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The story follows Gale Hathie, thrust into a rift by a deranged smile he saw in his bedroom at the orphanage. Cast into the world of the Eclipsed with his new Dainv OS, he survives painfully alone until he meets a group of survivors.

Gale’s journey is one of connection: learning to trust, to accept an embrace, and to unlearn the trauma ingrained by his parents’ teachings. But before he can heal, he must balance his growing heritage lest truly he becomes the eldritch nightmare demon those very survivors believe him to be.

What to expect:
- Weak To Strong
- Slow burn + hints of slice of life
- LitRPG-Lite
- Character focused drama
- 2300 - 4100 words per chapter

Typography by: Inorai
Editing by: cthuluphant
____

Book 1 - The Eclipsed: 145K words
Book 2 - Modern Aur: 270k words


Current schedule: 
Monday to Friday, 1 chapter every weekday @1pm EST

Read 29+ chapters ahead on Patreon.



Change log (for anything major):
Chapters 1-9 have been edited and condensed to 5 chapters. - November 4, 2025 4:30PM EST
Chapter 11 has been edited for plot clarity - December 31, 2025 2:00PM EST

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                Gale's fingers dug into the book's paperback cover, knuckles white as pages crumpled in his desperate grip. Mom and dad always said, ‘stay low, blend in, survive’. He'd taken their advice to heart, burying himself in fantastical realms in the words he would read every night.

It was his last month at the orphanage. Soon, he'd either be put on a hearse from trying to survive to adulthood or live long enough to see what other people find magical about this thing called 'life'.

The boy above him snarled, pinning him down while fists rained down on him. Gale refused to relinquish his precious book. Let them break his body. They'd never touch his mind. It was the only part of him truly free.

"Think you're better than us, bookworm? Run out of things to do in real life?"

The boy's hot breath wafted at him, reeking of spaghetti from dinner. "You’re not that great… Get over yourself."

Gale said nothing. It didn't matter. The punches were amateur. All force, no technique. He learned long ago that silence was the best reply. As blows rained down, he retreated into his imagination, where beasts were felled and heroes triumphed. In this world of bruises and neglect, stories were his armour, his escape, and his home.

"Even if you are special…" The boy paused, looking at Gale's smaller figure. "Forget it."

He got up, shoulders hunched, footsteps echoing through the orphanage's narrow corridor. Paint flaked from the walls as he brushed past.

Gale sat up, still pressed to the wall with his battered body and precious book. Although he couldn't get up from being beaten, a smile rose on his face. The book was still in his clutches. It was his win.

One day, I'll show you. I'll live peacefully. Away from this damned prison and from everyone. All of you won't be able to step all over me or beat me up whenever you want.

I'll go home every day and just read my books until I fall asleep. Then I'll dream of the stories I just read. Probably somewhere out in the woods where no one can see me or bother me. I'll even build a cabin for myself and maybe a pool. No one is invited except me. And I'll be…

Happy. Probably.

Mom and dad would say they're proud of me; maybe even come back. All three of us could read books and just survive in the woods together, away from people. Probably even hunt and forage together. We would even eat together, just like back then.

But Gale knew they were never coming back. They disappeared when he was only 12 years old. They taught him many ways to survive. He didn’t know why. To them, survival was the most important. At his young age, he couldn't say anything back against them. He just thought it was normal. The way their family lived.

Gale gathered enough strength and picked himself up, limping back to his room. But before he could reach for the doorknob, the door swung open on its own. He looked around his room, expecting bullies trying to play a trick on him.

The desk lamp was on, shining dimly. The poster of a fictional star map his dad had given him hung on the wall. A couple of fantasy books laid on the desk. Luggage was half-packed. Two pairs of shoes were by the door. Then there it was.

A pair of eyes fixed on him. Its smile twisted, stretching too wide to be human.

Gale's blood ran cold. Its teeth were inhuman, and its eyes had a certain deranged expression, as if it had found a fun prey to play with.

Run away. His grip on the book slacked. The book fell, making a loud thud. He had glanced away from the entity just for a brief second, and the next it was gone. There was nothing.

It felt all too real. It was the first time he wanted to speak out about something that happened to him. Such supernatural events happened to him only a handful of times. This time, however, was too close for comfort.

Gale picked up his book and stumbled down the corridor. He had to tell someone about what he'd just seen. The staff room was just around the corner, and he burst through the door.

"There was something in my room!" he blurted out.

There were still two staff members working. One of the staff ladies looked up from her paperwork, frowning. "Gale, what on earth are you talking about?"

"I saw... something... like a smile. Probably not human. It was there, in the corner, watching."

"Not this again, Gale. We've talked about your overactive imagination before," the staff lady grumbled.

Gale couldn't say anything. He expected it. His awkwardness didn't help either.

The staff lady stood up, her face a mixture of concern and exasperation. "Gale, look at you. You had some rough play with the boys, right?"

Gale nodded reluctantly.

"You're just seeing things. It's perfectly normal. Next time, don't play too roughly and hit your head."

"I know what I saw!"

The staff lady approached him, her voice softening. "Gale, we understand you're upset. But there's nothing in your room. We don't let anyone get to the dorm."

There was no one in the world who would say that his bruises were from rough play. They never believed him. They never liked him.

"We believe you," she said. "But sometimes our minds can come up with all sorts of things when we're hurt in the head."

It was pointless to argue further. They already made up their minds. No one ever gave him the time of day to even hear him out, let alone when he was bullied.

"Why don't you lie down for a bit and see if that helps?" said the staff lady.

Gale nodded, knowing full well the staff didn't care. Pretend to be ok. That's what he was told to do. Just to live this nightmare. Forever.

As he reached for the door handle, he heard the other staff lady mutter, "Supernatural stuff again?"

The words stung, but he was too tired to care. He went back to his room, half expecting something to be there and half hoping there was nothing.

The corridor felt longer than usual. His aching ribs made each step an effort. Rough play, they said. Did rough play include getting bruises all over? But pain was nothing compared to the constant dismissal from the staff—he couldn't count on anyone.

He paused outside his door, hand hovering over the knob, dreading whether the thing was still there.

Taking a deep breath, Gale pushed the door open.

The room looked exactly as he had left it. Books were on the desk. A half-packed suitcase. Shoes blocking the door. Nothing in the corner where the thing was. Everything placed just as where they should be.

Gale let out a sigh. He sat at his desk, laying down the book still in his grip. Its pages sprawled on the desk. Maybe they were right. Maybe it had all been in his head.

A gentle knock on the door interrupted Gale's thoughts.

"Gale? May I come in?" the staff lady behind the door asked, her voice softer than before.

He didn't respond.

Even without a response, she stepped inside, closing the door behind her. She glanced around the room, pretending to check for any signs of the ‘supernatural’ presence he mentioned.

"Listen, Gale," she said, perching on the edge of his bed. "I want you to know that it's not that we don't believe you. It's just..."

She paused, then continued. "Things have been tough lately."

Sure. It's been tough lately. Hasn't it been tough for him the whole time he's been in this prison? They don't care.

"Gale, we already talked about this, right? The orphanage is going through some difficult times," she continued. "We're short-staffed, and there's just so much to do. Sometimes it feels like we're barely keeping our heads above water."

She sighed, rubbing her temples.

"I know it's not an excuse, but you understand, right? Other kids cause trouble with fists and screaming. And you cause it with these stories. It's already difficult," she sighed. "Trying to take care of all the kids and all… And with you being one of the older ones, well..." she trailed off.

Gale didn't bother looking back at her. He knew where this was going. They always expected the older kids to be more mature and self-reliant. But they were all still kids. Kids that grew up without parents who would have taught them what was good and bad.

"You're leaving this month, aren't you?" the staff lady asked. Gale knew it wasn't really a question.

"I know it's a lot to ask, but you know we just can't drop everything to investigate… something little," said the staff lady.

Gale wanted to argue that the thing in his room wasn't "little," but he bit his tongue. It was the first time he felt genuine fear. The first time he went to their office late at night to make a scene. The other kids made plenty of trouble compared to him, even the older ones. The least they could do was at least hear him out.

"Here," the staff lady said. She stood up and put the ice pack on his desk. "For your bruises. I'm sorry we can't do more right now."

Gale took the ice pack, pressing it against his ribs. The cold seeped through his shirt, numbing the pain.

"Thanks…" he whispered, not meeting her eyes.

"Gale… the other kids," she looked at him with warm eyes, her voice down to a soothing level. "They just wanted to play with you, just like back then, when you first came to us. I don't know what your… parents told you, but you're much more than you think you are."

The staff lady stood up, smoothing her skirt.

"Try to get some rest, okay? And Gale..." She hesitated at the door. "You're almost 18. You're almost free, so just… just keep your head down. It's safer that way."

With that, she left, closing the door softly behind her.

Gale sat there for a moment, the ice pack pressed against his side. What did he think was going to happen? They weren't magically going to believe him after all the multiple times he'd already tried. But… the least they could do was at least pretend to believe him. In just a few weeks, he would be gone from this place. At least pretend to care.

He stood up, wincing at the pain in his ribs, and walked over to the window. The orphanage grounds stretched out before him, bathed in the fading light of evening. Older kids were still walking back across the streets to the orphanage.

It's not like he wanted to avoid the other kids. He wanted to have fun too. He just didn't know how. For as long as he could remember, his parents had taught him how to survive from dawn to dusk without care, even as his hands and feet bled.

Gale leaned his forehead against the cool glass, closing his eyes. He tried to focus on the future, on the life waiting for him beyond these walls. He was confident that he knew what to do, all the tips and tricks his dad had taught him to survive out there and the cooking skills his mom had taught him. But he felt it wasn't enough. Those skills were for living in the woods—not enough for the real world.

He opened his eyes, scanning the room once more. Everything looked normal. Ordinary. Nothing felt out of place. It was just as he had left it before he went out in the morning.

Gale moved away from the window, his gaze falling on his half-packed suitcase. Maybe he should finish packing now. He can leave at a moment’s notice in case that thing appeared again.

The thought had barely formed when he heard a soft thud behind him.

He spun around. His eyes frantically searched around the room, looking for the source of the noise. Nothing seemed out of place, then...

There. On his desk. A book had fallen to the floor, its pages spread open.

Gale approached cautiously, every nerve on edge. He knelt down, reaching for the book. As his fingers touched the cover, the book was ice cold, as if it had just come out of a freezer.

He picked it up and turned it over. It was one of his favourite fantasy books. One where the hero vanquishes invading demons from the kingdom. But as he flipped through the pages, his breath got caught in his throat.

On the page, right in the middle of where the demon was about to devour the main character at his lowest, a single word stood out. It hadn't been there before. Gale was sure of it.

The word was in a script that seemed to shift in and out of reality as he looked at it, but he could make out what it said:

"Soon."

Gale dropped the book, stumbling backward. What the hell happened? There was no way his eyes were playing with him. There was something here with him.

He looked around the room, half-expecting to see the entity or something again. But there was nothing there. Just the usual furnishings and his belongings.

Running away was the only option against something he couldn't see. Go back to the staff room. Show them the letters in the book. Maybe they would believe him this time. 

Gale reached for the doorknob in a hurry, but discovered it refused to turn.

The drone of the air conditioner suddenly died down as if going on mute. Silence crept in. A chilling growl, gaining strength with each passing second, reverberated through the air behind him. Icy breath swept across the nape of his neck. He froze, muscles tensed, afraid to turn and face whatever lurked at his back.

When the growl reached its climax, the world became dyed in red. Crimson roots spread out across his entire view in an instant. And then the world was dark.

[Critical danger to host detected.]

[Force Initialize Dainv Origin System.]

[Started…]

…
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                [Force Initialize Dainv Origin System]

[Dainv OS Started…]

[Progress… Error]

[Origin Core integrity state: Damaged]

Gale's eyes snapped open. His body jerked up and the pain hit him immediately. Sore and bruised, luckily not in any areas that would immobilize him. Then he looked around. The first thing he saw wasn't the familiar ceiling of his room. He wasn't even sure whether he was back on Earth.

Everything around him was unfamiliar. He saw the sky webbed by branches that almost completely blocked it. It was nighttime, yet some unfamiliar blue light from the moon still filtered through the branches.

He blinked a couple of times, trying to get rid of the disorientation. The tree in front of him was too massive. Its trunk was bigger than the average house in square metres.

Gale walked up to the tree, inspecting it closer to see what the hell he was up against. Dad always said the trees would give him an idea of what world he was in, though he never really asked why dad would say such weird things as if he would be going to different worlds.

He pressed his palms against it, feeling the rough texture of the bark. Its jagged bark felt hard. It left a charcoal-like dust on top of his fingers and palm. He had half expected it to crumble away due to its brittleness that felt like charcoal. Yet it didn't.

It was too real.

He jumped to his feet, using his hand as a visor to look at the darkness beyond him. Visibility was almost completely gone. He could barely even see his hand in front of his face when he waved at himself.

According to the sound of when he stepped, the ground was soft. Vegetation covered it all around. Brushes touched his exposed ankle, hopefully not poisonous. Dried leaves and branches crunched when he shifted his weight.

Now it was clear.

He was no longer in the prison that was the orphanage. This was in the heart of a forest unlike anything he had encountered on Earth before with mom and dad. It was clear. The blue moonlight filtering through the canopy was clearly not the moon he was used to, nor were the trees he was used to this tall and thick. They were too tall, too large, too much of everything for this to possibly be in any of the environments he had ever lived in. The trunk of one was the size of the houses he passed by on the way to school.

The air was surprisingly fresh. He breathed it in. It didn't have the annoying dust and carbon that lingered in the city air. The orphanage itself was barely breathable. Now he was in his environment where the shadows danced along the wind that rustled the branches high above.

Gale walked around, pushing forward for five minutes straight. Getting a clear view of the sky would allow him to get a bearing on where he was. The stars would tell him. He had always liked watching the stars with mom. She would always lecture him on how to read the stars to find their location. He always liked listening to her just talk, and he would get lost in her voice. He never thought he would be using those lectures now.

Once he got to a clearing, he looked up immediately at the sky, expecting the stars to talk to him. Instead, he saw two celestial bodies, much larger than what he expected hanging in the sky. One was a sun. The other was the blue moon that eclipsed the sun, too big to be the moon he knew. He waited for 10 minutes to see whether the blue moon would get out of the sun's way.

It didn't.

The blue moon followed where the sun was as if it were locked to it. That was the last confirmation he needed to see. This wasn't Earth. It didn't need to follow any of the rules that were set there.

"Holy shit," Gale whispered. "Am I dead?"

Dad would have slapped him if he had said that out loud if they were still around. But clearly, he wasn't dead. He remembered the growl in his bedroom with the smiling twisted teeth. The drone of the air conditioner died as if it had gone on mute. It was then that suddenly there was a flash of red with roots all over that made him lose consciousness.

Unless he died and came back to life, except in a new world where swords and magic exist, that would make him the knight in shining armour who vanquishes the demon lord, or being the demon lord instead, because it's a reversal of the trope, where he could finally become the evil lord that would reign against the people of this place as revenge for how he was treated unfairly in the other world called Earth.

Gale took a deep breath after thinking too much. He slapped his face with both of his hands, snapping out of his own fantasies. This place was extremely real. In the first place, if this was death, then it felt more real than the time he lived in the orphanage. Checkmate.

Now, he needed a plan. A plan to survive whatever this situation was. The mantra his parents always told him was 3 things. Stay low, blend in, survive. Ever since he was a kid, mom and dad always repeated it, even teaching him how to survive on his own in a forest with a grueling curriculum.

He then remembered there was something that popped up in his mind or in front of him just before he fainted. It was a robotic voice notification with a popup screen that looked like it was from the 2000s.

As soon as he thought about it, a translucent screen appeared in front of him.

[Origin Core integrity state: Damaged]

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Integrity: Damaged

Attributes: [

Max Load: 1

Efficiency: 1

Essence: 10/10

]

Skills:

[]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void]

[Mission: Repair Core Integrity.]

…

Gale stared at it, not knowing what he was seeing. He didn't know whether he was dreaming, hallucinating, or on LSD.

Not sure I know what LSD is.

Everything up to this point was already very weird, now his brain or eyes were playing tricks on him. The popup in front of him made no sense at all whatsoever. It said it was the Dainv OS.

The word Dainv as his race stood out. He lived all his life as a human, yet it said he was a Dainv. It felt alien to him. He was certain he didn't become anything else, a robot, or a different race altogether. His body still felt the same, although now a bit bruised in places. It sounded like words straight out of a fantasy book, and here he was—in a grim, dark fantasy world. It could be that the other kids drugged him enough to have the hallucinations, but he hoped that they weren't bad enough to put him through that kind of experience… he hoped.

He reached out a finger to the translucent screen and tapped on Breath of the Void. To his surprise, the screen responded to his touch. It opened a new window with even more vague information.

[Breath of the Void: A window of the void exuding its breath into the surroundings.]

Gale blinked a couple of times. He read it through multiple times, each pass only leaving him more confused.

What does this even mean? It said it was a passive. If he was talking in gaming terms, then it was something that was always on, but he felt nothing. Void literally meant nothingness though.

Gale closed his eyes to check if there was anything different about himself. It was then he noticed the change. He could still see and feel the world around him, although vague but definitely there.

Closing his eyes felt like he could even see more than when he had his eyes open. He could feel the detail and information of the things that were in that small radius. From the details of the tree behind him, each cracked bark, to the bugs crawling around its roots.

He opened his eyes to look at the screen again and then touched the next thing that interested him, the mission text. A new window popped up, revealing even weirder information.

[Mission: Repair Core Integrity.]

[Extract Origin from a living being.]

Gale reread the text over and over again.

The hell does this even mean.

Sure, he wasn't the brightest in the orphanage, but Gale was pretty sure that he wasn't the stupidest. Maybe he got too many beatings recently since he was graduating from the orphanage. They didn't hit his head, though.

He cursed inwardly. The staff always said the fantasy books were just junk. He ignored them, rightfully so. Now he regretted not reading more encyclopaedias. Those could've helped a bit in uncovering what this Core or Origin is.

Maybe.

That one was a huge reach. All just a lie to comfort himself. Even studying properly wouldn't have made this situation any better.

"Extract Origin from a live being?" he muttered out loud. "What do you even mean?"

None of it made sense. It didn't even say what the purpose is for fixing the damned thing.

He looked around the unfamiliar dark forest, using more of Breath of the Void than his actual eyes, half hoping that something would give him a clue.

Nothing.

The forest offered nothing to him. Just the bleak darkness of a permanently eclipsed surrounding. It gave him more questions while also not answering any.

He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath to calm himself down. Dad always said to take deep breaths when you're in a stressful situation. It released endorphins to calm you down and gives you some time to think about what the hell to do.

When he opened his eyes again, the mission still stood in front of him.

[Mission: Repair Core Integrity.]

[Extract Origin from a living being.]

"Okay," said Gale. "I need to repair you… and to do that… I have to extract something called 'Origin'." 

 The absurdity of his situation almost made him laugh.

He looked to his hands, hidden by the dark, somehow he could see they were there. He was half expecting them to have transformed into a pickaxe or some kind of butchering tool. It did tell him to extract Origin from a living being. Some kind of harvesting tool would've made sense.

To Gale's disappointment, they were still the same hands. Five fingers on each hand. Slender and bruised.

Gale sighed. Life had always been tough on him, even when he was still living with his parents. At least when they were still around, he could rely on them and they would just tell him what to do. Now, there was no one to rely on. He had to solve the riddle of this game called "life". First, the orphanage. Now this damned forest alone.

He looked to the book that lay beside him when he first woke up, wondering if it contained any answers. He already knew it was futile, yet his hands still moved to reach for it.

A flip to the first page introduced the main character born into fallen royalty of the court. A flip to the chapter after, the main character had lived his life to be exiled. A flip to the next chapter, the main character had lived his life to become strong and independent, now the kingdom wanted him back and his family.

It was a formulaic book, but nonetheless, Gale liked it. In the end, the main character became the knight that vanquished the demons that invaded the kingdom. Yet at the end of the day, it was just a fantasy book that provided no answers.

Suddenly, a distant growl caught his attention. Gale's heart dropped. He gripped the book tightly to his chest. The growls sounded nothing like what he heard back on Earth. That growl is nothing like a bear. It's more like a bear on crack. A cocaine bear levelled up to eleven.

Okay. Think, Gale. You're in a strange forest. Giant and strange trees everywhere. Weird sky above. Weird moon. Creepy sounds everywhere. Funny-looking system hallucinations. What do you do? Or what should you do?

—Survive.

It was the first thing that came to mind. There were three steps to survival. Water first. Then food, and then shelter. And maybe a way back home as a bonus.

He needed to close the screen in front of him first. As he thought it, the screen disappeared. Convenient. Interacting with it was also easy, similar to a computer. That was the only convenient thing that came out of this situation. It didn't make him feel any better, though.

He then looked around the tree, carefully inspecting the floor of the forest. Any signs? Hundreds. No point in looking at the signs if there were too many.

He chose a random direction to move. Any direction was as good as any.

Another clearing in the distance showed itself. However, he felt something in the back of his head. His hair pricked up. Someone or something watched him move. It felt like a gaze that burned right into the back of his skull. Yet every time he turned around quickly to check, nothing was there.

Gale gulped. He tried to push the worry aside. If there was nothing there, then there was nothing. Worrying about survival was more important. Every minute he didn't secure the first goal could be the difference between life and death.

Focus. Dad always said water first. But how do I find water?

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, recalling the lesson his dad taught him. He listened to the forest, hoping to catch the sound of running water. All he could hear was the gentle breeze rustling the leaves.

No water nearby. Keep moving.

He started walking again, hyperaware of everything in his surroundings. His foot stepped on a twig and made him jump, thinking it was a predator. He kept his eyes open for any signs of water. Moss on trees could point to the water. Gradual slopes on the ground could slope down enough to pool up a pond. That would lead him to running water.

As he walked through the underbrush, something caught his eye. Tracks. Not just any tracks. There was something clearly odd about the tracks. He crouched down to inspect them closer. His dad taught him how to read tracks. He learned all about the different footmarks of all the wildlife on Earth. Based on how deep the footprint was, it would say how the animal would be running or walking. And based on how erratic it was, it could be running away from something or its other moods of just grazing.

However, these tracks were unlike anything he had seen before. They were big, much bigger than any of the animals he was familiar with from Earth. Some even looked like they belonged to something with multiple legs, while others were on fours, but massive. Its footprint was bigger than his head. But for fairness' sake, his head wasn't even that big in the first place.

If these tracks were accurate, the forest would be home to creatures straight out of a nightmare. The world of swords and magic was gone.

Stay calm. Size doesn't always mean danger. Remember what Mom said about bears?

Still, Gale couldn't shake off the unease. He stood up, patting away the dirt from his hands. He continued his search for water. Worrying about the beasts could come later. He would die anyway if he didn't get the first three steps done.

Gale moved faster this time. He went through the thick forest. The deeper he went, the thicker the forest became, with even thicker trees that had trunks the size of much bigger houses almost rivalling a mansion.

On the way, he saw a fruit that ominously had a red glow that pulsed like a heart. It looked nothing like fruits from Earth. For one, it glowed. It also had a heartbeat that made it absolutely unappetizing. The whole fruit looked like a heart... a grotesque mango.

Then again, some fruits on Earth did look alien too. There was one time a girl brought a durian into the orphanage. It stank the whole dorm up for almost a week. For some reason, she blamed Gale. The staff gave him an earful after that.

With that in mind, he was tempted to try the fruit. Only tempted. It wasn't worth the risk. Surviving a couple more days without food was ok. Surviving without water—that's a death sentence.

As he walked, more tracks of the same giant footprints littered the ground. There were even broken branches high up in the giant trees with giant branches. It could possibly be the impossibly tall animals that broke those branches or something worse that flew above the ground that broke those branches. Gale didn't want to know any of it.

I'll need to hunt eventually, Gale reminded himself. But how do you hunt something that could probably swallow you whole?

Everything his parents had taught him was going to be tested in this environment. However, most of what they taught was for smaller game like rabbits and deer. These tracks definitely weren't anything the size of a deer. Not even the size of a bear he'd been forced to hunt once just for sport.

"Still, the basics would be the same," Gale told himself. Find their tracks. Learn their patterns. Set up traps. Much bigger traps. It would be risky, but he might be able to take one down and eat it if the traps were lethal enough.

He pressed on. The soles of his feet started becoming sore. Gale cursed inwardly again. His feet had become weak after spending years reading in the orphanage. He should've gone to the gym or walked around the neighbourhood while reading.

Just as he was about to despair, he noticed the air change after walking through one more clearing. The ground was more damp and sloped downwards. The air became mustier. He closed his eyes to listen to the sounds of the forest again. And there it was, the sound of running water.

Gale picked up his pace. Soon enough, a creek came into view. Its water was clear. He could see the rocks at the bottom.

"Sweet baby Jesus," Gale said, tears almost running down as he cried.

He cupped his hands and drank from the creek, not caring about whether the creek was dirty or not. That worry would have to wait for later.

Step 1 was done. Now he needed to find food and shelter. Then maybe find a way home, if that was even possible.

He scanned his surroundings to see any suitable spots. His eyes fell on a cluster of rocks near the creek. It formed a natural alcove, partially hidden by foliage. It wasn't perfect, but it would do.

As he approached the alcove, he inspected it carefully, noting the escape routes and where ambushes likely would come from. It was good, defensible enough, by Earth standards. Not sure if that's a good thing or not as he hasn't seen any of the animals of this world yet.

He began gathering fallen branches and leaves that would be used to make a crude shelter within the rocks.

Suddenly, the same growl echoed through the forest, closer this time. He froze momentarily, stopping any of his movements. Then, he jumped at the closest bush to hide as the growls grew closer and more violent.


            

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                Gale ducked behind a thick brush. The loud growls had sent him into hiding. The growls slowly crept in closer, until it was loud enough that the leaves he hid in vibrated.

He peeked through the leaves, seeing two different beasts. One bigger, and one smaller. The bigger beast had the semblance of a bird, a goat, a deer almost shaped into a humanoid yet walked on all four legs. Scales, fur, feathers and human skin all in one creature at random parts of its body, not having any semblance of logic. The second beast was the same the seams at which the different flesh met were cruder and more pronounced. Their faces looked human, but not. More like a beast contorted to something that resembled human features.

It was the worst case scenario. However, as he watched more, the two beasts circled each other, baring their teeth. At least one good thing came out of this thing. The beasts were fighting each other.

Extract origin from a live being, whatever that meant, this might be the only chance.

He gripped the book tight. It was his favourite and thickest book in his collection. One more reason why it was his favourite. It's the thing that's going to be his lifeline in this whole damn scenario. Heavy enough to do some serious damage if he managed to land at a tender spot, the neck.

Option 1, attack at the right moment. Option 2, there was no option 2. It was all in or die.

The two creatures growled at each other again. The bigger creature went in for a lunge, biting at the smaller one's neck. However, it slipped, and it quickly made space.

Neither beast backed down. The smaller beast pounced, at the bigger one's neck. It missed by a hair's length. But when the bigger beast tried to counter, its limited mobility countered by the smaller one's speed. When the bigger beast bit at its neck, it would always just miss, and a swipe of the smaller beast would create a nasty gash on its shoulders.

Watching all of this, Gale wasn't so sure how he could see all of this. The passive skill, Breath of the Void. That must've been what allowed him to see. He could feel small tendrils in his senses seep out of his skin. It saw through the darkness, feeding him data about the fight.

Suddenly, the smaller beast went for a feint to the right. The bigger beast swiped its claws. Missed. The smaller beast had taken a bite out of its snout. Blood flowed even more from its face. The bigger one was clearly at a horrible mobility disadvantage. The ripped ribs of the smaller one looked like it did nothing to stop its momentum.

Gale gagged. Its smell also captured by Breath of the Void, feeding back into him the stench of rotting shit with a dead body that had probably been decomposing in humid air for 10 days.

This whole thing was insane. These creatures were even bigger than the bears he was used to. Even one graze from either would crush his bones. But fixing the Core Integrity might've been the edge he needed to get. The only shot he'd get at surviving this alien forest.

His fingers traced the spine of the book. He could wait a little longer. Maybe until the fight ended while the winner was at its weakest. But that meant facing the stronger beast.

Did he have the choice though? He didn't.

The bigger beast lunged again, this time succeeding. It bit into the shoulder of the smaller beast. It snarled, and thrashed until the bigger beast was shaken off.

Decision made. Option 1 it is. Wait until whichever wins, then pounce like crazy after. Use the spine of his favourite book. If it kills the beast, that's going to be another reason added to the list.

Gale continued watching the back and forth. Whenever the smaller beast bit at the bigger one, it would be too shallow. When that happened, the obvious counter attack from the bigger one would come, nearly missing or grazing the smaller beast. Both were getting wittled down.

Minutes felt like hours just watching. Adrenaline spiked at every whine or growl from either of the beast. Any of those hits or bites could end it all and he'd have to act.

Another claw strike from the smaller beast ripped off more leathery skin from the opposite flank of the bigger beast. It yelped, this time high pitch, almost hurting Gale's ears. Then immediately, the bigger beast lunged, pinning down the smaller one onto the ground. It's jaws closed in on the smaller one's throat.

Crunch.

The fight ended.

Blood covered the winner's wounded body. It started eating its kill right away, the smaller beast still twitched as if alive. The bigger one still breathing hard from the fight. Still, the bigger beast fed on it like its life depended on eating what was in front of it.

Now was Gale's chance.

He gripped the book until his knuckles turned white. He stood up carefully, legs stiff from sitting too long.

One shot. No way he'd waste it.

One quiet step, then another on the forest floor. The beast focused on its meal. Perfect. Everything his parents taught him about survival came down to this moment, except this moment was something both of his parents would say was stupid. He was ill equipped. A book was not a weapon. And the beast in front of him was bigger than a garbage truck.

Gale rushed forward, book raised high. When he got close enough, he swung the book down with all his strength. The beast moved fast. It reacted immediately.

It spun. Tail whipped at him, sending him flying. The world spun. He hit the ground hard, air rushing out from his lungs. Pain shot through his body, though somehow nothing broke.

He tried to stand. Get up Gale. Staying down meant death. The book stayed in his hand, knuckles still white.

Something clicked inside of Gale. Why did shit like this always have to fucking happen to him? Life never gave him a goddamn break. Always with the beatings. Always with the goddamn naggings. Life never missed a beat when it came to throwing and dragging him through the dirt.

My spirit will never break.

His senses sharpened. Lines of text and shapes bloomed across his skin. Thin tendril-like lines crawled throughout his clothes, covering every part of the fabric. The lines reached the book he held as if it also held it in its clutches. 

Everything seemed to slow down. The world turned and changed as if a light switch had been flipped. He saw everything around him. The inky black gooey blood pooling all over the clearing. Leathery skin ripped open as flesh splattered on to the bark of the trees. Finally, the air that shifted as the beast came at him with its mouth open.

No time to think. The beast charged at full speed. It reminded him of that day at the orphanage when he got beaten up, except this time, if he fell, he wouldn't wake up after.

Do or die.

Gale pushed himself up despite his muscles clearly being ripped. He saw the beast in slow motion. It didn't matter. His legs pushed him forward. Mouth closed. The hunt always needed to be silent. He charged right back at the beast.

He got close to the sweet spot. His hands moved. The book swung down, aimed at the head. By luck or desperation, the book hit the beast's skull. A crack echoed that Gale didn't hear over his heart beating from the adrenaline.

The hit numbed his hands. His body may break, but his spirit will never ever break at anything or anyone ever again. Hands gripped at the book tightly, knuckles white. He hit the beast again.

The beast stumbled, fumbling to stay up.

Gale kept going. He hit it again and again. Each blow stunned the beast more, keeping it from hitting him back.

He jumped onto its back. The beast bucked to throw him off, but Gale held on. He raised the book high and brought it down on the beast's neck.

The beast shuddered. He'd hit something vital. Its roar became a whimper.

Good. Prey just needs to die.

He kept hitting the same spot over and over. Gale lost count of his strikes. He went into a frenzy, taking out all his anger. Each hit fell into a rhythm.

Then came a crack and snap. The beast's head bent weird. One more push and the head rolled off the body.

Gale lay on top of his kill, catching his breath. He checked the book. Still in one piece, structure-wise at least. Another reason added to the list on why this book was his favourite.

The rush faded. Reality settling down. Shapes and lines across skin started fading. He just killed something way bigger than him. The size of a garbage truck. It should have killed him the first time he missed. Yet here he was, alive, standing on top of the prey.

He rolled off the beast and stumbled to a nearby tree. His legs barely worked. Suddenly he gagged, then threw up bile. His mouth tasted like copper. He had bitten his tongue during the engagement.

Gale wiped his mouth, hands still shaky. Legs shook as well. Adrenaline began draining from his system. Heart rate slowed down. The sound of the wind coming back.

Laying down beside the beast, it was even bigger up close. Bones stuck out from its ribs where the smaller one had ripped its flesh apart. The beast's jutting bone on its leg was thicker than his whole torso. Each paw also bigger than his chest with six kitchen knives like claws.

Nothing like this existed on Earth, not even in the wildest documentaries. A beast with an almost human face.

He shouldn't have won. No way his mundane strength could beat this thing, let alone cut off its head with a book.

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

White dust-like light floated up and moved toward Gale. It swirled around him before sinking into his chest. Warmth spread through his body. His wounds closed. His breathing evened out. Like waking from a good sleep.

He clenched his fist and looked at it. Something had changed inside him. He felt stronger, impossibly so. The beast hit should have incapacitated him. It was possible the system had augmented him, made him stronger. And now killing the beast made him even stronger. The screen opened again with new information:

[Mission Complete: Repair Core Integrity.]

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 0/12

Core Attributes:[

Max Load: 2

Efficiency: 1

Essence: 10/100

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.1][Alter Lv.1][Distort Lv.1]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.1]

…

[New Mission: Exit the Rift]

Gale's eyes widened at the new mission. But first, he checked the area for threats.

All clear. For now.

He clicked each item on the screen, starting with the mission.

[Solve the mystery of the rift or find an exit to leave the rift.]

Not very helpful, as expected. But it gave him a clue that there was an exit somewhere. The problem? He had no idea where to find it, what it looked like, or how to search for it. He was stuck.

Gale shook his head. Survival came first. Information helps survival. Knowing an exit existed meant he could work toward it as long as he stayed alive.

Next, he clicked on race.

[Dainv: Those who are born from the origin.]

This confused him more. He'd lived on Earth his whole life. The other kids bullied him like an outcast, but he was still human. Maybe being an outcast was his fault since he avoided playing with them, Gale thought.

He sighed. If he was a Dainv, fine. Just another one of life's surprises. At least it saved him. Without his better senses, he couldn't have fought back.

Next, he checked "Awakened," curious if this related to his new interface.

[Stage 1: Core Class: Awakened]

[Stage 1: Awakened, Attuned, Resonant, Harmonic.]

[Stage 1 is the guided stage of the Dainv Origin System. Please follow directives to progress through the stages. Complete missions and practice abilities.]

[Stage 2: details locked.]

[Enter Harmonic class to unlock directives to enter Stage 2.]

Gale sighed again. Too bad there weren't any more details, but at least it was a start. He was only "Awakened" now. Whatever that meant, moving up through the stages would make him stronger. Strength meant easier survival.

Moving on...

[Breath of the Void: A window of the void exuding its breath into the surroundings.]

This must be what gave him a fighting chance. It felt like the world was breathing, every living thing having its own pattern that he could sense.

Now for his new skills:

[Phase Touch - A cold touch from where nothingness begins.]

Another vague explanation with no info on how to use it. He activated it, and nothing seemingly happened other than the book becoming slightly translucent with a dim white glow.

Gale swung it around, laughing for using a book as a weapon. He hit a tree with it. Surprisingly, the book went right through without damaging either. Welp, that was useless.

He moved to the next skill.

[Distort - Reality is but an illusion that can be bent.]

Even more abstract. Like the last one, just thinking about activating it worked.

Looking around, nothing seemed different until he noticed the edges of the tree he'd hit. About a meter of it looked off, edges bent like a straw in water. Another seemingly useless skill. Neither gave him any firepower.

Next...

[Alter - Cev distorts reality to commune with his subjects.]

When Gale tried activating this one, nothing happened. A notification appeared

[Essence: 0/100]

[Regeneration Rate: 1/hour]

He needed to wait. Life kicking him while he's down again. Still, having these abilities was better than nothing at all.

Gale tried tapping on the Max Load and Efficiency, but nothing happened. The names seemed clear enough. [Max Load] probably meant how many skills he could use at once, and Efficiency likely affected essence cost. No point worrying about increasing those numbers now.

He needed to get back to setting up camp and create traps.

Gale jumped up as a rustle in the leaves caught his attention, ignoring his sore muscles and bruises. His eyes scanned the clearing for movement between the trees. Then he sensed it through Breath of the Void.

Something watched him. Waiting. But why wait? Gale remembered his father's lessons. Animals avoid risking injury when possible. The beasts here could be smarter than Earth animals, and this one saw him standing over two dead bodies of its kind. It might think twice about attacking.

Gale grabbed the head of the larger beast and walked away without looking back. He kept his stance, even in his beaten state.




            

    
        Chapter 4 (4-6)

    
    
    
    
                Gale had made a basic spit over the fire, balancing the sturdy horizontal stick with Y-shaped branches he picked out carefully. It had to be big enough to hold up the head. 

He stuck the stick into the head's mouth and out through its neck. Then he set it on the branches. The head started to sizzle as fat dripped into the flames.

Right about now, the orphanage's slop would've been pretty good. Boring, but better than whatever this beast head rottisierre was. An utmost delicacy of the forest.

Rolling his eyes, he turned the spit again. The leathery skin started dripping with fat and from the shine alone, it started to crisp up.

The smell hit him. Gamey, but tempting. His nose opened wide as he breathed it in. There was no seasoning, nothing like the smells that came from the orphanage's kitchen.

Mom taught him that meat smells different depending on how well it's cooked. When the smell changed, he knew it was ready.

Gale stood up, looking around the plants. He spotted one that had a leaf big enough to hold the head. Usually bigger leaves don't signify poison. It was a safe pick. He headed back to his pit after picking off a couple of large leaves.

He took the head off the fire and put it on a big leaf. He wasn't sure where to start eating. The beast's body was different from Earth animals. Plus, he'd never eaten a head before. It was now or never.

He grabbed part of the cheeks and pulled. The meat came off easily. It was hot, probably enough to burn his fingers. But when he pulled back, he didn't feel burned. His body had definitely changed, tougher than he was before.

Gale picked up the piece again, blew on it and bit. It wasn't good. Not at all. It was tough and gamey with a bitter taste that made him want to throw up. Dad always said food is food, just swallow it. With that in mind, he swallowed it. As long as it kept him alive, taste didn't matter. Good food was just a luxury he couldn't have now.

He chewed slowly, trying not to gag. Every time he swallowed a piece of meat, warmth spread through him. Energy flowed into his body, washing away how tired he was from the life-or-death situation he'd just been in.

He attacked the head more, tearing into it. The gagging stopped and he somehow got used to the taste. Not so bad after all. A few bites to get used to, but it wasn't anything life threatening.

Waste nothing. In survival, every scrap counts. That's what dad said. Now he was putting into full practice in a place he never imagined he would, an alien world full of alien beasts the size of garbage trucks. Yup, that's it.

He broke the head open, showing the mushy brain inside. Lots of cultures ate brain, he told himself over and over. It was nothing. If they could eat it, he could too. But they had seasoning. This had none. Gale cursed to himself.

"Waste nothing," he said. He scooped up part of the brain. The gag reflex came back. He almost spit out the gray stuff on the first bite, but he forced himself not to. The brain had lots of nutrients, another lesson from his dad. Every mouthful was a struggle to keep down.

Gale threw dirt on the fire after finishing the rest of what he could. The warmth left as soon as the fire disappeared, leaving him almost shivering. Fire would just attract more attention during sleep. 

He looked up at the tree beside him. Its branches were huge. Each one stretched out so far that it seemed to blend with the other branches of trees. He grabbed the tree bark and climbed until he found the first branch that could comfortably support his weight, and this one was wider than his room back in the orphanage. 

Ripping vines off and gathering leaves, he formed a makeshift bed, and laid on the solid branch. He looked at the stars above. All the star positions were nothing like that of Earth’s and not even the fictional star map that dad made him memorize. 

He half-expected to hear laughter, to see cameras come out from the shadows. Then the director would say "cut," and the prank would be over. But the forest stayed silence except for the sound of his heart beating and the rustle of the leaves. Fatigue started to set in, and his eyelids grew heavier. 

I'll close my eyes for just a minute…

A screech tore through the sky, coming from all directions at once. Gale’s eyes snap open, hands chasing to cover his ears from the screech. The noise was unlike anything on Earth. It sounded like metal scraping with a mix of a high pitch tone and a cricket.

How long had he slept? 

[Essence: 18/100]

At the rate of 1 essence per hour, he'd been asleep for 18 hours. The scenery hadn't changed. It was still dark and the light from the second moon still covered everything. But it was darker as clouds blocked the permanently eclipsed sun.

Gale saw movement through gaps in the leaves, but couldn't tell what it was. They had wings and their feathers weirdly reflected light. Thousands of them.

One flew low enough that he felt wind from its wings. Sharp talons and giant wings that seemed unreal caught the blue moon’s light. The creatures circled around and one of them suddenly landed at the end of his branch. 

It was a nightmare unlike anything he'd seen. Its body had shiny, reflective scales. Wings folded at its sides, each feather looking sharp as a knife. But its face froze him in place.

Its head was shaped like a human's, but with no eyes. Just smooth skin where eyes should be. Somehow, Gale knew it was looking right at him.

The creature's mouth opened, tearing the smooth skin to show needle-like teeth. It let out a shriek that chilled Gale to the bone.

Time seemed to slow. He saw its muscles tighten, ready to attack. He knew he should move, but something kept him still.

The creature shrieked again, jumping forward with talons out. Suddenly, a bright blue light filled Gale's vision, taking off the bird monster's top half. He felt heat on his face.

The creature didn't even have time to cry out as its upper body disappeared. Its flesh singed where the light hit it.

From the corner of his eye, Gale saw the blue moon blink. His skin prickled all over. The moon had looked irritated before closing its eye again. Like it was a spoiled kid breaking an alarm clock for waking it up.

The winged creature's lower body fell to the ground. All the noise stopped. Nothing could be heard, not even wings flapping. 



The blue moon covered the sky. Nothing could come close to it’s destructive power. Below, there was nothing preventing beasts from hunting him down. Even as the beasts screamed or screeched, the blue moon seemed to do nothing if it couldn't see them under the cover the trees, and that was a huge problem. Gale needed a way to defend his territory and he remembered one of piece of advice that dad always seemed to nag him on. 

When it doubt, make a whole bunch of traps that nothing could ever pass through any place any enemy could step through except yourself. That’s probably what he said anyways. 

Gale gathered a bunch of branches, looking for the sturdiest looking ones. He tested them against his knee, bending them and testing their rigidity. The bigger, the better. He searched for sharp stones near the creek, pocketing the sharp pointy ones.

One stick and a flat stone would make a shovel. The shovel can dig up pitfalls. The rest of the sticks and stones set as stakes.

A mighty perfect plan. The pitfalls would be named: pitfalls of the doomed ones. The beasts were the doomed ones that were to fall into his stomach later.

Sweat beaded on his brow as he dug the pit. The earth was damp, making the digging even dirtier than it should be as the damp earth clung to his sides. Four pits took shape, each one far enough from the others and deep enough to engulf a full beast. The size of the traps needed to adapt to the size of the beasts.

Next was working on the stakes. Using a sharp piece of rock, he carved the end of the branches he found. The wood was tough, tougher than even most of the wood he worked with back home. Each shaving off of the wood made the stone sharp while the stone he used dug in to his skin. Painful, but no way was he going to let them eat him.

He arranged them in the pits, angling them upwards. Camouflage came next. He gathered nearby leaves on the ground and some twigs from low hanging branches. Gale stood back, surveying his handiwork. Numerous pitfall of the doomed ones waited for unsuspecting doomed ones.

A smile formed on his face. It faded as quickly as it set in. There was no guarantee these would work. No certainty that anything here followed Earth's rules.

He carved up one last spear, longer and sturdier than the others. He hefted it, feeling its weight. It wasn't much, but it beat swinging a book at monsters.

Wait. He hasn't tested the skill 'Alter' yet. He nearly forgot about it from having to just focus on surviving. First things first, check the essence.

[Essence: 21/100]

He willed the skill to activate, but nothing happened. Did the essence drop after he activated it?

[Essence: 16/100]

Yes it did. It dropped by 5 points. However, there was no effect, or at least there didn't seem to be one. The clue on the skill said it distorts reality. It didn't help that there was another skill called Distort as well. However, it could mean "transform" or "change." Then it should at least change something… such as size.

The spear immediately shortened in size the moment the thought hit him. As the spear dropped and touched the ground, it returned to its original length. If it could lengthen in size, then can the energy of releasing it be used on something?

Gale picked up the spear and placed himself near a tree. He willed the spear to shorten in his hands. Its weight remained the same. He pointed the shortened spear at the tree. He released the skill, and the spear returned to its original length in an instant with it still in his hands. When the spear hit the tree, it launched him backwards from the recoil.

Picking himself back up, he looked at the spear, broken in half. There was a fist-sized hole in the tree where the spear had hit.

Lips formed into a grin. It was the only usable skill out of the 3. Now he had a way to defend himself. He just had to wait for his essence to regenerate as normal. Grabbing another sturdy stick, he carved up another spear, this time slightly longer which hopefully would translate to more lethality.

A rustle in the underbrush made him snap his spear at where the sound came from. He strained his ears, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise. It was getting closer.

Leaves parted. A forest beast emerged. Its eyes glared at him. From its size, it was the one that had tried to climb the tree earlier.

"Still hungry after you ate that bird, huh?" Gale said. Unfortunately, the creature didn't understand human language. He turned and sprinted towards his first trap.

The beast lunged, jaws snapping at air. Gale dove forward, rolling past the camouflaged pit. A satisfying crunch followed, followed by an ear-splitting roar.

He spun around. The beast thrashed, three crude spears jutting from its leathery skin. Black gooey blood dripped from its wounds, but the trap had only enraged it further. Gale scrambled to his feet, already running to where the next trap lay.

The forest beast tore free, splintering wood. It charged, leaving a trail of blood and broken stakes. Gale ran, Breath of the Void guiding him through the undergrowth.

He heard the laboured breath of the creature, the shaking of the earth on each thunderous step. One of the stakes must've punctured its lungs.

His second trap lay just ahead. Gale pushed himself harder, muscles burning. He leaped over the hidden pit, tucking into a roll. The beast ploughed straight in.

More stakes found their mark. The roar that followed shook leaves from the towering trees.

Gale smiled, catching his breath. It was working. This time, he was the one setting the pace, not these fugly monsters. It was him that controlled his life.

The forest beast struggled to its feet, now resembling a porcupine. Its movements became sluggish, each step accompanied by a pained grunt. It growled louder.

Gale gripped his makeshift spear. The creature was wounded, slowed. Now was his chance to end this.

He stood his ground, spear raised. The beast charged, building what speed it could. Gale focused, channelling essence into the "Alter" skill. The spear shortened in his grasp.

The beast came closer. The stench of its breath pushed at him.

Now.

Gale released the skill. The spear snapped back to its full length, rocketing the tip forward. It struck true, punching through the creature's skull.

The forest beast's momentum carried it forward, lifeless body crashing onto Gale's body. He fell backwards, panting heavily. Its black gooey blood dripped onto his clothes.

"I... I did it," Gale whispered. He'd faced a monster and emerged victorious. A hysterical laugh bubbled up from his chest.

A familiar ding interrupted his moment of triumph. The system popped up again:

[Awakened Elder Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale watched as grains of light rose from the creature's corpse. They orbited around him, then seeped into his chest.

Warmth spread through his body originating from his chest where the grains entered. Flexing his hands, he felt stronger and the soreness from the first kill eased up. His essence also replenished by 5, enough for one skill.

[Core density increased.]

[The body becomes more resilient when the Core Density increases.]

[Core density: 1/12]

[Core density is divided into core parts.]

[Core parts are distributed automatically in the Awakened Core Class.]

[Muscle Core part built. Body rigidity increased.]

[Kill more prey to attain more core parts. Subsequent core parts require more prey.]

Again, the system didn't give him anything to work with, though that was expected by now.

Now he had proof. The system, whatever it was, it made him stronger. It was a good thing. Don’t need to think too much about whether it had malicious intent or not.

For now, step 2 was more concerning. Food.

He pushed and rolled away the beast's body on top of him. Dusted off his clothes and wiped away some of the blood as if it did anything.

Looking around and taking two rocks from the forest floor that was bigger than his hands, he bashed two of them together. One broke off cleanly in half, giving him the edge he was looking for.

Butchering a beast would be tough. It was full of tough muscle, lean. He set to work, using the sharp stone to butcher it. He started slicing off the front legs first. He worked around the base of the joint. He deboned them methodically, slicing against the bone as the stone glided on the hard surface.

Surprised, it was easier than it should have been. It didn't even seem to be as heavy as he thought. The newfound strength from this Dainv OS helped out a lot more than it did.

Continuing on, he went onto the rear legs and then on the middle part of the carcass of the ribs. All of the meat was carefully set down on large leaves to prevent them from touching the dirt. After setting the head down on the large leaf, he was finally finished.

"Thanks, Mom," he murmured, blinking back tears. "Those boring afternoons paid off after all."





            

    
        Chapter 5 (7-9)

    
    
    
    
                Wake up. Eat. Dig. Carve. Nail. Set up. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. 

Gale had found a home nearby a waterfall and had killed multiple beasts in the past couple of months or weeks or days… or who knows how long. He wasn’t counting. The forest let him thrive and he was all for it. 

Getting to the edge of the small lake, he looked at his own reflection. For a moment, he didn't recognize himself. The skull helmet he made from one of the beasts made him look like one of the demons he had a nightmare of. The dark eye sockets gave him goosebumps. Bone plates covered his strategic parts of his body for maximum mobility and defense.

I look scarier than those beasts.

A laugh broke out, starting as a chuckle then turning into full-on howling as he grabbed his sides.

'What would they think of me now?' he laughed. He pictured the orphanage staff's horror. What would Ms. Molly say. Would the kids from the orphanage even go near him while he wore this terrifying outfit?

Looking back at his home base by the waterfall, it all still looked normal. Nothing seemed to have changed. But to him, the traps were everywhere he looked. To the right, a massive snare. To the left, logs that would fall upon tripping the tripwire that came from above. Don’t even mention the ones in the outer perimeter where he put the most lethal ones. He was a spider that went through the web of traps easily. 

Most importantly, there was a stalker lurking and stalking around in his territory that he didn’t like the smell of. It was bigger than the average sized ones that shrugged off the traps he set a couple of days ago.

"Let's see you shrug any of these off, fugly," he whispered. 

The only solution to a bigger beast were either bigger traps or even more traps. So why not both? With the help of Alter and Phase Touch, he was able to create more intricate types of traps that weren't possible without them. Phase Touch had let him join vines seamlessly into tree trunks as well as allowing spikes and spears to stand up on their own by joining them with the dirt, not having to do the manual labour of shovelling. Alter would let him make things smaller to allow him to fit items into tighter spaces.

The last time, the traps could only take one garbage truck sized beast. Now, probably a couple garbage sized truck beast and this new asshole lurking in his territory would become his dinner. 

Time to venture beyond his web of traps. All for this invading predator that’s trying to steal his prey. 

Gale crouched in the undergrowth, staying silent. His bone armour scraped against each other. One wrong jerky move, and they would clang and give away his position.

Suddenly, he spotted movement. Not this one. This one was smaller.

He slipped through the underbrush, following it. The smaller beast needed to go before it triggered traps meant for the bigger one.

Gale burst from cover, spear already altered to a small form factor. The beast snapped toward him, teeth bared. He dodged its lunge, rolling under and avoiding the claws by a hair.

From his kneel, he thrust the spear and released Alter. Its shaft went into its flank near the rib cage. It drove deep into the lungs.

The beast roared and twisted, snapping the shaft of the stick.

Gale let go. No point keeping a broken stick. He grabbed another spear from his back, focused Alter, and released immediately. The spear shot into the forest beast's throat.

It tried to roar but only gurgled, then collapsed. Gale stepped back. First time killing a forest beast with no traps. Just him against it.

[Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale closed his eyes, feeling the warmth of extraction. When he opened them, the beast lay there in a pool of blood. In just a couple of weeks, smaller beasts like these no longer bothered him.

He moved quickly through the forest, expanding Breath of the Void to maximum. The skill had grown after getting a Core Part. It was a skill that was essential in a forest where trees blocked his view.

Gale stopped to listen. The forest sounds had stopped. He crouched, pushing more essence into his passive ability.

There.

A faint tremor in the ground. Something big moved nearby.

This was it.

The beast that lurked in his territory and almost killed him while he was peacefully minding his own business setting up traps to kill it. 

He moved forward, following the vibrations that grew stronger with each step. Close now.

There it stood, its back to him. A chance for damage.

Gale activated Alter on his spear, aimed at the beast's neck, and released. The spear whistled through the air.

The whistle alerted the beast. It shifted. Spear hit just below its shoulder, digging deep. It roared in pain.

Chaos erupted. The beast turned to chase.

Gale spun and ran. Time to test the traps.

The beast roared. Its steps shook the forest like thunder.

He kept a steady pace, patient, leading the beast through his maze of traps.

The first trap lay just ahead under leaves. He jumped over it and heard ropes snapping one by one. A net of vines shot up, lifting the beast. Not to hurt it. Just to create distance and possibly make it angry. The angrier the better, make it lose its senses.

Gale didn't look back. He went left, sprinting to the next trap. Passing a marked tree, he grabbed a rope.

He watched the beast, waiting for the exact moment. When it passed a tree with an X, he yanked the rope hard. Sharpened stakes rained from the canopy, covering the clearing. Many embedded in the beast.

It roared in pain but didn't slow. Gale glanced back, seeing the bloody mess from the stakes. The beast looked more angry than hurt. All of the spears that fell on it were mere skin-deep wounds to it. Nothing critical.

He pushed harder, lungs and legs burning. The beast was too close, about to mess up his timing.

A dense thicket ahead offered a hiding spot to recalculate.

He dove in, scratched by thorns. He held his breath while the beast's steps slowed.

The beast sniffed around. It knew this was where its prey had gone. Gale thought it might hear his heartbeat when it looked his way. It circled the thicket, searching.

He stayed still, breathing shallow. The beast stuck its claws into the thicket, missing him by centimetres.

Gale knew he couldn't hide forever. The beast pulled back its claw, he ran, catching it off guard. The head start was enough to time the next trap.

He sprinted toward a ravine. The next trap waited on the other side. At the edge, he grabbed a vine and swung across. No pause when he landed. No time to be slow.

Behind him, the beast roared. The ravine was too wide for it to jump. It would have to go around, giving him seconds.

He caught his breath. Every chance to recover mattered. No guarantee the beast wouldn't learn after facing so many traps.

Twigs and logs snapped in the distance. The beast had crossed to the other side, creating its own path without care.

Rest over, Gale ran again. He led the beast through smaller tripwire traps that released spears, same as the one before. Pits with thick stakes, which it climbed up with a few spears lodged in its belly. Hidden nets that tangled then rained spears. It slowed it down, but no vital damage was done.

Each little bit of damage slowed and injured the beast bit by bit. This is the only way to win against something that defied logic. Some might call this cowardice, but this was how real hunters worked.

The biggest trap came into view. Most dangerous and complex of them all. If this didn't work, there were less lethal ones close to this one. He wasn't sure whether those would matter to this beast the size of 3 garbage trucks.

He entered a clearing and slowed slightly. The beast needed to be in the exact spot.

It entered the clearing. First, it looked at him, then it charged with a roar.

At the last second, Gale dove aside. He pulled a lever, and the whole clearing collapsed.

The ground under the beast gave way to a deep pitfall lined with bone spears. As it fell, vines snapped, triggering more mechanisms. Logs fell vertically into the pit. Huge boulders crashed down. The beast roared when it hit the stake-covered floor.

"That's a nasty one," Gale muttered.

For a minute, silence.

Then a groan from the pit echoed everywhere, sounding like it came from hell itself.

Gale's eyes widened. This thing had too much fight in it. His dad's lessons weren't working. This beast didn't follow any logic.

It began to climb out, pushing logs and boulders away.

Gale turned and ran deeper into his web of traps. His dad once said humans evolved by chasing prey until it got tired. Now Gale was the one running, but the concept was the same. All he could hope for was to wear the beast down.

He glanced back. The trap had done something after all. The beast now limped instead of running full out. Its roars sounded weaker, more pained. Its confidence gone.

He didn't look back again. The creature's laboured breathing carried even from a distance. The trap worked better than expected. He could now run at a steady pace, though he stayed alert. One slip still meant death.

A thought hit him. If he combined traps with his abilities, it might be enough to stop the beast.

He veered left toward a thicket of trees. He activated Distort, shifting the light a few inches right. To the beast, he'd seem to vanish.

The creature roared as it crashed into a tree, confused by the Distort.

Gale used the chance to climb a nearby tree. From above, he saw the beast's massive form. Its head swung side to side, looking for him, trying to catch his scent.

The beast moved closer to his tree. Gale knew of another trap nearby. Another net trap designed to tangle and confuse. Harmless on its own, but with Phase Touch, it could possibly hurt.

Gale jumped from branch to branch. The beast spotted him and gave chase.

He dropped to the ground with a roll. The trap was close. A few more steps, then he jumped between two trees.

The beast passed between them. Gale pulled a rope, releasing tension.

A net dropped from above with rocks weighing it down. Gale flew back up to a branch from the counterweight. Just as the net reached the beast, he used Phase Touch on the vine he held. The effect spread through the whole net.

He released the ability when the net touched the beast, partially phasing it into its flesh. The beast roared in pain as the net wrapped around it and merged with its body.

Gale didn't waste time. He jumped to the next platform. Behind him, the beast thrashed, ripping the net away with bits of its own flesh.

The next trap wasn't meant to be used this way, but he had a new idea to slow the beast even more.

He spotted a giant boulder meant to roll onto a pitfall. Gale positioned himself nearby and waited.

The ground shook as the beast approached, its footsteps now uneven. Trees fell as it carved a path straight toward him, following his scent.

As it burst into the clearing, Gale stood his ground. The beast's jaws opened wide, ready to end the chase. When it got close enough to feel its breath, Gale ducked left, one hand on the boulder.

He used Phase Touch on the boulder. But the beast changed direction too fast.

Gale released Phase Touch, managing only to catch the beast's left hand in the boulder.

The beast roared, nearly deafening him. This one didn't sound threatening, and sounded like it was in actual pain like a dog yelping.

Gale slid down from the platform, entering home base that was filled with traps. He climbed up the three where his tent was. The beast stood below, tired but still ready to fight. Its eyes watched him, fierce and wild.

What kept it going? A normal beast by now would’ve left and run to fight another day. The boulder stuck on its arm would slow it down. No way it could catch him now. The trap had worked.

But traps alone wouldn't kill it. He needed to finish this properly to extract its Origin.

The beast walked into the centre of camp, its battered appearance managing to get this far. Spikes and spears jutted out from its flank, back, belly, and bottom. The leathery skin had been skinned off by the boulders that fell on it multiple times, showing some of the bones underneath. A couple of its fangs were chipped, most likely from the same boulders.

Gale jumped to a branch and pulled a vine. Instantly, more vines shot up and wrapped around the beast's legs. It thrashed and broke free.

Gale moved to another tree and triggered the next trap. Sharp stakes rained down from all sides. The beast used the boulder on its arm as a shield to the front. Stakes bounced off. The exposed parts struck the skin of the beast. It looked more like a porcupine now rather than a beast.

Their eyes met. The beast was clearly angry. It growled at him, and he growled back. 

It charged forward and hit the tree with the boulder. The whole tree shook. Gale almost lost his balance.

He hadn't expected it to adapt so fast. It used the boulder like a weapon. He needed to end this quick.

He climbed higher to a different platform. His hands snatched at switches hidden in the bark. Traps activated all at once.

A smart beast would've been at the bottom of the tree he was on. And X marks the spot which the beast was standing on top of.

Spikes shot up from the ground. Boulders fell from above, some hitting the beast's head. A pit opened under it, catching one leg. More spikes stabbed through its foot.

The beast roared. Its eyes never left Gale as the traps tore at its body. It knew he caused all this. Its face twisted with rage.

It got closer. This platform was too low. He jumped to a higher one, but something hit him mid-air.

The beast had thrown a rock the size of his torso. It timed the throw perfectly as he jumped.

He fell through the air. His hand caught a vine he'd set up earlier. He swung in a wide arc away from the beast.

His free hand hit a series of cords between trees. Each connected to a different trap.

The forest exploded into action.

Nets flew from all directions. They tangled the beast's limbs. Logs swung from every angle, smashing into its body.

Gale landed on a distant branch. He caught his breath and looked at his work. The beast fought in the pit, feeling its ribs with its free hand.

But it wasn't dead. It tore through the nets. Its muscles flexed as it broke free.

How are you not god damned dead? All the fucking traps were done. Triggered. 

The beast's eyes found him again. He felt the coldness seep into him from its glare. Whether that was his imagination or real, he didn't want to find out.

He gripped his spear harder. Time to face this thing up close. He jumped down to the ground.

The beast charged. It moved fast. For Gale, time slowed down. Everything became clear and sharp.

His fingers tightened on his spear. He used Alter. The weapon shrank as he rolled sideways. The beast's claws missed him by inches.

Gale stood up. His spear shot forward. He aimed at the beast's side, exposed after its attack. The weapon hit deep into flesh.

A roar shook the forest. The beast turned, its eyes somehow understandably full of pain.

Gale didn't wait. He ran, creating distance. His hand grabbed another spear from his back.

He used Distort. Light bent around him. He turned and charged straight at the beast.

The beast watched the bent figure coming at it. It swiped with huge claws.

But it hit nothing. Gale had expected that. He slid past its belly. His spear struck up, hitting soft flesh underneath.

Another loud roar echoed through the trees. The beast stumbled. Blood soaked its fur and scales where the spears that porcupined it had hit.

Gale backed away. He'd hurt it but not enough. It still came after him, eyes fixed on killing him. He needed something better.

An idea hit him. What if he focused Phase Touch just on the spear tip? It was risky and sounded dumb, but he had no choice.

He put space between himself and the beast. No Distort this time. The creature was too smart for that trick again.

Gale held his last spear. He made Phase Touch work only at its tip. Pain shot through his head. A warning flashed:

[Warning Max Load Breached.]

[Warning Current Load Usage: 10]

He ignored the pain. His knuckles turned white on the spear. All his focus went to keeping Phase Touch at the tip.

[Your Phase Touch increased in proficiency…]

The beast charged. It sensed him pause. Its mouth opened wide, ready to end him with one bite.

Gale waited until the last second. Then he shoved the spear forward with everything he had. The Phase-touched point hit the beast's skull and went through like butter. Through the spears, he felt its bone and brain matter stab through, butchering its insides in real time.

The beast's weight pushed it further onto the spear. Its roar cut off into a wet gurgle. It stumbled, legs giving out instantly, and crashed to the ground.

Gale held on, his spear buried deep. The beast twitched twice, then stopped.

[Tainted Forest Predator felled.]

[The royal guard's loyalty was fierce. They once were the symbol of power for the Lord, never relenting and fighting against even death himself. They now haunt the Desolate Forest to seek out any trespassers that dare invade the Lord's territory with beasts on its leash.]

What the fu…

For a moment, Gale just stood there, staring at the text. No fucking wonder it was so stubborn. He could barely believe it was over. One attack had killed it after all that chasing.

His chest heaved as he caught his breath. He let go of the spear, leaving it stuck in the beast's head. He tried to stand but fell back down. The technique had drained him too much. He never wanted to go through that again.

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Warning: large amount of Origin extracted]

Heat spread through Gale's body, stronger than the first time. His veins felt as though they were burning. Muscles and lungs sent signals to his brain that told him those very organs collapsed in on themselves. Bones audibly crackled and popped as they were rebuilt. It took all of his effort to stay conscious, maintaining a close eye on his surrounding lest he get killed by an opportunistic beast. For a full minute, all he could do was just stand there, ready to take the spear back from the beast head to defend himself. 

[Core Density Increased: 4/12]

[Lungs Core part built. Stamina increased.]

[Skin Core part built. Regeneration increased.]

[Bone Core part built. Bone rigidity increased.]

The pain slowly faded, replaced by the familiar warmth of Origin Extraction. His wounds closed, bruises faded as he looked down on his body. He was slightly taller than before, and his grip now felt tighter after clenching his fist slightly.

Three core parts from just one kill. Whatever that tainted beast was, it was way above his level, and he had preyed on it. Living and thriving in the forest wasn't so bad after all. 

            

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                Gale moved through the inner perimeter of his base using the treetop platforms. He saw the devastation that laid from the epic battle against the beast.

It was more like letting the beast run through all the traps and let it kill itself though.

Soon, he got close to the outer perimeter. There were still traps that were untriggered. He knew exactly where each one was. He jumped over one of the untriggered tripwires, and his bone armour clanged against itself.

He didn't need to be too quiet anymore. He could take on most forest beasts.

A noise came from the edge of his territory. Breath of the Void picked up and fed him the information. Heavy steps, breaking branches. He crouched low and waited.

Two forest beasts ran into view, heading somewhere. It looked like they were heading a certain direction. Gale watched them. These weren't his targets, but they'd entered his space. That made them his food now.

Time to hunt.

He jumped from his hiding spot, landing between the two beasts. They stopped short, startled by his sudden appearance. Maybe it was him showing up randomly or the ridiculous get up he had. The bigger one recovered first and charged with a snarl.

"Distort," Gale whispered. He didn't need to say the skill's name, but it felt cool, like those heroes from animations he watched when he got bored with books.

The beast missed completely. Its big body flew past him. Gale spun and released Alter in his spear. It shot at the smaller beast, hitting its shoulder. The creature groaned but stayed up.

Gale stepped aside as the first beast tried to claw him again. Breath of the Void fed him the activation of the muscles, allowing him to dodge before it even moved.

He grabbed another spear from his back, with more still waiting. Now he was able to carry more than five.

He aimed carefully, then threw it at the wounded smaller beast. This time, he hit perfectly. The spear went through the creature's skull. It fell to the ground, one leg twitching.

"One down, one to go," Gale muttered. He heard the system notification ping but ignored it. His confidence had hit its peak. He grabbed another spear, ready for the bigger beast.

The forest beast circled him. It was about the same size as the first one he'd met when he arrived in this world. But Gale wasn't that same inexperienced, naive, weak, scared, soft handed kid anymore.

He cursed inwardly. The fantasy books themselves never really gave him that much vocabulary.

"Come on, mutt," Gale muttered, crouching into a stance his dad had taught him. Low and stable.

The beast charged. He waited until the last second and activated Phase Touch at the spear's point. It glowed with a light that seemed to eat up the already dim light from the blue moon. He aimed for the chest, but the beast moved faster than expected. It twisted mid jump, and his spear only cut its side.

The beast roared in pain as Gale's spear cut through its flesh, but the wound wasn't deep enough to kill it.

A small headache started. Gale cursed. He'd used too much mental energy on that attack with nothing to show for it. The beast was hurt but now also angrier and more careful.

They faced each other, neither moving first. His traps were nearby, but he wanted to win this fairly, even though it started as a 2-on-1.

The beast snapped its jaws, drooling. It saw him as food, just as he saw it as food. Its eyes stayed on him, looking for weakness. Gale knew he couldn't show any.

"You're not so tough," Gale said, voice as steady as he could despite the rush of adrenaline. "I've killed things bigger than you, mutt."

The beast obviously didn't understand his words. But it seemed to react to his confident tone. It took a step back, checking him out again.

Gale saw his chance. He faked left, then ran right. The beast fell for it. It jumped at where he first moved. As it passed, he struck with his spear using Phase Touch again, this time getting it deep into the creature's side.

The beast howled in pain as its flesh split open. Gale pushed harder, trying to hit something vital.

His spear hit a rib. Gale pushed past it, feeling for the heart. The creature thrashed wildly, trying to shake him off.

Finally, his spear found the heart. Without stopping, he pushed harder. He twisted the spear further in.

The beast let out one final roar before shaking and dropping to the ground. Gale pulled his hand out, covered in blood.

As the beast died, he saw the notification of Origin being extracted as well as the grain of light swirling into his chest. His core density increased, and he felt warmth flow into him.

Gale stood over the dead beast, breathing hard. He'd won. It was tough, but he'd made progress. He never would have beaten the first forest beast he met. Now, he'd won a fair and square 2-on-1 fight.

A muffled scream echoed throughout the forest, reminding Gale why the beasts had come to his territory. Something had drawn them, and he needed to find out what.

Gale moved through the bushes. The scream was definitely human, female or young boy. Meeting other people both excited and scared him. After days alone, he wanted to hear any voice besides his own.

At the edge of a clearing, he saw chaos. Six people fought against a group of forest beasts. Two of them stood out with better abilities than the others.

A short blond boy about his height used a weird pistol. It fired blue bullets that somehow followed the beasts. Each beast took 15 to 20 hits before falling.

"Almost out of high-pen ammo!" the boy shouted.

Next to him, a girl with dark red hair who fought with fists covered in deep red flames. Every punch made the beasts pull back. But for all that heat, she couldn't finish them off.

The other four huddled together with makeshift spears that looked like they’d break anytime compared to Gale's own spears. They jabbed at the approaching beasts, moving without any plan. One of them could somehow hold a beast still for a moment, giving others a chance to hit it.

Blood and dirt covered everyone. Their clothes were torn, their bodies beaten up. Gale thought they had come to hunt but had become the hunted instead. Forest beasts didn't usually hunt in packs, making this situation even stranger.

As Gale watched, not sure whether to help, things got worse. The boy with the gun fired his last shot, hitting a beast in the eye. It fell, but three more came at the group.

"We're out of time!" the red-haired girl shouted, her fists burning brighter as she stepped up to meet the threat.

Leaving would’ve been easy. He could slip away without being seen. It was safer. It would have been what his parents would have told him to do. But something inside him refused to abandon these people.

Gale took a deep breath and gripped his spear tighter. He stepped out of the bush and shouted.

"Hey!" he called across the clearing. "Over here!"

The beasts and humans turned to look at him, all surprised. Gale stood tall.

"Who?" the red-haired girl asked, her eyes narrowing as she looked at him. She stepped back as she saw him.

Gale didn't answer. Instead, he focused on the nearest beast and activated Phase Touch. The spear's tip glow ate the surrounding light. He rushed forward, aiming for its chest.

The beast didn't dodge in time. Gale's spear went through its tough skin, hitting its heart perfectly. The creature roared once before falling.

As he pulled his weapon out, he felt the warmth of Origin being extracted. His core density increased slightly again, but he pushed that feeling aside to focus on the fight.

The other beasts turned to Gale. He got ready for their charge, thinking about how to use his abilities and the ground around him.

"Don't just stand there!" Gale shouted to the group. "Fight!"

His words seemed to wake them up. The red-haired girl yelled as she punched a beast in the jaw, her fists still on fire. The boy with the empty gun picked up a fallen spear and joined in.

As the fight picked up again, Gale found himself fighting with strangers. He moved, thrusting his spear once again to find weak spots as Phase Touch made solid flesh vulnerable.

The red-haired girl fought beside him, looking at him from the side.

"You've got some explaining to do when this is over," she said between punches.

Gale ducked under a beast's swipe.

"Don't need to explain saving people," he replied, his spear finding another target.

The fight started to go their way.

As the group caught their breath, a huge roar broke the quiet. From deep in the forest came a monster much bigger than the others. Its skin was covered with scars.

Gale studied the new threat. He turned to the others, his voice firm. "Get to safety. Now. I'll handle this one."

The red-haired girl started to argue, but the boy with the gun grabbed her arm. "He's right! Let him do his thing!"

The group backed off to higher ground, climbing onto some rocks. Gale stood alone facing the huge beast. He spun his spear, muscles ready for the fight.

The forest beast charged, fast despite its size. Its scarred skin bled with each pound to the ground. The wounds dripped black, gooey blood.

Gale used Distort, making a refracting image around himself. The creature swiped its claws through the air. Missed. It had hit the refraction. He was already moving his body down to the left of the beast.

He slid under the beast's belly, his spear aimed up perfectly as he rolled. The spear sliced and cut its skin where it met.

The monster roared in pain and anger, the sound shaking the forest. It spun to face him, baring its teeth even wider. Its tail swung out surprisingly fast, catching him off guard. The blow hit his helmet, sending it flying in pieces.

That one was new.

Gale stumbled, dizzy from the hit. His vision blurred. The world tilted as he tried to stand straight. He didn't know these things could do a tail whip. It was a classic move in a game that was made by a law firm.

The beast saw its chance and lunged forward, mouth open with rows of sharp teeth dripping gooey black tar.

His instincts took over. He dropped low, his spear shrinking in his hands as he activated another ability. The weapon's tip glowed with energy, focused Phase Touch.

Time seemed to slow. Gale slid under the creature, feeling heat from its body and smelling its musty odour. He thrust upward with all his strength.

The spear's tip found the soft spot between the beast's ribs, aiming for vital organs. In an instant, the weapon expanded, shooting through the beast's body like a bolt.

Dark goo gushed from the wound, covering Gale.

The forest beast roared one last time, the sound turning into a gurgle. Its huge legs shook, too weak to hold it up. As it crashed to the ground, Gale rolled away, barely avoiding being crushed.

He got to his feet and looked at his kill.

The beast's eyes stared blankly upward. Once again, he felt the Origin being extracted, his core density increasing. Warmth spread over his body as it did its thing, allowing him to regain his senses from the tail whip.

The group watched from higher ground. Their faces showed relief and shock. The red-haired girl's eyes were wide.

Gale picked up the pieces of his helmet, then he turned to face them. Silence fell over the clearing.

He stood, breathing hard. Then, without a moment of hesitation, he started working. At the end of the day, he's still that same introverted boy. He'd rather escape social interactions.

Focus on the body—I mean the carcass.

The onlookers looked at each other nervously at first. The dark red-haired girl took a small step forward. As she got closer, a twig broke under her foot.

Gale spun around fast, pointing his bloody spear at her throat. His wild eyes locked onto hers. For a second, he looked more animal than human.

The girl slowly seemed to recognize something. She swallowed hard, the spear just a centimeter from her skin.

"Gale?" she whispered. The dark circles under her eyes clearly showed themselves. Blood and dirt covered her cheeks. Her voice sounded rough, like she hadn't had water.
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                "Gale?" the woman whispered. Her small lips parted as she watched him, probably waiting for a response.

She had red hair and dark almond-shaped eyes. Not like the ones that gingers had, but a darker auburn colour. The dark circles in her eyes clearly showed the signs of almost total exhaustion. Dirt ran across her face, almost covering it up. Something about her felt warm as he kept his eye contact with her.

He glanced back at the carcass beside him, paused, then looked back at her. There were positives and negatives on continuing to butcher the resource below him. He wouldn't have to talk to anyone. On a second thought, there was no negative. It had been forever since he talked to someone, excluding the orphanage staff. It was their job to talk to the kids.

Gale gripped his spear tighter, glaring at the girl who knew his name. Her face did seem familiar, though. He never went out of the orphanage or anywhere else except school. She could've been from the orphanage or a visitor, but he couldn't exactly place his finger on it.

And now, the silence had gotten too long. He'd grown self-conscious about the situation. Only the ambient noise of leaves rustling could be heard in this awkward scenario. Continuing to butcher the carcass would definitely make the awkwardness worse now that he had given them too much silence and pause in his actions.

"Gale?" the girl repeated, thankfully breaking the awkward silence. "Do you... remember me? I used to visit the orphanage."

Her voice triggered something in him. The softness in her voice reminded him of a girl who once used to visit the staff every now and then. He lowered his spear and stepped back.

"I..." Gale said. He swallowed. Now he remembered. "You stopped coming. You left. Like everyone else."

The girl flinched, breaking eye contact and looking down with furrowed brows. "I didn't... I mean, I wanted to come back, but... some things…"

Gale put a hand up, cutting her off.

"It doesn't matter," he said and turned away. He went back to the carcass and kept cutting it up.

He felt her watching him work. Part of him wanted to ask why she stopped coming. But that was the past, and he'd left it behind. He wouldn't let anything make him weak. Connections were for the weak. In this forest, he was strong enough to handle two of these beasts he's currently butchering.

"Rachel," the girl said after a long moment. "That's my name if you don't remember. I... uh… how are you recently?"

She paused, then shook her head. "Sorry, that's a dumb question."

Gale's hands stopped for a second, then kept going. Rachel. It came back to him. The staff did mention the name before, only the name. They'd never talked about that name other than casual conversations about someone who basically had everything in life handed to her.

"Guys!" It was the blond boy with the gun. "Not to interrupt a touching reunion, but maybe we should move before more of those things show up again?"

Rachel nodded, looking relieved.

"He's right," she said, turning back to him. "Gale, we should get out of here. It's not safe."

Gale stood up straight and wiped blood on his dirty armour.

"I'm going to finish harvesting this carcass," he said. "Then I'm going back to my own camp."

"What? No, you can't... I mean, it's safer if we stick together. You're still young, Gale. You shouldn't be out here alone."

Gale let out a harsh laugh.

"Still young?" he repeated, gesturing to the fallen beast. "I saved all of you. If anyone, it's all of you that need saving."

Rachel stepped back with a frown. Her face showed everything she felt. Typical of the sheltered idiots he knew in school. Typical of those that never got hurt by anything in their life.

Before she could answer, someone else spoke up. It was the tall girl with the makeshift wooden spear. She was the one who could stun the forest beasts that he had noted. She was taller than Gale. Her brown hair was clearly covered in dirt and blood.

"If he doesn't want to come with us, then he doesn't have to. He's stronger than us anyway," said the tall girl.

Gale looked closely at the newcomer. She could stun beasts. That skill alone made her dangerous, maybe more than Rachel with her fire abilities. He added that to his list of potential threats.

Rachel shook her head stubbornly.

"No one wants to be alone," she insisted, turning back to Gale. "Even if you're strong... Come back with us. Please."

Gale paused. Her honesty caught him off guard for a second. He imagined it in his head. Being part of a group again. Talking to people and laughing at jokes about this whole situation they were in. A ridiculous situation. He'd also have time on his hands to work on other things. The work could be shared amongst those who could. However, the real world wasn't that simple. Being in a group had its own problems.

"I can't…" he said. "All my supplies, traps, and everything I need is at my camp."

Rachel's face brightened at this tiny chance.

"Then we'll go with you," she said quickly. "We can help you gather your things, and then we'll all go back to our camp together."

"You all looked pretty lost when I found you. How are you finding your way back?" Gale asked.

Rachel's smile dropped for a moment. She turned to the boy with the gun.

"Ollie?" she said.

The boy walked up with a grin on his face. He pulled something from his pocket, a small red marble.

"With this little baby," he said, holding it up for Gale to see, "it'll take us wherever we want to go, wherever you want to go, wherever she wants to go. It cost me a couple of grand, but it was worth it!"

Gale stared at the red marble. Some kind of magic navigation thingy? He almost wanted to ask for details but stopped himself. These people were still strangers, maybe dangerous ones. Ally now, maybe foe later. He couldn't show too much interest. That would be weakness. They'd try to shank him with words where it hurt the most. Possibly.

Gale looked between the group and the forest. If anything, he could ditch them anytime, and they'd never find him again. Being in a group did provide its comfort. They could also be bait.

"Fine," Gale said, "I'll come with you. But first, I need to grab some stuff from my base."

"Of course. We'll wait here." Rachel said, nodding with as a small smile appeared on her lips.

Gale turned and slipped into the thick bushes, moving as quickly as he could. He avoided all the outer perimeter's traps. As he got near his camp, he felt uneasy. He'd gotten used to being alone, and hanging with others felt weird. Not that he wanted to or anything. He could be himself when no one was watching.

At his shelter, Gale quickly grabbed his stuff. He put dried meat into a leather bag, then added bones he'd saved for tools and weapons. He looked over his few belongings: traps, half-finished projects, and what was left of his solo life.

He hesitated as he was about to leave.

But Gale. People are scary. That girl was scary. The tall girl was even scarier, looking so tall. Socialising itself was scary. Maybe they'd think I'm a freak and then what?

Here was safe. He had set up traps for days and now to leave them all behind. Though he already knew those traps were meant just for revenge. All that determination was focused on killing that one forest predator. None of it truly mattered. Making more wouldn't hurt.

Gale hoisted up the backpack he'd made of the forest beast's leather hides. He went back to the place where he found them, easily locating them with Breath of the Void.

They waited where he'd left them, all tense and ready for action. Ollie's hand hovered near his gun, while the tall girl watched the trees.

"Let's go," Gale said.

Ollie pulled out the red marble. "Everyone ready?"

Ollie flicked the red marble up. It spun in the air for a moment, then dropped, rolling towards 3 o'clock.

"This way," Ollie said, picking up the marble and putting it in his pocket.

Gale's eyes narrowed. Not as flashy as he expected, but still cool. He'd seen lots of weird stuff in this forest, but a magic direction finder thingy magicky was new and useful. He followed the others.

Rachel walked beside him, stealing glances. Gale felt her stare without even looking. Nothing escaped his senses anymore, thanks to the passive ability.

"So…" she said softly, "how long have you been out here… on your own?"

Gale grunted.

"Lost track." He didn't mention how he counted time by hunting, sleeping, and just staying alive. How days blended until time meant nothing. Every day was hunt, eat, and then sleep. If he didn't get to the sleep part, that meant he lost.

"No one should have to get used to being alone," Rachel's voice trembled.

"The forest changes you," before Gale could respond, the tall girl spoke up from ahead. "Sometimes being alone is easier than being with others who don't understand. It's just logical."

The tall girl glanced back at him from where she was. "Name's Annett by the way. Nice to meet you."

Gale looked at her. He agreed, sort of. Living in the forest changes you, or it eats you alive.

"Speak for yourself. I'd go crazy without people to talk to." Ollie chuckled. "Even if those people sometimes drive me crazy too. Man, I miss those two idiots I usually keep around. I got someone waiting for me back home too."

"So you bought that marble to find people?" Annett said, jesting. "To find people? Even on Earth?"

"Damn, you're smart. I should use this baby when I get back on Earth to do just that. But, it's mostly cuz I hate getting lost. Just like now." Ollie chuckled. "Paid way too much for it. Its dividends paying right now, baby."

"How much is 'way too much'?" Gale asked, curiosity getting the better of him. A compass was literally the difference between life and death in a forest, and a magical compass at that? There was no one who wouldn't be curious. Definitely not him wanting to take that for himself.

Ollie winced. "Let's just say I could've bought a decent car instead. A used car is decent, right?"

"A car's a car, but a car wouldn't help you here, though," Annett pointed out, stepping over a fallen log.

"True," Ollie said. "Still, sometimes I think I got ripped off. The guy selling it was... that guy was hella sketchy. He had this black hoodie, a blue facemask, and sunglasses. Like dude, why are you wearing so much in summer?"

"Why didn't you just buy it from your org?" Annett asked.

"Official sources wanted top cash for it and after that deal, I realized that same a-hole was from my faction. I got enough bills to pay as it is," Ollie said.

Rachel shook her head. "Still, it's gotten us out of trouble more times than I can count. So to all of us, that marble was worth it, even though it came from a sketchy man. Agree?"

"Oh God, don't remind me," Ollie said. "I got lost in New York City for 3 days with my phone dead. Completely forgot I had the red marble with me at that time."

"Who the hell gets lost in a city? There's people to ask around," Annett said.

"As a man, I take pride in not asking for directions. As a man, independence is key, you see." Ollie started chuckling, almost like he didn't even believe what he was saying.

"As a man two heads shorter than me, huh." Annett laughed.

"Hey! Those words, as a man, hit right in the heart, y'know?!" Ollie laughed.

"What about you?" Rachel asked suddenly, turning to Gale. "How did you learn to navigate the forest?"

"Trial and error," he said, not wanting to discuss the countless near-death experiences that had taught him the layout of the forest.

"You must've been a hunter in your past life," Annett whistled, eyeing his equipment.

Dead on. Gale didn't know whether to be careful or chill with Annett. She was the smartest one here. Her jokes didn't hide how she always watched for threats as they walked.

"You learn fast here," Gale said.

Nobody spoke after his short answer. He caught Rachel looking at him. She gave him a small smile whenever their eyes met. She looked beat but kept checking on everyone else.

"The camp's not much," Rachel said. "But it's home, for now. Everyone looks out for each other, like a tight-knit group."

"Home," Gale hadn't had a home since... since before the orphanage, really. The orphanage was just a prison. Not home.

"You could make it your home too," Rachel said. "If you want."

"We're here," Ollie said, interrupting Gale's thoughts.

They came into a clearing. Rough wooden walls stood tall. People moved around inside. Gale could sense them. A man carried a bucket made of wood into the inner walls. A woman carried the same weird looking fruits he found with the bulging veins inside. The walls themselves looked horribly made. If he had sneezed in its direction, it could probably fall. And then there were those people on the platforms peeking through the walls, equipped with crude bows. The whole camp looked like it was all slapped together by glue, yet somehow it all worked. Like the people in it, they were just trying to survive, just as he was.

As they walked through a gap in the walls, everyone stared at Gale. His muscles tightened, ready to fight anything dangerous. A biological reaction to being watched like an animal and being out of his own comfort zone. It felt nothing like his quiet forest life. There were too many sounds, too much activity.

"Welcome to the camp," Rachel said softly, pulling on Gale's elbow.

He flinched at her touch, not used to contact that wasn't trying to hurt him. Rachel pulled her hand back fast.

"Sorry," Gale muttered, his eyes darting everywhere, checking for threats and exits.

Ollie stepped into the shack, gesturing for him to come. "Come on, I'll show you around."

As they walked, Ollie pointed stuff out like the cooking area, the small medical spot where he'd just been, and where they kept weapons. Gale noticed the mix of scavenged materials and handmade tools. Pretty good, but too exposed and vulnerable.

"Most of it were Rachel's ideas. She's worked harder than all of us," Ollie said. "Probably not as impressive as what you have back at your camp, but it got us through alright."

They went toward some of the shelters.

"This is where most of us sleep," Ollie said. "We've got a spot you can use."

Gale looked inside the nearest one. Small but dry, with a thin mat on the ground and a few personal items. Sleeping near others or letting his guard down made his skin crawl. One of them could wake up in the middle of the night and stab his throat. He wouldn't be able to do anything about it.

"I prefer to sleep up high," Gale said, looking at the tall trees by the camp's edge.

Rachel, who'd been following quietly, spoke up. "That's not safe, Gale. What if you fall? We have guards, but—"

"I'm safer on my own," Gale said.

An awkward silence fell between them. Gale felt them looking at him, curious and wary. He probably looked wild to them with his bone armour.

Gale twitched, reaching for his spear, but it wasn't there. He'd forgotten they took it when he was resting.

"Let him sleep where he wants. He's survived this long on his own. He's a big boy." Annett came up from behind, breaking the tension.

Rachel sighed, "Ok. Just don't go wandering off without telling anyone, alright? We don't want to lose any more people..."

Gale nodded stiffly, uncomfortable with answering to others. He'd gotten used to only following his own rules and survival instincts. Even in the orphanage.

"Then that settles it. Just stay and see if you like it h…" Rachel's words suddenly stopped. The next second, she collapsed to the ground.


            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                Gale sat on the bench, watching the infirmary entrance. The tarp moved a bit in the light breeze. He saw Rachel sleeping inside through the gaps. His fingers tapped on his knee.

No way he wouldn't feel something seeing her fall down. She was the only one here that he had even a slight history with. Who else is he going to talk to if not her?

Ollie slumped down next to him, less chatty than usual. "She hasn't slept in days, you know. Always running around, patching us up, keeping watch. Rachel's been the glue holding this mess together."

What was the point of all of that, Gale thought. She sacrificed herself to… to these people. That leeched off of her kindness. She even told him to come along, see it for himself. Maybe her goal was to keep him here so that he could help them.

"In the beginning," Ollie said, "she was this fireball of energy. And I mean that literally, by the way. She just kept us moving, kept us fighting. But now..." He trailed off, shaking his head.

"A lot of you are deadweight," Gale said.

"I mean I'm not… not yet, anyway. Maybe once I run out of ammo," Ollie said. "Everyone knows they are. She's getting weaker, and it's because of us. Because we need her so goddamn much."

Gale remembered her figure collapsing mid sentence. He felt something in his chest as he saw her fall. He hadn't expected the sheltered, spoiled kid to actually be the good person that sacrificed herself to keep these deadweights alive.

"You showing up back then against a group of beasts," Ollie nudged Gale's shoulder, "it's the first real break she's had. First chance to actually rest."

Annett came over. She crouched in front of Gale, looking at his face. "You being here, it's giving everyone a boost. They heard how strong you are, everyone's been talkin' about it. It's... comforting in a sense."

Gale turned away. He felt something stuck in his throat. He wanted to say something. A part of him didn't like it.

Expectations. Not something he was used to. It made him feel trapped. He'd been alone for so long, only worried about staying alive. Now he had these people around him... these fragile, weak humans. He felt exposed, but part of him wanted to protect them.

He looked at the camp's defences, noting all the weak spots. The barriers wouldn't stop what lived in the forest. It would stop the small ones. The medium sized ones would have a problem. The bigger forest beasts and the predators, those ones would swat away those walls they had made. On top of that, most people here wouldn't last a day alone. Pretty amazing they'd made it this far with such a bad setup.

He cursed to himself. These people were either too relaxed or just lucky they had someone like Rachel who took care of everything. Without her, the beasts would have destroyed this place already.

"If a forest predator found this place..." he said out loud without meaning to.

"A what?" Annett asked.

"A forest predator. Bigger than those beasts you met. The size of three garbage trucks."

Ollie's face got serious. "I guess we've been lucky so far."

"Luck runs out," Gale said.

"I know what you mean because I agree with you, but I also can't imagine myself living alone in this goddamn hell alone forever." Annett stood up, her face blank.

Annett continued, "It would be great if you could stay. We need you, and I'd say Rachel is right that you need us too. Being alone in this world is not a happy thought. But hey, I'm not one to judge and hold people back."

Again, the image of Rachel collapsing replayed in his head. She pushed herself too hard. Even he didn't push himself as hard as he hadn't collapsed from exhaustion yet. Staying vital and aware was the key to survival.

Even though he'd just met Rachel, Gale knew she was a good person. Better than him at least. She cared about others, while he just wanted to get rid of anything that slowed him down.

Gale stood up fast. He turned to Ollie and Annett, speaking short and quick.

"Setting up camp nearby. Outside the camp. On a tree."

"You sure? We've got space-"

"I'm sure," Gale cut off Ollie, already walking away.

He checked the trees, looking for a good spot. He found a huge trunk with a thick low branch. Low enough to avoid the Blue Moon, but close enough to watch the camp.

Without another word, Gale walked to his chosen tree. He felt Ollie and Annett watching him, but didn't turn around. Their hope, their need pushed down on him. He wanted to run.

The rough bark scratched his hands as Gale pulled himself up. His hands knew where to grip the bark. In just seconds, he reached the branch he aimed for.

Gale sat on his new spot, legs hanging over the edge. From here, he could see all the camp's defences. They might as well have put up a sign saying "eat us" to every beast and predator in the forest.

He pulled the cord from his sack and started setting up on the branch. The tent was first. He laid the tent in the middle of the branch, hammering the 4 bone nails into the ground. The long bones came next for support as he pulled them up to make the tent. He tied the vines down on the bones and covered the up the grid with leaves. Then he was done.

He got inside. No blue moonlight got through the patched leaves. It even stayed still against the soft breeze of the wind. Much sturdier than anything in the camp.

He smiled.

Gale climbed back down. He wanted to see what was up with the encampment. He walked along the perimeter of the wall. The walls were made of half-cut brittle logs, most likely picked up from the forest floor. A single foot on the wall made the wall slightly bow against him.

This wouldn't do. He needed to set up traps. This whole place was too exposed for his liking.

Gale climbed back up the tree to his branch. He picked up the sack and took out the bone shovel and bone knife. It was time to set up some traps again.

His hands moved almost on their own, setting up snares and pit traps. Each one placed to push threats away from the camp's weakest areas. He worked quietly, not caring about the stares that he got from the members of the encampment.

Near the camp's entrance, Gale stopped. He needed to leave a path for people to come and go. Annoyed, he changed his layout, making a small safe zone that people could walk through.

"What are you doing?"

Gale looked up fast. Annett stood a few feet away, arms crossed.

"Traps," he said, going back to work.

Annett put a hand on her chin, "All the way out here?"

Gale didn't answer. He finished tying a tripwire, then stood up.

"You should mark these," Annett said. "So no one accidentally—"

"I know," Gale cut her off. He pulled a small bone hatchet from his belt and started cutting a nearby trunk. The thought of people needing directions didn't even occur to him.

Annett watched silently as Gale carved the wood. He sliced through the bark "TRAP".

"That should do it," Gale said. Probably.

"What are you doing out here?" he asked.

"Patrol. Everyone's gotta do it at some point in the camp, no matter who," Annett replied. "By the way, thank you for staying."

Gale stiffened. He wanted to disappear, to go back to his quiet spot. The word had kept him there. He hadn't heard those words before. Not even from mom and dad.

"I don't," he said roughly. "Care, I mean. I'm-… I'm not inside your camp… I'm outside."

He stopped, not finding the right words. "It doesn't matter."

"You do care," Annett said. "Even if you don't want to admit it."

Without looking back or saying more, he walked to his tree. He felt Annett watching him as he climbed.

From his spot, Gale watched Annett go back to camp. She stopped at the entrance, looked back at him, then went inside.

Gale sat back against the trunk, his body tight. He told himself he was just being practical. The camp staying alive helped his chances too. Traps helped him survive, and they could be a distraction if something even bigger than 3 garbage trucks came along. That was all.

But as night came, Gale kept looking at the thin wall of the infirmary. At the spot where Rachel lay, still and quiet.

A sound in the bushes grabbed Gale's attention. He looked into the darkness, all senses on edge.

Something moved between the trees.

Gale gripped his spear. He knew this would happen sooner or later. Knew the camp would attract predators.

The beast came out from the trees, too big for the traps Gale had set. It smelled the air, showing yellow fangs.

He could stay hidden. Let the creature test his traps. But if it got past them...

He looked at the camp. At the infirmary where Rachel lay helpless.

You stupid. You don't got to help them. Gale cursed inwardly and dropped from his spot. His feet hit the ground without sound, years of practice beating his urge to run.

Gale got ready as the forest beast came toward him. It was big, but not big enough. He didn't back down. He'd faced worse. This one was just average sized.

"Let's dance, fugly," he said, spinning his spear.

The beast charged, claws out. Gale stepped aside, moving smoothly. He used Distort, refracting the light around him. Again, it tried to claw him but hit nothing. Just an image from bent light.

Taking his chance, Gale struck. His spear hit flesh right at the lungs, making the creature groan in pain. But Gale wasn't done. He used Alter, and the spear got smaller, letting him pull it out easily. Then, in a flash, he aimed and let go of the skill. The spear shot back into the beast.

The fight ended quickly. Gale stood over the dead beast, barely breathing hard. He'd gotten stronger, faster. The forest had changed him into a weapon.

As he dragged the dead beast away from camp, Gale thought about Annett's words.

You do care, even if you don't admit it.

He shook his head, trying to forget what she said. Caring was dangerous. Caring got you killed. And most of all, caring made you feel bad.

Gale went back to his spot. He settled into his tent, watching the darkness beyond the camp's wall. No more threats showed up, but he stayed ready.

As the night went on, he got tired. Gale's eyes started closing. He fought it at first, but finally gave in. His last thought before sleep took him was Rachel's face, pale with dark circles.

A scream woke Gale up fast. His hand grabbed his spear before his eyes even opened.

The scream came again. Definitely Annett's voice.

Gale moved before thinking. He dropped from his spot, landing in a crouch. He spread Breath of the Void, looking for where the noise came from.

Then, he heard it. A low growl. It was a sound he knew, one that was only good to hear when it came from something dying.

He ran toward Annett's scream. The camp broke into chaos as people ran everywhere. A man tripped over a bench. A child cried in the centre of it all, wanting her mommy. He moved through the crowd. Threat elimination came first.

Then smell hit him, the stink of a forest beast bigger than others. Gale gripped his spear harder as he came around a corner of shelters.

Ollie and Annett stood their ground against a monster. Its thick, leathery skin blocked the basic spears Annett jabbed at it. Its muscles moved as it swiped huge claws through the air.

This beast was way bigger than the one he'd first met in the forest.

Ollie fired his pistol, the flash lighting up the night. Blue streaks curved through the trees and hit their mark. The beast roared, more angry than hurt.

Annett's hands glowed, and the beast slowed down for a second. She took this chance to stab it again, but her wooden spear broke in half.

Gale waited at the edge of the clearing. He thought about options. He wanted to help, but that was just feelings talking. The smart part of him said to let them handle it and wait to take what was left. They could probably take it down by themselves.

But something else pulled at him, a new feeling. He watched Annett dodge a swipe that would have cut off her head. Ollie's gun clicked empty.

"Dammit," Gale muttered, lifting his spear.

He charged forward, using Distort as he ran. The beast's eyes moved around, confused by the light around him. It gave him the opening he needed.

Gale's spear hit its mark, going deep into the creature's side. The beast howled, turning to face this new threat. Gale barely pulled his weapon free before huge jaws snapped shut where he'd been standing.

"I knew you'd show up!" Ollie called, reloading his pistol.

Gale grunted, moving away from another swipe of those deadly claws. He'd forgotten how much faster these beasts were compared to smaller ones. The bigger ones were somehow faster than the smaller ones, contrary to the usual rules of the jungle.

Annett tried casting again, but her spell failed, the strain clear on her face. The beast jumped forward, swiping at Annett.

Gale's heart jumped when he saw Annett stumble back.

Without thinking, he threw himself between them. His spear came up, braced against the ground. The beast's momentum spread onto the weapon, its own speed pushing the sharp claws deeper.

The block wasn't enough to stop it.

The hit sent Gale flying. He hit the ground hard, the air knocked out of him. His eyes became blurry from the knockdown. Breath of the Void told him that the beast was charging at him and the spear he had used was stuck in its chest.

He tried to move, to get up, but his body hurt too much. The beast stood over him, jaws wide open. Gale could smell its disgusting breath that smelled like piss and decaying corpse.

Gunfire burst out. Ollie emptied his gun into the creature's face, forcing it back. Annett helped him up.

"You okay?" she asked, eyes wide.

Gale nodded, unable to talk. His ribs hurt as he stood up. The beast shook off Ollie's attack, turning back to them.

"Any bright ideas?" Ollie called, backing up as he reloaded again.

They couldn't keep this up forever. The camp was in danger, and Rachel... His chest hurt thinking about her, still passed out and defenceless.

"Yeah, round 2." Gale stood back up and focused on the beast. "You two stay back."

He felt for his essence, pushing it through his body. He took another spear from his back and used Phase Touch. Its tip shined dark, eating up the light around it.


            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                Gale stared at the massive forest predator.

"Round 2," he muttered.

He flipped on Distort, bending light around him to hide where he really was.

The beast jumped forward. Its claws cut through the air.

Gale was already moving. He dashed to the side, faster than he was used to. His hands moved, jabbing the spear at the beast's flank.

The beast twisted away just in time, dodging his attack.

The Phase Touch on the tip of the spear could've ended the fight. He needed to hit it somewhere vital. This beast moved too randomly, much more than the previous beasts. The only thing going for him was that this was only 1.5 garbage trucks big.

He ducked under another swipe, feeling air rush over his head. His Distort made his movements just as random as the beast's, making it miss again and again. But he couldn't keep this up forever. Fatigue set in.

Minutes felt like hours as he danced with the beast. Its claws swiped at him. He dodged. He jabbed with the spear, it twisted away. He jabbed again, it swatted away his spear. Every time, the beast had an answer to his attacks. Every time, he also answered the beast's attack without getting hit. The beast's breath showing no signs of getting tired worried him.

Gale's teeth ground together as frustration built up. He needed an opening, just a second of weakness. But the beast had endless energy. He looked toward the camp. Ollie and Annett watched from behind the wall.

He could ask Annett to help slow the beast down. But what if he did something that got her injured? It was too risky to ask for help.

Suddenly, a gunshot echoed out into the trees. The blue trace curved and hit the beast's leg. It only lasted a blink of an eye, but it was enough.

Gale lunged forward, no hesitation. He slid across the ground, zigzagging like lightning. The gunshot had given a hair's width of a chance—it was enough.

The spear went straight. Phase Touch focused on the tip. It stabbed through the skin first. Then through the muscle into the organs.

The beast roared, thrashing its body. Gale held onto his spear. He couldn't lose it. It was the one chance, one chance, he couldn't let go.

Then, the spear hit a soft spot. The heart. Gale pushed. Channeled every fibre of his muscles into pushing the spear forward even just a couple of more millimetres in.

The beast roared, then turned to sound more like a whine. It dropped down immediately. He had rolled away before its body started to collapse on him, barely avoiding getting crushed.

The dust settled. Gale stood over the dead predator. Foot on its head. Chest heaving. Pride slightly damaged.

The familiar notification dinged in his ears. The system screen popped up and the grains of light flowed out of the beast, swirling into his chest.

[Forest Predator felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Core Density increased.]

[Blood Core part built. Regeneration increased.]

Gale had no time to enjoy his win. His eyes snapped to where the shot came from.

"Ollie, I told you to keep out of it," Gale said.

Ollie stepped out from the bush where he and Annett hid. "I thought I would get a thanks, no?"

Gale sighed. "I didn't ask for help."

"Well, cheer up. Not like I stole your kill," Ollie said.

"Thanks again for helping us. Things could've been a lot worse without you." Annett stood up next. From the look of her face, she was tired as well. Everyone was.

Gale grabbed the dead beast by the head. The huge body meant food for days, plus its bones for more bone tools or armaments.

"Wait," Annett called out. He stopped.

She continued, "Did you want to stay at the camp for a bit? You can come have dinner with us, maybe?"

"Yeah, bro. Consider it a thank you for saving our hides. Again." Ollie said.

Gale's grip on the beast grew tighter. He hadn't expected such an offer. There was only one time that he'd been invited in the orphanage to eat. That friendship didn't last very long.

Eating with others meant socializing. He sighed. All this time, he'd been thinking about his life back on Earth, back in the orphanage. The longing for companionship really was still there. Yet that longing conflicted against his parents' teachings.

Stay low, they said.

"I need to process this kill," Gale said roughly. "Time is-"

"Come on," Ollie cut in. "You've probably had enough of beast jerky. We've got fruits. Fruits for days. For days."

The sound of being able to eat something sweet piqued Gale's interest. His mouth watered at the thought of being able to bite into a juicy watermelon. Or a juicy mango. Those two were his favourite fruits.

"Fruits?" Gale asked.

Ollie's grin grew wider as he reached into his pocket. He showed a grey marble on his palm. "This little baby that cost me another couple of grand does wonders."

Gale squinted at the object. "What is it?"

"Same as the red marble, but more accurate in finding anything edible," Ollie tossed up the marble. It stopped mid air then dropped to their 6. "Watch this."

Ollie walked through the bush and crouched down. He plucked something out of the bush and then got back up. He showed Gale a vine of berries. Then, he touched the grey marble against the berries. The marble began to glow a soft green.

"Green means it's safe to eat," Ollie grabbed a berry and popped it in his mouth. "If it turns black, well... you're not gonna have a good time."

A tool like that could change Gale's whole survival strategy, opening up new food options. He wouldn't be so bored of goddamn beast jerky every day.

"How does it work?" Gale asked quietly.

Ollie shrugged. "It's standard device we get from the Path. Toss it up as you push ether into it. Then you think of something edible."

"The Path?" Gale asked.

"Wait, what… were you a civilian before all this?"

Gale stayed quiet. He didn't know what to say. It was clear Ollie and Annett were special people before all this. They must have been brought here the same way he was.

"Well, never mind about that, it's just some stupid organization anyways. Don't worry about it," Ollie said.

Gale grunted as he hoisted up the forest predator onto his shoulder.

"I'll stay for a meal," he said. "But first, we secure this kill. Can't leave it to waste."

Annett's face lit up with a smile. "Of course! We can help you carry it back to your camp."

"No," Gale said. "I'll carry it myself to your camp. It's closer."

"Fair enough. Lead the way, big sis," Ollie said.

Gale followed Ollie and Annett into their camp. Maybe if Ollie had a spare grey marble, he could make a barter for it.

"How many of those marbles do you have?" Gale whispered.

Ollie's step faltered.

"Just the one," he said. "Why?"

Gale adjusted the beast's weight on his shoulder. "Nothing lasts forever in this world. You should be prepared when you lose it."

Ollie nodded and pretended to smile. "Yeah... yeah, you're right. How about showing us some survival techniques then?"

"Maybe," Gale said.

When they got inside the camp, Annett turned to Gale and said, "Gale, harvest your kill quickly. I'll gather everyone at the cafeteria grounds and we'll meet there."

Gale nodded and grabbed his bone knife. As Annett ran off, he got to work. The knife cut through flesh and muscle. He'd already memorized all the parts that needed to be cut first.

Ollie watched. "That's... impressive."

"Necessity," Gale mumbled without looking up. His hands moved smoothly, splitting meat from bone, organs from the body. He placed each piece on big leaves he'd quickly gathered.

"Right, I'll be right back." Ollie seemed to remember something and jogged toward a flimsy building like the ones at the infirmary.

Gale glanced up, watching Ollie go before getting back to work. He checked his surroundings, noting every detail of the camp and possible escape routes. There were only 2 ways in and out of this place. The one near where he'd set up his branch camp, and then in the opposite direction. The shack Ollie went into looked barely sturdier than the first shelter Gale made during his first days in the forest.

When Ollie came back, Gale smelled something familiar. A sweet scent filled the air. Ollie carried several weird-looking fruits that gave off a faint glow in the dim light.

Gale's hands stopped for a second, his eyes fixed on the fruits. He knew these right away. They were the same fruits he saw in the forest. The shape was that of a heart and a mango with bulging veins. It still had a weak pulse even though it was already cut from the tree.

"Almost done," Gale muttered to himself. His hands moved faster now, driven by hunger and a strange new feeling of wanting to sink his teeth into the fruit that looked like a heart.

Way to go, Gale. Human hearts making you drool.

Footsteps approached. Gale's head snapped up, body tensing. But it was just Annett, helping a pale but much better looking Rachel.

Rachel's eyes lit up when she saw Gale.

"You came," she said, sounding warm but surprised. "Thanks for joining us."

Gale grunted without looking up. He finished his work and wiped his hands on a piece of leather.

"It's done," he pointed at the neat piles of meat, organs, and hide.

"Fantastic," Ollie clapped once. "Shall we head to the cafeteria then?"

They went to an open area with several makeshift tables. Other survivors were already gathering, curious eyes fixed on Gale.

As they sat at one of the tables, Ollie handed out the glowing fruits. Gale held one, studying it closely. The skin was smooth and cool, giving off a faint hum.

"Go on," Rachel smiled as she bit into hers. "They're safe, I promise."

Gale waited another moment, then took a bite. Sweet and tangy, like cherries and oranges mixed together, unlike anything he'd tasted on Earth. He closed his eyes to enjoy it, letting himself feel vulnerable.

When he opened them again, the others were watching him, some snickering. Gale's cheeks got hot. Too much attention.

"Good, right?" Ollie grinned. "Bet it beats forest beast jerky."

Gale nodded and took another bite to avoid talking. While eating, he looked at the survivors around him, checking their strengths and weaknesses. Most looked tired but well-fed. Their clothes were a mix of modern stuff and handmade items, similar to his own leather outfit.

"Ollie…," Gale finally said. "What is… the Path?"

"Well, it's not really a big deal," Ollie said. "Back on Earth, there were people like us living among the regular folks. Most civilians have no idea there's magical stuff happening around them."

Gale leaned forward, "and the Path?"

"It's one of the main factions," Ollie explained between bites of fruit. "They're based in North America. Big on firepower, not so much on defense. They're the ones who gave me this," he showed his pistol and the gray and red marble.

"The Path isn't the only faction. There's others. Each has their own strengths, history, and... philosophies." Rachel said.

This was all new to Gale. It felt like something from a fantasy book where a hidden society existed under normal society. So different from the simple survival life he lived on Earth.

"And you?" Gale looked to Rachel. "Which faction are you from?"

Rachel's expression tightened slightly.

"That's... complicated. I'm not from one… I'm from a family," she said after a pause. "It's complicated and it'll take too long to explain."

Gale nodded. He turned back to Ollie. "So these factions, they're fighting each other?"

Ollie shrugged. "Sometimes. It's more like a cold war most of the time. Lots of posturing and secret ops, kinda like the James Bond secret spy movie stuff except blended with magic. A lot of magic. But anyways, I'm only a trainee and my goddamn teacher left me at a crucial time and got me stuck in all this bullshit!"

"And now we're all here," Annett said. "Factions, families, civilians, everyone thrown into this... place."

Gale thought about what he had just heard. These people had their own lives in their secret society. If these kinds of people and factions existed, there could be other people in this forest who would have powers the same as theirs. They could pose a danger to the group.

A distant howl echoed along the forest's sky. Everyone quieted, and only the murmurs of the children could be heard.

"What was that?" someone whispered, sounding scared.

"Beasts," said Gale, still eating his fruit. "Far. Don't worry about it."

Rachel spoke up, drawing everyone's attention. "Everyone, Gale here saved us in the forest when we were out for two whole days."

Murmurs rose up slowly. Eyes turned to look at Gale. He shifted in his seat, wanting to run from all the attention.

"This little dude?" someone asked, sounding doubtful. "Took down those beasts?"

"You should've seen him. He moved like lightning, tearing through those monsters like they were made of paper." Ollie made hacking and slashing motions with his hand.

Whispers spread through the group. Gale looked from face to face, muscles getting tense, ready to run or fight.

"He looks like something out of a nightmare," one survivor said, pointing at Gale's outfit.

Another laughed nervously. "Yeah, but he saved us. He's a nightmare against those beasts!"

"Nightmare boy, where did you learn how to fight?" added another.

"What's the point of asking that? You're too old to learn now," said one of the older men.

Gale's chest got tight. All this attention and praise felt strange and too much. He never had anything like this back on Earth. Everything in him screamed to run away, to go back to being alone.

He stood up, chair scraping against the ground. But before he could move, Rachel grabbed his arm. Her touch was gentle but firm. He couldn't pull away. Something in her eyes, gratitude and pleading mixed together, made him stop.

He sighed and sat back down.

Rachel's warm smile eased some of his anxiety from all the attention. She reached for a nearby basket of fruit.

"Here," she said, putting more glowing fruits on his plate. "It's everyone's way of saying thank you."

Gale looked around the table and noticed others had fewer fruits, some barely any at all.

Rachel seemed to notice his discomfort.

"Without you," she said softly, "I don't know if we would have come back alive."

Her honest words hit something inside Gale. He froze, unsure what to do. He wasn't used to getting or giving thanks.

As he sat there, stuck in his feelings, Rachel moved her hands. With mischief in her eyes, she picked up a fruit from his plate. Before he could react, she put it in his open mouth.

He chewed, the flavours making him forget his worries for a moment.

"There," Rachel said. "Can't argue with your mouth full, can you?"

A few laughs went through the group, and Gale felt his cheeks get warm. He swallowed the fruit, the taste lingering.

"I... thank you," Gale said.

Ollie smacked him on the back, almost making Gale choke on the last bit of fruit. "No need to be so formal. Just go with the flow, y'know?"

He looked around the table again at all the faces treating him like a hero. Their smiles were real, and their gratitude felt strange. It was... uncomfortable, yet nice.
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                Gale grabbed another fruit from the table. Him not talking already made it awkward. He took a bite of the new fruit in his hand, then noticed Rachel smiling at him.

She leaned in slightly towards him. "So, wanna tell us how you survived out there alone?"

He wanted to facepalm right there. She really had to ask that question after he'd already made himself look busy and not wanting to talk. Everyone looked to him, waiting for an answer.

He didn't even know what to say. Didn't know where to start. As far as he could remember, all he did was survive just the way he was taught to, with extra steps. Lots of extra steps.

He tried opening his mouth, unsure of what words would come out. Anything was fine.

"It… it wasn't easy."

That's right, Gale. Make up something. Make that mouth move.

"The first beast I saw… I thought I knew what I was doing. Dad taught me some moves before. Taught me how to survive off the land. Had my spear ready, remembered everything about how to posture and the stance when fighting a wild beast."

Truthfully, Gale didn't know where he was going with this.

"But when it came up to me and I saw its face and figure, I knew then the things I was taught didn't prepare me for whatever was in front of me. A beast the size of a garbage truck."

"A garbage truck? Interesting comparison," Ollie said.

"Nothing. Nevermind about that," he continued. "The growl the beast made shook my very bones. I fought bears before. But this was no bear. It was like a truck running at you."

"It is true those things are truck-sized," Annett said.

"The first few spears I made sometimes didn't even pierce the hide. Just scraped or bounced off. I had to run. Climbed the nearest tree like my life depended on it. I don't know how long I spent in that branch just to get away from the beast."

Rachel leaned forward. "How did you survive that first encounter?"

"I don't know. It just… happened." Gale really didn't know how to explain. He didn't even know what he was saying. He was explaining the forest predator. Not even the first encounter he had. "And then there were twisted ones. Smart ones. Smarter ones. Different."

Rachel leaned forward. "Different how?"

"They're not natural. Twisted. I mean everything here is twisted in some way, but the ones that can fly… their face is like a human, but they don't got a face. Those ones, I called faceless crows. They're nothing like the ones that walk on the ground. Their scales and feathers mixed together in their skin. No eyes. But they could see you. Their wings were sharp. Sharp enough to cut you open if you get too close."

He swallowed.

"And then there's the blue moon... Have you guys seen it?" Gale looked up at the night sky. "When the blue light turns into a deeper blue, it means it's woken up. It just sits there in the sky, watching, blinking. Don't make a noise. Don't attract its attention."

A child gasped, holding her mouth. He had went into his story telling mode, still not sure where it was going.

"And me?" Gale whispered. "Before my parents abandoned me, they taught me lots of things, like making traps."

Gale continued, "Got hurt by my own traps. Got bruised and clawed by beasts, almost even lost my life a couple of times. It was hard."

Rachel's hand slowly went to Gale's head. He flinched.

"May I?" she asked softly.

Gale paused, then nodded.

Her hand reached his head. The air felt warmer as she caressed his hair. Literally. The air warmed up as he watched her pat him.

It felt nice, even though it made his body stiff. He wasn't used to touch. All he'd ever known were beatings. Mom and dad never gave him physical comfort either.

Then, something in him felt relaxed. For a moment, Gale felt his eyes get heavy, leaning onto Rachel's hand.

"Look at our little nightmare demon getting all soft!" Annett laughed.

Gale pulled back, glaring at Annett. But he wasn't really mad. Part of him, a part he tried to ignore, almost wanted to laugh at her tease.

"So, what was the scariest thing you faced out there?" Ollie asked, leaning forward.

It could be the faceless crow. But he never really fought against it. It would have to be the forest predator.

"There was this one beast," he said in a low voice like telling a scary campfire story. "Bigger than anything I'd ever seen. The size of 3 gar- I mean, much, much bigger than the one that attacked here earlier. Smart, too. It chased me and figured out all of my traps at first. A lot of traps just bounced off of its thick skin."

"How'd you beat it?" Ollie asked.

"Desperation..." Gale said. "I made a network of traps. I don't know how many nights I just spent crafting traps. But even then, it wasn't enough. It ran through the traps. I ran till my lungs burned so much that I thought I was going to pass out. All of the traps I made in the inner perimeter were all used up by that beast. In the end, I had to fight it head on."

Gale looked up at the blue moon through the canopy. "When I think back on it... I was lucky..."

Rachel replied, "You're not alone anymore, Gale."

His mouth opened, then closed. He couldn't find the right words. It wasn't about being alone. It was about survival. Being alone was easier. No one else to worry about. His parents taught him to survive.

Every day meant fighting for his life. Every shadow, rustle, or movement might mean a fight to the death with some forest monster. Every night he had to kill something, or he'd be the one getting eaten.

"All of you don't get it," Gale said. "Every day was a life or death struggle. And here you all are, communing as a community. I don't smell any sense of urgency in this encampment. Being alone? So what? Can't even survive a-"

"Oh, we're surviving all right. But all of us aren't alone," Annett jumped in. "Everyone here has a job. As long as the job gets done, we'll survive."

"And what if that person suddenly gets outed?" Gale said.

"That's why we're here," Rachel said. "The members can handle a beast or two on their own. If they can't, we give backup."

"Yeah. Numbers make a lot of difference," Ollie said. "Besides, everyone is here prepared for the worst already."

"We all know you can survive alone. But at least this can be a place of solace for you, right?" Rachel said softly.

He didn't need a safe place. He just needed somewhere he wouldn't get eaten while sleeping. These people meant nothing. All of this could be just temporary, and they would all die if a beast big enough went at this whole camp. He could live in the forest forever, like he wanted, away from everyone else.

"It's fine. You don't need to reply," Rachel said. "Take things at your own pace rather than force it. Next time, I won't make you stay anymore, so just relax. Take your time to be comfortable."

The group finished eating. The fruit left a sweet smell in the air. People left one by one. Some of the men went to the walls. The children and women went to the resting area that Ollie had pointed out to him before. There was still a bit of noise from ambient chatter. Nothing like the forest he knew.

Ollie came over to his seat. "Hey, if you ever want to talk heart to heart between men, come look for me," he said, waving as he walked away.

Gale watched him go. They had similar heights. He sighed. Ollie was obviously trying to look cool. It was kind of funny, making Gale chuckle for the first time in ages. He used to only laugh when reading his books.

He looked at his harvest, putting it in a sack. The meat felt good and heavy. Food wouldn't be a problem for a while. As he turned to leave, Rachel was right behind him.

"Gale," she said. "Would you… like to come hunt with us tomorrow morning?"

Hunting with others? Weird. Maybe dangerous, but his curiosity piqued.

"How do you keep time in this world?" he asked, glancing at the night sky. "It's always night."

Rachel smiled and showed him her wrist, tapping a watch that gave off a faint glow in the dark. "Technology has its uses."

The watch was another piece of reminder of the world he came from.

"Fine," he said, voice rough. "Wake me up when you need me."

Rachel nodded as her smile visibly grew. "We will. Gale, have a good night. Well… it's always night, so have a good rest."

As he walked away, he felt them watching him. He sped up, wanting to get back to his tree.

Gale climbed his tree and sat on the branch, back against the trunk. He closed his eyes, imagining the tendrils of Breath of the Void spreading out. The sound and smell of the forest calmed him down. This was his world. A place he lived in and loved.

The ambient chatter of the encampment was amplified by the passive skill. The sweet scent of a half bitten fruit floated in the air.

Hunting with a group tomorrow worried him. He didn't know how they would conduct themselves with each other. If one of them got hurt, they could blame him for being the extra variable. It wasn't a comforting thought.

Still, he was oddly optimistic about it. Rachel's soft pats, Ollie trying to be friendly, Annett messing up his hair. These small moments played in his head, strange.

It feels good though.

The night went on, and Gale drifted between alertness and dozing off. His dreams mixed monsters and glowing fruits, sharp claws and gentle hands. He jerked awake several times, finding only the dark forest and the distant sounds from camp.

Time passed slowly, marked only by the slight changes of ambient chatter at the encampment. When the children slept, it became quieter.

He remembered the traps he'd set. They probably caught something by now.

"Gale? Are you awake? Wanna come for a hunt with us?" Rachel said from down the tree.

Gale looked down and saw her standing there. He grabbed a couple of spears. "I'm coming down."

He landed on the ground with a soft thud. Rachel smiled. "Ready?"

Gale nodded, putting four spears on his back, except one. That one went on his hand.

"Let's go," he stepped forward.





Gale scanned every tree for any signs of wildlife. There were multiple of them, but all old. The most recent one was probably a couple of days ago when he saw the markings on the tree.

Rachel walked in front of him. She strolled at a pace he'd find even slow back on Earth.

"Name's John, by the way," the man said, breaking the silence. "These guys said they're looking for an exit, but they haven't found a real one yet. Heard your skills were amazing, did you learn those from your parents too?"

Gale didn't care for John's small talk.

John continued, "You know, Ollie said that they're close to finding an exit. I've got a little one back home, you see. I've been missing her so much. Each day I'm gone, I feel like I'm forgetting her face. And my wife too… we weren't that rich, but her just working alone."

Gale's hand shot up, stopping John mid-sentence.

"Don't talk," he said, voice low, almost gravelly. "Talking about family or anything sentimental usually means you're the next to die..."

After a second of silence, the group burst out laughing. Gale blinked, surprised by their reaction.

"Bro," Ollie wiped his eye. "That's dark."

Gale blushed. He was serious when he said it. It was ominous to talk about such things during dangerous scenarios.

"It's okay," Rachel, still smiling, touched Gale's arm. "We're just not used to that kind of... perspective. That's what they say in books, right?"

Gale nodded.

"This is just a small patrol," Rachel said. "We're checking the perimeter and dealing with any beasts we encounter."

Ollie walked next to Annett. "So, how'd you end up with the United Knights?" 

Annett shrugged. "They scouted me... kind of. I agreed to join if they'd let me travel North America once before putting me in training. Big mistake, I guess."

Gale cut in, curious. "How do you fight the monsters with your powers?"

Annett's eyes brightened.

"My abilities are based on time manipulation," she said. "I can mostly just slow down time right now. Could probably do more by learning other schools of craft."

Ollie nodded.

"It's one of the unique abilities you see in Aur," he added.

Gale frowned. "Aur?"

"You don't know about Aur?" Ollie's eyebrows went up. He looked at Rachel. "I thought you two knew each other?"

Rachel stopped smiling.

"We... we didn't really know each other," she said, forcing a smile. "I used to donate to Gale's orphanage. Then my family kept me isolated for a while..."

She paused, looking away. "The day we were transported here, I'd snuck out to make another donation because Ms. Molly had asked for help."

Gale's head snapped up. "Ms. Molly? The staff lady?"

Rachel nodded. "You know her?"

"I was talking to her before... all this," Gale said.

A few moments of silence fell on the group. He felt Rachel had more to say, but didn't pry. 

Gale turned to Ollie. "So, what's Aur?"

Ollie looked relieved at the change of topic.

"Aur is a mystical society," Ollie said. "It's made up of weird people who can use weird magic or energy or mana or whatever you wanna call it. In the end, everyone settled for Ether. There are 3 different major factions within Aur. The Path is just one of them."

"Before all of this, I thought these magic superpowers were all just fiction in movies and books," John scratched his head. "Didn't think I'd see it with my own eyes."

"Where'd you think those ideas come from? It's gotta come from somewhere," Ollie retorted.

"Does everyone have different abilities?" John asked with curiosity.

"Nah, each continent usually has something special that they teach. There's standard schools and then more specialized ones. Hard to explain if you don't have it," Ollie replied.

John was mundane. No powers. Nothing special. Gale found it annoying that he was even on patrol with them.

A twig snapped in the distance. Everyone froze.

Rachel held up her hand. Gale's senses picked up something big was coming their way.

Ollie grabbed his gun. Annett's hands started to glow. John crouched down.

Then it all got quiet. Too deafeningly quiet. Until suddenly, the beast jumped out of the bushes. Chaos ensued as they saw what was in front of them.

It was different from any monster Gale had seen before. Seven limbs. Glowing eyes. Somehow, cliched glowing eyes staring right at him.

"Scatter!" Rachel shouted, flames covering her hands.

Everyone moved. Ollie fired his gun, blue tracer trails slicing through the air.

The creature easily knocked away the bullets, catching Ollie by surprise.

Annett hit it with her time slow.


            

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
                Gale willed Distort to bend the light around the group to cover them. The creature didn't fall for it. It charged straight through the illusion.

It was fast. Even with Annett slowing time on it, it gained on them. Seven legs pushed it forward. Odd numbered legs. It shouldn't have been possible, and it wasn't an insect.

Ollie took out his pistol. He swapped out the magazine inside it to one that had a blue stripe.

He aimed and fired. Ice particles shot from the pistol. Some hit nearby trees. Others landed on the creature's body. These bullets didn't home in like the usual ones that Ollie used.

Ice spread all over the creature's limbs where it was shot, slowing it down slightly. The creature didn't react to pain at all. It kept chasing them as its glowing eyes glared at the group.

"I'm running out of mana," Annett shouted. "We won't make it back to base at this rate."

Running wasn't going to work with this monster. Without Annett's slow, they couldn't outrun it. She was their key support, and there was no way the group could abandon her.

"We need to fight," Gale yelled. "We might have a chance if we face it head-on."

Gale stopped suddenly. He grabbed two bone spears, one in each hand, and used Alter. Both weapons shrank in his grip.

"It's do or die now," he said before charging at the creature.

Rachel followed right behind him, no hesitation. Flames covered her arms and legs as she ran. Ollie stayed back, firing ice bullets to slow the beast down.

Gale got his first good look at the thing up close. Tentacles stuck out from holes in its back. Its skin was a mix of hard scales and fur patches. Nothing about it matched any animal he'd ever seen. Multiple eyes blinked separately, each one tracking a different person.

Gale ducked under a swinging limb and released one spear's Alter. The weapon shot into a gap between scales. The creature's flesh split open easily. No blood came out, just watery clear, thick goo.

Rachel attacked from the side. Her fire sizzled the meat under the scales, leaving black marks where she hit. The air filled with smell of burnt meat.

Ollie shot more ice bullets, freezing the ground and the creature's feet together. Yet it still moved, each leg shattered the frozen ground as it got lifted up.

A limb whipped out at Gale, hitting him square on the chest. The impact launched him back to a tree, air knocked out of his lungs.

"Gale!" Rachel yelled. The creature swiped at her ankle, then grabbed her with another limb.

Annett pushed her powers harder. The air around the monster became thick enough to see as time warped, giving Rachel time to break free.

Gale shook his head and jumped back in. He channelled Phase Touch into his spear. When he stabbed forward, the tip went through the creature's outer shell like butter.

The spear sank deep into what looked like the beast's chest. It jerked violently, almost pulling the weapon from Gale's hands. He held tight as he twisted the spear to mess up whatever passed for internal organs.

Rachel pressed harder, her flames growing hotter. She targeted spots Gale and Ollie had already damaged, burning away the beast's armour.

"I'm out of ice rounds!" Ollie shouted from a distant tree. He swapped magazines again. "Using regular ammo now. Don't think it's going to do anything though!"

The creature moved faster. It struck at Annett and Rachel at the same time. It missed Rachel but hit Annett's shoulder. She was down.

The time slow disappeared as soon as Annett hit the ground. The beast moved in a blur towards John. He was the weakest one.

John raised his spear to block. Too slow. One of the creature's limbs punched straight through his chest, leaving a fist-sized hole. Blood sprayed everywhere.

"Ollie!" Annett shouted as she got back on her feet, casting the slow on the beast again. "Get John out of here!"

Ollie holstered his gun and ran to where John lay on the ground.

Rachel covered herself in flames. The surrounding forest lit up from her fire. She threw a massive fireball at the creature, big enough to cover it whole. Its skin sizzled and burned. Gale gagged, almost throwing up at the smell.

One down. Four to go. They needed to end the fight fast.

Gale pulled another spear from his back. He willed both Alter and Phase Touch onto the spear. The tip glowed, eating up the light from Rachel's fire. He used Distort next, just in front of himself.

The creature swung at him. He ducked. Air passed through above. The creature hit the refraction. He skidded to its back.

Gale pounced upwards at the creature's head. He dove down, allowing Phase Touch to cut through everything in the spear's path.

The creature groaned and thrashed around to shake off Gale. Finally, it made a sound. Its voice sounded the same as metal scraping together. Nothing else.

"Keep going!" Rachel yelled over the noise. She sent another fire filled punch at the creature.

Gale circled, looking for another weak spot. Each hit from Rachel's fire made the movements of the creature more erratic. He needed one more hit at a vital to finally end this.

Ollie dragged John behind a tree. He pulled out what looked like a gun, except with a syringe as the barrel.

"I'm using my last syringe on him!" Ollie shouted.

"Do it!" Annett shouted.

Annett's face was covered in sweat and dirt as she kept her eyes and hands on the creature to keep up the time slow. "I can't... keep this up... much longer."

Gale caught Rachel's eye across the fight. No words needed. Rachel nodded and made her flames stronger, focusing on the creature's left side.

The creature turned away from the heat, exposing its right side to Gale. He charged forward and drove his spear deep into its side, aiming for where a heart might be.

The spear went in deep. Something inside gave way. The monster shrieked. One limb caught Gale in the chest and sent him flying.

He hit the ground hard but rolled with it. When he looked up, he saw the creature finally slowing down. Not from Annett's power, but from its injuries.

Rachel's flames got brighter as she pressed her advantage. She targeted the spots where Gale's spear stuck out, making the beast's flesh bubble from the heat.

Suddenly, it jerked then dropped to the ground. All of its limbs twitched. A gurgle of metal banging against each other escaped its throat. Finally, silence.

Gale stood up, ribs hurting. He approached the dead creature, spear ready. But it was dead. Its eyes no longer moved to track them.

A notification appeared in his vision.

[Tainted Stalker felled.]

[The princess' ethereal beauty haunted his every waking moment, driving him to the brink of madness. In his desperation, he sacrificed a piece of his soul, hoping to quench his insatiable yearning. The Lord, enraged by this sacrilege, sentenced him to an eternity of torture as an abomination.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Core Density increased.]

[Neural Core part built. Reflexes increased.]

[Vision Core part built. Visual Acuity increased.]

Getting two core increases made him dizzy but refreshed at the same time. The world seemed to slow down for a moment as his senses stayed on high alert. Then things went back to normal.

Gale stared at the dead creature and the weird description. The description told a disturbing story: a man crazy with lust, sacrificing part of his soul to try to satisfy his desire. Again, the descriptions raised more questions than answers.

As he looked at the creature, he noticed the extreme detail of its body. Veins popped out. The darkness hardly shrouded the landscape anymore. It was easier to see.

Maybe this "Tainted Stalker" was once human, or something like it. It matched the descriptions of other forest beasts he'd killed. They all mentioned "the Lord" too.

"Is it... is it over?" Annett asked, slowly dropping her slow.

"It's dead," Gale poked it with his spear. Nothing happened.

"Let's go back," Rachel said.

The group headed back to camp, dragging their feet with tiredness.

Gale watched the trees for movement. The forest seemed quieter now. Or maybe it just felt that way because they almost lost someone. If he'd been stronger or faster, he could have ended the fight sooner. Could have stopped the blow that killed John.

Rachel broke the silence. "How's John?"

"The syringe gun wasn't enough," Ollie shook his head. "That was also our last one. Shit!"

Gale figured it was some Path healing device, but it didn't work and got wasted on someone already dead. Their last lifeline gone because of a mundane.

The group turned around and made their way back to the camp. Anger rose up in Gale as he remembered the image of John's eyes as he got hit in the shoulder. He turned to Rachel. "John should never have been out here with us. He doesn't have any abilities."

Rachel didn't answer right away. She kept looking at the path ahead, slumped together, which made her look smaller. Then she spoke softly. "John knew the risks. He was one of the few able-bodied people who could leave the encampment."

"Just because someone's able-bodied doesn't mean they can face these... these... monsters!" Gale waved at the forest around them. "We're not dealing with normal animals here. It's not like those things are bears from a forest!"

"Hey! Everyone here is already prepared to die. Even me, Ollie, and Rachel," Annett cut in. Her eyes locked with his. "It's better to die trying than to do nothing at all."

Gale looked at each of them. They all had something in their eyes he didn't get. They were all ready to die if needed. All he could think about was staying alive. That's all that mattered. It was the only thing that mattered.

They walked the rest of the way in silence. When they got to camp, people rushed out to meet them. Gale stood back and watched as the others mixed into the crowd.

Without a word, he went to the tree branch where he camped. He climbed up fast, reaching his branch in seconds. He sat there, thinking about John's dead body.

It was the first time he'd seen a dead human. It scared him. He imagined himself winding up like the lifeless body that John became. Then he imagined either Rachel, Ollie, or Annett becoming corpses.

Gale had seen death before. He had caused it plenty of times just to survive. But this was different. John wasn't some animal. He was a person with a life beyond just staying alive. He had somewhere to be, a place he could call home back on Earth. He was a father.

You idiot. Why would you tell me all of those useless useless details?

Gale looked down at the camp. People moved around, treating wounds and making food. Each one took care of each other. For the first time, he actually thought about what it meant to be part of a group.

It wasn't just about having more fighters or sharing stuff. These people counted on each other. They got strength from being together. They faced death because they chose to, not because they had to.

The idea felt strange to him. He'd spent so long just trying to survive that risking his life for others made no sense. But that's what he just did. He put himself in danger to protect them, worked with the others to kill something he probably could have never killed alone.

A rustling below caught his attention. His hand grabbed his spear. But it was just Rachel, coming to his tree.

"Gale?" she called. "Can we talk?"

He paused. Part of him wanted to ignore her, go back to being alone. But something made him answer. Curiosity maybe. Or new connections.

"Come up," he said.

Rachel climbed up and sat next to him on the branch. They sat in silence for a bit, listening to the camp sounds below.

"Thanks. You saved us," said Rachel.

Gale felt uncomfortable with her thank you.

"I was saving myself," he said.

Rachel smiled a little. "Maybe. But you didn't have to stay and fight. You could have run, left us to fend for ourselves. But you didn't. We both know that."

She was right. He could have run. They wouldn't have been able to catch up to him. And the funny thing was, he didn't even think of running away when that fight happened.

"I know this isn't easy for you," Rachel continued. "Being around people or being part of a group. But I hope you'll consider. I don't want you to be alone."

Gale looked at her with blank eyes. "Why? So I can watch people die?"

"No. So you can help us live." Rachel's face softened. "I've already talked to everyone about it. Regardless of what happened, everyone feels you're already a part of us. No one's going to blame you for anything."

"I told you already. I'm living outside of your camp, I'm not in it," Gale said.

"You know that's not what I meant." Rachel stood up then said, "I'll see you again tomorrow morning."

Gale didn't answer and looked up at the sky through the leaves. He heard Rachel climb down.

Every time you talk to me, I want to run away from here more and more. But I can't. I just want to live my life, survive, and be alone in the woods. That's what I wanted, right? I don't have to worry about getting hurt. I don't have to see anyone die, and more importantly, I don't see myself die. I don't have to worry about people disappearing again.

There was one other way. He needed to get stronger, much stronger than now.

Gale checked his system.

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 6/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 10

Efficiency: 3

Essence: 72/100

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.2][Alter Lv.1][Distort Lv.1]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.1]

Missions:

[Exit the Rift]

…

He clenched his fist, feeling how weak he still was. Killing the Stalker had raised his core density by 2 since his last check.


            

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
                "Gale, can you come down? We need you at the cafeteria area," Rachel shouted from the base of the tree.

He kept his eyes shut, back against the tree bark. No sleep came after yesterday's mess. John's face kept showing up in his mind. The hole in his chest. His lifeless body.

"I know you're awake up there," Rachel called again. "Don't make me climb up."

Gale opened one eye. Breath of the Void fed him what awaited him. Rachel with her hands on her hips below. He shut his eye. Whatever she wanted could wait.

"Fine. I'm coming up."

Gale sat up quickly, bones aching from lying down for too long on the hardwood of the branch. He grabbed his spears. Exactly 5 and one in hand. He jumped down, kicking at the trunk before hitting the ground to decrease his downward momentum.

"What?" he said, not expecting his voice to sound so rough.

Rachel smiled at him. Dark circles showed under her eyes. She looked like she had gotten as much sleep as he did.

"Come with me. Please."

She walked to camp without waiting for him. Gale followed a few steps behind. He rolled his shoulder, still sore and stiff from yesterday's combat against the monstrosity.

Gale and Rachel reached the dining area's table. People sat around. More than usual. A child asked her mom where the fruits were. There were none. Unsure what this was all about, everyone looked up when Gale walked in.

Rachel got on one of the benches. "Everyone's here. Good."

She looked at the small crowd.

"Yesterday was hard. We lost someone. But we're still here because of choices people made." She looked at Gale in the crowd. "I want to talk about those choices and remind ourselves what we're here for."

Gale's stomach turned. He knew what was coming. He stepped back, but Rachel's voice stopped him.

"Annett," Rachel said, turning to the girl, the tallest of the whole group. "Do you think Gale did anything wrong yesterday?"

Annett stood up. She looked around, then at Gale, wearing a different kind of seriousness he hasn't seen before from her. 

"No," she said. "He fought better than any of us. Without him, we'd all be dead."

Ambient chatter spread through the group while others remained quiet and watched the scene.

Rachel turned to Ollie next. "What about you?"

"Hey, I know why we're here. I was ready to die out there. We all were. That's what it means to be part of this. Nobody forced John to come. He chose to fight." Ollie said.

A woman spoke up from the back. "John knew the risks."

"He had a family to get back to," another spoke up. "But he chose to help us anyway."

Rachel nodded. She looked around until she saw a small girl sitting by her mother. The kid couldn't be more than ten.

"Hey, sweetie," Rachel said, softer now. "Are you scared?"

The little girl looked at her mother, then back at Rachel. She shook her head.

"As long as I'm with mom, I won't be scared. No matter what happens."

The woman pulled the child closer, wrapping both arms around her. The kid sank into the hug.

Rachel raised her voice with more chest. "How does everyone feel about Gale? Is he part of us or not?"

Silence fell. Gale felt every eye on him. His chest tightened. His hand got sweaty where he held his spear.

A man in the back stood up. Gale knew his face but not his name.

"He's our little demon," the man said with a grin. "Didn't someone say he was a nightmare demon?"

"A nightmare demon on our side sounds kinda nice," an older man commented.

Tired smiles went all around the table while looking at Gale. He felt his heart tighten. The deafening silence of their smiles were too much. Everyone stared at him like they expected something from him. Like he should say or do or be something he wasn't.

Run, Gale. There were too many eyes. Every part of him told him to get out, find somewhere quiet. But his feet stayed put. Part of him pulled at him to stay, to be something greater to this group of people.

Run or stay. Be alone and never be hurt again or take the risk. It's always these two goddamned feelings that just didn't want to stay down ever since he met her. 

Without a word, he turned from the crowd. His shoulders hunched as he walked. He half expected Rachel to grab his arm, to stop him like before.

He heard her soft voice from where she stood. 

"It's okay. We can see you later." Rachel said.

Gale ran. He hit his tree at full speed, climbing faster than ever. Branches hit his face. Bark scraped his hands. He didn't stop until he reached his platform.

He fell onto his sleeping bag, breathing hard. Camp sounds came from below. Ambient noise of working around the clock and distant chatter.

The fight yesterday was simple. See threat, kill threat, live. Clean and clear. This was different. Messier. Scarier.

Forest beasts he could handle. They followed rules. Attack or be attacked. Kill or be killed. Simple.

People were tricky. They wanted things from him he couldn't give. They looked at him like he was special.

I’m not special.

What would happen when he let them down? What if he wasn't strong enough, fast enough, smart enough like yesterday when John fucking died? He'd have to see them lifeless on the forest ground.

His hands shook as he gripped his sleeping bag. Being alone was easier. Safer. He couldn't disappoint anyone by himself. Couldn't watch them get torn apart while he just stood there.

But Rachel's words stuck in his head. The way the little girl looked at her mother. The trust in everyone's faces when they looked at him.

They wanted him to join something bigger. Something more than just staying alive day to day. The idea scared him more than any monster in the forest.

In the trees, he knew the rules. Fight or die. Hunt or starve. Move or get caught. Build or be exposed. There were hundreds of these binary decisions.

With people, he had no map, no guide, nothing to follow. Just the scary unknown of caring about someone else.

Gale hugged his knees to his chest and stared at the forest. A beast howled somewhere far away. The sound felt familiar, almost comforting. At least he understood monsters.

Letting others in, becoming part of something bigger than himself, felt more dangerous than any predator in these woods.

Gale stood up, then shook his head. There was no time to wallow in his own thoughts. Every second counted when it came to survival.

He stared at the forest predator's bones. Weapons. That’s what he needed. Everything had a use and everything must be used.

Gale dropped down into a cross legged position, setting the thigh bone onto his lap. He grabbed the bone knife, carefully supporting the back of the flat edge with his index finger. Slowly, he shaped the bone, carving it to the shape in his mind.

Shavings dropped onto his lap. His hand moved into a rhythm from edge to edge as he swiped along the bone. The new found strength he got from the Dainv OS gave him strength and endurance that would have saved hours of sleep when his dad made him do this exercise. Each cut of the knife got him closer to his goal, and a bone sabre quickly took shape.

Images of the fight with the seven legged creature replayed back in his mind. Its strikes were fast. His only option was stabbing. The spears he'd made would've broken in half easily if he had swiped at the creature. He needed something more flexible. A blade or a sword could've slashed against the long limbs of the creature.

Next, he took the forest predator's leather, wrapping it with tight leather strings against where the sabre would meet. Then, the bone pegs slotted into three different places to form the hilt. It was ready.

Gale held onto the sabre. It felt good. He ran his thumb along the edge. Its sharpness ran a thin line on his thumb, causing blood to drip. He tested its balance, swinging it against the air. The whistle of the blade made him smile.

It was after he finished the sabre that the smell hit him. He'd forgotten about the food he stored. Too busy mingling with people. A mistake that would've gotten him multiple scoldings from mom and dad.

The smokers didn't come with him to this new place. He needed to craft more.

He dropped down on to the forest floor, grabbing as many sturdy sticks as he could to be used for the frame. Then the thinner sticks for the racks. Last ingredient was the leaves and vines to put it all together.

The first smoker went up quickly. He put it where the wind would hit it right, not too close to where he slept. Then he started the next one as quickly as the blink of an eye. Would the people at the camp want one too? They didn't have any preservation methods. However, the thought of thinking about others surprised him. They weren't his problems. He wouldn't care if they starved. Maybe. As long as he didn't see them.

Next step to survival was to hunt. The new bone sabre went on his hip. He checked his spears, making sure each tip was sharp, putting four on his back. The routine calmed him down, pushing away thoughts of the camp.

Gale glanced back at the camp. Rachel stood at the edge of the opening, watching him. Their eyes met for a second, then he turned away.

He dove deep into the forest. The trees and the familiar scent of decayed flesh and urine felt like home. A simple one.

Rushing through the brush and between the trees, he looked for tracks while moving. He saw broken twigs and a foot print. It led to a trail. Claw marks on the tree. Judging from the size of the marks, it was a small forest beast. Not the biggest he'd seen. But meat was meat.

Adrenaline coursed through his veins. Heart rate spiking up. This is what he needed. A challenge with a clear goal.

He followed the trail, moving like a predator on the hunt. No need for socializing. No need for awkward conversations. He just needed to stab and/or swing.

He crouched into the brush when something touched the tip of his senses. A growl broke the quiet he'd been keeping. Ahead, partly hidden by the vegetation, he saw fur mixed with patches of leather. The edge of its claws glimmered slightly. It hadn't sensed him yet.

Gale put his right hand on the hilt of his sabre. This was it. The first test of the new weapon. He crouched lower, compressing his whole body into a spring.

The forest beast turned his way.

Distort activated around Gale's form. Light refracted. Snap. The coil that was his body launched against the forest beast.

The forest beast swung. Missed.

Gale swung the sabre as he flew. It hit the beast's leg, blood spraying out.

The forest beast's eyes got big as Gale's form shifted and blurred. Confusion showed on its face, giving Gale the second he needed. He jumped forward, moving fast.

The creature's big paw missed where Gale had just been. Its angry roar echoed through the trees, but Gale didn't care. He was already turning, the bone saber cutting through the air.

Crunch.

The beast's leg gave out. Its leg hanging by thin fibres of muscle. It thrashed and swung again at Gale, but he was already far enough, circling the beast.

He felt the rush of energy in his blood, the kind that didn't need thinking about anything else. The world seemed to slow down, each loud heartbeat pushing his thoughts away.

The beast's eyes locked on Gale. It charged on its three good legs, desperation driving it forward.

Gale didn't wait. He stepped into the charge, ducking under the creature's big head. The bone saber slashed in three quick swings.

The forest beast's speed carried it past Gale, its roar turning into a whine. It crashed down, leaves and dirt flying up around it.

Gale spun, saber ready. The beast lay still.

He walked up to it. The bone saber cut through the air one last time, slicing through skin, muscle, and bone easily.

The beast's head rolled away, stopping against tree roots. Its body twitched once, twice, then stopped.

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale stood over his kill, breathing hard. Blood dripped from his saber's tip. The warmth from the extraction wasn't as strong as before. Each time it went up an integer, the core density had become harder to increase.

He took a moment to enjoy the win, to feel the power rush that came with a good hunt. But just a moment. In this forest, staying still meant dying.

As if to prove it, a screech cut through the air from far away. Gale's head snapped up, eyes checking the trees above. The sound came from far off, but distance didn't mean much here.

He needed to work fast.

Kneeling by the beast's body, Gale started the familiar job of harvesting. His knife moved quickly, separating meat from bone and guts.

Gale pulled out two empty bags from his back. The forest beast's parts lay in front of him.

One bag got filled with meat, still warm and bloody. The other got the bones.

Another screech hit the air, putting him on edge. He worked faster, knowing something could jump out and steal his prey anytime.

Gale looked around before lifting up the bags to his shoulder. He headed back through the brush, knowing exactly where he came from. Then he found the outer perimeter of the traps he had set around the encampment. Each one with a mark that said "TRAP".

The bones weren't just for him this time. He pictured the camp, the faces of the people who now looked to him for protection. They posed a different kind of weight than the bags he carried now.

Soon enough, he got to his base, pushing away the stupid complex thoughts. He went straight to the smokers, dumping the meat from its bag. His hands went on auto-mode. Cutting the meat then racking it.

Meat was done. Bones were next.

He spread out the bones, looking at the size of each one. He organized them from big to small. Each size had its own purpose, no matter how small.

Spears were the best option. It would take an idiot of another level to mess up knowing how to use a spear. They even used peasants back then in the history of Earth as spearmen. Gale wondered what would the idiot look like who couldn't even wield one.

Task set. His hands again went on auto mode, crafting each spear to the same liking as the previous.

John's spear wouldn't have blocked the strike. This could probably had some defence against it, Gale thought.

He could arm Annett and Ollie with better gear too. Ollie would eventually run out of ammo. Maybe. Annett could definitely use it to replace the crude spear she had.

Gale then imagined Rachel throwing a spear engulfed in fire. That was something straight out of the fantasy books he read. That'd be cool to see.

