three stones in one brutal move. "Well, technically Mo-Lei underneath it, but semantics. If I stay, nothing changes."

She pursed her lips at the loss, then absolutely demolished my lower right corner like it was made of tissue paper.

Okay, so Elizabeth was fantastic.

"And then you run off on some hunt and die like Carlos?" The question came out smaller, more vulnerable.

I winced at the mention of Katie's late husband but managed a grin as I spotted her weakness and annihilated her moyo on the opposite side.

"Nah, I tried dying last month." The cork popped free with a satisfying sound. "Wasn't for me. Zero out of five stars. Would not recommend."

Elizabeth studied me for a long moment, searching for the lie. I tapped the raised scar beside my left eye—the one that had turned it blue while the other stayed brown.

"Too close for comfort. Now I have a permanent reminder about why charging into fights is stupid."

She held my gaze, then looked down at the board. Her face went through several interesting color changes.

"Ah. Shit." She grabbed the bottle and took a long pull. The Sevenfold hit her like a truck—she sputtered, coughed, then came up laughing. "That's fucking evil."

My aura lit up as a familiar presence entered range. A grin spread across my face.

This was about to get interesting.

The door slid open with deliberate slowness. Katie stood there with a grin that looked disconcertingly evil.

"Well, well, well," she said sweetly, gaze ping-ponging between Elizabeth's sin-dress and my probably guilty face. "What's happening here?"

"Katie!" I launched myself at her like an overly enthusiastic golden retriever. "I didn't know you were coming!"

She melted into the hug, then fixed Elizabeth with a mock glare that could've frozen hell.

"Ben thought I was trying to steal him," Elizabeth said with theatrical innocence.

Katie's expression went from mock anger to pure mischief. "Oh, is that why you're wearing that? Pulling the Carlos test again?"

Elizabeth went crimson. "I just wanted to make sure—"

"Liz, I'm a grown-ass woman," Katie interrupted, settling onto a beanbag like she owned the place. "If you want to join us in that bed, just ask. There's plenty of room for three."

She actually waggled her eyebrows.

My brain short-circuited. "Wait, what—Katie—"

Elizabeth looked like she might spontaneously combust. "I... that's not... I mean..."

"I'm fucking with you both." Katie's laugh was pure music. "Damn, you're too easy. It's not even sporting anymore." Her expression softened. "But seriously, Liz—thanks for looking out. Now get out so I can molest my boyfriend in peace."

“Ugh, Gaians!” Elizabeth grabbed her game board and evacuated like the room was on fire, clutching the Sevenfold bottle like a life preserver. 

I blinked at Katie. "What happened to the shy bakery girl I met?"

She shrugged, confidence radiating from every pore. "I beat her to death." Her eyes lit up. "Oh! Where's Red? I brought cheese buns."

"Currently hunting in the foothills, chasing a ball I threw way too hard. He's fine through our bond, just... determined."

She raised an eyebrow but let it slide. "Okay, well, I didn't just come here for reunion sex—though that's definitely happening. I need to tell you something."

"Everything okay?" I asked, settling beside her.

She nodded, took a breath. "I'm coming to Sylvarus with you after the tournament."

My heart did a full gymnastics routine. "What?"

"Business has been incredible. I can afford tuition without entrance exams." The words tumbled out faster now. "I don't want to be a Monster Hunter, but I want to learn. Proper techniques. Like you have."

"Katie, fuck yes!" I practically tackled her. "We're going to magic school together! Assuming I don't die in the tournament!"

She grinned as I leaned down to kiss her, tasting sugar and possibility. "Your team's still in first place, last I checked." She said.

"Mhmm," I murmured against her lips.



Hours later, tangled in sheets and satisfaction, Valor picked up something stalking through the halls. The distinct click-click-click of claws on wood cut through the peaceful quiet.

The door exploded open like someone had kicked it. Red strutted in with the confidence of a landlord collecting rent, leaped onto the bed with enough force to shake the frame, bulldozed between Katie and me, and dropped his disgusting, slobber-covered ball directly onto my chest.

"You found it? Good boy."

I sighed and shoved the thing under my pillow. Red huffed with satisfaction, flopped down between us like a furry wall, and immediately began snoring.

I draped an arm over him and got a face full of enthusiastic, dirt-flavored kisses for my trouble.

I was too exhausted to care, too happy to complain, and too content to do anything but fall asleep snuggling with my big goofy dog instead of my girlfriend.

Living on Ark was insane. Did I even want to go home anymore?

            

    
        Chapter 3: Dawn

    
    
    
    
                "You can't just ignore them forever."

Ted's voice cut through my pacing like a blade through butter. Which was ironic, considering I was currently inside my soul having an argument with myself about problems that seemed far more complicated than just black and white.

Just another day in the fucking magical Multiverse.

Ever since that night in Sylvarus when I nearly became crispy-fried Ben, sleep had transformed into something else entirely. Instead of dreaming, I'd find myself here—conscious, alert, and dealing with the kind of problems that made student loans look like a minor inconvenience.

I even woke up refreshed, like I'd gotten a full night's rest.

The downside? It never actually felt like my mind slept. My brain kept running on Red Bull and anxiety, even when my body was supposed to be recharging.

Good for productivity, I guess.

Terrible for my slowly deteriorating sanity.

And I had three massive problems staring me in the face, each one more ridiculous than the last.

In my left hand sat Winchester—the staff I'd found in a spirit realm when this whole mess started. Turned out to be something called a Vajra, some kind of ancient, supposedly indestructible weapon.

The "supposedly" part was doing a lot of heavy lifting these days.

A hairline crack now ran from one end of the weathered wood to the other, like a scar from whatever desperate move I'd pulled to "save the day." Diana's words, not mine. I was still calling it "that time I almost died horribly on a rooftop in the rain."

But worse than the crack was the way Winchester felt now. Reluctant. Hesitant.

I could sense it pulling back whenever I tried to summon it from my soul into the physical world, like it was afraid of me. Or maybe afraid for me.

Either way, I was terrified to use it. And I had absolutely no clue whom to ask about repairs.

What was I supposed to do, post on magical Craigslist? "Ancient mystical weapon repair, must have experience with possibly sentient artifacts, references required?"

"It's not a thing," Ted said, reading my thoughts with his usual lack of permission.

"Stay out of my head, Ted."

"Your head, your soul-space, your rules," he shot back. "But you think loud as hell, kid."

I considered reaching out to Arryava Pusa, the Sage who led the refugee Sentarians. The woman had already done so much—given me a house, the Emberseed necklace that kept me from collapsing when I burned through all my mana, and she was the reason I'd advanced to Seeker by binding my soul-seal.

She'd also caught serious heat from the Sentarian Elders for sharing what they called forbidden knowledge about the Hollowflame attack on Sylvarus.

Still, if anyone would know about fixing ancient magical weapons, it'd be her.

And Kerrin had mentioned she'd enjoy those crab rolls...

My second problem lay sprawled in the courtyard beyond—the serene, ancient, primordial avatar of Light. She spent her time staring up at an artificial sun that writhed with golden fractals like some cosmic screensaver.

Every night I tried talking to her, trying to glean more about what had happened a month ago.

Every night it went absolutely nowhere.

It was like having a conversation with a toddler who kept resetting mid-sentence, picking up threads from weeks ago while completely ignoring whatever we'd been discussing. Each night, she seemed a little less there than before.

A little more faded around the edges… and that scared the hell out of me.

Finally, there was Valor itself.

My soul-seal used to hover in the doorway between the courtyard and this space, acting like a portal. Now the doorway stood empty, and I could move between the two areas whenever I wanted.

Though stepping through while awake would knock me unconscious instantly.

I had discovered that the hard way. While on stairs.

"Ha, yeah that was goddamn hilarious," Ted added with a grin.

"I don't need commentary on my mistakes, Ted."

"Slapstick is my specialty, kid. Gotta appreciate the classics."

I sighed and stepped into the courtyard, turning back toward Ted. He preferred staying in the soul-space to "monitor things." Which I was pretty sure meant raiding my stored snacks while I wasn't looking.

Bastard.

The courtyard hung suspended in mid-air on the side of a mountain, my soul-space carved into the rock like some kind of mystical man-cave. And there, at the very peak, Valor waited.

An impossibly complex fusion of three runes representing the magical concepts that had somehow become mine:

Light—courtesy of the Caretakers, the alien death-cult that had kidnapped me and started this total nightmare. It started out as
Radiance and became something… more that night in Sylvarus.

Courage—because I'd been scared shitless after meeting Cass, Felix, and their mentor Chas, a walking embodiment of defiance who'd literally torn reality apart to save us from a collapsing spirit realm.

Compassion—honestly, that one was a fluke. Erik had beaten me senseless during sparring, then given me a healing pill way too strong for my body. I'd absorbed it anyway and gained an affinity for Life magic. Compassion was the first Life rune I'd glimpsed, and somehow it had stuck around like a supernatural participation trophy.

The three concepts had reluctantly worked together to form my soul-seal, making me at least twice as strong and fast as I'd been on Earth.

But when I fed mana into Valor here in my soul-space—mana burning—those effects multiplied exponentially. Even more so now that it had moved to the mountaintop like some kind of mystical penthouse.

"Doing the same thing over and over isn't working," I said. "You got any ideas, Ted?"

He threw his hands up in exasperation. "Finally! Holy shit, kid. I'm still learnin' how fuckin' time works in here, but it's definitely been a lot. I feel like I should be offended you didn't ask sooner."

"Wait." I stared at him. "You had ideas this whole time and didn't just tell me? What the hell, Ted?"

"I told ya, I'm a Spirit Guide. Emphasis on the guide." He jabbed a finger at me. "You're in charge here, kid, not me. You wanna fuck around and find out? I literally can’t stop ya. It's my job to help you find answers, not ask the goddamn questions—even when I really fuckin’ want to."

That stopped me cold.

I blinked, really looking at him for the first time in... well, however long a month was in soul-time.

The change hit me like a slap in the face.

When I'd first met Ted—back on day one of this whole Runebinding journey—he'd looked like a down-on-his-luck holiday elf living in a boxcar. Ratty hair, threadbare clothes, the works.

Now he wore fancy blue robes with gold trim that looked actually expensive. His hair was slicked back and styled, and honest-to-god jewelry glinted from his pointed ears. The transformation was so complete I wondered how the hell I'd missed it.

Right. The whole "feeling like I'm dreaming" thing. Details seemed to slip by if I wasn't paying attention in here.

"Oh. Oh! Shit, Ted, I'm so sorry." The guilt hit me like a freight train. "This entire month has felt like... I don't know, like I was sleepwalking through conversations with you. But look at you, holy hell. When did you become fancy?"

He grinned, showing off teeth that were definitely cleaner than before. "You like it?" He flexed his arms with obvious pride until a bottle tumbled out of an inside pocket.

He scrambled to catch it, popped the cork with practiced ease, took a long pull, then tucked it back into his robes like nothing had happened.

"There he is," I said, laughing despite everything. "Okay, so how can I help her?"

"She showed up to save your ass, but she's still part of your Seal." Ted's expression grew serious, the humor fading from his weathered features. "That part? I don't know much about. But she's in your soul, fighting just to exist."

He paused, meeting my eyes directly.

"Maybe try actually letting her?"

"And how the hell do I do that?"

Ted sighed as if I'd just asked him to explain quantum physics to a goldfish. "I don't even know why I bother tryin' to teach you shit." He took another pull from his bottle. "Give her a name, kid."

I stared at him. "That's it? I give her a name?"

"I've had goddamn ages to figure it out." His voice carried the brand of incredulity that came from watching someone miss the glaringly obvious. "You're in control in your soul, so that's the only thing that makes sense."

I turned toward the courtyard, where the ancient woman lay on her back, staring up at the writhing golden sun with the same perplexed expression she'd worn for weeks.

Her white and gold dress caught the fractal light, seeming to glow from within. Her hair matched the colors perfectly—not dyed, but like the concepts of white and gold had become hair just for her. Her ears were pointed, but horizontal in a way that suggested she was older than the very idea of elves.

Older than the idea of anything.

And I was supposed to name her?

I'd seen mind-bending physics and impossible concepts of illumination when I'd grasped her hand in that moment of crisis. She wasn't just some powerful being—she was a Primordial. Something that made my Earth-based understanding of gods look like a children's picture book.

She didn't represent Light.

She was Light.

As though every photon in the universe was brought into existence by this woman’s will at the dawn of creation.

How do you name something like that?

"Linda?" I said out loud.

The sound of Ted's palm connecting with his face echoed through the courtyard like a gunshot.

"You're going with fuckin' Linda?" His voice climbed an octave. "There's no way the woman leading the damn PTA meeting created the concept of Light. You can’t be fuckin’ serious! Try again, dumbass."

I grinned. Fair point.

I looked at her again—really looked. The way the artificial sun's fractals seemed to respond to her presence, growing brighter when she shifted, dimming when she was still. The gold in her hair that wasn't quite gold, but something richer, deeper, like starlight.

The sense that she carried the memory of the universe's first sunrise.

"Dawn," I decided, the word feeling right as it left my mouth. "You're Dawn."

The shift was immediate and electric.

The air around Dawn suddenly stopped churning in a way I hadn't even noticed was happening. The artificial sun above pulsed once, sending waves of golden light cascading through the courtyard like ripples on a pond.

She blinked.

Sat up with fluid grace.

And looked around the courtyard with new awareness, her eyes focusing for the first time in weeks.

Then flopped back down onto the stone like she'd just solved an irritating puzzle.

"Your soul... is confusing," she said, taking in a deep breath that seemed to draw light from the artificial sun above. The fractals responded, spiraling faster. "Dawn. A freely given name, with so much meaning woven through it."

My eyebrows shot up.

She'd never strung so many coherent words together before. Hell, she'd barely managed single syllables most nights.

"Hmm." A smile ghosted across her lips, ancient and amused. "Linda would have been fun, too."

"Dawn?" I asked, not sure what else to say.

"Ben Crawford?" she replied without looking at me, still staring at the fractal sun writhing overhead like it held all the answers to questions I hadn't thought to ask.

"Thank you," I said, the words feeling inadequate for what she'd done. "For... whatever it was you did to save my life."

She waved her hand dismissively through the air, the gesture carrying an odd weight, like she was brushing away mountains.

"I didn't," she said simply. "Your Eidolon—" She gestured toward me with one pale finger. "—it has power now to exist. Now it is you in place of self."

"My what?"

I turned toward the doorway where Ted stood frozen, his face carrying the expression of someone who'd just watched their dog get hit by a truck.

A very specific, terrible truck.

He stepped across the threshold, but something was wrong. The movement looked forced, like he was pushing through invisible molasses, his fancy robes rippling against some kind of resistance. When he finally settled beside me, his breathing was labored.

"Yeah, I figured it was somethin' like that," he said, glaring at Dawn with an expression I'd never seen before. "How ya doin', Dawn? I'm Ted."

"Ted'rynias Sa'Velinthar Mor'Dain," Dawn said, sitting up to meet his eyes directly.

The name rolled off her tongue like music, each syllable carrying the weight of mountains and the memory of stars. It sounded ancient beyond measure, like it had been carved into the first stone before language existed.

"Not my fuckin' name, Dawn." Ted's voice went flat, dangerous. "You turned Ben into an Eidolon. I'm not fuckin' happy about it."

He was talking to her like that. To Dawn. The Primordial concept of Light itself.

And somehow, that scared me more than anything else that had happened.

"What the hell is going on, Ted?" I asked, an icy knot forming in my stomach.

"Thank you for fuckin' asking." He jabbed a finger toward Dawn, his usual humor completely gone. "She just made you all-or-nothing. Your soul is you now. You've been on autopilot for a month trying to remember how to be you, because you've never actually had to do it before."

His voice dropped to something almost scared.

"Your body and your soul? Same goddamn thing now."

The knot in my stomach evolved into a block of ice.

"And let me tell you, kid—that's real fuckin' terrifying for those of us who live here."

"I feel like I need more information to be suitably outraged, Ted."

He blinked at me, then grinned—but it wasn't his usual shit-eating smile. This one had sharp edges and tasted like broken glass.

"Yeah, sorry about that. We haven't really started on the whole 'spiritual dynamics' shit yet." He took another pull from his bottle. "You ever hear of reincarnation? 'Course you have. Actually happens—a lot. Souls get recycled, pop up in new bodies, whole nine yards."

His expression darkened like storm clouds gathering.

"Not sayin' that's you, 'cause it ain't."

A pause that stretched like a held breath.

"But if an Eidolon kicks it?" He gestured around the courtyard. "That's not an option. You, me, Dawn, and this whole place? Goes bye-bye. Voided out. Like we never existed."

Oh.

Oh, shit.

The knowledge hit me like ice water flooding my chest. Something deep inside my soul—or, I guess, me—felt an overwhelming sense of vulnerability, like standing naked on a cliff edge while hurricanes gathered on the horizon.

I needed to get stronger.

A lot stronger if I was going to survive in this Multiverse, no matter where I ended up.

Or...

"Okay," I said, the words coming out smaller than I'd intended. "I go back to making food. I bake with Katie. I hide from all of this."

Ted's laugh was bitter. "Kid, you fuckin' used your soul's understanding of a Paladin to bind Valor to it. You really think you're gonna just walk away? Did ya forget about the Tournament?"

His eyes narrowed as if he could see straight through me.

"Your first goddamn thought was that you needed to get stronger to survive. We just covered that I can hear your loud-ass thoughts."

This was a side of Ted I'd never seen before. The aloof, perpetually annoyed spirit guide was gone, replaced by something rawer, more desperate. Like he'd finally dropped whatever act he'd been putting on for my benefit.

"Get stronger," Dawn said, her voice carrying an odd certainty that made the air itself seem to listen. "You were worth saving. Uphold the Oath."

The Oath.

I turned, following her gaze to Valor perched on the mountaintop like a crown of impossible light. Even from here, I could feel the weight of it pressing against my consciousness, three concepts that had somehow become my foundation, my identity, my purpose through the oath:

Help Light. Help Life. Conflict.

That was Valor. That was the Oath I had sworn to Dawn in a moment of desperate heroism.

The words whispered through my mind like a mantra I'd never learned but somehow knew by heart, carved into whatever I'd become with letters written in star fire.

And with them came the crushing realization of what my life had become, what choices had been stripped away the moment I'd bound that seal to my soul, what I had become in that moment of desperate salvation.

The weight of it settled on my shoulders like a mountain.

I was unfathomably fucked.

But for the first time since waking up in this magical nightmare, I understood just how deep the rabbit hole went.

And why I had to bring light to whatever was at the bottom.

            

    
        Chapter 4: Off the Hook

    
    
    
    
                I woke up feeling like I'd been plugged into a cosmic battery charger overnight.

Which should have been terrifying, considering I'd just learned I was apparently some kind of soul-fused magical anomaly called an Eidolon.

Instead, I felt amazing.

Like, stupidly, ridiculously, suspiciously amazing.

Ted wasn't lying about the whole "learning to be myself" thing. Everything felt immediate—no lag between thought and action, like the mana movement I'd developed training with Jeremy but cranked up to eleven.

Now that I was looking, colors seemed more vivid, sounds clearer, and my body responded to every impulse like a Formula One race car built from pure intention.

I also felt a lot less scared, which was definitely Valor doing its thing. I had to do something about that, but at least, unlike Bravery, it didn’t make me do objectively stupid shit.

My body was an order of magnitude stronger than anything I'd been on Earth. I'd like to see anyone back home casually lift well over a metric ton, let alone cook a five-course meal afterward without breaking a sweat.

Becoming a Seeker had been my first wake-up call to the power that existed out here in the multiverse.

And now; the more I trained, the more mana I absorbed, the more I pushed past what my mind thought were my limits, the more I realized I was just scratching the surface of something that could reshape reality.

Not only that—ever since Sylvarus, I had felt good. Like, probably too good. Like I was perpetually having the best day of my life, no matter what was going on.

It should have been unsettling.

Honestly? I wasn't complaining.

We'd rebuilt Katie's bakery in just over three days, several Adepts from the Monster Hunters showing up to do absolutely insane things like driving nails into wooden beams with their bare hands. I'd been reminded of when I saw Chas do the same thing when we first met, only to discover it wasn't actually that complicated.

It just required enough mana flowing into your hands to reinforce them past the point of caring about physics.

Eventually, I was hammering nails into wood with nothing but flesh and bone, each impact sending shockwaves up my arm that would've shattered every bone in my arm six weeks ago. Sure, it hurt like hell and took several attempts per nail, but in a world with healing pills and potions?

It basically counted as training.

One Adept in particular that I’d met before—Parloux Carmintree, a red-skinned Floran variant with bark-like skin and emerald hair that literally rustled in the breeze—had walked me through what it took to push through to Adept rank.