He shook his head, trying to push away the mixed feelings. He focused on making spears, losing himself in the work. The pile of finished spears grew. Each one was strong and much sturdier and sharper and better and cooler than the spears they had in the camp.

Suddenly, a rustle in the bushes behind him snapped his focus. Rachel stepped into his tree home.
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                "Gale?" said Rachel. "I thought you left us."

Gale loosened the grip on his saber. He pointed to the smoked meat and pile of spears he'd made.

Rachel turned her attention to it, smiling softly. "You've been busy."

She stepped closer, and he noticed the small leaf sack hung at her waist. The smell hit his nose immediately. Inside the sack were the forest mango heart looking fruits, the same ones he ate at the dining table with them.

He nodded, not knowing how to reply to her. The comfort of working in silence was long gone now that she had walked in.

Rachel bent down to grab a spear, running her fingers along the shaft and then touching the sharp point.

"These are amazing," she said. "Did you make them for us?"

It's not like he wanted to make those spears for them, Gale wanted to say, but couldn't. He was just not used to doing anything for anyone. He had no idea how to even convey that.

Again, he nodded.

"Then we'll be able to defend ourselves better and have more chance at surviving, right?" Rachel said.

Surviving. Of course it was for surviving. What else was it for? Everything in this world was for survival. For him. And now for them too.

"Everyone's getting together to eat," Rachel said. "Wanna come to eat together? "

Gale was about to shake his head, hesitating. He put the sabre down, then went to the pile of spears he had made. Without saying anything, he wrapped them up in a leather hide sack made from the same beasts he killed.

Rachel watched him work, still smiling.

"I thought you might do that," she said.

She untied the leaf sack and held it out. "Here. You can't always just have meat. Fruits are healthy."

Gale paused like a deer in front of headlights. He stared at her hand, holding the sack of fruits to him.

"Take it," Rachel said. "You need to eat something besides meat."

Gale put down the sack of spears. She probably wouldn't leave until he took the fruits from her. He gave her one nod, and then took the leaf sack of fruits from her hand, cursing inwardly at his own social ineptitude.

Rachel's smile went wider. "You can come to our camp anytime, Gale. If you want to talk, you can talk to me. If you wanna play with the children, you can just go in. Ok?"

"...Ok," Gale managed to say.

Rachel took the spears, surprisingly hoisting them up onto her shoulders.

"Thanks for caring," she said. "This'll definitely help us in surviving this cruel place."

Gale nodded.

"I'll see you later, right?" she asked.

He just nodded again.

"Alright, that settles it then. Don't push yourself too much. And definitely, I'll see you later," Rachel said.

Gale watched her drop down and walk back to the inners of the camp walls.

He sat at the base of the tree, leaning his back against the trunk. He stared at the spot where she'd disappeared. A weird sort of knot formed in his chest he wasn't sure of.

He took a fruit out of the sack she gave him. He bit into it, and the sweetness spread over his mouth. It was a warm welcome after only having eaten meat jerky for a while. He took another one, and another one… until he finished all of them.

Gale stood back up, back to business. The camp needed more weapons. More armour. Anything to protect against the dangers that lurked in the depths of the shadows of the unforgiving forest of doom to the mundanes, he thought stupidly.

He headed back to the forest, and the familiar terrain settled into his view again. Breath of the Void captured and fed him every detail that he looked for, signs of any beast passing by.

Something moved. Gale froze, pressing against a massive tree trunk. He focused on the clearing ahead.

Another forest beast appeared, its huge body making everything else look small.

Gale sized up his target. It was bigger than the one he met earlier, with thick hide covered in battle scars. Bigger prey meant bigger bones. The beast was perfect for armour.

He got ready to attack, circling quietly to get downwind. The beast kept moving through the clearing, not noticing him.

Gale pounced at the beast, aiming for the beast's back leg. The sabre cut deep, the creature howling in pain. He immediately stepped back before it could kick back at him.

The beast turned toward him, pouncing. He activated distort. Light refracted around him. The forest beast missed the swipe of its claws, then lashed out at the multiple refractions of Gale's form.

Gale took his chance and lunged. He pushed essence into his fingertips onto the tip of the saber. Focused Phase Touch was ready. He dove right into the beast's heart. Then, with a quick twist of the hilt, the beast shuddered and fell with a thud.

The rush of adrenaline faded. He knelt by the body, quickly taking out the skinning and butchering bone knife.

He imagined Rachel's face as he worked through the beast. Would she have smiled more at him? Would Ollie and Annett be thankful to him for giving them more stuff, gifts that would let them survive a little bit better in this hellhole?

He pushed those thoughts away and focused on the job. The forest was getting darker. The eclipse was soon to be below the tree line. He needed to get back fast just as a precaution.

His hands moved faster, cutting meat and hide. Just thinking about arming the people who needed it made him work faster.

He kept thinking about the people who needed these supplies. But he also kept checking for threats.

Bushes rustled behind him. Immediately, he spun around, bloody sabre slashing through the air. He knew the predators wanted to scavenge his kill. Unlucky for them, this was his, and now they were going to be part of the loot.

The unlucky beast that pounced on him had its underbelly slashed open in one quick motion. Others behind it waited, eyeing the prize. And behind those were more behind.

Another one pounced at him.

Slash.

One leg sliced off. It kept going. Another one from the back lunged.

Stab with focused Phase Touch.

It dropped to the ground with its brain matter spilling.

There were too many of them, but he knew he could take them even if his back was pressed against the wall.

For the first time since getting in to this hellhole of a world, Gale had somewhere to go back to. Someone waiting for him.

Did the orphanage staff ever care about him when he came back too late from reading books at the park? No. They didn't.

They all shrugged him off. Dismissed him.

And now, someone was scared he'd left them. That was enough reason.

The beast jumped, claws out. Gale moved smoothly, spinning and slashing at the beast's throat. It tried to growl, yet only gurgles could be heard.

Gale pounced at another of the beast. Focused Phase Touch sabre's tip right at the back of its neck. Dropped.

More beasts came from the bushes, drawn by the smell of blood and the promise of an easy meal. Gale smiled as he faced them. The feeling of pure raw survival and going back to the place that was close to home kept him going.

He ducked and spun, his blade always moving. Each hit found its target, cutting open flesh and cutting off limbs. The beasts howled in pain, some gurgled themselves to death.

As he fought, a new thought hit Gale. His Phase Touch worked well on a single point of his weapon. But what if he could spread it? Why limit it to just one spot when he could use it on the whole edge? There was no way this skill was that simple. He was just being simple minded.

The idea grew stronger with each second. Gale focused, pushing his essence into the sabre. A headache started to form at the back of his left eye. The pain hurt, yet it excited him of the potential for what he was about to accomplish.

The dark glow at the tip that ate at the light spread downwards into the blade, covering the whole edge of the blade with its eerie glow.

[Your Phase Touch increased in proficiency...]

He swung at the nearest beast right away. The sabre passed through its body like it wasn't there, cutting it cleanly in half. The two pieces of meat fell with a thud to the ground.

The rest of the beasts froze in their tracks. Instincts warned them that the monster in front of them was no longer just an easy meal. They watched him carefully, even with numbers, they dropped low, showing the confidence that had dropped.

Gale stood tall, holding his sabre as the glow ate the remainders of the blue light that fell from the canopy. He stared each beast down, daring them to attack.

There were tens of beasts that had him surrounded, yet silence befell the forest. Without a sound, the beasts ran back into the shadows. Soon, their footsteps faded into the distance, leaving Gale alone with the dead bodies.

The adrenaline wore off, and his mind became clear. He put his sabre up to his face, watching the glow that ran along the edge of the sabre. The possibilities with this were endless, not just for killing, but also for crafting tools.

Gale dropped down to cut up the dead beasts that lay on the floor. The familiar routine calmed him after the intensity of facing multiple beasts at once.

He'd gotten strong. In fact, he felt it himself. There was no need to back down to the herd of beasts.

One by one, he sorted the meat and bones again. This time, the job came quicker as the extreme sharpness of the knife, enhanced by Phase Touch, let him cut freely.

Maybe it was too much, though. The four heavy sacks finally took a toll on his muscles as he headed to the camp. The way to the camp was completely quiet. No beast dared to attack him this time. But he knew they were watching.

Keep watching. You're the ones running from me now. Not like before.

The smile on his face never faded. He imagined the whole camp equipped with the gear he made. He moved quickly even with the load on his shoulders.

Once he got back to his abode, he planned what to craft first. The most effective would be anything that would cover the torso. For tools that'll make life easier, knives. For weapons, spears and maybe swords would be best.

Gale glanced at the camp, then decided that armour should be made first. He put down the sack in his staging area and got to work.

He spotted Rachel standing at the edge of the camp. He couldn't read her expression. They made eye contact for a second before he looked away.

And just as he thought, the focused Phase Touch on the edge did wonders for crafting. Instead of trying to scrape rock with a wooden chisel, it felt more like working butter with a heated butter knife. The cuts came in much cleaner than before. Crafting actually became fun.

Gale spread out Breath of the Void just in case something came up behind him. He wasn't in the inner walls, after all. Yet that soon proved to be distracting. He picked up the chatter from the camp. Leaves above rustled overhead from the wind. And worst of all, someone had splattered fruit all over the dining area of the camp.

Goddamn, what a waste.

He took Breath of the Void back and just focused. He would hear the rustle of leaves around him before a beast strikes at him anyways.

The outside world soon faded away as he got into the flow of working through the bones. Time blurred, marked only by each piece of bone he finished.

A finished breastplate took shape. Gale held it up to check it in the dim light. It would protect against normal claws and teeth. It was also flexible enough to move freely in.

He put the breastplate down and picked up a long, sturdy bone. This would become a spear with a tip sharp enough to pierce beast hide.

The pile of finished items grew steadily. Breastplates, spears, knives, helmets, and arm guards littered the staging area of his workplace. The thought of being left alone or wanting to be alone became part of the back of his mind as he continued working.
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                Gale laid down on his tree branch with his eyes closed and feet hanging at the edge.

"Gale! We're planning an expedition. We're going to come back in a couple of days." Rachel shouted from below, breaking his peace.

"What's an expedition?" he asked.

"It means to go out and adventure and find stuff."

"Why?"

"The red marble can show us an exit. We've been having regular expeditions to find any near camp." Ollie said.

An exit? He didnt think that there was a way to go back. But these people were from the society called Aur back home. And the marble he talked about, that was the one that led them back to the camp.

Gale sat up and looked down, grabbing the edge of the branch. "If it can find an exit, why haven't you found one yet?"

"It's... complicated. I guess you could say I don't have enough ether, so I can't really boost the marble's range too far. We're stuck searching until it sniffs out an exit within the range," Ollie said.

It was tempting. The exit was something he wanted too. The system told him to find one and get out. It could give him another reward, just like after killing that first beast.

Gale dropped down from the tree. He landed softly and walked over to where a large sack lay by the smokers. He picked it up, went to Rachel, and handed it to her.

"For everyone," he said. "Arm yourselves."

Rachel opened the bag and saw all the bone breastplates, spears, and swords inside. She looked at Gale and smiled.

Ollie stood on his toes, trying to see around Rachel. "Anything for me in there?"

Gale reached into the bag and pulled out a pair of hand guards.

Ollie swiped them off his hands, smiling like a kid with a new toy. He put them on and flexed his fingers outward. "These are perfect! Thanks, Gale!"

Rachel put the sack on her shoulders.

"I'll take these back to camp, see who's willing to join us." She paused. "Remember, Gale... everyone here is ready to risk everything. As long as some of us make it out of this hell, they'll consider it worth it. Everyone is in this together."

Self sacrifice was foreign to him; yet a part of him understood their desperation. He only considered joining the expedition because he wanted to see what the reward from the system was.

"Just make sure they know how to use those weapons," he said, turning away.

Rachel nodded and watched Gale walk toward his weapons pile. She looked at Ollie before heading back to the main camp.

Gale busied himself checking his own gear. The thought of an expedition a couple of days long excited him. This place, even with all of its horrors, had become familiar. He knew its rhythms, its dangers. The world beyond was an unknown. The system had told him there was a civilization here before from the cryptic extraction messages. This place couldn't possibly just be all jungle or forest.

He heard the chatter grow in the camp. Excitement over there was also at a high. He heard a child ask Rachel about wanting to go back home, wanting to eat ice cream and a rotisserie chicken.

Gale closed his eyes, calming himself down. He remembered the hikes in the mountains he had with his parents before all of this, before the orphanage, before they disappeared. Those weren't the hikes that normal people would talk about. Those were adventures, lasting more than a couple of days to maybe even months if mom and dad wanted to. He'd be having such an adventure with his people he barely knows for who knows how long.

When he opened his eyes again, he knew what he wanted to do. Gale grabbed his weapons and walked toward the edge of camp. He stopped and looked back at his tree. He glanced back at the tree, wanting to stay. That very feeling became smaller and smaller as he thought of the camp.

He took a deep breath and stepped into the clearing where everyone was meeting up. People watched him as he walked through camp. He ignored them and focused on Rachel and Ollie organizing the group.

Rachel saw him and gave a small smile. "Welcome to the expedition team."

He nodded and checked out the group. Three people wore the bone armour and held weapons he made. Gale watched how they stood, their posture was correct, except Ollie's. He had his gun in his holster while holding a spear.

"Do you know how to use a spear?" Gale stared at his lax hold on the spear, hands too close together.

"What? Am I holding it wrong?" Ollie asked.

Idiot trying to hold a spear, found.

Gale came up to him, and spread his hands out, allowing Ollie to steady the spear better.

"You know what, on second thought, I could probably use a gun," Ollie said, dropping the spear and then taking out his pistol from the holster.

"Ok, now that's settled. Ollie will be our scout," Rachel said.

Ollie took out the red marble and fidgeted with it. "You ready, bro?"

Gale stared at the small marble that caught the dim blue moonlight.

"How does it work?" he asked.

"It uses ether. If I constantly put a small stream into it when we're near an exit, it'll start to glow. I just toss it up and it points us the right way. That's the theory, anyway." Ollie said, grinning.

"Theory?" Gale raised an eyebrow.

Ollie's smile faltered. "Well, we haven't actually found an exit yet, but…"

"We have to try," Rachel said. "It's our best chance of getting home."

Home. Though for him, he wasn't sure if life at home would be any better. Other kids beating him up constantly. He did get his wish to live in a forest after all.

"These are Anna, Dmitry, and Alex. They'll be joining us for the expedition," Rachel said. "Anna and Alex handle supplies while Dmitry defends them. Ollie, you're with Annett in the middle, and Gale, you're in the rearguard."

"Why am I in the back?" Gale asked.

"The back is the most important." Rachel's voice grew serious. "Most ambushes come from behind, and I trust you the most there. Otherwise, I'd be in the back myself."

Gale didn't like the idea of trust, but he went with it. No point arguing now.

"Everyone ready?" Rachel asked.

The group all nodded.

Dmitry walked up to Gale, asking him, "Do you remember me?"

Gale looked him over. Gray hair, gray beard. Muscles showing through torn clothes. The guy was two and a half heads taller than him, but Gale wasn't scared. He'd taken beasts the size of 3 garbage trucks.

"I was one of the people you saved back in the forest." Dmitry scratched his head. "If we ever make it back out of this mess, how about a couple of drinks together?"

"I'm underage," Gale said right away.

"Age is just a number! Even the kids drink in Russia. Just think of it like juice." Dmitry laughed so loud Gale thought it might bring monsters to them.

Dmitry hit Gale's back, pushing him forward a step.

"Can you believe he had a vodka bottle in each hand when we found him?" Anna said. She was tall but still half a head shorter than Annett. Her wide shoulders and muscled arms showed she was used to hard work.

Anna continued, "Then again, who wouldn't want a drink in the shit hole we were in before and the shit hole we're in now?"

"You're not scared?" Gale asked.

"Hell no. If I die, I die. My life back home was already shit anyways. Besides, might as well do something about our situation. Only thing keeping me alive right now is probably my daughter," Anna said, her voice monotone.

"She's right. We're all basically dead anyways, might as well try to do something about it," Alex added.

Rachel's words came back to Gale. Each person here had their own baggage and their own reasons for taking this potentially deadly trip.

Dmitry's breath smelled like booze. His soft smile and gaze at the treeline said more than words could ever say. To Dmitry, this forest could've been similar to Gale's fresh start.

Anna kept looking back at the resting area. Her daughter played with the other kids. Both mom and child were caught in this nightmare world together.

Alex moved like someone who'd given up on life. But her eyes lit up when she helped others, as if she found some reason to keep going in what might be her last days.

Their determination came from desperation and tiny bits of hope. It kept these damaged people together, all willing to risk everything for a chance to escape.

Gale partly got it. Staying in the forest felt like running from his old life. Still, he kind of wanted to go back, even to that crappy situation.

"Ollie, how much ammo you got left?" Rachel asked, snapping Gale back to reality.

"Let's see..." Ollie pulled out a black box and looked through it. "About 350 homing bullets left. No more freezing bullets, and maybe a hundred fire bullets. Just enough for one trip."

Rachel looked at Ollie with a sigh. She walked to the spear that he'd dropped and picked it up for him. "Save as much of your bullets as possible. Just hold it properly. Even an idiot knows how to use a spear."

"Got it, boss lady," Ollie grumbled, taking up the spear after holstering the pistol back.

Gale managed to hold back his laughter. 





The forest closed in on the group as the trunks, the thickness of a house, surrounded them. They'd been walking for hours, their feet crunching on dry leaves. Aside from their footsteps, the forest seemed too silent, too quiet.

Gale didn't like the sound of it. He stayed at the back, always checking around them. The lack of monsters bothered him. This quiet felt off.

"It's too quiet," Ollie whispered, saying what Gale was thinking. "Where are all the thingies?"

Rachel nodded. "Stay alert, everyone."

Part of Gale thought that maybe the monsters had avoided them because of him, but he quickly threw out that idea. Most beasts would probably avoid him, but he wouldn't be able to protect all of them with just himself if they were to rush out at them in a herd like yesterday.

"Maybe they're afraid of us," Anna said. "We did take down that big one, after all."

"Or maybe they're gathering for an ambush," Dmitry said.

Gale's grip on his sabre grew tighter. Dmitry's words matched what he was thinking. He opened his mouth to agree, to warn everyone-

A low growl broke the silence.

Dammit, he jinxed us, Gale spun around, then shouted, "Everyone, prepare to survive!"

The group quickly formed defense positions. Rachel's hands covered themselves in fire. Ollie raised his gun, forgetting about the spear. Annett held a hand out, waiting for the first one to strike to time-slow.

Gale activated Distort around the group, refracting the light in multiple ways. He looked at the tree line, scanning for any movement.

There. A bit of leathery fur patched skin.

"Three... no, four of them," Gale called out. "Circling us. Forest Beasts."

Monsters came out from the shadows, bigger than the usual forest beasts Gale normally saw. They had a mix of scales and fur. Bones stuck out from their spines, and their eyes had a green glow.

"What the hell?!" Alex whispered, voice shaking.

Rachel's flames got brighter. "Get ready!"

The beasts snarled at the group, moving slowly in a circle as if wolves hunting in a pack.

It was a new way of hunting, one that Gale had never seen before with these mindless beasts. These weren't the dumb animals he fought. They hunted as a team, using a plan.

Wolves hunt in packs. They work in a team. Break that teamwork. And you win.

Those were his dad's words. But that was when he was alone, and he knew he could do that alone. The risk came from one of these people being dragged out of the fort they have, especially the mundanes. He needed to somehow mess up the teamwork.

Ollie shot at one of the beasts. The bullet curved around trees and hit the beast's flank.

The beast flinched. That was all. It didn't do much to a garbage sized truck beast. Instead of running away, it charged straight at Gale.

Time slowed down. Gale lifted his bone saber. Breath of the Void cleared his whole view, even turning the darkest corners bright.

The beast jumped at him. His sabre swung.

The blade went through the neck as it it crossed over above him. One slice, one kill. The beast's head fell off its body.

No time to celebrate. The other three beasts pounced at the group as he was distracted. Classic.

Rachel moved between the beasts and the vulnerable mundanes. She punched the air, and a small wave of fire crossed over to the beast, but it did nothing other than slightly char its skin.

Annett's hands glowed as she slowed time around another beast. It moved slowly enough, giving Dmitry and Alex the chance to stab it with their spears.

The fourth beast got past them. It jumped at Anna, frozen by fear, her legs shaking.

Gale lunged over without thinking. He jumped forward, grabbing Anna into his chest as he put his back against the ground. He skidded hard until finally hitting a tree.

He got up fast, not caring about Anna's well-being. The beast already pounced, drool dripping from its bared teeth.

Gale swung his saber upwards, hitting right at the beast's snout. The blade cut through the bones like butter.

However, it wasn't dead. It tried to run. A new group of forest beasts, different from before, appeared to block Gale's way from the chase. However, what the group did wasn't what he expected.

The beasts had circled around the injured beast. All of them took bites at the injured creature as it groaned, being eaten alive.

"Shit..." Anna whispered.
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                Beast swarmed from behind them. Gale spun around, counting at least two dozens of beast at the edge of their group, circling and waiting for the chance to pounce.

"Behind us!" Gale shouted.

"How did we not see any of them before?!" Rachel shouted.

No time to think about it. The beasts closed in fast.

Gale had few options to survive. Even fewer if the group's survival was a necessity.

He could've used Distort to make a run it for himself. Confuse both sides. Slip away when the confusion of the refractions hit its peak. The group wouldn't have caught him. They'd be dead.

And that was the last thing he didn't want to see or know. He wasn't going to let them die.

"Form a circle!" Ollie raised his pistol. "Back to back! Spears up!"

The group rushed inwards to cover Alex and Anna, making a tight ring as the beast surrounded them. Gale relatively stood shoulder to shoulder with Annett and Ollie. He felt the shiver in both of their arms, knowing fully they could die in their first encounter in this expedition.

"There's too many," Alex's voice cracked.

A beast jumped forward, scraping at Gale's direction. He reacted fast, swinging the bone sabre horizontally. The blade cut deep, onto the lower mouth of the beast into its neck.

"Rachel!" Annett yelled. "Can't you burn through them?"

"We're too close together, you'll burn too!"

Gale blocked a swipe from a beast, hands numbing. The group kept being pushed back more and more. He saw where the beast were trying to herd them, backed to the giant tree that dwarfed all the trees around.

"This is your fault!" Annett shouted at Ollie. "If you hadn't broken my sword-"

"Shut up and complain later!" Ollie shouted back, firing a shot that hit a beast in the eye. "Focus!"

They couldn't keep this up much longer. One mistake and it would be over in a second.

"Everyone!" he shouted. "We need to climb! Get up the tree!"

Rachel looked at Gale. She nodded. "He's right! It's our only chance!"

Gale turned to Anna next to him. "I'll cover you. Go!"

Anna paused for a second then climbed up slowly for the lowest branch. Gale cursed at her slow response and stepped in front of her, swinging his saber, slicing another beast's neck.

"Alex, you next!" Rachel called out, helping boost the smaller girl up.

One by one, they started to climb. Dmitry grunted as he pulled himself up. He was slow, of course he was. He was fucking old. Gunshots rang out through the forest, preventing the forest beasts from snapping at the climber

"Annett, go!" Gale slashed at another beast, but missing this time.

Annett didn't argue as she hoisted herself up immediately. Rachel shot a few small fireballs at the crowd of beasts, buying her a few seconds.

"Ollie!" Gale shouted. "You're next!"

Ollie fired one last shot before putting the pistol away. He jumped, grabbed the lowest branch and pulled himself up.

Gale stood alone now, surrounded by beasts with back to the trunk of the tree. He activated Distort, bending light around him.

The beasts stopped, confused by the multiple refractions. Gale took the split second of hestiation. He put the sabre onto his hilt and jumped as high as he could, then grabbing at the bark.

Pain shot through his calf as a beast had jumped up that swiped at his lower limbs. With his hold on the bark, he threw himself up, finally landing on the branch where the group waited.

They looked below, snarls and growls all around as the beasts tried to mount the tree to no avail.

"What now?" Alex whispered.

Gale met Rachel's eyes. Her furrowed brows and creased lips showed no confidence. They were trapped with no clear way of getting out of this mess. Soon, those beasts, one way or another, would find a way up. Or worse, something that flew found them.

Gale studied the mass of beasts below. The others huddled close on the wide branch. He turned back to the team, noticing only Dmitry's and Rachel's shoulder didn't shiver.

"Let them come," Gale said. "They're not good climbers."

Annett snorted, "If I had my sword, we wouldn't be in this mess. I could've taken more of them down before we got cornered."

Ollie's head snapped towards her, "your sword? The one you tried to run me through with when we first met? Yeah, real shame I broke that."

"You attacked me first!" Annett shouted. "I thought you were one of those things!"

"Oh, really?" Ollie said. "A forest beast with a gun and a suit? You're smarter than that."

"Enough!" Rachel interruped. "This isn't helping anyone."

Gale cleared his throat and said, "We need to focus on what's happening now."

He pointed to the beasts below. "Notice how they're not fighting each other? That's because they see us as food first, themselves second."

"So what do we do?" Alex asked, her body visibly shaking.

"Eventually, they'll make a choice. Either they'll turn on each other, or they'll try to climb up here."

"Which one you think they'll do?" Dmitry asked.

"They'll climb," Gale said right away. "But like I said, they're not good at it. We can pick them off as they come up."

Anna's eyes widened. "We only got a couple of days of supplies to last out here."

Gale nodded. "It's still better than dying down there."

The group went silent after those words. Only the growls from below could be heard.

"So, what's next?" Rachel said.

"We need to thin their numbers. Make them desperate enough to turn on each other," Gale said.

"Like this?" Ollie pulled up his pistol.

"We just have to wait for now. They'll eventually climb up and then we can pick them out one by one," Gale said. "Ollie, how many shots do you have left?"

Ollie checked his pistol, frowning. "Not nearly enough if I'm going to be wasting bullets in this first encounter."

"If one them gets too close, take it out, no matter how much shots you got left," Gale said.

Annett moved closer to Gale, "What about you? Can you do anything at range?"

Gale shook his head. Launching a spear on a branch like this was wreckless. He could fall into the pile himself. "Unless they get close enough, I can't do anything."

"Who takes first watch?" Rachel asked.

"I will," Gale said immediately. "Along with... Anna. You're steady with those spears."

Anna straightened up, "Alright, I won't let you down."

As the others tried to rest, Gale sat at the edge of the branch. He felt the bark dig into his hands as he leaned forward, watching the creatures below.

A big beast suddenly jumped up, its claws scraping against the trunk. It climbed a few feet before sliding back down.

"Careful," Gale muttered to Anna.

Anna nodded.

The first beast began to climb in earnest. Gale activated Distort just in front of its face. The light refracted, confusing the creature where to put its claws on the bark.

Anna took her chance, jabbing her spear at the confused beast. It hit the beast in the shoulder, knocking it back to the ground with a howl.

The other beasts heard the cry, some turning to check on the fallen one before eating it alive. The growls grew with that first blood of the standoff. More beasts tried their claws at the trunk of the tree.

The night dragged on as they kept watch. Fatigue started to set in, eyes grew heavy, burning from no sleep.

Anna wasn't doing well either. Her breathing became short and raspy. Her arms shook from using the bone spear, Each jab and thrust needed her full strength to pierce through the thick hide of the beast. There were at least 7 times Gale had to pull her back from falling off and dealing with the beast himself.

"Hold," Gale said. He waited for the right moment. As the creature reached for the next grip, he bent the light around the bark. The image shifted, making the branch seem to move right. The beast stopped, confused.

"Now."

Anna stabbed with her spear, hitting the beast in the throat. It made a gurgling noise and fell to the forest floor. The moment it landed, the other beasts ate it, ripping its flesh apart.

This gruesome sight had happened multiple times now. Every time a beast fell on to the forest floor, the others ate it without fail. Though, it was a welcome sight as one dead beast is one beast they didn't have to deal with.

He looked at Anna, seeing the dark circles under her eyes and her slumped shoulders.

"Rest," he said.

Anna shook her head. "I can keep going."

"No," Gale said. "You're useless if you're tired. Give the spear to Rachel."

For a second, it looked like Anna might argue more. Then she nodded and walked back along the branch to the others.

Rachel came over, her hair messy with leaves and twigs stuck in it. She took the spear from Anna.

"Are you sure you don't want to rest?" Rachel asked. "You've been up this the whole time, and don't think I don't know what you did in the forest alone."

Gale shook his head. The truth was, he couldn't stand to close his eyes. Who knows what would be waiting after he open his eyes again. Screams of his friends. Blood dripping on the floor. Teeth snarling and ripping the flesh of his friends apart. He'd rather stay awake than see those images.

Rachel didn't push it. She took position beside him, watching the swarm of beasts below.

The pattern kept going. A beast would start to climb, claws scraping on bark. Gale would use Distort to confuse it. Rachel would strike with her spear or a small burst of fire. The beast would fall, and the others would eat it.

Hours blended together. The attacks slowed as fewer beasts remained. Those left got more desperate, climbing more wildly, only to meet a spear and fall like the others.

The sun came up behind the moon that eclipsed it.

"Looks like a day passed," Rachel broke the silence. "We have three days of supplies left if we're careful."

Gale nodded.

They couldn't stay in this tree forever. Soon they'd have to move. With beasts still all over the ground, going down would be suicide.

He felt his stress growing every minute. He knew the others felt it too, their bodies weak from hunger and the constant growls below. One slip meant death.

Suddenly, a low growl, much lower than the other beasts, caught his attention. A giant beast circled the trunk, almost as big as the biggest forest predator he's seen. Its eyes were slit, thinning as it made eye contact with him.

"I don't like the look of that one," Rachel whispered.

"It's smarter than the others. Be careful."

As if hearing them, the beast suddenly jumped upwards from the tree. Its back legs pushed it higher than any before it.

Gale again activated Distort, pushing it further. The visual shift became wider, making the tree trunk look a meter to the right. The beast paused at illusion, not knowing where to sink its claws.

Rachel took her chance. She threw her spear with all her strength, aiming for the beast's throat. But at the last second, the creature moved its head. The spear cut its shoulder, drawing blood but not killing it.

The beast roared, glared at them. Its claws dug deeper into the bark. Using its purchase, it launched itself up.

"Get back!" Gale shouted, pushing her behind him. He grabbed his bone saber, knowing he'd have to fight the creature up close. No time for tricks now.

The beast reached their branched. Gale saw its eyes closer, its eyes a red slit.

But before he could swing, another roar split into the air, causing even the leaves of the tree to shake. It came from further away, not from any beast that surrounded the tree. A new player entered the fray.

The climbing beast froze, turning its head to where the sound came from. As fast as it turned its head, it then dropped to the ground.

Gale followed its gaze, and saw the silhouette. A beast unlike anything he'd seen before. More twisted than others. Its fur a mix of feathers, scales, and leathery skin. On its back, limbs that looked like arms, unmoving seeming to serve no purpose.

He watched the horror open its mouth, showing its rows of teeth that lined its mouth into its throat. 
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                The beast that had climbed the tree dropped down to the ground. It ran away into the bushes. The other forest beasts surrounding the giant tree did the same. They had all run away at the sight of the new player.

Only the new horror in front of them remained. It walked toward the giant tree that housed the group. Each step caused the branches to tremor.

Its skin was a frankenstein of who knows what. Part leather like skin, part scales, part human skin, and feathers jutted out at random areas all around. Its mouth was circular like a worm's. Rows of teeth lined up until its throat showed whenever it opened its mouth.

The beast in front was the most disgusting and twisted one he'd seen so far in this hellhole that trumps even the stupidest of the books he's ever read and he's read some really weird ones.

It was even worse than the forest predators. At least those had some semblance of an animal. This one clearly came out of a nightmare.

The monster reached the base of the tree, wrapping its limb around the trunk.

"Everyone, climb as high as you can, now!!" Gale shouted.

No one questioned him, and they all immediately grabbed at the rough bark, climbing up as fast as they could. Rachel quickly pulled herself up while Ollie followed behind closely.

Annett looked back at Anna, who couldn't find any footholds on the bark. She pulled the woman to her back, "Hold on tight."

Alex was nimble. Her dexterity and small stature allowed her to easily climb and hold onto the bark to climb herself up.

Dmitry, on the other hand, was slow and falling behind. He was old, and his hands shook as he tried to pull up his body with every handhold he grabbed.

This tree dwarfed the other trees, providing them lots of room to climb up. But what was the point of it if the creature would eventually just reach the top with them.

Rachel got to the next platform first. A fireball lit up in her hand, then she threw it below, missing the others still climbing.

It hit, but only slowed the creature exactly for one second. It didn't even look burnt, granted its fur and scales already look black.

"Save your strength!" Gale called out to Rachel. "We need to get higher!"

The group kept climbing. Wood cracked below as the creature broke through branches. Its smell grew stronger—decay, piss, sweat, and shit all blended together in an unholy concoction.

Gale glanced at the blue moon up in the sky through the leaves of the canopy. Its blue light was dim, less blue than when it was awake, if that made sense. It was their only plan to kill the thing below, but there was no time to explain. He just hoped they'd follow his commands for the best.

"Faster!" Gale pushed himself up.

Dmitry wheezed below him, slowing down. Irritation grew in Gale as he watched the old man fall behind. Mundanes.

The creature was close enough to Dmitry's position that he could clearly now add the smell of its breath to the already disgusting blend. From this far, its tooth decay was on full display.

Gale dropped down to where Dmitry struggled.

"What are you doing?!" Rachel yelled.

Gale ignored her. He braced himself against the trunk and grabbed Dmitry by his collar. He grunted, using all his strength to pull and throw the older man all the way up to Rachel's branch.

Dmitry flew upwards. For a moment, his momentum faltered, looking like he wouldn't make it. Then, Rachel grabbed his wrist as he was about to fall, pulling him onto the branch.

For a second, Gale felt relief. And that literally lasted only for a second. The monster roared, bringing him straight back to the nightmare he was in. Now he was the last one, just a couple of feet away from the monster's mouth.

"Gale!" Annett shouted. "What's the plan?"

What else? There was only one thing that could save them from this monster, and that was a bigger monster. He looked between the monster and the blue moon above. They were about to die anyway. This was their only chance.

He jumped up, grabbing a higher branch. His shoulder groaned as he pulled himself up.

"We need to hurt it enough to make it scream, and it's got to be at the top of the tree," Gale said.

The monster had reached the upper branch. Growls suddenly echoed all around, and the forest beasts that had disappeared were back, creating a circular entrapment around the giant tree.

The bad became worse. It possibly couldn't get any worse.

The creature pounced upwards, claw swiping through the air. Gale blocked with his saber. Fingers went numb. His other hand's grip on the tree almost broke.

It tried to attack again, however, the monster looked like it was moving in slow motion. Annett had focused her time-slow on the beast. Ollie's gun fired downwards at the forest beast that surrounded the tree, now daring to climb up.

A fireball hit the monster square in the face, and it groaned loudly, but only for half a second. For a second, Gale had seen its eyes glance at the blue moon. It knew what they were trying to do.

Fucking hell. It was smart. He needed another way to make the monster scream loud enough for the blue moon to take notice.

He pulled out a bone knife and pounced downwards, slashing against the beast's flank as he dropped, then pushed the bone knife into the tree to stop himself.

The monster only let out a low growl, too quiet.

Gale once again launched himself upward, trying for another slash, deeper this time.

The creature's tail whipped around, hitting Gale. The blow sent him flying up much more than he anticipated. He was airborne, unable to dodge.

The monster saw its chance. It jumped, mouth open. He could see every detail of its teeth and smell its putrid breath.

It was the end. Probably.

A waterfall of fire hit the monster, filling his view with nothing but red. Rachel dropped down to Gale, putting herself between him and the monster.

She blocked a swipe from the beast, pushing her back.

A gunshot rang out, hitting the eye of the monster.

Gale saw his chance. He pounced to the underbelly of the beast. He steadied himself with the knife and then used all of his strength in one punch. He felt his bones groan as his fist made contact with the belly. The beast launched upwards, airborne.

"Rachel, hit it with fire!"

Rachel jumped up, meeting the beast in the air. She pulled her right arm back, then swung.

Fire erupted from her hands. A wall of fire met the airborne monster.

It tried to cover its face, but Gale threw his bone knife right into the butt of the monster. It flinched.

Enough time for the fire to meet the face of the monster, covering it whole.

The beast's skin burned under the heat. It let out a piercing scream of pain. The sound shook the forest, knocking leaves from distant trees.

Suddenly, its cry cut off abruptly. The whole monster became engulfed in a lance of blue light that came from the sky. The blue light faded, and the beast disappeared as if erased with no trace of it.

[Tainted Forest Beast felled.]

[The once faithful sentinel, tainted by the Mohrusy, ravaged the villages with its unending hunger. It was our mission to cleanse the blight.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

The moon lazily blinked once and then closed its eyes. The blue light turned into a lighter colour, no longer a deep blue.

"What the f—?" Ollie said.

Annett's knees buckled as she looked above. "The blue moon... it has eyes…"

Gale dropped down to a lower branch. The threat below wasn't solved. All of his muscles screamed at him for some rest after exerting everything he had to that punch that threw the monster into the air. Maybe he even ripped some of his muscles. No time to check.

Below, the forest beasts went crazy. They had started climbing up as soon as the tainted monster disappeared. Snarls drowned out the whole area.

Ollie kept shooting, hitting targets right in the centre of the forehead. But it was like shooting at the ocean. There was no end to the tide of beasts.

"We're running out of time!" Ollie reloaded.

Rachel landed beside Gale. Her breathing was ragged. She was also getting tired. The flames that covered her fists now barely flickered with energy like a candle about to be blown out.

"I can't keep this up much longer," she said.

They didn't have many options. Almost half of their group were no help. If they could fight, then the group might've had a chance.

There has to be a way. Even if life was a sadist, it would give everyone a fair chance and allow for the riddle to be solved.

"Rachel, can you still produce any fire?" Gale asked.

She nodded. "A little. But it's not stable."

"It'll have to do. Annett, how much can you slow them down?"

"I can affect maybe a dozen at a time, but not for long. It drains me," Annett replied.

Gale nodded.

"Ollie needs to conserve his ammo for anything that comes close up. Rachel too. Annett, you slow down any that comes close to the top. That's all you need to do."

"What about you?" Rachel asked.

"As for me…" Without explaining, he dropped down to a lower branch where most of the beasts had climbed up to.

"Gale, stop!" Rachel shouted. "Come back!"

Gale activated Distort. Light bent around him, slightly shrouding his location.

The forest beasts looked at him, hesitating to attack.

Gale focused completely and jumped into the fray, not waiting for the beasts. His focused Phase Touch spread itself around the edge of his sabre.

Time stretched. Time slowed. He saw everything in slow motion, but not because of Annett. Adrenaline spiked up in his system. Breath of the Void kicked in, giving him no blind spot.

One slash to the throat. One beast felled. Each slash felled a beast. The system rang endlessly with each swing of his hands.

An idea hit him then. If Phase Touch could evolve, why not other skills? Distort could bend light.

Gale focused, bringing the refractions closer to him. A slight headache behind his left eye formed. It grew to a painful throbbing headache until he felt like the left side of his brain was about to explode.

Yet he kept on. He focused on bringing in the refraction as close to his skin as possible. Slowly, they moved inwards, causing more confusion in the beasts that were climbing up. Some beasts even fell as they looked at the light distortion happening.

Then finally, Distort touched his skin. The skill had encapsulated him, making him nigh invisible. Only if he moved, would the beasts see a slight hazy silhouette.

[Your Distort increased in proficiency…]

"Gale? Gale! Where are you?" Rachel shouted from above.

The forest beasts paused. He had disappeared, and now they had no one to attack. In that moment, Gale attacked.

He was a ghost. He moved through the monsters, each swing of the sabre hit a vital area with Phase Touch on the edge of the blade.

Forest beasts dropped. It was raining dead bodies the average size of 1.5 garbage trucks. Their deaths were a mystery to their own kind as an invisible monster mowed through them in the tree.

Blood sprayed everywhere, coating Gale's Distorted figure. The blood had formed an outline of him.

The tide panicked. They were all dying and didn't know what killed them. They scrambled down the tree. Most of them just dropped, releasing their hold on the bark.

They ran.

Then, the last beast disappeared into the bushes. Gale's Distort faded, now showing his own battered body covered in blood. His sabre was covered and dripped with black blood.

Silence. He saw the group above, watching. None of them had anything to say.

Rachel moved first. She climbed down slowly.

"Gale, are you ok?"

He couldn't muster the strength to answer before his knees gave out. His muscles convulsed, and he fell off the branch.

The world tilted and the group's faces looked smaller and smaller as he fell.

He saw the leaves pass by. The ground was still far away, far enough that this would probably hurt in the morning. And as he fell, he saw Rachel's face. Her dark red hair was a contrast against the dark greens and blues that passed by.

There were tears in her eyes. Why? They all survived. She should be happy. 
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                Gale's eyes snapped open. He laid on top of a pile of leaves at the base of the giant tree they had fought in. There were no beasts around. It was quiet. No danger around as he checked the corners of his eyes, making sure to not make any sound and keeping his breathing even.

Nothing around. He moved, sitting up, and finally seeing the footprints around him. The group had laid him on the ground to sleep.

Seriously? Not even on top of the branch?

Though he couldn't get mad. Nothing happened to him while he was unconscious. They could've left him behind. An unconscious body was clearly a hindrance to the expedition. There was also no way to know how long he'd been out.

The last thing he remembered was Rachel's face as they both fell to the ground before blacking out. She saved him. Falling from that height would've still caused injury to even her.

He wanted to believe they didn't leave him, but he saw no one around. No one even to take watch of the perimeter.

Maybe he'd been abandoned again, and maybe that would've been for the better. He would've been able to run away by himself from the tainted forest beast. The first time he saw such a twisted monster in this forest.

Tainted, it said.

Was it like a levelled up version of the normal forest beasts? He couldn't fully know. Nothing about this goddamned system told him anything. It only mentioned a mission, a vague one. Nothing to actually show him the ropes on anything.

[Exit the rift] He'd been so busy with Rachel's camp and group that he almost forgot the main goal, to get out of this world. The expedition was one way, but if there were exits around this world, he could also find them himself. It'll take days without the red marble, and it would be safer by himself.

—Right?

It's easy, Gale. Just stand up. Just leave. Yet he couldn't. Who was he kidding? It could take months or even years to find the exit himself. 

"He's awake."

Footsteps rustled the dry leaves on the ground. It was Anna and Annett.

"If you didn't wake up soon, we would've set up camp to rest here," Annett said.

"Not here. We need to…" Gale got up, fighting through the soreness of his muscles. "Where are the others? Did anyone die?"

"Everyone's alive," Annett said. "They'll come soon."

Ollie showed up next through the tall underbrush. "Still tired? Just relax and rest if you need to."

Rachel, Dmitry, and Alex came through the underbrush next. He noticed the bruises on Rachel's legs and face. The rest didn't fare much better. Only Dmitry, Anna, and Alex looked better than the fighters of the group. Even Ollie had taken some hits, even though he completely dropped his bone spear and used his pistol.

"We need to go back now," Gale said. "We're out in the open. No traps. Beasts could jump us anytime."

"We can't…" Rachel sighed, walking right up to his side. She took his arm, steadying him and straightening his crooked stance. "Ollie's red marble found an exit rift. He says it's far, but we all agreed to keep going."

"We almost died, and you want to keep going?" Gale said.

"We can't waste this effort. It's our only chance to scout a rift and get everyone out of here," Rachel said.

An exit. What they were looking for and what he was looking for. He looked at the supply carriers. Anna, Dmitry, and Alex. They could probably make it a few more days in this expedition. Probably.

"Fine," he said. "But we need to move fast. This time, we stay alert."

The supply carriers allowed them to not waste resources on foraging or hunting. They were a risk. A necessary one.

"How long was I out?" Gale rolled his shoulders.

"A few hours," Rachel said. "We took turns watching."

Gale grunted. Too much time lost that could've been spent going towards the exit rift.

"We need to move," he said, eyes already shifting left and right to look for threats. "The longer we stay still, the more chance of a beast attacking."

Ollie nodded. "I'll take point. Annett on the rear this time, I guess. Gale, you get in the middle. You're probably still hurt, eh?"

"Let's get moving then," Annett said.

The supply carriers gathered the supplies left on the forest floor. Anna and Alex lifted the backpacks onto their backs.

Gale moved closer to Rachel. "This exit..."

"This exit… how sure are we it's real?" he whispered.

Rachel looked then nodded.

"It's the best lead we've had yet," she said after a brief pause. "Sometimes it led us to nowhere. This time, Ollie says the marble is making a strong pull at somewhere."

She looked away from him, hand on elbow. "You're right though, we don't know what we'll find. Whether it's another dead end or… but what else do we have to go off?"

Gale nodded. He watched her go up to Alex and help with some of the load she had. Rachel was too kind. It worried him whether that kindness would kill them one day. In this forest, being kind doesn't help with survival.

As they prepared to leave, a few snarls came from a distance. The three supply carriers froze, turning their heads to the sound.

"It's fine," Gale said. "Just forest beasts eating each other."

Everyone relaxed a bit.

"Let's head out," Rachel nodded at Ollie.

Ollie led the way. He flicked up the red marble into the air. It spun before falling forward. They moved. The forest sloped downhill, and the air became more thick and damp. Leaves rustled as they passed. Hours passed by while the group moved through the forest.

Gale had marked Xs every couple of metres. On the other hand, he saw Ollie shooting blanks at trees at different intervals than him, further than his X marks.

Everyone kept low, breathing heavily from the hours of trekking. They tried to muffle their voices to no avail. The further they descended, the thicker the vegetation grew.

Despite the boring hike, Gale felt something watching from afar. He spread out Breath of the Void just in case. Nothing. Either it was too far from his skill or just his paranoia.

They walked past the treeline into a clearing. A stone tower stood in the middle of the clearing in a perfect circle. It stood two stories high. Walls made from ordinary cobblestone, worn out by years past of weather.

Breath of the Void confirmed the building was empty of anything alive, at least.

"There's nothing inside," Gale said.

Ollie turned to him. "How do you know?"

Gale just glared back, not explaining. The silence grew awkward as Ollie waited for an answer.

"We'll camp here. Gale, you should rest," Rachel jumped in, walking to the stone tower already.

"Fine. I'll set up outside the tower," Gale scouted the floor for usable branches. None of the group members knew how to make traps or alarms. Food could be recovered too. Charcoal would also be needed to purify water. Mom always said that you can never have enough supplies. But dad also said that too much supplies will slow him down.

Rachel sighed, "Fine. But take breaks if needed."

Annett and Ollie started patrol. Gale's mind wandered. The others didn't get how urgent survival was in this world. They weren't at camp anymore with safety in numbers. Every rest could mean death.

He watched Dmitry, Anna, and Alex go into the tower. Dmitry tripped on a stone, catching himself before falling to the ground. Frustration built up in Gale as he saw that sight. Clumsiness was a death wish in the forest.

Gale worked through setting up the camp. He made simple alarms from the branches he got nearby. Vines twined together with sharpened sticks. If a beast snapped or walked through the vines, it would make a sound loud enough to alert him. It wasn't too loud that it would attract other beasts from further away.

He watched the tower while working, staying alert. Good shelter, but only one door that led to the inside. If a beast attacked them while they were in the tower, they'd be trapped.

Hours passed as he worked on the alarm system around the circle of the clearing. Sweat ran down. Muscles still ached from the previous fight. He pushed on. Pitfalls were next. Sharp wooden spears with sharp stone edges did a lot of damage to those damned beasts. The others would need the protection more than him.

Rachel came over to his working area, "Gale, can you please rest? You're pushing too hard."

He shook his head, still working on a trap. "Can't. Not safe yet."

Rachel knelt beside him. "We're all worried about you. You can't keep going like this."

His hands stopped for a second, and he looked at her. For a moment, he almost gave in, wanting to rest with others around. Her presence distracted him. Her voice was low and soothing, momentarily dulling his paranoia that he admits inwardly that he has.

Then it came back. He imagined a beast coming up at them and ripping her to shreds.

"I'll rest when we're safe," he went back to work.

Rachel was about to say something, but leaves parted nearby. Gale jumped up, his hand on the sabre by his hips.

Annett and Ollie rustled through the bushes, arms full of strange pulsing fruits. Gale looked at the fruits, curious. His grip on his sabre loosened.

"Damn it," Gale shook his head. "Announce yourself before entering. I nearly took your heads off."

Rachel stepped forward, sighing. Her eyes relaxed before continuing, "He's right. We're all on edge here. Any sudden movement could be mistaken for a threat."

Ollie and Annett looked at each other. Both sighed and forced smiles.

"Sorry," Ollie then held up a fruit. "We got excited about these fruits. They're different from the ones at camp."

The fruits glowed red and pulsed. This one was shaped like a cantaloupe with bulging veins all over, still beating hard.

"They look revolting," Gale said.

Ollie smiled. "They may look ugly, but they taste amazing. Sweet and juicy as a dragonfruit."

Gale squinted as he examined the new fruit. He'd learned the hard way that looks could lie in this forest.

"Put them in the cache in the tower," he pointed at the stone building. "Fruits are short-term. They spoil fast. We need to hunt later, make jerky for long-term storage. We might only be a day from camp, but that could stretch into weeks if we're ambushed and lose our way."

Rachel nodded. "Good idea."

Ollie and Annett went to the tower. Gale picked up the slack from the distraction caused by the three. His hands moved faster, now not caring too much about quality. It was better to get it done fast.

Rachel watched him, almost putting a hand on his shoulder. Before she could speak, Alex ran out of the tower, looking towards her.

"Rachel!" she yelled, out of breath. "Dmitry and Anna are gone!"

Gale's head snapped toward her. "What do you mean, gone?"

"There's a door to the basement. They went down an hour ago and haven't come back up."

Rachel's mouth gaped before saying, "Why didn't you tell us sooner?"

"I thought they were exploring," Alex said. "But it's been too long. Something's wrong."

"Ollie, Annett," Gale called out. "Get back here. We have a situation."

Everyone gathered around him. He watched their faces, each one exhausted, their breathing rapid and shallow.

"We need to go after them," Rachel's voice trembled.

"We can't all go. Someone needs to guard our supplies and watch the perimeter," Gale said.

"I'll stay," Alex said.

"No. You can't fight. Ollie, you stay with Alex. Your gun is our best defence if something attacks the camp."

Ollie looked ready to argue but stopped when Gale glared at him.

"Rachel, Annett, you're with me," Gale said. "We'll take the bone knives. Tight spaces mean close combat."

As they got ready to enter the tower, Gale thought about what might happen in small spaces. Underground passages, hidden doors, a labyrinth even. All dangerous, but they had no choice. They couldn't leave Dmitry and Anna behind.

"Stay alert," he said. "We don't know what's down there. Trust nothing."

Rachel and Annett both nodded. They each took a bone knife from Gale.

He took a deep breath to steady himself. Something waited beyond that door. Not out in the forest, but inside a closed space. He didn't know whether it would be something different from what was in the forest or the same. It would be a beast that could fit in a tight space. That spelled trouble. It would be more agile if it was smaller.

Alex led Gale to the hidden door where Anna and Dmitry disappeared to. He touched the door and felt a familiar energy come through the cracks. Upon opening it, he saw the stairs descend below into total darkness that seemed to try to invade upwards of the stairs. Shadows clung to the walls, with tendrils in each corner seeming to reach for the doorway.

"Rachel, light it up," Gale said.

Rachel lit one hand. Her eyes widened, staring into the dark. "I... I can't see anything. It's just... darkness."

"What do you mean?" Gale asked.

"There's... space. I feel it. But even with light, my eyes can't..." Rachel stopped, her hands shaking.

Annett spoke up, voice tight with fear. "She's right. It's like looking at nothing."

Their words told him he was the only one who could see past the darkness. The energy felt familiar but strange.

Gale balled his fist. "I'll go alone. You two stay here and guard the tower. If I don't come out in an hour, I'm dead."


            

    
        Chapter 22

    
    
    
    
                Gale slowly descended the staircase, careful not to trip as he heard his steps barely register in his ears. It was an odd feeling. The steps should've echoed rather than muffle on this stone staircase. When his foot stepped down onto the last step, the staircase disappeared. The scenery was replaced by a stone corridor. Behind him, only a cobblestone wall.

He tested the stone wall, stepping up where the staircase should have been. His foot passed through, and the corridor disappeared into full darkness. The moment he lifted his foot off the last step, the surroundings changed back to the corridor.

Well, that's creepy as fuck. He had to still go.

Gale turned around again, examining the corridor. Vaulted ceilings hung over head. Strange for a basement, or maybe it's to prevent a collapse. Chandeliers were set up at regular intervals of a couple of steps. Their candles flickered with a familiar flame that seemed to eat up the remaining light, at least that's what it looked like.

On the sides, doors could be seen also at regular intervals, but much further away from each other than the chandeliers. They looked like ordinary wooden doors, derelict and pieces of them chopped off at the sides.

He looked at the floor. Footprints. Two distinct sets of them crisscrossing along the blood-red carpet. It looked like they couldn't see where they were going, bumping to each other and the wall. That was definitely Dmitry and Anna.

Gale followed the smaller set of footprints, tracing her path and walking along the footprints. Her trail led to the first door on the right. He tried turning the rusted knob, but it came right off as he pulled the door open.

Neat.

He pulled the door open and entered. Upon stepping onto the doorway, the previous room disappeared into the darkness just like the staircase, and a new wave of oppressive pressure hit him as if he was underwater, where water pushed inwards to his chest. And for some reason, the darkness itself felt like it had a texture that clung to his skin.

The new hallway looked exactly the same as the last one. Looks like this wasn't going to be that simple.

A maze. I think.

"Anna?" he whispered as loudly as he could.

No response.

A flickering torch caught his attention just ahead, almost unnoticeable from the darkness eating at the light. Gale walked over and crouched, taking a closer look at the toch. It looked like it was about to be blown out, except there was no wind in this underground.

His hand moved over to the torch, hesitating. In this place, light might attract attention. It'd be the same as putting a target on his head. He decided against taking the torch, focusing on Anna's trail. He could see without anyways.

Gale picked up the pace, following Anna's trail. A faint rusted metal smell wafted through everything. But where did it come from? There was only stone and pieces of door hinges. Not enough to fill the whole place with that oxidizing iron smell.

At the corner of his eyes, there were eye-like apparitions, some of them maybe even had mouths? It could've been his imagination. Breath of the Void also didn't detect anything.

He reached the end of the hallway, and it led to another door. Gale approached cautiously, silencing his footsteps.

Nudging the door open, he saw a circular chamber. No monster, check.

He opened the door fully and saw the empty room except for a pedestal in its centre. A small orb with a dim glow rested on top of the pedestal, hovering just a couple of centimetres. Its soft glow had a slow pulse, not like a heart. More like a slow gradient that grew brighter and dimmer at a constant rate.

Anna's footprints led directly to the pedestal, then vanished. It made sense. It was the only light source in this room.

He looked around. No one and nothing around.

"Anna?" he called out, no longer whispering. His voice bounced off of the stone, however, pitch of his voice sounded deeper and deeper with each bounce.

The pulse of the orb suddenly sped up, intensifying its brightness. Its became bright enough that Gale had to squint.

[The remnants of the past are watching you.]

A chill went down Gale's spine. The system ever only alerted him whenever there was danger, and that was a rare occurrence. The last time almost took his life away. Whatever this structure or maze was, was no good news.

Suddenly, a low hum filled the air. The floor vibrated. Pebbles clacked along the ground.

The orb's surface rippled like water. For a second, Gale thought a face appeared in the orb.

It was Anna's face.

The orb shimmered, and its steady pulse felt hypnotizing. His arm stretched toward it, legs moving him forward slowly. Just as his finger touched it, reality rippled. The orb dissolved into grains, leaving nothing but emptiness on top of the pedestal.

Then, Gale heard Anna's scream coming from everywhere at once. It was a raw, full-chest scream, like she was running away from something.

His hand immediately reached for the sabre at his hip. Eyes turned to every non-existent corner of the chamber, looking for where a beast could attack him from.

"Anna!" he shouted.

"Gale? Is that you?! I can't see anything!" Anna cried out.

"Wait right there," Gale said.

Gale looked all over the chamber, looking low. He couldn't see where her voice had come from. Then his eyes locked on to her.

Anna was huddled on the floor, facing the wall. Her whole body shook, scared. She was looking around, not able to see aynthing. A liquid dripped down from her hands, most likely blood. Tears streaked her cheeks, and for a moment, she stared at him before looking away.

"Gale, where are you?!" Anna shouted.

Gale slowly walked up to her and held her shoulders steady. "Where's Dmitry?"

Anna's head snapped to him. "I-I don't know. We lost each other as soon as we stepped through the door. We fell, and then it was too dark to see anything. I couldn't even see my torch… and… and…"

The hiccups and sobs interrupted her words, making her barely comprehensible. Whatever was down here had possibly ruined her mind. It was something not physical. More dangerous than something that can be slashed at in the forest.

"We need to move." Gale took her hand, and she held his back. He remembered the route he came from. Just need to take the end of the corridors until he reached the room where he could go left.

Both of them left the chamber and entered the hallway. Gale led her to the end of the hall and noticed the feeling of being stared at became stronger than before. The apparitions at the corners of his eyes became more vivid. Thousands of eyes and thousands of mouths sprawled through the darkness. Each time he snapped his head at where they appeared, they immediately disappeared.

They reached the end of the hallway. That's when they reached the original corridor. They turned left and reached the wall to the staircase.

"It's gone! It's gone!" Anna shouted.

Without hesitation, he stepped onto where the step should be, pulling Anna with him. For a second, he felt resistance that wasn't there before, like breaking through a waterfall. Then it was gone, allowing them to pass through.

The familiar worn out cobblestone steps appeared in front of him. Slowly, he helped Anna up the stairs, guiding her with a hand on her shoulder.

Finally, they reached the top as Gale slammed it open. Rachel's face greeted them, eyebrows furrowed, watching Anna.

"What happened?" she said.

"Some kind of mind fuckery… I mean, I don't know," Gale said, steadying himself. He realized his back was covered in cold sweat, not knowing when that happened. "There's something down there," he continued. "It feels… not of this world… malevolent. Its eyes… the eyes… and mouths…"

Rachel held up his face, warming her hands. "You're going to be fine, got it?"

Surprisingly, his senses came back to normal, and the chill from the darkness left his body. The slight shiver in his bones was gone as he looked into her eyes.

"What about Dmitry?" Ollie asked suddenly beside Anna.

Gale turned to Anna. Her shivering had stopped, as well as her sobs and hiccups.

"Anna, what was down there?" Gale asked.

Anna closed her eyes, concentrating.

"It was dark… not like any darkness… a deep one. And it was... cold… and," she said slowly, "not just the air. It felt like the cold was inside me. In my bones. And there were whispers. Yes… there were whispers. I couldn't make out the words, but those words hurt my head. When I try to… listen to the whispers. I… felt nothingness."

The words spread a chill through the group.

"I'm going back in there," Gale said.

"Gale," Rachel said. "Are you sure about this? We can cut our losses. Dmitry was prepared to die."

He met her eyes again, seeing the worry she tried to hide. He wasn't sure, of course. Cutting off the losses would've been the correct choice. Yet…

Abandoning a person without trying would lead to habits forming. That was the excuse he wanted to say.

"We can't abandon him," Gale said finally. "There's no chance whatever's down there will stay down there."

Gale turned back to the basement door. With a deep breath, he pulled it open once again and stepped onto the staircase.

"If I'm not back in an hour, consider me and Dmitry dead and move on," Gale said.

"We'll wait for you," Rachel said.

Without another word, he went down the steps again. He didn't want to see her face as if he was about to go on a death mission.

Quickly, he entered the beginning corridor again. Nothing changed. His skin prickled once more and the cold seeped into his bones.

He focused on Dmitry's tracks. They were the larger ones. More pronounced and dirtier than Anna's. The tracks themselves led all the way down to the end of the corridor in a zigzagging path.

The corridor was longer than he thought, but he reached the end where Dmitry had entered the doorway. He pulled open the door. This time, the knob stayed intact.

Inside showed the path split into three. The same feeling of being in deep water accompanied him as he stepped inside.

Dmitry's footprints went left. However, something tugged at him from the centre. It called to him, mesmerizing him towards its direction. His legs moved on their own, wanting to go to the place of comfort. Thoughts clouded, not wanting to look away from the centre door.

Gale tried to move his hands, picking up the bone knife slowly. He gripped it as hard as he could and then stabbed it into his thigh. Pain snapped him out of the trance, shattering the enthrallment.

He turned back to the left immediately and limped forward to follow Dmitry's trail. Blood trickled down his thigh. Now he had to worry about bleeding out.

Whispers began to attack him, and a dull ache began behind his left eye. The voices were clear, seductive feminine voices, telling him to go to the centre. At the centre path, he would find power. She would give him the tools he needed the most. She would embrace him in her arms and guide him to be the great one he desired.

He gritted his teeth, pressing on and not giving in to the temptations. At last, he reached the end of the left hallway, where another door stood before him. Its surface seemed to ripple like water, except it was darkness that rippled.

Gale pushed the door open, and the darkness beyond was absolute. Deeper than the nothingness he saw in this underground. He reached his hand toward it, and he felt it alive. It pressed against his skin, coating him softly and harmlessly at the surface. He entered the room, ignoring the weird feeling.

Dmitry stood facing the wall, unmoving, barely even breathing. The bone spear was in his hands. Suddenly, he started thrusting it at the wall in front of him over and over again. It scraped against the stone wall and bounced along the walls.

What the fuck.

Gale saw the old man's eyes were completely wide and unfocused. "Dmitry!"

No sign of change. Dmitry kept hitting the wall with the spear, desperately attacking it with even more vigour.

Gale moved forward, slowly inching his way to him. "Dmitry, can you hear me? We need to leave, now."

No response again. The closer he got, the more frantic and frenzied Dmitry attacked the wall. Then, a low bass guttural sound escaped the old man's throat. A sound that should've not been possible for a human.

The whispers intensified in Gale's head. Blaming him that this was his doing. Blaming him that he should've followed the correct path to end his suffering. He shook his head, ignoring the whispers and the headache.

"Dmitry!" he reached out his fingers to Dmitry, brushing against the man's shoulder. "Stop! We gotta go!"

In an instant, the older man whirled to his direction. His eyes wild, and madness crept into every fibre of his expression. The bone spear lunged at Gale, and its tip grazed his cheek.

Gale flipped back, blood dripping from the cut. Dmitry advanced toward him once again, aiming the tip at his neck.

Instinct took over. His bone sabre at his hip was drawn immediately, deflecting the attack. The clash of bone on bone echoed through the chamber. Whispers turned into a low humming chant.

"Dmitry! Get your shit together!" Gale shouted as he parried another thrust.

But even then, the older man's eyes didn't light up. Dmitry lunged forward, missing Gale by a hair. The old man then spun his body, knocking him back slightly as he blocked the spear with the sabre.

He was on defence. Cutting Dmitry's neck would've been easy, but that wasn't the mission. The deep cut in his thigh also posed a problem. Straining it now in a fight would open up the wound even more.

The chant grew louder, now deafening. Dmitry crouched on the ground, then sprang towards Gale in a spin. It was something a normal human shouldn't've been able to do.

His back hit the wall as he avoided the spin of the spear to his neck. Trapped, Dmitry lunged again.

Time slowed down. Gale saw the tip aimed right between his eyes. It was kill or be killed. Instincts reacted. His hand caught the spear. Pulled it down. Snapped off the tip. Elbow to the chest. Bone guard hitting Dmitry where he had exactly aimed.

It wasn't enough.

Gale ducked. Spun around. Maneuvered himself to get behind Dmitry. In one quick motion, he aimed his palm at Dmitry's temple.

Hit.

Dmitry crumpled onto the floor. Immediately, the chanting stopped. Whispers gone. The sudden silence was almost unsettling, prickling goosebumps at the back of Gale's neck.

He checked the condition of his thigh. The clothes were soaked with blood even more, and blood started pooling below. It needed to be sealed as soon as possible or risk having to recover for a day or two from blood loss.

Gale hoisted Dmitry onto his shoulder. The man's weight made his thigh bleed even more. Time was now ticking. He could lose more blood than what he expected. Maybe even enough to not make it back.

Retracing his steps, he made his way out of the chamber into the hallway. He carefully navigated through the darkness and made his way back to the door at the centre where the path split into three.

The central path called to him again, but he ignored it. The call wasn't as strong as before, and definitely not as strong as his urgency to get immediate medical attention.

He pushed the door open, focusing on the path to the last hallway where the wall led to the outside.

At last, Gale reached the end of the straight hallway. He looked at the wall where the staircase should be and stepped forward.

He stepped onto the step, and the darkness enshrouding the staircase disappeared. He gritted his teeth once more and climbed up the steps. It took all his effort to put one foot in front of the other. Dmitry's weight felt like it increased with each step, all the while more blood leaked from his open wound.

As he neared the top of the staircase, he opened the door. The darkness was gone. The warmth thawed his bones. He saw Rachel reaching out to him.
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                Rachel reached out to him. "What the hell happened down there?"

Gale couldn't reply. He tried. Couldn't even open his lips. His vision spun as he just stood there. He was barely conscious. Rachel's face was even blurry.

Annett lifted up Dmitry's limp body from Gale, dragging him to the side. She sat him up against the wall, then pressed her fingers on his neck to feel for a pulse.

"He's alive," she said.

Rachel supported Gale by the arm. Her eyes found the dripping blood on his thigh.

"Gale, you're bleeding out," Rachel said. "What did that to you?"

Gale tried to push her away. Dad taught me to be tough. It was just a flesh wound. It'll heal, he thought. His body was stronger than before, no longer normal. Just give it some time. All those cuts and bruises from the beasts before healed too.

He walked to the wall, sat down then leaned his head against the wall. At least that's what he imagined he was doing. To Rachel and Annett, he was still supported by Rachel's arms.

Rachel sat him down softly onto the floor. She ripped open the clothes on his thigh to reveal the open wound. "Brace yourself. It's going to hurt."

Gale caught on to what was happening. He imagined himself crawling away from Rachel, but his body didn't listen. Heat emanated from Rachel's hands. Slowly, she put her flaming hand onto Gale's thigh and pressed it against the deep stab opening.

All of Gale's muscles seized up. He screamed, gritting his teeth that it felt like his front teeth were about to pop off. The flesh around the wound sizzled close, and burnt skin wafted through the air as Rachel cauterized his injury.

Rachel worked fast. She targeted the parts inside his wound that may get infected, digging in with her fingers and then burning off as much of the dirt as tearing bits of flesh away from inside. Next, her left hand moved to pinch the open skin together as her right hand finally sealed off the cut as a makeshift suture.

The wounds were sealed. A red scar replaced where the wound was. Tears ran down Gale's eyes. The headache disappeared, flushed away by the pain of cauterization. He still couldn't see. Eyes too watery and no energy to wipe off the pooled tears.

"It's done," Rachel said softly. She wiped the tears off Gale's eyes, making eye contact with him from above. "Good job."

Gale imagined himself nodding, but obviously couldn't. A throbbing sensation remained where the stab wound was. He was exhausted and wanted to close his eyes. It was tempting to do so.

Do you have that luxury though?

Of course he didn't. There was something dangerous underground. They also had to worry about what was beyond the edges of the stone tower. Death could come any minute.

Gale circulated his essence all around his body. He pushed himself up to sit up straight as his breathing became ragged, not realizing he lost that much blood on the way back.

"Gale! You can just lie down and sleep to recover!" Rachel supported him from behind with her hand.

He looked at their faces. Not a clue in them that told him they knew what could be down there.

"Whatever's down there, that door seems to be holding it back," he forced the words out of his throat. "It stays closed."

"What's down there?" Annett asked.

"Something. Evil." Gale saw Anna's shoulders shake. "It's not something that can be cut or punched or shot. It drew me in…"

"What do you mean?" Rachel asked. "Like you were mind controlled?"

"That's what it felt like. I had to stab myself to snap myself out of it," Gale said. "And it felt like the darkness was alive."

Dmitry spasmed as soon as he heard his words. He stood up and scratched at his head.

"It's coming!" the old man spat. "It's coming to get us! I need to run! Dying is better than any of this!"

Gale tried to reach for his sabre. He'd seen the old man down there. It was the movements of someone possessed. Rabid. Feral. Yet his hand moved disgustingly slow toward the sabre that sat on the wall.

"The light!" Dmitry's head darted left and right. "I need it! The light! I need it! The light!"

Anna sobbed next. Her weeping mixed in with the shouts of Dmitry. She stood up, going to the corner of the room, facing the wall. Her hands clawed at the floor.

"Run away. The eyes. The eyes. They're here. Run away!" Anna wailed.

Ollie sprang onto Anna's back, holding her back from scratching at the floor. "Stop! You're going to hurt yourself."

"What's happening?!" Rachel yelled. "Anna! Dmitry! Get yourselves together!"

Dmitry sent a punch towards Rachel.

Annett blocked it. Threw him down, putting his arm onto his back in a pin. "Stay still, stop resisting. Calm down!"

"Give them light!" Gale shouted.

Rachel lifted up her hand, lighting up the room with fire on her hand. The darkness around them lifted, eating away at the darkness even in the darkest corners of the room.

The effects were immediate. Anna's wails subsided, and Dmitry stopped resisting. Both of their eyes were fixed on the bright hand of Rachel.

Annett let go of Dmitry, and immediately the older man walked toward the light. He reached out with his hand, almost touching the flames. The skin on his finger sizzled and then charred, filling the air once more with an unwanted scent.

Again, this forced Annett to act, suppressing the older man back to stop him from burning himself.

On the other hand, Anna watched silently, just staring at the flames dancing on Rachel's hand.

"What the fuck is happening?" Ollie let go of Anna.

"I think whatever was down there, it went after their minds," Rachel said.

"Let's use this tower to rest. They need to recover from whatever happened down there," Gale said.

Ollie's eyes widened.

"Rest? How the hell are we supposed to rest with... with this?" Ollie yelled.

"Figure it out," Gale said.

Ollie took a step towards Gale, "That's a nice fucking suggestion. Figure out how to unfuck their minds, I guess?"

"Stop arguing, Ollie." Rachel sighed. "We might as well rest. Gale is injured too. He needs to recover."

"She's right. We can't really do much with our biggest firepower needing to recover anyways," Annett said.

"Fine," Ollie sighed. "Alex, you there outside?"

"Yup, still here, what'd you need?" Alex asked.

"Nothing. Just making sure you're not dead," Ollie said. "I'll watch outside."

"We take shifts," Rachel said, her tone leaving no room for argument. "One person watch Dmitry and Anna. If they do something, call out to the rest of the team. The other person keep watch outside just in case. Ollie, you take watch outside first."

"Already going," Ollie grumbled.

"I'll take first watch on these two," Annett sat Dmitry down.

Gale retreated to a corner of the tower. He slid down the wall. His body ached from any slight movement. A dull burning could still be felt on his thigh.

Rachel had already made a firepit inside the tower. The smoke went out of the windows and up to the second floor. Its fire was a soft glow that reminded Gale of the time he'd slept outside of the camp when his parents and he were far away from home base. They had slept in open tents, allowing them to see the campfire while he fell asleep. The crackles of the fire felt comforting enough to make his eyes droop, then close.

He allowed himself to rest.





The sound of the door opening and footsteps snapped Gale's eyes wide open. His hand went onto the sabre beside him, ready to strike until Annett's familiar silhouette appeared in the dim, dying campfire's light.

"Why aren't you watching Dmitry?" Gale's voice, gravelly from sleep, came out more serious than he intended.

Annett forced a smile. "He's better now. A few hours in the light did the trick."

Gale rubbed his eyes then looked around the room. The campfire had dwindled into just kindling. Anna huddled in the corner, her shoulder still shaking with a sob every now and then. At least she stopped clawing at the floor.

Then he saw Rachel at the other side of the wall, turned away from him. Her breathing was steady. Sleeping. His eyes lingered on her for a moment until, at the corner of his eyes, he saw the small amount of fruit they had left for their supplies.

Gale pushed himself up, body was mostly recovered. He rolled his arms and did three quick squats. His thigh was still slightly sore, but it wouldn't really interrupt his movements in a fight. As long as there was nothing as strong as the first forest predator he had encountered, he was confident he could take on any normal beasts.

"I'm going to hunt," Gale said to Annet, quietly as to not wake up Rachel.

Annett nodded, not questioning him.

Gale pushed the door open and saw Ollie sitting by the door with his pistol resting on his lap.

"Something's weird about this place," Ollie fidgeted with his pistol. "Forest beasts won't come near it."

Gale remembered the oppressive pressure he felt in the basement. Maybe that could be what the beasts were avoiding. Not that it mattered. As long as that thing stayed down there, then they could use whatever this is as a resting area.

"I'm going hunting," Gale said again, already moving towards the treeline.

"We've still got plenty of fruit," Ollie said.

"It's not enough."

The forest swallowed him as he let out Breath of the Void, spreading the tendrils of his senses everywhere. Gale moved. No hesitation with each step to find the nearest beast.

A small beast thrashed in one of the snares he'd set up before the basement debacle. This one looked more normal than any of the other beasts he'd seen. Its skin wasn't a frankenstein of a patch. It looked like an ordinary horse mixed with a lion. Actually kind of cute if it didn't have fangs the size of his forearms.

Gale's hand moved to his spear instead of the sabre. He willed alter into it, making the spear fluidly shorten. His breathing slowed. Aimed his hands. Launch. Release the skill. The spear whistled through the air, aimed directly at the beast's skull.

The skill wore off just as it touched the skull. On hit, a loud crunching explosion spread along the trees. The beast dropped immediately, its body went limp with a thud.

It was over in just less than five seconds.

Gale pounced on the carcass, bone knife already in hand. He cut the front two legs and two rear legs, tied them up all together and hoisted them onto his shoulder to carry back to the camp.

He set to work immediately, building a smoker. It was a perfect spot to recover their supply now that he knew this was a forest beast-free zone.

The enemy of the enemy's enemy's friends is my friend. That's how it goes, right? Gale thought.

He gathered the sturdy sticks, the leaves, the vines, and the thinner sticks for the smoker. He made more of the smokers. There was no chance it would be sniped by a beast as there was a repellent behind him.

Once the smokers were finished, he quickly sliced off slices of meat from the kill. The four smokers devoured all of the slices of meat from the beast, though this one wasn't as big as other beasts. But it was still bigger than anything he had faced on Earth.

Gale smiled at the feeling of abundance. They wouldn't have to worry about food for a while. The fire would also make charcoal for them to purify their water.

Now time to hunt again. Dad always said that you can never have enough, even though mom would yell at him for hunting too much.

He found one quickly. This one was slightly larger than the beast he'd just killed. Though clearly, this one had been going to the gym. It had more muscle mass, bulging onto its glistening leathery skin. It looked like a jacked up kangaroo, except meaner looking and fuglier. And instead of a kangaroo, it looked like a lion with no skin had a kid with a hyena with no skin.

Gale struck it again with the same spear throw technique he used earlier. More meat joined the first batch after he made a couple more smokers. Now the whole stone tower area smelled like smoked meat.

It wasn't just for the meat he hunted for. It was also for the bones. The team had broken their equipment. They were amateurs who didn't know how to block or use their equipment properly. Ollie's hand guards were broken, so were Rachel's. All of them also had their spears cracked in weak spots, mostly in the middle. One more bad hit would've broken the spear.

A murmur coming from inside the tower broke his concentration. It was Dmitry's voice, louder than usual. He wiped his hands on his pants and moved toward the entrance. As soon as he stepped inside, the group's conversation stalled.

Dmitry sat in the centre. The man's eyes stared at him.

"Gale, Dmitry was just about to tell us what happened down there," Rachel pointed at the door leading to the basement.

Gale leaned on the cobblestone wall, arms crossed. He nodded, signalling Dmitry to continue.

Dmitry looked away from Gale and stared at the fire. "I saw... I saw a world at war. Not like anything we've known. The people here, they were fighting something... something I can't even describe."

Gale gulped. War? Would that explain the weird descriptions of the forest beasts and predators he had killed? It was obvious the flavour text of those had something to do with this world.

"And then there were the whispers," Dmitry whispered. "Like what Anna heard. I couldn't understand them, but they... they wanted me to go somewhere. Everything was dark, so dark. And cold. Not just around me, but inside, in my bones."

Anna whimpered.

Dmitry's eyes glazed over, lost in the memory. "Then I saw it. A shape, like a person, but... it was wrong. As I got closer, my head started to hurt. It was... it was made of flesh, writhing and moving. Millions of eyes and mouths, all over it. The whispers came from there."

"I tried to fight it," Dmitry's voice cracked. "My spear... it just bounced off. Like hitting metal. And it kept telling me, over and over, to go to the light."

Dmitry's body shook, his eyes fixed unblinking on the campfire in the centre. "The light... the light... the light… the light…"

The older man's eyes snapped to Gale. "You... you were there. In the darkness. You were part of it. You were part of it. You…"

Gale stepped back from the wall. Everyone had turned his way. Eyes looking at him. Just like the orphanage. Their stares looked at him as if he were a monster. 

But no. He wasn't going to run from it.

"What else do you remember?" Gale said.

Dmitry's brow furrowed, concentration etched on his face. "There was... something else. Behind the flesh-thing. Something bigger, older. I couldn't see it, but I felt it. Like it was watching me. Judging me. So many eyes."

Gale also remembered being watched the whole time. Apparitions that took on the form of eyes and mouths. It could be what Dmitry experienced.

"Did it speak to you?" Annett asked, leaning forward.

Dmitry shook his head. "Not with words. But I felt... I felt like it wanted something from me. It wanted something from you."

The graying man's eyes locked onto Gale.
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                "It wanted you, Gale Hathie." Dmitry spoke in a low rumble.

Goosebumps pricked all over Gale's body as Dmitry stared at him with unblinking eyes. He never told anyone his last name. Only the staff at the orphanage had access to his personal files. The whispers knew who he was.

There was something under there that had familiarity with him. Maybe the darkness had told Dmitry his name. It would all make sense. He was the only one that could see through the darkness below.

There was something below that guided him, pulled at him to follow where it led. Instead of just hearing illegible whispers, he heard them clearly in his head, unlike Dmitry or Anna. There was even a slight comforting feeling as the darkness engulfed him.

The entity below wasn't against him, yet that made it all the more dangerous. Those who want something from others always have more motives.

"Guys, I think we need to leave," Ollie said . "This whole thing is giving me the creeps, and I want out."

"I agree with Ollie. Definitely don't want to find out what's down there," Annett picked up her cracked bone spear.

"Wait," Gale held up his hand. "We need to stay here for a couple more days."

"Why?" Anna whimpered. "Why can't we just go?"

Gale furrowed his brows, tone rising to a yell. "Because whatever's down there stayed down there. Right now, our supplies are low, and this place keeps the monsters outside away. Understand?"

Anna looked down without answering.

"Let's stay here. He's right. That thing down there is the enemy's enemy, and that can be our friend in this time."

Rachel's agreement surprised Gale, but also caught him off guard now that he knew the actual saying. She usually went with what most people wanted, though her firm tone suggested that she did agree with him.

"Ok so. Here's what's up. What if that thing down there doesn't stay put? What if it comes up here? We're all dead. It's either the beasts or the deep dark down there. I dunno bout you guys, but I'd rather shoot at something that can be killed." Ollie put his hands up while shaking his head.

Before Gale could answer, Annett spoke up, "Stop the bullshit. Of course you'd say that. You're the only thing that can go down there. Ollie's right for once. We need to get the hell out of here. You really think our survival depends on your choice?"

"You're not surviving alone anymore. You're surviving with a team. We need to follow what is best for all of us, not just for one." 

"I am deciding that for the best of all!" Gale shouted. "I've already done so much shit for this group!"

"Guys, calm down," Rachel said.

"If it weren't for me, most of you would've-" Gale stopped.

"Would've what?" Annett asked. "Come on, say it. It's not like it's far off from the truth."

"We can do those things too. You're not that special. If I had more ammo, I would've. Probably same for Annett if she had her sword," Ollie said.

"Guys! Shut up!" Rachel shouted. The campfire burned even brighter. Ollie and Annett shrank back onto their seats around the light.

Rachel continued, "Gale, are you sure that we'll be safe from that thing down there?"

"I'm sure. It can't exit that door."

"Can you tell us why you think that?" Rachel asked.

"When I felt the door the first time, it had something that felt… different. Like a seal. I can't explain." Gale looked away, not bothering to make eye contact. It was true that the door felt weird. But that was all he could tell. Not sure whether she would believe or not.

"Ok. We stay here just for a couple of more days. I trust Gale." Rachel looked toward Ollie and Annett. "If there's any sign that thing might come out, we move right away. Is that good?"

"I'm fine with it. I'm dipping if I see anything small move that door though." Ollie walked out of the room, pushing the door away with a heavy slam.

"Same with me." Annett leaned her head on the wall behind her.

Gale walked straight out to the forest. Rachel's voice called out to him, but he was already close to the treeline. It was nice Rachel trusted him. Was it so hard for them to just trust his judgement when all of the choices he's made so far got them through all the life and death scenarios alive?

Before, it was just frustration at their incompetence. It was the same with Ms. Molly. This whole situation could've probably been avoided if the staff just listened to him. But no. They all have their own egos.

Yet… it's not like he didn't understand their point of view. No one taught him how to… how to talk. Mom and dad never taught him to how to really talk.

He had no friend to talk to.

Breath of the Void snapped him out of his thoughts. Multiple forest beasts touched one of the tips of the tendrils he'd casted out. They were average-sized and at least one bigger than the previous ones he had killed earlier.

Gale gripped his sabre even tighter. He moved quickly through the trees, not caring about the twigs and branches that whipped past him. He activated Distort and disappeared.

He pounced at them right in the middle. One swing ended the life of the smallest beast by the neck. Another swing decapitated a slightly bigger one. Each swing dropped a forest beast, and multiple notifications dinged in his ear.

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

Then the last one stood alone. The biggest one of the group. Gale dashed at it with no hesitation. The beast swiped down, missing. He had sidestepped just in time, then slid through the legs of the beast.

Swing upwards.

[Awakened Elder Forest Beast felled.]

Some had gotten away from the fight, but Gale didn't care. This whole killing was pointless. Did it feel good to let off steam?

No.

He wanted to just read books. That was always how he'd pass the time when he was lonely, angry, sad, annoyed, or crying. Maybe even when he was happy, he wanted to always fill his eyes with his favourite books or new ones.

I trust Gale.

That was what Rachel said. She agreed with him, but was it because she really believed him or just to keep everyone calm? He didn't know.

The bushes nearby moved. Gale spun around, sabre ready, still invisible. Something was coming.

A massive forest predator pushed through the plants. Its eyes looked around the clearing, and its nose twitched at the smell of blood.

Gale held the sabre tighter.

The forest predator jumped suddenly. Jaws snapped at where his head would've been. Invisibility gave him an advantage as the predator's reactions slowed.

He stepped to the side and sliced with his bone sabre. The blade cut a shallow wound along the beast's side.

He kept moving, not pausing his legs for one second. He felt the ache of the cauterised wound throb hard from the strain.

The beast sniffed constantly, trying to find him. It swung its claws as it turned to face him.

Gale ducked under, air rushed past his hair, then swung the sabre upwards.

It jumped back. A thin line of blood appeared on its patch of skin and fur.

Gale contracted the area of Breath of the Void inwards, letting its influence only cover this small clearing. Everything became clearer. Every muscle and every tiny droplet in its breath was captured by his senses.

His total focus was completely on the beast, and with that, he felt a slight chill enter him, as if the skill itself had seeped into his skin.

The predator moved. Lunged at Gale. Except it was slow. Its claws shovelled up the ground. Each little bit of dirt shoveled up was as clear as day. He could see each blade of grass that was thrown up.

He sidestepped once more. Its large body passed him by. The ten scars of cuts along its flank. A couple of bite marks on its arm. He saw it all as it whooshed by him.

It landed again, and judging from the activation of its muscles, it was a tail whip. That caught him off guard last time. This time, he would just duck. There was no way it was going to hit him moving that slowly.

Gale ran up at the beast's side. Even his body felt slow. The beast opened its jaws to bite where he was going, causing him to sidestep once again.

This whole thing was getting dragged on. The beast wasn't the strongest he's ever faced. But it had more fighting sense than the previous encounters. He was faster than the beast, but he couldn't get a clean hit in.

Again, Gale pounced into a dive to its underbelly. The beast slammed its body down, again forcing him to cut off his approach by stopping his slide and rolling to the side.

No use. But he had an idea. A risky one worth trying. He pushed Distort out of his skin into his surroundings. Two square refractions stood in front of him.

The beast charged at Gale, at the refraction that's slightly to the side. In the last moment before the beast hit the refraction, it changed direction slightly. Its shoulder hit his torso, launching him backward into a tree.

It knew.

That wasn't much of an idea anyway. That was just using Distort like the old way. What were you even thinking? But what if…

Another idea formed as he dodged the beast's tail whip right after its lunge. It could predict him now. Predict what he was even going to do and allow itself enough space to minimize its own damage. Then he would just have to make himself even more unpredictable. The catalyst for that idea would be Alter.

He'd been only using Alter at the beginning of the fight so far. If he could use it mid fight, that would level up his unpredictability by crazy amounts. And by crazy, Gale meant how would that kind of fighting style even look like? There were no fighting styles he knew that could adapt to weaponry changing and adapting in mid fight. That would be a martial artist's nightmare, and this beast had that same feeling of knowing how to fight.

Gale went for another lunge, this time not using Distort. He swung upwards. Willed Alter to extend the blade of his sabre. A headache formed behind his left eye. Dull. However, the skill wouldn't activate.

The beast had dodged. Swing going wide. Gale's stance became off balance.

Shit. It was working. He just lost concentration. Again.

Pounce upwards. Swing downwards. Willed Alter to extend. The beast dropped low. Alter extended the blade slightly. It sliced the beast, only skin deep.

Not enough. Again.

Gale dashed to its side. Swing at its flank. Willed Alter again to extend. Headache exploded. Sword extended. Swing made purchase. However, it met with resistance. The skin and bones were too tough without Phase Touch on the edge.

[Your Alter increased in proficiency…]

The beast swatted him away, launching him to a tree, knocking the air out of his lungs.

Now, he was breathing hard, ragged. It had worked. The dull headache stayed. Now he needed to merge it together with Phase Touch.

Again.

Gale dashed straight towards it. This time, expecting the beast to sidestep. It did, to the right. He swung the sabre to its left flank. Willed Alter to extend. Added Phase Touch to the full edge. Nausea and headache driving bile up his throat.

Slice.

The sabre passed through the beast. It stopped. Gale also. Silence. Both him and the beast looked at each other's eyes for a moment. It collapsed onto the forest floor, a fine line of blood streaking across its entire body.

He walked up to check the body. Poked it with his sabre. Half of its body slid off cleanly.

[Awakened Forest Predator felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Core Density increased.]

[Tendon Core part built. Flexibility and Tensile strength increases.]

Grains of light floated away from the forest predator. They swirled around him before going into his chest. The familiar feeling.

Fist bump. He didn't even know that was a predator. Thought it was just one of the normal beasts. Now, he didn't even need traps to beat one. Though it wouldn't hurt to still use them. Wouldn't hurt to use them all the time. Yeah. Just use them all the time. No point in not using traps if they can be used. Anything to survive. That's right.

He opened his status screen.

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 8/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 15

Efficiency: 4

Essence: 30/100

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.2]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.1]

…

His Efficiency went up by one point. Now, when he used his skills normally, his essence would only drop by 1. Alter also levelled up, now allowing him to change the size mid-fight.

Gale looked back at the beast. It was already cut in half. Compared to the other beasts, half of the butchering was already done. Might as well take it. He hoisted up both halves of the legs onto his shoulders and dragged them along the forest floor.

He trudged to the stone tower. Each step easier now. The wound on his thigh had already healed from the Origin extraction.

As he got near the stone tower, he smelled the smoke coming from the smokers. Rachel, Annett, and Ollie sat right by the entrance of the stone tower. They stared at the beast he dragged.

"Welp. That thing's bigger than anything I've seen before. And it's cut in half like through a butcher's saw," Ollie said.

"Are you ok?" Rachel asked.

Gale ignored them. Didn't matter. He was used to it.
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                A couple of days had passed since Gale killed the forest predator. All the broken or cracked bone armour and spears replaced with new ones. Gale sat by the smokers, collecting the meat into a pouch he had made with the leather of the beasts.

"Is everyone good?" Rachel asked the group just outside of the stone tower.

"As good as we'll ever be, I guess," Ollie looked at Anna and Dmitry. The two that had went down no longer looked pale. They looked more energetic after staying near the campfire for the past couple of days.

"They're fine now," Annett said. "Is our little demon good to go now?"

"Don't call him that," Rachel narrowed her eyes at Annett.

"Just trying to lighten the mood. It was a compliment," Annett said.

"Time to move out then." She turned to Gale near the edge of the border of the stone tower, "Gale, are you ready to go?"

Gale nodded.

"You think the base camp is ok?" Ollie asked.

"They'll be fine as long as nothing as big as the one Gale killed attacks them." Rachel gathered up her belongings, a small pouch and a worn out zip-up hoodie. "Let's think of the best. All of them are also counting on us finding the exit rift."

She was right. No point in worrying about the camp when the whole point of this expedition was to find an exit for them anyway.

"Ollie, you're up." Rachel said.

Ollie took out the red marble. Flicked it up with his fingers. It spun in the air for a second, then dropped down.

11 o'clock.

"Alright, onwards to adventure, my lads. May Najm guide our path and bless us with a fine tavern so we may drink the finest of ales. May he rid us of the interference from the Ancient Entities, whatever whatever." Ollie started walking to where the red marble pointed.

"Shut up." Annett shook her head.

"Wait. Who is Najm? And what do you mean by ancient entities? Can these entities be cut?" Gale asked.

"Don't pay attention to him, Gale. That's just a reference to a stupid game," Rachel put her hand on his shoulder.

"Fine." Gale grumbled, following the rest of the group. Anna, Dmitry, and Alex walked a step behind him. A stupid game they say when there could be more ancient entities like that blue moon over there. These people really had no sense of urgency.

The group walked through the forest for hours. Silence fell on the forest. More eerie than usual. Gale didn't like it. Silence felt like the forest screamed at him, warning him of the danger, yet nothing came. Not like last time.

"Finest ales, you say? Bet you can't even handle your alcohol." Annett smirked directly at Ollie.

"You see, you would be correct if it weren't for something a literal magical device called gun syringe." Ollie said.

"Oh? Relying on external BS to keep your alcohol?" Annett chuckled. "Najm isn't going to like that one."

"Quiet," Gale said from the back. "Can't you hear the silence is too silent?"

"Welp, Najm is guiding our path. Quiet definitely means safe forever until we get ambushed. Ow. What was that for?"

Annett had laughed too much when Ollie said that. "Shut up, that's too much. Laughing might get us caught." Annett looked back at the rear, then sighed. She slowed down during the walk to meet Gale. "Hey, could you… maybe sometime teach me how to make a fire on my own? We have Rachel, but, y'know. Can't really-"

"Yeah, I can teach you. When we get to another break." There was no thought to it. The more people that knew how to be self sufficient the better. He looked back at Anna, Dmitry, and Alex, all worn out from the countless hours of hiking.

"Let's take a break here then. Annett, come on. I'll show you." Gale said, approaching the dry bark of a tree they stopped by. Crouching on the forest floor, he saw bits of small twigs, and small enough branches that could be used for friction. Annett hovered close by to where he crouched, watching him.

"First, bark and its fibre is best for the tinder." Gale ripped off the fibres from the bark he gathered. "Next, friction. We produce heat by rubbing two sticks together."

Gale arranged the two sticks together, rubbing the two in a perpendicular motion. Smoke started coming from the static stick, immediately, he put the fibre on the smoking area and blew. The fibre caught the heat, turning into an ember as it used up the fibre as fuel to become a small fire in his hands.

"There. You got fire. Make sense?" Gale asked, watching Annett's expression. Even as someone as socially inept as him could tell she had fun watching his demonstration.

"You wanna try?" Gale asked.

Annett looked at him, "So first, bark, ideally with fibrey like stuff in it. Then twigs or branches that could be used for friction, right?"

"That's right."

Ollie came over. "Didn't think your muscle head actually had some brain cells to remember all that. Good job."

Annett chuckled at his tease, "I'm still from a family, dumbass."

"Yeah, yeah," Ollie yawned. "Hey, what about those smoker things you use? Wanna show us how to make that one? Really useful, by the way."

"Making fire is enough, showing how to make those things is bothersome," Annett said.

"It's fine," Gale said. He started from the basics of how smokers work, then the ideal way to create a smoker with a pit at the bottom. Both Annett and Ollie were captivated by the demonstration like kindergarten children during story time. Rachel watched over from the side with a soft smile, watching Gale.

Suddenly, a twig snapped from afar. Anna, Dmitry, Alex. Check. Not any of them.

"We should keep moving," Rachel squinted her eyes, her head darting to where the snap came from.

Ollie raised the red marble, falling forward at 12 o'clock.

"This way," he said.

Gale activated Distort in the rear just in case there was anything behind them that tracked them. He let out a Breath of the Void, feeling something tugging at the tendrils of his senses. It wasn't any of the familiar predators of the forest he felt. It was something else, something patient, and he didn't want to find out.

The group pushed forward, pace increasing with Ollie moving faster. Gale kept a watch on Anna and Dmitry as they were the only ones that struggled. Alex was relatively fit and small, allowing her to move easier on the uneven ground of the forest.

A shriek from the sky pierced the air above the canopy. Gale recognized that hell-like voice, the faceless crows he had met at the branch when he first arrived in this world.

A deafening boom shook the forest, shaking every tree around them as leaves rained down. It was the same sound of the blue moon's lance they heard at the giant tree. It had struck something in the distance.

Ollie reached for the red marble in his pocket. His hands shook and shivered as he fumbled, flicking it up into the air. The small orb spun, then fell forward in the direction of where the blue moon's lance had impacted. Everyone paused their legs, looking at Rachel for a decision.

Gale stepped forward. "Whatever the blue moon hit should be dead. Let's keep going."

His words seemed to ease Rachel, but not the others.

"Yeah… let's keep going," Annett's voice audibly trembled.

Ollie didn't even say anything, the same for the 3 mundanes.

The group once again moved through the forest, this time taking point with Ollie at the front. They soon neared the impact site, and the forest had changed. All the trees around here had their bark burnt, blackened as if a fire had broken through this place. Smoke still rose up from the burnt bark, enough to make their eyes tear up.

Gale held up a hand, signalling the others to stop. Just ahead, the trees opened into a clearing. At its centre lay a massive, smouldering crater.

"Stay here," Gale whispered. "I'll check it out."

Before anyone could say anything, he activated Distort on his skin. His body blurred into invisibility and then moved forward.

The scorched earth crunched beneath his feet as he walked up to the crater. He reached the edge, looking down into the bottom. At the centre lay nothing. No corpse, no remains, no blood, no nothing. Just burnt earth.

He crouched, ran his fingers through the burnt earth. Pinched it and held it up to his nose. Smells like charred earth. Sounds about right. Was it even worth licking? Probably not.

A twig snapped behind him. Gale spun around, bone sabre pointed at the potential threat until he saw it was just Rachel.

"Gale? What is it?" she asked.

You scared me, but Gale just shook his head. "It's empty. Like… burnt earth."

Sigh. Couldn't really say anything other than that.

Rachel frowned. "But we all saw the beam. We heard the impact. The Blue Moon doesn't do that for no reason."

The rest of the group came through the clearing after Rachel.

Gale put his sabre away. "We need to keep moving. Whatever happened here, the beam might've hit something that left."

"Agreed. Let's go." Rachel glanced back.

"Well, crazy thing. We gotta go that way," Ollie pointed straight through the crater.

"Lead the way." Gale said.

Ollie took front again, leading the way through the burnt ground. The ground below felt warm through their shoes. Must've been hotter with just bare feet, or even the makeshift shoes that the camp members used.

Dmitry's voice mumbled from the back, audible enough that Gale heard it from the front, though that might just be Breath of the Void feeding him his voice from afar. He looked back, seeing Anna beside Dmitry, walking blankly, staring at the ground behind the older man.

"Can't you make him stop? He's going to attract monsters." Alex tugged at Rachel's sleeve.

Rachel shook her head. "I can't do anything about it. He's already... damaged. Forcing him to stop might make things worse."

Dmitry's voice crescendoed, words now clearer. "The Father shall put the heathens to torment. The spirits shall erase the darkness. The filth of this world shall be cleaned by the angels."

Gale snapped. A person asking to be saved by a god? It was hilarious in this situation when a blue moon could be considered a literal god of this world. He spun to the back, grabbed Dmitry by the collar, and stared.

Dmitry's prayer cut off mid-syllable, eyes locked onto the boy holding him. Then silence.

Gale nodded and let go of the old man. The group continued its hike, and the forest began to change. More and more of the scenery became scorched and destroyed. Towering trees that they once thought couldn't be toppled over laid on the ground with their trunks snapped in half. Half of the trees were burnt, with embers still on their leaves.

Annett coughed, covering her mouth with her sleeve. "What is this place?"

"Should we turn back now? We could just call this a dead end," Rachel said as she saw a hole right through one of the giant trees.

"This has been the strongest pull from the red marble. There's a risk the next whiff it gets will be months away," Ollie said.

"I can deal with one forest predator myself, we should be fine," Gale said.

The group continued trudging through the environment that got hotter, to the point that even Gale had started sweating. That was until in front of them was a giant tree laid on the ground, blocking their path. It was at least 20 feet tall.

"Hold up," Ollie said. He pulled out the red marble again, flicking it up for it to point forward.

Gale looked right and left, but somehow he couldn't see the end of the tree. The group walked right for a couple of minutes until giving up.

Rachel squinted. "We can't see where it ends. We'll have to climb over."

Gale nodded.

"Twenty feet, give or take. Dmitry and Anna first." He moved to the rear, letting out Breath of the Void to scout the area.

Dmitry's hands shook as he gripped the rough bark, his breath ragged as he climbed up. Anna didn't fare any better. She struggled to hold the handholds that were already clear on the bark. Only Alex looked like she was a monkey climbing a tree.

Ollie, Annett, and Rachel climbed behind the trio.

"Careful," Rachel guided Anna's foot to a stable hold in the bark of the wood. "We've got you."

Annett quickly climbed up to where Dmitry was and held him by his belt, supporting him through the climb.

"Just a little further," she said.

The group finished climbing, and then Rachel shouted at the top, "Gale! We're over the tree! Hurry up!"

Gale glanced at the woods once more before jumping up a couple of meters as he dug his hand into the bark. The push lobbed himself over. A single motion was all it took for him to get over to the top.

He saw the view from where they were at. Scorched and burning earth all around, looking much more devastated than on the ground. He grimaced at the reality of it all.

Gale looked down, dropping onto the ground at the other side. He met Rachel's eyes as he softly landed.

Ollie pulled out the red marble again, its glow seeming brighter in the gloom of the ravaged forest.

"This way," he said.

"So much for that tavern," Annett said.

"Ah, but the journey has not ended!" Ollie said dramatically.

Anna's shoulder slumped. She stumbled, coughing violently. Alex moved to support her, but Gale was faster. He caught Anna before she could fall.

"We need to rest," Rachel said, her own voice raspy from the smoke.

Gale shook his head.

"Not here." His eyes pointed to the smoking earth below them. "We need to find clearer air."

They pushed on, their pace slowing as fatigue set in for Anna, Dmitry, and Alex. The forest was still quiet, something wasn't right. Since the beginning, this kind of silence had always led to danger.

After what felt like hours but was likely only minutes, they stumbled into a small clearing. The air here was marginally clearer, and the ground cooler beneath their feet.

"We'll stop here," Gale said, helping Anna sit down on a fallen log. "Catch your breath, but stay alert."

Gale paced the perimeter, examining tracks at the borders of the clearing. Looks like no beast had passed by in the past couple of days. No sign of smaller creatures as well, if they even existed. However, the feeling of being watched still settled on him.

"What do you think happened here?" Rachel asked him as he was crouched examining days old tracks.

"The blue moon… it probably targeted this area repeatedly in the past couple of days. But I don't know what…"

"How did we not hear it?"

A piercing cry shattered the silence. Branches and leaves from the canopy above fell as a giant bird plummeted from the top into the middle of the clearing. It had feathers as deep and dark as a crow's, except with the height of about 2 stories, almost as tall as the tree blocking their way. Where its second wing should have been, only a burnt stump remained.

It turned to Rachel, showing its face with only a thin slit for a mouth and no other facial features. The faceless crow.
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                Anna's knees buckled as the abomination shook the ground when it landed. Alex ran to the trees while Dmitry held his bone spear, screaming some bullshit about the spirits erasing the darkness.

Gale cursed inwardly. Seriously. Every time there was silence in this forest, something huge was going to hit them in the face. They were on the ground, and the blue moon usually does not shoot at things it couldn't see because why would it. He should've known.

Only one thing led to their favour. That bullshit of a bird had one of its wings burnt off. If it could fly, they might as well all pray with Dmitry and hope it killed them painlessly.

The faceless crow moved to the nearest one. And unfortunately, that was Dmitry. It swiped its only wing at the man, sending him flying to a tree. Air knocked out of his lungs.

Dmitry stayed on the floor, unmoving.

Gale's muscles tensed and launched himself onto the crow. "Annett, slow it! Ollie, cover fire!"

Annett's hands glowed with a translucent yellow light. It spread all over the the crow, and its movement became slower as if stuck in molasses.

Ollie emptied a clip of tracing ammunition toward the bird. They streaked across the trees. All of the bullets hit at one spot, and all shattered uselessly against the thick metal-like feathers that covered it.

"Shit!" Ollie reloaded. "This ain't going to work!"

Gale activated Distort, turning himself nigh invisible. He circled the crow. It ignored him, not turning his way. As soon as he got to the place where the stumped arm was, he lunged, putting Phase Touch across the blade of his sabre.

The faceless crow suddenly swung at him mid-lunge, wing meeting his sabre, with the sound of metal clashing against metal.

It had accurately deflected him even when he was invisible and parried his sabre. Gale let out Breath of the Void, shrinking its influence just to the clearing they were in. A feeling gnawed at him that felt more like the click of a thousand times per minute.

Gale lunged one more time to the side, this time into its blind spot under its wing. Again, it saw him somehow and swiped its feathers towards him. The sabre once more clashed with its wing like the ringing of two metals when struck against each other.

That was when he felt it. Its clicking got more rapid as he moved faster. It was echolocating at an incredible frequency.

"Be careful! It doesn't have blind spots!" Gale shouted, deactivating Distort.

Rachel stomped her foot forward and punched. Flames spewed from her hand, directed at the crow.

The faceless crow covered itself with its remaining wings. One flap outwards caused a wind that blew Rachel away, sending her tumbling backward and also extinguishing her flames.

"I can't get close to it, I got nothing to block with," she picked herself up from the ground.

Gale charged again. No other choice but him to be the one taking point on this. Annett and Ollie also couldn't use weapons. This time, he was prepared, knowing that it was echolocating. No blind spots? No problem. Just run at it.

He examined the feathers on the wings. There were differences between the edge of the wing and the feathers in the middle. The middle didn't have the metallic sheen that the edges had.

Gale lunged once more. Sabre slashed directly at its body. Wings swiped at him predictably. But it was all a feint.

He sidestepped, allowing the wing to pass by him with only milimeters apart from his nose from the edge of the metal feathers. During its mid-swing, he pounced at its wing rather than its body.

Birds' weaknesses were always the wings. The phase touched sabre slashed horizontally at the middle part of the wing, passing through with no resistance.

Gale stepped back immediately, allowing himself to regain ground from the monster.

Bubbling and sizzling sounds rose up from the wing where he cut it. Its wings started regenerating immediately, covering up the wound as new feathers sprouted. After it finished, there was no mark left where he had cut it.

"What the fuck!" Gale shouted.

He rolled away as its wingspan covered the distance between him and the bird. More of its swipes went his way as he weaved and dodged through the relentless attacks of the crow.

It was fast, too fast even with Annett's slow applied to it. Ollie had no way to attack it too due to its metal feathers covering most of its body. Rachel had no choice but to stay back. That thing was a death sentence to a martial artist with only her fists.

This monster didn't make sense. Its body was covered in protective feathers that bullets can't go through. Only the middle feathers were weaker, enough so that Phase Touch could cut through them. However, it had no blind spots.

Is this bullshit life joking right now?

Calm down, Gale. Even if it seems impenetrable, there has to be a way.

Impenetrable… that's it. He needed to test where its weakness is.

Gale picked up a stone the size of his fist as he rolled under the crow's wings and whipped it at the head of the crow. It blocked the stone immediately.

Again, he picked up another stone and whipped it once more at its back, where metal feathers covered it. This time, it ignored it.

One more time for confirmation. He whipped two stones, one at the head and one at its body. It ignored the one thrown at its body and blocked the one that came for its head.

That was it.

"Annett!" Gale shouted. "Target its head! Only slow down the head!"

Annett nodded, sweat beading on her brow as she concentrated. The change was noticeable.

The crow moved forward to Annett, however, it stumbled and tripped over its own imbalanced proportions. It looked like a drunkard trying to control its balance.

Chance. Gale dashed forward, dragging his sabre across the grass. Phase Touch spread across the edge of the sabre.

But before he could get near the faceless crow, it looked at him and opened its mouth. Decayed jagged shark-like teeth opened themselves, revealing a singular flesh tube inside its mouth.

Something hit him. A silent wave of sound grounded him, forcing him to kneel.

Rachel threw a punch once again. A fireball flew through the air toward the crow's face. It dodged by letting itself fall onto the ground.

But that did the trick of letting Gale go.

"We need to deal with the face!" he lunged with desperation at the crow's face to end it as quickly as possible. Alter activated before hand, increasing the length of the sabre.

Suddenly, tens of mouths opened themselves across the faceless crow's face. All the mouths that opened up screamed in all directions. This time, an audible sound of metal grinding together in a high pitch blasted across the clearing.

Everyone covered their ears and closed their eyes tightly. However, Gale didn't relent to the scream. One leg forward. The creature screamed even harder. Then he lunged, stabbing his sabre into its head.

The faceless crow thrashed, throwing Gale away. Its movements became erratic, moving randomly throughout the clearing as black blood dripped from where it was stabbed.

Silence fell over the battlefield, and Gale couldn't feel the echolocation clicks anymore. Not after he did a number on its head.

"Our Father, who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come…" Dmitry sprawled on the scorched earth, staring blankly above at the canopy. His voice was weak, but loud against the silence.

The crow's head snapped toward the sound, the only sound in the current location. It lunged at Dmitry.

"Dmitry, shut up!" Rachel screamed.

The crow's talons stabbed themselves right into the old man's heart.

"Deliver us from evil…" Dmitry said as his last breath took away the last words.

"Annett!" Gale shouted, lunging immediately at the crow, Breath of the Void shrinking even more to only a few metres around him. He felt everything and anything. Clarity in his mind as cold seeped into his skin. A chill emanated into his fingers, touching his weapon with resistance.

He circled the beast, aiming one more time at its head.

Translucent golden light enveloped the head. That was the sign.

Gale pounced upwards, making eye contact with Rachel. A wing swiped at him.

A twist of his body sent him downwards to the ground.

Rachel sent a fireball again at the head. Its wings shielded it once more. But it was the chance that Gale was waiting for.

He used all his strength to jump up. Phase touch activated. Sabre cleaving upwards along the base of the crow's wings.

However, the crow swivelled before he could cut off the whole wing. Shit!

Its talon lunged at him.

He barely had time to dodge as its talon stabbed at the space where he'd been standing. Its wings slowly sizzled and pieced themselves back together. Much slower than before.

Gale still needed a new strategy. This was going on for too long.

His eyes fell on the spears strapped to his back. Idea formed. No other options available.

He grabbed a spear, focusing his Alter ability. The weapon grew in his hand, becoming longer and heavier.

He took aim. Every muscle in his body activated. All his joints moved forward to propel the spear.

The spear whistled through the air, aimed at the crow's wing. But at the last second, the creature shifted. That's right. This thing was smart, so make it think I'm aiming for its wing.

Four spears left. He whipped another spear again. Missed the wing again just by a hair.

Gale's eyes met Rachel's. She nodded as if knowing what to do. Dashing low to the ground, Rachel circled the crow as flames engulfed her fists.

She moved in, entering the range of its talons while it was still recovering from the cut. Its talon lunged for Rachel, but she immediately jumped backwards.

Only one foot held its balance now.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted. A fireball grew in her fist. She punched, aiming for the crow's face as she landed on her back from the jump.

Gale had already lined up his spear.

The crow blocked the fireball with its wing, and it was too late. The spear's trajectory was square on the head.

Hit. Too shallow. The spear didn't pass through its skull.

Its talons grabbed Rachel as she screamed.

"Rachel!" Gale shouted.

The crow threw Rachel up and opened its mouth to swallow her.

Time slowed down. One more shot. Gale lined up another shot. Every joint and muscle fibre of his body activated, transferring all that energy onto the spear.

The spear hit the spear already lodged in the crow's skull and finally drilled it through the other side of its skull. The momentum transferred to its head, and the crow dropped sideways.

[Tainted Faceless Crow felled.]

[Tainted Faceless Crow description.]

[A noble guardian of the skies, transformed by the corruption's malevolent plague, consumed by an unquenchable appetite as it sought to restore its lost divinity.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale sprinted towards Rachel, sliding to his knees beside her. His hands trembled as he lifted her up into a sitting position.

"Rachel," he yelled. "Can you hear me?"

Her eyelids fluttered open.

Gale took a deep breath. The torn bits of cloth from her shoulder showed the deep purple bruised parts where the talon held her.

His fist clenched, thinking that if he hadn't found the beast's head as its weakness, this could've turned a lot worse. One or more of them could've died. Or worse, a full party wipe.

"Can you help me up?" Rachel asked.

His hands still trembled as he stood her up. He looked away from her bruises. She didn't die. It's fine. It's going to be fine, Gale, he told himself.

And that reminded him. Dmitry's lifeless body lay in solitude at the opposite edge of the clearing. Gale and Rachel walked over. They saw his expression. It was one of peace with a slight smile.

Why are you smiling, you idiot? You died. Gale clenched his fist.

Dmitry's hands held a small notebook, a half-empty water canteen that definitely held alcohol before, and a few strips of smoked meat he'd given.

Gale's nails dug into his palms. Blood dripped onto the ground. He dropped to his knees, holding onto the old man's arms. It didn't matter if Dmitry was useless. A mundane. Or anything. A life was still a life. He failed him.

First, it was John. Now Dmitry. It could've been Rachel too.

Gale's fist hit the ground, leaving a dent in the charred forest floor. It didn't hurt, though. He can't die from hitting the ground.

"Dmitry, you stupid idiot," he mumbled. "You stupid, stupid idiot. All you had to do was shut your fucking mouth."

Footsteps approached them. Anna, Alex, Annett, and Ollie. They all kneeled down in front of Dmitry.

Rachel put her hand on Gale's shoulder. Warmth spread from her hand. This time, he knew she did that on purpose.

Without another word, Gale stood up. Grabbed a bone spear from his back and walked over a couple of steps near the tree line. He thrusted the spear at the tough ground, using the spear as a shovel.

The others watched in silence. It was a grave. Something they hadn't been able to do for John.

Gale knew he'd grown arrogant. I can deal with one forest predator myself, we should be fine, that was what he said. What a fool he was. It was all an illusion under the gaze of the nigh god-like blue moon of this world. There was always something bigger. Something stronger.

His spear struck once more, hitting stone under the earth.

"We can't let this expedition go to waste," Ollie said. "We can't, not after Dmitry's sacrifice."

Gale paused in his digging, looking up at the group. Their figures told him of their exhaustion. Rachel's hair all ragged from the fight. Annett breathed hard, shoulders slumped. Alex's face was pale from the hike. Anna… she was already broken.

No more arrogance. Not unless he wanted to see her die in front of his eyes.

He continued in silence until it was finally deep enough. He stepped back from the grave. The others moved forward, ready to help lay Dmitry to rest.

"I'm sorry," he said as he carried Dmitry's body into the grave. "But we can't stay here."
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                The last bunch of dirt fell on the grave. No one spoke. No one wanted to. Gale struck the spear down at the grave. Something to remember Dmitry by and something he couldn't do for John. He crouched down and patted the ground with his palms.

"Let's move," he said, standing up and brushing the dirt from his palms.

"Ollie, check the marble again." Rachel tucked in her torn shirt, covering up the bruises.

Ollie pulled out the red marble and flicked it into the air. It spun, then dropped, pointing deeper into the burnt forest.

"That way," he said.

The group fell into formation. Ollie took point, leading up ahead. Rachel stayed close behind him, watching their flanks. Annett was behind her. Gale put himself at the rear, keeping an eye on the three weakest members.

They moved faster than before. Breathing in this area was toxic, giving the members more motivation to move quickly.

"So about Toronto. You guys say 'eh,' right?" Annett asked.

"What about it, eh?" Ollie said.

"Path HQ, right? What's it like working as a corpo?"

"You know, life in the Path wasn't all that bad at all," Ollie said. "Sure, we dealt with some crazy stuff here and there, but it was never boring."

Annett perked up. "What kind of crazy stuff?"

Ollie grinned. "Oh, you name it. Haunted houses that could just be demonic rituals from assholes wanting money. Drug rings of the magical kind that is highly illegal because higher-ups say they're not getting a cut. Had to even bust a couple of human traffickers doing some illegal experiments on poor children. What of it?"

"You sure you weren't in the sideline in all of those?" Annett said.

"No way, my master was throwing me into those situations without a care in the world. And she called it training. I call it, child labour," Ollie said. "She's crazy! I even requested many times to get transferred."

"In Britain, my training was much more... structured," Annett said. "My father focused on sword techniques and mana manipulation. We spent countless hours honing my skills, perfecting each stance and movement until they became second nature."

"Couldn't you just ask Gale to make you a sword, then?" Ollie asked.

Annett put a hand on her chin, thinking for a second.

"Well, you have to pick one," she said after a pause. "Either you have me in the back line supporting you with my slow, or in the front line slashing at those things."

Annett chuckled. "Pretty sure the slow is more important, don't you think?"

Ollie nodded. Gale also agreed. There's no point in having another damage dealer when the utility of her powers amplified their team's effectiveness.

"Good point," Ollie said.

"What's your specialty?" Annett asked. "I mean, you mentioned dealing with all sorts of supernatural threats and all, so…"

"Telekinesis, mostly. I use it for gunslinging. Still a trainee, though, so I've got a lot to learn."

"Gunslinging?" Annett chuckled. "Can't see any of that in how you fight those beasts, though."

"Well, beasts aren't humans. I'm more of a… PvP than a PvE kinda guy," Ollie said. "Besides, one day, I'm going to have a whole buttload of guns. Different guns for different situations. Pistols can't generally do jack against these things. Imagine switching weapons mid-fight, always having the perfect tool for the job. Not to mention, the cool factor."

"Typical North American," Annett laughed.

"What about you, Rachel? Your family's pretty mysterious. What did you do for a living?" Ollie vaulted over a log.

Rachel followed suit, jumping over the log. She fiddled with her fingers, her eyes looking around until she met Gale's eyes, dropping them down to look at the ground.

"I... um… I didn't really do much," she said, stuttering slightly. "My parents stopped teaching me anything when I was twelve. They were strict about keeping me away from the family business."

She paused and bit her lips. Yet the silence stretched on, waiting for her reply. After a moment, she continued, "Mostly just stayed home, read books at the library, and maybe sometimes my butl- my uncle showed me how to do some stuff in the garden. Nothing exciting like you guys. Maybe just going outside and donating to the nearby orphanage was exciting. I loved playing sports with the kids at the courtyard."

Rachel's shoulders hunched slightly. The others looked at each other. Even Gale had found himself interested. She must've been talking about the orphanage he went to, but he never saw her. Though he never did play sports. How did she know him then?

"They never explained why," Rachel continued. "One day, the lessons just... suddenly stopped. And whenever I asked about it, grandma just changed the subject or told me it was for my own good."

She looked up briefly, meeting Ollie's eyes before quickly averting her gaze.

"I know it sounds boring compared to your adventures, but that's... that's pretty much been my life," Rachel said.

It was supposed to be a conversation to lighten the mood of the group, yet here we are. The tightness in her voice was as clear as day. 

She fiddled more with her sleeves, tightening her hand around them. The times he'd fiddled with random objects when put into question by the staff countless of times. Hunched shoulders going even more inward. He knew how it felt.

"Life at the orphanage wasn't great, of course, everyone knows that, though," Gale said. How does one even speak with a clear voice? He seriously needs to do some vocal practice after all of this.

"The other kids... they didn't like that I kept to myself. Beatings were a daily occurrence," he continued. "It wasn't just physical. The isolation, the constant fear on when they're going to start beating you... it wears you down. Makes you question everything about yourself. At least it did for the first couple of months."

He took a look around their tired faces, Anna's breathing was ragged yet she kept on walking. Gale continued, "my parents always told me… to survive. To stay low, blend in. So that's what I did."

Rachel glanced back as she pushed away low branches. Gale didn't know where he was going with the story. Didn't even know why he even bothered butting in just because she felt uncomfortable.

Anna, beside him, reached out, placing a hand on his arm.

"No child should have to endure that." She took a deep breath, then continued. "I was going through a divorce when... all this happened. My husband, he..."

Gale didn't know why she spoke up, but he could somehow understand. The books he read told stories of groups usually sharing their pains or just anything with each other to get through tough times. Tough times, huh, he smirked. Clearly.

"He wasn't a good man," Anna whispered.

"There were... things. Things I tried to ignore for too long. He was constantly drunk, and sometimes it was scary. Weird things would happen whenever he was drunk." Her voice trembled. "When I finally decided to leave, it felt like I was breaking free from a cage."

"I was on suicide watch," Alex spoke up next, a tone too lively for what she said. "Depression. It's funny because it's like a monster that eats you from the inside out. That's probably why even if I die right now, I feel that it would've been useful to you all that I did something. I wanted to leave a mark that would say I was brave for toughing it out. Toughing life out, even as life beats you up. Y'know?"

"We should keep moving," Gale said after a small pause. "It's not safe to stay in one place for too long. Hike faster to just find this damn exit."

Ollie approached Rachel from the front. "Hey… sorry about earlier," he said. "I didn't mean to pry. Didn't realise your family… uh… you know."

Rachel offered him a small smile. "It's okay. It's just... complicated. It's nothing bad."

Annett joined them. "So, Ollie, tell me more about this telekinesis of yours. How does it work with guns?"

Ollie launched into an animated explanation with finger guns. "Well, you see, I'm trying to master an auto lock-on for my guns. Using telekinesis, I adjust my aim instead of having to look down the barrel."

"But aren't there already homing mags?" Rachel asked.

"Homing mags call for the use of ether just for accuracy, and that's a waste. What if I could use high-pen fire bullets with auto-lock on? Wouldn't that be sick?"

"Why would it be sick? Does it make you feel ill?" Annett said.

"Wow, you are a sheltered one, aren't you? Sick means cool. Amazing. And of course that shit would be so amazing. No need to waste money on goddamn weak homing bullets." Ollie fired his finger guns at the forest around.

"Anyways, it's all about focus and intention," Ollie continued. "I visualize what I want to happen, and then I channel my Ether to make it a reality. With guns, it's like having an extension of my own body. I connect two points of my telekinesis into each other, and then BAM. Locked on for days."

Ollie picked up two separate small rocks, throwing them up into the air. The cylindrical rocks glowed a slight blue for a flash of a second. A fine line connected both of them, snapping their ends towards each other.

"And that's not all! Engraving spells is my specialty, although a pain in the butt," Ollie continued as the two rocks gently fell to the ground. "Engraving this lock on mechanism to a bullet, all I have to do is lock onto a target, and the bullets themselves can adjust the barrel to the target's location."

Annett's eyes followed the last few leaves as they settled. "You see… that would be impressive if you actually did all those things."

"If someone hadn't destroyed all my gun syringes, I wouldn't be in such a tough spot," Ollie grumbled. "You owe me a thousand a pop for each of those, that was like 10."

"My sword was more than a hundred times that amount. You gonna pay for that too?" Annett said.

"Fair point, but that was your fault." Ollie walked faster in front, now avoiding Annett.

The group continued their journey. Gale felt the mood slightly lifted by Ollie's telekinesis display. Breath of the Void told him there were no enemies near them, so it was all fine.

Gale took to behind Ollie this time while Annett dropped down to the rear.

Ollie held the red marble and then flicked it into the air. It suddenly jerked to the right, dropping down onto the forest floor.

"This way," Ollie picked the red marble back up. "Follow me, ladies."

As they trudged through the dense undergrowth, Rachel fell into step beside Gale, not even hiding that she had her eyes to her side looking at him. Even if she hid it, he would've known. Breath of the Void would've told him so. He had no blind spots thanks to the skill, he distracted himself with such thoughts.

"Gale," Rachel whispered softly. "I was wondering... do you remember much about your parents?"

Of course, I remembered everything from my parents. I wouldn't be the beast that I am without their guidance. But clearly, that wasn't the right thing to say.

"Every day was about survival with them. From dawn to dusk, we trained, prepared, fought," Gale said, unsure what else to say. That was really his whole life. "My father... was relentless. Said the world wouldn't give me a break, so neither would he."

"And then?" 

Wasn't that enough? He sighed before continuing, "One time. My hands were bleeding from hours of practice. Blisters had formed and burst. But... he made me keep going. Said pain was just weakness leaving the body."

"That's... that's awful, Gale. I'm so sorry."

"It made me strong. Made me survive. And look at how I am now. A beas-I mean a survivor. I think."

Gale gulped. Please don't ask anymore. He didn't know what else to say, and he didn't want to not answer her. But in truth, he actually just didn't know what kind of details she wanted.

"I want to tell you something…," she said as her voice trembled. Gale's head moved to look at her side view.

Rachel rolled up her sleeve, revealing a small scar along her forearm. "When I was little, my fire... it used to burn me. Every time I used it, I'd end up hurting myself."

He reached out to touch the scar.

"Hey, I didn't say you could touch it," Rachel laughed.

He pulled back, but her hand caught his hand.

"I was joking. It's ok."

Her hand dragged his finger on top of the scar, brushing it along. Thickened skin, but felt tender at the same time. He took back his hand after.

"Does it still hurt?"

Rachel shook her head. "Not anymore. Back then when I burned myself, it felt like it was always burning even though they said it was just my imagination. It was terrifying, but I wanted to learn more… until my parents... they stopped teaching me after I learned how to avoid burning myself. That was it. No more training, no more practice."

She traced the scar with her finger. "This used to be much bigger. I always hid it in public. It's ugly, right? Haha."

"It's healing?"

Rachel nodded as she formed a slight smile. "Ever since we came to this forest, it's been getting smaller. The more I use my powers, the more it fades. It's like... like something within me is freeing itself up. Do you know what I mean?"

Gale nodded. It was like him. He didn't have any scars, but he felt free in this forest. No obligations. Everything was simple. Before being transported, he felt like he'd always have to lay low, forever, even after he entered the real world that the grown-ups called 'workplace'.

"Hey guys… the forest up ahead is just dead trees," Ollie suddenly called out.
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                Gale's boots crunched on the dry soil. Two different environments met each other at a border. Behind him, a lush, vibrant forest that felt damp and humid. In front, a dead forest that had no leaves on the trees. The trees in both forests were of the same size, except they were not alive.

A new environment posed a different challenge to Gale. There could be different types of monsters here, yet he saw no marks, no tracks, no nothing. Maybe the soil was too dry to leave any prints, but no. Dad had even taught him how to track animals through sandy deserts. They'd still leave something for him to be able to track.

His eyes caught a blurry pattern on the dried up soil. Getting closer to it, he brushed away the surface dust. Pinched the soil and rubbed his fingers together. The soil was compressed. Something hard passed by with a print that was smaller than the beasts.

"What are you doing?" Ollie asked, crouching down as well.

Gale ignored him. He pinched another part of the soil and put it close to his nose. There was a hint of a familiar smell. Lick.

"Dude, what the hell," Ollie scurried back.

"Shush, Gale's on to something," Rachel said.

Gale stood up. "There's humans that passed by here that used leather shoes."

"Woah, how can you tell?" Annett asked.

"It smelled and tasted like leather, and the dirt was compressed, but the depression didn't have the usual softness at the edge like a beast would."

"Wait, so you're saying there's survivors? We have to find them!" Rachel said.

Gale patted both of his hands on his pants. Finding other survivors? That's crazy talk. There's a high chance they are hostile. And the shoes they used were probably hand crafted. Something about this didn't feel right. How would they eat or drink in this dry dead land?

"Wait," Annett said. "We don't know who these people are or what they're capable of or if they're even friendly."

Ollie nodded, side-eyeing Annett. "What if they have an Aurian and destroy my only weapon left?"

"You're the one that broke my sword, idiot." Annett crossed her arms.

Anna stepped forward. "Usually I'd agree, but our survival has to come first. We can't risk everything for strangers."

Rachel looked to each of their faces. "But there's people too. They could maybe-"

Annett held a hand out to stop her. "Look, your thoughts are admirable. But in rift runs, survival always comes first. Rescue operations are secondary."

"What do you think, Alex?" Gale turned to the only one who hadn't talked yet.

Alex's mouth opened and closed before finally saying, "Maybe... maybe we should scout first? See who they are before we make a decision."

Gale blinked, surprised by the suggestion. He thought the small girl would've caved in to the majority and not followed through with Rachel's wants. It was better than just knocking straight at the enemy's door and also just leaving potential survivors.

"Alex is right," Gale said. His own suspicion was still just a suspicion. "We aren't taking chances with these people. We'll move carefully. Any sign of danger, we run. Immediately."

"What do you mean?" Rachel eased her clenched fist.

"When people are desperate, they do things. Crazy things. It's like that old book, 'Lord of the Flies.' When people are put in a survival situation, anything's fair game. And you never know how much of their sanity is left."

"Fine," Rachel said. "We'll scout first. But if they need help, we help."

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Gale said. "Ollie, you're mobile enough. We'll scout. Follow these tracks, see where they lead. The rest of you, find a safe spot to set up camp. We'll be back before nightfall..." he looked up. Still night. "Relatively nightfall."

Gale and Ollie got ready, putting down their extra luggage of smoked meat but keeping the leather water pouch. Rachel caught Gale's arm as he was about to leave.

"Be careful," she said. "And... if you do find them..."

"We'll do what we can if we can do anything," Gale said, letting her hand fall off from his arm.

The two boys set off across the dead forest. Dry leaves scattered the forest floor, crunching with each step. Twigs cracked loudly whenever he stepped on one. All of these were fuel for a potential forest fire. A dead forest fire, the most dangerous one.

Ollie followed Gale as he led. Every now and then, he crouched to examine the tracks. Getting closer. Fresher tracks went forward. He didn't even need the red marble.

"Look," Ollie pointed ahead.

A manmade structure up ahead, visible through the dust blowing up and dead trees. Breath of the Void's tendrils caught movement up ahead around the structure. Gale's hand went up immediately, signalling Ollie to stop. Both of them crouched behind a fallen log.

Gale sent over the tendrils through the haze of ash. A thick stone wall stood tall in contrast to the desolate forest. A medieval gate made of iron with iron stakes at the bottom and all. It was a clear sign of long-term human habitation. These weren't the survivors that Rachel was looking for.

Their technology was much more advanced than just people who got dropped into this world like them. There's a chance these people have lived here for longer. Remembering the camp's crude wooden walls and poor living conditions, it was the difference between cavemen and modern cities.

"We should head back," Gale whispered.

"Why? I haven't seen anything yet," Ollie said.

"Trust me. These aren't survivors." Gale glared at him.

"You sure? Let me see first." Ollie moved up, but Gale's hand caught his shoulder.

"It's dangerous."

"Ok, ok, if you say so." Ollie sighed.

The two retreated carefully, trying to make as little sound as possible as per Gale's suggestion. They retraced their steps through the desolate forest and then found the resting area where Rachel, Annett, Alex, and Anna sat.

Gale saw the campfire. No stones around the fire at all, nothing to keep the flame from spreading. He quickly stamped out the fire, kicking up dirt on it.

"Hey, what gives?" Alex said.

"Fire hazard."

"Sorry." Rachel looked around, taking in the view of all the dry material that could catch fire. "Did you find anything?"

Gale took a deep breath. "There's a settlement. Walls, people, lots of people. I say it's dangerous."

"Are you sure?" Rachel looked at Ollie.

Ollie put his hands up. "I dunno. I never got close enough to see anything, but he did. Not gonna argue about it though."

"So Ollie never got close enough. How are you so sure those people are dangerous?" Rachel stepped once into Gale's space.

Because we'd need to talk to those people, and they might have other intentions. Didn't she listen to him earlier talk about Lord of the Flies?

"Something doesn't feel right. That's enough evidence," Gale stepped forward as well.

"It doesn't matter, we can talk to them. We just have to go there and see for ourselves," Rachel looked to Annett. "Right?"

Annett shook her head. "It's too dangerous. We don't know anything about these people."

"But again, it doesn't hurt to talk to people who can actually talk instead of, I don't know… the beasts that can't talk?" Ollie said.

Anna hugged herself, looking small. "What if they're hostile? Just like Annett when we first met her?"

"Again, that was just a misunderstanding. I just saw… that guy." Annett crossed her arms.

"Hey! You attacked me first!"

"Because you shot at me!" Annett said.

The settlement could be a trap, a haven, or something in between. How could these people not see it? They already had enough people to worry about, and now they want to worry about more people.

"Fine. We go," he said. "But I'm totally against this."

"We'll approach carefully. The moment I see danger, we can go out, ok?" Rachel looked at him, asking for an answer that he didn't know how to give.

"Nnnn." he said, if that was even an answer.

Rachel looked to the others and said, "Keep your guards up just in case. If we get inside, stick together."

"Got it," Ollie said.

"Let's take a look at this 'settlement' as he calls it," Annett said.

The group picked up their items and hiked to where Gale and Ollie went. It already wasn't that far. Just a couple of hundred metres close to the edge of the lush forest.

"This is where he stopped me. Couldn't really see anything from here," Ollie fake smiled to Rachel.

"Well, Gale's senses are sharper than ours. But we still need to check." Rachel continued walking forward. "This way, right?" she asked, looking to Gale.

He nodded.

The group continued, cresting a hill. This time, they saw human footprints with actual boots.

"So, the boy who lived with the wolves is right. Or maybe lived with the beasts." Annett forced a laugh. "Don't know if I should be nervous about this. What if Gale's right?"

I am right. I think. The situation screamed of the books he read, so maybe he's not. Now I'm starting to doubt myself.

They crested the final hill, and the settlement came into view. The tall stone walls greeted them, standing multiple stories wide, at least 30 feet. Interesting height.

Gale spread the tendrils of his senses beyond the walls. 20 feet thick. Interesting thickness. Clearly medieval inspired. Tendrils spread further, and he felt tens or even hundreds of people inside. Each one of them carried no exact expression from what Breath of the Void said to him.

Suddenly, the gate thudded and rose up. Chains clanged together as it opened. Once fully open, a figure appeared. He walked to the group, the figure becoming clearer. The man was tall, taller than Annett, who was the tallest in the group. Graying hair, neatly trimmed beard. He looked young, but the fine lines around his smiling eyes didn't say so. His clothes were white with deep blue trimmings that looked to be a priest's outfit. It was hard to tell whether the clothes were based in this world or back on Earth's design. One thing was for sure, Gale didn't like the smile he showed. Breath of the Void whispered to him that the man wasn't smiling, yet he was visibly smiling.

"Welcome," the man called out, spreading his arms in welcome. His voice somehow carried itself through the clearing. "I'm Elliot, leader of Blue Haven."

The way he talked, the way he smiled, the way he spread his arms as if he was a saviour. All of it bothered Gale. And his face was punchable. He never did like characters with a messiah complex.

Rachel stepped forward. "Thank you. I'm Rachel, and this is my group. We've been travelling for a couple of days and stumbled upon this place. May we come in to talk?"

Great, now tell him about our camp, and maybe he'll take that too, Gale couldn't say. It was the first time he saw her smile that much since the beginning she met her in the forest.

Elliot's smile widened, showing teeth. "Of course, of course. Haven is always open to those in need. Please, come inside."

The group moved towards the gate, entering it through the small gate that could only fit humans. Gale kept his eyes on Elliot, observing him with all his might. Anything the man did, he would know. Any kind of hesitation or weird behaviour, his eyes were wide open.

Inside, Rachel and the group awed at the activity. A man moved two buckets on a plank balanced on his shoulder across the street. A window opened just as an old lady brought out a pie to cool under the cool breeze of the eternal night. The street itself was paved with stone just like in medieval settings, except better, as there was clearly some sort of sanitation system in this place. It looked so normal, so civilized, betraying what Gale saw from Breath of the Void of the blank faces. Each one had the same expression of people during rush hour.

Elliot led them down a wide street, gesturing to the building they had passed and then pointing down the street to the left. "Our kitchens are there, and over there is our infirmary. We can treat most wounds as long as it's not fatal. The offer is there if you want."

Rachel's eyes beamed, taking in all the view. "This is… amazing. How long have you settled here for?"

Elliot laughed, "We've been here for quite some time. I can't tell exactly, but we've been here for years. This world is harsh, and we can't even tell night from day. There's no way to count."

Gale's ears pricked at that. Settling here for years meant that they had flourished in the harsh landscape before them. It meant that not everyone arrived at this place at the same time. These settlers knew more than them when it came to this world.

He noticed other details that set his nerves on edge. The villagers moved with a strangeness to them. It felt like the way they entered the settlement was a script to show how bustling it was. And everywhere they went, he felt eyes on him. Not the kind of eyes where you'd just pass people. The kind of eyes that drilled behind his head.

"Here we are," Elliot stopped at a large building that said 'Inn'. They all went inside and saw the neat furniture and clean wooden windows that opened outwards. A freshly swept porch. Yet it made it all the more suspicious, as though it was just cleaned up not but minutes ago.

"Our guest quarters. You'll be comfortable here while we prepare the hall to discuss."

Huh? Discuss what?

"Thank you," Rachel said.

Elliot's smile widened. And there it was again. His teeth bared as he smiled.

"It's my pleasure," Elliot said as his gaze swept over the group, settling on Rachel. "We're always happy to welcome new members to our family so we can all survive this hell together."

As Elliot left, the group settled into their lodgings. Gale's unease grew. He paced the room back and forth, his eyes switching and staring from window to door, like a cat waiting to defend against an attack.

"Something's not right here," he said. "Did you see the way the people moved? Like they were all following some unheard rhythm. It feels scripted."

Rachel sighed, shaking her head. "Gale, you're just being too paranoid. This place is lively and welcoming. Maybe you're just not used to being around so many people after living alone for so long."

Annett nodded. "I think everything's fine. What's the deal?"

In the corner of the room, Anna huddled. Her eyes went wide and unfocused.

"The eyes, the eyes, the eyes," she muttered repeatedly.

Alex edged away from her. "Rachel, she's starting to do it again. I don't like it."

Ollie, seemingly oblivious to the tension, lounged on a chair.

"It's too bad we didn't see any pretty girls around," he said.

Annett rolled her eyes. "Oh, please. You're already surrounded by some of us. What more could you want?"

"Seriously? A giantess, a crazy girl, a suicidal girl, and..." Ollie said as his eyes turned to Rachel but didn't continue his words.

"There's just... a feeling. Things may not be as they seem. It's too good to be true," Gale said.

"I don't feel any other signatures other than us here," Annett pointed out. "If there was something off, wouldn't we be able to tell?"

Ollie nodded. "Yeah, I haven't seen any sign of Ether usage or anything unusual."

"Then how were they able to defend this place? Think about it. We've seen what's out there. How could they survive without some kind of edge?"

Rachel fully opened the window. "The stone walls are much sturdier than the wooden ones we had back at the encampment. That could explain a lot."

"And they have way more people," Alex added. "Way more able-bodied men to fight off threats. Most of ours are women, children, and old people."

Gale shook his head. "It's not enough. Something is odd. Why aren't they trying to find an exit? This place could've taken years to build. How long have they been here?"

Rachel stepped closer to him, placing a hand on his arm. "Enough, Gale, please. I really think they're good people. We can rescue all of them and find an exit together. Let's not look for problems where there might not be any."

He wanted to argue, but the way she said it, while her eyes pleaded with him, made it hard to argue.

Fine. He would investigate this himself. Dad did say, When in doubt, find evidence. Hard proof no one can deny. He remembered dad's fights with mom, arguments under the stars that she always seemed to somehow… win anyway… He shook his head. He needed evidence. That'll show them.


            

    
        Chapter 29

    
    
    
    
                A long conference table made of dark wood that clearly came from the lush dark forest. Rachel sat on one side of the table, with Gale beside her, and an old man smiling with his teeth at the other side of the table. The board creaked as he shifted his weight forward, staring directly at each micro expression of Elliot.

"You still haven't explained how you managed to build all this," Gale said. "A settlement this size in the middle of monster-infested territory? It doesn't add up."

Elliot kept on his smile. "As I said, we're resourceful. Necessity breeds innovation."

Rachel tugged at Gale's sleeve. "Maybe we can ask more about advice rather than-"

"And what about the dark forest?" Gale said. "How do you kill those garba-I mean beasts?!"

"We avoid it," Elliot said. "Blue Haven is our sanctuary. We have no need to venture into such dangerous areas."

"So you're saying you haven't encountered ether users or magicians, whatever you call them, like in the movies?! What if a beast comes here?"

Elliot's laughed. "Ether users? My boy, we're simple folk here. We rely on our walls and our wits. The saying goes that wit is mightier than the sword."

"That's not an answer," Gale slammed the table. "You can't tell me no one here has any abilities."

"I can assure you," Elliot said, "that Blue Haven is the safest place you could hope to find in this world. Why do you think we call it a haven?"

Gale watched the man speak through his teeth, as if he was saying the most obviously honest thing that someone had ever said. It felt rehearsed. Scripted. Like everything in this damned settlement. Even the citizens had blank expressions in their eyes when he looked away for just a second, but not Breath of the Void. That skill told him everything. I'm definitely not paranoid.

"Elliot, have you found any exit rift so far?" Rachel asked softly.

"I don't even know what that is. Care to explain, young lady?" Elliot asked.

There it was. The teeth again, even though it was already there before. The old man looked at her face for a second too long! That definitely wasn't normal.

"In Aur, when we enter into a rift like the one we're in, there'll always be an exit… you can call it an exit portal to go back home," Rachel said.

"But my dear, we are already home, and you can join us," Elliot replied.

"But I'm telling you we can go back home. Why not go home?" Rachel said.

Elliot clasped his hands together. "The people love it here. There's simply no reason."

"But don't they wanna go home?" Rachel said.

Elliot leaned back in his chair, a serene smile playing on his lips. "But why leave? Life here is better than it ever was on Earth. We've built something special, something safe."

Definitely a punchable serene smile if he hasn't seen one before.

Rachel stood up, balling her fist. "Safe? There's monsters out there that can destroy this place!"

"But they didn't. And we've learned to defend against those monsters already," Elliot said. "Tell me, Rachel, what awaits us back on Earth? More violence? More corporate and political corruption? Here, we have a chance to start anew. Start a new civilization."

"This isn't our world. The quality of life here isn't as good for the people as compared to back then." Rachel said.

This was going nowhere fast. The man clearly wouldn't say any more than what he was scripted for. But he was right. This place had no corruption. No bureaucracy. Then the best solution to find out whether it has no corruption or bullshit is to blend in—

"—I think Elliot has a point," Gale cut in.

Rachel and Ollie turned to him.

"What?" Rachel said in an exasperated voice.

"This world changed us. Made us stronger. Maybe staying isn't such a bad idea." Gale said.

"But weren't you just asking a lot of questions too earlier?"

"He's right though. I experienced the bullshit Elliot's talking about in that place you call home."

Rachel stared at him after he said that for exactly 10 seconds. He made sure not to reveal anything in his expression.

"See? Even your friend sees the potential here." Elliot's smile widened.

"Gale, you can't be serious," Ollie said. "After everything we've been through to find a way home? All the dangers we faced was to find a way back home."

"I'm just saying we should consider all our options. I'd rather stay alive than dead."

"And you think that staying here is an option? Really, Gale?" Rachel asked.

"Sturdy walls. More able bodied people that can defend. Food and-"

"I thought you wanted to go back home too. Was that… a lie?" Rachel clenched her hands on the table.

"Well, you thought wrong." Gale looked away, not meeting her stare anymore. 

Elliot raised a hand. "Let's not fight. I propose a compromise. Those who want to stay can stay. Those who wish to leave are free to do so."

"And what about your people?" Rachel said. "Will you let them make that choice?"

Elliot spread his arms wide. "Of course. You're welcome to try to convince them to leave. I have nothing to hide."

That wide armed stance. Goddamn acting like a messiah, huh? I'll get you.

"Fine," Rachel said. "We'll talk to the people. Everyone deserves to know that there's an exit out of this hell hole."

Elliot nodded graciously. "By all means. You'll find them quite content here. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to."





Gale's eyes followed Rachel as she vanished into the crowd, her voice fading as she approached each passerby.

"So, you staying here in Blue Haven?" Ollie asked beside him.

Gale turned to face him, his expression completely blank. "Maybe life here might be better than the forest. Elliot's right. Maybe we've got a new chance."

His eyes drifted to the buildings outside the window. A child ran through the street, smiling, laughing, and a blank face when he saw her through Breath of the Void. On the surface, it looked positive. But the orphanage also looked positive on the outside. Assholes.

"I don't buy it," Ollie said. "You're not the type to abandon people you've been through hell with."

Gale knew there was no way he could spill the details right now to Ollie when everyone in the square was looking and listening in on them. His father always told him to not alarm your enemies when attacking them.

He took a step closer to Ollie, whispering, "You don't know me. Remember what I told you about Earth? The bullying?"

"I learned the hard way, you have to look out for yourself first," Gale said. It wasn't totally a lie. The taunts, the isolation, the desire to disappear into the forest and just read books all day. He did want to run away from it all.

However, that wasn't reality. He wanted to stay with Rachel, but her method was too naïve. Elliot played her like an adult playing along with a child's fantasy. The villagers were never going to give her what she wanted if they even bothered to talk to her.

Gale walked to the door to exit, leaving Ollie behind. As soon as he was out of sight, he activated Distort, bending the ligth around him until he became nigh invisible. He moved silently through the streets, avoiding the citizens that moved about even if they couldn't see him.

Rachel came into view as he watched her approach people. A man hauling wood stopped as she said hello to him.

"Sir, do you have a moment to talk?" Rachel asked.

The man paused, wiping sweat from his brow. "What can I do for you, miss?"

Rachel's eyes looked around, taking in the busy scene of the man chopping up wood. "Do you happen to know how to leave this world? To go back to Earth?"

"Oh, we're all quite busy here, keeping everything in tip-top shape. Life is good here, why would we leave?"

The man's smile never wavered, just like Elliot's.

"What if I told you that you could leave?" Rachel asked.

"Leave this paradise? No thank you." The man began walking away.

Rachel's shoulders slumped slightly. She thanked the man and moved on to another target, a child eating a muffin.

Rachel crouched down to the child's level. "Hey there, where's your mom?"

The child looked up, eyes wide. Acting innocent. Most definitely acting innocent.

"My mom didn't make it," the child replied. That was all the child said before returning to walk along the path while eating her muffin.

Rachel's expression saddened. She stood slowly, her eyes searching the crowd again until they landed on another person, an older woman.

"Excuse me," Rachel approached her. "What do you do for a living here in Blue Haven?"

The older woman looked at Rachel with a smile. "Oh, I bake for the children and men. It's a wonderful job, dear."

Rachel leaned in closer. "Have you ever thought about leaving? Going back to Earth?"

The woman chuckled, shaking her head. "At my age? I'd be doing the same thing there as I am here. There's no point in leaving, is there?"

Again, she moved on. Now this time, a man carrying woodworking tools. A carpenter.

"Sir, if you had the chance to go back to Earth, would you take it?"

The man paused and smiled at Rachel, tools clanking together from the sudden stop. "Life is good and simple here. Why go back?"

Rachel, you're nice. Too nice, but why couldn't you see they all had the same smile, same amount of teeth? Heck, even their replies had no effort. Would normal people not ask more rather than just outright rejecting statements? She should've seen the wrongness of it all.

Gale shook his head, slipping away from the street, leaving Rachel to her own devices. Breath of the Void guided him through the street and settlement, focusing on a single entity: Elliot.

He found Elliot near the outskirts of Blue Haven, near the walls. Two men stood in front of him, side by side. Breath of the Void followed Gale's will automatically, tendrils spreading out to eavesdrop on the conversation.

"...can't let them leave," Elliot said. "It's almost time. She needs a new one, soon. And we need more supplies. Don't make mistakes this time. The cycle must continue, or we'll lose everything. That means everything."

One of the men, a burly, stocky figure with wide shoulders, also with graying hair, nodded.

"What about the newcomers?" the burly man asked.

"Useful... and they showed up just in time. We can't let them leave. Drew, you know what to do," Elliot said. "They're strong. But the redhead looks to be her majesty's liking."

The smile on Elliot's face that he had shown the group was no longer there, replaced by a blank expression that he clearly saw with Breath of the Void.

The third man, younger and leaner, looking more like a boy, flinched at the mention of the redhead. "But sir, won't her disappearance raise suspicions? The others might start asking questions."

Elliot waved a dismissive hand. "You worry too much, Marcus. We'll do what we always do: make them forget. By next week, they'll be under my control as well."

Rachel.

Gale's suspicions had been right on the mark. Wisdom from books always wins. Blue Haven wasn't a sanctuary. It was a trap for the naive that think this place is perfect.

"Marcus, prepare the altar. We'll need it ready when the blue moon rises," Elliot said.

Marcus nodded. "Yes, sir. And the others?"

"Keep them distracted," Elliot replied. "Use whatever means necessary. We can't risk them stumbling upon our plans."

Drew shifted his weight. "What about the boy? The feral looking one?"

Elliot's eyes showed his teeth again under his lips with a smile. "Him? Don't worry about him. I'd say… he's one of us."

Gale remembered Annett and Ollie mentioning their fight against each other. If Elliot and his men possessed any abilities at all, a direct confrontation could be disastrous. He was strong, but even he couldn't take on multiple Ollies or Annetts at once, especially not in the heart of their territory.

This required a different approach. Strategy over brute force. Books over brain.

"The girl's screams will make for quite a spectacle," Elliot laughed like the creepy old man he was. "Perhaps we should save her for last, make it a grand finale. But alas, she has specific tastes."

The burly man chuckled. "Always did have a flair for the dramatic shit, didn't ya, Elliot?"

"You'll eventually learn to appreciate the finer points too," Elliot replied. "Now, go. We have a lot to prepare before the blue moon rises."