Max out my physical capabilities to hold mana, and master my Seal.

I'd already been working on the first part, but the details were frustratingly hazy on the second. What did "mastering" my Seal even mean when it had moved itself to the top of a mountain in my soul and messed with my head?

Either way, the terrifying revelation about being an Eidolon just meant I had to keep pushing forward.

I had to get strong—like Astrid strong, like my mentor Diana strong, or even stronger if I was going to survive whatever the multiverse threw at me next.

And I had a tournament to win.

Right. Training.

But first—I turned to look at Katie, finding her with one arm draped around Red, who'd somehow tucked himself against her side like a sixty-kilo furry heat pack. His tail thumped lazily against the blankets, and I could hear the faint rumble of his contented breathing.

"You only like me for my dog," I whispered, trying not to disturb the perfect moment.

"Your cooking isn't bad either," she replied without opening her eyes, burying her face deeper into Red's rust-colored fur. He huffed dramatically, like he was doing us both a tremendous favor by being this adorable.

"Traitor," I said, leaning down to kiss Katie's forehead before giving Red a gentle scratch behind the ears. His tail wagged harder, but he didn't move from his prime snuggling position.

Smart dog. I wouldn't move either.

I stood and stretched, feeling my spine pop in several satisfying places. My clothes materialized around my body in the familiar rush of cool air and settling fabric.

Soul-storage was awesome.

Speaking of which...

I pulled a still-steaming mug of hot coffee from my soul-space, then retrieved a small jar of ice-cold cream and poured it in. The contrast sent wisps of steam curling up toward the ceiling like tiny ghosts.

Taking a sip, I sighed contentedly as I walked into the hall. The bitter warmth spread through my chest, chasing away the last traces of sleep and replacing them with caffeinated determination.

I'd finally solved my Dawn-shaped problem. The Primordial was now just strolling around the courtyard outside my soul-space, apparently content with her new name and existence.

One cosmic crisis down.

Two to go.

Now I had to figure out what was wrong with Winchester, and Arryava would be the best place to start. I hadn't visited the Sage since arriving back in La-Roc after they'd postponed the tournament, when she and Diana had their mysterious conversation that definitely hadn't involved any ominous staring.

Even though I lived in her city—sprawled out in the caverns beneath La-Roc like a mystical underground kingdom—I'd barely seen her.

Making my way to the usual courtyard where I did my morning Tai Chi, I was surprised to find Magnus sitting on one of the stone benches, sipping coffee from what looked like a child's toy cup in his massive hands.

The visual was both heartwarming and slightly ridiculous.

"Morning!" he rumbled in that bass voice that could probably wake the dead and possibly register on seismographs. "Heard Katie came in last night."

I nodded. "Yeah. She missed dinner, though, which is a shame. It came together pretty well, all things considered."

"Yeah," Magnus said, his weathered face creasing into a frown that could've carved canyons. "That was weird."

"Well, that's certainly one way to put it." I took another sip of coffee, savoring the way it seemed to enhance my already heightened senses. "You finally going to try some forms with me?"

"No." He shook his head, the movement surprisingly gentle for someone his size. "I wanted to speak with you. Cass says you have a home with the Sentarians, but you're always welcome on my farm."

What Magnus called a farm was more like a small feudal castle complete with defensive walls, but hey—it was surrounded by fields, so technically accurate.

"Thanks, Magnus. That means a lot. Your family is so..."

"Annoying," Magnus finished with perfect timing, then casually hurled his empty coffee cup across the courtyard toward a marble statue.

Instead of shattering against stone, it thudded into something distinctly soft and fleshy.

The air shimmered and twisted like heat waves dancing over summer pavement, and Henrik materialized from absolutely nowhere, the cup bouncing off his forehead with a satisfying bonk.

"Ow!" He rubbed his head, scowling at his massive brother. "Come on, there's no way you knew I was there."

Magnus just scoffed, but I stared at Henrik with genuine respect.

Until this point, I'd always been able to sense him with Valor when he moved—a faint tickle of awareness that told me someone was lurking nearby. But this time?

Absolutely nothing.

My enhanced senses hadn't picked up so much as a whisper. Whatever invisibility trick he was pulling had completely fooled every magical sense I'd developed, which was both impressive and slightly terrifying.

I really needed to learn more about how he pulled that off. Was it light-based magic, bending photons around himself like some kind of teenage Predator? Or something more fundamental, like convincing reality he wasn't actually there?

And how far along was he as an Initiate if he could fool my enhanced perception?

Henrik looked a little sheepish under my scrutiny, shifting his weight from foot to foot like he'd been caught doing something we hadn’t all caught him doing at least once.

"Henrik had something to say to you, didn't you?" Magnus prompted, his tone carrying a mix of patience and authority that only came from years of herding younger siblings who could literally vanish at will.

Henrik seemed to steel his resolve, squaring his shoulders like he was about to face down a Class-D monster instead of expressing basic human gratitude.

"Uh... Thanks," he said, the words coming out slightly strangled. "For doing my chores the last few days."

Magnus nodded approvingly. "Good boy. Now come and sit with us for a minute."

Henrik complied, settling onto the stone bench beside his massive brother with the boneless grace that all teenagers seemed to possess. I reached into my soul-space and produced a copper carafe of fresh coffee—somehow my storage kept it at the perfect temperature—and topped off my mug.

"Anyone else?" I asked, raising the carafe.

Both Magnus and Henrik shook their heads, so I stored it again and took another sip. The rich aroma mixed with the crisp morning air, creating one of those perfect moments that made me grateful to be alive.

Even if that life was apparently more magically complicated than I'd ever imagined.

"Henrik would like you to know that he'll be taking over his chores now," Magnus continued, his bass voice gentling. "Whatever debt you owed him is more than paid in full."

Henrik's eyes went wide with teenage indignation. "He said he and Cass would do all my chores!"

"And they have," Magnus replied, his tone patient but firm. "Have you forgotten that they both have training to do? They're becoming Monster Hunters, Henrik. Would you prefer to fight the actual monsters while they're safely harvesting our ginseng?"

The color drained from Henrik's face faster than water down a drain.

"What?! No!"

"Then let them do their job. Three days was enough. A week is unbalanced."

Henrik sighed, the sound carrying all the weight of teenage resignation mixed with grudging acceptance of cosmic unfairness.

It was hard to pin down his exact age—the Winters men all looked way older than they actually were, like their genes had been soaked in concentrated maturity. Erik appeared to be pushing forty even though he was only twenty. Henrik was twelve, but looked more like a late teenager from Earth.

"Fine..." he said, deflating slightly. "But only because that food last night was so good."

I smiled at him. Henrik was a decent enough kid, even if he loved terrorizing Cass and her friends with his pranks and invisibility tricks. Thinking back to my younger brother Danny, that sibling dynamic tracked perfectly.

"Good. Thank you, Henrik." Magnus stood, brushing imaginary dust from his work clothes with hands that could probably crush boulders. "I'll handle your chores today if you wanted to talk to Ben about that thing you mentioned."

Henrik perked up immediately, his entire demeanor shifting from sullen resignation to excited energy like someone had flipped a switch.

"Really? Thanks, Maggie!"

"Really really," Magnus confirmed with a warm smile that transformed his craggy features. "Henrik's been watching you practice your Tai Chi and wanted you to teach him while you're still here."

Henrik shot a look at his older brother, confusion creasing his features.

"How did you..."

Magnus's smile widened, crinkling the corners of his eyes. "I'll go get an early start on the harvest this morning. You two have fun."



Red eventually caught up with me as I wandered the estate grounds, having spent the better part of an hour painstakingly instructing Henrik on basic Tai Chi.

Master Jeremy had been the first person I'd shown the forms to, and the Vildar had mastered them in a matter of hours, flowing through the movements like he'd been doing them his entire life.

Henrik had the grace of a fat man trying to ice skate in sneakers—all flailing limbs and frustrated grunts, attacking each movement with the kind of stubborn persistence that ran in the Winters family bloodline like a hereditary condition.

But he'd been determined to learn, which was all I could have asked for.

I scratched behind Red's ears as he approached with that casual canine swagger, his tail wagging in lazy contentment. A few enthusiastic face licks revealed a distinctly sharp cheese smell lingering on his breath.

"Did you break into Katie's pack and eat all the cheese buns?" I asked, giving him a stern look that fooled no one.

He sat down and gave me the dog equivalent of a sheepish grin, his tongue lolling out to one side in that universal canine expression of "Who, me?"

Not all of them, came his response through our bond, complete with an undertone of unrepentant satisfaction and zero actual remorse.

"Ugh, you're sleeping in the hall tonight." I shook my head, continuing our walk. "I'm not dealing with your cheese-gas."

Every time he'd gotten into dairy, my room had become a biological warfare zone that had to violate several international treaties.

"Hey, uh, did Rosie make any of those for me?" Ted's voice piped up from my soul-space, sounding hopeful and slightly pathetic.

Rosie was Ted's bizarre nickname for Katie, and I'd learned quickly that Katie’s Gaian tattoos on her chest indeed looked like a rose.

Between him and Red, I wasn't sure who was more incorrigible with food.

"Ted, you had your share when you ate my entire stockpile last month," I replied internally, remembering the day I'd discovered my carefully curated snack collection had been completely decimated.

He groaned dramatically, the sound echoing through our mental connection like a dying whale.

"I can't even come out there to eat all the delicious food with Winchester broken. When you fixin' it?"

"Like I know how to fix Winchester," I said out loud, earning what sounded suspiciously like a chuckle from Red.

Cass would be dead to the world for at least another few hours. I'd discovered she slept until mid-morning every day during harvest, no matter how much her family protested or how many chores needed doing. Which gave me time to check on the malted grain and copper pot that had arrived yesterday.

She was adamant about learning how to make beer—something about having a productive skill like her friends and family—and I owed her for a lost bet on our first real monster hunt together.

Maybe I could get something started before she dragged herself out of bed.

I made my way across the estate's main courtyard, past Erik's meticulously maintained gardens and the training yard where the Winters family had been systematically beating combat skills into each other for generations.

One of several warehouse-style buildings dotted the property like monuments to agricultural efficiency. The heavy wooden door swung open with a creak that echoed through the cavernous space.

I froze at the sight that greeted me.

"Cass?" I asked, blinking in surprise as she set down two enormous buckets of water with barely a grunt of effort.

Each bucket had to weigh at least sixty kilograms, and she was handling them like they were filled with feathers.

"Shut up, I know I sleep a lot," she said, wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. "But I wanted to take stock before we got started on work today."

"Yeah, about that," I said with a grin, unable to keep the satisfaction out of my voice. "Magnus says we're off the hook."

"Gaia's Tits, it's about time." She glanced toward the door, then back at me, and I could practically see the gears turning.

"Just thought about whether you should go back to bed, didn't you?"

"Damn right," she said without an ounce of shame. "But I'm here now, so we might as well take stock."

I nodded and sidled up beside her, grabbing one of the massive buckets. Seven weeks ago, there was no way I could have lifted what amounted to a literal drum of water.

Now it only required effort—like the enormous container weighed about as much as a large sack of flour. Awkward as hell to maneuver, but manageable.

The casual display of superhuman strength should have been more remarkable, but it was becoming my new normal.

Setting it down near the huge copper pot that Magnus had somehow carried in single-handedly, Cass swept her hand across the organized chaos behind her like a game show host revealing prizes.

"This was everything on your list that Mother could translate into anything that made sense." She shook her head, laughing. "Measuring sugar in water through light? What the hell does that even mean?"

"It’s called a refractometer, they’re kind of high tech, so it was a shot in the dark. I did not expect the level of fermentation knowledge they have in Sylvarus, though," I admitted, surveying the impressive array of equipment with something approaching awe.

"Catalogues of yeast strains, some actual testing equipment, fermentation vessels that would make craft brewers back home weep with envy... Guess that's what you get with centuries of alcoholism uninterrupted by prohibition."

"What the fuck are you talking about? You're supposed to be teaching me how this all works." Cass gestured at the gleaming tools like she was trying to summon them into making sense. "You said it was like making tea, but Mother said some of this equipment is worth actual gold coins. I've only killed one Class-D monster, unlike the 'Breaker of La-Roc.'"

The title still made me shake my head. I'd gotten it for single-handedly defeating a giant crab-monster way out of my league. Though Erik helped more than he let on, and I didn’t really defeat it so much as a “stuffed it full of magical explosives.”

"We won't need those right away," I said quickly, seeing the skepticism in her eyes. "I thought we'd start with something really simple and work our way up."

"Okay, we have that mill to crush the grain—that I get," Cass said, pointing to a contraption that looked like it belonged in a medieval monastery run by engineering-obsessed monks. "And we heat the water in the big pot. Then what?"

"Well, that takes a while, so why don't we get there first." I looked around the organized workspace, trying to remember the brewing process while also marveling at the quality of equipment. "Where's the scale?"

Cass pointed to a weird contraption that looked more like something from a Victorian doctor's office than a brewery.

"Okay... I can still work with that, I guess."

"How are we going to heat the pot?" Cass asked, and I looked around the warehouse.

Oh shit.

I could hear Ted's laughter echoing from my soul-space as the realization hit me like a brick to the face delivered by the universe's sense of irony.

I'd been so flabbergasted by the sophisticated brewing technology available that I'd completely forgotten to add any kind of heat source to the list. You know, the minor detail that was essential for the entire process.

"Crap," I said, feeling heat creep up my neck. "Maybe we make a smaller batch?"

Cass pointed to the enormous barrels of malted barley stacked against the far wall like golden monuments to my ambitious stupidity.

"We have twenty-four more of those coming in a few weeks. We need to make a lot."

I gaped at her. "What?"

Cass shrugged, but there was excitement dancing in her eyes like she'd just discovered the secret to turning water into gold.

"Ben, if your beer-making skills are half as good as your cooking skills and you can teach me? Mom agrees—we go big. If we can produce a good product, Magnus wants to plant barley and hops. If we could do what we do with the ginseng..."

The implications hit me like a transport truck loaded with possibility.

The Winters family's ginseng operation was extremely well known, apparently even in the Empire. Healing items made from Magnus's ginseng made everything else feel watered down, especially potions. If we could replicate that kind of quality and reputation with alcohol...

"Okay, I get it. We need to go big. But we…" I ran a hand through my hair, staring at the massive copper vessel that suddenly looked like it could hold enough liquid to float a small boat. "But if we're doing that, we need a big-ass fire..."

I looked down at Red, who I knew could breathe fire when properly motivated.

But the copper pot was massive—easily five thousand liters—and I was sure it would take hours to bring to temperature, even with magical help. Plus, Red would need to maintain consistent heat for the entire brewing process, which could take most of a day.

Red returned my look with an expression that clearly communicated: No way in hell am I becoming your personal blast furnace.

"Malcolm?" Cass asked, following my train of thought with perfect accuracy.

"Malcolm," I confirmed with a sigh, hoping the promise of free beer would be enough to pry him away from studying in the Monster Hunter tower.

But we needed fire magic on an industrial scale, and he was the only Arcanist we knew on the island who could come up with something that worked.

            

    
        Chapter 5: More Important

    
    
    
    
                "Are you sure you're alright with walking?" Katie called from her seat in Kerrin's wagon.

The Trailbinder creaked along the dirt road with all the urgency of a lazy afternoon. Katie and Cass rode with Kerrin while Red and I jogged alongside, my phantom brass armor hanging from my shoulders. The armor felt surprisingly light for something that could probably stop a cannonball—but I rarely bothered with the boots.

My ability to stick my feet to surfaces was apparently a distinctly human trait. Through casual conversation over the past few weeks, I'd learned it lined up with stories of other barefoot humans who'd wandered through Ark over the years. Just another weird quirk that marked us as different from the locals.

Shoving mana into my feet gave me adjustable traction that could theoretically stick me upside down to any surface that conducted enough energy. Spider-Man, eat your heart out. The downside? I'd earned a reputation for having perpetually filthy feet, despite owning a magical wash kit that could clean them instantly. Priorities, right?

"Yep! Need to keep training, now more than ever." I was already getting winded, but pushed through it anyway. The burn felt good—reminded me I was still human underneath all the magical bullshit. "No idea when the tournament starts back up, and we haven't gone on any hunts since Sylvarus."

"Yeah, but the ride to La-Roc is going to take hours on this thing," Katie pointed out, gesturing at Kerrin's steady but unhurried pace. The man drove like he was delivering fine china through a minefield. "If you and Cass sprinted, you could probably get there in half the time."

"Fuck that," Cass said without even looking up from digging through her pack. "I could get there in like half an hour now."

"Assuming you don't trip and break your ankle," I laughed.

She scoffed and hurled an orange at me from her supplies with the accuracy of a major-league pitcher. "Shove it. I haven't tripped in weeks."

Valor calculated the trajectory through my aura before my conscious mind even registered the incoming citrus projectile. I snatched it out of the air effortlessly, barely thinking about the motion. The automatic response was getting smoother—I was learning to move deliberately within my aura rather than letting it burn mana to force the motion.

I grinned at Cass, about to peel the orange and make some witty comeback when my foot caught on a root that had grown through the road like nature's own trip wire.

Face, meet dirt. Dirt, meet face.

The wagon passengers—including Kerrin—erupted in laughter as they picked up speed, leaving me sprawled in a cloud of dust that tasted like failure and poor life choices. Red trotted over, snuffling curiously at both me and the orange that had somehow survived the crash landing better than my dignity.

"Yeah..." I said, spitting grit and pushing myself upright. My mouth tasted like I'd been French-kissing potting soil. "I need to figure out how to have Valor warn me about hazards that aren't actively trying to kill me. If that's even possible."

I dug my nail into the orange skin, the sharp citrus scent cutting through the taste of road dust. After tossing a piece to Red—who caught it mid-air with more grace than I'd just shown—I started jogging again. I'd have to burn some serious mana to catch up, but it wasn't like I didn't know the way back to La-Roc.

"Wanna explore along the way, Red?"

His tail started wagging immediately, and the look in his eyes—the one I could read even before feeling it pulse through our bond—was unmistakable.

Fuck yeah, I do.

He trotted off into the trees, glancing back once to make sure I was following. Of course I was. Red had yet to lead me anywhere that wasn't either beautiful or exciting, usually both.

Before long, we emerged onto rolling foothills that overlooked the vast canopy of the Greenmarch. The rainforest stretched to the horizon in an endless sea of green, broken only by the occasional glint of water threading through valleys like silver ribbons, and the massive stone aqueduct that framed it all. The humid air carried the rich scent of earth and growing things, the smell of a world that was very much alive.

For a brief moment, I just stood there taking it all in. This was my life now. This impossible, beautiful, terrifying world where magic was real and I could stick to walls and my dog was probably smarter than most people I'd known back on Earth.

Throw the ball?

The thought hit me with such pure, concentrated excitement that I couldn't help but grin. I looked down at Red, whose tongue was already lolling out, tail wagging so hard his entire back end was wiggling like a furry metronome. He was vibrating with barely contained energy.

Pulling the orange leather ball from my soul-space, I held it up. "This ball?"

Red dropped into a perfect sit, every muscle in his body coiled tight like a spring under compression. His ears perked forward, eyes locked on the ball with a laser focus usually reserved for snipers and people trying to thread needles. The wagging stopped completely—he'd entered what I was recognizing as his hunting mode.

I stored my armor and wound up like a major league pitcher. Not nearly as hard as yesterday's throw, but still far enough that the ball disappeared over the crest of the next ridge like a small orange comet.

I looked back to Red, and he was gone. Only torn-up grass marked where he'd been standing, like he'd exploded into motion the instant the ball left my hand. I felt him move through my aura, but damn—even with supernatural senses, the dog was fast.

And that was how I spent the afternoon—playing fetch with my dog instead of training. Some things were more important than constant preparation for whatever fresh hell the universe planned to throw at me next.



It was fast approaching evening when we walked through La-Roc's crumbling walls. The heart of the city had been mostly repaired since Malcolm's mother drove her cruise-ship-sized boat through it like a wrecking ball, but the exterior remained a patchwork of empty spires and derelict buildings that looked like broken teeth against the sky.

Only the Sentarians who lived in the tunnels beneath the city bothered with these outer districts, so there wasn't much incentive to rebuild the abandoned structures. Why fix up a neighborhood when the only residents were insect people who preferred underground real estate, anyway?

Though over the last month, quite a few new merchants and families had migrated here from the surrounding lands. Word spread that La-Roc was becoming a genuinely safe place to live in a world that was revealing itself as one giant monster habitat with scenic views.

Towering over everything on what looked like a small mountain sat the Monster Hunters' Citadel—a massive stone and metal dome perched atop an underground tower that served as a gateway to the rest of the multiverse. According to Cass and Felix, the Monster Hunters had only been here for a year and a bit, but Elena Aldertree had already proven herself a force to be reckoned with. Both politically and physically. She'd single-handedly saved the city from a massive Carapax attack two months ago, and while there'd been plenty of property damage, casualties had been minimal.

Unfortunately, the crabs had returned with reinforcements—specifically their friend the Brine Tyrant, a bus-sized softshell crab that put the entire city to sleep and tried to murder everyone in their dreams. Somehow, on my first night here, I'd killed it by essentially cooking it from the inside with lantern orbs. Taking out a monster way out of my league earned me the Breaker accolade, which apparently hadn't been handed out in around ten years.

Good times. Really set the tone for my stay on this delightfully dangerous planet.

Now I could probably face something like that Brine Tyrant casually. Hell, I'd basically one-shot a Class-D monster with Winchester in the tournament. The thought still felt surreal, like remembering a dream where you could fly.

Right. Winchester.

Once Malcolm turned up, I'd need to head down to Mo-Lei and figure out how to get an audience with Arryava.

As Red and I made our way through the evening streets toward the Citadel, I couldn't help but smile at the surrounding people. My aura had developed this habit of flooding anyone it touched with a sense of safety—the bone-deep certainty that I'd step between them and any monster without hesitation. Because I would. I was basically a walking security blanket now, and that's what walking security blankets did.

Many waved, recognizing me. Small kids would rush me in droves, their excited chatter echoing off the stone buildings.

"Breaker Ben!" A young Floran called out, maybe a teenager judging by the slight green tint in his bark-like skin. "Is it true you're an Aspirant now?"

I tapped the golden pin on my linen vest's lapel, part of the Monster Hunter uniform. The metal caught the last rays of sunlight filtering between buildings like a tiny beacon.

"Damn right I am."

"Wow!" Another kid—Gaian this time—practically bounced on her toes with enthusiasm. "And you became a Seeker in two weeks!"

Red immediately started snuffling the excited girl, tail wagging as the kid dissolved into giggles that could probably cure depression.

"I had a lot more help than most people get," I said, watching their faces light up like Christmas morning. "Monster Hunters are stronger together."

That sent them all scattering to play, pretending to be Monster Hunters in the way kids did—complete with dramatic sword fights using sticks and arguments over who got to be the hero. Two kids immediately started fighting over who got to portray me, which felt completely surreal. Six months ago I was a kitchen manager from Vancouver; now I was apparently action figure material.

"Still think Paladins are lame," Ted said in my head with his usual charm.

"You think everything's lame, Ted," I replied internally. "Dawn thinks I'm cool."

That shut him up real quick.

After ascending the ridiculous set of stairs leading up to the Citadel—seriously, this world seemed to have a fetish for stairs—Red and I jogged to the second floor to enter the Tower. The transition from outside air to the Tower's atmosphere was always jarring, like walking from a stuffy room into a crisp autumn morning.

"Your friends are already in the Lobby," Gary announced from the large desk as we climbed the interior stairs. He was sporting killer mutton chops today and wearing an orange and blue silk robe that looked way too expensive.

The moment we entered the Tower itself, the air shifted—thick with ambient mana that made my skin tingle like walking through an electrical field. Several alcoves lined the entryway, and I approached one, placing a red coin from my soul-space onto the activation panel. The metal was warm to the touch, humming with stored energy.

"Lobby?" Gary's voice rang in my head with that casual familiarity of someone who'd been dealing with my bullshit for weeks now.

I confirmed, and the hallway began stretching, morphing until it faded into a walkway framed by enormous jungle trees. The transformation was smooth as silk, reality bending around us like we were walking through a living postcard.

"Thanks Gary!" I called as I strolled forward—only to feel the world slip out from under me as we switched positions through a portal.

My stomach flipped inside out. For a brief, nauseating moment I felt completely upside down, like being turned around in a washing machine, until gravity corrected itself and I ran straight into Malcolm with about as much grace as one would expect.

We both went down in a tangle of limbs. Red sailed over us with slightly more dignity, rolling to his feet while Malcolm and I sorted out whose leg belonged to whom.

"Fucking... Come on, Gary! I said thank you," I shook my fist at the sky like an old man yelling at clouds.

Malcolm sat up, running his hand through his stupid pageboy haircut. The haircut wasn't actually stupid—it looked fine on him—but something about it just annoyed me on a fundamental level. "Ben! There you are." He gave me a genuine smile that almost made me forget how much his hair bothered me.

I looked around to see Cass and a white-furred Albinus Vildar standing beside us. Thea was about a meter tall with fur that looked like it belonged in a luxury coat commercial, but her eyes held the glint of someone who enjoyed explosions far too much.

"Thea!" I crouched down so I could look her in the eye. Apparently, Vildar saw this as a sign of respect, and few people actually bothered. Felt pretty normal to me—you didn't tower over friends during conversations.

"Shit-baskets, Ben. Maybe you shouldn't piss off the tower spirit?" Thea poked me in the forehead with one tiny, clawed finger that felt like getting jabbed by a tiny but very sharp stick.

"Oh please, he's just salty because I said his food was bland." I laughed—right before an entire pineapple exploded against the back of my head like it had been fired from a howitzer.

The fruit burst through my aura before I could react, juice and pulp spraying everywhere in a tropical explosion. I barely had time to shove mana reinforcement into the impact zone, but it still knocked me forward out of my crouch. I caught myself against Thea, automatically noting how incredibly soft her fur was—like touching a cloud made of silk.

Then she shoved me off with enough force to send me airborne. I crashed onto the marble walkway with a grunt that echoed off the jungle canopy above us.

"Ow. Sorry, Thea!"

Cass was petting Red and shooting me a look of pure disdain, like she'd just watched me fail a basic intelligence test. "Where the fuck did you go? One minute you're face-first in the dust, next you've vanished for the entire afternoon. Gaia's tits, did you get lost?"

"Nah, Red took me on a detour. We had fun." I shot Thea a meaningful look while brushing pineapple chunks out of my hair. "I mean... we trained hard. Very productive use of time."

"It's your fuckin' funeral when the duels start," Thea said, shaking her head. "There's no way you're stayin' in the Seeker bracket now."

"Yeah, yeah. I know. I'm on it, trust me." I turned to Malcolm, who was still sitting on the ground looking bemused by the pineapple assault. "Did Cass fill you in on what we need?"

"I think we have an idea," Thea said, her expression shifting to something more serious. "Gary, can you help us get to the lab?"

"Sure thing, Sprocket Theadora," Gary said, appearing beside her in the casual way tower spirits did—like he'd always been there and you just hadn't noticed.

A door materialized in thin air, opening to reveal a large alabaster room filled with tools and strange machines that hummed with barely contained energy. The whole setup looked like someone had crossed a medieval blacksmith's workshop with a science fiction laboratory and added just enough magic to make everything glow softly.

Everyone stepped through, but as I approached the threshold, Gary shot me a warning look that could have stripped paint.

"I'm sorry, Gary! I said I could help you season your—"

Another warning blazed through my aura like an air-raid siren. I dove through the portal just as something smashed against the wall behind me with a loud crack that suggested Gary had graduated from fruit to more serious ammunition.

I landed in a graceless heap on the lab floor, looking back at the now-closed portal. "A fucking coconut, Gary?! Really?"

The damned spirit was touchier than a celebrity on Twitter. I'd simply suggested different ways to season the meat he magically created, because it really didn't taste that great. Apparently, constructive criticism wasn't appreciated.

"Well, when you're done screwing around with Gary, we actually might have something for you." Malcolm grabbed what looked like a leather notebook from a nearby table, its pages thick with detailed sketches and diagrams.

I stood dusting myself off and studying the immaculate designs for various techno-magic contraptions. Some even looked familiar, based on things I'd described from Earth. One of them looked suspiciously like a camera, complete with what appeared to be a flash mechanism. Another resembled a bicycle. Huh, did they not have bikes here?

Eventually, Malcolm settled on something that looked like a collection of Bunsen burners arranged in a perfect circle, each one inscribed with intricate representations of runes.

"They have similar things at Sylvarus, but I think I've managed to focus the flames so precisely that ours will run on blue mana coins instead of red," Malcolm explained, pointing to specific elements in his design with the enthusiasm of someone who genuinely loved solving problems.

"Way cheaper to fire up," Thea added with a sly grin that suggested she'd been involved in the cost-cutting measures.

"Okay, that's perfect." I nodded, studying the design more closely. The whole thing looked elegant in the way good engineering always did—complex enough to work, simple enough to understand. "Now, why the hell is Thea here?"

"Oh, I'm fillin' in for Lanavelle during her suspension." Thea's grin turned predatory. "Until the tournament's decided, she's basically fucked and stuck at Sylvarus. Elena needs someone who knows what they're doin', and apparently that's me."

Cass raised her hand like she was in third grade asking for a bathroom pass. "Uh, that's just a drawing and I don't see anything like it around here."

Malcolm winced, his face doing that thing people's faces did when they had to deliver bad news. "Yeah, we'll need a day or two to actually build one."

"Fuck!" Cass threw her hands in the air with the dramatic flair of someone whose patience had officially run out. “Smaller batch it is, then.”

I thought for a second, weighing our options. "Why don't we grab a Hunt bill, Cass? It's been a while and we've got time to kill."

She perked up immediately, like someone had just offered her free money and a sack of food. "Oh, now that's the first good idea you've had in a while."

I shot her an incredulous look. "The first good idea? Really? What about—"

"That reminds me." Malcolm reached into a drawer and pulled out a thin black wooden box with a golden latch that gleamed under the bright lights. The whole thing screamed ‘expensive and important’.

Once he handed it over, I opened it to find a small passport-sized slate resting on a purple velvet pillow like a piece of jewelry. The device had the weight and feel of quality craftsmanship, smooth edges and a surface that seemed to shimmer with potential energy.

"I already have one, and Cass doesn't have a mana sanctum, so we thought you should have it."

"A Manascript?" I asked, lifting the device carefully. I'd seen them around, being used for various verification purposes, but I'd never thought I'd actually be able to use one. They seemed more like text-based devices than the smartphones I knew from Earth, but they were clearly extremely valuable—the kind of thing you didn't just give away.

"I don't even know how to use one," I said, turning it over in my hands. The device felt warm, almost alive, and I could sense that familiar handshake sensation as it interfaced with my mana. It was like shaking hands with a computer that was trying to figure out if you were friend or foe.

I let my energy flow into it, curious to see what would happen.

"They're Arcadian techno-magic that the Oathbound provide," Malcolm explained with that teacher voice he got when discussing interesting technology. "They have decent range. Most people use them to communicate, but the Monster Hunters use them for bulletins and emergencies."

White letters began appearing across the device's surface, crisp and precise like someone was typing in real time. I blinked, studying them closely. Most written letters on Ark looked lazy—characters that melted together like the scribes couldn't be bothered with proper penmanship. But this? This was perfect Times New Roman, or something damn close to it.

The familiar font was weirdly comforting, like finding a piece of home in an alien world.

"The writing takes some getting used to—" Malcolm started, but paused when he noticed me flicking through the text easily, reading it as naturally as if it were actually a smartphone.

"Here." Malcolm placed his Manascript over mine.

I felt a gentle buzz as the devices registered something like an address exchange, followed immediately by a flood of new text scrolling across my screen. Information populated in neat rows and columns—contact lists, message histories, and what looked like a broadcast feed.

I felt a huge tug at my mana as letters scrolled across the screen.

Initializing.

Name: Ted

Manascription Registered.

“Holy shit, this is like one of your iPhone-things. There's all sorts of dormant concepts in here. Check this out...”

It was Ted. He was somehow connected to the device directly, interfacing with its systems in a way that felt completely foreign and slightly invasive. Like having someone rummage through your phone while you were still holding it.

“Whoops! Sorry, kid!”

My mana took a nosedive—a sudden, violent drain that left me gasping like I'd just sprinted up a mountain. My legs nearly gave out as a strange dizziness crashed over me like a wave of vertigo mixed with the worst hangover I'd ever had. The moment I pulled my thumb off the device, I felt the Emberseed around my neck flare to life, pumping just enough energy back into my system to keep me upright.

"What the fuck, Ted?!" I said internally, my heart still racing from the unexpected drain. It felt like he'd just chugged a gallon of my life force through a mana straw.

Malcolm's Manascript started beeping gently with the polite insistence of a well-mannered alarm clock. He stared at me with one raised eyebrow, then placed his finger on the device. White words appeared, and he rolled his eyes with exaggerated exasperation that suggested this was exactly the kind of thing he'd expected from me.

"Really?" he asked, turning the device so I could see the screen.

Get a haircut, Malcolm.

-Ted.

Cass let out a loud snicker that echoed off the lab's stone walls.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Negotiations

    
    
    
    
                "He used an emergency function," Malcolm explained as we descended the Citadel’s stone steps into the city’s main courtyard. "The kind that sends messages to any connected Manascript in range. Like how Chas reaches Nana when he's gallivanting on other worlds." He shot me a look that suggested I'd committed some sort of cosmic faux pas. "That's strictly Master-level stuff, Ben. The mana requirement alone should've turned you into jerky."

My legs wobbled, reminding me that, yeah, I'd come pretty close to achieving dried-meat status. The hollow, scraped-out sensation in my chest wasn’t something I was going to get used to.

"Almost did," I admitted, gripping the stone wall for support. "Still feel like I've been wrung out like a dishrag."

Thea had begged off with vague mentions of "things to handle"—which in Thea-speak probably meant explosions. She'd promised to meet us at Doreen's later for drinks, though knowing her, she'd probably arrive through a wall.

“At least now I might hit a milestone on the way back to full. They’ve been getting more frequent.”

Malcolm's eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. "You mean the expanded pathways that develop when you push your limits? How many have you had?"

I did some quick mental math, which was harder than it should've been given my current state. "Yesterday was... thirty-three? Maybe thirty-four? I've lost count since becoming a Seeker."

The sound of Cass missing a step and tumbling ass-over-teakettle down the stairs was spectacular.

Cass had tripped. Cass, who could probably do backflips on a tightrope while juggling her swords.

"Holy fucking shit!" Her cursing echoed over the city below as she went down like a sack of angry potatoes. Several passing Monster Hunters stopped to gawk at the unprecedented sight of Cass eating shit.

Malcolm and I sprinted down after her, finding her sitting on her ass, face redder than a tomato with sunburn. She scrambled to her feet with as much dignity as someone could muster after face-planting in front of a hundred people.

"What the actual fuck, Ben!" She whirled on me, finger jabbing at my chest like a meaty spear. "Thirty-three milestones? Erik hit seven to make Adept. Seven. I’ve had three!"

"Oh." I blinked, my brain still catching up. "Maybe they're not milestones then? I mean, it's not like I have a reference guide for what magical growth spurts are supposed to feel like."

Malcolm tossed Cass his wash-kit while shaking his head like a disappointed professor. "Nobody drinks Titan's Root as an Initiate, Ben. Nobody except apparently you. Even in the Empire, they wait until at least Seeker rank for this very reason."

We emerged into the main courtyard, the evening air carrying the mingled scents of grilled meat, exotic spices, and what I was pretty sure was fermented something-or-other. The vendor stalls were doing brisk business, Monster Hunters and civilians alike grabbing dinner.

I handed over a small stack of blue coins to a Sentarian named Jorrah that I’d met on my first day on Ark. In return, he gave me paper bags of salted nuts that smelled like heaven had gone into the snack business.

Now this was more like it.

"Here." I distributed the bags, then tossed one to Red, who caught it mid-air with practiced ease. My familiar crunched away happily, tail creating a minor dust storm.

"Look," I continued, cracking open a nut that required way more force than Earth-nuts ever did, "it doesn't feel like massive changes. Maybe my pathways are getting more efficient? Like upgrading instead of expanding. But I'm not suddenly overflowing with cosmic power or anything."

Cass showed her recovery from the stairs incident by tossing a nut up and catching it in her mouth. "Well, you'll have plenty of fucking time to figure it out on this suicide mission Gary volunteered us for."

Right. The hunt.

I pulled out the Manascript again; its surface shimmered with that not-quite-liquid quality that honestly weirded me out. The posting glared back at me like a threat:

D—Goreback Hydra—Nine Winds Mountain—225G65S WARNING: E-Class Adiviperax Also Present

"Let me get this straight," I said, staring at the warning. "We're hunting a three-headed snake that spits acid, can regenerate, and has been getting stronger for a week. Plus bonus venomous mini-monsters for flavor?"

"Pretty much," a familiar voice said directly in my ear.

I jumped about three feet sideways, my heart attempting to exit through my throat. Chas stood there holding a turkey leg the size of a small club, grease making his fingers shine in the evening light.

"Holy fuck, Chas!" I clutched my chest. "How did you—Valor should've sensed you coming from across the courtyard!"

He grinned, white teeth stark against his black metallic skin—a sight that still threw me every time. Watching what was essentially a humanoid plant tear into meat with such enthusiasm felt like a violation of some fundamental law.

"Been practicing stealth techniques," he said through a mouthful of turkey. "Helps when you need to be places I’m technically not supposed to be. Like Diana’s wine cellar."

"If there's a fucking Master in town," Cass interrupted, jabbing her finger at him with enough force to pierce armor, "why are we doing the death-snake job?"

Chas rolled his eyes dramatically. "Because I told Gary to save it specifically for you three. Character building! Plus Diana's arriving tonight and I'd rather not be covered in hydra guts when she does."

"You're such a prick!" Cass's voice bounced off the courtyard walls, causing several nearby conversations to pause.

"Language, Cassandra." Chas waggled the turkey leg disapprovingly. "Besides, you're official Seekers of Sylvarus now. Malcolm's mommy dearest finally backed off after Ben's little performance scared the politics out of her."

Malcolm's expression grew complicated—relief mixed with something that looked suspiciously like disappointment. Family dynamics were messy enough without your mother being an actual villain who'd spent a week trying to murder your friend.

"She actually said that?" Malcolm asked quietly. "That Ben's not a threat?"

"Her exact words were 'not a threat to Ark at this time.'" Chas made air quotes with his free hand, sending drops of grease flying. "Which in Maris-speak means she's planning something but needs time to set it up. But hey, it gets you into the Academy without her interference, so win-win."

"When can we go?" I asked, trying to redirect before Malcolm's family drama got more awkward.

"Whenever you want. But—" Chas pointed the turkey leg at me. "Diana's gonna want to chat when she arrives. So maybe don't take a week to kill one snake?"

"You're seriously not helping at all?" I gave him my best disappointed look, which probably just made me look constipated.

"Of course I'm helping!" He stored the turkey leg in his mana sanctum with a casual gesture. "Follow me."

He led us through the evening crowd, weaving between vendors and slightly drunk Monster Hunters with practiced ease. We arrived at Cyrus's shop, tucked up the street from Doreen’s.

The interior looked like someone had mashed together a medieval library and a new-age crystal shop. Glowing vials lined the walls, which were floor-to-ceiling shelves, and I was pretty sure at least two different bookshelves weren’t there last time we had been here.

A white-furred Vildar in an expensive overcoat glanced up from examining a rack of suspiciously glowing potions.

"Customers," he said with the enthusiasm of someone discovering gum on their shoe. "I was about to close."

"These three have a Class-D hunt," Chas said, ignoring the dismissal. "Pays in gold. They'll need supplies—poison and acid resistance at minimum."

The change was instantaneous. Cyrus's ears perked up as if someone had said the magic word. Which, I guess, "gold" basically was.

"Class-D?" His entire demeanor shifted from 'go away' to 'please, tell me more about your money.' "Why didn't you say so immediately! Right this way, Master Blackwood!"

The tiny mouse-person practically sprinted to the door, flipping the sign and turning the lock with a definitive click. He then led us through towering bookshelves to what I'd thought was just a display case of weird jewelry and questionable baubles.

He produced a silver mana coin and placed it on something that looked like a vintage ashtray, and the display case melted.

"What the fuck," I whispered, watching marble flow like water.

The liquid stone reformed into multiple racks that emerged from the floor like they were growing. Weapons on specialized mounts, armor hung from polished stands, and racks of vials bubbled with liquids in a rainbow of colors. There was even a larger jug of purple liquid with a softball-sized eye in it.

"Most of these are Class-E items from Marigold," Cyrus explained to Chas while eyeing us like we might steal something, "but sufficient for a properly supervised hunt."

"They're going alone," Chas said cheerfully.

Cyrus's professional smile cracked like ice. "Sending Seekers on a Class-D hunt? Alone? What guarantee do I have if I'm providing supplies on credit?"

"You know exactly who these three are." Chas gestured at us with a 'ta-da' motion. "You watched the tournament. You've heard the stories. Hell, you probably have bets placed on their survival odds."