As the men dispersed, Gale remained rooted to the spot. He needed to warn the others, to get them out of Blue Haven before it was too late. But how? Rachel was already out there, spreading the word of her own messiah. He needed to somehow play it cool less he risk tipping off Elliot and his cronies.

More evidence, more chances to win against Rachel's naivety, and what do you know, Marcus was the perfect one to follow.

The boy moved, making his way through the settlement. Gale followed closely, silently, like a snake.

Finally, he arrived at a building not too far from where the three had talked, but still far from the bulk of the settlement. The building had an unobstructed view of the sky. No trees in sight blocking it. No buildings that might cast a slight shadow from the blue moon.

Marcus glanced around behind him before producing a key from his pocket. The key clicked, and the door swung open with a creak.

Gale slipped through the door just before it closed. The interior was dark. A few candles placed here and there lit the interior dimly.

The smell hit him first. Blood, piss, and shit all at the same time. And then he saw it all. The room was filled with an array of strange instruments. Chains with a hook on each end hung from the ceiling, their links stained dark with what could only be blood. Wooden slats lined the walls, covered in numerous knives, hooks, and other tools that could be, and probably were, used for torture.

In the centre of the room, an altar stood. Its surface was etched with what looked like a crude eye. It was the only thing that wasn't lined with blood in the room. A hole in the ceiling let the blue moon's light in, bathing the altar in a blue hue.

Marcus approached it, running his hand along the edge, then smelling his hands after.

"Soon, your majesty," he mumbled. "Soon, you'll feast again on those who outshine you, princess."

Well, that's creepy.

Gale turned his head to the ceiling. The blue moon was certainly a monster in its own class. Blue lances spewed out from its eyes. But why were they sacrificing humans to it?

He needed to act, and fast. But as he turned to leave, the wood creaked under his weight.

Fuck.

"Who's there?" Marcus whirled around, reaching for the hilt of the dagger at his belt.

Gale froze.

Marcus took a step forward, drawing the dagger.

"I know you're here, don't fuck with me. I'm awakened," he growled. "Show yourself, or I'll-"

Gale met Marcus's advance with a lunge. Bone sabre swung. Sliced cleanly through the boy's throat.

A spray of blood hit Gale’s face as Marcus staggered back, hands flying to the wound. A gurgling noise bubbled from his lips.

Gale followed him down, pinning his thrashing body to the floor. He clamped one hand over Marcus’s mouth to silence him and used the other to tear the boy’s hands away from his own bleeding throat.

Marcus’s heels drummed a frantic rhythm against the ground but stopped as Gale put more weight to stop the noise. His whole body convulsed under the weight.

Tears ran down Gale's cheeks. Stay still. Please, stay still. Then, he went still.

Life faded…

[Awakened Marcus fell.]

[A loyal subject of the crown princess of the Lord.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]


            

    
        Chapter 30

    
    
    
    
                The boy below him stopped moving. No more life in the eyes. Blood splattered all over Gale's hands as he took them away, looking at the deep red.

Different from the black gooey blood of the beasts. This was real blood, smelling like iron. A gag reached up to his throat, forcing him to cover his mouth, but the smell pushed up the bile from his stomach further upwards.

Gale swallowed, forcing it down. Tears ran down from his cheeks. He looked around. There had to be something to wash it all off. The bucket lay under the table, under the torture devices hung on the wall.

He dipped his hands into the water, desperately scrubbing off the blood. Next was his face, washing it off with the bloody bucket of water. Mom did say fresh blood came off easily. Calm down, Gale. You can do this.

He could, yet he couldn't even stop the stupid tears from falling. The man, Marcus. He was human. Not a beast. For all the corruption that he may have done, whatever it was, his blood was red. Who was he to give judgment to someone that could've been rehabilitated or put in prison after they're all out of this whole world?

Gale finished cleaning himself off. No more blood. No one will know. Probably.

He stood up, staggering. Such feelings were a luxury he couldn't afford. In this world, it was eat or be eaten. Just like his first kill of a beast. Marcus was one too. A beast. Let's think that way.

Right now, he just needed to focus. Gale turned his eyes down, looking at the dead beast below him. He knelt down in front of it, patting down the body. Hands trembled, shaking uncontrollably.

His hand felt a metallic something. Inside the pocket was a set of keys and a strange amulet adorned with an eye symbol, the same one on the altar. Dead beasts don't need this.

He pocketed both, turning his attention to the room once again. Breath of the Void didn't need to be used to know that something smelled like piss and shit below this whole building.

Crouching down, feeling the floorboards with his bare hands, he felt for any opening or anything to pull at the floorboard. He avoided the blood, carefully screening through the whole floor, and then he found it.

A small unnoticeable handle on the floorboard. It blended in altogether yet provided enough gap for fingers to go through. Gale pulled at it, and it opened like a trap door, revealing a set of stairs.

Gale tried climbing down, but his legs staggered, weak. He took a deep breath. This isn't the stone tower, he repeated in his head. That's right, there's nothing down there, so legs, please stop fucking shaking.

Again, he took another deep breath until finally stabilizing his legs. Gale continued down the stairs. The putrid smell became stronger with each step he took down.

Upon reaching the bottom, he found himself in a dimly lit cellar. Cages lined the walls. Each cage contained a woman. Some contained even more than 3 in the cramped space that could barely fit two of them. Most were young. Though their cheeks were hollowed from the starvation, most would be considered to be at least above average in beauty, only marred by the blood and dirt on their faces.

One of the women turned to him. She was blonde, hair running down to below her elbows, caucasian. Her cheeks weren't as sunken as the others. Her reddened eyes were wide, and tears clearly had ran dry from her cheeks.

"Please," she whispered. "Help us."

Her voice sounded like it had ran through gravel.

"Name?" Gale asked softly, crouching down to meet her eye to eye.

"Lily," she replied, tears welling in her eyes.

"What's happening here?" Gale asked.

"They take us one by one," she said, shuddering. "Up to that room above. We hear... screams… and then silence."

'Soon, your majesty.' Marcus had said that. This whole thing confirms his suspicion from during when Elliot and his cronies talked. This whole thing was a sacrificial ritual scene.

"Do you know why they're doing this?" Gale asked. "Marcus mentioned a princess."

"I don't know much. But sometimes, when they think we're asleep, they talk. Something about the god wanting to eat… to stay young. And they always watch the sky, waiting for the moon." Lily said.

Sacrifice to the blue moon. If Blue Haven somehow had a connection to the celestial body or, worst case, they could control it, then this whole village was a death sentence.

"Listen carefully. You need to stay here and keep quiet. Don't tell anyone I was here."

Lily's eyes widened, hands reaching for him through the cage's grill. "But... you can't leave us here. Take us with you!"

Gale shook his head, then caught sight of his own bloody hands. What would Rachel do? What would he do if he kept treading the same path as he was treading now?

He sighed, "It's not safe yet. I promise I'll come back for you all."

The other women in the cages stirred, pressing themselves against the bars of the cage.

"Please, save us. Don't leave," one of the women whispered. Sobs formed all around.

"Sorry…" he said, glancing down at his hands again. "This is the best way to ensure everyone's safety. Trust me."

Gale turned back to the staircase and made his way back upstairs. He could hear the muffled sobs from the stairwell coming from below.

Back in the torture chamber, Gale surveyed the dead beast. Blood pooled on the floorboards where it had fallen. He needed to clean up, to erase any evidence of his presence.

He found rags near the bucket, dipping them into the bloody water and started scrubbing the places where blood had sprayed. But as he worked through, he noticed the room was originally already coloured with blood anyway. Cleaning this whole thing up would just make it more obvious that a foreigner was here.

Gale paused, looking at the body. He needed to dispose of it, but where? Those mindless walking people out there would rat him out the moment any of them found him.

Before he could think of anything more, the door suddenly creaked open. A man in white robes and blue trimmings entered.

In a split second decision, Gale activated Distort, bending the light around himself and Marcus's corpse.

Elliot stepped into the room, eyes skimming over the entire room. Gale remained perfectly still as he held his breath, not daring to move a muscle.

"Marcus?" Elliot called out. "Where are you, you useless fool?"

Gale watched as Elliot moved around the room, checking behind the altar and then under a shelf of knives. Then he moved towards where Gale was with the dead body but stopped just before he stepped onto the body.

"If he's drunk again, I swear I'll feed him to Her myself," Elliot muttered.

As Elliot turned to leave, his foot slipped slightly in the pool of blood that Gale didn't bother cleaning up. He looked down, frowning.

"What the...?" Elliot knelt, touching the liquid with his fingers. He brought them to his nose, sniffing. "Fresh blood?"

Elliot's eyes narrowed. A smirk formed on his lips, letting out a small chuckle.

"Foolish," he shook his head.

Elliot wiped his hands on the wooden walls. His gaze went to where the trapdoor was, "wasting precious resources on your urges. Those girls are meant for Her Majesty, not your disgusting lust."

This man is clearly insane. First, the smile. Now, talking to himself.

"I should have dealt with you long ago," Elliot said. "Perhaps it's time I feed you to Her myself. Your sacrifice might make up for your incompetence."

Elliot's eyes fell on the altar at the centre of the room. Approaching it, his demeanour shifted, kneeling down just in front of it where the blue moon's light was the brightest. He bent his head down, and the same blank smile appeared on his lips as he just… knelt there.

For several minutes, Elliot remained motionless while saying a silent chant as his lips moved rhythmically.

"Princess, I thank you for your guidance and strength you've bestowed unto this undeserving one." Elliot rose immediately after those words, straightened his robes, and then left the room without another word.

Ok. So he's not talking to himself. Probably talking to the blue moon. But that made it all even more insane.

Gale waited a couple of minutes before releasing Distort. His figure and the body beside him shifted into colour.

This was everything he needed. This was the damning evidence he needed to convince Rachel. She'll be happy, and then she'll finally see this whole place for its real face.

But first, take care of the body. He hoisted the body up his shoulder. He had to bury the body somewhere no one would find it. The best spot was outside the walls.

One more deep breath, and Gale activated Distort again, turning him and the body nigh invisible. He moved through the open field into the alleyways. He neared a main street.

He stopped. Breath of the Void told him that there was about to be a passerby. A female child eating a muffin with a blank smile walked by.

The female child turned the corner and disappeared. Time to move again. He moved through the street, cutting across the road. It was the straightest way to the walls.

He soon reached the walls. 30 feet high. No way he was able to jump that high even if he was stronger now.

Gale repositioned the body to have its legs on the left shoulder and the other shoulder had its arms. He began climbing the wall. The walls easily gave him hand and footholds due to the jutting out rocks. A beast could definitely climb this easier than one of the massive trees in the forest.

He soon reached the top with one last heave, pulling himself and the body over onto the edge. Pausing for a moment, he scanned the outer perimeter beyond the wall.

No moving things spotted.

Gale lowered himself down quickly, using the rocks on the wall to skip vertically alongside it. His feet touched the earth, and with no time to waste, started digging with the spear behind his back.

The soil here was harder, drier than the forest's. However, he couldn't afford to activate Phase Touch.
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He'd already used up a lot on just using Distort. Time seemed to stretch as he dug.

His spear accidentally struck a moderately sized rock, causing it to ricochet into the wall. He flinched, but no reaction came from inside the walls.

After a while, he measured the ditch. Around 3 feet. It wasn't deep, but it'll have to do. He threw in the body and used his hands to shovel the dirt onto the body.

His hands trembled as he buried the body. Bile dared to come up to his throat again. Just remember, Gale. Think of what this boy or man may have done to the women in that cellar.

Gale patted down the soil after finishing covering the whole body, making it as natural as possible. He stepped backwards a few steps, looking at the slight mound.

It wasn't perfect. But under the eternal night of this place, they'd have to be almost licking the ground to notice the difference.

That was it. Gale brushed off the dirt on his clothes and hands. Turning to the wall, he scaled it once more, easily going up. He activated Distort just before he reached the top, then jumped down to the other side.

As he landed, he walked through the streets, tracking back to where Elliot had given them lodging. Again, the cheerful faces plastered on every civilian came into view. Same blank smile every time.

Gale walked through the front door and into the room the group was given. Her slumped shoulders told him everything he needed to know about her earlier endeavour. Probably not finding anything that actually listened to her. The mindless thralls they all were.

"Rachel," he said, closing the door behind him, deactivating his Distort. "We need to talk."

She turned away from him. "No, we don't. You've made your position clear."

"Wait, you don't understand, let me ex-"

"You listen to me, you're the one that don't understand," Rachel snapped. "Your selfishness is putting us all at risk. We have a chance to go home, and y-you want to stay in this he-hellhole of a world? Cut the crap and leave me alone. I just want to go home."

Listen to me for one second. Everything about this whole place is a trap. The rituals and sacrifices. The women in the basement locked in cages. And you have to listen to the thing about her Majesty bullshit that Elliot was talking about.

He wanted to scream it all at her... But all that came out was a pathetic stammer.

"It's not what you think. It's...," he said.

Rachel shook her head. "I don't want to hear it. Just... leave me alone."

She turned back to the window. Wavy patterns formed in the air as it heated up.

Gale stood there, not knowing what to say to make her listen. Maybe this was why dad always lost fights against mom, but why if it was so logical?

He sighed, leaving the room, finding Annett in a chair in the common area. Her eyes stared into the distance through the window. She glanced up as Gale approached.

"Annett," Gale said. "Can we talk?"

Annett didn't look up. "I think Rachel made our feelings clear, Gale."

Gale ran a hand through his hair. He turned, spotting Alex in the corner.

"Alex," he said. "What if I told you that there's something weird in all of this place, and that I wanted to stay to investigate it all. You believe me, right?"

Before Alex could say anything, Rachel shouted from the room, "Don't you dare, Alex. He's made his choice. He can deal with the consequences on his own."

Alex's mouth snapped shut, her eyes dropping to the floor.

Gale looked at the last person in the room, Anna, but all she did was turn away, looking into the corner of the room.

These were the people he fought with. Bled with. Yet now, here he was, cut off from the rest of them even though they were right there. No words could and would break that divide.

But so what?

He never did care to speak to them. He just did, and they would follow. Actions always spoke larger than words. Action was unignorable.

Without another word, Gale turned and walked out of the lodging. He took a deep breath as he looked up at the blue moon.

And that was when it was obvious. He needed to go high up in the most literal sense.
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                Gale activated Distort, bending the light around him to become invisible. He slowly walked straight ahead to the town square centre. The same man moving buckets of water balanced on a plank passed by him.

It was all so obvious.

He looked around the square as his eyes settled to the left of him. A tall tower that seemingly had no meaningful function stood tall against the houses. Houses obstructed the view on the base of the tower.

That was it. Gale ran through the street, muffling his steps as much as he could. He reached the weathered walls of the tower. At the base of it stood what looked like a church with symmetrical sides of triangular roofs.

Gale began climbing as a hand went to the first stone that stood out from the wall just far enough. Easy enough, he reached the top in just a few seconds.

He looked back and the layout of Blue Haven revealed itself. Streets lined the streets in a square grid. Buildings clustered themselves in the squares assigned to them, however, something felt off. It was too neat. Designed like it was made for efficiency of… looking good from the ground. The streets themselves looked busy just like how it was when they entered. The whole place felt like it was teeming with life.

Wait.

Gale watched the man walking with the two buckets balanced on a plank. The man turned right after hitting the end of the street. He kept walking until he reached the end of the next junction and then turned right again. It repeated again, and again, and again until the man fully circled the whole town. All of that while the smile never left the man's face at all during all of this.

The girl eating the muffin. She walked in a different pattern. Moving away from the centre, circling a block, and then back to the centre. She repeated this in different directions.

What the fuck is this…

Examining more of the villagers, all of them did the same thing. Their paths were regular patterns that would repeat after getting to the end, like animatronics with set paths. It was an endless cycle. This whole thing was a patrol.

Gale moved his eyes to the torture chamber he had just come from. There were no patrols around that area at all, and it was far from the main buildings, as if meant to be hidden. Squinting his eyes, he could see the altar and the chiseled eye pattern on its surface.

Totally not intended patterns, eh? 

Decision made. He descended from the tower, moving in silently to the village wall near the torture chamber.

Thank you for presenting yourself, amateurish stone wall. Now how do I make you collapsible… his eyes moved to his sabre. Might as well try.

Gale took up his sabre, activating Phase Touch along its edge. The sabre passed through the surface, embedding itself into the wall like a butter knife into butter.

First step. Cut a square section. Check.

Second step. Cut crosses along the square section. Check.

Third step. Cut deep enough so that he could just kick it open. Check.

Fourth step. Look back at the torture chamber menacingly, as if he were looking at an ugly old man. Check.

All checks were done. Rachel will understand it all after he shows her action rather than words.

Now, time to find the only person that might listen to him. Gale moved through the streets once again like a literal ghost, as Distort made him invisible. The man walking with two buckets passed him as he found Ollie walking around the square, looking at the pulsating fruits in the vendors.

Gale fell into step beside Ollie, whispering, "Don't react. Keep walking. Listen."

Ollie's eyes slightly widened, but then back to blank.

"This whole thing is a trap," Gale continued. "There are women trapped in a torture chamber in a hidden building. It's sacrificial rituals. You get me? Wait, don't answer that."

Ollie pretended to examine a blue fruit, taking out his grey marble to touch it with. It glowed green. Safe to eat.

As they walked, Gale outlined his escape plan. "I'm going to create a distraction. I'll lure a forest beast to the village. When the commotion starts, I'll rescue the women from the basement. You tell Rachel and the others to escape. You guys can figure it out on your own, we need to escape separately."

"Hey, mister, how much is this fruit?"

"Hello there, young man. You can have it for free for today." The vendor said. "After you get a job, just come back here and give me 5 coppers."

"Thanks a lot, mister!" Ollie happily took the pulsating veiny blue fruit and took a bite. "Mmmm, blue berry."

"We'll escape. Go back to the encampment. You need to keep searching for the exit while they're distracted by us stealing from them," Gale whispered. "When you find the exit rift, head straight back to the camp. And please, Ollie, tell Rachel I'm sorry. She won't listen to me, but she'll listen to you."

Ollie made a small nod while biting into the fruit. Gale took that as enough acknowledgment from Ollie.

"Plan starts once shit hits the walls," Gale whispered.

He slipped away immediately, leaving Ollie to eat his fruit alone. The plan was risky, but so what? Rachel and Annett being sacrificed to the blue moon or Ollie being enthralled? Hell no.

He approached the medieval looking gate. It was closed shut. Gale phased his whole body, allowing him to walk right through the gates. He looked left and then sprinted towards the dark forest.

Dry air hit his face as he ran through the two hills that they crested. It wasn't long before he saw the border between the dead forest and the lush one.

That was when he stopped. Now moving cautiously. Allowing his feet to softly land so as not to get more attention than he needed.

He sent out Breath of the Void's tendrils, passing through trees, giving him all the information available in his surroundings. He needed a forest beast. One big enough to be a threat and also not big enough to completely decimate the walls. Something too weak would die right away, and something too big would kill too fast.

A dense thicket brushed by him as he jogged slowly through the forest. Suddenly, a low growl to his right caught his attention. Gale turned.

Beside the fallen tree was a silhouette of a beast, or maybe it was a predator. It had sharper features, and by that, it meant that its skin was more twisted, like a patchwork of fur and scales. It wasn't as big as the biggest one he had seen, and it wasn't small enough that he could one sidedly beat it up.

It was a perfect 2 garbage trucks.

The forest beast emerged from the thickets. It growled, sniffing the air until it turned to Gale's direction. Its eyes locked on to his.

Gale took a step back, watching the beast's muscles tense below its skin and baring its blackened decaying teeth.

"Come get me, dumbass!" Gale deactivated Distort.

The beast lunged at Gale as he also bolted backwards towards Blue Haven. The monster's heavy stomps caused the trees around him to shake slightly.

This one is a chunky boy, eh.

The settlement soon came into view. It was never that far from the lush, dark forest anyways. It was a miracle they haven't been attacked by something bigger.

Gale bursted from the dead treeline. Seeing the forest beasts running at him, the guards shouted to each other and rang the bell for alarms. He activated Distort once more, disappearing from view. Phased his whole body then ran straight through the iron gates.

Chaos struck the wall.

Gale beelined to the torture chamber. No patrols in sight. He blasted down the door open. Sabre swung against the floorboards that hid the staircase, quickly opening up the path.

Descending the stairs, muffled screams and cries travelled through the stairwell. Gale reached the cellar, all of them were still in tact.

"I promised," he whispered, looking straight at Lily. He moved towards the cages, and the women inside whimpered, shrinking back to the other side of the cage away from him.

Gale fiddled with the lock, pulling at it. But even with his newfound strength, he still couldn't open it. No choice, "stand back"

"Behind you!" a woman shouted.

He spun around with his sabre in his hand. Too late. Marcus lunged at him, forcing him to stumble backwards onto the floor–What the fuck! You were supposed to be dead!

Marcus's fist connected with his chin, sending him crashing into the cage behind him and bending its bars. Metal tasted bitter in his mouth.

Gale rolled sideways, avoiding another frantic lunge from Marcus. At the corner of his eye, he saw the white eyes, grayed skin, sharp teeth, sharp eyes, sunken cheeks, and most important of all, the neck he had cut open, dried up by the dirt he'd buried him with.

What the!

Marcus swiped at him. Gale dodged, jumping up to avoid it.

This wasn't Marcus.

Gale ducked from another swing.

It fought like a beast.

He kicked it in the stomach, but the kick didn't seem to register into its pain receptors.

It felt like a beast.

Marcus swung its fist at his cheeks. However, Gale took it in, not moving from his spot.

So, it must be a beast.

Gale put Phase Touch on the sharp edge of his sabre. Kicking with full force square on the chest, Marcus stumbled backwards. He pinned him down with a leg on the chest.

Immediately, Gale cut off Marcus' wrists, severing both hands cleanly.

"Stay down."

But the beast didn't listen. Marcus didn't even flinch when his hands were cut as he flailed his arms at Gale. No blood poured out from the severed hands. Its teeth tried to snap at his legs, but he put more weight onto his leg to stop it.

What the hell are you? This defied everything he thought he knew about life and death. But if a girl can manipulate fire and time, the chance of the undead existing wasn't that far off.

Gale shook his head. Focus on the mission. Just think everything is plausible from now on. His eyes focused on the creature in front of him.

He swung his sabre, slicing the beast's neck, cleaving through the flesh and separating the head from the rest of its body. Its eyes glared at him as it rolled across the floor. It snarled at him, jaws kept snapping at his direction.

A sob from one of the cages brought him back to his original task. Fuck this beast. The women needed his help. No time to waste.

Once again, he activated Phase Touch on his sabre and swung at the cage bars all around him, slicing through them like butter.

"Everyone out, now!" he shouted.

The women hesitated for a few seconds. Their eyes switched between Gale and the still moving parts of the beast. At this point, it's better to just call it a zombie or ghoul.

A snap of a finger broke their daze. Lily came out first, and the others followed suit after her.

"Follow," Gale said, already walking to the staircase. "Stay close. Stay quiet."

They emerged from the basement and were met by the sounds of chaos. Not any screams he expected from 'normal' people. Instead, it was all just the forest beast rampaging and roaring at everything that moved.

Gale guided the group to the wall where he had created a collapsible section. He kicked the wall he had prepared, and it collapsed outward immediately. On second thought, he saw the hole was a bit too small. But then he looked back at the women. Most of them weren't that tall and could fit through as they were mostly bones. Horrible, but convenient.

"Through here," he whispered, ushering the women in. "Quickly now."

The last woman squeezed through the gap, and Gale glanced around, making sure that no one followed before going into the hole himself.

On the other side, he saw Rachel already there.

"Gale! Over here! Hurry!" Rachel shouted.

He sighed, relieved at finally being able to see her face again. And there was also a slight smile on her lips.

"Follow them!" Gale shouted at the women.

The group of terrified women looked between Gale and Rachel. However, as Rachel waved them over, they began to move. One woman almost stumbled on another.

Gale helped her up. "Be careful and go."

She nodded, immediately running to catch up with the others.

"Follow that really tall lady over there," Rachel pointed at Annett.

Annett shook her head and then gestured for the women to come over.

Hesitating a step, Rachel moved to Gale, just a step away. She looked down and then looked back up. "We need to hurry back to the encampment. Ollie said the exit rift was near. He's going to meet us back after he finishes scouting."

Gale nodded. The exit rift was close—a chance to go back home.

"Let's move," Gale said, grabbing Rachel by the arm and jogging in the encampment's direction. "We need to put as much distance between us and Blue Haven as possible."

The forest predator's deafening roar cut through the air, echoing against the walls of Blue Haven. Gale glanced back for a second and saw the beast had created a giant hole where the iron gate used to be.

Gale and Rachel soon caught up with the rest of the group, with Gale taking up the lead. Annett brought up the rear while Rachel tended to the women.

"What happened in there?" Rachel asked as they hiked, her head turning back to the direction of the encampment.

"Ritual. Sacrifice." Gale turned his head back, looking at Lily. "Looks like women only. No wonder there were no young women in the settlement."

Gale had memorized the route back to the encampment, taking the straightest route to each milestone. He led by cutting through the side part of the scorched earth, allowing the underclothed women to walk through the soil rather than the burning ground nearby.

Rachel came up from the middle and asked, "Where are we going? This isn't the route."

"Trust me," Gale said.

"Ok. I trust you," Rachel squeezed his arm, then went back to the middle.

Gale continued leading the way, optimizing the previous route they had taken. Breath of the Void had mapped out the area while they crossed this the first time. The red marble had taken a long roundabout way rather than going straight forward.

Soon, a familiar area came into view as they saw a hint of a cobblestone building through the thicket of trees.

"We're halfway there," Rachel said. "After we're done resting here, it's just a little bit further. Just a little bit further, ok?"

"Wait, we can't rest," Gale said, clenching the hilt of his sabre. "Look."

The stone tower exuded a darkness that seeped out from the door. Each step going towards it felt like going deeper into water, pressing against the ribs.

"It has eyes! Eyes! Eyes! Eyes!" Anna cackled, repeating the words like a broken record.
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                Gale's eyes locked onto the darkness oozing from the stone tower. Something about… felt comforting. His heartbeat slowed… but it was dangerous.

Power. Warmth. Comfort. Books. Come to ██████'s embrace. It's what you want. Not the pain you're suffering right now. Embrace what's inside you. Become what it says.

Everyone, we need to move. We can't stay here. Don't listen to the whispers coming from it. Don't get too close, let's move.

Gale moved away from the stone tower, onto the path towards the giant tower. He memorized it. Even marked each couple of metres in case anyone got lost.

Come, young one. Embrace the gift of solitude.

"Gale?" Rachel pulled at his arms, causing him to stumble backwards.

He looked back at Rachel and the rest of the group, along with the rescued. He had crossed the threshold between the forest and the clearing of the stone tower.

"Are you okay?" Rachel asked.

What the hell? Wasn't I-

"Calm down. We told everyone already not to look at the stone tower. We need to move, away from this place," Rachel said.

He saw Annett and the rest of the group staring down at the grass.

Fuck. Gale dug his nails into his palms. Blood dripped from his closed fist. Looking at the path he memorized, there was an X mark to the left of the group. He moved back in line, taking the front.

"Follow me. I marked the path to the giant tree," Gale said.

The group moved again, pacing their hike as the women breathed hard from the relentless pace.

A rustle caught Gale's attention. Immediately, he activated Distort around the women, refracting the light and twisting where the group visually was.

The beast suddenly pounced from the foliage beside the rescued women, swiping at them, but it missed. It hit the refraction a couple of centimetres away from the women's real position.

Annett used her time slow while Gale dashed to the beast. Sabre swung at the beast's neck from below as he flung himself to the opposite end of the group. Phase Touch activated, aiming its point at a position in the underbrush where a beast had just emerged from, stabbing directly into the centre of the beast's head. In one fluid motion, Gale had killed two beasts.

He wiped his blade on the leather of his pants. The survivors looked at him wide eyed. Rachel's response was slow, however she had the right idea to block the first beast. That was fine.

"Gale, are you ok?" Rachel asked.

"I'm fine," he said, taking a deep breath. "Let's keep moving."

The decision to rescue the women was definitely the right one. Anyone would have rescued them in that kind of situation when it was right in their face. He told himself before that he'd never get caught off guard again.

But what the fuck was that earlier? The group back at the camp was already just as full of civilians who wouldn't be able to take care of themselves. Getting caught by the same trick twice, Gale? Do better.

The air around him warmed up as Rachel held onto his forearm. "It's going to be okay."

Gale pulled his arm away from Rachel's grip. Dad always said comfort was for women. Glancing back at the group… looks like the women aren't comfortable.

"We need to keep moving," he said. Better not dead than dead, I guess.

Rachel's hand lingered in the air for a moment before dropping to her side. Her brows knitted together, but she said nothing.

The group resumed their trek through the dark forest. Gale let out his Breath of the Void, spreading metres away. No beasts so far, so good.

Lily stumbled, shoulder hitting a trunk beside her. Her blonde hair stuck to her sweaty forehead.

"We're getting tired," she said, her voice hoarse. "Some of us can barely walk anymore."

They couldn't stop. Not here.

"Stopping means dying," he said.

"Gale's right," Rachel said. "I hate it, but we can't rest here. It's too dangerous, especially when all of you are unarmed."

Alex stepped closer to Lily. "Hey, this whole place is a death trap anyway. Might as well die running away, right?"

Silence fell for a second before Alex continued, "No takers? Alright. Maybe that wasn't funny."

"Well, at least the beasts are going to die with us. That's something, for what it's worth." Annett chuckled.

"The encampment is just ahead. We can cut through the forest." Gale pointed slightly to the left. "Won't need to go back to the giant tree. This route will only take two hours."

Rachel sighed. "Two hours."

"Can you make it?" Gale asked Lily directly.

Lily straightened up. "We'll have to."

The group pushed forward. Gale led them down a steep slope. Each of them held onto one another as they descended.

Anna mumbled as she descended, "The eyes are watching. Always watching."

"Anna, please," Rachel said softly. "We're almost home."

"Home?" Anna laughed. "This isn't home. Home doesn't have monsters."

Gale focused on the path ahead. Idle conversation distracted him from the landmarks he'd memorized with the tendrils. Following the marble might've been good for comfort, but not for speed.

The rescued women fell into single file behind him as they crested a hill with roots that made the climb uneven. One of the women almost tripped, but Annett caught her.

Another steep dip on the floor blocked their way. Though, a dip was an understatement. More like a cliff. The other side was around 8 metres. Easily jumpable for Annett, Rachel, and him. For the others, that would be olympian level, and the ground wasn't even.

"Annett, can you catch the women one by one to the other side?" Gale looked to Annett.

"Gale, I don't think that's a good idea…" Rachel mumbled.

"We're already here. It'll take longer to go back to the original route," Gale said. "The encampment should just be on the other side of this."

"It's fine. Let's follow through this anyway. My slow can make the landing softer." Annett jumped over to the other side.

"Lily, you first," Gale said.

Lily closed in on him.

"Stiffen your whole body otherwise you might break something," Gale whispered.

All her muscles tensed as Gale grabbed her by both her legs in a princess carry.

"Ready?"

She nodded. Suddenly, he threw her to the other side. Lily held her mouth with both hands, eyes also closed. Then she floated slowly into Annett's arms.

"Good. Next." Gale took the next woman and threw her the same way. One by one, until all fourteen of the women were on the other side, plus Alex and Anna.

Gale looked back, finding Rachel blankly staring in his general area. Why was she still on this side? She could jump by herself.

"I can throw you too. Hold on." He moved closer to her, almost picking her up by the legs.

"Wait, I got it." Rachel avoided his arms and eye contact. Jumping over to the other side, she waved her hand for him to come over.

Gale jumped over. Easy. Landing silently onto the platform.

"That building," one of the women had already climbed up the hill.

The rest of the group followed suit, and the familiar surroundings of the original encampment came into view.

"We're finally here," Rachel said. "Come on, everyone go inside."

Rachel ushered each of the rescued women inside. Some of the women refused to go in. Understandable. But Gale could see Rachel purposefully warming the air around the women to give them a sense of comfort. So dad was right. Comfort was definitely for women.

Though it didn't take long for arguments to rise up, as expected for new people entering an already resource strapped camp.

"You're crazy! We can't support this many people," the old man yelled. "We're already scraping by, and you expect us to feed this many people suddenly? The last foraging party didn't manage to get enough for just the current people!"

Rachel stood her ground, not inching away from the old man's forward step. "So what? Do you expect us to leave them there and die? Lennard, they were going to kill all of them for some ritual. We're not monsters here."

Her shoulders slumped slightly. Gale winced. She didn't even know how much more gruesome it was in that cellar. His eyes caught sight of the rescued women huddled together nearby the argument behind Rachel. All of them looked down, flinching as camp members walked by.

"I understand that, but what about us? We were here first." A woman clutched at the blanket around her shoulders and continued, "We barely have enough food to last for a day for just the current members. Now there's more to feed. Are we just going to let the ones here first to starve because of them?"

Gale had known something like this argument was coming, but not from the angle that the encampment played. So the only reason why they had allowed him and celebrated him was due to his power. It was all a lie. And that was disgusting. Yet he himself chose to save the weak mundanes he always looked down on.

"We'll figure it out," Rachel insisted. "We always do. We've faced worse before."

"Figure it out?" Lennard scoffed. "There are more than 40 of us now, Rachel. 40! And how many can actually defend this camp? How many can hunt? We're not just talking about food. We need more shelters, more blankets, more of everything!"

Lennard shifted over, looking beyond Rachel's shoulders. "And what about the beasts? They're getting bolder. We can barely protect ourselves, let alone a bunch of helpless women!"

Rachel flinched at his words.

"We're not helpless. We can learn and work. Just give us a chance." One of the women pleaded.

Disgusting human, Gale glared at Lennard. Slipping away would've been easy. Rather, it was what he would've done before all of this shit. Safer, more comforting. But as he looked at the women he rescued, he realized his feet didn't even bother moving to do what they wanted anymore. Lennard's words were familiar. Too fucking familiar that punching him in the face right now would probably feel way too good.

Gale stepped onto the stage where two people bickered uselessly. All eyes turned to him. They gulped.

"I can teach them," Gale said, this time projecting his gravelly voice on purpose. "Basic self-defense."

Rachel's mouth gaped as the air around him rose to a warmth he wasn't used to.

"Teaching is different from surviving. Can you handle it, boy?" The old man glared at him, but all it did was make Gale want to punch his face even more. "Are you planning to stick around long enough to see this through?"

"I am," he said simply. Basic self defense was easy as long as it wasn't an idiot holding a spear.





Gale stood at the base of his tree, surveying the group of women he'd rescued from Blue Haven. Lily still had scars around her neck that looked to be from ropes. The woman behind her had a black eye and swollen lips. Each one had similar marks from either ropes or beatings.

This world was harsh. Every decision could mean the difference between life and death. These women were liabilities. Lennard was right.

But so what? He wasn't going to be like Ms. Molly, a woman that never gave him a chance because it was too bothersome--just like Lennard against the rescued women.

So fuck you, Lennard. I'll give them that chance. Rachel gave him a chance to connect with her and her group. It was his turn.

"We don't have much time," he said, pointing to the pile of weapons and armour hidden at the base of the tree. "Take what you can use and put on what you can. Anything is better than nothing."

The women moved, their hands fumbling with the weapons and armour made of bone.

Gale watched closely. Each woman had a different way of moving, especially a couple of them. Lily had put on her arm guards and shin guards easily, but her stance on the spear was weak. Woman with a black eye didn't even put on the arm guards and shin guards and immediately went to a spear. Her stance on the spear was good, though. Another woman, who had the worst rope marks around her arms and neck, was able to put on the bone chest plate and had possibly the strongest spear stance of all. At least all of them were better than a boy he knew.

He stood up and moved a piece of bark out of the way to reveal a hole in the tree. Pulling out the bundle of smoked and dried meat, he handed each woman big enough slices that would make him full.

"Eat. Gather your strength," Gale said.

All of the women tore into the jerky at the same time as if they hadn't eaten for days.

"Thanks…?" Lily looked at him.

"Just call me Gale."

"Thanks… Gale. They've only fed us every 3rd or 4th sleep we get," Lily said as a tear ran down her cheek onto the jerky. Quite literally, they hadn't eaten for days.

"All of you listen up. Sit there and eat while watching!" he shouted, holding up the spear. "This is your lifeline. It's simple, but effective."

Gale activated all the muscles in his body and thrusted the spear. It whistled and, in the blink of an eye, stopped right in front of a woman's forehead as the wind blew her hair backwards.

"Your power comes from your whole body, not just your arms," he explained, carefully watching each of their eyes to make sure that they watched. "Feel the energy flow from your feet, through your core, and into the weapon."

He continued, "Imagine your whole body as a weapon. A weapon moves itself as one. However, a body has many joints. Each joint should work together to make the point of the spear steady, balanced, strong, and most important of all, lethal."

Gale thrusted at the trunk of the tree with the same amount of intensity. The bark exploded outwards, causing chips to fly all around the area and creating a hole right at where he struck the tree.

"Each strike. Must be. With everything you got, like your life depended on it, and it does," Gale said. "Is that understood, men!? I mean, women?!"

"Sir, yes, sir," the women all said at the same time. Their weak voices weren't what he was expecting, but good enough.

"Now, stand up. Everyone's done eating," Gale set his spear upwards beside him. "Each of you, pick up your spears and enter the thrusting pose."

The women all moved into a line, all fourteen. Gale looked back at the encampment. At least these women were willing to pull up their sleeves and arm themselves.

"Thrust!"

The women thrust, and Gale walked up to one of the taller women, slightly shorter than Annett, but still taller than him. "You're tall. Widen your feet. Be steady. Again! Thrust!"

Another woman's stance was off. Her shoulders were slightly narrower than the rest. A problem he hadn't encountered before was training women. A problem he hadn't encountered before was also training anyone else other than himself. Goddammit.

Gale walked over to the narrow shouldered woman. "Narrow shoulders. Increase the distance of your hands from each other when holding the spear. Again! Thrust!"

This time, it was Lily. She breathed wrong. In fact, she didn't even breathe when she did the thrust. Gale, once again, moved near to the woman who made the error. "Exhale as you thrust. The action itself is a release of tension. Do not keep it in. Again! Thrust!"

The impromptu training session progressed. Sweat beaded on foreheads and breaths came in short, ragged gasps each time the women did the thrust. Gale let them rest to eat more of the jerky before continuing the training session. It was time to introduce basic formations.

"When facing beasts, stick together," he instructed, arranging the women into a tight circle. "Form a wall of spears. Present a unified front. Remember this: you break formation, BAM YOU'RE ALL DEAD."

The women practiced, losing track of time. Soon enough, each repetition of strikes and formation became more and more coordinated. They learned to move as one unit, to cover each other, to thrust and withdraw in the same rhythm, enough so that Gale thought that they could take down 1 garbage truck sized beasts with their teamwork. Though practice and reality were different, and there would come a time that theory will be put to a test.

He watched intently, offering corrections and praise in equal measure. Hope began to grow in his chest as the formation became tighter and the basic thrusts started to whistle. Maybe, just maybe, some of them would survive through this clusterfuck that was about to happen.

Gale called for a brief rest. He distributed water from his own private cache. The women gulped it down. Resources were meant to be used, not hoarded.

Their faces were flushed with exertion, but there was a new light in their eyes. Each of the women again gripped their spears tightly, no longer defaulting to looking down at the ground, but instead, looking ahead into Gale's eyes.

"Remember," Gale said. "Out there, hesitation—BAM YOU DIE. Trust your instincts, trust each other, and never stop fighting. You're stronger than you know."

The women nodded in unison. Although there was little time to train them, all of them stood visibly straighter than before. It wasn't much, but it was a start. And in this world and the previous one, being given a chance was all you needed to stand straight through the beatings that life gave.

"Listen," Gale said. The women gathered closer, their faces no longer wore the look that suggested they'd given up on life. Their eyes were focused on him.

Gale took a deep breath, "What comes next won't be easy. The path ahead is dangerous, filled with obstacles you can't even begin to imagine. Some of you..." he hesitated, "some of you won't make it. That's life."

He half expected them to gasp, hearing him say that some of them will die. But their focused eyes on him never changed. Some had clenched on to their spears even more, and that could maybe be a sign of resistance towards their faith.

"The people in the camp see you as burdens, as liabilities that slow them down and endanger their survival. But you are not. You are all survivors. Each one of you already endured more than they could imagine. This is your chance at freedom, at going home—at beating life at its own game."

He paused, turning his head towards the blue moon.

"If you fall," Gale continued, more softly this time, "know that your sacrifice isn't in vain. Your strength, your courage, might be what helps the others escape this hell. Every step you take, every beast you face, every moment you fight. It all matters. It all contributes to our collective survival. Just know that if you fall, you've helped the others make it to the other side."

These people after this would no longer be just escapees. The rescued women, or even called as 'survivors'. No. They would be warriors that would probably even fuck up Lennard.

"Remember what I've taught you," Gale held up a fist towards his chest. "Stay together, watch each other's backs. Your greatest strength lies in your unity. And above all, never give up. The moment you stop fighting is the moment you truly lose against life."

A rustle in the bushes distracted the group, all of whom pointed their spears towards the new player that emerged. A beast tensed up its muscles before the pounce, but Gale moved first, slicing its neck cleanly off with his Phase Touched Sabre.

"Save your strength. We move now," he said as he felt a familiar tug at his Breath of the Void at the encampment. "Stay close, stay quiet, and be ready for anything. This is it. Our chance at hitting back life where it hurts starts now."

"I've found it! The exit rift!" Ollie's voice echoed through the clearing from the encampment.

This was it. No more time for preparation.

He turned towards the camp, the women falling in behind him. As they emerged from the treeline, Gale saw the others gathered, supplies in hand. Rachel covered her mouth as she saw the armed women, all dressed in bone guards, bone chest plates, bone shin guards, and helmets.


            

    
        Chapter 33

    
    
    
    
                The tension in the tent was thick. Literally. It would've been easier to eat honey or peanut butter in one swallow than staying at this crude table that looked like a poorly made war tent. It was one of those times when all Gale just wanted to do was shrink back and let the adults fight.

Ollie traced a path on the map made of bark. It showed a route to the exit portal.

"We'll skirt the edge of the forest until we reach the giant tree around here. Remember that giant beast we fought there?" Ollie said.

Annett nodded. "All for it. Don't think we can use the route Gale took. Too dangerous for the elderly and children."

"Are you sure even if we use your time slow again to soften the landings?" Rachel asked.

"Waste of mana. Might as well enter a beast's mouth if we ever encounter some on the way." Annett crossed her arms.

"And remember this? The place we faced that faceless crow," Ollie said.

Rachel's hand twitched as she looked upwards to catch Gale's eyes. She smiled softly at him, but Gale understood her. She's probably thinking positively. None of them would die again. With this large of a group? No way that was happening. Definitely… no way.

"Finally, we'll circle around this hill and make a run for the exit," Ollie pointed to a raised area on the map. "But we need to avoid Blue Haven. They might have patrols out looking for us, and we can't risk being seen."

Gale leaned forward.

"What about here?" he tapped on a spot just south of the hill Ollie had pointed out. "It's dense with dead trees. Could provide cover if we need it."

Ollie nodded. "Good catch. We'll keep that in mind as a fallback."

Rachel shifted her weight on to her other foot. "And if we do run into a patrol?"

"We avoid engagement at all costs," Ollie replied firmly. "Our goal is to get out of this place. Fighting is a last resort. Conflicts won't matter after we escape."

Gale envisioned each step. First, go through the forest to the giant tree. Second, go through the stone tower. Third, skip Blue Haven. Fourth is a question mark whether they fight or not. Fifth? Profit. That was all fine, but that was way easier said than done.

Ollie cleared his throat. "Any questions?"

Lennard stepped forward, his weathered old punchable face creased as he opened his weathered old punchable mouth. "Damn right I do. This plan is too reckless! Why are we rushing? We should take more time to prepare and gather supplies-"

"We've been over this, Lennard." Rachel cut him off. "Every hour and every day we wait, the more time you give those assholes to trap us."

"At what cost?" Lennard shot back. "We're risking everything on this mad dash to an exit that might not even exist!"

"It does exist! Didn't you hear Ollie say so?!" Rachel shouted.

"With that red ball thingy majick thing? I don't need no orb to tell me what I can eat or not eat. I already knew the fruits we got were edible before he told us!" Lennard retorted.

"There are a lot of things you don't understand here, and a lot more things you don't understand back on Earth. You were just a mundane." Rachel slammed her hands on the table as heat in the tent increased. "How do you explain this whole world that we got into? Are you still thinking, Lennard? Or are you just pretending to be senile right now?"

"I might be getting old, but you better respect me. I was the one that held this camp together when you were out there looking for an imaginary exit."

"The exit for all of us to get out of here! Unless you want to stay here like those guys at Blue Haven." Rachel glared down at Lennard.

"How many more people would end up like John in this crazy idea?" Lennard spat, getting too close to Rachel.

"That's one way to tell me that you'd rather stay here and live like this until you die of old age, old man." Rachel replied.

While the argument escalated between the two, Annett leaned closer to Gale. "It's been like this before you joined. Rachel wants to keep looking for a way out. Lennard wants to just live… wait for help to arrive."

Ahhh. It was the telltale ancient argument between caution and adventure. Typical.

He'd been so confused by the external threats that threatened the literal lives of people. Looking back at the times he was in this camp, Lennard was never there. Maybe to him, Gale embodied the personification of adventure. Laughable.

"Enough!" Gale shouted. All eyes turned to him. It was rare for him to insert himself into these disputes. So much for shrinking back and letting the adults fight it out.

"We don't have time for this," Gale continued. "Every moment spent on arguing gives death a chance to catch up. The forest won't wait for us to clear our differences."

Before Rachel could say anything, Gale put up a hand to stop her. He continued, "Both sides have correct stances. Not going out there keeps the group alive. Going outside and venturing can save everyone. Both have its merit."

"Hmph." Lennard's nostrils flared.

"Caution doesn't save us. Adventuring blindly kills all of us-"

"Caution gets us to live another day," Lennard cut him off.

"And living another day to die tomorrow," Gale sighed, then turned to Ollie, "We're not doing this blindly. We have a plan. That plan is solid. It's safe enough and not blind."

Lennard scowled but stayed silent. Rachel let out a small sigh as her eyes softened. She looked at him and smiled.

What? The whole argument was stupid. He didn't mean to save her from the annoying old man.

"Now," Gale continued, "stop arguing. Use this time to look for weakness on the plan. Lennard is old. He can use his oldness to give advise on what to prepare for along this route."

Annett raised an eyebrow.

Lennard glanced around the tent, pausing at Rachel, who scowled back at him. Leaning forward on to the table, Lennard pointed at several spots on the map.

"These areas are likely hunting grounds for larger predators. We've encountered some nasty beasts there before."

His finger traced a path between the marked locations, lingering on each one as if recalling past encounters. "We can't make it through here without getting hurt."

Well, will you look at that? Actually useful information from an old man.

"The creatures here... they're not like anything you've seen before. Some can hear a twig snap from half a mile away. Others can smell fear." Lennard's voice dropped lower, almost to a whisper. "And trust me, they're stronger than the ones you've encountered so far."

Actually useful information that's not very helpful. Don't think anything other than the 3 garbage truck sized forest predators can match anything that Lennard and his group of mundanes have seen.

Gale then replied, "I can use my abilities to create distractions if needed. That'll buy some time for the convoy to keep moving while we eliminate the threat. What's next?"

Lennard grumbled, making the wrinkles on his face even more pronounced than before. He ran a hand through his thinning gray hair before continuing.

"This path around here," he said, placing his finger on a part between the giant tree and the stone tower, "it's a choke point. Forest beasts converge there, drawn by some instinct we don't understand. They fight each other, tearing into flesh with teeth and claws. It's a bloodbath."

He continued, "There's no way we can go through without a fight. The beasts will smell us coming from miles away. They'll see us as fresh meat, easier prey than their usual opponents."

Lennard's fingers traced the path on the map, then stayed at the choke point. "Tracks go up from here or down. Whichever way, but I've seen what happens to those who try to sneak through. They go dead. The beasts there… they're different. Bigger than any of you have seen. More aggressive than anything that attacked the camp so far. It's like a concentration of all the worst parts of the forest in that one area."

"We've faced the worst there is, Lennard. No point in trying to break down morale," Rachel said.

Gale put a hand on her shoulder, softly gripping it. "Rachel's right. But keep going if you have more."

"Hmph. Overconfidence leads to death, young boy," Lennard snorted. "I say we go through there, we're asking for trouble. And not the kind we can easily handle." Lennard pointed slightly off route to what the red marble had given.

The route that Lennard proposed would have added an extra hour to the hike. Highly inefficient use of resources at hand. No point in having combatants if they're not going to be used.

Gale responded immediately, "Ollie and me will go scout ahead and create an opening through the choke point. Annett at this point will be in the rear with the rescued women's squad. They can handle their own, or at least they're going to have to. They should be able to keep the rear guarded. Rachel, keep the middle of the convoy in check."

"Fine. But if anyone gets hurt, that's on you, buddy," Lennard said.

Everything was already on him. No point in saying that, old man. Typical adult not taking accountability.

The meeting wound down. No more questions or 'interesting' proposals on the path they were about to take.

Ollie rolled up the bark map. "We leave at first light-I mean figuratively, anyway. Get some rest, everyone. Tomorrow, we face the forest."

As the meeting wound down, Gale caught Rachel's eye. She gave him a small nod.

Ollie, Annett, and Lennard all filed out while Gale lingered. He let out a huge sigh, releasing the stress he felt through all of that discussion. Heck, if he had the choice, he'd force everyone to just push through the most dangerous parts to cut the travel time by more than half. But no. Rachel wouldn't have liked that. He would have been in Lennard's situation. And making her angry was… not a good feeling.

Gale sighed again, turning to the flap of the tent. However, Rachel stood there, blocking the entrance of the tent. Her left arm held her other arm's elbow, and her eyes awkwardly looked around the tent, attempting to avoid eye contact with Gale.

His heart almost skipped a beat as he nearly bumped into her. Why is she blocking him? Dad always did say that mom was stronger than a bear.

Gale shook his head. Why remember what dad said now? Useless thoughts. Go away.

Should he be saying something in this moment, though? Why does he have so many questions in his head?

"Are you okay?" Gale finally asked, his voice barely above a whisper that it almost sounded like a hiss.

Rachel nodded quickly.

"I'm fine," she replied, but her voice trembled.

Fine doesn't mean ok. Possibly most definitely not okay.

Rachel's eyes flicked to the map on the table, then back to Gale.

Does she not like the plan? Talk to me woman.

"I should go. My squad needs me," he lied, taking a step towards the exit. He could feel Rachel's stare boring through his back. Literally. Breath of the Void was always active. Nothing escapes my senses.

Moving to leave the tent, Rachel's hand shot out to grab his arm. Her hand was soft and firm on his.

"Wait!" her voice cracked slightly.

Gale froze, feeling the warmth of her hand through his sleeve. Social interactions were never his strong suit. Curse you again, stupid parents.

He'd spent so long alone in the orphanage and then in the forest, relying only on himself. Now, faced with Rachel's vulnerable expression, he felt completely out of his depth, lost even. He kept looking for words to say.

Books? Definitely not.

Parents? Well done, almost burnt.

A thousand ways to kill a beast. No. But that would be a good title for a book.

Gale looked around the tent, searching for something to talk about to avoid looking at Rachel's face. He noticed the way the dim blue moonlight filtered through the torn bits of the tent. They cast rays of blue light. But it's weird. There was nothing that could make a moon glow blue, possibly. All this thinking made all his muscles tense, as if a beast was about to attack. Maybe she wanted to fight.

Rachel took a deep breath, clearly struggling to find the right words herself.

"I... I'm sorry," she said finally. "For not believing you back in Blue Haven."

Gale's muscles relaxed after hearing those words. He hadn't expected it. Didn't even realize that was something he wanted to hear from her.

Rachel continued, her words tumbling out faster now. "Sometimes I wish I could be more like you. Not afraid of being pushed around, not caring so much about what others think. Being independent and doing what's always needed to be done… instead of being pushed into place by others."

Gale shook his head. A soft smile played on his lips that he himself didn't realize. He forgot the last time he felt like this. Maybe even never.

"I'm not really like that kind of person you're describing…," he said. "I-I care about other people too. It's just... hard to care when death is always so close."

He paused. "I'm still lacking... in a lot of things. There are times I want to run away, survive on my own. To leave everyone behind because it's easy to just be alone. Even now, while all of this is happening, I want to run away."

Gale sighed, releasing more of the pent-up tension in his system. "But I know that's not the right answer. I'm trying to find something else, something more. I feel like I'll hate myself if I run away."

Rachel's eyes widened, putting her hand on his arm, squeezing softly. She whispered, "You know… after hearing that, I'm actually afraid of going back home. Being forced back into that life I lived back then... Elliot's words about Blue Haven... I have to admit, they were tempting."

Rachel laughed, then continued, "Even though we're just constantly on survival mode, I feel free here. Free from all the worries and expectations, even with all the danger... yet I can't be selfish, right? There are too many lives at stake. The unawakened can't live here safely."

She looked down, her voice barely audible. "I'm sorry again for not believing you."

Gale gulped hard. Looking back at it, she was the first one to ever say 'I trust you' to him. And for some reason, he wanted to hear it more.

Rachel squeezed his arm again, "I trust you. It won't happen again. And if there's a disagreement between us in the future, let's talk it out."

Gale didn't realize how hard it was to hold back tears that he didn't want to show.

"Nnn." That was all he could say.

The moment stretched. Wind flapped the tent open. He could sense the kids still playing while not knowing what was about to begin. Gale found himself wanting to say more. Wanting to talk more, to get solace from her. Maybe after they all go back. Yeah, that's it.

—Why was it suddenly getting too hot in the tent?

"I-I should go. You should go too, you were about to go to your squad, right?"

"R-Right." Gale replied in a stutter.
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                A child tripped and cried when she hurt her knees on the slightly mushy forest floor of the camp. Gale sighed, almost wanting to laugh at the scene. When was the last time he cried? It was when mom told him that he needed to sleep in his own tent rather than mom and dad's. That was the first time he ever slept alone.

Looking back at it, he never did cry when he tripped and fell. He already knew what to do when the family needed to move. Pack up the stuff he can pack up. Pots, pans, sticks, spears, bows, arrows, tent tarps, he still even remembered to this day.

Gale moved to the girl that tripped, still crying. Picking her up, she started crying even more as she stared at his muddy dirty face along with his hair that looked more like an explosion. He put her down, letting herself stand straight as he knelt down to meet her eye to eye.

"Hey, hey. It's just me. The happy smiling nightmare demon. Are you hurt?" Gale asked, goofily smiling as big as he could.

The girl nodded, holding her sobs in. It worked, at least. She looked around, then ran towards one of the mundane women near the living quarters.

Activity continued throughout the camp. Everyone prepared for the convoy. Women gave extra blankets for the men to carry. Rachel took care of rations, dividing them amongst people based on height and gender, just enough to keep them filled. Annett helped other people pick what's to be left behind and what to keep.

The rescued women stood in front of the camp's entrance. Everyone looked away from them as they ate the smoked meat he'd given them. Hopefully, it was enough to last them until they got out of this shithole.

Yeah… this shithole, eh. Stay low, blend in, survive...

Shut up, Gale. That ship has sailed long ago. Rachel said she trusted me. Leaving and abandoning was not allowed. Since she said that, she won't abandon me as well. I'm sure of it. Definitely.

Ollie approached, tapping him on the shoulder.

"Gale," he whispered, "you think everything's going to be alright?"

Gale turned to face him, noting the creasing on his forehead.

No. Everything was not alright. Too many people like this were going to cause casualties on the way. There was no way everyone was going to make it.

"No matter what," Gale sighed, "it's the choice we have to make."

Ollie nodded.

Any more words would've been useless. Staying put wasn't an option anymore. They had to move, had to try for the exit rift, or risk becoming one of Elliot's thralls or, worse, monster food.

Gale's gaze drifted to Rachel. She knelt in front of a group of children.

"Children, who do you hold on to when moving along or when theres big bad bears nearby?" she said.

One of the boys put their hands up.

"Yes, Damian," Rachel nodded towards the kid.

"Hold on to mom and never let go," the kid said.

Teaching the rescued women who were adults was one thing. Teaching kids? That was basically torture. But she made it look so easy. Too easy, actually. Maybe her fire could somehow make them feel more comfortable by warming them up and maybe emotionally manipulating them.

Gale's eyes narrowed. I'm watching you.

"Remember," Rachel said, "if you hear any of us yell 'duck,' you drop to the ground immediately, okay? No questions, no hesitation. Just drop."

The children nodded, their small faces serious as they all nodded in unison.

Gale felt a small ache in his heart. He'd remember his parents teaching him how to do things in the wild. The lessons were harsh, enough so that his hands bled when he practiced making tools. As if they knew.

Suddenly, Rachel's head snapped up, her eyes searching wide for something. She glazed over the group of children, counting quickly, then counted again.

"Hailey?" Rachel called out. "Has anyone seen Hailey?"

Gale snapped up, looking high and low for any sign of a child out of place. He used to climb trees. Was she on any branches? She's not. Running around to exhaust herself just like he did? Again, no. She wasn't there.

The other children looked around, searching for her like hide and seek. They were just a distraction. They could get lost themselves.

Rachel and Gale looked at each other, both quickly turning away. No need for her to tell him to look further away while she looked at the vicinity.

"Hailey!" Gale shouted, also hearing Rachel shout on her side of the camp.

Gale spread the tendrils of Breath of the Void. It fed him all of the signatures of everyone in the camp. However, it was useless. There were too many, and all the mundanes had basically the same small glimmer of light. It was discernible from each other.

Think, Gale. Where could this child be? What would he do if he was a child? What did he ever do when he felt bad after being treated so harshly during those times with mom and dad? He would find a space for himself. An enclosed dark space that no one could find, away from his parents. Just like what cats did to feel safe. All so that he could just cry on his own.

The tendrils moved, looking for any dark corners around the camp. There. Two large crates at the edge of the camp, out of sight from most of the activity. A small, tiny signature.

It had to be the lost child, Hailey.

He hesitated for a moment. The other girl cried when she saw him. What if she retreated back into the dark corner even more? Destroying the crate would make the child feel even worse. Just tell Rachel that she was there instead.

But Gale had already walked and reached the crates. Crouching down, Gale saw the small child between the gaps of the crates.

"Hailey?" he called as softly as he could. "It's okay. Do you wanna tell me what's wrong?"

The girl's head snapped up, her eyes wide as she pushed herself further into the small enclosure. Tears streaked down her cheeks. The sight of it made Gale's chest ache. She was just like him back then.

"Come on," he said, trying to infuse his words with warmth, though he wasn't sure he possessed such qualities. "We can talk about it. And we can get Rachel here. And then all the other kids will play with you. And then… everyone can be happy. They're worried about you, you know?"

Hailey hesitated, her small body still pressed against the crates. Gale waited patiently, knowing that pushing too hard might only scare her more.

His eyes looked to Rachel, still searching around her area, and immediately her eyes caught him. He waved at her to come over.

Rachel rushed over, and her shoulders loosened as she saw Hailey. As soon as she got closer, Gale put his hand between them as Hailey curled up even, hugging her knees even tighter. Clearly, she was scared of them. Maybe even afraid whether she was in trouble or not.

"Hailey?" Gale said softly. "It's okay. You can tell us anything. Look, Rachel is here. Do you wanna come out and tell us why you're crying?"

He used the same words he would've wanted to hear from the orphanage staff every time he asked them for help.

Hailey slightly lifted her head, her eyes peeking out from the knees that hid them. She glanced between Gale and Rachel, then quickly buried her face again.

"No. I don't want to go," the sniffles and sobs muffled Hailey's voice.

Rachel knelt down and turned her shoulders in to look smaller. "Sweetie, we have to go. Everyone is getting ready, and your mom is worried about you."

"That's not my mom anymore," Hailey cried even more. "She's broken."

"Who's her mom?" Gale whispered.

"Anna," Rachel sighed.

Well, that solves the issue. Anna did mention she had a daughter. But she was clearly different from before. The stone tower's underground had definitely inflicted something on the woman, but he hadn't expected how it would have affected her daughter.

Rachel took a deep breath before speaking. "Hailey, can you recall what broken things she did?"

"I don't know… but she's not my mom anymore. She looks like her, but she's different. She says weird things and sometimes... sometimes she looks at me like she doesn't know who I am," Hailey said, her voice trembling.

"Sweetie. Your mom went through something really scary. Sometimes when people get scared, they act differently for a while. But she's still your mom, right? And your mom loves you very much." Rachel reached her hand forward.

Hailey shook her head and shrank back even further. "No, it's more than that. She's not just scared. She's... wrong."

People did say that children were much blunter than adults. Not that he had the right to say that, he was also still not an adult. However, for a child to call their mom wrong, those were things that Gale would've gulped hard when he read those lines in a book. And now it was in front of him.

"Hailey," Rachel said firmly, "I know you're scared. And it's okay to be scared. But right now, we need to leave this place. It's not safe here. We're going somewhere better, somewhere your mom can get help. Will you come with us?"

Hailey hesitated, her eyes darting between Gale and Rachel. "Do I have to stay with my mom?"

Rachel reached out, her hand hovering near Hailey's but not touching. "We'll make sure you're safe, okay? You can stay close to me during the journey if you want."

Hailey nodded, uncurling from her tight ball. Gale let out a long sigh, not realizing he'd been holding his breath while Rachel negotiated. Although Hailey was only a child, he understood her. The feeling of wanting to crawl into a corner to run away from it all, he also still wanted that.

Gale looked at the trembling shoulders of Hailey. Her small stature, her innocent wants of wanting to just have her normal mom back. It was all too relatable. He wanted to protect her against the unfair punches of life. That itself made him feel a sense of purpose. Maybe, just maybe, there was more to life than just surviving alone.

Rachel and Gale led Hailey back to the group, catching Anna's figure standing at the edge of the camp. Her eyes were unfocused as she whispered 'the eyes' repeatedly on her lips.

Anna turned around, seeing Hailey. Her lips opened into a smile, yet her eyes remained distant, giving both Gale and Rachel goosebumps.

"I'll take her to the other children," Rachel said.

Gale nodded immediately and watched as Hailey joined the rest of the children. The other children were like Hailey. They didn't deserve any of this right now. Hell, even the adults of this place didn't deserve it. None of them wanted to live in a forest. Even he himself didn't want to live in this forest without a library nearby.

Yet… he remembered John and Dmitry. Seeing them hurt also hurt him. Was it weakness to feel bad about others getting hurt or dying? Getting attached would cause you pain, Gale. That's why you got hurt in the orphanage. Leaving towards the exit rift was still the correct decision, and his feelings didn't matter.

Gale walked towards Rachel. "It's time," he said simply.

"Right. It's time to go," Rachel said, biting her lips. She turned to the assembled group and put her chest into her voice. "Everyone, gather your things. We're moving out now."

Murmurs and whispers spread through the entire camp. Parents held on to their kids tightly, hand in hand. Members glanced at each other, asking themselves if this travel was all worth it, and some even asked whether it was worth waiting for rescue rather than doing something on their own.

Gale moved to the front of the convoy, eyes scanning beyond the walls of the camp and beyond the treeline as tendrils sent him preliminary scouting information. No beasts yet, but the forest loomed before them. Dark and hungry, literally, as the beasts would even eat their own. He felt like he was in Lord of the Rings, about to fight against a huge dark army, and that was probably the only situation he wished he would never feel.

The group fell into formation behind him. Gales pricked at the back of his head. Each one expected him to be something greater than what he was. He couldn't let them down, even if his legs were about to buckle.

He turned to face the group, eyes landing on each of the core combatants, Rachel, Ollie, and Annett. They had become his allies throughout this strange hellhole of a world. They were something he didn't want to admit—a connection… a friend.

"Are we ready?" Gale asked, projecting his voice through the whole crowd.

"Ready as we'll ever be. Not conserving my ammo this time," Ollie said. His usual mischievous grin looked very forced. He was scared too, huh.

"All good on my end." Annett gave a short nod, her eyes already focusing beyond Gale's figure.

Rachel met Gale's gaze. "We're set."

"Alright," Gale said. "Annett, you'll take the middle. Keep an eye on the civilians, make sure no one falls behind."

Annett moved to her position.

"Rachel, Ollie, you're up front. You'll be the first line of defence against whatever's out there."

Rachel and Ollie exchanged a glance before moving forward, their strides purposeful and in sync.

Gale turned to the women who had survived Blue Haven, their faces a mix of fear and determination. "We're the rear guard. In the jungle, the rear is the most important. Nothing gets through us, understood?"

The women nodded, gripping their bone weapons tightly. Gale saw the fear in their eyes, but also the spark of something else. Hope, maybe. Or the fierce will to survive. Either way, he knew they'd fight if they had to.

Taking a deep breath, Gale addressed the entire group one last time, trying his best to not make his voice shake. "Listen up, everyone! We've got a long way. First, we're heading through the dark forest to a giant tree. You'll know it when you see it."

He paused, looking into all the members' eyes, making sure everyone was following. "After that, we'll get to the stone tower. Then it's onto the scorched earth."

Gale saw Anna flinch, her eyes going distant for a moment before refocusing.

"From there, we'll enter the dead forest. We'll go around a hill to avoid Blue Haven. After that, the exit will be in a clearing of meadows."


            

    
        Chapter 35

    
    
    
    
                The convoy moved as tightly as it could. Parents held their children by their hands while the older ones held onto the more able bodied. First steps into a journey were always the toughest.

The path had been travelled before. Gale knew the routes inside and out, even better than what the red marble said. But that was with a smaller group. Now there were too many to worry about.

Take deep breaths. The forest is his happy place. Just repeat that three more times and he'll feel better.

Suddenly, he heard Ollie snickering.

"You ever been to a haunted house? Like those really scary ones where idiots chase you in the hallways?"

"Yes. We have those too back home. Though we call them something quite different. I believe they're called National Trust Properties. But your version sounds more… interesting. Do tell," Annett said.

"Wait, a what now? Anyways, a couple of months back, Cassie and I were going to a haunted house once advertised on the internet. And that's when I started blastin'. Turned out the creepy ghost dude was an actual ghost."

"Well, that's quite rude. For all you know, that ghost just wanted a cup of tea."

Drats. These two. Didn't they hear him before to not talk about personal issues before going on a long-winded adventure of who knows what could happen? Now Gale had to focus on forgetting who this Cassie was.

He resisted the urge to say anything. They were competent. As long as they were alert, it would be fine. Breath of the Void hadn't picked up anything around in a couple of hundred meter radius.

"Everyone will see the giant tree soon. It's bigger than you can imagine, like bigger than life. Even in this world, it's an amazing sight," Rachel said at the front of the convoy, clear enough all the way to the back.

"How much do you think a tree like that could sell for on Earth?" Ollie laughed. "Must be worth a lot. One of those trees could definitely build many houses… many money… many guns I can buy…"

"Is money the only thing going on in your head?" Annett laughed back.

Gale smiled a little. At least they were having fun on the travel. Better that than having everything be a joykill the whole way, I guess.

But even with Ollie's jokes, the lull in the travel grew. A couple of hours passed by, and they weren't even at the giant tree yet. Just as he dozed off, something caught the tendrils of his senses at their edge.

Two entities. Most likely forest beasts, smaller ones though. They were heading straight at the convoy. And as expected, just as he felt them getting closer, Ollie held up a hand to stop everyone.

Two forest beasts lunged through the thickets. Their massive forms barrelled towards Ollie and Rachel at the head of the convoy. Gale's hand twitched. It was two on two. They could handle it.

"Stay put," he ordered the rescued survivors. The women huddled around together, doing what they were trained for to the best of their abilities. They stuck to a circle, holding their spears close to themselves. Obviously, they should have been pointing them outwards.

The snarls, gunshots, and fiery fists intensified at the front. He saw the fight through the tendrils of his senses.

Rachel kept her fire controlled. Even then, it was already spilling onto some of the civilians at the front. A father put himself in between the fire and his son, slightly burning the clothes on his back.

Ollie's pistol barked in bursts of three. Each shot trailed and found spots at the flank as blood dripped from each hole. The spread was oddly unfocused compared to his usual performance of focusing on a single point.

The forest beasts growled even louder as more bullets penetrated their skin, added onto Rachel's fire entering those very wounds. The smell got to some of the children, some even vomiting at the mixture of blood, flesh, gunpowder, and burning skin.

Behind him, he heard a woman pray in her language that Gale didn't know. He wanted to offer assurance, wanted to even say it's going to be okay. However, he knew too well his image was built upon being the adamant that he was. That would just break their confidence in him.

Instead, he focused on the raging battle just out of his sight. Flames illuminated the front of the convoy. He could feel the heat even from the back. The people in front must be close to getting burnt with that heat. And the man in the front… who knows.

The convoy had come to a halt for far too long. Gale's legs twitched. Each second wasted was spent not moving towards the objective. More time waited, more chances more beasts can come at them. It would be over if he just went over there and made quick work of those two beasts. Right?

Someone, whoever, needed to tell Gale that it had only been just a couple of minutes instead of the hours that he felt. But he looked back at the survivors. None of them could read his mind, and his blank gaze seemed to somehow relax the women.

Finally, the last echoes of the battle faded. Ollie and Rachel should be giving the go ahead signal any minute now. They needed to keep moving to reach the giant tree. Looking around the convoy, everyone was now highly on edge. Too bad for all that small talk in the beginning.

The front guard emerged. Ollie still held his pistol while Rachel's hands flickered with fire. Gale met her eyes as she emerged from the thickets and nodded.

"All good?" Ollie asked the man in the front with a blackened shirt, but it looked like he was fine.

Rachel peered through the brushes down to the middle and back of the convoy. "Everyone, let's keep moving. The monsters are gone. See? Just a couple of minutes to beat up the big bad monsters. Come on."

Gale sighed. That's right. A couple of minutes to kill beasts didn't seem so bad.

Ollie twirled his gun before holstering it with a flourish. "Ya know, although I said I wasn't going to conserve ammo, it's like $10 a shot…."

"I'm just glad no one got hurt," Rachel said.

Gale signalled to them: We need to keep moving, those sounds might've attracted more of them.

But all Rachel did was wave back at him.

Gale turned his back against her and put a palm on his face. He forgot for a moment that none of them knew sign language, a critical component of surviving quietly.

A tug pulled at his arms. He turned, finding Rachel in front, looking up at him.

"You okay?" she asked.

Gale stumbled, not knowing what to say. They should keep moving instead of having this idle chatter.

"I'm fine," he said, then paused. "Just… a lot of things on my mind."

"You're going to be fine. The fight only lasted a few bouts, maybe a couple of minutes at best. We're still on track."

"Right. But we should keep moving," Gale said.

"Got it. I'll head back," Rachel turned around, then paused to turn her eyes back to him. "And Gale, you're not alone anymore, ok? We're in this together."

Gale felt his muscles loosen, then tighten back. She didn't know all he wanted to do was run away from this all. What would she think if she knew what went on in his mind? It was ugly and all messy.

"Thanks," he whispered as he saw Rachel's form disappear into the front.

"Alright, everyone," Rachel called out, her voice carrying clearly through the forest. "Let's move out. Stay close, stay alert. Children, remember what I told you about the magic word?"

The children in front nodded.

"Let's go." Rachel said to Ollie.

Gale guarded the rear again as his back now stood straighter than before. Then the tendrils of his senses whispered to him. Danger was lurking behind the convoy. Three forest beasts, all closing in fast, catching up in just about a minute or so. They were far enough that he could quickly take them out.

He turned to the blue haven survivors, their eyes looked like deer on headlamps at his sudden movement.

"Stay put," he said. "I'll be back shortly."

Gale dashed without waiting for a response into the shadows of the forest behind them, disappearing faster than a blink. Breath of the Void told him of the optimal path to the moving beasts flanking the side of the convoy.

The first beast came into view. A small one with familiar leathery hide and minimal patches of fur. More twisted means stronger, means this one was weak. Gale activated Distort immediately and drew the bone sabre from his hip.

The forest beast paused as soon as he disappeared. Its nostrils flared, trying to smell out the location of the potential prey.

Running up invisibly under the beast, Gale struck his Phase Touched sabre upwards through its neck. The blade sliced through the creature's thick hide and slit through all the veins and muscle. Blood sprayed downwards as Gale avoided it.

A loud gurgling could be heard from its throat as all the air escaped from its lungs. But Gale was already moving. He was invisible, moving through the trees. Even his steps were silent as he moved through the brush without rustling the leaves.

The second beast was found to his left. Another one was just behind him. He pivoted, letting his senses guide his movement through the underbrush towards the second. The beast smelled him, swiping in his general direction.

Gale ducked. Air passed by above him. Too close. The beast charged at him again, mouth and jaw stretched wide open. The other beast behind also lunged.

He waited until the last possible moment, then sidestepped. The two beasts slammed into each other. Their weights crumpled against each other as their full speed crushed and stunned both of them.

Taking advantage of their momentary disorientation, Gale struck again. His saber found the flank of the second beast's belly, guts spilling out. But it wasn't over yet.

The third beast became more cautious. Circling around him just beyond the clearing, looking intently in his general direction.

Distort still active. He remained still, not wanting to give away his position. The beast inched closer, nose flaring, turning its massive head side to side.

Time slowed down as Gale waited for the perfect strike that would link to a decisive situation.

He could smell the putrid, piss-like breath of the beast on his face, and the low rumble in its chest. It paused.

But Gale was faster. He had already struck. The bone saber swung upwards and sliced through the beast's throat clean. That was one down.

He followed through with the momentum as the second beast pounced behind him. Sabre swung again, downwards this time, making purchase right in the middle of the second beast's head. But it was too shallow, only slicing part of its snout.

It tried to run, an action he'd only seen a couple of times from these mindless beasts. Though it wasn't getting away. Not a chance when it could lead to more beasts coming at them.

Gale dashed, immediately appearing at its side in the blink of an eye. Sabre swung again, this time landing definitively at the neck. Blood sprayed. The beast collapsed, sliding through the forest floor with its momentum.

[Awakened Forest beasts felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Awakened Forest beasts felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Awakened Forest beasts felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Notifications came in all at once. He felt the familiar warmth of the Origin extraction whirl around him. His growth had slowed, but each kill let him grow closer to increasing his Core Density.

The convoy wasn't that far, but every moment he spent separated increased the risk of them doing something he didn't want them to do.

But first, Gale extended his Breath of the Void again to its limits, closing his eyes. Tendrils spread a couple of hundred metres away. No hostiles in the area. That was good enough for now.

Satisfied, he turned back towards the convoy. He moved swiftly, keeping an eye on his surroundings. Luckily, the sprayed blood didn't hit his shirt. It would've carried a wounded beast's scent, and those things liked to eat what's easy, and what's easy was another wounded beast.

Upon nearing the convoy, Gale heard the murmur from the survivors.

"…abandon us?" a woman said.

"No, he wouldn't. He's coming back. He definitely will."

"It doesn't matter. Let's do our jobs and keep a lookout."

Emerging from the shadows, the women immediately pointed their spears at him.

He signalled them down, and they put their spears back up. At least they pointed them at him, better than not even responding.

"It's clear," Gale said. "Keep moving."

The convoy kept moving as Gale took his position at the rear. Straining himself throughout the journey, he kept Breath of the Void at its max distance, slowly draining his essence, but not enough to worry about for now. Resources were meant to be used anyway.

Then, Gale saw Ollie make his way back from the front to the rear. His usual easy going demeanor was nowhere to be seen. He wore furrowed brows, probably worrying about something ahead.

Gale braced himself. Something must have been up.

"I went ahead and saw some scouts from Blue Haven up ahead. I didn't take them out, but this could get tricky," Ollie said.
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                "How far are they?" Gale asked, releasing Breath of the Void to the front. Immediately, tendrils caught onto signatures that he recognized were from Blue Haven. About a hundred metres away.

"Give or take, 2-3 minutes away," Ollie replied.

Gale's eyes narrowed. That was just about right. Ideally, avoiding a fight would be the best option. Losing people this early would cause morale to go rock bottom, and that would put this whole convoy into a coffin.

"What do you think we should do?" Ollie asked.

Option 1. Go to the front and cut off the advance, but can he really do it? Bile almost dared to rise up from his throat. Since it's at the front of the convoy, he should leave it to Ollie and Rachel. People have their own roles. Trusting them was essential to the success of the mission.

Or option 2…

"Two choices. Keep moving or wait until they pass. Your call as front scout," Gale said.

He looked at the convoy, all of them with their tired, scared, vulnerable, and weak. 

Every moment spent in the forest and unfortified without any surrounding walls risked an attack from a beast that could come from anywhere. And now the Blue Haven scouts were being a pain in the ass.

"Never mind on that. We're going to face them eventually regardless," Gale said, voice firm. "The convoy needs to keep moving. This is a rush to the exit, not a normal hike."

Ollie nodded with a fake smile, saying, "Cool, cool, cool, cool, cool… then I'll head back up front an-"

Sudden bursts of light and heat radiated at the front of the convoy. Both men and everyone else ducked for cover as wood splinters flew through the air. The children at the front couldn't supress their cries and shouts as the explosions that came from the front grew louder with each subsequent one, signaling Rachel wasn't holding back as much. 

Gale's Breath of the Void painted him a picture. Rachel exploded the air with fire in front of her, fending off one of the three masked men surrounding her. These were most likely the ones Ollie was just talking about. Not normal. They caught up to the convoy too fast and two minutes hadn't even passed yet.

Rachel hesitated, almost landing at the temple of a scout. The scout kicked her back, causing a pained expression on her face. It was clear that she was acting out of good faith and making wild explosions to scare off the scouts at the cost of the people at the front.

Fucking hell. This might go into options 1 and 2 at the same time, which is exactly the worst scenario that he didn't even bother thinking out loud. They were sitting ducks. All that noise might attract unwanted attention.

"Go," Gale said to Ollie. "She needs backup."

Ollie jumped up to the tree and kicked off of it, landing at the front. In one quick motion, he had landed right beside Rachel. He arrived on the scene, gun drawn already. A quick burst trailed across the trees, hitting scout 1 and 2 on the thighs and scout 3 on his forearm. It was no use. The bullets and fire were ineffective against the Blue Haven scouts, simply just shrugging it all off.

The battle raged on, a dance of fire, bullets, and scouts that felt like they were Terminators. Ollie aimed for more lethal areas. This time, bullets planted themselves in the torso, missing vital organs by millimetres. Rachel made the fire on her fists bigger, probably to make herself look scarier.

Again, it didn't work. Gale's legs were tense. Should he just jump in and end this whole thing and kill the humans himself?

Before he could make a decision, a scout was blasted away from Rachel's explosion. The man hit the tree with a loud thud, then dropped to the forest floor. Another dropped, Ollie's bullet went through the man's neck, and he fell to the ground limp.

The third one was tougher. This one dodged Rachel's fireball punched from her fist. He took cover every time Ollie shot bursts at him. But Rachel was already behind him as he took cover behind a tree—she hesitated.

That was enough. A cry of pain cut through the air. Rachel stumbled back, clutching her arm as blood dripped from her hand. The scout took hold of Rachel's hand, dagger at her neck, and used her as cover against Ollie.

All of Gale's muscles screamed at him to do something. Why are you just standing around? This could've been over before it even started if he had just taken control of the situation.

It was now a stand off. He couldn't hear the scout from where he was. All he could see from the tendrils was the scout's mouth moving up and down. Ollie kept his gun on the scout the whole time.

The scout was clearly not that strong, probably even mundane. Rachel could've done a defensive manoeuvre by now, so why hasn't she?!

Something had to give, and soon. And it was at this point that Gale's tendrils caught something else at the end behind the entire convoy. Definitely not a friend. Everyone was here in the convoy.

It entered more into his tendril's territory. A beast, a rather small one, but still a beast. The choice was binary. Stay put as rear guard as he'd been tasked to or get rid of the scouts.

Decision made.

Gale took a deep breath then looked back at the survivors with their loose grips on their spears. "Stay put. Guard the back. I'll be back."

He disappeared immediately, not waiting for an answer. Break the stand off and then run back as soon as possible. The best of both worlds.

He closed the distance immediately, sabre already drawn. The memory of his first blood flashed in his mind, but so what?! This was the jungle. Kill or be killed. Human or not. Killing Marcus was never about vengeance, cruelty, or even just straight up murder. It was for Rachel, Ollie, and Annett.

And right now, the thing preventing them and anyone in the convoy from surviving was the three murders that were in front of them.

Gale burst into the clearing, landing behind the scout. His appearance caught everyone by surprise. The scout, dazed. Fatal mistake. His grip loosened for a second.

It was all the opening Gale needed. Bone sabre swung upwards, cutting off the scout's hand from its base. Rachel stumbled back as her other arm held onto her injured hand.

The scout immediately dashed away, aiming for the man in front, covering his child. However, before the scout could reach the convoy, his head was sliced off, flying away from the body.

His eyes looked down on its body as it flew through the air. A flicker of recognition showed in its eyes before life faded away from its expression.

"Nice backup!" Ollie shouted.

[Unawakened Cultist felled.]

[Prey has no Origin.]

No time to dwell. Emotions put aside for now. He needed to run back.

"Gale!" Rachel caught him by the arms. "What are you doing here? What about the rear?!"

"No time," Gale quickly said. He needed to run back, but Rachel's wounded arm caught his attention. His eyes landed on the bleeding hand of Rachel. "How's your arm?"

Rachel winced, pulling her hand away from the wound.

"It's not deep," she said. "I'll be fine."

Gale's heart beat faster as he examined the wound. That was hardly believable from the amount of blood that was dripping. It was clearly deep.

He shouldn't have hesitated. It could've been all over in the blink of an eye had he just dealt with it himself, but no. And now Rachel was injured. What if she wasn't able to defend the front because of the injury? 

Suddenly, he heard a scream from the back of the convoy. Gale's heart skipped a beat. The back was completely unguarded. That's where he should've been.

He dashed back to the rear of the convoy without hesitation. The sound of screams and snarls mixed together the closer he got. And finally, the scene greeted him.

Two forest beasts, both smaller than average, poked at the defensive spear line by the survivors. One of the women lay on the ground, blood seeping across her thigh. It wasn't that serious that she'd die from it. Still, the group of women had formed a circle to defend the fallen.

All of them put up a fight against the two beasts much larger than them. Their stance stayed composed, not relenting to the swipes and assaults of the beasts.

Although it was useless, Lily at the centre had started thrusting the spear at the beasts. It bounced off the skin, but the force was enough to scratch and draw blood.

If he had not taught any of them any of his survival skills during their brief training sessions, they would've all been lunch for the beasts. Yet here they are, proving their valour against the beasts. The group wasn't in any real danger, yet somehow women would always find a reason to scream.

Gale charged forward. He activated focused Phase Touch along the edge of the blade. The closest forest beast turned at him, sizing him up.

Time slowed down. Gale engaged the beast, ducked under a swipe, and felt a rush of air. Swinging his sabre at the flank, blood sprayed everywhere as meat, bone, and arteries cleanly sliced off. It whined in pain and twisted its body forward, lunging as if offence was a better defense.

But Gale was no longer there. He had already moved away as he heard more screams behind him. Feinting left, the beast took it. He darted right immediately, sabre finding its mark again at the beast's flank, severing a line across its body from shoulder to hind leg.

The beast collapsed on the forest floor, no longer having its front and back right legs. Gale spun around, quickly scanning to find the second beast.

To his surprise, the survivors had managed to bring down the other beast. They stood around its fallen form, chests heaving, bone weapons still pointed as if expecting it to rise again.

Well damn. He didn't think that they would be able to take down a beast themselves. They fought back against the horrors of this world, fighting against life with a strong grip on their spears.

But the feeling was short lived. A survivor still laid on the ground where she had fallen. Her blood pooled below her left thigh that had been swiped at. Gale rushed to her, examining the damage. The gash looked much worse than he thought. Muscle and veins were sticking out from the opening of the wound. The group had created a makeshift rope to tighten around the wound, somewhat helping with the bleeding.

The wound was too deep for emergency patching. There was nothing clean to patch it up with and it would just cause more complications from an infection.

"It's going to be okay," Gale lied, putting pressure at the base of the thigh using his bare hands.

The survivor looked up at him, her half closed eyes and furrowed brows painting her expression of pain and fear.

"Am I… going to die?" she whispered, but the words themselves felt so loud in his head.

Gale shook his head firmly.

"No. You're not dying on me," he said, infusing his voice with as much confidence as he could, yet his voice kept fucking trembling. "Not today. Not here. You're going to survive, got that?"

He turned around and saw the other Blue Haven survivors. They watched the scene, mouths wide open.

"Bandages," he ordered. "Anything to clean and stop the bleeding."

The women followed his instructions, rummaging through the supply bags the rear of the convoy carried.

A rustle snapped Gale out of his panic. Sabre was already ready to swing at the incoming threat but relaxed slightly when he recognized Rachel's voice.

"Gale! What happened?" she asked, her own hand already bandaged.

"Forest beasts," Gale replied tersely as the blood of the survivor dripped down his fingers. "W-we took care of them, but..."

He didn't have to finish the sentence. Rachel was already moving. Dropping to the floor, she moved her hand to the opening of the wound.

"It's going to be ok," Rachel said. The air around the group warmed up, and the shiver from everyone immediately disappeared. "It'll be ok, let's calm down. You're going to be fine." 

It was moments like these that reminded Gale how much he had come to trust her. He would've never thought that he would or could ever rely on anyone else other than himself.

"Give me a cloth," Rachel said.

One of the survivors handed her a dirty one. Taking it, she put it on the mouth of the injured survivor and said, "Bite as hard as you can. Got it?"

The injured survivor nodded weakly.

Then, heat rose from Rachel's hand, glowing red hot as she pressed it against the wound. The woman screamed, muffled only by the cloth. After a couple of minutes, the cauterization worked. The wound burnt closed.

Murmurs scattered along the convoy after Rachel wiped the sweat from her forehead. Then, as if on cue, Lennard's voice cut through the murmurs.

The older man pushed his way to the rear of the group where Gale and Rachel treated the injured.

"This is your fault!" Lennard shouted, his face flushed red, pointing at Gale. "If you hadn't left your post, if you had been here where you were supposed to be, this wouldn't have happened! And now look!"
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                "This is your fault!" Lennard shouted, pointing a finger at Gale. "If you hadn't left your post, if you had been here where you were supposed to be, this wouldn't have happened!"

What?

But the survivors did well apart from just one of them getting hurt. He didn't do anything wrong. Ollie and Annett already said before that everyone was prepared to die. He was actually proud they held their spears up strong. Was he wrong for feeling proud?

"I made a call," Gale said. "Give back up. Then get back."

"Give back up?" Lennard said. "Look around you! The back up you gave caused one of these women to get injured. Now the others got more weight that needs to carrying."

Gale stood slowly, his eyes never leaving Lennard's. The old man was still taller than him even as he stood up fully. Yet he seemed so small. His hands twitched, suppressing it by balling them into fists.

"All of us are still alive," Gale said.

"Barely. That woman almost died," Lennard said. "Look around you. Everyone's doing their own jobs. And ran away from yours."

Gale looked around the group. All eyes were on him. Survivors. The rear of the convoy. Maybe Lennard was right. Running away was what he was best at. Deep down, he panicked when he saw Rachel get taken by the scout. Seeing her get hurt again was painful.

"Annett could've also provided support. She was in the middle, you were in the back," Lennard took a step towards him. "This is all on you, kid."

Gale stepped back. He didn't do anything wrong. Saved Rachel and Ollie. Killed the beast in the back. No one died. He did everything correctly. He did nothing wrong.

Was it a crime to do things on his own? Even the staff at the orphanage always blamed him when he tried to do something. Maybe he didn't do it well enough. If he just did things better next time, they'd see his point, right?

"Say something, you fool!" Lennard shouted.

"Enough!" Rachel shoved Lennard back from Gale. "We knew this journey would be dangerous. We knew there would be risks. But we also knew that staying wasn't an option. Escape is the only way out of this."

"That escape is going to kill all of us, and you know it yourself," Lennard said.

"If you have a better plan, I'm all ears. But right now, the longer we stay here, the longer we stay in this world, the more people die. You understand that?" Rachel turned her back to Lennard.

That's right. Rachel understands him. She knows why he went over to help and provide backup.

"Gale… I know I hesitated to deal with them. But please, trust me next time," Rachel pretended to smile. "Trust goes both ways, right?"

Something caught in Gale's throat. Even Rachel wasn't on his side. And that word, trust. The man who held her was mundane. Of course she could've handled him. He shouldn't have ever done anything in the first place. It wasn't his call. He wasn't the one leading this whole convoy. No, that was Rachel's role. She would've called for help-

"Gale. Look at me. You're going to be fine." Rachel's eyes stared into his. "You didn't do anything wrong. Ok? Next time, I'll call for help. I promise."

Gale nodded. It was the only thing he could do. Saying anything else would've revealed how much of a mess he was right now. That's right. I didn't do anything wrong. Let's just keep doing what we've been doing. Forget the old man's words.

"Can you walk?" Rachel walked back to the survivor on the ground and crouched, meeting her face to face.

"I... I think so. With help," she said.

Rachel turned to the group. "We need volunteers to help carry the wounded. We move in five minutes. Get ready."

The group began to move and pick up their stuff slung over the trees. Gale took deep breaths, allowing himself to ease the tension, hands still shaking. He watched as the older man turned away, muttering to himself.

"Young people... give them leadership roles, and it all goes to their heads like they know everything," Lennard grumbled as he got back in place in the middle of the convoy. He reached down and picked up an older woman with graying hair. "Come on, Brenda. Up you go. We're almost out of this place. Have some water."

Lennard gave his waterskin to the older lady. She drank a couple of gulps before giving it back. "Thanks as always, Lennard. Sorry for asking for so much."

"No worries. Just make sure to keep walking with the group and don't get lost," Lennard said.

Gale shook his head. There was no time for self-doubt now. Just do his role as rear guard, and it'll be ok. The front will call for help if they need it.

"Alright, everyone," Rachel called out at the front. "Let's move."

The convoy continued its journey. Gale once again walked with the survivors in the rear. He spread out the tendrils of his senses once more, looking for any signs of hostile life in the surroundings. Anything that could take his mind off from the echoing words of Lennard.

A twig snapped in the distance. Tendrils snapped to the location, but it was just a small critter. The leaves rustled above, too loudly, but again, it was just the wind. One of the survivor women coughed, and Gale snapped his eyes onto her immediately.

"I'm ok," she said as her shoulders hunched forward, her eyes looking somewhere else, avoiding eye contact.

Hours went by, and the ragged breathing throughout the convoy all funnelled into his hearing. It was too quiet. Eerily quiet. No forest beasts lunged from the shadows for too long. Scouts were basically right up the doorsteps of the encampment. They should've already sent more. But the loudest thing he heard since the convoy moved was the cough from one of the survivors.

As the convoy settled into a pace, the forest changed. The trees grew taller, trunks much wider than the already wide trunks back at the encampment. This was familiar territory. They were nearing the giant tree. And finally, they came into a clearing with one tree that dominated the centre. A single, massive, giant tree where they had fought that twisted monster. And that's when Gale noticed the surroundings.

Bones.

Hundreds of bones littered the ground around the tree. They ranged in size from small to massive, the latter of which could only have come from the largest of forest beasts. All of them had been picked clean.

"Everyone, stay alert," Rachel called out clearly to the whole convoy from the front. "We don't know what might still be lurking around."

Gale nodded as he put a hand on the hilt of his bone sabre at his hip. He scanned the area, searching for any sign of hostile entities. All he could detect was an eerie stillness in the air, sterile even. It should've smelled more rotten with rotting pieces of meat at the edges of the bones, but the bones themselves were picked completely clean.

These bones… they weren't random remains. It nagged at him as the pattern where they lay were human made. Then it hit him.

He was the one who did this. These bones were the remnants of the battle. He didn't realize he'd killed that many, left behind after the evolution of Distort, allowing him to tear through the lines of the forest beasts. Now, they had probably been eaten by scavengers that were most likely the other beasts.

Yet it wasn't a relief. On one hand, it meant there was no danger. On the other hand, it meant the danger was himself.

However, Rachel and the others accepted him. It should be fine. It's best not to be a downer. Best not to spiral down that negative train of thought.

Rachel looked back from the front of the convoy, making eye contact with him. She waved at him with a smile.

Why a smile, though? Then again, she also wielded fire that could blast normal humans into bits and pieces. Gale sighed, walking up to the front.

"Looks safe. Let the convoy take a rest," Gale said.

"You sure?" Rachel asked. "We could probably keep going for a while longer, just in case anything is following us."

"There's nothing around that I can sense. Everyone is already breathing hard. It's best to rest," Gale said simply.

"Sure," Rachel said. "What do you think, Ollie?"

Ollie took a step beside her. "Yep, probably should. The older ones are getting sloppy with their footing."

"Alright. Annett?" Rachel looked to the middle of the convoy.

"Go for it. Area seems safe. Just a nice goth inspired picnic," Annett said.

"That settles it then," Rachel looked to Gale. "Wanna do the honours?"

What did she want him to do? Gale looked back at the convoy. Oh, that. He nodded, then cleared his throat.

"Everyone. On the ground. We rest," Gale projected his voice to the whole convoy.

"The captain said on the ground. Come on, everyone, rest up." Annett said.

Rachel put a shoulder on his arm. "Thanks."

She went with the cluster of children at the front, kneeling down to match the height of Hailey.

Ollie softly nudged him by the arm. "You rest up too, cap'n."

Why are they calling him captain all of a sudden? They know his name. It's Gale. Not captain. He shook his head, then headed back to the back of the convoy.

He saw the weary and tired faces of the convoy. The elderly massaged their own backs while the children drank from the waterskins of their elders.

—Something caught his eye. It leaped between the trees, too quick and dark for him to get a clear look. Breath of the Void spread out, focused on that area, but there was nothing. Not even broken twigs or footprints.

He still needed to warn them, raise an alarm just so the others were aware. His senses and abilities worked together. Both needed to be trusted.

"Ollie," Gale sidestepped to where the boy was, not looking away from where he saw the thing. "We need to talk."

Ollie made his way over. "What's up, cap'n?"

Gale grimaced. That wasn't his name, but he ignored it. "Something's out there. I saw movement earlier, but it's... different. Not like the beasts we've encountered before."

Ollie raised an eyebrow. "Different how?"

"Smaller," Gale said, his brow furrowing. "Too small to be one of the forest beasts. And it's not attacking. Just... watching."

"Could be a new type of monster," Ollie said, reaching for the pistol at his hips. "Or maybe one of those Blue Haven scouts we didn't take care of earlier."

"A beast that doesn't attack is even more dangerous than an aggressive one. Remember that," Gale said. "Whatever it is, my senses can't track it."

He continued, "I need you to keep watch. If you see anything, even a flicker of movement, let me know immediately."

Ollie nodded. "You got it. I'll keep my peepers peeled."

Gale called the rest over, Rachel and Annett. The four of them huddled together, speaking low enough so that the convoy didn't hear.

"We need to discuss strategy," Gale said. "If we encounter any more human enemies, we can't afford to hesitate. They need to be taken out quickly and efficiently."

Rachel's fist tightened. "I-I got it…"

"Annett," Gale continued, "I need you to support the front immediately. No more giving mercy. Even if they're human, the fight needs to end. Slow down those bastards so they can be taken out swiftly."

Annett nodded, "I'll do my best."

Gale looked at Rachel and Ollie, "If you need help, you call for me. Immediately. In a jungle, formation is not rigid. Every second counts. No heroics. Got it?"

"Alright, let's get everyone ready to move," he said, straightening up. "Everyone, listen up. We continue moving to the Stone Tower. Pack up. We move in 10."

The group began to gather their belongings and help the elderly to their feet. Gale couldn't shake the feeling of constantly being watched. He stretched Breath of the Void to the limit, finding out where this nagging feeling came from. Any sign of movement, any rustle.

The convoy moved, pressed on through the dense forest that became denser as they got closer to the stone tower. Rachel and Ollie were back up front, Annett in the middle, and Gale in the back with the survivors again.

Gale's ears pricked up, catching snippets of conversation.

"Did you see that?" one survivor whispered to another. "There, in the shadows!"

"I swear something's following us," another voice added.

Gale squinted his eyes, seeing through the dark as much as he could. Breath of the Void clearly wasn't working against this new threat.

Lennard's voice rose above the growing murmurs.

"People are scared!" he called out, not bothering to lower his voice. "There's something out there, moving in the shadows. Can't you see it?"

Gale turned to face the older man, keeping his best poker face. This idiot's volume could attract more than just that one shadow following them.

"I'm aware," he said. "Can't see it right now. I'm high on alert."

"It's not just that," Lennard continued. "People are exhausted. We haven't had a proper rest since we left. That rest you called earlier was barely even 15 minutes. How long do you expect us to keep going like this?"

Lennard's remarks struck a chord with the other survivors as heads all nodded to his words. Gale saw each one. Eyes fret with fear, and legs trembled with fatigue.

Rachel glanced back from her position at the front of the convoy. She caught Gale's eye, but he shook his head. He could handle this on his own.

"I'm tired too," Gale said. "But we're not stopping. Every minute we stop puts us in more danger."

"And what about this... thing that's following us?" another survivor said with a quavering voice. "How can we walk with ease if we know we're being followed?"

What if it was someone like Ollie or Rachel, or even worse, Annett? His abilities didn't pick up the pursuer, which would mean that the pursuer had abilities that could hide their presence and bypass obstacles without leaving a trace. Goosebumps pricked Gale's skin. And it could mean that this pursuer's purpose was to destabilize the whole convoy by not showing itself to him and only showing shadows to the convoy itself.

It was only a theory. A theory that made too much sense. Right now, the convoy couldn't and shouldn't be stopped. It was a marathon to the exit. But pushing the group much further in their current state risked fracturing their already fragile morale.

He caught Ollie's eye, giving a subtle nod towards the surrounding forest. The boy understood immediately, his hand moving to rest on his pistol while watching the surroundings.

"Listen," Gale said. "Everyone's scared. But we can't stop now. The moment we stop, we'll get surrounded by whatever is in the forest."
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                The convoy had continued its trudge through the thick muddy forest, growing ever more muddy with roots starting to hinder effective footing on the ground. It had been a couple of hours since the rest from the giant tree.

Gale saw a child at the front almost trip before being pulled up by her mom. Most of the elderly had taken up sturdy sticks to use as walking sticks.

"Cap'n," Ollie came down from the front. "We kinda need to talk."

"What?" Gale asked.

Ollie glanced at the convoy, eyes lingering on the movements of the elderly and the children. It was clear what he wanted to say.

"People are about to break, you're seeing that right?" Ollie said. "We've been pushing hard, and I get why, but... they need rest. Even just for a bit."

Ollie was right. The convoy could drop at any moment. But what if that’s what the shadow wanted? A brief moment of respite again to make everyone more paranoid rather than focusing on their physical exhaustion. Even Rachel looked worn down from the push.

Rachel approached next, coming from the front. Her usual smile, which she kept up as an image to the mundanes, was replaced by exhaustion clear on the sweat around her temples.

"He's right," she said. "I hate to admit it, but even I'm feeling the strain. We can't keep going like this."

Gale clenched his teeth. Pushing them any further would be reckless. Even a small pebble could throw off the balance on those walking sticks they used.

"Alright," he said finally. "We'll take a break. But not for long. We're still too exposed out here."

The word spread down the convoy, and an audible sigh was heard throughout, like a ripple. People set up their places, settling down where they stood. Others leaned against the giant trees and roots, whatever they could find to get some minute rest.

They were giving exactly what the shadow wanted. Gale knew he was right.

Annett remained on high alert, her eyes darting from shadow to shadow.

"I keep seeing something move," she muttered. "It's quick, but it's there."

The shadow started to move. Even he could see and hear the murmurs around the convoy starting to point out again the shadow in the thickets and trees all around.

Gale took a deep breath. There must be something that could solve this. Life didn't just give him impossible puzzles that had no answer. All of them came from his abilities.

Phase Touch evolved into a devastation penetration power from the forest predator. Alter evolved with needing to fight against a predator that predicted his own moves. Phase Touch again evolved to coat an edge after he got the sabre and had to kill a stronger predator. Distort evolved during the tide of beasts on the giant tree. What about Breath of the Void? It had its own level.

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv
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…

It only made sense.

The issue with the specific skill is he didn't even know how it worked or if it's even possible to explain. It was as if the thing fed him information of the surroundings beyond his own senses that was not exactly the same as his own 5 senses. As if a different world breathed using him as the exit, as a window. It cast a web of tendrils around him, similar to how a spider sensed vibrations through its webs. It told the spider that something had touched it in a specific area.

The idea took root, refusing to let go. If the Breath gave him information about what it touched, what about the things it couldn't touch? The gaps, the blank spaces the things in between that he could not get through. Could they hold the key?

Taking a deep breath, Gale focused his essence into the Breath of the Void. He pushed it outward, not just sensing what was there, but actively forcing the tendrils to look for what wasn't. For the holes in his perception, the blind spots that shouldn't exist.

At first, there was nothing. Just the familiar sensations of the forest around him. But then, as he concentrated harder, he began to notice... something. Not a presence, but an absence. A shadow where there should be substance.

A notification appeared in his mind:

[Your Breath of the Void increases in proficiency.]

In that instant, everything shifted. The world around him changed, sharper, more vivid.

At the edge of the tendrils of his breath was where he saw it.

A slight tremble of movement in the forced nothingness, a paradoxical shadow that shouldn't exist.

Gale sprang into action as quickly as he saw the shadow. He lunged, feet barely touching the ground, giving chase to the non-sensical shadow. However, the shadow moved gracefully like liquid, and to his surprise, faster than him.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted. But he was already too far gone, his focus entirely on the fleeing figure.

The chase was unlike anything Gale had experienced before. It was surreal as the shadow merged and floated, blending and mixing in with the natural darkness of the forest.

It was fast.

Faster than anything he's chased so far. Gale kept dashing and dashing, using the trunks of trees to launch himself closer. He found himself pushing himself to the limit, both muscles and lungs burning at the output he was putting them through. All he could do was keep the shadow in his sight, not even getting any strikes in.

Gale cut through shortcuts, this time predicting the path of the shadow. After what felt like an eternity, he managed to close the gap. He reached out, his fingers grazing against the shadow's cloak.

The figure turned to meet his reach.

Up and down inverted. A dizziness spell hit him, almost making him trip just from staring at the entity directly. The shadow shifted, wavered, and turned into fleeting smoke as it passed through the trunk of a tree onto the other side. Its movements too fluid as if it was literally just a silhouette of a shadow.

The thing struck before he could even react. Quick and sudden, its movements were unpredictable and hidden by the shadows blocking his line of sight. Now it was in front of him, now it had vanished, and the next thing he knew, it was at his side.

Gale defended as best he could, but he was already off balance from the sudden strike. His body felt like it was caught between the physical and something else that he didn't exactly know.

He swung at the shadow, trying to fight back against its strikes, but his sabre only went through empty air. Each strike was met with just a touch of the shadow's cloak, always just out of reach from the tip of his sabre.

This had to be a scout from Blue Haven, but with abilities unlike anything he'd encountered before. The way it could hide its presence, even from his Breath of the Void, was terrifying. No wonder the convoy had been so on edge. Maybe something similar happened when the group encountered Annett, an unknown variable that could overpower any normal human.

Fuck. He didn't know enough. Not even the books he read could give him an insight in how this whole mystical world worked.

Gale struck again. Missed just by a hair's length. The shadow threw two daggers at him. He dodged with a backflip. A foot slammed him down to the floor, but not before he could counter with his own blade to the neck of the shadow.

The deadly dance of shadow against predator continued, and clearly the predator was outmatched as a dagger whistled, slicing a thin line of red on his cheek.

He felt his stamina depleting. All of his strength was wasted on the chase. His muscles and lungs burned, and he tried to fight off the dizzy spell to concentrate on the fight.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted, running through the forest to the scene. The scout's head snapped toward the sound.

Chance!

Gale lunged forward. Bone sabre swung upwards. His blade passed through what felt like liquid as the shadow melted into the shadows, leaving him only striking at wood.

He spun around, eyes searching desperately for any sign of the shadowy figure. But it was already gone. The surrounding environment also held no visible signs of conflict. It was as if he imagined the whole fight. The only evidence was his ragged breathing and the cuts and bruises all over his body.

The adrenaline began to fade. Approaching footsteps and the rustle of leaves became louder as his hearing came back to him. Rachel burst into the clearing with Ollie and Annett close by, all of them ready for a fight.

"What happened?" Rachel's gaze swept the area. "We saw you chasing something."

"I chased the shadow. Didn't get him," Gale said as he chased his breath.

Gale leaned against a giant protruding root, his chest heaving heavily as he tried to catch his breath.

"It was... weird," Gale wiped a sweat from his brow. "The shadow disappeared and appeared. It felt like… like a shadow? It was fluid and not there at the same time. I don't know…."

"What do you mean, not there?" Rachel asked.

Gale shook his head. "It's hard to explain. It was definitely a shadow…. He was there, then he vanishes then I see him somewhere else. I just kept whiffing at air."

Ollie whistled low. "Sounds like one hell of a fighter. Any idea what kind of abilities we're dealing with here?"

Gale turned to the group, his eyes searching theirs, hoping that one of them had any idea.

"I... I might know something," Annet said hesitantly. All eyes turned to her, and she shifted uncomfortably.

"Back in the United Knights, there were rumours about a special type of school of magic called Shadow Arts."

Gale leaned forward.

Annett took a deep breath.

"It's not something that's widely known. Uh… the Shadow Arts are part of my faction's arsenal. They're really secretive about it. Only a select few are ever chosen to learn them."

"What exactly can Shadow Arts do?" Rachel asked.

"From what I heard," Annett continued, "they're primarily used for assassination and scouting. The practitioners can blend with shadows, move almost invisibly, and strike from unexpected angles. Very hard to kill too. It sounds a lot like what Gale described."

 "Hold up a second," Ollie said. "If this shadow ninja is part of your faction, why aren't they on our side? Shouldn't they be helping us instead of stalking us through the forest?"

Of course they didn't know. They didn't eavesdrop around in Blue Haven.

"Because they probably have been here for longer than any of us," Gale said. "I saw and heard 3 of them talking. Three of them called Marcus, Drew, and you guys already know Elliot. If they've been here for longer, they could be all in on it to stay in this world."

Rachel covered her mouth with a hand. "They used them to maintain control over the village. To eliminate any threats or dissent."

"Exactly," Gale said. "And now they're targeting us."

"Is there any way to counter it?" Ollie asked. "I'd rather not spend the rest of this journey jumping at my own shadow when it's already dark enough."

Annett bit her lip, "there was one thing I remember hearing. It's said that any strong light source can weaken their abilities. It disrupts their connection to the shadows. It makes it harder for them to move and hide."

"Rachel," Gale turned to her, "could you create a sustained light source?"

Rachel held up her palm, creating a small but bright fire on it. "I think so, yes. But making it bigger and maintaining it for long periods is draining."

"We'll have to be strategic about it," Gale said. "Use it when we need to rest or when we suspect the shadow is near."

"And one more thing…" Annett pursed her lips. "Rumour has it that the minimum requirement for it is being an Attuned."

"Oh fuck no!" Ollie shouted. "We're all dead if he comes at us seriously. Fuck!"

Gale tilted his head at Ollie's outburst. What's the big deal? "What?"

Ollie sighed. "I just... I can't wrap my head around it, man. You sure you never been part of Aur before, and you're so damn strong? It doesn't make sense."

Gale glanced at Rachel, but not turning his head. He saw her seemingly also not understand, the same face of Ollie questioningly looking at him.

Ollie let out one small bitter laugh, "you don't get it. There's a hierarchy, or at least we thought we did."

"What?" Gale said again.

"Alright, look. In Aur, we have Qi, Ether, Mana, whatever you wanna call it, it's the same shit. And depending on the density of that, people are classified as Awakened, Attuned, Resonant, Harmonic, Mystic, and then lastly, Arcane," Ollie said. "Right now, the highest level any human has reached is Transcendent, but that guy died. The strongest people alive right now are Arcane. We call that group the Arcanes. Creative name, but for people in Aur, it fits the bill."

Gale nodded slowly. "And where do we fit into this hierarchy?"

"That's the thing. Rachel, Annett, and I? We're all just Awakened. Heck, I literally just graduated my trainee status a month before all of this happened! But you..." Ollie trailed off.

"What about me?" Gale asked.

"You're different," Ollie said. "The way you fight, the things you can do... it's not normal for an Awakened. Hell, it's not normal for anyone I've ever seen. None of the things you do are at any school of practice that I know of."

Rachel stepped forward. "Ollie's right, Gale. The abilities you've displayed... they're beyond what any of us can do. But now, we're facing an Attuned."

"An Attuned practitioner can kill about five Awakened on their own in a fair fight," Annett said. "Their mana quality is vastly different from ours. They can use their skills with more ease and do things that might seem even impossible in our eyes."

5 on 1 in a fair fight. Right now, there are four of them. There was still a chance, although slight. Giving up was never his forte. Not even against that first forest beast he fought, and definitely not against any bully. 

"And it's not just humans we need to worry about," Ollie continued. "There's a hierarchy for monsters too. It goes from Awakened, Tainted, Defiled, Corrupted, Pestilent, and Blighted. Everything starts from being awakened."

"That thing we fought at the giant tree? That was a Tainted." Ollie's eyes narrowed. "We were lucky. The terrain gave us an advantage. In an open field, that thing would have ripped us all to shreds."

"That shadow that kept following us could've killed all of us if he wanted to," Rachel said softly. "We're out of our depth here."

Annett fidgeted with her hands. "The minimum requirements for shadow arts is Attuned, so… we're dealing against the impossible."
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                Gale wiped blood from the cut on his cheek. "We need to get back."

The four of them made their way through the forest, retracing their steps to where they'd left the convoy. Gale kept his senses spread wide, watching for any sign of the shadow's return.

They found the convoy huddled together, the survivors keeping their spears ready while parents held their children close. Lennard stood at the edge of the group, scanning the treeline.

"There you are," Lennard called out as they approached. "What the hell was that about?"

"Handled it," Gale said.

Rachel moved to the front of the convoy, raising her voice just enough so that everyone could hear. "Listen up, everyone. We're getting close to the stone tower. The terrain ahead is going to be more difficult to navigate."

A murmur rippled through the group. Lennard waved his hands, calming down the spreading noise, "everyone, it'll be fine. We just need to keep moving."

"What kind of difficult?" asked one of the fathers, a man with greying hair who had a backpack full of supplies.

"Rocky ground. Narrow passages. Places where we'll have to move single file," Rachel said. "We'll need to be extra careful and help each other."

"How much further after the stone tower?" Lennard asked.

"Once we pass it, we're maybe halfway to the exit," Rachel said. "But that's the tricky part behind us."

An elderly woman leaning heavily on a walking stick raised her hand. "Will there be places to rest?"

"We'll make do," Rachel said. "The important thing is to stick together and keep moving."

Gale noticed how Rachel avoided mentioning the darkness that seeped from the stone tower. No point in making people more afraid than they already were. It could've been a resting spot if it weren't for the danger.

"Everyone up," Gale said. "We move now."

The convoy reformed their line. Parents double-checked their grip on their children's hands. The survivors took their positions at the rear, bone weapons held ready.

They pressed deeper into the forest. The trees grew closer together, their trunks wider and more twisted. Roots snaked across the ground, creating natural obstacles that slowed their progress.

One of the walking sticks an older man used broke off. Gale found another sturdy one for him, and the old man nodded in thanks.

The forest floor became rockier as they continued. Loose stones shifted underfoot, making each step require more attention. A child had particular difficulty stepping up on the rocks that were half his height. Gale supported the child, jumping over the obstacles.

"Thanks, Captain Demon," the boy said.

Gale nodded and moved back to his position at the rear.

Hours passed. The convoy moved slower. They were forced to pick their way carefully through the increasingly difficult terrain. Most of the younger men and women in the prime of their lives didn't seem to have trouble with any of this. It was just the children and the elderly.

Then they reached it.

A choke point opened before them. Two cliffs were separated by a gap that couldn't be crossed by jumping. A massive tree trunk covered the gap like a bridge, worn by most likely wildlife that used it to cross the gap.

"Shit," Lennard said, staring at the crossing. "Is this what you call safe passage?"

They had crossed the bridge before. It seemed easy back then that it didn't even register in his mind. Anna, Dmitry, and Alex had all managed it without too much trouble. Just goes to show that they were the cream of the crop for the normal people. Looking at it now with this mix of a group, the problem was clear.

The log was maybe around two feet wide at the thickest point and one foot wide at the thinnest point. No handholds, no safety rail. Just a straight log across the empty air where a slight breeze could spell death.

"We did this before," Annett said. "It's not impossible."

"Not impossible for us," Rachel said. "But the children. The elderly."

A mother held her young daughter closer, both of them staring below the gorge. The small girl kicked a rock down below. For half a minute, the rock kept falling until it hit the water below.

That was literally and basically death.

"There has to be another way around," said one of the fathers.

Ollie shook his head. "We went through this area before. This is the only route that doesn't add hours or maybe even days to our journey."

Lennard pointed at the log. "You expect children to walk across that death trap? What happens when someone falls?"

"Just don't fall." Gale said. 

"Easy for you to say. You're not the one risking your child's life," the same father said.

Rachel stepped forward. "We'll help everyone across. One at a time until everyone is through."

The log was solid enough to support multiple people's weight. All of them had crossed it fine before with multiple people at once. But now it was clear that the athleticism of the group was on a different level. For a frightened child or an elderly person, any misstep could be fatal.

"I'll go first," Gale said. "Test the crossing."

Without waiting for argument, Gale stepped onto the log. The trunk didn't shift or creak under his weight.

He walked across slowly, not even extending his arms for balance. The crossing took about twelve seconds. On the other side, he turned and waved back to the group.

"It's stable," he called out.

One by one, they began the crossing. Annett went second, moving with her usual confidence. Then Ollie, who made jokes to hide his nervousness about the height.

"Just don't look down," he raised his voice to reach the other side. But there could be people who liked looking down and gave them more courage, maybe?

"Or do look down if you want," Gale said.

Annett laughed at the comment while Ollie just shook his head.

Rachel nudged Annett, "Stop laughing. This is clearly no time for jokes." She looked back to the convoy, "Come on everyone. Single file."

Rachel stayed on the starting side. Soon enough, the group organized themselves and the most willing went to the front, most were the capable adults then gradually the children and elderly.

A teenage boy made it across without trouble. Then a woman in her thirties who moved slowly but steadily. Each successful crossing built confidence in the group. Both took around half a minute to cross.

Then came the first real challenge: an elderly man whose hands shook, gripping his walking stick.

"I can't do this," he said, staring at the log. "I can't."

"Yes, you can," Rachel said gently. "I'll walk with you through the bridge, step by step."

From the other side, Gale watched the man's face. Pure terror. The kind that would probably freeze right up in front of a beast. This whole bridge thing wasn't even as scary as facing a garbage truck sized beast. His eyes dared to roll, just watching the scene.

The old man took a first step onto the log with Rachel holding him by the shoulder behind. Then another. His whole body trembled, but he kept moving.

Halfway across, he stopped.

"I can't," he whispered.

"You're already halfway," Rachel said behind him, holding him steady. "Halfway is the hardest part."

The man took another step. Then another. When he finally reached the other side, several people cheered softly. Rachel jogged back easily to the other side, making it look too easy.

The crossings continued. A mother carried her young son across. Next was a girl who had no parents.

"Just think of this like the jungle gym in Scarborough parks. Easy, right? Fun, right?" Ollie said.

"Yeah, it's so fun pushing the boys off of the top. Haha," the small girl said. She stepped onto the log. Her small footprint made it easier for her to balance on the log. And not too long after, she made it to the other side in half a minute.

"There you go. Good job." Ollie put a thumb up at the girl, and so did she.

Suddenly, Breath of the Void caught something at the edges of its web-like tendrils. Something felt wrong. A nothingness at one of the spots at the starting side of the cliff and his side of the cliff at the same time. Two presences, but which was real?

Then there was the flicker of a shadow. His heart rate spiked. The shadow was here.

Gale suddenly spun around. Where are you, asshole? Show yourself and fight like a not a shadow. There was no time to explain to the others. He needed to be ready before—

The attack came at him, swift and a blur that seemed to materialize out of nowhere.

His body jolted, blocking the dagger on instinct. He dodged the overhead kick, feeling the rush of air pass by him above. The fight had begun.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted.

"It's the shadow!" Gale shouted back. Another dagger flew his way as he just ducked in time. "Get everyone to cross while I keep him back!"

Rachel began ushering everyone through the bridge while Gale focused on his opponent. Ollie and Annett helped as well, crossing the bridge while holding the crossers.

The shadow moved with inhuman fluidity, like a shadow and a liquid. Gale slashed again, but his sabre could only reach the tips of the shadow's cloak.

"Rachel, support Gale! Light it up!" Ollie shouted.

Rachel jumped up to where Gale and the shadow fought. She wound up and punched upwards, materializing a fireball that illuminated the clearing.

The shadow slowed down slightly. Gale pressed his advantage, lunging and slicing at the shadow's head. Again, it shifted to somewhere further.

Gale gritted his teeth. Awakened against an attuned. The difference in abilities was vast, even with the advantage of slowing down the enemy's abilities.

He sliced. Met with a deflecting dagger. The shadow punched him in the cheek. Too fast. His cheek got cut inside, making him spit out blood.

He dashed again, low, slashing upwards. The shadow shifted just an inch away, sabre completely missed his form. A low kick sent Gale flying back against a tree.

The fireball started to wane in brightness just as Rachel sent another fireball up in the air, this time much brighter.

Suddenly, the shadow darted towards Rachel. Gale's heart leapt, dashing and following the shadow just behind. Just as the shadow's dagger met Rachel's neck, it bounced up, deflected by Gale's sabre.

Rachel punched the shadow mid-motion, but again, it shifted away to the treeline.

"Annett!" Ollie shouted. "Slow it down!"

The temporal yellow haze spread out from Annett's hands and caught the shadow. For a moment, it seemed to work, making the shadow look like he was swimming underwater.

Gale lunged forward, seizing the chance. Bone sabre aimed directly at the shadow's chest.

At the last possible instant, the shadow broke free from Annett's slow, shifting inches away from Gale's stab, causing him to stumble forward.

The shadow lunged forward, this time aiming for Gale more intently.

Gale blocked the flurry of swipes from the shadow with his bone guards and sabre as a shield. Each swipe at anything solid made his arms feel numb as he stood his ground desperately. The swipes that met his flesh sprayed blood onto his face.

He pivoted to create space, but the shadow was always there, one step ahead, always pressing. His movements became increasingly sluggish. He could feel his strength waning, his reactions slowing.

Desperation set in. A wide swing to the torso of the shadow. But that was effortlessly evaded with the constant shifting of positions. Its fluid movements mocked the clumsy attack.

Before he could recover, searing pain exploded in his arm. A deep gash along Gale's arm soaked his already worn out leather sleeve through the bone guards.

Outmatched. Outmaneuvered. Outskilled. Outpaced. Out-everything. The only option was to… run away.

The shadow readied its next attack, poised to strike.

Any strike could've spelled his death already. Although he was outmatched, it wouldn't be too hard to call it a day here and just run away. Grow stronger and take a win another time, right, Gale? It would be so easy.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted.

Just leave them, Gale.

Ollie had his pistol up on the bridge. "I can't get a clear shot!"

Fight to live another day. SURVIVE.

Gale stepped back, little by little, allowing the shadow to take ground, closer to the convoy. Lennard and the group of older convoy members shrank back from the starting side. Parents covered their children with their own bodies.

A dagger flew at his head again. Ducked fast. Saw that one coming.

"What is he doing?" Ollie gripped the pistol tighter.

Rachel's flames flickered. "I don't know, but we have to trust him now."

No. I'm not running away.

Gale took a deep breath and closed his eyes. It was risky, but every adversary at every crossing, he'd found a way. There were no other options or choices. He needed to trust his skills, believe in Breath of the Void completely. Let it in.

The shadow lunged at his passive stance, unleashing a flurry of dagger slashes.

Gale sensed the displacement in the air as the attacks narrowly missed him while his eyes were closed. He channeled all of his concentration to anything but his eyes.

The dagger struck his shoulder. Not a vital spot. It was fine. Focus on Breath of the Void.

A headache grew as Gale felt the vividness of the surroundings like a dam breaking inside of him. The world around him sharpened while half of the colours all around him inverted, allowing him to see and feel the night as day through the intricate web of tendrils.

[Warning: Max Load Breached.]

[The breath can now enter the host…]

The sudden notification flooded his perception even further as inky darkness seeped into his very skin, muscle, and bones. It was the similar embrace of the stone tower around his very existence. The breath transformed the very battlefield into a weave of information for his consumption. His consciousness stretched outward, mapping out every entity within its influence.

The shadow was no exception. It no longer looked like a shadow but just a man wracked with fear under his own mask.

Gale closed his eyes once more. The air shifted. Shadow mid air, dagger aimed at his neck. Foot pivoted, bone sabre swung to the trajectory of the shadow. Finally, struck blood.

He pressed forward, guided not by sight but by the void instead. The shadow's presence, the activation of muscle, and even the ragged breathing all telegraphed onto Gale's senses.

The fight took on a surreal visual. To the onlookers, it would have looked as if Gale fought against an invisible entity, ignoring the shadow dancing. His attacks aimed at the air rather than where the shadow touched. Each strike found its mark as shallow slices to the shadow's body splattered blood onto the bark of the tree.

Gale let Breath of the Void sink even deeper into him. Colours now fully inverted as he saw the sky white and the stars black. Tendrils of darkness writhed around him, dripping inky substance onto the forest floor. A strike at the air found its mark on the shadow's thigh where the darkness entered.

The survivors watched the spectacle of shadow against shadow. An elderly man clutched at his head while a small boy started vomiting.

"He is one of them! Hahahaha! He has the eyes! The eyes!" Anna shouted.

"What's happening to them?" Annett asked.

"I don't know…" Rachel shook her head as she glanced over at the convoy. "It's affecting the mundanes... Everyone look away!"

More of the convoy clutched at their heads. Some fainted and dropped onto the floor. Hailey started crying, trying to take her hand away from Anna.

The darkness emanating from Gale's skin began to pulse, matching the rhythm of his heartbeat. Each pulse seemed to slow down the shadow, making the shadow's illusory form tremble.

Kill. Protect. Kill. Annihilate. The whispers grew loud inside of Gale's head. Do not run. Do not hide. Take control.

[The breath completely engulfs you…]

The shadow hesitated, realizing the change too late. Now it was the one desperate, doubling the effort and speed it originally had. Sloppiness had suddenly set in to its footing as it threw its remaining daggers.

Gale lunged down, swinging his sabre once more upwards while using Alter to lengthen the blade. It sliced through the nose of the shadow.

Distort activated. He disappeared and suddenly appeared at the side of the shadow with a kick. Shadow hit the tree trunk, breath escaping its lungs.

He swung the sabre down, but the shadow's dagger block was useless. The sabre had sliced the dagger clean off of the base of the blade.

The shadow jumped back, trying to distract him. It aimed for the convoy, lunging again at vulnerable prey. Not a chance.

A splitting headache formed behind Gale's eyes as he appeared right beside the shadow with a punch to the face, launching the shadow across the gorge.

Gale followed, slamming down a foot onto the shadow, it landed right beside the starting point of the bridge. Sabre already aimed at the heart mid-air, landing with a slam and throwing up dust into the air.

[Attuned Drew felled.]

[A loyal subject of the crown princess of the Lord.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

But Gale didn't stop. He kept swinging and stabbing at the already dead body. Again, and again, and again, his sabre whistled through the air down onto the corpse.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted. "Gale, stop! It's over!"

Stand your ground. Stand against the enemy. Kill with no mercy. Keep killing the enemy. The whispers constantly flooded his ears.

Rachel approached, her hand outstretched.

"Gale, please," she said. "It's done. You can stop now."

As she reached for him, Gale spun around, his sabre swinging wild. Rachel let out a cry of pain as the blade nicked her forearm, tearing through her sleeve and exposing the scar beneath.

The sight of Rachel's blood snapped Gale out of the trance. He stumbled back, eyes going down to look at his bloodied hands.

Before anyone could react, a loud, manic laugh cut through the air. Anna stood at the edge of the group, her eyes wild and unfocused.

"The eyes!" Anna cackled. "The eyes! The eyes!"
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                "The eyes! The eyes!" Anna screamed as she pointed at Gale.

What was he doing? He stepped back, seeing the blood from Rachel's hand. The shadow. Where was he? He was still just here a second ago fighting him.

Gale looked below at his hands, seeing the inky darkness recede from his skin. The blood remained on his hands, dripping down onto the forest floor. His sabre was also completely dyed in red. The shadow's corpse beside him was unmoving.

His gaze met with the convoy, all of which kept their heads low to avoid looking at him.

"I killed the shadow. It's going to be okay now," Gale said.

No one responded. No one looked his way. Not Ollie or Annett. Not even Rachel.

Gale took a step forward to reach for Rachel. "I... I'm sorry. I didn't mean to..."

Rachel stepped back, avoiding his reach. Her other hand pressed a cloth that quickly reddened on the gash on her arm.

"Not now," she said. "Let's keep moving."

Gale nodded. It was the only thing he could do. She should understand that he wasn't in the right mind anyway. It wasn't his fault.

Annett moved a step beside Rachel, supporting her by the side. She quickly rolled up the cloth tightly onto where the wound was.

The last old man, Lennard, crossed the bridge as he laid his hand to rest on Ollie's shoulder for support while crossing together.

Lennard pointed at Gale. "That boy's lost his mind! Did you see him? He's dangerous, feral even! We can't trust him to protect us if he's going to snap like that."

"Ollie, It was just…" Gale began, but saw Ollie shake his head.

"We can talk later. We need to keep moving," Ollie said.

"Goddamn feral boy. One day he'll turn on us. Kill us all in that madness," Lennard grumbled. "Rachel, you better keep that boy on a leash."

No one else dared to talk throughout the accusations. Only the shuffling of feet and slow footsteps towards the front of the single-file convoy could be heard.

All he did was do the right thing. He tried his best to protect them. He even had to let in the whispers to try to beat the shadow that was clearly impossible to beat. Relief was supposed to be what he got from everyone, yet he only saw fear—just like the kids on his first day at the orphanage.

This group was supposed to be different. Not like them. But as he tried to make eye contact with anyone, they looked away immediately. Where was the gratitude they had before when calling him "nightmare demon"? It was all so fickle as long as it was to their benefit.

The convoy had almost crested the hill going upwards on the way to the stone tower. Only the women survivors were left at the rear guard could be seen. Even they didn't look back at him. Not even an ounce of care.

Gale turned his head back to the side where he had fought the shadow. The corpse laid there as its whole chest looked like it had been dug up by a monster, and that was clearly him.

Moving closer to the corpse, he saw the familiar weathered, wrinkled face, graying hair, and boxy structure of the body. He recognized the man instantly as the one he'd eavesdropped on talking to Marcus and Elliot in Blue Haven. Drew, that was his name.

A glint of metal caught his attention at the neck. An eye amulet, identical to the one that he had taken from Marcus. It was slightly different from the previous one. The eye adorned on the amulet had straighter and cleaner lines. Heftier too.

Suddenly, the corpse twitched. Its index finger. Small, barely noticeable. But definitely, it was still relatively alive.

The corpse twitched again, more violently this time. This time, and arm and a leg.

He needed to alert the others. But as he turned, all of them had already passed the hill, leaving him behind. Maybe they wouldn't even care about this. They'd just rely on him to beat it for them anyway. They even called him "our little nightmare demon." It was easier to do that job rather than having to talk to them anyway.

Gale held back his tears, turning his head back to the twitching corpse and the footpath the convoy had created. No point in crying over spilt milk. No point in crying at all as long as the convoy makes it through the exit.

The body jerked again, more forcefully this time.

Decision made. Trust could be rebuilt later, only if Rachel, Ollie, and Annett were alive later to do so. He turned to face the corpse, standing his ground. It was clear that this thing was also turning into a ghoul just like Marcus. It was brainless. No better than a wild animal compared to the menace the shadow was.

The creature's eyes snapped open, revealing swirling orbs of darkness. A twisted smile spread across its face as it fixed its gaze on him. Without hesitation, Gale lunged forward, his saber whistling through the air.

The ghoul was fast, dodging his initial strike. But he was ready. This was the only thing different from the original. It had become literally like an animal with its uncanny speed.

The ghoul lunged at him. Gale sidestepped. Sabre swung down in a swift slice. The blade connected. Its arms fell onto the forest floor. Though faster, now more predictable.

It pounced at him, mouth wide open. Gale met it head-on, slicing upwards through both its legs. It was no match. One of these wasn't even as strong as any of the forest beasts. A husk of the strength it once displayed. However, if there were more of these ghouls, that would be when it would be threatening.

Gale raised his sabre for one final slice, aiming for the neck, and then brought down the sabre through its neck. The ghoul's head rolled away, thudding to a rest against a tree.

Lowering his sabre, the whole fight felt like it was over as quickly as it started.

"Come closer, boy," the severed head spoke, sending chills down his spine.

What the fu-! Gale jumped back like a cat as the severed head spoke, sabre ready for anything always.

"W-what are you?" Gale stammered.

The head continued, "Thirty years we've been here. Seems I've grown too old for this game. Lost my edge, you might say, hehe."

Gathering his courage, Gale inched closer. Weren't these things supposed to be just dead? In books he read, ghouls were undead, mindless, brain eating creatures.

"What's your name?" he whispered, then cursed inwardly. He already knew its name.

"A dying man's name is of no consequence," the head retorted. "But I've a favour to ask of you, boy."

"What is it?"

A twisted laugh escaped the head's lips. "Kill that bastard Elliot for me, would you?"

Kill Elliot? Wasn't that this man's master? Wait, no. It was an opportunity to ask what the hell was happening.

"Answer my questions, and I'll consider it." Gale propped the head up, allowing it to make eye contact with him.

"Ask away, lad," the head acquiesced.

"Where are we? How did we get here? Who is Elliot?" Gale asked.

The head's laughter was chilling.

"You're asking funny questions, boy. Even in Aur, we've never encountered a place quite like this." It paused, seeming to gather its thoughts. "We gave up searching for an exit long ago, until the blue moon spoke to us. Now we just capture the poor souls who find themselves trapped here."

Gale furrowed his brows. "We found a way out. Why didn't you come with us?"

"Everyone in Blue Haven is already dead, boy. Except for the sacrifices, of course. Her Majesty is quite particular in her taste, you see." The head coughed. "This corpse is my true form now. The form I fought you with was my original form gifted by Her Majesty."

"Who is this 'Her Majesty' I keep hearing about, and the Lord?" That word always crept up. Even the system's messages when he felled new foes, those words nagged at a hint of a past kingdom of this very land.

The head laughed, loud enough for the nearby small critters to skitter away. "You're more informed than most… the Lord is… gone. Not here. We don't know where and who the Lord even is that Her Majesty speaks of."

The talking head continued, "The blue moon craves the blood of young women to further its corruption. To descend deeper into depravity. Now the Lord still remains a mystery to us."

"If you're with Blue Haven, why ask me to kill Elliot?" Gale replied.

"The eye amulet enslaves its wearer. Elliot tricked me into putting it on. You think I didn't want to exit this world?!" The head spat, anger clearly written on its wrinkled face.

Gale fell silent at the head's reply. He was also a victim of this world. Even a victim in the previous world, and even thought that this world would've given him the quietness he wished for.

"I had someone waiting for me back home. Though I don't know how much time has passed on Earth since then. Now all I want is for that monster to die," the head spoke in a low rasp.

Its voice grew weaker, and the head added, "Kill Elliot. Don't let her become a blighted."

"Blighted? What does that mean?" Gale asked, shaking the head desperately. But it had fallen silent, its secrets dying with it.

Let's think here for a bit. Blighted? It definitely has something to do with some kind of hierarchy. Maybe some power hierarchy that he didn't know about. And these people he killed. They had similar descriptions of the beasts and predators he killed in the forest. All of them worshipped her majesty or were pawns of some kind of lord.

Wait. Ollie did say something about monsters having their own hierarchy. It was similar or a mirror of the hierarchy of what was in Aur. Going further down that hierarchy could make creatures become more twisted. They grew stronger as they let in more of the corruption.

Gale gulped. The trance he was just in. Letting in the breath of the void. Could it be? No, it shouldn't be. He was still sane after. The whispers had definitely told him to protect, not kill. Only after hurting someone he was meant to protect did the trance stop.

It's got to be. I'm no monster. It was to protect them. That was non-negotiable even as his heart ached. He would keep to his duty.

"Gale! Hurry up!" Ollie shouted from over the hill.

That's right. All he needs to do is just come back again and again, try again, not giving up like last time.

Gale stood up, patting his pants down from the dirt. Jumping up onto the tree trunk, he leaped off it, landing on the apex of the hill in one quick motion.

The convoy was still within eye's distance, and the Blue Haven survivors were accompanied by Ollie.

Ollie looked back at him as he arrived, "You okay? I heard a shriek come from back there."

"I'm fine," Gale said, not a single word more. He looked at the eyes peering at him from the side. They would constantly look away when he met their gaze. He felt a single emotion from them, fear.

His shoulders tensed. His body instinctively braced itself, knowing that those eyes were something he was already supposed to be accustomed to.

He wanted to tell them so much, that he wasn't someone violent or someone they should be afraid of. It was all just a misunderstanding. But kids that young didn't know any better. They never even gave him a chance, so why would these people, older and wiser, even give him a chance?

Just run away. It's easier. Those two sentences kept repeating in Gale's head over and over.





The cool breeze of autumn whispered across the courtyard, carrying with it the smell of fallen leaves and the muffled sound of children's giggles.

Twelve year old Gale stood apart from the kids running and playing in the playground. He was small compared to the kids around his age, but that didn't mean he couldn't take any of them on.

Dad would probably even be proud of him for being able to defend against a horde of kids almost twice his size. Though, definitely not as terrifying as a bear. Could a bear take on 100 kids?

Gale sat down on a bench overlooking the yard. A child tripped over a branch. Well, that was weird. Didn't realize that a branch that flimsy could even trip anything. It was like a totally different world here. Everyone was so… safe. There were so many of them, so how would they even begin to hunt or forage for that many people?

For all he knew, an animal could come out of nowhere and attack any of these kids right now. Anyone caught would be instant death judging by how that kid even fell from a twig like that.

Any moment now, mom and dad would just come back to get him. They'd go back to the forest or the tundras or maybe a desert this time. The last one they took camp in was a tundra with wolves and big birds all around. Cold too.

"Hey, kid!" a voice called out. "Why are you so small?"

Gale turned his head. An older boy, tall and lanky, had a smile on his face that he didn't quite understand. The other children also gathered around, probably looking to see what was about to happen.

His eyes then began looking around. For the first time, he felt fear as the children surrounded him. On second thought, 100 kids looked more scary than a bear.

"I..." Gale began, his words stilted and awkward. His palms were sweaty. Knees growing weak.

What did dad say about situations with wolves surrounding him? Assess the threat. Look for the pack leader. Eliminate any and all resistance.

Remember the training. The thousand times he had to hit flesh on wood, flesh on metal. The burn of his calves and the scabs on his knees as he kept pushing himself up, all to just hear 'good job, son'.

The older boy laughed, loud enough to scare Gale, "Look! He can't talk! He's mute!"

Something snapped inside.

Gale turned into a blur. The distance closed in an instant. His fist was already connected with the boy's chin.

A loud bang echoed across the courtyard. Gale had already swept the older boy's legs, tripping him, followed up with a strike to the temple. In one move, the boy was incapacitated.
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                Silence fell on the courtyard. Gale stood over the boy. Chest heaving. Red vision from adrenaline fading. He looked at the children around him, noticing they all looked rather docile compared to earlier. But he thought they were supposed to be an angry mob out to get him.

At that time, those stares felt threatening. There were never that many eyes on him in the wild. Other than his parents' eyes, every other eye on him, even the animals, were supposed to be threats to his life.

He had always wanted to see and meet other kids around his age. Even told mom and dad about it, but not like this. They were looking at him like a monster, and now all he wanted was just to go back to the wild.

Gale started hyperventilating. Where were they? They never left him alone. Even during his solo hunts, he knew they were just nearby, just in case.

"What is going on here?" a voice demanded. It was one of the staff members, a thin woman with graying hair.

Her eyes went wide as she pushed through the children, taking in the scene. The boy lay unconscious on the ground, bloodied nose, urine all over his pants and pooling at his groin.

"Who did this?" the staff lady looked around.

None of the children moved, except their eyes gave it away, pointing directly at Gale.

"Office. Now," she barked at Gale.

Gale followed her inside, he could hear the whispers starting behind him.

"Freak," one kid whispered.

"Monster," another whispered.

But he was just defending himself. They were the ones threatening him.

The staff lady ushered Gale into the office, then sat behind the desk. The piles of paperwork that felt like they were about to topple over obstructed his view of her.

"Call me Ms. Molly," she said. "Now, explain yourself."

"I just... didn't mean to... they surrounded me… and… I…" Gale's throat felt dry, trying to find the words or how to even explain that his dad told him to subdue the biggest threat.

Ms. Molly's lips thinned. "Violence is never the answer. We have rules here, and you just broke the most important one on your first day."

What did she mean by first day? Mom and dad was gonna pick him up soon from this place after they were done with whatever they were doing.

"This isn't how we solve problems. We use our words. We come to a staff member. We don't resort to... to that kind of brutality," she nagged. "You need to learn to control that temper. This isn't like where you come from, out in wherever."

Gale couldn't even get a word in. It wasn't his fault. As she continued to lecture him about the importance of self-control, he thought of the rigorous training his parents had put him through.

Self-control was all he had. Patience is rewarded with food and the ability to live to the next day. It was a simple life, and in that life, he didn't have to deal with anyone else. All he had to do was follow what he was told to do, and he was happy.

"Now, Gale. This is your only warning. Another incident like this, and we will have a problem. We're trying to provide a safe home for everyone, including you. Do you understand?"

The words she spoke went in one ear and out the other. A safe home, she said. Why did he need another home from the home he already had?

"Gale, nod if you understand."

He nodded. That was all he could do.

"Good. Now get out of my sight," she said.

Gale stood up from the seat, closing the door on his way out. So this was going to be life from now on, huh? He wasn't that dumb to know he was abandoned in this place.

Tears started rolling down his cheeks. He'd give anything to get back to that familiar routine. Even if his fists bled, even if he was sleep deprived every day, he just wanted to see mom and dad.

'Stay low, blend in, survive.' That was the mantra his parents always repeated to him. Stay low in the woods lest you make yourself known. Blend in and be one with nature. Run away if you need to survive to get to the next day.

Guess this place is not too different.

The days that followed were a blur. Gale's parents never came back to pick him up. He learned that the building he was in was called an orphanage. A place where kids were left abandoned by their parents. Every day was a total experience of isolation from the other kids. No one wanted to talk to him. Each time he walked past the hallway, they'd talk to each other out loud about a monster, obviously referring to him.

School wasn't any different. Rumours already spread not to talk to the weird kid. Still, though, at least most of the kids there didn't insult him as he passed them by. They just left him alone, unlike the weirder kids who got constantly beat up by the bigger kids.

Weeks passed by just like this. Lonely.

Until one afternoon, he sat alone in a corner of the playground, drawing a campsite by a tree in the forest on the dirt. Crude, but it looked pretty good.

The sound of footsteps approaching tensed his muscles. Gale prepared his heart for another round of taunts or insults. Maybe this was even the day they'd start beating him up, just like the other kids.

"Hey," said the boy. "I'm Shawn. You're Gale, right?"

The boy had unruly dirty blond hair and a smattering of freckles across his nose.

Gale nodded cautiously.

Shawn plopped down beside him. "Pretty impressive beating up Brian like that. He's been bullying kids smaller than him for years and no one's knocked back at him for anything."

A small smile appeared on Gale, though it quickly faded as he remembered that beating up people was a bad thing. He didn't want to make Ms. Molly nag at him again.

"I shouldn't've…" he mumbled, not finding the next words.

"Probably not," Shawn chuckled. "But hey, rules are meant to be broken. Where'd you learn how to hit like that anyways?"

Gale hesitated. For the past year, his parents had told him to always keep secrets to himself. Don't tell anyone, otherwise they'd be really mad.

"My dad taught me," he said finally. "It's our… way of life."

Shawn's eyes lit up with interest. "Really? That's so cool! Mind teaching me some moves sometime?"

Didn't this boy see the damage he did to Brian? It was dangerous. And… and Ms. Molly would get mad and nag both of them. However, the feeling of having a friend his age wasn't so bad. Good feelings are good. Having someone to talk to who isn't afraid of you… that felt warm. It shouldn't hurt too much to teach a little bit. Probably.

"Yeah, maybe," he replied.

The next few weeks didn't become a blur. Gale and Shawn became inseparable. The first week was basics, showing Shawn how to move through the wild. Well, not the wild. More like the playground.

Gale taught Shawn how to climb the tree. Both went up to the top with no fear at all. Some students ratted them out. Ms. Molly came and shouted at them to get back down to the ground. After which, she nagged at them for an hour in her office for 'breaking the rules'.

The next week, Gale taught Shawn how to make fire with just pieces of gathered wood. Accidentally, Shawn lit up a whole bonfire in the middle of the playground. Next came Ms. Molly, banging on her desk, asking whose idea it was to make a fire in the middle of the yard to both of them. That went on for an hour until she had to go to a meeting.

The week after that, Gale started teaching Shawn some martial arts he learned from dad. Shawn called it 'wilderness arts version 1.0'. The moves themselves were basic, focusing on balance in order to be able to move all joints into a striking force.

For the first time after being abandoned, he felt like he found someone that could alleviate some of that longingness. A sort of comfort in friendship.

But that comfort was short-lived.

One afternoon, Shawn and Gale were in the yard.

"You ready?" Shawn asked. "I ain't going easy on you!"

"Come at me if you dare!" Gale said jokingly.

Shawn charged at Gale, running at full sprint. "Aaaah!" the boy shouted.

Gale sidestepped the charge, "too easy, naive."

"I'm not done yet!" Shawn crisply switched his momentum to the left. Leg already out, sweeping towards Gale's head.

Gale used two arms to block, allowing the force to dissipate by moving his body with the leg. But the fist came too quickly, aimed right at his temple. His body moved on instinct, grabbing the arm and pulling towards him to the side.

Shawn toppled over, his hand staying in Gale's grip. An audible crack could be heard from his wrist, bending at a bad angle.

"AAAAAH!" Shawn shouted. "It hurts!"

The boy shouted and cried as he saw his wrist was clearly broken.

Gale froze. The boy didn't know how to fall. That was one thing that Gale forgot to teach him. What do I do? What do I do? He tried reaching for Shawn, but the boy crawled backwards with fear clearly written on his expression.

Staff members rushed over, quickly whisking Shawn away to the infirmary, leaving Gale alone. Through it all, he saw Shawn's eyes, carrying the same look as everyone in the orphanage.

Ms. Molly had taken him to her office after that incident. She didn't say anything for a while, flipping through notes and glancing at her computer monitor.

Finally, after a while longer, she said, "Gale, do you have anything to say for yourself?"

Gale shook his head. What else could he say? Tell her that they were just play fighting some hero vs dark lord kind of fantasy that might get them hurt? Scrapes and scratches were one thing. A broken wrist or arm was something else.

"Gale," her voice became soft. "I understand you're going through a rough time. Causing small trouble is fine, but this one is just too big. Just please, please stay out of trouble. Okay?"

Somehow, even though she was softer on him, the words hurt more than when she just nagged him. At least with nagging, or maybe even shouting, Gale knew he did something wrong. All he could do was suppress the tears. Stay out of trouble.

Stay low, blend in, survive. Just like what his parents told him.

Gale left the office. Ms. Molly didn't even say anything as he left, not even showing him any slight anger.

The following days were agonizing. Shawn avoided him, making excuses to leave whenever Gale called out to him or whenever he entered the room he was in. The whispers started up again, much more than before.

"I told you he was dangerous."

"He can't control himself."

"He's wild and feral."

"A monster."

But… I'm not. He's not any of those things. Each time he passed by those whispers, a part of him wanted to cry out. Wanted to lash out at them. And what would that do? Prove to them that he was a monster. So he didn't.

Gale retreated further into himself, creating walls around him so that no one could ever come close. After he got out of this orphanage, he'd build a house in a forest. A cabin. And maybe even a pool. No one would ever be invited, except his parents if they ever came back.

One night, he made the decision. All the skills, all his knowledge, basically everything he learned when he was with his parents would all be put away. He would become the quiet boy that no one would look at like an unseen ghost.

From that day forward, Gale became part of the background. He moved through the orphanage like a ghost, speaking only when spoken to, never drawing attention to himself unless warranted. When other children picked on him, he endured it silently. Fighting back would just draw more attention to him, attention he didn't want.

During classes, he sat alone, quiet as to not attract any attention from even the teacher. Soon, they all did as he wanted, leaving him alone. The whispers soon died out, and he just became part of the background, blending into the life at the orphanage.

The staff were relieved by his apparent transformation. Ms. Molly even called him to her office.

"Good job, Gale." Ms. Molly smiled. "Here, have some chocolate bars on the table. Don't be shy."

Gale took a bar. The label said: Hershey's Cookies and Cream Crunchy Bar.

"Now Gale, if you ever need anyone to talk to, my door is always open," she said.

That was a lie, of course. She was always busy, always talking to students in trouble, nagging at them. She droned on and on about how much better he was that Gale didn't even register most of her words.

After she finished her monologue that took about 30 minutes, Gale stood up and headed for the door.

Ms. Molly coughed, "Gale, don't forget to visit the library. We just got new books from a donor."

Gale walked through the corridor and saw a cart full of books. The library usually only had textbooks and educational material. But this new pile was different, more colourful.

Taking a handful, he went back to his room. He laid them all out on his bed. One book was a mystery noir novel. A couple of them were romance. One was a sci-fi, and the last one was a fantasy.

That whole night, he read through all of them, burying his mind in the realms of the books. The fantasy book caught his interest the most, where knights roamed a kingdom felling demons. The feeling of freedom as he read through the lives of the characters that lived inside those books felt like a valve release.

Years passed, and Gale's mask became more convincing. The other children stopped fearing him, instead largely ignoring his presence. He became adept at blending into the background, observing without being observed. At times, he even became the target of bullying. A shove in the hallway, a book knocked from his hands. He became a sturdy, silent punching bag, and in a twisted way, he had fulfilled his parents’ expectations—he had learned to stay low, to blend in, to survive.
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                The dried up leaves crunched beneath Gale's feet as the group continued the journey to the rift's exit. Bumping into one of the survivor women at the rear, he followed their gaze, taking in the view of the stone tower. It stood tall right dab in the middle of the clearing.