"Which don’t make me any money if they die on a hunt out of their league," Cyrus narrowed his eyes at Chas.

“Fine, I’ll front the money,” Chas said reluctantly.

Cyrus nodded and grabbed a large bottle of viscous yellow liquid that looked like honey. "Golden Marigold oil for acid mitigation—I assume Seeker Malcolm knows the application process?"

Malcolm nodded while I tried not to think about what 'application process' meant. Probably something unpleasant involving places I didn't want oil.

"And these," Cyrus continued, producing a bandolier studded with small vials, "are antivenom pills from the Tidebinder Wards. Overkill for most monsters, but it's all I have in stock. Leave it to Chas Blackwood to not now that difference between poison and venom."

Chas shrugged and sighed dramatically, pulling out a stack of golden coins that literally hummed with power. They were larger than I'd expected, each one intricately stamped with mountain designs that seemed to shift when you weren't looking directly at them.

He placed them on the counter one by one while Cyrus made 'more please' gestures like a kid asking for candy. After a small pile was placed down, the Vildar picked up one coin, and it melted in his palm, transforming into a cascade of silver coins. He handed half back to Chas with obvious satisfaction.

"Highway robbery," Chas grumbled.

"I prefer 'aggressive business,'" Cyrus smiled sweetly. "Now get out. It's dinner time and you're keeping me from my imported cheese."

After being basically shoved out the door, I stored the supplies in my soul-space.

"First time I've seen you actually pay for something," Malcolm observed, genuinely shocked.

"Please." Chas scoffed. "I get it all back when you turn in the hunt receipt. This is an investment in not hearing Diana bitch about dead Seekers."

"Speaking of money," I raised my hand like the confused Earth kid I was, "what's with the huge jump from Class-E to D? Our last hunt paid in pocket change."

"The power gap between ranks is exponential," Malcolm explained in his 'teaching voice.' "A Class-D monster is several times stronger than Class-E. Their mana cores are also significantly more valuable—any competent Alchemist can extract substantial gold coins from them."

"Unlike someone who just explodes them with his fancy stick," Chas added, giving me a pointed look. 

Yeah, Winchester could blow up mana cores while still inside monsters. Every Paladin needs a smite.

"Winchester's not exactly in peak condition," I protested. "Speaking of which, I should probably grab something from the armory—"

Chas tossed me a leather case that materialized from nowhere. It was identical to my old spear case, the one currently decorating some spirit realm after our last catastrophic adventure.

"Try not to lose this one," he said. "And maybe ask Narrin about fixing Winchester at some point. He's the best Runesmith this side of anywhere that matters."

"Thanks, Chas." I shouldered the case, appreciating the familiar weight. "I was thinking of asking Arryava, but—"

"Good luck with that," Chas interrupted. "She's been in some kind of mystical conference with her collective for weeks. Nobody knows what's happening down in Mo-Lei these days."

The mention of Mo-Lei sparked an idea. "Quick coffee stop before we head out?"

Malcolm's eyes lit up like Christmas morning. "I have a mana sanctum. I'll carry as much as you can make."

Even Chas looked interested despite trying to play it cool. Coffee addiction was apparently universal.

"Diana's arriving soon..." he said, clearly wrestling with priorities.

"Knock a gold coin off our debt," Cass said suddenly.

The pained expression on Chas's face was beautiful. "A whole gold coin? For coffee?"

"Gaia's tits, you didn’t even bother haggling with Cyrus!" Cass crossed her arms. "Fair's fair."

Red barked agreement, apparently understanding the concept of leverage better than most humans.

"Fine!" Chas threw up his hands in defeat. "Diana's gonna smack me anyway. Might as well be caffeinated for it."

"She doesn't know about this hunt setup, does she?" I asked innocently.

The look Chas gave me could've curdled milk. "Another gold coin and we never mention it."

I pretended to consider. "Hmm. Hey, didn't Thea say she was heading to Doreen's? Bet she'd love some coffee too."

"Five gold," Chas said through gritted teeth. "And the hunt was your idea."

The hunt was my idea. This specific death trap was all his.

"Deal." We shook on it before he could reconsider.

Once we were safely out of earshot, Malcolm turned on us with obvious disapproval. "That was awful. He guaranteed our credit with his own money!"

"He forced us into this specific hunt," I pointed out. "Plus, did you see Cyrus's face? That mouse was ready to take half what Chas offered."

"My aura was basically screaming it," I added, tapping my chest.

"See?" Cass smirked. "Even Valor agrees with us."

We ducked into a storage building crammed with construction supplies and enough dust to trigger every allergy. I pulled aside a tapestry that had seen better decades, revealing worn stone stairs descending into the Old Pathways.

The temperature dropped about twenty degrees as we descended; the air taking on that stillness that meant we were far from sunlight. These tunnels had become as familiar as my old neighborhood, each turn and chamber memorized during my month of wandering.

Ancient stonework gave way to something distinctly more ornate—rich golds and warm woods that belonged in a museum, not a tunnel system. Sentarian statues stood in carved alcoves, their elongated fingers frozen in complex mudras that probably meant something profound.

The guard at Mo-Lei's entrance bowed before we got within twenty feet. "Amituofo, Revered One. You and your guests are always welcome."

"Thanks, Tarrik!" I called as we passed into the cavern proper.

Mo-Lei still broke my brain every time. The architectural love child of Aztec pyramids and Buddhist temples shouldn't work, but here it was, defying both physics and good taste with concentrated style. Golden light emanated from countless floating orbs, creating an atmosphere that felt ancient and serene and slightly hallucinogenic.

My courtyard house sat just inside the city proper, behind a red lacquered door that the Sentarians had been maintaining with obsessive dedication. The gardens were so perfectly manicured they looked fake.

Red blew past me the moment the door opened, making a beeline for his favorite spot on the couch. The house interior was immaculate—the Sentarians had been treating it like a shrine, which was both flattering and mildly concerning.

Valor picked up a familiar presence before we'd made it three steps inside.

Katie rounded the corner and froze like someone had hit pause on reality.

She was wearing an honest-to-God Japanese schoolgirl uniform. The pleated skirt, crisp white shirt, and navy blazer looked simultaneously perfect and completely ridiculous on her. This was definitely my fault—I'd described Earth fashion during one of our late-night talks, apparently in too much detail.

Her face went redder than her hair. The color spread from her cheeks down her neck in real-time, like watching a time-lapse of sunrise.

Cass whistled appreciatively. "Holy shit, Katie! I don't think I've ever seen you in a skirt!"

Katie spun around and fled down the hallway, her footsteps echoing off the walls like tiny thunderclaps. I felt my face burning with sympathy and embarrassment.

"That was—" Malcolm started.

"We don't talk about it," I blurted. "Ever. Coffee. Let's make coffee."

The kitchen was exactly as I'd left it, down to the bag of beans I'd been experimenting with. I threw myself into the familiar routine of grinding and brewing, grateful for something to do with my hands that didn't involve dying of secondhand mortification.

"So," Cass said, clearly not reading the room, "Katie trying to impress someone?"

"Coffee!" I bellowed. "Who wants coffee? Everyone wants coffee!"

Red padded in and gave me a look that clearly said, smooth.

Even my familiar was judging me. Perfect.

            

    
        Chapter 7: Protected

    
    
    
    
                We'd been walking through Mo-Lei for maybe ten minutes when Malcolm finally broke the uncomfortable silence that had settled over us like a wet blanket.

"Was that some kind of Terran mating ritual?" He gestured vaguely with his hands, clearly still processing what he'd witnessed. "The skirt was so... short. And there was so much skin."

Cass slugged him in the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble sideways. "Ow! What? It's a legitimate cultural question!"

The whole Katie situation had been a disaster from start to finish. After some seriously awkward convincing, she'd finally gotten changed back into normal clothes and helped make coffee like nothing had happened. The outfit—which she'd apparently spent two weeks crafting herself—was now safely stored in my soul-space. Hey, the craftsmanship was genuinely impressive; no point letting that go to waste.

Turns out she'd been trying on the finished costume when I'd walked in. Pure accident on my part, though Malcolm's expression suggested he'd need therapy to process what he'd seen. Or maybe a cold shower.

"It's complicated," I said, trying not to laugh at his shell-shocked expression. "You really need to get out more, Malcolm."

"She made that entire thing herself," Cass said with genuine admiration in her voice. "I've known Katie since we were kids, and I had no idea she could sew like that. The attention to detail was incredible. I wonder if she’d make me one…"

The pyramid loomed ahead like something out of an ancient nightmare, its massive stone blocks fitted together with a precision that made modern engineering look sloppy. Each block was easily the size of a small house, and the entire structure radiated wrongness that made me shudder.

Valor stirred in my chest like a guard dog catching a scent. Danger, it seemed to growl, the warning reverberating through my bones.

I'd walked past this monument dozens of times over the past month, dismissing it as just a bizarre piece of Sentarian architecture. But now? The air around it felt thick and electric, like the moment before lightning ruins someone's day.

Wide stairs carved from red stone led up to a massive circular door that looked like it could withstand a nuclear blast. A single Sentarian guard stood at attention, his hand locked in some complicated gesture that matched the countless statues scattered throughout the plaza. His bone-white carapace made him look more sculpture than person.

"Amituofo, Revered One." The guard's voice had that formal cadence I'd grown used to hearing from Sentarians—like every word had been carefully weighed before being spoken. "This one applauds your restraint. Allowing the Elders time to confer shows wisdom beyond your years. You are expected."

I blinked. Expected? I'd been stuck helping at the Winter's farm for nearly a week straight and hadn't even mentioned wanting to visit Arryava until this morning over breakfast. Unless...

"Oh. Great. So I can go in?"

That definitely wasn't the reaction Chas had prepared me for. I'd been expecting to be turned away with diplomatic apologies, maybe some ceremonial nonsense, possibly having to argue.

"Only the Revered One may enter under her command," the guard said, sounding apologetic while maintaining military bearing.

I turned to my friends. "Guess I'm flying solo on this one..."

The guard cleared his throat delicately. "The command included your familiar and the Luohan, Revered One."

Red perked up at that, ears swiveling forward with interest. Right—Luohan. That's what Arryava called Ted. It means a spirit guardian, but Ted insisted he was so much more than that. The problem was, Ted couldn't manifest without Winchester nearby, and I wasn't about to test my cracked Vajra. Last time I'd tried, golden sparks had been leaking from the fracture like radioactive honey.

"Alright then." I pulled a metal canister from my soul-space and handed it to Malcolm. "This is for Chas—his special brew with added cinnamon. I'll catch up." I paused, feeling the wrongness from the pyramid pressing against my aura like invisible hands. "Actually, this might take a while. Meet back at Doreen's?"

Malcolm nodded, storing the canister with practiced ease. "Use the Manascript if something goes sideways."

The concern in his voice was justified. Mo-Lei had always felt safe, peaceful even. But whatever was radiating from the pyramid ran counter to everything about this place. It was like finding a loaded gun in a church.

"Thanks, Malcolm." I glanced at him. "You feel it too, don't you?"

He smirked, though tension lingered around his eyes like worry lines. "You forget I have an aura of my own. Nothing as ridiculous as yours, obviously, but effective enough to know when something's off."

I'd honestly forgotten about Malcolm's aura—a subtle warmth that he used to navigate the world, almost like spiritual echolocation with heat. Far more refined than my sledgehammer approach of slapping everyone in the face with safety.

The massive door rolled open with a grinding sound that vibrated through my bones. What waited beyond assaulted every sense I had and invented new ones just to overwhelm those too. I didn’t need Valor to tell me that something immensely dangerous was going on inside. Something so powerful my idea of the word seemed insufficient.

Gold leaf covered every surface like someone had sneezed wealth all over the walls. Light bounced between countless floating orbs, creating a disco ball effect that would've made the seventies jealous. Tapestries hung from the vaulted ceiling in colors that did battle with the surrounding gold, depicting scenes that hurt to interpret—like someone had asked M. C. Escher to design a Buddhist fever dream.

The moment Red and I crossed the threshold, reality hiccupped. That same disorienting snap I'd felt entering Sylvarus or stepping into spirit realms—the sensation of crossing between worlds without moving.

I glanced back as the door ground shut. Cass and Malcolm were still visible through the narrowing gap, but they looked wrong somehow. Distant. Like looking at them through frosted glass.

The door sealed with finality, and mana crashed over us like a tide.

"We're in a tower," I said aloud, testing the words against the impossible space.

A presence brushed against my aura—gentle but unmistakable—and suddenly an old man stood directly in front of me like he'd been there all along. Human at first glance, with white hair and a beard that belonged on a mall Santa, but his pointed ears were pure fantasy. Not quite like Dawn's long, blade-like ears, more like Dara's gentle points. His robes could've been stolen from a rainbow, all vibrant patterns that reminded me of Arryava's iridescent carapace.

"Took you long enough," he barked, then immediately softened. "Apologies. I'm Randall."

He extended his hand as if we were meeting at a business conference instead of inside an impossible tower hidden in a pyramid. His grip was warm, solid, surprisingly normal.

Then he turned to Red, and his entire demeanor shifted to something almost reverent. "Be at ease, Wandering One. You need wander no longer."

Red's ears perked forward, and I felt the tension that had been coiling in him since we'd entered simply... evaporate. Not the first time someone had said the cryptic line to my familiar, but it never got less weird.

"Hi Randall, I'm..."

"An Eidolon?" His eyebrows shot up like they were trying to escape his face. "Well, that's new. Haven't seen one of those in... actually, I've never seen one personally. 'Revered One' indeed."

"Wait, you can tell?"

"Oh yes, any spirit would notice immediately upon touch. You feel more real than anyone else in my tower—like everyone else is a photograph and you're the actual person." His smile turned knowing, almost mischievous. "Bit disconcerting, honestly."

"So this is definitely a tower."

"What a ridiculous question. Of course it is." His grin widened conspiratorially. "Though perhaps we keep that particular detail between us, yeah? Bit of a secret. Can't have everyone knowing the Sentarians have their own pocket dimension."

He waved his hand with the casual air of someone adjusting the thermostat, and ornate orange doors materialized in the middle of the hallway. They swung open silently, revealing what lay beyond.

"Come on then, she's waiting. Fair warning—she's not alone, and the company is... tense."

I stepped through into a space that made the golden hallway look understated.

The circular chamber stretched up into a domed ceiling that seemed to capture actual sunlight, casting rainbow patterns across everything. Alcoves lined the walls like theater boxes, and at the far end, Arryava sat on a raised dais like a queen holding court. Her iridescent carapace shining in the light in ways that made her look carved from living gemstones, antennae curved over her head in graceful arcs that reminded me uncomfortably of Lu Bu's crown.

But it was the audience that stole my breath.

Sentarians filled every wall recess—dozens of them in colors I didn't know were possible. Where most Sentarians were bone-white, these displayed every hue imaginable. Some looked more beetle than humanoid; others resembled entirely different insects, all maintaining that unsettling blend of bug and person. Their robes shimmered like oil on water, and many wore elaborate masks that obscured their features.

A shudder ran through me despite Valor's steadying presence. The Sentarians were supposed to be peaceful, spiritual, benevolent. But the energy radiating from this gathering felt like standing next to a nuclear reactor—controlled… tentatively.

"Ben Crawford." Arryava's voice carried her playful undertone that always made me nervous, like she was in on a joke nobody else understood. "I am thrilled you came."

Dozens of alien eyes fixed on me from every direction. The weight of their attention was almost physical, pressing down like gravity had just increased twofold.

"Sorry I didn't come sooner." I approached the dais, trying to keep my voice steady despite feeling like a mouse at a cat convention. "Who are they?"

Arryava's laugh echoed off the dome as she stood, gesturing grandly to encompass the entire chamber. "There's no need to whisper, Ben. These are the Sentarian Elders, here to ensure I do nothing too... helpful." Her mandibles spread in what might have been a smile if smiles could cut glass. "They were quite displeased when I spat in the Caretakers' faces and raised you to Seeker. One who holds a Vajra, no less!"

She was performing now, her words aimed as much at the assembled Elders as at me. Testing boundaries, pushing buttons.

"What made it worse," she continued, voice dripping with false concern, "was their absolute fury when I named the Hollowflame in Sylvarus. Even though it was already there, corrupting everything it touched." Her tone grew serious. "It cannot be coincidence that an echo of our lost home appears on Ark. And then..."

The world exploded in pain.

A sound that wasn't a sound drove me to my knees, hands flying to my ears even though that did nothing to stop it. My aura didn't just flicker—it ceased to exist, snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane. The world dissolved into pure conceptual compliance.

	A boundary drawn with such perfect understanding that reality itself begs to remain on the proper side.


	The weight of silence that grows heavier than the screams it was meant to muffle.


	The pressure at which defiance crystallizes into the foundation upon which greater obedience is built.


Absolute bullshit wrapped in philosophical pretension. Some kind of suppression rune cranked up to eleven, designed to beat compliance into anyone stupid enough to resist. Which I was actively doing.

Blood trickled from my nose, warm and metallic. I pulled a rag from my soul-space and wiped it away, forcing myself to stand despite the conceptual weight trying to crush me flat. Red pressed against my leg, his warmth the only thing keeping me anchored.

"Indeed, you've guessed correctly." Arryava's giggles felt obscene given what they'd just done to us. "The Collective works together to suppress me, though they must choose their battles carefully. We may speak freely about anything else." She paused, head tilting at an angle that insects shouldn't be able to achieve. "My friend Ran'daleth Sa'mornival Vel'thandir tells me something fundamental about you has changed."

Spirit names were apparently designed by someone who hated both pronunciation and brevity.

"Randall?" I managed through the lingering pain.

"Indeed." She began descending the stairs, her pace quick and purposeful. With each step, the conceptual pressure intensified exponentially.

My knees buckled. I clenched my eyes shut as consciousness started slipping away like water through my fingers. The alien concepts pressed harder, trying to rewrite my understanding of reality itself.

When I forced my eyes open, Arryava stood directly in front of me, her antennae extending toward my temples like questing fingers. The moment they made contact, everything went white.



"Ben Crawford, you must not return to Sylvarus. Something ancient has infected that place, and I cannot..." Arryava's words died as she took in my soul-space for the first time, her cat-like eyes widening with something between awe and disbelief.

The circular chamber felt smaller with her presence, more intimate. Her antennae twitched as she catalogued every detail—the smooth stone walls that felt more real than reality, the soft light that came from everywhere and nowhere. Her gaze fixed on Winchester, the cracked staff resting against my storage area like a wounded soldier refusing to fall.

Then she turned and found Ted and me staring at her with identical expressions of 'what the fuck.'

"How the hell are you here?" I asked reasonably.

"Heya, bug lady," Ted added with his characteristic wave, like soul invasions were perfectly normal.

Confusion flickered across her features—actual, genuine bewilderment from someone who usually knew everything. She made a sound that was part cough, part cricket chirp.

"I thought we would have limited time, but..." She paused, studying Ted with new intensity. "You are no Luohan. A Lingdao?"

Ted shrugged with casual indifference. “I’ve been called worse.”

"I... This one apologizes for intruding upon your domain, Revered One." Arryava bowed her head, and the playfulness vanished completely. Pure reverence radiated from every gesture. "She understands now."

"Understands what?" I demanded, tired of cryptic bug-people speaking in riddles.

Arryava's mandibles spread in that unsettling smile. "Why the Shi'an are interested in you." She gestured toward the gateway leading to my soul's courtyard. "I feel as if I've leaped from a pond into an ocean. And you've become an Eidolon? During Sylvarus? That surge of mana that rippled through the Astral like an explosion..."

The memory hit me—overwhelming power, my existence expanding beyond physical limits, reality bending around me like it was asking permission to exist. "That's when it happened. Though whatever I did seems to have damaged Winchester."

"Incredible." Her voice dropped to an awed whisper.

She approached Winchester with the careful reverence of someone handling religious artifacts, crouching until her hand hovered millimeters from the cracked shaft. Golden sparks had crystallized along the fracture, frozen like lightning caught mid-strike.

She exhaled, the sound carrying centuries of regret. "Of course. Nothing short of Heaven's Tears could repair a Vajra. It cries out for aid that I cannot provide."

Standing, she placed her hand over her heart in what felt like a genuine apology. "I regret that the Sentarian Collective possesses no Aurum, nor am I aware of any among our allies. Perhaps our mutual friend among the Oathbound might know something."

"You think Grace will help?" The memory of that woman's casual display of terrifying power made my stomach twist.

"The Oathbound will do much for the sake of karma." Arryava's giggle carried actual warmth this time.

"Can you even contact her? What about those Elders and their suppression bullshit?" My temples still ached from their conceptual assault.

"Ah." She waved her hand dismissively. "They seek to prevent me from destroying them to protect my people."

I stared at her. "Like... killing them? All of them?"

She nodded matter-of-factly. "The Elders are remnants—already dead, merely echoes in our collective’s tower, clinging to existence through sheer stubborn refusal to fade. They cannot understand that our history contains weapons others need. If Hollowflame exists on Ark, it must be carved from reality and destroyed without mercy or hesitation. Knowledge remains our best defense against threats that exist beyond normal comprehension."

The casual way she discussed genocide—even against her own already-dead Elders—made me shudder.

"How convenient that we can speak freely here." Her demeanor shifted, words tumbling out faster like she was racing against time. "Though I'd prefer to avoid that path if possible."

She moved closer, urgency radiating from every gesture. "Hollowflame is wildfire that cannot be stopped once ignited. Like mana burning, it grants immense power to those who embrace it, but it will consume their soul inevitably, without exception. You've seen what it does to spirit realms—complete annihilation." Her mandibles clicked together in agitation. "This was our weapon against the Shi'an in ages past. It is a disease, Revered One—one my people found irresistible until it nearly destroyed us. You must not return to Sylvarus. Your soul is unprotected. I fear you must leave Ark entirely. This world is likely doomed. Do not look... back..."

Her words trailed off as her concentration wavered. Her antennae drooped like wilting flowers, then suddenly snapped upright as she stared over my shoulder with something between shock and reverence.

I turned, following her gaze.

Dawn stood in the doorway like she'd always been there. Ethereal, luminous, impossible, and absolutely present in a way that made everything else look like shadows.

"He is protected." Dawn's words carried a finality that ended arguments before they started. A knot in my chest I hadn't realized was there simply... dissolved.

Arryava stepped forward urgently, but Dawn raised one delicate hand. "Do not cross the threshold. Do not make blind mistakes."

Arryava froze inches from the doorway. "You're actually here?"

"A memory," Dawn said simply. "But enough."

I looked between them, frustration building. "I'm going to need some explanations here. Arryava? Dawn? Anyone want to tell me what the hell is happening?"

Reality snapped like a rubber band.

I gasped as air rushed into my lungs, the physical world crashing back with jarring suddenness. Arryava flew backward from our connection, her body tumbling across the floor before crashing against the stairs with enough force to crack stone. Minutes compressed into heartbeats—an entire conversation collapsed into a single moment of real time.

The oppressive conceptual weight that had been crushing us was gone. Not diminished, not fighting back—completely absent, like it had never existed.

Arryava sat up, laughing with genuine delight that echoed off the domed ceiling.

"How terribly inconvenient for the Elders," she said, rising with fluid grace while brushing dust from her carapace. "We'll be leaving now. I have a garden that's been neglected for weeks, and Ben has an Academy to attend."

She gestured casually, and a door appeared in the wall that definitely hadn't existed moments before. Through it, I could see stairs leading down to street level—a straight shot out of this conceptual nightmare.

I followed her outside, Red padding beside me, and immediately felt the difference. The clean air of Mo-Lei hit like a physical relief after the suffocating atmosphere inside. Arryava took a deep breath, the kind people take when they've been underwater too long.

A dozen Sentarians materialized around her like concerned relatives, their movements coordinated and protective. One draped a brown and gold robe around her shoulders while others checked her for injuries with soft clicking sounds that might have been a language.

"Thank you, Ben Crawford. This changes everything." She turned to face me, that playful tone returning but carrying genuine gratitude. "I know you want explanations, and you'll have them, along with my help contacting the Oathbound about your Vajra. I'll meet you in Sylvarus when I have something to offer karma."

Before I could form a response—before I could demand answers about Dawn, about the Sentarian’s history with Hollowflame, about any of it—she was gone. Her retinue swept her away in a flutter of robes and concerned fussing, leaving me standing alone in front of the pyramid looking like someone had just explained quantum physics using interpretive dance.

"What the fuck just happened?" Ted's voice echoed in my skull with typical eloquence. "How'd the bug lady pull that soul-space thing? And how does she know Dawn?"

"If you're asking me, who the hell am I supposed to ask?" I said aloud, earning curious looks from passing Sentarians, who probably thought I'd cracked under the pressure.

The plaza had returned to its usual peaceful evening rhythm. Gardens were being tended, smaller Sentarian children played between the statues, life continued as if cosmic threats and soul-invasions were just regular problems. The contrast made my head spin.

Minutes ago, I'd been discussing existential threats and reality-consuming fire. Now I stood in a peaceful plaza watching monks water their flowers.

Red pressed against my leg, offering his steady warmth as an anchor. He seemed just as confused as I was, which was oddly comforting.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. We'd been inside for maybe thirty minutes real-time, but that conversation had felt much shorter. Could time move differently in a tower? And what about my soul-space? Was that even the weird part after everything else?

Whatever. Malcolm and the others would be waiting at Doreen's, probably wondering if I'd come back more powerful like last time I’d visited her.

I started walking back toward the surface, my mind churning through the fragments Arryava had dropped. Hollowflame—a reality cancer that granted power while eating souls. The Shi'an—known as the Caretakers—had wiped out the Sentarians who turned to using weapons that broke reality. And Dawn... somehow Dawn was important enough that her presence had shut down an entire collective of angry ghost-elders.

My to-do list was getting ridiculous:

Figure out what Hollowflame is, and where it came from

Learn more about Dawn and her connection to the Sentarian

Get Winchester fixed with these 'Heaven's Tears'

Survive the Academy and the tournament

Try not to die or get kicked off the planet

Make beer with Cass

I was looking forward to only one of those things.

The walk back to Doreen's gave me time to think, which honestly might have been worse than not thinking. Every answer I got seemed to spawn three new questions, like some kind of hydra made of confusion and cosmic dread.

Oh well, it couldn’t get much worse.

            

    
        Chapter 8: The Great Cake Incident

    
    
    
    
                The streets of La-Roc were quiet this late at night, most of the city having surrendered to sleep hours ago. Lantern orbs cast pools of golden light at regular intervals, creating a patchwork of shadows that made the crumbling buildings this far out of the city center look almost artistic instead of just neglected. I emerged from a set of stairs into an alleyway instead of a building this time, the warm night air a welcome change from the stuffiness below, and grabbed a lantern orb from its sconce. The familiar light warmed my palm as I started making my way toward Doreen's.

My bare footsteps echoed off the stone street, the only sound besides the distant white noise of the nearby harbor. I'd promised to meet everyone for drinks, but that conversation with Arryava, and the trip back to the surface, had taken way longer than expected. Were they even still awake? Malcolm had probably given up and gone home by now—he wasn't much of a night owl.

As I rounded the corner onto the street where Doreen's sat, Valor suddenly screamed a warning through my mind. I took two steps to the side, just as the tavern door exploded outward in a shower of splinters.

Thea came flying through the doorway like she'd been fired from a cannon, her white fur a blur. She hit the flagstones hard, bounced twice with impressive height, then crashed straight through the window of the building across the street. Glass shattered in a spectacular cascade that would've been impressive if it wasn't so concerning.

"Ow. Shit-baskets!" Her voice drifted back through the new hole in the wall, followed by creative cursing that would've made a sailor blush.

I stared at the destruction for a heartbeat, then cautiously approached Doreen's entrance—or what was left of it. The door hung from one hinge, swaying gently like it was contemplating giving up entirely.

The scene inside was complete chaos.

Tables had been overturned to form makeshift barricades. Chairs lay scattered like casualties of war. My friends were spread across the room in various states of combat readiness, and at the center of it all stood Doreen, her green aura blazing around her small frame like a bonfire.

And on the last standing table, sitting innocently in the center, was the cause of all this destruction: an honest-to-god chocolate cake.

Not a small one either. Dark, glossy, icing and what had to be at least three layers made my mouth water instantly.

"Mine!" Doreen snarled, her usual friendly demeanor completely gone. She moved like liquid, her green aura leaving trails as she spun to face Erik, who was trying to flank her from the left, and launched herself through the air. Her foot connected with his chest before he could even react, sending him sliding across the floor to crash into an overturned chair.

Katie pressed herself against the far wall, something between a smile and worry on her face. Cass sat slumped in a corner, pressing a hand to a spectacular bruise forming on her jaw. Malcolm hadn't even stood up from his chair, just sipping what looked like that coffee I'd made earlier with an expression of mild amusement.

"Come on, Doreen!" Jeremy called from behind an overturned table. "Just one piece!"

Even Jeremy was losing?

"You want cake, my love?" Doreen's voice had dropped to something dangerous. "Then earn it! I'll show you a few pointers about what real speed looks like!"

She blurred forward, meeting Jeremy barely emerged from his fortified position. Her palm strike sent him stumbling backward into Erik, who had just recovered from the last hit. They both went down together.

I set my lantern orb on what remained of a shelf and really looked at the cake. I remembered Katie and I talking about them, and she knew how to make pound cake… but after I had explained how to make Devil’s Food Cake, she had lit right up. And after the day I had? I needed some fucking cake.

Fuck it. When in Rome.

Valor exploded to life around me as I ignited a mana burn, blue flames dancing along my skin as I stepped into the tavern proper. The familiar rush of enhanced perception flooded through me, time seeming to slow as my aura expanded outward over everyone in the room.

"Really, Ben?" Katie called from her safe spot. "You're really doing this?"

"It's chocolate cake, Katie!" I grinned at her. "Your chocolate cake! I have to at least try."

Doreen's head snapped toward me, and her grin was absolutely feral. "The fuckin’ Breaker wants to play? Good! I was getting bored!"

She launched herself at me with zero warning, moving so fast she left an afterimage. My body moved before my brain caught up, flowing into the opening stance of Yang-style Tai Chi. Her fist whistled past my ear as I redirected her momentum, using her own force to send her spinning past me.

Or that was the plan.

Doreen twisted mid-air like a cat, her foot catching me in the ribs with enough force to lift me off my feet. I hit the wall hard enough to crack the wood, gasping as the air left my lungs.

Ow.

"Gaia's tits!" Cass laughed from her corner. "She's going all out!"

Red chose that moment to bound through the broken door, his seven tails fanning out as he took in the scene. His excitement pulsed through our bond—Fight! Fun! Snacks!

"Sorry buddy," I wheezed, pushing myself back to my feet. "Chocolate's really bad for dogs. You sure you still want to help?"

His response was to immediately charge Doreen, who was already moving toward me again. She had to pivot to avoid his lunge, giving me just enough time to flow into an offensive stance.

I’ll get you cheese later, I promised through our bond. All the cheese. Farts be damned.

Red's tails all wagged intensely as we moved in tandem, him low and me high, trying to bracket Doreen between us. She laughed—actually laughed—as she dropped into a stance I recognized, her green aura condensing around her limbs.

"Two against one? That’s more like it!" She moved like water channeling violence, slipping between Red's snapping jaws and my grasping hand after a failed strike. Her elbow caught me in the solar plexus, and while I was doubled over, she used my back as a springboard to flip over Red.

There wasn’t anything Valor could do, she was just too damn fast.

Malcolm took another sip of coffee. "You might want to try actually hitting her," he suggested helpfully.

"Thanks for the advice!" I gasped, barely avoiding Doreen's spinning kick. Red tried to catch her leg, but she shifted her weight and sent him skidding into a pile of chairs.

Jeremy had recovered enough to try again, coming at Doreen from behind while she was focused on me. Without even looking, she grabbed his extended arm and used his own momentum to throw him straight at me. We collided with a painful slap, and by the time I'd extracted myself, Doreen was perched on the table next to her cake like a guardian gargoyle.

"Anyone else want to court death?" she asked sweetly. "I’m feeling generous with training today!"

I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of a room full of super heroes getting their asses kicked by a single mouse. Even Jeremy, her own Husband and someone that had trained me, was no match for her.

I pushed more mana into Valor, the mana burn intensifying as blue flames grew brighter and I settled into a lower stance. Red circled around to my left, rumbling playfully. We moved together, Valor and our bond working together to make us almost one force.

Doreen's grin widened. "Better! But still too slow!"

She became a green blur, and suddenly she was behind me. Her palm strike would have broken my spine if I hadn't managed to shove an obscene amount of mana into the impact point. Instead, I was launched into the air and I managed to snag the edge of the table as I flew past, using the momentum to swing myself around—

My fingers grabbed a chunk of cake.

Doreen's foot caught me in the ribs mid-grab, and I went flying again, but this time with a grin on my face. I hit the street outside hard, rolling several times before coming to a stop against a wall. Everything hurt, my ribs were definitely bruised, and I was pretty sure I'd broken my collarbone for the thousandth time.

But as I sat up, I shoved a chunk of chocolate cake into my mouth, savoring the flavor and texture. It tasted like home.

Worth it. Absolutely worth it.

The rich, chocolaty sweetness exploded across my tongue. This was the real thing, Katie had somehow managed to make a perfect chocolate cake.

Doreen appeared in the doorway, her green aura still flickering around her. "You sneaky fuckin’—" She paused, seeming to realize she’d kicked me right at the cake, then laughed. "Fine! You earned that piece, Breaker. But try that again and I'll show you what I can really do!"

"Got it," I groaned, accepting Katie's hand as she helped me to my feet. She was trying to look disapproving but failing to hide her smile.

"You're an idiot, look at you," she said, but there was fondness in it.

"An idiot who got cake," I corrected, savoring the lingering taste.

We limped back inside to find everyone in various states of recovery. Cass was passing around healing pills like party favors—except to Erik, and Malcolm had produced a bottle of Sevenfold Liquor.

"To getting our asses kicked!" Jeremy raised a glass, wincing as the movement pulled at what was likely a cracked rib.

"To chocolate!" Thea added, returning to the common room from outside. Dust covered her white fur, making her look like she'd been rolled in flour.

We drank, we laughed, and we spent the next hour comparing bruises and retelling the fight from different angles. Doreen eventually relaxed enough to benevolently share tiny slivers of her prize, though she watched each of us like a hawk as we ate them.

"How did you make this?" I asked Katie, savoring my second sliver—earned by offering to fix the front door.

"It was supposed to be a surprise," Katie said. “I made it when I got back to town for you, then brought it here since that’s where everyone said you were supposed to be.”

"Except you weren’t," Malcolm muttered. “Doreen was.”

The night wore on, stories got more elaborate, and the alcohol made everyone's bruises seem less important. Cass tried to demonstrate the move Doreen had used on her and ended up drunkenly falling off her chair. Jeremy and Erik got into an argument about Tai Chi. Red curled up in the middle of the room, occasionally thumping his tail when someone mentioned his contribution to the fight.

"You know," Cass said, several drinks in, "this is basically how my mother taught me to fight. Get your ass kicked repeatedly until you figure out how not to get your ass kicked."

"Same, though that was my Aapo," I said dryly, then winced as Katie poked my bruised ribs.

"Come on, Breaker," she said, standing and offering me her hand again. "Let's get you somewhere you can pass out properly."

I said my goodnights, collected Red—who was so full of cheese from the kitchen that he could barely walk—and let Katie guide me through the familiar hallways to my old room. It hadn't changed much since I'd moved to Mo-Lei, still a storage closet of all sorts of knick-knacks in bad taste.

"You really do fit in here," Katie said as I collapsed onto the bed, but she was smiling as she said it.

I swallowed a healing pill that I had stored in my soul-space and sighed as it took effect.

"Oh yeah, I didn’t have to chance to tell you," I mumbled into the pillow. “Maris withdrew her claim, I get to stay.”

“What?”

I turned my head to look at her. "There are still duels, but the whole ‘getting thrown off Ark’ piece is gone."

Katie grinned a grin that made me forget who I was for a moment, then launched herself at me in an awkward hug that definitely didn’t make me grunt with pain.

Red jumped onto the bed with a huff, immediately taking up more space than seemed physically possible for his size. The smell of cheese on his breath was already pretty bad, and I knew it was going to be a rough night.

"Thanks for making the cake," I said to Katie.

"Of course. I’d call it a successful test, too. Tomorrow I’ll make another one and charge double—I have to pay for Sylvarus, you know."

I stared at her. "You're amazing."

"I know." She kissed my forehead, carefully avoiding the bruise forming there. "Now sleep. Don't you have a monster hunt tomorrow?"

Right. The hydra thing. That was going to be fun with bruised everything, healing pills only did so much. I really needed to figure out how to make that refined mana again so I could heal passively.

But as I drifted off, Katie warm against my side and Red snoring at our feet, I couldn't help but smile. These moments—stupid, painful, wonderful moments with friends—made Ark feel like home.

Hollowflame, Eidolons, Vajras, all of that didn’t matter. Because right here, right now, things were good.

Tomorrow could bring its monsters. Tonight, I had cake, friends who'd fight beside me over something stupid, a warm bed to pass out in, and Katie.

Then a chemical warfare from Red’s ass hit my nostrils.

Yup. Things were good.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Diana

    
    
    
    
                Red's tail thumped rhythmically against the wooden floor of Doreen's kitchen as Cass, Malcolm, and I sat shoulder-to-shoulder on a worn bench, working through breakfast. The morning light streamed through dusty windows, casting long shadows across our simple meal of eggs and fresh bread. Normally I'd have expected Cass to sleep until noon, but she'd been adamant about setting out on the hunt as early as possible. We were the first ones up, so I'd made enough food for everyone—leftovers waiting for Doreen and the others whenever they decided to roll out of bed.

Someone cleared their throat directly behind us.

I damn near launched myself off the bench at how close the sound was. What the hell was wrong with Valor's threat detection lately?

I turned to find my Mentor standing there like she'd materialized from thin air. Diana Aldertree wore a flowing green and gold qipao that made her look more like visiting royalty than a person that ran a school. Her long white hair was pulled into a severe bun, secured with what looked like polished wooden stakes. Her bronze skin had an almost bark-like texture, more caramel than the typical bronze of her people.

"If I was a Shadowrend Wyvern, the three of you would be corpses," she said with mock disgust.

"Nana?" Cass shot to her feet, surprise and delight mixing in her voice. Red rushed to her side, tail wagging his back end all over the place as she patted him.

"I haven't seen you for a month and that's what I get?" I said. "How are you and Chas avoiding my aura? You did it back in the tower when we first met too."

"Darling, I wouldn't be in politics if someone could just read me with their aura." Diana's laugh carried an edge of professional pride. "You're going to have to learn to use more than just your spiritual senses to detect threats. Consider it my first lesson as your mentor, now that you're all officially enrolled in my Academy."

"The obvious advice can't be why you're here," I said, managing a laugh despite the growing knot in my stomach. "Chas was adamant about meeting with you when you arrived. Did you ambush Elena?"

"The... ahem." Diana cleared her throat, her casual demeanor flickering. "The Head Mistress of the Monster Hunters and I had a meeting."

I glanced at Cass, then Malcolm. Both were gaping at Diana. She never referred to her daughter by title, they were perpetually cursing one another out.

"What happened?" Cass blurted.

"Fucking take your pick." Diana dropped onto the bench across from us with the weight of someone carrying bad news. She held up one finger. "Maris withdrawing from her claim to Ben means the Oathbound have to report details to the Rune Lords—and by proxy the Empire—about the whole gods-damned attack on Sylvarus." She pointed directly at me. "That includes whatever-the-fuck-it-was that you did, which means people significantly worse than Maris are going to hear about your little origin story. I have a Rune Lord inspection coming to my school."

The Rune Lords were still mostly a mystery to me—powerful Runebinders from the Central Lands who apparently didn't mess around. All I'd managed to get out of Astrid was that just being in their presence was difficult unless you were at her level of power.

"Ah. fuck," I managed, but Diana held up a second finger.

"Oh, it gets better. The original reason I came here was to tell you we've only been given three weeks of classes before the dueling rounds start. Which means we can't waste any time at all—including the ride back to Sylvarus. I came to pick you up, only to find out you've taken a hunt."

"Okay, well that's still training," I offered weakly.

"Oh, it's not a fucking problem, darling. Because I suddenly have a list of Grand Masters a span long wanting to learn at my school, all of a sudden."

Malcolm practically choked on his eggs. "What?!"

"That has to be a good thing, right?" Cass asked hopefully.

"Normally? Yes. We could use the money from all the apprentices and students they'd bring with them." Diana's smile was sharp enough to cut glass. "But imagine my surprise when, barely five minutes into La-Roc, I find out that the Sage of Joy has enrolled as an instructor at my school. The fucking Sage of Joy, Ben."

"The Sage of what?" I asked, completely lost. Diana sighed like she was explaining basic math to a particularly slow child.

"Do you know why we have trouble getting instructors at Sylvarus?" Diana asked.

Malcolm spoke up. "Using Sylvarus's resources means you have to teach any student that's interested, not just your own apprentices."