Something was different. The last time they had encountered the tower, a heavy oppressive darkness surrounded it. It had even drawn him towards it without him noticing. Looking at it now, the oppressive hypnotic feeling was gone.

Gale moved up to the front of the convoy, ignoring the eyes that moved to avoid him and then seeing Rachel's back. His feet hesitated moving forward. It'll be fine. Just take a deep breath and act like nothing happened.

He took a step beside Rachel and Ollie.

"It's changed," said Gale.

Rachel shifted her weight away from Gale. It was slight. Maybe she felt uncomfortable. Best to ignore it for now. Remember, just keep coming back again and again.

"I say it's changed for the better. For now at least." Ollie stepped into the clearing.

"Ollie, that's dangerous!" Rachel suppressed a yell.

Ollie gestured both his hands open, "look, no hypnotic mind attacks from the black ooze of death."

"What does it mean?" Annett came to the front beside Gale.

Gale shook his head, "Not sure. Doesn't hurt to stay alert."

Anna shrieked. "Impossible! He's... he's moved."

Gale glanced back at the broken woman. Everyone had ignored her for a while now. Her whispers and mumbles. This time though, even he was creeped out. Even without going into the stone tower, he sensed the entity in the stone tower was completely gone.

"Let's move in," Gale looked at Rachel.

"Everyone, listen up," Rachel called out. "We'll set up camp here for now. The forest beasts won't dare come near this place."

Gale watched the convoy settle around the stone tower. One by one, all of them set up temporary resting areas around the stone tower. The most vulnerable, the children, were set up inside.

Rachel and Annett set up their beddings just by the outer perimeter where the convoy had laid. The survivor women also laid by the outer perimeter as Lennard gave them a dirty eye.

Walking over to Rachel and telling her he was sorry would've been so easy. The cut was deep, still showing bits of red through the bandage. It was his fault. 'Losing my mind' wasn't a good excuse for having hurt someone or anyone for that matter. She didn't even bother to look at him, and that hurt.

His feet remained planted, not making any conscious effort to walk through the crowd. Gale closed his eyes, feeling the subtle difference in the air that surrounded the tower. No longer did the air sting at the insides of his skin and into the bones. It felt more like the humid air of the forest. Though this change wasn't welcomed. If anything, it proved Anna's creepy ramblings even more correct that something moved.

Gale turned away from the camp and walked toward the treeline. The convoy needed food. Real food, not just the dried rations they'd been chewing on the whole trek to this landmark. That'll get their morale up. Bonus points that it'll probably even win a few people over without needing to use his mouth to apologize.

Closing his eyes, he spread out the tendrils of his senses throughout the forest. The familiar web of information flowed back to him. Small critters scurried, hugging the underbrush. Nothing up above. And there, just two hundred metres to the east. A beast, easy pickings.

Gale disappeared into the forest, jumping from one elevated footing to the next. His shoulders relaxed for the first time since the bridge. Out here was comfort. Him alone with the forest. And also something he needed to learn to rely less on.

The beast came into view in a small clearing through the gap in the trees. Small, basically half the size of a garbage truck. Leathery hide with matted fur. It didn't look twisted, in fact it looked more like a normal animal.

It pawed and dug at the ground, probably scavenging for something or picking at small prey. Easy prey when its back was turned to him.

Gale drew the bone sabre by his hips and activated Phase Touch along its edge. He approached from downwind, steps muffled and silent as he could.

The beast's head snapped up. It jumped backwards. Gale closed in the final distance. Its lips pulled back. Teeth snapped at him. Stepping to the inner left side of the beast, he brought up the edge. The meat on its neck gave way. Windpipe sliced open. Blood sprayed.

[Awakened Forest beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey...]

The whole fight didn't even last 10 seconds. Gale hoisted the carcass over his shoulders and started back toward camp.

Upon emerging from the treeline, heads turned his way. Conversations stopped. A few children tugged at their mom's sleeve and pointed at him.

Gale set up his station just at the edge of the stone tower's clearing. He began looking for dry wood for a fire. At least the work kept him busy. He didn't have to think too much when his body needed to do something.

Ollie walked over and helped pick up a couple of branches, carefully picking out the dry ones.

"Good hunting," Ollie said.

"Yeah."

Ollie piled up the branches near the dead carcass. "But next time, maybe give us a heads up when you go solo hunting, alright?"

Gale nodded once.

"And…" Ollie leaned closer. "That thing you used earlier with that shadow. Best to keep that under the wraps. Most civies go wacko if they see stuff like that. Y'know… like vomiting and headaches. Sometimes even going to the insane asylum."

"Why?" Genuinely. He didn't understand.

"Uhh… how to explain this," Ollie glanced back at Rachel and Annett, then back to Gale. "Look, man, I'm no expert, but from what my master taught me, it's like their brains get fried when they see shit that can't exist. Their brain just crashes. It can mess people up, for real for real."

"Is that why they're avoiding me?"

"No. Uh. No, that's because you're a nightmare demon. But hey, that's fine." Ollie bumped his fist on Gale's arm. "Don't sweat it too much. They'll be fine."

"Thanks," he muttered. "I guess." Gale sat down in front of the pile, watching Ollie walk back to the tower.

Still didn't quite understand why it would fry their brains. All his life, even in the orphanage, some 'otherworldly' stuff did happen to him that Ms. Molly would just dismiss as his overactive imagination.

Gale sighed, taking out the bone knife set on his hilt. He began butchering the beast. At this point, it became second nature that his mind just kept drifting to the images of people avoiding his eyes.

And Rachel's hand. He wanted to give it proper bandaging. Would Annett be offended if he redid the bandages she set on Rachel's hand?

Fire was next. Setting up four different fire pits, each side held a Y shaped stick to hold a spit. He put a stick through each part using a stick sturdy enough to hold it. Carefully, Gale laid the legs of the beast for each fire pit and lit up the branches.

The murmurs died once again as the aroma of cooking meat wafted throughout the clearing. Gale worked silently, focusing on each fire pit and turning the sticks when ready.

Soon enough, the meat was fully cooked with a slight burn on the surface. After gathering a handful of clean looking leaves, he sliced off meat from each of the four legs onto a leaf.

Gale went inside the stone tower where the kids' resting area was, with a leaf full of cooked meat. He saw a lady was crouched wiping off dirt on a boy's face.

She stood up, looking at what Gale held in his hands, though he avoided eye contact. It was best that way.

"Thank you," she said, taking the leaf full of meat.

Gale walked out immediately after she took it from his hands. His heart raced as he arrived back at the fire pits. The lady accepted it. That was what mattered. It was accepted, and that was a good thing. Yeah, that was a good thing.

He did this a couple of more times. First was a group of convoy members he didn't know. They accepted it too. Second was the survivor women, accepting and even smiled at him.

The last one was the toughest. Lennard's group of older members. He gave out a leaf full of meat to Lennard, waiting for him to accept.

"Fine… thanks," Lennard snorted.

Didn't matter what he said. Actions spoke louder than words. He accepted it nonetheless, which meant it was a good thing. Gale went back to the fire pits, there was just enough meat left for three people.

Quickly slicing off the meat on the leg and packaging it up, he glanced at where Annett and Rachel sat. Their eyes met his, but their heads quickly turned away.

Standing up, he took a deep breath and walked towards the two. When he reached Rachel and Annett, Gale paused. The two women watched him cautiously.

"Here," Gale said softly, offering both girls a portion of the cooked meat. "It's safe to eat. It's well done."

"Thought you North Americanos liked meat medium-rare. Guess I was wrong, huh?" Annett chuckled, then elbowed Rachel.

Rachel reached out slowly, hesitating a bit until finally taking it. Her fingers brushed against Gale's slightly.

"Thank you," she said, then opened the leaf. It was the amount for three people.

As Gale turned back to the fire pit, Rachel's hand reached out for his, stopping him from leaving. "Wanna eat with us?"

Gale sat down beside Rachel, not knowing what to say. Seeing her hand, it was still a bit bloody. "How's your hand?"

Rachel put out her right hand in front of Gale. "Bandaged fine. Annett took care of it."

Gale, without thinking, grabbed her hand and then carefully took out the crude bandage. It revealed the deep wound on her palm. Then realizing what he just did, he looked at Rachel's face. Surprisingly, she wore a soft smile.

"Can I?" Gale asked.

Rachel nodded.

"Bear with it for a bit." Immediately, he pulled out a long piece of cloth and tightened up a proper bandage on her arm, tight enough to support healing properly to prevent a scar.

"Sorry, Annett. I ruined your bandage." Gale looked down.

Annett laughed out loud. "No worries. Even I don't trust the first aid training from the UK." She wiped a tear from her eyes. "It's always impressive seeing you hunt those beasts. Where did you learn to hunt like that?"

Gale hesitated answering. She just laughed at him, but he didn't know why. That was her hard work, but she just laughed it off. This is why it's so much easier to deal with beasts than people.

"My dad," he said finally. "Taught me a lot about survival. Self-defense, too."

"Self-defense? Is that what you did to that shadow earlier?" Rachel asked, putting a piece of meat into her mouth.

He sighed and then continued, "My dad. He taught me lots of things, and it was more than just basic self defence. Daggers, spears, swords. Even a rifle. He said I needed to be prepared for anything. That's all."

"Sounds like a bootcamp… for war?" Annett grabbed a handful of meat, then ate them one by one.

"Definitely not. It was for… survival," Gale shrugged. "I never really understood why he pushed me so hard. But lucky break that his training kept me alive in this place."

"Gale." Rachel leaned her shoulder slightly to touch his arm. "I'm sorry if I was... afraid earlier. It's just... what you can do. It's something we haven't seen an awakened do before. Sorry."

Gale understood that fear all too well. They weren't to blame for his loss of self-control. "I'm sorry too. I got lost in myself. I just wanted to protect everyone."

"We know. And we appreciate that," Annett leaned forward. "Really. It's just going to take some time for everyone to adjust. To understand that you're not a threat or… feral-whatever just forget what Lennard said. He's an asshole anyway."

"I can work with that," Gale said. But still. Was reconciling this easy? Just a few gifts of meat could fix things. It shouldn't be. He shouldn't just stop here. "Just know… I'm on your side. Always. Ok?"

Rachel nodded, smiling at him. "We get it. Rest up too. You've gotten more beatings than any of us."

"Literally, mentally, and metaphorically," Annett said, putting a hand on her chin. "I think that's how that word's used." She laughed again.

The conversation lulled as they finished the meat on the leaf divided to the three of them. He looked back at the tower. "The tower. It feels different now."

Rachel followed his gaze.

"It does," she agreed. "The darkness is gone, but... I can't help feeling like it's somewhere else. Just not here."

Annett nodded. "Stay alert just in case. Just because it seems safe doesn't mean it is."

"I'll do first watch," Gale said, standing up. "You two rest up first."

"En." Rachel stood up too. "Be careful. Tell me first if you're going to go hunt like that again."

"You should've seen Rachel after you went out like that. She was almost pan-" Annett stopped mid-sentence, catching a glance from Rachel. "I mean, yeah. A team needs to keep good comms with each other. That's what first-year professors always tell us in the academy. Yup. That's it."

"I'll always tell you from now on," Gale said firmly. "Go take a rest. Please."

"Ok. We'll go now then," said Rachel. The two walked toward their resting area near the older folks.

"And Gale, wake me up in a couple of hours. I'll take the second shift," Rachel said, looking back at him.

Gale nodded.





Gale's eyes fluttered open as he heard voices across the clearing. He blinked, disoriented for a bit. The sleep he got was one of the best ones he's had for a while. Pushing himself up from the grass, he moved quietly to the door of the stone tower.

"...can't trust him," it was Lennard's voice.

Gale spread out Breath of the Void to the inside.

"He's going to get us all killed!" Lennard yelled. "Even if he gave us that food, that's just a lie, I tell ya. Make us let our guards down against him."

"Oh yeah? Are you pulling something out of your ass?" Ollie said mockingly. "He's saved our lives more than once. What have you done on this hike?"

"At what cost?" Lennard shot back. "Did you see what he did to that shadow creature? That's not human. He's a beast, a monster wearing human skin!"

The children inside shrank back to the walls of the tower. A girl even started crying, needing to have her mom pat her on the back.

Gale knew they were afraid of him, though to what extent, he didn't know. Hearing it come from Lennard made him hiccup. Tears dared to run down his cheeks. Even though he put his heart out on his sleeve to give the cooked meat to him, Lennard still accepted. That was supposed to at least give him some slack.

"Monster or not," a woman said, "he's protecting us for now. We can always leave him behind later if we need to."

"Leave him behind?" Annett said. "You mundanes are even harsher than most in Aur. You’re saying that after everything he's done for us?"

"What has he done exactly?" Lennard challenged. "Brought more baggage to our doorstep? Made us a target for those Blue Haven lunatics?"

"He saved those women from torture and death!" Ollie interjected.

"And in doing so, he's put all of us at risk," Lennard countered. "We don't know what kind of enemies he's made, what kind of trouble follows him."

"What about this 'Aur' thing?" someone asked. "You and Rachel keep talking about it like it's common knowledge, but I've never heard of it before."

"Exactly!" Lennard seized on the point. "There's so much we don't know. These powers they have, this 'Aur' society. It's all dangerous and unknown. How can we trust someone who's part of a world we don't understand?"

"But that's just it," Annett argued. "It is part of your world, back on Earth. You just don't understand it, but that also doesn't make it bad."

"For now," Lennard said darkly. "But what happens when its goals no longer align with ours? That monster! What happens when we're caught in the crossfire of whatever conflict it's a part of?"

Ollie sighed. "Look, I understand everyone's scared. We're in a situation none of us could have imagined. But Gale has proven himself time and time again. He's risked his life for us."

"That doesn't make him safe," Lennard insisted. "It just makes him useful. For now."

The casual dismissal of his humanity cut deep. Gale closed his eyes, leaning back against the wall beside the door. A tear rolled down his cheek. He spent so much effort gaining their trust, protecting them from the elements of this world. However, it wasn't enough for them. To them, he was always going to be different.

"What about Rachel?" someone asked. "She has powers too. Do we trust her?"

"Rachel's different," Lennard grumbled, looking side to side. "She's... she's been with us longer. We know her."

"Hmph," Annett crossed her arms. "Do you really know any of us? We're all strangers thrown together by circumstance. Gale's no different."

"Except for the fact that he can kill with a touch," Lennard muttered.

"What if..." a voice spoke up, clearly Alex's voice. "What if we're looking at this all wrong? What if Gale's abilities are the reason we're still alive?"

"Or the reason we're in danger in the first place," Lennard countered. "Maybe it's his powers that are attracting those beasts. Think about it. That big beast came with him after he joined the encampment."

"Are you stupid? You should be the one to think about it," Alex argued. "We've survived things that should have killed us. Forest beasts, Blue Haven scouts, that shadow creature. Without Gale, would any of us still be here?"

Silence fell over the group. Gale quickly wiped the tear and put on his firmest expression as he saw Rachel coming up ahead from the tree line.

"Gale?" Rachel tilted her head. "What's wrong?"

Gale shook his head. "Nothing. It's fine."

"You sure?"

He nodded in reply.

She opened the door, walking into the building while keeping her eyes on him. Inside the room, Lennard, Annett, Ollie, Alex, and a couple of moms with their children lay around a small fire.

"Everyone, there's a big problem," Rachel called out. "There's something big in the tree line. It's not coming any closer, but it's watching us. We're going to have to fight it when we leave."

"What kind of 'something big'?" Lennard asked.

"I'm not sure," Rachel admitted. "It's like nothing I've seen before. Bigger than the normal beasts we've encountered, and slimmer… and it seems... smarter."

"Great," Lennard muttered. "Another monster to deal with."

"We need Gale," Ollie said firmly, eyes looking to the side towards the door. "Whatever your feelings about him, we can't deny that his abilities give us the best chance of survival."

"And what if he turns those abilities on us?" Lennard challenged.

"He won't," Annett said, balling her hand into a fist. "I've seen the way he looks at us, the way he puts himself in danger to keep us safe. He's not a threat to us."

"Are you sure about that?" Lennard interrogated.

"Lennard, cut the crap already. Your arguments aren't going to save us from this world," Rachel said, increasing the temperature in the room. "Right now, we need every advantage we can get, and remember this: he's one of us."

She turned to the door. "Gale, come in here."

"I'm here." Gale took a deep breath before pushing forward through the door. He faced the group, specifically Lennard, giving him a dirty eye.

Rachel turned to him, "There's something out there. This time, we'll fight together. You're not alone anymore. Got it?"

Gale nodded.

"Anyways, the thing that's out there…" Rachel's voice trembled as she spoke. "I saw something out there. In the forest."

Gale stepped into the room of the tower, "What was it?"

"It was... big. But not like the others. Slender, almost. And its eyes..." Rachel shuddered. "It felt like it was observing me."

"Did it attack?" Gale asked.

Rachel shook her head. "No. The moment I spotted it, it vanished. But I can feel it. It's still out there, watching us."

Gale stepped back outside. The hurtful words by the older asshole can wait. Pushing Breath of the Void out, he located the beast Rachel was talking about. The beast was barely detectable, clearly it was in the predator class.

He focused more, straining his mind to see a clearer picture of it. Suddenly, he saw it. The creature Rachel mentioned was indeed different from the forest beasts they'd encountered before.

It was slender, almost serpentine in the way it moved, with a sleek body that seemed built for speed rather than usual brute strength. But what caught Gale's attention were its eyes. It looked at the convoy from afar, observing and watching the members situated outside of the stone tower.
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                Gale took the Breath back in. What Rachel saw was a predator, and it wasn't one of the normal kind that had hulking muscles and slight intelligence. It was something different, as its legs looked more like elongated horse legs and a slimmer torso.

He could take it on by himself. That would allow the group to defend the convoy if the beast ever runs through him to attack the weaker links.

Gale looked into Rachel's eyes.

"What?" Rachel asked.

No. Fighting it alone wasn't the answer. Being alone, he could run away when things got bad, call it a day, and try again tomorrow. However, they only had one shot at killing the beast. No second chances.

"You've been staring for a while, everything ok in there?" Rachel tilted her head.

"The man's thinkin'. Let the man think," Ollie said.

"Yes, clearly something you need to do as well," Annett elbowed Ollie.

"Earth to Gale. Did you think of anything?" Rachel asked, tugging at his sleeve.

Gale nodded.

"It's uhh," he said. "Something I call a predator. This one's fast instead of muscular."

Rachel put a hand on her chin. "Alright, any ideas on how we kill it?"

"We might need to test it and retreat back to the stone tower," Gale said.

"That's risky," Rachel said. "Worst-case scenario is that it follows us to the stone tower. If that thing underneath is gone, they might get brave enough to just cross the border."

"Well, it ran away when it saw Rachel earlier, right?" Ollie chimed in. "Could be biding its time for something, and that's totally creepy for a beast."

"It might've been following from afar all this time since we got near the stone tower," Annett said. "You never know."

"I say we need someone to act as bait." Rachel turned her head to Annett. "Think you can do it?"

Annett crossed her arms, avoiding Rachel's eyes. She shifted her weight uncomfortably, obviously scared to do what she'd been asked to do.

"I'll-," Gale started.

"No. I'll do it." Annett cut him off.

"Are you sure?" Gale asked.

"I'm sure," Annett sighed. "I'm probably the best option anyway."

"Trust her, Gale," Rachel said. "We're a team."

That's right. They're a team. Each one carries their own weight. Hopefully, Annett doesn't get hurt from being a bait. Not because he cared or anything like that. He just didn't want to see her get hurt. Definitely.

"Alright, that's settled." Rachel turned to Ollie. "I'll be on fallback. Block the route to the stone tower just in case. I'll be on the lookout for smaller beasts. Ollie, you pick off stragglers if any. Annett walks in looking as innocent as she can into the forest, and then…"

All eyes turned to Gale. "I'll take it down," he said.

"Good. Take it down as fast as you can while it's distracted by Annett." Rachel said.

Yeah. This plan should work, and no one gets hurt as long as he takes down the predator as fast as he can.

"Remember," Rachel said as they prepared to move out, "Don't hold back. End it quickly. The longer we fight, the more monsters will come. Stick to the plan, it's short and simple. Ready?"

Gale nodded, his grip tightening on the bone saber.

Annett stepped forward. "I'm ready," she said.

Rachel gave her a nod, then turned to the others. "Everyone knows their roles. Let's do this."





Annett stood in front of the edge of the forest and the stone tower. There was a clear line that divided the border. One side had shorter grass, the other side had much longer grasses that almost looked like underbrush.

"Remember," Annett said to herself, "Just act natural. We've got your back. Just go in there and look like an innocent girl ripe for the taking, they said."

Taking a deep breath, she took her first step outside of the border. She walked deeper, passing the first tree, and then the second and third trees, until the trees blocked the view of the stone tower.

"I'm a little teapot, short and stout," Annett mumbled, passing over a large rock. "Here is my handle, here is my spout."

She reached a clearing with a large patch of dirt. Hoove prints covered the patch, going everywhere.

"When I get all steamed up, hear me shout." Annett bent down to examine the dirt. She pretended to look at the dirt, rubbing her fingers on it. "Tip me over and pour me out…"

Suddenly, her head snapped to something that looked like it was flying through the trees. The creature emerged from the shadows, too fast for her to see.

"Ahhh!" she screamed in a high pitch.

The beast had its maw open right in front of her. Its body a twisted mixture of a horse and a snake, with patches of scales and short horse fur all around its body.

"Now!" Rachel shouted.

A fireball flew between Annett and the predator, just inches away from either one. The beast immediately bolted in the opposite direction of where the fireball came from.

Gale was already there, sabre already in mid swing at the neck. The beast swerved. Blade missed by just a couple of millimetres.

The predator lunged at Gale. Sabre's edge met against the blunt hooves. Hands numb.

Three gunshots barked. Bullet trails whipped and curved through trees. Bullet holes planted themselves into the predator's thighs. Ineffective. Not even a flinch.

The predator ran. Through the trees, it disappeared almost instantly.

"It's running!" Ollie shouted from a tree branch.

"Chase it and end it quick!" Rachel yelled over her shoulder, disappearing into the treeline. Annett and Ollie followed suit without hesitation.

Wait. This was fishy.

He wanted to call out, but they were already gone. Gale followed, making chase. Something about this didn't feel right.

The predator led them on a winding path. One moment, it was through a steep downhill. The next was through a field of felled smaller trees. And then lastly, jumping a small cliff into a clearing.

Rachel went first. Wild flames covered her fist, Annett and Ollie just behind her.

She took a stance and punched the air, hurling a fireball to where the fleeing predator was.

Suddenly, a muscular predator of enormous proportions burst into the clearing, barreling down to Rachel tiny form. It was an enormous, fat 4 garbage trucks of muscle.

Gale launched himself to intercept. Just before it rammed into Rachel, he punched it straight in the head. Its trajectory changed slightly, missing altogether. His right arm was completely numb after.

"Fall back!" he shouted. The larger predator was already getting up, slow but steady.

Rachel fell back to the treeline where its harder for a large being to maneuver. Taking another stance, she punched the air, sending a wave of fire.

It hit the side of the larger predator. However, its thick reptile like scales didn't even look slightly burnt.

Ollie fired a burst of three bullets at it, all aimed at the same spot. Its scales pinged with three metallic dings. Bullets bounced off like it was nothing.

Annett dashed in, spear forward. She struck through in between the scales. The tip got lodged, and with a quick shake of its body, the shaft of the spear snapped off.

The plan they had laid crumbled. Everyone now fought for survival. Gale narrowly dodged an overhead swipe from the larger predator. His right arm still felt numb. He could barely hold on to the sabre. Ollie backpedalled to avoid the swinging tail. Annett ran back to the treeline, then translucent yellow energy spread from her hands to the larger predator. Rachel fired off more fireballs at the armour.

Nothing was working. If he didn't need to save Rachel, he would be able to hold on to his sabre properly.

"Stall for time!" Gale shouted.

Everyone nodded.

"Create a firewall!" Ollie shouted.

Rachel took another stance. Her leg dropped onto the ground as she thrust her palm. A wall of fire tore through the ground between the large predator and where Gale had sat down.

Gale took out another piece of cloth. Come on, you fucking piece of shit. He wrapped up his right hand, tying it tightly on his sabre.

"Slow down the fast one!" Ollie pointed at a branch.

The slim predator pounced from the branch. In mid air, it was enveloped by a yellow light. The change turned its movement to look like it was underwater.

"Herd them together!" Gale shouted.

Rachel shot out a fireball at the slowed slim predator. The fireball aimed just further into the treeline rather than directly at the beast. Sidestepping, the slim preadtor moved inwards into the clearing.

Ollie's pistol barked twice towards the slim beast, bullets aimed for the hooves. Even with the slow applied and homing effect, the bullets missed. But it did the trick.

The slim beast retreated even further, nearer to the larger one. Then, out of nowhere, a low rumbling roar came from the larger predator. The enormous beast charged at Rachel.

She jumped back, not before sending two punches of fireballs onto where she jumped from. Fire engulfed the large beast. It retreated backwards.

"I can't hold this much longer," Rachel gritted her teeth.

This needed to end.

"On my signal," Gale called out, "Rachel, drop the flames. Ollie, aim for the eyes. Annett, with me."

Gale took a deep breath, centring himself. Time seemed to slow as he focused on the predators, reading their body language, anticipating their moves. Then, as the two beasts retreated to each other just close enough.

"Now!" he shouted.

The wall of fire vanished, plunging the clearing into sudden darkness. The predators, momentarily blinded by the change back to darkness, hesitated for a crucial second.

Ollie's two bullets streaked through the air, homed in, and found their mark, striking both of the larger predator's eyes. The beast reared back, whining. Annett fully concentrated her time-slow on the slimmer beast.

Gale moved.

Rachel sent a few more fireballs to the side of the slimmer predator, herding it closer to the bigger one.

Gale launched himself off a tree. His blade became a blur as he spun. Tied cloth holding steady. Focused Phase Touch on the edge activated. The sabre whistled through the air.

Just before the predator dodged, two more shots rang out. The slowed slimmer predator hesitated.

The spinning form's sabre connected with the slimmer predator's neck. Decapitated head sent into the air. Blood sprayed outwards.

[Tainted Forest Predator felled.]

[The royal guard had sworn to protect her Lord's land even through the chaos and blight. Only by succumbing to the taint could she continue protecting.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

The grains of light immediately entered him. His hand recovered just as the cloth was already torn to bits from the stress.

The larger predator roared another deafeningly low rumble. It charged blindly at where Gale was about to land.

Rachel unleashed a torrent of flames directly into the predator's face. The beast covered its head, stopping its charge mid-motion and skidding on the forest ground.

"Together!" Gale shouted, charging forward.

Annett focused her slow on the beast. Ollie's shots found their mark on the creature's joints, making the beast flinch. Rachel's flames kept it disoriented, unable to mount an effective defence.

Gale's focused Phase Touch sabre struck true at the beast's forehead. The beast convulsed before falling with a loud thud onto the ground.

[Tainted Forest Predator felled.]

[Loyal till death and loyal to his beloved, he swore to protect both even if he had to give in to the taint to follow both.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Silence fell onto the clearing. Each of the group members heaved, trying to catch their breaths. The group stood there, weapons still raised.

"Is it... is it over?" Annett asked.

"It's done," he confirmed, turning back to the others.

Gale approached the fallen predator cautiously, even though he already knew that the beasts were dead. The system had told him so. Can't hurt to be extra careful.

The rest of the group made an audible sigh of relief.

"That was... intense. Like it was literally hot because of the flames," Ollie forced a laugh.

Rachel nodded, panting, her eyes still narrow with adrenaline. "I've never pushed fire that much before."

Gale gulped as his eyes darted between the two beasts. If he had come out here alone, he was for sure dead. Two against one. One fast, one bulky. Without the other's backup, there would've been no second chance of running away and coming back for revenge.

"Lennard is definitely wrong," Annett smiled weakly, turning to Gale. "Everyone needs each other to get through all of this."

Fuck Lennard. Even if that asshole hated him, he'd still protect him. His gratitude wasn't necessary.

"Gale…" Rachel came a step closer to him. "Sorry. I made a bad call."

"Is anyone hurt?" Gale asked.

Ollie and Annett shook their heads.

"Did we win together?" Gale looked into Rachel's eyes.

The air rose in temperature as Rachel nodded.

Even if he was frustrated at how they chased blindly, what mattered was that Annett wasn't hurt. No one ever wanted to be blamed for just trying to do what's best. What mattered was that no one got hurt, except maybe his hand, but that's beside the point.

"We should head back," Gale said. "The others will be worried, and we don't know what else might have heard the fight."

The group nodded in unison.

"But wait, should we bring back any of these?" Rachel asked.

"It'll slow us down." Gale said. The point is no longer to fight back, but to get to the exit.

"Okie," Rachel said. "Where to?"

She had the right question. They had chased not knowing where they were going.

"This way." Gale led the group back to the stone tower. Dad always said, each time you pass by anywhere in the woods and even in the city, memorize it like it was your backyard.

Soon enough, the group emerged from the treeline. Battered, exhausted, and most importantly, alive.

Lennard pushed his way to the front, his eyes widening as he saw the blood and scorch marks that covered the group.

"What happened out there?" he yelled.

Gale opened his mouth to respond, but Rachel beat him to it.

"There were two of them. Big muscle one, fast smart one," she said. "And we won."

The crowd murmured at her reply.

"How?" a man asked from the back of the group.

Ollie stepped forward. "Teamwork. How else? You guys thinking we got magic bullets that magically kill the magic beasts?"

"But you do have magic bullets," Annett commented.

Ollie grinned. 

"And what about next time?" Lennard raised his voice. "What happens when we face something even worse?"

"Then we'll face them again, with teamwork," Gale stepped forward this time, chest out.

Lennard stepped backwards. The murmurs soon died down from that declaration. Each of the convoy members left to their own resting areas. Looks like the firmness in his voice had took the old man down a notch, at least for now. Not sure how long that'll last. 

"We'll be leaving in a bit," Rachel told the convoy. "Everyone, rest for a bit while we get a move on."

Gale felt his muscles ache, especially his right arm. Even as he got the two origin extractions, punching that beast bare handed probably did a number on his bones.

Just as he was about to go to his resting area, he felt a warm hand placed on his shoulder.
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                Just as he was about to go to his resting area, he felt a warm hand placed on his shoulder.

"You," she said, gesturing to him. "Do you wanna talk?"

Gale felt his heart drop. Those were Ms. Molly's famous words before she was about to pull him aside that resulted in a soul crushing demolition from a minimum hour long nag session with no way to talk back. Don't do this. Don't do that. Do it like this. Speak up. Don't speak. It was never consistent. 

Adults always kept telling you to do things and then tells you to do another thing after telling you to do the thing they told you not do. And now, she might become the next Ms. Molly.

Rachel walked over to a nearby boulder. She sat down, looked at him, then patted the side where she sat. "Come sit."

Sitting down beside her, he felt his shoulders hunch. He was ready for the moral and mental beating he was about to take. Though it didn't make sense. He accepted the together thing already. Didn't even blame anyone for the mishaps that happened during the hunt.

"Look, about what happened to Lennard and the others…" Rachel turned to face him.

Here it comes.

"Don't let it get to you. It's just…" Rachel sighed. "This always happens when civilians get caught up in 'Aur' stuff. You know. Supernatural stuff."

"Civilians?" Gale asked, but more curious about where this was going than anything.

Rachel looked up at the small patch of sky in the clearing. "Right. You're new to all of this. We did tell you a bit about Aur though, right?"

"Right."

"Back home, those who awaken powers or abilities, they're called Aurians. And normal people, the ones without any abilities, they're just called civilians. Civies for short or just mundanes."

"Pretty straightforward." Gale took a deep breath. Didn't know where this was going, but fortunately, it wasn't going the Ms. Molly way. "Can… can you tell me more about Aur?"

"It's... complicated," Rachel said.

Of course it was.

She looked back at him, eyes meeting his. "I'll explain more later. Just don't blame yourself for what happened, ok? It's not your fault they're scared. It's just how things are."

Gale glanced back at the group, his eyes finding Lennard amongst the convoy. Just how things are my ass. That asshole probably still needs a punch to the face.

Rachel followed his gaze. "Lennard was actually the one who started gathering people first. When I joined, he already had a small group with him."

"Really?" Gale's tone raised. "He kind of reminds me of a nagging staff lady back in the orphanage. She was always nagging me."

Rachel chuckled.

Throughout the time Gale met her, she barely laughed. Now she just chuckled in front of him. Surprisingly, it was pleasant to the ears.

"Back then... when you hit me... I was a bit scared of you." She looked down at the grass.

"Sorry."

"It's fine. You don't need to apologize," Rachel said. "It wasn't just that though. I was more upset about the sleeve being ripped apart. It showed this." Her left hand moved to her right hand's sleeve, revealing a silvery scar.

Gale's lips parted, but nothing came out. The scar on her arm was small, not like the ones he got around his body from dad's trainings. However, he could see it in her face. The scar to her was important.

"Is your arm okay?"

Rachel finally looked back up at him. "It's fine."

Gale, you idiot. Of course she was fine. It was a scar, and she's still alive, thriving, and surviving.

Suddenly, Rachel spoke up, "You know what I miss most about Earth?"

"What?"

"The simple things. I usually went to the park whenever it was sunny, and I'd just sit on the bench, feeling the sun on my face." She looked back up at the sky, swinging her legs. "Sometimes I'd hike up a mountain trail with my best friend. She'd complain so much about her legs burning from the pace. There were some large hills around Toronto that would even make you feel tired."

"I've never felt tired over hiking mountains. Hills definitely won't make me tired," Gale said. His family hiked everywhere like nomads. Hills and such would never tire him out, that's for sure. And that was before he was an Aurian.

Rachel suddenly burst into laughter, tearing up.

"Why is that funny?" Gale asked.

"No, nothing." Rachel wiped her tears away. "That was just a figure of speech."

Gale's cheeks reddened.

"It was fun though," Rachel's shoulders finally stopped shaking from the laughter. "And then there's Wonderland in Vaughan. There's this one roller coaster that literally shot you straight up and then dropped you back down. My best friend would cry and scream at me just before the ride. Then she'd be so happy right after it. The feeling of having your stomach in your throat was the best. We both loved it."

She paused, looking at Gale. "What about you? What do you miss?"

Gale shifted uncomfortably. There weren't so many things he could say were things that he missed back on Earth. Maybe his parents. For what it's worth, even the grub at the cafeteria was better than monster jerky.

"I... I guess I miss the quiet. There was this spot at the park near the orphanage. I'd go there to read sometimes. It was peaceful," Gale said.

Rachel leaned in closer. "What kind of books?"

"Anything I could get my hands on, really. Sci-fi, noir, romance, mystery," Gale said. "But I liked fantasy the most. Stories about other worlds, magical powers... I guess they don't seem so fantastical anymore though."

Rachel laughed softly. "I suppose not. Though I bet even the wildest fantasy novel didn't prepare you for all this."

A small smile tugged at Gale's lips. "Definitely not."

"So," Rachel said. "I'm feeling you got something more to say. Cough it up."

Gale tensed. What did she even mean? She was the one leading this conversation the whole time.

"What do you mean?" Gale said, finally able to say what was on his mind.

"I mean like how you were before. What you miss. In the orphanage. Maybe even before that. Just anything." Rachel's legs stopped swinging. "It's ok if you don't want to share more though. I can wait."

"What I miss, huh…" Gale took out a piece of monster jerky from his pocket. Putting it into his mouth, he ripped into it with a bite. "I guess I miss the forest back on Earth. Nothing much can kill you. Most predators there just went on about their way, more afraid of being harmed than getting a quick human snack."

"That's true. Hahaha."

"And then the forest during winter would be some of the most beautiful. Everything is just white and quiet."

"Your family didn't get cold?" Rachel asked.

"You get used to it eventually." Gale put back his monster jerky back into his pocket. "And then there were deserts where I saw mom or dad haggling street shops. Those were the days I miss the most."

"Sorry. I didn't mean to bring up a bitter memory."

"It's fine. It wasn't too bad. Mom and dad taught me lots of things how to survive. Then they just left me behind in that orphanage."

"I'm sorry," Rachel said softly. "That must have been hard."

Gale nodded, gulping before continuing to speak. "It was. But I managed. Kept to myself mostly. I did what they told me to do. Blended in."

"And now?" Rachel asked.

Gale looked out at the group of survivors, then back at Rachel. "Now... I'm not sure."

I want to be someone great. That's what Gale wanted to say. A too vague description of something he wanted to be, but didn't know how to be or even think he could be.

"Change is hard," Gale finally said.

"It is," Rachel replied immediately. "But change isn't always bad. It's also a necessary part of life."

And that very life always punched down at him no matter where he went and where he goes. That was never going to change.

Gale sighed. "Change was never in my mind when I read those books to sleep every night."

Rachel reached over to his arm, squeezing softly. "But then do you wanna keep being the same person 5 years or even 20 years from now or maybe even until you die of old age? A bit boring, don't you think?"

She continued, "When you read those books, don't you feel amazing reading the characters change over the course of their journey?"

"Right. That is amazing." Gale wished for that kind of change himself. From being someone who only wants to survive to someone who can stand tall. Maybe even become a great person himself.

After a moment of silence, Rachel spoke up again. "So, what about you? What do you want to do when we get back to Earth?"

Gale hesitated. Missing something and wanting to do something were completely different things. In fact, he didn't even know what he would've done after leaving the orphanage.

"I'm not sure," he said. "Before all of this, I told myself I'd build a cabin in the woods. Even build a pool. Read my books every day. No one would be invited except me."

"As you know…" Rachel chuckled a bit. "Being alone in the woods all alone and no one being invited is basically asking people to invite themselves in."

"You shouldn't use those words 'as you know'," Gale looked at her dead serious. "They make you sound cliche."

"That was the whole point!" Rachel laughed. "So what about now. What do you wanna do?"

Gale's face reddened. "Maybe I'll try some of those things you mentioned. The hiking, the rides. They sound... fun."

Rachel grinned. "They are. How about I take you on my favourite hike trail?"

"Yeah, that'd be fun," Gale said softly. "When we get out of this hellhole."

"Rachel! Gale! We're ready to move! Get your tiny butts over here!" Ollie suddenly shouted across the clearing.

"Right," Rachel said, her voice slightly breathless. "We should get back."

Gale nodded.

The two of them rejoined the others. Everyone visibly caught a glance at Gale. All of who would look away whenever he looked back at them, it didn't hurt as much anymore though.

"Everyone ready?" Rachel called out, her voice strong and clear.

"Hmph. Ready as we'll be," Lennard said.

"We're both ready," Annett said.

"Did I ever tell you to speak for me?" Ollie asked who was then simply ignored.

"Let's go," Gale said.

The convoy gathered their belongings as murmurs spread throughout the stone tower's clearing. Some of the older folks asked Annett or Ollie how much further the hike was, but all they got were vague reassurances.

Gale closed in on Rachel, Ollie, and Annett.

"You ok?" Rachel asked.

"I think we should go to a detour. Avoid the scorched earth. These people won't be able to take it."

Ollie looked over Gale's shoulder to see the convoy members. The older folks basically now all had walking sticks, provided by Lennard. The children clung to their parents. And then there were those that had wounds or injuries that made them slower than the others.

"He's right. Not sure if we can go through that kinda heat with these people," Ollie said.

"What do you reckon then?" Annett asked.

"We take a detour."

"And you know the way how?" Ollie asked.

"I memorized the whole area while we did our first pass. What I don't know is where the exit is," Gale replied immediately.

"True. We did go straight to the stone tower without going through the scorched earth when we were going back," Rachel said.

"Ollie, can you use the red marble to wish for the most direct path to the exit rather than the safest?" Gale said.

"You sure?" Ollie looked to Rachel.

"Just do it, idiot." Annett softly punched Ollie's arm.

"Ow! You're paying for my med bills when we get back," Ollie rubbed his arm. Taking out the red marble from his pocket, he flicked it up into the air. The red marble toppled over to their 10:00 o'clock.

"To our 12 is the scorched earth, which would then lead to Blue Haven. The exit would directly be at our 10:00. We avoid the heat and avoid the biggest area of influence of Blue Haven," Gale said.

"I'm fine with it, but would it be too dangerous for other people?" Rachel asked.

"It's not."

"What about the cliff?" Annett asked. "That one didn't even have a bridge."

"Different route, different obstacles," Gale looked into Rachel's eyes. "Trust me."

"I trust you," Rachel said. "Let's go. You lead with Ollie at front. I'll be at the back."





The convoy moved. Everyone carefully hiked their way through the thick terrain. Hours passed, and the strain was clear on the convoy members' ragged breaths. A child stumbled on a large root sticking out of the ground. The elderly had broken a couple of their sticks, quickly replaced by finding another one on the ground.

Gale walked alongside the front of the group. Resentment had built up amongst some of the members due to the treacherous terrain they've hiked. Before the hike was rather level, and obstacles littered the way with stones and roots. Now, multiply the difficulty by 2 and add slopes constantly going up and down.

Soon enough, Gale felt the air become different. The moist, lush forest mixed with dry dust and a taste of old dead trees that lingered in the air, carried by the wind.

Suddenly, a woman screamed in the middle of the convoy. Gale's head snapped behind him. The scream clearly came from Anna.

Her eyes were wide, face contorted. Nails dug into her skin as she covered her face. "No! We can't go there! The eyes! The eyes are waiting! It's waiting! Can't you all see! Idiots!"

The convoy ground to a halt. Group members moved away from Anna's vicinity.

"Can we do something about her?" a woman asked.

"She going crazy!" a man called out.

Gale pushed his way forward, reaching Anna just as Rachel did.

"Anna, please," Rachel said, using her softest voice. "You need to calm down. There are no eyes here."

Anna thrashed in Rachel's grip. Her scream grew louder and louder. "We're all going to die! Can't you see? Can't you see? See the eyes! It's over there!"

"Enough of this nonsense," Lennard stepped forward. "She's going to bring every beast in this forest down on us. We need to leave her behind."

This asshole was really going to abandon one of them?! Gale almost went up to Lennard, fist already balled. However, Rachel's hand reached out to his, stopping him.

“We're not abandoning her," Annett said, "She's one of us!"

"One of us?" a woman near the back of the group scoffed. "She's insane! She'll get us all killed!"

"We've been walking for hours!"

"My child can barely stand!"

"It's their fault!" Someone pointed at Ollie and Gale. "They're pushing us too hard!"

Anger rose up in Gale. This whole convoy was supposed to be everyone pushing themselves to the limit. Even him. Just because they were civvies didn't make them any special.

"Everyone, please! We need to stay calm. We're all in this together!" Rachel shouted, though her words seemed to have been ignored.

"Together?" an older man sneered. "Easy for you to say. You're not the ones being forced to march through this nightmare!"

"Everyone here was forced into a nightmare," Ollie said, "We're trying to keep everyone safe. The longer we stay in one place, the more danger we're in."

"Safe?" a woman holding a crying child shot back. "How is pushing us to falling over from exhaustion keeping us safe? We can't even defend ourselves if something attacks!"

The arguments continued. Gale found himself again wanting to run away from it all. These people didn't care about him. They only cared about their own comfort. Not an ounce of gratitude were given to any of the fighters. It was as if all of it were expected, taken for granted.

Leave, Gale. That's what you want to do. Maybe just leave with Rachel, Ollie, and Annett. That'd be better.

As if he could do that.

"Dump her!" Lennard shouted. "She's a liability. We can't afford to drag dead weight with us."

"How can you say that in front of her child?!" Annett shouted. "She's not a piece of luggage that can just be thrown away!"

"And what happens when her screams bring all the beasts to us? What then?" Lennard shouted back. "Are you willing to sacrifice everyone here for one insane woman?"

"We're not leaving anyone behind," Rachel stated firmly. "That's not who we are."

"And who are we exactly?" a man near the back of the group called out. "A bunch of strangers thrown together by circumstance? Why should we risk our lives for someone who's lost it?"

"We're survivors," Ollie stepped forward. "Are we still human if we abandon her?"

"Easy for you to say," an elderly woman spat. "You're young and fit. You're not the ones being pushed to your limits. My bones ache, and yet you expect us to keep going at this pace, boy?"

"We've been walking for hours without a break," another voice chimed in. "How much further do you expect us to go?"

"The eyes," Anna's whimpers grew louder once more. "It's waiting for us. It's hungry. It's hungry. Hungry for someone. I don't know who. But it's one of us. Or one of them."

Her words started another chain reaction of murmurs through the group. Children clung to their parents, covering their ears from the shouts.

"See?" Lennard said. "She'll drive us all mad with her ravings. We need to make a decision, and we need to make it now."

Gale spread out breath of the void. This whole screaming thing was going to attract beasts. No beasts yet, but something felt missing. Anna was supposed to have her daughter nearby her…

"Where's Hailey?" he asked. The words silenced everyone in the convoy.
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                "Where's Hailey?" Gale asked.

The single question shut everyone up. Even the murmurs stopped. Rachel's eyes darted around the waist height of the convoy. Not with Anna, and not with Annett.

"She was just here," Anna whispered, surprisingly saying that with clarity rather than the hysteria she presented earlier.

Gale dashed into the forest without waiting.

"Gale wait!"

Rachel's voice disappeared quickly as the convoy disappeared from view. Every second could be the difference between life and death. A healthy adult wouldn't even last a couple of seconds against a forest beast, let alone a child.

As he moved further away from the convoy, the tracks of things moving about dwindled. Hailey was about his waist height. With that in mind, he focused the tendrils close to him, swallowing all the information about everything around him.

Small broken twigs littered the ground, snapped off tangling twigs as well. But a small child wouldn't necessarily break off a twig by just running through the underbrush.

The twigs broken apart were too far from each other; evidence of a beast running through here rather than a child. Hailey would be more akin to a small beast, so it was best to look for tracks on the forest floor.

There were twigs on the floor. Some broken, some not. If a beast had gone through here, it would have stepped on multiple twigs, though not necessarily broken them. Their paws were wide and would mostly engulf the small twigs on the floor.

There. Two twigs. Snapped in half on the forest floor. A beast wouldn't be able to cleanly snap off twigs like that with its huge paws. And there were three twigs exactly. Only two of them had snapped off, leaving the third untouched. The distance between the two twigs was about the same size as a child-sized human.

The rest of the track showed itself after. Another snapped twig just by a couple of steps. Same clean snap. Running distance step.

Now Gale knew what to look for and the barely visible footprints showed themselves after learning of the pattern. This had to be Hailey.

He followed the tracks. Vegetation grew more lush around him. Soil more moist. Air becoming more stuffy and humid. The smell of wet leaves and wood. All of it was supposed to be a calming smell to him. But definitely not for an untrained child.

Time stretched on as he slowly followed the trail. The thickening underbrush made it hard to see with just his eyes alone. The void spread its invisible tendrils out. That's when it told him that something felt odd about this place. The forest was much thicker compared to where the original encampment was, as if a different biome. At the edge of his web of tendrils, a faint glimmer that centered the lush forest that now looked more like a jungle.

Gale followed it. Soon enough, he got close to that small glimmer. It was a soft, pulsating light. It whispered to him in an alien language, different from the one in the basement of the stone tower. The whispers felt calming rather than putting him into a trance, beckoning him to follow it.

He followed where it told him to go, digging his nails into his hands as to not let it take control.

Finally, after what felt like hours of searching, Gale emerged into a clearing. In the centre stood a massive tree where a creek ran by at the side of it. It had tendrils of light hanging on its branches mixed in with its leaves that looked like a willow tree. The light and leaves swayed despite the total lack of wind.

And there, at the base of the tree, stood Hailey. Her form was dwarfed by the otherworldly tree. Her face turned up with a blank stare at the tree's glowing branches.

"Hailey!" Gale called out.

The girl turned at the sound of his voice, but before she could respond, tendrils of light shot out from the tree, wrapping around her small body. In the blink of an eye, she was encased in a cocoon of light.

Gale charged forward, bone saber in hand. He struck at the tendrils of light, yet his saber passed through as though he struck at nothing. Again, he struck, and again, nothing happened.

He reached out his hand to touch the light, examining the tendril. It had a physical form, but when he tried to strike his hand at it, his fist simply passed through.

Passed through? Phased through? Let's try it.

Drawing his bone sabre once again, he put focused Phase Touch along its edge. He struck once more. As the edge touched the light, it snapped the tendril of light off from its branch up above. The cocoon over Hailey popped like a balloon afterward.

Immediately, Gale grabbed Hailey and carried her against his chest. That was when a small tremor rumbled the ground. The tree branches began to move, swaying more violently in the air. Suddenly, it lashed out at him like whips.

"Hold on tight," Gale told Hailey as she buried her face into his chest.

He turned and ran, dodging the tree's attacks as best he could. A branch caught him across the back, sending a lash of pain through his body, but his legs didn't stop moving.

The forest came alive around them as they fled, literally. Roots burst from the ground, trying to trip them up. Branches reached out, attempting to snare his legs. Rocks rolled into his path, attempting to slow him down. All of them read like a book, and he dodged as his Breath of the Void pushed itself to the limits, feeding him a stream of surrounding information in real time.

The tremor on the ground grew stronger. Pulsating veiny tendrils of light now infected the ground and surrounding vegetation. The trees of the lush forest began to animate. Their vines shot out at him like whips.

Gale dodged most of the vines. One hit him. He winced as he felt his back become wet, and it definitely wasn't from sweat.

Hailey's small hands held onto him tighter, burying her face into Gale's chest even more. Feeling her trembling shoulders made his heart ache. She didn't do anything wrong. Any child would've ran if they saw their mom like she did. Even he felt like running away whenever the rare occasion his mom and dad fought.

"Hailey, you're going to be okay," he said between breaths. "I've got you. You're going to be alright. Don't ever let go, ok?"

Of course, it was hard to even believe what he said. The jungle around him became more and more twisted. It was alive.

A boulder flew at him, big enough that it would've crushed both of them. Dashed to the side to dodge that.

A large branch from a tree whipped at them. Gale slid low to avoid it. At this point, they were just ents. Not the friendly ones.

He wasn't sure if escape was even possible, but he had to keep trying.

Hailey stirred in his arms, lifting her head to look back over his shoulder. "It's following us," she whispered.

Gale didn't need to look. His breath fed him all of that information already. Each passing second and each step, the veins of light gained on him.

They burst through a dense patch of underbrush. His foot caught on an exposed root. Stumbled. Almost losing his balance. In that moment, something wrapped around his ankle.

He looked down. A tendril of light. Same ones from that damned tree. It pulled him, dragging him back to where he was running from.

Taking one hand off of Hailey, Gale drew his bone saber, once again encasing it in Phase Touch, and sliced the tendril. As soon as he had done so, multiple more tendrils reached out for him.

"Hold on!" he said.

With his hand on the saber and the other holding on to Hailey, Gale slashed at each tendril. Each cut popped a tendril, like severing a live wire. The air filled with an acrid smell, making Hailey cough.

They pressed on, alternating between running and fighting off the tree's attacks. He couldn't keep this up forever. Sooner or later, he'd be exhausted. At that point, he would have to make a choice and who knows what would happen to Hailey.

Not yet.

The tree's attacks intensified. Multiple boulders flew from somewhere beyond his physical view. Gale jumped, avoiding all the boulders catapulted at him.

Tendrils shot out from all directions. Gale spun with his saber in the air. More of the same acrid smell clung to the air after popping each one. Hailey's grip tightened even more.

"It's okay," he repeated, even as he narrowly avoided another whipping branch. "We're going to make it."

The entire forest was against him. Gale's senses, usually an advantage, overwhelmed him. A headache formed from the information being fed to him as well as the sheer wrongness of everything in front of him.

"Almost there," he told Hailey, putting on a burst of speed.

They burst through another set of thickets and finally revealed a familiar landscape. Normal familiar forest flora and trees that stood up straight and didn't move, untouched by whatever that damned tree was.

Catching his breath, Gale set Hailey down gently. "Are you okay?" he asked, scanning her up and down for any injuries.

Hailey nodded, still trembling. "I think so."

Gale nodded and then patted her head. Next was to find their way back to the convoy. He pulled Breath of the Void back in to focus, looking for any signs of where he might've come from.

It didn't take him too long. He found a twig cleanly snapped off its branch and flung a couple of meters away. It was his marking when he had run through the forest. And with it, his footprints revealed themselves easily, which should lead back to the convoy.

"This way," he said, taking Hailey's hand. "Stay close."

They moved swiftly through the forest while he maintained a tight monitor on all his surroundings.

Gale sighed. The rest of the tracks fell into place as he saw more and more of the tracks he'd been following earlier and also recognised landmarks he unconsciously placed.

"We're almost there," Gale squeezed her hand gently, giving her a small smile.

She looked up at him and nodded in reply.

As they climbed a small hill, Gale heard voices in the distance. It was Rachel and Ollie calling out to Hailey.

"We're here!" he called out.

The voices fell silent for a moment.

"Gale!!" Rachel shouted louder.

They quickened their pace, pushing through the thickets and brushes, disregarding any path.

They emerged into the clearing, and the convoy came into view. Gale let out another sigh. Kneeling in front of Hailey, he brushed the dirt off of her cheeks and clothes.

"Gale! Hailey! Thank god," Rachel rushed forward as soon as she saw the two.

"Glad to see you in one piece," Ollie approached next.

Gale saw the cuts and dirt on both of their clothes. Rachel had small cuts on her hands, recent ones. Ollie had a slight bruise on his right cheek. Nothing too serious. Probably took care of a smaller beast.

"What were you thinking?" Lennard came in, glaring at Gale. "Running off like that, leaving us vulnerable? We were attacked while you were gone!"

Gale forced himself not to shake his head at this idiot. "I couldn't leave Hailey out there alone," he said.

Lennard crossed his arms. "Hmph. One child isn't worth risking the entire group. We lost valuable time, and some got hurt because of your recklessness."

"Lennard's right. You'd save a child and leave us all here?" a woman said.

"We have our own roles too. We expect to die if we leave where we are. Why is she any different?" an older man said.

"Enough!" Rachel shouted across the clearing. "What's done is done."

But Lennard wasn't finished. He turned his attention to Hailey, his eyes narrowing.

"And you," he growled, "running off like that. You're nothing but a pain in the ass that should've been left to die along with your crazy mother."

Gale clenched his fist. He remembered getting out of the car with mom in front of the orphanage building. Dad didn't even leave the car. Mom took him in and dropped him off just in front of the waiting area. She even said she'd come back.

He waited for a day after that first fight with the kids in the courtyard. Then a week. And then a year.

They never came.

An unwanted child being told to their faces that they should be abandoned? Something snapped inside Gale.

In two quick strides, he closed the distance between himself and Lennard.

"You wanna fucking say that again?!" Gale shouted.

Lennard took a step back, his form seeming to shrink as the boy's anger grew.

Gale continued, "Say it, old man. Say it one more fucking time. See what happens."

Lennard broke off eye contact, stepping back even further. He looked to Rachel. She didn't meet his eyes.

"You!" he shouted at her. "You're not going to do anything about this thing?" He pointed at Gale.

Rachel didn't reply. His eyes then moved to the convoy. None of their eyes met his either. Not even the older folks that he hung out with.

The older man stepped back into the convoy, not daring to say any more.

"Hmph," Lennard said before sitting on a rock.

Rachel stepped forward, kneeling down to meet eye to eye. "Hailey, why did you run away? Don't you know how dangerous it is out there?"

Hailey's lips trembled as her eyes signalled she was on the verge of tears. Her gaze lingered on her mother, Anna, who stood in the crowd. Anna's gaze was vacant, staring off into the distance to where the convoy was headed.

"I... I had to get away," Hailey pointed at Anna. "From her."

"From your mom? Why?" Rachel said softly.

"She's not my mom anymore. There's something inside her... something dark. I can feel it. It scares me," Hailey said.

"What do you mean, something dark?" Ollie asked in a whisper.

Hailey shook her head. "I don't know. It's like... she's broken. And the thing that broke her is still there, inside her. I don't want to be near it anymore."

Rachel stood up slowly. "Hailey, I understand you're scared, but running away isn't the answer. Right?"

Hailey stood still, eyes remaining fixed on the ground.

"I know," she mumbled. "I just... Can I just be with someone else?"

Before anyone could respond, a snap of a twig echoed nearby. Gale sensed it was just a small critter. However, at this state, they were all sitting ducks.

"We need to move," Gale said.

"Alright, everyone. We're heading out now. Stay close and stay quiet," Rachel said, then lowered herself again to Hailey's height. "Look at that lady over there."

She pointed at Annett. "You can go with her. How'bout it?"

"Nn," Hailey said.

Rachel ushered her forward to where Annett was.

The group quickly shuffled back into formation. Gale took point with Ollie. Rachel was back at the rear. Annett was in the middle, with Hailey now beside her.

The convoy continued its journey through the more treacherous terrain of Gale's direction. Groans could be heard from the middle-rear of the pack where most of the old folks were. They walked alongside a cliff that went straight down into darkness. The pathing was slightly angled towards the gorge. Rocks fell as convoy members walked by. No impact from the rocks that fell could be heard.

After the gorge was a steep downward slope. There were rocks littered along for footholds. But each step needed to be deliberate as one wrong step could hurl a person down and possibly knock down more people below.

Hours dragged on. It was unlike before. The convoy now moved in near silence, disturbed only by the rare occasion of a whisper or the muffled cry of a child.

"I can see it! The dead forest is just ahead!" Ollie quietly shouted. "It's the last sprint until the exit."

Gale looked at the ground where the dry land met the more moist forest with a clear divide. There were clear tracks on them. Multiple footprints.

"Footprints," Ollie said. "Thought you said this way was better?"

"Didn't say it was going to be safe," Gale said simply. He reached for the dirt on the dead forest ground, rubbing his fingers against it.

The tracks were fresh, probably only a couple of hours old. Some of the fading ones were probably only a day old. It was clear that this area had patrols.

Rachel and Annett came from behind him.

"What's the hold-up?" Annett asked.

"Fresh tracks. Looks like patrols," Gale said.


            

    
        Chapter 46

    
    
    
    
                The fresh tracks on the dry dirt scattered all around the path, east to west, west to east, north to west, and so on. At first glance, it looked like multiple people came and went about searching or patrolling the area.

Gale saw otherwise. It was only two patrols at most. They moved in a predefined pattern of east to west, then going back to the town, then repeat. He didn't even need to lick the dirt to know that these 2 patrols didn't even sleep. They just went on and on, not taking a break at all.

Rachel's eyes widened. "Blue Haven?"

Gale lowered his voice, "Remember this, don't aim to kill. Cut off their limbs. Immobilize instead."

"Why's that? Thought we were supposed to kill them and not let last time happen again," Ollie said.

"Remember Marcus and the shadow?" Gale asked.

"Yeah, what about?" Ollie and Rachel said in unison.

"When they died, they turned into ghouls."

"Why didn't the ones we killed before not turn then?" Rachel asked.

Caught off guard, Gale couldn't respond. Why did those ones not turn? They weren't in the dead forest. Instead, they were in the forest that teemed with life. But Drew turned into one of them… so why?

"I can't say for sure. But it's better to be safe. Trust me."

"Ok. Sheesh." Ollie sighed. "Guess I ain't shootin any bullets then."

"Alright. So knock them out. My specialty. But what's our plan if they're patrolling this area?" Rachel asked.

"We should be fine. These footprints is just 2 of them, and it's way out of the way from Blue Haven. Just stay on your toes," Gale said.

"Right. Let's go then." Rachel turned toward Ollie. "Marble."

Ollie flicked up the marble into the air. It spun, then pointed to their 12. They were going the right path, just as Gale had guided correctly. It was a bit further from the main gates of the town and more of a direct path to wherever the marble was leading them.

"Looks like we just keep going straight, boss," Ollie said.

"Then let's," Rachel walked back to the main group.

Rachel moved to the back of the convoy, and then the people began to move again. Ollie and Gale led the people straight towards the dead forest, with tracks clearly imprinted on the dry soil.

"Don't look down everyone, just keep looking straight. No need to pay attention to the footprints that definitely don't seem menacing," Ollie said to the convoy.

No laughs. Just a child stumbling, then supported by his mom. None of the older folks wanted to comment either. Not like they had a choice.

As the convoy crested above a hill, the terrain became a downward slope. Looking down, roots and rocks jutted out from the ground. There weren't many footholds. This was going to take some time.

It was here that Gale saw something move at the corner of his eye.

"Did you see that?" he whispered to Ollie beside him.

Ollie furrowed his brows. "No. But was never one for having the heebie-jeebies."

It was clear on Ollie's face. He definitely saw something. Or at least felt something. It was too obvious. And the way his eyes darted all around. This boy was the opposite of having no heebie-jeebies.

"Keep your eyes open," Gale said.

The group began the slow descent of the slope. They hadn't taken a break since the stone tower. A man in his mid-20s climbed the slope slowly. Annett caught him immediately as his sloppy footing stepped on a loose piece of rock. The children weren't any better, now completely relying on their parents as they held hands tightly.

When most of the convoy reached the bottom of the slope, Ollie called to halt the convoy's movement. He crouched low, hiding himself in the thick dead dry underbrush. The convoy members crouched behind him as well.

"What is it?" Annett whispered.

Ollie pointed towards the other side of the hill. "Definitely saw something moving. Human. A patrol. Probably. Most definitely. What do?"

There weren't many things to consider. Exposed at the bottom, there was no way to turn back. Literally behind them was a steep slope. Their backs were against a wall. Any option coming out of this predicament was a bad option.

"We need a distraction," Gale said finally.

Rachel came up from behind. Her hands flickered with a small ember. "A distraction? I can create one."

Looking around the area, dry twigs, dry bark, dry wood, dry soil, dry everything. Gale immediately held her hands tightly. A smack on the head wouldn't be enough to remind Rachel of the danger of fire in a place this dry.

"W-what are you doing?! That's dangerous!" Rachel pulled her hand back.

"Everywhere, dry. Fire might spread too quickly, and that'll get us into trouble."

Rachel looked into his eyes for a bit, her face completely flushed. "Oh. Right. Sorry… I forgot."

"It's fine," Gale said.

"The eyes," Anna disrupted the conversation, her pupils dilated. "They're watching. Always watching. It's near. Watching. It's near. It's near."

Hailey, holding Annett's hand, hid behind her, whimpering softly.

"Hailey?" Anna called, her eyes back to normal. "Hailey, where are you?"

The girl pressed closer to Annett, hiding from Anna.

Before anyone could respond, a shout from across the clearing rang out. The patrol had spotted them.

Gale quickly scanned the area. Any cover was good cover. At their 1 o'clock was a small upward slope. It could be used as cover like a trench.

"Everyone, stay low!" Ollie hissed, drawing his gun.

Gale drew his bone sabre as the first of Blue Haven's patrol crossed the clearing. The convoy huddled together, forming into a tight pack as they moved through away from the slope they had just crossed just minutes before.

Muffled voices, murmurs, and the sobs of children didn't make the situation any better. Even if they covered themselves in the trench, they still gave away their positions with those annoying vocalizations.

The patrol was near. The tendrils spread out through the clearing that was about to become the combat area. He wasn't sure if immobilizing was going to be easy in the middle of fighting for his life. Gale looked at Rachel's glowing hand. Heat spread from it, as well as an idea.

"Rachel," Gale whispered. "Can you use your fire to blow the dust up into a smoke screen?"

"I can try," Rachel replied.

"Ollie, Annett, and I can hold them off while you guide everyone."

"I can fight!" Rachel said.

"You have to guide. It has to be you." Gale looked into her eyes.

"Fine…" Rachel went to the front of the group. "Come on, Hailey."

Annett went to the front, softly shaking off Hailey. But the girl resisted.

"No… don't leave me," Hailey cried as she grabbed onto Annett's arms and looked up.

"I'll be back in a jiffy, ok? Be a good girl and follow that fire lady over there." Annett patted Hailey on the head.

"You promise?"

Annett held up a pinky in front of Hailey. "Of course. Knights always keep their promises."

Hailey twisted her own pinky with Annett's.

"Tell you what," she said. "Why don't you be my special helper? You can keep an eye on everyone and make sure they stay close to Rachel. Can you do that for me?"

Hailey nodded.

"Now go. She's waiting for you." Annett ushered the little girl to the rest of the group along, just behind Rachel.

Rachel's hands glowed a bright yellow.

"Do it now!" Gale clenched the hilt of his sabre. The patrols just about reached the edge of the clearing where the group was.

Rachel punched the area, and a massive gust of hot air pushed up all the dust around them. She held up a hand in the air that glowed through the cover of dust. The rest of the convoy scrambled to their feet, rushing to follow that light.

Gale, Ollie, and Annett spread out, forming a defensive line between the retreating convoy in the small trench and the advancing scouts. The first of the Blue Haven patrols emerged from the dust.

Ollie raised his gun, his finger steady on the trigger.

"Remember, immobilize only," he muttered, more to himself than the others.

The scouts charged forward. They just ran forward like they were in a track. Fast by mundane standards, but slow by awakened standards.

Gale met the first one head-on. Blade went straight through the thighs of the oncoming body. Tendons, veins, muscles, and bone were all sliced through cleanly, and the body dropped onto the ground with a thud.

Beside him, Annett raised her hand, her face contorted in concentration. The air around the nearest scout seemed to thicken, and the body running at her slowed down. Ollie fired two rounds. Bullets trailed to home in on a kneecap each.

Another body jumped at Gale. Its mid-air pounce crawled to a slow. Gale slashed four times in less than a second. Arms and legs fell off the oncoming body.

More came. A seemingly never-ending amount of silhouettes covered by the smoke screen ran at the trio. A non-stop fight of cutting off legs and arms for Gale. Ollie only fired off shots whenever bodies filtered through Gale's onslaught. The sight of it all was a strange dance of lightning-fast slashes and oncoming bodies coming to a slowing halt.

"We need to fall back!" Gale called out, parrying a pounce from a scout.

Ollie fired off another shot. "Shit!"

Suddenly, the tendrils showed him one of the scouts convulsing on the ground. Its body twisted and contorted.

"Ollie," Gale said with a tight voice, "did you hit the head?"

Ollie's stuttered. "I-it was an accident!"

The scout's skin turned darker. Eyes hollowed out. Its jaw dislocated, and that was when a guttural screech echoed through the clearing.

The ghoul lunged forward with its inhuman speed. Gale barely had time to raise his saber to block its claws. Its strength was double or triple what it once was. Though it was stronger, the baseline was still mundane. It wasn't a danger as long as they weren't flooded by the ghouls.

"Fall back!" he shouted. "Get to the convoy!"

Ollie and Annett did as told. They retreated back towards the trench. The remaining scouts seemed to have retreated. Breath of the Void fed him that the unturned scouts had retreated back to where they came from.

The ghoul clawed across Gale's chest. Sabre blocked the nails that didn't seem to snap against the bone.

He ducked another swipe at his head. Sabre immediately swung at the ghoul's knees. Its limbs separated from its body. But it wasn't done.

The ghoul used its arms to propel itself to Gale, swinging claws mid-air. This time, Gale also cut off the arms by the stumps of its arms. Its body became just a torso with a head while its jaws snapped at him.

Gale looked all around. The surroundings were darker than usual, of course. The dust hadn't settled yet. It was then he saw a small light glowing beyond the veil of the dust screen.

"Gale!" Rachel's voice came off clear through the darkness. "This way!"

He didn't need to be told twice. Mustering his strength, he sprinted towards her voice.

Behind him, the scouts that they had cut the limbs off began to turn. The sound of bone crackling, contorting to what would eventually make a ghoul, reached his ears. Shrieks cut through the air of the dead forest as each one of them turned.

Though the ghouls' screeches grew fainter as Gale closed the distance to where Rachel led the group. Her hands glowed, providing him a clear direction.

Gale soon reached the light. Rachel breathed raggedly, holding out a hand to him.

"You okay?" she asked.

"I'm good." Gale stepped into the ending of the trench. It was clear from the footprints that the convoy was further up ahead. They had covered a lot of ground. However, they were slightly off course from the straight line that the marble had pointed.

"The ghouls… it might be this forest that makes them turn like whatever that is." Gale stepped over a jutting root. Glancing over his shoulder, he sent out the tendrils. Nothing. The ghouls hadn't followed. At least not for now.

"It might be. They didn't become those things when we killed them back at the forest," Rachel said. "Come on. The convoy is just up ahead."

Rachel jumped over a small boulder, so did Gale. The convoy members nearest to the boulder they jumped over shrank back, then sighed in relief.

"At least give us a warning when you're gonna do that," a man said.

Gale ignored them and jumped down from the boulder. Rachel followed suit. He reached over to the front of the convoy where Ollie sat on a log.

"Let's go," Gale said.

Ollie stood up, sighing. "Alright folks. Let's get movin'."

Suddenly, Breath of the Void fed him information. Three different fast moving objects followed their trail. His earlier internal comments jinxed them.

A ghoulish shriek tore through the air. And in an unwanted reply, a child screamed and cried from hearing the sound.

"Something's coming!" Gale shouted. "Go! I'll hold it off!"

"But-!" Rachel shouted.

"Rachel! You guide them. We work as a team!" Gale cut her off.

"Everyone! Let's go!" Rachel shouted, picking up the older members that were sitting on the ground. "Ollie, go!"

The convoy moved slowly but surely. Gale jumped over the boulder and ran towards the oncoming ghouls. At his back, the last members left were the rear full of the women survivors.

The first ghoul met him head on. Sabre already drawn. Claws met against bone. Shriek and spit crashed against Gale's face.

Another swipe swung from the claws, aimed at his flank. Gale sidestepped. These things had one dimensional thoughts. All of it predictable. But there were three of them.

The second one caught up fast. Mid air. Claws out. Aimed at his face.

Sidestep. Sabre slashed along the second's trajectory. Flesh and bone were cut right in half from the beginning of the hand and then decapitated through the shoulder.

[Tainted Cultist (Ghoul) felled.]

[A foreign entity from another world enslaved by the Blue Moon.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

The third one from the side tackled him onto the ground. This one was missing legs. Gale rolled with it and kicked the ghoul off of him. Sabre whistled twice. Its remaining limbs flew off.

The first and only remaining ghoul rushed at him from behind. Gale stepped to the side again and allowed the ghoul to meet his blade with its own momentum. Its unhinged open jaw met with the blade's edge, decapitating itself.

[Tainted Cultist (Ghoul) felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Wait... the head? Gale looked at the remaining ghoul that had no remaining limbs. It thrashed around on the ground. Hollowed eyes stared at him, jaws also snapping open and closed.

Sabre swung down onto its head. Skull split open and brown shit looking liquid spilled onto the dry soil.

[Tainted Cultist (Ghoul) felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

The head. It was always the head.
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                Gale pulled up the notification from before. 'Foreign world,' it said. Unmistakably, it referred to Earth. What made him gulp was the word 'enslaved.' Again, it was about the blue moon. That damned celestial thing that never went away.

His fists clenched. Nails dug into his palm. He forced himself to take a deep breath, allowing himself to relax and flush the negative feelings away.

Now's not the time. Focus. Get out and leave this forsakened world. None of this shit will matter once he goes back to Earth and gets his G.E.D. Get a job after, maybe at a coffee shop, and forget everything that happened. Coffee shops are great for making friends. All the movies had people make friends in coffee shops, right?

Right.

Gale surveyed his surroundings. No more ghouls. Probably more back there. Tendrils told him those ones weren't coming, though. It also told him a large group was slowly coming his way.

He crept forward, his body low to the ground, using the trunk of a dead tree for cover. He searched for the best path to remain hidden.

Peeking through the wide clearing, a large group of people marched along the trench's path. More and more figures appeared from the thick dead trees. They wielded makeshift weapons made from sticks, rakes, shovels, pitchforks, and kitchen knives.

The metal of the kitchen knife would've been useful if it wasn't so short. Better than bone.

A too familiar face led the group, Elliot. There was no mistaking his foul, yellowed teeth and manic eyes anywhere. He wore what looked like a pope's outfit. Gold leaf glimmered under the dim blue moonlight at the gilded edges.

Everyone around him moved like robots low on battery. Robotic and clunky. It was obvious it was an army of thralls. Each one wore an eye amulet that Drew had mentioned.

Elliot didn't.

The man looked left and right. Eyes wide open. Knuckles white from clenching his staff.

Gale's fingers twitched. It would be so easy to cross the distance between where he was and where that asshole was. But life never made anything that easy. It could've been a trap or it could be him underestimating what Elliot could do.

Attacking now would just create an all out melee between the convoy and this army. Four against however many were in front of him.

Activating Distort, the light bent around him, making him nigh invisible. He treaded carefully along the ground, silently, not stepping on any twigs that would cause a snap. Even when he was careful, it would have looked like he was running rather than being careful.

The convoy came into view, and Rachel was there at the front.

"Rachel," Gale whispered as he released Distort.

"Gale! Jeeze. That scared me." She jumped slightly at his appearance. "What's wrong?"

"Took care of the ghouls." Gale's eyes darted to the convoy. "Bigger problems after. Blue Haven, big army. Elliot's with them."

Rachel turned to the convoy without hesitation. "Everyone, we need to keep going. Stay quiet and stay close."

Gale fell into step beside Rachel. "I'll keep tabs on Blue Haven's forces, relay their positions to you. We need to stay one step ahead."

Before he could move, Rachel grabbed his arm.

"Be careful," she said.

"I will," he said as he activated Distort. Gale vanished, then ran back towards where Elliot was. The army wasn't that far from them. Just an hour and a half's worth of walking by mundane standards. Close, but safe as long as the convoy kept moving.

He ran through the dead forest not stepping on anything that would snap once again. The trees gave him plenty of cover but also made him strain his mind to track where each step was.

Once he was near, he caught sight of Elliot again. Gale spread out Breath of the Void's tendrils, focused on the whole army beside Elliot.

The Blue Haven army moved with a sluggish pace. Each of the thralls dragged their feet and weapons across the ground as they headed towards the direction of the convoy. They were even slower than the convoy members, like actual zombies.

"Useless, all of them," Elliot bit his nails. "Marcus couldn't even handle a simple task, and Drew... I expected more from him. Boasted being an attuned and then getting killed by fucking babies."

A thrall bumped into Elliot's pacing. Falling backwards, it got up with no complaints. Not even a glance at Elliot and the man did the same as if the humanoid object that had just bumped into him didn't exist.

"Your radiance guides us, my princess. Your light guides us to the heathens who will soon be your sustenance." Elliot clasped his hands together. "We'll find them soon enough. There's nowhere for them to hide in your domain. All of this land belongs to your majesty."

Another thrall bumped into Elliot. This time, the thrall almost tripped him.

Elliot raised his hand and smacked the thrall across the face. "How dare you disturb my prayers! You fools should consider yourselves fortunate enough to be given a chance to submit to her majesty! Now get back up!"

The man started biting his nails even more feverishly. Blood started dripping from his nails and catching on his teeth. Yet that didn't stop him from biting even more.

"Soon, your majesty. Their youth will be yours." Elliot casually swatted away a thrall moving too slowly in front of him. The thrall fell onto the ground only to be stepped on by the rest of the thralls. "They can run all they want, but there's no escape from this world. We have all the time we need."

This whole thing repeated over and over. Elliot's actions and tone shifted from annoyance at the thralls and then back to his prayers. A man broken by the blue moon.

And it was a good thing. The army's slow progress was at a snail's pace. The convoy was slow enough. Gale couldn't even imagine a much slower pace until he saw what's in front of him.

"Get up!" Elliot shouted, not even bothering to look at the fallen. "You're slowing us down. If you can't keep up, just die."

The thrall struggled, clearly still getting walked all over by the others. It got up slowly, unnaturally, like it was in slow motion.

Wait a minute. Drew also wore the amulet, and he still had his conscience. Clearly he didn't have control over his body. He was a powerful individual, so maybe he retained his intelligence. Wouldn't that mean that the thralls in front of him still had some semblance of sentience?

Gale's fist clenched into a ball. Probably. Most definitely. Marcus also wore the amulet. He was a normal human being, yet he felt alive until he became that ghoul.

The look in Marcus's eyes as he held onto his bleeding neck. The thrashing on the floor board as Gale put all his weight to suppress the boy.

Bile dared to come up Gale's throat. There was no choice, right? If he didn't kill Marcus, everything would've gone much worse. Just like now, if he didn't dare to kill the scouts or Elliot's thralls, it would be him to die. Or worse, it would be Rachel being fed to that celestial body up in the sky.

The shallow breaths of the Blue Haven army reached Gale's ears. Surprisingly, the tendrils allowed him to hear their heartbeats. It was there. Beating fast. They were alive. Yet when he peered at them using those very same tendrils, they looked like husks of bodies. Moving corpses.

They trudged on through the lifeless forest. On the ground carved a footpath of dragged feet. The shadow did say everyone in Blue Haven was already dead, boy.

How?! The heartbeats. The breathing.

"Stop, you four, set up my tent. Hurry it up. Idiots." Elliot stopped, and the whole army halted in unison.

The thralls he looked at moved sluggishly. Moving towards the boxes at the back of the march, they fumbled opening the lids.

"Hurry it up, idiots!" Elliot shouted.

The shouting didn't change the speed of the thralls. After opening the box, the thralls rummaged through the items in the box. They picked up a large piece of cloth and poles. The size of the cloth could and would have probably fit a couple of people inside the tent.

Elliot pointed to a nearby flat area on the ground. In response, the thralls moved the items over to the area he pointed at and started setting up the poles for the tent.

Gale inched back from the army. Keeping his head low, he swung his head down over a low branch, careful not to cause it to move. Elliot was focused on ordering the thralls to set up a tent. It was time to go back and report.

He had seen enough to form a clear picture of what they were up against, and it didn't look good. If all of those thralls turned into ghouls, even just punching off the heads won't be good enough before they ran out of steam.

Gale quickly darted between the dead forest. Each tree whooshed by him. The sound of whispers reached his ears as he neared the convoy's hiding spot.

"Some of them might not be able to keep up at this rate… they're too tired," Rachel said. Ollie and Annett were with her.

"Well, it's either that or the crazies catch up to us," Ollie replied.

"Everyone's already prepared. It'll be a dash to the exit, and people know not all of them will make it," Annett said.

Gale released his distort beside Rachel. His sudden appearance caused all 3 to flinch.

"Seriously? That again?" Rachel said, putting her hand on her chest. "Anyways, what'd you see?"

Gale took another deep breath once again, feeling the eyes of all three.

"Blue Haven group is moving slow. Elliot's leading. Not making much progress. Bodies slower than the bodies here." He pointed at the members, then at where the Blue Haven army was.

"Sorry, but what?" Ollie asked, tilting his head.

Annett cleared her throat. "What he's saying is that they're slower than us. Ain't that right?"

Gale nodded. They really shouldn't have stared at him like that. Pressure made his mouth feel weird, and then his tongue just became numb after blanking out.

Rachel sighed as her shoulders sagged. "Phew. Looks like we might have some time to catch our breaths then."

"Best news I've heard all day. Dunno 'bout you guys, but I could really use a breather," Ollie softly punched at Gale's arms.

Annett dropped her butt onto the dry ground. "Me too. I don't remember the last time we had a break."

"You really think it's ok to take a rest, Gale?" Rachel's gaze turned towards where he came from.

"Certain. Elliot already set up camp. He won't be going anywhere for a while." Gale leaned on a tree as he observed the convoy. Everyone massaged their feet and calves. The children weren't even energetic anymore. They just sat there, clinging on to their parents.

"Eh, the boy can talk after all," Ollie snickered.

"Alright," Rachel said. She turned to the convoy and announced, "We're going to take a short break. Find a spot to sit, but stay alert. Get ready to move out at any time as well."

The children immediately found their own spots near a tree with their parents, fighting for the more flatter grounds. The younger ones in their mid-20s laid down their baggage in the flat areas nearby as well.

One particular old man had his usual grumpy look coming straight at the group.

"This is madness!" Lennard pushed his way to the front where Gale and the rest rested. The old man's face became redder and redder as he got to speaking distance to Rachel. "We're being chased by those... those monsters, and you want to take a nap? A nap?!"

"Lennard, not now. If we don't rest now, some might fall from exhaustion," Rachel waved her arms.

Lennard surveyed the convoy. His head stopped when his eyes landed on Hailey and Anna. "We wouldn't even be in this mess if it weren't for them! If we left that girl and her mom, we'd be long gone by now. Far away from those… monsters!"

"How do you even know how far they are?" Annett asked.

"You don't have to be a genius to know more of those things will come at us if we don't move!" Lennard barked.

"They're watching us! Don't you see! None of you see! It's always watching!" Anna shouted, catching Annett and Lennard's attention.

Hailey shrank back, tears welling in her eyes. She looked like she was about to cry.

Again with the hurtful words to a child. Even after he'd already been given a warning. Gale's vision already becoming red from just hearing those shitty words.

"That's enough."

Lennard turned his glare on Gale. "Oh, look who's talking. It's all your fault we're in this mess in the first place!"

"Enough," Gale glared at Lennard. "Knock it off and fuck off."

Lennard sneered. "Who's going to stop me? You? I've seen what you can do. You're nothing but a monster in human skin."

All those shitty years in the orphanage. Told he was a monster. Outcast by the very same kids that he wanted to be friends with when all his friends were just mom and dad. Kids were kids. This asshole in front of him was an adult.

Gale looked around the convoy. Everyone was tired. None even batted an eye at the scene Lennard was causing. They all pulled their own weight, not even complaining as everyone knew it was literally life or death. What's complaining going to do? Nothing.

People can call him a monster, but he didn't want to hear anyone tell a child she's unwanted. And this old man in front of him told that child to die.

"Everyone's alive. You included. All you do is complain. Look at the others," he said quietly. "You should be grateful to us you're not in a beast's belly by now."

"Gratefulness to a monst—"

Before Lennard could finish the last word, Gale's fist connected with his jaw. The older man fell backwards, blood dripping down from his lips.
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                The old man stared up at him from below. Blood dripping from his lips. That's how he should be looking at Gale whenever he talked to him. The protected making demands? The audacity of that was fine. Telling a child to die? Lennard was lucky Rachel and the others were watching.

"That," Gale looked down on Lennard, "was for Hailey."

Lennard sputtered, his hand going to his jaw. "You... you hit me! When we get back to Earth, I'll sue you for everything you've got!"

Gale couldn't hold back the laughter anymore. "Do it! Sue an orphan that lives in the woods. See what that'll get you."

He couldn't care less. He could make his own house, furniture, and even get his own food by living off the land. Heck, even getting his own bank account was a pipe dream. Good luck suing someone who didn't have nothing.

Rachel stepped forward. "Lennard, we know you're scared. Everyone is, but it's no use creating more trouble."

"She's right, man. We've all got our issues. So respectfully S.T.F.U.," Ollie said.

Annett didn't talk. Only a sigh escaped her mouth.

"No one wants to stand up to you because no one can!" Lennard pointed at the four of them. "All of you! Always against us normal people!"

"Lennard! That's enough!" Rachel shouted, heat emanating from her skin, everyone backing off. She stepped forward to the fallen old man, looking down at him. "We could've all left you for dead in that encampment and gone to the exit ourselves. But you know what? We didn't. Did we?"

"Lennard, no one is against you. We're just all on edge," Annett said. "You argue and then make people panic. You're not exactly doing a good job of speaking for the people."

Lennard looked back at the others in the camp. The ones with no power. No skill. They all avoided his eyes, just like before. Typical loud mouth that didn't know when to stop.

Annett walked over to the fallen Lennard. She extended her hand to him, waiting for him to take it. Of course, he didn't take it.

Lennard swatted the hand away. "I can get up on my own. Hmph." The old man walked away, back into the crowd of normal people.

Gale took a deep breath. The threat of an adult nagging him on every decision he made was finally over. Maybe. For now. At the end of the day, Lennard was still human who deserved to live… but maybe he deserved to be beaten up more. That punch felt good, very good.

Rachel cleared her throat, drawing his attention. "Alright, Gale, can you tell us more about what you saw?"

Others looked towards him. Ollie and Annett. Rachel too. The camp members didn't seem to care anymore.

"Elliot looks like he’s in the middle. Lots of people around him. He's in the middle. He prays and talks to himself and the people following him. Probably robots?" Gale looked at Annett. Hopefully, she could translate.

Annett smiled, then slightly chuckled. But before she could speak, Rachel cut in.

"So you're saying he has an army, he's doing some crazy routine, and his army is probably a bunch of those things you fought or under a spell?" Rachel asked.

Gale nodded. "Elliot also has an energy around him."

"A spell?" Ollie muttered. "Elliot might be an Aurian?."

"When you guys left me after my fight with the shadow, I learned theres these amulets that might put them under control." Gale quickly retrieved out an eye amulet from his pocket, showing it to them.

Ollie took it immediately. "Yup, that's a spell alright. You see the etchings? Each one is a letter binding. Basically an amulet that steals your life and sends it to the master."

"Didn't realize you were a scholar on ether-tech. You Americans do surprise," Annett said.

"Canadian," Ollie coughed.

Rachel's brow furrowed in thought. "So what? We're dealing with a delusional man and an army of... zombies? Mind-controlled slaves?"

"Whatever they are, they'll most likely become like those ghouls if we kill any of them. Just like the scouts." A murmur spread throughout the convoy as Gale had said that one too loudly that the others could hear.

"I'll stay near the enemy camp. They won't be able to find me," Gale said.

"Gale, be careful. You run when you sense danger, right away." Rachel looked him dead in the eye as she gripped his sleeve.

"I will."





Gale's eyes snapped open. He had stayed near Elliot's camp for the rest stop they had planned. Hearing Elliot's voice first thing after waking up made shivers go down his spine.

He had dozed off during his watch. That was fine. Any of their movements would've woken him up anyways. Activating Distort, he crept up closer to the Blue Haven camp.

"Move it, you useless lumps!" Elliot bellowed, kicking at a sluggish servant beside him. "We've wasted enough time already. Pack up this camp now!"

The Blue Haven people looked more energetic today than they were before. So rest did affect them.

Gale watched as each person collapsed a tent, disassembled it, and put it into a specific box. Others gathered supplies into different boxes. There were no horses or animals around. Those boxes would be carried by multiple people throughout their march.

Elliot paced back and forth. His eyes darted between the working people and the blue moon.

Suddenly, he stopped, genuflected while clasping his hands. Staring above the sky, he murmured loud enough for Gale to hear.

"My princess, my majesty. I promise you today is the day. We'll catch those insolent wenches and bring them to your radiance. You'll grow even more beautiful. Your radiance will shine even brighter!"

Goosebumps pricked Gale's skin all over. The man he watched grew more insane by the day. This crazy had an unhealthy amount of determination to catch them. First things first, he needed to get the convoy to move. Break time was over.

Gale made his way back to the convoy, careful to not brush up against any trees or split any twigs on the ground. He looked over the convoy, most were still asleep. Only Rachel was awake, sitting on the rock that looked to where the Blue Haven camp was.

Her eyes looked over the surrounding trees and soon caught his figure. She momentarily tensed up, then relaxed when she recognized him.

"What happened?" she whispered.

"Elliot's on the move," he said, keeping his voice low to avoid waking the others. "He's pushing his people hard, packing up camp faster than before. And he's talking to the Blue Moon again, promising to catch us today."

Rachel nodded, standing up as her brows furrowed. She turned to the larger group. "Everyone, wake up. Move. We need to move, now!"

Everyone woke up immediately following the shouts. Children jumped up while parents stood up slowly with less energy. Ollie and Annett helped the older folks to stand up from the ground.

A commotion near the edge of the group caught Gale's attention. One of the rescued women was hunched over. Her face was flushed. Sweat beaded on her face with ragged breathing.

"She's burning up," another survivor said. "I don't think she can walk on her own anymore."

Gale and Rachel exchanged glances. They couldn't afford to slow down, not with Elliot's group right behind them. And he'd be damned if he abandoned one of their own. Going back on his word to Lennard wasn't an option. It was never even an option for him.

Annett stepped forward from behind. "I'll carry her."

"Are you sure?" Rachel asked.

"Plenty sure." Annett moved over to the sick survivor. "The exit rift isn't too far now, right? I can manage. But... if we end up in a fight, I can't help."

They were all pushing themselves to the limit. Annett sure was too. And she was right. It shouldn't be too far now. A jinx only works if it's said out loud anyways.

"Alright," Rachel said. "Gale, can you go at the rear this time? Ollie will guide at front. Annett in the middle. I'll stay in the rear too."

Everyone nodded in unison.

The convoy moved. Gale marched at the rear of the convoy, Rachel beside him. Senses became alert. Breath of the Void spread out as thinly as possible to reach maximum distance.

They had barely even moved for an hour when something tripped the tendrils at the very end. A massive object was moving through straight towards them. It was definitely a beast by the size and feel of it.

"Rachel," he called out, keeping his voice low. "We've got company coming. Forest beasts, by the sound of it."

Rachel's eyes widened. "Right. I knew this would happen. I'll tell Ollie."

She quickly jogged to the front of the convoy where Ollie was. Gale's senses brought in what he wanted to see and hear.

Rachel reached to the side of Ollie. "We've got company. Somewhere, I think. Gale said something's coming."

"Shit, how long?" Ollie said.

"Don't know. Just keep your eyes peeled." Rachel moved back down to the rear of the group.

"These eyes are always peeled." Ollie pretended to laugh.

The growls from the beasts finally came into audible distance. Branches snapped. Heavy foot stomps of garbage truck sized beasts. The growls echoed along the treetops.

Children muffled their cries. Women suppressed themselves from screaming uselessly. Everyone moved meaninglessly faster. An extra metre a second won't save them from beasts sprinting at them.

The convoy pressed on through the lifeless forest. The sounds of pursuit grew ever closer.

Gale tightened his grip on his bone saber, preparing himself for the fight. Tightening his grip on the sabre had become a habit at this point. Rather, it provided the illusion of comfort.

In the distance, violent growls came from behind. The sound of claws ripping against bark, ground, and possibly cracks of bones.

The others couldn't hear it, but Gale could. He reeled back the spread out thin tendrils and focused them on the distance behind them. Breath of the Void fed him a picture of beasts ripping each blue haven body apart. After each one had fallen, they quickly materialized into the dark gray-skinned ghouls that he had fought before.

For a moment, Gale hoped that the two would eliminate each other, buying the convoy time to escape. Though that was wishful thinking. Fucking Murphy's Law.

Whatever the outcome of that clash was, whatever came out would either be very angry beasts or very angry ghouls plus Elliot.

"Keep moving!" Rachel called to the front, no longer keeping her voice down. "Ollie, how much further?!"

"A bit further. Over the hill and straight through the meadows!" Ollie shouted.

The survivors pushed themselves harder as much as they could. Not enough.

"Stay together!" Rachel jumped over a large log.

Suddenly, a young girl near the middle of the group tripped, her small frame hitting the ground with a thud.

Without hesitation, Rachel darted forward, scooping her up in one fluid motion.

"You're okay," Rachel said, setting her back on her feet and gently pushing her towards the others. "Keep going."

The girl nodded, tears in her eyes, and rejoined the group.

A blur of movement caught Gale's attention on the side. A ghoul lunged from the shadows, hurtling towards one of the convoy members with viscous black liquid dripping from its claws.

In a split second, Gale altered his bone sabre to lengthen dramatically. The ghoul, mid air, couldn't change its course.

Gale dashed to meet the ghoul where it was going to land. In one fluid motion, he sliced upwards, decapitating the ghoul right from the shoulder. Its head and arms flew wide, hitting a man and an older man harmlessly.

More movement caught his eye. Breath of the Void told him the number of ghouls there were. Almost half of Blue Haven's army had turned over. Their grotesque decaying forms focused on one single thing: the fleeing convoy.

"Ghouls! Multiple targets! Keep moving!"

Gale shouted a warning to the rest, his voice carrying over the chaos of the whole convoy trying to run out of the forest.

"Ollie, cover fire! Annett, stay with the civilians!" Rachel shouted.

Ollie's gun cracked as he began picking off the approaching ghouls. He specifically aimed for the joints to slow down the ghouls' chase.

Gale positioned himself directly in between where the ghouls came from and the convoy. A ghoul charged at him with an open mouth and claws out.

He sidestepped. Put his sabre up to meet the ghoul. It decapitated itself from its momentum.

Another ghoul charged at him. A bigger one. Gale aimed his swing right at the neck. It was blocked by its bulging arms covering its head.

Phase Touch activated. Again. Slashed. This time, it went through, decapitating it even with its hands up.

Rachel cast off a couple of fireballs towards the back for cover fire, hitting one of the ghouls. The ghoul immediately burned. Its dry skin provided ample fuel to the fire.

The acrid smell of burning flesh filled the air as the ghoul writhed in agony. No time to waste on the stench. Rachel's eyes narrowed as she readied another volley of fireballs.

"Gale!" she called out. "We need to thin their numbers! Can you funnel them towards me?"

Gale nodded, quickly assessing the terrain. He spotted a narrow passage between two large, dead trees. With a burst of speed, he positioned himself there, using his elongated bone sabre to create a deadly barrier.

He darted between the trees. Each step he took on the ground turned his trajectory towards the target. His body narrowly missed trees that passed by him.

Multiple ghouls behind. His movement had attracted them, and they followed suit. It looked like a stampede of decaying corpses behind.

Sweat beaded on his brow and invaded his eye. He wiped off the tear, but a large root on the ground tripped him forward. Left hand immediately went on the ground, pushing his body forward into a sommersault.

One more jump towards the two big dead trees.

"Now!" Gale shouted.

A fireball shot from where Rachel stood near the convoy.

Gale ducked, and the fireball went directly into the middle of the trees. The fireball plowed through the funnel of ghouls in a single shot, engulfing all of them.

However, more ghouls kept coming from behind the ghouls that burned to the ground. Even then, the convoy kept moving, almost at a sprint's pace and laboured breathing. If any of them tripped, the stampede of the convoy would be the one to kill them.

"Rachel!" he called out between strikes. "How much further?"

"Not far!" she shouted back. "There's a clearing up ahead. If we can make it there, we might have a chance!"

Gale redoubled his efforts. Another ghoul came at him. Again, it had its hands up. Phase Touch activated along the edge of his sabre as he swung against the oncoming ghoul.

A bigger ghoul charged at him from the side. It was too late. Gale couldn't dodge mid swing of his sabre. The ghoul tackled him, and its melted flesh smeared across his clothes. Putrid saliva spat at his arms as he covered his head.

Before the ghoul could swing its claws at him, he kicked it off him with all his strength. The smell lingered, almost making him want to vomit.

As he stood up, he looked around. Chaos everywhere. From where the Blue Haven ghouls came from, growls and guttural roars erupted. There were flashes of blue light that came from there. Must've been Elliot. And the convoy ran as fast as they could. Women and children no longer muffled their screams.
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                The convoy pressed on, their path lit by the eerie glow of the blue moon. Gale could see the trees thinning ahead.

"We're almost out of the forest! Go, go, go!" Rachel shouted as she punched another fireball at an oncoming ghoul.

A ghoul bursted from the dead dry underbrush at the left side of the convoy. Rachel was too far, and Gale was at the back fending off the brunt of the oncoming horde.

Before the ghoul could reach its target, Annet, still carrying the sick survivor on her back, had positioned herself between the ghoul and the middle of the convoy. Her left hand glowed, slowing the ghoul down while her right hand thrusted the bone spear. The tip found its mark into the ghoul's skull.

"Nice! Keep going!" Ollie shouted from the front.

No time for celebration. The ghouls kept on coming. And now, the forest beast that had been distracted by Elliot before was now spilling over to where the convoy was.

The cries of children and screams of women were now mixed with the frantic shouts of the men that ran along the path the convoy took. Even the older members of the convoy found a new energy, literally running for their lives.

As they neared the clearing, the tree density became thinner and thinner. It made running easier but also made it easier for people to look back behind them and see the carnage for themselves. Children being pulled by their mothers screamed even louder.

"Everyone, stick together! We're almost there!" Rachel shouted throughout the vicinity.

Gale sliced off another ghoul's head that pounced his way.

[Essence: 40/100]

Using Alter and Phase Touch constantly in this battle of attrition put his reserves dangerously low, and they couldn't even see the exit yet.

To Gale's left, a beast charged through a tree, snapping it half. Another swooped in low from his right.

Alter, Phase Touch activated, Gale spun his body with his sabre out. Flesh and bone flew from the lower beast's front shoulder. Its front legs only hung by a small thread of muscle.

The larger beast from behind had run into the spin by itself. It dropped to the ground as half of its neck was sliced open. Bubbles still gurgled from its windpipe. Blood spilled out.

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

A smaller beast came from above. Not like other predators. This one had needles as legs. However, a ghoul pounced on the smaller beast. It bit into the flesh on its flank. Skin ripped apart from the bite. The beast shook off the ghoul and punched a hole into its skull, but three more pounced on the beast, their maws immediately biting into the beast's flesh.

The beast desperately jumped at a tree, boring holes with its needle like feet into the bark. Ghouls followed. Each one met a needle right into the skull. Yet the ghouls were relentless. A flood of them jumped onto the same tree the beast held. Too heavy, the beast fell on the ground and the ghoul's claws dug at the belly, scooping out its innards and eating immediately.

Gale gulped. Goosebumps. What the hell is even all of this? A ghoul pounced at him. Sabre swung through its path. Body split right in the middle. Before he could run back to the convoy, the heavy presence walked casually through the chaos.

Elliot walked through the carnage as if he was doing an enthusiastic walk through the woods where beasts and ghouls ate each other all around him. The same pope-like garment had no visible stain from all the blood flying around. He ignored the carnage, his manic gaze fixed only on the female survivors within the fleeing convoy.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted.

That was his sign to dip. Gale ran through the carnage. Multiple beasts and ghouls jumped at him. Dodged easily. He could see the clearing up ahead. The convoy had already burst into the clearing. A meadow stretched out. A vast expanse of withered grass filled their eyes to the horizon. The sky above was a muted grey with a hint of blue, and the blue moon at the top of the dead forest blinked as it watched their desperate flee.

In the distance, a massive castle dominated the horizon beyond. Its walls built with stones darker than the night sky. Its jagged silhouette and pointed roofs ripped through the sky. Beyond even that castle was the ever growing sensation of multiple eyes watching.

The sounds of battle still raged behind them. A cacophony of bones ripping apart, skin torn, trees snapping, dying breaths of both ghoul and beast.

Gale finally caught up to the convoy. As he stepped out, he felt a different presence grow weaker the moment he stepped out. The blue light the blue moon cast was weaker than when he was in the dead forest.

Rachel stood at the front of the convoy that met towards the onslaught of the mixed creatures chasing the convoy. Her whole body, engulfed in flames, looked like a fireball that cast a bright light over the whole meadow.

Suddenly, from the border of the dead forest, a wave of forest beasts emerged. Their massive garbage truck sized forms were now in full display. None of the convoy members dared to look back. Ghouls followed. Some were even on the backs of the beasts, biting into their flesh.

"They're coming!" Gale shouted.

"We need to buy the others more time," Rachel shouted back.

Then, Elliot emerged from the tree line, still walking casually. He strode forward. Beasts and ghouls made way for his presence even as they fought each other. Behind him, more unturned Blue Haven thralls followed.

"Ollie!" Rachel called out. "Lead the convoy to the exit! Go!"

Ollie replied, "It's still a long way off! Are you sure?"

"Just go!" Rachel insisted. "We'll hold them off!"

"Everyone, get to the edge of the meadow!" he shouted, voice rising above all the chaos.

Gale and Rachel stood their ground behind the convoy. They were the last lines of defence. The forest beasts reached them first.

Phase Touched Bone sabre met the skull of a beast. It fell and slid behind him.

Next one. A beast charged at him, head down, aimed to ram him. He jumped, spun once mid-air. The beast passed him. Neck sliced through from the back. Gale landed back on his two feet.

Beside him, Rachel became a whirlwind of fire. The fire around her engulfed everything nearby. Any ghoul that came close ignited into flames. A beast reached her. Its hide was too thick to burn fully through. Punched to the forehead downwards. Knocked down onto the ground and ignited into flames.

No ghoul could reach her inside her flame engulfed state. However, Gale could tell from her wincing face that she couldn't hold on much longer. If she even missed her concentration once, she herself would be hurt by her own flames.

More beasts came. For every beast they felled, two or even three more took its place. A neverending beast and ghoul horde. Gale's bone sabre became a blur, slicing at anything that moved around him.

It was then he noticed something strange. The ghouls were slower than before. They had been more difficult to deal with back in the dead forest. Compared to before, they were sluggish and would even trip over the dead body of their comrade.

"Rachel!" he called out, breath ragged. "Focus on the ghouls with larger fire! The ghouls are weaker!"

Rachel immediately spun and prioritized the beasts, but ghouls came at her regardless. She exploded the fire around her, causing the ghouls to be knocked back. None got back up again.

"Gotcha!" Rachel shouted. "You focus on the beasts then!"

The both of them fought with renewed vigour. Gale targeted the larger beasts with thicker hides that couldn't be burned easily. Rachel sent bigger fire throughout the meadow though weaker in strength.

A particularly large bulky beast rampaged through the horde of both beasts and ghouls. The smaller beasts moved out of the way while ghouls were knocked away on either side.

Gale saw it. He pounced, sabre aiming for the neck. A ghoul jumped into his trajectory. Sabre easily dispatched the offending ghoul. But his trajectory changed slightly as he reached the large beast.

His sabre aimed at the neck. Sliced through the thick hide of the neck. Too shallow. Its shoulder bumped into Gale, knocking him downward. Breath escaped his lungs as he landed hard on the ground.

Rachel reacted instantly. She sprinted forwards. A trail of fire behind her. She jumped onto the large beast's neck and sent fire inwards at the cut that Gale had made. Its leathery skin instantly sizzled from the inside. The beast roared, bucking wildly to get her off. But not for long. It dropped down after a couple of seconds. Burnt flesh permeated through the whole meadow.

"We can't keep this up forever!" Gale said as he panted.

Rachel shouted, "We just need to buy them enough time! That's all!"

"You can't escape! Just give up!" Elliot's voice took over the whole clearing. "The princess will have her sacrifices!"

They both exchanged a grim look. Gale was always backed into a corner by adults. A gnawing feeling came back to him. Survive. Don't sacrifice yourself for these people you don't even know.

But he does know them. Rachel beside him fought with him together. Ollie and Annett also relied on him.

Like hell would he break that trust again.

Gale and Rachel threw themselves back into the fray. Gale's bone sabre blurred. Through its descents and ascents, his bone sabre whistled like one continuous sound. Rachel's flames grew even bigger. Brighter. Hotter. Enough so that beasts that came near her tried avoiding her.

Efficiency was key. But for all their skill and power, they were just two against a tide of beasts and undead. Fatigue had already set in. They were now mustering up their last bits of willpower into strength.

[Essence: 19/100]

Essence dangerously low.

A ghoul's claws raked across Gale's arm, drawing blood. A forest beast's paw caught Rachel, sending her stumbling.

Still, they fought on. The convoy's survival depended on them, and they refused to let their companions down. Every second they held the line was another second the survivors had to reach safety.

As the battle continued, the horde gained ground. The defence line came closer and closer to the convoy. The castle behind them loomed larger than before.

And still, Elliot advanced, his eyes fixed on the women survivors that Gale had rescued as well as the larger convoy. Whatever madness drove him seemed to give him strength beyond that of a normal man.

Gale decapitated another. A paw hit him in the back. Beast neck sliced once again. His body bruised and battered. Blood dripped from his back.

Run away. Just blend in with the forest. Survive.

Beside him, Rachel unleashed another burst of flame, incinerating a group of ghouls that had gotten too close. Her exhausted eyes showed she also wasn't going to last much longer.

It'll be all too easy to run away from this impossible situation.

His bone sabre once again became a blur. Heads flew. Large bodies slid down. A ghoul's nail cut across the left side of his forehead, a shallow cut. Blood dripped down to his eyes, impeding his eyes.

Run away.

A ball of blue fire floated towards Rachel. All the ghouls and beasts avoided the fire. Rachel tried to hurl her own fireball at the blue fireball. However, all her own fire did was feed it.

She dodged it, and the blue fireball exploded, causing fallen ghoul bodies and dead beasts to fly everywhere. Gale saw a large crater where it had landed. If it had hit Rachel, she would’ve definitely died.

Run away? I don't want to.

Let life break his body. Life would never be able to touch his mind.

"This should be enough!" Rachel shouted, her voice gravelly and coarse from the constant battle. "Fall back!"

Gale nodded. His eyes scanned the battlefield. The convoy was now distant enough. They had made steady progress across the meadow.

"Go!" he shouted.

They turned and ran. The dry withered grass rustled and cracked as they pounded the ground. Behind them, the sounds of pursuit grew louder. Ghouls shrieked and forest beasts roared, fighting each other and pursuing the convoy at the same time.

Gale glanced over his shoulder. The horde of ghouls and forest beasts was gaining on them. At its head, Elliot's form stood out.

"Keep moving!" Rachel shouted.

He ran right beside Rachel, hand in hand, pushing himself harder. His muscles wanted to give up. Not now.

Sabre swung at an oncoming ghoul from behind. Ghoul decapitated. Rest, he needed rest. His body screamed at him for rest. He couldn't even feel his legs anymore. Just run.

Suddenly, a strange yet familiar feeling befell him. There was nothing around other than the withered grass, ghouls, beasts, and Elliot.

That was when he caught sight of the exit rift just ahead of the convoy. It looked like a break in reality. A shattered glass in the shape of a triangle. Beyond that shape was an all so familiar view of buildings all around. Objects moved in fast forward inside it. Cars zipped by. Pedestrians looked like they were running.

"Rachel," he called out between breaths, "do you see that?"

"The exit," she followed where he looked, "it's close!"

Their renewed hope gave them a burst of speed. They reached near the rear of the convoy where a ragged line of survivors ran for their lives, led by Ollie and Annett.

"Gale! Rachel! Hurry!" Ollie shouted. "It's unstable. It could close at any time."
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                More cracks webbed along the edges of the triangular shape of the portal. The convoy had come so far. They were almost there. And now, Ollie was saying the portal's unstable? What the hell did that even mean? It looked fine to him.

"Everyone, run faster!" Rachel said.

That didn't help. Everyone continued at their pace. They were all already tired from running for so long. The able-bodied men had also already abandoned any of their luggage in place of carrying a child.

The convoy crested a small upward slope and reached the apex. All eyes were now on the wide open tear that broke through reality itself. It stood right at the edge of the meadow's cliff with a glow that pulsed like a heartbeat.

"Eyes on the prize!" Ollie shouted, pistol drawn, firing wildly into the tide of beasts and undead in front of him.

Suddenly, Gale heard a rumbling sweep through the meadow. Along with that rumbling, the surroundings looked as if they grew darker, which they did. Darkness that seeped into his skin. Coldness emanated from the touch of this darkness. All too familiar.

Gale looked everywhere. What the hell? Something was coming.

That darkness itself was a signal that halted all the beasts. Not one single beast moved forward. Instead, they all turned tail and made a dash back towards the forest. A couple of the beasts trampled on the smaller ones to get to the forest. They were scared of something.

"What's happening?" Rachel asked. They were all not entirely sure what was happening.

Anna's scream tore through the silence that fell on the meadow. Her body shook, shivering uncontrollably. Crouching down, she put herself into a fetal position.

"The eyes. It's here. The eyes. It's here. We're all dead. Dead! Dead! Dead!" she shouted to the point where it sounded like her vocal cords couldn't take the stress. "It's coming here! Run, you fools! Run! Run!"

The convoy's progress faltered. Feet slowed down. Confusion set in. Men and women clutched at their heads. Screams spread throughout the convoy once again in unison. Each one sounded like their vocal cords would tear at any time.

A gunshot snapped everyone out of their trance.

"Run! The exit is right there!" Ollie shouted.

The rumbling grew in volume. Slowly increasing, until it became deafeningly loud, and Gale could no longer hear Anna's screams and shouts.

And in a twisted joke of life, a figure crashed in front of the convoy right in the direct path to the exit rift. A figure clad in armour as black as the castle's wall stood. Impossibly tall. It carried a giant sword that lay on the ground. Strands of inky darkness and tendrils seeped out from the knight, an all too familiar feeling to Gale.

The knight took one step forward. All the convoy members stepped back once. Whatever that thing was, it was after the convoy.

That one graceful step told Gale all he needed to know about the knight. There was no chance of winning. They were so close to escape, and now this... thing stood in their way.

And to the back of them, a different threat that didn't care about the knight. Elliot and his army of Blue Haven thralls continued their march to the convoy.

"You can't escape! The princess will have her sacrifices!" Elliot shouted across the meadow, voice seemingly filled with maniacal glee.

"Ollie! Annett!" Gale called out. "Get everyone ready to move. You lead them around the knight. Don't wait for us."

"Right. Everyone this way!" Ollie led them around where the knight stood. Somehow, it didn't move towards them.

"We'll cover you from the exit. Stay safe." Annett shouted at Gale, still carrying the sick survivor on her back.

"Can you handle Elliot and his army?" Gale turned to Rachel.

"Ready whenever. Careful not to get close to my area. I'm not holding back anymore." Rachel began her stride to meet the thralls.

Gale, on the other hand, turned his back to the oncoming thralls. There stood a thing life threw at him. Impossible odds. Fuck. It was always something impossible.

Distort activated. Light bent around him. Gale became a blurry silhouette in the flatlands. Hopefully, this helps.

The dark knight stood motionless. Its armour absorbed any remaining light from the eclipsed sun and the blue moon's haze.

Slowly, Gale walked up to the knight, sizing up the new player. A chill ran down his spine, literally. Dad always told him to know his limits. Never go up against something he couldn't win. Yet here he was.

A grin surfaced on his lips.

Would mom and dad be disappointed in him now that he went against their mantra?

There were so many openings in the knight's stance. It stood casually. Too many openings. But analyzing each opening, all he could see was a wall that couldn't be penetrated.

An explosion erupted behind him. Rachel had started defending her area. The fire had become close to white. Again, reminding him of Ollie's description of her. A fireball of energy. A living inferno that swallowed anything that got close.

During this glance, the knight hadn't even moved. Arrogant asshole. He would've died if the knight took that opening.

Gale continued circling warily around the knight. Even when he was invisible, the knight's visor stayed on him. Distort wasn't working. It saw through the illusion.

Without warning, the dark knight lunged. Its massive sword cleaved horizontally through the air at where he was. Gale barely managed to dodge, ducking under the swipe. Strands of hair fell from his head.

Before gaining back his balance, the knight's foot was already aimed at his torso.

Sabre went up. Blocked. The force of the strike sent him skidding backward, his feet leaving a trail on the withered grass. He gritted his teeth, adjusting his grip on the bone sabre. A crack had appeared where the sabre was hit.

Gale launched a counterattack. Struck at a blind spot that was supposed to be there. The giant sword easily went into position to block his stab at the joint.

Another kick came at Gale. This time he was prepared. He ducked, sliding under the knight's giant form. Another stab sent at the joints of the knees. But the knight's leg moved just enough that the sabre hit only the armour.

Again. His free hand stopped his momentum on the knight's leg. Using that leg as a handhold, he pushed himself up to meet the knight's face. Nothingness in the visor. Gale stabbed his sabre down in the middle of the hole in the visor.

The giant sword spun vertically. Sabre deflected. Balance broken. Gale was knocked away to the side. The knight's sword was held up high, swung down.

Gale rolled sideways. The giant sword barely missed him. Dirt exploded upwards from the sword's strike.

Phase Touch activated on the blade. Let's see if that metal can handle this.

Gale feinted left, then to the right. No good. The visor completely tracked his movement. Sabre swung at the knight's head anyways. His own sword again met the giant's sword.

A clang echoed across the meadow that sounded like two pieces of metal hitting against each other.

Hands numb. Blood went cold. Phase Touch didn't work. It felt like hitting a brick wall. That was supposed to cut through everything. Even the toughest of bones wasn't enough to stop his focused Phase Touched sabre.

The massive sword swung again at him. Gale ducked and rolled back. Alter activated this time. Changing the length of the sword. Changing his style to use his sabre more like a glaive, he swung at the knight multiple times.

The knight adapted instantly, closing the gap and narrowing the battlefield. The lengthened sabre now put Gale at a disadvantage as it was harder to swing when in close range.

Behind him, another explosion erupted right in the middle of the thralls. Bodies flew all over the battlefield.

"Be a sacrifice to her majesty!" Elliot shouted, unaffected by the explosion.

"Shut up!" Rachel shouted. "You’re crazy!"

Elliot laughed. "You cannot escape! The princess shall get her elixirs!"

Releasing Alter, Gale continued backpedalling as the knight pressed its advantage even more. The giant sword moved like a blur, whistled like it wasn’t a giant slab of metal.

Gale parried each strike aimed at him. Each strike forced him back. The sword was barely visible. Reflexes pushed to their limits. Bones groaned from the weight of each parry. He had to rely on Breath of the Void to feel where the next strike came from.

The world slowed down. He let a little bit of the skill into him. Senses enhanced. No longer did the giant sword look like a blur. He could follow its movement and the minute shifts in the knight's stance.

Gale anticipated one strike to his left lower leg. He somersaulted sideways. The sword passed through below him. Sabre whipped at the knight's face while it was still in mid swing.

Sparks flew from the knight's helmet and visor as it met his Phase Touched sabre. For a split second, Gale saw something within the void of the visor. A pair of eyes. Both eyes wide, staring at him with the same crazed expression as the fake priest behind him.

The knight's attack came faster. Left flank. Blocked. The force was too much. Gale's body flung to the side, skidding through the grass.

[Essence: 11/100]

Gale's arms burned with exertion. His hands were numb from the impacts. Essence was basically almost out. He couldn't keep this up much longer.

Then suddenly, Rachel from behind him screamed in pain. She stumbled, her right arm limping at her side. A ghoul had managed to scrape her arm, leaving a gash that dripped blood.

Fuck. Gale couldn't fail. Not for her. Stay in his lane. She's got this.

With a cry, he charged back at the knight. He blinked Distort when he was about to strike. He pushed his body using all of his limbs to manoeuvre around the knight's body. Pushing off the knight's sword. Kicking back at the knight and using the momentum to propel himself away and then pounce right back in. Gale made his movements as unpredictable as possible, using the body of an awakened to its fullest.

For a moment, it seemed to work. The knight stepped back thrice. As he pushed himself off to be airborne, a movement almost too fast to follow even in his current state, the knight countered. A wild swing directed at his neck.

Sabre blocked it. Cracked. Broken. Split in two. The blow spun him mid air. A kick to his torso sent him flying backwards, near to Rachel's side where the temperature was at an unbearable high.

Dazed and weaponless, Gale looked up to see the knight mounting over him, its sword poised for a killing blow. Time slowed down as the blade descended on him.

He saw his life flash before his eyes. From the years of isolation at the orphanage to the recent struggles he faced alone in this harsh world, to the newfound connections he found in Rachel, Ollie, and Annett.

Desperation filled him to the brim. He rolled to the side. Air rushed down as the massive sword struck the ground where he had just been.

Gale reached behind his back, closing his grip around the familiar feel of the bone spear. Once again, he drew the spear and took a defensive stance.

The dark knight turned to face him once more. Gale couldn't shake the feeling that this entity was toying with him or at least testing his limits.

"Come on, you goddamn life," Gale growled as if anyone could hear him over this chaos. He twirled the bone spear, its length providing a greater reach than his sabre had. But the knight had already proved its technique against this length of weapon.

The knight obliged, lunging forward with frightening speed. Gale parried the first strike, the impact sending shockwaves through his arms. Quick thrust as a counter, aimed at a gap in the knight's armour at a gap on the shoulders.

Surprisingly, the spear found its mark. However, instead of penetrating, it bounced back as if an unknown force rejected the spear coming inside.

The knight charged. Gale backpedaled. The fuck was that?

Focused Phase Touch on the tip of the spear. Again, he hit the same mark. Again, the spear's tip was repelled and rejected. The knight no longer cared about defending and let the spear hit. And when he hit the bare metal of the armour, it was like bone striking against metal. Literally. No damage.

The fight between Rachel and Elliot's army raged on. She had created a wall of fire, effectively cutting off half of Elliot's forces. The thralls couldn't pass through.

Ollie and Annett took advantage. Annett slowed the ghouls that filtered through Rachel's wall while Ollie fired multiple shots, no longer caring about ammo.

Breath of the Void fed him information on what was happening behind him. He caught glimpses of the battle raging behind them. Rachel had created an intense wall of fire, effectively cutting off half of Elliot's forces.

Acting on instinct, Gale tapped further into the Breath of the Void, allowing it to seep into him deeper.

The world around him sharpened, details becoming painfully clear. The scenery twisted into an unrecognizable form. In that moment of twisted perception, Gale saw the true form of the knight.

Beneath the imposing armour was a man, tears dripping from his eyes. A shadow extended beyond his form. A veil that held thousands of eyes. Its presence and essence felt familiar. The same feeling he felt in the stone tower and whatever that dwelled down there. This knight was no mere enemy. It was a remnant of something far older and more terrible than Gale had imagined.

The knight lunged in. Its sword swept in an arc. Gale barely managed to bring his spear up in time. The giant sword sliced through the shaft of the bone spear.

Weaponless again, Gale stumbled backwards. The knight pursued. Sword poised for a killing blow.

He should've listened to himself. He would still be alive. Should've ran away when he could. Now he was—

A raging inferno crashed into the dark knight. Rachel had punched right at the knight's helmet. Fire spewed out the other side where she had punched.

The knight immediately caught her arm and threw her upwards. She was airborne.

Gale saw it clearly.

The massive sword slithered into a tiny point aimed upwards at Rachel's heart.

"RACHEL!!!!" he shouted.

The sword skewered her in the chest, and then the knight flicked his sword away, throwing her body onto the ground as the sword reverted to its original giant size. Blood marked where she skidded.

Rachel's blood. A river of it pouring out of her chest. Her flame sputtered until it disappeared completely.
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                Gale's vision turned red. The sight of Rachel bleeding on the ground flipped the world feel upside down. He noticed her lungs still shallowly going up and down. She was alive, at least for now.

Dashing towards her, the knight blocked his path. He threw his spear at the thing, taking another from his back.

The knight blocked and swung its giant sword at him. Gale jumped over the low swing.

Using the spear as a pole, he dug it onto the ground. He vaulted himself over the massive knight. It reacted, swinging at him mid air.

He couldn't dodge. Another spear drawn from his back. Stabbed onto the knight's visor. The spear point being repelled from the visor allowed him to vault over the swinging sword again, launching himself further to where Rachel's body lay.

Picking up her head, her mouth dripped with blood. Her eyes fluttered. Face pale. He examined where the stab went through. Nothing vital. Thankfully. But she was still bleeding profusely.

You're going to lose her.

The knight came at both of them, swinging its sword downwards to where they were. Not before Gale had picked her up, carrying her, and dodged the strike.

"Gale!" Ollie shouted. The portal behind him had waned. More cracks appeared, webbing inwards like a shattered mirror.

"The rift's closing! We need to go now!" Annett shouted. "HURRY!"

Ollie and Annett rushed through the rift, exiting after saying that line. The whole convoy had already gone through the rift. It was only Rachel left.

Behind him, the knight chased. He wasn't going to make it. If he didn't make it, Rachel wouldn't make it. And if she didn't make it, then she would die here. She'd be gone forever.

Gale gritted his teeth. Looking at Rachel in his arms, the decision in his mind was already made.

Another strike dodged from behind. The rush of air just centimetres behind him. Earth shook as the knight stomped its way to his position.

He held on to Rachel tightly and whispered, "I'm sorry."

Then, with all the strength he could muster, using up the last reserves of his essence, Gale threw Rachel towards the rift, pouring everything he got into that one throw.

He saw her look back at him, seeming to say something. Tears poured out of her eyes. Hand outreached to him.

And in the next blink of an eye, she passed through the rift. Cracks webbed more violently after she had passed, like glass meeting a hammer. And in that moment, the rift's edges trembled, reality itself bending and warping before zipping shut.

The rift was gone. Out of existence. Taking Rachel and his own last hope of finding a way back home. Gale stood alone. Behind him, the knight and Elliot's forces.

The dark knight crashed into where Gale was. Dust thrown up created a small dust cloud. Its massive sword hung in the air, ready to strike him, but the blow never came.

Instead, the knight's helmet swivelled to look behind him. The approaching horde of Blue Haven thralls looked like a tidal wave of bodies coming directly at them.

"The sacrifices! It's all because of you! You insect!" Elliot's manic shout sounded more like a screech at this point.

The rift was gone. There was no point in staying here. The only thing left to do was survive, back to his old ways. It would be easier, not needing to worry about other people's lives. Easier that he wouldn't have to see anyone disappear again. And the damned sight of being between two horrors didn't even allow him to feel.

Time slowed once again.

One breath felt like an eternity.

There was no choice left. He let his mind fall into the void, and its breath reciprocated, encasing his whole being.

The ecstasy the power gave him made him want to lose himself in it. Lose himself in the unknown power that the thing called life had given him. The first time he felt it, he felt he could own the world, make it his, and everything would be fine.

And then suddenly, the world around him shifted. Reality bent, shapes twisted. Trees looked both upright and upside down. The rocks on the ground both existed and didn't. Exhilaration numbed his pain. The familiar feeling when he fought the shadow flowed through his flesh and veins.

Gale closed his eyes. He could go deeper. Allowed the skill's breath to seep into him more fully, more deeply. Strands of darkness permeated throughout every fibre of his being. It nipped at his skin, changing his flesh in ways he couldn't fully comprehend.

When he opened them again, the view of the world had changed. The night turned into day. Colours bled into each other. Objects looked sharper than before. The odour from the ghouls smelled sharper, but also no longer disgusting.

The thralls in front of him no longer looked human. They've become translucent apparitions that held no body. It was as if reality struggled to tell him what those were. Struggled to maintain the sanity of showing inexplicable beings.

Through it all, the knight remained untwisted. Instead, the darkness of the metal the knight bore turned into white. Inverted colours of galaxies floated in between the very same armour that he fought.

The knight appeared beside him, sword already in motion. Descending at his neck. It was fast, yet slow at the same time. He could actually react easily now, able to keep up.

Gale was no longer there. He moved. Skidded along the grass. The grip of his shoes couldn't keep up with the sudden movement.His speed had increased to the point where he couldn't control it.

"Surround the criminal! Don't let him escape!" Elliot's voice rose above the chaos.

Criminal? Laughable. As if the man who had enslaved hundreds of people could even call himself a judge.

The thralls rushed forward, their vacant eyes fixed on Gale. However, in this altered state, he saw more than just their physical bodies.

He saw the threads of light that connected the ghouls to Elliot. The threads seemed alive. Strings like a puppet master, pulsing slowly. Each one connected to where the neck of each ghoul was. Small bits of light pulsed like a peristalsis that fed the crazy bastard.

He danced between the thralls. Fluidly jumping over their swipes. Ducking under their blows.

Gale struck at the threads of light that connected the thralls to Elliot. However, the sharp point passed through.

[Essence: 3/100]

His essence was basically empty. Still, Gale activated Phase Touch. Jumping overhead and slashing the tip of the spear at the thread, this time it worked. The thread of light snapped cleanly off. The same thrall connected to Elliot dropped down like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

As he moved through the horde, Gale felt a strange sense of detachment.

What did it all matter? The knight was behind him, slashing away at the bodies. Corpses flew everywhere. Blood sprayed. Splashing on his face. Yet he couldn't feel a single thing from it all. No sense of disgust.

He weaved through each thrall, cutting their strings as he passed. It was all too easy. One swing cut down multiple threads at once. Thralls dropped immediately. It was all too easy. No sense of struggle.

Just a sense of mission: survive. That was the goal.

With each cut of the string connection of a thrall, Gale felt the familiar feeling of Origin Extraction. He heard the familiar chimes of notifications. All of them ignored. The Void's breath coursed through him, numbing the burn of his legs and arms, slowing his heart rate down.

Gale spun. Multiple thralls fell down. He leapt, and a blue fireball came at him mid air. Twisting his body, his trajectory changed. The fireball narrowly missed his body and exploded behind him.

The knight dashed through the corpses. Massive sword cleaved through anything that got near him. The ghouls and thralls should've dwindled in number, yet more of them came pouring out of the dead forest. A neverending tide.

Coldness seeped more into his bones. The once flat landscape turned into a jagged reality. Each thrall was a human. It should've been easy to distinguish their faces. But now, all he saw were the faceless.

Whispers grew in his ear. Find me. Attain the tools you need for power.

"Criminal! In the name of the Lord, you can't escape!"

Elliot's shout snapped Gale out of his daze from the whispers. The crazy bastard was right about one thing. He couldn't escape. Not like this. He needed to punch through their lines to create an opening. Stay focused. Ignore the whispers. Ignore that big guy coming after you from behind. Get to safety.

A ghoul lunged at Gale, fingers elongated into claws. Ducked. Spear thrusted upwards to the thread's connection. Dropped.

The knight's sword came down at him from behind. Rolled forward. Its sword crashed down on the ground behind him. Earth split and exploded from the impact.

A scream tore through the air. Inhuman and filled with torn chords. Gale turned to see where it came from. The knight. It actually had a voice.

The ghouls surrounded the knight, burying him. His form could hardly be seen. That's when the knight leapt upwards. The sudden movement threw off all the ghouls that hung to the armour.

The knight landed on a crowd of ghouls just in front of Elliot.

"You sickening monster!" Elliot threw a blue fireball at the knight.

It exploded. Smoke clouds rose up in the middle of the two.

A sword slashed through the veil of smoke at Elliot. Blue fire erupted as a wall that stopped the knight's sword in its tracks.

A ghoul's hand caught onto Gale's ankle while he was distracted. Its grip dug into his flesh, pulling him down to the ground.

Spear spun to cut off the ghoul's wrist. Gale jumped up immediately, avoiding any more hands that grabbed at him.

While in mid-air, he saw the dead forest. The path was clear while the two monsters fought, even if only for a moment.

Gale ran. The world blurred, pushing his body further over the limit.

Upon entering the treeline, he glanced over his shoulder. The knight stood in a mountain of ghouls. For a moment, it looked as if the eyes behind the visor looked at him.

The trees covered up the scene. No longer in view.

He continued to run. Jagged trees passed by him. Rocks seemingly moved to block his way. Roots jumped out of the ground that aimed to tie his ankle.

All of them avoided even if they were all illusions of his waning sanity. The forest that used to tell him 'welcome home' became hostile to him.

He didn't look back. Phase Touch deactivated on its own.

[Essence depleted.]

His goal was the stone tower. It was the only place he could think of that could offer even a hint of safety. A place where he had slept without having to watch the surroundings.

The forest came alive around him. Faces seemed to appear on the trunks. Their mouths formed a single unsaid word: 'Die.'

Branches moved, whipped at his face. Rocks fell from the sky, placed in front of his path.

The whispers grew. She told him she would offer him safety. Embrace him. Give him the tools to become the one he wants to be.

He ignored it all.

A forest beast passed by at the corner of his perception. Its leathery skin writhed with millions of worms. In his current state, the beast's face was that of a human.

The beast seemed to whine, not attacking him. It yelped, cowering and running away from his sight.

He pressed on. Up above the treeline, he saw a scene. Flashes of other places from the experiences he had. Fragments of memories.

The orphanage was one of them. Gray walls. Cramped hallways. Kids screaming in the courtyard, talking about who gets to be 'it'. The familiar musty smell of the cafeteria, where even the most tasteless meal was better than beast meat.

The scene shifted to his first kill. The thick, hard cover book he'd used to impossibly decapitate the beast. He let the adrenaline and exhilaration of being the predator take over his mind when he had killed that beast.

Again, the scene changed. A soft light he saw through the treetops. Three humans fought against the beasts. One of them glowed like a soft, warm candle.

Her presence had put him at ease in times of need. She talked about the things she wanted to do when she got back home. Hopefully, after today, she would do all of those things with her best friend.

He was happy for her. Right?

He lost track of time as he ran while watching the scenes play out above the treeline. Minutes blended into hours. Reality blurred. But finally, he saw it.

The stone tower rose before him. Its silhouette stood out in the writhing forest.

He stumbled towards it, his strength finally beginning to fail. The world spun around him. He reached out, his hand connecting with the cool stone of the tower's base.

He entered the tower and leaned against its inner walls by the door. The Breath of the Void receded. Each breath started to feel like a slow burn in his lungs. Colours gradually faded back to normal. Darkness. Gray stones. Green grass. Green leaves. None blending in together.
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                Gale's back hit against the cold wall behind him beside the entrance door. It was empty. Only the burnt remains of the campfire the convoy had used gave him proof that everything that happened did happen.

He was alone again.

His chest began heaving. Each breath came at a struggle. A burning sensation spread in his lungs, yet it was not from exhaustion. His hands trembled as he ran his fingers through his long uncut hair. Grip tight, trying to find anything to anchor himself to. Everything that happened, everything he did for them. A cruel joke given to him by the very life he fought against.

Gale held up a fist and struck it against the floor. A small crater formed, as well as cracks that webbed out from the impact.

Pain, though it wasn't as painful as the sight of all of them leaving him behind.

Tears streamed down his face, blurring his vision. He tried squeezing his eyes shut. Maybe it would stop the tears. The action proved to be of no use.

Memories kept flooding him; the one thing he couldn't run away from.

Rachel's face haunted him the most. The sight of her skewered by the sword. Blood that spilled. And her body that lay still on the meadow grass.

It wasn't that which hurt him the most. It was her face and her hand that tried to reach out to him as she flew to the exit.

Gale's body shook. Sobs came harder. The tears wouldn't stop even as he clenched and gritted his teeth.

He had saved her. Saved all of them. But at what cost?

He was back where he started. Alone and isolated. Cut off from everyone and everything he had come to care about.

The irony of it all was too much to take. He fought so hard to be more. To be something better than the frightened, lonely boy he had been.

Be someone great. That's what he wanted to do. The books never told him the cost of it all. And now, here he was again.

His parents' words became a curse. Stay low. Blend in. Survive.

Once was a mantra that he lived by, now just a painful reminder that he should've pushed them all away to stop the inevitable pain.

Gale slammed his fist against the floor again, shaking the whole tower. Dust fell off the weathered stone. The hinges of the door to the basement clanked.

It was supposed to be the time he finally found people he could connect with. Friends who accepted him despite his differences. Accepted him for who he was rather than what he told himself he was. When his life was turning for the better, to be part of something.

I thought I would finally be able to find the magic in this thing called 'life'.

Each memory dug at him. The waves of sobs grew as he remembered his short life in this world.

The orphanage where he first hurt the boy in the playground. He didn't mean to. He was scared of everyone that crowded around him. All he could think of at that time was to just defend himself.

Shawn never came back to him after he got hurt. For his safety, it was better for Shawn to stay away anyway. Probably. So then why did Shawn turn on him? Beating him up just to try and take the book from his hands. He just wanted to be left alone.

And then there was Rachel. He knew her even in the orphanage. The dark red haired girl who would pass by from time to time. Oh how he wished he could've gone with her to those places she talked about. Maybe even with her best friend.

Ollie making jokes that he couldn't understand. Maybe Ollie was what he wanted to be. Relaxed, kind, and always joking around casually. Though it was funny how Annett always poked at him for such.

All gone. Beyond his reach.

He had pushed them away. Thrown her away, literally. To save them. To save her. And in doing so, condemned himself to the very fate he had been trying to escape.

Gale's sobs gradually subsided. The tears kept flowing, blocking his vision. He leaned his head back onto the cold wall. No one to lean on. Not even books to talk to.

Emptiness.

Why did life keep doing this to me? Every hope I dared to have. Every happiness I dared to reach for. All of them. Always taken.

If I just stayed alone, focused on surviving, maybe none of this would've happened. I wouldn't have put others in danger. I wouldn't have had to watch them all disappear.

—I wouldn't be in pain.

Gale's gaze went to his hip. On it, the broken sabre that had protected those bound to be more important than himself. He had tried to be a hero, tried to protect.

Now, it was broken again. Alone again with no clear path forward. It would've been all easier to just have been alone from the very beginning.

He slumped backwards, letting the exhaustion take over his body as his back slid down the wall he leaned on. Adrenaline slowly faded. His eyes drooped, tears no longer falling. Trying to lift an arm took an enormous effort as if lifting heavy weights.

The only sound left in the tower was his own breathing and the occasional sob. Gale realized it all too late when he had thrown her into the exit.

Now, he was truly alone. No books to keep him sane this time. No one to anchor to for any bit of warmth.

Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision.

He had saved them all, but in doing so, he had lost everything. The reward of heroism was the solitude he wanted the most. And as more of the darkness crept in, Gale couldn't help but wonder…

Was it all worth it?





Rachel's eyes fluttered open. She squinted at the harsh fluorescent lights above. It had been so long since she saw lights that bright, or any light that didn't come from her own fire for that matter.

She blinked rapidly, adjusting her eyes to the brightness. The smell of alcohol and bleach filled her nose. Steady sounds of a beeping heart rate monitor beside her gnawed at her dull headache. Her body felt heavy. Of course it would from all that blood loss.

The dull haze in her mind lifted. Memories came rushing back like a flood. The rift, the battle. The first time she ever saw any tears from Gale's eyes as he threw her away. Rachel's heart clenched.

Gale wasn't here.

Her left shoulder throbbed, reminding her of her descent into the knight's sword. If the sword had just been a couple of more centimetres to the heart, she wouldn't be alive.

She closed her eyes, fighting a growing sob, holding back the tears from falling. His face at that final moment was stuck in her mind. Tears flowed from his face. In that last moment, all he said was 'I'm sorry'.

Her voice couldn't reach him. She wanted to shout at him, 'we fight together'. Yet she was already airborne, onto the rift that winked out of existence as she passed through.

Gale had saved her. Saved all of them. All at the cost of himself.

She imagined his back, facing the knight, the hordes of beasts, and Elliot's army, all alone. The chaos of the battle still lingered in her ears. Roars of the beasts. Screeches of the ghouls. Through it all, his apology seemed to be the loudest of them all.

Gale was strong, more so than any other awakened she had ever met. But just because someone was strong, doesn't mean they didn't need to rely on anyone. She had eagerly hoped that she could have lifted a tiny bit of weight off his shoulders, whatever that weight may be. No one wants to be alone, even if they're strong. 

Remembering the first time they had met Gale in that world, he looked like a demon. A feral wild animal on the edge. His eyes squinted sharp. Limbs that twitched at any sign of movement from her. Even in high school when she tried to say hi, he'd flinch like bracing himself to get hit. 

However, beneath that exterior that he showed, she had sensed something more within him. The way he'd smile, laugh, and tear up while reading a book as she passed him by the cafeteria. It was a hint vulnerability and a longing for connection buried beneath paper world and successfully hidden from others.

Not her.

He had quickly proven himself dependable. Setting out traps outside the encampment. Providing food. Crafting armaments for them to use.

It was the smaller moments that became endearing. The soft side he showed to those in his pack. Sharing knowledge of hunting and survival. While doing so, his eyes lit up, tone rising more energetically, though others didn't seem to notice.

Sometimes he would even laugh at Ollie's grand stupidity as well as Annett's banter that deflated that grandness. Or even the times he shared a story from his past.

And sometimes… he would glance her way only to quickly look away when she caught him.

Rachel knew why. She had known Gale always wanted to run away. To survive alone. He had distanced himself from the others, especially when they stayed in one place for far too long that invited danger. There were many times she was certain he would be gone the next time she woke up, leaving them behind.

The scariest moment was the fight after the shadow. Not because he hurt her, but because he had disappeared after they reached the stone tower. She was certain at that time that he had run away.

He never did.

Despite everything about the situation telling him to run, to let go of the responsibility to protect them, Gale stayed. Literally through thick and thin. Even when the odds felt impossible, he fought tooth and blood for them. He became the cornerstone of their survival.

Rachel's heart hurt when she thought of all this. She respected him through it all for taking care of everyone's safety. For overcoming his own nature, unlike her.

Did she really deserve to be the one in the hospital bed?

"You're awake."

Rachel turned her head to see Ollie sitting in a chair beside her bed, a half-peeled apple in his hands.

"How long was I out for?" Rachel said, pushing through the roughness of her voice.

Ollie set the apple aside and reached for a glass of water on the bedside table. He helped Rachel take a few sips before answering.

"A while. Two weeks, to be exact."

Rachel's eyes widened. Two weeks? It felt like only moments ago she had been hurtling through the rift.

"Annett?" she asked.

"She already went back to the UK," Ollie said softly. "She wanted to stay, but... well, there were complications. I'm getting discharged tomorrow as well."

Rachel didn't answer. Her mind was still stuck on Gale, alone in that other world. How long will it take for him to get out? There must be a way.

"Ollie," she said. "What year is it?"

He hesitated, paused, looking away, then said, "2064."

The world tilted. Rachel gripped the edges of her bed, anchoring herself to anything solid.

"Five years," she whispered. "But we've only been in the rift for a couple of months…"

Ollie tried to smile, but sighed instead. "The rift had some pretty bad time dilation, I guess."

"Gale," Rachel choked. Tears welled up in her eyes. "How long will it be till we see him again?"

"I don't know. He could come back tomorrow, next year, or..."

He didn't have to finish that sentence.

Rachel felt something snap inside her. The tears she held back burst like a dam. She sobbed, shoulders shaking. Heart rate monitor's beeps sped up.

Gale was left alone. Abandoned. Left behind in a hostile world with no way of knowing if help would ever come. The thought of him having no one around him, no one for him to hold on to. It was all too painful.

It was all her fault. She should've found a way to stay with him. To fight by his side.

"I should have done something," Rachel gasped between sobs. "We were supposed to stick together. I told him... I told him we'd face it all as a team. And now he's alone. We abandoned him."

Ollie moved closer to her, putting an arm around her shoulders. "Don't blame yourself for this... Gale made his choice. He saved us all."

"But at what cost?" Rachel cried, her words barely comprehensible through her sobs. "He always wanted to be alone. Always wanting to run away from protecting the group. And now he got his wish, but not like this. It shouldn't have been like this. Not like this…"

She thought of all the times Gale had opened up to her, sharing bits and pieces of his past. Talked about the bullying at the orphanage. Becoming a ghost to survive.

She remembered how happy he was to share the stories of the fantasy books he loved or the way his eyes focused when he concentrated on crafting something his parents taught him.

"What if he thinks it wasn't worth it?" Rachel whispered. "What if he blames me for forcing him to be part of the group? What if... what if he never wants to see me again when he comes back?"

Ollie gently squeezed her arm. "I don't know. I really don't know…"

She couldn't shake the image of Gale alone in that world. He would probably say she's stupid for thinking that she knew him more than he thinks. He'd definitely tell her that she didn't know him.

But it was because she knew him enough that she knew how he would feel, abandoned.

"Is there any way to go back?" she asked, but she already knew the answer.

Ollie shook his head. "Higher ups said it's a new world. No one has ever encountered it before. Even if they did, no one came back from it. If we could find it again, there's no guarantee it would lead to the same place. Sorry, but..."

A new wave of sobs came. Her body shook even more. The tears wouldn't stop flowing, wetting her pillow.

She failed Gale. Failed to protect him. Failed to keep them all together. And now he was paying the price for her weakness.

"I should have been stronger," she murmured, more to herself than to Ollie. "I shouldn't have been reckless. I should've trusted him. All I did was put even more burden on him."

The scene of Gale fighting off the knight was still fresh in her mind. Multiple times, she winced every time she saw the sword graze his flesh. And when she saw the blade above him, she tried to be a hero. It was all regret after that.

"You got injured, Rachel. Gale made a choice to save you, to save all of us. Don't blame yourself for that," Ollie said.

The words offered no relief. Everything that happened was all her fault. The battle replayed in her mind over and over. She could have approached it differently. If she had been faster or stronger, if she could have done anything different…

"I couldn't protect him," Rachel whispered, sobs muffling her words.

"Gale will come back. He's survived far worse than all of us. Don't blame yourself for this."

Rachel shook her head. That wasn't the point. She knew the cost of saving all of them. Gale became trapped in that nightmare all alone. Who knows how long it would take for him to come back? Who knows how long it would be before she saw him again. When would it be until he came back home, to his real home?

The monitor's beeps sped up once again.

I hate the choice you've made. You threw me away. We were supposed to be together. I would've fought with you in that hell, even if it was just you and me.

So then… why? Why can't I hate you? I didn't realize it back then. Didn't realize the consequence of everyone escaping together. The prize of all of that was rewarding you with loneliness.

I'm sorry.
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                Chapter 53

Gale felt a tingly sensation creeping across his skin. Something nipped at his skin in a pulsing pattern. His eyes opened, saw the darkness had covered him like a blanket. He tried shaking it off, but it clung to him, reaching out onto his body.

Despite the eerie sensation the veil gave him, a part of him felt an odd sense of comfort. It was heavy, and the coldness felt more soothing rather than just actual cold. It was like a cooling weighted blanket. Not too heavy. Not too light. Just enough weight to feel like he was being hugged.

He sat up. Blinked. Trying to orient himself in the space that was almost pitch-black. As his eyes adjusted, he realized the familiar hallway. The basement of the stone tower.

The last thing he remembered was falling asleep inside the stone tower. He remembered the darkness seeping in from the corner of his eyes. Didn't think it was literal though.

Standing up, he turned to the familiar wall. It looked like any other normal weathered stone wall. If he stepped into it, the world would change and show him the staircase that leads upwards.

At least that's what he thought. Gale tried stepping through it. His head bumped onto the stone wall instead. Something was off.

For a moment, he considered simply just giving up, staying put until the darkness probably swallows him whole. It would be easier than facing whatever laid ahead deeper into the labyrinth. That way, he wouldn't have to suffer any longer.

He wasn't any of those heroes he read about in the books. He just wanted to be normal. Eat delicious food. Play games. Go to college. Maybe even find a job after.

So much for building that cabin in the woods with a pool, huh.

However, the thought of the knight stabbing Rachel made his head spin. It was the first time he ever felt the desire for revenge.

Even after all the kids in the orphanage had beaten him up, he didn't care about any of that. Kids were kids. They were weak. This one with the knight? It was personal.

Gale took a deep breath, then began his stride. His footsteps echoed loudly in the stone hallway. It sounded louder than before. Probably his imagination playing with him now that he was completely alone and had no way out.

Keeping one hand on the wall, he used it to guide himself forward. His legs were still weak, battered, and bruised. Arms also felt like noodles.

As he moved through the hallway, Gale second guessed himself. Maybe this was all just an illusion brought on by the toll of Breath of the Void. But how could it be? It felt too real. There was no one to tell him otherwise. No Dmitry or Anna to save from this… whatever this was.

He looked towards where Dmitry had gone. Walking over to the end of the hallway, he grabbed on to the doorknob.

The hallway was dimly lit, if it could even be called "lit." Familiar chandeliers lined the ceilings at even intervals. There were new things he noticed that he didn't before. Painting frames of various sizes. Small ones that looked like standard portraits.

The canvas was blank though.

There were also frames that looked larger than life, covering the whole wall. Again, the canvas was blank. A sharp pain behind his right eye started to ache as he stared at the blanks.

Gale quickly looked away. Better not to make his already fragile mind look at an object that might break it further.

Three distinct paths loomed in front of him just as he remembered it. Left, middle, right.

He stood at the junction. The middle one had enchanted him before.

Left it is then. Dmitry's path. Go somewhere familiar first, then explore the rest. Maybe even find a weapon.

Walking through the left hallway, the air grew thicker, making it heavier to walk. It was like walking in water, but with air. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, feeling like someone or something was watching his every move.

Breath of the Void expanded his senses. The area became clear as day. But there was nothing. The whole place was empty except for him.

Reaching the end of the corridor, it was the door that had maddened Dmitry. Gale's hand trembled as he reached for the handle. The whole situation reminded him of the time at the orphanage when a monster appeared in his bedroom before he could open the door.

Gulp.

Opening the door, he entered and immediately saw the darkness in the room was a level heavier than the last, physically. He looked around. Same room he rescued Dmitry from. Definitely. The same circular chamber with a high ceiling and stone walls. But in the darkness, he could barely make out the texture of the walls.

He outstretched his hands onto the wall, balancing himself and moving slowly along the wall. Nothing else was inside. Room empty. An eerie feeling that the room was void of anything. That very feeling of the room having nothing meant that there was something here.

Wait. Gale noticed. For some reason, Breath of the Void should have shown him the room. Rather, it felt like he couldn't even see in front of him. He was sure that he had activated it earlier.

Again, focusing on releasing the skill, the tendrils met with some resistance. They tried to claw through the inky darkness around the room. Tried to resist the weight of it all pushing back the tendrils into him like being underwater where the pressure pushed against the lungs.

Suddenly, the tendrils moved differently. Instead of outwards, they moved inwards to Gale. It was the same sensation he felt when he let the breath in while fighting the shadow, while fighting the knight. It enveloped his whole being, and instantly the pressure stopped.

Gale opened his eyes. The room looked different, and the lights at the chandelier now actually lit up the room with an ethereal glow. The breath showed him reality.

Objects littered the floor. His eyes collected the states of each item.

A necklace caught his attention. It laid half-buried in dust and rubble. Worn down and tarnished, some of its chains looked like they were about to snap with just a slight pressure.

Crouching down and digging it up from the rubble, upon examination, its appearance was oddly familiar. It had an eye, and that eye bore similarity to the eye amulet that Elliot used to enslave his thralls, Marcus and the shadow.

—the eye moved. Looked at him.

Gale jumped back, dropping the eye amulet. His heart pounded. The fuck was that. Even just a one garbage truck sized beast could bring him down in his condition. Definitely not touching that again.

Standing up, his gaze fell on a chalice by the corner. It was silver, dulled by age. Deep dark red stains patched its surface. Most likely blood.

A glint of metal drew his attention next. A sword buried in rocks. Gale hurriedly approached it and crouched down. Shoving the large rocks away, the sword revealed itself. Broken in half.

So much for that.

Standing up once again, Gale saw the other materials scattered throughout the rubble. Bones. Dozens, perhaps hundreds of skeletons laid about in the chamber. Some were almost turning to dust. This place could've been a mass burial site or at least a battle happened here.

He turned back towards the doorway and walked. There were two other corridors to explore. But as he was moving, a pulse of energy came from the amulet he had dropped.

The scenery changed. Stars littered the ceiling. The world started spinning, stars moving like shooting stars, becoming a blur. It spun and spun and spun until it softly came to a sudden halt.

Gale looked in front of him. The dark knight, yet different. Smaller, rushing at him. Too fast.

SHIT.

He put his hands up, covering himself. However, nothing happened. The knight had simply passed through him.

Looking behind, he saw the castle beyond the horizon, the very same one he saw in the meadows. An army of thousands of knights clashed against an army of twisted monstrosities that looked to be a blend of human, monster, and something entirely inexplainable.