"Gaius's rule. Resources must be shared for the Monster Hunters to work," Diana confirmed. "Much to Dara's dismay at times. Gods-damned spirit is greedier than a pig in heat."

"Okay, and this Sage will have to teach anyone who enrolls in his classes? Which... are people at your level? Who is he?" I asked.

"Her, Ben. It's Arryava." Diana's words hit like a physical blow. "After over a century, the thankfully-neutral Sentarians just took a side. The Monster Hunters. The balance of power on our whole fucking planet just changed, and Sylvarus now has a colossal political target on it. She's that strong."

The wooden bench suddenly felt less stable beneath me. Yesterday I'd been talking to Arryava in my soul-space about genocide and world-ending Runebinding paths. Now she was apparently a political game-changer who'd just shifted the entire power structure of this world?

"Oh. Double fuck," I said.

Diana nodded grimly. "Double fuck indeed. Now read this—came in last night before I found out about Arryava." She handed me her Manascript, the device warm from her mana-sanctum.

I stared at white letters materializing across the screen in an ornate font that screamed official proclamation:

Emperor Amon Crow, Titan of Law presents the Heaven's Tears Auction. Held at Sylvarus Academy—care of Prince Lucian Crow.

His Grace recognizes no equal.

I groaned at the mention of that pretentious asshole Lucian. "Why does that last line read like a threat?" I asked after reading it aloud.

"Because it is." Diana gestured like she was stating the obvious. "Arryava is one of the few I can think of who could stand against the Emperor if required."

"Ben…" Malcolm sighed. “All Sentarians follow Arryava. If she joined the Monster Hunters that means they all joined the monster hunters. Not just those born as Huntborn, like Ferris.”

“Is that why there aren’t many Sentarians in Sylvarus?”

“Not ones that are allowed to fight, you’ve met them. They prefer doing labor or mercantile. But they’re everywhere on Ark and every single one of them is now a Monster Hunter.”

“Oh… Triple fuck.” I said.

Diana's lips pursed into a thin line. "Of all the things that have happened this week, that announcement scares me the most. After all that, why would the Emperor of the Central Lands choose to hold an auction at my school, and not in the Empire?"

I winced, pieces clicking together with uncomfortable clarity. "It mentioned Heaven's Tears, which Arryava said could fix Winchester... so I think this is all me."

"Of course it's all you, Ben." Diana's voice carried that familiar mix of exasperation and resignation. "A Seeker doesn't just help kill a Class-B whatever-the-fuck that monster was without turning every head on this side of the Ashenflow. There isn't even an accolade for that because it shouldn't be possible."

Cass slapped my back hard enough to rattle my teeth. "They're gonna have to invent one if Ben's sticking around!"

Diana's expression grew serious, her voice dropping to something quieter, more genuine. "Honestly, it would be easier if you just left, Ben."

Cold weight settled in my stomach like I'd swallowed a stone. Both Cass and Malcolm gaped at her, and Red's ears pinned back as he shot Diana a look that was giving off actual anger.

Diana noticed my reaction and chuckled, her shit-eating grin spreading across her face. "Oh, don't get any fucking ideas. You started this mess, so you get to deal with it. Since when do you do anything the easy way?"

The knot in my gut dissolved completely as I stared at my Mentor. She was screwing with me—as usual.

"Asshole," I sighed, running a hand through my hair. "So we go take down the Hydra up near the mountain, come back, and we all head out to Sylvarus to sort this out?"

"Oh, and pick up Katie too!" Cass added brightly. "She told me all about her plan to study cooking there."

Diana raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

"Yep!" Katie's voice rang out as she entered the kitchen, her hair still mussed from sleep and a bright smile on her face.

Red proceeded to launch himself at her like a furry missile, bowling her over in a tsunami of enthusiastic licks and tail wagging.

"Katie Summers, your money is useless at my Academy," Diana said, her tone shifting back to business. "I'd have you working part-time in Sylvarus's kitchens instead. You and Ben can spend two days a week teaching the sorry sacks of shit working my kitchen how its actually done. Then you can study or canoodle or whatever the fuck you plan on doing while you're there." Her eyes glinted with mischief. "And please do your best to wring as many recipes out of Dara as you can. She won’t even let anyone look at her Arcadian cookbooks."

Katie gaped at Diana from the floor, Red pausing his enthusiastic assault mid-lick. The offer had clearly blindsided her completely.

The rest of us mirrored her shock. I didn't know enough about Academy tuition costs, but that seemed incredibly generous. And honestly? I'd absolutely love to work with Katie in a massive magical kitchen that fed an entire Academy.

"Arcadian cookbooks?" I asked, unable to hide my excitement.

Diana's smirk was pure satisfaction. "I knew that'd hook you. All I know is that they exist and that I want to taste Arcadian food before I die." She pointed at me with mock severity. "It's the least my Apprentice can do to pay me back for letting his girlfriend distract him from his studies over the next three weeks. Now just say thank you, Nana."

I rolled my eyes. "Thank you, Nana."

Katie echoed me from the floor, still processing. "Thank you, Nana."

"Good." Diana walked over to root through the runic cold-box, emerging with a stack of various meats and some hard-boiled eggs. She set them on the table, then dropped a heavy leather sack that clinked with the unmistakable sound of metal coins.

"Now, as official students of Sylvarus Academy..." She paused for dramatic effect. "Get back here in eight hours with a Goreback's mana core, and I'll match the Hunter's payout."

I gaped at her. A sidelong glance confirmed everyone else was equally stunned. That had to be serious money—enough to make us basically rich.

"You three killed an Ash Stalker in under a minute. Shouldn't be that hard." Diana stuffed a full slice of ham in her mouth and moaned appreciatively. "Fucking hell, Ben. Is that mustard and honey?"

"It's like a seven-hour walk to Nine Winds," Malcolm protested. "The math doesn't work."

"We don't walk," Cass said, her grin turning predatory. "We run, as fast as our slowest person. I can get there in about an hour."

I considered it, feeling the steady pulse of my fully-charged mana reserves. "If we took a couple of breaks, I think I could match that pace. I can mana burn for several minutes now before I'd need orbs or my Spirit Well to keep going." I looked down at Red, who was practically vibrating with excitement. "And I don't think Red would have a problem with the pace, would you?"

Red barked once, tail wagging hard enough to shake his entire body as he abandoned Katie to stand beside me.

Diana just stared at me blankly. A moment later, I realized Cass and Malcolm were doing the same thing.

"Glad to see the Titan's Root is doing its job," Diana said slowly. "But let's not forget about Malcolm."

Everyone turned to look at our slowest team member. He shrugged with characteristic resignation. "Running's not my thing."

Cass strolled over to Malcolm and unceremoniously threw him over her shoulder like a sack of grain. "You're scrawnier than Ben. We can carry you."

Malcolm turned beet red, flailing helplessly. "Put me down, Cass! I'm not a bag of ginseng!"

"Bet you a silver I can still beat you there carrying Malcolm." Cass glanced at the coin sack on the table, her competitive spirit igniting. "Actually, make that a gold."

I laughed, already knowing how this would end. "Deal."

By the time I blinked, she was gone. A rush of displaced air swirled around the room, and the only evidence of her presence was Malcolm's distant, indignant screaming fading into the distance.

There was no way I was going to win, but competition drove Cass harder than anything else. Erik had pointed out that while she was stronger and faster than me in basically every way, she was only there because she wanted to keep up with my training pace.

I walked over to Katie and planted a kiss on her lips, tasting honey. "See you in under eight hours, Rosie." I ignited a mana burn, my blue aura blazing to life around me like controlled fire. "Think that's enough time to make another cake for the trip to Sylvarus?"

Katie blushed, her smile bright enough to compete with my aura. "I want to try the strawberry one next."

My mouth watered even through the mana burn's intensity. A literal bag of money and strawberry shortcake by lunchtime? This day was already looking up.

The floorboards splintered under the force of my first step as mana pushed my body well past any human limits. Red bounded beside me with concerning ease, his powerful legs eating up ground like he was built for this.

Everything blurred as I exploded into movement that should have been impossible to control. It still felt like running flat-out—like those desperate sprints during high school basketball—but instead of short bursts, I could maintain several times normal speed for minutes at a time. Without shoes, my bare feet gripped the ground through pure mana adhesion, each step landing like a cushioned hammer that somehow found perfect traction on every surface.

I'd broken my ankle three times before swearing off regular footwear. The armored greaves weren't too bad, but leather or cloth shoes just slid around uselessly. Bare feet with mana reinforcement, though? They stuck to things with supernatural grip while somehow stepping around road hazards like they had their own intelligence, if I was paying attention.

While mana burning, I wasn't just running—I was practically flying.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Prize Pig

    
    
    
    
                I hit the ground like a sack of bricks, every muscle in my body staging a violent revolt against my poor life choices. The stone archway marking the beginning of the mountain trail seemed like a mirage—either from exhaustion or because my brain was actively trying to exit through my ears.

"Holy shit, Cass. You're a fucking monster," I wheezed, fumbling for a water gourd from my soul-space. The first gulp was pure salvation, washing away the metallic taste of overexertion that had been coating my mouth like I'd been sucking on pennies.

Red collapsed next to me with a dramatic huff, his red fur matted with mud and forest debris. I conjured a bowl and poured him water, which he attacked like he'd been crossing a desert instead of just keeping pace with two maniacs sprinting through the woods.

Twice during that hellish marathon, I'd actually caught up to Cass, only to watch her ignite a green mana burn and rocket beyond my aura's range like she'd been shot from a catapult. To add insult to injury, she'd looked like she was out for a casual morning jog while I'd been giving everything I had—arms pumping, legs burning, sweat turning my shirt into a second skin.

The physical backlash from cutting my mana burn after twenty minutes was like getting hit by a truck made of exhaustion. My legs felt like someone had replaced the bones with overcooked pasta, and I was suddenly, acutely aware that I'd sweated through everything I was wearing.

"I'm the monster?" Cass leaned over me, not even breathing hard. Her blonde braids weren't even messed up. "I can mana burn for maybe thirty seconds total before I'm flat on my ass. Just how much juice do you have in there?"

I sat up slowly, my spine protesting every movement as if it were filing a formal complaint. "Doesn't feel like more than before. Just... more efficient? Like I need less to do the same work."

Malcolm was already pulling out some sort of custard dessert from his soul-space, completely unbothered by the fact that he'd been carried the entire distance like luggage. "That actually makes sense, given your milestone count. Your pathways are still evolving—you're not even expanding raw capacity yet. Reaching Adept is going to take forever for you, but what's that even going to look like?"

"Me getting my ass kicked a lot," I said, using my wash-kit to convert the road grime and sweat into dust that scattered on the mountain breeze. The relief of being clean again was almost better than the water. "So we know Adiviperax are basically oversized murder noodles, but what do we actually know about this Goreback Hydra besides 'huge and melts people'?"

Malcolm took another bite of custard, speaking around the mouthful like we were discussing the weather. "You've got to either wear down its mana reserves completely or take all three heads off simultaneously. Otherwise it just keeps regenerating. And we'll need to coat ourselves in Marigold oil unless we want to spend the entire fight chugging healing potions while it actively melts our skin off."

I grimaced. That sounded exactly like the sort of experience that would haunt my nightmares for years. "Alright, let's get this oil applied." I pulled out the bottle along with the bandolier of antivenom pills. "Do we take these before or after we get turned into pin cushions?"

Malcolm shrugged. "Given how many are in the belt, I'd say reactive. Take them when something bites you."

"Huh?" Cass tilted her head.

"We only use them if we get poisoned," I explained. "I was hoping maybe they'd prevent it entirely, especially considering what they cost."

"There are dozens of different venoms out there," Malcolm said. "Easier to neutralize what hits you than try to anticipate every possibility. I could show you some alchemy techniques sometime."

"Sure! Maybe it's like cooking?" I said it, then immediately regretted it when Malcolm's expression suggested I'd just compared fine art to fingerpainting.

I pulled out the leather case and handed Cass her black armor, then manifested my brass scale mail. The familiar weight settled across my shoulders like an old friend—assuming your old friend was made of metal and had been repaired a few times. The gloves and greaves were in decent shape, but the chest piece showed clear evidence of damage where new scales had been fitted after I'd nearly become Varglid food.

Still, it beat facing a three-headed acid nightmare in a linen vest.

Malcolm manifested his own half-plate, sleek steel with a hood that he immediately pulled back to reveal his game face.

I popped the cork on the oil bottle, expecting something with the consistency of mineral oil. Instead, thick yellowish syrup slopped down into my hand like molasses that had been mixed with tree sap and bad life choices.

"Oh, gross," Cass grimaced as the viscous mess slid off my palm and hit the road with a wet splat.

"This isn't going to be pleasant, is it?" I asked.

Malcolm's grin was pure evil. "Not even slightly."



We trudged up the mountain path, clearly the island’s greasiest adventuring party. The forest grew denser around us as the ground shifted into a steep upward slope, massive rocks and moss-covered boulders dotting the landscape like ancient guardians that had given up caring.

The air carried a rich, earthy scent of deep woods mixed with something distinctly sweet—namely, the sticky oil coating every exposed inch of my skin and matted into my hair like amber honey from hell.

It had taken several minutes to slather ourselves with the stuff. I'd even worked it into Red's fur until he immediately rolled around in the dirt afterward, coating himself in fresh forest debris like nature's own camouflage system.

Yep, you're definitely a dog, I thought through our bond, getting a flash of playful pride back from him.

"I feel like a prize pig at the summer festival," Cass complained, dabbing at her face with her glove and succeeding only in spreading the oil around. "Why did we have to put this shit on before we even found the monster?"

"It takes time to cure properly," Malcolm explained with the patience of someone who'd clearly had this conversation before. "Better to feel disgusting than get dissolved."

"That still doesn't explain why this stuff is basically tree sap," Cass said. "I've seen courtesans with less product in their hair."

Malcolm shrugged. "It has to stick through combat, so it's mixed with binding agents and—"

"Never mind, I don't care," Cass cut him off, and I laughed despite myself. "Let's just kill something already."

"Alright, formation time." I turned to address my grease-covered companions. "Same as always—I'm up front drawing attention, Cass covering our six, Malcolm… ahem… in the middle doing fire things." Red did his signature rumble-honk at me. "And Red scouting ahead because he's better at it than any of us."

Cass drew one of her twin swords with a satisfying ring of steel against leather. I manifested my new spear from my soul-space, appreciating that it was at least lighter than Winchester. The smooth cloud pine shaft connected in the center with a satisfying click, grooves perfectly fitted for the orichalcum-edged spearhead.

I let my aura expand, washing over my friends before spreading into the surrounding forest. The familiar blue sensation pulsed through the trees and underbrush, searching for anything that wanted to murder us.

Nothing. No monsters within range, though that didn't mean we were safe.

Valor pulsed through my aura with its usual aggressive challenge, practically sending out invitations for anything dangerous to come try its luck.

"Valor's got nothing," I reported.

We'd walked maybe thirty meters when the world suddenly betrayed us. It took a disorienting moment to realize that the ground had simply... vanished. We were falling through what must have been a concealed pit trap, because apparently even the monsters on this world had learned about proper preparation.

Had something actually set a trap?

All three of us ignited mana burns simultaneously. Blue, red, and green auras blazed around us as we plummeted much farther than any reasonable pit had a right to be, finally slamming into the bottom hard enough to send spiderweb cracks through the stone floor.

Then Red landed squarely on top of me.

I'd felt him coming through my aura and tried to catch him, but he seemed perfectly capable of handling the landing himself—he just used me as a cushion instead.

We all cut our mana burns, and I rolled over in the oppressive darkness, my body filing multiple complaints about recent events.

"Everyone alive?" I called out, my voice echoing strangely in what felt like an enclosed space.

"Yeah," Cass replied from somewhere to my left.

"I'll get us some light," Malcolm offered.

Before he could act, dozens of red pinpricks began glowing around us in the darkness like a terrifying Christmas display.

Not lights. Eyes.

"Aw, fuck me," I groaned, pulling a lantern orb from my soul-space. I mentally cranked the brightness rune to maximum without risking an explosion.

The cavern erupted in harsh white light, sending half a dozen anaconda-sized serpents recoiling from the sudden illumination. Their scales rippled and shifted like living camouflage, the light disrupting whatever stealth bullshit they'd been using.

"Adiviperax!" Cass yelled, snatching up her fallen sword.

We'd fallen into a kill pit. The snakes had been waiting, like patient nightmares.

I was already moving as Malcolm launched bolts of molten plasma through the air, orange energy crackling off stone walls and carving deep into one serpent. It squealed—a sound no snake should ever make—and lunged directly at me with murder in its beady red eyes.

Valor pulsed through my aura with aggressive challenge, and I felt every serpent in the pit lock onto me with predatory focus like I'd just painted a target on my forehead.

Malcolm's bracer flared to life as he cycled through runic combinations before settling on Illumination. With practiced mudras, he launched a ball of steady light into the air above us, turning our death trap into a proper arena.

I shoved my lantern orb directly into the gaping maw of the attacking snake and shifted the wavelength deep into the ultraviolet.

The front half of the creature exploded in a geyser of sparks and purple ichor that painted the cavern walls like an avant-garde art project.

Red snatched a mana orb from the air mid-combat and tossed it to me with perfect timing. I stored it just as Cass blurred past me—calling it a dash was like calling a hurricane a gentle breeze, since I could feel her movement through my aura but couldn't actually track it with my eyes.

Two serpents that had tried to flank me were cleanly bisected by her twin blades, cut through like purple butter. They erupted into fountains of viscous fluid that splattered across the cavern walls with wet, meaty sounds.

"Oh, come on," I muttered, wiping ichor from my face. At least the Marigold oil was doing its job—the stuff was sliding right off.

Valor's warning hit me a split second before I forced mana into my legs. One of the remaining snakes shot through the air with whip-crack speed, its fangs punching through my scale mail and barely penetrating my mana-reinforced thigh.

The bite stung, but I could tell from the creature's body language that it thought it had just landed a killing blow. It began coiling around my legs with confident malice, probably already planning what to do with my corpse.

"Shit, Ben!" Malcolm called, orange energy crackling around his hands, but there was no clean shot with the snake wrapping around me like a very aggressive rope.

I looked down into the serpent's beady red eyes as realization dawned in its alien intelligence. It suddenly understood exactly how fucked it was.

My spear came down in a brutal arc, severing the head coiled around my leg from the rest of its body about a meter down the length. More purple ooze sprayed everywhere as I tore the now-dead jaw from my thigh, black venom oozing and smoking from massive fangs.

The blood seeping through the punctures in my armor had taken on a distinctly black hue that definitely wasn't normal.

Without warning, intense burning bloomed through my leg like liquid fire racing along my bones. The venom was moving through my bloodstream with terrifying speed—I could actually feel dark-aspected mana spreading through my circulatory system like parasitic vines, corrupting everything it touched.

The burning sensation clawed its way up to my chest, and suddenly I was on my knees, agony tearing through my torso as the alien mana forced itself into my pathways. It felt wrong in a way I'd never experienced—like ice-cold fingers reaching into the very core of my magical self.

I fumbled desperately for one of the antidote pills, my hands trembling uncontrollably as my fine motor control took a vacation. The vial slipped through my fingers like water, and I watched helplessly as the pill bounced off the stone floor and rolled away into the shadows.

My body pitched forward, no longer taking suggestions from my brain. The stone was cold against my cheek, but even that sensation felt distant and muffled, like someone had wrapped my consciousness in cotton.

The dark mana raced through my pathways with greedy hunger, following the familiar channels toward the tiny, precious connection that linked my physical form to my soul-space. That definitely couldn't be good, but thinking was becoming increasingly difficult—like trying to focus through thick fog while someone played death metal in my ears.

Red abandoned whatever he'd been doing in the ongoing fight, his sharp bark cutting through the haze clouding my mind. I felt my consciousness jolt back for a precious moment, his concern flooding through our bond like a lifeline thrown to a drowning man.

Cass and Malcolm were still fighting the remaining snakes, but Red's bark had drawn their attention to the fact that I was currently having a very intimate conversation with the floor.

Malcolm rushed over, grabbing the pill that had fallen. I was even aware of Ted yelling something at me in my head, but his words felt like they were coming from the bottom of a deep well.

Then, the corrupted mana slammed into my soul-space like a battering ram against a fortress gate, and everything went sideways.

The connection between my physical body and my soul-space was something I'd never really thought about—it was just there, like breathing or thinking. But now I could feel it under assault, dark tendrils of foreign mana trying to worm their way through the link like cosmic parasites.

This is bad, some distant part of my brain observed with remarkable calm. This is really, really bad.

The darkness pressed against the barrier between my soul and the physical world, testing for weaknesses, probing for entry points. I could feel it trying to corrupt the space where I stored everything that mattered—my weapons, my supplies, the connection to Ted, my entire fucking soul.