Stars moved forward. Spun again. The world changed with the stars as the blue moon took hold of its locked position that blocked out the sun of this world. Springs, summers, falls, and winters all passed in a flash. And now into the recent times where a mountain of thralls lay in the meadow.

The vision faded, and the darkness in the room pulsed softly as if breathing. An entity looked at him even closer, watching him more closely than ever before.

Gale's legs shook, protesting to move forward.

He went back to the broken sword he found. Shattered, and little to no use. But it was something he could hold onto. All his spears were used up. Bone sabre completely broken. Better than nothing.

Picking it up, he felt the weight much heavier than he thought for a sword broken in half. After picking it up, the sword's metal cracked even more and fell down, disintegrating into nothingness.

Nothing was going right. He sighed, shaking his head. No point in staying here then.

Gale traced his steps back to the junction where the three paths stood. Right one was definitely the call here. Centre one just gave him the heebie-jeebies that could probably wait until he was out of options.

Walking towards the right path, more of the frames covered the hallway. In the state where he had let the breath of the void in just a little, he could see outlines, though still illegible. He could let himself dive deeper.

No. He shouldn't. Curiosity did kill the cat.

Finally, he reached the end of the right path. He entered the door with no hesitation. This room was different. In a bad way. There were more objects littered and scattered about, and not the useful kind.

Some were mundane like broken chairs, collapsed shelves, tattered books, and rusted tools that would probably break after one hit from that giant sword of the knight.

Gale quickly reached over to one of the bookshelves that was still in tact. Reaching up into a book, he flipped the pages. To his expectation, the letters and symbols were all nonsensical to him. Of course. This was an alien world, he chuckled a bit.

He stepped further into the room to examine, taking the book with him for protection or at least some comfort. It was the only thing familiar in this… place.

As he neared the centre of the room, he saw an item that stood on a pedestal alone. It was untouched by the chaos surrounding it. Atop it sat a small box. Its walls etched with symbols similar to the ones in the book.

The air around the box shimmered and distorted like a heat haze. It oddly reminded him of his Phase Touch ability whenever he put it on the whole object. It pulsed with a glow and smoke that overflowed from the box like a waterfall.

Approaching it slowly, his body wanted to run away. Never touch or eat things you don't know, Gale. They could be poisonous, Gale. Dad always nagged him about it.

His fingers trembled while reaching for the box. Last chance now, Gale. But it could be powerful. Could even level him up, whatever that meant.

The moment his fingers touched the box, his fingers passed through. Nothing happened. His hands quickly tried to swipe at it again. Nothing. It didn't even feel like he touched anything.

This time, Gale put Phase Touch on his hand. Focusing slowly, allowing the skill to only cover his whole hand. His hand quickly swiped at the box again. However, before his hand reached it, the box disappeared.

"Fine," he sighed. "Keep your secrets. I don't care. Really. It's not like I care, anyway. Stupid box."

Gale made his way back to the entrance of the chamber. He retraced his steps back to the middle of the corridor, ignoring the illegible outlines on the framed paintings.

Standing at the fork once more, there was only one other way he could go. A shiver ran down his spine when he remembered the whispers that tried to seduce him. He took a step forward, bracing himself for the oncoming onslaught of the whispers.

At least that's what he thought. There was nothing. No whispers. No female voice. Just his own internal voice that he couldn't get rid of.

Rachel would probably say, Get back, Gale. Get to safety. It's better to leave it alone. Safety comes before anything.

Wait, no. That doesn't sound too much like her. She'd probably just tell him to be careful and she trusts him.

His heart ached at the thought of Rachel saying those soft, warm words. Who knows when would be the next time he saw her? Would she be happy to see him?

He'd want to tell her all about everything that happened to him after they were gone. Maybe she would even laugh at the stupid stories he would share.

Gale closed his eyes, trying not to let tears drop. They've been through so much together. All he wanted to do was go back and just talk to them again.

It was him who chose this path. It was him that threw Rachel into the portal. It was him who told Ollie to move the convoy. Everything was his choice. So this time, it was his choice to step forward once more, walking towards the end of the middle corridor.

This specific hallway felt longer, reminding him of the hallway of the orphanage. Rather, the hallway was short, yet it felt long and cramped. He didn't want to be there. He didn't want to be here right now.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he reached the door at the end of the corridor. This one was different from the others. Its surface was smooth and bore no etchings. No handle. No keyhole. Nothing to indicate how to open it. And as Gale approached it, it swung open immediately with heavy grating sounds of stone on stone.

Darkness spilled out like ink from the chamber. It was unlike anything he'd ever seen. The darkness was material, but also immaterial.

He cursed inwardly. This was the only other way he could go.

Gale's eyes strained to make out the details of the pitch-black room. He moved forward only by relying on his passive ability, breath of the void. His foot struck something on the floor.

He looked down and saw the numerous objects littering the floor. Broken furniture, shattered glass, torn books. The same things that were in the second room he entered. None were usable as a weapon.

Then he looked around again, searching further into the chamber. There, he saw a pedestal hovering above the floor. On top of the pedestal lay an orb. It pulsed in a tinge of deep blues and dark greens. Much like the box, it pulsed as smoke flowed out of it like a waterfall of just inky darkness. The orb seemed to devour any source of light and then converted it out as inky darkness.

He went closer to the orb. His body once again told him to run away. The object was not natural. It was going to kill him. Curiosity won. It drew him forward.

Step by step, Gale approached the orb. Energy unlike anything he'd felt before radiated from the sphere. It could have killed him from this distance. But he's still alive and walking. Maybe even a little too energetic.

Against his very own instincts and every hint that warned him to run away, Gale reached out his hand. His fingers trembled as they approached the orb. Fingertips touched the orb.

The world turned over.

Reality twisted itself, warped itself, expanded on itself around him. It stretched into a vast expanse before compressing again multiple times.

Nausea hit Gale like a garbage truck as he witnessed the events happening beyond his eyes. Breath of the void didn't make things any better as it took it all in as a tsunami of information.

The world finally stablized. He stood in a throne room, torn banners hung at even paces on the walls. Colours that used to be vivid now faded. Broken floor candle holders lay scattered and broken in half, twisted and bent. A room ravaged by time and conflict.

His eyes swept across the throne room. Floor littered with what looked like thousands of sword marks. Marks of claws dug up at the stone. And surprisingly, bullet holes also appeared everywhere.

The throne drew his attention next. At the centre of it all sat the dark knight right on the throne.

"Child, you are a slow one," the knight spoke in a low husky voice.


            

    
        Chapter 54

    
    
    
    
                The knight's voice filled the throne room with a rumble that rattled the pebbles on the floor. "So, the lost lamb returns to the slaughter."

Gale pointed the book at the knight, as if it could do anything. The thing in front of him was no mere beast.

The knight sat motionless on the throne. Not bothering to move an inch. Observing him. Its presence, even just there, pressed weight on his shoulders. It was the same suffocating darkness he'd felt before, the one he thought he overcame by letting Breath of the Void in.

"You think yourself clever, do you not? Sneaking about, playing hero for those weaker. But we both know the truth, do we not? You are naught but a scared little boy, desperately clinging to be unseen by those around."

"Who are you?!" Gale shouted, glaring at the knight sitting atop the throne.

A hollow laugh shook the whole throne room. Pebbles that littered across the room rumbled. Floor candle holders toppled over. The darkness around the knight grew into a deeper dark, taking on a familiar shape of tendrils Gale was accustomed to.

"You don't know anything about me," he said. There was no way for this alien to.

"Do I not? Gale Hathie. The fear that drives you. The loneliness that eats away at your very soul. The way you suppress your desire to live."

Gale stepped back. What fear? All he ever did was do what his parents told him to. Survive, they said. Isn't that what it meant to live?

"Tell me. Why did you truly stay behind? The door was right there. Was it to protect those hapless companions, or was it so you could free yourself of being responsible for the lives of others?"

"I stayed so they could live. Give them a chance at their own lives," Gale said, not entirely sure if his words were honest.

"A chance at their own lives? That one is not even funny. Or could it be a chance for you to play the martyr, to finally feel as though you matter to anyone?"

"I'm not playing at anything!" Gale shouted, stepping back once more.

"Are you not? Then tell me, why do you insist on facing every challenge alone? Are you playing dumb or do you really not see those you push away at every turn?"

"It's so they wouldn't get hurt. It'd be safer-"

"Safer for whom? You claim to want to protect. You claim you want to connect. Yet you deny them every chance to stand by you. To fight alongside you. Do you deny, Gale Hathie?"

Gale lowered his arms still clinging to the book. There were so many times he wanted to run away. It'd be all better. It would have been. Not needing to care about others. Not needing to feel the pain of seeing them hurt. All he wanted to do was just protect them so they wouldn't get hurt.

It wasn't his fault.

"And that, little lamb, is why you shall always fail. You cling to that book. That lie. Only you can succeed alone. In doing so, you've robbed yourself of the strength you needed the most."

"So what?! I've survived this long. I can survive there, out in the woods alone, forever, and nothing can kill me!"

"Is that what you call this half-life you have been living? Survival? Scurrying from one shadow to the next. Being unseen to those who want to see. Never allowing yourself to truly connect, to truly trust?"

"I've made it work."

"And you have thereby been denying yourself of the very experiences that your soul craves." The knight laughed again, shaking the whole throne. "Little lamb, that is your greatest failure. You have become so accustomed to your cage that you cannot even imagine life outside of it."

"Things are different now. I'm different," Gale said. "I saved them. I apologized. I… I changed."

"Do not make me laugh, little lamb. All your life, you have spent hiding from the world. To blend in. To live this half-life of a life. And now you think life will simply look the other way because of a momentary decision to be different?"

"You don't know what I'm capable of. If I say I'll change, I'll change. If I decided to be different, I'll be different."

"And yet, you threw her away."

"You don't understand-" Gale back pedaled three steps, dropping to his knees. He clung to the book ever more tightly, now in his chest.

"You are a coward, Gale Hathie, hiding behind a mask of false strength."

"That's not true."

"Is it not? Then why do you cling to the words your parents like a child sucking on its pacifier? 'Stay low, blend in, survive.' Is that all there is to life?"

"My parents taught me how to protect myself."

"And in doing so have crippled you. They taught you to fear the world. Hide in every shadow you find. And like the good little boy you were, you danced to their tune. Followed every word without a question."

"I've grown beyond that."

"Or is that but an illusion you tell yourself? Have you not just found new ways to hide? Do not make me repeat myself, boy. All you have done is selfishly taken on the role of the sole protector. Consequently, it is you who have become the burden."

"I did my part. I'm not a burden to anyone."

"Boy, that is where the irony comes from. You have tried so hard not to be a burden that you have become nothing at all. Have you no eyes that you cannot see that this itself has become the burden?" The knight continued, "Look at yourself. Where are your allies? You stand here alone in front of me alone. Is this what greatness looks like to you?"

"No… you're wrong." Gale's knuckles turned white at the grip on the book. "I protected them. That's all I did. I didn't do anything wrong."

"You have hurt them more than any enemy ever could. You have denied them the chance to stand with you, to fight alongside you. You have robbed them of their choice, and for what reward? This pathetic thing you call solitude."

"How do I change?" The words slipped out before Gale could stop them.

"That, little lamb, is a question only you can answer. As long as you cling to that disgusting mantra, you shall never be truly great. You shall never be more than a shadow. You shall never connect."

Gale's grip on his book loosened slightly. "I want to be more than this."

"Do you not see? Your parents knew," the knight said. "You were weak. That morning, they couldn't bear to look at you anymore. You knew the last expression in her eyes."

"Stop it." The book finally fell from his grip. Hands covered his ears. Yet it was useless. The knight seemed to speak to him not with sound.

"Such a small thing you were, standing there with your little backpack. Your mother. She didn't even tell you the truth. 'I'll be back,' she said. You knew it yourself. Those words were a lie."

"Stop it!!" Gale closed his eyes, tightening his hands that covered his ears.

"And your father? He didn't even step out of the car. He knew what you'd become. And you became nothing but a shadow. A ghost, as you called it. A boy who had spent his days learning to disappear."

"You're wrong!" Gale's voice cracked.

The knight shifted its weight to the other side of the throne. "Am I? Tell me, little lamb, how many days did you sit by that window? How many hours did you waste, watching for a car that would never return?"

Tears poured out from Gale's closed eyes. He never did stop waiting. Everyday, he looked at the courtyard. In front of it was the street where cars would pass by. Days passed. Weeks, months, and years. He never stopped waiting.

"The other children called you names. Monster. Freak. You let them and made yourself small, invisible. A ghost that they wouldn't see."

"I had no choice," Gale's voice quivered.

"No choice?" The knight's laugh rattled through the throne room. "You had every choice. You could have fought back. You could have stood tall. Instead, you traded your pride for shadows."

The knight rose, standing atop the throne. "You became so good at hiding that you forgot how to be seen. You forgot the skill you were given. Even now, power flowed through your veins, yet you cower to learn it. You throw others away, delude yourself and call it protection."

There was no other choice. Rachel was going to die. 

"Cornered like a rat in a trap. And the moment you had a choice? You chose solitude. Chose to stay behind. Not for her. Not for any of them. But because it was easier." The knight stepped forward, climbing down the steps one by one. "You're still that little boy at the window, Gale Hathie. Waiting for someone else to show you the way. Following paths laid by ghosts who abandoned you."

Gale's breath came in short gasps. Sobs came in once again. Maybe there was a way for her to live after that stab. She was awakened. Stronger than normal humans. Maybe Shawn wanted him to reach out and mend the relationship. But he never did. It was supposed to be for his own good. Or was it for himself?

The countless times he'd eaten alone. Shawn passed by with his friends. He'd notice them give him a glance. Instead, he relied on talking to the books he befriended.

The book on the ground began to look like a cursed object he couldn't let go. Each word from the knight stripped away at each brick he laid at every turn of the page.

The knight crouched down on one foot, head hovering over Gale's small form. "Tell me, little lamb, how many hours did you waste in those paper worlds? Demons and heroes, magic and might. All safer than the real battles around you."

Gale's fingers flexed around the book. Books had saved him countless sleepless nights. He'd read those books, flashlight in hand, until dawn. He felt alive even as his eyes stung from the strain.

"Such grand adventures you sought in those pages," the knight continued. "While other children fought their battles in the yard, you hid between chapters. Each story, a new mask to wear."

"Reading kept me sane," Gale whimpered.

"Sane? Or separated? Every page turned was another brick in your wall. Every character befriended was another real friendship denied." The knight's helm tilted. "Did you imagine yourself the hero? The chosen one? How convenient that paper heroes need not face real fears."

The throne room's shadows deepened. The tendrils behind the knight slithered near Gale. "Now look at you. Standing in a world more fantastic than any tale you've read. Magic flows through your veins. Monsters lurk in forests. Demons rest in castles. And what do you do? You recreate the same patterns. Alone. Apart. Afraid."

"I'm not afraid," Gale whispered.

"No? Then why do your hands shake? Why does your voice quiver? You stand before me, wielding powers beyond mortal ken, yet you tremble like a leaf in autumn wind."

The knight stood up, circling Gale, visor never leaving his direction. "Tell me child, is it fun to play the hero you have read about in those books? Oh, the irony. You dreamed of magic, of being special, different. Now you possess true power, and what do you do? You use it to push others away. To maintain your precious solitude."

"That's not-"

"Not what? Not true? Then I shall repeat again. Tell me, little lamb." The knight's armour clanked as it threw its arms wide to each side. "Why do you stand here alone? Why did you push away those who would fight beside you? Can you imagine yourself fighting with them in this forsakened world? Fighting for them?!"

"I did fight for them!" Gale looked up, glaring at the knight's visor looking down on him.

The knight put his arms back down. "Such delicious irony, watching others gravitate to you despite your attempts to fade into darkness. The more you tried to disappear, the more they sought your guidance."

"They made their own choices. They chose to follow me," Gale said.

"Did they? Or did your attempts to avoid responsibility make you appear more worthy of it? The quiet one, the careful one, the one who sees all but says little." The knight laughed, yet this time it was weaker. "Oh, how they must have wondered what wisdom lay behind your silence, never realizing it was nothing but fear."

Gale looked away from the visor. It was right. There were so many things he could've said. So many things that would've been better if he had trusted them with the words inside of him. It would have all went better from the beginning if he had been… braver.

The knight circled a step closer than before. "You claim to protect them, yet you push them away. You speak of keeping them safe, yet deny them the strength of unity. Such beautiful contradictions you are."

He could no longer say anything. He did protect them. They had put all their faith in him. Saved all of them. All he got was the hollow reward of solitude.

"Their faith in you burns worse than any wound." The knight crouched in front of him again, closer this time. Face to face. "You speak of survival, yet every action done for them betrays your words and thoughts. You claim to want solitude, yet you throw yourself into their battles. You insist on independence, yet your powers serve others more than yourself."

At every junction, every turn of danger, he was always the first one to leap straight into battle. Deep inside, it was all because he was selfish, not trusting others to shed blood for him. He did push them away, all so he wouldn't feel guilty about not being able to do anything.

"You run from those who would follow, pretending it's for their benefit. Such pretty lies you tell yourself. How pathetic." The knight sighed.
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                The knight walked over to a fallen candle holder. A soft clank of its metal feet kicked and slid the candle holder to just in front of Gale.

"Your father taught you to hunt like a lowly hunter. Your mother taught you to gather herbs and roots like a peasant gatherer. They could have taught you true power, yet reduced you to scraping dirt as you dare not look up."

Something snapped inside Gale. Insult him? Fine. Mocking his parents' teachings? That didn't sit right.

The book dropped from his grip as he picked up the candle holder in front of him. He charged at the knight, using the object like a pole. However, the strike never connected. The knight casually stepped to the side, allowing him to pass.

"Sloppy. Predictable. Are you a child playing with a stick?" The knight seized the pole, twisting it mid motion while sidestepping, forcing Gale to adjust his grip or lose the weapon. "Your father taught you to fight like a human. Let me show you how a true warrior moves."

The knight released the pole and drew his sword in one fluid motion. "Come, little lamb. Show me what else your parents wasted their time teaching you."

Gale attacked again. One poke at the visor. A spin aimed at the flank. A strike at the leg. All of them missed by a hair each time the knight slightly moved. Not a single motion wasted. Not a single strike landed.

"Your stance is wrong," the knight took on a lower stance. "Your feet should not touch the ground as they do. We are not bound by mortal limitations."

The knight lunged at Gale's flank. A soft tap of the massive sword landed on his lungs. Not fast, just enough for him to keep up. Yet the stance he had taken made created a blind spot for the knight, a position maybe even his dad would've lost.

Gale moved back and adjusted his stance again. This time, he moved low, imitating the knight's earlier move. In reply, the knight dashed upwards, mirroring his position. Its sword moved slowly as if to mock him, and he couldn't do anything about the metal tapping his face.

Each time Gale tried to copy the knight, it was met with an answer. Every exchange, the sword moved to tap a soft spot that he couldn't block like it was magic. Movements he never seen before, a fighting style that he never saw anywhere on Earth.

The knight parried another thrust and then slowly tapped Gale's leg, causing him to lose his balance. "Do not think of what you hold as a tool. It is neither a weapon nor an object. Feel it as part of your very being. Feel its movement as you feel your own breath. Do you understand?"

Gale concentrated on the movement of the pole. It bent and stretched at each swing. Using those minute movements, he adapted them by thinking of the next move rather than waiting to see what was next. Rather, he felt where the pole wanted to move.

In a clang of metal striking against metal, the pole struck against the flat of the knight's sword.

The knight nodded.

"Better. But your strikes tell me everything. Your parents taught you to survive by hiding, by running. I will teach you to survive by glory and fire." The knight's sword wove patterns in the air that Gale's eyes could barely follow. "Watch. Learn. This is how a true warrior moves."

The knight slashed its giant sword in the throne room, scratching and clawing out even more stone from the floor. A hard stomp with an upward slash that sounded like a shockwave. The next move flowed like water through the obstacles blocking the straight path.

The demonstration that followed broke every rule of combat Gale knew. Even with its massive form, the knight's feet never settled. It didn't care about balance as if gravity were just secondary. At every turn that would seem like the knight would fall, it used its speed to put itself back on the path, ignoring the defined orientation dictated by gravity.

Suddenly, the knight charged his way, sword aimed right at his neck.

Gale let himself fall, no longer caring about which way was up. The sword missed his body entirely. Using his palms to change his trajectory, he pushed and launched himself, aiming the pole right at the knight's flank.

"Your parents gave you chains and called them wings," the knight parried upwards, leaving Gale open for another tap on the chest. "They taught you to crawl when you should have learned to fly."

Rage fuelled Gale's next series of attacks. Each strike aimed at vital spots of the knight, not caring about the armour. The knight met every blow as if predicting where he had aimed.

"Channel that anger," the knight hissed as another strike bounced off its sword. "But do not let it control you. Let it flow through you like the power in your veins."

The fight continued, less like a fight and more like an instructor teaching a junior. Gale's confidence fell as he saw all his attacks read like a book.

He changed his footing, no longer relying on needing to put his feet on the ground. Every part of his body needed to be part of the orientation, not just his feet.

Using the momentum of the knight's strike, his arms tried to spin his body to spin the pole. Hands slipped.

"Again," the knight groaned.

Gale charged, surprised that the knight had already moved its sword right in front of his eyes. Blocking the knight's sword with the middle of his pole, he allowed the momentum to carry him, allowing himself to spin. However, it was uncontrolled. The spin was too much, causing him to just fall flat on the floor.

"Again." The knight took another low stance.

One more time, same thing. Gale charged again. An upward strike this time. Again, he blocked it in the same manner at the middle of the pole.

The momentum launched him upwards, making him spin. That wasn't a mistake. There was no up or down. It didn't matter where or what foothold he'd use to launch from.

His leg pushed down from the ceiling, launching himself upwards to where the knight stood. This time, the knight reacted, blocking the stab instead of predicting.

"Yes, like that. You begin to understand. We are not bound by human limitations, by human thoughts, by human fears. Your parents' greatest failure was teaching you to think human."

The instruction continued. Each exchange revealed new depths to combat that were even more alien than the most fantastical of books he read at night. The knight's sword wrote essays in the air, each movement a lesson in possibility. Not a single strike missed its mark, whether to teach or to correct.

"They taught you to hunt deer when you should have learned to hunt stars," the knight said, the massive sword seeming to disappear before it tapped him from above. "They showed you how to gather roots when you should have learned to harvest lightning."

The throne room filled with the sound of their combat, no longer a fight. 

"Show me," the knight commanded in a low shout, "what you could have been without their restrictions. Show me the warrior beneath the pathetic peasant facade. Show me the power they tried to hide."

And Gale did, his pole moved in ways he never dreamed possible. He banked left, allowing the pole to bend from the speed of the swing. That bend allowed the pole to circumvent the sword's flat, yet still missing from a slight movement of the helmet.

Every strike carried more and more weight. The pole bent even more, allowing him to use the angles he never thought were even an angle.

The knight responded, accepting and meeting every attack, tapping him at the places where he would be most vulnerable like a mirror.

It was a lesson to look at everything as prey. To be the predator

"Your parents taught you to be invisible," the knight said, his sword finding another opening. "I will teach you to shine so bright that darkness itself will be swallowed by your glory."

[Dainv Spear Arts Lv.1 - Unlocked]

The notification popped up. A new sensation he felt vibrated along his muscles. The Dainv OS reminded him of its existence, the source of all the possibilities that had been granted to him by the system.

Peeking at the notification list, he noticed the core density slowly increasing, and the most recent one was about the new skill appearing.

"You finally notice. The birthright you've ignored for so long," the knight said, lowering his blade.

Gale stared at the system screen. No one else can see it, but him… could he?

"Why didn't anyone tell me?"

"Tell you?"

The knight laughed even louder than before.

"Who would tell you? Your parents, who taught you to hide? The other Dainv, scattered and lost, who abandoned their duties? No, this knowledge comes from within. From the blood that flows through your veins. It is the birthright of those born from Cev."

The knight let go of its sword. Not dropping it onto the floor, but it became mist that blended into the darkness. "You stand at a crossroads, little lamb. This realm shudders under the weight of corruption, yet you waste time playing at being small."

"What do you want from me?" Gale said.

"Want?" The knight crouched down, allowing itself to meet him eye to eye. "I want nothing from you. The realm, however, demands everything. Your bloodline carries responsibilities you've never dreamed of."

The tendrils of darkness retracted from behind the knight. Its massive body now seemed smaller.

"This realm stands on the brink," the knight continued. "Corruption spreads like poison through its veins. Your bloodline, a cure. Yet here you stand, pretending to be less than what you are."

From the very beginning, Gale never deeply researched the Origin System. The knight was right. It was only a tool to survive. A tool? It was never supposed to be one. The Origin System had screamed at him from the beginning to stand tall. What did he do with it? He hid. Blended in. To survive in this wilderness rather than conquer it.

"The void hungers," the knight walked back up the throne. "It devours corruption, cleanses reality itself. That power runs through your veins, yet you use it to play at being a hero in a story far larger than you comprehend."

Gale felt the essence flow through his body as if there were preconfigured pathways already. It was such a normal feeling, like blood that flowed through veins. He never dared question it. It was just there.

"The gift of Cev to the last scion connects him directly to the origin," the knight said. "You are not some wandering survivor. You are a weapon forged in the fires of necessity, meant to carve corruption from reality's flesh. Take it as yours. Explore this ship. Find Vianne's orb, and absorb for yourself."

[Mission: Find and take Vianne's Origin Fragment]

"What is that? How would I-"

"You shall know what it is upon finding the orb," the knight said. "Come back once you've found it."

Suddenly, the room turned into complete blackness. The same nauseating feeling of when he was transported into the throne room filled his stomach.



Gale's forehead hit the musty blood-red carpet of the floor. Standing up and spitting out the dust, he was back in the hallway with a twist. A literal twist.

A fourth hallway stretched outwards beside the middle 2nd from the right. Except this one somehow went upwards yet also seemed to be at the same level as the other corridors.

Now's not the time to be bothered. He'd already seen crazy stuff and teleporting from one place to another anyway.

"Show me," Gale muttered, willing the status screen to come up.

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 10/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 25

Efficiency: 4

Essence: 76/100

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.2]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Dainv Spear Arts Lv.1]

Missions:

[Find and take Vianne's Origin Fragment]

[Exit the Rift]

...

New notifications lit up across his vision:

[Core Density Increased.]

[Heart Core part built. Essence Regeneration increased.]

[Core Density Increased.]

[Meridian Core part built. Essence output increased.]

Two away. He was just two steps from completing his core density. Each step increased the 'required' amount of prey to kill, even though he felt like he had already slain hundreds of those beasts.

If only he used this system more… then maybe they could all still be together. Fighting with them, maybe on Earth. Hunting monsters in a haunted house or asylum. Those probably existed. The concept of monster hunting back on Earth wasn't even as fantastical as this whole world.

Would they follow though?

He'd never really put himself at the forefront of leadership. Really didn't even want it. It was really Rachel that led everything. All he really wanted to do was find ways for him and the others to survive.

The knight's words rang true. He had been just a boy playing at survival, never really amounting to anything. One day, this world might've just eaten him had he kept his ambitions low.

Just like Blue Haven. Instead of finding ways to fight from within or even conquering Blue Haven, his thoughts defaulted to running away. Always choosing the path of least resistance.

A new notification appeared in vision:

[Mission Updated: Exit the Rift => Cleanse Elliot.]

The gift of Cev… huh. This thing was a guide, pointing him towards greater purpose.

He tapped Phase Touch.

[Phase Touch - A cold touch from where nothingness begins.]

The descriptions had always been vague. Misleading. Though the knight's words made it make more sense. He used this 'tool' like a mortal. Not even bothering to research more of what it could do.

Would Phase Touch have materialized his whole body out of the material world? He never really tried. Experimentation took time from surviving. This whole gift was at the lowest priority.

Then why not try?

Gale activated Phase Touch, concentrating on applying the whole skill to his body. Suddenly, the world's colours twisted, similar to when he was in the violent trance he experienced from Breath of the Void.

The world changed. Weathered stone changed into sleek metallic walls straight out of science fiction. The flame that was once a deep darkness that ate away at the light now became a bright red flame.

Reaching his hand out, he dared to touch the walls. As his fingers touched the walls, he’d expected them to pass through just like Phase Touch passing through objects. But no, the wall didn't budge. All he felt were solid metal walls.

"Foolish little lamb. You are in a Dainv ship," the knight spoke, his voice seemingly sounding far but close at the same time.

Startled, Gale stumbled backwards, looking everywhere. "Where are you?!"

He waited for a couple of minutes only to not hear any reply back from the knight.

"Stupid knight," he grumbled.

Then he got back to what he was doing. Taking the knight's advice, he found foreign objects littering the floor that weren't there before. The same piece of giant sized armour on the floor caught his attention. A piece of metal torn through on its shoulder, likely from a claw.

He tried grabbing the chestplate, but it didn't budge. The knight seriously wore something like this?

Giving up, he moved forward to the corridor second to the right. The air throbbed in that direction. A heart beat that seemed to call out to him.

However, with this new look that was brightly lit straight out of sci-fi, the call towards the door didn't feel all too bad.

Gale followed it.
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                Gale walked towards the 2nd corridor to the east. His steps became in sync with the rhythmic heartbeat of the call, guiding his feet. When the heartbeat slowed, so did his steps. The feeling wasn't like the enthrallment he felt before during his search for Dmitry. This was more of an urge that told him 'this was the right way.'

While his whole body was phased, his fingers brushed along the foreign metallic walls that didn't belong in this medieval world. He was so used to seeing dirt, trees, and the weathered stone walls of Blue Haven and this stone tower.

But a ship? None of this belonged in this fantasy setting that this forsakened world lived in. Not even horror fantasy.

Circuitry lined the walls, creating intricate machined patterns similar to that of a circuit board. Light flowed through them along with the rhythm of the heartbeat.

Moving through the corridor, a door showed up on his right. He stopped, examining what it was. It looked like a sliding door that slid to the side on both sides, probably even hissed while it opened. It didn't have a knob. Instead, an in-wall panel placed right beside it on the right side.

Wait, he'd been fully phased for a couple of minutes now.

[Essence: 70/100]

He had willed the essence meter to show just at the side of his view. The essence drain was noticeable. Back in the throne room, it was at 76. Just a few minutes caused it to drop to 70. Usually, it was good to have reserves above 50. It was draining too fast.

Releasing Phase Touch, the whole surrounding changed from sleek machined metal to weathered stone. He gulped as vomit dared to go up from his stomach from the sudden reality change.

[Essence: 69/100]

"Waste of essence," he muttered.

Looking back at where the door was, he reached out to touch it, but his fingers only met solid rock. The door was definitely there. He reached out to where the panel was. Nothing. Just rough rock.

The throbbing heartbeat still called to him. However, that could wait. Now he was curious. The door existed in his phased state, but not in the other. Maintaining the full body Phase Touch would be wasteful and too draining. He might not even reach the place this thing was calling him to.

He needed to focus on maintaining the minimal amount the skill could do. Use the skill only on his head or maybe even just his eyes.

Gale closed his eyes, focusing on the power the familiar flowed through him. He'd never really studied it before, had never tried to understand its nature. All he understood about the skill was that it made his weapons seem to pierce or slice through material easier. It was what he needed to survive.

He started small, trying to redirect Phase Touch to just his right hand. The power responded, familiar as he had already used it a lot on his weapons. Then what about only the fingertips?

Concentrating the flow of energy only to his fingertips, the essence wanted to flow through the practiced parts, wanted to apply the skill onto the whole hand. It kept resisting, moving back and forth to the areas already optimized. He gritted his teeth, forcing it to concentrate on his fingers.

After a few minutes, it worked. Sweat drenched his forehead. His eyes must be bloodshot if he had a mirror. But it worked, and he saw the familiar otherworldly see-through effect of Phase Touch on just his fingers. The essence drain was less, but still not precise enough. It was unstable.

Minutes passed as Gale practised. The power fought him at first, trying to spread as it always had, but gradually he learned to channel it.

The status screen displayed the effect immediately. Essence drained at a rapid rate now to just a meagre 1 per five minutes as he only held Phase Touch on his fingers.

Now, he focused on pushing the Phased state from his fingers to around his body. Specifically, he moved it to his head.

Sweat dripped across his face even through the cold of the stone tower's basement. Tens of minutes passed. It was incredibly more difficult compared to just focusing on his hand.

[Essence Control Lv.1 unlocked.]

Finally, he managed to concentrate Phase Touch on his head alone. It probably would've looked funny, but it didn't matter. Now with only his head phased, the world shifted once more, changing back to the sleek metal walls with circuitry patterns.

The skill unlocked, and knowledge of passing through Phase Touch to different parts came in easier. The pathways he needed to focus on revealed themselves in his body, telling him to use this, this, and this if he wanted to move the Phase into places he thought of.

He experimented with moving the Phase, sliding it from his eyes to his ears, then his nose. Each sense revealed different aspects of the ship hidden beneath the stone. His ears caught whispers of ancient machinery. His nose detected traces of oxidizing metal and energy that shouldn't exist.

The pulse throbbed again, stronger than before. Gale held his ground, pushing his control further. He managed to Phase just one eye, creating a strange double-vision effect that made his head spin. Nausea set in, yet he didn't relent. He saw the essence cost drop even lower, barely even going down now. Then he split the single phase into two, applying it to both eyes, finally achieving his desired effect.

This was what the knight meant about thinking like a predator. He learned that the power itself could evolve through will and determination, and of course, practice. The way he used it before felt more like he was using a sword as a club. Or maybe even using a spear as a large stick. Its full potential wasn't used.

It wasn't about raw power. It was about precision, control, understanding what could be in order to do more. Each new refinement of his ability would open new possibilities. He grew increasingly excited, anticipating further experimentation with his other skills.

Back to the task at hand, he examined the door, which looked exactly the same as it did before. Symbols curved across its surface in circles, each one distinct yet part of a larger whole. He studied them carefully, committing them to memory while maintaining Phase Touch.

The pulse grew stronger, more insistent, asking him to come over. It pulled at him, urging him onward. But Gale held his position, finding the door's symbols responding to the essence emanating from him. Its patterns shifted slightly as his hands moved closer. His hands touched the sleek monitor on the side of the door, and his Origin System reacted, receiving data from the door itself.

[Level 4 - Armoury]

[Unsigned Guest.]

[Origin Signature Analyzed.]

[Dainv Signature confirmed.]

[Registration complete. Proceed to registrar's office for assignment.]

[Access granted to armoury.]

Registrar's office, huh. So the stupid knight wasn't lying. The terminal reminded him of those movies where people scanned their badges. Office buildings had those too, less cool though.

"What kind of spaceship needs an armory?" he muttered, then looked around. Still, no reply.

Stepping in front of the door, the door slid with a soft hiss. Of course, it would have a hiss. Ships always had that, and this one was a ship.

Moving inside, a long room lined with weapon racks stood at 4 different rows. Most stood empty. Mounting brackets covered in dust. Surprisingly, no webs. The whole place was sterile apart from the dust.

The metallic walls pulsed with the same circuitry patterns as the corridor, casting shadows that flickered across the remaining racked objects. Most looked like they belonged in a museum of the future. There was one shaped like a spiral, greenish and yellow in material. It didn't even look like a weapon. And certainly, this kind of material didn't quite exist back on Earth.

[E-Balista Weber A1L96]

[Description: Essence compressor. Specialized long range sniper.]

Well, that explained it. Though his dad always made fun of him for his range skills, it wasn't as good as his melee. Dad had given him moving targets in their camp ground to practice with the bow, but he would always miss 1 out of the 20 targets.

Another object in the armoury caught his attention. Near the back, mounted alone on a simple rack, hung a blade that made his breath stop. It resembled the dark knight's weapon in design, though smaller. The metal caught the pulsing light, shifting between a dull grey and a deep dark when he moved his head.

[E-Blade Weber S6L96]

[Description: Standard recruit issued mass-produced element blade.]

Although it said it was a standard issue for recruits, it was much better than any of the bone armaments he had.

Gale reached for it, half-expecting his hand to pass through. The grip felt solid. He lifted it from the rack, testing its weight. Perfect balance. Its circuitry pulsed once as if accepting him. The blade measured roughly the length of his arm, double-edged and unadorned. No fancy crossguard or pommel, just clean, efficient lines.

When he dropped Phase Touch from his eyes, the sword's metal seemed to absorb any remaining minuscule light around it. The grey lustre vanished, replaced by something that looked like a slice of night itself.

"Now this," he whistled, "this is different."

He gave it a swing, muscle memory from countless fights guiding his movements. The blade cut through the air with barely a sound. On instinct, he channeled Phase Touch along its edge, the way he'd done countless times with his bone weapons.

The power flowed differently. Where his previous weapons had required focus to maintain the effect, this blade accepted his essence like it was made for it. The connection felt natural, almost as if it were made for it.

He tried a few more strikes, watching essence levels remain steady despite the continuous flow into the weapon. The familiar grey lustre of the sword showed itself through the overlap of its edge and the Phase. As he saw the edge, it felt somehow sharper. The blade didn't just channel the essence, it refined it even further.

The rhythmic pulse that had led him here grew stronger, more insistent, now becoming throbs that planted a dull throbbing headache on him. It pulled at him, now feeling like a force tugging at his arms, demanding attention. Gale took one last look around the armoury, nothing else other than weird looking spirals and slabs of metal that stood on the racks.

Stepping back into the corridor, new weapon in hand, he followed where the heartbeat led him, faster than before. The pulse quickened, and so did his feet. The lights that flowed through the circuitry along the walls flowed faster as waves of dotted lights went in the same direction as his path.

New symbols appeared all over the walls as he moved deeper into the corridor, different from those on the armoury door. Ritualistic circles connected to one another with multiple shapes that overlapped one another. They shifted and changed as if responding to the essence that passed by.

The beat grew stronger, urging him to run to the end of the corridor. And soon enough, he arrived at the end where a blank wall laid.

A door slowly materialized, larger than others that he'd passed. Symbols crawled across its surface, moving into position and overlaying thousands of symbols and shapes. The circuitry patterns in the walls converged here, to the single dot point where all the ritual symbols originated from.

The same in-wall panel was embedded beside the door. Gale quickly put his hand on it, and text scrolled across its surface.

[Bridge Access Clearance Required.]

[Origin Signature Detected.]

[You are the last Dainv on board.]

[Access Granted.]

The door split from the middle with a hiss, panels sliding apart to reveal something even more foreign to him. He saw a curved wall of what looked like glass stretching from floor to ceiling. Rows of seats lined up before it, each with its own collection of displays and controls that reminded him of starship cockpits he'd seen in movies.

But it was the centre of the room that drew his eye. A raised platform dominated the space, and atop it sat a translucent orb that seemed to both exist and not exist at the same time. The sphere pulsed deep blues and dark greens with the same beat from the hallway. Every circuit line in the room and the entire corridor led to this platform, creating a web of lights that centred just below the orb.

There were two seats on each side of the platform, each with its own array of instruments and displays. Their surfaces were covered in symbols similar to those on the door outside, yet more overlaps of polygonal shapes made it more complex.

Gale stepped into the room, and the door sealed behind him with another soft hiss. The orb's pulse matched his heartbeat now, creating a resonance that was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable.

The displays came to life as he moved deeper into the room, screens flickering with data he couldn't begin to comprehend. Symbols flashed across them, some matching those he'd seen in the corridor, others entirely new.

He could see how the entire room connected to that central platform. It wasn't just the visible circuits. There were layers upon layers of connections, some physical, others seeming to be of otherworldly nature, or at least something he didn't understand yet.

Displays tracked his movement, data streaming across their surfaces as he passed. One particular display caught his attention. He went to that display, tolerating the physical pull of the orb. It looked like something his dad had shown him once, a picture of the stars.

Billions of dots littered the screen. As he focused on one of the dots, the display zoomed in. As soon as it zoomed enough, the screen froze. He tried touching it, but there was no response.

Suddenly, as if an impatient child, the orb shouted to him. There was no sound, yet it forced him to cover his ears.

[Mission: Take Vianne's Origin Fragment]

The orb's pulse quickened. The entirety of the room seemed to grow brighter as more of the light pulsed into the circuits. Each beat caused the pull to be stronger until he could no longer resist.

He reached the base of the platform, looking up at the orb. From this close, he could see patterns moving beneath its surface. They were the very same shapes that had littered the room, all compacted into one. His hand reached towards it, almost eager to make contact.

As his hand hovered over the orb, he noticed the orb wasn't just sitting on the platform. Essence connected it to the entire ship through the circuits. An invisible pull forced his hand to touch the orb.

[Acquired Vianne's Origin Fragment]

[Mission Complete.]

[Reward: 1 skill point.]

[Origin Synchronization in Progress…]

The world turned black. Billions of stars dotting his view surrounded Gale. The scenery around him turned into the familiar map that his dad had given him. Dad always said it was fictional. Yet here it was, right before him.

"Welcome, Gale Hathie," a woman's voice behind him said.
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                Gale jumped back, holding up the blade in a stance. Behind him, a woman stood, her blue hair flowing, caught in a gentle breeze that didn't exist in this starlit space. Her slender figure spoke of strength, yet her eyes held something deeper, centuries, millenia of unsaid wisdom. She wore what looked like a lab coat and ceremonial robes that existed in the same space. Intricate patterns woven into the fabric shifted and changed the same as the circuitry in the ship and galaxies of the cosmos.

"My, my. You've grown quite impressive since your birth, young one." The woman's voice didn't sound like it came from her mouth. It was as if she talked from inside him.

"Who-" Gale started, but the pressure from the wave of her hand cut him off.

"Vianne, though this is merely a fragment of my consciousness. My true form would..." She tilted her head. "Well, let's just say your sanity would fare poorly. This avatar serves our purpose better."

The stars around them pulsed in rhythm with her words.

[Warning: Extreme Danger.]

"You called me here," Gale said, sweat dripping from his temples and forehead. That was the first time he saw that kind of warning from the system. He was trapped with no way out.

Vianne's lips curved into a smile. "Of course I did. I'll call you nephew. Besides, I just wanted to say hi, no? Though technically we're not really blood related, but still. Now let me look at how you've grown."

She circled around him, feet not touching nor hovering. It was as though reality displaced her position rather than her actually moving. The galaxies and patterns in her robes rippled and spun as she circled him. Despite the overwhelming pressure that radiated from every inch of her being, her gaze carried no malice, only an expression that looked almost like an aunt studying the growth of her sibling's child.

"That foolish knight took far too long to guide you here. If I wasn't stuck in this space, I would've already slapped him quite a few times." She pouted.

"You know him?" Gale took a step back, tightening his grip on his new blade's hilt. Never know with these people. She could also subject him to a harsh life lesson using 'glory and fire'.

"You could say that. Before the corruption took a hold of him anyway." She waved her hand dismissively. "But that's not why you're here. As your young auntie, I just wanted to tell you quite a few things."

Here it comes. "About what?"

"The Origin System within you. You could say that you only scratched its surface," Vianne replied.

The stars around them shifted, forming patterns that reminded Gale of the circuit lines in the ship.

[Origin synchronization: Complete.]

"Only those of Cev blood can access it," Vianne continued. "And yours, the prototype. A failsafe for the last."

She created an orb that looked similar to the one he touched earlier and said, "Now it will grow stronger because of this."

"The last? What? How? Why?" Gale asked. "Does no one want to tell me anything? The knight speaks in riddle things and now you're telling me something I can't what?"

She stepped closer, her eyes softening. Her hand reached out to his head, slowly.

Gale flinched as her hand stroked his hair gently. A tear dripped from his eyes. The familiar motion of her hand. Mom always did the same whenever dad had planned something really tough the next day. The softness in her eyes when she looked at him as she did so. Why also on aunt Vianne's eyes?

"It's ok, child. I understand you want answers, but some knowledge must be earned, not given. The augmentation will help you survive what's coming, that's all you need to know for now."

"That's not good enough!" Gale shouted. "What am I supposed to do when no one is guiding me? All my life, I thought my parents had guided me, but I was told they guided me to be… to be a peasant! A mortal! So what now?! I'm not going to wait and have things thrown at me. Never. Again."

"Feisty one, aren't you?" Vianne laughed. "The Cev blood runs strong in you."

She stepped back from him, turning around. Her hand reached up to the stars, turning the galaxies at the wave of her hand. Turning back around, she held up her index finger in front of her mouth and blew millions of stars towards Gale.

[Dainv OS baseline established.]

[Enhancement parameters loading at user request...]

[New skill: Analyze Lv. Max Unlocked.]

"I guess that did the trick," Vianne said. "That idiot Cev basically could only know what he's hitting after he killed whatever it was he was hitting. But how can you kill something that's not living? How is he going to get data then? He was honestly an idiot I wanted to punch his face so much…."

Vianne then looked at Gale. "Now nephew, analyze that sword."

Gale hesitated at first, being told what to do by a harassing aunt. Though that wasn't important. He looked at the sword and willed his new skill to activate.

[E-Blade Weber S6L96]

[Description: Standard recruit issued mass-produced element blade.]

[Rarity Rating: White]

[Efficiency Rating: 15%]

[Max load: 100]

[Maker: Erin Weber]

"Now forget about what that stupid knight or whatever said. Doesn't it feel more like a game now?" Vianne enthusiastically leaned over Gale's shoulder as he examined the blade.

A skill to analyze and understand the tools, objects, and possibly living beings at his disposal would make things a lot clearer for him.

Yet something about Vianne's dismissal of the knight told him of more unsaid words than what was actually said.

"This isn't just a game, though, is it?"

"Oh nephew, always so serious," Vianne sighed as she circled around, looking more like playfully skipping. "Sometimes the best way to handle grave matters is to approach them with a lighter heart. But you're right. This is no mere game."

Vianne continued.

"Your friends fight their own battles. You must fight yours. The Origin System will help you face what's coming, though I can't tell you exactly how." Vianne raised her hand as Gale was about to say something. "Not won't—can't. There are still many things that I even I do not know. Such as the future.”

"But can you at least tell me more about this system, can't you?!" Gale stepped towards her, slightly raising his voice. "Dad and mom… were they also like me?"

"To answer your question, yes they were. Your origin… is not very pure. But you're working on it, so that's fine on its own. When you get to the next stage, the purity of your origin will be solidified anyway." Vianne trailed off into a mumble.

"Can you at least explain more of that to me? Like what is this purity?" Gale asked.

"Are you treating me like an info dump right now?" Vianne floated to his back, putting her hands on both sides of his shoulders, eyes looking down at him. "Am I really that easy? You know how these things are in the books you've read night and day."

"No… I'm just asking," Gale said.

"It's fine. This is something every young Dainv learns of in elementary school anyways," Vianne sighed.

She continued, "Every living being in this universe has its own Origin. Even the people that live in your world, even the animals. You are no different from them."

Vianne looked at Gale from top to bottom. "What makes you different is that piece of Origin from Cev."

Her grin told him there was more to it than what she had said. The words made sense, yet somehow also did not. What the hell was Origin? Physics and chemistry were his lowest classes.

"So you're saying the reason why I'm seeing this status is because of that piece of Origin inside of me?" Gale asked.

"The piece from Cev. Small detail, but basically yes." Vianne laughed, then suddenly turned serious. "Now, Gale. Do not let your parents' words haunt you forever. They've done their duty. And now, you must do yours."

Gale stared at the galaxies in her eyes, ignoring the headache that came with it. "Why do I have to lead? All I want to do is just live out the rest of my life in peace."

"Peace hasn't existed in so long, my dear." Vianne placed her hand on Gale's head again. "The journey will be hard. Trust yourself and your instinct. You are not the weak boy that is only meant to survive."

"So how do I survive if I have to learn everything myself?" Gale asked.

"If you are meant to survive, then you will survive. Even I do not know how Cev's system works. I don't see it myself. I just know of its existence," Vianne said.

"Can't you use me as research so I could figure out more of it?" Gale asked.

"I'm sorry. I'm just a fragment of consciousness. My real body is dead," Vianne sighed.

There was no way she could be dead when she was right in front of him and even talking to him like a real person. She couldn't be dead, and she's the only one actually willing to give him answers.

"Then do you really think I could do this? How do you know I won't cower in the face of danger?" Gale looked up at her behind.

"That is something I can tell. If you do cower, then that's your choice. If you feel that everything is too heavy, just take a rest. No one will blame you for it. Someone else will take a stand against the corruption."

Even now, he had the urge to run away from it all. To run away from the responsibility and expectations. However, when she said it like that, to just take a rest. Something in him wanted to put in more effort.

He felt guilty. Even though he had the tools to be more than what he could have ever imagined, the journey to the exit rift was… painful. If he could have just allowed himself one day to rest and figure things out, maybe things would've been different.

He could've been back home.

"Did you send the knight to block me from the exit?" Gale asked.

"Not really," Vianne tilted her head. "He did that on his own. One way or another, future or present, you would've ended up in my plane, pun intended."

"You're saying this was all destiny?"

First, his parents forced him to do all kinds of gruelling survival training. Second, the orphanage forced him into submission. Third, this goddamned world that forced him to just survive.

Vianne embraced him as more tears dropped from his eyes. This figure that held him was supposed to be dead, yet her warmth spread through him. The last time someone hugged him was the day he saw mom leave through the front entrance of the orphanage, never again coming back.

Life was unfair.

It made him sob even more. Being alone through all the difficulties. All the bruises, cuts, and broken bones. Why? He didn't even want this bloodline. All he wanted was just to live with his parents, alone in the forest. Swim in the pool together that he would build.

"My dear. I know it's hard. Life is difficult and it throws stupid things at you whenever and wherever it can. But you must know that this was not destiny. Through your future adventures, you would've found me regardless. I did not force anything, in fact, all I had was hope that you would."

"Will I see you again?" Gale asked.

"There are fragments of me scattered throughout. In those fragments, you will see me again. Once you touch the orb, my consciousness will sync with each other along with all your memories. And then we'll have our family time again. Wouldn't that be fun?" Vianne's embrace grew tighter.

Something shifted in Gale's chest as her words settled over him—not just the physical warmth of her embrace, but a deeper warmth that seemed to awaken something long dormant. The headache from her starlit eyes faded, replaced by a clarity he'd never known before. He was conditioned to stay hidden for years. To survive, just as his parents had said.

Maybe… maybe surviving isn't enough. Maybe all this time, it was just an excuse to… just run away. Even the struggle and difficulties with Rachel and the others, those were… fun.

"I'm willing to fight." Gale looked up at the stars. Each star twinkled with its own brightness, like there was an atmosphere inside this room. In the beginning, he thought only to be a predator in the forest. It wasn't enough to take life by its neck.

Gale continued, "I will take my own life on its own course. I'll make it out of here and go back. I'll live on my own accord. The knight was right. I've been hiding all this time. I was just scared of what people thought, but in that process, I also pushed them away."

He walked out of Vianne's embrace, turned around, and looked into her eyes. "Auntie, thank you. I think I'll try to stand on my own from now on. Although I might trip and fall along the way, I'll keep standing back up."

"I wish I could do more for you, I really do. This is all I can for now, young one." Vianne grinned. "The Origin System grows stronger within you, do not resist its full integration any longer. Let it flow. Trust in your heritage."

"I'll see you again in other places. I'll look for you there," Gale said.

[Mission: Vianne's Origin Fragment.] [1/8]

Vianne patted his head again. "Off you go. Don't miss me too much, ok?"

The surrounding scenery of galaxies faded from his view. He was now back inside what looked like the bridge of the ship.

He looked at the platform, and as expected, the orb no longer sat in the middle.

Then, he willed the skill analysis on the platform.

[Ship Essence capacity: 78%]

[Essence source: NaN]

[Essence remaining duration: 5,544 hours]

[Place Origin Artifact on Platform to charge.]

Gale smiled.
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                Gale's fingers traced the edge of the captain's chair. It was soft, plush, like water, clouds, and memory foam all existing at the same time. A foreign material that he'd never seen before on Earth. His fingers reached the metal, cold to the touch. That was the only material that felt familiar about this object.

[Captain's Terminal]

[Status: Offline]

[Last login: 35:120:667]

[Power: Auxiliary only]

He slid into the seat, jumping on the cushy material that felt way more comfortable than anything he'd ever sat in. Then again, everything he'd ever sat in was just a wooden chair made of a random tree in the wild or a flimsy wooden chair that was donated to the local orphanage for kids like him. A sigh escaped his lips as he didn't have anything to compare it to.

Upon looking directly at the displays around him, the monitors came to life, showing him the same symbols and patterns from the wall as they moved up the screen. The scrolling stopped, and now an image rendered on the screen, one he was intimately familiar with.

Billions of points of light dotted the screen from one end to the other. A star map. The same one that dad always called just a poster even though he told Gale to stare and memorize it every night.

Gale's hands reached on to the screen. They didn't have to not tell him anything. He was a good boy. Did things as he was told. No questions asked. His fingers touched the monitor, it zoomed in to a large barred spiral galaxy, containing billions of stars.

[System Owned By: OCUN]

[System Specialty: Minerals, Water]

[Last Contact: 35:54:223]

None of it made sense. The interface had no buttons anywhere.

'What even is this?' he whispered. A new panel appeared right in the centre of the monitor.

[Navigation System v3.2]

[Current location: Unknown]

[Last known coordinates: Unknown]

[Systems mapped: 2.3x10^15]

Gale never liked voice controlled devices. However, thinking to control was a completely different vibe. He reached his hand out to everywhere on the captain's desk, nudging a black box out of place just beside the terminal.

The box contained circuitry, also similar to the ship's walls. This whole race had a thing for them, I guess.

Gale again willed analysis while staring at the box.

[Storage Box RS28]

[Description: A storage box that can contain a single type of item in each slot.]

[Brand: Rumi]

[Charge: 0/50]

[Available Slots: 26/28]

[Items: Lobster, Compressed Origin Dust Vial]

[Currently out of charge. Insert 50 Essence to charge.]

Rumi? Wasn't that a luggage company back on Earth? They had this really annoyingly catchy jingle. It can't be totally a coincidence, right? This one also said it's a storage box. A luggage company and now whatever storage this is. There were 2 items inside already.

[Compressed Origin Dust Vial]

[Description: Now with extra potent formulation by Weber Labs. Post side effects may include slight nausea for 1 minute. Please do not use more than 3 times a day.]

[Consumable]

[Effects: Efficiency base+60x200%, Max Load base+60x200%, restores essence to full.]

[Duration: 300 seconds.]

Holy shit. A temporary boost that big could change the outcome of his fight. He could probably even beat that stupid knight, but the duration was short. The fight would need to end fast if he wanted a change. A fight like the one in the meadows surely lasted more than 5 minutes. The side effect of 'slight' nausea for the people who made this probably was more than what it said.

Gale's stomach growled, and his eyes immediately caught the other item. A fully cooked lobster in a storage box? Convenient as hell, he laughed out loud.

[Essence: 76/100]

The box needed 50 essence to charge, which was about two days' worth of his essence. No point in saving it up though. Gale placed his hand on the box and channeled essence into it. The drain of the essence onto the box made him light headed.

The box illuminated its circuits to life, its surface growing warm. A light at the top of the box where circuits connected lit up.

Ding.

A stream of data flowed into him, telling him the same contents as what his analyze had told him.

[Essence transferred: 50]

[Storage Box RS28 now charging]

[Essence: 26/100]

[Ownership transfer complete]

[Owner: Gale Hathie]

"So this would be what people would see if they had injected it with essence huh. Interesting." Gale muttered to himself.

Focusing his attention on the storage box, there were no openings to it. He turned it over, rotated it, and banged it on the desk. It was just a solid black box with fancy lines going all around it.

Then just like the terminal, he shouldn't examine the box. Instead, he should just will it to do something.

Suddenly, a perfectly cooked lobster, thrice or maybe even five times larger than the size of his head, now sat on his hands.

It was huge. The biggest lobster he'd ever saw. Bigger than the ones he saw in documentaries.

His stomach growled again, mouth drooled. How often did he get a chance to eat lobster with the ship's deck acting as the fancy mood lighting of a restaurant? Never, that's when.

He cracked open the shell, the meat inside hot and tender. The first bite nearly made his eyes roll back. Butter, garlic, some herb he couldn't name. Never even had lobster before, but whoever had stored this knew their seafood. In the span of 15 minutes, he'd devoured everything in the lobster, and a burp escaped his throat.

Next was the other thing in the box.

Materializing the vial from the storage box, he held the object in front of him. Its contents shifted like liquid starlight. Deep as the darkest space with thousands of swirling stars. Five minutes of a power boost. He'd need to use it wisely. Probably best not to use it on that stupid knight.

Gale slumped back in the captain's chair, willing the Dainv OS to show him his status.

[Name: Gale Hathie]

[Race: Dainv]

The 'Dainv' word made his fist ball up. If he could punch the words out of the system, he would. All those years in the forest, learning to hunt rabbits and gather berries, when he could have been mastering abilities beyond imagination. His parents, both Dainv themselves, had chosen to teach him survival skills. For what purpose? To eat dirt every day until he lived to however many years? Bullshit.

[Core Class: Awakened]

[Core Density: 10/12]

Ten out of twelve. His fist slammed against the armrest. The impact sent a jolt of pain through his arm. How far would he be if he had just trained for real since he was a child? He could've been ready for all of this. He wouldn't have to experience losing them.

[Core Attributes:]

[Max Load: 25]

[Efficiency: 4]

[Essence: 38/100]

[Skills:]

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.2]

[Passives:]

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Dainv Spear Arts Lv.1][Essence Control Lv.1]

"Stay low, blend in, survive." He spat out the words like poison. "That's all you ever taught me."

"Dainv Spear Arts. It was a skill that was taught to him by the knight, forcefully. A skill that should have been taught to him at an earlier age rather than mundane human weapon masteries that were useless against monstrosities in this forest.

"Was it fear?!" he shouted, looking up at the ceiling. "Were you both so scared of standing out that you'd cripple your own son?"

Something caught his eye. It was a bunch of colours against the metallic surface of the platform beside the captain's seat. He leaned forward, brushing away years of dust with his sleeve.

Photographs. Old ones. Their edges worn and colours already faded. They showed people standing tall together. Swords and guns on their hilts and shoulders. Their eyes held no fear as they stared into the camera. Shoulders squared as they held onto one another. All of them smiling with not a care in the world.

In one image, a group stood before what looked like the very bridge he was in, their uniforms crisp and clean. Their backs straight, chins held high. No cowering, no blending in.

"You could have taught me this," he whispered, tracing the edge of a photo showing what must have been people like him training. "Instead, you taught me to run."

His parents could have thought they were protecting him. So what? Even if protection was their goal, they'd turned their own son into a shadow dweller, always looking for the next shadow to escape to.

After everything he'd been through, even now, all he wanted to do was just live in the small world of the forest, waiting for the corruption to take over the whole world. Someone would probably fix it. Not him. He wasn't someone great. Never was.

"Protection," he said, grinning bitterly. "You protected me right into uselessness."

Another photo showed children meditating. Their small hands glowed with what looked like the familiar appearance of essence. All the children had their brows furrowed.

His fingers brushed against another photograph, this one showing a ceremony of some kind. Graduates, maybe, receiving recognition for mastering their abilities. Their families stood behind them, proud and strong.

"I could have been more," he said to the empty bridge. "Should have been more."

At the corner of his eyes, he saw the system interface.

[Essence: 26/100]

Such a simple thing, yet it represented everything he missed. Every skill, ability, and every chance to grow, all out the window. All sacrificed in the name of staying hidden for no fucking reason.

Gale pushed away from the captain's chair, then stretching his muscles tight from sitting. The blade's weight felt different from his bone saber. It was lighter and more balanced. His silhouette reflected in the dusty deck.

The bridge's cool air brushed his skin as he took his first stance. Dad's voice echoed in his mind: "Control your centre. The weapon is just another form of your arm."

Gale swung the sword, noticing the slight quiver in his stance. It was as if he had forgotten how to even hold a sword. Remembering his fights against the knight in the meadow, remembering the way he killed all those beasts, it was the same. His swings were rough, uninspired. Comparing it to the new way he held the spear, it was the difference between heaven and earth.

"Damn it," he reset his stance. Dad had spent years teaching him the exact angle of each strike, the precise footwork needed for a clean kill. But those were human techniques, designed for human limits.

He tried again, this time letting the blade's tip trace the same arc the knight's spear had carved. His muscles refused, muscle memory warring against this new pattern. The sword felt wrong, too short for the sweeping movements.

[Analyzing movement pattern...]

[Compatibility with current skill set: 47%]

Another strike, another failure. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he forced his body to move differently. His dad's words came back: "A spear and sword are brothers. Same principles, different reach."

He closed his eyes, remembering how the knight had moved. Each breath and round from the way the knight moved his giant sword had meaning while his had none. The way he was taught the spear was to be the spear rather than it being an extension. Flow like water, yet can either be soft, hard, violent, and warm. It had no form.

Dad's footwork training suddenly clicked into place. Those stances he'd been forced to learn as a child... were supposed to be impossible for children. Yet those stances themselves carried clues.

"You were preparing me," he whispered. "All those years..."

His next movement came smoother. Instead of fighting against the sword's shorter reach, he let it guide him. The blade cut faster patterns through the air, essence flowing through his arms like a raging tide.

[Movement efficiency increased by 13%]

Memories surfaced. Dad corrected his grip on a practice sword, showing him how to shift his weight just so. Those weren't just survival skills. They were foundations, building blocks for something greater. Even in the forest with monstrous odds, it was those very skills that led him to thrive against the very real monsters in this forest.

The lights of the circuits reflected off the blade as Gale spun through another form. This time, he didn't try to match the spear's reach. Instead, he compressed the movement, letting the sword's natural length dictate the flow.

His feet found positions, no longer caring about the physical limitations and definitions of orientation. Applying what he had learned from the spear to the sword.

The stances his dad had drilled into him weren't just about staying low; they were about maintaining perfect balance while moving in ways physics shouldn't allow.

[New skill formation detected...]

The blade's whistle became softer and weaker. It no longer cut and made a void in the air. It simply cut.

Slashes and strikes flowed into the next. Essence pulsed through his muscles when he needed it and receded when the movement finished. Dust all over the room blew away from each movement. The bridge's metal surfaces caught fragments of his movement, dozens of reflections showing a fighter transforming with each pass.

"The weapon is just a tool. The real power comes from understanding how to move," Gale mumbled dad's words.

Those lessons took on new meaning now. They hadn't been teaching him to stay hidden. They'd been teaching him the fundamentals of something greater.

It was to survive against all odds.

The blade blurred as Gale increased his speed. No human could track these movements, let alone execute them. His footwork, once restricted by humane physics, now carried him through what would be impossible angles.

[Essence pathway flow optimization in progress...]

[Combat effectiveness increased by 22%]

He remembered dad showing him how to spin a spear, the movements similar yet fundamentally different from human techniques. Now he understood why.

Those lessons had been watered-down versions of Dainv arts, taught in a way that wouldn't draw attention. With Rachel, Ollie, and Annett all talking about Aur, such arts would've caught attention. Humans were always against something unknown to themselves.

It was dangerous to draw attention.

The sword cut new patterns through the air, similar to the ones the knight took at each round. The difference between spear and sword vanished.

[New skill formation complete.]

[Dainv Sword Arts Lv.1 unlocked]
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Space stretched outwards and inwards as the stars spun and darkness took a hold of his being. Gale suppressed the bile that almost went up his esophagus. The familiar nausea didn't hit like the first time. He had touched the orb again and was transported into the throne room.

[Warning: Danger.]

His grip tightened around the blade's hilt, circuitry came alive with essence pulsing into the lines. The knight rested its head on one hand, sitting there looking down at Gale.

Analyze.

[Cannot Analyze living entities. Increase Core class to unlock function.]

Figures. Every goddamned thing is limited to higher Core class.

"So, the lost lamb returns to the slaughter."

Gale took on the stance he had just learned. "I'm not the same person who ran from you before."

"No?" The knight rose from the throne. "Then why do you still grip that blade as if it might save you?"

Gale clicked his tongue as he relaxed his grip on the sword. Dainv Sword Arts was all about knowing when to allow graceful water to cause storms and thunder.

"Your Origin serves you well," the knight descended the throne's steps. "But you still resist its guidance. Just as you resisted your parents' true lessons."

"They hid everything from me!" Gale shouted.

"Did they?" The knight laughed as it continued down the steps slowly. "Or did they give you the only foundation that could survive what was to come?"

So what if they did?! They never told him—never explained to him anything. They didn't trust him to understand what's good or not. He was never going to be good enough.

The knight drew closer. "You rage against their choices, yet they taught you to survive this dark forest. Every entity silent and hostile to those that make even a tiny sound. Tell me, little lamb, how many human warriors do you think survived the forest?"

"I survived." Gale took a step forward.

"They taught you to think like prey," the knight circled him, "because only prey understands how to survive in the dark forest. But you never understood why."

"I understood enough. They were afraid-"

"Of course they were afraid!" The knight's voice cracked like thunder. "They watched their entire civilization burn. Saw their proudest warriors fall to corruption. Look at me!!"

After a short pause, the knight continued, "And still, they found the strength to ensure their child would survive."

Gale gulped. The photographs in the bridge of the ship. Those who had lived in this ship were proud warriors who'd probably all been as strong or even stronger than this knight. The broken ship itself stood as proof that they've all fallen.

"Your father could have taught you to wield essence like in those pictures in the bridge," the knight said, drawing his own blade. "Your mother could have shown you how to meditate like those children. Instead, they taught you something far more valuable."

The knight's sword's circuits glowed in a blue-green hue, similar to the circuits he saw in the walls. "They taught you how to think. How to adapt. How to survive when all your power fails."

Gale raised his blade, glowing the same blue-green hue. "And what about connection? They taught me to stay apart, to trust no one."

"Did they?" The knight's helm tilted. "Or did they teach you to choose your connections wisely? To understand the difference between true allies and fair-weather friends?"

Shawn turned his back on him. He even started beating him up after a year or two of not talking to him. Was that a friend? No. What about Rachel? Ollie and Annett? Maybe they saw him only as the nightmare demon that protected them, but that doesn't explain Rachel's face as she flew to the exit rift.

"Your parents weren't perfect," the knight hoisted his sword onto his shoulder. "They made mistakes. Dainvs are no gods. All of us in the end are the same Origin. All of us, human."

The knight crashed his sword against the stone floor, sending thunder bouncing through the throne room. "But you must know, little lamb, every lesson, every restriction, every seemingly cruel choice. It all served a purpose."

"They could have warned me," Gale whispered.

"And risk drawing attention? Risk having you display power before you could understand its cost?" The knight dragged his sword along the ground, grating on the metal, arriving in front of him. "They gave you the tools to survive until you could discover the truth on your own terms."

"It doesn't matter. They should've just told me. I could've-"

"Understood? As a child? Do not jest, little lamb." The knight cut him off.

Suddenly, the knight's sword slashed downward, missing Gale by a hair as he stepped back.

"You still step like prey," the knight observed. "Your stance speaks of newfound pride, yet your feet betray you. Always ready to run."

"I'm done running." Gale took a step back.

"Are you?" The knight took back the sword onto his shoulder. "Your shoulders no longer curve inward, trying to make yourself smaller. Yet there's hesitation in your guard. The same hesitation that made you throw the woman through the rift."

"That was no hesitation. I knew what I was doing! That was to protect her."

"Just like your parents," the knight continued, each word precise and cutting. "Pushing away those you claim to protect. Tell me, does it feel noble? This solitude you've chosen?"

Gale struck first. No hesitation, no holding back, right into the knight's visor. The blade caught the knight's sword. Sparks flew everywhere lighting up his face and the helmet.

"Better," the knight said. A grin in his voice came off strong. "You've learned to channel your essence properly. Show me more."

The knight swung overhead, dropping all the sword's weight. His own blade met the sword's edge with its own at an angle. Gritting his teeth, sparks flew while the sword slid, hands going numb, almost losing their grip. The sword crashed onto the floor, throwing up dust.

The sword quickly bounced back, edge aimed at Gale's neck. Letting his body move with the flow of the air, the world turned sideways. His own blade tapped at the sword's trajectory, allowing it to nearly miss and cutting off a few strands of hair.

They traded blows across the throne room's floor. Every strike from the knight aimed at a vital point. All of Gale's moves woved into his defense that moved fluidly amongst the different forms he'd understood from his father.

The knight's blade whistled past his ear. "Your parents taught you well, though you refuse to see it. Every lesson served its purpose."

"They taught me to hide," Gale said tapping away the sword and countering with his own lunge at the visor. "To deny what I am."

"No." The knight moved his head to the side and swung down to his neck. "They taught you to survive until you were ready to understand. You know it yourself. Don't you, little lamb?"

Gale spun his body to move along the sword's path, pushing his hands off the flat of the knight's sword. Gravity didn't matter. The definition of balance was thrown away.

A minuscule movement of the knight's footing gave the next strike away. An overhead swing from a sword that was on the floor. Something that should've been impossible. He reacted by putting his sword at an angle to meet the blow from overhead. In the blink of an eye, the sword slid against that angle he'd created before he even saw the swing.

The flow of the wind, the activation of the muscle. Understanding the flow of the fight and what should happen next based on the optimal counter to the knight's movement.

"You've stopped trying to fight like a human. Good. But tell me, little lamb, do you understand why they taught you as they did?"

"I understand." Gale struck again intricately flowing through the knight's next sideways swipe. "But they could've done better."

"Very well, young lamb! The blood of Cev lives on with those words!!" The knight shouted.

A final clash. Sword met the blade's edge directly. Sparks flew, lighting up the whole area. The blades lowered, but neither warrior relaxed their stance.

"Your essence flows smoother now," the knight's helm tilted slightly. "Yet you still hold onto that anger like a shield."

Gale circled the knight. "That anger allowed me to learn the sword."

"And a sword that cuts the threads of fate of those around you," the knight matched his movement, circling. "Like those you cut off."

"I did what I had to."

"Did you?" The knight took a step forward. "Or did you do what was easy?"

No flinch. Just reading any movement that would signal the next move.

"Easy?" Gale spat the word. "Nothing about this has been easy."

"Tell me, little lamb. Have you seen the grace in my sword?" The knight stabbed at his head, barely missing his left ear. "The choices you have made have all been easy. You cower at the face of responsibility. Delude yourself that you have saved her. Did not trust her to live through the wounds. So tell me, have you seen my sword?"

Sweat dripped from Gale's temple. The sword that had stabbed beside his head was precisely placed beside his ear just to touch it.

"So tell me, little lamb!" the knight shouted, rumbling the whole throne room. "Would it be easy to watch the world burn, their world. Watch as corruption turns those you care into unspeakable monsters like that man in that PITIFUL town?"

Gale's eyes narrowed. "What do you know about Elliot?"

"A vessel he's become. An ancient pestilent corrupted. Something that should only exist in the other world." The knight raised his sword away from his ear.

"The corruption..."

"Yes." The knight's voice grew harder. "It spreads, taking root in those who seek power without understanding. Elliot is just the beginning."

[Warning: Corruption detected.]

[Scanning local area...]

[Corruption level: Minimal]

"Your parents saw this coming," the knight said. "They knew you would need both worlds. The power of the Dainv and the humanity from Earth."

Gale remembered his mother's lessons under the starry night where no light polluted. The Milky Way galaxy spun as she told him of stories while pointing at specific stars. Stories of fantasy that he'd never read in any book. He would fall asleep right beside her and would wake up in his own bed the next morning.

"They were part of something larger," the knight continued. "A group that understood what was coming. They prepared you the only way they could."

"By keeping me weak?"

"By making you strong in ways that mattered, young fool." The knight's sword blurred into motion.

Gale barely blocked the sword that came too fast for him to follow. The knight pressed forward, invading his inner territory.

The clash of blades sang in the throne room once more. Sparks flew across the whole stage. Only the two of them danced with no audience.

Keep your centre low, just like tracking a deer, his father once said. To track a deer is not about keeping the centre low but to move in ways that the deer cannot anticipate.

Gale's sword blurred. What was supposed to come from overhead became a low swing. The knight reacted, its own sword deflecting his. It was the first time the knight had deflected anything from him rather than just completely blocking.

"Your father's insistence on perfect form wasn't just about hunting," the knight said between strikes. "Every lesson had dual purpose."

Gale saw it now. The way his father had drilled him in footwork that seemed excessive for tracking game. Movements that now let him match the knight's supernatural speed.

More strikes came. Nothing was hitting home. He needed to do more. Use the power. And so another strike came in, willing the sword to partially phase at where edge meets edge. The sword slid through, this time the knight had to react and dodge.

"Good," the knight recovered its own stance instantly. "Innovation beyond mere copying. But understanding isn't enough. You need power."

Their blades met again. Gale felt his essence responding in new ways, patterns emerging that he'd never considered.

"You're starting to understand what it means to be Dainv," the knight said. Another strike blurred.

Gale didn't need to see it. All he needed to do was feel where it would be, blocking both the most logical trajectory and the most illogical at the same time.

"We are but the child of Origin. Harness the power of the Origin through its essence. But understanding isn't enough. Show me you can act on it." The knight delivered more, multiple strikes blurring into one full shadow.

Channeling more of his essence into his muscles allowed him to do the same burst of strength the knight swung. It didn't have the same grace, but it was enough. Ground gained at each strike.

"Better," the knight said, stepping back. "But you're still thinking in pieces. Power isn't just about what you can do. It's about what you're willing to do."

Their weapons locked together. "What does that mean?"

"It means," the knight pushed harder, "that you must build your foundation before reaching for greater heights. And that foundation comes from accepting all parts of yourself. Past, present, and what's to come. Connections and power. It's all the same. You cannot beat the tide on your own, young fool!"

The tide, just like when he saw the flood of ghouls and beasts that came from the dead forest. If it hadn't been for Rachel, he wouldn't have kept the line of defense by himself. If it weren't for Ollie and Annett, would those civilians have been able to cross the exit?

He couldn't do everything himself.

"You see it now, don't you? The price of solitude." The knight stepped in as they still had their weapons locked.

Gale threw off the sword's hold. Essence pulsed ever strongly through his body, differently. Something snapped. His essence responded more instantly, rapidly filling the pathways that he thought weren't there before. Technique programming itself onto his muscles.

The knight's next attack came strong. The blur was gone, and Gale's body moved on instinct as if already predicting which choice the sword's trajectory made.

The logical or the illogical?

It was both. Always both.

[Your Dainv Sword Arts increased in proficiency...]

[Essence support during use increased.]

[Phase Touch integration optimized.]

"HAHAHAHA," the knight's laughter sounded like a lion's roar. "You're starting to understand. Combat isn't just an extension of a limb. It is part of your will."

Tracking rabbits. Hunting deer. A 10 year old wrestling bears. Was it all to prepare him to face the impossible? To bring him down to not let go of those that will be important to him?

"The hole in your soul," the knight said. "It grows larger with each passing moment alone. Just as mine did, waiting in this broken ship."

Their blades met again, but this time, the knight put more into its swing. Instead of the two choices, it was three. Maybe even more. With a block of his blade, Gale flung backwards into the end of the throne room.

"You can't escape it," the knight continued. "The void that grows within. The same void that consumed me over countless years."

[Warning: Corruption levels increasing.]

"But you… you still have a choice. A path forward."

Gale stood back up. That was all he could do. The knight no longer wanted to fight. Something ate at him from the inside.

"Your mission awaits," the knight climbed back up the steps of the throne. "Cleanse Elliot. Stop the corruption before it spreads further. But remember this moment, little lamb. Remember the price of walking alone."

[Mission update: Cleanse Elliot - Priority 0]

"The tide rises," the knight sat down, his voice growing distant. "And none of us can stand against it alone. Not even you, child of Cev."
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                The knight sat atop the throne, silent and completely still. Gale turned back and strode to the back of the throne. Stopping, he stared at the blank walls. No doors anywhere, not even ones that slid with a hiss. To his left, a pedestal that held an orb.

Walking over to the orb, he immediately put his hand on it. Space stretched inwards and then back outwards. The nausea from the jarring split of space no longer made him want to vomit. Instead, all it did was make him lose his balance, something that no longer mattered.

Gale stood in the familiar entrance door of the stone tower. The sleek metal hallways and circuit patterns were replaced by the weathered rough jagged cobblestone. The smell of dirt, trees, and grass wafted through the gaps of the door. He was back.

[Available: 1 skill point.]

The notification was still there, just at the top right side of his vision. He'd almost forgotten about it, the reward for acquiring Vianne's fragment. His lips curved into a half-smile.

"Let's see what we're working with here," he muttered. Time to test out 'analyze' on his own skills. Gale stared at the 'Phase Touch' skill and willed himself to analyze it.

[Phase Touch - A cold touch from where nothingness begins]

[Effects: Any object that is phased is transferred into the immaterial dimension.]

[Allowed: Any object in contact with the user's body.]

[Essence cost: 5/minute]

It worked.

The status screen showed him more than the stupidly vague words he had seen before. The ability had been his bread and butter after he got the sabre. It was this skill that allowed him to kill the predators, allowing the bone's edge to slice through with ease. And now against the knight, it allowed his own style to develop, making it more unpredictable. It would only make sense to try to put the point on it.

[Phase Touch lv. 4 - LOCKED]

[Core Class Required: Attuned]

"Damn," he cursed. "You stupid system. You were supposed to help me, so why are you blocking me!"

Gale tapped the skill many times in rapid succession. Nothing interesting happened. He sighed, all that's left to do now was look at the other skills.

[Alter - Cev distorts reality to commune with his subjects.]

[Effects: Alter the physical properties of an object.]

[Allowed: Any object in contact with the user's body.]

[Essence cost: 5 + 1/minute]

[Upgrade to Lv. 3: Cost 1 skill point]

[Allows changes to the density of an object.]

Physical properties of an object… huh. He thought it was just about adjusting the size of an object. Apparently, there was more to it. Lv. 3 would have allowed him to change the density. This could mean weight. It would allow him to make things lighter and things heavier during impact point.

[Distort - Reality is but an illusion that can be bent.]

[Effects: Disrupts matter around the user.]

[Allowed: Surrounding of user.]

[Essence cost: 10 + 2/minute]

[Cost 1 Skill Point: Distort Lv.3]

[Allows creation of (1) illusion of the user.]

Before when it was Level 1, he used it to create refractions that looked like mirrors. After the proficiency increased, he used it to hide himself.

Physical illusions. Did it also move on its own? If not, then what would be the purpose of an illusion if it can't even move? Refractions had saved him from the forest predator. It would seem useless as it didn't give him power, but its utility was the one that allowed him to slice through the tide of beasts at the giant tree. It was the weakling's tool against the powerful or the impossible. Against someone like Elliot, that could be the difference between victory and defeat.

Power isn't just about what you can do. It's about what you're willing to do.

That's what the knight said. Not exactly, but the same thing. Wait, no. Those were literally his words.

He looked down at his hands, remembering how his parents had taught him to use tools rather than rely on raw power. Then illusion would then be a tool. It's more than what levelling up Alter can do which is just another attribute in a skill.

An illusion though? Now that would be a new tool in the box.

Gale tapped on the skill. His essence pulsed wildly in his pathways, creating a distinct pattern that he never felt before.

[Skill Point allocated to Distort]

[Your Distort increased in proficiency…]

[New Effect: Physical Illusion Creation unlocked]

The surge calmed down, settling into his muscles, bones, and pathways. He raised his hand, pointing at a location on instinct. Clenching as he channelled essence through his arms, he willed Distort to create an illusion. The world spun, not in the same way when he let go of the definition of 'orientation.' It spun in a way that he felt he was creating something that should not exist, yet it should. The will wanted to create a physical manifestation of the self. Reality fought back and clawed at his own mind.

The air rippled like water. At first, nothing happened. Slowly, grains of light manifested all around as reality warped. The grains coalesced into a shape to where he'd pointed at. The form, layer by layer, took on colour, depth, muscle, tissue, skin, scent, breath, and finally essence.

He circled the illusion, studying the details. Every scar he'd ever had and every thread of the clothes he currently wore was a carbon copy on the illusion. It even breathed. Goddamn! That's creepy.

Breath of the Void whispered to him, revealing the nature of what he'd just created. It existed in both the real and the not real. A construction and a deconstruction of reality into a physical being in front of him. Its signature felt the same as the tendrils of his passive skill, yet also in perfect harmony with reality in front of him. It would be what they would be had they existed in physical sight.

Gale reached out to touch the illusion's shoulder. His hand met resistance, like pressing against thick cloth. Not quite flesh, but not empty air either. Goosebumps pricked his skin. It was uncanny when looking at himself, let alone feeling the thing that was both real and not real.

"Move," he commanded, focusing his essence. The illusion's arm twitched, rising with painful slowness. Sweat beaded on Gale's forehead from the effort. It felt like trying to lift a boulder with his mind.

He let the arm drop, and instantly he started gasping for air. The essence drain was significant, but manageable. The real challenge was taking control of the illusion. Activating even one strand of muscle sent a sharp pain to the back of his head like creating new brain synapses from nothing.

For now, it was like pushing a blob of water into many different inputs all at once. He needed to calculate exactly how much each input needed and divide up that blob of water, as well as aim exactly where the input was.

He moved on, using the tendrils of Breath of the Void to create a giant magnifying glass to examine both himself and his double. The illusion had his scent and matched his body temperature. Even the small details were perfect. The way his hair fell, the slight blemish in his skin.

What about its taste? Dad always said taste was also a good way to learn things. Tasting the dirt where tracks laid could tell him much more than scent, sight, and hearing. It was only natural.

Gale grimaced. On second thought, tasting his own skin or even flesh wasn't very appetizing. Give him dirt, give him trees. Probably even feces. He'd put it all in his mouth just to hunt game.

This though? Nah.

The next thing he tried to do was making the illusion walk. Its movements were literally stiff and mechanical. Each step required intense concentration. If anyone saw him, they'd ask him why he was bathing in his own sweat.

After three steps, he had to stop. His head throbbed from the effort, and his essence was clearly shouting at him to stop.

[Essence: 8/100]

"Not exactly combat ready," he muttered. But the potential was there. With practice, this could become a powerful tool. A way to create distractions, set up ambushes, or maybe even mislead enemies.

Time passed and the blue moon blinked as the light that came from it dimmed. He discovered he could maintain the illusion at a distance of about thirty feet before he could no longer control its movements. Any further, and the connection became too weak to sustain and the illusion would disappear.

Making the illusion perform complex movements proved nearly impossible. Simple gestures drained his concentration. Anything more elaborate felt like trying to write with both hands while reciting poetry backward.

Still, each attempt got a little easier. The essence flowed more naturally, responding to his intent rather than just his direct commands.

[Your Essence Control increased in proficiency...]

Gale tried something new, channeling essence into the illusion's voice box. For that, he'd need to push air out of its lungs.

The copy's mouth opened, producing a sound identical to his own voice. The effort left him dizzy, but it worked.

Each attempt at something new taught him about the skill's limits. The essence drain remained significant, but it wasn't as bad as before when he didn't know what he was doing.

He made the illusion sit against the tower wall, studying how it interacted with its environment. Dust collected on its clothes just like a real person. Shadows fell across it naturally. Even the subtle rise and fall of breathing was perfectly replicated.

[Essence depleted.]

Suddenly, the illusion turned into white grains, dissipating into the air, leaving Gale alone in the stone tower. His head ached from the strain of maintaining the illusion, but he felt more alive than before.

There was only one thing left to do while his essence was recovering. He needed to prepare to kill Elliot. But how?

Gale took the sword to his grip, and its circuits came to life, pulsing faintly. He raised the blade, recalling the knight's grace from their duel.

[Analyzing...]

[Error: Weight distribution sub-optimal.]

[Recommendation: Shift right foot 15 degrees outward.]

Gale adjusted his footing, feeling the difference immediately. The blade felt lighter, more balanced. He moved through the opening sequence of attacks the knight had used.

[Error: Excessive shoulder rotation.]

[Recommendation: Maintain core engagement through motion.]

Sweat dripped down his face as he corrected each flaw. The system's feedback didn't care about his feelings. Every inefficiency and error would be highlighted. Every swing, step, and timing of his breath, all critiqued to stamp out any impurity in his movement.

The blue moon's light brightened as he practiced. Time seemed to fade into tertiary consciousness. His arms trembled from exertion. Another swing, a slight whistle that should not be there.

[Error: Guard position leaves right flank exposed.]

[Recommendation: Adjust blade angle 30 degrees counter-clockwise.]

He repeated the same block that had saved him from the knight's overhead strike. Imagining the knight in front of him, swinging its giant sword at him, he took a stance that would deflect the sword at a sharp angle downwards. Without essence flowing through his muscles, he felt and saw every imperfection in his form.

[Error: Step sequence creates momentum loss.]

[Recommendation: Reduce distance between transitions.]

Momentum during a blocking phase was a comedic concept. To Gale, it was essential. The deflection needed to transform into an attack. There was no defense in the Dainv Sword Arts. Every movement was basically an attack. And after the deflection finished, he spun into a strike using the momentum of the sword's clash.

[Error: Strike path deviates 8 degrees from optimal.]

[Recommendation: Adjust wrist rotation during follow-through.]

Gale learned with his body. His muscles told him to rest, but every moment in this damned world felt worse than pushing his body to the limit. Training like this didn't even compare when dad was here.

The imaginary knight's sword lunged at him in a stab. Instead of dodging, he charged at it. A simple tap of the flat didn't need to change the sword's direction. It only needed to change his own direction to where he targeted.

[Error: 0.3 second delay between combinations]

[Recommendation: Maintain momentum through transition points.]

Gale had stopped at the spot where he had made a smoker, just at the border of the stone tower and the dark forest. He had made that smoker when Dmitry was still alive during their scouting activity for the exit rift.

If only he knew what he knew now. If only he was stronger and faster. If he had just dived into the Origin System, they wouldn't have died. John wouldn't have died either.

Rachel wouldn't have been stabbed. There were so many ifs. The future would be different… it would be.

Examining the area closer, there were many more footprints near the edge of the stone tower, as if a stampede went by. That didn't stop Gale from deducing that all those prints came from where the meadow would be. So much for getting mad at mom and dad huh.

Gale followed the tracks. He didn't know why he was following them, but a hunch made him want to go back to the meadows. He needed to see the aftermath himself.
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                Traces of battle littered the meadow everywhere. Broken peasant weapons like pitchforks and shovels. Mounds of thralls scattered throughout torn earth. Deep furrows carved by the knight's blade cut through grass and soil.

Gale picked up one of the pitchforks right beside his feet. The thralls themselves would just abandon them right after turning into a ghoul. He followed the trail of broken peasant tools. It was where he cut their threads connecting them to Elliot.

He stopped, wincing at what was below. Dark blood stains covered the grass. Rachel fell onto the knight's sword here. Squinting at the residue, he used analyze on it.

[Analyzing biological residue...]

[Sample identified: Blood type AB+]

[Blood test results truncated.]

[No vital organ content found in blood.]

[Conclusion: Non-fatal.]

So it was right. Had he seen the grace in his movements? Now it was loud and clear. The knight had struck with no intent to kill. Even throughout all of that chaos, it managed to strike her right through any vitals.

Could he have done that? He was just a little lamb after all.

Walking around the perimeter where they fought, the footprints of Gale and the knight had clearly faded. If it can analyze his own fighting style and also analyze blood that's already darkened, can it analyze and show him what happened?

Gale crouched down, activating the skill while staring at each slash mark and footprint that littered the broken grass.

[Analyzing combat patterns...]

[Knight's movement grid mapped.]

[Attack sequences reconstructed.]

[Tactical analysis in progress...]

A slight numbing feeling enveloped his tongue, touch, and eyes. Data flowed into his mind.

The knight herded him away from the others, precisely positioning its drop point to the maximum point of influence over the battlefield for the single purpose of isolating him.

Each attack seemed random with clear intent to kill. Through the data, none of the strikes seemed random. Knowing now about the Sword Arts, none of those that furrowed along the soil were random. The weight of each strike was precisely calculated to allow him to defend. Every step the knight had taken formed part of a circular pattern that defended the area with Gale trapped at the centre.

[Analyzing combat...]

[Identified 2 main entities.]

[Assigned Entity 1.]

[Recognized Entity 2 as user.]

[Analyzing Entity 1 as primary.]

[Pattern identified: Circular containment strategy.]

The first strike, that overhead slash Gale had barely blocked, wasn't meant to kill. Analysis showed the exact angle of the blade as a hologram. It showed the blade funneling him in one direction. Had he dodged the other way, it would have led to another series of strikes that would funnel him in the specific direction regardless.

"Son of a… " Gale shouted. "Throw her away."

[Strike pattern: 15° offset from lethal trajectory.]

[Secondary strikes: Positioning control.]

Looking back at how the knight had fought in the ship, it made sense. The hologram showed him a different fighting style than the usual. A wide upwards swing to force launch him upwards that failed. A wide sideways cleave aimed at him but cleaved through tens of ghouls at once. Wild swings that weren't wild at all. Every round of swings was different, making it hard for Gale to calculate when the next one was. It was all for show that made their battle look grander than it should've been.

[Attack frequency: 0.8-3.2 second intervals]

[Purpose: Disruption of target's natural combat flow.]

The knight had played him. Those pauses in between attacks kept him on edge, almost as if to emphasize its own insanity. They weren't random, though. The rhythm had done its job, making Gale rely on reaction rather than prediction. It kept him off balance.

"Shit. Fucking knight."

If he had learned to forget orientation, he would have stood a better chance.

The knight had also used the landscape itself. Small rises in the ground, patches of longer grass, scattered debris. All of it meant to suppress Gale's options. From the marks on the soil, it was clearly obvious a linear trail that forced him further and further away until that final moment. The knight had his sword overhead like an executioner doing its job. Its actions were painfully slow.

Was Rachel saving him also planned by the knight?

Gale sighed. All of this because of some stupid tide they wanted him to fight against. They could've just asked. Probably. Actually, probably not. He sighed again.

[Primary objective identified: Isolation.]

[Secondary objective: Force confrontation.]

[Tertiary objective: Minimize casualties.]

He was incomparably young compared to the knight, that's for sure. His experience in comparison wasn't that of a child against an adult. It was like a newborn against a veteran of veterans. Vianne and the knight called a soon to be 18 year old a child. In Earth standards, that's no child. That's a full grown adult!

But maybe… to them, to the Dainv, he was young.

A glint of metal caught his eye. Half-buried in the dirt lay a fragment of the knight's armour, knocked loose during their exchange. Gale picked it up, turning it over in his hands.

[Error: Unknown alloy detected]

[Corruption levels: 0.87/MiS]

The metal felt wrong. Deep down, he knew that this thing that ate at the metal shouldn't exist. Within that metal contained the familiar signature of the knight's own essence that fought against the foreign entity.

He dropped the fragment and stepped back, watching as it rolled down the meadow.

[Corruption spread rate: 0.002384 millimetres/day]

Dark inky substance tainted the grass around the fragment. The corruption worked slowly, tainting what it touched. The grass it touched had its leaves turn dark brown, similar to what was inside the dark forest.

Gale walked to where the rift had closed. The air still rippled faintly, ghost images of the portal flickering in and out of existence.

[Analyzing rift residue...]

[Rift stability: 12%]

[Time dilation: Detected. Unstable, cannot be calculated.]

Science, physics, and chemistry were never his strong suits. Those textbooks almost made him fall asleep in class. Time dilation? If he found a way back to Earth, then would he just be gone for months? He'd still need to get his stuff from his room. Ms. Molly would probably nag him about why he disappeared.

The thought alone made a shiver go down his spine. Not another one of those multi-hour long lectures. Would they even know he was gone though? Gale wasn't exactly sure about that one.

Turning away from the remnants, his eyes tracked the path where the convoy marched towards the rift. Scuff marks and broken grass told him everything he needed to know. He didn't even need Analyze to read what happened. Here, a torn piece of fabric snagged on a bush. There, a discarded bone spear, most likely from one of the blue haven survivors. Each detail told its own story.

He paused at a spot where multiple footprints converged. The grass had been trampled flat, forming a rough circle. Signs of a brief rest stop, maybe. Or a moment when someone needed help.

Annett's voice rang from this place. He remembered the sound of her voice throughout the chaos. Each of her shouts directed at everyone to stay together, taking charge while he and Rachel fought to keep the line of defense. The footprints were closely packed together, looking more like a jumbled mess. Regardless, it was a smart move. Harder to pick off stragglers.

The ground told more. Deeper impressions showed where a person fell. Annett's footprint picked up the person while probably still carrying the sick survivor from Blue Haven. The drag of her feet towards the rift was evidence of the fatigue, but she never stopped.

Dried blood dotted the grass nearby. Not much, just drops. The claws of a ghoul had ripped through the grass around the area they ran at. At the tree nearby, the corpse of the ghoul lay with a head smashed open by the impact of being thrown against a rock.

Shell casings glinted on the grass. They were everywhere, telling him that Ollie had remained mobile. He was no longer holding back on ammo after all.

Gale continued backtracking the escape route. Places where grass had been crushed showed where Ollie had positioned himself between the threats and civilians. Empty magazines and dozens of shell casings scattered around higher grass mounds.

Small details jumped out. A torn makeshift cloth ration pack strap where someone had grabbed another person from falling. Scuffed earth where feet had scrambled for leverage on the slope. Smears in the dirt where hands had helped others climb.

Annett's prints appeared regularly beside the stragglers. She was one that would stay with the slowest of members, that's probably why Rachel usually put her in the middle. No one was left behind.

The high ground offered Gale a better view of their overall movement. The convoy's path resembled a river, flowing around obstacles, finding the path of least resistance. But it wasn't chaos. Structure emerged from the pattern.

The ground sloped down toward where the rift had opened. The final stretch. The convoy's tracks showed more purpose here, less fear and more of a dash to the exit. They had smelled safety ahead and found their second wind.

But they hadn't gotten sloppy. Ollie's firing positions continued their regular pattern right up to the rift. No letting guard down, not until the last person was through. He remembered the gunshots while he was fighting the knight. Pot shots directed at the thralls that surrounded Rachel.

Near the rift site, Gale found a child's shoe. Small, worn. He remembered the girl. Hailey. The print beside it showed she'd kept going on one shoe. Probably didn't even slow down. Tough kid.

Gale picked up the shoe, his fingers tracing the worn edges. Something red caught his eye beneath where the shoe had lain. His heart skipped a beat. A small sphere, no bigger than a marble, rolled slightly in the depression left by the footprint.

He bent down and picked it up, recognizing it instantly. Ollie's navigation tool.

"You idiot," Gale whispered, a smile tugging at his lips. "Leaving this behind for me."

Ollie must have dropped it here on purpose. Probably hoping Gale would find it.

[Object identified: Red Marble]

[Object Type: Ether Spatial Navigation]

[Effect: Uses momentum to point to the place where the user wants to go.]

[How to use: Flick upwards. Go in the direction where the red marble drops to.]

[Essence Cost: 0.0001 (Converted from Ether)]

The analysis confirmed what Ollie had already told him about the device. Seeing it spelled out right in front of him, this was basically a life saving device for literally anything he could think of. Water, food, fruits, other people. It would guide the user to where the user desired. It was cheating.

However, Ollie said it cost a car. A car was around 60,000 Canadian. At most, he probably got $50 every month from the orphanage. It would take him forever to save up for one of these.

Goddammit.

After coming back, it probably wouldn't hurt to tell Ollie he lost this marble, right? No. Definitely not. Ollie's been with him through thick and thin. If he wants it back, he'll get it back as long as he asks for it. That's it.

"Thanks, Ollie," he said to the empty air, though hearing him tell him when he's not here felt empty. There was no one in this meadow but him.

He'd pushed Ollie away too, just like the others. Kept his distance even when Ollie tried to joke with him, and Ollie still had left him this gift.

A lifeline.

All 3 of them were competent. There was no doubt about it. Rachel had held the group together and forced this mission upon everyone. Annett's strength and utility kept everyone alive. Without her, they would've been all dead from the monsters that were way out of their level. Ollie had scouted ahead safely and was the one who found the exit rift. Everyone played a part.

All Gale hoped for was that they thought of him the same way. That he played a part in all of it. That he wasn't just a ghost this time.

The marble warmed up in his palm. Its shine still visible between his fingers. It responded to his essence, and it would help him find his way.

"I did it again," he muttered. "I'll try my best… to not push anyone away again."

The marble pulsed. Essence filled. Placing the red marble on top of his thumb, he thought of Elliot, that son of a bitch. He wanted to wipe that crazy smile off that crazy man's face so much. He flicked the marble upwards. The red marble stayed in the air for just a second, spinning, then dropping forwards away from the forest. It pointed to the castle beyond, where the walls were even darker than the night. The clouds beyond looked like eyes that watched the castle, unblinking.

Stand tall, Gale. No more hiding. No more blending. Just go there and make that asshole pay. Maybe even survive in the process.
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                Gale followed where the marble led him to. Two trees stood like a gate on the path just outside the meadow. The bark on their trunks pointed outwards like a porcupine.

Slipping through the middle of both trees, the ground changed with a clear border. One side had grass, the side into the treeline was just soil. Thick roots covered the surface of the soft dirt, jutting out of the ground and reaching up to his hips. This whole path felt like the cartoonish scene of Snow White going into the dark woods and misunderstanding that the trees were out to get her.

Gale shook his head. Trees don't have feelings. Why would they get her in the first place. The orphanage showed him some really weird movies. Mice obviously can't talk. At least he's never seen one talk. Then again, it wasn't that farfetched compared to garbage truck sized beasts and talking ghoul heads.

The forest changed with each passing step. Trees grew denser, standing closer together. Their bark became darker, almost pitch black, and more thorny. Moss covered the base of the trees while avoiding the dirt path he walked on. He'd think that there would be beasts here, but there was no sight of any broken branches or footprints that would say otherwise.

Beyond the logs, the forest floor dipped into a shallow valley. The trees here grew at odd angles literally. Their trunks had bent away from the path yet the canopy above still covered by their branches. It created a tunnel of wood and leaves.

It was completely silent. No wind rustling the leaves, no beasts anywhere. As if something had culled all the surrounding living beings. It was wrong. A completely different place compared to both the dead forest and the lush dark forest under the blue moon.

He paused, willed the storage box to materialize the red marble into his hand. Putting it once again at his thumb and index finger, he flicked it upwards. The marble dropped deeper into the tunnel.

Of course it did.Nothing is ever easy, huh.

Gale stored the sphere again and continued downward, using exposed roots as handholds on the steeper sections.

The blue moonlight changed as he descended. Its colour changed, now having a greenish tinge. The shadows all around also didn't make sense. Green light cast rays on where shadows should be.

[Warning: Corruption levels increasing.]

[Trace Essence signature detected.]

On the bark, small amounts of inky grains fought against the darkness surrounding it. The inky grains devoured the darkness while the darkness devoured them at the same time.

It devours corruption, cleanses reality itself. He watched as the battle between the void-like inky grains against the more smokey corruption was mesmerizing. A little war that waged on in the vast space of the dark forest.

The feeling he got from the essence was familiar. Through the clash of swords, he remembered it came from the knight in the ship. So the knight had been here before. Probably fought hundreds of times against whatever was in the castle.

Elliot wasn't that strong, at least not from what he saw in the meadow. Not as strong as the knight at that time.

Something must've weakened Elliot. The shadow even said they'd been here for decades. Who knows how long. During that time period, the knight would attack the corrupted, and clearly the madman was.

Wait… Elliot got really mad when Gale took his precious sacrifices. Hehehe, serves him right. And that ritual was probably meant to give him power granted by the blue moon.

Something must've changed. That something could've weakened Elliot. The urgency that the knight gave him meant that the time to attack was now.

A light bulb popped up.

Killing the predators in the forest, all of them had a description. All of them related to the insanity of calling the moon as "Her Majesty". There was a hierarchy. Since Elliot wasn't able to deliver on his promise, wouldn't that mean his status became lower?

Gale flicked up the red marble again. It dropped again further into the tree tunnel. Their trunks bent away from the path, yet their branches still interlocked overhead, covering the canopy.

The path narrowed further, porcupine like bark almost touching his shoulders side by side. A small slit between two rocks slowed him down. He turned sideways, squeezing through the narrow opening. Roots snaked across the ground, and a small fog of smokey darkness covered the ground, both viscous and gaseous at the same time.

Upon heading into a small clearing of the tunnel, pillars stood side by side. Derelict and broken. Some of the more intact pillars had floral designs carved into them where the flowers looked up at a crescent moon.

Flicking up the marble once more, it spun in the air and then finally pointed to a thick curtain of vines. The lack of wind made everything look like a painting. Not even the canopy above swayed.

Hacking through the vines, the trees around the path finally began to thin. Gale moved slower, on guard in case anything jumped at him. Silent stillness always told him something was about to jump at him in the forest.

As he moved further, the gaseous darkness formed what looked like veins on the ground. The veins pulsed with a peristalsis that moved further into the tunnel.

Walking a couple of more metres, a clearing spread before him. A castle rose, towering above that clawed at the sky. The walls stretched upwards until the eye could see. Their stone, a void of pitch blackness, covered in a layer of gaseous corruption that seemed to devour the light that came from the blue moon.

Patterns formed across the castle's surface, similar shapes to the ones in the ship's walls, yet also different. In two words, it could be described as less intricate. Where the patterns in the ship had more complex combination of shapes, the patterns along the walls here would be like a child's drawing of shapes.

From the meadow, it was clear that the castle was huge. Seeing it up close, it was probably as big as the skyscrapers he saw in downtown during field trips.

Near the base of the walls, Gale spotted the familiar traces of the knight's essence signature. The same inky grains he'd seen on the tree bark fought against the corruption here too, locked in an eternal battle of consuming and resisting one another. The signature had formed a line, like a barrier that held back the thick darkness from gaining ground.

Gale walked past through it all, and as he surveyed the surroundings, he saw the castle's gate wide open. The veins of corruption latched onto the walls of the castle, making it look as if it were alive.

[Warning: Corruption levels increased.]

[Corruption Level: Low-Mid.]

[Trace Essence signature detected.]

The notification popped up, telling him what he already knew. At this point, Gale could already feel the changes within the environment based on the level of corruption. It was beginning to disrupt his own essence as he felt more sluggish when he got nearer to the castle. From the clues of the trace essence, circulating the essence around his body got rid of the sluggishness.

Gale pulled out the marble one last time, hoping it might point him around the castle or anywhere else for that matter rather than into it. The sphere spun upward, jittering this time. It stayed there for a couple of seconds until finally falling down, pointing straight towards the open gate.

Of course, what was the point of it flicking up the marble? Goddammit.

Dragging his feet across the ground, he moved along the path to the gate. Statues lined the path at even intervals. None had any faces, but the ones intact seemed to be male while most of the female statues were destroyed from the hips above. Turning his head towards the courtyard, the corruption spread there too. Plants, flowers, and hedges all withered yet somehow still alive, like frozen in time.

He neared the large half open double doors of the castle. A laugh and a scream came from inside the castle, both seemed to be from the same person. It bounced off the walls, distorted to be a lower frequency at each bounce until it no longer sounded like it came from a human.

Gale wouldn't forget that manic laugh anywhere. It was Elliot.

The laugh came again suddenly, rattling through the stone walls. Gale quickly moved behind a half-eaten statue from the shock.

Stupid, you knew that was coming, Gale cursed. These crazy people always laugh randomly!

Taking deep breaths calmed his racing heart. He slowly poked his head out to take a peek into the castle's main door. The main hall split into three paths. Left, right, and centre.

Each corridor stretched into darkness, the corruption kind. However, the right path showed less of the gaseous corruption along its walls.

Gale, once again, flicked the marble upwards. The drop was immediate this time, pointing to the right corridor. At least that confirmed his instinct. The right path would give him the best chance of being able to see what was going on. Not necessarily the best reason, but better than nothing. And if he guessed right, Elliot's powers would be weaker in the areas with less corruption.

He circled the castle's perimeter, noting how the corruption thinned near the ground level windows where the corridors after the entrance narrowed. They were perfect choke points if he needed to funnel Elliot's followers. The essence signature fought harder there too.

Better safe than sorry. Who knows what the corruption would do to his abilities mid fight.

The castle's architecture favoured defence. Arrow slits peppered the upper walls, offering clear shots at anyone in the courtyard. If he took the fight outside, those positions would give Elliot's forces too many advantages. Better to keep the battle contained inside where their numbers would work against Elliot.

A weathered gryphon statue caught his eye. Its wings had crumbled away, but its claws still gripped the wall. Similar decorations lined the castle's face, providing handholds. If things went bad, he'd have escape routes.

The corruption's flow revealed the castle's layout. It spread from the highest tower, trickling down like water. That meant Elliot would likely be up there, controlling his forces from above. Smart. But it also meant Gale could work his way up, thinning out the opposition floor by floor.

He studied the ground floor windows again. The right side showed promise. It had less corruption, more natural moonlight, better visibility. The windows were spaced regularly, offering quick exits if needed. Status at even intervals could be used for upwards or downwards mobility between floors.

The left wing looked like a death trap. Corruption had eaten through most of the stone, leaving unstable sections that could collapse. No good for combat. The centre path led straight to a grand staircase. It was too exposed, too many angles of attack. That path would probably lead to Elliot.

Gale moved closer to the right wing's entrance. The corridor beyond was narrow enough to limit how many could attack at once. Perfect for his fighting style. He could Phase his whole body to create escapes where there wouldn't be one.

His eyes traced possible combat scenarios. The first room looked like an old dining hall. Tables and chairs would provide mobile cover. The high ceiling meant vertical space to work with. If he could force Elliot's followers to cluster there...

No. Too risky. The hall's size would let them surround him. Better to keep them bottlenecked in the corridors where he could control the flow of combat. The essence signature was stronger in the tight spaces too, weakening the corruption's hold on Elliot's forces.

The castle's defensive layout would work in his favour, that is if he was smart about it. Each floor probably had similar corridors, letting him repeat successful tactics as he moved up.

A section of wall near the right entrance caught his attention. The corruption there pulsed slower, almost sluggish. The essence signature had gained ground, creating a clean spot about shoulder height. He could use that, maybe set up an ambush point or a trap.

Gale picked his way closer, checking for other weak points in the corruption. He remembered the thralls became weak in the meadow, and the meadow had minimal corruption. Each pocket of lesser corruption in the castle would need to be taken into account meticulously.

As he examined and surveyed more, those pockets appeared at regular intervals, like the castle itself was fighting back against the taint. Those spots would be key to his strategy.

He found more clean sections inside the right corridor. They formed patterns, stronger in bigger open spaces like big dining hall. If he could predict where they'd appear on the upper floors, he'd have natural advantage points already in place.

The corruption's behaviour changed near these clean spots. It moved away from them, leaving gaps in its coverage. Those gaps would be crucial if he needed to retreat. They'd also give him reference points to track his position inside.

A breeze whispered through the corridor, carrying the smell of decaying corpses and piss. But it also revealed the airflow patterns. The castle's ventilation system still worked, moving air up through the levels. He could use that to track movement above him by sending Breath of the Void through those vents.

The right wing's layout favoured an ascending spiral. Each turn would give him a defensive position while limiting visibility for Elliot's forces. The corruption thinned at each corner, providing temporary safe zones if he needed them.

An idea popped into his mind. He wasn't some kid anymore stuck in the past using only traps he had been taught by dad. He could improvise. Do wonders with his imagination that dad always disapproved of. Onwards to using tradition and Galeprovization that came out of wanting to get out of here as fast as possible.

Decision made.
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                The right path would be perfect for setting up as many traps as possible. Ghouls themselves got weaker when outside of the corruption. Although the whole place teemed with corruption, anything helped.

Gale moved towards the entrance halls, surveying the stone walls and wooden floors that had more stone beneath them. Unlike the forest where branches and leaves were used to cover traps, this environment had none. Normally, he'd cover them up to avoid the trap being dodged. With ghouls, he didn't need to. He just needed materials to create the traps.

He pressed his palm against the wall, activating Phase Touch. Concentrating, he wanted to only get the innards of the wall. Easy, right?

No it wasn't. Gale had spent the last half hour concentrating on making Phase Touch into two parts. One that moved and stayed as is while the other part was where he would move the part that he wanted to move. Separating the two instances of Phase Touch gave him a dull headache behind his right eye.

Slowly, he moved his hand, pulling at the instance of Phase Touch where the innards of the stone were applied. The stone moved with a grating sound until he'd taken all of it out. Phase Touch deactivated immediately as Gale caught the rock that almost fell on the floor.

Perfect. He didn't need to conceal the trap that well. All it needed was just a place to put the trap somewhere that's out of the way. All he needed to do was keep it out of sight from Elliot.

Dad always said to use nature's gifts, holes in trees, dense bushes, and hollow trunks as ambush spots. But now, he'd apply all of that to this non-forest environment. The stone could be used as pellets. Wood from the floors could be used as materials for holding kinetic energy. The corruption also ate at the materials themselves, making perfect pitfalls or anything that needed to collapse.

Gale walked further away from the main entrance in the right corridor. Thick essence signatures splattered all over the tight corridors. Most likely the knight was using the corridors as choke points to hold against whatever he was fighting.

He began creating several chambers along the corridor, just like the first one he'd made. Each pull of the brick, he'd use Alter to make them smaller and set them aside. At first, it was slow. He picked up after carving up four chambers. Creating two instances of Phase Touch and controlling them at the same time came easier the more he did it.

The essence signatures on specific spots made different places within the area more stable than the rest. They were less likely to collapse when he altered them which meant a higher chance of being tripped.

[Colloquial name: essence signature, essence residue]

[Real name: Dainv Blood]

[Residue of inner Origin Core within a Dainv. Once a Dainv has used up all of his essence reserves, a Dainv may tap into their Origin Core as fallback. At this state, the Origin Core is highly vulnerable.]

Goosebumps pricked at Gale's skin. How long had the knight fought against this world? Surely, Elliot wasn't the first one he fought against. The signatures everywhere were just proof that the knight took his duty to the absolute word, never abandoning his obligations.

Could I even beat Elliot by myself?

Nothing was certain in this life, but one way or another, getting one punch in at life's face was going to be worth it.

Haste, preparation, and continuous diligence were the keys to everything. Mom and dad had carved that into his very bones. He carved several more chambers along the corridor. Phase Touch also carved the pricks into sharp points and then merged with sticks made from the floorboards.

He crafted a kinetic mechanism that would launch the short rock arrows at where he pointed and placed it all along the chambers he carved.

Crouching down, Gale pulled out his blade and carefully pried up another floorboard in a clean spot. The wood came away with minimal noise. Beneath it, he found solid ground.

Using Alter, he shrank the earth beneath, excavating a deep pit. He phased the excess dirt into the wall and then dumped it outside.

The pit would need to be hidden as best as he could. He replaced the floorboard, marking its edges with a tiny scratch only he would notice. In the forest, he'd used leaves to cover his traps while breaking off a twig nearby to tell him it was near.

Moving to the hall's centre, where the corruption thinned near a broken pillar, Gale began his most ambitious trap. He had only ever made traps in the forest, never anywhere indoors. The orphanage was also off-limits. The traps he'd made were always the relatively simple snares and pitfalls in the woods. But theory was theory, and physics didn't change just because he was inside.

He created a series of interconnected spaces within the walls, each one precisely placed. When triggered, they would collapse in sequence, bringing down sections of the ceiling. But he didn't exactly have any demolition experience. That's where the corruption came in handy. He didn't need to be a demolition expert to know these would collapse with just a bit of force.

The entrance hall's high ceiling offered other possibilities. He carved the support beams with Phase Touch to weaken specific points in the support beams, careful to leave enough structural integrity. One good hit would bring them down on command. His father had taught him to use falling logs in the forest. This one had the same concept.

Near the main doors, where two clean spots created a natural funnel point, Gale set up his favourite forest trap with a twist. Instead of rope and spring-loaded branches, he used Alter to create tension behind the walls. Phasing out the supporting structure would release the tension, it would then snap shut like massive jaws.

He worked methodically through the hall, each trap building on the last. The corruption actually helped, masking his alterations to the castle's structure. It was hard even for him to tell where he had laid his traps.

There were places where the essence residue fought back against the taint which is where he placed his most delicate mechanisms. The cleaner spots would keep them stable until needed.

At the hall's far end, Gale created his masterpiece. A complex series of Phase Touch points in the walls and floor, connected by lines of Altered stone keeping down hundreds of wooden planks under tension. Like the tripwires he'd used in the forest, but invisible and untouchable until he himself activated it by phasing the floor.

He added redundancies to each trap. First, applying Phase Touch to the whole floor would immediately release the tension. Second, a kick point where the floor would loosen and release the tension that way. The lethality would drop by a margin, but it was better than it not triggering. And lastly, at the furthest point of escape, a tripwire that was a fallback on that specific kick point. In the forest, weather or animals could ruin a good snare. Here, he had to account for any possible way that might make triggering the mechanism difficult.

The more the better.

The essence signatures actually helped, creating natural barriers between his traps. Like using different trees to anchor separate snares, but now he used the clean spots to isolate his mechanisms. It would prevent chain reactions he didn't want.

Suddenly, the sound of footsteps descending down the grand staircase echoed against the stone walls. A full throat manic laughter came from the vile being coming down. The gaseous corruption clung even tighter to the walls, pulsing more wildly like a heart racing.

Elliot stood at the landing of the grand stairs. His face no longer resembled that of a normal human being. It was replaced by decayed muscle that clung to the bones of a human skull. Maggots crawled around the scalp and the cheeks. Black veins pulsed along the muscles, and his eyes burned with a blue flame that matched the colour of the blue moon.

"The thief returns!" Elliot shouted, voice cracking. "You dare show your face after stealing possessions of Her Majesty?!"

Gale shifted his weight. One sudden move, and he's out of there. There were a lot of traps he had set up already, but nowhere near enough for comfort.

"Whatever you're talking about, they weren't yours, stupid!" Gale shouted.

"Mine? MINE? They belonged to Her Majesty! Each sacrifice strengthened our connection, our devotion!" Elliot threw his head back as another burst of voice cracking laughter boomed in the hall. "But you... you took them. Stole them. Ruined everything!"

Corruption swirled beneath Elliot's feet as he looked down on Gale. The darkness spilled like a waterfall down the stairs.

"The amulets," Elliot suddenly made himself look smaller with two hands clasped together. His eyes became fixed on Gale's pocket. "Return them, and Her Majesty might show mercy. She might forgive your transgressions. Give them back, and perhaps I'll kill you quickly."

Gale pulled one amulet from his pocket. He had completely forgotten the amulet he took from Marcus and Drew.

The system's message popped up as he put the amulet up to his eyes.

[Analyzing...]

[Corrupted Moon Amulet]

[No Entry in Codex]

[Effects: Siphons Ether from user to main host.]

[First entry into Codex reward!]

Gale dismissed the notifications with a thought. Drew's words from Blue Haven suddenly made sense. And now confirmed that the sacrifices strengthen Elliot and also made him fall down as punishment.

"You're nothing but a parasite," Gale spat, dropping the amulet back into his pocket. Elliot had no qualms about commanding his thralls to die while he stayed safely behind. "You hide behind others, drain them dry, all for what? Power?"

"Power?" Elliot's face contorted. "You understand nothing! Her Majesty demands devotion! Sacrifice! The amulets are her blessing, her way of sharing her glory with her faithful servants!" He took a step down the stairs. "I am her chosen! Her voice in this realm!"

"Her voice?" Gale positioned himself near one of his trapped floor sections. "You're just another puppet, Elliot. Those amulets don't share power. They steal it. They're draining you just like you drain others."

"LIES!" The word exploded from him with such force that the corruption rippled. Elliot began his descent on the stairs. "Her Majesty rewards loyalty! She'll restore my strength once I bring her your head and return what you stole!"

Good. Good. Tell me more about how you're weaker now than before. It would be good, but the signature on Elliot still felt overwhelming, like standing against a mountain moving directly at him.

"Look at yourself," Gale said, sliding his foot toward the trigger point of his first trap. "You're falling apart. How many sacrifices did it take before you realized you were getting weaker, not stronger?"

"SILENCE!" Elliot's scream shattered several windows. "I won't listen to your poison! Her Majesty's light shines eternal! Her blessing flows through me!"

The corruption swirled around Elliot, but Gale saw it clearer than before. The man had gotten weak. Nowhere were the natural movements of a human. All Elliot was now was just a carcass on borrowed life. The blue moon's "blessing" was consuming him from within.

"You want these amulets?" Gale pulled both from his pocket, holding them up. "Then fight me, you dog of an ugly moon."

"You dare? YOU DARE CALL HER MAJESTY UGLY??" Elliot's eyes locked onto Gale. "I'll tear you apart! Feed you to Her Majesty piece by piece!"

Silence fell between them.

Elliot didn't move, but a hint of movement at the upper levels of the castle did. The essence signatures glowed brighter, fighting against the oncoming darkness.

If Elliot took one more step, Gale would trigger the trap and probably bolt out of there. He could fight another day. Instead of less than a hundred traps, he'd make thousands. That'll show him. Hopefully even kill him.

The massive main entrance doors creaked open slowly. Metal scraped against stone as the towering black armour of the knight filled the entrance. His presence split the corruption like oil on water, creating a clear path where he stepped.

"So, young lamb," the knight's said with a hint of clear sarcasm. "It seems you've found this wretched place."

Elliot pointed at the knight. "You! Always interfering, always meddling in Her Majesty's divine work!"

The knight ignored him, focusing on Gale. "I must apologize for my harsh words before, young one. The madness... it comes and goes, like waves upon a shore. In my clearer moments, I see the truth of things."

"Don't you dare ignore me!" Elliot screamed. "Her Majesty will have your head along with the thief's!"

"Be silent, puppet," the knight said. "You know not what forces you toy with."

Even as the knight said his mind was clear, there was still a hint of insanity in that. Getting out of here and running away? No longer viable. Just one goddamn variable and now he'd have to punch life when he wasn't ready.

Life never waits for anyone to be ready.

"Your parents taught you well, young lamb," the knight took another step forward. "Let us now bathe in the blood of the corrupted. Young lamb, part this wretched tide and show me what you've learned."

A thunderous sound rolled down from above as dozens of feet moved at once, accompanied by inhuman howls. Elliot's face split into a grotesque smile that made the maggots writhe even harder.

"Yes! Come, my faithful! Her Majesty calls for blood!"

"Fool," the knight laughed, growing ever more manic by the second, similar to Elliot.

The stampede grew louder, doors splintered along with floorboards. Their wails and roars held no semblance of any human vocal chords.

"They will tear you both apart," Elliot said, spreading his arms wide. "And I will offer your limbs to Her Majesty!"

"Time grows short," the knight said almost frantic. "The darkness calls, young lamb. I feel its pull. The eyes are coming. They are…. three. Run. Run while you still can. I will... I will try to hold them back… NO. Fight with me, young lamb! Fight!"

"None of you will leave this place!" Elliot shouted. "Her Majesty demands sacrifice, and I will deliver!"
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                The first thrall tripped and fell onto the landing where Elliot stood. It stood up, bent sideways, eyes directly pointed below at Gale.

"Leave, young one," the knight's head jerked between him and Elliot.

More thralls dropped onto the stair's landing. Cracks began to form under the immense weight of the flood. Bones snapped as more and more ghouls fell on top of one another. The intervals of the corruption's pulse grew faster by the second, and the essence signatures that patched the area lost ground.

"No one leaves!" Elliot shouted, almost certainly between half a laugh and half a dying man's breath. "Her Majesty's properties will be taken back!"

The knight hoisted his sword up to his shoulder as the essence signatures around him swirled into his heart. "The madness comes, little lamb. You must… fight? Yes. Fight. Do not desert your duties. Rid this land of the vile tide!"

Gale stood in the middle of it all, one foot on the tile ready to kick it at any time. Not that it would do any good. The knight slowly going insane, would definitely block him. On the other side, a zealot of a false deity was spouting nonsense with a literal tide of thralls and ghouls behind him.

"Die!!" Elliot screamed. "Kill the brat first!"

One snap of a finger from the madman was all it took for the ghouls to break free like a dam flooding the whole front hall. Cracks webbed along the hall's marble from the weight.

All hell broke loose. The fight started. A wave of flesh.

The knight stepped forward casually to just where Gale was right beside him. A chuckle formed from the bottom of the knight's throat that grew to a manic full throat laugh.

Gale slammed his foot against the floor. First trap triggered. Beneath the tide of flesh, the marble crumbled into a pitfall. Stones shaped as sharp stakes jutted upwards. Tens of dozens of the followers crumbled into the dark of the pitfall.

The knight's sword swung at Gale. His head already ducked. Inky darkness trailed from its path. The same darkness leaked from the armour joints of the knight. Another overhead swing came at him from above.

Gale rolled away from the strike, his hand landing on the wall beside him. Phase Touch applied to the wall caved in the ceiling atop him. Chunks of stone fell on to where the knight was, forcing it to step back. Darkness around the knight swayed. At one time, the leaking smoke poured out heavily. At another, the darkness went inwards as if being sucked back in.

"Her Majesty demands blood!" Elliot screamed.

The flood of thralls died at the caved in rubble that fell. When the rubble mostly stopped falling, the knight charged through, targeting the horde of thralls. One swing cleaved dozens, sending half corpses through the air.

Gale sprinted for the right corridor. Behind him, the knight's sword met the thrall's flesh with wet splatter. It tried to lunge at him, blocked by a thick curtain of flesh.

Elliot's laughter mixed with the howls of the thralls.

"Running, young lamb?" the knight hissed. "The eyes see everything! Do not desert!"

Several thralls cut off Gale's escape. He dropped to a slide. Sabre stanced to a slice. He passed and sliced through the legs. The thralls toppled over, no longer mobile as they clawed and crawled in the direction of the right corridor.

The narrow corridor was just ahead.

Perfect.

Gale phased through the wall, releasing the tension in his carefully prepared chambers. The ceiling groaned.

The first section collapsed behind him, crushing more thralls. The knight's blade punched through the falling stone like paper, but the debris slowed its advance.

"Coward!" Blue fire exploded around Elliot, deflecting all the stones dropping onto him. "Face Her Majesty's judgment!"

The knight's armour scraped against stone as it continued its pursuit. It changed direction, jumping onto a clump of thralls, crushing everything and wildly swinging its sword at anything that dared move. Its helmet once again swayed towards Gale's direction.

He had already reached his second trap point. More thralls flooded the corridor. Phase Touch flowed into the wall, phasing out of the material and revealing the chambers. Thralls reached that spot. Tens of stone arrows shot horizontally, piercing both the windows of the castle and skewering any thrall that went in its path.

More thralls came. Of course. Gale kicked a piece of floorboard, activating the next set of mechanics. The ceiling came down in sections, each falling like a domino and releasing boulders the size of their own heads.

Dead thralls turned into ghouls. Pursuit continued. But the mechanism wasn't done. The open chamber at the ceiling now revealed the stone arrows pointing downwards.

Gale slammed the floorboard against the wall. It was the trigger. Kinetic energy stored up in the crafted wooden slats released. Tens of stone arrows rained down. All the ghouls in the corridor were pinned to flesh that covered the entire floor.

"You think petty tricks will save you?!" Elliot shouted and pointed at him. "After him you useless idiots!"

More of the thralls seemed to have turned into ghouls, and now the ghouls had flooded the corridor.

Gale took the right corridor inwards. It was a circle that would lead back to the entrance hall as another entry point. In that hall was the masterpiece that he made in little time. Elliot wasn't in the right place to trigger it at the beginning.

The knight barreled down the corridor like a train. Any ghoul that got in his way splattered against its armour.

"The eyes! The eyes! The eyes!" The knight's sword slashed upwards, scattering both flesh and debris.

Around Elliot, corruption thickened as he raised his hands. The blue flames in his eyes pulsed once. Thralls and ghouls alike moved in unison, falling back to the main hall.

Too late. Gale was already at the centre of the hall.

Time slowed. Wait for it…

The knight burst through the wall. Along with him, a flood of ghouls and thralls. Elliot came next from the right corridor's entrance. Hundreds of ghouls jumped at him. Mouth open. Claws outs.

Now.

Gale slammed both hands against a specific square outline on the floor. A wave of cracks rippled along the floor, originating from where he had slammed. Walls bulged and cracked.

The floor rippled like water. The walls bulged and cracked. The carefully prepared tension points released all at once, turning the hall's far end into a meat grinder of spinning stone on a ledge.

Thralls screamed as sections of floor disappeared beneath them. The meat grinder didn't give them a chance to turn into ghouls. Others were crushed by falling debris or thrown by sudden buckling stone.

It was a sight to behold. The wonders of combining traditional survival and his improv with his new skills.

The knight charged through it all, not caring a single thing. The spinning stone nor the falling stone didn't even dent his armour. His sword hacked at targets that were already dead.

"No!" Elliot shrieked. "Her Majesty's castle! You dare defile it!"

The corruption fought against the essence signature as the castle shook. Blue light pulsed from Elliot's eyes. A new set of howls and screams came from above the stairs.

Fucking hell. This whole skyscraper of a castle was a literal dumping ground of bodies and thralls.

Gale sprinted along the left path through the chaos. The knight's blade whistled past his ear, then turned to slash through several thralls that turned into ghouls mid air.

"HAHAHAHA!" The knight's voice cracked. "Do NOT run, young lamb! Enjoy! Enjoy! Enjoy!"

Corruption thickened around the corridor, making it hard to see. Essence signatures fought against the thickening miasma.

The castle groaned. The floorboards shook with each step Gale took while he sprinted along the left corridor. This demolition plan might've been too effective for the worst.

The knight's blade cut through the air. Ghouls flew, sticking them like bugs onto the 4 story high ceiling. Each step he took, put another thrall into the ground or a ghoul plastered into a surface.

Elliot raised his hands. A blue fire pulsed from his palm. Looking at the blue fire stabbed at Gale's retina and into his left temple.

"Her Majesty's power flows through me!"

The knight spun, his sword trailing inky darkness as it cleaved through more ghouls.

More thralls replenished the diminishing amount of ghouls. Flesh poured down the stairs, but the knight's giant figure lunged through them like a train and directly to where the madman stood.

Elliot snarled. Blue fire crackled between his fingers, meeting the knight's blade as it swung toward him. The clash sent sparks flying.

"You dare challenge Her Majesty's chosen?" Elliot shouted. The smokey miasma surged around him. Waves of miasma were sent towards the knight.

The knight answered with manic slashes at everywhere that whiffed off the miasma. A swing connected to where Elliot's neck would be. Blue sparks illuminated the area as it was blocked by blue fire.

Gale stopped, watching the ghouls flood the left corridor. Some of the traps at the left corridor entrance didn't trigger. Looking at it quickly, they had already been triggered before. Don't know when, but fuck it.

Without warning, the knight wheeled away from Elliot, his helmet snapping toward Gale.

Breath of the Void told him to run, and so he did. Suddenly, the walls burst open. The knight lunged straight at him even through the walls. Blade came down as a blur, forcing Gale to roll sideways, barely missing him. Stone chips flew at his face where the sword struck.

From the hole that the knight had made on the wall, Elliot shouted, "Her Majesty will have both your heads!"

The knight pressed his attack on Gale. The sword no longer resembled any of the grace he showed in the ship. Each swing aimed at random body parts. Wind passed by his hair where the sword had struck.

More thralls reached the bottom of the stairs, forming a direct beeline to the left corridor using the hole in the wall.

The knight spun away from Gale as suddenly as he'd attacked, his sword finding more thralls before anyone could blink. Their bodies fell in pieces, adding more flesh to the floor.

Elliot's power surged, meeting the knight's blade again. Blue fire crackled against metal, neither yielding. The thralls closed in.

Without warning, the knight jumped straight at the densest group of thralls. His body sent several thralls flying. However, the real target was the wall behind them.

The wall cracked, then shattered. Chunks of masonry flew outward, crushing thralls and creating new paths through the castle. Dust and debris filled the air as more of the wall collapsed.

While rubble fell, the knight continued its onslaught, cleaving more ghouls in half.

Gale kept moving, using the destruction as cover. The knight's actions had changed the battlefield completely. What plan? There was no longer a plan the moment the knight came in.

"Her Majesty's judgment comes for you!" Elliot thrust his hands forward. Blue fire erupted from his palms, crackling through the air like lightning.

Gale rolled sideways, feeling the heat sear past. The fire struck the wall behind him. He sprang up. More thralls stumbled through the wreckage.

"You cannot escape!" Elliot's voice rose above the chaos. Another wave of blue fire split the air.

Sword held up against the blue fire, mostly blocking it but singeing the edges of his clothes. Surprisingly, the blade didn't get hot. After the wave of blue fire ended, Gale slammed his fist onto the pillar beside him.

The knight had rushed him, but not before the ceiling came crashing down on him. This wasn't any normal one. The corruption had weakened the foundation, and even larger pieces of stone came falling down right on top of the knight.

Onto the next trap. A thrall blocked his way. A clean slice to the neck toppled it over.

Elliot directed his followers with sweeping motions of his hands. "Tear him apart! Her Majesty demands sacrifice!"

The knight burst out from the large debris, miasma leaking like a waterfall from the joints of its armour. It swung at Elliot, and a shower of blue sparks staggered both of them away from each other.

An opening.

Gale took it. He sprinted toward his final trap, sword slashing through any thrall that got close. The floor beneath his feet had been prepared hours ago, weakened by careful application of Phase Touch.

The knight's visor turned on him with a snap. Its sword dug into to the wall, swinging and sending debris flying through the air towards Gale.

"Coward!" Elliot's fire followed Gale's path, scorching the walls. "Give your life up for Her Majesty's sustenance!"

Gale reached the centre of his trap. Thralls surrounded him.

The knight advanced from one side, Elliot from the other. He was caught in the middle.

"Now!" Elliot commanded. Blue fire erupted from both hands.

The knight lunged, his giant blade whistling through the air.

Gale dropped and slammed both palms against the floor. Phase Touch spread through the stone, releasing all the tension he'd built into the structure.

The floor buckled. Stone cracked and split. The carefully weakened sections gave way. A chain reaction spread outward.

Thralls fell screaming into the darkness below. The knight's charge was interrupted as the ground collapsed beneath its feet. Elliot's fire went wide as his platform tilted and broke apart.

The destruction spread. Support pillars already damaged by the knight's rampage crumbled from the loosened foundation. The entire first floor collapsed, taking walls and ceiling with it.

Gale was already moving. He sprinted through the chaos, sword clearing his path. The windowed walls. He phased his whole body, allowing him to pass through the wall. Quickly turning around, he jumped upwards, managing to get his hands onto a gryphon statue.

Blue fire scorched the wall beside him. Elliot's voice carried over the sound of falling stone: "You cannot escape Her Majesty's reach!"

The knight's blade punched through the debris he was buried in.

Gale climbed higher, jumping from one gryphon statue to another higher up. Below, the whole castle crumbled into a collapse, swallowing the ghouls and thralls with it.

Breath of the Void fed him information. There were more, much more thralls that were above the 1st floor. Hordes and hordes.

There was no time to think.

Another blue fire crackled beside him. It was interrupted by the knight's swing at Elliot.

Gale held onto the gryphon statue as he glanced over his shoulder. He didn't expect Elliot to be able to hold his ground against the knight. The madman was even weakened. None of this was fair.

Had Gale been alone, who knows what would’ve happened. He couldn't have won. Especially not against the tide of thralls. The amount in the meadows couldn't even compare.

Miasma suddenly started enveloping Elliot.

"Pest! Give back the amulets!" Elliot shouted, glaring at Gale from below. "Her Majesty's gifts!"
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                Veins of miasma reached into Elliot, and a peristalsis pulsed from what remained of the castle into his chest. Holding his hand up, a crackling blue fire appeared on top of his palm and what little strands of hair remained on his skull stood up from the static charge.

"You think you can escape?!" Elliot snarled, pointing his palm upwards towards Gale. Blue flame, in almost lightning form, erupted from his hands, lighting up the sky. It struck the wall just beside where he held on, exploding the stone into fragments and cracking the base of the gryphon.

"Her Majesty's gifts belong to me!"

Below, the knight pushed off a large piece of wall. It lunged immediately to Elliot's position with a sideways cleave. A blue flame blocked the strike and sparks lit up the area.

Debris turned over, and ghouls started popping out. The knight pounced at the ghouls that emerged, slicing whatever came out before they could even manage to pull themselves out the stones.

The knight repeated this series of movements, charging at Elliot and then picking out a random ghoul that was clawing its way out.

Gale pounced up from the wall. Upwards was where Elliot was at ground level. His motion became that of a spin, blade out. Phase Touch ready along its edge.

Elliot spun around to meet him. Blue fire erupted from his hands, blocking Gale's blade. "Her Majesty sees all!"

The blade almost made it through the wall, but even with Phase Touch, it was repelled. A blue fireball went at his face. Dodge roll to the side. Blade swung once more, but the blue flame wall was still there. This time, the blue wall reacted and blocked the blade fully, spitting blue sparks at Gale's face.

"Insolent worm! You dare strike Her Majesty's chosen?"

The knight landed on a pile of rubble among the debris. A group of ghouls clawed their way out. Heads immediately sliced off after they poked out. The knight rushed back suddenly towards Elliot with a sideways slash.

Gale dropped flat. Knight's sword passing overhead.

Elliot dodged and countered. A blast of blue fire wave threw the giant sword off course. The clash between two forces sent shockwaves through the open field.

"Both of you, just die!!" Elliot screamed. Rocks flew away from the rubble as ghouls jumped out. Several ghouls pounced at Gale and the knight.

The knight's sword met them mid air, halving any of the ones that met its blade. With a reverse of his sword, the motion was aimed at Gale. Sword embedded itself into the ground where he just was.

Elliot seized the opening, blue lightning crackled from his fingers. The knight pulled his sword free from the ground and charged straight at the blue lightning.

Gale circled wide. The knight's strikes came faster, each blow powerful enough to make Elliot step back. However, Elliot matched his strength with thicker walls of blue flames.

"Her Majesty's power flows through me!" Elliot thrust both hands forward, blue flames spiralling around him like serpents. "You cannot stop her will!"

The knight answered with a slash, splitting Elliot's fire and staggering the corrupted priest.

Gale sliced a pursuing thrall that came too close, decapitating it in a single motion. He spun past two more, Phase Touch's edge finding necks left and right. Each strike opened his path to Elliot.

But before he could manage to reach Elliot, the knight's sword swept through the space between them, forcing both Gale and Elliot to retreat. More black smoke came from the knight's armour.

Blue lightning arced once again from Elliot's hands to strike the knight's blade. The energy crackled along the knight's black armour.

The knight's sword swept through the field in a wide arc. Debris flew everywhere as lightning discharged from the sword's tip, hitting random pieces of debris and ghouls while slicing through any large stone it met.

Gale rolled under the strike. Some of the discharge hit his sword. No damage though.

"Her Majesty demands your death!" Elliot launched another volley of blue fire, but the knight paid him no attention. All his focus had shifted to Gale.

The knight's pitch black blade whistled past Gale's ear, then reversed direction faster than he expected. He barely managed to dodge as it sliced the tip of his nose, causing blood to drip. The knight's sword came from below, this time sweeping him off the ground.

Gale leapt backwards as much as possible. Sharp rocks buried themselves on his palms as he pushed himself off the ground further away from the main combat area.

Something about the knight's state was familiar but different. The way he fought was as if he let something in beyond his will. Two entities seeped into the knight's body and outwards at the same time. It was like Breath of the Void that twisted the perception of reality, yet mixed with a certainly hostile substance, corruption.

The knight's helmet snapped towards him. His next attack seemed to come from three directions all at once. Multiple copies of the blade occupied three different sets of spaces simultaneously.

There was nowhere to go. All possible dodge options were gone.

Gale phased his whole body and buried himself in the rubble. The knight's sword followed. The area he was just in cut thrice in three different ways.

Getting out of the rubble, the knight had changed. More surreal, as if his eyes played tricks on him. The knight's physical form was fractured. Multiple knights would strike at a single point and join once again once the movement was finished, like afterimages merging into one.

It lunged at Gale once more with the same movement. A side ways slash, but three times the same horizontal way.

Gale deflected that strike downwards. His body launched backwards from the force three times what he expected. The broken stone wall exploded from the impact of his body.

[Essence: 29/100]

Time was ticking. He was using up essence to amp up his muscles just to keep up with Elliot and the knight. Neither of the two monsters seemed to be tiring anytime soon.

It didn't matter how long he fought. It didn't matter if he ran away now and fought another day. The insurmountable gap between the two and him was too big.

The system even said there was a time dilation. What year would it be if he ever came back to Earth from this world?

Muscles fatigued. Essence depleting fast. No clear win condition.

Dad, mom. If you're looking right now. You should've taught me the true ways. I wouldn't be in this mess if you just parented me properly. He wouldn't have to hide all his life. Didn't have to constantly repeat 'stay low, blend in, survive'. Maybe I'd even be woopin these guys' butts.

Yet, those words no longer held any meaning. There was no way to stand tall when he couldn't even break through the goddamn flame walls. There was no way to kill the knight with all that armour he's got going.

Discover the truth on your own terms.

What did that mean? The knight had said that before, but now it felt like the knight had told him directly.

Gale dodged another strike from the knight. Sword missed him by millimetres.

Elliot's blue lightning struck at both him and the knight simultaneously. Sword held up. Heat passed through into the blade. On the other hand, the knight just casually shrugged it off.

Telling me to kill that thing?!

[Essence: 25/100]

Hold on. The system gave him that mission. Why would it if he couldn't even fathom how to beat that thing that breaks its throat from just laughing? However, from the very beginning, the system never gave him an impossible task, even when he was still mundane.

First kill? That was done by using a goddamn book. The system guided him. It measured his readiness. The mission updated because it knows that he could kill Elliot. Otherwise, why wouldn't it just say exit the rift?

There has to be a way.

Gale looked towards where the two monsters fought. A barrage of blue lightning and wild slashes that spewed out inky darkness. An impossible task of bringing down mountains.

If the system really did guide him, there was no reason for him to kill something he had no chance of winning against. He wasn't strong enough to beat Elliot alone. It could be that Elliot was the key to getting out of this world. But then how could he kill something unkillable? He wasn't ready to deal with such monsters. But-

Think Gale. Think.

Your original goal wasn't to get stronger. The ultimate goal was to leave this place. The difference between being good and being great is knowing how to beat your opponent. Your opponent is this world. Your checkmate is you leaving this world. You can grow stronger after you get out of here; and maybe you won't have to do it alone.

Gale looked at Elliot and the Knight at the same time. The knight gazed back at him, changing its course. He ran, and the knight chased persistently. Elliot was focused on killing both of them at the same time. The thralls could be used to block Elliot's vision momentarily.

The only answer here was mutual destruction.

He needed to get the two to fight against each other, or at least kill each other. Make the monsters fight each other. One was crazy. One was insane. Ironically, there was no difference.

Another blue lightning bolt came at both him and the knight. Ten steps back to dodge, then shift right.

Gale went into a trance. Seconds needed to be counted. Blue lightning almost faded. Now.

One. Two. Three.

The knight twisted, his form breaking apart again and reforming into a single striking point.

Four. Five.

Gale rolled under another random wild overhead swing. The blade whistled past his ear, then reversed direction without warning.

Six. Seven.

"Die! Die! Die!" Elliot's screams pierced the air. His hands crackled with building energy.

Eight. Nine.

Gale pretended to lunge at Elliot, but backed off right away. Elliot turned his way and a wall of blue flames blocking his path flickered and died momentarily. He counted the seconds until Elliot could summon another defence.

One.

Another blue lightning bolt came out of Elliot's hands immediately.

Two.

The knight's sword carved through a line of thralls.

Three. Four.

The knight always struck low after an overhead swing. It was certain Elliot's lightning took exactly ten seconds to build between strikes. After the wall of flames dissipated, it left him vulnerable for five precious seconds.

Five.

Blue fire erupted again as Elliot recovered. The knight paid it no attention, charging randomly at anything moving in the vicinity. The series of actions repeated a couple more times.

Gale strictly kept counting the seconds in between Elliot's movements and the patterns of the knight's strikes, letting the pattern repeat three or four more times.

More thralls shambled forward through the rubble. Gale, finally confident in his analysis could tell that the madman still had some semblance of logic.

Elliot could only deliver the lightning every 10 seconds. The blue flames had no recovery time, but they weren't as dangerous as the lightning. On the other hand, the flame walls were Elliot's best defence after the blue flames. It dissipates after 1 second and then take five seconds to be ready again.

When the knight chooses to strike overhead, itll then swing wide with a lower slash. After which, it would strike everywhere with no pause. Then it would lunged at anywhere and anything that moved with its blade in the lower position to do an upper slash. The only problem was that the knight had no recovery time in between.

Gale mapped it all in his head as he dodged. The knight's insanity. Elliot's timing. The thralls' movements. A plan began to form, though not for him to defeat either opponent, but to ensure both monsters killed each other. It wasn't about overpowering the enemies with his strength.

It was all about using whatever he could to checkmate this world. To get out of this damned hellhole.

Gale ducked under another swing from the knight. Ten seconds between lightning strikes. Five seconds of vulnerability after the flame wall dropped. The knight's overhead slash followed by that low sweep and a lunge.

The timing had to be perfect.

Blue fire erupted from Elliot's hands. "Her Majesty demands your blood! Sacrifice yourself for the greater good!"

The knight released another flurry of strikes at Elliot, all being blocked by the blue flames.

The flames spread across the rubble-strewn battlefield, forcing Gale to retreat.

Gale thought of the illusion he had practiced. It was enough to move it a bit, but it took a lot of essence to cast and maintain. He was running low on essence. Yet as he saw the battle happening before his eyes, there was a feeling that this scene before him would never happen again.

In other words, he only had one shot at this. Everything fell into seizing that moment.

Gale, you idiot. Change your goddamned life with your own hands.

You already know. Life never waits for you to be ready. It always rains fists on you whenever and wherever you least expect it. There is no difference now.

Look at you. Your arms are weak. Legs dead weight. Essence depleted.

Life ain't gonna wait for you to make a move.

Breath of the Void started to nip at Gale’s flesh once more. The world twisted. Perception inverted. Reality bent as the void wished. Inky darkness swirled around him, but it was different than before.

The dark knight looked more like a knight in white shining armour. Inside the patches of ink, galaxies and starlight spread out.

Behind Elliot, a tortured apparition with a deranged smile. Gale remembered that smile. It was the same inhumane smile stretching too wide to be considered human.

One shot, Gale. You got this.


            

    
        Chapter 66 - BOOK 1 END

    
    
    
    
                Ink crawled onto Gale's skin, no longer seeping into him. Instead, it bloomed billions of lines of intricate shapes and patterns. Every part of his body, from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head, was written with the more complex symbols that he'd seen in the ship. Where before nothingness chilled his bones, a slight warmth spread from it into himself.

Time stretched and compressed. The knight moved. To him, it had already happened. Three strikes: a lunge, an overhead slash, and a low sweep that occurred all at the same key. It was as if the knight's own breath telegraphed itself before the actions were executed.

Gale sprang forward. Sword up, he charged ahead. The art called for no defense. Every thing must translate into an attack. The knight's sword met his with a thunderous clash. Letting his body spin from the impact, he put his feet onto the flat of the knight's blade.

"Her Majesty grows impatient!" Elliot's hands crackled. Blue sparks danced between his fingers. Lightning struck at both of them, but Gale had already pushed off from the knight's sword.

Perfect. Nine seconds until the lightning.

The knight chased. Two strikes. Both horizontal, in opposite directions, high and low. He let his body spin sideways. Sword passed through where his head had been and another passed below. Holding his own sword out, it hit the knight's visor before it could find another target. He needed to maintain all the knight's attention.

The knight's form split again in the same key. Multiple images reformed. Three strikes this time, all at the same point. He needed to dodge. Backwards, he rolled.

Seven seconds.

"Die! Die! Die!" Elliot shouted. The air grew thick with static charge.

Gale kept moving, leading the knight in a deadly dance through the rubble. Each step had to be perfect. Each dodge precisely timed.

Five seconds.

The knight's blade whistled past his ear. Gale twisted away. Thralls popping out of the rubble chased him and blocked Elliot's vision of the knight and himself. The madman's hands glowed brighter, blue fire crackled into a piercing high pitch.

Three seconds.

Another overhead slash from the knight. Gale blocked. Hands went numb as he let himself be blown away from the impact.

One second.

Lightning erupted from Elliot's hands, aimed at Gale. The blast split the air. At the last possible moment, he dove sideways, rolling behind a pile of rubble.

The knight paid the lightning no attention and chased after Gale. Blade carved away the rubble that surrounded him.

Phase two.

No hesitation left.

Gale burst from cover. Beeline sprint towards Elliot. The madman's hands were already moving with the familiar gesture of summoning a blue flame wall.

"Fool!" Elliot thrust both palms forward. Blue fire roared. Wall formed between them.

Gale skidded to a stop, pretending to be caught off guard by the flames. Behind him, the knight's sword carved through more thralls as it wildly swung in every direction.

The flames flickered and died. Five seconds of vulnerability.

Gale concentrated, channeling essence into Distort. The image around him bent as light refracted away from his body. He vanished from sight, just as Elliot's eyes swept the entire field.

Five.

The knight continued its rampage. Blade cut through anything that moved. Thralls and ghouls alike flew in halves.

Gale moved away from Elliot. The mad priest's head snapped back and forth, searching for him.

Four.

"Show yourself, coward!" Elliot's hands sparked. "Face Her Majesty's judgment!"

Gale activated Distort again, willing an illusion to come to life. Bile rose up from his throat as he kept his mouth closed. His eyes felt like they were about to pop. And then, a perfect copy of himself appeared in front of Elliot in a crude sword stance.

Three.

The knight's helmet snapped toward the illusion.

Two.

Gale's copy blocked Elliot's vision as it slowly twitched to hold its sword up. The sword even reflected the blue light from Elliot's remaining sparks.

The knight charged, form splitting and rejoining as it moved. Its blade swept toward the illusion in that familiar pattern, high slash first, then low.

One.

Elliot realized too late. His eyes widened as the knight's sword cleaved through the illusion and found Elliot's flesh. The giant blade carved through his chest, leaving trails of ink in its wake.

Blue fire sputtered in Elliot's hands. His mouth opened in a silent scream as the corruption ate at the fresh wound. The knight pulled its blade free from his flesh, swinging the blood away from its edge.

"Her... Majesty..." Elliot's words gurgled in his throat. Black veins invaded the fresh wound and the peristalsis that pulsed inwards before now flowed outwards.

The knight's form fractured again, sword already moving into its next attack pattern, a wild swing of random flurries all around. Each swing that missed Elliot by inches drove him back further.

Thralls collapsed around them as the thread of light connecting them to the madman weakened.

Blood mixed with corruption dripped from Elliot's wound. He tried crawling backwards, weak and sluggish as his nails bent off the remaining skin of his hands. The knight continued its assault, swinging its sword everywhere at the air.

Gale circled the crawling Elliot, turning off Distort. It wasn't over yet. It was just a mortal wound. One thing about game was that you don't stop till it's really dead. Although slow, some thralls were still active even as the thread that connected them to Elliot blinked on and off.

Elliot rolled onto his back, hands pressed to his chest. Miasma leaked between his fingers. His gaze directed to both the knight and Gale.

Sparks ignited around Elliot's hands. It was obvious he was no longer able to call upon the blue flames and lightning.

"Her Majesty will... will..." Elliot whispered.

Gale pounced forward the moment Elliot was far enough from the wildly swinging knight. In one breath, Gale had reached Elliot. Blade perfectly silent carved through the air, seperating Elliot's head from his shoulders.

The thralls dropped like puppets with cut strings. Their bodies hit the ground with dull thuds.

[Mission Complete.]

[Elliot the Defiled Felled…]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Unstable Rift Opened.]

The silence lasted only a heartbeat. Metal screamed against metal. The knight's blade crashed into Gale's sword, launching him backwards.

The notifications scrolled past his vision, something about an unstable rift. However, the knight gave him no time to read it. The giant sword cut through the air where Gale's neck had been a split second before.

The knight's form fractured once again, attacking him from four different angles. Each strike came faster than the last, leaving trails of ink in its wake.

Gale met the strikes head on, allowing the momentum from the giant sword to tell him how to move and weave.

One slow inwards breath. More lines of ink overlapped the previous over his body, now fully covering his flesh underneath. Stars and galaxies swirled beneath the symbols as he surrendered more control to the Void's breath. The world twisted further, vision inverting in a higher contrast of whites and blacks.

On the edge of his blade, Phase Touch flickered with a frequency that seemed to not exist. The knight's sword met his. Black sparks flew that ate at the white canvas.

Gale let the blade spin from its hilt, allowing that momentum to aim for the head. The knight had already moved its visor away from the sword's path before it stabbed through.

Light bent around Gale as he activated Distort. Multiple reflections of himself appeared around them. The knight's helmet snapped from one to another, tracking the real blade amongst the illusions.

Sweat ran down Gale's back as the fight dragged on. His essence drained with each passing second. Each strike that came from the knight became heavier and heavier.

[Essence: 5/100]

The knight's sword found its mark on the correct image. Gale countered by slipping through, striking at a joint.

And in that round, he saw it. A hairline crack in the armour near the knight's left side. It was the spot where Elliot's lightning struck true while he took the knight's attention.

There was one more card left up his sleeve. No way was he going to outsmart a literal force of nature. It was now or never.

He slipped his free hand into his left pocket and willed the screen of the storage box to appear. He quickly selected the vial to materialize in front of him. Closing the interface, he caught the vial mid air.

Gale raised his sword, meeting the knight's descending blade. He shattered off the lid in a hurry, putting the top of the vial into his mouth, sharp edges making his lips bleed.

[Consumed Compressed Origin Dust.]

[Essence: 100/100]

[All Output Increased.]

[All Skills temporarily increased by 1 Level.]

[Duration remaining: 299]

Time dilated. The edge of the knight's sword inched closer. The Compressed Dust burned Gale's throat as he swallowed. Heat spread through his pathways like liquid lightning.

The knight came down with enough force to disintegrate stone. Even though his output increased, Gale's muscles tore as he blocked the downward strike.

Essence surged through his body. Skin singed where the lines of symbols bloomed. Stars blazed beneath the nothingness that covered his being.

The knight's next strike split the air as a shockwave. Gale moved faster than ever before, appearing elsewhere in a blink of an eye.

Multiple swords materialized around him, each a perfect reflection of the Weber blade he held.

The knight's head snapped at each of the blades pointed towards it. The illusions were no longer just mere reflections. They were real.

Each of Gale's blades took on the touch of Phase, becoming sharp enough to distort reality. He altered the length of each blade to his will, variations unpredictable, and went in to the knight's space.

He struck at the hip joint. With it, reflections of the blade using his own stance struck at different joints of the shoulders, legs, and arms. The style became unpredictable and ever changing.

The knight didn't budge an inch. A strike was met with another strike, living the philosophy of offense.

Another stab through the visor. Blocked by the flat of the giant sword. Multiple swords stabbed at the open joints.

Yet none of this was enough.

The knight matched him blow for blow, its own blade leaving trails of starlight. Each clash sent shockwaves, blowing away the rubble in the castle.

The Compressed Dust burned in Gale's pathways. Time ticked away with each strike, each dodge.

Through this enhanced state, he saw a familiar unstable rift atop the demolished castle. It was not only the compressed dust's time that ticked away. The escape rift could disappear at any time.

Gale's eyes fixed on the crack in the knight's armour. One chance. One perfect strike.

The knight's blade swept toward him at ludicrous speed.

The world twisted. Stars burned brighter beneath the nothingness that bloomed into his skin. His sword met the knight's blade head-on. The impact almost sent his own sword flying.

The knight pressed forward, its form splitting again, similar to the reflections he used.

Gale danced through the barrage of strikes. Power coursed through his head, perceiving the limits and beyond. Void's breath showed him paths where there should be none, telling him intuitively which muscle to activate, how to breathe, and where to strike.

The knight's sword descended again, cutting through multiple reflections at once. Gale's real blade slipped past its guard, aiming for that hairline crack in the armour.

The blade slipped into the crack, metal screeched against metal. At the same time, blood sprayed, painting dirt and stone red as the knight's sword carved a deep line across his right thigh.

The knight staggered back, its form solidifying. The fractured images collapsed into a single shape.

"Young Lamb. Hurry, kill me." The words rasped from the helmet, followed by a scream that shook the castle walls.

Gale pushed forward through the pain, sword finding exposed weakness. The knight's blade snapped up, deflecting the strike. Metal rang against metal as the knight pressed its advantage, driving Gale back across the rubble-strewn floor.

Blood ran down Gale's leg, each step sending warmth down. Death from blood loss now in the table of ticking time.

The knight's attacks came relentlessly, but something had changed in the knight. The knight had slowed. No longer did it have its vigour and explosive speed. Its movements were now easily trackable by his eyes alone.

He couldn't risk stabbing at the crack again. He needed something stronger. Something that could pierce through the armour in one go.

Then it hit him. Two powers working as one. What if… Maybe…

Gale channelled Phase Touch onto his blade's edge, feeling the essence build up into the sword. The sharpness of the sword emitted a high frequency, something he didn't hear without the doping.

Then he added another layer. The reflection skill cast on top of his blade.

Leaping up into the air, he swung downwards, and a reflection split off from the sword, launching a single massive blade towards the knight. The blade itself enveloped Phase Touch, cutting through the air and hurling it even faster towards the target.

[Warning Max Load Breached.]

[Warning Current Load Usage: 150]

Pain exploded behind Gale's eyes. The world spun, and he no longer knew where up and down were. His skull felt like it might split open, but he forced himself to maintain the connection.

The reflected blades shot forward like arrows, trailing starlight and void. The knight moved its sword to block. However, Phase Touch let the reflections cleanly slice through the knight's chest silently. Only the sound of the crash behind the knight could be heard.

[Fallen Dainv felled.]

[The man who was once a star in the Academy, called to action against the blight of the other world. Corrupted and weakened by the Blue Moon, now he lies in slumber forever in the Eclipsed. Although fallen, he led his squad valiantly against the tide. May his forever sleep be peaceful in Aurumn's embrace.]

[Extracting Origin from Kin...]

[Core Density Increased: 11/12]

[Mind Core part built. Logical support system online.]

What the hell… he wanted to ask more. Tell him more. What he should do, but there was no time. The unstable rift wavered at the castle's peak.

He forced his injured leg to move, climbing the crumbling walls. The wound dripped with warm blood with every motion, but years of practice climbing trees made him feel like this was just a walk in the park. That was the only easy thing that came out of this whole goddamn thing.

The moon's massive eye blinked open above him.

[Warning: Extreme Danger.]

A lance of blue light speared down from the sky. Gale threw himself sideways, feeling the heat as it passed. The beam burned through stone, leaving molten rock in its wake.

The Compressed Origin Dust's effects vanished between one heartbeat and the next. Gale's stomach lurched, vomit wanting to come up from his stomach. The world tilted even more as the side effects of the doping kicked in.

Time felt like it was stretching on, similar to not wanting to do exercise. Each movement seemed to take hours as more blue lances rained down. He wove through them while climbing sideways to avoid each lance. Sweat ran into his eyes, making them sting. The headache pounded like a drum behind his temples, the back of his head, and both front eyes.

Stone crumbled under his fingers. The torn leg almost gave out. But the rift waited above, growing fainter by the second. Another lance of light split the air beside him, close enough to singe his clothes.

With one final vault, Gale reached the top. The small triangular rift flickered before him. Reality crackled around its edge.

He threw himself into it. Looking back, he saw the blue moon blink. Both middle fingers went up, directly back at it.

Before the lance could hit him, the world twisted. Colours inverted. Reality bent as he was sucked into the rift.

Gale snapped back into focus. He lay down on what felt like concrete. The smell of exhaust and rain filled his nose.

Something was off. This was the same street he grew up in. The park he would go to in order to escape the nagging and dive into the books he stole from the orphanage's library.

He looked up just in case he was still in a different world. The stars would tell him.

A familiar view of the night sky fell into his gaze. Unclouded, but the light pollution made it hard to tell where the stars were. Though it was clear. The stars and constellations matched what he had seen every night since he could remember. And every night thereafter would be mom telling him of the stories while pointing to different stars. Dad would teach him a different star map, mostly to tell him to memorize it.

Gale dropped to the sidewalk, keeping his head straight up at the starlight, drinking in the view. Rain dripped from the sky. The familiar scent of exhaust from cars in the distance gave him a sense of nostalgia.

Adrenaline in his veins slowly wore off. The nightmare was all over. His consciousness became hazy, blood loss setting in.

A man in a worn out suit stepped into view, blocking the stars before him. Smoke curled from the cigarette between his lips.

Sirens wailed in the background, closing in on his location. Red and blue lights strobed across the damp pavement. Dark figures crowded around him, all trying to get their hands on him.

The suddenness of everything reminded him of the hordes of thralls. But his body had nothing left to give. Darkness crept in from the edges of his vision.

His consciousness waned and all he thought of was needing to stay alive, to survive. Get stronger, and this time, not alone.

"Relax kid, we're here to help."

His muscles relaxed as those words came out of the man. If he's here to help, then let the man take him. He's got nothing else to give anyways. Maybe he'd even see Rachel's face the next time he woke up. Who knows...

They lifted Gale's body onto the stretcher, and loaded him in the ambulance. Before the world faded to black, there was one last thought that rang in his head. 

Fuck solitude. 


            

    
        SIDE STORY 0 (Formerly Chapter 4)

    
    
    
    
                The beast's head swung from Gale's grip as he silently stepped through the leaves of the forest. The book was in his other hand, tucked close to his body. His stomach growled, and the beast head didn't look all the more tasty.

The sound of the creek got louder as he got closer. The air felt more and more moist with each step toward it. After passing the last tree, the familiar creek came into view.

He dropped the head and book beside the creek and kneeled at the stream's edge. Gale cupped his hands and brought the cool water to his lips. The first sip refreshed him as if he hadn't drank for days. The adrenaline by now had completely disappeared.

Gale saw himself in the creek water. Blood and gore from what happened splattered all over him. He had vanquished the beast that threatened the inner peace he had. Punching back at life felt exhilarating.

He wanted to wash up as he saw his vague reflection in the darkness. But, his current clothes were his only clothes. He needed to rest. If he could kill more of those beasts, the leather on them could be made into some usable armour and clothes. For now, he needed to rest.

With his thirst gone, he felt surprisingly better. He glanced back at the area and back at the alcove. It was no longer safe. On threat assessment, if that thing came up to him while he was sleeping and got too close, he would die in his sleep. He needed to get up high.

Gale looked up high. It was hard to see through the darkness, yet he could make out the outlines of the branches up above. The branches were thick enough to hold him. Only problem was bringing the head and the book up from the lower forest floor onto a branch.

Can't leave you down here, and I'm not about to lose my only meal ticket.

First, fire.

Gale started gathering stuff for a fire. He only picked the driest leaves and sticks.

A branch pricked his finger, causing a tiny amount of blood to pool. It hurt. His hands and fingers had gotten soft from the years of inaction at the orphanage. When he lived with mom and dad, his training would make sure that his hands had thick enough skin to not get a small prick like this.

Gale continued, pulling the bark off a tree for tinder. Although his skin became soft, the skill was etched onto his bones already. He would never forget how to do anything.

The rough bark felt familiar. It made him think of all those days and nights alone in the forest when dad trained him. While collecting materials, he remembered how to build a fire.

"Start with the piece of log, use friction to create heat, then put the tinder in. The more, the better," He whispered to himself.

Before starting, he stopped to listen to the forest. Leaves rustled and growls came from somewhere far away. Anything could attack him. He had to move fast to make food so he could quickly climb the tree for safety. He picked a spot near the creek to set up.

He put the materials in a pile and dug a fire pit with his bare hands. He cleared out small debris, made a small hole, and put stones in a circle to keep the flames in one place. He arranged the firewood like a teepee and made a fire starter with a piece of log that would light the tinder. A bit of pride swelled in him. He was finally putting everything he learned into action. Even with whatever brought him here, he was ready for this tough life.

He started making the fire. Moving a stick back and forth against a log. He remembered getting blisters as a kid when dad made him build a fire every day. Making fire was basically in his bones now. It was muscle memory.

Sweat formed on his forehead. His arms started getting tired. Then finally, a bit of smoke came from the log. He quickly grabbed the tinder and put it on the hot spot where the smoke came from. The heat caught the tinder, using it as fuel to grow. He hurriedly put it under the firewood pile and soon the fire grew big enough to use.

He added wood carefully, making sure it would last as long as possible. As it grew, warmth spread through him, a feeling he hadn't had in a long time.

With the fire going, Gale now looked at the beast's head, getting ready for what he had to do. Surviving meant doing whatever it took.

As he was about to prep the head, he heard a howl from far away. Gale's head snapped toward the sound. It was closer this time. For the first time, he felt the essence flow through him, giving him strength where he needed it. He felt like he could've jumped half way up to the branch above, about 3 or 4 stories high. It was a weird feeling to get used to.

He kept working, faster now while keeping his ears open to everything around him.

His stomach made noises as he looked at the head. It wasn't ideal, but it was all he could eat right now. He'd heard that some cultures on Earth ate animal heads, so it couldn't be that bad. Traveling was a dream he never got to do. His parents never thought about going anywhere. Every day was just about practicing his skills more and more.

Looking into the beast's eye felt weird, but his mouth was watering. He wondered what it would taste like, and if it would be good like they said in those travel videos he watched online.

"It's you or me, pal. I'm the one who killed you. I'm the one that gets to eat you. It's natural selection," he said quietly.

He made a basic spit over the fire. He balanced it with two Y-shaped branches he picked out carefully. It had to be big enough to hold up the head.

He stuck the stick into the head's mouth and out through its neck. Then he set it on the branches. The head started to sizzle as fat dripped into the flames.

Right about now, the orphanage's slop would've been pretty good. Boring, but better than whatever this beast head rottisierre was. An utmost delicacy of the forest.

Rolling his eyes, he turned the spit again. The leathery skin started dripping with fat and from the shine alone, it started to crisp up.

The smell hit him. Gamey, but tempting. His nose opened wide as he breathed it in. There was no seasoning, nothing like the smells that came from the orphanage's kitchen.

Mom taught him that meat smells different depending on how well it's cooked. When the smell changed, he knew it was ready.

Gale stood up, looking around the plants. He spotted one that had a leaf big enough to hold the head. Usually bigger leaves don't signify poison. It was a safe pick. He headed back to his pit after picking off a couple of large leaves.

He took the head off the fire and put it on a big leaf. He wasn't sure where to start eating. The beast's body was different from Earth animals. Plus, he'd never eaten a head before. It was now or never.

He grabbed part of the cheeks and pulled. The meat came off easily. It was hot, probably enough to burn his fingers. But when he pulled back, he didn't feel burned. His body had definitely changed, tougher than he was before.

Gale picked up the piece again, blew on it and bit. It wasn't good. Not at all. It was tough and gamey with a bitter taste that made him want to throw up. Dad always said food is food, just swallow it. With that in mind, he swallowed it. As long as it kept him alive, taste didn't matter. Good food was just a luxury he couldn't have now.

He chewed slowly, trying not to gag. Every time he swallowed a piece of meat, warmth spread through him. Energy flowed into his body, washing away how tired he was from the life-or-death situation he'd just been in.

He attacked the head more, tearing into it. The gagging stopped and he somehow got used to the taste. Not so bad after all. A few bites to get used to, but it wasn't anything life threatening.

Waste nothing. In survival, every scrap counts. That's what dad said. Now he was putting into full practice in a place he never imagined he would, an alien world full of alien beasts the size of garbage trucks. Yup, that's it.

He broke the head open, showing the mushy brain inside. Lots of cultures ate brain, he told himself over and over. It was nothing. If they could eat it, he could too. But they had seasoning. This had none. Gale cursed to himself.

"Waste nothing," he said. He scooped up part of the brain. The gag reflex came back. He almost spit out the gray stuff on the first bite, but he forced himself not to. The brain had lots of nutrients, another lesson from his dad. Every mouthful was a struggle to keep down.

Gale threw dirt on the fire after finishing the rest of what he could. The left as soon as the fire disappeared, leaving him almost shivering. Fire would just attract more attention during sleep. 

He looked up at the tree beside him. Its branches were huge. Each one stretched out far and wide that it seemed to blend with the other branches of trees. 

Bppl om jamb. He grabbed the tree bark and climbed until he found the first branch that could comfortably support his weight, and this one was wider than his room back in the orphanage. 

Ripping vines off and gathering leaves, he formed a makeshift bed, and laid on the solid branch. He looked at the stars above. All the star positions were nothing like that of Earth’s and not even the fictional star map that dad made him memorize. 

He half-expected to hear laughter, to see cameras come out from the shadows. Then the director would say "cut," and the prank would be over. But the forest stayed quiet except for Just for a minute. I'll close my eyes for just a minute…



[Warning: Hostile Entity Detected nearby.]

Gale woke up suddenly from the notification. How long had he slept? He quickly looked at the status screen.

[Essence: 18/100]

At the rate of 1 essence per hour, he'd been asleep for 18 hours. The scenery hadn't changed. It was still dark and the light from the second moon still covered everything. But it was darker as clouds blocked the permanently eclipsed sun.

A twig broke somewhere below.

He froze, barely breathing. He listened hard for any sound from below. For a moment, there was only quiet. He couldn't feel the monster, meaning it was still too far to be picked up by Breath of the Void.

Then he heard it. A low growl that sent chills through him.

Something was down there. Hunting.

Gale lay flat against the branch, trying to make himself as small as possible. He cursed quietly, wishing he'd climbed higher.

The growl came again, closer this time. He heard leaves moving and claws scratching against bark.

It was climbing. At least trying to. The beast kept falling as it reached a height where its legs couldn't support it from the ground.

For now, he was safe, but fear almost took over. Remember, dad's lesson, Gale. Stay calm. Check the situation. Find a way out.

He looked up, searching for an escape, a higher branch. But in the dark with something chasing him, he wasn't sure he could climb easily. One mistake could end everything.

The creature was getting closer. He could hear its breathing and smell its dirty leather scent.

He had to decide. Stay and hope it didn't find him, or risk everything by climbing up.

His muscles got ready to move. But before he could do anything, a sharp screech cut through the air above. Another screech answered, then another, and many more. The forest filled with metal-like screeching calls.

The beast below stopped. He heard it stop scratching its claws on the bark. Then the sounds started again. This time it was moving down. It was running away. Whatever made those screeches scared it off.

The screeches grew louder, coming from all directions at once. Gale covered his ears. It was too loud. The noise was unlike anything on Earth. It sounded like metal scraping with a mix of a high pitch tone and a cricket.

Gale saw movement through gaps in the leaves, but couldn't tell what it was. They had wings and their feathers weirdly reflected light. Thousands of them.

One flew low enough that he felt wind from its wings. He saw sharp talons and giant wings that seemed unreal.

He was exposed on the branch. Any of these flying things could land and eat him. But he couldn't climb down with the beast still there.

He was trapped.

The creatures circled around and the noise got louder. Something suddenly landed at the end of his branch. Gale's eyes opened wide to see the creature fully.

It was a nightmare unlike anything he'd seen. Its body had shiny, reflective scales. Wings folded at its sides, each feather looking sharp as a knife. But its face froze him in place.

Its head was shaped like a human's, but with no eyes. Just smooth skin where eyes should be. Somehow, Gale knew it was looking right at him.

The creature's mouth opened, tearing the smooth skin to show needle-like teeth. It let out a shriek that chilled Gale to the bone.

Time seemed to slow. He saw its muscles tighten, ready to attack. He knew he should move, but something kept him still.

The creature shrieked again, jumping forward with talons out. Suddenly, a bright blue light filled Gale's vision, taking off the bird monster's top half. He felt heat on his face.

The creature didn't even have time to cry out as its upper body disappeared. Its flesh singed where the light hit it.

From the corner of his eye, Gale saw the blue moon blink. His skin prickled all over. The moon had looked irritated before closing its eye again. Like it was a spoiled kid breaking an alarm clock for waking it up.

The winged creature's lower body fell to the ground. All the noise stopped. Nothing could be heard, not even wings flapping. 
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                The forest became deadly silent apart from the distant flapping wings. Gale clung to the branch, shaking at what the hell he even just saw. The moon, the blue moon, it blinked and glanced at him. How was that even possible that something that big can exist as one big eye looking thing that didn't even seem biologically correct or anything if at all.

There was no way. No way.

Even if he was saved from the winged thing that flew by, there had to be something even more terrifying than it. A moon looking around and just killing what it looks at.

It's fine, Gale. Just keep moving. Don't make any sound. Don't do anything that'll attract the attention from above or the other monsters that lurk around. Just keep quiet, keep your head down in this dark forest.

Slowly climbing down the tree, not making a sound, today's goal was foraging. At least it seemed easier at first. Breath of the Void allowed him to check his surroundings without needing to look around physically. Danger would be detected just before they got to him. Foragers in the ancient times relied on peripheral vision. He didn't need to do that.

As he reached the bottom of the tree, the bottom half of the winged thing was gone. Something had probably already taken it. Maybe the beast that tried to climb up earlier.

Gale walked around his base tree. Found bulbous fruits hanging from the vine. It had veins, pulsing with a rhythm of a heartbeat. When he pressed his finger against the vein, the beating sped up.

He came closer, taking a sniff at the fruit. Sweet and salty. Temping, but he's never eaten a fleshy looking fruit before. None of what mom said would work in this world on how to identify whether fruits are going to kill you or not.

That settles it. Foraging was out of the figure if he couldn't identify which one was edible. Beast meat is the only thing he can eat.

Dad's grumpy voice echoed in his head. When in doubt, make a whole lot of traps. That's probably what he said anyways.

Gale gathered a bunch of branches, looking for the sturdiest looking ones. He tested them against his knee, bending them and testing their rigidity. The bigger, the better. He searched for sharp stones near the creek, pocketing the sharp pointy ones.

One stick and a flat stone would make a shovel. The shovel can dig up pitfalls. The rest of the sticks and stones would be set as stakes.

A mighty perfect plan. The pitfalls would be named: pitfalls of the doomed ones. The beasts were the doomed ones that were to fall into his stomach later.

Sweat beaded on his brow as he dug the pit. The earth was damp, making the digging even dirtier than it should be as the damp earth clung to his sides. Four pits took shape, each one far enough from the others and deep enough to engulf a full beast. The size of the traps needed to adapt to the size of the beasts.

Next was working on the stakes. Using a sharp piece of rock, he carved the end of the branches he found. The wood was tough, tougher than even most of the wood he worked with back home. Each shaving off of the wood made the stone sharp while the stone he used dug in to his skin. Painful, but no way was he going to let them eat him.

He arranged them in the pits, angling them upwards. Camouflage came next. He gathered nearby leaves on the ground and some twigs from low hanging branches. Gale stood back, surveying his handiwork. Numerous pitfall of the doomed ones waited for unsuspecting doomed ones.

A smile formed on his face. It faded as quickly as it set in. There was no guarantee these would work. No certainty that anything here followed Earth's rules.

He carved up one last spear, longer and sturdier than the others. He hefted it, feeling its weight. It wasn't much, but it beat swinging a book at monsters.

Wait. He hasn't tested the skill 'Alter' yet. He nearly forgot about it from having to just focus on surviving. First things first, check the essence.

[Essence: 21/100]

He willed the skill to activate, but nothing happened. Did the essence drop after he activated it?

[Essence: 16/100]

Yes it did. It dropped by 5 points. However, there was no effect, or at least there didn't seem to be one. The clue on the skill said it distorts reality. It didn't help that there was another skill called Distort as well. However, it could mean "transform" or "change." Then it should at least change something… such as size.

The spear immediately shortened in size the moment the thought hit him. As the spear dropped and touched the ground, it returned to its original length. If it could lengthen in size, then can the energy of releasing it be used on something?

Gale picked up the spear and placed himself near a tree. He willed the spear to shorten in his hands. Its weight remained the same. He pointed the shortened spear at the tree. He released the skill, and the spear returned to its original length in an instant with it still in his hands. When the spear hit the tree, it launched him backwards from the recoil.

Picking himself back up, he looked at the spear, broken in half. There was a fist-sized hole in the tree where the spear had hit.

Lips formed into a grin. It was the only usable skill out of the 3. Now he had a way to defend himself. He just had to wait for his essence to regenerate as normal. Grabbing another sturdy stick, he carved up another spear, this time slightly longer which hopefully would translate to more lethality.

A rustle in the underbrush made him snap his spear at where the sound came from. He strained his ears, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise. It was getting closer.

Leaves parted. A forest beast emerged. Its eyes glared at him. From its size, it was the one that had tried to climb the tree earlier.

"Still hungry after you ate that bird, huh?" Gale said. Unfortunately, the creature didn't understand human language. He turned and sprinted towards his first trap.

The beast lunged, jaws snapping at air. Gale dove forward, rolling past the camouflaged pit. A satisfying crunch followed, followed by an ear-splitting roar.

He spun around. The beast thrashed, three crude spears jutting from its leathery hide. Black gooey blood dripped from its wounds, but the trap had only enraged it further. Gale scrambled to his feet, already running to where the next trap lay.

The forest beast tore free, splintering wood. It charged, leaving a trail of blood and broken stakes. Gale ran, Breath of the Void guiding him through the undergrowth.

He heard the laboured breath of the creature, the shaking of the earth on each thunderous step. One of the stakes must've punctured its lungs.

His second trap lay just ahead. Gale pushed himself harder, muscles burning. He leaped over the hidden pit, tucking into a roll. The beast ploughed straight in.

More stakes found their mark. The roar that followed shook leaves from the towering trees.

Gale smiled, catching his breath. It was working. This time, he was the one setting the pace, not these fugly monsters. It was him that controlled his life.

The forest beast struggled to its feet, now resembling a porcupine. Its movements became sluggish, each step accompanied by a pained grunt. It growled louder.

Gale gripped his makeshift spear. The creature was wounded, slowed. Now was his chance to end this.

He stood his ground, spear raised. The beast charged, building what speed it could. Gale focused, channelling essence into the "Alter" skill. The spear shortened in his grasp.

The beast came closer. The stench of its breath pushed at him.

Now.

Gale released the skill. The spear snapped back to its full length, rocketing the tip forward. It struck true, punching through the creature's skull.

The forest beast's momentum carried it forward, lifeless body crashing onto Gale's body. He fell backwards, panting heavily. Its black gooey blood dripped onto his clothes.

"I... I did it," Gale whispered. He'd faced a monster and emerged victorious. A hysterical laugh bubbled up from his chest.

A familiar ding interrupted his moment of triumph. The system popped up again:

[Awakened Elder Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale watched as grains of light rose from the creature's corpse. They orbited around him, then seeped into his chest.

Warmth spread through his body originating from his chest where the grains entered. Flexing his hands, he felt stronger and the soreness from the first kill eased up. His essence also replenished by 5, enough for one skill. 

[The body becomes more resilient when the Core Density increases.]

Again, the system didn't give him anything to work with, though that was expected by now.

Now he had proof. The origin or system or origin system, whatever it was, it made him stronger. It was a good thing. Don’t need to think too much about whether it had malicious intent or not.

For now, step 2 was more concerning. Food.

He pushed and rolled away the beast's body on top of him. Dusted off his clothes and wiped away some of the blood as if it did anything.

Looking around and taking two rocks from the forest floor that was bigger than his hands, he bashed two of them together. One broke off cleanly in half, giving him the edge he was looking for.

Butchering a beast would be tough. It was full of tough muscle, lean. He set to work, using the sharp stone to butcher it. He started slicing off the front legs first. He worked around the base of the joint. He deboned them methodically, slicing against the bone as the stone glided on the hard surface.

Surprised, it was easier than it should have been. It didn't even seem to be as heavy as he thought. The newfound strength from this Dainv OS helped out a lot more than it did.

Continuing on, he went onto the rear legs and then on the middle part of the carcass of the ribs. All of the meat was carefully set down on large leaves to prevent them from touching the dirt. After setting the head down on the large leaf, he was finally finished.

"Thanks, Mom," he murmured, blinking back tears. "Those boring afternoons paid off after all."

A distant rustle above snapped him out of his thoughts. Something was circling high above, barely visible through the dense canopy. Gale sped up his pace.

Taking multiple large leaves from the brushes, he wrapped and gathered the meat into sections. He tied all of them in a rope made of vines, then hoisted them onto his shoulders.

He rushed back to base. The shelter he made needed more defense. The current branch wasn't enough. It was out in the open to the sky monsters above.

A massive fallen tree caught his eye as he was going back to the branch. Its roots formed a natural barricade, and the trunk itself was hollowed out by age. It wasn't perfect, but it would do for now.

Gale pushed his bounty into the trunk of the tree. He'd claimed one victory, but he knew better than to let his guard down.

His muscles tensed as he hid in the hollow of the tree. Covering his mouth with one hand, he slowed his breathing down.

The winged thing circled overhead. Its feathers scraped against itself like metal on metal and somehow still sounded like the blades of a helicopter.

He stayed in that log for what seemed like hours that stretched into eternity as he waited for whatever that thing was to give up.

Only when the cloud seemed to part and make way for the light of the blue moon, the thing's flaps faded into the distance. Gale took a long deep breath, allowing himself to relax for a minute. He turned his attention to the packaged meat beside him.

Mom did say Preservation is key. Never know when the next meal will come.

A smoker. That's what he needed. Gale's eyes scanned the surrounding forest. He needed wood, branches with leaves still attached, and a way to contain the smoke.

Cautiously, he emerged from his shelter. Every snapped twig and rustling leaf set him on the edge, but Gale pressed on. He gathered dry branches and leafy boughs, piling them near his makeshift camp.

The forest beasts he killed were all loners, that much was clear. The first one he encountered also fought with its own kind. Territorial animals are usually solitary and wouldn't hesitate to kill one another. Or it could just be a coincidence as the animals in this world didn't seem to follow the rules of the jungle or biology.

He shook his head. No point in thinking about it now when nothing can be done about it. Focus on the task at hand. One problem at a time.

Gale began the construction of his smoker. He dug a pit for the fire, then built a frame around it using the branches he found around his camp. Leafy boughs formed the walls, creating a chamber to trap the smoke.

Inside, he framed racks from smaller branches, weaving them together to create platforms for the meat. It wasn't as good as mom made them, but good enough, I guess.

He stepped back, wiping sweat. A smile formed on his lips.

"Not bad for an orphan, eh, Mom?" Well, at least he was one after they had left him.

The pride was short-lived as reality crashed back in. He still had to cut up the meat into thin slices and get it smoking before scavengers caught the scent.

He opened the first packaged leaf. The ribs could go in directly, but the legs were too big. These ones needed to be cut into slices.

He set out to get to work. Slicing the meat off the bones was far easier. It was cruder and didn't need too much precision. Slicing the meat into slices was much harder. Each time he sliced, the stone would slip and cut elsewhere or the leaf under. But he persevered. His life literally depended on it.

Finally, with aching hands and arms splattered with blood, Gale finished preparing the meat. He carefully hung the strips inside his crude smoker, then set about gathering tinder for the fire.

When the smoke started to rise from the pit, Gale allowed hims to relax his thighs and calves. The smell wafted through the air, and the pungent smell of the beast meat covered the vicinity.

He'd done it. Mission success. Food secured for the next few days.

He settled back against the fallen tree, makeshift spear just beside him. His eyes turned to the forest, searching for the slightest signs of movement.

Time crawled by. The rustle of the leaves broke the silence every now and then. A branch snapped far away to his left, making his head snap at it and pointing his spear at the direction.

"Come at me, you goddamn beasts," he whispered.

Hours passed, the smoke from his smoker curled up above the canopy. If another one came at him, he'd be ready. As long as it wasn't as big as the first beast he encountered, he could probably take it on.

The rust of leaves at his right, this time near, caused Gale to spin that direction. He tightened his spear as much as possible, coiling all joints of his body.

A smaller forest beast stepped through the brush. Its nostrils flared, probably smelling the smoke. Its eyes locked on to him, and a low growl vibrated from its throat.

"Alright, fugly," he said. "Become my food!"
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                The forest beast's eyes locked onto Gale. Saliva drooled from the corners of its mouth.

No time to wait. He bolted and ran straight to one of his traps. The beast chased him. He could hear the stomps on the ground, slightly shaking the branches near him.

The first trap was close. Only needing to jump over a low brush to get into position.

Suddenly, he heard a blanket of leaves and branches collapse behind him. The trap worked. The beast had stumbled into the pitfall, and it groaned in pain.

The beast climbed back up. Two spears had stuck themselves into both flanks of the beast and black goo dripping from the spears. The hope Gale felt didn't last long as the beast sprinted at him again.

Gale turned around and went to the next trap he had planned. He could sense the details of the beast even as he ran away from it using Breath of the Void. Its teeth stuck out, blackened and browned. Its groans and growls let out a decaying scent. Its leather glistened under the blue moonlight's rays that passed through the canopy. In other words, it was fugly.

He jumped over the pit that was now in position, but the beast was smarter. It too jumped over the pit, missing the trap completely. Then it hit him, the skill Distort. It could refract or bend light. It could be used as a visual illusion.

Gale stopped, then turned to face the beast. He focused in front of him, using Distort on the space ahead. Not the best time to test things, but he had no choice.

"Come on, one of us is going to eat the other," Gale muttered.

The forest beast jumped, mouth wide open to swallow him—missed. It landed slightly to the side. The refraction of light made him look a few steps away from his actual position.

He took his chance and stabbed his crude spear into the beast's head. The spear shot forward faster than he expected. But its skull was harder than expected, and the angle wasn't perfectly perpendicular. The spear scraped off, leaving a cut across its face. Blood dripped down, but the strike only made the beast angrier.

Before he could move, a massive paw slammed into his chest. He flew back into a tree, losing his breath. Then the beast was on top of him.

Oh shit no. He was about to die. He kicked at the beast's belly, but it felt like kicking a wall. His fingers searched for anything to use as a weapon. He found the rock he used for sharpening wood.

He yelled and stabbed upward. The leather skin was too tough. The rock only left a small scratch.

Time slowed. The beast's jaws moved toward his face, its breath stinking of old dead meat.

An idea hit him. Phase Touch. His most useless skill so far. It let objects pass through other objects. Crazy idea, but better than nothing.

Gale focused on the rock and activated Phase Touch. His arm and the stone became see-through. He swung his arm straight into the beast's chest, then released the skill when the rock was inside the heart.

Nothing happened for a moment. Then the forest beast twitched, then went into spasms. It backed away, shaking. Gale crawled backward, watching.

The beast fell to the ground, twitching randomly. It wheezed one last time, then it completely stopped breathing.

Gale approached carefully. Everything had happened so fast. He wasn't sure what worked. He crouched over the beast to check.

He took out another stone, sharp but not as sharp as the one inside the beast. He cut into its belly. Each cut was a fight against the tough leather. After breaking through, cutting the meat and going through the organs became easier.

There it was. Right where he released it. The rock was stuck in the heart. He cut the heart out and looked closer. The heart had merged with the stone.

Gale stared at it. His abilities were weird, but this was something else. He could put objects inside living things. That would only work if an enemy let him get close enough and patiently waited for him to do so. Though, against these beasts, it was a great tool.

He stood up and wiped the blood on his worn pants. Time to head back to his shelter. Staying here made him an easy target.

A faint glow from the beast's body stopped him. It was the same light from his first kill. Pale dust floated toward him.

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Warmth washed away his tiredness. His muscles felt stronger, more flexible. Each kill changed him. He checked his system.

…

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 0.75/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 5

Efficiency: 1

Essence: 0/100

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.1][Alter Lv.1][Distort Lv.1]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.1]

Missions:

[Exit the Rift]

…

His core density had increased. The system always called the beasts "prey." He wasn't a predator. In the orphanage, he was strong, but he wouldn't call any of those children prey. He was also much smaller than these beasts. Yet the system considered all of these as prey.

It was obvious what it wanted. The system wanted him to become a predator. To treat these living things as only sustenance for his growth. Dad always said that humans were the apex predator on Earth. Even a polar bear would cower under humans given the proper tools.

"What the hell are you?" he whispered, staring at the screen.

Gale felt relieved when the system didn't answer. He wouldn't know what to say if it could talk. No manual came with the system, just like everything else in life. He'd already gotten used to it by now.

One thing he knew, though, he had to use it. As long as it was with him, he'd exploit it as much as possible.

Gale grabbed the beast with one hand, then he walked back to the camp, dragging along the carcass. Each step made his muscles ache. Still, a smile formed on his lips.

Another win. Another power-up.

Each kill would give him multiple days of survival just from the food alone. The more important thing was that each kill gave him slightly more strength. This world took the meaning of natural selection and bumped it up to 11.

The goal was clear. Kill as many of these. Level up. Repeat until he became the apex predator of this goddamned eclipsed forest.

Gale entered his home camp. The smell of smoked meat wafting through the air greeted him. He wasn't sure whether that was a good thing or not, but he hadn't encountered any beasts so far.

Gale dropped the beast beside the campfire. He wiped his sweat from his forehead, smearing dirt across it.

"Time to work," he said, looking at the corpse.

He started cutting up the beast, remembering what his dad taught him about butchering animals. The beast walked on four legs. It was similar to animals his dad had shown him. That was the only thing fortunate in this situation. If he managed to kill one of those winged, faceless bird monstrosities, he wasn't sure how he would go about it.

Again, he did the motions of butchering automatically. Bones first, then work on stripping the muscles. First, the two front legs. Then the two rear legs. Then the ribs, which opened the rest of what was inside. Then the head.

His spear had bounced off the beast's skull. That gave him an idea.

He stripped away flesh from the bones, working to scrape off muscle and guts. His body started remembering the skill his dad had ingrained into him. Each swipe of the flesh became more precise. Once the skull was clean, he walked to the creek.

The water turned red as he washed the skull. He picked off the last bits of meat stuck to the bone. He lifted it up to look at it. It was huge—twice the size of his head.

"Crazy…" he whispered with a smile.

He went back to the carcass and took more bones. He needed all the big ones. He started carving out pieces of the ribs for body armour. He cut long, flat pieces of leather. Those long, flat pieces would be refined into leather string to hold parts together.

Hours passed by. He tightened up the leather string for the arm guards and the shin guards. Then he strapped on the rib cages he carved to be small enough to fit his torso. Finally, he hoisted the large skull of the beast onto his head, tying it down to the torso piece.

He went to the creek to see his reflection.

The water rippled with the current. Gale looked down. For a moment, he didn't recognize himself. The skull helmet made his head look too big. The dark eye sockets gave him goosebumps. Bone plates covered his whole body. He looked like a nightmare creature.

I look scarier than those beasts.

A laugh broke out, starting as a chuckle then turning into full-on howling as he grabbed his sides.

'What would they think of me now?' he laughed. He pictured the orphanage staff's horror. What would Ms. Molly say. Would the kids from the orphanage even go near him while he wore this terrifying outfit?





Gale stayed low as he moved through bushes. Several spears stuck up from his back. He'd gotten used to their weight. His new strength let him carry even more if they didn't slow him down. Five was the limit in case one broke.

The forest spread out before him. His eyes moved side to side, watching for any movement. He'd spent days setting traps throughout his area, from basic to complex ones. He'd lost count of how many.

His essence was almost at maximum. He liked seeing the number so high. Now he could use his skills freely without worrying about running out. He flexed his hands and felt essence flowing through them. The feeling had become normal, almost natural.

He remembered phasing a rock into a beast's heart. The memory no longer bothered him. It was just another survival tool now.

Gale pushed deeper into the forest to expand his territory. The air grew thicker and mustier in the new areas. He crouched to study the ground. A set of tracks marked the soft earth.

Three-toed prints, each big enough to fit his whole torso.

He followed the tracks, marking his path so he could find his way back. This beast didn't care about hiding. It left destruction in its wake, not caring who followed. Arrogant beast, Gale thought.

In a clearing, he spotted it. Its body was all muscle, different from the other forest beasts. Its legs were longer, making it taller and bigger than the first beast that had scared him. Its nostrils flared as it caught a scent.

Gale didn't wait. Essence surged into his hands as he used Alter to shorten a spear. He released the skill and the spear flew through the air, its bone tip catching the blue moonlight.

The beast knocked the spear to the side with its massive paw. The wooden shaft broke. It roared.

Gale turned and ran. Behind him, each step of the beast shook the ground. The spear was the ideal scenario. The traps were the actual plan.

He cut left, ducking under branches and jumping over logs. The creature crashed through the logs behind him, not slowing at all.

Up ahead, he spotted his outer traps. A thin vine stretched between two trees, almost invisible except to his Breath of the Void. Gale jumped over the wire, missing it only by a millimetre.

The beast ran through, its foot catching the vine and setting off the trap. Crackling sounds erupted around them. Vines snapped to trigger the trap's mechanisms.

Gale turned to watch.

A huge log swung through the trees. It slammed into the beast with a crunch, sending it flying through the air. The beast roared.

It bounced off several trees before hitting a final one that stopped its flight. The ground shook as it landed, sending up a cloud of dust that made it harder to see than it already was.

For a moment, Gale stood catching his breath. The silence made his ears ring. He gathered essence into his limbs, ready for the ambush. Then a familiar screen appeared before he could check his kill.

[Awakened Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey...]

Energy surged through his veins as the grains entered his body. His muscles grew larger, his skin stretching to fit. When the feeling passed, he felt different. Stronger. More in tune with the savage world.

A new message appeared:

[Core density increased.]

[Core density: 1/12]

[Core density is divided into core parts.]

[Core parts are distributed automatically in the Awakened Core Class.]

[Muscle Core part built. Body rigidity increased.]

[Kill more prey to attain more core parts. Subsequent core parts require more Origin.]

His first milestone in core density. The essence in his veins felt different, more vivid. It seeped into his muscles now, not just his veins, and was easier to control.

The system said core parts were distributed automatically for now. That meant when he reached his next core class, he could choose where they went. What that might mean, Gale didn't know.

Looking at his fallen prey, he realized he'd crossed a line. Taking down the beast had been too easy. Another smile formed on his lips. Maybe living in this death trap wasn't so bad after all.
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                Gale woke up to the sound of beasts tripping his outer traps. He stayed put. Whatever it was gave up before reaching the inner perimeter, but he could still sense it lurking at the edges of his detection range.

After a few minutes of searching, he found it resting near where he'd killed the earlier forest beast. Then he saw it.

It was massive. Its skin was a weird mix of scales and fur slapped together like some biology experiment gone wrong. A frankenstein.

It had rows of teeth like a crocodile but way bigger. A hump rose from its back with bone spikes jutting out along the spine. It stood on two legs with five fingers on each huge hand. Thick nails grew from each of its fingers, forming the claw. The thing moved its head right and left, scouring and examining the forest ground. It never once crossed his trap.

It's smart.

Suddenly, it snapped its head toward his position. It stared at him directly through the underbrush where Gale was hidden. There was no way it should have spotted him.

It moved closer through the trees. The smell hit him first. Putrid stink of decaying flesh in a mixture of piss and shit.

He saw it, pushing its snout onto the leaves and bushes. It didn't know exactly where he was. At least not yet.

A cough wanted to form in Gale's throat. He held back, but he couldn't. He coughed a bit, as silent as he could.

The forest changed into chaos. Trees broke. Branches snapped. The beast charged at him suddenly.

"Shit!" Gale took off through the underbrush. The beast didn't even let out a sound. Not a groan. Not a growl. It wasn't a good sign. Smart was an understatement of a description of the beast that chased him.

It was thrice the size of the largest forest beast he saw. Gale didn't know why it even bothered chasing him.

Goddamn beasts. I'd literally just be a piece of meat stuck between your teeth.

Gale jumped up onto the tree. The platform he made along with the traps was now paying off. His bone armour rattled against each other each time he made a sharp turn and jumped up to another platform.

"Think, Gale, you idiot!" He ducked under a branch that whipped past his face.

His traps. Only chance. He cut hard left toward a cluster he'd set earlier. Maybe even injure it.

The beast followed, smashing through everything in its path. It didn't care about the surroundings. Its thick hide was not bothered by the enormous branches that whipped against its body.

Gale leaped over the first pit trap. The beast's foot crashed through the covering, but the spikes barely broke skin. It bled a little but kept coming.

He ran without looking back, leading it deeper into his territory. He jumped over a tripwire. The same tripwire snapped. A heavy log dropped square onto the side of the beast. The same trap would have killed a smaller beast instantly. This one just shrugged it off like it was nothing.

Gale cursed inwardly. That trap took hours to set up. Finding a good log, then hoisting it using vines and creating makeshift levers. All of that to just see it slam onto the beast with no effect.

The next trap would do damage, he hoped. It was spikes that shot up from the ground.

Gale jumped over the pitfall. The beast was stupider when it was chasing.

The beast jumped over the pitfall but also tripped the wire. Spikes shot up from the ground, shooting up to the belly of the beast. Only one spike managed to lodge itself into it, though it was only skin deep.

Next was a landslide triggered manually. Gale ran up to the vine on the side of the tree, pulling it as he ran away. Boulders slid down the hill. Each boulder was the size of the first forest beast he encountered.

The beast met it head on. It struggled slightly against it, but still, no direct damage. Nothing. Not even a groan this time.

Trap after trap failed. His hope started fading. The beast was too big for traps designed for normal forest creatures. He had thought that the forest beasts were already Earth bear-sized leveled up to 11. This new beast itself broke that scale.

Gale grabbed some rocks while running and used Phase Touch on them. He threw them back, hoping they'd phase into the beast's body. The skill released too soon, making the rocks bounce harmlessly off its hide.

"Goddammit!" Gale shouted.

His legs burned as the beast gained on him.

Something his dad once said popped into his head: "Sometimes, Gale, the best way to solve a problem is to step back and make bigger traps. The bigger, the better."

Gale spotted a tall tree with low branches. He sprinted toward it and scrambled up the trunk with fear-fuelled speed. He grabbed the first branch, high enough that the beast couldn't reach.

The beast slammed into the tree trunk, nearly knocking him off. He held tight, survival instinct giving him extra grip.

You fall, you die.

From his perch, Gale got a good look at the thing. It was at least three times bigger than the first beast he'd killed, with no obvious weak spots. The first beast was as big as Toronto's garbage truck. Multiply that by 3 and you get 3 garbage trucks.

Gale, that's a stupid calculation.

Shut up, Gale. We're in this situation because of you!

What are we supposed to do then?

Suddenly the tree shook. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. He looked down, making eye contact with the beast. It didn't roar or attack blindly. It studied him. Thinking.

Is it paralyzed or is it thinking?

It's obviously thinking, you idiot.

Shut up, Gale.

This wasn't just a bigger version of the forest beasts. It was different. Too smart, with a body that shrugged off everything he tried.

The beast circled the tree. It rested its foot on one of the branches. The tree slightly shook, but didn't bend. Then, it balled up a fist. It hit part of the tree, causing the tree to shake more.

Clearly, it wasn't that smart but it was testing different spots. Smart enough. Each hit shook the trunk more effectively than the last. It looked like it had done this before.

It paused, balling up its fists, taking a few steps back. It rushed at the tree and slammed the tree with its fist. The crash shook the tree enough to break one of the higher up branches.

Gale almost fell. The creature wasn't just trying to knock him down. It was finding the tree's weak points.

The beast sat down, eyes locked on him. That's when Gale got it. This beast knew its own strengths and weaknesses. It wouldn't climb up. That would make it vulnerable. A fall at that size would also damage it much more than a smaller beast falling on itself, though all of them were a larger size than a garbage truck.

This was now a battle of brains. Gale watched as the beast kept studying the tree, his only lifeline.

He couldn't win with brute force or his current traps. He needed to set up something specifically for this monster. Fighting it head-on would be suicide. He had to retreat and try again.

Gale took a deep breath, preparing for another sprint. The tree wouldn't hold much longer. In one move, he dropped from the branch and hit the ground running.

He jumped logs and ducked vines. Behind him, the beast crashed through everything. His lungs burned.

He cut left, avoiding the pitfalls he'd made days before. No point in wasting those traps on something they wouldn't work against.

The beast was smart, but its size made avoiding traps hard. It was going to plow through those traps. Luckily, it focused only on him, not caring about his small traps. But one hole was much bigger than the others. His mistake in making it too large now seemed like a stroke of luck.

The beast fell, giving Gale a moment to breathe. It didn't last long. The creature clawed its way out quickly.

The chase went on. He led it through trip wires, not to kill it but to slow it down. Each snare bought him seconds, letting him pull ahead a bit.

Sweat ran into his eyes. He tried to remember every trap in the area. He needed something big enough for this monster.

Then he spotted a clearing ahead with his most complex trap. Ahead was a network of vines and logs designed to catch multiple beasts at once.

Gale sprinted for the clearing, hearing the beast gaining on him. He dove forward, grabbing a hidden vine and yanked hard.

Snaps and cracks filled the forest as the trap activated. The beast entered the clearing just in time. Logs swung down from both sides, forcing it to the centre. Vines snapped up, lifting and tangling its legs. Rocks fell from above, burying it in the net of vines.

For a moment, everything went quiet except for rustling leaves. The trap was meant for up to three normal beasts, but the vines barely held this monster.

A low growl came from the pile. Rocks shifted as a massive claw pushed through.

Gale turned and ran, not looking back. His legs shook from exhaustion. If the chase continued, he wouldn't last much longer.

He'd used every trick and trap. The beast itself made no sense. Its sheer size should have already broken its two legs. It didn't follow physics. Then, he heard a crash behind him. It must have broken free.

He was already far ahead. His camp came into view, and he didn't hear the beast following anymore.

He collapsed when he reached his camp, gasping for air. He survived, but he wasn't sure for how much longer.

No time to rest. The beast could return any time. It was smart enough to follow his trail. Gale forced himself up despite his screaming muscles.

He quickly packed the essentials - his leaf sleeping bag, crude tools, weapons, and the remaining smoked meat. It would have to last until he found a new hunting spot. Staying here wasn't an option.

A distant roar echoed through the trees. Faint, but definitely the beast. Gale slung his sack over his shoulder and moved out, glancing back once at the clearing that had been his home.

The trees grew thicker as Gale hiked upstream. The creek's sound got louder with each step. He kept one hand on his spear, the other on his sack, watching for threats.

Hours later, the creek widened into a river. He heard a waterfall ahead. Over a hill, he saw it, surrounded by moss-covered rocks.

He remembered what dad said, "Waterfalls mask sounds and scents. They're the best place to escape to."

Gale smiled. Perfect spot for a new camp. He dropped his sack and got to work. The trees would make good sleeping spots. Climb high enough and stay dry.

First things first. He needed to remake his camp. He began and collected rocks for a fire pit in the driest area he could find. He'd light it later.

Next, he gathered branches and leaves. He climbed to a second branch, laid out his sleeping bag, and built a makeshift tent.

Gale dropped down to the ground. The river was clean, flowing water. He got close to the waterfall just enough to be able to touch the stream. He filled his water sack. He dropped some charcoal pieces at the opening to filter the water into a skin. He took out a piece of jerky and chewed slowly, enjoying the gamey taste he'd gotten used to.

As night fell, he climbed to his tree spot. His tired body begged for sleep. The waterfall was ambient noise he fully welcomed, making his eyelids heavy.

His mind replayed the chase as he drifted off. The escape, the failed traps. Something bubbled up inside him. He felt small, beaten. He wanted payback. It was the first time he'd felt this need for revenge.

"I'll hunt you down and eat you," Gale whispered to himself.

He let exhaustion take over and fell asleep.

Morning came too fast. Blue moonlight through his tent woke him. His whole body ached from yesterday's mad dash.

After a quick breakfast of jerky and water, he climbed down to explore and create bigger traps.

He first formed a small depression near his camp to funnel in water. He put a gate made of wooden sticks at the output where the water met the riverbank. Fish went through the tunnel, then were trapped in the pool. Weird-looking ones, though. Some might even be poisonous. Those ones were coloured a bright neon purple that seemed to glow. While there were plain coloured ones, white and salmon looking.

Gale used his spear to fish out the salmon coloured one. He stabbed it, and immediately it fought back, then slowly lost its energy as it bled out.

He gutted one with his bone knife and put it in the smoker. He needed to ration carefully. Just because he was hungry didn't mean he should eat right away.

Gale sat up and set off to explore the area. With tools in hand, he'd create as many traps as he could for round two. Bigger traps.
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                Gale's aching muscles took on another level of soreness that he didn't know was possible. The past few days were a blur.

Wake up. Eat. Dig. Carve. Nail. Set up. Eat. Sleep. Repeat.

All he could remember was setting up traps the whole time. There wasn't anything else. No entertainment, not that it was even possible to have any sort of it here in the first place.

"A beast is still a beast, no matter what," he muttered. "No matter what, you ain't smarter than me. Sooner or later, you'll fall."

Each day meant more work on the traps. Snares lined hidden paths. Massive logs waited to be tripped. Larger pitfalls dotted the landscape. The closer to the camp, the more lethal the traps became, and this time, he memorized each location. Only he knew where each trap lay.

Gale tied the last knot to hold up a suspended log. The forest still looked normal. Nothing seemed to have changed. But to him, the traps were everywhere he looked. To the right, a massive snare. To the left, logs that would fall upon tripping the tripwire that came from above.

He imagined himself as a spider that went through the web of traps easily.

"Let's see you shrug any of these off, fugly," he whispered.

His traps were large, bigger than before. Last time, the traps could only take one big truck. This time, they could take at least four or maybe even five big garbage trucks. With the help of Alter and Phase Touch, he was able to create more intricate types of traps that weren't possible without them.

Phase Touch let him join vines seamlessly into tree trunks as well as allowing spikes and spears to stand up on their own by joining them with the dirt, not having to do the manual labour of shovelling. Alter would let him make things smaller to allow him to fit items into tighter spaces.

At first, he worried his traps wouldn't work on the beast. But as days passed, that didn't matter. Even with his earlier traps, it showed pain. He just had to make it bigger. And then one way or another, it would cave to his relentless assault one way or another.

"You're smart, but I'm smarter. I'm already dead to everyone anyway. I've got nothing to lose." Gale stared at the trees beyond.

Time to venture beyond his web of traps. All for revenge.

Gale crouched in the undergrowth, staying silent. His bone armour scraped against each other. One wrong jerky move, and they would clang and give away his position.

Suddenly, he spotted movement. Not the beast he wanted—something smaller, one of the normal ones he'd gotten used to.

He slipped through the underbrush, following it. The smaller beast needed to go before it triggered traps meant for the bigger one.

Gale burst from cover, spear already altered to a small form factor. The beast snapped toward him, teeth bared. He dodged its lunge, rolling under and avoiding the claws by a hair.

From his kneel, he thrust the spear and released Alter. Its shaft went into its flank near the rib cage. It drove deep into the lungs.

The beast roared and twisted, snapping the shaft of the stick.

Gale let go. No point keeping a broken stick. He grabbed another spear from his back, focused Alter, and released immediately. The spear shot into the forest beast's throat.

It tried to roar but only gurgled, then collapsed. Gale stepped back. First time killing a forest beast with no traps. Just him against it.

[Forest Beast felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

Gale closed his eyes, feeling the warmth of extraction. When he opened them, the beast lay there in a pool of blood.

He had plenty of reserves back at camp. No time to harvest this kill—he had different prey in mind.

He moved quickly through the forest, expanding Breath of the Void to maximum. The skill had grown after getting a Core Part. It was a skill that was essential in a forest where trees blocked his view.

Gale stopped to listen. The forest sounds had stopped. He crouched, pushing more essence into his passive ability.

There.

A faint tremor in the ground. Something big moved nearby.

This was it.

The beast that hunted him, nearly killed him. He took a breath.

He moved forward, following the vibrations that grew stronger with each step. Close now.

There it stood, its back to him. A chance for damage.

Gale altered his spear, aimed at the beast's neck, and released. The spear whistled through the air.

The whistle alerted the beast. It shifted slightly. The spear hit below its shoulder, digging deep. It roared in pain.

Chaos erupted. The beast turned to chase.

Gale spun and ran. Time to test the traps.

The beast roared. Its steps shook the forest like thunder.

He kept a steady pace, patient, leading the beast through his maze of traps.

The first trap lay just ahead under leaves. He jumped over it and heard ropes snapping one by one. A net of vines shot up, lifting the beast. Not to hurt it. Just to create distance and possibly make it angry. The angrier the better, make it lose its senses.

Gale didn't look back. Every step calculated. He went left, sprinting to the next trap. Passing a marked tree, he grabbed a rope.

He watched the beast, waiting for the exact moment. When it passed a tree with an X, he yanked the rope hard. Sharpened stakes rained from the canopy, covering the clearing. Many embedded in the beast.

It roared in pain but didn't slow. Gale glanced back, seeing the bloody mess from the stakes. The beast looked more angry than hurt. All of the spears that fell on it were mere skin-deep wounds to it. Nothing critical.

He pushed harder, lungs and legs burning. The beast was too close, about to mess up his timing.

A dense thicket ahead offered a hiding spot to recalculate.

He dove in, scratched by thorns. He held his breath while the beast's steps slowed.

The beast sniffed around. It knew this was where its prey had gone. Gale thought it might hear his heartbeat when it looked his way. It circled the thicket, searching.

He stayed still, breathing shallow. The beast stuck its claws into the thicket, missing him by centimetres.

Gale knew he couldn't hide forever. As the beast pulled back its claw, he ran, catching it off guard. The head start was enough to time the next trap.

He sprinted toward a ravine. The next trap waited on the other side. At the edge, he grabbed a vine and swung across. No pause when he landed. No time to be slow.

Behind him, the beast roared. The ravine was too wide for it to jump. It would have to go around, giving him seconds.

He caught his breath. Every chance to recover mattered. No guarantee the beast wouldn't learn after facing so many traps.

Twigs and logs snapped in the distance. The beast had crossed to the other side, creating its own path without care.

Rest over, Gale ran again. He led the beast through smaller tripwire traps that released spears, same as the one before. Pits with thick stakes, which it climbed up with a few spears lodged in its belly. Hidden nets that tangled then rained spears. It slowed it down, but no vital damage was done.

Each little bit of damage slowed and injured the beast bit by bit. This is the only way to win against something that defied logic. Some might call this cowardice, but this was how real hunters worked.

The biggest trap came into view. Most dangerous and complex of them all. If this didn't work, there were less lethal ones close to this one. He wasn't sure whether those would matter to this beast the size of 3 garbage trucks.

He entered a clearing and slowed slightly. The beast needed to be in the exact spot.

It entered the clearing. First, it looked at him, then it charged with a roar.

At the last second, Gale dove aside. He pulled a lever, and the whole clearing collapsed.

The ground under the beast gave way to a deep pitfall lined with bone spears. As it fell, vines snapped, triggering more mechanisms. Logs fell vertically into the pit. Huge boulders crashed down. The beast roared when it hit the stake-covered floor.

"That's a nasty one," Gale muttered.

For a minute, silence.

Then a groan from the pit echoed everywhere, sounding like it came from hell itself.

Gale's eyes widened. This thing had too much fight in it. His dad's lessons weren't working. This beast didn't follow any logic.

It began to climb out, pushing logs and boulders away.

Gale turned and ran deeper into his web of traps. His dad once said humans evolved by chasing prey until it got tired. Now Gale was the one running, but the concept was the same. All he could hope for was to wear the beast down.

He glanced back. The trap had done something after all. The beast now limped instead of running full out. Its roars sounded weaker, more pained. Its confidence gone.

He didn't look back again. The creature's laboured breathing carried even from a distance. The trap worked better than expected. He could now run at a steady pace, though he stayed alert. One slip still meant death.

A thought hit him. If he combined traps with his abilities, it might be enough to stop the beast.

He veered left toward a thicket of trees. He activated Distort, shifting the light a few inches right. To the beast, he'd seem to vanish.

The creature roared as it crashed into a tree, confused by the Distort.

Gale used the chance to climb a nearby tree. From above, he saw the beast's massive form. Its head swung side to side, looking for him, trying to catch his scent.

The beast moved closer to his tree. Gale knew of another trap nearby. Another net trap designed to tangle and confuse. Harmless on its own, but with Phase Touch, it could possibly hurt.

Gale jumped from branch to branch. The beast spotted him and gave chase.

He dropped to the ground with a roll. The trap was close. A few more steps, then he jumped between two trees.

As the beast passed between them, Gale pulled a rope, releasing tension.

A net dropped from above with rocks weighing it down. Gale flew back up to a branch from the counterweight. Just as the net reached the beast, he used Phase Touch on the vine he held. The effect spread through the whole net.

He released the ability when the net touched the beast, partially phasing it into its flesh. The beast roared in pain as the net wrapped around it and merged with its body.

Gale didn't waste time. He jumped to the next platform. Behind him, the beast thrashed, ripping the net away with bits of its own flesh.

The next trap wasn't meant to be used this way, but he had a new idea to slow the beast even more.

He spotted a giant boulder meant to roll onto a pitfall. Gale positioned himself nearby and waited.

The ground shook as the beast approached, its footsteps now uneven. Trees fell as it carved a path straight toward him, following his scent.

As it burst into the clearing, Gale stood his ground. The beast's jaws opened wide, ready to end the chase. When it got close enough to feel its breath, Gale ducked left, one hand on the boulder.

He used Phase Touch on the boulder. But the beast changed direction too fast.

Gale released Phase Touch, managing only to catch the beast's left hand in the boulder.

The beast roared, nearly deafening him. This one didn't sound threatening. It was tighter, more pained.

Gale slid down from the platform. He now stood in front of his camp near the waterfall. Home base now, filled with traps.
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                Gale climbed up the tree where the tent was. The beast stood below, tired but still ready to fight. Its eyes watched him, fierce and wild.

What kept it going?

He knew it was smart, but not how smart. A normal beast by now would've left and run. It took too much damage, and it didn't even manage to lay a hand on him. The boulder stuck on its arm would slow it down. No way it could catch him now. The trap had worked.

But traps alone wouldn't kill it. He needed to finish this properly to extract its Origin.

The beast walked into the centre of camp, its battered appearance managing to get this far. Spikes and spears jutted out from its flank, back, belly, and bottom. The leather hide had been skinned off by the boulders that fell on it multiple times, showing some of the bones underneath. A couple of its fangs were chipped, most likely from the same boulders.

Gale jumped to a branch and pulled a vine. Instantly, more vines shot up and wrapped around the beast's legs. It thrashed and broke free.

Gale moved to another tree and triggered the next trap. Sharp stakes rained down from all sides. The beast used the boulder on its arm as a shield to the front. Stakes bounced off. The exposed parts struck the leather of the beast. It looked more like a porcupine now rather than a beast.

Their eyes met. The beast was clearly angry. It charged forward and hit the tree with the boulder. The whole tree shook. Gale almost lost his balance.

He hadn't expected it to adapt so fast. It used the boulder like a weapon. He needed to end this quick.

He climbed higher to a different platform. His hands snatched at switches hidden in the bark. Traps activated all at once.

A smart beast would've been at the bottom of the tree he was on. And X marks the spot which the beast was standing on top of.

Spikes shot up from the ground. Boulders fell from above, some hitting the beast's head. A pit opened under it, catching one leg. More spikes stabbed through its foot.

The beast roared. Its eyes never left Gale as the traps tore at its body. It knew he caused all this. Its face twisted with rage.

It got closer. This platform was too low. He jumped to a higher one, but something hit him mid-air.

The beast had thrown a rock the size of his torso. It timed the throw perfectly as he jumped.

He fell through the air. His hand caught a vine he'd set up earlier. He swung in a wide arc away from the beast.

His free hand hit a series of cords between trees. Each connected to a different trap.

The forest exploded into action.

Nets flew from all directions. They tangled the beast's limbs. Logs swung from every angle, smashing into its body.

Gale landed on a distant branch. He caught his breath and looked at his work. The beast fought in the pit, feeling its ribs with its free hand.

But it wasn't dead. It tore through the nets. Its muscles flexed as it broke free.

How are you not god damned dead? All the fucking traps were done. Triggered. Nothing.

The beast's eyes found him again. He felt the coldness seep into him from its glare. Whether that was his imagination or real, he didn't want to find out.

He gripped his spear harder. Time to face this thing up close. He jumped down to the ground.

The beast charged. It moved fast. For Gale, time slowed down. Everything became clear and sharp.

His fingers tightened on his spear. He used Alter. The weapon shrank as he rolled sideways. The beast's claws missed him by inches.

Gale stood up. His spear shot forward. He aimed at the beast's side, exposed after its attack. The weapon hit deep into flesh.

A roar shook the forest. The beast turned, its eyes somehow understandably full of pain.

Gale didn't wait. He ran, creating distance. His hand grabbed another spear from his back.

He used Distort. Light bent around him. He turned and charged straight at the beast.

The creature watched the bent figure coming at it. It swiped with huge claws.

But it hit nothing. Gale had expected that. He slid past its belly. His spear struck up, hitting soft flesh underneath.

Another loud roar echoed through the trees. The beast stumbled. Blood soaked its fur and scales where the spears that porcupined it had hit.

Gale backed away. He'd hurt it but not enough. It still came after him, eyes fixed on killing him. He needed something better.

An idea hit him. What if he focused Phase Touch just on the spear tip? It was risky and sounded dumb, but he had no choice.

He put space between himself and the beast. No Distort this time. The creature was too smart for that trick again.

Gale held his last spear. He made Phase Touch work only at its tip. Pain shot through his head. A warning flashed:

[Warning Max Load Breached.]

[Warning Current Load Usage: 10]

He ignored the pain. His knuckles turned white on the spear. All his focus went to keeping Phase Touch at the tip.

[Your Phase Touch increased in proficiency…]

The beast charged. It sensed him pause. Its mouth opened wide, ready to end him with one bite.

Gale waited until the last second. Then he shoved the spear forward with everything he had. The Phase-touched point hit the beast's skull and went through like butter. Through the spears, he felt its bone and brain matter stab through, butchering its insides in real time.

The beast's weight pushed it further onto the spear. Its roar cut off into a wet gurgle. It stumbled, legs giving out instantly, and crashed to the ground.

Gale held on, his spear buried deep. The beast twitched twice, then stopped.

[Tainted Forest Predator felled.]

[The royal guard's loyalty was fierce. They once were the symbol of power for the Lord, never relenting and fighting against even death himself. They now haunt the Desolate Forest to seek out any trespassers that dare invade the Lord's territory with beasts on its leash.]

What the fu…

For a moment, Gale just stood there, staring at the text. No fucking wonder it was so stubborn. He could barely believe it was over. One attack had killed it after all that chasing.

His chest heaved as he caught his breath. He let go of the spear, leaving it stuck in the beast's head. He tried to stand but fell back down. The technique had drained him too much. He never wanted to go through that again.

A notification appeared:

[Extracting Origin from prey…]

[Core Density Increased: 4/12]

[Lungs Core part built. Stamina increased.]

[Skin Core part built. Regeneration increased.]

[Bone Core part built. Bone rigidity increased.]

Warmth spread through him, stronger than the first time.

Three core parts from just one kill. Whatever he'd faced was way above his level.

Gale laughed. He was stubborn, wanting payback on something that seemed impossible. But he'd done it anyway. No one was there to stop him.

He read the description of what he killed. It was his first time seeing it, though he recalled there was one for the forest beast too. The words were hauntingly eerie. This land once had a lord ruling it.

The word 'tainted' seemed weird. The forest beasts were awakened, but this one was tainted. More questions popped up. But he didn't care if it was awakened or tainted. Revenge was all that mattered.

Gale walked to the dead predator. His bone armour clicked as he moved. He pulled out a crude stone knife and started cutting up the body. No time to rest.

His hands worked fast. He'd done this many times. Each kill made him better at it. The beast's flesh cut away, giving him materials he needed to survive.

He checked the skull, hoping to use it for armour. But it was ruined. The Phase Touch had done too much damage. A hole went straight through. Around the hole were cracks all around.

Useless.

"Tch, what a waste." His voice sounded rough after not speaking for so long.

He tossed the skull aside. The rest of the bones were still good. Gale upgraded his weapons, making his spears stronger with the dense material. He made new spearheads. Each change gave him an edge in the fight to stay alive.

There was too much meat to eat before it spoiled. He cut it into thin strips for smoking. The work was boring but gave his mind time to wander. A nice break after who knows how many days of stress.

The beast was smart. He was smarter. And used its own smartness against it. It was a good reminder that he couldn't just rely on tricks. Traps were one thing. Finishing the fight was another.

Now that he'd killed an actual predator, life couldn't push him around anymore. He wasn't special or a hero. Although his armour made him look like a monster, fate gave him no choice. He would fight back no matter what it took.

With the meat ready, he put it in his smoker. He spaced the strips evenly so they'd smoke right.

Gale built up the fire and added wet leaves for thick smoke to preserve the meat. A strong smell filled the air.

He cleaned up camp next. He gathered tools, sharpened dull blades, and fixed his shelter. He did each job carefully. Small mistakes could kill you out here.

His mind drifted to his past life. The orphanage seemed far away now. He wondered if he'd ever go back, or if he even wanted to. His life wasn't any different then now. Maybe slightly better food if they could even call the food they served at the orphanage 'food'.

He pushed those thoughts away and focused on now. He took off his bone armour. Sweat, blood, and dirt covered his skin. A quick wash in the stream cleaned most of it off.

The cold water felt good, but he didn't stay in long. He dried off with a piece of cloth and put his armour back on.

Back at camp, he checked the smoking meat. It would take hours but already smelled better than raw meat. He added more fuel so the fire would keep burning.

Gale sat back against a tree trunk. His muscles ached. The smell of smoke and meat mixed with forest scents. He closed his eyes for a moment of rest.

…
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Gale checked his stats. His Max Load had gone up. That part of his system was hard to understand before. Now he knew what it meant after using focused Phase Touch.

Each skill had its own difficulty. The more complex the skill, the harder it hit him. If he used something beyond his max load, it hurt him physically. The headache was worse than any migraine he'd ever had. Only his need to survive kept him awake.

He used Phase Touch on a pebble to test if efficiency changed anything. It did. His essence dropped by only 3 instead of 5. Gale felt proud. This whole experience made him stronger.

He could now probably kill a forest beast pretty easily.

A smile crossed his face. In just a few days, he'd smiled more than he ever did on Earth, except when reading books.

Suddenly, a snap echoed through the forest. One of his traps had been triggered. Not in the inner perimeter. Those were all done. It was in the very outer perimeter.


            

    
        Chapter 67 - Interlude I

    
    
    
    
                Ollie scrolled through Toronto's local news, quickly skimming over the mundane articles. Another incident in downtown. Three casualties, two in critical condition.

The email detailed a new drug that caused crystals to sprout from the insides of victims. Police were on track to find where the supply came from, but they'd never know. Another incident, another mouth to shut. Maybe this time, blame the Russians.

Sitting on the hidden top floor of TD Tower, just a couple of floors above the restaurant, the building itself was notoriously called "Glory's Bazaar" in Aur. Behind his desk was a panoramic view of the city's skyline, where only a few of the highest skyscrapers obstructed the view.

Rain pattered against the windows. Lightning lit up the sky, followed by muffled thunder. His phone buzzed and a notification lit up.

[Rachel: Don't forget to have your dinner.]

Ollie turned the phone downwards on the table. The casualty report was more important. This exposure was too close to the lab. Someone had messed up on his side.

Two knocks on his glass doors rang suddenly, and the door opened with a soft click. A man walked in. Name, Alexander Lin. His white lab coat had no coffee stains today despite the late hour of 2AM. He carried a tablet and wore an expressionless face, though the bags under his eyes betrayed that composure.

"Mr. Glory," Alexander said. "The results from Lab 7 are ready."

"Go on." Ollie leaned backwards, rubbing his eyes.

"The crystallization process has accelerated in the latest batch." Alexander swiped through data on his tablet. "When exposed to mundanes, the transformation takes approximately 120 hours to complete. Previous cases averaged 272 hours."

"And the success rate?"

"Zero survivors among the mundanes. The crystals form in major organs first, particularly the skin, heart, and lungs. Death rate is still at 100%."

Ollie tapped a pen on the desk. "What about the break-in?"

"Security footage showed individuals entering through the loading dock yesterday at 2:47AM. None of the alarms rang. Most likely they knew our security rotation." Alex laid the tablet on the table. "They took samples from batches 23-A through 24-F."

"Stable versions."

"Yes, sir. Batches designed for Aurians." A barely noticeable slight crease at the corner of Alexander's left lip appeared. "They also downloaded the research data on crystal formation patterns."

Ollie stood up, turned, and walked to the window. Looking down, Wellington Street was just below. Dozens of people walked along the sidewalk in groups. Cars flew by on the one way street. It was past midnight, yet the nightlife in the financial district was still kicking. Somewhere out there, someone was using his research for purposes that he hadn't intended. Or maybe exactly as he intended. He wasn't sure anymore though.

But that wasn't important. Ollie clicked his tongue. He missed profits from those sales that those thugs would make. If they were going to use or distribute his product, they better pay him something otherwise what'd be the point?

Money? It was for the success rate. More research.

"The United Knights are getting suspicious," Alexander continued. "They've increased patrols around known distribution ports in Montreal. The Path is losing negotiations in those areas due to the dust outflow into Europe."

"Let them suspect." Ollie turned back to his desk. "We should be safe as long as they can't point the finger on us."

His phone buzzed again. It was a notification from Rachel. He ignored it.

"There's more," Alexander said. "The Jiuling have started their own investigation. Their agents were spotted near our secondary facility in Agincourt, Scarborough. More landings of their agents were sighted at YVR."

Ollie's lips curved into a slight smile. "How many shipments went out this week?"

"Fifteen. All through approved Path channels. Neither faction can point to us." Alexander scrolled through the spreadsheet. "Other than that, profit margins are up twelve percent from last quarter. The new formula's popularity among Aur users has exceeded projections."

"And the side effects?"

"Minimal, in proper doses. The addiction rate remains high, but that's..." Alexander cleared his throat. "That's not necessarily a negative factor for sales."

Ollie nodded. Down below on the street, a woman wearing a red dress tripped. The man beside her caught her, putting the umbrella on top of her. They all looked so small, helpless that they couldn't even do anything on their own.

"There was an incident in the downtown lab," Ollie said. "What happened there?"

"Maintenance crew found a broken container in the ventilation system. Likely planted there by someone inside," Alexander said. "The victims showed signs of advanced crystallization within hours. Much faster than our previous data suggested possible."

"That's not our formula, is it?" Ollie asked.

"Parts of it is. The crystal structures we found don't match our baseline samples, but they do share the same host attack signature. This one's more aggressive, less stable." Alexander picked up the tablet from Ollie's desk and opened a diagram, showing Ollie. "The molecular structure has been altered to target mundanes specifically."

Ollie put two fingers on the screen, zooming in on the bonds. "Is there anyone in Canada that can do this?"

"Based on our analysis, only three facilities in North America have the necessary equipment and expertise. Two are controlled by the Path. The third..."

"Is ours," Ollie said. "We have a leak."

"Yes, sir. Security protocols are being reviewed, but..."

"Handle this quietly." Ollie returned to his chair. "Make sure the Path agents don't know. Bribe them if you need to or take them out silently. As for the public… blame the Russians."

His phone buzzed again on the table. Probably Rachel. Answer it later.

"What do you need from me?" Alexander asked.

"Increase security at all facilities. Review employee access logs for the past three months. Anyone showing irregular patterns gets flagged for investigation." Ollie's fingers tapped quickly on the keyboard. "And Alexander?"

"Sir?" Alexander replied.

"Prepare a press release for Aurian Star and a separate one for the mundane newspapers about the downtown incident. Industrial accident. Tragic but unforeseeable. Russian incompetence. The usual template."

Alexander nodded once. "Of course, sir. Will that be all?"

"One more thing." Ollie looked up from his screen. "How many mundanes were affected this quarter?"

"Thirty-seven confirmed cases. Likely more unreported."

"And Aurians?"

"Sales to registered users continue to rise. No significant adverse effects reported when used as directed. And as always, they come back for more afterwards."

Ollie turned back to his monitor. "That'll be all, Alexander. Keep me updated on the investigation."

The glass door closed softly behind Alexander, leaving Ollie alone. His phone no longer buzzed from Rachel's meaningless worries. But before he could open another spreadsheet, the phone rang again. Not a message this time, a call.

Holding the power button, the phone finally turned off. Looking back at the screen, notifications on a messenger popped up on the bottom right of the screen.

[Rachel: Don't forget to have your dinner.]

[Rachel: Ollie, I know you've been at the office since the morning, and I know you're reading these. The lab incident isn't your fault.]

[Rachel: At least drink some water. I left a bottle on your desk this morning.]

He sighed. Looking at the bottle in the corner of his desk, he knew he couldn't escape her persistence. She didn't really understand what he went through that night after being discharged from the hospital. She didn't understand what he was trying to do. None of them really did, but he also wasn't sure if he still understood what he was trying to do.

Profit margins from the dust trade had built this empire. Every victim, every look on their face as they succumbed to the crystals that became their coffins.

Jiuling agents and knights sniffed all around from east to west. None of them could find a stain on his record. Not with the right people by his side.

Rachel was one of them. Her family somehow had connections to dust. He didn't question it. He only wanted to solve it. Concern from her was just a burden. Before another notification popped up, he put his desktop on 'do not disturb'.

Someone tampering with his dust and not giving him anything in return? It didn't matter who they were or who was behind them. They made the formula more aggressive specifically on the mundanes. The research was supposed to save them. Their act itself twisted the cause and even put coin in his pocket. Something needed to give.

But wait. Would intervening cause the research to slow? It was all business at the end of the day. As long as those thugs didn't bother to lead the wrong people down his path, he didn't care. Progress is what mattered, not petty street fights.

Lightning struck again just behind him. The plastic of the water bottle caught a glint of that light. Rachel still saw him as the person from before. Before they came back, before the profits started rolling in. A part of her cohort that came back from the dark forest.

Ollie turned the phone back on, quickly turned on messenger and sent a single letter to her: k.

Suddenly, a new email popped up in his inbox on his PC monitor.

[Incident_Report#2170|by: church & king street]

Life was so much simpler when they were in the dark forest. If only he didn't get stuck. If only…

Extending his hand out to the water bottle, his sleeve caught on a picture frame just beside his laptop. The picture contained a girl, black hair, smiling, hugging him while he blushed under High Park's cherry blossoms.

He gripped the picture frame tight, enough to crack the glass, and threw it against the wall. The glass shattered, frame destroyed. The picture lay on the floor along with the fragments of glass.

Running his hand through his hair, he turned around and saw lightning flash once again, showing his image on the window. A successful man in an expensive suit, running a profitable enterprise.

He should be happy. He got to where he wished to be. That's what you told her.

Hang in there. All of this is for research purposes, right? All of it was just so that none of this shit ever happens again to anyone, right? And maybe you'll get even richer once you get the cure. That's it. Get rich. Make the cure. Save lives. We can think about what happens later.

Ollie stared at the broken fragments. This was no time to linger on thoughts. He sighed, took the phone, and exited his office. The picture, the broken frame, and shattered glass remained on the floor.



The elevator doors slid open. Ollie entered into a normal looking office. Cubicles lined up in rows, everything looked gray.

He went to one particular cubicle situated at the wall, 5th position from the window. Upon lifting up the phone in that cubicle, the wall disappeared and a white corridor replaced it.

Lab 7.

Ollie straightened his tie as his leather shoes clicked against the polished floor.

A man in kevlar vest scrolling through his phone greeted him. The man quickly pocketed his phone and opened the door beside.

"Evening, Sir Glory."

Security checkpoint. Ollie nodded and walked his way through the open door.

Through reinforced windows, rows and rows of hospital beds contained patients. Crystals sprouted from their skin, bleeding and purple from where they poked out. Each bed held a board that would contain their numbers.

Dr. Sarah Chen stood by the observation door at the end of the hall and another security checkpoint. Her tablet clutched at her chest, dark circles under her eyes, lab coat stained with multiple coffee stains. From the pattern of it, looks like some of those stains had been there from a week ago.

"Mr. Glory, we weren't expecting you until morning."

"Changes in schedule." He kept walking, forcing her to match his pace. "Show me the new cases."

"Patient 2187 exhibited complete crystallisation of the epidermis within 24 hours of exposure," Dr. Chen said.

They passed through another set of security doors, and the smell of antiseptic grew stronger.

"The pain levels..." She hesitated.

"Continue," Ollie said, his tone flat.

"The pain levels exceeded our previous measurements. We had to increase sedation by 300% just to keep vital signs stable."

Ollie stopped his pace and through a window saw a middle aged man thrashing against his restraints. Crystals poked out from his arms like broken glass, blood dripping onto the sheets. The heart rate monitor spiked to 200.

"How long until total system failure?" Ollie asked.

"At this rate? Twelve hours, maybe less." Dr. Chen's voice quivered. "Mr. Glory, these results don't match any of our previous trials. The acceleration rate is unprecedented."

A doctor named Nathan Brown stood at the end of the hall. His lab coat was wrinkled, also stained from coffee here and there, still the same clothes he wore 3 days ago. The man's hair stood up on one side, resembling someone who slept at their desk for multiple nights. The man didn't even bother to cover it up as if it were just another day. His eyes were red rimmed behind the glass.

"Oliver," Nathan said. "We need to talk about what's happening here."

Ollie checked his watch. "Make it quick."

"These people..." Nathan pointed at the numbers on Dr. Chen's tablet. "They're not just test subjects. They have families. Lives. What we're doing-"

"Is necessary for progress," Ollie cut him off.

"At what cost?" Nathan's voice cracked. "This new formula someone made... it's torture. Pure torture. Evidence points that it's a branch of one of ours. We're not just killing them anymore, we're-"

"Dr. Brown." Ollie's voice dropped to ice. "Your concerns are noted. But remember why you're here. Remember what happened to your sister."

Nathan flinched.

"The modifications to the formula was for malicious purposes. Someone deliberately made it more aggressive. More painful. We need to stop this."

"What we need," Ollie leaned forward towards Nathan, "is results. How close are we to isolating the trigger mechanism?"

Dr. Chen stepped forward, her tablet showing diagrams of molecular bonds. "The crystal formation appears to target specific protein chains in mundanes. We've identified three potential binding sites."

A loud piercing scream interrupted the conversation for a brief moment, muffled by layers of glass and steel. Patient 2187's back arched as new crystals slowly formed on his chest. The monitors wailed as the patient's heart rate increased to over 230 beats per minute. Did she experience this too?

"Record everything," Ollie murmured, watching the man squirm.

Dr. Chen tapped a few times on her tablet and a small red light came on in the lab behind the glass.

"The pain response suggests neural involvement," she continued. "The crystals might be forming along nerve pathways first, which explains the increased agony in recent cases."

Ollie nodded, his eyes fixed on the dying man. The crystals had reached his neck, spreading up toward his face. "Time to full transformation?"

"One hour, based on current progression." Dr. Chen's voice trembled. "Sir, they're in pain we have to do som-"

"This is all we can do." Ollie turned away from the window, then continued walking down the hall at the same pace as before. "I want full analysis of the crystallization pattern. Compare it to our baseline data. Find out who modified the formula and how."

Nathan sprinted ahead and looked back at Ollie. "People are dying, Oliver. Real people. Not just numbers in a spreadsheet."

"People die every day, Dr. Brown." Ollie pushed him to the side. "At least these deaths might mean something. Might lead us to a cure."

Might lead to more profit, he didn't add. The lives today will save lives tomorrow, and maybe she wouldn't have been in that crystal coffin. Might as well make them useful for research.

Ollie's phone rang.

[Call from Carl]

Before tapping the green button, Ollie cleared his throat and put on a slight smile. "Hello, this is Ollie's Glorious Bazaar, is the Sir Jonathan doing a custom request?"

"Cut the crap, Oliver. Managers are to meet at location 15. Be there at 0500 sharp. Don't be late." The man on the phone hung up as soon as he was done talking.

Location 15 was a specific meeting room in City Hall. Ollie sighed, taking a deep breath. It was a room usually reserved for critical issues within the North American region of Aur.
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                Ollie checked his watch as he walked through City Hall's empty corridors. 0455 hours. Just 5 minutes before the meeting time.

Stopping in front of a janitor closet, he opened it and pushed the cleaning supplies away from the back wall. He put his palm at the centre of the wall, and the wall disappeared, revealing a hallway that stretched into a T junction at the end.

Ollie walked forwards, turning right at the end of the hall and immediately to his left was Location 15, guarded by two men side by side. Their black suits were in pristine condition, not a single smudge except for a crooked tie.

Jonathan's lackeys. Rookies too. Only fresh off the training grounds would have such clean cut suits on.

They nodded at him, stepping aside without a word.

Twisting the knob and walking into the room, the boardroom held six figures around a long mahogany table. Dr. Gray sipped a cup of coffee, only splotches of coffee stain here and there. Marc Black sat ramrod straight in his chair, rapidly shaking his feet and yawning. Jonathan occupied the head of the table, reviewing documents and not paying attention to him when he walked in.

Lennard Xu gave Ollie the side eye. In just five years, this old asshole had spread his influence far and wide within mundane government circles. Besides him, Lily Grace twirled a blue pen as her eyes looked to him.

Su Wen stood at the front of the room. A projection screen behind her displayed a map of Vancouver's port district. Her suit hugged her shape tightly, but still professional. Though the dark circles under her eyes were evidence of multiple all-nighters.

"Now that we're all here," Su Wen tapped her tablet with the stylus, "let's address the situation in Vancouver."

Ollie took the last empty seat, next to Marc.

"Our agents in Vancouver identified multiple locations linked to unauthorized Aurian activities," Su Wen continued, tapping the map. Red dots peppered the map, where the densest were around the ports and inside of them. "The Jiuling have presented compelling evidence of organized crime operations."

Lennard Xu cleared his throat. "What kind of evidence?"

"Shipping manifests not matching containers. Security footage showing 'supernatural' activities," Su Wen used one hand for air quotes. "Most concerning are the ether signature spikes around these warehouses."

Ollie kept his best poker face on, though he couldn't slow down his heart. Those warehouses were vital central spots in his supply chain, carefully hidden behind shell companies and paid off warehouse managers.

"The Jiuling are requesting permission to conduct raids," Su Wen said. "They've already submitted formal paperwork through proper channels."

Dr. Gray set down his coffee with a slight spill. "They're looking for something else, I'd bet. Those are Jiuling tangmen. They rarely go out of China. Farthest they go is around the Asian continent."

"They claim these operations are affecting their interests in Asia," Su Wen replied. "Something about contaminated goods making their way across the Pacific."

Lily Grace snorted. "Since when do the Jiuling care about Canadian territory? They're overstepping."

"We can't ignore their request without risking diplomatic incidents," Marc pointed out, crossing his arms, still shaking his feet. "The United Knights already increased their presence in Montreal. If we block the Jiuling here..."

"It could strain relations further," Jonathan finished. His eyes swept the room, landing briefly on each face.

Ollie wiped off a drop of sweat from his temple. There were contingencies in place. Operations needed to be moved, and evidence needed to be burned. Sacrifices needed to be made again to keep his operations in play. Probably best to throw in a couple of leads to dead ends here and there as well, just to satisfy the Jiuling for now.

"Alright. Then, what're they exactly looking for? Just sniffing at anything they think they got a sniff on?" he asked.

Su Wen changed the monitor to a document that outlined a table of items and locations found. "They've tracked several shipments of contraband artifacts and relics entering their territory. They believe the source is somewhere in Vancouver."

"Contraband?" Dr. Gray leaned forward. "That's a serious accusation."

"They have proof, a lot actually," Su Wen said. "6 incidents in Shanghai last month alone. The civilians died in a mundane hospitals before the Jiuling could cover it up from the public. All died with an unexplainable cause of death."

"And they think we're involved?" Lennard's eyes narrowed, side eyeing Ollie.

"They think we're not doing enough to stop it," Su Wen said. "The United Knights agree with that statement. They've offered to send representatives to assist the Jiuling with raids."

European involvement would complicate things. The UK's methods were more thorough, their investigators were nigh impossible to bribe. Always the goody goodies of Aur.

"That's unnecessary," Lily tapped her pen on the table. "We can handle our own territory."

"Can we?" Lennard said. "These operations have been running under our noses for months, or maybe for years. Maybe there are even some operations we haven't uncovered yet. We need outside perspective."

Jonathan raised a hand. All eyes looked his way.

"What exactly are they proposing?"

Su Wen pulled out another map with multiple red dots. "Joint raids on these locations in Nanaimo, Surrey, Peterborough, and Kingston. Jiuling will join on west coast while United Knights joins on east coast while sharing intelligence and resources with them. They're particularly interested in the warehouses on those points."

Three of those warehouses were where Ollie stored some of the newer samples along with research equipment and over-artificed guns. Not to mention, Peterborough was a dust storage facility.

"Why those four points exactly?" Ollie asked.

"Allegedly, the locations in Vancouver have been smuggling over-tuned rift weaponry into Asia. Those have a high fail rate and induced casualties on their side." Su Wen's eyes flicked to Ollie just for a blink of an eye for him to notice. "On the east coast, United Knights tracked down a dust trail that led from Eastern Europe all the way to Ontario. There's also POI's on the Montreal port and Quebec City, but those ones aren't higher priority than Peterborough and Kingston."

"And we're assuming they have substantial evidence because…?" Ollie looked to Jonathan.

"United Knights already had been tracking this for the past 3 years. And the Jiuling is just being Jiuling. Don't bother blocking them Glory." Jonathan rested his chin on one hand. "Su Wen, on with it."

Su Wen cleared her throat. "Recent incidents have accelerated their timelines. More dust related deaths in both Asia and Europe. Modified formulas, and the branches point them to Canada."

Dr. Gray smiled, but not with his eyes. "Modified how?"

"More aggressive crystallisation, specifically targeting mundanes." Su Wen's eyes pointed to the folder on the conference table. "16 incidents of mundane crystallisation alone. Jiuling doesn't care, but the United Knights sure do."

"We should cooperate," Marc said. "No point in disallowing it if we've got nothing to do with it. Let the vagrant factions take the hit."

"Agreed," Lennard said. "Mundane government is already on the edge from the increased criminal Aurian activities. This'll calm things down."

Lily shook her head. "So you're just going to let other factions operate freely in our territory?"

"Why not? We don't lose revenue from this," Su Wen said.

"When do they want to move?" Jonathan said as he read one of the mundane incident files.

"Three days. They have teams ready to deploy," Su Wen said.

Three days. Too fast. Ollie needed to make multiple calls after the meeting. Asking for a delay was basically asking to be pointed out as the main culprit in this whole debacle. The important point was the dust storage. The rest were optional.

"What about the United Knights?" Ollie asked. "How many knights are they sending?"

"Two units moving independently as one squad," Su Wen said. "They're particularly interested in the signatures around these locations around south of Kingston, Peterborough, and Oshawa."

"Didn't you say it was just Kingston and Peterborough?" Ollie asked. Those were either signatures from the production of creating dust for outside distribution.

"Oshawa was also on the list they've requested for, but lower priority."

"We should put together a task force," Marc said. "Our best agents working with theirs. Show them we take this seriously."

Jonathan nodded. "Su Wen, coordinate with both factions. Our people should stay back and let them lead. No need to lose out on medical expenses. Dr. Gray, you handle them if they ask anything about the modified dust."

"Of course," Dr. Gray said.

Su Wen tapped on her tablet. "There's more. Street crime patterns have shifted dramatically in the past three months."

The projection showed security footage from different cities. Old Montreal during midnight. A man disappeared into thin air while he was with people. Toronto's financial district. A man in a suit and tie taking the night bus suddenly exploded into bits, covering the whole inside of the bus with innards, skin, and bone. In Oshawa, two security guards patrolling around the warehouse had their heads blown into bits by high caliber rounds. Sniper location, unknown.

"Notice anything unusual?" Su Wen asked, freezing a frame.

Ollie's throat tightened. Financial district was where his HQ was. And that distinctive blue flash just before the man exploded, that was a modified staff. Highly popular in his bazaar's offense section.

"Criminals are using Aurian equipment on the public," Su Wen continued. "That's a risk to all of Aur."

Lennard's chair scraped against the floor as he stood and pointed at Ollie. "Interesting timing, isn't it? These incidents started right after Glory's Bazaar expanded its selections in a specific section."

"Now hold up!" Ollie grinned raised his hands.. "Customer's are going to do what customers do with their purchases, right? I assure you, every item in my retail stores meets the Path's regulations."

"Really?" Lennard pulled out a folder. "Because these specs look awfully familiar. The ether signature matches your registered patents."

Dr. Gray interjected, "I'm sure Ollie vets out his customers with every purchase. The bazaar is already a certified retailer in the Path. What's the point of arguing this?"

"Vetted doesn't mean safe," Lennard said. "Look at this footage from Vancouver."

The screen showed a clean hit. An Ice particle that disappeared the moment it hit the target and the target dropping silently to the ground. There was nothing to indicate that it was any kind of mundane technology that killed the target.

"Mundane MPs are getting nervous," Lennard continued. "They can't explain these deaths. No wounds, no poison, nothing their forensics can detect."

Lily twirled her pen faster into a spin. "The bazaar isn't responsible for criminal misuse. We all know Ollie runs a legitimate business."

"Legitimate?" Lennard snorted. "Like those warehouses in Montreal? The ones where witnesses report strange lights, people coming in and not coming out, and absolute silence?"

Jonathan turned to Ollie. "Silence?"

"Air stabilization magic in a convenient device that looks like a phone," Su Wen said. "Creates zones where sound cannot escape. Perfect for discreet operations."

Ollie maintained his easy smile, but sweat beaded on his neck. "Many companies produce similar equipment."

"Not with these specifications," Lennard pressed. "The technology matches your patents exactly."

Marc cleared his throat. "As what was said before, we can't control what the customers do with the products. Besides, the bazaar generates significant revenue for the Path."

"Is that what we care about now?" Lennard slammed his hand on the table. "Profit? While criminals use our own tech on people?!"

"The Path needs resources," Dr. Gray said. "Ollie's innovations have funded critical research in my department."

"So he lined your pockets too?" Lennard glared at Dr. Gray.

Jonathan plopped down the mundane incident records back to the table. "Someone's supplying both intel and resources to these criminals."

"The question is who," Su Wen said. "And why the sudden escalation?"

Ollie leaned back. "I mean look, my company keeps a detailed record of every sale. All of them can be put on the table for you to investigate."

"How convenient," Lennard sneered. "And I suppose those records are completely accurate?"

"You saying something about me, Lennard?" Ollie's smile vanished instantly as his eyes caught on to Lennard.

"Just finding it interesting that your products keep showing up in criminal hands," Lennard said.

Lily stood up. "That's enough. Ollie's loyalty to the Path is beyond question."

"Is it?" Lennard challenged. "Because these energy signatures match equipment only available through his company. The same signatures we're tracking in Vancouver. Is it really beyond question? Huh, miss Blue Haven survivor?"

Lily's fist shook, her whole body tensed as if almost ready to pounce.

Dr. Gray spread his hands. "Hold on! Correlation doesn't equal causation. Other factors-"

"Like money?" Lennard cut in. "How much profit does the bazaar generate from these items?"

Marc shifted uncomfortably. "The bazaar's finances aren't relevant to this discussion."

"They are when those profits might be funding criminal enterprises," Lennard insisted.

Jonathan held up a hand. "Enough. We need solutions, not accusations."

"Agreed," Su Wen said. "The immediate concern is stopping these attacks. Four major cities are reporting increased incidents."

The screen showed a map of the affected areas. Red dots clustered around Montreal's port, Toronto's financial district, Oshawa's industrial zone, and Vancouver's warehouses.

"The pattern suggests organized distribution," Su Wen continued. "Professionals using… high-end equipment. We're not making accusations right now."

Ollie leaned back in his chair. "The bazaar sells to licensed buyers only. We can't control secondary markets."

"But you can control your inventory," Lennard said. "Put a tracker in each of your sold items."

"And risk destroying trust with our customers?" Ollie argued.

"The Path has bigger concerns," Marc said. "Our operations-"

"Our operations are compromised if we can't trust our own people," Lennard leaned forward, glaring even more at Ollie.

"This witch hunt helps no one. Ollie's research has saved lives," Dr. Gray shook his head.

"At what cost?" Lennard said. "How many civilians have died from modified weapons? How many cases are left unreported, huh?!"

"Su Wen, continue your report." Jonathan interrupted, voice projected with ether that stopped the argument.

She nodded, switching to new footage. The footage showed the man who had exploded on the bus on an elevator going all the way up to his penthouse near Corktown. "The attacks follow a pattern. High networth individuals. No witnesses, no evidence."

"What about the two security guards?" Ollie asked.

"Third and Fourth sons of wealthy businessmen from Indonesia," Su Wen said. "The raids need to happen on the facilities to calm the major factions. But we should also investigate these street-level incidents."

"Agreed," Jonathan said. "And Ollie…"

"Yes?" His voice remained steady.

"We'll need complete access to the bazaar's records. Every sale, every buyer."

"Of course," Ollie smiled brightly. "Whatever helps the investigation."

Lennard whispered something under his breath, and Lily gave him a glare.

"One more thing," Su Wen added, pulling up another document. "We've detected trace ether signatures of the caster near several Path facilities."

The room went quiet. Ollie's fingers twitched beneath the table.

"Which facilities?" Jonathan asked.

"Research labs. Storage units. Places that should be secure." Su Wen's eyes swept the room. "Someone knows our processes and protocols."

"An inside job?" Marc frowned.

Ollie maintained his cheerful demeanor. "The Path's security is top priority. The bazaar would never-"

"Save it," Lennard snapped his fingers. "We all know what's really going on in those warehouses."

"Do we?" Jonathan asked, rubbing his chin while staring at Lennard. "Continue with what we know, Lennard."

For half a minute, no one spoke. Even Marc's shaking legs stopped, and Lennard leaned back in his chair.

After that half a minute, Su Wen continued. "The raids begin in seventy-two hours. All facilities will be searched simultaneously."

"To prevent evidence from disappearing," Lennard added.

Ollie's smile never faltered. "The bazaar welcomes the investigation. We have nothing to hide."


            

    
        Chapter 69 - Interlude Final

    
    
    
    
                After the meeting at Location 15, Ollie sat on the desk chair of Dr. Gray's study, a converted Victorian library where screens lined the shelves instead of books. Multiple displays showed surveillance footage from Vancouver warehouses.

"Play it again," Ollie leaned forward in his leather chair.

Lily stared at the screen, fully leaning into the table. She hadn't spoken much since they arrived, but her eyes darted from one detail to another on the screen.

Dr. Gray tapped the laptop, and the footage replayed. Four figures appeared at the warehouse's south entrance. Three carried what looked like AK-47s. The fourth held the popular staff sold at his bazaar from the premium collection. All four moved close to the wall, not making any sound. The first in the line signalled to a stop.

"Stop there," Ollie said, and the video immediately paused where the fourth figure was in full view. "Staff on that one is from my bazaar. Batch 3 based on the 3 scratches at the top. Whoever is distributing to second hand market is in the inside."

"Their formation and movement also look professional," Lily said. "The hand signals give it away, and they all stopped immediately before the signal finished."

She was right. The group moved with too much precision. Not mundane military. More like an Aurian squad executing a covert operation inside a rift where one single slip up could cause a team wipe.

Lily slid Dr. Gray's laptop towards her and skipped one second of the video. The fourth figure had pulled out a smartphone. Suddenly, the audio went to complete silence.

"Air stabilization ether-tech." Ollie said. "Those were only sold to VIPs."

"Any clues on who it is?" Dr. Gray asked.

"Probably. Have to look later. Only made 50 of those things," Ollie said.

Lily tapped the space bar, continuing the video. "They know the patrol routes too. See how they time their movements?"

The group navigated through the warehouse. As the group turned left, they stopped just mid-corridor with another hand signal. Immediately, two drones moved through the patrol route in front of them. Then, the group continued its route. No hesitation. There were no wrong turns and each turn took them directly to the weapons vault that contained prototypes and newly modified dust samples.

"Smells like an inside job through and through," Ollie said. "But who? The plans for these facilities are locked in cold storage, locked up in USB sticks in my office."

"That's not what I would ask. I'd ask if those are actually criminals," Lily said.

"What do you mean?" Dr. Gray asked.

"Look at their outfits. Common clothing, hoodie, baggy pants. But the equipment? Top ether-tech. And they don't move like common gang members," Lily answered.

Ollie stood, pacing the room. "Maybe an Aur family? But those families don't like trouble. Unless…"

"We can figure that out later. We need to move fast," Lily said. "Raids start in three days."

"I have a plan." Ollie stopped pacing. "Dr. Gray, you keep Jonathan and Marc busy. Feed them progress reports on your research. Give them something to focus on besides me. Make it sound like a new profit revenue generator."

Dr. Gray nodded. "I can increase the potency in our latest batch. Stronger boost gives more assurance during rift raids."

"Lily, your people in Vancouver. Can they clean house?"

She pulled out her phone. "Already on it."

"Leave some breadcrumbs leading elsewhere. Can your witches do that?" Ollie looked at her intently.

"No problemo," Lily said.

"Good. I'll handle Ontario personally. As for Montreal and Quebec City…" Ollie's smile turned sharp. "We cut them loose. Let the UK find what they're looking for there. Feed the wolves to stop them from knocking on our door."

"The Quebec guys won't like that," Lily shrugged.

"They knew the risks. Besides, better them than us," Ollie grinned.

"What about the research?" Dr. Gray asked. "We can't stop now. We're close to a breakthrough on the crystallization process."

"The research continues," Ollie said. "Cutting loose ends won't delay the progress. As long as they don't get an actual scent trail, we'll be fine."

Lily's phone dinged. She read the message, then nodded at Ollie. "My team's moving. House cleaning will be done by dawn."

"Good." Ollie caught her eye. "Make sure they're thorough. We can't risk anyone catching on your tail." Ollie said.

Lily crossed her arms. "You think they'll trace it back to the Blue Witches?"

"I think we can't take chances. Not with the UK and Jiuling breathing down our necks. We're not talking about some small time gang now. The big boys are barrelling down our territory." Ollie sighed and dropped back down into the chair.

Dr. Gray switched to another camera feed. "There's no way these are amateurs."

"But they're not UK or Jiuling," Ollie said. "This is someone new. I got my hunches, but not sure yet. Need to look up who got that air stabilization device."

The footage showed the team accessing the vault. One guarded the exit. One holding up a sack, and the two others packed up specific items while clearly disregarding mass produced versions of the ether-tech. They knew exactly what they wanted, not even second guessing what they put in the bag.

"Dr. Gray," Ollie said. "How fast can you escalate your research? Make it noisy enough to draw attention?"

"Give me twelve hours. I'll have results that'll make Jonathan forget all about these warehouses."

"Do it. Lily, once Vancouver's clean-"

"I know. Keep my people ready. Watch for any sign that says we've been compromised."

"One more thing," Ollie said. "Whoever these people are, they'll hit again. We need to figure out their pattern and be ready."

"Ready how?" Lily asked.

Ollie's eyes narrowed at fourth man in the video. "To find out who they really are. And make them regret stealing from me."

A notification popped down at the top of the projected screen. "Jonathan wants an update on the latest batch. I should go."

Lily's phone buzzed again. She checked it and said, "My team's in position. Operation vinegar and bleach commencing in 30 mins."

"I'll head to Oshawa now. Should be about less than 30 minutes from here." Ollie stood up and walked to the library's only entrance and exit.



Ollie leaned against a concrete wall outside of the warehouse, finishing the last of a cherry lollipop. The candy clicked against his teeth as he loosened his tie with his free hand. His custom artificed M1 rifle rested against his shoulder.

His hand moved into his inner jacket's pocket and put on the glasses. The world changed from colour to shades of gray and red. Looking at the warehouse showed 16 heat signatures moving through the building, one missing.

The guards' body temperatures ran hotter than normal humans. All Awakened, all hired muscle, all having criminal backgrounds, all hired by himself.

He pulled the lollipop stick from his mouth and flicked it aside. It dropped to the dirt, creating a rustle in the nearby brush.

Time to work.

Ollie reached into his pocket and pulled out a smartphone. One tap activated the air stabilization field, creating a bubble of perfect silence around the whole warehouse. His footsteps completely silent. Only his heartbeat and breathing could be heard transmitted to his ears through flesh.

The first guard never saw him coming. Ollie's rifle bucked once, the round fired from around the corner. A blue trace curved around a stack of crates, finding the target's temple. The guard dropped without a sound, their heat signature remained but quickly filtered away from the HUD.

One down. Fifteen to go.

He pulled the red marble from his pocket, tossing it upwards, willing it to find the 17th person that was supposed to be in the warehouse. It fell, spinning mid air before dropping in the direction deeper into the warehouse. Looks like 17 was still alive.

Ollie entered the warehouse. Shipping containers, crates, and multiple tables littered unorganized everywhere. That's what it would look like to anyone who didn't have the set of facility designs. Everything was done on purpose to put infiltrators at a disadvantage.

Two more red shades in human figures moved in at the standard patrol pattern designed for the facility. Their M1s glowed red hot, modified long guns all courtesy of his own bazaar.

One buck of his rifle shot a blue trace through the middle of crates, passing through the first's temple and into the other's throat. Their bodies hit the floor, confirmed only by the thermal overlay.

Three down. Getting sloppy with the patrol, boys.

Four more heat signatures converged at his position. This time, these four moved in low while surveying the area.

Ollie dropped onto one knee, sighting down his M1. One squeeze of the trigger took out the leftmost guard. The second one jumped and ducked behind a shipping container. The third and fourth scattered to opposite sides. Two more flicks of the trigger and two shots homed in on the targets running away from each other. He angled his shot at the ceiling. The round went straight upwards, cleared the container, then snapped down, driving through the target's skull.

Seven down. Right on schedule.

A group of five heat signatures appeared at the catwalks, moving fast towards his direction. Ollie saw the first one giving hand signals to the rest of them.

He flicked the marble up again, watching it roll. Still pointing deeper into the warehouse, but slightly changed. The boss was moving.

Ollie touched his glasses, cycling through view modes. The thermal overlay showed structural weak points in the catwalk.

One good shot...

His rifle bucked once. The round struck a support beam, and half the catwalk collapsed. Three guards fell, their heat signatures flaring bright before going dark. The other two managed to grab the railing, but they made easy targets hanging there.

Twelve down. Four left.

The remaining guards took cover below catwalks, clustered together into one unit. Harder to hit using the same shooting high technique. They were all in front of what would be the main office of the warehouse.

How loyal.

Ollie moved. The marble had pointed him this way for a reason, but definitely not where 17 was.

Movement caught his eyes. One of the guards broke cover. Sprinted for a side door. Amateur mistake. One flash and a blue tracer caught him between the shoulder blades.

The last three signatures held their position. They'd backed themselves into a corner, using filing cabinets and desks as cover. They peeked out their weapons and fired wildly out into the open at Ollie's general direction.

Ollie took cover immediately behind the shipping container beside him. If he hadn't seen them raising their guns, he wouldn't have heard the gunfire that came at him.

His eyes looked to their position as he ignored the gunfire passing by him. One load-bearing wall eaten up by their modified long guns. Bullets tore through the concrete like paper. One shot at its weak point could make it all crumble down.

He squeezed the trigger four times in quick single fire succession. The first round struck the wall, causing it to collapse onto their cover. All three bailed immediately, and the remaining three bullets still in the air pounced at each of their throats, dropping all three simultaneously.

Flicking the marble up once more, he watched it roll across the floor. It stopped, pointing towards a hidden trapdoor behind the collapsed wall. He put his hand into his pocket and disabled the air stabilization.

"Time to have a chat with the boss."

Jumping down into the trapdoor, Ollie landed slowly in a maintenance tunnel. He followed where the red marble told him to, taking rights and lefts through the maze. The target was still moving until it climbed back up from the service tunnel.

Ollie reached that dead end in just a couple of minutes. He clicked his tongue as he turned his head up. Climbing the rusted manhole ladder would ruin his suit.

Using telekinesis, his feet levitated off the ground, pointing the rifle upwards. When he arrived at the top, he saw an empty warehouse except for the small office room at the side.

Marble flicked up once more. It dropped immediately, pointing to the small office. Ollie walked up to the office, rifle still up. The door slid open as soon as he reached it.

An empty room, except a desk and a chair. The windows were boarded up, but barely. A man sat on the chair, hands folded on the desk.

"You broke our arrangement!" the boss yelled. "We had a deal, Glory. Protection money comes in, your tech stays clean. Simple."

Ollie kept his rifle steady. "Times change, bossman. Someone's been hitting my warehouses. Using my tech. Ring any bells?"

"That's your problem." The boss's hands clenched at the armrests. "We paid. We kept quiet. Now you come in here, kill my people!"

"Your people were sloppy." Ollie smiled, eyes not so. "Left traces. Drew attention. The UK's sniffing around. Jiuling too. I need answers and my finger feels itchy."

"You need to back off." The boss stood, face reddening. "You think you can just do this? What about the aftermath? What then?"

"I think someone's moving product through my territory." Ollie ignored him. "Someone with training. Resources. Making me look bad in front of some very important people. And I don't like that, bossman."

The boss laughed, a harsh throaty laugh. "You're scared. The great Oliver Glory, running scared from the shadows of those above him."

"Information," Ollie said coldly. "That's all I need. Who's moving the gear? Who's training them?"

"I don't know anything." The boss said. "Use a memory syringe if you don't believe me. Pull it right out of my head."

Ollie's eyebrows rose. "Those run half a million each. Bit steep for a fishing expedition."

"Then we're done here." The boss gritted his teeth. "You broke faith first, Glory. Don't expect-"

"I'll give you another chance, bossman. What can you do for me?" Ollie interrupted. "I've got raids coming. UK breathing down my neck from the east. The Chinese pointing their knives at my west. I need something concrete. Give me something, bossman."

"Maybe... Look. I don't know how you can believe me without pulling out that memory yourself… but there might be something about the Silver-"

The glass behind the boss exploded inward. Red mist filled the air as the boss slumped forward no longer with a head. Ollie dove behind a desk as another shot punched through his shoulder, spinning him around.

Blood painted the blacks and whites of his suit. His glasses showed the shooter's heat signature already retreating, moving fast across rooftops. Professional, quick and clean.

The killer could've shot him, but didn't. He pressed a hand against the wound.

The last bit of what bossman said confirmed it. A family. It had to be. Only they had the resources, the training, the reach. But moving against them without proof would start a war he couldn't afford, literally. Not with the UK and Jiuling circling like sharks.

Ollie sucked on his teeth. The word "Silver" wasn't helpful either. Multiple families around the world had the word "Silver" somewhere in their family name like it was some sort of lucky word.

His phone rang, a notification sent by "Carl."

[Jonathan: Some injured kid outside of the red hollows just popped out. Might be someone you know. Check it out sometime.]

No time to look at it. He needed to clean the whole warehouse. He turned off the silencing field and unlocked his phone.

He quickly sent a text to a contact named "Jeff".

[Ollie: Clean up the lollipop by the bushes at the front]

The sound of multiple vans entered the warehouse gates.


            

    
        Chapter 70 - BOOK 2 START

    
    
    
    
                Gale sat rigid in the hard plastic chair, his finger pinching at his own thigh to keep him awake while waiting for an answer from the man in front of him. The damn clock ticking away behind him made each second feel much longer than it should've been.

Principal Harris sat behind a desk across from him, squinting at the monitor and occasionally scrolling the mouse. The scent of the steaming coffee mug beside the keyboard wafted at Gale. He didn't think that he'd be able to smell such a pleasant scent ever again.

"Your birth certificate says 2042." Harris squinted at the monitor to the side. "That makes you twenty-seven, Mr. Hathie."

"I know how it looks, but…" Gale paused. What could he say at this point? Sorry, I accidentally fell through a rift and spent months fighting monsters in another dimension only to find out 10 years passed on Earth. "There's been a mistake."

Harris opened another folder, double clicking on a file that said 2059-2060_andrew_thomson_highschool_attendance.pdf.

"Your last recorded attendance was 2059. Then nothing. No transfers, no withdrawals. Quite lucky your records even survived the '65 migration."

"I can explain…" Gale said. "My parents?"

"Mr. Hathie," Harris rubbed his eyes. "Right now, I'm looking at someone who's 28 on paper claiming to be 18 who missed half a year. And now you're mentioning your parents who're not here. Can you understand what I'm saying?"

Of course he understands what he's saying. Where are his goddamn parents to push him to get a G.E.D? Facing corrupted knights and garbage truck sized beasts were so much easier. At least those you can hack away at. But bureaucracy looked to be even scarier and meaner than any of those.

"There were… complications," Gale said. "In the orphanage. A misunderstanding in the system."

"Then let's take a look at the orphanage," Harris opened another PDF. "West Heights Home. You stayed there from 2052 to 2059. Then you ran away. No other records other than that."

"It's complicated."

"Everything's complicated, Mr. Hathie. But rules exist for a reason. We can't enrol someone who's legally an adult in high school."

Gale leaned forward. "But I need to finish my education. I can't just give up now."

"Let me be clear," Harris said. "You look extremely young for 28 and someone who ran away. Your test scores during your time in high school were… passable. But I have rules to follow."

"With your scores, passing the G.E.D exam wouldn't be a problem. Why do you still want to return to high school?" Harris's eyes went to his side to look at Gale.

"What if I can't?" Gale said. "I missed the last semester of school, and I need structure to learn those things, not self study."

Harris removed his glasses. He picked up the glass fabric and polished his glasses. "Mr. Hathie, in my 40 years of education, I've never had a case like yours. You look impossibly young, enough so that you could tell me that you travelled from 2059 just yesterday, and I might believe it. Your grades are completely passable, so you could get a high school diploma next week."

But I did just come back from 2059 just a couple of weeks ago!

"I just want to finish what I started," Gale said.

"Noble goal. Wrong approach." Harris put his glasses back on. "We have alternatives. Adult education programs. Accelerated G.E.D courses. Even direct college admission via tests."

Gale stopped shaking his legs. "I need structure. Routine. A chance to..."

To be normal. Maybe even make friends, he didn't say.

"What you need is a path forward, not backward." Harris pulled up another screen. "The Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre has an excellent program for adults looking to get their G.E.Ds."

"That's not…" Gale gave up. He just wanted to feel the normal that he didn't get. Was that so hard to ask for?

"Or there's the Excellence Academy for Continuing Education. Private institution, flexible scheduling. They specialize in... unique cases."

"Unique?"

"Students who don't fit the traditional model. Whatever it may be." Harris said. "Though they might ask questions I'm politely avoiding."

It's obvious Harris didn't believe a single word Gale said. Before the Eclipsed, he probably also wouldn't believe himself. According to the data, there were no clerical errors, except for the running away part. His appearance did change slightly. He was a growing boy after all. But he didn't even have facial hair, though dad never did get facial hair. Weird. The birth certificate was also a problem that proved he was an adult. Heck, he didn't even know he had it. No wonder mom and dad took him back to Canada. He was born here!

"Mr. Hathie, are you there?" Harris snapped his fingers.

Gale snapped his head back up. "Yup! I'm right here. Definitely right here in this time period."

"As I was saying, Mr. Hathie. I can't enroll someone who is legally 28 into high school. That has a whole lot of legal issues. The school board would shut it down immediately."

"Even if-"

"Even if you look seventeen." Harris said. "I'm trying to help, Mr. Hathie. But I need you to work with me."

Gale stared at his hands. Callused from holding the bone hilt and then the weber blade. Not even that. It was rough from surviving in a forest. It wasn't the hands of a normal 18 year old, that's for sure.

"What do you suggest?" he asked.

"If you want routine, enroll in an Adult Learning Centre. Then you can get guidance from the centre after you've finished your courses."

"That simple?"

"Nothing's simple about your situation." Harris pulled up his email, skimming through his contacts. "But it's a start. A legal one. The adult learning centre has a new session starting next week," Harris said. "I can make a call, expedite your application."

Gale looked back down at his hands. "And my records?"

"Lost in the system migration, as far as anyone's concerned." Harris opened a contact and copied the email address. "Sometimes bureaucratic errors work in our favour. Please do let me know your choice on this matter, Mr. Hathie."

"Can I make a choice later? I need to think about it," Gale said.

"Think about it," Harris said, extending a business card. "Call me when you decide. But just remember, you can't go backwards, Mr. Hathie. No matter how much you might want to."

Upon taking the card, Gale suddenly felt he was in another alien world right after coming back from one. For all its downsides, the orphanage and high school weren't such harsh places. It was a shelter for those that haven't yet been introduced to… whatever this is.

"One week," Harris said. "That's how long I can hold the adult learning centre spot. After that..."

He left the sentence unfinished, but Gale understood. Time moved forward, even for those who'd lost years to rifts. People move on. No one cares about one single person's situation.

Walking out of the principal's office, he felt the eyes poking at him from students at the school's entrance hall. The hall looked different from before. The tiles on the floor were now replaced by fancy bricks. Walls on either side were wider. The metal doors at the front were replaced by glass doors with shiny metal that held them in place. Benches lined one side of the wall, and students gathered around those while eating and talking at the same time.

In one of those benches, Emmerson sat, focused on the phone in front of him while sticking his tongue out to the side. The screen reflected off his glasses, showing colourful fruits being sliced up while they fell.

"So, that went well?" Emmerson asked without looking up. The sound of fruit being sliced went over the ambient chatter of the students at this close distance.

Gale dropped onto the bench beside him, letting his head fall backwards against the wall. "They won't take me."

"Age thing?"

"Age thing."

Emmerson nodded, still focused on his game. "System's not built for people like us. Never has been."

"People like us?"

"Ehh, you know what I mean." Emmerson missed a bunch of fruits, and the screen showed game over. "Try explaining a ten-year time skip to the Service Ontario. Or an insurance company. Or a bank. I'll tell you something. I once had to argue with a barista about my birthday because their rewards program wouldn't accept the date."

Gale watched a group of students hurry past, laughing, talking to one another without a care in the world outside of theirs. "I just want to finish school."

"You want to finish it all being the normal way?" Emmerson's eyebrows rose. "Bud. That ship sailed when you got rifted. Nothing's normal after that."

"It could be," Gale said.

"Could it?" Emmerson leaned forward, lowering his voice. "You've seen what's out there. You fought it yourself. Changed because of it. You really think you can just pretend that none of that stuff happened?"

Gale's fingers brushed against his pocket where the storage box sat. "My parents always said stay low, blend in, survive."

"Yeah, yeah, heard that multiple times literally from you. But there's a difference between staying low and burying your head in the sand."

"But I'm trying not to anymore. Otherwise, why would I be in that principal's office asking him to take me in like I'm a 28 year old weirdo." Gale sighed.

"You aren't normal anymore. Stop trying to be." Emmerson waved at the whole hallway and the students that passed by. "This? It's a fantasy. A nice one, sure, but still a fantasy. Our world, the real world, doesn't fit into neat little boxes like high school diplomas and college applications."

Students continued to mill around them, some heading to class, others to their breaks or lunch. The students just a couple of benches beside them whispered to each other about the guy beside him. Breath of the Void told him of their plans to meet at a nearby cafe later after school. That cafe probably opened during his 10 year limbo.

"Look," Emmerson continued, "I get it. You want what they have. Or at least experience it. Simple problems. Simple solutions. But we're different."

"I don't want anything to do with the Path," Gale said. "Not yet."

"Look, buddy. The Path will tell you everything on your orientation if that's what you really wanna know, but you gotta sign the contract first. That's how companies work in the real world. Your real age may be 18, but look, companies don't care about that. A contract is binding, legally and literally. They need to know they can trust you before-"

"Before what? Why everything I thought I knew about the world turned out to be a lie?" Gale glared at the man beside him.

Emmerson sighed. "You think it's easy for me? Living in both worlds? I teach new recruits how to control their powers by day and night, then have to remember to act powerless when I grab coffee or groceries. It's exhausting."

"Then why do it?" Gale asked.

"Because that's the deal. We get power, but we also get responsibility. Can't have one without the other."

"The Excellence Adult Learning Centre won't work," Gale whispered. "Too many questions."

"And Excellence Academy is basically a Path recruitment centre," Emmerson said. "They'd spot what you are in seconds."

"What am I?" Gale said. "Even I don't know."

"You're an Awakened. That's enough for now. The rest..." Emmerson said. "It comes with time."

"Time." Gale laughed. "I've lost enough of that already."

"Maybe. But rushing into things won't help either." Emmerson pulled out his phone again, checking the time. "The Path has reasons for keeping secrets. Hell, even that principal in there has reasons for following his rules."

"And I'm just supposed to accept that? Play along?"

"For now? Yeah." Emmerson opened another app and started scrolling through short videos of cats and dogs. "Stay low doesn't mean stay weak. It means stay smart. Learn everything you can and how to do it effectively, but of course, do it carefully. Do you think staying alone in this kinda world is staying smart? Hell no."

That's what the knight said too. The tide? He didn't really care. But making a pool in the woods where no one is invited? That wouldn't be so fun alone. A couple of friends to share it with wouldn't be so bad.

"The system isn't built for people like us," Emmerson repeated. "So, in the past, we built our own systems. Found our own ways. But we do it smart, and we do it carefully."

A bell rang, sending students scurrying to their next classes. Soon the halls would be empty except for them; two people who didn't quite belong in this world of schedules and homework and normal problems.

Gale stood up. The windows of the wall showed students funneling into the door and into their seats. There was already a piece of paper on all of the tables, and the board even said 'Pop Quiz'. It looked like a math test. Normal human activities, normal problems that he wanted to be a part of.

Activating Breath of the Void, he saw more of what was happening that couldn't be seen with the naked eye.

A girl in the back row radiated faint traces of energy. Not like his own essence, but more familiar to what Ollie gave off. The numbers on the girl's paper rearranged themselves whenever she blinked. She probably wasn't even aware she was doing it.

Another student's pen leaked with the same familiar energy. On that table, there were tens of pens in a cup. What did he need that many pens for? That question became obvious enough. The pen bent sideways as he wrote numbers on the paper.

"Oh, you noticed them too?" Emmerson said.

"They don't know, do they?" Gale watched the first girl frown at her paper. "What they are. Just like me before. Ms. Molly even said it was because I hit my head."

"Some never will. Others..." Emmerson said. "Well, that's part of what we do. Find them. Help them understand. Before they figure it out the hard way."

The hard way like he had. Those multiple things that happened around him that he'd noticed. Just keep your head down until you're 18, Ms. Molly said. Well, he did, and what did that give him?

"Look, buddy. You got my number on your phone. If you wanna talk about options, we can talk, and not just the ones that fit on official paperwork. Let's move before we stick out like a sore thumb." Emmerson stood, stretching his arms, and began walking towards the school's entrance door.

Gale followed suit. Emmerson was probably right about everything. He didn't fit in with this normal life. He never did. The kids always bullied him for being different. There was no difference between back then and now.

But so what? He's human too. He deserves what the other kids had too.

Emmerson opened the door to his car with blacked out tinted windows. "Come on, get in. I'll drive you home. The least I could do."
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                Gale climbed up the metal steps of the cramped apartment. Elevator was out of service. This whole place was arranged by the Path, but it's been like that ever since he moved in. A bare bones set up in an aging building on McCowan and Eglinton.

He reached the 6th floor and inserted his key into unit 608. It got stuck. Sometimes, it would just work, and sometimes it needed the usual wiggle-and-twist technique he perfected over the last week.

Entering his unit, he plopped the bag over to his bed that was pushed against the wall to the left. Its gray sheets crumpled loudly, still crisp from the store. A wooden desk sat at the other side of the wall from his bed. On top of it, an old laptop that looked to be almost more than 10 years old, given by Emmerson as a 'donation.' A folding table beside it served as the dining table, and on it, a one stove burner that needed gas canisters to cook. On either side of the table sat two mismatched folding chairs.

He sat down in front of the laptop. It turned on, revealing the pages of nonsense he'd been searching the night before. Blurry photos of people arguing whether the photo had a ghost or not. He couldn't even see the face that people were pointing to in the image.

There had to be something out there that revealed the nature of Aur. A society that big can't possibly just exist in the shadows.

'Supernatural incidents in Toronto 2068,' he typed into the search bar. That was last year. There's got to be something, except there wasn't.

The search results just returned either top 10 lists or people talking about their supernatural experiences. No actual proof, just users telling stories to each other and validating each other or having stupid arguments.

One post talked about the Old Finch Avenue Bridge ghost. There were multiple people that confirmed sightings of a ghost in that post. However, if it's the Aur he knows, such mundanes won't be able to escape an entity like that unharmed. There were also no pictures. Again, another dead end.

Come on. How are people on Aur getting away with their bs? But even no one found about those two kids in the classroom using their… abilities or however they call it in Aur.

A loud sudden bang of a door made him jump out of his seat. In one quick motion, he had the Weber blade out already from the storage box as he took on an offensive stance, looking above him where the bang came from.

Relax, Gale. It was just some idiot closing his door really loud. Probably the idiot who was going through a divorce too.

He could hear everything in the building. Every day became a struggle as he tried to suppress Breath of the Void. At night, it was even harder with people's 'night activities.' Making so much useless noise would've attracted predators out in the open. A quick way to be in the belly of a bear.

There were books that Gale had read before that had superheroes with extreme senses. How did that hero suppress such an ability to live a normal life by day? And in this reality, there was no clear cut villain he could just punch and send to jail. Now it made sense what Emmerson said. He had to keep himself suppressed while going grocery shopping. It was exhausting.

He tried sitting back down on the chair, but sighed as he looked at it. The chair had bent slightly sideways, damaged from the sudden jolt earlier. He tried sitting on it anyways, and surprisingly, it still held itself together. If it fell apart, he could probably just take apart some of the floorboards and make a chair out of them. The Path agents probably wouldn't even notice.

Looking back at his laptop, his browser history showed:

[how to get G.E.D without ID]

[jobs that don't check background]

[ways to make money under the table]

[cash jobs, no ged]

Those were all basically the same keywords, and Gale couldn't think of any other flavour of those sets of words.

In one year, this apartment would be handed back to the Path. They had only rented it out to him for free for a year. He needed to think of a way to get income, but thinking was all he seemed to do lately. About what he went through, what he lost in the 10 years of disappearing, what powers he gained. None of them seemed to lead to 'what to do next,' though.

If someone ever asked him 'how are you', all he can really say is just 'survivin', and that was in the most literal sense possible.

A notification slid into the right side notification bar. Gale didn't need to open it to know that it was another rejection from an online job application. Whatever the reason was, it was easier to think that it was all because of his documentation.

His eyes caught onto the phone beside the laptop. Just one call to end all this misery. A single call to either Carl or Emmerson would give him a way easier life than he could ever imagine. He'd have a routine to follow, probably a training regimen to do cool Aur stuff… whatever they do. Most importantly, it'll answer a lot of questions about whatever this is.

Gale opened a blank tab and immediately typed 'spiderman real life hero crime fighting'. The results showed cosplayers of different sizes with not much muscular definition. Stunt videos showed up.

Clicking on one of them, it showed some guy doing parkour in a Spiderman outfit. It couldn't even be called parkour. It was too slow and clunky. Form was bad too. The video would probably amaze him before the rift. Now it just looked like a baby trying to walk.

He minimized the browser, revealing his desktop's default background. Even that felt wrong. A generic meadow landscape that could be anywhere. Just like this apartment.

How would Ollie, Rachel, and Annett think of how he's living now. Did they remember him?

I miss them.

It was the first time he ever missed anyone other than his parents. If he remembered correctly, Rachel was from some kind of family in Aur. Didn't know what that even meant though.

Gale imagined meeting her after coming back. She'd smile at him and then they could talk about the stuff like hiking and reading books. The fun stuff that she wanted to do. He'd also share with her the titles of his favourite books and find them in the library for her to read.

Breath of the Void picked up movement in the hallway. Someone walked past his door. Their signature was clear, different from the blurry mundane signatures that felt more like nothing. Probably one of the Path's watchers, keeping tabs on him. Making sure their investment was intact.

I can't even buy anything outside anyways. Can't even buy McDonald's from across the street. What's the point of keeping tabs on me?

Gale typed in another search term on the browser bar 'time travel unexplained cases.' However, these proved to be even more useless. It was just a bunch of conspiracy theories and sci-fi fanfic. Nothing about rifts or time skips or people returning after being lost for a long time and how those people managed to get a job after.

His stomach growled suddenly. That McDs from downstairs sounded good right about now.

The kitchen area beside the folding table only had a sink, a mini fridge, and a microwave. There was nothing in the fridge other than three water bottles, half a loaf of bread, and two instant noodle cups.

A friend would tell him he should go grocery shopping. Shopping meant money. Money meant jobs. Jobs meant papers. Papers meant questions. Questions meant questions he couldn't answer.

Deep breaths, Gale. Deep breaths. You just had it way too easy in the orphanage. Food was provided, even if it was slop. No point in running off to the forest now when this thing called the Path is out there watching your every move. The forest also wouldn't give him his G.E.D.

…And without a G.E.D, how the hell is he going to get a job!?

Gale's arm flailed down and his head plopped backwards. The ceiling was stained with brown water marks. Surprisingly, there was no mould.

A spike of ether caught his attention, fed by Breath of the Void. Something was happening just three blocks over. A surge of energy he hadn't felt since the Eclipsed.

His leg started shaking. He should do something. It was probably a bad guy doing something bad to a good guy. But he forced himself to stay in his chair. That wasn't his problem. He wasn't a hero. He was just a normal guy trying to get a normal education at the ripe old age of 28.

Another signature entered the fray where the original surge was. Now it was two energies that fought against each other. A spike in both the signatures made both of his legs shake, itching to go over there and see what's happening.

And then it vanished. Someone handled it. A Path agent probably. They had systems in place, teams ready to respond to any criminal activities by Aurians. They didn't need him. Heroes didn't exist in real life, not even in this new fantasy version of it.

Before he knew it, the sun had already gone down and the city lights had turned on. Gale slammed his laptop shut. The shaking leg wouldn't stop. The walls of his apartment felt even more cramped than the prison of the orphanage. He needed to do something now.

Essence flowed through his pathways, activating Distort. The air around him rippled like heatwaves off a summer pavement, bending the light away from his skin and making him nigh invisible. Phase Touch on his whole self followed, spreading into his baggy gray hoodie and baggy faded jeans.

He didn't bother with the door. Three steps and he passed through the wall, emerging onto the fire escape. He let himself drop through the metal grating, descending three stories in a controlled fall. His feet met concrete without a sound.

McCowan and Eglinton spread before him. Any direction would do as long as it could calm him down, and Gale ran.

His legs carried him past convenience stores with flickering neon signs, through alleys reeking of garbage and stale beer. Each stride lengthened as he pushed harder, faster, trying to outrun the thoughts that chased him.

Past the sleazy motels of Kingston and now through the forested neighbourhoods of Port Union, his lungs burned, welcoming the feeling of being alive. It felt real in a way that paperwork and G.E.D certificates didn't.

The essence drained ticked down at the left bottom corner of his eyes. Maintaining both Distort and Phase Touch cost him, but this was no longer the world where he needed to maintain a healthy amount of it. There were no threats lurking around every corner. He analyzed everything that went through, showing him everything he already knew about the mundane environment.

He knew instinctively he was heading east. Always east until the city's density began to thin further from the suburbs.

Oshawa's outskirts came into view before him. His legs felt refreshed after not having run that much since the dark forest, and the cool night air went into his lungs differently from the damp coldness he was used to.

He stood before an old warehouse. Metal sides rusted by decades of rain, snow, and sun. There was something odd about this warehouse. Something about it felt wrong. He didn't need Breath of the Void to tell him the patterns of conflict that had happened here. Bullet holes peppered the walls, recent ones, yet the area was clean.

Gale straightened, studying the structure. No security lights. No cameras. The parking lot sat empty except for scattered leaves and broken glass. The warehouse bore signs of recent activity.

[Hydrogen Peroxide residue.]

That confirmed it. Someone had cleaned this up thoroughly for some reason.

He phased through the loading dock door, emerging into darkness broken only by thin strips of moonlight through gunshot holes on the roof. Shipping containers littered the area in nonsensical ways. They weren't stacked or stored side by side. They were just in a random arrangement for some reason. Floors were also cleaned, showing no trace of whatever happened here, but the walls remembered.

[Analyzing Conflict sequence.]

Analysis highlighted details others might miss. It was a fight between a group of men and a single person, case in point by the group of men having the same rifles while there was one odd bullet hole pattern that was different from the rest.

Analysis also showed blood had been cleaned away, professionally, leaving behind only bleach wiped on the floor. Someone wanted this place to look abandoned while erasing all evidence of anything that had been in here, and they did it good.

The bullet holes showed a firefight, but a controlled one. Single shots. Double taps. Both sides were professional. No spray-and-pray until probably the final confrontation that showed wild firing from one side and a broken wall.

Gale moved deeper into the warehouse, phasing through the empty shipping containers without disturbing the scenery.

He moved to the warehouse just beside the one he was in. This one looked more normal, except for the two bullet holes in the main office inside the warehouse. Inside was clean too.

Analysis showed a high caliber gun had shot the two bullet holes in quick succession. That was it. Nothing else other than more bleach residue.

It was the first time he saw clearly what conflict would be like in this world. A world where guns dominated, like Ollie's homing pistol bullet things.

Would he have been able to win against the people who fought in this place? He didn't want to try. It was smarter to not find out what would happen. Probably observe first, gauge the opponent like what he did with that first predator.

Getting strong was non-negotiable, but not to protect himself from threats. Vianne and the dark knight did say some kind of tide was coming. There was corruption taking over the entirety of existence. One way or another, he'd be the one facing it alone or not alone.

Would what happened to the Eclipsed happen to Earth too?

Gale clenched his fist. This place was the place where Ollie, Rachel, and Annett lived. Hell if he was going to let corruption just take over like that.

He spread out the tendrils of his void's breath. He needed to know if there was anyone near.

None.

It was the perfect place to practice Dainv Sword Arts. Before that, Gale opened up his status screen.

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 11/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 50

Efficiency: 10

Essence: 62/150

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.3]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Dainv Spear Arts Lv.1][Essence Control Lv.1][Dainv Sword Arts Lv.2]

[Available Rewards:]

[First Codex Entry Chest]

…

He had gotten much stronger than before. When he fought the dark knight at the last battle, he felt the big difference between Lv. 3 and Lv. 4. The feeling of that power was something he wanted to experience again.

Then, something caught his eye at the last part of his status.

[First Codex Entry Chest]

What the hell is this?
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                Gale sat cross legged on the concrete floor of the warehouse. His fingers hovered over the new text of the system.

[First Codex Entry Chest]

That's what it said. Just like everything in life, this goddamn system never gave him a clue on how to use anything. Might as well just find out. He tapped the text.

A wooden chest materialized in front of him, floating just at the height of his waist. Its surface bore the same intricate patterns and shape that the walls of the ship had, except in a rearranged pattern. Definitely had the same shapes and design in it though.

Touching the lid of the chest, it creaked open. A transparent orb, much more transparent than glass, rose into the air to his eye level. Blue light pulsed from its inside, timed exactly the same as his heartbeat.

[Analyze]

The familiar system interface of Analysis overlaid his vision.

[Vianne's Express Amazing Store]

[Object Type: Origin Artifact]

[Description: Additional function to the Dainv OS created by Vianne. Who knows what's inside?]

[Install: Y/N]

Gale shook his head. Who knows what's inside? Vianne's childish smile popped up in his head just for a second. This whole thing was a joke to her, right? Not even telling your nephew what this is. This can't be real.

"What's the worst that could happen?" he said to the empty warehouse. His finger tapped the Y.

His legs suddenly buckled, ragdolling his body onto the floor. Vision became black. No feeling anywhere, and he could no longer hear his breathing. Every nerve of his body shut down. It was complete sensory isolation. He was conscious but separated from his body.

Slowly, the feeling of his body came back. Vision slowly came back, and the image of the warehouse faded in from black.

A status screen overlaid in his vision:

[New Dainv OS Functionality: Vianne's Express Amazing Store opened.]

All of his senses came back as quickly as they had disappeared. Gale pushed himself up, stretching his fingers. He can open and close it, grip is still as strong as before. Check. Tendrils of his passive spread outwards, revealing to him the size of the warehouse. Skills still work. Check. At least nothing bad happened.

Note to self, do not install anything without clearing the area first.

"Open store," he whispered, willing the new function to activate.

The system interface popped up in his vision. Row after row of items filled the window.

[Essence Optimization Core Part - 5000 points]

[Phantom Edge Skill Lv. 1 - 8000 points]

[Basic Military Issue Sword - 1000 points]

[Skill Point Potion - 10000 points]

One item caught his eye. Imaginary drool ran down his lips. A skill potion. If that's what he thought it was, then it probably could increase a skill by a level without needing to train. But a price tag of 10,000 points sounded like a lot. At the right side of his hud, it showed his total points.

[Available Points: 500]

Gale laid down onto the cool concrete. More bullet holes on the ceiling made the moonlight cast a ray along the dust. At least it wasn't blue. Earth's moon cast a soft white instead. He sighed, then scrolled through the cheaper options, searching for anything useful…

[The Guide by the Amazing Vianne Module - 300 points]

[Spatial Storage - 200 points]

[Vit Vial - 100 points]

[Ess Vial - 100 points]

[Eff Vial - 100 points]

Tapping on the Vit Vial showed its description.

[Vit Vial]

[Description: A vial of vitality essence]

[Consumable]

[Effects: restores 20% vitality of self or target, max amount: 200 vitality points]

[Confirm Purchase: Y/N]

Gale immediately pressed 'N'. He tapped on the other vials as well. Ess Vial would restore 20% of his max essence with a max amount restored of 200. Only the efficiency was different.

[Eff Vial]

[Description: A vial of efficiency]

[Consumable]

[Effects: increases efficiency rating by 50 points]

Most of these vials were useless for now in this safe haven of Earth. On the other hand, the two other items were not just consumable potions.

[The Guide by the Amazing Vianne]

[Description: Guide will be installed in the host's Origin. The guide will assist the host to complete missions, learn his abilities and adapt in combat.]

[Installable Module]

[Function: Offloading real-time thought processes for optimal decision trees, combat analysis, and strategic predictions into a containerized process.]

Apart from the 'amazing' part of the name of the item, it seemed to be more useful than the rest of the items. The other one was spatial storage, though he already had a storage box. No point in getting something redundant for 200 points. It hadn't even been filled up yet.

The Guide Module made more sense. He'd read enough sci-fi books to know the value of a good guiding system where a boy named Andrew had completely disregarded his own AI and broke his own relationship with the AI, and then the AI just became less useful after that, but more pragmatic, though the flavour of their relationship became quite stale after that even though Andrew was still the master of the AI.

Gale pinched his own thigh, snapping himself out of the intrusive thoughts. Besides, that was beside the point. Point was, it might help him track down more of Vianne's fragments. Without Analysis, he probably wouldn't even be back on Earth, fighting against deeper evils called 'Bureaucracy'.

His finger hovered over the purchase button for the Guide Module. The remaining 200 points could come in handy later.

"Guide Module," he decided, tapping the purchase button. The interface flashed, confirming his choice. His point total dropped to 200.

The interface remained closed. Suddenly, a transparent orb similar to what appeared from the chest materialized in front of him.

[The Guide by the Amazing Vianne Module]

[Object Type: Origin Artifact]

[Description: Guide will be installed in the host's Origin. The guide will guide the host to complete missions and learn his abilities and adapt in combat.]

[Install: Y/N]

The screen looked familiar. Literally, it had just happened 5 minutes ago. Just in case, Gale spread out the tendrils of Void's breath to check for any movement or hostile life forms.

None.

With one tap, Gale pressed the "Y" button. Immediately, his body fell onto the floor again. All of his senses were blocked from surfacing.

The feeling returned soon enough, and he stood up immediately. There was no change in the status screen other than the addition of one passive.

[Guide Lv. Max]

He started to feel around his body, wondering if anything changed. It did say that it was installed into him, specifically him being the host and it being a parasite or something else he didn't know.

However, nothing interesting seemed to have happened other than a water droplet from across the empty space echoing. His head snapped to it, Weber blade already out. Fighting beasts, thralls, and zombies felt real. Ghosts were something different.

For five whole minutes, he remained still, waiting for anything to come out at the corner of the shipping container.

He sighed. Must be just the wind. Or condensation. Something science can explain.

Looking back at the system interface, he stared at the guide element on his status screen.

"What is this… guide?" Gale whispered to himself.

[Host acknowledged. Guide activation sequence initiated.]

Gale jumped back, his head snapping around the empty warehouse. The voice had come from nowhere and everywhere, like a thought that wasn't his own. "What the!"

[Designation: Strategic Analysis and Guidance Entity. Primary function: host optimization and mission support.]

"Jesus!" Gale dashed in a random direction, nearly crashing into a shipping container. The voice in his head spoke with an androgynous voice--human but sounding more like a robot at the same time.

[Physical stability recommended. Current essence reserves: insufficient for combat scenarios.]

Gale steadied himself against the external wall of the container. His heart hammered against his ribs. Relax. It's not a ghost.

"You're... inside my head?"

[Incorrect. Integration complete with host Origin Core. Direct Origin Core interface established.]

"That's not better!" Gale ran his hands through his hair. "So you're like... what, my personal assistant now?"

[Incorrect. Primary objectives include tactical analysis, combat optimization, and mission guidance.]

A weak laugh escaped Gale.

"Well, Guide, since you're all about guidance..." He paused, a grin spreading across his face. "How about a guide to get stronger?"

The silence that followed his attempted joke stretched long enough to make him uncomfortable.

[Acknowledged. Current physical and essence parameters below optimal levels. Immediate recommendation: essence recovery.]

"Right." Gale slumped against the shipping container. "Any suggestions for that?"

[Multiple recovery methods available. Option one: meditation focusing on essence flow patterns. Option two: regulated breathing exercises synchronized with natural essence currents.]

"Those sound... complicated."

[Complexity level: moderate. Success rate increases with practice. Beginning instruction sequence.]

Without warning, Gale's body moved on its own, shifting into a cross-legged position. His spine straightened, shoulders rolling back.

[Position adjusted for optimal essence flow. Initiating breathing pattern guidance.]

"Wait, you can control my body?" Gale tried to resist, but his hands settled onto his knees as if guided by invisible strings.

[Limited motor control available for training purposes. Resistance counter productive to current objective.]

His breathing slowed. The Guide even controlled the muscles in his diaphragm, allowing him to feel the exact rhythm he needed. The chill of the night faded. Warmth spread through his limbs in the familiar pathways that he used for essence flow. It was similar to when Origin was extracted from prey, but much slower.

The pathways reacted to his breathing, contracting and expanding at an even interval. It felt like his whole body was breathing not just for his lungs, but through something deeper that was in him before. And then it lit up, inside his mind, he saw the pathways drawn to him by the Guide.

A large concentration of essence moved down the path from the base of his skull to the bottom of his spine. That was the main path with an uncountable amount of lines. From that main path, billions of capillaries weaved out that extended to each of his limbs.

[Essence circulation improving. Current recovery rate: suboptimal, stable.]

Breath of the Void still actively fed him images of his surroundings. The clouds through the ceiling of the warehouse moved faster than usual, yet everything felt slow, just like his breathing. Was time passing by fast or was he just thinking slowly?

[Host attention wandering. Refocus recommended on essence paths.]

"Sorry," Gale muttered.

[Continue breathing sequence.]

His essence reserves ticked up slowly: 80, 81, 82. The Guide provided him some structure into becoming stronger at least, even though it was another nagging thing now he had to live with. A different kind of Ms. Molly. Although having a voice in his head was going to be something he needed to get used to.

[Current progress: acceptable. Estimated time to full recovery: excessive. Alternative methods available.]

"Such as?" Gale opened one eye, curious despite himself.

[Combat scenario practice increases essence regeneration rate by a factor of three. Multiple low-level targets detected within a two kilometer radius.]

"No." Gale shook his head firmly. "No fighting. I just want to recover and figure out what exactly I've gotten myself into."

[Tactical assessment confirmed. Current location secure. Continuing recovery sequence.]

"If combat scenarios can help me, what about movement drills like Dainv Sword Arts… maybe?"

[Command accepted. Analyzing potential combat forms. Processing optimal routes.]

The voice in his head spoke with its usual tone. Preparing for the drills, he put his left hand in his pocket where he kept the storage box and tapped on the Weber blade. The sword materialized into the grip of his right hand again.

Why is it called a blade when it clearly looks like a sword? Gale shook his head.

His muscles still remembered the fight with the knight. Had the knight been in top shape without all that insanity, the outcome would've been different. The masterful execution of isolating him and controlling the whole meadow was something even he didn't think would be possible. Dad probably wouldn't've been able to do that.

[Integration of weapon arts recommended. Current skill levels permit basic combinations.]

"What do you mean combinations?" Gale shifted into an offensive stance.

[Demonstration initiated. Prepare for motor control guidance.]

His body suddenly moved, blade extended in his grip. The familiar pattern of essence activated Alter flowed through his arms.

[Weapon length modification enables tactical advantages. Observe.]

The Guide directed his movements through a series of forms. His arms swept the lengthened blade in wide arcs, then shortened it for quick thrusts. The thrusts then transitioned into a spear spin through which the blade was lengthened mid motion. Each motion flowed into the next as the weapon shifted between sword and spear lengths.

"This feels... different," Gale said, watching himself perform feats he didn't know yet.

[Current limitation: Alter level restricts transformation speed. Additional forms locked behind level requirements.]

The Guide led him through another sequence. Long reach, sweep, contract, thrust. Only his breathing and movements could be heard as the sword sliced through the air cleanly without a sound.

[Combat effectiveness increases by a factor of three when utilizing variable weapon lengths. Current form: basic rotation set.]

Sweep, contract, rush, upward, and finally thrust. Each movement followed a different length. It was like learning to juggle two martial arts while juggling two different weapons.

[Note: Extended real combat duration impossible at current essence levels. Efficiency improvements required.]

"Show me how to make it more efficient," Gale said, sweat beading on his forehead despite the chill of the night in the open warehouse.

[Adjusting stance. Observe essence flow patterns during transformation sequence.]