My vision tunneled, darkness creeping in from the edges as the venom worked its way deeper into my system. I could hear Malcolm shouting something, could feel Red's panic through our bond, but it all seemed to happen to someone else.

The dark mana found what it was looking for—a hairline crack in the connection, barely perceptible but enough. It seeped through like poison into a wound, and I felt something fundamental start to unravel.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Will

    
    
    
    
                Darkness wrapped around me, cold tendrils of dark mana snaking through my pathways with predatory intent. I floated in absolute void—no up or down, no sense of direction except for the warmth pressing against my back. Heat so intense it should have been burning me alive.

The dark threads tightened, constricting my consciousness. Barbed wire made of pure agony. Each pulse sent fresh waves of pain through whatever remained of my awareness. Was this dying? It felt different from Sylvarus—less dire, more insidious. Being slowly digested from the inside out.

A Paladin does not fear the dark.

The voice thundered through my skull with divine proclamation force, shaking loose thoughts I didn't know I could still have. It wasn't Ted. Wasn't Dawn. This was something else entirely, something that resonated in my bones with absolute authority.

I tried to turn, fighting against the paralysis gripping my body. The movement felt impossible—pushing through molasses filled with broken glass—but eventually I twisted enough to see what heat-source lay behind me.

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

A sun blazed in the void. A massive sphere of blue and white fire that made the darkness around me look pathetic. This wasn't the familiar three-rune construct I knew as my soul-seal. This was Valor itself, the actual concept given form, and it was absolutely colossal. The thing could have swallowed planets.

Far bigger than whatever the crazy Caretaker orb made of fractals was when this all started. The writhing tendrils of poison trying to kill me and approach it? Gnats attacking a bonfire.

Valor laughed.

Not a sound, but a vibration that rippled through existence itself. The darkness recoiled from that laughter, slapped back by raw contempt, and I suddenly understood what was happening. This was mastery—or at least a glimpse. The raw, unfiltered power of what my Seal could become if I survived long enough to master it.

The sheer scope of it should have terrified me. I'd felt firsthand in Sylvarus that this wasn't power I could handle, not even close. But apparently, I didn't need to handle it. I just needed to let it show me something.

At the sun's heart, something shifted. The aspect of Light—not the gentle glow, but the splinter of primordial force that had existed since the first moment of creation—pulsed once. I didn't need to see the concepts spilling forth from Valor, because I had given this one a name.

Dawn.

The wave that erupted from Valor's core was more than light. Capital L Light. The idea of Light, the fundamental rejection of darkness made manifest. It washed through me, a tsunami of pure conceptual force, and the poisonous threads trying to claw into my soul simply... ceased. They weren't destroyed—they were edited out of existence, as if they'd never been there at all. Morning light seared away any trace of darkness.

My consciousness slammed back into my body with enough force to physically push me to my feet.



Light-aspected mana surged through my pathways as my eyes snapped open. I was on my feet before I fully registered standing, my body moving with a fluidity that felt both perfectly natural and completely alien. Above us, Malcolm's illumination orb hung in the air, a makeshift sun casting shadows across the cavern walls. Something about it called to me—a resonance that I knew from the cosmic download of Light, but hadn't fully understood until now.

My aura exploded outward in a wave of blue energy that flooded the cavern with an intensity that made my previous mana burns look pathetic. The walls themselves seemed to glow in response, and I could feel every living thing within fifty meters freeze as Valor's presence washed over them.

Including something very big down a tunnel behind us. Something that reeked of wrongness.

Without thinking, I reached up toward Malcolm's orb and shoved every scrap of light-aspected mana I could muster into it. The reaction was immediate and violent.

The orb detonated into celestial radiance, transforming from a simple light source into a miniature star. Pure, healing light flooded the chamber, and the remaining Adiviperax shrieked in primal terror. Their scales, adapted for darkness and shadow, smoked under the divine illumination. The serpents' red eyes dimmed as they writhed, trying to escape what had become their personal hell.

The wounds on my leg closed, the bruises and cuts we had received during the fall all knitting themselves back together as the healing light from our combined magic washed over us. I could feel Malcolm's shock through the spell—he hadn't expected his simple Illumination to become this.

The snakes bolted for a tunnel at the far end of the cavern, their serpentine bodies moving with desperate speed. My foot shot out without conscious thought, and one of them found itself pinned beneath my bare foot, its escape cut short with crushing finality.

Nor will a Paladin allow Darkness to win.

This voice wasn't Ted's or Dawn's either. It was mine, but also not—hearing an echo of something greater speaking through me. The snake thrashed wildly, fangs striking at my leg again and again in pure desperation. Each bite should have pumped more venom into my system, but the poison evaporated the instant it touched my skin, burned away by the Dawn’s light radiating through me.

I reached down and grabbed the creature behind its head, lifting it to eye level. It writhed in my grip, terror radiating from every movement, but I wasn't looking at its body. I was looking through it, my left eye—the one that had turned blue after Sylvarus—piercing straight into what remained of its soul.

And there was something there. Unlike the others we'd killed, this one hadn't fallen as far. The spark that separated a Spirited Mana Beast from a monster still flickered, weak but present. It had started the slide into darkness, but hadn't completely lost itself yet.

Approval resonated through my soul—from Dawn, and from Valor itself. The massive representation I'd glimpsed in the void was still there, just beyond my normal perception, and mana began flowing through it in patterns I recognized. Complex equations written in pure energy. The power wove between the three aspects of my Seal—Courage, Radiance, and Compassion—not mixing but harmonizing, creating something entirely new.

Refined mana. White, pure, and an absolutely welcome sight.

For the first time since saving Erik, I felt the energy pass completely through my soul before entering my body, and in that moment of transition, I understood what it truly was.

This wasn't Valor's will. It was mine. I wasn't channeling Valor—I was Valor, at least for this heartbeat. The distinction between Ben Crawford and the concept of righteous courage simply... didn't exist. It reminded me of when I had glimpsed Chas in all his glory just before he kicked me through the portal to Ark. I had become the physical representation of my Seal.

The revelation hit my mana pathways hard. They stretched, tore, and reformed stronger as the thread of refined mana passed through them, carving new channels that could barely contain its power. Every drop of mana in my reserves rushed toward that single thread, drawn by irresistible magnetism.

I pushed the refined mana into the snake.

The shockwave that followed shook the entire cavern. Dirt and loose stones rained from the ceiling as the energy burst through the monster’s form. My legs gave out as the last of my mana drained away, the effort of maintaining that connection finally overwhelming me.

A cloud of black dust erupted from the snake's scales—stinking darkness given physical form, expelled from its body. The creature writhed and twisted, its movements shifting from desperate escape attempts to something more confused, uncertain.

Its eyes, which had been burning crimson with monstrous hunger, faded to a natural golden-yellow. The thrashing stopped entirely as the snake seemed to realize something fundamental had changed. It had regained a piece of itself—the piece that could think, reason, remember what it had been before the monster took hold.

Once my mana burn guttered out, I pitched backward, completely spent. The snake caught me with surprising gentleness, its muscular body cushioning my fall. The Emberseed around my neck flared white hot, flooding me with far more mana than it had activated with before. My vision steadied, the world coming back into focus.

How? The question radiated from the creature, not in words but in pure emotional communication—the way Spirited Beasts naturally communicated before language.

I tried to answer, but the disconnect between what I'd just experienced and my normal state of being left me floundering. For those few seconds, it hadn't felt like I was driving my body. Valor had been in control, or maybe we'd been the same thing. The distinction made my head hurt.

"Now that one felt like a milestone," I rasped, my throat raw from whatever cosmic screaming my soul had been doing.

"Did you just..." Malcolm's voice cracked with disbelief. "Did you just bring a Spirited Mana Beast back from being a monster? That's not possible. That's literally not possible."

Cass had both swords drawn, the edges gleaming as she kept them trained on the snake. Red crouched nearby, hackles raised but not quite attacking—caught between protective instinct and confusion at the creature's sudden change. His nose twitched as he processed the transformation in the snake's scent, from mana-corrupted monster to something more natural.

"Gaia's tits, Ben," Cass breathed. "Was that what happened in Sylvarus?"

I shifted into a sitting position, facing the snake. "Closer to what I did to help Erik, I think. At least this one didn't knock me out or scorch anything." I rubbed my chest where the Emberseed still radiated warmth. "Though it definitely took everything I had."

The snake's head swiveled to take us in, and when it spoke, everyone except me jumped. Its voice was sibilant but clear, carrying an oddly formal cadence that suggested intelligence and age.

"This one has been given a second chance for its mistakes." The creature's golden eyes fixed on me with something approaching reverence. "The light-bringer pulled this one back from the edge of the void."

"Oh, you can talk?" Malcolm's voice pitched higher with each word, his scholarly excitement overcoming his shock.

"All Spirited Beasts can speak in our own way, young Runebinder. You just have to know how to listen." The snake's attention shifted back to me. "The creature you seek—the Hydra—has become more than any of us could resist. Even now, this one feels its pull, the darkness calling us to madness. Something is not right about it, even for a monster."

I pushed myself upright with Red's help. My familiar's solid presence grounded me as my body felt wrung out and left to dry. "The Goreback did this to you? Turned you into... whatever you were becoming?"

"Not directly. But its presence on the mountain spreads hunger. A disease of the soul. We tried to resist, to maintain our territory, but..." The snake's head drooped in what might have been shame. "We were not strong enough. And now it twists our mana with just its presence. This one suggests you flee while you still can."

Cass clenched her jaw at the mention of running away, her grip tightening on her swords. The very suggestion seemed to offend her on a fundamental level.

"Yeah well, we're Monster Hunters," I said, pulling a mana orb from my soul-space and absorbing it gratefully. My mana topped itself off, but I still felt hollow. I'd emptied my mana multiple times but never that much, that fast, without passing out. The refined mana had taken something more than just energy—it had taken a piece of me with it.

"You should get out of here. As far from the mountain as you can manage."

The snake bobbed its head in what might have been a bow. "This one will not forget the gift given today. Should we meet again, the debt will be remembered. Karma is heavy in these matters."

It moved toward the pit we'd fallen through, and I noticed Cass tracking its movement with her swords, still not entirely convinced. Her muscles were coiled, ready to strike if the creature made any threatening moves.

"Cass, it's okay," I said. "Let it go."

She shot me a look that promised at least a dozen questions later, but lowered her weapons. The snake paused at the base of the pit, then began climbing with surprising speed, its body undulating up the sheer walls. Gravity seemed optional for the creature, its scales finding purchase on smooth stone.

"Ben," Malcolm started, his tone suggesting he had about a thousand questions queued up, but a screech echoed through the tunnel the other snakes had fled down. The sound was wrong—metal tearing mixed with a dying steam engine, underscored by something that made my teeth ache.

The acrid stench that followed made my eyes water. Acid and rot and something else, something wrong that triggered every survival instinct I had.

"Questions later," I said, pushing myself fully upright and grabbing my spear from where it had fallen. The weight felt reassuring in my hands. "That thing needs to die."

Cass nodded, her earlier uncertainty replaced with grim determination. "Finally, something that makes sense."

We rushed through the tunnel, following the stench and the sounds of something large moving ahead. The passage opened into a massive chamber, easily the size of a basketball court, with a ceiling that disappeared into darkness above. Patches of bioluminescent moss provided a sickly green illumination that made everything look diseased.

At the center, illuminated by those patches of moss, was the Goreback Hydra.

The monster was feeding on the snakes that had fled, one of its three heads tearing into a corpse while the others swiveled to track our entrance. Each head was the size of a pickup truck, covered in scales that looked more like armor plating than anything organic. Thick, ropy muscles bunched beneath the armored hide as it moved. Acid dripped from its three maws, sizzling against the stone floor and leaving smoking craters that glowed with residual heat.

The body was even worse—easily the size of a city bus, with a hunched back covered in neon green streaks that seemed carved into its flesh. With every breath it took, it made the lines flare brighter, and I could feel the wrongness radiating from them through my aura. Those weren't natural markings. They were Hollowflame runes, twisted mockeries of proper magical script.

This thing had been gorging itself on mana and other monsters for who knew how long, growing stronger and more corrupted with each meal. Even as we watched, I could see it growing slightly larger as it absorbed the essence of its prey.

"It looks like a Varglid," Malcolm whispered, his face pale even in the dim light. The comparison was apt—the same wrongness, the same hot-garbage smell, the same feeling that made my soul want to crawl away and hide.

"Yeah," I agreed, adjusting my grip on my spear as all three heads turned to focus on us with predatory interest. "It really fucking does."

Red growled beside me, low and threatening. The sound reverberated through the chamber, a primal challenge from one predator to another. Cass muttered something obscene about Gaia that would have made a sailor blush.

The Goreback's mouths opened in unison, revealing rows of teeth that belonged in an industrial shredder, and the screech that emerged made my bones vibrate. The sound was a physical force, pressing against us. Acid sprayed from its maws in wide arcs, forcing us to dive in different directions as the stone where we'd been standing dissolved with violent hissing.

"So," Cass called from behind a boulder that was rapidly being eaten away by acid, steam rising from the deteriorating stone, "anyone got a plan that doesn't involve us dying horribly?"

I pulled myself behind my own rapidly deteriorating cover, feeling the Marigold oil on my skin smoking from the acidic mist filling the air. The protective coating was buying us time, but not much. "Probably should have fucking talked about that on the way!"

The Goreback advanced, its massive body moving with surprising grace for something so large. Each step shook the ground, sending tremors through the stone that I could feel in my bones. The mockery of runes carved on its body pulsed faster, building toward something. And then I felt it—a very familiar twisted sensation that made something deep inside me feel sick.

The temperature plummeted. Frost began forming on the walls despite the acid eating through everything. The air itself felt wrong, corrupted in a way that went beyond the physical.

It was definitely Hollowflame.

The Hydra's center head reared back, and I could see the unnatural fire building in its throat. Purple-black flames that consumed rather than burned, that left nothing but void in their wake.

"Move!" I shouted, already diving away as the head swept forward.

A torrent of purple flame mixed with acid erupted from its maw, washing over where I'd been hiding. The boulder didn't burn—it simply ceased to exist, leaving a perfect void in reality where solid stone had been. The flame kept going, carving a tunnel of nothingness through the cavern wall behind me.

I had nearly forgotten how much monster hunting sucked.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Ashes

    
    
    
    
                The plasma arc cut through the air with divine judgment—a concentrated beam of orange-white energy that Malcolm had been holding back this entire time. I'd seen him demonstrate it once in Sylvarus, cleanly cutting through a foot of solid metal and the door behind it. But watching him weaponize it against the Goreback was something else entirely.

The leftmost head that blasted us with flame simply ceased to exist from the jaw up, vaporized in an instant that left the smell of ozone and something worse hanging in the air.

"Holy shit, Malcolm!" Cass shouted from behind her rapidly dissolving boulder. "Where was that at the tournament?!"

The Hydra reeled backward, its remaining two heads shrieking as black and purple ichor fountained from the cauterized stump. The smell that followed made me gag—not just the expected stench of burned flesh and monster goo, but something fundamentally wrong. Where normal monsters bled in single colors for reasons nobody really bothered to explain to me, this thing leaked darkness mixed with the distinct reek of Hollowflame.

It wasn't Hollowflame though—I'd felt that wrongness before, and this was different. But they were definitely related. Ashes from a fire that had burned out centuries ago but still somehow radiated heat.

Red bounded past me, all seven of his tails fanned out in a display that would've been majestic if he weren’t currently covered in dirt and Marigold oil. He darted between the Hydra's tree-trunk legs, snapping at tendons and being an absolute menace while the creature tried to track him with its remaining heads.

Above us, Malcolm's illumination spell hung in the air—a simple orb of light that shouldn't have been doing what it was doing. I'd felt something shift when I'd pushed light-aspected mana into it earlier, and now it pulsed with subtle waves of healing light that helped soothe the burning patches where acid had gotten through my defenses. The really weird part? It didn't seem to use my mana anymore. I'd just... edited whatever the rune was doing, turning a basic light source into something that actively healed.

That shouldn't have been possible. But then again, neither should fighting a three-headed snake monster in an underground cavern.

The Goreback stumbled backward, apparently deciding we were more than just a convenient snack. Its retreat gave me a moment to really look at our surroundings. The chamber wasn't natural—too regular, too purposeful in its construction. Two tunnels branched off from the main space, their walls bearing the telltale smooth-carved look of the Old Pathways beneath La-Roc.

Great. We'd fallen into some ancient basement and found a monster that had been marinating in something corrupted for the last week.

The creature's wounded neck was already bubbling with fresh growth, tissue knitting together at a speed that made my stomach turn. It backed against the far wall and inhaled deeply, the jagged runes on its spine flaring.

"Move!" I shouted, but the warning was barely necessary.

Twin streams of purple-tinted acid erupted from the remaining heads, sweeping across the chamber in devastating arcs. The stone liquefied, running in newly formed channels down the floor. Malcolm threw himself behind a pillar that immediately began smoking. Cass blurred through my aura as she engaged the swiftness side of her Seal, disappearing from the spray before it had even reached her previous location.

Valor pulsed through my aura, and I let it expand outward in a wave of pure challenge.

I am your opponent.

The message wasn't words so much as pure intent, broadcast directly into the Hydra's primitive consciousness. And the monster, being what it was, happily accepted.

Both acid streams converged on my position with the focus of industrial cutting lasers.

I dove sideways, knowing even as I moved I wasn't going to clear the spray pattern completely. Mana reinforcement would do exactly jack shit against acid that could melt stone, so I did the only thing that came to mind—I grabbed for spirit-aspected mana and shoved it outward in a desperate barrier.

The acid hit the barrier and... stopped.

Well, not stopped exactly. The major streams curved around the translucent wall of spirit mana, flowing around it rather than through. But droplets and vapor still got through, each one a tiny brand of agony as it ate through the Marigold oil and started working on my skin. The smell of burning hair filled my nostrils—apparently the oil in my hair wasn't as effective as advertised.

But I wasn't melting. That was a significant improvement over the alternative.

"Alright, you ugly bastard," I muttered, gripping my spear tighter. "Let's dance."

I charged straight at the Hydra, my mana burn igniting as I pushed my body past normal limits. Beside me, Cass's green aura blazed to life, and she did something I'd never seen her do before—she ran straight up the cavern wall, her feet finding purchase on vertical stone through pure mana adhesion.

"Gaia's tits, this is stupid!" she yelled, but she was grinning as she said it. "My boots keep slipping!"

“I fucking told you!” I laughed.

She reached the ceiling, pushed off with enough force to crack the stone, and plummeted toward the Hydra with all the grace of a green meteor. Her twin blades caught the light from Malcolm's modified illumination orb as she fell through the air.

I reached the creature just as Cass landed on its back, her swords punching through scales with a sound that reminded me of breaking ceramic. The Hydra bucked, trying to throw her off, and I took advantage of the distraction to drive my spear through the base of the middle head's skull.

The creature's scream made my ears ring, but I held on, twisting the spear as Cass systematically carved through neck muscles with surgical precision.

"Malcolm, now!" I shouted.

Another plasma arc lanced out, catching the rightmost head just as it turned toward Cass. The head tumbled to the ground with a wet thud, and suddenly we were facing a zero-headed Hydra.

For a moment, I actually thought we'd won.



"I thought we were supposed to just take all three heads off," Malcolm said.

The Hydra's body hadn't fallen. Instead, black ooze was bubbling from all three neck stumps, forming into rough shapes that were definitely becoming new heads. The stench of corrupted Hollowflame intensified, filling the chamber with that terrible ash smell—burning since before time had meaning.

"This is definitely Hollowflame fuckery," I said, backing away as the first new head began forming eyes.

"No shit!" Cass landed beside me, her blades dripping with ichor that was eating holes in the stone floor. "Any brilliant ideas?"

The new heads were almost fully formed now, and they looked worse than the originals—covered in the same jagged green runes that decorated the creature's back, pulsing with sickly green light.

I settled into a low stance, spear held at an angle that would let me redirect incoming attacks. The mana burn was taking its toll, that familiar ache building in my pathways, but I pushed through it.

"Same plan," I said. "But harder."

"That's not a plan!" Cass protested, but she was already moving, green aura flaring as she circled left.

The Hydra, now sporting three heads covered in black crystal lumps that had been its blood, fixed all six eyes on me. Valor's challenge was still ringing through the air between us, and the creature seemed offended by my continued existence.

It lunged forward with a speed that it definitely hadn’t had a minute ago. I flowed into a defensive spin, using the spear's length to redirect one head while my body twisted away from another. The third head, though…

The third head got me.