His body shifted again. This time, Gale focused on the internal paths of Alter. It took on a unique signature as Guide showed him. Alter flowed through specific pathways rather than the messy river that he usually pushed through.

Each one of his skills used internal paths differently, taking different preferred paths. He had noticed that when he tried to practice the Distort illusion. Skills had their own desired inputs. Just ramming in all the essence into all the paths to try to do something was inefficient.

[Current efficiency: suboptimal. Essence loss detected during length alterations. Correction possible through refined control.]

Gale focused, eyes dilated as he entered into a trance.

For who knows how many hours, Guide led him through the same sequence again, but slower. Gale felt the difference in how the essence moved, how it concentrated in a specific set of thousands of pathways in his arms before flowing into the blade. Each subsequent transformation used less power, though the movements remained just as effective.

Long reach, sweep, contract, thrust.

Sweep, contract, rush, upward, thrust.

Rush, thrust, upward, sweep, downward.

[…]

[Training routine established. Phase one: basic form retention. Phase two: efficiency optimization. Phase three: combat application.]

His arms dropped to his sides, finally free from the Guide's control. Gale rolled his shoulders, working out the stiffness. "That was intense. But why combine these specific arts?"

[Query accepted. Dainv Combat Mastery requires the combination of at least two different weapon arts.]

"Combat Mastery?"

He attempted to replicate the sequence Guide had shown him. The transformation wasn't as smooth, but he managed to maintain the basic pattern.

[Affirmative. Skill synergy creates advanced combat capabilities. Current progress: insufficient for mastery acquisition.]

Gale ignored Guide's comments and continued practicing. With every cycle he finished, his body moved more confidently while focusing on specific pathways.

[Form correction required. Adjust grip tension during transformation.]

His fingers loosened slightly on the handle. The next length change happened faster, smoothing out the pathways. He saw how the small adjustment improved the entire sequence.

[Additional observation: essence conservation possible through predictive transformation timing.]

The Guide showed him how to start the length change before he needed it, letting the transformation complete just as the weapon reached the apex of its curve. It was like a dance where the steps changed mid-motion, but the rhythm stayed a constant change of variations on any given movement.

[Current skill levels: Dainv Sword Arts level 2, Dainv Spear Arts level 1. Mastery threshold: distant.]

"How much more do I need?" Gale asked, maintaining the practice sequence despite his growing fatigue.

[Requirements unclear. Historical data suggests significant skill level advancement necessary.]

His essence reserves dropped below half again, but Gale pushed on. Each repetition felt more natural than the last. All of his thoughts were focused on becoming one with the weapon. It wasn't a weapon, nor a tool. It was part of himself.

As the pathways became more and more efficient, he could feel those very pathways seep into the sword. It responded to his will as much as his every breath and movement.

[Warning: essence depletion approaching critical threshold. Training cessation recommended.]

"Just a few more minutes," Gale muttered, focusing on a particularly difficult transition between spear and sword. The blade extended, then contracted in a diagonal pattern he'd seen the Guide demonstrate.

Muscles burned from fatigue, but his arms kept moving. Something was about to click, he just knew it. He couldn't let go now.

The way the essence flowed during the transformation between spear and sword started to come together. The blade itself had its own pathways; its own inputs where the essence flowed easier.

[Host attention required. Immediate training termination advised.]

"I almost have this sequence down," Gale said, starting another repetition. The blade extended and lengthened smoothly, but halfway through the transformation, his wrist buckled.

The weapon shuddered in his grip, his wrist could no longer hold on to the hilt. Gale released Alter immediately. His chest heaved as he caught his breath, smiling while looking up at the ceiling.

[Analysis complete. Training session results: multiple form improvements noted. Efficiency optimization: partial success. Combat readiness: requires further practice.]
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                A hand on each strap of his backpack, Gale stared up at the building. The Adult York Learning Center towered over him. Brown brick walls that had inward chambers, containing windows at even intervals on both sides. Walls extended left and right. It looked like an ordinary high school except for the fact that it had the word "Adult" on metal letters at the top of the main entrance door. It was, in fact, not a high school.

Entering the lobby, it was busy. Of course, it was. Different kind of busy. This one had men and women of larger age gaps. White hair, graying, blond, black, and white hair. Instead of school uniforms or casual wear, some had business suits or their work uniforms, like gray scrubs. A graying man had a uniform that said "Dale's Pest Control." Most were checking their phones and about 80% of them had coffee in one hand.

A woman bumped into him. "Quit standing in front of the entrance, kid."

Gale quickly moved further inside. "Guide. What's the sitch."

[No hostile entities detected. Average age of occupants: above thirty years. Threat level: minimal]

The ghost voice in his head was right. These people probably wouldn't even take down one garbage sized truck beast. He could take on everyone in this building if he needed to. Didn't make sense why his heart hammered so much in his ribs though.

Upon reaching the elevators, he stood in front of it, taking out the piece of paper he had written on for the schedule today. The room was supposed to be 317. Naturally, it should be on the third floor. Simple enough.

The numbers above the door blinked: 2...3...2...1… and the door opened. He took the elevator, and the man beside him clearly smelled like cigarettes, while the old lady beside him smelled like petunias. Mom did like that flower a lot.

When he stepped out of the elevator, he walked down the aisle, checking the room numbers one by one. 315. 316. 318. What the hell. 317 wasn’t here.

A blond man not much older than him noticed his confusion. "Looking for something?"

"Room 317," Gale said.. "It's supposed to be here but..."

"Ah." The man chuckled. "That's actually on the second floor now. I'm Andrew, by the way. Heading there myself."

Gale hesitated before following Andrew back to the elevator. The man's casual demeanour put him slightly at ease, but old habits died hard. Adults can't be trusted.

"Guide," he whispered.

[No essence signature detected. Classification: mundane. Threat level: minimal.]

"The city keeps adding rooms without any real plan," Andrew said as they descended. "Last month they moved half the chemistry lab to the basement. Drives everyone nuts."

The elevator doors opened. Andrew navigated them with ease. "Computer lab's there through. Break room's around that corner. Best not to try the coffee. It's horrible."

"Looks like you know this place well," Gale said.

"I'm here a lot. Taking some programs at York U, but I like to keep learning new things. Chemistry's just for fun." Andrew said.

Gale nodded. All of that went over his head. The normality of it all felt surreal to be talking to a fellow classmate after everything he'd been through. No crazy knight to chase you. No crazy man to chase you. No crazy giant eye flying in the sky to chase you. The usual stuff. Now, it was just the distant sound of traffic passing and people complaining about the morning.

They reached Room 317, where a small group had already gathered. The youngest looked at least thirty apart from Andrew, everyone else was probably at least thirty. Their eyes turned to Gale as he entered.

"Guide, options," Gale whispered.

[Options: unnecessary. Threat level: Minimal.]

He could have gone to Excellence Academy instead. They'd probably figure out he's not 'normal' by now and put him into some kind of special ed class. Those guards at the gate were definitely anything but mundane, so he had turned back quickly as soon as he saw them.

A middle-aged woman smiled at him. "First day? Don't worry, we were all new once."

Gale forced a smile back, taking a seat near the door. Old habits. Always have an exit route. The chair creaked under his weight. The soreness in his muscles made his legs stiff. Making a sudden run for it would probably worsen the soreness.

Andrew sat beside him, pulling out a thick chemistry textbook. The formulas on the cover might as well have been in another language. Probably not any harder than the complex essence pathways he'd mapped last night, but that was a physical kind of hard that he could do.

The instructor walked in, a woman with wire-rimmed glasses. No bell rang, reminding him this wasn't high school anymore. Just adults choosing to be here. Though he did kind of miss the bell. The high schools had that.

"Guide, assessment," Gale whispered.

[No threats in sight. Threat level: Minimal.]

The instructor began writing on the whiteboard. Around him, students pulled out notebooks and tablets. Andrew was already taking notes.

Reaching for his own notebook, he started just copying word for word what the teacher wrote on the whiteboard. Remember, Gale. Just get your G.E.D. Maybe go to university or college just so you get a backup plan if all else fails in that supernatural world.

A part of him still wanted to run to the forest and just survive. But a bigger part of him wanted to just stay here and make friends. Does Andrew count as a friend now? He could be just being nice to him because he's new.

Gale sighed.

The instructor explained chemical bonds throughout the day. There was no interaction. Just pure unadulterated lecture.

A paper airplane sailed through the air, landing on Andrew's desk. He grinned as he unfolded it to reveal what looked like a molecular diagram.

This was what normal looked like. People learning because they wanted to, either to survive in mundanity or because they just wanted to.

Numbers blurred with the diagrams of valence electrons and chemical bonds that seemed to have made no sense. Looking at his notebook, he'd already written two pages of just notes. And when he looked up at the clock at the top of the whiteboard, it had only been 30 minutes.

Dammit. It felt longer than that. Who's idea was it to get a G.E.D?

The mundane world suffocated him. Here he sat surrounded by adults learning basic chemistry when he could be practicing his sword arts. The thrill of attaining a new skill; he was so close.

A small smile crept across his face. Maybe he could practice, just a little. Nothing flashy. He concentrated on his pencil, letting his essence flow into the familiar pathways of Phase Touch. The wood and pencil turned translucent, enough to pass through each other.

For good measure, he layered Distort over the pencil to make it invisible. The combination of abilities drained his essence slowly. It was small and no threats around. Wasting essence wouldn't bite him in the butt. However, the challenge wasn't maintaining a good essence reserve. It was pushing the essence into the preferred pathway of each skill.

Andrew tapped him on the shoulder, pointing at something in the textbook. Gale nodded. Not now. He was focused on pushing the boundaries of his control. He let the Phase Touch creep up the pencil millimetre by millimetre watching it turn immaterial.

An old man suddenly coughed loudly, enough to startle most of the people inside the room, even Gale. His left hand was already in his pocket, and one tap could materialize the Weber blade into his other hand.

He looked back at the pencil. It was phased and merged into the wooden desk like a welding of two different objects together. He tried to pull it out, but it was already locked in. Phase Touch already released its effect.

"Mr. Hathie?"

His head snapped up. The teacher stood at the front of the class, marker just stopped at the end of a chemical equation. Everyone turned their heads towards him.

"Perhaps you'd like to help us balance this reaction?" She pointed her marker at the board: H2 + N2 → NH3.

Sweat beaded on his forehead. If he went now, they'd all see what happened to the pencil. If he didn't go, he'd just stick out like a sore thumb for the rest of the semester.

"Guide," he whispered quietly enough that no one could hear, "what are the coefficients?"

[Query rejected. Threat level: Minimal]

[Note to host: Restrict queries to combat or strategy related parameters.]

Perfect.

Even his all-knowing combat AI couldn't help him with high school chemistry, and the silence was deafeningly awkward.

A woman tapped at her notebook with a clear frown on her face. The man who had coughed so loudly kept clearing his throat.

Merge the pencil with the desk. Great idea, idiot.

"Mrs. Chen," Andrew spoke up. "Gale just joined us. He wasn't here for the first month when we covered balancing equations."

"I see. Well, let me explain the process." The teacher turned back to the board, writing as she spoke. "When balancing chemical equations, we need to ensure the same number of atoms appear on both sides."

Gale's shoulders relaxed as the eyes turned back to the board. He watched Mrs. Chen work through the problem step by step. Hydrogen atoms needed to match on both sides of the arrow. Stupid arrow. Why use arrows in the first place? The sciences were never his strong suit anyways.

"For NH3, we have three hydrogen atoms on the right," she said, circling the numbers. "But only two on the left in H2. Similarly, we have one nitrogen atom in NH3 but two in N2."

She turned back to Gale, fixing her glasses, then turned back to the board.

"So we add coefficients," Mrs. Chen continued, filling in the blanks. "Three H2 molecules give us six hydrogen atoms, and two NH3 molecules also contain six hydrogen atoms. For nitrogen, one N2 molecule gives us two nitrogen atoms, matching the two NH3 molecules."

3H2 + N2 → 2NH3

"Understand now, Mr. uhh… Gale," she said.

He nodded, still covering the pencil on the desk.

Mrs. Chen moved on to the next example, but Gale barely heard her. All he could think of was the pencil that was stubbornly stuck in the table of the desk. Now that it was stuck, technically it was one object. He didn't know how to extract pieces of objects yet using Phase Touch.

Andrew slid an extra pencil onto his desk, along with a folded note. Gale opened it, finding a simple message: "Don't worry about it. Chemistry's tough for everyone at first."

The lesson continued. Gale took notes mechanically with his newfound pencil. His essence levels dipped lower with each passing minute to keep the merged pencil covered with Distort. He'd have to drop the concealment soon or risk running dry.

He could technically extract the pencil, but this wasn't some crude castle wall he didn't have to care about. Someone else was going to use this desk after him, and the pencil was small. It needed concentration.

"Guide, how difficult is it to extract this pencil?" he whispered, keeping his eyes on the board.

[Acknowledged. Phase Touch manipulation possible at micro-scale. Warning: precision control required. Current essence levels: suboptimal for extended covert manipulation. Threat level: minimal]

"Show me how to control it precisely."

[Command accepted. Initiating motor control guidance.]

His fingers moved on their own, guided by the system. The essence flowed through specific pathways, concentrating at his fingertips in microscopic channels. Each channel controlled a fraction of the Phase Touch effect, allowing for precise manipulation.

The wood around the pencil began to shift at a molecular level. Gale kept his breathing steady, even though his back was sweating from the level of control that this needed. Who would've thunk this level of control was needed for such a stupid pencil.

A line of Phase Touch formed at the pencil's borders, separating from the desk's wood fibres slowly. It was like untangling a thousand invisible threads, each one requiring perfect control.

[Warning: essence expenditure rate increasing. Current reserves at forty percent.]

A student coughed. Another dropped their textbook. Each sound made Gale's heart jump, certain someone would notice what he was doing.

The pencil moved a millimetre upward. Then another. The process was agonizingly slow, but rushing it would risk damaging the desk or losing control entirely.

"Guide, what happens if I run out of essence during the extraction?" Gale whispered.

[Analysis: Object molecular structure would destabilize. Result: potential outward explosion caused by volatile uncontrolled essence.]

Great. So if he messed this up, the pencil might explode in the middle of chemistry class. The literal worst scenario.

Mrs. Chen turned to write another equation. Gale increased the power to his Phase Touch, carefully pulling the pencil from the wood.

The last few bits separated with a barely audible pop. The pencil was now ungrafted from the desk.

Without thinking, Gale did a fist pump. Heck yeah.

Andrew turned to him with an eyebrow raised. "You… like chemistry?"

Gale shook his head and quickly dropped his hand. His face turned red, completely forgetting where he was for a moment. But it was still his win.

A small hole marked the desk's surface where the pencil had been fused. Barely noticeable. They'd probably just think it was some defect in the table, except it was a perfect hexagon shape.

The teacher stopped writing and looked back at the class. "Alright, that's it for today. There'll be a short quiz next week. Just 5 questions so I can see where everyone is at. Class is dismissed."

That was a long 1.5 hours. Although he still wanted to complete his G.E.D, he didn't think it would be this boring and painfully long.

Gale smiled slightly. Though it's boring, it's not too bad.


            

    
        Chapter 74

    
    
    
    
                The cold night's air of the empty warehouse brushed against Gale's sweat. Essence flowed through the pathways, extending into the weapon he held. The blade stretched to spear length. A swipe to the side, then twist into a spin. Immediately, the Weber blade contracted back to its original form as the movement translated into a stabbing lunge.

"Guide, demonstrate the next sequence."

[Acknowledged. Initiating motor control.]

His body moved on its own. The blade swung again, this time following a different pattern. His pathways lit up at different threads of his arms, shown through the HUD.

[Essence: 81/150]

This much essence should last a couple more hours.

More lines marked the warehouse's concrete floors as he practiced the movement multiple times. Craters marked where he had lost control of his body and launched himself into walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. The logic of orientation and gravity was completely thrown out the window whenever he decided to fight or practice.

Chunks of concrete sliced off from pillars, showing the rebar underneath. Shipping containers bore holes from his thrusts. Muscles burned, but the burn made him smile even more.

Swing, spin, translate to spear. Thrust, sweep, inwards, translate to sword. The sword was no longer a sword. It became both a spear and a sword as each movement flowed into one another during translations and transitions.

"Guide, analysis of current form."

[Form analysis: Extension rate improved by marginal amount. Essence efficiency shows minor optimization. Recommendation: Focus on transition points between forms.]

Gale concentrated on the middle movement during the translation. He needed to have essence ready in the input before the movement was finished and then push it through in the same key as the end of the movement.

A couple of days ago, he had launched himself when he slipped into an uncontrolled spin. The pillar broke, and the ceiling shook. Surprisingly, the warehouse didn't collapse.

If that was the case, learn through effort and fire. That's what the books called it. I think.

Weber swung again. Input essence into the translation before the movement ended. Weber lengthened into a spear, but it shuddered and dissipated. Movement ended.

There was something off in the transition.

[Analysis: Essence pathway received input too early. Multiple pathways incorrectly primed.]

His body moved on its own again. The blade swung. Input essence correctly primed, threads in his pathways lit up before the movement ended. Gale noticed two of them were different from what he had primed. The movement ended, and in the same key, the essence instantly flowed through the pathways, and Weber extended into a spear thrust. Movement ended.

He sighed. How was he supposed to get that kind of precision? He was just human after all. Wait, no. The system called him a Dainv. He wasn't supposed to be human. Stop thinking like a human, Gale!

If he put too much essence in, movement was done. Not enough, done. Put enough in, but into the wrong pathways, then efficiency loss happens. It was a different kind of difficult compared to talking and writing notes he didn't understand in his notebook.

"Again," he said to the warehouse.

He repeated the sequence again. Weber swung, translated into a spear and a thrust. He focused on these 2 movements, practicing the transition points. Each cycle brought on different mistakes. The wrong pathway caused the translation to be slow. Not enough essence input made the translation not even happen.

For a couple of hours, he repeated the same thing over and over. And over time, the other mistakes smoothed out. The hardest part was the key timing. It was always one key too early or too late.

[Essence: 72/150]

His essence meter dipped below fifty percent. The blade extended to a spear, cutting the air in silence, then snapped back that it seemed to no longer be blade or spear. Gale spun through the movement, allowing his body to flow with the weapon's changes rather than forcing the movement. For a brief moment, everything aligned perfectly. Essence pathways, blade's translation, his own movements, and the most important thing was the key timing.

His concentration slipped. Weber stuck halfway between sword and spear. The essence pathway didn't know which input to take. A small force of uncontrolled volatile essence launched him into a pillar, separating him from the weapon.

[Alter crashed]

Gale stood up, dusting his hoodie and pants. "Guide, time?"

[Current time: 0547 hours. Sunrise expected in 43 minutes.]

Another all-nighter. His third this week. Class would start in about an hour at 7AM.

Adrenaline in his veins started to dissipate. Exhaustion took over his muscles as Gale laid down on the cool concrete, spreading out his arms and legs while staring at the ceiling.

His head turned to look around. Everywhere had sliced up concrete and craters. Would anyone care about all of this in an abandoned warehouse? Hopefully, it didn't look that bad. Nothing a little spit and shine can't fix. Probably.

"Guide, status report."

[Physical condition: Suboptimal. Muscle fatigue detected. Sleep deprivation affecting performance metrics. Recommendation: Rest period required for optimal functionality.]

The Guide wasn't wrong. His hands were even trembling while holding the Weber. Dark circles had taken up real estate under his eyes. Even maintaining his regular class schedule had become a challenge. Hasn't spoken much to Andrew as well. What's the deal with the "hi, how are you"s anyway? Adults are weird.

But he couldn't just stop now. Not when getting that new skill felt so close. Dainv Combat Mastery was the next required small step to punching the tide right in the face.

Gale got up, walked to the fallen Weber Blade, and picked it up again.

"Guide, show me the optimal pattern one more time."

[Warning: Essence levels approaching suboptimal levels for combat readiness. Continuing training inadvisable.]

"Just one more."

[Host request declined]

"But I'm the host! I'm the master!"

[Host request declined]

Gale dropped back down on the concrete, sprawling out his body.

"You win this time, ghost voice," Gale said.

Massaging his arms, he winced at the sore to the touch muscles. And he'd still have to go to school. A short nap would do.

30 minutes was all he needed to run all the way back to Yorkdale.

"Guide, set an alarm for twenty minutes."

[Alarm set.]



Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Another woman told him to move out of the way and called him a kid. Of course he's a kid!

Finding the destination, Gale dragged himself into Room 204. 6:57AM, hehehe. Just on time. The class this time was set in a lab with high tables and self-healing mats. Rubber gloves were available in the bin up at the whiteboard, but no one ever seemed to use them.

Mr. Walker entered the room with the biggest smile he'd ever seen from anyone. Then again, he'd never really seen many adults smile.

The teacher's bowtie bopped up and down as he set up circuit boards at each of the students' tables.

Andrew waved from their usual spot near the back. "You look… surviving."

"Surviving. Yeah," Gale said. Definitely surviving. "Rough night."

"Studying?"

"Something like that," Gale rubbed his eyes. That thirty-minute nap did more damage to him than actually just not taking it. His eyes tried to focus on what was in front of him. An array of electronic equipment, from unconnected LEDs to green boards with circuitry, awfully reminding him of the patterns on the walls of the knight's ship, but less complicated.

Mr. Walker clapped his hands together at the front of the class. "Good morning, everyone! Today we're diving into the fascinating world of electrical circuits!"

A collective groan rose from the class. The woman in the front had already pulled out her phone, while the businessman two rows over clearly opened a game on his laptop.

Gale tilted his head. Why even come to class as adults if you're just going to play games?

"I know it's early! But trust me! This is going to be so much fun! We'll be building both series and parallel circuits using the small LED bulbs. In the future classes, we'll be learning how to measure voltage drops and current flow. And then we'll be learning how to program and how to make bulbs do patterns…"

Mr. Walker's voice became background noise. Gale didn't have enough energy for this right now. It's like the feeling of being with a high energy person when you just want to go back to sleep.

As he was drifting off to sleep with his eyes open, the patterns of the circuit board stared at him. Electricity flowed through those wires. It's the same with the pathways. Essence flowed through them, switching between paths of least resistance.

"Earth to Gale." Andrew nudged him. "We're supposed to be building this thing. Here, I got you a set already."

Gale pinched his thigh. Everyone around him had already started working on their circuit boards. Andrew beside him had already connected a battery to his, much faster than anyone else and was already threading a wire through the first LED bulb's wires.

"Right, sorry." Gale picked up a wire, his tired fingers fumbling with the plastic coating. The red wire went to the positive terminal, black to negative. Simple enough.

Mr. Walker practically skipped between the tables, offering advice and corrections. "Remember, in a series circuit, the current follows one path! But in parallel, it splits into multiple branches!"

That's when it hit him. The essence pathways in his body; they worked the same way. Some flowed in sequence, others branched off into parallel channels. If he could reorganize them in a way that fits more of his style…

Gale pulled out his pencil, layering Distort over it to mask what he was about to try. Using Alter, he attempted to redirect his essence into parallel pathways, just like the circuit board in front of him.

The pencil started to vibrate.

"Guide, is this safe?"

[Warning: Unstable essence configuration detected. Current pathway layout not optimized for parallel distribution.]

[Recommendation: Release Distort]

Too late. The pencil exploded with a small pop, sending wood and graphite across the class and his notebook. Several students jumped at the sound.

"Don't worry!" Mr. Walker called out. "Sometimes the bulbs pop when there's too much current. That's why we have extras! We have extras for days!"

Andrew stared at his hand, still holding onto the half popped pencil. "That wasn't a bulb, right?"

"Would you believe me if I said it was?" Gale pretended to smile as best as he could. Not sure if that made it even more awkward.

"Not really." Andrew connected another wire to their circuit board. "You should get some sleep, man. You're starting to blow up school supplies."

Gale brushed away the pencil pieces and whispered silently. "Guide, can I reorganize my essence pathways?"

[Query accepted. Reconfiguration possible. Multiple records available for pathway reconfiguration. Recommend to find safe area to start.]

"Why didn't you tell me this before?"

[Host has not asked.]

Gale barely stopped himself from banging his head on the desk. All this time struggling with essence flow, and the solution was right there. He just hadn't thought to ask. Well, ghost voice, your literal name is Guide.

Mr. Walker interrupted his thoughts. "Now watch what happens when we add resistance to the parallel circuit!"

The gaming businessman was now clearly asleep and the woman he noticed earlier had started playing a game that looked like tetris. These are worse than children in high school. Adults can't be trusted after all.

"Your bulb's out," Andrew said.

Gale looked down at their circuit board. The LED had indeed gone dark. He reached for a replacement, his hands tremored slightly as he took one out of the bin.

"Seriously, when's the last time you slept?"

"Tuesday, maybe?" Gale squinted at the tiny legs of the LED, trying to figure out which way they went.

"It's Friday," Andrew said.

"That explains a lot," Gale said, focusing on the LED.

Mr. Walker appeared beside their table. "How's it going over here? Oh, trying the parallel configuration! Excellent choice!"

This man has too much enthusiasm for a class that starts at 7AM.

Mr. Walker's voice rose enough so that it even woke up the businessman sleeping. "You see, class, Nikola Tesla revolutionized our understanding of electrical resonance! His work with parallel circuits in the Tesla coil designs..."

The words blurred into the background again. Gale's head dropped forward. Before his head hit the table's corner, his head immediately snapped back up. No table was going to get a free hit on him.

Andrew nudged him with an elbow. "Just thirty more minutes. You can do this."

Gale rubbed his face, trying to force his eyes to stay open. The circuit board in front of him swam in and out of focus. The red and black wires twisted like essence pathways.

"Guide, analyze this circuit board for essence pathway ideas."

[Analysis complete: Common circuit board. Threat level: Minimal]

Gale fought the urge to roll his eyes. Of course, the combat AI wouldn't care about circuit theory. And what do you mean threat level minimal. It's a circuit board. Why does everything have a threat level?

This stupid AI. It's not as smart as the one from the book he read before, where it solved problems that littered the hundreds of worlds.

"Most unhelpful helpful assistant ever," Gale whispered, half expecting a reply and getting none.

The circuits on the desk pulled at Gale's attention again. He let his essence flow through his body, imagining the configuration in his mind. There has to be something that he could do while in this class. The essence circulated through the channels, flowing faster into a high frequency that seeked for a skill to release. However, he hadn't set a specific skill to activate.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

LEDs exploded across the classroom. Students yelped and ducked as bulbs shattered. Andrew's circuit board sparked and went dark.

"Fascinating!" Mr. Walker clapped his hands together. "This is exactly what happens with overcurrent in parallel circuits! Though I must admit, I've never seen quite such a synchronized failure before..."

He scratched his head, bow tie slightly askew. "Well, perhaps this is a good time to end class for today. Remember to read chapter seven on impedance matching for next Friday!"

Students packed up quickly. The businessman jerked awake at the commotion, finding shattered LED bulbs in front of him. The man bagged his laptop and left the room immediately.

"Hey," Andrew said. "A bunch of us are getting together this weekend for a science study group. We're covering chemistry and basic electronics. You should join us."

What the hell is a study group?

"Yeah, okay," Gale said. "Where and when?"

"Saturday at two, campus library. Third floor study rooms." Andrew grinned as he shouldered his backpack. "And maybe get some sleep before then?"

"I'll try," Gale said.

"Try your best."

Mr. Walker whistled as he collected the ruined circuit boards, seemingly unfazed by the mass destruction of his teaching materials. "You know, Tesla himself had many unexpected results in his experiments! Sometimes failure teaches us more than success!"

Gale gathered his things, putting his notebook and the half pencil into his backpack. He followed Andrew out the door and into the hallway.

Outside the classroom, a group of students' conversation was louder than the ambient chatter of the halls.

"I swear this building is haunted," one woman said. "Remember when all the computers crashed at once last semester?"

"Maybe it's some kind of electromagnetic anomaly," another said.

"My cousin's roommate said there used to be occult experiments here in the seventies," a third voice said. "You guys think its gotta do with any of that?"

"Seriously though," Andrew said as they walked. "You look like you're about to collapse. At least try to rest before the study group?"

"I'll try," Gale replied.

"See you tomorrow then? Remember, 2pm!" Andrew said.

Gale nodded.

"Alright. Get some rest. See ya." Andrew waved as he left through the crowded hallway.

"Guide, status report."

[Warning: Host physical condition critical. Sleep deprivation affecting cognitive function. Combat readiness causing continuous essence usage. Immediate rest required.]

"After I test the pathway reconfiguration," Gale muttered, walking like a zombie through the crowded hallways.

[Negative. Current condition renders pathway reconfiguration unsafe. Probability of critical failure: Inevitable.]

Gale took a step and stumbled. Mr. Walker caught his arm.

"Steady there," the teacher said, "Have a good rest of the day, young man."

He nodded at the teacher and then went the opposite way from where Andrew went.

"Guide... what's the minimum rest period needed for safe essence manipulation?"

[Calculating... Minimum 16 hours' sleep required. Recommended: 26 hours for optimal function.]

Gale checked his phone. Friday, 9:15 AM. If he went home now and actually slept...

I'll try, he had already told Andrew. "Actually, yeah. Let's try this time."
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                The bell at The Coffee Lab's door chimed as Gale pushed through. A crowd of students and office workers waited in line to get their orders in. Black coffee, latte, flat white, cappuccino, white coffee. He had no idea what any of those meant.

However, he didn't care. 26 hours of solid sleep made him feel completely refreshed. He didn't think he would sleep through a whole day, but it was worth it. His sore muscles were less sore, and the pathways felt ever more vivid. Onwards to another day of adulting.

The circuit board from yesterday's morning class gave him a few ideas. If essence flowed like electricity, why not reconfigure it to fit his own essence's electricity? A brilliant idea. All he needs to do next is do that reconfiguration thing in a safe place that Guide recommended.

But first: coffee. Apparently this was what adults did to function, though he'd never tried it himself. There was no reason to not try it now.

The line went past the displays of pastries down back to the door. Gale drooled at the blueberry cupcakes and almond croissants. But no. Adults probably don't take any of these sweet stuff with their coffee.

Gale checked his phone. 1:50 PM. He had time before his next class, but not much. A barista called out orders while another worked the espresso machine. Steam hissed. Grinders whirred. Milk frothed. The line moved along.

His turn came up.

"Hi, what can I get for you?" a guy with sleeve tattoos and a carefully waxed mustache behind the counter said.

"Uhh…" Gale's mind went blank. "What did that last guy have?"

"Black coffee."

"I'll get that too," Gale said.

"Name for the order?"

"Gale."

The barista wrote on a cup 'Gail', looking at him then down at the cup.

"That'll be $7.50."

$7.50 for a cup of coffee not much bigger than his cup at home, that's basically daylight robbery. What kind of place is this? An illegal establishment!

Gale reluctantly reached into his pocket and put a five dollar bill and the rest of the money in quarters. The man behind him groaned and rolled his eyes. Breath of the Void fed him that information, and now the man's face was locked in his memory. I'll remember that.

He stepped aside to wait, watching the organized chaos behind the counter. The man manning the espresso machine and drip coffee quickly poured a medium cup with his misspelled name on it.

"Gale! Black coffee!"

He grabbed the cup, immediately noticing an ether signature under the cup. It was so faint that it was hard to feel if he hadn't touched the cup at all. There were no markings, symbols, or anything that would indicate the cup was enchanted. From the trace of it, it had a low frequency pulse that was directed back to whatever was behind the door behind the counter.

Walking away, he whispered, "Guide, analyze this energy signature."

[Location Tracking Spell detected. Spell duration calculated at 14 days based on signature emission. Spell uses sub-type energy: Ether. Threat Level: Minimal]

Gale turned the cup in his hands, studying it. The coffee inside was perfectly normal, steam rising and the aromatic smell of coffee hitting his nose, which felt like bliss.

"What are the sub-types of essence?"

[Essence categorized by potency levels. Ascending order: Ether, Mana, Qi, Prana, Essence, Alseith, Sreith, Seith, Enri. Current location predominantly utilizes Ether-based energy signatures.]

"Explain."

[Dainv daily life uses Essence. Lower forms of energy contain lower output. Higher forms contain different properties. Essence conversion requires higher Origin Core class.]

Dammit. Everything was locked behind a Core Class. He took a sip of coffee, immediately sticking his tongue out. It was bitter. Adults like weird things. He should've taken one of the pastries to balance this out. No wonder they were side by side.

However, it was curious. Why would a coffee shop track their customers? Surveillance maybe? Definitely had something to do with the Path. Those evil corporations.

Maybe that was the point.

Hiding supernatural surveillance behind something so mundane that it would be hard to stop. Books did say that information wins wars. Was the coffee shop a warfront?

Gale shook his head, stopping himself from thinking of stupid imaginary plots that were only in books.

He checked his phone again. 2:00PM.

Shit. The study group was probably already at the meeting spot.

Gale hurried out, coffee in hand. The streets of Yorkdale teemed with multiple cars honking at each other and people waiting to be dodged by him as he ran through them.

The Adult Learning Centre looked like any other public building. Intimidating brick walls that would force him to learn. It was nothing like UofT he once visited during a high school field trip. Orphans were free to go. Other kids had to pay.

Arriving at the elevator, it was stuck at the third floor. A whining noise echoed down the elevator shaft. Some idiot was blocking the door.

He turned his eyes towards the stairwell. Might as well.

Gale took two steps at a time. The coffee sloshed in the cup, bits of liquid spilling over the small spout. The coffee shop probably knew where he was right now. That's an invasion of privacy.

Reaching the third floor, he passed through the familiar corridors and into a library. Inside the library, he walked fast towards the study rooms. Let's see… 3A, 3B… There. 3C.

Muffled voices penetrated the door behind. Three distinct voices.

Pushing the door open interrupted what sounded like a heated debate about science. Three heads turned to look at him.

"Hey, you made it!" Andrew sat at the head of the study table, a chemistry textbook open in front of him. "Everyone, this is Gale. He's new to the centre. Gale, meet the study group."

A woman with purple-streaked hair raised her hand. "Mia. Biochem major before I dropped out of uni. Now I'm just here for fun."

Next to her, a guy in a Star Wars t-shirt waved. "Jacob. Former IT guy turned perpetual student. You're late, by the way."

"Traffic," Gale lied, sliding into an empty chair.

"We were just getting into electron configurations," Andrew said, flipping pages in his textbook. "Mia's explaining why noble gases are so unreactive."

Mia launched back into her explanation, drawing diagrams on a whiteboard. Something about having full electrons. Gale tried to focus, but who would want to track customers at a campus coffee shop?

"You with us, buddy?" Jacob said, snapping his fingers.

"Yeah, sorry." Gale set the coffee aside. "Something about electron shells?"

Mia crossed her arms. "If you're going to show up late, at least pay attention."

"Sorry," Gale said again. "Long week."

"We've all had those," Andrew said. "Give him a break, how about it?"

Gale pulled out his notebook as Mia resumed her explanation. Pencil scratched at the notebook, not at the concepts being explained to him, but at the ether patterns that he saw from the coffee cup. He traced the paths, drawing lines that curved and intersected like circuit diagrams. And then it hit him, the pattern itself looked like an overly simple pattern compared to the symbols and shapes he saw on the ship. The tracking spell used a basic triangulation pattern. It had three points of contact that created a field of resonance to create a frequency.

"And that's why the outer shell of neon is complete with eight electrons," Mia's marker squeaked against the whiteboard.

"Gale?" Andrew tapped the table in front of him. "You getting any of this?"

"Yeah, sure," Gale said without looking up.

Jacob snorted. "Dude hasn't written a single thing about electron configurations."

"I'm taking notes," Gale muttered as he drew the remaining distance factor into the spell. According to the parameters of the spell, the cup can transmit its location across the whole city. But who was watching?

"Okay, that's it." Mia slapped her marker down. She stalked around the table and yanked Gale's notebook away. "Let's see these amazing notes you're... what the hell?"

She stared at the page, squinting. The lines shifted under her gaze, writhing in pulsing patterns. Her body went sideways as she caught herself on the table with her free hand. Sitting down, she rubbed her temple before looking away from the notes.

"You okay?" Andrew asked.

"Yeah, just..." Mia blinked hard, shoving the notebook back at Gale. "Weird headache came out of nowhere."

"Sorry," Gale said, closing the notebook.

"As I was saying," Mia stood back up, using the table to balance, "noble gases have complete outer shells, which makes them extremely stable..."

Gale sighed. This was supposed to be a group study, and he was wasting it away on a random thought about a location tracking cup. Andrew looked at him, smiling awkwardly. He wasn't doing himself any favours by looking like he doesn't want to be there with friends.

Pulling out another notebook, he wrote down what Mia had written on the white board. Noble gases and their unreactivity.

The next few hours passed in a blur of chemical equations, atomic structures, and practice problems. He immersed himself in the study. Mia would sometimes call him out to answer the balancing equations, of course, that didn't end well. At least he was learning.

Andrew was a good friend. He broke down the complex concepts of balancing into step-by-step digestible pieces of information. Logically, everything had steps in science.

"Hey, what did the atom say after losing an electron?" Jacob asked with a grin. "I really gotta keep an ion that!"

"Shut up, stupid!" Mia's eyes lit up as she gestured at her diagram. "Pay attention."

Just less than a year ago, he was ostracized by the kids in the orphanage. Here he was, socializing fine with people older than him. Relatively, anyways.

"Okay, last problem," Andrew said. "Balance this equation..."

Cu + HNO3 → Cu(NO3)2 + NO + H2O, Andrew wrote on the whiteboard.

They worked through it together, adding coefficients until both sides matched. The simple tackling of a mundane chemical equation felt refreshingly normal.

"And that's time," Jacob stretched. "My brain is officially losing electrons."

Mia gathered her books. "Same time next week?"

"Works for me." Andrew looked at Gale. "You in?"

Gale hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah, I'll be here."

They packed up as a couple of cleaning staff's carts rattled past in the hallway. Gale threw the coffee cup into the recycling bin. Who cares about your stupid tracking spells.

"Hey," Andrew tapped him on the shoulder. "You seemed pretty intense about whatever you were drawing earlier."

"Just trying to work something out," Gale said. "Thanks for letting me join the group."

"No problem. Though maybe next time actually pay attention to the chemistry?" Andrew said.

Gale smiled slightly. "Will do."

They filed out into the hallway where other study groups were also finishing up.

Jacob headed for the stairs while Mia veered toward the elevator. Andrew and Gale took the stairs, just behind Jacob. When they reached the first floor, they gave him the side-eye. He could feel it boring a hole through his temple.

"Seriously though, those drawings of yours. They looked like some kind of magic circles. You into that?"

Gale froze at Andrew's question. Emmerson warned him never let mundanes know about Aur or else.

"What do you mean?" Gale tried to keep his voice monotone, but failing.

Andrew's eyes lit up. "You know, like in anime! I've been watching this show called 'Nanoha' where they use these complex circles. And they also have different ones depending on the use. Your drawings reminded me of the magic circles they use." He pulled out his phone, swiping through images. "See? The concentric patterns, the flow lines. Pretty similar, ain't it?"

Gale sighed in relief. "Oh, that. No, I just read a lot of fantasy books. Sometimes I doodle stuff from them when I'm thinking."

"Fantasy nerd, huh?" Andrew said. "You should check out this series I'm reading. The magic system is incredibly detailed…"

Walking out into the street and letting Andrew ramble on, they walked towards the crosswalk. Cars crawled past the busy street of both other cars and pedestrians. A cluster of pedestrians waited at the corner. Gale noticed an elderly woman with a floral-print shopping bag.

That was cute.

The light turned red. The walk signal blinked on.

That's when Gale saw it. A silver sedan speeding toward the intersection. Breath of the Void fed him information. The driver's head looked down at something, probably a phone.

The elderly woman stepped off the curb.

Time slowed down as he saw the whole thing play out. The outcome was obvious.

The woman took another step.

Gale activated Distort over himself, vanishing from view. He lunged forward, planting his feet on the crosswalk.

The car slammed into him at full speed.

The impact rattled through his bones, but Gale held firm. Metal crumpled against his hands. Windshield shattered. The front end of the sedan accordionned inward, momentum stopped dead cold from his planted stance.

This pressure was nothing. The knight's sword strikes felt like freight trains slamming into him at full speed. Or a garbage truck. The car was barely a love tap in comparison.

Still, his palms stung from the impact. A bruise bloomed across his chest. Nothing serious.

The elderly woman stumbled backward, startled by the crash though unhurt. Other pedestrians gaped at the car that seemed to have hit an invisible wall.

"Holy shit!" Andrew spun in a circle, searching for Gale. "Where did you- how did- what just happened?"

Gale slipped away from the wreck quickly, maintaining Distort. He circled back to the garbage can near Andrew, then let Distort fade in the blink of an eye.

"Sorry about that," Gale said casually, appearing beside Andrew. "Had to throw something out."

"Dude, did you see that? The car just stopped! Like it hit something invisible!" Andrew waved his hands wildly, pointing to the crumpled sedan. "I'm telling you, this whole area is haunted. Last semester, all the computers in the lab crashed at the same time. The week before that, someone saw a shadow figure in the stairwell. And now this!"

Ghosts? Those were real?! Gale screamed internally. Of course they would be after all this Aur stuff, right?!

"You really believe in that stuff?" he asked.

"Of course! There's too much weird stuff happening around here to ignore." Andrew took one hand and whispered into his ears. "They say this building used to be a hospital in the 1800s. Lots of people died here. My cousin's roommate's sister's friend works in administration, and she says they find old medical equipment in the walls sometimes during renovations."

Didn't Canada only exist after 1867? Gale held back an awkward smile. Goosebumps went up his spine. Great choice going to Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre instead of the other choice.

"That's... interesting," Gale said.

Emergency vehicles wailed in the distance, getting closer. The driver had gotten out of the car, dazed and unhurt. A small crowd had gathered, phones out, recording the scene as if there weren't enough videos of cars crashing on the internet.

"Maybe it was a ghost saving that old lady," Andrew said. "Like a guardian spirit or something."

"Maybe," Gale said. "Hey, I should get going. Thanks again for the study group."

"No problem! Same time next week?" Andrew still staring at the crashed car. "Man, wait until I tell Jacob about this. He's gonna flip!"

"Yeah, next week," Gale said, already backing away. He needed to get out of there before someone started asking questions. The Path could be everywhere.

"You know, there's been tons of weird stuff happening," Andrew said. "People hear strange noises in the library all the time, and books just fall off shelves on their own. And these random cold spots in the hallways. It's like you'll be walking along and suddenly it's like stepping into a freezer!"

Why was this human not stopping with the ghost stories that he didn't want to hear? He did read before that adulting came with its own negative consequences, like listening to another adult babble on.

"Oh, and get this, just last month, a security guard vanished during his night shift. They only found his flashlight on the floor," Andrew said. "That's why none of the cleaning staff work alone anymore. They all use the buddy system. Too scared to be by themselves in here after dark."

Note to self, never go to the school late at night.

The first police car rounded the corner, lights flashing. Perfect timing for an exit.

"I really need to go," Gale said. "See you in class?"

"Sure thing!" Andrew waved at him. "Watch out for ghosts on your way home!"

Gale suppressed a shudder. He didn't even wanna think of what he could do against a ghost. He can't possibly just swing at it, right?

“Psst, Guide. What is the probability of killing a ghost?” Gale whispered.

[Query Accepted. Ghosts do not exist. Threat level: Minimal]

More like threat level: maximum.

He walked faster as a cold breeze rustled dead leaves across the pavement.

Behind him, he heard Andrew from across the crosswalk say, "Hey, does anyone else feel like it just got really cold right here? It's definitely ghosts."
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                Gale threw his backpack onto the foldable dining table and laid facedown on the bed. The car really just crumpled from his hand. The sensation of bending metal and flying metal bits not even hurting all looked so surreal. But everything was real. Now the fantasy books he'd read before no longer seemed so… magical. It's only been a couple of months to him too.

He turned his head and looked at the clock above the desk, 7PM. It was the usual time he would run to the warehouse. There were lots of ghosts in his books. Having those books come true, then it could only mean one thing.

Scared? He's not scared. Definitely not. He's been alone in the warehouse for a couple of weeks now. It was easy peasy being alone. Would they appear if he had done his original plan to build a house out in the woods all alone by himself? No. They wouldn't. Ghosts weren't real back then.

A long long sigh escaped his mouth into the comforter of the bed. No point in worrying about ghosts when the stupid Path probably has them all locked up in a cabin somewhere anyway.

"Guide, is the apartment ok enough to do this reconfiguration thing?"

[Affirmative. Threat Level: None.]

Gale bounced up to his feet. "List me the available pathway reconfigurations I can use."

[Accessing historical records... Two relevant configurations detected for current core class.]

[First record: 86 Families Era. Dainv named Seren developed parallel pathway configuration. Method increased essence flow efficiency by creating redundant channels.]

[Second record: Early Collapse Era. Survivor Renna developed circular pathway system while under pursuit. Configuration enabled continuous essence cycling, allowing increased recovery rate. Allowed recycling of wasted essence. Implementation required precise control.]

"Tell me more about Seren's method."

[Seren Pathways focused on basic essence flow optimization. Serial pathways are split into parallel pathways at strategic intervals. Similar to electrical circuit principles. Increases overall system efficiency. Simplicity: easy.]

The circuitry experiment from class was the one that gave him the idea to reconfigure his pathways in the first place. Its concept was similar but different at the same time. Circuits were inanimate. He was a living being. There was no way it could be exactly the same. However, anything would do right now. His current configuration was still set at default.

"And Renna's method?"

[Renna configuration developed under duress. Continuous combat necessitated improved essence recovery. Circular system created closed loop for essence recycling.]

"Which one would work better for combat?"

[Analysis... Renna's configuration provides superior combat advantages. Continuous essence recycling enables sustained ability usage. However, risk of cycle overflow requires precise control.]

"And Seren's?"

[Seren configuration offers stable performance increase. Lower risk of catastrophic failure. Recommended for users prioritizing reliability over sustained peak performance.]

Gale walked over to the dusty window, watching the intersection. People walked by all wearing hoodies or jackets. A dog tugged at its owner's leash and plopped down, refusing to walk any further. The owner tried to pull, but the dog wouldn't move. Eventually, the owner gave up and carried the dog even though it was almost the size of her.

Smiling at the random event, he continued. "Guide, compare the two configurations against my current abilities."

[Analyzing host parameters... Phase Touch requires consistent essence flow. Alter and Distort benefit from rapid essence recovery. Current pathway configuration operates at base efficiency.]

[Renna configuration would enhance ability sustainability. Risk: skill usage could be destabilized due to cycle overflow. Higher core class mitigates the issue.]

[Seren configuration would improve overall stability. Multiple parallel pathways reduce strain during simultaneous ability usage.]

In the rift, there were many moments when he almost had ran out of essence. During the first fight with the knight and then the fight at the castle. Most of the fights he had with the Eclipsed were all at risk of running out of essence. The encampment was never prepared and they couldn't stop.

"What about combining them?"

[Negative. Current core class insufficient for hybrid configurations. Advanced pathway manipulation requires higher core density.]

The autumn wind picked up outside, rattling the window. Gale pulled at the strings of his hoodie. "Which configuration has higher success rate?"

[Statistical analysis... Seren configuration: 92% successful implementation rate. Renna configuration: 64% successful implementation rate.]

"And the consequences of failure?"

[Risk of failure temporarily disrupts pathway. Essence cannot be used. Recovery period: 3-5 days. Possibility of slight damage to core will extend recovery by {undefined} amount of time.]

Gale pressed his forehead against the rattling glass. Normal people passed by. A woman smiled at the man beside her, holding his arms.

"Guide, what's your recommendation based on my combat style?"

[Host favours mobility and precision strikes. Recommend Seren configuration for stability during continuous operations. Parallel pathways reduce risk of ability stutters and failure during critical keys.]

That made sense. He couldn't afford skills suddenly failing mid-fight. The burden on him during the translation from spear to sword would ease with the configuration.

Walking over to the front of the bed, he sat crossed legged, back straight. "Guide, begin the reconfiguration."

[Initiating Seren Configuration. Warning: Process cannot be terminated once started. Proceed?]

"Proceed."

[Commencing.]

Gale's eyes closed shut. As soon as he opened them again, he found himself floating in front of a giant 3D diagram of his own body as an outline. Everywhere he looked was just darkness except for the outline. Inside his body, billions of glowing blue green lines flowed out from his spine like circuitry. Each line represented a single pathway. Some flowed in a series like rivers. Others branched into parallel roots. However, the pattern had no cohesion. Everything was in 'default' state.

Guide showed him a yellow outline of where the pathway should go. He floated to near where the spine met the skull and began to work. First was to move a pathway. Easy enough.

The moment he tried to move the blue green line to where the yellow was, a burning white-hot sensation stung at where the pathway was located.

Great. Shouldn't have jinxed myself.

One by one, he located the linear channels. The pain of splitting them was different from moving the pathway. Instead of a burn, splitting them apart felt more like thousands of needles being stabbed at where the pathway was. If he even flinched once, he would interrupt the process, causing a failure in reconfiguration and damaging his core.

Sweat beaded down his temples and forehead. The floorboards beneath him pooled with sweat. His physical fingers dug at his own thighs each time another pathway split or moved. The biological rewiring continued, moving each pathway through the flesh.

Time lost meaning. Minutes or hours could have passed as he guided the pathways one by one into position.

The third phase began without warning. Essence rushed into the newly formed channels like water through dry riverbeds. The sensation burned worse than the separations had. Every pathway lit up at once. It was the same feeling he had when his Origin Core was reconstructed. However, at that time, he didn't have any essence. Now, his full essence carved at the raw and sensitive newly born pathways.

His hands clenched into fists. He almost spasmed from the pain but kept steady. He kept his eyes closed, focused on the pattern that showed him the way forward. The essence flow had to be perfect.

Fine-tuning came next. Each pathway needed microscopic adjustments to align perfectly with the highlighted template. A single misalignment could create a bottleneck or, worse, a blockage.

The solidification phase stretched on the longest. There were minor distractions during this time. Footsteps creaked across floorboards in the hallway. A door slammed down somewhere above. A toddler cried about some stupid ice cream. He never got ice cream when he was that age. Why cry at something so trivial?

All he could do was maintain a steady circulation through thousands of new channels which drained his reserves. His muscles quivered. Rivers of sweat ran down his neck. His pants felt soiled. It was just sweat though.

Finally, the last phase arrived. Spent essence had built up in the pathways, waiting to be purged. Gale gathered it all, compressed it into a single mass, then pushed outward.

The release sent a ripple through the apartment. Papers scattered. Books tumbled from shelves. A coffee mug dropped from the flimsy desk and shattered on the floor. Neighbours stirred and called 911 about the sudden shockwave that didn't feel like an earthquake. Breath of the Void stubbornly still fed him annoying information.

Gale's eyes snapped open. The room spun briefly before settling. His phone showed 3:47 AM. What had felt like moments had eaten up most of the night. His limbs felt heavy as if he had just done the biggest workout of his life. Though, he'd never been to a gym before. Would be nice if he could try once.

New pathways allowed his essence to flow smoother through his body in efficient parallel streams. The difference was clear, like how night was dark and day was bright. Most of all, it was more responsive. It felt like the single timing key before was split into 4 or 5 keys.

He pushed himself up to his feet, bones popping from sitting so long. The broken mug and scattered papers needed to be cleaned before he went to bed. But first, he needed to test these new pathways.

His hand rose, Phase Touch activated at the edges of his palm. It activated much faster and cleaner. Only about half of the normal essence was used on activation.

Neat.

[Configuration successful. Pathway efficiency increased. Current essence flow optimization at peak parameters for core class.]

"Status screen," Gale said.

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 11/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 100

Efficiency: 100

Essence: 7/200

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.3]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Dainv Spear Arts Lv.1][Essence Control Lv.1][Dainv Sword Arts Lv.2]

…

From the last time he looked at it, his total essence capacity increased by 50. His max load increased by 50. And his efficiency had the highest increase.

His stats finally progressed after a while. He hadn't been able to extract any origin from anything ever since he came back to Earth. Now with stats, Gale was itching to use them against something.

If only there was something to use it against. There was nothing in modern Earth he could hit, slash, hack, or kill.

Dammit. He worked so hard for the past couple of weeks, gaining so much progress on his swordsmanship and stats. That was all without fighting too. Yet it was all pointless.

He cleaned up the mess the small shockwave made. Stacked the notebooks and paper back on his desk. Mopped up the sweaty pool he made on the floor.

Loud knocking came from the floor below. He could clearly hear the man in the unit below telling him to stop making so much noise.

Screw you, butthole. I'm trying to clean up.



A bright ray of light stung directly at Gale's closed eyelids. He rolled over, stretching his arms. Muscles still sore from the reconfiguration.

Sunday. Perfect day to test the new configuration on nothing.

His hand picked up the phone beside him. The screen lit up: Monday, 3:12 PM.

Gale jumped up from bed. Did he sleep that much that he time travelled forwards? Monday would mean that he had English class at 6PM. The TTC trip would take around two hours with the rush hour traffic.

He caught a reflection of himself in the window. Dark circles, hair all over the place. His clothes also had goopy inky dark stuff that smelled something between vomit and number 2. The worst kind of smell.

Stripping off his clothes, he jumped into the shower, turning the knob all the way to hot. The cold water hit him, making him flinch. Slowly, it turned hot and steam filled the bathroom.

He scrubbed the black inky stuff all over him using the 5 in 1 everything in a bottle wash. The heat from the water suddenly turned lukewarm and sputtered.

Typical. I need to move out of here as soon as I can.

Gale quickly rinsed off the rest of the lather, no longer enjoying the shower. He dried off and put on new clothes. Dark hoodie from the donation box with a white undershirt and slightly torn jeans.

Good enough.

His backpack laid on top of the foldable dining table from last night. Homework was due today that he didn't do. A report on something about the Tell-Tale Heart by some Poe guy. He hasn't even started.

Grabbing his laptop, he shoved it into the bag along with the book he was supposed to read. Maybe he could finish the assignment on the bus. The story wasn't too hard to understand. He knew enough about hiding deep dark evil secrets, or insane secrets for that matter.

He took the protein bar from the counter. Quick and easy, just like his shampoo plus conditioner plus deodorant plus some other stuff he forgot. Convenient too. The Path stipend barely covered rent, but he didn't need much anyway.

Keys. Wallet. Phone. Bus pass. Check. He patted his pockets, checking each item twice.

It was only barely after 3PM and traffic had already gridlocked on Eglinton Street. The bus would be caught in the same mess. The bus lanes wouldn't make any difference.

Gale jogged to the bus stop, dodging oncoming pedestrians. All of them were on their phones, not watching where they were going. Pulling out his phone, the time marked 3:45. Just in time for the 3:45 TTC bus that would most likely be late by about 20 minutes.

However, expectations today were shockingly broken. The TTC bus just came at 3:50. Only 5 minutes late. Very early for the service.

He squeezed on board, finding a spot to sit near the back, however, all the seats were already taken. The bus crawled through traffic, stopping every block.

His stomach growled, and immediately he pulled out the protein bar in his pocket. Might as well eat it now while doing nothing for the bus to get to the transfer point.

On first bite, Gale regretted saying this thing was convenient. It was like eating cardboard. No water in hand too. Even the beasts in the dark forest tasted better than this. He forced the first bite down and then put the rest back into his pocket. One more bite would probably bring up something and spill on the person sitting in the seat below him.

The bus finally reached his first transfer point. He shouldered his way through the crowd and sprinted to catch the connecting route. The second bus was just as packed, just as slow.

His phone showed 4:45 PM when he made the final transfer. The community college was still twenty minutes away, assuming no delays. Rush hour traffic showed no signs of letting up, instead the opposite.

Gale found a seat this time, pulled out his laptop, and opened the homework file. Half a finished introduction paragraph could barely be called started.

The story's narrator claimed he wasn't mad, but his actions proved otherwise. Like someone else Gale knew. He wrote thinking about the knight who was supposedly sane even as corruption ate away at his mind. The state he was in when he let Breath of the Void in was similar. He could think clearly. Feel himself sane. However, everything around him didn't make sense. Maybe that was insanity.

Paranoia, obsession, the difference between sanity and madness. He knew these themes as he saw it first hand himself. Ironic enough that the fiction was the book and reality was his own.

The bus slowed to a stop. A mother with a stroller struggled to board. More delays. Gale kept typing. The noise and the hum of the bus muffled into silence as he focused on finishing the homework. And it turns out, homework was tougher than any forest beast he'd ever fought. Each word was like squeezing a grape through a thin straw.

His essay took shape between stops and starts. The narrator's heightened senses reminded him of Breath of the Void. The old man's "evil eye" could have been corruption spreading through his body.

The laptop battery dropped to twenty percent. He'd forgotten to charge it last night. If essence were like circuits, there must be a way to charge electronics with it… one way or another.

5:30 PM. The familiar sight of the Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre finally came into view. Gale packed up his laptop and moved to the front of the bus. Other students clustered near the doors, probably heading for evening classes too.

The bus doors opened with a hiss. Gale hopped off and power-walked toward the building.

He went straight for the stairs, taking two or three steps at a time. Regular human speed. Not the Aurian speed that would make too much noise. Just because he could leap entire flights didn't mean he should. Be normal, Gale.

Blend in.

The classroom door was already open. A few students had arrived early, including Mia in her usual front row seat. She gave him a quick nod before returning her eyes to her phone.

Jacob sat near the back, head down on his desk. Probably napping before class. He worked night shifts at some warehouse job.

Gale slid into a middle seat, neither hiding nor drawing attention. Perfect positioning to watch both exits while maintaining cover as a normal human. Blending in perfectly.

5:55PM. Made it. Mission success.

Ms. Jackson walked in, carrying a stack of handouts. "Good evening, everyone. Please pass these reading guides forward while I set up tonight's presentation."

Gale opened his notebook, clicking his pen. Night class proceeded as usual.

The projector clicked as it displayed a powerpoint onto the screen, "Gothic Literature and the Unreliable Narrator."

Mia turned around, eyebrows raised. "You ok there? You look, dead. Literally."

Gale whispered back, "Long night."

Literally.
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                The classroom sat empty except for Gale, still typing out the last bits of his report. The report he did during the bus ride 'wasn't good enough' for Ms. Jackson. She told him to retype major sections of his report and send it to her before midnight or else risk failing the class. And to him, that sounded like a challenge.

Through the unreliable narrator, Poe demonstrates how the mind can perceive reality as both real and unreal. He finished typing the conclusion. How's that, Ms. Jackson? That conclusion was one hell of a punch, and what do you know, it only cost him 1.5 hours of typing and deleting and typing on repeat.

The paper explored madness and paranoia, drawing from his own experiences. Poe's character's heightened senses felt similar to his own when he let the passive ability seep too much into him. There was also the duality of the knight and the actual insane man named Elliot. But he didn't put too much of his own words there. Can't have Ms. Jackson thinking he's weird or anyone for that matter.

He checked the word count one last time: 1,500 words exactly. The minimum requirement met, no more and no less. His citations followed MLA format perfectly. The less memorable his work, the better it blended in.

"To: [email protected]," he whispered, double-checking the address.

After he clicked the send button, the laptop screen went black. Battery dead. Perfect timing.

Gale quickly stuffed his dead laptop and open notebook into the backpack. Everything was ready and set. It was time to get out of this creepy looking run down public building.

Exiting the classroom, he looked left and right. Somehow, it reminded him of the cold, creepy darkness of the stone tower's basement, except it was a building for adults.

And adult he was. Adults shouldn't get scared of the dark. Shouldn't get scared of walking in the dark alone too. In fact, darkness was one of his powers. Kind of.

Dammit. Where was the cleaning staff when he needed them?

He slowly walked towards the stairs to the left. His first two steps echoed on the vinyl flooring, then immediately disappeared. However, not having footsteps made the emptiness even more empty, and again the footsteps echoed. Red lights that the emergency lights used didn't help with the atmosphere.

Ghosts aren't real, Gale. You know that. Guide knows that. Definitely not real. It's not even that late. Only 9:47 PM. He could've worked in the park or something instead of this empty haunted school at night. But no, he just had to stay. They did say the security guard would start his rounds soon. Maybe he could ask him to walk with him. A 28 year old asking for help from a security guard? That's stupid talk. But I'm only a teenager! 18 is not a teenager.

A door slammed somewhere in the building, interrupting the chain of thoughts. From the sound of the echoes through the stairwell, it came from the second floor.

Gale's hands tightened on the straps of his backpack. Just the wind. Or the heating system. Or the security guard working late.

Stupid ghost stories. Stupid strange noises. There was no way this school was haunted anyways. This wasn't a war zone for the tide. It was just an ordinary mundane building for people to learn the wonders of… bureaucracy.

Nothing could compare to the horrors he faced in the rift… maybe one. But ghost stories shouldn't bother him. Not this much.

[Essence: 9/200]

This amount of essence could barely last 1 minute. Especially if he fired on all cylinders.

Reaching the stairwell door, it opened with his touch. All stairwell doors creak. That's normal. Breath of the Void told him otherwise. A cold current flowed upwards from the second floor.

Three flights down to the exit. Just three flights. He could make it without using skills. Just ignore that something or anything was wrong.

His foot hit the first step. The vinyl flooring echoed much louder inside the stairwell. Again, Gale muffled his steps, keeping them as silent as possible. Breath of the Void's tendrils flowed into the second floor, feeding him everything. Something moved in the darkness. There was no form. All it was just a blurry entity within the vision of the tendrils.

Or it could just be electromagnetic static because of an electronic that he learned from physics class.

Before he could step onto the landing between the third and second floor, a wail started low, barely audible. It rose in pitch and volume until it filled the stairwell like the howl of the wind. Cold air seeped through his hoodie, and goosebumps pricked his skin though he wasn't sure whether that was from the cold or from the fact that the wail was clearly not just the wind.

His heart pounded against his chest. Flight or flight response kicked in. Adrenaline filled his veins.

The wail cut off abruptly, leaving him in silence with ringing ears. Tendrils picked up the electromagnetic blur from the second floor moving along the hallway towards the stairwell.

He should leave. Run and find another exit. But that would admit that ghosts were real. Besides, he was an Aurian now. Not a normal mundane human that didn't have the skills and tripped whenever they ran away from a monster.

The movement stopped. Andrew did say he saw something this week, but he never did say where. He would've avoided it. Found another stairwell to exit from. Maybe even just jump off from a window. The fall wouldn't hurt him.

Gale reached the second floor. His hands shook slightly as he pushed open the door to the second floor's hallway. The hallway stretched into darkness and only the red lights from the emergency lights revealed anything. The lights themselves seemed dimmer. Beyond the first lights near the stairs, a red light flickered.

A figure appeared in the flickering light, disappearing whenever the red light didn't shine on it. A woman, twice his height at over two metres, crouched down below the ceiling. Its hair moved like it was underwater. Its proportions were wrong. Too thin, with a neck that snaked forwards.

Gale had already reached his left hand to his pocket, gripping the storage box lightly.

The figure turned. Where its face should have been, only a spiralling void. On one hand, it dragged something. A body with a security guard uniform. On the other hand, it held a head stuck in a screaming expression.

The wail started again, rising from a low moan to a howl. Coldness stung even more at his skin as the temperature around him plummeted until his breath came out in white puffs.

Weber blade materialized into his right hand. Phase touch activated along the edge and circuits of the blade pulsed with teal.

Offense.

Gale lunged forwards, putting as much of his weight behind the strike aimed at the neck. In a single dash, he had crossed the distance from the second floor's stairwell to the halfway point of the hallway. However, the blade passed through without resistance. No contact felt. Just like hitting air.

The figure's head tilted and turned to him at a 180 degree angle that would snap a human neck. The black void that was its face pushed out more cold air from its wail.

He landed on the wall and immediately transitioned to a jump back to the figure. Another slice, and again, it hit nothing.

The figure lunged at him, slithering through the air. Gale rolled backwards while swinging the blade. It didn't seem to be scared or fazed by any of his attacks.

Its hand extended towards him, making him backpedal. But its fingers extended into long sharp needles. He tried to block it.

No use. Fingers passed through the flat of his blade and into his shoulder.

Instead of leaving blood or burying into his flesh, nails as dark as its face passed through, leaving behind a bone chilling feeling that he had never felt before.

The cold spread from the point of contact, numbing his arm. This wasn't like the rift creatures. This wasn't like anything he had fought before.

The wail built again, drowning out all other sound.

Gale tried one last attack, channeling every bit of his remaining essence into the blade. Phase Touch glowed a brighter blue in the darkness. One lunge again towards its neck. The strike was perfect, aimed at the base of where the neck met its thin body.

Blade passed through. He crashed onto the ceiling. Lights and electricals snapped and sparked, lighting up the hallway. The figure's arms slithered towards his chest again.

Run.

As soon as his hand touched the floor, he pushed himself away from the figure. The emergency exit sign glowed at the end of the hall. In one lunge, he closed the distance to the exit. He slammed through the door into the stairwell. He jumped onto the landing of the staircase and immediately turned to jump down another flight of steps onto the next landing.

The figure's wail followed him down. The chill in his shoulders throbbed from the sound that bounced off the concrete walls and seemed to come from everywhere.

Gale's blade vanished back into storage as he ran. His essence reserves were dangerously low, and there was no way to hit an enemy that couldn't be hit.

One last landing. Exit door appeared ahead. Moonlight was visible through its window. He crashed into the door, bursting out into the outside.

No stopping. His legs kept running at full speed. Traffic noise drowned out and replaced the wails.

Andrew was right. That was probably the second or third or even more security guard who had disappeared during his rounds. The maintenance worker who quit after seeing something in the stairwell. The cleaning staff who refused to work alone after dark. There was no way the mundanes didn't notice the phenomena.

Those were all supposed to be just urban legends or rumours. He'd faced horrors in the Eclipsed that would break most people's minds. But he couldn't even fight against whatever this was.

Gale slowed to a walk, breathing ragged, gasping for air to catch his breath. All the storefronts he walked by were closed. Even the late night convenience ones didn't have any lights on.

A red and white sign for a bus stop was just up ahead. A few adults waited there, checking their phones or staring at the road to look for the bus. He stood there with them.

The bus rounded the corner, headlights sweeping across the street. It stopped right in front of the bus stop, and people filed in. He reached for his bus pass, but his shaking wouldn't stop.

"Getting real cold these days, buddy. Take your time," the bus driver said.

Gale nodded and forced a smile. After he finally fished out his bus pass, he tapped it immediately and went to the back of the bus.

He glanced back at the learning centre. Its windows were dark except for the red emergency lights. From the outside, it seemed like nothing moved in the shadows. But that whole thing was no hallucination. His shoulder still throbbed from the cold.

"Guide," Gale whispered. "What the hell was that thing back there?"

[Spectral Entity. Name Unknown. Host lacks the necessary skills to apply damage to creature. Threat Level: Moderate.]

Gale gulped. "So ghosts are real then?"

[Incorrect.]

[Ghosts definition: fictional constructs based on cultural mythology. Entity encountered: creature of spectral origin.]

The bus sped through the empty Dufferin street. Each flash of the street lights brought back images of that faceless thing, and those fingers it touched him with.

Gale rubbed his shoulder where it had touched him. "Then what other things are out there that I should know about?"

[Multiple classifications of non-standard entities exist. Relevant categories include: Void entities. Spectral entities. Lucid entities. Aberrated entities. Achieve higher core class to unlock clearance.]

"What do you mean 'clearance'? Since when do I have restrictions?"

[Information access tied to Host development level set by username: Amazing Vianne. Current Core Class: Awakened. Higher classifications require increased Core Class.]

"You're telling me there's a whole classification system for these things? What about that security guard it was dragging?"

[Analysis inconclusive. Physical remains not detected. Recommend avoiding direct confrontation until acquisition of appropriate countermeasures.]

Gale's hands clenched. "And how exactly am I supposed to get those?"

[Multiple paths available. Path One: Core advancement through standard progression. Path Two: Specialized training in Phase skill. Path Three: Acquisition of equipment. Current recommendation: Path One. Host still adjusting to recent modifications.]

"And what happens if that thing gets out of there, chases me, and I'm not ready? What then huh?"

[Strategic retreat advised. Entity demonstrated anchored local spatial influence. Maximum effective range: approximately thirty metres. Escape beyond range nullifies immediate threat.]

A group of drunk college students boarded, filling the bus with loud chatter. They looked at him, then dropped onto one of the middle blue seats.

"You said it was a 'moderate' threat. What qualifies as severe?" Gale whispered.

[Classification based on multiple factors. Immediate lethality. Area of effect. Resistance to conventional countermeasures. Reproductive capability. Intelligence level. Example: Entities within rifts typically classified as severe due to dimensional infiltration potential.]

"And what about that security guard? Should we report it or something?"

[Negative. Detected local enforcement presence in the area. Action from host deemed unnecessary.]

And what if they don't?

He would've had to come back to that room. Again. At night. On the third floor. With Ms. Jackson. He didn't want her to die. At least she gave him a chance to send her his homework before midnight.

The bus suddenly stopped, throwing Gale forward in his seat. He looked at the windows and saw he was already at Eglinton street.

He grabbed his backpack and moved to the exit. The middle doors opened with a hiss, and cold air hit his face as soon as he stepped onto the side walk.

His stomach grumbled. He'd only taken one bite of the protein bar since he woke up.

Going to the other side of the street to the next bus stop for a transfer, he went into the shelter. Though that was useless. The shelters offered no protection from the wind or cold as they let cold wind blow through. It was meant to stop homeless people from sleeping inside them. But all it did was inconvenience everyone.

The bus stopped at Eglinton and McCowan. Getting off the bus stop, this street was even emptier. He was alone again. His phone showed 11:47 PM when he got off. The golden arches of McDonald's glowed just ahead. 24/7, but he never had any money to even afford anything on the menu.

Looking at his wallet, there were only $15 in cash left. It was enough for something. The Path's stipend would come in tomorrow anyway.

Upon crossing the street to the McDonald's, a man emerged from behind a dumpster, blocking his path. Left hand immediately went to his pocket.

The man's clothes were in tatters, crusted with dirt and what looked like dried blood.

"Please," the man said, voice rough like grating gravel. "Anything helps."

Gale stepped back, ready to walk around when he noticed the man's arm. Crystals jutted from the exposed skin. Clusters grew on the man's forearms that reached out to him, blood dripping from each pierced spot.

It stopped him in his tracks. The crystals seemed to pulse with their own light, spreading beneath the skin with roots and veins. This wasn't normal.

"Just some change, please?" the man pleaded, stepping closer. "Or food. Or something to make it stop."

That's when Gale saw the man's eyes. A crystal shard protruded from his left socket, skewering the eye outwards, blood dripping onto his cheeks.

"The pain," the man wheezed. "Can't sleep. Can't think. Please."

Gale stepped back, pulling his hand away from his left pocket. This wasn't an enemy. The man was clearly human.

"I'm sorry," Gale whispered, backing away. "I can't-"

The man stepped forward again. Gale stepped back once more, nearly tripping over the curb. The bloody arm reached for him.

Before it could, Gale turned and ran. Behind him, the man's pleas turned to screams, then faded into the night.

He didn't dare look back. All he could think of was running away. Everything was too much. The forest was simple. Over here, there were too many things he didn't know.

The path, the other actors in Aur, the families that Rachel mentioned back in the Eclipsed, the crystal things that grew from the homeless man, and the ghastly spectre. He didn't realize the size of the things they spoke of back then, and now this.

Earth was easier to live in. He didn't need to worry about something killing him every hour. However, that came with its own complications.

A lot of complications.

Gale entered his building across the road, tapping his key fob onto the reader. His hands still trembled even more.

The elevator was out of service. Of fucking course.

He ran straight up the stairwell, not caring about how loud he was and how fast he went. Reaching the 6th floor and unit 608, he pushed the key in. With one wiggle, the lock turned, and he slammed the door open and closed it behind him.

Flicking the lights on, he threw his backpack onto the folding dining table too hard. It collapsed, but he didn't care.

He sat on the wall beside his desk, knees up to his chin. Only his ragged breathing distracted him from the silence.

Where was Rachel? She at least told him some things about Aur. But that wasn't the reason why he asked himself that.
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                Ollie fiddled with the red marble in his palm. In front of him stood Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre. The building's orange bricked walls from the outside were typical of government buildings made before the 2000s.

At 2AM, the building should've been empty. Lights were turned off, but emergency red lights were on when they shouldn't be. Shadows moved where they shouldn't.

Quickly turning on his phone, only 1 notification.

[Rachel: Did you get a chance to look at the survivor from the Red Hollows?]

He sighed. No messages from Alexander.

"Another waste of time," he muttered, putting the phone back into his pocket. Higher-ups had their reasons. They always did. But sending him to deal with this?

He walked up to the front door. With a touch of the handle, the door lock clicked open.

Now inside, the stale air carried coldness that seeped into his bones. Time to work.

Ollie put both of his hands into his blazer's pockets, unholstering the black double deagles. Blue light pulsed faintly along the glyphs of the silencer. The deagles themselves had faint lines that pulsed from the trigger to the barrel. He grinned at the sight of his own artificed work of art.

First, he unloaded the magazines already inside them and replaced them with a magazine filled with silver bullets. Each round glowed a soft gray, specifically designed for tonight's target. Higher-ups were expensing it. Might as well use top quality Glorious Bazaar ammo.

"Had to be a Resonant," he grumbled as he began walking through the entrance hall. "Like they don't have anyone else at that level."

But orders were orders, even if they came wrapped in bureaucratic nonsense.

Ollie moved through the first-floor hallway, both guns pointing directly in front of him.

The first room came up around the corner. Using telekinesis, a blue strand turned the knob. Immediately when it opened, he kicked the door open, guns up, pointing inwards while holding the door with the same strand. He went in, checking the corners and under the desks. He checked the metal locker containing cleaning supplies.

Nothing here.

He moved to the next room. Back towards the wall. Turn the knob. Kick open, then guns up. Checked all the corners and the cleaning locker. Nothing again. He didn't bother closing the door. Less risk too.

Ollie went through the whole first floor, repeating the same actions in each room. The 1st floor office was different. More desks to check. A water cooler bubbled, making him spin and aim. Just regular nighttime building sounds.

Room 107 - clear. Teacher's lounge - clear. Men's bathroom with piss on the floor - clear. The women's - also clear.

"This is beneath me," Ollie muttered, checking the janitor's closet.

But the mission briefing was clear: sweep the building, locate the target, deal with any other threats. Simple, direct, and most definitely annoying.

The cafeteria took longest. It had too many tables.

His boots squeaked against the floor as he moved between the rows. The kitchen was next. Door also open.

The first floor's rooms revealed nothing. Ollie rolled his shoulders. One floor clear. Four to go.

The stairwell door creaked as he pushed it open. Cold air hit his face, different from the cold in the first floor's hallways. He entered, looking up at the red emergency lights that reflected off the metal railings.

The second floor waited ahead. High chance that thing was on the second floor. Whatever it was wasted his time just because a few mundanes got spooked. Horror stories spread. Higher ups got spooked because the mundanes took notice. Classic.

His foot touched the first step, and something wailed in the darkness above.

Ollie jumped up to the second and burst through the stairwell door. Both deagles aimed up.

A woman stood at the end of the hall. Two and a half times his height. Long hair flowing like underwater. Spectral entity located.

"Waste of my time," Ollie muttered, raising both guns. He squeezed the triggers before the woman figure even turned. Bright flashes of light exploded from his muzzle. No sound, though. Silver trailed the bullets he fired.

Muzzle flash was a little bright. Needs fixing.

The figure shrieked. Sound vibrated through the hallways, shaking the inside windows. It dropped, slithered forward and into a lunge, covering half of the hallway's distance.

Ollie rolled sideways, landing on one knee. Guns already squeezed. More shots and more silver trails shot through the figure. The bullets made contact. Smoke spilled out of the figure's bullet holes.

Its arm stretched out. Dark needle appendages stabbed at him. Ollie tried to dodge. Fraction of a second too slow, and the fingers brushed his left shoulder.

Cold. Bone-deep cold. His arms went numb, and the gun nearly slipped away from his fingers.

Great, it does elemental damage.

Ollie tossed his right deagle up. In one quick motion, he took out a syringe gun from his jacket and stabbed his left shoulder with it, then put it back. Right hand caught the falling deagle and squeezed the trigger again.

Bullets flew at the figure's face, and more holes leaked smoke.

The figure lunged again. Slower this time. Ollie leapt backwards, keeping his aim on the figure. Squeeze. More bullets flew. This time, they hit the figure's arm and legs.

The figure's form began to break apart already, pieces of it dissolving into nothing.

Ollie landed on his feet. The figure was just below him, crawling and trying to stab him with its nails.

Taking out a lollipop from his pocket, he unwrapped it and put it in his mouth, throwing the wrapper onto the floor.

Just before the figure reached his ankles, he aimed his right deagle down at its head and fired.

The figure disintegrated, not letting out another sound.

Ollie walked towards the other stairwell from where the figure came. "Higher-ups getting spooked over a low-level manifestation. Could have sent anyone for this job."

The security guard lay crumpled where the entity had dropped him. Still breathing, just unconscious. He'd live, probably forget most of what happened. Better that way.

Ollie moved to secure each room just like the first floor. Standard procedure, even for a milk run like this. The cold spot lingered where the entity had been, but its presence was gone.

"Clear," he muttered, marking off another section on his mental map. The janitor's cart near Room 213 still had fresh cleaning supplies.

The third floor yielded similar results. More classrooms and just an empty hall. No bodies either.

A paper airplane lay abandoned in the middle of the hallway. Ollie stepped over it without breaking stride.

Moving up to the fourth floor, it housed the computer labs. Rows of monitors reflected the emergency lights. No sign of any oddities other than someone had left their coffee cup on a keyboard.

"Another waste of time," he said, checking his phone. No new messages about Lab 7 or the Vancouver situation.

The fifth floor contained staff offices and administration. The layout changed. Gray cubicles and yellow walls. Paper scattered across the desks and the floor. A half eaten rice bowl that a beggar probably would have had a field day with. Basically, organized chaos.

In the corner of the office, he found what he was looking for. Chalk marks formed a familiar pentagram with a circle on the floor, one glyph at the end of each point of the pentagram. Candle stubs sat precisely placed inside the points of the pentagram.

A failed summoning ritual.

"Amateurs," Ollie pulled up his phone. The camera flash lit up the room as he took three pictures of the same object from different angles. Three was the minimum the higher-ups would want for proof before filing this away in some dusty archive.

He found the janitor's closet two doors down. The mop left brown streaks across the chalk marks as he erased them.

"Any rookie could've handled this stupid subjugation," he muttered, scrubbing harder. "But no. Send a resonant, they said. Send Oliver, they said."

The ritual circle disappeared under soapy water and a little bit of elbow grease. Ollie wiped his hands on a nearby blazer someone had forgotten and then pulled out his phone.

[Oliver: Target neutralized. Amateur summoning ritual discovered and cleaned. Building secure. No collateral damage. Recommend increased security patrols.]

[Carl: Done. Send the bill to accounting.]

Ollie packed up the cleaning supplies. The building had gone quiet again.

His phone buzzed again.

[Lily: The usual?]

[Oliver: omw]



The rusted LED sign of The Lab416 cast an orange hue across the damp pavement as Ollie pushed through the door at 3:30 AM. The place reeked of cheap alcohol. The dreams of the people inside were even cheaper.

A handful of regulars slumped at their tables. No one knew if they were sleeping or not. The bar owner just let them. Everyone here was lost in their own flavour of misery, and he fit right in.

Lily sat in their usual corner of the bar, scrolling through her phone. Her blonde hair caught the blue light of the phone along with the dark circles under her eyes. Three empty glasses had already lined up beside her. Fourth one was already half-empty of something purple.

Her usual cocktail. Four already.

"You smell like chalk, coffee, and gunpowder," she said without looking up. "Job done?"

Ollie sat beside her. His shoulder still ached where that thing had touched him. "Nothing worth talking about."

The bartender started pouring Ollie's usual without him asking. A double whisky, neat. The ice clinked against the glass as he set it down. How many times has he come here in the last five years?

"Hey, Ollie. When do you think was the last time you were genuinely happy?" Lily asked, finally putting down her phone. "Like really happy?"

Ollie knocked back half his drink. "Probably in the forest. I guess. The forest was simple. Point, shoot, survive. No paperwork. No corporate bullshit."

Also gave me a goal to get out of that shithole to come back to, Ollie didn't say.

Lily laughed, but they both knew it wasn't genuine. "Simple? That's what you call it?"

She leaned forward. "Guess that was great for you, not being locked up away, waiting for your turn to go upstairs and never come back alive again."

"You know that's not what I meant."

"Save it." She waved down the bartender for another drink, then drank the last half of the current glass beside her. "The last time I felt happy was when I was in that group of survivors, fighting for our lives in that forest. Finally a chance to take your life with your own hands."

The bartender sent another purple drink to their side. Lily took it immediately, gulping it half down. Their grievances didn't need communication. They both knew how each felt. Both couldn't fix each other's problems.

"Did you hear about what happened near Yorkdale? An old lady almost got hit by a car. Papers are calling it a miracle," Lily said.

Ollie sloshed his glass around. "Not interested in street accidents."

"The car hit something invisible. Left dents in the hood," Lily continued. "Someone took that hit. An awakened sturdy enough to take a hit from a car driving at 60 to 70. Does it make sense? Not even you can do that. Not even Carl."

The bartender brought honey garlic wings to Ollie's side.

"You remember Gale?" she asked softly. "What he did for my group in Blue Haven?"

Ollie's glass froze halfway to his mouth.

"I used to dance in clubs," Lily downed the other half of her cocktail in one long pull and then continued. "Thought that's all I was good for. I couldn't run away from it. Couldn't take my own life. Couldn't do jack. Then Gale... He never asked questions. Never judged. Just helped. Gave me that bone spear and told me to take my own life with my own hands."

"Lily-"

"What would he think of us now, Ollie? Of your labs? Of what we've become?" She pushed her glass away to the other four with a clink. "Sometimes I wonder if he made it back. If he's out there somewhere, watching."

"He's dead," Ollie said flatly.

"But what if he isn't?" Lily slammed her clenched fist on the bar's counter. "What if he saw what you're doing with dust? The people dying in your labs?"

"I'm saving lives. You don't understand."

"I understand plenty." She pulled out her phone again, but her hands shook as she scrolled through the mundane news article of the Yorkdale incident. "Gale saved us without asking for anything in return. And here I am, five years later, and what have I done with that second chance?"

Ollie reached for the wings beside him. Biting into it, it wasn't as sweet as the lollipop he just had.

"Maybe he would hate what we've become," Lily whispered. "All of us. The experiments. The cover-ups. The lies."

Lily was right. He also changed. Changed too much from what he was back in the forest. No one to call family in this world. And when he saw the only person he loved…

"We did what we had to do," Oliver said.

"Did we?" Lily laughed again, completely hollow as another glass of purple drink slid to her side. "Or did we just convince ourselves that's true?"

"If he came back today," Lily continued, this time in a whisper, "what would you say to him? How would you explain all this?"

"You're right," Ollie sighed. "Gale wouldn't understand. None of this."

He gestured at the bar around them, at the broken dreams floating in bottom-shelf liquor. At the people that slumped down on the tables, just waiting for the next day. "We're all just chasing ghosts now."

"Remember when we thought we could change things? After the Eclipsed?" Lily's fingers traced the rim of her empty glass. "Look at us now."

"How are they anyways?" Ollie asked. "The others that came from the forest?"

"Scattered." Lily picked up her drink for a sip. "Marie's in Vancouver, working tech support. Says she doesn't sleep much anymore. Sarah's got a bakery in Montreal. She told me she likes keeping the ovens running all night so she doesn't have to go home to an empty apartment. Jessica's here in Toronto, teaching dance to kids."

She took a deep breath. "They're surviving. That's all any of us are doing."

"They know, don't they?" Ollie said. "About the labs. The dust."

"We all know. Marie handles your tech shipments out west. Sarah keeps the UK off your back in Quebec. Jessica..." Lily smiled, but her eyes didn't. "Well, those coffee shops are perfect for watching Path movements."

"They could walk away."

"Like you could walk away from finding that cure?" Lily's blue eyes turned to him. "We all got our reasons, Ollie. The forest taught us that much. Sometimes the only choices are bad ones."

"It's funny, isn't it? Rachel said Gale wanted to run away from all of us," Ollie said. "But the choices he made in the forest were all good ones."

Lily laughed, this time sincerely, as she wiped a tear from her eye. "She still doesn't stop talking about him."

"That's true," Ollie laughed with her.

"But Ollie," Lily suddenly stopped laughing. "Watch yourself in Oshawa. UK's got boots on the ground. Looking for something."

"They won't find anything," Ollie said.

"These aren't the usual grunts. Multiple attuned. One Resonant in charge of the squad," Lily said. "These ones know what they're doing. Real hunters."

"Let them hunt."

"We should've died in that forest," Lily said softly. "Sometimes I think we did."

Ollie's phone buzzed. This time it was from Alexander. The message he'd been waiting for.

"No," he said, standing up. "The forest just showed us who we really are."
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                There was no sound in the Oshawa warehouse's air when Gale swung the blade over and over again. Only his occasional steps could be heard whenever he needed to propel off a stationary object.

Swing, spin, translate to spear. Thrust, sweep, inwards, translate to sword.

That was the first form of Dainv Sword Arts that Guide had taught him. Powerlessness wasn't an option. For the past few weeks, he'd been able to do nothing to help himself get out of a shitty situation. He couldn't even do anything against that homeless person last night.

There were only three rules in the forest. Hunt, eat, sleep, and repeat. That was all there was to it. Over here in the concrete jungles, there were things he couldn't just slash or hack away. There were many things he couldn't get through the thrill of the hunt.

Money.

Without it, he couldn't survive. He had to be handed a stipend by the Path every two weeks just to eat. Shelter was also given to him. No luxuries for the normal kids that could live with and be given everything by their parents.

He was lost, and there was only one thing he could rely on. The Dainv Origin System.

Another spin into a spear. An upwards thrust and then inwards into the sword. The perfect cut didn't make a sound.

Gale entered a trance, focusing on practicing the two distinct forms as if they were one. The new pathways made the flow smoother than before, expanding preferred paths into multiple different inputs instead of the strict limitations of the previous default settings. Each pathway was already carved into his memory from the experience of having to move each one in his body, one by one.

He stopped, taking a deep breath. In one sudden movement, he repeated the first form of Dainv Sword Arts again.

A micro-stutter always appeared after the swing and the translation process of sword to spear.

'Again,' he imagined the knight saying.

He stopped. Movement repeated. Swing, spin, and translate. Again, the micro-stutter when changing forms. But it didn't make sense. He was inputting the essence at the exact timing key it needed.

Before he started the movement again, the sword extended to a spear. Thrust, sweep, spin. And just as he translated it into a sword, the stutter occurred and Gale spun to a stop, pausing the sequence.

"Shit!" he shouted. Clenching his fist, he punched straight down to the concrete but stopped just before he hit the floor.

Wait. Why did he call it a translation in the first place? There was no need to translate if the form was one and the same. There was no difference between spear and sword.

Do not think like a human. The knight did say that. Multiple times. And what was he doing? Translation is for the human mind. He could will the form to be one. Stop thinking that the two skills are any different. They're the same skill set.

He cut through the air again. No whistle, just pure silence. A dull headache began to form in the back of his head.

The sword extended again. It reached twice as long as his own body. Alter the weapon. Not the Weber Blade.

He shifted, spinning the sword as if it were a spear. The circuits pulsed faster as he spun and then contracted back into a sword. He thrust again into the air, each stab seemingly reaching further than the sword could naturally reach.

Gale stopped as sweat dripped down his back despite the cold October air. It wasn't enough.

He tried again. No longer thinking of any translation. When he needed reach, he just let the sword reach. When he needed space, he took space. However, the two styles remained separate, like oil and water.

Hours passed. More marks carved the floor and concrete pillars of the warehouse. The only thing that kept track of time was the ray of moonlight changing position as it shone through the bullet holes.

And then, something clicked. He didn't know which nth time it was, but the Weber Blade no longer appeared as a sword or a spear. The essence finally connected to the sword, acting like part of his arm.

One moment it was a sword, intended for a slash. The next, it extended into a spear's reach without losing the sword's cutting edge. The transitions happened faster than thought. It happened before even intent.

Suddenly, the dull headache strengthened in waves. The knowledge hit him like a flood. Information streamed into his brain, filling gaps he didn't know existed. Everything his father had taught him about weapons suddenly came back. The forms they practiced with sword and spear. The young hands that already had thick blisters from holding a rough stick.

[Dainv Sword Arts - Removed]

[Dainv Spear Arts - Removed]

[Dainv Combat Mastery Lv. 1 - Unlocked]

The notifications barely registered. Gale moved through the forms that felt new and familiar. The weapon in his hand changed through his will. Essence pathways from his hand extended beyond his arm, connecting the sword with his Origin Core.

The blade cut through the air silently again, leaving a trail of afterimages. His movement became continuous.

Swing, spin, thrust, sweep, in-fight. The fat from the first form was removed. The micro-stutter was removed. His movements began to resemble the knight's in the throne room.

But even when his hands hurt, the drills his father gave him were fun. Imitating the forms of animals during sword practice. One day it would be a deer, the next a rabbit, and then after would be a crane or a tiger. Though, he never really did see a tiger in person.

Dad would always say that this was a secret from mom and from anyone outside their family.

A grin appeared on Gale's lips. Dad would say it's weird for a boy and a man to act like a bear, a tiger, a deer, a bunny, or any other animal. Of course it was. Blend in, right Dad?

His body launched into a spinning swing onto a shipping container, and the blade sliced smoothly through the metal like butter. The stack of containers fell onto the concrete, throwing up a dust cloud.

It wasn't enough.

Something like this was probably easy for the Aurians that lived their whole lives in this world. He couldn't even stand up against the homeless person in front of the McDs.

What would Rachel or Ollie think of their nightmare demon now? Just as the knight said. Pathetic.

Power mattered. Real power. The kind that came from extracting Origin. All of this was just practice.

As his breathing steadied, something caught his eye from his surroundings. Trace signatures of energy, too small to count as essence.

"Guide, what is this?"

[Trace Ether signatures detected.]

Gale pressed his palm against the cold concrete where some stray bullet holes were. He hadn't realized this was here before. He was too immersed in his own training and had dismissed the tiny signatures when he first got here. He had examined it before, though barely. Oshawa was known for shady things, and now this shady thing was related to Aur.

Now that he thought about it, the analysis skill that Vianne had given him had allowed him to see hints of what happened in the fight in the meadows. That was without the Guide.

"Guide, if you can control my motor skills, can you use some of my skills too?"

A ten-second silence stretched, but before he could repeat his sentence, Guide responded.

[Functionality limited to Analyze by Amazing Vianne. Increase Core Class to expand functionality.]

Again with the stupid 'increase core class' to do this and that and whatever! He sighed. "Okay, analyze and project the conflict onto my HUD."

The first death played out before him, showing him outlines of the conflict. A guard stood by the crates, their outlines marked by a lingering ether emission. A curved shot struck them from around the corner as the bullet traced around the crates. The body fell, and the outline stayed still on the concrete. A figure moved through with its rifle pointed up at where he moved.

"Identify the weapon type."

[Weapon analysis: Custom low-level rifle. Modifications include handling multiple ammunition types. Ammunition used in conflict designed for maximum penetration and artificed with trajectory control.]

"Continue sequence."

The figure took cover behind a shipping container as more guards closed in. One shot, and the trajectory showed how one round had passed through the first target before curving to the second.

Moving through the warehouse, the figure moved low. Four guards converged, moving in a single file, barrels pointed at possible hiding spots.

"Assess tactical level."

[Combat expertise: Exceptional. Movement patterns indicate extensive training. Weapon handling suggests years of experience. Target prioritization optimal.]

The sequence continued. The figure dropped onto a knee, and a flash of ether homed in on the leftmost guard. They scattered. One ducked behind a shipping container, and the third and fourth ran opposite ways to their own cover behind concrete barriers.

Two shots homed in on the targets running away before they could drop to the barrier. Another shot went up at an angle and slammed straight down through the bullet hole where the second guard had taken cover behind the shipping container.

The figure moved again, and this time it was toward the broken wall he saw before. The metal still had traces of ether. Five distinct ether bodies, too. Three from the collapsed wall and two that held onto the railing of the catwalk.

Beside the broken wall was an exit. Gale walked out and into the next warehouse. If he recalled correctly, the office in that warehouse had been cleaned thoroughly with bleach.

Opening the door to the office, the scent of bleach no longer lingered. However, the walls remembered what happened. Traces of ether couldn't be cleaned.

Two men were inside what looked like a panic room. A desk and chair had fallen over. A shattered window was behind the chair. A single shot from a different weapon, something long-range. Someone else had taken that shot, not the same figure from the beginning.

"Compare the two shooter signatures."

[Analysis complete. Primary shooter: close-range specialist. Heavily modified Ether armaments. Secondary shooter: long-range expert. Rifle used, unknown. Professional training patterns detected in both.]

The second shooter shot through the head of the one in the chair. A second shot was fired immediately after, wounding the primary figure on the shoulder according to the trajectory in the wall and the height of the primary.

The height was oddly short, almost half a head shorter than him. A predator built for speed and stealth, not brute force. Harder to track, harder to hit.

He traced his fingers along the bullet's path through the air, following the fading ether signature. The sniper's shot had come from far away. His eyes followed the trajectory upward, through the broken window, across the industrial district.

"Guide, calculate firing position."

[Analysis: Shot trajectory indicates origin point at Building 172, block C, Southwest Industrial Complex. Distance: 1450 metres. Requires specialized equipment and skill.]

Decision made.

Wind whipped at his jacket as he moved through the shadows between warehouses. The night air carried the scent of metal and oil from the industrial complex.

A chain-link fence blocked his path. Gale didn't break stride. Phase Touch activated, spreading through his whole body and clothes. He passed through the metal like it wasn't there.

[Alert: Multiple security systems detected. Infrared coverage: extensive.]

Cameras swept the area in regular patterns. Gale layered Distort over his skin and clothes, vanishing from sight. The effect rippled like heat waves as he moved.

Building 172 was in front of him. Four stories tall, with catwalks crisscrossing the upper levels.

Gale slipped through the partially hung loading dock door. Before he took a step, he removed his shoes and put them in his backpack. He proceeded, his steps completely silent.

Boxes and barrels filled the warehouse interior. The air smelled of machine oil and gunpowder. However, there was a faint feeling of something else that was familiar, but he couldn't put his finger on it.

Fresh ether signatures lined the walls. Someone was here, and they weren't hiding their presence.

As he continued through the aisle, he noticed the labels in big, bold printed text.

"GLORY INDUSTRIES - AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY."

That didn't sound like any of the companies he knew. At least not in the mundane world.

Before he continued walking, he stopped. Saw the catwalk ladder was just at the corner. He climbed as quietly as he could to not make a sound.

[Alert: Live signatures above. Two combatants detected. Host is recommended to stay silent. Threat Level: Moderate.]

Can I still interact with you if I do this? Gale mouthed the words silently. 

[Affirmative]

Gale nodded satisfied by the answer and continued to climb until he reached the top level of the catwalk. It went left, mid, and right above all the storage containers and aisle shelves. Perfect sightlines to multiple parts of the warehouse, and from this view, the whole layout of the maze of aisles unraveled itself.

Security, maybe.

He went right, following the small trace of signatures of someone walking along the catwalk. It led to a corner position, partially hidden behind vents.

Walking along the catwalk, he found himself beside a small box enclosure that looked like a small office.

His eye caught something, and he froze immediately, not daring to move an inch. Something had moved in his peripheral vision. Distort wasn't truly invisible unless he didn't move. All it did was distort light, which made the air ripple like heat waves.

Slowly, he turned his head to where he caught the movement. Two men in black suits stood on a parallel catwalk thirty feet away. They faced the open warehouse space below. Neither spoke.

The ether signature they emitted was as strong as Emmerson's. He couldn't take both of them at once. Maybe one.

[Combatant ether levels are equal to Attuned. Threat level: moderate.]

Attuned? That was the same level as the shadow.

A single drop of sweat dripped down from his forehead. Why was he even here in the first place? He was only looking for power, and now curiosity was going to get him killed.

One of the men tilted his head slightly.

Gale didn't move. Didn't breathe.

The second man reached inside his jacket.
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                The suited man's hand emerged with a vial. The liquid inside the vial swirled, and the gray dust-like particles inside caught the moonlight.

Threat level: minimal on a vial. Blah blah blah. Well, what about vanilla analysis?

[Modified Dust Vial]

[Description: Lethal combat enhancer.]

[Effects: Efficiency base+15 x 105%, Max Load base+15 x 105%, restores essence by 50% of max.]

[Duration: 600 seconds.]

Hold on a minute. This looked like the same substance he got from the storage box when he first found it, although this was weaker. It was the crutch he used to finally beat the knight.

Suddenly, tendrils of his passive skill caught onto movement on the rooftop. Two figures crouched in shadows near the skylight, wearing metallic like paddings on their arms, legs, and torso. Their outlines were blurry, but they were definitely there. Signature was blurry as well, barely detectable if he hadn't felt the metal bending as they stepped onto the roof. Couldn't even get a reading on their ether levels, not knowing if they're awakened or attuned.

One carried a bastard sword strapped to their back. But the other held a mace, and this one wore a helmet, metal or something else. Both weapons made no sense. Why bring a sword to a gunfight?

The warehouse door creaked open. A group of five men shuffled in, dressed in cheap outfits that screamed 'trying too hard to look like criminals.'

An absolute unit of a man led the first group. His tank top stretched across his chest like it might rip at any second. His biceps looked like they'd been inflated with a bike pump. Every step he took made his muscles bounce up and down in what Gale assumed was supposed to be intimidating.

Behind Tank Top came another group. This one was led by someone who had clearly raided a costume shop. The red leather jacket and red pants he wore could've been spotted a kilometre away in a sea of crowd. Gold chains hung from his neck, screaming 'look at me, I'm a gangster.' He was at least a head shorter than Tank Top with average physique.

They stopped at a single fluorescent light bulb at the centre of the warehouse, shining harshly against the concrete. A folding table stood beside that light.

"You got the stuff?" Red Jacket asked, voice unnaturally low, as if he were trying to act intimidating.

Tank Top crossed his arms. "You got the cash?"

One of Red Jacket's men stepped forward with a briefcase. The latches clicked open, revealing stacks of 100 dollar Canadian bills under the light.

Tank Top nodded to someone behind him. Two of his guys brought forward black cases with Glory Industries logos stamped on the sides. They put them down on the folding table and opened them, revealing multiple guns inside.

"Modified M4s and AKs, a few red and gray marbles, and of course, Glory's own artificed flaming homing ammunition," Tank Top said. "Fresh from Glory's own stock. M4s got some custom chambers, targeting systems, the works."

Red Jacket ran his fingers over one of the rifles. "And the dust?"

Tank Top pulled out a metal case. Inside, vials of purple tinged liquid that contained tiny particles of gray grains. He grinned and said, "Stronger than the street stuff. Kicks like a mule, but the high… worth every penny."

"How many doses before crystallization?" Red Jacket asked.

"Three, maybe four if you're lucky. But who cares? By then they'll be hooked enough to keep buying."

The two men in suits at the catwalk turned their heads towards each other.

'Wait for the whale.'

'You got the hook?'

'Hook is ready.'

Dad's ASL lessons came in handy. Handy for silent hunting. However, there was no way a whale could walk on land. Unless… this was Aur after all. Anything anywhere whenever could happen.

Red Jacket hefted one of the rifles and aimed down its sight. "These better work as advertised. Last batch jammed up during a job."

"Relax. It's straight from the source this time," Tank Top said. "Pulled these right from Glory's private stock. Same stuff his own people use."

The two persons on the roof shifted slightly. The one with the mace inserted ether into the weapon but stopped as soon as the other person waved. It was enough for Gale to get a feel for the signature. It was a different kind of signature, more like what Annett had used in the forest.

Red Jacket's crew started moving the cases of weapons out the door while Tank Top counted the stacks of cash inside the case that Red Jacket gave him. The whole scene played out like a bad crime show, complete with tough guy posturing and references to whoever 'the boss' was.

"Word is the UK's sniffing around," Red Jacket snapped his finger at his men. "Getting real interested in Glory's operation."

Tank Top snorted. "UK's got their hands full with the Jiuling right now. Something about territory disputes in Vancouver."

"Still..." Red Jacket tossed over the M4 to one of his men nearby the door. "Maybe we should slow down the shipments. Let things cool off."

"Boss wants the product moved," Tank Top said. "Says Glory's getting paranoid. Started locking down access to the good stuff."

"Speaking of paranoid," Red Jacket said. "You hear about the warehouse hit couple of weeks ago? Professional fixer. Left sixteen bodies."

Tank Top's face contorted. "Yeah, I heard. Glory's own gear used against his people."

"Makes you wonder who's really pulling the strings," Red Jacket said. "First the UK shows up, then the Jiuling start making noise, now this?"

Gale noticed the two persons above tense up. The mace lit up with slight energy when they heard the word "UK." Sweat beaded on his forehead. He should leave. A fight was definitely going to break out of here, but it was like watching a train wreck happen.

Tank Top waved his hands dismissively. "Not our problem. We move the product, we get money. Simple as that."

"Nothing's simple anymore," Red Jacket said. "Glory's empire's got cracks showing. Smart money says something big's coming."

"Yeah? Well, boss above says shut up and do the job." Tank Top chuckled.

Red Jacket pulled out a phone. "What's our schedule looking like? The boys need to know when and where the next shipment is."

"Right here works fine. Next Friday, same time." Tank Top said. "Place is perfect. Clean. Off the books."

"Here?" Red Jacket's golden chains rattled. "You're getting sloppy, man. Using the same spot twice?"

"Why change what works?" Tank Top said. "Been running gear through here three months now. No problems."

"Didn't you just hear what I said?!"Red Jacket stepped closer, lowering his voice. "You're getting comfortable. Comfortable gets us dead."

Tank Top laughed so loud that the windows seemed to shake. "Dead? Brother, you worry too much. Those UK boys? They're hitting empty warehouses on the east side. Some tip got them chasing their own tails."

"And the Jiuling?" Red Jacket said.

"Please." Tank Top waved his hand. "Witches got them tied up in Vancouver. They're too busy playing territory games to notice what's happening here."

Red Jacket looked at the dark corners of the warehouse. "Glory's got eyes everywhere. If he finds out we're moving his tech without permission..."

"Glory doesn't know shit about this place," Tank Top said. "Man's too busy playing corporate kingpin to notice what his own people are doing. Trust me, we're golden."

Red Jacket's eyes narrowed. "You sound awfully sure about that."

"I am sure," Tank Top said. "Look around. Perfect setup. Loading dock's hidden from the street. No cameras except ours. Security patrols avoid this whole block thanks to a few well-placed bribes. We're invisible."

One of Red Jacket's crew whispered something in his ear. He nodded, gold chains catching the fluorescent light as it jiggled.

"What about the other warehouses?" Red Jacket asked. "Glory's been auditing all his warehouses in Oshawa..."

Tank Top snorted. "Yeah, the obvious ones. Places where product's moving too fast, drawing attention. We're smarter than that. Keep it slow, steady. Under the radar."

"And the UK raids?" Red Jacket said. "They're getting closer."

"Man, you're not listening," Tank Top said. "Those raids? We fed them bad intel. Send them to empty buildings while we work. By the time they figure it out, product's long gone."

A drop of sweat fell from Gale's chin, hitting the concrete below with a soft pat.

Red Jacket's head snapped to where the drop fell. His hand went inside his jacket.

"The fuck was that?" he hissed.

"Probably just condensation from the pipes," Tank Top put his hands on one of the AKs on the folding table.

"Condensation my ass," Red Jacket snarled. "You said this place was secure."

"It is secure!" Tank Top shouted.

"Then explain that." Red Jacket pointed to where the drop had landed. "Because that looked an awful lot like someone's up there watching us."

Tank Top clenched his jaw. "Fine. We'll move next time. Happy?"

"No, I'm not fucking happy," Red Jacket snapped. "This is exactly what I'm talking about. You get lazy, comfortable. Stop taking precautions. And now someone's probably got eyes on our whole operation."

"Next week," Tank Top said. "Different location. I'll text you the details."

"Make it somewhere clean," Red Jacket said as he backed toward the door. "And sweep this place. Top to bottom. If someone's watching us..."

"I'll handle it," Tank Top said. "Just be ready to move the product when I call."

Red Jacket's crew started gathering their cases by the door. Their boss, on the other hand, kept glancing up and down at the catwalks and the aisles.

Tank Top's men maintained their positions, hands never far from their weapons.

"And Tank?" Red Jacket paused at the door. "If this comes back to bite us, it's on your head. Glory won't care who fucked up. We'll all die."

Four sharp claps pierced and echoed through the warehouse. Tank Top and Red Jacket looked to the source. The suits at the catwalk and Gale also turned their attention towards it.

A figure stepped in from the shadows into the edge of fluorescent light. Pristine suit with a perfectly placed maroon tie and a gold clip. Dress shoes tapped against the concrete as the man walked forward. His stride looked like a casual walk in the park.

The light caught his features: an adolescent face that looked barely over 25, blond hair neatly brushed back without gel, glasses that reflected a green and blue HUD and a small grin.

Isn't that Ollie? Five years older, but unmistakably the same person who'd fought beside him in the forest.

Tank Top's men raised their weapons, but their boss held up a hand. "Well, well. If it isn't the big boogie man himself."

"At ease, gentlemen." Ollie spread his arms wide with a smirk that grew larger as he walked forward. "Is that any way to greet your employer?"

Red Jacket backed closer to the door, eyes looking between Ollie and the multiple spots for cover. "Glory. Didn't expect you to grace us with your presence."

"Clearly." Ollie walked between the two groups, running his fingers along one of the weapon cases on the folding table. "Though I must say, I'm impressed by your initiative. Setting up your own distribution network, using my facilities..."

Ollie chuckled.

"Very entrepreneurial."

"Look, Mr. Glory," Tank Top started, "we can explain everything."

"Oh, I'm sure you can." Ollie picked up one of the modified M4s, examining it under the harsh lights.

"And I'm sure it's a fascinating story. But here's what interests me. You've managed to move product without attracting attention. Kept things quiet, professional." He set the gun down. "That's a valuable skill set."

Red Jacket's hand tremored still in his jacket's pocket. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying perhaps we can come to an arrangement," Ollie said. "You clearly have the infrastructure in place. The contacts. The discretion. Why waste all that talent?"

Tank Top's shoulders relaxed slightly. "You want to bring us in officially?"

"With proper oversight, of course." Ollie smiled. "And a more... equitable distribution of profits."

"This is bullshit," Red Jacket spat. "He's playing us. Probably has a team ready to move in right now."

"No team," Ollie spread his arms again. "No backup. Just me, having a civilized conversation about business opportunities."

Tank Top laughed, "A conversation? You don't even have a piece on you. What kind of idiot walks in here unarmed?"

Above, the suited men tensed and hand signalled.

'Whale in position.'

'Hook in position. Wait for my signal.'

Gale cycled his essence. This was a fight he couldn't run away from now. He didn't know what happened to Ollie since the last time he saw him, but that stuff could wait. I'm not running anymore. I promised.

"Now that's where you're wrong," Ollie said, still smiling. "Did I ever say I was unarmed?"

Tank Top's laugh grew louder. "Boys, check this out. Glory thinks he can scare us with no gun. Probably got some prototype bullshit hidden up his sleeve."

"Shut up," Red Jacket hissed. "Just shut up and kill him. He knows too much."

"Kill me?" Ollie sighed. "And here I thought we were having such a productive discussion."

"Enough talk!" Red Jacket drew his pistol. "Light him up!"

The warehouse erupted in gunfire. Ollie slid to cover, sliding between bullets like a ghost. His hand snapped forward as he flicked up a small gray marble into the air. The marble arced onto his head and spun in a high pitch, then suddenly orbited him.

"Come now, gentlemen," Ollie said, sidestepping bullets that homed in on him. "Let's discuss this like reasonable businessmen."

Red trails traced the path of each bullet from Red Jacket's glock, superheating the air as they passed. Tank Top's AK clacked rounds that left blue contrails as they rounded the corner onto Ollie.

"Reasonable?" Tank Top bellowed, emptying his magazine in a spray of gunfire. "You walked in here thinking you could just take over?"

Ollie dashed between two streams of bullets. The gray marble spun at an imperceivable speed around him. Bullets that would have met Ollie's body deflected and disintegrated by the gray marble. "Take over? Please. I prefer to think of it as a merger. Your choice, gentlemen."
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                Between the aisles and shipping containers, bullet trails of blue, red, and yellow wheezed past the single fluorescent lightbulb that lit up the centre. Gale watched the magical gunfight, entranced by the spectacle of magic bullets flying through the space.

The AK spewed out blue bullets that trailed to Ollie's. Red Jacket's pistol shot bullets that ignited the air. Ollie, on the other hand, only shot normal rounds from his two big pistols. It was like a higher adrenaline Harry Potter fight scene. And now, the outfits they wore made sense.

Red Jacket's coat glowed whenever he fired a bullet. Ether connected from the coat and into the trigger. Based on the ether pattern, the coat helped with the activation of the fire bullet.

A shipping container flew through the air into the aisle where Ollie took cover from. Tank Top quickly dashed behind another container. Looks like all that muscle wasn't for show, and the muscles themselves had ether patterns.

Ollie dodged, sliding behind a concrete barrier. He moved differently from what Gale remembered. Before, in the dark forest, the boy moved slower and grounded himself more to aim at enemies. Now, he moved efficiently, dashing in and out of cover from aisle to aisle to shipping containers.

"You're insane!" Red Jacket shouted. "This was our operation!"

"Correction: it was my operation that you borrowed without asking." The marble spun faster, pitching up the whine and creating a translucent gray orb around Ollie. "Though I still do like your distribution network. Very clean. Very professional. Very demure."

"Enough of this shit!" Tank Top swatted away the shipping container he hid in and charged at Ollie. In the blink of an eye, he caught up, took the AK in his hand, and swung it like a club.

"Such hostility," Ollie simply stepped aside. "And here I was offering you a legitimate business opportunity."

Red Jacket's rounds swam across the aisle, superheated air igniting cardboard and pallets. "You think we're stupid? This is a setup!"

Sweat started beading again on Gale's forehead. This time, not from the tension. More from the superheated air that was getting shot everywhere.

"A setup?" Ollie laughed. The marble orbited around him to deflect another fire bullet. "If I wanted you dead, we wouldn't be having this conversation. I'd have simply let the UK raid this place next week."

Tank Top hesitated and stopped his charge. "The UK? What do you mean next week?"

"Oh, did I say that out loud?" Ollie's smile widened as he sidestepped another burst of flame bullets. "My apologies. That was supposed to be confidential information."

Red Jacket's crew had started to fall back toward the exit, their shots becoming more sporadic. "He's playing with us! Just like he plays with everyone!"

"Playing?" A blue outline enveloped Ollie as he floated to the top of the aisle. "I assure you, my offer was quite genuine. Well, until you started shooting at me. That rather soured the negotiations."

Tank Top's men maintained their positions. Their boss stood below the aisle Ollie had gotten on, still holding on to the AK like a club. "Why are you really here, Glory?"

"Finally, a reasonable question." Ollie walked back to the centre of the warehouse, floating down to where the single fluorescent light covered. He spread his arms wide, gesturing at the whole warehouse. "I'm here because you showed initiative. Intelligence. The ability to operate without drawing attention. Those are valuable traits in my line of work."

"Shut up! Just shut up and die!" Red Jacket fired another burst, the rounds curving and homing in on Ollie.

The gray marble spun and orbited faster, and the orb of gray around him became more opaque. Bullets curved around the gray orb, ricocheting off the concrete walls. "Now that's just rude. I'm trying to offer you a promotion, and you respond with violence?"

Gale saw the change in the air before the bullets hit the shield. The gray marble didn't just deflect bullets. It seemed to bend or distort the air around to deflect projectiles away, similar to a Leidenfrost effect.

Tank Top's eyes darted between Red Jacket and Ollie. "What kind of promotion?"

"The kind that comes with benefits, health insurance, dental plan, hazard pay, and a significantly reduced chance of being arrested by the UK next week." Ollie smiled. "Though I suppose that last part might be off the table now."

"You're lying! Everything you say is a lie!" Red Jacket shouted, emptying his Glock in Ollie's direction.

"I prefer to think of it as selective truth-telling," Ollie's grey marble swatted away the oncoming bullets. "For instance, I wasn't lying about the UK raid. That's happening regardless of how this plays out."

Tank Top raised his AK again by the barrel, but the shaking and tremors were on full display. "Why tell us this? Why come here at all?"

"Because I believe in second chances," Ollie said, "and because you've demonstrated real potential. The question is: what are you going to do with that potential?"

The warehouse fell silent for a moment. Neither of the crews moved. Red Jacket's stood by the exit door while Tank Top's men pressed their backs against the aisles they're using as cover.

"Last chance," Ollie straightened out his tie. "We can end this peacefully, discuss terms like professionals. Or..."

Ollie paused briefly as the grey marble stopped orbiting and spun at the top of his head. "We can continue this rather one-sided exchange of gunfire, but the other way around."

Another drop of sweat dripped onto Gale's chin. It dropped. When it hit the concrete floor again, the fight continued.

Red Jacket emptied another magazine onto Ollie's position as his answer. Tank Top charged again, barreling down against the concrete barrier and warehouse aisles.

"Pity," Ollie floated back up onto an aisle, dodging Tank Top's charge and deflecting all of the flame bullets. "I really did have an excellent benefits package in mind."

But before Ollie could draw his gun, a shot from one of the suited men on the catwalk barked. High caliber rounds from the sounds of it, but it only managed to graze Ollie's cheeks. Blood dripped down his face as he took cover behind another aisle.

"I was wondering when you'd join the party," Ollie said, touching the cut. "Path agents, right? AWP and Bizon man. Care to tell me who's fingers you're sucking on?"

The agent with the AWP fired again. The shot shattered crates behind where Ollie had been standing a split second before. His gray marble spun faster, creating a whine that increased in pitch until it could no longer be heard.

The second Path agent opened fire with his Bizon. Double drums glowed with glyphs whenever a bullet escaped the barrel. The rounds curved through the air, leaving trails of blue and homing in on Ollie.

"Such enthusiasm!" Ollie slid away from his cover and into a concrete barrier. The bullets bit into the concrete, momentum stopping. "But you guys need to mind your manners. I was in the middle of a business proposal."

Suddenly, the glass shattered from above. Two figures crashed through the skylight. A man in riot guard armour, except metal and blue gilded at the edges, wielded a bastard sword. The other was a woman in similar armour who gripped a mace covered in glowing script. Their cloak finally gone, Gale could see them clearly.

"Aqua prodire!" the swordsman shouted. Water coalesced around his blade as he dropped toward Tank Top's crew.

"Auxilium confirma!" the woman's mace blazed with golden light, casting against the Red Jacket's men by the exit.

"United Knights too?" Ollie laughed, ducking between two shipping containers. "From the 24th order! This is turning into quite the party!"

Tank Top's men scattered as the water flooded against their position. On the other hand, Red Jacket's crew scattered to take cover near the shipping containers as a yellow light covered the exit door.

It was similar to Annett's magic, but also different.

"Goddammit all! This is your fault! Security my ass!" Red Jacket shouted.

"Corpus aquam!" The swordsman's blade unleashed a wave that knocked three of Tank Top's men off their feet. Water snaked around their limbs and froze onto the concrete, binding them.

The AWP agent had put his barrel on the railing. Shots fired at any of Tank Top's men who tried to peek. Bizon agent emptied a magazine at Red Jacket's crew, herding them towards the centre where the only single light source shone.

"You know!" Ollie shouted. "This could have been avoided with a simple 'yes' to my offer!"

The mace woman swung at Tank Top himself. He blocked with his AK, but the rifle shattered in two instead. Golden energy wrapped around him, slowing his movements to a crawl.

"Sanctus velocitas!" The swordsman blurred forward. His blade sliced Red Jacket's remaining men's guns, disarming them in one swift motion.

"Mr. Glory!" Tank Top shouted. "We accept! We'll take the deal!"

"Bit late for that," Ollie replied, his marble blurred into a gray orb surrounding himself, deflecting another magazine from the Bizon. "Besides, I don't think my new friends here are interested in negotiations anymore."

Red Jacket sprinted for the exit covered in yellow. The swordsman's water whip caught his legs, yanking him back.

"The United Knights send their regards," the knight said, freezing Red Jacket's hands onto the floor.

"Speaking of friends," Ollie continued, rolling under the mace woman's swing, "you Path agents are quite persistent. But those Glory-tech weapons? A bit obvious, don't you think? Let me guess who it is. Lennard's gang?"

Ollie jumped into another concrete barrier by a shipping container. The grey marble hovered above his head.

"Tempus tardus!" The macewoman's spell caught three more of Tank Top's crew in golden stasis. The swordsman's water constructs wrapped around them, slamming them down onto the concrete and freezing.

The AWP agent lined up another shot, but Ollie was already moving. The marble spun onto the trajectory of the high caliber round. A bright flash of spark lit up the entire clearing.

"But you're all missing the bigger picture," Ollie said. "If you wanted to investigate my operations, you could have just asked!"

The mace woman shouted, "Glory Industries is under investigation for illegal weapons distribution and dust trafficking! Halt now! You're under arrest!"

Another high-caliber round from the AWP sang past Ollie's ear, close enough to ruffle his hair. He clicked his tongue, sliding between containers as the Bizon agent unleashed another barrage on the other side of the walkway.

"Aqua vinculum!" The swordsman whipped his sword in a circle, water spiralling outward. The liquid formed chains, snaking toward Ollie's position.

The marble reacted, spinning and orbiting onto the oncoming water, scattering into mist. Ollie emerged from the vapor like a stage magician, straightening his tie.

"Tempus carcer!" The macewoman slammed her weapon into the ground. Golden light snaked in a zigzag across the floor.

Ollie's smile broke as he backpedalled. Grey marble embedded itself onto the snaking golden light, stopping it from spreading. "Shit. The one with the mace was the resonant."

Mace swung at the ground again. Golden waves of light rippled across the warehouse floor. Ollie jumped up to the remaining aisle that stood.

The macewoman followed, jumping on to the aisle and making chase. Ollie ducked the mace but got caught by a wave of light. Grey marble shot back out from the ground and raced to Ollie's side. The waves of golden light dissipated as the translucent gray orb appeared to cover him.

The AWP agent pulled out a purple glyphed magazine from his pocket and inserted it into the rifle. One shot and a boom of shockwave followed the bullet.

Grey marble sparked and exploded in front of Ollie. Bullet bit into his shoulder, not coming out the other way. The marble had taken most of the stopping power.

"Getting sloppy, Glory!"

"Shit," Ollie muttered, blood seeping through his suit jacket.

On the other side of the warehouse, Tank Top threw a wild punch at the swordsman. Water coiled around the knight's bastard sword as he deflected the blow.

"Your resistance is futile," the knight said. "Aqua catena!"

Water chains erupted from the ground, wrapping around Tank Top's legs. The big man launched onto the warehouse's walls. The water froze before he could fall to the ground.

Red Jacket tried to use the distraction. Shot at the warehouse's glass window.

However, the macewoman had already appeared beside him. One strike to the chest and Red Jacket was engulfed in a yellow stasis. "Not today, criminal. You're under arrest."

The Path agent with the Bizon unleashed another spray of homing rounds. But instead of targeting Ollie, the bullets curved toward the macewoman, forcing her to break off her assault.

"What?" She raised her weapon, covering her head with the mace. The mace deflected the bullets. Others punched through the unarmoured joints. "You dare betray the alliance?"

The Path agent smirked.

The swordsman's head snapped toward the catwalks. "Helena, move!"

The AWP barked two more times. Two shockwaves followed each bullet. One round punched through Helena's thigh armour. The other punched straight through her shoulder. She stumbled. Golden script on her mace flickered.

"Gabriel!" she called out as she fell to one knee. "The Path! They're in collusion!"

"Aqua tempestas!" Gabriel burst into motion. A torrent of water surged upward, knocking both Path agents off the catwalk.

The Bizon agent caught himself on a lower railing, but the AWP user crashed hard onto the warehouse floor. Gabriel's water froze, pinning them both before they could recover.

"Tempus vincula!" Helena thrust her mace forward, light chains materializing around Ollie. "You won't escape justice, Glory!"

The marble was gone. There was nothing else that could protect Ollie. "Justice? Please. This was never about justice."

Golden energy crackled along the chains, slowly constricting around Ollie.

"In nomine regis," Helena began the final incantation, "tempus career-"

A black blur dropped from the shadows above. A glint of the flat of a sword littered with circuits flashed against the single fluorescent light. The flat slammed onto Helena's flank, launching her into the wall beside the exit. The golden waves of light scattered as all light chains in the warehouse broke one by one as rubble from the concrete wall fell on her.

Ollie's eyes widened as he looked up at him as he held on to his bleeding shoulder. "What the… Gale? Aren't you dead?"

Gale looked at each group one by one, not sure whether he was doing the right thing or not. So what? His friend was in danger.
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                Dust settled where Helena had fallen. Ollie slowly moved his hand off of his bleeding shoulder and into his pocket.

"Stop!" Gabriel's hands tightened on the hilt of his bastard sword.

"Relax. It's just a lollipop." Ollie continued to pull out a lollipop from his pocket and unwrapped it, putting it into his mouth. "Besides, you can't do shit no more. My backup's arrived."

Helena pushed away the rubble, standing up. "Liar! You asked if he was dead!"

Gabriel stepped in front of Helena, shielding her from Gale. "Stop resisting, criminals!"

The Path agents twisted against the frozen water binding them. The one with the AWP had one hand free, and the rest of his limbs frozen in place. He tried reaching for the rifle. Tried to, anyways.

"Dead? Of course he's dead. He's a secret weapon. He doesn't exist. Can't have everyone knowing about our secret weapon, can we?" Ollie threw the lollipop wrapper away and winked at Gale. "Right, Gale?"

"Uh... yeah?" Gale cleared his throat and did the lowest voice he could. "I mean, yes. Totally secret. Super secret. The most secret of weapons."

"That's the worst acting I've ever seen." Tank Top started laughing but stopped as Ollie shot him a look.

"Shut up," Red Jacket yelled. "Or do you want to make this worse?"

Ollie pinched the bridge of his nose. "What my associate means is that his presence here is classified. He shouldn't have had to step into this mess that was clearly under control by me."

Helena pushed herself to her feet. The golden scripts on her mace reappeared and the golden chains around the warehouse reactivated. "You expect us to believe this farce?"

"Believe what you want," Ollie gestured at the bound Path agents. "But ask yourself: why would Path agents fire on a UK operative during a sanctioned operation? Why would they also try to kill me?"

The frozen bindings melted and then turned into a water rope, pulling both the Bizon and AWP agents towards Gabriel. "Explain yourselves."

The Bizon agent spat blood. "Go to hell."

"Now, now. Calm down. Just listen. Brother Gabriel, we're after the same thing." Ollie pulled out his phone, showing a series of messages. "I've been tracking these distribution networks for weeks. Building evidence. Following the money."

"More lies," Helena said.

"Then why was I here personally?" Ollie said. "Think about it. The owner of Glory Industries in a warehouse in the middle of the night? I could have sent security. I've got businesses to run. Instead, I came to verify the connection myself."

"Don't listen to him!" the AWP agent spat.

"And then you four crashed my operation, right when I was about to bite into the medium rare steak I've been drooling at for weeks." Ollie pointed at Tank Top and Red Jacket. "Ask them who their real supplier is. Go ahead."

The two criminals looked at each other.

"It wasn't Glory," Red Jacket mumbled. "We... we got the tech from someone else. Someone who said they worked for-"

The AWP agent lunged, breaking free from the frozen bindings. His hand closed around the fallen sniper rifle.

Gale moved without thinking. In the blink of an eye, his sword knocked the rifle away. The agent's eyes widened as the blade stopped just an inch away from his throat.

"Careful, Ollie. These guys are still sending a whale here. We need to get out ASAP," Gale said.

"Whale what? Wait. Never mind." Ollie rubbed his eyes with one hand, then looked at Red Jacket. "You were saying?"

Red Jacket gulped. "Guy called himself Spotlight. Said he worked for someone higher up in the Path. Sold us modified Glory tech at a cheap price. Said it was all authorized."

Helena's mace lowered slightly. "Brother Gabriel..."

"I see it," Gabriel nodded. "The Path agents' reaction confirms it."

"Which means," Ollie spread his arms, "that I'm not your enemy here. Someone's using my company's tech without authorization. Someone with access to my and the Path's resources. And that someone sent those two to get rid of me and everyone here."

Ollie pointed at the agents.

The Bizon agent thrashed against his bonds. "You can't prove anything!"

"Oh, but I can! Why do you think I brought backup?" Ollie pointed his thumb at Gale without looking. "We've been gathering evidence for months. Building a case. And now we have witnesses."

Tank Top shifted his weight onto his other leg. "Hey, uh, about that deal you mentioned earlier..."

"Still on the table," Ollie said. "Assuming you're willing to testify about your Path contact and these two knights are willing to look the other way."

Helena pushed off from the wall, grimacing. "This changes nothing. You're still under investigation for your crimes."

"For the crime of investigating criminal activity involving my own company?" Ollie said. "For working to stop unauthorized trafficking of my tech? For bringing evidence of corruption within the Path as one of their agents?"

"Silence!" Gabriel said quietly. "This whole operation did not follow lawful Aur conducts!"

"Indeed so because those very conducts are asinine." Ollie said, holding out his phone. "Don't underestimate me, water boy. One word from me, and this place will be swarming with my people. I'd rather we work together on this."

Helena's golden light flickered as she looked Gale up and down. "Your 'secret weapon' doesn't seem very well-trained."

"You-you wanna test that out, huh?" Gale puffed out his chest.

Ollie rubbed his temples. "We really need to work on your communication skills."

"The Path agents tried to kill you. That much is clear," Gabriel said, eyeing the Bizon on the floor. "And their weapons... These are Glory tech. How do you explain this?"

"Keen eye, water boy," Ollie said. "Those aren't exactly Glory tech. It's a counterfeit. Someone's copying my designs. Poorly, I might add. The question is: who has access to both Path resources and my technical specifications?"

"Typical North Americans knowing no honour!" Gabriel spat.

Helena leaned on the railing of an aisle beside the broken wall. "You're suggesting a conspiracy within the Path itself?"

"I'm suggesting we have a common enemy," Ollie said. "One that's using my company's reputation as cover for their operation. The real question is: are we going to waste time fighting each other or work together to find them?"

The warehouse fell silent except for Helena's ragged breaths. Both knights looked at each other, nodding but not yet talking. Another sweat droplet dripped from Gale's chin and splat on the concrete.

"Your evidence," Helena said. "You'll share it?"

"Full cooperation as I have even stated to Path execs," Ollie said. "All my files on unauthorized tech. Records of suspicious transfers. Everything I've gathered on this 'Spotlight' character. All transactions in Glory's Bazaar. Welcome for viewing."

"And your... operative?" Gabriel gestured at Gale.

"Will assist as needed," Ollie said smoothly. "Though his identity remains classified, of course."

Gale tried to look mysterious and dangerous. The only problem was, what does mysterious and dangerous even mean or how does it look like? He didn't know what was happening, but at least his friend was safe. He was now part of whatever movie he had been watching. Still, it was mission accomplished. Ollie was safe.

"So," Ollie spread his hands, "do we have a deal? Or should I call in the rest of my team?"

Helena straightened, placing the mace onto her hip. "If you're lying..."

"Then you can arrest me later," Ollie said. "But right now, we have two Path agents who tried to kill a UK operative. We have witnesses ready to testify about unauthorized weapon distribution. And we have modified Glory tech that I definitely didn't authorize."

"He's manipulating you!" the AWP agent shouted. "This isn't what it looks like!"

"Really?" Ollie's tone rose. "Because it looks like attempted murder to me. Care to explain why you shot Sister Helena?"

The agent's mouth snapped shut.

"We should take them in for questioning." Gabriel's water ropes tightened around both agents. The ropes dropped them down and put them both at his feet.

Helena dragged herself towards Gabriel and crouched in front of the AWP agent. "Talk. Who sent you?"

The AWP agent spat at her feet. The water around his throat restrained his head up.

"Careful," Gabriel warned, his bastard sword moving to hover over his neck. "That wasn't a request."

The Bizon agent laughed. "You UK dogs think you know everything. You don't even see what's right in front of you."

Helena stood back up and moved to the Bizon's side. She smashed her mace right in front of him. "Then enlighten us."

Gabriel crouched and the water around the agent's pockets opened up. The AWP agent thrashed around, but the water held him tight.

"Nothing," Gabriel said, pulling out empty wallets. "No ID, no-" He paused, holding up a small vial filled with purplish liquid with tiny grey grains. "Dust. Modified."

Ollie stepped closer. "May I?"

Gabriel handed him the vial. Ollie held it up to the light, studying the crystals inside.

"This isn't from… I mean, this isn't the standard distribution by Glory Tech," Ollie said, turning the vial. "The colour of the liquid is wrong and the grains are off. Someone's been tampering with the formula."

"Like you don't know," the Bizon agent grinned.

"What does that mean?" Helena asked.

Gabriel slapped the Bizon agent's face. "Speak, criminal!"

"It means," Ollie interrupted smoothly, "that someone's copying my work. Poorly. These modifications could kill people."

"That's rich coming from you," the AWP agent said.

The water rope tightened around both the agents' throats.

"Explain," Gabriel said.

The agent's eyes bulged as he struggled for air. Gabriel loosened his grip slightly.

"You want answers?" the agent gasped. "Ask Glory about Lab 7. Heh."

"Enough games," Ollie cut in. "Brother Gabriel, Sister Helena. I think we can agree this situation requires... delicate handling."

Helena stepped back. "What are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting that I keep you personally informed of my investigation." Ollie shrugged. "Direct line to your superiors. Full transparency."

"And in return?" Gabriel asked.

"In return, you let me handle the cleanup here. These two clearly have a vendetta against my company. Let me prove they're wrong."

The Bizon agent thrashed harder. "You can't trust him! He's lying about everything! Even that guy-" He jerked his head toward Gale.

Gale grimaced as best as he could.

"Your... operative," Helena said carefully. "He's not Path, is he?"

"As I said, classified," Ollie replied smoothly. "But effective, wouldn't you agree?"

Helena touched her injured side where Gale had struck. "Indeed."

"Then we have a deal?" Ollie asked. "You take these two for questioning, I handle the rest, and we keep each other informed?"

Gabriel nodded slowly. "Agreed. But if we find you've been lying-"

"You'll know where to find me," Ollie spread his hands. "Glory's Bazaar is always open for business. We don't just have guns. We have all sorts rift weaponry from swords, armour, poles. Whatever our United Knights may find useful."

Tank Top and Red Jacket remained bound on the floor, watching the exchange with growing unease.

"What about them?" Helena asked, pointing with her mace.

"They'll cooperate," Ollie said. "Won't you, gentlemen?"

They both nodded quickly.

Gabriel's water ropes lifted the Path agents to their feet. "We'll take these two now. Sister Helena needs medical attention."

Breath of the Void's tendrils rippled and fed Gale information. Two figures approaching fast outside from the northwest. One with a bow and one without a weapon except metal stuff on his hands.

Guide, Gale mouthed silently and not moving his mouth as much as possible. 

[Warning: Two Attuned combatants detected. Ether signatures similar to Sister Helena and Brother Gabriel. Threat Level: Moderate]

"Ollie," Gale said quietly. "We've got company."

Ollie put his hand into his right pocket. "Gale, there is no whale."

"It's not a whale. It's two people. Similar to Helena," Gale replied. "Coming in fast."

Before Ollie could say anything, golden arrows of light pierced through the warehouse windows. They struck the ground around Tank Top and Red Jacket, forming glowing chains that bound them in place.

A woman's voice rang out from above: "In nomine regis, sanctus vinculum!"

"Sister Mary!" Helena shouted.

The side door burst open. A man wearing brass knuckles charged in, each step leaving ripples of golden energy. "Brother David, reporting. Target confirmed."

"Perfect timing," Helena straightened out, revealing the shoulder that had long stopped bleeding and closed. "Glory and his operative were just about to leave."

"Were we?" Ollie smiled. "I thought we had a deal."

"The deal was for us to take the Path agents. We never agreed on when you'd leave, did we?" Gabriel said.

More light arrows streaked through the windows, creating a web of golden chains across the warehouse floor.

Gale dodged left and right, avoiding all the incoming arrows. Ollie took out another grey marble from his right pocket and flicked it up. The marble spun immediately and orbited him, dissipating every arrow that tried to encase him.

"Now then," Helena said. "About that full transparency you mentioned..."

"Full transparency is off the table now, fellas. You're showing hostility and here I was showing you my hospitality," Ollie said.

"We already know you're a scheming bastard, Glory. This isn't enough to convince us to back off," Gabriel glared.

"Well, now you should've said that in the first place instead of wasting time barking at each other. My index finger is itching for some action." Ollie loosened his tie. "We doing this or what?"

"Your reputation precedes you, Glory," Helena said, 4 lines of script circled her mace. "But you're outnumbered four to two. We know there's no reinforcements."

"Last chance to surrender peacefully," Gabriel called, water coalescing into razor-sharp tentacles around him.

"Peaceful was never really my style." Ollie's marble spun faster as he drew both deagles. "And that classified operative, that one's true."

David stretched his fingers with a crackling sound. He circled toward Ollie and Gale's left. Mary shot arrows at the exit routes, covering them in chains.

Gale felt their presence. Their signatures weren't that strong compared to his own. He could probably take one or two of them, except maybe Sister Helena. Her signature overflowed, much like Ollie's.

"Stop them!" Helena shouted.
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                Arrows flew through the air. Just before they hit the ground in front of Gale, they opened up as chains. At the same time, Brother David lunged forward. A single line of script 'salus populi suprema lex esto' glowed in yellow on his brass knuckles.

Gale backflipped up to a toppled over aisle, dodging both the arrow and the lunge. Sword lengthened to a spear in a swiping motion to keep Brother David at bay.

"Gale! Take the wanna-be archer and brass boy," Ollie said as he floated to the catwalk with double deagles drawn. "Water boy and that stuck-up maiden are mine."

The warehouse erupted into chaos once again.

Ollie's deagles blasted similar shockwave rounds to the AWP, although smaller. The shockwaves and the punching force of the rounds exploded the water tentacles, but that absorbed most of the momentum as the bullets bounced off of Gabriel's armour.

Two arrows pierced the air toward him. The grey marble orbited around Ollie at high speed, producing a translucent gray orb around him. The arrows opened up as chains and dissipated when they hit the gray orb.

"Is this the best the UK can do?" Ollie taunted. "I've seen better water shows in Vegas, water boy!"

Gabriel prayed with one hand and whispered, "In nomine regis, aquae surgant... et lancea iudicii hostem perforent!"

Water droplets formed behind him and coalesced into a giant ball of water. Suddenly, the ball of water shot out a high pressure water jet the diameter of a pen at Ollie.

The marble stopped its orbit and stayed exactly at the jet's trajectory as it spun faster into a high pitched whine. The jet met the marble and steam rose and clouded the entire vicinity.

Two flashes of light, two shockwaves punched through the steam. Gabriel dodged, but Ollie's grin said everything. The two bullets trailed to exactly where Helena was.

Helena tried to swat away the bullets mid air. Mace hit the bullets. She slid backwards into another wall, coughing up blood and then holding her shoulder. The wound had opened up again.

"That injury slowing you down, stuck-up maiden?" Ollie called out as he moved behind a shipping container and dodged another stream of water jets. "Maybe you should sit this one out!"

"Sanctus velocitas!" Helena shouted. Her image blurred as her dash left a trail of golden light. The single second had put her beside Ollie, mace already overhead to swing down.

Ollie had put up his palm. A blue glow enveloped his hand, and a telekinetic shockwave emanated from it. However, the golden light reacted against the wave, barely pushing Helena away.

The mace swung down. Grey marble blocked the golden mace for a microsecond, allowing Ollie to jump backwards.

"Lancea iudicii hostem perforent!"

Two more jet streams pierced in his direction. Blue light enveloped Ollie and created a shield slightly redirecting the streams to barely graze his chest.

"Your arrogance will be your downfall, Glory!" Gabriel shouted.

"Arrogance implies I can't back it up!" Ollie's guns roared again. This time, he aimed at the constantly forming ball of water. The ball of water exploded from the shockwave. "Learn the difference!"

"Sanctus velocitas!" Gabriel shouted as he zipped past the steam, bastard sword already mid swing aimed at Ollie's neck.

On the other side of the warehouse, Gale moved low to the ground, using the fallen aisles as cover from the arrows.

As he reached the corner, the brass fist was on its way to meet his cheeks. Gale spun his body sideways. Using the flat of his blade, he swooped in on David, using his own momentum to launch him into a wall.

An arrow flew at Gale's head. Instinctively, he slashed his blade at it. However, the arrow wrapped itself like chains, making the blade heavier.

[Warning: Time Chains applied to Weber Blade. Threat Level: moderate]

Tell me something I don't know, stupid Guide.

Gale tried smashing the flat of his blade at the concrete multiple times. At the fourth time, the chains broke, freeing the blade.

"What…?" Sister Mary said before knocking another arrow. "Stop resisting! Criminal!"

Gale looked at the catwalk. The wannabe archer proved to be more annoying than brass boy. He'd have to jump three stories to be able to reach there. He hadn't done that before, but he'd run faster than cars.

He jumped, just missing the handhold of the catwalk by a few centimetres. Below him as he fell, Brother David had already taken position. His fist already cocked back.

Sword lengthened to a spear's length, pointed downwards. Gale kept his body steady, aiming directly for the brass knuckles.

Spear met knuckles.

David's punch sent him flying. The height of the launch reached the railing of the catwalk, just enough for him to hold on to.

Gale ran down the path of the catwalk to where Sister Mary positioned herself. She knocked four arrows that covered the path with chains. He launched himself onto the ceiling and used it to vault himself over the chains.

Just before the flat of Gale's blade met Sister Mary's face, she shouted, "Sanctus velocitas!"

She zipped for 1 second then stopped where Brother David was on the catwalk.

Gale made chase, using the same roof vaulting assault to propel himself to Sister Mary. But before he could touch the roof, the arrow landed where he was about to vault on. His footing on the roof became slightly off to avoid the chains, launching himself to just a couple of meters ahead of Sister Mary.

Brother David ran to where he would land in a boxing stance. A straight punch towards Gale's torso as he landed. Flat of the blade blocked the knuckles. Golden light punched through the metal and into his chest. Blood dripped from his lips.

"You're fast," David sneered. "But speed won't save you!"

Gale flipped backwards, swinging the flat at Brother David and forcing him to block. Before he landed, sword already lengthened to a spear.

Spear lunged pointed at the neck. Knuckles punched upwards at the spear's point, and his chest was wide open for a punch. At least that's what Brother David thought.

Gale allowed the spear to fly up. Using the momentum of the earlier thrust, he slid down through Brother David's legs. Behind him, Sister Mary knocked an arrow on his sliding form.

Too late. He already pushed himself up and ran along the walls. Arrows missed completely. Instead, it blocked Brother David's path back to her.

"Sister Mary!" Brother David shouted as he looked back. He smashed his knuckles together and said, "In nomine regis, fulgur divinum me comitetur... et iustitiae celeritas inimicos opprimat!"

Golden light enveloped Brother David as he turned into a blur. Gale could only react. Right hook. Dodge to the left, allowing momentum to carry him. Uppercut straight to the chest.

His feet landed on the wall. Launched himself up to the roof, then down to the concrete warehouse floor. Brother David followed him down with a downward punch aimed at the top of his head. The flat of the blade met the knuckle head on at an angle. Fist met concrete. Concrete exploded upwards, and the floor webbed with cracks. The flat of the blade then met Brother David's cheek, sending him back up onto the catwalk.

Gale hadn't perfected Dainv Combat Arts, but the innate knowledge had told him the multitude of opportunities and openings that Brother David had. He didn't need to understand when to use a spear and sword. What mattered in the combat form was how to keep striking even when defending.

"He's only awakened. How is he…" Sister Mary mumbled. "Brother, it must be a demon! He must be arrested!"

"Hmph. In the name of the Lord, stop resisting, demon!" David shouted. The golden light dissipated from his body.

Holy shit. These people are crazy. Are all Aurians this crazy? First it was Tank Top and Red Jacket being completely out of place in modern Earth. Now these zealots are calling him a demon.

Meanwhile, across the warehouse, Ollie dodged another jet stream. "Getting tired, water boy. Those fancy water tricks aren't doing much!"

Helena tried to circle behind him as the jet streams funneled him into her range, but her shoulder wound dripped with more blood, slowing her movements.

"Your crimes end tonight, Glory!" Helena's mace swung wide at Ollie's head. Waves of golden light hit against the grey marble, and the high frequency pitch of the spin lowered an octave.

"Crime implies I broke a law," Ollie floated back up to the catwalk. "I prefer to think of it as creative interpretation!"

The catwalk then broke apart and fell to the concrete floor. Jet streams had sliced through on two sides of where he landed. Ollie lost his balance, blue light enveloping him flickering. Before he hit the floor, he fired two more shots at Helena.

Helena blocked with her mace. Sparks flew. The first bullet pushed her back. The second bullet sent her mace flying upwards in her arms.

Ollie slid into a concrete barrier, ejecting both of the deagle's magazines mid motion. Two magazines covered in blue glyphs floated back into the magwell.

Back to Gale's side of the warehouse, the floor had been completely littered with golden chains from Sister Mary's arrows.

He realized this was their plan all along. Even the toppled aisles were littered with golden chains that reached for his signature whenever he neared them. It was better to not find out what would happen to a demon stepping on golden chains.

"Not so tough now, are you?" David moved to his inner right and sent a left straight.

Gale grimaced. His elbow groaned as the force of the punch once again punched through his block. A momentary heaviness hit his whole body.

Brother David and Sister Mary saw their chance. A volley of arrows flew towards Gale's back. A punch came for his gut.

Blocking the punch with his blade, the force sent him sliding across the concrete to where the arrows were about to land.

He flipped backwards. Brother David was already mid air, aiming a punch again at his gut. The punch struck true.

Gale's body hurled towards the warehouse walls, breaking through the wall.

"First blood!" David's arrogant laugh filled the warehouse. "Ready to surrender?"

Gale rose slowly, testing his ribs where the punch had landed. The two awakened in front of him were strong. There was no way he could hold back against them.

Adrenaline started pumping through his veins. Eyes dilated. Breath of the Void seeped in, controlled so as not to let it control him. Lines of intricate patterns and shapes bloomed across his skin and face. Colours slightly inverted and the darkness of the warehouse disappeared.

Screw hiding. He could talk about it later with Ollie. Now it was personal with these assholes.

A golden arrow shot through the air. He noticed the colours didn't twist. It remained the same as before. But that was a question he didn't need an answer to.

Gale twisted away, jumping back onto the wall. Brother David followed, fighting again.

"Not laughing now, are you?" David advanced, arms up like a boxer and throwing straights at Gale's face.

Each throw dodged by just a millimetre by moving his head slightly.

"Mary! Pattern 3 to 1!"

An arrow flew ahead of the aisle where Gale was about to jump to. David pushed him harder.

An uppercut to his chin forced him to jump up onto the aisle's platform, an arrow already coming at his head.

Gale twisted sideways, the blade already sweeping to the side, aimed at David's head.

David dodged by tilting his head. The brawler's laughter rang out as another combination forced Gale to give ground. "Running out of space, aren't you?"

Hand on the aisle's railing pushed him away mid swing. Mary knocked more arrows behind him while David punched him to the chains. The knights had worked together, creating patterns that should've been impossible for the normal awakened to defend against.

Should have been. Gale smirked.

Gale shifted his grip on the weapon, dropping it low to his side. First form offensive stance. The blade rippled with essence. Circuits pulsed a slow moving blue green. Phase Touch ran along the edge of the blade.

As David's straight came at him, Gale met it directly. The Phase Touched edge carved through the brass knuckles. The glowing line of script dissipated on the knuckle and then shattered. Fragments scattered everywhere.

David's eyes widened as he staggered back, staring at his bleeding hand. "What the-"

Mary knocked a barrage of arrows. However, Gale's outline blurred. Distort activated. Her arrows passed where he just was.

"Fall back!" Mary called out.

"Demon! I won't lose to some lowly dem-" David's words cut off as Gale's weapon slammed into his temple with the flat of the blade. David flew to a shipping container, crumpling and unconscious before he hit the ground.

Mary's arrows had become erratic as she tried to track Gale's blurry trace. His blade seemed to appear whenever he was about to be hit by an arrow, even though his blade was nowhere near the spot she had aimed. Every arrow of hers was deflected with ease. And in a split second, Gale was in front of her.

"Surrender," Gale said quietly, his blade resting against her throat. Distort faded, revealing his solid form once more.

"Everyone stop!" Ollie called out, his guns trained on Helena and Gabriel. "Let's be reasonable here. No one else needs to get hurt."

Gabriel's water tentacles hovered around Helena as she clutched her wounded thigh. "Reasonable? After this?"

"Hey, you started it," Ollie shrugged. "I offered a perfectly good deal earlier. That offer still stands, by the way. Despite the whole 'trying to arrest me' thing."

"Why should we trust you?" Helena said through her gritted teeth.

"Because I could have killed you both already," Ollie said. "And my friend over there could have done a lot worse to your teammates. But we didn't. Think about that."

The warehouse fell silent. David unconscious on the crumpled shipping container didn't move. Mary stood frozen, the sword at her neck drawing a drip of blood. He moved the blade away from her neck slightly, remembering he didn't need to kill as long as Ollie was safe.

"The deal was full transparency," Gabriel said. "No more games."

"No more games," Ollie said. "But no more surprise attacks either. Lab 7 stays off limits. That's non-negotiable. Everything else, we can discuss."

Helena looked at her injured comrades, then back at Ollie. "And if we refuse?"

"Then we finish this fight," Ollie's marble spun faster. "But I don't think any of us want that. Right, partner?"

Gale kept his blade steady against Mary's throat. Her eyes turned to the side to look at the Phased Touched edge.

Gabriel lowered his bastard sword, water tentacles dropping onto the floor. "Fine. Your deal stands, Glory. But one wrong move..."

"Yeah, yeah, you'll sick your dogs on me. We've done this dance before." Ollie kept both his guns trained on Helena and Gabriel. "Tell you what. I'll even throw in the location of three more unauthorized dust labs. Not mine, of course. Competition's been real nasty lately."

Gabriel reached for the dust vial in his pocket, only to find gray powder scattered across his palm. The vial had shattered during their fight, leaving only fragments of glass and ruined product.

"Don't worry about that. It was counterfeit shit anyways. Won't give you the needed power." Ollie grinned.