Massive jaws clamped around my torso, teeth punching through my scale mail as if it were made of paper. I felt ribs crack—definitely not break, thanks to mana reinforcement, but crack. Then the creature started squeezing, crushing me with jaws that had decided I was a jawbreaker and it wanted to test the name.

The acid was the worst part.

Each tooth that pierced my armor became a channel for concentrated acid to pour directly into the wounds. It wasn't just burning—it was liquefying flesh on contact, eating through muscle and scraping against bone. My scale mail dissolved around the puncture wounds, the metal bubbling and running down my sides in molten streams. Every breath brought fresh agony as the acid vapor filled my lungs, and I could taste copper and something chemical that made me want to vomit.

The pain was almost unbearable. My vision went white at the edges, then red, then tunneled into darkness. Some distant part of my brain noted that this was probably what dying felt like—being slowly dissolved from the inside out by a monster that had marinated in corruption for who knows how long.

Ben! Red's bark carried genuine alarm as the creature lifted me off the ground, squeezing harder with each second.

I screamed, pushing back with everything I had, mana burning through my pathways, fighting against the crushing pressure and the acid that was literally eating me alive. My arms were pinned, but I still had some movement in my shoulders. The acid had eaten through enough of the muscle there that things were loose—horrifically, agonizingly loose—but that gave me options.

I dug deep, pulling on reserves I didn't know I had and shoving them into Valor. My muscles strained against the Hydra's bulk, tendons standing out as I fought for every millimeter of space.

Something in my shoulder gave way with a wet crack—not just dislocating but tearing as acid-weakened tissue finally gave up. But the sudden looseness let me shift my weight. I got my arm into position against the roof of its mouth, channeling every drop of mana into pure physical force.

The Hydra's jaws split.

Not completely—I wasn't that strong—but enough. The crack that ran along its bony head gave me the leverage I needed, and I tore myself free with explosive force, landing hard on the acid-scarred ground. The bottom jaw now hung limp on the monster's center head, dripping with my blood and its own corrosive saliva. Blood ran from a dozen spots through what remained of my scalemail, and patches of exposed bone showed where the acid had done its worst work.

"Red, now!" Malcolm shouted.

What happened next was something I had seen before, but still wasn't prepared for.

Red inhaled deeply, his chest expanding with the distinctive preparation of his fire breath, and exhaled a stream of concentrated flame that would've made military-grade flamethrowers jealous. But Malcolm didn't just let it fly—he caught the fire with a Mudra, shaping and focusing it into something that looked more liquid than flame, more death than element.

The shaped flame carved through the Hydra with the precision of a welding torch through butter. One head gone. Then another. The body split in half, then quarters, the flame not caring one bit about the creature's regeneration. It just kept burning, reducing everything to smoking char and that terrible ash smell.

"Holy shit!" I gasped, clutching my dislocated shoulder while the healing light worked overtime trying to keep me from bleeding out. "That was way more ridiculous than Sylvarus, what the hell?"

Malcolm's grin was slightly manic. "We've been practicing! I wasn't sure it would work!"

The flames finally died, leaving a smoking pile of what used to be a Hydra. But there, in the center of the devastation, something pulsed with diseased light.

A mana core, perfectly spherical as all the others I'd seen, but wrong. The normally pristine blue glass was shot through with black tendrils that writhed with their own terrible life. It looked exactly as if the poison that had tried to burrow into my soul had crystallized into physical form.

"I wouldn't touch it," Malcolm said unnecessarily. Anyone with functioning eyes could see that thing was bad news.

I reached out with my thoughts. "Ted, if I store this thing in my soul-space, is it going to kill me?"

"No idea, kid. But I wouldn't risk it. That thing reeks. Fucking disgusting, I can smell it from here."

Yeah, that tracked with the Hollowflame connection. I turned to Red, who was panting but still alert.

"Think you can do that fire thing again? On the orb specifically?"

Red sent back a complex emotional response that roughly translated to: I can, but you owe me so many cheese buns that Katie's going to need a second bakery.

"Deal," I said immediately. Cheese buns were a small price to pay for not having corrupted monster cores lying around.

Malcolm stepped forward, his hands already forming the same Mudra. "Ready when you are, Red."

The second blast was smaller but more focused. Malcolm shaped Red's flame into a tight beam that hit the corrupted core dead center. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, hairline cracks spread across the surface, purple light beginning to leak through.

"Might want to take cover," I suggested, already shuffling toward a tunnel.

The core exploded.

The shockwave was pure wrongness given physical form—black and purple energy that made my vision swim and my soul want to crawl out of my body and hide. The entire cavern shook, dust and loose stones raining from the ceiling as the corrupt energy dissipated into nothing.

When the dust settled, there was nothing left of the Hydra except scorched stone and a lingering smell of ancient rot.

"Okay," Cass said, breaking the silence. "We killed it. We don't get a core because we had to blow it up. Now what?" She gestured at the surrounding walls. "How exactly do we get back up? Because I don't know about you guys, but I can't really climb a fifty-reach smooth vertical pit."

"You just ran up a wall," I pointed out, swallowing a healing pill and feeling the bizarre sensation of my skin regrowing and knitting together.

"Yeah, for maybe twenty reaches," she shot back. "That's not the same as climbing straight up for fifty reaches while carrying Malcolm."

I looked around the chamber, then at the two tunnels I'd noticed earlier. They definitely had the same smooth-carved quality as the Old Pathways beneath La-Roc. "We're in the Old Pathways, or at least connected to them. Maybe we can find a way out through there?"

Malcolm pulled out his Manascript, frowning at the display. "It’s dampened. Definitely the old pathways," He oriented himself, pointing toward the left tunnel. "That should lead roughly toward La-Roc, assuming we didn't get turned around completely when we fell."

"Better than sitting here. Maybe there are more monsters," Cass said, already heading for the tunnel. "And we've still got Diana's deadline if we want that bonus."

Red padded over to me, his entire body radiating exhaustion and the promise of future cheese-bun extortion. I scratched behind his ears, wincing as the movement pulled at acid burns that were still healing. Whatever Valor did with that light, I needed to figure out how to do it again.

"You did good, buddy. We all did."

Cheese buns. So many cheese buns came through our bond, along with an undertone of satisfaction at a job well done.

"Hey Ben," Malcolm called from the tunnel entrance. "Your shoulder's still dislocated, isn't it?"

"Yeah, but the healing pills are working on it—"

"Those won't reset a dislocation properly. Here." He walked over with the confidence of someone who'd done this before. "This is going to hurt."

Before I could protest, he grabbed my arm and shoulder, made a sharp rotating motion, and…

"FUCK! Come on, man! You're supposed to count first!"

The joint popped back into place with an audible crack, sending fresh waves of agony through my entire upper body. But immediately after, the healing pill kicked in properly, bones and muscles knitting back together with that familiar warm tingle. The acid burns finally sealed over, leaving angry red marks but no permanent damage.

"Thanks," I groaned, rotating the shoulder experimentally. "Where'd you learn that?"

"Mother insisted all her students know basic field medicine," Malcolm said with a shrug. "You can't always rely on healing pills to fix everything properly. It s a Striker tradition—we… they break things frequently."

"Useful," I admitted, testing my range of motion. Everything seemed to work again, though I'd definitely be feeling this for days.

"Great, Malcolm's mom is secretly helpful sometimes," Cass called from the tunnel. "Can we get moving? This place is giving me the creeps, and we've got a deadline if we want Diana's bonus."

She had a point. We'd already burned through at least an hour or two, maybe more, and we still had to find our way out of here and make it back to La-Roc.

I grabbed my spear from where it had fallen, noting with annoyance that the Hydra's blood had eaten several holes in the shaft. Still functional, but I'd need to replace it soon. Again.

One more reason I needed to get Winchester fixed as soon as possible. Though if there was going to be an auction I needed to attend, I was going to need significantly more money than Diana's quest would provide.

"Alright," I said, joining the others at the tunnel entrance. "Let's find our way out of this hole and go collect our money. And Red needs his cheese buns before we head to Sylvarus."

Red barked in agreement, already trotting down the tunnel with his tails morphing back into a single wagging appendage. Even exhausted and covered in dirt, oil, and whatever else we'd been splattered with, he maintained that endless dog optimism that suggested everything would work out fine.

As we descended into the darkness of the Old Pathways, following tunnels that had been carved before the harbor city was even an idea, I couldn't shake the feeling that the Hydra had been more than just a random monster. Those darkness-aspected traits, the Hollowflame connection, the way it had been feeding on the other monsters around it...

Something had happened here. Something was still happening here. And we were going to have to report it to the Monster Hunters as soon as we got back.

I'd have to add this to the growing list of problems Diana had brought with her from Sylvarus. Between the corrupted creatures in the Old Pathways, and whatever was going on with that frog-infested spirit realm Cass and I had visited a while ago, La-Roc was feeling less safe and more like a powder keg.

But that was a problem for after we got paid. Right now, I just wanted to get out of this hole, clean myself off, and watch Red extort an entire bakery's worth of cheese buns from Katie.

The tunnel stretched ahead into darkness, Malcolm's healing illumination orb casting dancing shadows on the ancient walls. Somewhere up there was sunlight, fresh air, and a bag of gold mana coins with our names on it.

Time to go collect.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Interloper

    
    
    
    
                "So we gonna talk about what Ben did to my light spell?" Malcolm asked as we jogged through the tunnels.

We'd been moving for several minutes now, our footsteps echoing off stone walls while Malcolm's floating orb bobbed behind us, casting dancing shadows ahead.

"No clue what I did, but I definitely want to try it again." I glanced back at the light. "Feel any different?"

"Takes more mana to keep it going," Malcolm said, adjusting his grip on his staff. "But not as much as I'd expect if it had something to do with healing. Didn't know light could heal anything."

I turned to study the floating orb, feeling concepts radiating from it that hadn't been there before. The sensation hit me in waves. 

The exact moment sunrise breaks over the horizon.

The instant when a dying ember suddenly roars back to life.

Dawn reflecting across still water.

I had mistaken what I’d seen for Dawn, but it was something else. Valor hadn't just enhanced the spell. It had transformed illumination into something else entirely.

Aurora.

Then I slammed face-first into solid stone.

The impact sent me sprawling, stars exploding across my vision as I hit the ground hard. We weren't exactly sprinting, but Malcolm's version of jogging was still faster than most people ran on Earth.

Cass's laughter echoed off the walls. Even Malcolm cracked a smile as I blinked away the pain.

"Aren't you the one with the fancy aura?" Malcolm asked. "How'd you miss a door?"

"He didn't fucking miss it!" Cass wheezed, leaning against the wall for support.

"For fuck’s sake, I was trying to figure out how that light worked." I sat up, rubbing my nose. "Oh. That's a big door."

Massive was more accurate. The doors could've stopped a tank—solid metal reinforced with enough magical bullshit to make them practically indestructible. Dead center sat a perfect circle of sand, about a meter across, floating horizontally against gravity.

The sight was bizarre enough that I reached out before thinking, running my finger through the grains. They shifted around my touch, then immediately filled the gap when I pulled away.

"Probably shouldn't have touched that," I said, watching the sand resettle with eerie precision.

Malcolm shrugged. "Better you than me. But how's sand just floating there? I don't sense any runic concepts. And these symbols..."

He gestured to the several carvings around the sand circle. Letters that spelled nothing coherent, no matter which way we tilted our heads. They looked almost like Roman numerals.

"Doesn't spell anything," I muttered, studying the I's, V's, and X's. "Do people here use letters as numbers?"

Malcolm shook his head. "How would letters be numbers? That's the weirdest thing I've heard since your Paladin thing."

"No, look—this one's three, one, four, one... five." I pointed at each symbol, and suddenly everything clicked. A circle of floating sand surrounded by those specific numbers... "Holy shit."

"What?" Cass asked.

I was already moving, tracing my finger through the sand again. This time, instead of random patterns, I carefully drew the Greek letter pi.

The symbol held for a heartbeat before the sand began its inevitable reset…

Then everything changed.

Sand drained through the circle with a sound like an hourglass in reverse. Massive gears clanked inside the door as the entire thing pivoted on a central axis.

"What the fuck did you do?" Malcolm scrambled backward as the door swung open.

"It was actually pi?" I grinned despite the situation.

"What do you mean pie?" Cass perked up. Red's ears twitched at the word too.

"Not food pie—pi, the mathematical constant." The implications were already spinning through my head. Most numerical notation on Ark was completely alien to me. But Roman numerals? And now this? "It's a number that shows up in circles and—never mind."

Finally, something on this world made sense. Not only had I figured out Valor's trick with Malcolm's spell, but we'd just opened what looked like an ancient sealed section.

“Unless it's full of monsters,” Ted's voice echoed in my head.

"Shut up, Ted," I said aloud. "It was sealed. Why would there be monsters?"

Cass chuckled. "Hi Ted!"

"Tell her I said hi!" Ted chimed, and I dutifully passed along the message as we stepped through the doorway.

Mana hit me like a physical force—dense, organized, exactly like entering a tower. Behind us, the door swiveled shut with finality.

"Ominous," I said, but the word died as lights blazed to life ahead. Brilliant lines traced between perfectly fitted tiles, creating a five-meter-square tunnel that stretched into darkness. After Malcolm's orb, the excessive brightness was jarring.

Malcolm released his spell, and I felt an unexpected surge as mana flowed back into me. Whatever I'd done to augment his light was returning energy with interest, forcing my pathways to branch and adapt.

The enhancement had somehow generated mana.

We moved deeper, Red's nose working overtime while we kept weapons ready. I pushed Valor out as far as I could. The results were strange—nothing beyond the walls, like they were specifically designed to contain magical perception. My awareness could stretch only forward and backward along the corridor.

"This feels exactly like a tower," Malcolm said, voicing my thoughts. "We were heading toward the city in those tunnels. I've never seen anything like this."

Cass ran her palm along the smooth wall. "Same. I've lived on La-Roc my whole life. A breach into the pathways is supposed to be impossible—a Class-B monster couldn't break through. No one's found entrances that weren't already mapped."

Red stopped suddenly, looking back at me with confusion.

Familiar, he sent through our bond. But different. Ancient.

Cass caught some of the communication. "You recognize something?" She turned to me with concern. "Nothing dangerous?"

I shook my head. "Not yet. But my aura's pretty useless for traps. Stay sharp."

After twenty minutes of walking straight with a gradual downward slope, the corridor opened up.

The antechamber stole my breath.

Hundreds of bridges reached across a massive chasm from other entrances, all converging on a pristine white tower at the center. The space felt ancient and purposeful—a hub designed by someone who understood architecture and magic on a scale I couldn't comprehend.

We crossed our bridge toward the central tower, and something about it felt unmistakably safe. It beckoned with the same sanctuary energy as the Monster Hunter tower.

Halfway across, Red froze, ears swiveling.

"We're definitely in a spirit realm, right?" I asked, turning to gauge their reactions.

They were gone.

My heart dropped. I spun in a complete circle—the bridge stretched empty in both directions.

A roar erupted from below, shaking the entire structure. Pulses of radiant light raced through the bridge as something cold invaded my mind.

INTERLOPER!

The word hit like a sledgehammer, freezing my muscles mid-motion. I forced myself to turn, fighting the compulsion, and found Gary centimeters away. His usual smirk had been replaced by genuine concern.

He reached out, and just as my body locked completely under that crushing willpower, the world dissolved.



Gary's concern hadn't faded as I found myself in a meditation room. Cushioned seating circled the space, and a gentle melody drifted through the air. Windows offered views of an endless ocean stretching to the horizon.

Valor still spread around me, but this space lacked the overwhelming safety of normal tower rooms. Something felt different.

"How..." Gary started, then reconsidered. "How do Terrans know that alphabet? And those numbers? How did you even find that door?"

I expected to struggle against whatever that Soulcry had done, but the paralysis had vanished completely.

"Are Cass and Malcolm safe?" I asked first.

"Of course, Aspirant. They're experiencing mild confusion and enjoying refreshments on the eleventh floor."

Relief washed through me. Gary might enjoy his games, but he had a protective streak underneath the mischief.

"We found the door in a monster nest," I explained. "A Goreback Hydra, but corrupted. Like that Hollowflame business in Sylvarus. It broke through into the Old Pathways—Cass said that should be impossible."

Gary's expression grew contemplative.

"As for the numbers and pi..." I shrugged. "That's basic math on Earth. Every kid learns it in school."

Ripples raced across the ocean outside. The windows trembled.

"I see," Gary said slowly. "Alan'dara briefed me about this Hollowflame corruption. That something similar to what destroyed Gu Li was so close to that entrance is... concerning." His expression turned serious. "I owe you a debt of karma."

I waved him off. "Just doing my job, Gary. You gave us the assignment."

"I'm aware. But this changes much, especially since you possess the knowledge to open that door." He stared through the window, then his familiar grin returned as he tugged his mustache. "I haven't bent the rules in so long... perhaps karma will allow it."

My stomach lurched. Suddenly I stood outside the tower on alabaster stone, but not where I expected. The massive structure rose before me while behind, a wall of water thundered down, soaking me with spray.

The waterfall wasn't solid—a gap led straight into the cascade.

"Gary?" I called, suddenly aware I couldn't feel Red through our bond.

The separation lasted seconds before Red came rocketing through empty air, launching himself at full sprint through an invisible barrier. He crashed into me hard enough to send us both tumbling.

No warning from Valor, but it didn't matter. Red's tongue assault was immediate and thorough.

That was scary! Old voice, big voice! Fear tinged the memory he sent.

"Okay, okay!" I laughed, shoving the increasingly heavy dog off me. Was he getting bigger? Or just fatter from all the carbs?

"We're supposed to go through there," I said, pointing at the waterfall path. Red was already soaked, radiating wet dog smell—awful and comforting at the same time.

He shook himself off, spraying me with even more water, then grinned like he'd accomplished something spectacular.

"You really love water, don't you?" His grin widened impossibly. "Alright, Gary wants to show us something."

Not me, Red sent smugly. But I kept asking, and he gave in.

I laughed, remembering how he'd pestered Dara during the tournament. The dog was persistent.

We walked through the wall of water. The waterfall continued around us, no ceiling visible, just endless cascading walls. The water itself glowed softly, illuminating the stone path.

The sound was overwhelming—constant thunder that made conversation impossible. We walked for minutes through this tunnel of light and noise until the pathway opened into an enormous domed chamber.

The waterfall sealed behind us, cutting off our exit.

Murals covered every surface, blazing with color and life. The first showed a serpentine dragon—green and blue scales that seemed to shimmer—locked in combat with a massive black praying mantis. The insectoid creature raised scythe arms to strike, but the dragon's scales had been inlaid with something glossy that reflected light, making it appear alive.

The next scene depicted the same dragon wrapped around a red and yellow wyvern that smoldered with iridescent flames. The detail was incredible—I could almost feel heat from the painted fire.

"Like a comic book," I muttered. Red tilted his head, studying each scene with unusual focus.

Each mural chronicled the dragon's battles against increasingly menacing creatures. At the far end, we reached the last scene—darker, more somber. It showed the dragon's death at the hands of a shifting gray oval covered in unmistakable blue fractals.

My blood turned cold.

The Shi'an. The Caretakers.

"Holy shit," I breathed, touching the painted surface. This was the first representation I’d seen of what had torn me from Earth. I still couldn't remember how I'd gotten into that room.

The moment my fingers made contact, the chamber vibrated. Stone ground against stone as a spiral walkway rose from the floor's center.

I sighed, looking at Red, who'd already bounded over to investigate.

"Perfect," I said as he bolted up the pathway. "Wouldn't be the lobby without stairs."

We emerged onto a rocky outcropping jutting out over the endless ocean. A smooth path led toward the highest point, offering a spectacular view—ocean to the horizon under pristine clouds, so perfect it looked painted.

Something hovered in the distance above the water. At first, it looked like a vertical helix, but it began moving. Twisting, rotating, angling toward us.

One end had a head. A massive, ancient head.

The dragon from the murals. Very much alive.

A shockwave erupted from the creature, rippling across the water. When it hit, concepts slammed into my mind:

The moment love becomes so fierce, it transforms into an immovable mountain between harm and the beloved.

The distance between standing firm and falling—measured in lives that continue because someone refused to yield.

A promise carved so deeply into reality that even after the speaker falls, the echo continues protecting what was sworn.

I hit the stone hard, gasping as Valor flickered against the foreign presence. But instead of being snuffed out, my aura merged with something infinitely larger—a candle flame joining a bonfire.

When I sat up, the dragon had fully turned toward us. I couldn’t even gauge how big it was or how far away, yet I felt its attention like a physical weight. My body shivered under the sheer magnitude of power.

Those impossibly enormous eyes fixed on me, piercing straight through to my soul.

And then the dragon advanced.

            