Helena pushed herself up against a crate, blood seeping through the hole on her shoulder. "The Path agents..."

The chains on the floor dissipated, and Gale pulled back his sword, releasing her. She rushed to check on David, still unmoving.

Gabriel spun around, but the Path agents were gone. The two must've used the chaos to escape.

"Well, would you look at that." Ollie holstered one of the deagles, keeping the other trained on the Gabriel. "Seems they didn't wanna join in on the conversation."

On the other hand, Tank Top and Red Jacket remained bound by Helena's light stasis. Their earlier bravado completely vanished, replaced by those who looked like they've accepted their fates.

"Hey, cosplayers!" Ollie called out to them. "Time to go. We've got some business arrangements to discuss."

"You're seriously taking them?" Helena hissed.

"A deal's a deal, stuck-up maiden. They work for me now. Officially this time." Ollie smiled. "Consider it my contribution to cleaning up the streets. Better they operate under my rules than run wild, right?"

Gabriel helped Helena to her feet, supporting her weight as she struggled to stand. His eyes fixed on Gale, who'd stepped back to flank Ollie. "You. I don't recognize your fighting style."

The weapon in Gale's hands had returned to its base form, a pitch black sword with glowing circuits.

"That's because you've never seen it before," he said in the lowest possible voice he could muster, causing Ollie to shake his head.

"Your name." Gabriel's tone made it clear it wasn't a request.

"Gale."

"Full name."

"Gale Hathie."

Mary's head snapped up from where she tended to David. "Hathie? That's not possible. The records show-"

"Shows what?" Ollie interrupted. "Hold on. Don't answer that. We're done here."

He backed toward the exit.

The stasis disappeared from Tank Top and Red Jacket. They scrambled to follow Ollie.

"Almost forgot!" Ollie reached into his jacket with his free hand and tossed something that looked like the familiar gun syringe he used in the Eclipsed. "For the stuck-up maiden's shoulder. Consider it a goodwill gesture."

Gabriel's eyes narrowed. "Why?"

"Because contrary to what you might think, I'm not actually the bad guy here." Ollie grinned. "Just a businessman trying to keep the peace. Remember that next time you want to crash one of my meetings."

Ollie continued walking to the exit and reached the door without incident. Tank Top and Red Jacket followed, while Gale brought up the rear.

They made it twenty feet before Ollie's composure cracked. The marble that orbited him fell to the ground as he stumbled forward, legs giving out. The remaining deagle in his hand almost slipped from his grip.

Gale caught him before he hit the ground. Up close, he could see the toll that Ollie had endured. Torn suit, shoulder completely taken off, revealing black and purple bruises. The tie around his neck still remained, loose.

"Sir," Tank Top started forward, but Ollie waved him off.

"Just... give me a minute." Ollie fixed his tie. "Keeping that marble spinning that long takes more out of me than it used to."

Gale adjusted his grip, supporting more of Ollie's weight. The warehouse door remained closed behind them, but he kept track of the United Knights' positions through his Breath of the Void. They hadn't moved to pursue, probably too busy dealing with their own injured.

Guide, Gale mouthed.

[Analysis: Subject shows signs of continuous severe Ether depletion. Severe sleep deprivation. Severe muscle fatigue. Threat level: Minimal.]

I'm not running away again, Gale said to himself as he supported the half-conscious Ollie.
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                The empty lobby of the so called 'TD Tower' reached three stories high, the highest ceiling Gale had ever seen. Fancy shiny polished beige rocks used as walls and floor. The group's footsteps echoed in the emptiness as they reached the elevator.

Gale helped Ollie into the elevator, still on his shoulder. The shorter boy's shoulder slumped. Dark circles under his eyes became much clearer under the harsh lights of the lobby.

Tank Top and Red Jacket followed them into the elevator, dragging their feet against the floor. Ollie pressed 54 and then 58. The numbers ticked up until the first destination.

"Tomorrow," Ollie said. "My office. 9PM sharp. We'll discuss details of our new arrangement."

"Yes sir, Mr. Glory, Sir!" Tank Top and Red Jacket scooted over to the corner.

Gale noticed both men, at least taller than 6 ft, cowered at Ollie's presence. That was a given from how the fight played out. But seeing it up close and how Ollie was shorter than himself was much more amusing.

"And bring proper documentation this time." Ollie failed to straighten himself. "No more off-the-books nonsense."

The elevator doors opened onto the 54th floor. Red Jacket and Tank Top practically bolted out, vanishing down the hallway without looking back.

"Pfft, criminals," Ollie chuckled weakly. "No spine when you actually confront them."

The elevator continued up to the second destination. When the doors opened again, Ollie and Gale walked to the end of the hallway to meet the heavy double glass doors and glass walls.

"Office sweet office," Ollie said.

Through the glass, only one desk sat in the middle by the floor-to-ceiling windows. A panoramic view of downtown Toronto stretched across the view. A bar cart sat in the corner just beside the minimalistic wooden desk.

Gale opened the door and helped Ollie inside and laid him down behind his desk onto his chair. Glass cracked under his shoes. Looking at it, he saw a picture frame beside the wall. Broken glass fragments everywhere. A mark on the wall told him that the frame had been thrown.

Ollie didn't even glance at it.

"You look like shit," Gale said.

"You should see the other guys." Ollie laughed but quickly turned into a grimace. "Actually, you did see them."

"I'm serious." Gale leaned onto the desk, looking to the side at Ollie. "What happened to you?"

"Me? Nothing happened to me. I just... adapted. Built something bigger than myself." Ollie's smiled, looking down. "What about you? Last I saw, you were..."

Last I saw, you were staying behind so we could escape. Gale knew what he wanted to say and neither of them could say it.

"Got out eventually," Gale whispered. "Took longer than expected."

"How long?"

Gale looked over the windows behind Ollie. City lights flickered below and people passed by even though the sun hadn't risen yet. "After I got left behind… maybe two months. I don't know. It was always night there."

He paused. "Then I made it back here. They told me 10 years passed."

Ollie's smile cracked for a moment. He sighed. "For the record, we only came back five years ago. But… we really thought you were dead. People lost hope after the first year." He reached for the bar cart, fingers trembling as his legs buckled under him. "Shit."

"Here." Gale grabbed the bottle he was reaching for. He filled the glass with something amber to the top. "Drink some water and rest."

Ollie narrowed his eyes at Gale. "You trying to force me to rest with that much alcohol bud?"

"Alcohol?" Gale looked at the bottle. He's never had alcohol. Adults liked this kind of stuff.

Ollie laughed, then took the glass from his hand and chugged it down in one go. "I've got meetings in three hours. Can't stop the machine once it's running. Besides, you haven't told me how you got out."

"That can wait." Gale put the bottle down. "What's really going on, Ollie?"

Ollie's smile returned, "Maybe I just pushed too hard tonight. That stuck-up maiden was also a Resonant."

[Target continues to display severe physical deterioration. Muscle tremors indicate systemic fatigue beyond normal parameters. Threat level: Minimal.]

No one asked you, stupid Guide. 

"You're burning yourself out," Gale said. "Even back then, you… you didn't stop looking for the exit."

"Back then." Ollie stared into his empty glass. "We were different people back then, weren't we? Simpler. Just trying to survive that place."

Ollie set the glass down. "Now look at us. Me with my empire built on… it doesn't matter. You're still the same. Still innocent."

"I'm not as innocent as you think." Gale moved to pick up the shattered picture frame by the wall, but Ollie's voice stopped him.

"Don't." The word came out sharp. Then softer, "Please."

Gale pulled his hand back. The glass crunched under his shoes as he returned to lean on the desk. "You can talk to me, you know. Like before."

"Before." Ollie closed his eyes. "That's the problem, isn't it? There's no going back to before. Not for me."

Ollie leaned back on his chair. "So, tell me about these new abilities of yours. That fighting style was something else."

"Ollie-" Gale started but was interrupted.

"Please." Ollie said while his eyes were closed. "I can't... not yet. Let me have this moment where we're just two buddies sitting somewhere in the forest, and you telling me some weird thing your parents taught you."

Gale wanted to push, unsure of what to say to get him to talk. But there was pain in that voice that he recognized. Was it right to push? Ollie was different from before. For all he knew, the man in front of him probably only felt like he was seeing an acquaintance from long ago. Maybe they weren't as close as he thought they were. It was better to leave it.

"Fine." Gale sat in the chair opposite side of the desk.

"What happened after we left?" Ollie smiled softly as he opened his eyes. "You never said how long you fought those things alone."

Gale's fist clenched, remembering the world that only wanted him dead. The Blue Moon's gaze that shot out blue lances that could burn through the darkest stone. The army of thralls had poured out from the castle. Elliot's deranged smile and the insanity of the dark knight.

The shadow this office would have made him double check everything. Look for any potential threat and set a trap at any given choke point.

That wasn't socially accepted here though. No enemies out for his neck. Only stubborn bureaucracy that he couldn't kill. Here was a different kind of forest. Behind the vast panoramic view were trees made of concrete, bricks, and metal.

"Come on," Ollie said. "You can't drop 'two months alone in hell' and leave it at that. I'll even let you say 'as you know'"

Gale's face burned hot. "How do you know that?"

Ollie laughed. "You know, you were always the topic of conversations. Especially with Rachel. She'd bring you up whenever we'd meet, wondering if maybe… well, she kept reminiscing. You know. Women. Always wondering."

"Rachel?" Gale's heart skipped a beat as he heard her name. "How is she?"

"Wouldn't really know right now." Ollie wrapped his fingers around the armrest. "Haven't talked to her in a couple of weeks or maybe a month. Keeping to my own circles these days. Business takes up most of my time."

"What kind of business needs this much from you?" Gale looked him up and down.

The smile fell from Ollie's face. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a small vial. His fingers tightened around the vial. "This is Dust. Performance enhancer for Aurians. Gives them a boost in power, makes them feel invincible. But there are... side effects. It gives you a rush of pleasure while on it as well. Highly addictive as an awakened. Mundanes getting exposed to it is a whole different matter."

Gale analyzed it.

[Modified Dust Vial]

[Description: Lethal combat enhancer.]

[Effects: Efficiency base+15 x 105%, Max Load base+15 x 105%, restores essence by 50% of max.]

[Duration: 600 seconds.]

It was similar to the one he used against the dark knight, but he didn't feel any of the side effects that Ollie mentioned.

"They call it dust corruption." Ollie set the vial down softly. "It starts small, unnoticeable. At first, you don't even see it outside the skin, and then just a crystal or two breaks through the skin. That's when you know it's too late. It spreads faster. Grows. The pain... The screams never stop until they're fully crystallized. Takes about eleven days from first exposure."

That sounded like what happened to the homeless man. His face… he had run away from the man who was clearly in pain. Nothing else he could've done. Running away, like always.

"Every lab, every deal, every bit of research..." Ollie's voice grew quiet. "It's all focused on finding a cure. Something to stop the spread, reverse the crystallization. The Path… the Path doesn't care about civilians. They're just expendable to them. So someone has to step up."

"Why push yourself this hard?" Gale asked. "You're killing yourself over this."

"Don't." Ollie said firmly. "Just... don't ask about that. Please."

Silence filled the office. Far below, early morning traffic began to build. A car honked its horn. A garbage truck's hydraulics hissed from picking up garbage bins.

"You know Carl or Jonathan or whatever he told you his name was?" Ollie asked suddenly.

"Yeah." Gale said. "He found me half dead. Took me to a medical facility and then told me to join the Path."

"Shit." Ollie sat up in his chair. "That was you? He mentioned someone coming out of the Red Hollows last month, but I didn't think..."

"Red Hollows?"

"Big chunk of west Toronto. Lakeshore West Heights specifically." Ollie pulled up a map on his phone. "About a kilometre wide. Ten years ago, something happened there. Exactly when we were all sent to that hellhole. The government covered it up and called it a terrorist attack. But really?"

Ollie zoomed in on a circular area marked in red. "Everyone inside just vanished. Thousands of people, gone in an instant. Transported to the Eclipsed."

Gale stared at the map. The centre of the circle was right at the orphanage. "I was in that circle too when it all happened. I was just in the orphanage."

"Me too. My master dropped me off to a house and told me she'd be back after getting milk. And then bam. Shit hit the fan. Wait, hold on a second." Ollie looked Gale up and down. "You look like a hobo. You even got proper ID? Background that makes sense here?"

"The Path set me up with basics," Gale said. "Enough to blend in."

"Blend in?" Ollie snorted, pulling out his phone. "You look like you've been sleeping in alleyways. Are you even eating? Give me a day to set things up. I'll get you something proper. Set you up everything: money, documents, whatever you need."

"Ollie-"

"Don't argue. Consider it payment for saving my ass back there with the Knights. Besides..." Ollie glanced at the broken picture frame again. "I owe you. For getting everyone else out back then."

The man in front of him had definitely changed. Years of it distanced them apart. However, in that moment, Gale saw flashes of the old Ollie. The one who'd joked about becoming rich and buying up whatever he thought of while they huddled around the campfire made in the dark forest.

"You know what the worst part is?" Ollie said, lifting up the vial of dust again. "Sometimes I miss it. That place. At least there, everything made sense. Stay alive, keep moving, watch each other's backs. Now it's all politics and money and watching people die slowly while I try to..."

Gale put a hand on Ollie's uninjured side's shoulder. All he wanted was for his friend not to pretend in front of him. Not here or ever in front of him.

Ollie looked at him with one brow raised. "Getting sappy Mr. Shut up and Keep Moving?"

Gale laughed awkwardly. "But, I don't think I'm like that anymore. I'm… trying to be more normal."

"Normal? You're fine. It's better to not be normal." Ollie leaned back, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. "Normal people try getting close for reasons. They want the connections, the money, the guy who can make things happen. But you? You just want me to crack bad jokes like we're back in that hellhole."

"Someone has to and those were some bad jokes back there."

"Thanks." The word came out soft, genuine. Then Ollie's eyes lit up. "Speaking of surprising things. Since when can you go toe-to-toe with two Attuned? That was some fancy demonic footwork back there."

Gale shifted in his chair. "Not clear on all these rankings yet. How do you even know someone's level?"

"Right, you missed orientation day." Ollie pulled up a holoscreen from his desk. "Remember what I told you about power levels back in the forest? It's all about how the energy manifests. Awakened, that's you by the way, it's like looking at a blurry photo. No real shape to it."

Ollie manipulated the image, showing different patterns. "Attuned starts getting clearer outlines. You can actually track it. You can start doing more things like shooting streams of water that cut metal."

"Makes sense." Gabriel and Helena did some things that were clearly out of the norm that literally broke reality. Mary and David as well.

"Me?" Ollie grinned. "I'm a Resonant, just a rank above an Attuned. If you thought making giant balls of water was fancy, wait till you see what I can do with my telekinesis now. I can literally fly, bro. Would've handed both their asses to them if I wasn't running on fumes. Though watching you fight, you've changed your style."

"I had to…" Gale paused, not sure what to say about a knight beating him until his body learned how to move. "To learn not to die."

"Sorry," Ollie whispered. "You know, I could use someone with your skills. My operation's growing, and I need people I can trust."

"What kind of operation?"

"Legitimate business, mostly." Ollie's eyes slid to the vial on the desk. "Some side ventures. Research."

The night sky beyond the view turned from night to an orange colour. It was Gale's first time being this high up in the world. Even higher than he was when he climbed the highest tree in the dark forest, hiding from shadows. Here, those shadows represented a different kind of danger.

"Tell me more about these side ventures," Gale said.

Ollie's face lit up. "Well, first thing we'd need to do is get you proper gear. No more running around looking like a hobo… unless that's your thing. I'm thinking custom kit, maybe some-"

A notification pinged on Ollie's phone, cutting him off. His expression shifted as he read the message. He pushed himself up from the chair, swaying slightly. "Gotta go right now. Lab results are in. Rain check on that chat?"

"You sure you should be heading anywhere right now?"

"Time waits for no man, my friend, not even those ladies that could spew out golden vomit at you." Ollie went to the side of his office and opened a closet. Taking off his current torn jacket and shirt, he put on another white shirt and a blue blazer that fit his dimensions perfectly.

Ollie walked to the glass door and continued. "Especially not in this business. But seriously, it'd be nice to fight side by side with you again. My door's always open for you."

"Before you go," Gale stood. "That picture frame..."

"Don't." Ollie's tone was much firmer, his smile clearly fake, as he walked to the door. "Some stories are better left for another time." He paused at the door. "But Gale? It's good to have you back. Really."

"Try not to pass out before you reach the lab."

"Please." Ollie waved dismissively. "I once ran ops for three days straight on nothing but coffee and spite. This is nothing."

Ollie hesitated a bit before continuing. "Although if you're not busy... How about I give you a tour of where I'm going, Lab 7?"

A tour sounded nice. Tours were something rich people paid for. This one was free. He's got nothing else to do anyway and be like a normal kid that skips class. Besides, he could see more of Ollie's world. He could also watch his friend just in case he falls over.

"Lead the way," Gale said finally. "But you're buying breakfast first."

"Deal." Ollie laughed. "Fair warning though. My breakfast meetings usually involve at least one assassination attempt."

"Got it. My senses got us covered."

"That was a joke, Gale." Ollie laughed.
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                The elevator chimed as it reached the 52nd floor. Gale's sneakers squeaked on the polished floor while Ollie's dress shoes clacked. They reached the cubicles, and carpet replaced the flooring. No one was working yet, and only the silent hum of the old air conditioning vents could be heard.

"What'd you think of the waffles?" Ollie walked through the rows of cubicles.

"Better than beast meat and protein bars." Gale nodded. Much better than the slop the orphanage provided, too. Most of all, the restaurant even said it was free. Free was the best taste afterall.

"Morning shift doesn't start for another hour," Ollie moved to the cubicle at the wall 5th from the window. Each desk had its own nameplate. The desk he stopped at had a nameplate that read: "Sarah Chen - Business Analyst."

Ollie lifted the desk's phone receiver. The wall beside the cubicle softly clicked. It faded, replaced by a white corridor that stretched inwards into the building that seemed to have went further than what the building's structure allowed. There were no seams nor joints that marked anything that hinted at the hidden compartment. It was just there.

"How-" Gale started.

"Artificing. The Path specialty and mine." Ollie ushered him inside. "After you."

Gale stepped through. The smell hit him immediately. Bleach, vinegar, and the rubbing alcohol that had stung him in the hospital after coming back from the Eclipsed. Below him, he noticed no shadow as he walked on the floor. The lights above were shaped in distinct circular shapes that housed multiple light bulbs.

While walking, Gale waved his hands up at the light then looked down to see if there was any kind of shadow. There were none. The attuned that used shadow arts came into mind. That kind of asshole wouldn't be able to fade in and out in this kind of environment.

"What are you doing?" Ollie asked, looking at Gale waving his hands wildly at the lights.

"Nothing," Gale said. "Nothing, nevermind."

"No shadows, no annoying pests from the UK coming in here. This place is top secret." Ollie chuckled. "Had an issue about 2 years ago. Let's just say that whole ceiling was a pain in the butt to pay for."

Gale nodded. Right now, he had no money. He didn't even want to know how much 'pain in the butt' was.

At the end of the corridor, they reached the heavy metal doors that looked more like the ward door in a hospital.

"Welcome to where the magic happens." Ollie pushed it open. "And by magic, I mean cutting-edge research that would make most Path members shit themselves."

"Mr. Glory!" A man in white coat ran toward them.

He looked like a classic Albert Einstein looking scientist. Graying hair spread out everywhere like an explosion. The dark circles in his eyes were also dark, much darker than Ollie's.

The man continued, "I wasn't expecting you so early. The latest batch results-"

"Nathan." Ollie put his hand on Gale. "Meet Gale Hathie. Old friend, new potential colleague. Gale, this is Nathan Brown, lead researcher for Lab 7."

Nathan's eyes widened slightly as he looked at Gale. "The one from the forest? But I thought-"

"You thought wrong." Ollie interrupted. "How's the project coming along?"

"Right, yes." Nathan fumbled with his tablet. "The modified strain shows promise. Crystallization rate reduced by significant margins in preliminary trials. However, the pain response shows us differences in protrusion area."

A scream pierced through the corridor, nothing Gale ever heard before. His hand instinctively moved to the storage box in his left pocket, ready to take out the sword.

Ollie's smile slipped for just a moment. "Show me."

They followed Nathan down branching corridors, each identical to the last. More of the same scream echoed along the white walls. Tendrils of his passive skill showed him dozens of vital signs. Multiple bodies writhed in their beds. Some even chewed on their straps. Few had weak signs of life as their bodies were colder than most.

"Most of our subjects are… volunteers," Nathan explained as they walked. "Terminal patients, mostly. People that can't be cured with mundane medicinal practice. We offer hope, even if it's experimental."

"And the ones who aren't volunteers?" Gale asked.

Nathan's mouth repeatedly opened and closed, no sound coming out. Ollie answered instead: "Sometimes hope finds people who weren't looking for it."

They passed sealed doors marked with biohazard symbols and warning signs. Through small windows, Gale caught glimpses of hospital beds and monitoring equipment. In one room, crystals sprouted from a patient's arm, blood streaming down from the base of the crystals. In another, a woman thrashed against restraints, crystals had formed around her chest as her mouth was gagged with a cloth.

"The modified strain shows better integration with existing tissue," Nathan continued, pulling up data on his tablet. "Previous versions caused rapid crystal formation within hours. Now we're seeing controlled growth over days, sometimes weeks. Conclusion says that this strain reacts much slower to mundane entities, a step in the right direction."

"And the success rate?" Ollie asked.

Nathan hesitated. "Better than before. Almost twenty percent show signs of crystallization delay."

Ollie sucked on his teeth. "It's fine. We're making progress. This new strain gets us closer to our goal."

Another scream echoed through the corridor. This one cut off abruptly. Breath of the Void fed him the complete loss of life. No heartbeat from the already cold corpse.

"Sir," Nathan checked his tablet again. "Subject 247 just... deteriorated. Multiple organs complete failure."

"Document everything," Ollie said. "Every detail matters."

He turned to Gale. "This is why we need people like you. The Path ignores the problem. Those knights you saw at the warehouse? They want to shut us down. Meanwhile, people are dying everyday."

They reached an observation room overlooking an operating room. Inside, crystals had completely consumed a body on the table. The body was so disfigured, it was hard to tell whether it was male or female or even human.

"How many?" Gale asked.

"Too many." Ollie put his palm on the glass. "But the dust trade keeps growing. More people getting exposed every day. Someone has to try to fix all of this."

Nathan cleared his throat. "Mr. Glory, we need to get on the morning data review status."

"Right." Ollie straightened his tie and then his cuffs. He brushed his hair back with his fingers. "Duty calls. Think about my offer, Gale. We could use someone with your particular skills."

"What skills exactly?" Gale asked.

Ollie paused, looking at the patient in the operating room below.

"To be honest, I don't know. Maybe skills that need grit and survival." Ollie started to follow Nathan, then paused. "Oh, and Gale? Everything you've seen here? It doesn't exist. Just like that wall never disappeared."

Their footsteps faded, and the silence that followed only made the flatline's high-pitched wail seem to blare, sudden and deafening. In the operating theatre below, technicians in hazmat suits began documenting the whole crystallized flesh thing on their tablets while taking pictures with their phones.

The forest was much simpler than this. Before, he had told himself that he'd live in the forest. No one to lean on other than the punishing silence of solitude.

Why, Ollie?

"Gale?" A woman's voice cracked behind him. "Is it really you?"

He turned. A blonde woman in a tailored suit stood in the doorway. She gripped the doorframe like it was the only thing keeping her upright. Her big blue eyes were puffy. She could be infected.

"Who?" Gale asked, stepping back, arm already on the storage box in his left pocket.

Then it hit him. The hollow bony cheeks from the basement that pleaded with him for help. She was the only one that dared to actually talk to him when he first appeared. Now she stood straight… relatively, and she was taller than him now.

"I knew it." Tears dripped down the sides of her cheeks. "I was just talking about you with... it doesn't matter. You're alive. You're actually here."

The rattling chains and smell of piss and shit. Every woman in that basement flinched at his every movement. Now she was walking towards him with the grace of someone walking through a warehouse catwalk. Definitely might be infected with how wobbly she walked.

"How are you?" She stepped closer, wiping the tears with a handkerchief. "When did you get back? Where have you been?"

"I..." Gale didn't know what to say other than to keep backpedalling until he hit the glass of the observation deck. "I just got back. A month ago. Are you infected?"

"No…?" She stopped, studying him up and down. "I'm just woozy from... a job. By the way, you look exactly the same in a different way."

"Yeah…" Gale said.

She chuckled. "I remember that feeling. I was exactly like that when we first came back. Did you know almost everyone who survives the rift comes back changed? Ninety percent awaken after exiting a rift as mundane."

"What happened to everyone else?" Gale asked. "The ones from the basement."

"We made it. All of us. Some run businesses now. A few got married. We do jobs for the Path sometimes." She laughed softly. "They even gave us a nickname in Aur. The Blue Witches. Terrible name, but it stuck."

Did Rachel change as much as this woman had? He wasn't able to ask about Annett as well. Ollie and her had quite the friendship. Even the asshole, Lennard.

"Let me show you around," she offered, gesturing to the corridor. "This place can be... intense. I'm guessing Ollie left you alone here."

Gale nodded. His mouth opened. What was her name again?

"What was your name again?"

Shit, that came out blunt. He forgot whether he even asked for the survivor's name or something. Any of them could've died in the mad dash to the exit. Didn't even think most of the convoy would've made it.

"Lily Grace," she said. "Come on, let's look around."

She stepped back from the observation window, heels clicking against the tiles. Maybe that was why she wobbled around. Who the hell wears such high shoes that make their foot go up on the heel? It even clacked and clicked, which would've been a detriment to staying low. Then those shoes meant staying high?

Gale tiptoed upwards. His height was only maybe a centimetre above hers when he did that. Quickly, he stood down normally, shaking his head. Stay low, but stay high. Remember, Gale. Remove the programming.

"You should hear what Rachel says about you," Lily said. "Every time we meet, she-" She stopped, noticing his eyes looking up at her. "But that's a story for another time. First, let me show you what we've built here. What surviving really means."

Lily's heels clicked against the tiles. They walked past more treatment rooms. Through each window, different stages of crystal growth marked the progression of dust corruption.

Some patients lay still, their skin barely showing signs of change, but there was clear pain etched on their faces.

"What Ollie's doing here..." Lily's voice trailed off as they passed a room where nurses in hazmat suits administered injections. "It's not pretty. But someone has to try. We can't just let people keep dying."

Behind the glass screen, a doctor examined a patient whose arm had turned completely crystal. The bone could be seen from the reflections inside of the crystal, devoid of any flesh.

"You support this?" Gale asked.

"Support might be too strong a word." Lily said as her smile almost faltered. "I understand it. Every week we get reports of new dust exposure cases. Civilians who got caught in the crossfire of Aurian fights, addicts who just use it for recreation, kids who found the wrong stash..."

"They're in pain," Gale said, though he didn't know why. He didn't know any of these people. He didn't care whether they were in pain or died from these causes. If Ollie was trying to fix it, then it would be wrong to be against it in the first place.

"Like I said, not pretty." Lily turned away from the window. "But you've been in Aur for a bit now, right? How much do you actually know about our world?"

"Not much." The asshole, Carl, never really told him anything other than to join the Path. He couldn't believe him, neither could he believe Emmerson. "All Carl said was to join us and we'll tell you more."

Lily's laugh was obviously fake. "Carl? Oh, you mean Jonathan. His real name's Jonathan, and he's a complete asshole. Division 16 head who thinks keeping secrets makes him important."

"You know him?"

"Unfortunately," Lily said. "That bastard loves his little power plays. Classic Path tactics. Keep people in the dark until they're desperate enough to sign up. Bet he told you nothing."

Gale nodded. "I met some United Knights, though. Ollie seemed to know them. Order 24, I think?"

"You what?" Lily stopped walking. "Wait, was this at that warehouse in the industrial district at Oshawa?"

"Yeah. I was actually practicing in another warehouse nearby when I accidentally stumbled across something."

"You're kidding." Lily burst out laughing. "Of all the places... That's some coincidence."

She wiped her eyes, still chuckling. "God, I needed that. But seriously, let me catch you up on what Jonathan should have explained weeks ago."

They turned down another corridor, this one free of patient rooms. "There are three major factions in Aur. The United Knights control Europe and Africa. Those were the ones you met last night. Traditional types, big on ceremony and proper law-stuff that you wouldn't really understand. The nerd stuff."

"The ones with the golden lights and water magic?"

"Exactly. Then there's the Jiuling in Asia. They're more complex: nine different sects plus four major families, all with their own specialties and traditions. Real martial arts movie stuff, really don't wanna get in their crosshairs."

"And the Path?" Gale asked.

"Runs North and South America like a corporation. All business, all the time," Lily said sarcastically. "Hence Jonathan's recruitment strategy."

She paused at a break room, opened the door, and grabbed two cups of coffee. "Then there are the vagrants. Aurians who haven't joined any faction. Lots of them around, actually. Most keep their heads down, stay out of trouble. The ones with real combat skills usually get pressured to pick a side."

"Like what they're doing to me." Gale accepted the coffee. "The crappy apartment, the surveillance, being stingy on the allowance..."

"Making your life difficult until the Path looks like your best option," Lily said, placing her cup down on the counter. "Classic playbook. You want some sugar with that?"

Gale took a sip of the coffee. Too bitter, forcing him to keep his tongue inside and immediately regretting not taking the sugar. He'd have to get used to the way adults drink coffee.

Lily took a teaspoon from the counter and opened up a container with white powder. It smelled like sugar, and it was. She put in 5 teaspoons of sugar, swirled it before adding milk.

Instant regret. If Lily, who is an adult, could make it sweeter, why couldn't he? Dammit. Next time he'll try it with adult version 2.0.

Lily took her cup from the counter, exited the break room, and continued moving forward.

Gale followed. There must be a reason why there were 3 factions. Maybe he could join one of them other than the Path that seemed to be so good at keeping stuff to themselves. "Why three factions though? Why organize at all?"

"Because someone has to keep order," Lily sighed. "There are criminal organizations out there. Those who'd use their abilities to take whatever they want. The factions maintain balance, keeping our world hidden from civilians. Without them, the mundane world would probably collapse."

The crystals that jutted out from the homeless man's eyes. What if that happened to Andrew? Or any one of his friends in the Adult Learning Centre? Even Ms. Jackson would be susceptible to exposure. Aurian criminals wouldn't have cared about the mundane casualties. Heck even Tank Top and Red Jacket just fired their guns everywhere at Ollie without hesitation.

"So those guys at the warehouse," Gale said. "The ones dealing dust. They're what the factions try to stop?"

"Among other things." Lily sipped her coffee. "Though lately, the lines have gotten blurry. The Path runs 'official' dust research. The Knights investigate 'unauthorized' operations. Everyone claims they're working for the greater good, but..."

"But what?" Gale sipped his coffee as well.

"I should introduce you to the other Blue Witches," Lily ignored him. "Most of us are vagrants, but aligned with the Path. We usually just help out Ollie and Rachel whenever they ask. Sometimes we take on tasks from the Path's job board too, it's still good money. The Path might be watching you, but we look after our own."

"Has Rachel really been talking about me?" The question slipped out before Gale could stop it.

A small smile played at Lily's lips as they entered a lounge. "Oh, you have no idea. Anytime anywhere whenever she would-"

Gale cleared his throat, interrupting Lily. "What's the point of all this? The factions, the powers, the hidden world beneath everything?"

Lily sat down on a seat, and Gale sat beside her. Multiple monitors lined the walls of the lounge, each one showing a table of data. All of them showed 4 distinct columns. Patient ID, Description, State, Life Expectancy.

"You ever notice holes in reality? Places where the world just tears apart?" she asked.

"No." But he had a feeling that it was how they all went to the Eclipsed. Back then, Rachel and Ollie did talk about rifts. Maybe it all related to the tide or the corruption that the Knight talked about.

"Lucky you." She picked up her coffee again, hands wrapping around the cup. "Those are Rifts. They open randomly. They can appear in places like abandoned buildings, subway tunnels, residential areas. Wherever, whenever."

A nurse passed by them, running while pushing a cart loaded with syringes and other medical supplies. The wheels squeaked and rammed into the tiles. One of the patients on the monitors turned from "Alive" to "Deceased."

"They pull things in. People, animals, anything living." Lily said. "And if we don't close them fast enough, things start coming out."

"Things?"

"Monsters. Creatures. Whatever lives on the other side. That's what Aur really exists for. We're not just playing at magic and politics. We're the wall between our world and whatever waits in those rifts."

That was exactly the same thing that the knight was talking about. The duty of the Dainv to fight against the tide.

"You've seen them," Lily said. "We've been through that rift together, even if it was only a short while."

"And dust?" Gale gulped. "Where does that fit in?"

Lily's fingers tightened around her cup. "Sometimes... sometimes you're cornered. Something's coming through a Rift that you can't handle. Or you're facing down another Aurian who's trying to kill you. In those moments, when it's death or dust, you'd choose dust."

She trailed off, watching the description of Patient 2237 change in real time. "The boost it gives you might save your life. The rush of power, the pleasure that comes with it, and it just feels like you can do anything. But for normal humans..."

"They die," Gale said.

"Always." Lily said. "One exposure is all it takes. Their bodies can't handle the enhancement. The crystals start small, inside your organs. But once it starts, there's no going back."

"How long?" Gale asked.

"Depends on the strain. Pure dust? About eleven days until complete crystallization. The modified versions work faster. Some kill within three days. Too many strains these days." She set her empty cup aside. "But Aurians like us, we just get the high. The power boost. The addiction, if we're not careful."

"But you use it anyway?"

"I don't use it. But when I have to, I would." Lily smoothed over her business skirt. "Better than dying. Better than letting them through."

She paused. "You haven't seen a real Rift yet, have you? Not since coming back?"

Gale shook his head.

"You will." She checked her phone, frowning at whatever she saw there. "They're getting more frequent. More aggressive. The Path has theories about why, but they keep that information locked down tight. Need-to-know basis."

"The factions… are very different from each other," Gale said. The knights he fought had a completely different feeling from Ollie and the criminals. Their magic felt older.

"Each faction has its own specialty, and the major factions all trade with each other. The Path specifically specializes in Artificing. United Knights has a boatload of auxiliary and utility spells. The Jiuling… they have good muscles." Lily said, "When things get hairy, such as a high level rift, the factions coordinate on a response."

"And you all?"

“The Blue Witches.” She cringed immediately after saying the name. "Don't mention that name though. But basically, that's what we call ourselves after Jessica coined it. Supposed to commemorate what we went through in that shithole. But right now, I guess we're all just wanting to help Ollie try to fix what's broken in this whole system."

"The mundane world doesn't know," Gale said. "About any of it."

"And we keep it that way. Build our hidden labs in corporate towers like this one. Fight our battles in abandoned places. Clean up the bodies before anyone asks questions." Lily's phone buzzed again. "Speaking of which, there's some witches at neutral grounds that would love to talk with you again. How about it?"

"I'm not that..." Gale looked away from her eyes, clearly expecting a 'yes.' Reluctantly or not, he nodded anyway.
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                Lab 7, observation deck 3. Ollie sat, staring at his reflection on the glass that separated the surgery room below. Harsh fluorescent lights on the ceiling revealed the dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. His hands trembled on the chair's armrest.

It didn't matter how much antiseptic, bleach, or whatever new industrial cleaning agents his people used. The walls never stopped reeking of blood.

"Sir?" Nathan interrupted the silence. "The latest test results."

Ollie didn't turn. His tablet rang with a notification popping up. He ignored it. The numbers would tell the same story they always did. Failure after failure. More blood on the floor and walls of his lab.

"The new formula," Nathan continued, clearing his throat. "It shows promise. Subject 10-247's crystallization rate decreased by thirty-eight percent. Male subjects respond better overall. We're seeing up to forty percent reduction in progression."

"And the women?" Ollie's reflection asked.

"Thirty percent, on average. But sir, this is significant progress. If we can slow the process enough. Eventually, we can eliminate the binding agent."

"Eventually?" Ollie snapped. His composed mask cracked. "Thousands already died, Nathan. Are we just chasing ghosts?"

Ollie's fingers drummed against the armrest. One-two-three. One-two-three. It didn't matter if it slowed down. What mattered were results, and results didn't dent the 100% death rate.

"The mechanism is fascinating," Nathan said, pulling up charts on his tablet. "The modified strain creates a buffer zone around the initial crystallization sites. It's like the dust itself is fighting against its own effects."

"Skip the science lesson." Ollie rubbed his temples. The headache that had been building all morning throbbed behind his eyes. "Bottom line it."

"Sir, once the process is stopped, eliminating it comes next. Use the strain as a sort of vaccine. Maybe even reverse it from those already exposed."

"That's what you said about the last three formulas. And the five before that." Ollie's fist shook, though he wasn't sure anymore if that was from the five cups of coffee.

Gale shouldn't have come back. Shouldn't have let him rest for even a minute. Now his body's gotten a taste of not having so much weight on his shoulders.

Look at you. Pathetic for wanting to take a break.

The tablet notification rang again. This time he looked.

Subject 10-247 - Terminated

Subject 10-248 - Critical

Subject 10-249 - Terminal

Subject 10-250 - Stabilizing

The list went on. Numbers instead of names. Easier that way. Don't think about the families. The lives. Just data points on a graph trending steadily downward.

"Two hundred and seventy-two hours," he muttered. "That's what they get. Just over eleven days from first exposure to..."

"With the new formula, it'll give them 30% more time."

"They get an extra three or four days. Wonderful." The headache spiked, making him wince. "Tell that to their families. 'Sorry about your loved one, but hey, they got to suffer longer than usual.'"

Nathan shifted in his seat.

"The data suggests we're failing." Ollie turned from the glass. "Every day more bodies show up. More exposure cases. The Path is useless to keep their shit contained, and it just grows faster than we can track it."

"Sir, you should rest. You haven't slept in days."

"I'm fine." Ollie straightened his tie. He cleared his throat, then straightened his back. Machines aren't allowed to take rest. "Show me the mechanism."

Nathan hesitated, then pulled up a molecular diagram. "The modified strain creates what we're calling crystal inhibitor zones. They protect the current cells from binding to the crystal and spreading its growth. Biological differences between sexes can affect the stability of these zones."

Ollie tried to focus on the spinning molecules. His vision blurred at the edges. "And you think you can stabilize these zones? Make them permanent?"

"Theoretically. If we can isolate the compound responsible for the inhibition effect, then we could indefinitely halt the crystallization process."

"Theory isn't good enough anymore." Ollie's voice cracked. "We need results. Real ones. Not 'theoretically' or 'possibly' or 'might.'"

His hands dropped to his sides. Strands of hair jutted out from his brushed back hair. There was no point to all he built if everything was just an if scenario of things that end in else.

If only one condition bore true. Everything at the cost of pushing to that one statement. He'd come too far to call quits.

The ghost was real. No one could tell him otherwise. No one.

"Double the research team," he said. "Triple it if you have to. I want that inhibitor effect isolated and stabilized before the quarter ends."

"Sir, that's not possible. The testing alone-"

"Make it possible. Whatever it costs." Ollie stood up from the chair. But another ring came from the tablet.

Another failure.

"What about the side effects?" Nathan asked. "The neural degradation we're seeing in the test subjects? The increased pain response?"

"Irrelevant." Ollie's hands wouldn't stop shaking. Pain should be tolerated. What matters is they survive. Besides, they're just numbers. Keep it fucking together.

The observation room's lights flickered. Most likely a power surge from somewhere deeper in the facility. For a moment, Ollie saw his reflection more clearly. A man in a suit and spreadsheets open on his tablet.

"Sir?" Nathan's voice seemed far away. "The latest numbers from distribution..."

But Ollie wasn't listening anymore. The tablet rang. And again. And again.

The tablet slipped from his grip, falling onto the floor. His knees buckled, vision blurred. Eyes squinted at the lights that seemed to grow brighter. The ringing wouldn't stop. It kept ringing and ringing.

Nathan caught him before he hit the ground. "Sir, you need to stop this."

"I said I'm fine." Ollie tried to push away, but his arms felt heavy. "Just... need a minute."

"You haven't slept in days." Nathan's grip remained firm as he guided Ollie back to the chair. "The tests can wait."

Ollie slumped into the seat. On the floor, another notification popped up.

[Subject 10-247 - Terminated]

He closed his eyes, but the image stayed burned beneath his eyelids.

"How many today?" His voice cracked.

"Don't do this to yourself." Nathan picked up the fallen tablet, turning it off. "You're pushing too hard. Your body can't take it."

"Nathan." Ollie held on to Nathan's arms. "Am I... do you think I'm a bad person?"

The smell of blood on the walls grew stronger. White walls slowly turning red in Ollie's vision. A few moments of silence fell between them. The heart rate monitor in the surgery room blared deafeningly loud behind the observation glass. Blue light enveloped the machine, suddenly turning off.

"Honestly?" Nathan set the tablet on a nearby counter. "You're probably the shittiest man I've ever met."

A weak laugh escaped Ollie. "Tell me how you really feel."

"You buy people. Silence them when they get in your way. You do things that people wouldn't dare to do," Nathan said, monotone.

Ollie clenched his hands on the support of Nathan. "And yet you're still here."

"Because you're right." Nathan sat back down. "Someone has to do this. Someone has to try to fix it."

"There's someone I can't buy," Ollie said. "Won't even try."

"The new guy?"

"He should stay clean. Away from all this." Ollie sighed. "Some things money shouldn't touch."

"Sir-"

"Did you know what happened back then?" Ollie's eyes fixed on the ceiling tiles, counting them to stay conscious. "Back then. He didn't… never asked for anything. Never wanted recognition. Just helped."

Nathan pulled up Ollie's sleeves and put his fingers on his wrist, checking for his pulse. "You need rest. The labs will still be here tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

Each and every life deserved a tomorrow. Not just Aurians. The Path and the two other major factions aren't gods that can decide who's fate doesn't deserve a tomorrow.

"What if we run out of tomorrows?" Ollie asked.

"I really don't know." Nathan let go of his wrist. "We just need to keep fighting…."

Two hundred and seventy-two hours. That's all anyone got once the dust took hold. Unless they found a way to stop it. Unless they crossed enough lines, broke enough rules, sacrificed enough to make a difference. When will that ghost reveal itself?

"Some things money can't fix," Ollie mumbled, consciousness fading. "Some people it shouldn't try to."



October's chilly gusts blew through the artificial wind tunnel that is Toronto's financial district. Early in the morning just around 9AM, Gale had already bumped into several businessmen in vests, looking at their phones and not looking at where they were going.

"Never been downtown before?" Lily asked, noticing his head darting at every corner they came across.

"No. Only seen pictures." Gale dodged another man wearing the same black vest with a green logo on the chest.

"Right." Lily led them down Bay Street, easily weaving through the sea of people on their phones. "The Path likes keeping their prospects in the suburbs. Easier to monitor."

Gale's head snapped to a bell ringing. He sighed, finding it was only a streetcar driving by. "They've been watching me?"

"Of course they have," Lily said. "Though they're not the only ones. The Knights have been sniffing around too. Trying to find stuff about you."

"Great." Gale stuffed his hands in his pockets. "More attention I don't want."

"Can't blame them. You've got everyone curious." Lily paused at a crosswalk, waiting for the light. "The Path's losing control up here in Canada. Dust flowing out through their territory, artifacts going missing. Makes the other factions nervous."

"And they think I'm involved?"

"They think everyone's involved." The walk signal flashed, and they crossed Front Street. "The Knights want to play traffic cop, putting up checkpoints, increasing patrols. Very by-the-book stuck-up nerds. The Jiuling just want to cut off the source. They don't care about the contraband, just stop the dust flow."

Gale glanced at her. "Should you be telling me all this?"

"What are they gonna do, fire me?" Lily laughed. "I'm not even officially part of any faction. Go ahead and fire me! Most of us Blue-I mean, most of us survivors aren't."

After one more block, they reached a building that looked out of place among the glass and concrete buildings. This one looked more like a castle. Limestone and intricately chiselled stone. It stood out like a sore thumb, a beautiful kind of sore compared to the blocky buildings all around.

"Speaking of factions," Lily said, "you thinking of joining one? The Path's obviously making their play, but you've got options."

Gale saw a single child family struggling with their luggage after they hopped off a blacked-out SUV. The child tried to lift the luggage from the trunk, then helped by probably his dad, who was wearing shorts in the middle of autumn. "Honestly? I just want to finish school first."

"School?" Lily asked. "Regular mundane school?"

"It feels... right." Gale shrugged. "Normal."

"Normal." Lily said. "Must be nice, having that choice."

"What do you mean?"

"Some of us didn't get choices before all this." Lily's high heels clicked against the shiny rock floor. "Before the forest, before you found us... let's just say I had a different career. Involved dancing on stage with a pole."

"Dancing sounds fun," Gale said.

Lily burst out laughing. "Sure. It's only fun after the first couple of months. Let's leave it at that."

They crossed the lobby over to the elevators. Six brass doors lined the wall, three on each side. Lily led them to the leftmost one.

"Fancy schmancy elevator," she said, pressing the call button. "Usually reserved for the fancy suites up top."

The doors opened with a soft chime. Going inside, the elevator's wood paneling and brass fixtures made the place feel even more surreal than it already was. Probably the prettiest building he's ever been in.

Lily waited for the doors to close before opening a service panel beneath the buttons.

"Watch and learn." She pressed her palm to the keyhole. Blue light spilled between her fingers. The elevator shuddered, then began descending instead of rising.

"The Path's headquarters is down here?" Gale asked.

"Not exactly." The numbers on the display kept dropping. "More like... neutral ground. Switzerland for Aurians or I don't know. I'm not too heavy into politics. Ollie does all of that."

The elevator stopped and then opened, Lily ushering him out. The lobby revealed itself before him. Pillars made of black shiny rocks. Walls had brown shiny rocks. Looking up, the ceiling had a black rock in the middle. On the right side were shiny rocks, placed artistically to look like angels with guns. On the left side, shiny rocks that showed demons with goat heads holding swords.

They walked until they met a cluster of leather chairs near a fireplace. Three of those chairs were occupied by people Gale recognized.

The first one was a Chinese woman who was part of the survivors from Elliot's dungeon, though he never got her name. The boy beside her scrambled from his seat, hiding behind her chair.

The last one was a woman, most definitely older than them. She wore military like outfit that looked tight, on her hips were what looked like daggers holstered on each side.

"Where's Jeanne?" Lily asked.

The chinese woman adjusted her glasses. "Medical wing."

"Huh?" Lily frowned. "That's the third one this month."

"She says it's nothing."

The older woman set her magazine aside. "So, our saviour has returned. I guess things will pick up now?"

Before Gale could answer, Lily cut in. "He's catching up on what he missed. Ten years is a lot of changes to process."

"Right." The older woman chuckled. "Guess that is a lot of time. Even politics in the Path changed a lot in just five years."

Lily sighed.

"Well, Jeanne will be excited to see you. Assuming the doctors ever finish with her." The older woman stood up from her chair.

"They're just being careful," the chinese woman said softly. "After what happened in the west district..."

"I don't think our saviour remembers any of our names," the older woman said.

"Right, sorry. Everyone, introduce yourselves. Name first, affiliation, then job," Lily commanded.

"Marine Laurent. Blue Witch, reconnaissance specialist. At your service," the older woman said.

"Yawen Liu. Blue Witch. Artificer," the Chinese woman's voice could barely be heard over the ambient chatter.

"Viktor. I'm just a student at Sterling Institute," the boy said.

"Sterling Institute?" Gale asked.

"Just think of it as magic school," Lily said.

"Better grab Jeanne before she stabs Dr. Koh with his own pen for trying to take another blood sample," Marine put her hands on her hips.

"Right, that sounds like her," Lily said. "Gale, this way to the medical wing."

The corridor opened into a grand, arched hallway. Carpet lined the shiny stone floors, muffling everyone's steps, especially Lily's heels. Doors lined each side of the hallway. Square brass nameplates showed each unit's number, starting from B001 at the beginning of the hall. Every door had a security keypad, similar to the one in the elevator to the underground facility.

Viktor trailed behind Yawen, constantly glancing at him. Every time he glanced back at him, the boy, who looked like he was his age, flinched.

"Are you scared?" Gale tried to smile as much as he could.

Viktor squealed and hid his whole face behind the smaller Yawen.

"Gale, can you not?" Yawen rubbed the back of Viktor.

I didn't do anything though? Gale tilted his head.

"Viktor was one of the kids in the encampment. He saw you in that demon bone armour you had with a huge mean look on your face," Lily said. "Way to go, Mr. Saviour."

Gale sighed. "So this is where you all hang out?"

"Pretty much our unofficial HQ," Lily's heel clicked where the carpet ended and another began. "Neutral ground means all factions have to play nice here. No fighting, no arrests. Completely neutral."

"Like Switzerland, except everyone's addicted to coffee," Marine said.

"Don't tell me you'd rather hang out at Path HQ," Lily rolled her eyes. "Bunch of old men hitting on women 20 years younger than them while trying to pretend they're not playing with magic."

"At least they have windows," Viktor muttered.

"If only windows weren't so tempting," Lily laughed.

A young woman walked by and waved at Yawen. Viktor braced himself immediately as the same woman patted him on the head.

Five years for them. Ten years for him. They all came to where they belonged, yet he still clung to his G.E.D. Gale still wanted it. It would be the only thing he'd get without these new abilities inside of him.

"Is this facility accessible to anyone?" Gale asked.

"Nope, but you gotta thank Ollie for that," Marine said. "After we got back from the forest, he pulled strings. Lots of strings."

"What she means is he threw money at people until they gave in," Lily said. "That's his superpower, really. Being rich and stubborn. He has his telekinesis too, but that's more like an afterthought. But none of this would've ever been possible if you hadn't given us that spear."

That's right. All he did was just give them the spear. Let them fight against life themselves. That was their effort, not his. He was just a coward who delegated the responsibility of people's lives to helpless starved women.

A saviour? He wasn't one. That title might be too much for a teenager just wanting to get through high school… the grown up kind.

"Here we are," Lily stopped at a set of double doors, a brass plate labeled "Medical Services." She pressed her palm to the keyboard, blue light spilling. The doors slid open.

The medical room looked nothing like the sanitized white hospital room that Gale was used to seeing on TV. Here, the walls were painted a soft dark blue. The floors covered in carpet rather than the clacky tiles of Lab 7. Chairs and tables carved from distinct Brazilian rosewood were padded with the same colour as the wall. It looked more like a rich man's home office than something that resembled a medical service.

A nurse looked up from a desk. "Ms. Grace, Ms. Laurent. Are you here for Jeanne?"

"Is she done?" Lily asked.

"Just finishing up. You can wait in Room 3."

They followed the nurse down another corridor to a waiting room. Armchairs with the same plush dark blue padding lined the walls. A giant aquarium covered one side of the waiting room's wall and a tunnel for fish that led to who knows where. Koi fish swam through the tunnel and aquarium, coexisting with shubunkin.

Gale felt his mouth water. He hadn't had fish in a while. Maybe he could take one into his storage box and cook it later.

"I'll tell Dr. Koh you're here," the nurse said, interrupting his thoughts.

Marine immediately claimed the largest chair, stretching her legs out with a sigh. Viktor perched on the edge of the armrest where Yawen, who sat with perfect posture, hands folded in her lap.

Looking at the both of them, it felt like looking at a brother and sister, but clearly not. The timid younger brother and stern older sister combo. Gale remained standing, eyes drifting back to the aquarium. If only he could get a chance…

"So," Lily turned her head towards Gale, "how you doing now? Is it too much all at once?"

"I- uhh. I really don't know.," Gale said, immediately snapping his head at Lily. "Just came back a month or two ago. It's been a crash course of everything. Kind of. Haha."

"I never got to tell you, really. Back then, one by one, those people would take one of us upstairs," Lily said. "The screaming starts until she gets tired. After a while, one last scream, and then silence."

"I was the one that counted the days in that basement," Yawen said. "But I couldn't really tell how long a day was. I'd just scratch another mark after I wake up. They'd come after us every 3rd scratch on the wall. Always just one."

Yawen's breathing quickened. She reached out her hand to Viktor, squeezing hard.

"It's okay, Yawen," Lily said. "We're back home. We're safe now."

"Sorry," Yawen said, adjusting her glasses with shaking hands. "It's still... difficult."

There were no words Gale could say to them. At least, he wasn't qualified to say anything. All he really did was just give them a long stick and tell them to fend for themselves. That way, he could say to himself that he tried to do something for them without feeling guilty.

Marine leaned forward in her chair. "You want to know how we ended up there?"

Gale nodded.

"I was with friends when it happened. Five of us, celebrating our graduation," Marine's eyes fixed on some distant point. "There was this flash, like the world turned red and inside out at the same time. Next thing we knew, we were in that fucked-up forest with the blue moon."

"Danny was a survival nut. Always watched those wilderness shows, carried a knife, knew which plants you could eat just by the smell." Marine smiled softly. "He kept us fed, built shelters. Even said we should wait for rescue, though we all knew nobody was coming."

"Then Blue Haven found you?" Gale asked.

"Yeah. Thought we'd hit the jackpot. Real beds, walls, other people. Everyone seemed... happy. Until they weren't."

For a minute, the room fell silent. Water trickled while nurses shuffled through the waiting room.

"Something similar happened to me," Lily said after a moment. "Except I was with my boss and coworkers when the shift happened. Bunch of assholes from the club where I worked."

Lily crossed her arms and hunched her shoulders. "Can't say I was too broken up when Elliot's men took them. They'd been making my life hell even before we got stuck in that place."

Viktor cleared his throat. "My mom and me were driving home from the store. There was this weird light, and then..."

"Viktor was just 11 years old at that time," Yawen said, patting his arm. "Not sure if you remember him, Gale."

"What about you?" Marine asked, cutting into his thoughts. "How'd you end up in the Eclipsed?"

"I was-"

Before Gale could answer, the door opened. A doctor in a white coat backed in, saying, "Take it easy for a few days. No heavy lifting, no sparring."

"Yeah, yeah," came a familiar voice. "I've heard it all before."

The doctor moved away from the door, revealing a slim woman with a ponytail. Her arm was bandaged from wrist to elbow, but her scowl told him she had other ideas in play. Gale remembered her. She was the girl who got hurt and fell ill along the way to the exit rift.

"Jeanne," Lily said, standing. "About time."

Jeanne's eyes moved past Lily, landing on Gale. For a moment, her mouth gaped. Then she blinked, and it was gone.

"So, our hero finally returns," Jeanne smirked, the largest one Gale had ever seen from this group. "Any of those monsters follow you from the exit?"

Gale shook his head.

"That'll have to do," Jeanne said, her gaze slightly lingering on him. "So, what did I miss?"

"Story time," Marine said. "The 'how we got to the Eclipsed' edition."

"My favourite," Jeanne said sarcastically. "Did you get to the part where I threatened to beat up Micah if he didn't stop complaining?"

Marine laughed. "Not yet."

Lily leaned forward, eyeing the bandage on Jeanne's arm. "So what happened this time? That doesn't look like a paper cut."

"This?" Jeanne tapped her bandage with her good hand. "Just a scratch."

"A scratch that requires medical attention," Yawen pointed out.

Jeanne rolled her eyes. "Some UK assholes jumped me in Oshawa. No big deal."

"United Knights?" Gale asked.

"Yeah. Number 1 Asshole told me to check on those warehouses near the lake. Those ones where Ollie actually has permits for," Jeanne said. "Next thing I know, some chick with a fancy bow and a different asshole with knuckles were trying to arrest me. Arrest me for what? Seriously."

"Number 1 asshole?" Gale asked.

"Jonathan. Carl. Or whatever name he gave you." Marine facepalmed. "So, how'd it go?"

Jeanne smirked. "Left the archer with a twisted ankle and that brawler with burnt up lungs."

Lily crossed her arms. "You were supposed to be doing reconnaissance only."

"I was! They spotted me first." Jeanne clenched her fist, wincing slightly. "Not my fault they decided to play rough. And I'm definitely not one to turn down a fight."

"You saying the UK just attacked without provocation?" Marine asked.

"They've been jumpy since that dust shipment showed up in London last month. Anything with the Glory Industries stamp on it, they're all over it like flies on shit."

Lily checked her phone. "Anyway, we should probably head back. Ollie's going to meet us in the main lobby in twenty."

"Already?" Viktor looked disappointed.

"Duty calls. Bills to pay." Lily slipped her heels back on. "Plus, I think our saviour's had enough of us rambling for one day."

"Why did you all tell me this?" The question came out too fast before Gale could stop himself.

All of them looked at him with a curious gaze that could kill. Gale stepped back one step. That's what usually wolves do, but these weren't wolves.

"Believe it or not, you are our saviour. That's non neogotiable. The encampment wanted to throw us out. But you took us in. And that's that," Lily said.

"You're also quite the topic for the past couple of years, especially from a special someone named Rac-"

A blue laser light, a much smaller version of the blue moon's blue lance, hit Jeanne on the forehead.

"What was that for?!"

"Shut up. Let's move. Save it for another time."

"Fine," Jeanne sighed. "But I expect a proper welcome back party for our saviour. With alcohol and lots of meat. Like a whole pig's worth of meat just for myself. You guys get your own pigs."

"Deal." Lily stood. "Come on."

As they filed out of the waiting room, Yawen paused beside Gale.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Not just for the rescue. But also for coming back."

Gale let himself smile slightly. He hadn't really come back for them. However, knowing everyone was safe and sound made his heart feel warm, or that could just be him blushing. Either way.

This was nice.

A notification chimed on Lily's phone. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, and her expression shifted into something that looked more like confusion.

"Shit." She tapped quickly on her phone. "Nathan just messaged me. Ollie's in St. Michael's."

Marine went over to Lily's side to look over her shoulder. "What happened?"

"Doesn't say." Lily quickly tapped another message into the phone. "Just that he collapsed in Lab 7 and they rushed him there."

Jeanne pushed off from the wall she'd been leaning against. "That idiot's been running himself into the ground for months."

"Yawen, take Viktor back to Sterling." Lily slipped her phone away. "He's got classes tomorrow."

Viktor opened his mouth, but Yawen's hand on his shoulder stopped him. "We'll go to the artificing workshop first. He has some homework for tracking spell mechanics."

The boy's face brightened slightly. "The one with the silver wire?"

"Yes." Yawen nudged him toward the door. "Be careful, everyone."

"I'm coming with you two." Marine moved to the exit of the waiting room.

"Same here." Jeanne flexed her bandaged arm. "Doctor's orders be damned."

"You sure?" Lily asked.

"Totally sure." Jeanne cut her off. "Besides, Ollie owes me quite a bit. Especially after last night's tussle. I'm getting my hazard pay, baby!"

"Fair point." She turned to Gale. "Coming?"

Ollie was one of the only connections left he had in this world. Of course he had to.

"I'm coming," he said.
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                Disinfectant, coffee, and the smell of old people lingered around the hospital corridors. Lily walked faster than normal. A not so noticeable blue light enveloped her heels that seemed to only glow brighter when her speed increased.

Everything in downtown was busy. Gale can never get used to this much people in one place. This hospital they called "St Michael's" was much busier than any of the streets they walked through to get here. The coffee shop outside the hospital and inside the hospital both had long lineups that Coffee Labs in the learning centre couldn't compare to.

"Room 312," Lily checked her phone again. "Private wing."

"Figures," Jeanne muttered. "Ollie's gotta flash that cash."

They reached double doors marked "Private Care Unit," where a security guard pushed the door in as he saw Lily. The hallway beyond felt different in the most literal way possible. Instead of white walls, it had dark polished wood. Every unit inside had a table with a waiting bench. Even though the floors were still the same, somehow the whole hallway had no echo.

"He's got the place on retainer," Marine said, catching Gale's look. "Permanent suite for whenever something goes wrong for him or his connections."

"Which is often," Jeanne said.

They reached a concierge desk. Glass separated the desk from bottom to ceiling. Lily spoke into the metal grilled mic.

"We're here for Oliver Glory."

The nurse barely looked up, still typing on her keyboard. "Ms. Grace. He's in room 312."

"Thanks, Rita." Lily turned left down another corridor and everyone else followed.

Gale's nose wrinkled at the familiar scent of the antiseptic from behind the glass. Breath of the Void definitely does not come in handy with these modern stuff.

Guide, is there no way to turn off the skill? he mouthed, silently uttering the words to not look like he was talking to himself that would probably make him even weirder to the people he saved in the encampment. But, that was assuming they actually didn't think he was weird. The low grunts he did to answer questions back then were completely questionable. 

[Negative. Cleaning agent scents are non primary targets. Threat level: minimal]

Goddammit. I'll make you threat level minimal in the future. Just you wait.

Room 312 had a small nameplate beside it: "O. Glory."

Lily knocked on the door once and then opened it immediately without waiting for a reply.

The room inside looked more like a hotel suite than a hospital. Large windows overlooked the streets below. Crowds walk through the streets dressed in their expensive looking coats probably made of some endangered animal that his dad told him he couldn't hunt because of something called the International Union for Conservation of Nature. Whatever it was, he was still annoyed he couldn't take a bite of a fish he once caught in the arctic.

A leather sofa sat against one wall, a flat-screen TV mounted opposite. In the centre, a hospital bed where Ollie laid motionless. An IV was attached to his arm. He looked much thinner than what felt like just hours ago. Nathan sat beside the bed, still in the same lab coat he wore from when he saw him in the lab.

"I was expecting you," he said, then pretended to smile as he noticed the others. "Not the entire cavalry, though."

"What happened?" Lily asked, moving to Ollie's side.

Nathan set his tablet down. "You know... the usual."

"Dumbass," Jeanne mumbled.

Nathan ran a hand through his hair. "He's been pushing himself for weeks since the situation out west began."

"What situation?" Gale asked.

The others exchanged looks.

"The Jiuling have been hitting our labs," Nathan said. "Two facilities in Vancouver and Calgary—legitimate research centres, nothing to do with the black market stuff. They destroyed equipment, stole data."

"And the east?" Marine asked, her eyes narrowed.

"The Knights have established a foothold in Oshawa," Nathan said. "They've been pressuring local officials to investigate all dust-related businesses. They're looking for Glory Industries connections."

"Well, that's some great news," Lily said.

"Ollie's been trying to handle it all himself," Nathan continued. "Board meetings during the day, lab work at night. Field operations in between. Last I saw him rest was maybe a couple of days ago."

Gale looked at Ollie. He knew how that felt. Even collapsed on his bed after a marathon of training that spanned weeks. He couldn't imagine doing that for months at a time.

"There's more," Nathan said, lowering his voice. "He's been using syringe guns on himself. He said it keeps the machine going."

"Looks like the machine needs maintenance," Jeanne said.

"I told him to stop, but..." Nathan said. "Yesterday was the first time he didn't take one. And his body crashed immediately."

Lily touched Ollie's hand. "Idiot."

"He didn't take it because he gave it away," Gale mumbled.

All eyes turned to him.

"Last night in Oshawa." Gale shifted uncomfortably under their stares. "Ollie gave his gun to a knight. And there were guys in suits that shot him."

"What guys in suits?" Lily asked sharply.

"Path agents, I think," Gale said. "One with a big gun and one with a small machine gun. They also shot at the knights that were fighting Ollie."

"That seems too sus to me. Those knights that jumped me knew exactly where I'd be. Like someone tipped them off," Jeanne grumbled.

Marine turned to Jeanne. "You think it's connected?"

"Has to be." Jeanne tapped her bandaged arm. "I was checking one of Ollie's..."

"And Path agents shooting a knight? Something's fishy. Probably some other group moving, but why against Ollie?" Lily said.

"Wait," Nathan raised a hand. "You're saying Path agents tried to kill Ollie? Glory Industries is their biggest cash cow. That makes zero sense. Even Lennard wouldn't openly harm him like that."

Gale crossed his arms. "I don't know. Apart from that, I just saw a huge muscle guy and a shifty scrawny man with a red jacket. It looked like a B-movie drug deal."

"Red Jacket?" Lily's eyes narrowed. "Tall guy, scar across his cheek?"

Gale nodded.

"I got intel on him just a couple of days ago too," Lily said. "He's connected to someone called Spotlight or whatever."

"You think someone inside the Path is targeting Ollie and us?" Marine asked.

"It would explain the knights showing up at exactly the right places," Jeanne said. "And Path agents taking shots at their own men."

Nathan's face paled. "This is bad. If there's internal sabotage, what if the researchers are in danger too?!"

"We need proof. Solid proof before we point fingers. I've got suspicions, but..." Lily said.

"Could be anyone high up enough with security access details," Marine said. "That's a short list, but still too many names."

"Whoever hit me knew exactly where I would be. That wasn't just a random hit. They waited. Fuckin' eh," Jeanne cursed.

"A setup," Marine said.

Lost. That was the only thing Gale could think of. How does someone even get all this much knowledge about the world in just under 5 years? He wasn't part of these people who talked about backstabbings and the what-not. The most experience he got was reading about a genius detective with a sidekick.

Nathan cleared his throat. "Ollie should be good for now. The doctors say he'll regain consciousness in a few hours, but he needs rest. Real rest, not just those 3 hour power naps he takes."

"Like that's gonna happen," Jeanne snorted.

The door to the room swung open without warning. A man in a worn out suit and an unlit cigarette in his mouth was flanked by two younger men in kempt black suits. His silver hair was cut short. Stubble grew all around his mouth. His eyes swept the room, landing on each person in turn.

"Jonathan," Lily said. "What a surprise."

"Lily," Jonathan nodded, then his gaze fixed on Gale. "And the one and only, Mr. Hathie. Didn't expect to find you here."

Lily stepped forward, positioning herself between Jonathan and the hospital bed. "What do you want, Jonathan?"

Jonathan reached for something in his jacket and held up a lighter in front of his unlit cigarette. Before he could light it, the man to his right whispered something in his ear, making him put the lighter back.

"Listen, I'm just doing my job here. The Path has investments in Glory's operations. His condition is... concerning to those upstairs."

"Bullshit," Jeanne almost shouted. "You vultures only care about your profit margins. Where were your concerns when he was working himself to death these past months?"

Marine moved an arm under her own jacket but did not take out what was underneath. "Convenient timing, showing up right after attacks on both Glory facilities and personnel."

"Attacks that happened on your watch," Lily said. "You're Division 16, Jonathan. Security is literally your job. Yet somehow Knights knew exactly where Jeanne would be, and Path agents are shooting at UK members in Ollie's warehouse."

"Look, the Path is too big for micromanagement." Jonathan's face remained impassive. "I can't keep tabs on every agent out there, no matter what the Arcanes expect."

"Funny how all these 'unmonitored activities' hurt Ollie's operations specifically," Marine said.

"Now let's be clear. There are other raids that happened, not just in Ollie's operations." Jonathan looked over towards Gale. "How is your adjustment going, Gale? Path's arrangement working out for you?"

Gale took a step back. "You mean the arrangements to force me to sign a contract? Did you think I wouldn't figure that out?"

Jonathan held both hands up. "Don't blame me for that one. Those decisions come from above my pay grade. The Arcanes have their rules for people like you. I just implement what they tell me."

Gale turned away from Jonathan to look back at Ollie's face. "I think you should leave."

Jonathan blinked, then laughed. "Let's be real here for a minute. I'm not taking orders from a 17 year old that just came into the scene a couple of months ago."

Gale held back his clenched fist, trying to keep himself from punching the man's face.

"Well, this 17 year old seems to be important to your organization," he said, stepping closer to Jonathan. "So if you want to keep a relationship with me, you should probably do what I ask."

"Now I would, if it wasn't for the fact that your age matters here, Gale," Jonathan said. "Quite the attitude, making demands in a game you have yet to play."

The two guards beside Jonathan stepped closer to his side and stood up straighter than before. Nathan stepped forward, inching closer to the bed.

Standing up against a man who clearly knows 'the game' was a stupid idea. It's stupid, Gale, and now your mouth's drying up at not knowing what to say. Everyone was playing at something, even Lily, Marine, and Jeanne. But if they were playing at something and they're Mr. Saviour to him…

A lie took shape in his mind.

"I know exactly how valuable the people who came out of Red Hollows are," Gale said. "Every single Awakened that survived that incident is a combatant according to Aur. And combat assets are the most valuable resource in Aur."

He gestured to Lily, Jeanne, and Marine in the room. "The Blue Witches are loyal to me. They've made that clear." Taking a step forward, he continued, "You push me, you push them. They might just decide that doing jobs for the Path isn't worth their time anymore."

Lily's mouth gaped. Marine didn't look fazed at the provocation, but her stance eased up even with her hand in her jacket. Jeanne, on the other hand, had the same big smirk she had back at the hospital.

Jonathan's expression finally faltered. A slight frown formed on his lips. "Bold claims, but what about Glory?" His eyes turned to the hospital bed. "His labs, money, connections. All of it keeps your 'Blue Witches' operational."

Lily flinched at the name.

"You think that'll continue if… I don't know," Jonathan continued. "Your witches break away from contracts?"

A drop of sweat beaded on Gale's forehead in the air conditioned room. He didn't think he'd get this far in that lie. He didn't even think at all. The dark knight that taught him how to fight told him to always keep on the offensive. And this was Ollie they were talking about.

He had to double down.

It was then Gale locked eyes with Jonathan and spoke the single most audacious lie yet.

"Ollie will follow me."

Jonathan stared at him, trying to gauge if he actually believed in what he was saying or if it was all a bluff.

Marine shifted closer to Gale's side. Jeanne moved to flank him on the other. Both were now mirrored against the men on Jonathan's side.

Nathan, who had been trying to stay out of the confrontation, had edged away from Jonathan and closer to Ollie's bed.

"I see," Jonathan said finally, loosening his tie and taking off the cigarette on his lips. He casually flicked it backwards, and it landed directly in the trash bin. "We'll continue this when Glory's up. His input might change the picture considerably."

He turned to go but paused at the door. "The Path doesn't take well to threats, Gale Hathie. Not even from someone with your... unique background. Remember that before you make promises involving other people."

With that, Jonathan and his guards slipped out, the door clicking shut behind them.

The moment the door closed, Gale felt himself collapse onto the chair beside him. His arms hung loosely on the armrests as he dropped his head back to the headrest. The adrenaline from saying so much bullshit felt almost as much as the first time he'd slain his first forest beast in the Eclipsed.

"Holy shit," Marine whispered. "You just stood up to Carl-I mean Jonathan."

Nathan sighed in relief. "That was either incredibly brave or incredibly foolish."

"Possibly both," Lily glanced to her side at Gale. "But effective."

He sank into the chair, the adrenaline draining from his system. What was he even thinking? Playing games that he wasn't involved in. All he wanted to do was give that asshole number 1 a piece of his mind.

He glanced at Ollie, imagining what he would say when he woke up. It could only go two ways. Him getting mad at Gale for saying something stupid. Or Ollie cutting him off for making more trouble. The worst of the worst scenarios.

"I don't know what I'm doing," he said.

Lily rested a hand on his shoulder. "Welcome to Aur, Gale. None of us do."

A small groan from the bed drew everyone's attention. Ollie's fingers twitched against the white hospital sheets.

"He's waking up," Nathan said, moving quickly to check the monitors.
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                Gale watched Nathan take the remote control by the nightstand and press the button. The bed inclined until Ollie could see everyone in the room. When Ollie's eyes finally opened, they were the deepest bloodshot red eyes that he’d ever seen from a human.

"I heard the last part," Ollie groaned. "None of us know what we're doing. Some words of wisdom right there."

"Ollie!" Lily moved closer to the bed. "You should rest."

Ollie ignored her, his bloodshot eyes finding Gale. "Welcome to the club where eating dinner with your backstabbers occurs every Sunday."

"Why Sunday?" Gale immediately asked.

The question made Ollie cough. Nathan handed him a bottled water, but he refused it.

"Nathan, hand me a gun syringe," Ollie said.

Lily shot Nathan a look, making him cower down.

"Look. I finished my tactical sleep. Now I need ingredient #2," Ollie said.

"Hmph. You've been running yourself into the ground for months. Look at you now," Jeanne said. First time she had said something that didn't sound like sarcasm or rough.

"The machine doesn't sleep." Ollie took the water bottle from Nathan, drinking it before speaking again. "Speaking of which... did I hear you right, Gale? 'Ollie will follow me'?"

Gale felt his face flush. "Sorry…"

"It's fine. Someone had to stand up to asshole number 1. Didn't expect it would be you though." Ollie chuckled weakly. "Jonathan's been hounding me for months."

"You heard that whole conversation?" Marine asked, eyebrows raised.

"Enough of it." Ollie shifted, wincing as he tried to sit up. "The Blue Witches and me, huh? Not a bad power play."

"You should go back to sleep," Nathan said.

Ollie ignored him, waving him off weakly.

Seeing him like this, Gale suddenly remembered Vianne's story. If it gave him physical objects, why not let others use it? Looking around, everyone had their attentions on him and Ollie. He needed a tactical retreat to get the Vit Vial from the store. He’s definitely not crazy, but just in case anyone asks.

"I need to use the washroom," Gale said suddenly. "Be right back."

Lily gave him a weird look, then pointed to the other door at the other side of the room. The weird look didn't matter. They probably all thought he was weird already anyway. Going inside the washroom, it was unnecessarily twice the size of his apartment and it was inside of a single-person hospital room. A bigger washroom would probably be easier for sick patients to move around in rather than a cramped one. Very functional.

Standing in front of the mirror, he pulled up Vianne's Express Amazing Store. The vial was already on the front page of recently viewed items.

[Vit Vial]

[Description: A vial of vitality essence]

[Consumable]

[Effects: restores 20% vitality of self or target, max amount: 200 vitality points]

[Cost: 100 points]

Guide, can I use items I bought in the store on other people? He mouthed while looking at his reflection.

[Affirmative. Item can be administered to others. Effect remains consistent regardless of recipient.]

The only issue was that it was 100 points. He only had 200 total currently. Half of his points to get Ollie to recover 20% of his health was a steep bargain. There'd be no telling if he would need those points later too for himself. He'd definitely regret it if he was only 100 points short for something big.

Regret?

He could regret and wallow later. His friend needed it. The dark knight did say to forge connections, but this wasn't about that. It was for Ollie right here, right now. I just want to help a friend. No need to think of anything else.

But… just in case, he asked, How do I get more points?

[Points are earned through completion of missions]

What missions are available?

[Available Missions:]


	[Attain Core Class: Attuned]

	[Attain Lv. 3 in all basic skills]

	[Close a Rift][Repeatable]

	[Practice skills][Weekly]



[Current Active Missions:]


	[Vianne's Origin Fragments][1/8]



"Wait, there are repeatable missions? And daily ones? Why didn't you tell me about these before?" he accidentally whispered outloud.

[Host did not ask]

Are you kidding me seriously right now?! Gale cringed, forcing his whole face not to crumple in on itself. He could've been earning points!

No more hesitating. Gale tapped on the status screen, scrolling to the Vit Vial.

A notification popped up as soon as he tapped on the Vit Vial.

[Purchase: Vit Vial - 100 points]

[Confirm? Y/N]

Tapping the Y button, a small red vial materialized in his hand. Warmth emanated from it, pulsing like a heartbeat. The vial contained a deep translucent liquid that glowed faintly. It was smaller than expected, about the size of a double A battery.

[Purchase complete. Remaining points: 100]

Pocketing the vial, he turned back to the room and twisted the knob. Everyone looked at him as he exited the washroom.

"You okay?" Lily asked.

"Do men not flush?" Jeanne asked.

Gale shook his head, then went over to Ollie's side. He pulled out the small red vial from his pocket.

"Ollie, drink this," he said.

Nathan stepped forward. "What is that? He shouldn't drink anything sugary."

"It's fine, Nathan," Ollie interrupted, staring at the vial. "What is it, Gale?"

Gale held the vial out. "Got it from the stone tower. Think of it as, um… for your vitality."

Ollie raised one eye brow, then took the vial from his hand. "Well, can't get much worse than I am right now, right? Bottoms up."

He downed the contents in one gulp.

For a moment, nothing happened. Just as people were about to say anything, the lights in the room dimmed. A red glow spread throughout Ollie's veins, tracing through his entire body through the sheet of the hospital garments.

Everyone took a step back, except Gale.

Ollie gasped and looked at his own arms. The monitors beside the bed beeped increased, then settled into a steadier rhythm once the glow was gone.

The room went silent again.

"The fuck was that?" Ollie blinked multiple times while looking at his own hands. Colour had returned to his face. The dark circles under his eyes had faded significantly.

"Just something I picked up from the stone tower," Gale said. The effects were much more dramatic than he expected. However, going from maybe near 0 to 20 was a big difference.

Nathan rushed to check the monitors. "Your vitals are becoming… relatively normal. Blood pressure, heart rate, ECG. All of them just slightly above what would be considered bad."

Ollie swung his legs over the side of the bed, pulling the IV from his arm and the ECG pads all over his body. Nathan was too late to stop him from doing so.

"What? I feel like I just woke up from the best sleep of my life." He stood straight up. "Better than those damn syringe guns. Way better."

"Ollie, you should still rest up for a bit," Lily said.

"The machine is back," Ollie cut her off.

"Woah, you got any more of those?" Marine asked.

"You should at least let the doctor check you first," Nathan tried to keep him down, but Ollie waved him off.

"I know my own body best. I feel like I just had a few days' worth of sleep," Ollie raised his tone. "Whatever that was, I owe you one. Much better than sticking in a needle that looks like a gun."

Lily's eyes narrowed towards Gale. "You just happen to have those potions in your pocket? Sounds like something straight out of a game."

Game? There was no deer in that washroom. That liquid in that vial definitely didn't come from an animal he hunted. There weren't even any game to hunt around here in downtown.

"Now let's get back to business. What matters is Jonathan showed up here, which means the Path is watching more closely than I thought." Ollie grabbed his jacket from the wooden coat rack just beside his bed. "And you, Gale, just became a thorn on their side."

"I didn't mean to…" Gale mumbled.

"No, it was brilliant," Ollie said, crouching down and looking for his shoes under the bed. "But also dangerous as hell. You said the Blue Witches and I would follow you. Bold claim, Mister. Sir, very bold."

Marine chuckled. "It was pretty badass though."

Ollie found his shoes and put them on while standing. "So, you seem to know something about the Red Hollow or the Red Death incident. How'd you figure that out?"

Gale's eyes glanced at Lily just for an instant.

"I mean, I'm guessing Lily probably told you or something," Ollie continued, tying his shoes. "But what you need to know is this. In Aur, the people who got out of that hellhole we went through, they call them Red Hollows. They're a special breed of awakened."

Ollie stood up, now fully dressed and looking like a standard Path businessman. "Everyone who came out awakened as a combatant. Not just awakened. Awakened with specific powers related to what we saw there."

He gestured toward Jeanne. "Take Jeanne here. She's got constant body strengthening. It's passive. She's just always like that without using any ether. She can amp it up if she uses her ether. Just like those beasts in the forest. Makes her tough like those fugly forest beasts. Smells like one too."

"Hey!" Jeanne shouted, flustered.

"And Lily," Ollie continued, "can throw those lances, the blue light ones that came from the moon and do some more funky stuff with it. The mundane all got out, awakened, and got something out of that place."

"Most people who exit rifts have about a 50/50 chance of awakening. And getting a combat related gift? That's even less chance. Like 10% of that 50/50." Lily added. "And for everyone that came out of that rift to have combat aspects? That's unheard of."

Ollie slicked his hair back. "That's why the Path watches them. The awakened from the red hollows are all strong, valuable assets." His eyes fixed on Gale. "So how'd you know? How'd you figure that out to use against Jonathan?"

Gale looked down, not knowing what to say. He didn't know any of that. What else could he say other than, "I didn't."

"What?" Ollie leaned forward.

"I didn't know. I was making it all up. I just wanted him to leave us alone," Gale said.

Ollie laughed hysterically. The others joined in on his laugh, Jeanne being the biggest laugher.

"You!" Ollie laughed with a gasp, "You just pulled that out of your ass? You threatened Jonathan with information you didn't even have?"

Marine joined in the laughter, while Jeanne shook her head with a smirk. Even Lily cracked a smile.

"Asshole number 1," Gale mumbled.

"Oh, he absolutely is." Ollie straightened, wiping tears from his eyes. "But you accidentally hit the nail on the head. That's probably why Jonathan looked so rattled."

Was he rattled? As far as Gale knew, the man looked completely undisturbed by any of what he said.

"This isn't funny, Ollie. If Jonathan thinks Gale actually knows insider information, then bad things could happen to him!" Nathan tried to raise his voice to go over the last few laughs.

"Relax, Nathan." Ollie clapped a hand on Gale's shoulder. "Our boy here just got lucky. And now Jonathan's going to be looking over his shoulder, wondering what else he knows."

The smile on Ollie immediately faded. "But Nathan's right about one thing. You've put yourself on their radar now. The Path doesn't like wildcards. They'll either try to recruit you or neutralize you."

Great. He went from invisible to target practice for any of the agents under Jonathan. So what! Let them. They won't follow him all the way to the Arctic.

Ollie paced across the small room, hand on his chin, thinking. He stopped and faced Gale. "This brings me to a proposition. I want you to join the Path under my umbrella."

Gale frowned. "Your umbrella?"

"My division," Ollie explained. "Weapons R&D department. We specialize in artificing and researching new applications of magic to firearms and other weapons. Plus defensive artefacts for those with more delicate bodies like me."

"Ollie's division is one of the most autonomous in the Path. Its relationship with the higher-ups is... complicated," Nathan added.

"That's putting it mildly," Lily muttered.

"The point is," Ollie continued, "you'd have protection. You'd be officially Path, but you'd answer to me, not Jonathan or any other stuffed suit."

This was way too much. He couldn't just take all of this for granted. The first time he asked him, sure, he could just decline. This was the second time though. If one way or another, Ollie suddenly leaves him, then he'd have nothing to go back on. Can't even work at McDs without a G.E.D. The woods? No. That's only the last resort.

"I appreciate the offer," Gale said slowly. "Really, I do. But..."

"But?"

"I'd rather prefer to be more like the Blue Witches. Independent. Maybe work with you when I'm not in class?"

"Right. I forgot you were taking classes. But most of the work I give out are during the night anyways," Ollie said.

"I also have classes at night."

Ollie sighed, putting a palm on his face. "Then what about personal missions from me at your own timing?"

"Are those the off the books thing you did like last night? I could do those," Gale asked.

Marine put her index finger on her mouth. "Shhh. No one has to hear that."

Gale covered his own mouth with his hand and nodded.

Ollie raised an eyebrow. "My side business?"

Nathan cleared his throat and nervously looked around. "Ollie, maybe we should discuss this somewhere more discreet."

"No, it's fine." Ollie held up a hand, never taking his eyes off Gale. "Seems our boy knows more than he lets on."

A grin formed on Ollie's lips. "Whatever happened to that innocent nightmare demon that kept everyone alive? Thought you'd come back the same. I guess two extra months with asshole number 1 does stuff to people."

"It does," Gale said simply.

Ollie laughed again.

"I had a whole speech prepared about bringing you into the Path slowly, teaching you the ropes, protecting your innocence." He wiped the tears off his eyes. "But it seems you've got your own ideas already."

"Is that a yes or a no?" Gale asked.

"It's a 'tell me more,'" Ollie replied. "What exactly are you offering, Gale? And what do you want in return?"

Before Gale could answer, there was a soft knock at the door. Everyone in the room got on guard, just in case it was the Path agents again.

"Who is it?" Lily called, positioning herself at the door.

"It's Rachel," the familiar voice came from the other side. "I heard Ollie was here."

"Rachel?" Gale whispered to himself.
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                Across from Gale, Rachel stared at the window where traffic and pedestrians moved to wherever they were going to. She hadn't said anything in a while after inviting him for lunch from the hospital.

The restaurant's name was called 'Fran's Restaurant'. It was the first time Gale had ever been to a restaurant. Fancy hanging lighting everywhere, the scent of bacon, eggs, waffles, chicken, and steak all in one area couldn't take away the unease he felt from why she wasn't talking.

A waitress passed by, coffee pot in hand. "Refill?"

Gale nodded. Anything to interrupt him from the silence right now was good. The waitress left after pouring more coffee into only his cup. Rachel didn't even look at the waitress as she kept her head turned watching the street. Somewhere online, he read small talk was part of adult working life to take away awkwardness.

"So," Gale said in his most casual tone, "how are you?"

"Fine," Rachel said.

Fine was good. She was fine. Now it was his turn to talk.

"I'm good too. Thank you for asking. The weather's pretty nice."

For what felt like a thousand heartbeats, she didn't reply to what he said. This small talk thing wasn't working. Why? He could try another angle.

"Soo, the food's pretty good here. Lots of smells that smell really good," Gale said.

Rachel's eyes flicked to his own half-eaten stack of pancakes, then back to watching the crowd pass by and cars roar by, stuck in the traffic of downtown.

He took another bite. The mushy texture no longer made the pancake taste good. A plate shattered somewhere inside the kitchen, causing him to flick his head to where it came from. His hand already reaching down into his left pocket as a spike of adrenaline rushed through his veins. For a blink of an eye, he felt her gaze fall on him, but before he could look back at her, it was already gone.

She changed. Her hair was longer from before. Longer with subtle waviness that went down to her elbows. Red highlights shined when it hit the sun, making it look more like strands of fire that even caught the attention of the children from the booth across from theirs.

Her hands covered the mug on its sides, though she barely drank. It was still full, probably cold by now. Scars on her knuckles were evident. It was his first time noticing them.

"How have you been?" Rachel asked, startling him.

Gale swallowed. "Good. I've been good."

The small talk finally continued. But what to say after? Was there anything else to say after? He never thought he'd get this far, though that was the story of his life.

"And?"

"Um-uh, I-ah, really," he shook his head, then took a deep breath. "I signed up for classes at this adult learning centre. Chemistry, English, basic stuff. Trying to get my G.E.D, just the normal stuff."

He stabbed at his pancakes and continued, "It's weird being the youngest one there. A lot of them got careers and kids and mortgages, and I'm like, 'Hey guys, anyone know how to file taxes?'"

He attempted to smile. Still no response. All he knew was he needed to keep talking. "Last week, this guy Andrew tried to convince me the building's haunted. Not that I'm scared or anything like that. I mean, how would you even hit a ghost or kill it to death, you know?"

He laughed weakly, but Rachel's expression stayed deadpan. Her eyes stared down at him that made Gale shrink, not knowing what else to say. There was nothing else he could think of. That's how he had been the past couple of weeks or months since he got back.

On her side, she hadn't even touched her food. The steak and eggs had gotten cold already, fat forming a white film around the edges. The thing they called 'hash browns' looked soggy now too.

Gale drank the coffee. Very bitter with no milk and sugar. Good distraction.

Rachel moved her coffee closer to the window, its contents spilling a little. "What happened to you in the Eclipsed after we left?"

The question caught him off guard. He got out. That was all that mattered. Should he tell her about the corruption or about Vianne or about everything that happened where he almost died at the end? But those were all things that hurt to remember.

"I..." he began. I went to the underground, got beaten up by that dark knight multiple times. It hurt so much, and all I could think of was going back to see you again. Each and every fight after I was left behind was either life or death, yet the pain of being alone was more painful than any of that. It's what he wanted to say, but Rachel looked like she was already in a bad mood.

"After you all left, I just ran away," he said finally. "I ended up at the stone tower in the forest. It was abandoned, at least that's what I thought at first."

Her eyes narrowed. "At first?"

"Yeah, there was this..." Gale shifted in his seat, attempting to smile as much as possible. "There was someone there. The knight who stabbed you. He lived in the basement of the tower."

Gale's voice picked up speed, "You should've seen this basement. It wasn't just a room. It was more like a maze. Several and multiple corridors led to a lot of places in it."

Rachel's expression didn't change, but Gale pushed on.

"The knight, he was... well, he wasn't friendly, but he taught me things. How to fight better. How to use a sword properly." Gale waved his fork around vaguely to imitate the movements. "That's why I got better at combat. He was tough, brutal even, but I learned a lot."

He leaned forward, caught up in his own story now. "Then Elliot showed up at a castle. You remember him, right? And you remember the castle? He was in that castle and then the knight also showed up."

Gale's eyes lit up, tone even rising to upbeat levels as well. "I got lucky. The knight and Elliot hated each other. When they both showed up, I managed to play them against each other. Got them fighting, and then bam, I got both of them just like that. Crazy, right?"

A tear rolled down Rachel's cheek, stopping Gale mid-sentence. Her face contorted, eyes glaring at him. More tears followed, streaming down her face.

"Rachel?" Gale whispered as his smile faltered.

"We were supposed to fight together." Her voice trembled. "We were a team, Gale. All of us."

Gale's heart ached when she said that. His mouth opened, unable to form words on his tongue.

"Do you know what it was like?" Rachel's tone rose with her trembling voice, enough so that other tables could hear. "Coming back five years ago, without you? Having to explain to everyone that we just left you there?"

She pressed her palms against the table. "We tried to go back. For months, we tried everything. Ollie kept trying to find tech and artifacts that could go back to the same world as you to get you back."

Gale looked down at his hands, unable to meet her eyes.

"And here you are," Rachel continued, "talking about your adventures like it was some vacation. Like it was all an adventure and fun to be trapped in that hell alone."

"It wasn't…"

"Five years, Gale. Five years we thought you were dead." Another tear slid down her face. "Do you know what that did to us? To me?"

Rachel's breathing grew shaky.

"You threw me away," she said, wiping the tears off her cheeks. "You made that choice for all of us. I was just burden to be saved, isn't that right?"

"That's not it-"

"It is!" Rachel hit the table with a fist, shaking the cutlery. "You always wanted to run away, right?! Did it feel good knowing that we didn't get in your way anymore?"

A few heads turned from nearby booths. Even the children from the other booth turned their heads their way. Rachel either didn't notice or didn't care.

"You didn't tru-trust me enough to fight beside you," she said. "After everything we went through together, you still saw us as liabilities."

Gale clenched his fist, daring to look up at her face. "I was trying to protect you."

"We didn't need your protection!" Rachel shouted. "We needed your trust. We needed you to believe in us enough to let us stand with you."

She wiped her tears. "Do you know what's worse than dying? It's living with the fact that someone you cared about sacrificed themselves because they thought you weren't good enough."

Wasn't being saved enough? She should've been happy that she could live a normal life much faster than him. It was him that got stuck in that hellhole, off to fend for himself for a couple of more months while she got to live a normal life back on Earth. She got to see her family and probably made many friends all the while he was stuck. So why didn't she smile at him when he just came back?

"That's not fair," he said weakly.

"No, what's not fair is making decisions for other people because you're..." Rachel wiped more of the tears from her eyes. "Too afraid to trust them."

She was right, but he thought she was dying. There was nothing else he could've done in that situation.

"You don't understand," he tried again. "The knight was strong, and he-"

"Stop," Rachel cut him off. "Just stop with the stories. I don't care about the knight or Elliot or whatever adventure you had. I care about why you pushed us away."

She leaned back on to the backrest, tears still streaming. "Why did you do it, Gale? Why didn't you let us stay and help you?"

Why did he do it? That was also the question he wanted to know, and the knight told him so already.

"We spent months together in that place," Rachel continued. "We fought together, survived together. We were all prepared to die. I thought we could've fought together. Could've fought until the next exit came up even if it was ju-"

"I didn't want to lose you!" Gale suddenly yelled, then his voice softened. "Ok? I didn't want to lose you so I saved you… and I lost you anyways…"

Understanding how to trust, understanding how to let people in. It was all too hard. I don't know what to do, and I'm scared. But how does one say that when no one told me how? There was so much Gale wanted to say, but it all died on his tongue.

"I…" Rachel tightened her hands together, tears streaming down her cheeks.

"Every person I ever cared about left me," Gale continued. "My parents disappeared when I was twelve. Everyone at the orphanage either left or turned on me. And then in the Eclipsed, I finally found people who didn't run away, who didn't hate me for what I was—and I couldn't bear the thought of watching you… disappear."

Taking another breath, he said, "I saw the knight strike you. I saw your blood. And..."

Gale looked down at his hands, imagining her blood still on his palms. "I didn't think about being a hero. I didn't think at all. I just knew I couldn't watch another person I cared about disappear while I did nothing."

It was one of the first times he ever felt so vulnerable. Facing the dark knight and Elliot. Heck, even facing the ghost was easier. At least their attacks could be dodged. But words couldn't, especially not from her.

"I wasn't trying to be a lone hero," Gale whispered. "I was just afraid. Afraid of watching you die and knowing it was my fault for not being strong enough, fast enough, smart enough to protect you."

Rachel's grip tightened on the mug.

“The whole point was fighting together," she said. Her voice no longer carried anger, faltering even when she looked into Gale's eyes. Her expression softened. “That was the whole point.”

She pushed her plate away and held the mug with both hands, heating up the coffee to a boil.

“You know what’s crazy?” Rachel said. “When we first met you in that world, this rabid boy who looked like he’d snap at anything sudden-”

She stopped abruptly. A waitress approached their table but backed away after looking at the situation between them.

Rachel’s gaze drifted to the window. “Ollie had so many ideas and plans he wrote down.”

“Plans?” Gale asked.

“To open a rift to that world.” Her voice remained flat, carrying something somber rather than angry. “He tried for months, and I did too, helping him with all I've got."

Rachel's grip on the mug softened. Gale noticed the scars on her knuckles even more. He knew she used her fists mostly when fighting, but they bore signs of recent conflict. She caught him looking and tucked her hands beneath the table.

“You should have seen the ceremony,” she said suddenly, lips twisting into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “When we came back. Everyone celebrating.”

She played with her coffee mug in small circles, swishing the coffee around. “My grandmother actually cried for once.”

She said nothing more, but he saw her mouth open, but no words came out.

Gale sighed, putting his fork down. “I didn’t mean to-”

“Don’t.” Rachel stopped him before he could say anything. She closed her eyes and took a breath. When she opened them again, something had changed. The tears no longer flowed, and her eyes looked into his with firmness.

Her fingers traced the scars on her hands.

“I tried so hard,” she whispered, not completing the thought.

A family in the next booth over suddenly laughed at something. Rachel’s eyes turned towards them, lingering for just a few seconds.

She looked back at Gale. “Five years is a long time.”

He didn't know what to do or say. He had already told her wholeheartedly why he pushed her away. Yet her eyes wanted more.

“The months I stayed in that rift with you and the others…” Gale finally managed to say something, anything. “It felt like hell. Not because of the fighting or the danger, but because all I wanted was to go back. I thought I would’ve been there alone, forever.”

His voice started to tremble, unable to stabilize it. “And when I realized it had been ten years since I first entered the rift, I didn't know what to do. I didn't know where to find anyone, and I was alone. Again."

Gale looked into her eyes. "I was just 17 years old just a couple of months ago. Now, they all think I'm close to 30, and… I don't know what I'm saying." He sighed. "I don't even know how to file my own taxes."

He reached out to hold her arm slowly, afraid she’d take her hand away, not breaking eye contact. Her arms stayed where they were, allowing him to feel her warmth. "I know 'sorry' is not enough. I know that. I don't even know where to start. I… I need your help."

She said nothing for a long moment. They stared at each other for a while. The loud honks from the traffic didn't interrupt her eye contact at all.

"Please," Gale whispered.

“You can’t undo five years,” she said finally.

“I used to check my phone every night for months, hoping that someone would come out of the Red Hollows,” Rachel said, her fingers trembling on the mug. “It doesn’t hurt to share the weight."

“I never meant to take it all-” Gale started.

“You want to make it right?” Rachel interrupted. “Be honest with me.”

Her eyes softened while still looking into his. The warmth was back.

“No more secrets,” she said. “And understand that trust…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to.

“We start there,” Rachel said firmly. “With the truth. All of it.”

            

    
        Chapter 90

    
    
    
    
                Pressing his face against the passenger window, Gale's eyes widened at the large black iron gate that opened automatically as Rachel's car neared. The car entered into a brick road leading to a large mansion that looked more like a castle. In big roman letters, the sign said "Ann Family Estate."

The estate sprawled across the property like something from a movie or a story. Three stories of limestone and glass stretched in both directions, with perfect symmetry. Autumn had turned the surrounding trees into a beautiful cascade of halloween colours. Tall hedges covered the whole perimeter, preventing anyone from looking in from outside.

"You live here?" Gale asked.

Rachel kept her eyes on the road. "Yup. Welcome home."

Gale remembered one book he read about a rich main character. The book, in particular, was from the perspective of the secondary character rather than the main character. Never could he have imagined he would have that same feeling from a character in a book.

On the other hand, he lived in a rinky dinky orphanage that had peeling paint whenever he scraped by it even just a little bit with his shoulders. Looking down on his outfit, gray hoodie, slightly baggy jeans, and a backpack with a hole on the side. Was if he was even allowed in this kind of… rich people area.

He glanced at Rachel still holding the wheel.

It should be fine. Fine is good. But fine wasn't good when she said fine earlier in the diner. He needed to look up what 'fine' meant later.

The car came to a halt by the front door of the house. Getting out of the car, he saw a sign just by the front door that said "Ann Family."

"You grew up here?" Gale asked, bending his neck upwards to look at everything.

"Yeah," Rachel also got out of the car and walked to his side. "It's just a house."

"Your 'just a house' could fit my entire apartment building. Twice."

Rachel didn't answer.

Gale followed her as she walked to the front door. She placed her thumb against a small panel beside the knob. A green light flashed, and then she placed her palm flat against another panel that slid out from the wall.

Her hand glowed blue.

The pulse from her hand felt like ether seeping into the device, but ether that's different from Ollie's. Closer to the signature of the essence he uses. However, a hint of difference still remained.

"You're using ether to unlock your door?" he asked.

Rachel nodded. "Family's security system."

"That's..." Gale thought of a word for a second. "Excessive?"

"My grandmother's idea." She smiled as the door swung open fully. "After you."

Stepping inside the mansion, the sight of it all had him more frozen than he was when he was in the neutral grounds below Royal York Hotel.

The entrance hall had a ceiling thats 3 stories high, ending in a domed skylight. But what caught his attention were the materials. Breath of the Void had fed him that these weren't just mundane materials, as they had lingering ether signatures. The floor beneath his feet looked like the same shiny white rock, but it had veins of ether flowing through them. The walls were the same. Wooden panels that seemed to move when he looked away from them. Each grain on that same wood looked like it was etched with microscopic glyphs.

"What is this place made of?" he asked, kneeling to touch the floor.

"Materials from the rift."

"The rift?"

"My grandmother has particular tastes… The floor is I think cloudstone? It makes the space less echoey. The walls are made of living wood, at least that's what I call it anyways." Rachel said.

The wooden panel nearest to them seemed to shift. The patterns in the grain realigned themselves, forming circular patterns that mimicked wood, but clearly not. "Also serves as security. The whole house basically has a nervous system that responds to threats."

"Young Miss," a voice interrupted.

Gale stopped himself from almost flinching, stopping his left hand from going into his left pocket. He took a deep breath to calm his throbbing heart before looking at the figure.

A tall man in a black suit for a butler appeared from a hallway on the left. He had straight silver hair tied into a ponytail. His features seemed too perfectly symmetrical to be human, more like the elves that books had described. His eyes swept over Rachel briefly, and then gave Gale a clearly obvious stink eye.

"You didn't inform us you would be bringing a guest," the man said.

"I don't need to inform you of my visitors, Gerard," Rachel said.

"Your grandmother has certain expectations regarding security clearance, especially when dealing with..." Gerard's eyes briefly glanced at Gale again. "...individuals looking like unsheltered humans."

"This is Gale," Rachel said. "He's one of the friends that got stuck with me in the rift from before."

Gerard's eyebrows rose. "One of your forest followers? I was under the impression they had all been accounted for."

"He just came back," Rachel said.

"How convenient," Gerard murmured. "Perhaps sir would like to check his... belongings at the door? We have had issues with outside contaminants in the past."

"Gerard," Rachel said with a voice much lower than before, sounding firmer. "Gale is my guest. He saved my life. Multiple times."

"Of course, Miss Rachel." Gerard bowed slightly. "Nevertheless, the guest quarters might be more appropriate for uncleared-"

"Gerard," Rachel said.

The butler's expression remained neutral, but his eyes showed all the disapproval that made Gale shrink. Rich people having butlers and security stuff. He couldn't understand.

"As you wish, Miss Rachel. Shall I inform Lady Ann of your guest's arrival?" Gerard asked.

"No," Rachel said. "We won't be staying long. Just grabbing some things from my room."

Gerard nodded and walked away, his steps silent on the strange floor.

"Your grandmother sounds… crazy," Gale said, following Rachel closely as to not get lost. "Wait, can I say that? She can't hear me right?"

"Hahaha. No, she can't, but crazy is putting it mildly." Rachel's lips curled into a half-smile. "Let's just say she's from old Aur. Very traditional. Very... particular about who enters her home."

They passed multiple closed doors. Rachel pointed out that one of them was a dojo she would practice in on a daily basis. Then a dining room that she felt uncomfortable in.

Photos lined the corridor walls, showing people he didn't know and also Rachel's various ages. One of them had her holding up a trophy in a school with all the other kids in the background. In one other photo, a man and a woman stood beside her.

"Is that your parents?" Gale asked, pointing to a photo of Rachel as a young girl standing between a smiling couple. Her smile, the brightest he's ever seen while her dad and mom held her shoulders on each side.

Rachel stopped. Her eyes turned to the small photo on the wall.

"Yeah," she said, smiling softly as her eyes dilated. "That was my first win in the middle school school's boxing tournament."

"You looked really happy."

"Because I was. Was really happy," Rachel said, touching the frame of the picture. "Not much to say other than that. They're just… never home now."

"Sorry," Gale said.

"Don't be." Rachel's fingers lingered on the photo frame, tracing the edge. "Grandma says they're in an adventure out there in the world searching for places where we can be safer. Been saying that since I was around twelve."

Mom and dad also said those things. Keep moving to be safer. Even though they always moved and had a hard life, it was happy. That's all that mattered.

The way Rachel's eyes trembled as she looked at the picture frame, she probably thought the same.

Gale's hand moved and placed itself on her shoulder, hoping it would be some semblance of comfort. She looked back at him. The same warm smile he saw from back then, now in the most literal sense as the air warmed up around him.

"Come on. We got more stuff to see." Rachel took his hand on her shoulder by the wrist and then dragged him softly along the corridors, holding it the whole while.

Eventually, they reached a door at the end of the hall.

"This is my room," Rachel said, her hand on the doorknob. "What's wrong? You look like I just invited you to jump off a cliff."

Gale hesitated going in. "I've never been in a girl's room before. Boys weren't allowed in girls' rooms."

Rachel burst out laughing, wiping tears off her eyes. "You fought monsters in another dimension but you're scared of a bedroom?"

She pushed the door open, and it revealed a room he wasn't expecting. Other than the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the backyard with the scenery of the autumn colours unlike any other, it only had a large bed, a dark blue comforter, a desk with a computer chair, and everything else was plain compared to the hallway. It looked more like his lifestyle other than the stuffed toys and the size difference.

"What were you expecting?" Rachel asked. "Frilly curtains and pink bedding?"

"Kind of, yeah," Gale said.

She walked to a door across the room. "Come on. I want to show you something."

Gale walked over, following her. The door opened to a walk-in closet. Even just the closet was bigger than his whole apartment unit.

Rachel knelt beside a dresser and pulled out a wooden chest from a pile of clothes.

It looked old, plain, and easily missed. She placed it just outside of the walk-in closet and sat down.

"Sit," she told him.

Gale sat in front of her in a lotus position, eyeing the wooden chest.

When the box opened, the smell hit him right away. The leafy smell of the forest, rocks, dirt, and surprisingly, creek water. Inside, a bunch of random stuff that looked more like it came from the forest.

"What is all this?" Gale asked.

Rachel took a stick from the box, a straight stick about the length of her arm. It looked dark, ordinary, dried, and had nubs where branches would have been.

"This is from a place called Horizon." Rachel turned the stick in her hands, showing it to Gale. "It was the third rift I went through after we came back. The whole planet was just metal and glass. No plants, no trees, nothing green anywhere."

"So it's just a stick?" Gale said, putting a hand on his chin.

"It's more than that." Rachel said softly. "When we found this, it was the first organic matter we'd seen in days."

She placed the stick on the carpet in front of him. "It reminded me of the forest we went through."

The wood in the Eclipsed was dark and brown. It consumed the little light that came from the blue moon. Nothing like the trees on Earth. The stick had a similar colour that seemed to absorb the light, but not close enough to remind him of the dark forest.

"You went through more rifts? After coming back?" he asked.

Rachel nodded. "Some missions from the job board in the Path's HQ. Also, sometimes they would appear near our home. Grandma would tell me to go with a few people."

Her hand went back into the box, taking out a stone. It had an odd bluish-gray colour.

"This came from Castle World," she said. "That's what we called it, anyway. The entire planet was basically one giant stone structure. Looked like a castle from the open hole windows."

Gale squinted at the stone. It was the exact colour of the stone tower where they had stayed as refuge against the forest beasts.

"Just looks like a rock to me," he said, though his throat felt dry.

"The planet's surface was solid stone for miles down. No dirt, no soil, no separate buildings. Just one massive castle that stretched across the whole world." Rachel placed the stone next to the stick, also in front of him.

She reached into the box one last time and pulled out something that Gale didn't expect. A crude spear, no longer than his arm, made of what looked like a sharp bone tied to a stick with dried sinew.

"We called this world The Bone Fields," Rachel said. "Scary name, huh? A couple of Path agents called it that, but that's where I got this. A rift where the ground was covered in bones as far as you could see. Monsters there lived underground and would come out at night to hunt anyone at the surface."

"Why did you keep them?" Gale said. "All these years."

Rachel tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I don't know why, exactly. Just felt like keeping them. Haha."

Autumn light came in from the windows. It cast a ray on Rachel's face, making her awkward expression more vivid. Each item was basically a piece of memory for her, proof that she went through tremendous things that he hadn't experienced with her. Proof that time moved on even without him.

"Sometimes I'd pull them out after bad days," Rachel said softly. "When the nightmares got too much."

Staring at the items she laid on the carpet, it all made sense. It reminded her of the nightmare they went through together. The time they spent together in that hell to fight against one another in a twisted way of experiencing freedom from whatever she lived in here. She wanted to fight together, and he threw her away.

"I'm sorry. I get it now," Gale said.

Rachel looked up. "Get what?"

"Why you were so angry at the restaurant." Gale met her eyes. "You kept fighting, going into rifts, and remember the things we've went through."

"Yeah...." Rachel picked up the stick, looking at it before placing it back into the box. "There was this one rift, about three years ago. The squad called it the Deep Dark. Nothing but darkness for miles. Not like night darkness. It was just pitch black."

Gale leaned forward. "How'd you navigate?"

"That's the funny part." Rachel let out a chuckle. "They made me their walking candle."

She raised her palm, and a small flame danced in her hand. "I had to keep this going for I don't know how many days straight. My ether nearly ran out."

Gale watched the flame. It was smooth, unaffected by the wind when she moved her hand around. Back in the forest, her fire lashed out at anything. Even allies needed to watch out for it, making her hold back. Now, it was smoother and more controlled.

"What was in there?" he asked. "In the darkness?"

"Just a couple of monsters. Weak bony ones." Rachel closed her fist, extinguishing the flame. "Things moved just at the edge of the light. All the monsters were afraid of the fire. Sometimes, there were voices that whispered right into our ears. And then we found the core, destroyed it, and went out."

She looked down at the items on the floor, then looked into Gale's eyes. "I got into reading after we came back. Helped me process stuff."

"Really? What did you read so far?" Gale asked immediately.

The temperature in the room warmed up, and the air conditioning kicked in, blasting a draft their way.

"It's nothing. Don't worry about it. It's just some stupid books I read in my spare time."

"But you said it helped you process stuff. They must be pretty good books."

"A Court of Thorns and Roses."

"What's that about?"

Rachel stayed silent. Her eyes darted around, not meeting his even though he pushed for an answer. It was a book Gale didn't know. He read all the books in that orphanage library. How has he never heard of it before? There was no way a book with such an amazing name would've escaped him.

"Do you still have the book?" Gale said, trying to stand up, but her hands stopped him from getting up.

"No, it's fine. It's probably somewhere burnt already. Haha." Rachel faked a smile. "What about your classes?"

"I've been reading Poe for my class," Gale said, slightly avoiding her eyes. "'The Tell-Tale Heart.' It's about this guy who kills an old man because he can't stand his 'evil eye,' then hides the body under the floorboards. But he keeps hearing the dead man's heart beating."

"Sounds like half the people I've met in Aur," Rachel laughed.

"The thing is," Gale continued, "the heart is just in his head. There's no actual sound. It's his guilt making him hear things. But to him, it's as real as anything."

Rachel's stare rested on the items between them. "Sometimes the things in our heads feel more real than what's actually there."

The main character of Poe's story reminded Gale of the lies he told himself in the rift. It would be better alone. Solitude was the answer to everything. They were all liabilities. Might as well run away.

It was those same lies that led to those painful days without anyone.

"There was this one novel about a woman who could step between parallel dimensions," Rachel said, fingers tracing the edge of the wooden box. "It made me wonder if there's a world out there where we all made it back together. Where none of us got left behind."

"I wish I could have been there," Gale said softly. "For all of it."

"Me too." Rachel looked up, meeting his eyes. "But you're here now. That counts for something, right?"

Before Gale could answer, a notification from her phone beeped in Rachel's pocket.

The phone rang again.

"I should probably get that," Rachel said, standing up from the floor.

Gale watched as she answered, her expression shifting from a soft smile to a focused business in seconds.

"When?" she asked, pacing toward the window. "And you're sure it matches the binding process? No crystal formations yet?"

Gale couldn't hear Ollie's response, but Rachel sighed and cast a look toward him.

"No, it's fine. I can meet up with you later," she said. "I'll head over to the facility now."

She ended the call, looking back at Gale.

"Hey," Rachel said, crouching down to the box and putting the items back in. "Wanna see some of the stuff Ollie's been having me work on?"

"Where to?" Gale asked.

"Research facility, south wing." Rachel sighed, shaking her head. "He almost gave me a heart attack when he was negotiating with my grandma about that one. Come on."
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                The elevator went deeper than Gale expected, dropping fast and what seemed like dozens of sub levels already. Rachel stood beside him, typing on her phone without stopping.

"How far down are we going?" Gale watched the numbers tick past twenty.

"Far enough that my grandmother can pretend this place doesn't exist," Rachel said without looking up. "She knows about it. Just doesn't want to admit what happens here."

The elevator stopped with a soft ping. The doors opened to a corridor nothing like the mansion above. White walls, bright lights, and the same chemical smell in Lab 7 that Gale did not like.

A woman in a hazmat suit greeted them. "Oh, Young Miss, weren't you supposed to come tomorrow?"

"Change of plans," Rachel said. "This is Gale. He's cleared for all areas."

The woman nodded, but Gale noticed her eyes narrow behind her face shield as she looked him over.

"Dr. Yeung asked about the modified batch," the woman said. "The green series showed good results."

"I'll check on that," Rachel replied. "Thanks, Mei."

Walking along the corridor, more researchers in hazmat suits moved between rooms. It had the same atmosphere as Ollie's lab, but clearly with more safety. The mundanes all had hazmat suits while the Aurians didn't need to wear them, but some still did.

One wearing a hazmat suit that pushed along a cart filled with various coloured vials waved at Rachel. She waved back and smiled.

"Are you one of those they call mad scientists?" Gale asked.

Rachel gave him a look. "I'm not. It's just a bit of research to help Ollie."

They turned the corner, and at the end of the corridor stood two metal double doors with a hazard sign and a big red light. Beside the doors was the familiar panel at the front of the house. Rachel put her hand on the panel and pulsed a blue light into it. The door clicked open. She pushed the door, and both walked through.

"How much do you know about dust corruption?" Rachel asked as they walked. "About how it happens and why it matters?"

"Lily gave me a crash course. Basically, Aurians use it to boost their powers while mundane exposure leads to crystallized death."

"That's the simple version," Rachel pushed open another set of double doors. "But there's more to it."

Inside was a large circular room overlooking what looked like a testing chamber, similar to an operating room, except filled with computers on the observation deck. Inside the testing chamber were several rods that pointed to an operating table. Each rod contained lines of glyphs that faintly pulsed with ether.

She led him through the other end of the observation deck into another room. This one was different from the other doors. The door looked more like a circular bank vault's door. No knobs, just a circular gear right in the middle.

Rachel snapped her fingers. Glyphs on the door appeared, glowing a bright amber. The metal glowed a bright red hot, and the gears began to turn. She placed her palm onto the centre of the door and pushed. The door hissed, grating inwards, then rolled to the side.

"Ether signature recognition," Rachel said. "Only six people in the world can open this door."

"Do I get to be number 7?" Gale smiled as innocently as he could.

"Unfortunately no, you're just getting a peek." She chuckled, pushing the door open. "After you."

Going inside, Gale stopped short after seeing red wax in a circle around the whole room that was the size of a school gym. Intricate glyphs laid out on the red wax all around the circle. Inside that circle was something that looked like a cross between a man and raw meat. Large veins all over the meat pulsed, suggesting it had a heartbeat. Four pillars outside of the red wax circle held chains that hooked the meat in place. It moved, struggled, and made wet slapping sounds on the tiled floor. The only surprise here was that the only scent he could smell was bleach.

His hand went immediately to his left pocket, calling up the storage box's interface. The Weber blade materialized in his hand, but just before he lunged at it, Rachel grabbed his wrist.

"Don't."

"What the hell is that thing?" Gale scowled at the creature, not lowering his blade.

"My test subject," Rachel said calmly. "Put the sword away."

Reluctantly, Gale put the Weber back into the storage box. He stuck close to the wall.

"It's a homunculus," Rachel said, still holding his wrist. "We revived it from a patient who died from complete dust crystallization. It has the DNA of a mundane human, which makes it perfect for testing."

"Testing what exactly?"

"New strains of dust. While Ollie's Lab 7 handles the production formulas, we work on experimental versions here." Rachel let go of his wrist. "It won't hurt you. It can't move beyond those chains and the circle."

Now that she said that, he saw shiny crystals that caught the light jutting out of its skin in small clusters.

Guide, what the hell is that thing?! he silently mouthed.

[Analysis complete. Mutated Homunculus. Threat level: Minimal.]

Not what he expected, but the actual threat level assessment this time calmed Gale down.

Rachel pulled him towards a desk near the creature. Letting go of his hand, she picked up a small glass vial on the desk. Inside the vial were speckles like fine grains, similar to the one in the compressed dust vial he used and also the one that the Path agents in the warehouse had. He expected the liquid to be slightly purple or blue. This one, though, had a dark green, almost opaque liquid inside that contained the gray grains.

Holding up the vial on her palm, Rachel closed her eyes and focused. A flame appeared in her hand, enveloping the whole vial. It wasn't her usual bright red fire, but an orange flame with green edges. The grains inside swirled and changed colour as the liquid quickly came to a boil.

"What are you doing to it?" Gale asked, looking closely at the vial. Somehow, being this close to the flame, it didn't feel hot at all.

"Changing the strain," Rachel said, eyes on her work. "The fire breaks down some molecular bonds and makes new ones. It's like cooking, but with more chance of explosion."

After a minute, the flame sputtered and disappeared. The grains inside the vial glowed with a faint green pulse. She put the vial into her pocket and looked back at him.

"It's not fully ready," Rachel said. "The spell has more phases to finish the modification. But this is promising. And Gale, can you promise me something?"

"Promise what?" Gale asked, looking back into her eyes. Her face had turned serious.

"Everything you've seen here is secret. Don't tell anyone about this place or what I'm doing. Not even Ollie," Rachel said.

"Like a secret between us?"

The room warmed a couple of degrees.

"Um, yeah. Like a secret between us."

Gale held up his pinky finger to her.

"What's this?"

"A pinky promise."

Adults definitely used this kind of secret ritual to keep secrets or forge iron bond promises.

Rachel smiled, almost as bright as the one he saw from the picture frame. She held up her pinky finger to his and crossed it. "Promise?"

"Promise."

Her hand was warm. Actually, maybe too warm. It was heating up too much that it was starting to hurt him. Gale played it cool, tolerating the burning, and slowly did the pinky promise ritual and met his thumb with hers.

"The promise is sealed, forged with iron."

Rachel laughed for a minute.

Why was she laughing? They just forged a never to be broken bond.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to. I'm just…" Rachel mumbled. "Never mind. I'm glad you're back."

"Why are you and Ollie doing all this anyways? Risking everything to mess with something so dangerous?"

Rachel wiped some tears from her eyes. "Because someone has to."

She walked to a large screen and tapped it. A map of Toronto appeared, with red dots across certain neighbourhoods.

"Dust corruption is spreading to areas not used by Aurians," she said. "It used to stay in conflict zones between smaller Aurian groups. The Path, the Knights, the big Aurian families, they all know about it, but they're not doing anything. They think it's a 'mundane problem.'"

Rachel zoomed in on one area with a cluster of red dots. "This was a neighbourhood near Scarborough. 43 cases in the last month alone. Regular people. These are families with kids, parents, and grandparents. They're turning to crystal because some dealer thought he could make extra cash selling to mundanes."

Gale studied the map. Clearly, one of the neighbourhoods that had a big red dot on it was right at the intersection by his apartment. "What about your modified dust? What's that do?"

"If I get it right?" Rachel looked back at the homunculus. "It could stop the crystallization effect without reducing the power boost. Make it safe for everyone, not just Aurians."

Rachel fished out the vial from her pocket and placed the modified vial on the desk, her fingers on the glass. The grains inside pulsed with a slight green, almost like a heartbeat.

"The problem is," she said, eyes still on the vial, "I'm the only one that can make this strain."

"What do you mean?" Gale asked, side eyeing the homunculus.

"This method won't work for mass production. The fire manipulation I use is…" Rachel sighed. She raised her hand, letting a small flame dance across her fingertips. "It's not just ordinary fire control. The spell needs specific changes that only I can do."

"Didn't Annett say that shadow arts were taught? How come you can't teach yours?"

"I can't," Rachel said. "It's not that simple."

"Why not? If other people could use your method, you could make more of it, help more people."

"It's a family spell," she said. "My grandmother's, actually. I... borrowed it."

"Borrowed?" Gale said.

"Changed it. For this purpose," Rachel said, looking away towards the red wax circle. "If my grandmother ever found out I was using Ann family techniques for this, she might do something. I don't know."

"For treating dust corruption?" Gale asked.

"For anything outside family business." Rachel crossed to the other side of the room, checking readings on a monitor. "The old Aur families have strict rules about their magic. You don't share it, you don't adapt it, and you absolutely don't use it to help 'mundanes.'"

She typed something into the system, fingers moving quickly across the keyboard. "It's hard enough keeping this from Ollie. If my grandmother discovered what I'm doing down here, then she'd definitely tear this all down."

The homunculus made a wet, gurgling sound. The veins pulsing with blood soon stopped beating, and the wet sounds immediately stopped. Rachel didn't react, but Gale took a step back.

"My grandmother. She can be..." Rachel's voice knotted up, tightening. "Intense. When it comes to family traditions." Her eyes met his. "Sorry, didn't mean to dump all my family stuff on you. Especially not on your first day back."

"It's okay," Gale said. "Maybe you can share more with me when we go hiking."

Rachel smiled again. "Yeah, let's plan that sometime when we're free or when you're not busy with school."

Gale nodded, smiling unconsciously. The Path, the United Knights, rifts, dust corruption, and now secret family magics. Maybe there was even more in all of Aur. Just a couple of months ago, he'd just been a boy beaten up in the hallway of an orphanage.

Now he was making pinky promises with friends. Learning all of that, he could take his time. What matters is he made her laugh and smile. As long as there was progress, it'll be alright in the end. Protect, and keep his friends safe. That's all that mattered.

Rachel moved to the door, pressing her palm against the security panel. The locks opened with a series of heavy clicks.

"We should head back," she said. "No sense hanging around here all day."

They exited the private lab, returning to the main observation room where several technicians still worked at their stations. Rachel approached a woman in a lab coat who looked up from her computer.

"Dr. Shan," Rachel said, "I need you to prepare the modified sample for transport."

"Of course, Ms. Ann."

The woman eyed the vial in Rachel's hand. "Is this the latest version?"

Rachel nodded, handing over the green-tinted vial. "Send it directly to Oliver Glory."

"Right away." Dr. Shan carefully placed the vial in a small metal container that contained ice. "Will you be there for the trials?"

"No," Rachel said. "Just make sure you document the results thoroughly."

Rachel really showed Gale a different side. Here, she was all business this business that. At the restaurant and the Eclipsed, she showed him much more emotion. Wasn't he the same though? That's right. He was. Adults always had multiple sides. But why?

"Gale?"

He felt a tap on his shoulder. In front of him, Rachel's big eyes stared at him.

"Yeah. I'm here. Definitely here." Dammit. He said that out loud.

"Let's go?"

"Yeah, sure. Go where?"

"Back up. It's time to go."

Gale nodded.

They walked back toward the elevator in silence. Researchers and assistants glanced at them as they passed by. Rachel pressed the button as soon as they reached the elevator doors.

"Unfortunately, this is the end of the tour," she said. "Ollie's asking me to look at some new test results."

Gale nodded, stepping into the elevator with her. "Thanks for showing me around."

"Before you go, can I see your phone?" she asked.

"My phone?"

"Yeah. Hand it over."

Gale handed it over. Immediately, she unlocked it.

"You don't have a PIN code set up."

"What's that?"

"It's so that other people like me can't just open your phone."

"But if I gave you my phone, that means you can use it."

"I'm setting up a PIN code for you." She shook her head. "Remember it. Your PIN code is 1208."

"1208. Got it."

Rachel handed him his phone back, and the elevator doors opened. Stepping outside, he looked back at her still inside the elevator.

"Don't forget to text me," she said as she waved at him.

But before Gale could reply, the elevators closed. He turned on his phone and saw that her contact card was at the top.



Gale zipped up his hoodie as the bus stopped at his usual stop, McCowan and Eglinton. The doors opened, cold evening autumn air hitting him as soon as he stepped out.

He looked at the neighbourhood. Not much to see, honestly. A bunch of rundown buildings, dirty streets with cigarette butts all over the place. People walking by always looked down for some reason.

But according to Rachel's map, it was one of the hot spots of dust exposure. Great, it was clearly asshole number 1 setting that up.

He checked his phone. No messages from Rachel or Ollie after leaving the mansion. No surprise, but he couldn't stop checking it every five minutes like his life depended on it. He'd taken public transit back toward his apartment, still thinking about the pinky promise.

The bus pulled away, leaving him alone. Night had already fallen. Streetlights had already turned on, some flickering from the obvious rundown ghetto of whatever this was. Most stores already closed except for the McDs at the other side of the street.

Suddenly, something pulled at the tendrils of his senses.

"Guide, what was that?" Gale asked.

[Essence fluctuation detected. Single Aurian signature. Two mundane entities present. Conflict highly probable. Threat Level: slightly above minimal.]

He followed the trail where the tendrils led him, an alley between two apartment buildings. He moved quickly, making no sound as he sprinted in his sneakers.

Pausing at the alley entrance, the smell hit him first. Random garbage littered the area, still burning cigarettes and what smelled like feces, not human, but animal.

A man in a trench coat, hands in the pockets, stomped at someone curled up on the ground. Might as well shout at the police he was a criminal with that kind of outfit. Each stomp made a dull thud against the victim's arms, raised to protect his head.

A few feet away, a woman lay on the dirty concrete, not moving.

The man in the trench coat laughed, a slightly high whining pitch that sounded more like a hyena's laugh.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," Trench Coat shouted as he kicked. "Should've paid up when you had the chance!"

Gale's vision turned red. The sight of it reminded him of the last time he was in the orphanage. Being punched down helplessly without a care from his assailant. His left hand moved to his pocket, materializing the Weber into his right hand.

"Hey, asshole!"

Then Gale saw it. A faint blue glow in the veins of the man's eyes. The man was on something. Dust? Maybe. Probably. This one was definitely not just some random street thug. Didn't matter. He lunged, aiming the flat of the blade at the man's head.

Trench Coat spun fast, his arms blocked the flat. Surprised, Gale had expected the man to get knocked out. However, the man only grunted.

"The fuck are you?" Trench Coat snarled, drool dripping down the side of his mouth.

He didn't answer. Pivot and swing. Flat of the sword hit the man on the shoulder, launching him against an apartment building's wall. Concrete crunched on impact, and a dust cloud thrown up.

"Stay down," Gale said.

But Trench Coat peeled himself off the wall as an animalistic grin masked itself on his face. Blue light pulsed in his veins, visible even through his clothes.

"Finally," he hissed. "Something fun."

He charged, moving like an animal on all fours, then jumping upright, limbs bending at angles similar to a wolf.

Gale met the lunge with a step to the side. Rather than being appalled by the thing he was fighting, he was more interested in why this thing was fighting like a beast.

Trench Coat skidded, then spun back in an instant. His fingers changed, nails elongated into claws. The beast-like man swiped where Gale's face just had been a second ago.

"Are you an animal or a human?" Gale asked.

The man howled, a sound no human should make. He jumped again, bouncing off a dumpster and launching himself at Gale from above.

Well that answered his question. The way it moved looked more like an animal. Gale waited until the last possible moment. Then shifted his weight, sword angling up to catch the man's fall.

The flat of the blade hit Trench Coat's temple with a solid thunk. The man dropped to the floor immediately, no longer moving. The blue glow under the skin of his veins flickered, then faded.

Gale checked the two victims. The man was still awake, but he didn't know how badly hurt he was. The woman, on the other hand, hadn't moved at all. Putting two fingers on her neck, he found a weak pulse.

He pulled out his phone and messaged Ollie.

"Just knocked out bad man at McCowan and Eglinton." He typed quickly. "He attacked two civilians. What do I do with him?"

Gale hit send, then knelt beside the conscious victim.

"You're safe now," he said. "Help is coming."

The man looked at him, eyes all swollen.

"Who...?" he asked.

"Just someone passing by," Gale said. "Let's get you sitting up."

As he helped the man lean against the wall, Gale looked back at Trench Coat's body. This was probably the dust that Rachel and Ollie talked about. It empowered Aurians but killed mundanes. The homeless man was also a victim of it.

Gale's phone vibrated. He pulled it out, expecting Ollie's reply.

Instead, he saw: [Incoming call: Rachel Ann]
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                In Lab 7, assistants and researchers walked through the hallway just outside of the office where Gale sat in front of Ollie's desk. Rachel leaned by the door of the glass wall that separated them from the outside. Monitors mounted on those walls displayed the familiar table of patients as subjects.

“Wait, so he just ran?” Ollie leaned from his chair, inching closer to Gale.

Gale fiddled with his fingers. “Not really. After I knocked him out, I checked on the victims. When I turned around, there were drag marks on the ground."

“And you didn’t follow, right?” Rachel asked.

“I didn't. I stayed with the victims," Gale said.

"You did the right thing. Path agents picked up the victims 20 minutes after your call." Ollie rubbed his eyes, the dark circles already looking worse after giving him the Vit Vial. "So tell me. What's the Aurian like? Fighting style? How strong?"

"I don't really know. Definitely not attuned though. Just an awakened," Gale replied. "He fought like an animal, like on all fours, lunging and jumping off walls. Just like a beast."

“A beast,” Rachel sat up straighter. “That sounds like the Silver Lion family's style. They’re known for transformation, an animalistic style, and partial animal transformations that enhance physical capabilities.”

Ollie laughed. “The Silver Lions? They’ve been quiet for a decade. Not even a whisper of trouble from them since old man Petrov died.”

“That we know of,” Rachel countered. “They could be moving into the dust trade. It would explain why he was there around Gale's neighbourhood."

“Speculation without evidence,” Ollie said, standing up. “Without the suspect in custody, we’re just guessing.”

“What about the victims? How are they doing?” Gale leaned to the side to look over through the glass doors. Beyond was just the unit where they put the injured man in.

“They’re down the hall. Come see for yourself,” Ollie said, walking over to the door.

They left the office, walking through the main lab area. Researchers stepped aside as they passed. A few waved at Rachel. Everyone moved out of Ollie’s way.

“The dust trade is getting worse,” Rachel said as they walked. “Even near Gale's streets are filled with it."

“I’m aware,” Ollie said.

They reached the patient ward in the lab. Gale saw the man from the alley through the window that stretched from the door to the other side of the corridor. The man's face was bruised, the swelling gone down a lot. A doctor was tapping away at his tablet while they came in.

Ollie entered the keys swiftly on the panel beside the door. The doctor looked up, nodding and then leaving without a word.

“Hey,” the man said, directed at Gale. “Are you the one that saved us?”

Gale nodded but didn’t speak. He wasn’t sure what to say.

“How're you feeling?” Rachel asked, picking up the chart at the foot of the bed.

“Better,” the man said. “They gave me something for the pain. Is my wife ok?"

“Your wife was exposed to something we call dust,” Ollie said, voice flat, didn't even bat an eye as he continued. “She had direct contact with it. We’ve run the tests three times."

“Seven days, maybe less. That's how long she got left” Ollie added.

The man’s face crumpled, more like confusion rather than anger. “Kid, what are you trying to say? Magic? Isn't this a hospital? I wanna see my wife. Come on!"

“I’m sorry,” Ollie said without an ounce of emotion at all.

The man cried, trying to get out of the bed but the restraints stopped him. Gale stepped forward, but Rachel caught his arm, shaking her head slightly.

“The crystals have already started forming in her lungs,” Ollie said, tone flat. “It's hard to accept, but this is reality, a different one than you know. By day five, she won’t recognize you anymore.”

“All of you are crazy!” the man shouted. "Get me out of this damned bed. Let me see my wife!"

Ollie turned away from the man. “You weren’t exposed. The test results show no trace of dust in your system. You can leave today if you want, or stay with your wife until the end. You were lucky.”

Without another word, Ollie left the room, leaving Rachel, Gale, and the man restrained on the bed. Through the ward's windows, Gale saw Ollie stop a lab tech in the hall.

The man in the bed cried, tears running down through his temples. 

What if he was told that his friend was dying? Or worse. What if someone like Ollie had told him that Rachel was dying? And she did almost die. The sobs he spent in that stone tower after she disappeared through the exit rift came back to him. The ache of his heart at the thought of not being able to see a friend again, and then someone suddenly saying such cold insensitive words to him? He would've snapped.

His eyes turned towards Rachel. She looked back at him, not saying anything as her eyes trembled. She at least cared enough to stay by this man she didn't know. What Ollie did was cold blooded. It wasn't right.

“Excuse me,” Gale said to Rachel before stepping quickly out of the room.

He caught up to Ollie, grabbing his elbow and pulling his arm to turn him around. The lab techs nearby saw what happened and then went quickly out of the vicinity.

“What the hell was that?” Gale asked.

Ollie looked back at him, eyes still dead. “What?”

“That man’s wife is dying. She has days left. And you told him like you already rehearsed what to say.”

Ollie shook off Gale’s hand. “That’s how this business works. We get twenty to fifty new cases a week. They’re numbers in a spreadsheet at the end of the day.” He turned toward a private lab room. “If we don’t get this cure figured out, there’ll be thousands more.”

Gale followed him, letting the door slide shut behind them. “They’re not numbers. They’re people. That man deserved more back there."

"Deserved what, exactly? Do I have to pretend to care about all 50 patients that come in week after week?” Ollie said, sitting down and turning away from Gale to his desktop's monitor. “You know how many dust victims I’ve watched die in the last five years? Thousands upon thousands. Each one gets 11 days. Do the math.”

“This isn’t about math.” Gale moved around to face him. “It's about giving people care that they deserve. That man's wife is going to disappear!"

Ollie’s fingers stopped typing. He looked up, dark circles seemingly darker than before. “You wouldn’t understand, Gale. You’re still too young.”

Something snapped. Sure, he was young, but that didn't mean the pain that people feel when losing someone would disappear as people grow older.

“Then tell me, Glory!” Gale said, gripping Ollie's forearm. “Explain to me why you’re acting like an asshole to people who… who've lost someone!”

For a moment, neither moved. Techs outside the glass wall paused their movement as if frozen in time. Ollie stared into Gale’s eyes, his face blank.

“Let go of me,” he said quietly.

Gale didn’t budge.

“It’s better this way,” Ollie continued, still not fighting back. “Better for you to stay who you are. The north star of the survivors. The person above all this… bureaucracy and compromise. This isn’t the world you fit in, Gale.”

“Shut up.” Gale tightened his grip. “That’s not your call to make. Your world is also mine now too, whether you and I like it or not."

Ollie tried wrenching his arms free, staggering up from his seat, but Gale followed. His arms slammed against the metal cabinet beside his desk, its panels crumpling inwards. Ollie's head dropped, mumbling something as he looked to the floor.

“What?”

“I said,” Ollie’s voice grew louder, cracking. “You don’t understand anything.”

He slammed his fist against the cabinet, breaking the hinge and bending the corner inwards.

“When I got back after that rift,” Ollie continued, each word getting louder, “I didn’t even get to see her alive. She was just… there. Alone in the bed. Crystals poking through her skin.”

His breathing sped up, looking straight at Gale. Eyes, lifeless and dilated as if Ollie was looking else where.

“And you know what?!” Ollie shouted, eyes focused again. “It was all my fault! I was already studying dust before we got trapped. She was probably exposed because of me. Because I left samples in my bag, in our apartment.”

"That wasn't your fault…” Gale said, his voice grew weak.

“That's not the point. I lost her. And I wasn’t there. For five fucking years, I wasn’t there. What do you want me to do?!” Ollie asked, voice trembling yet no tears came.

The man slid down the cabinet and sank to the floor. "All I could think about in that rift was getting back to her. Hugging her when I got back. Instead…" Ollie's fist clenched. "I hugged her crystallized body on the bed we shared."

The ambient noise of the heart rate monitors that echoed along the hallway seemed to die down. Through the glass, Gale saw Rachel standing just outside the door.

"So yeah. I don't cry for every new case anymore. I can't, I shouldn't, and I won't stop till we get the cure." Ollie stood back up, dusting his suit off and sat back down in his chair.

Gale didn't know what to say. His friend had lost his loved one, and that wasn't something he could judge him on. 

Behind them, the door slid open. Rachel stepped in.

“The latest test results just came in,” she said, “The modified dust from my lab…”

Ollie wiped away a piece of metal stuck on his sleeve. “And?”

“It’s… different.” Rachel held up a tablet. “The crystallization rate is slowed by about 50 percent.”

Ollie straightened, switching back to his usual mode of business. His breath shook as he looked near Gale’s direction, but not at him. He held his breath, taking in a couple of deep breaths before saying, "show me".

Before Ollie was about to say something else, he squared his shoulders, fixed his hair, and straightened his maroon tie before turning back to him.

"And Gale… sorry. I didn't mean to…" Ollie didn't finish.

Looking towards Rachel and then back to Ollie, he couldn't say anything. He was as powerless as before. You thought wrong, Gale. Keeping connections was harder than you thought. Now look at you. Can't even say anything and looking like an idiot thinking you knew everything. Ollie has his own reasons.

Yeah, it was fine that way.

Rachel cleared her throat, “The full results are in room 416. You should head over there first. Dr. Chen wants to show you the protein binding comparison.”

“Right. I’ll check it out.” Ollie stood up and moved to the door, pausing before leaving. “We’ll… talk later.”

The door shut behind him. The lab came back to life as the scene ended. Everyone went back to their jobs.

Rachel tugged at Gale’s sleeve, pulling him toward a different corner away from Ollie's glass office. They walked to an empty ward. Going inside, she sat him down on the bed as she pulled over a seat to sit in front of him.

"Gale?" she called to him.

"Yeah?"

"It's going to be fine," she said.

"Yeah."

“He’s still the Ollie we know.” Rachel's hand reached his arm and squeezed softly. “Just… a version that’s been through something. We need to be there for him, no matter what. Even when he pushes us away.”

A lab tech walked past with a tray of blue vials. Each one was filled with a substance that had killed the man's wife. Dust, or whatever it is, killed mundanes no matter what. Here he was, in Ollie's lab, seeing how hard the man works everyday just to get a cure.

“I get it now,” he said. “Why Lily and the others said those things about him. He even called himself ‘the machine.’ It’s like… he’s turned himself into this cold thing because feeling hurt too much. I didn't know.”

"No one told you, right?" Rachel squeezed his arm firmer. "That's just how he survives now. Eventually, maybe, when we find the cure, it'll be back to normal."

“Yeah.” Gale stood up from the bed. "People disappearing hurts. I'm sorry too… for disappearing.”

"It's okay." Rachel stood up too, reaching him eye to eye. "Friends stick together. We'll stick this one out for Ollie. Isn't that right?"

"Yeah. That's right."

"And friends fight through monsters and obstacles all the time, right?"

"Right."

“It’s no one’s fault,” she said, turning her head to the ward's entrance. “Not his. Not ours.”

She took a deep breath. “All we can do is keep going. Keep trying. As long as we stick with the project, keep pushing forward… we’ll get there eventually.”

“You really believe that?”

“I have to.” She looked up at him. “Otherwise, what’s the point of any of this?”

She's right. Everyone was trying their best.

"I'm also trying not to…" Gale mumbled.

"Trying not to run away?"

His face flushed. She was right. He was trying his best not to run away from any of this.

"You're not alone anymore," she said. "Remember what I said. Share your burden, otherwise I'll get mad again."

"Right." Gale nodded, although he wasn't sure whether he deserved someone like her cheering him up. Adult and children's friendships did have quarrels. It was a common thing he needed to get used to. All he needs to do now is just find a way to help with the research in his own way. That'll cheer up Ollie. Definitely.

            

    
        Chapter 93

    
    
    
    
                The bus stopped at McCowan and Eglinton. The big McD's yellow arches flickered like they were about to go out. Trash can by the side of the bus stop overflowed, and two full black trash bags littered the side of it. Tiny droplets started pouring. Rain soon going to make the trash smell even worse.

Home, crap home.

Gale stepped off the bus, crossing the street to his apartment building. Breath of the Void showed him the leftover blood residue from the crime scene.

Should've gone after him. Too late to regret now.

Going inside the apartment building, the elevator door half opened. Lights inside flickered constantly. Elevator was out again. Who was he kidding? It was never in service. Just another ploy by the Path to make it inconvenient for him.

For a moment, he stood there in front of the broken elevator. If no one fixes it, then he should fix it himself. Gotta fix his own mistake of letting the beast go.

Closing his eyes, his breath slowed. Breath of the Void spread outwards, further than ever before. It felt as if he stretched a muscle that he hadn't stretched in a long time. The tendrils spread through walls, down streets, into alleys, buildings, feeding him back what sounded and smelled like static.

"Guide," Gale said. "Interpret data. Look for possible targets."

If the Guide can use his analyze to give him more detailed interpretation, it should be able to do this as well. The reply only came after a minute.

[5128 ether signatures detected in range. Numerous signatures from Awakened to Resonant. 1 harmonic signature found. Threat Level: Moderate]

Gale smiled. That worked. At least something was going his way, but not exactly what he wanted. "Too many. Can you look for entities with similar signatures to the trench coat man from earlier?"

[Processing.]

[Query constraint to: Trench Coat ether signature LIKE SIMILARITY > 40%]

[Four signatures detected. Closest signature: 1200 meters south of current position. Two additional ether signatures detected in proximity to target. One biological entity present.]

"Give me more details on the closest match," Gale said.

[Signature matches 82% LIKE similarity with previous encounter. Based on available data, location is of commercial space. Target is in second floor. Three entrances detected. One emergency exit.]

Gale tightened his backpack, crumpling his baggy gray hoodie inwards. Looking outside, the rain started pouring. Lightning flashed above the sky, soon came the thunder that rumbled the glass of the entrance door.

"What about the other signatures you mentioned?"

[Two additional Awakened signatures present with target. Different signature patterns than query constraints. One registers significantly higher ether density. Female, approximately 25-30 years old. Approximate ether density equal to late stage Awakened.]

"And the one without an ether signature?"

[Unable to determine specifics. Target's biological matter contains no ether. No ether signature indicates non-awakened human. Threat level: None]

Gale homed in Breath of the Void himself on where Guide had said, monitoring the connection to the target himself. This far out, he only saw the outlines of the targets inside the building.

Turning to open the door of the foyer, he headed out again. Outside, the sky had darkened. Rain formed puddles on the ground, splashing everywhere. He covered his head with his hoodie, though it wasn't going to do much in this rain.

South. That's where they were, and his legs started moving. Sneakers already soaking in the water.

1200 metres. Just under a mile. He'd trekked worse in the rainforest with mom and dad during a storm. This was nothing.

Rain picked up more. Lightning and thunder roared. Great timing for this hunt. The rain wouldn't allow him to use distort. He ran normally like a mundane on the sidewalk. It'd take him less than a minute and a half if he ran at full speed, but this was the mundane world. Emmerson told him to hide it from plain sight. Make it three minutes then.

Gale cut across a small park, mud covering his sneakers. Socks already wet. Hoodie as well. The Path donation box didn't even provide him a raincoat or an umbrella.

Three blocks later, he stopped at the edge of the sidewalk across a plaza. Old storefronts. Scratched-up front signs of a convenience store, shawarma place, nail salon, and something in chinese that had no English.

"Guide, that it?"

[Affirmative. Second floor, above convenience store. Three awakened signatures detected. One normal human present.]

Gale crossed the street, staying away from the street lights. Fire escape was on the left side of the building. Second floor had offices. Front entrance was next to the convenience store. Back entrance was behind where the fire escape led to.

"Any movement up there?"

[Minimal movement detected. Signatures remain in close proximity to each other.]

On the other side of the storefront, there was a loading dock and a metal door beside the dock. He circled around more, keeping away from the lamps by the side of the building. The rain helped, made people want to stay inside. Right now, there was no one. Not even parked cars in the parking lot of the storefronts.

Gale walked near the door. The smell of rotten food hit him, made worse by the rain. He covered his nose and tested the door, slowly turning the knob to see if it would budge.

It didn't.

Better that way probably. He'd be going in there guns blazing, and he had no gun. When on a hunt, never scream before the attack.

Looking up, the fire escape sprawled through the second floor's windows. Rusted, but intact. The issue was the noise walking through that metal.

Lightning suddenly flashed, showing the outline of a man in a suit walking past the second floor window. His blocky shape visible through the blinds, and the way he moved across the floor, made himself look big and wide. Felt more like a display of an animal trying to assert dominance. Basically, animalistic.

Turning his head, Gale found a dumpster just under the fire escape. It'd give him enough height to see what's going on. To see what's going on…

He shook his head. He pushed himself against the wall, enough so that the rain didn't hit him as much. Rather than going on the fire escape, he willed Breath of the Void's tendrils to invade through the window. Now inside, he saw the whole scene.

A glass cup shattered in front of a man kneeling on the ground.

"Fucking idiot!" a woman shouted. She wore a red leather jacket and stood over a man kneeling on the floor. Blood ran from his nose. The man kneeling didn't have an ether signature, a mundane. Two more men stood beside her. One had a tattoo on his neck in the shape of a lion's paw.

With the outfit the red jacket woman wore, it screamed that she had some connections to the red jacket man that Ollie caught. However, I have to say, her business suit under the red leather jacket made it look less like a B-movie villain.

"Last chance," the woman said. "Where's my product?"

"I don't know!" the kneeling man said. "I just deliver packages! I got nothing to do with this!"

The woman's eyes quickly glanced. Tattoo Man made himself look even bigger, stepping forward before kicking the man in the stomach. The man hurled over backwards, gagging for air.

From the way the Tattoo Man looked and his signature, it was still different from the person that had attacked the couple near his building. Still though, it was similar. Enough evidence for Gale to apprehend and bring back to Ollie for questioning.

The woman grabbed the man's hair, pulling his head back. "Let's try again. The shipment that went missing. Who has it?"

"I don't know!" the man cried. "I just drive the truck!"

She slapped him, the crack audible through the glass. "You're lying."

Gale's hand moved to his storage box in his pocket. Three awakened versus one. Bad odds, but that mundane wouldn't last much longer.

Guide, what's my best approach here? Gale mouthed.

[Highest threat: Female signature significantly higher than others. Female recommended as primary target. Threat level: Moderate. Caution recommended.]

[Male signature estimated to be at mid-stage Awakened. Threat level: minimal.]

[Multiple approaches possible. SAGE suggests to take out primary as fast as possible. Use Phase Touch to slip through the wall and immediately behead primary, followed by neutralizing secondary non-primary targets. Mission success rate exponentially increases via this method.]

Behead the primary? This is back on Earth not the Eclipsed! He'll go to jail, and they'll lock him up with the other inmates. He wasn't that tall. Barely even taller than Rachel. The other inmates will eat him up. There was no way he'd be beheading anyone. Besides, he needs them alive to give to Ollie for questioning. Then, Ollie can cheer up.

Ok, what about I just knock out primary instead of beheading?

[Success rate exponentially decreased without effective target neutralization. Non-lethal action is not recommended.]

Well, your face is not recommended. I'm doing it anyways. 

Looking back at the window, for a second, Gale swore those fiery eyes met his through the gap in the blinds.

"Check outside," she ordered. "Now."

The tattoo'd linebacker in the suit moved toward the window. The window clicked. Then a pause.

The window exploded outward. Glass shattered. Bullets tore through the air.

Gale threw himself sideways. Rolled. Landed hard on his shoulder.

More bullets hit the fire escape. Metal pinged and sparked. The rounds curved in midair, tracking him. Fire trailed behind them. Not muzzle flashes but actual flames licking the raindrops.

No time to think. Gale scrambled up. Jumped to the rooftop of the other building. His feet hit wet gravel, skidding and almost tripping him. He caught himself against an air vent.

"There!" the woman shouted. "Don't lose him!"

Gale looked back. Red Jacket stood at the window, aiming a submachine gun at him in her hand. No muzzle flash. No sound. Just streams of fire-trailing bullets, similar in the warehouse, coming at him.

The suited man jumped through the broken window. His fingers grew into curved claws. He landed on all fours, spine bending forward like a beast.

"Shit." Gale ran across the rooftop.

The rain poured down. Lightning flashed. Thunder boomed overhead.

Footsteps behind him. Too fast for a human. Of course. It was an animal that looked like a human.

Gale put his left hand into his left pocket. Opened the storage box interface. Immediately, tapped the Weber blade. It materialized as he spun to block a swipe from the Tattoo Man's claws.

Sparks flew. Keratin scraped against bone.

"The fuck are you?" Suited Man growled.

Same thing the other beast guy said. They were definitely related.

Gale stepped back.

Red Jacket landed beside her partner. Gun pointed at his chest.

Gale activated distort. Light bent around him, turning him nigh invisible. Rain didn't help, though. A blurry outline formed around him as the rain pattered against his soaked hoodie.

"Cute trick." Red Jacket fired.

The bullets curved through the air. Homed in on his vague outline.

Dodged right. Bullet followed. One fiery bullet grazed his shoulder. Steam formed on the threads of his hoodie.

Two more bullets came mid air, steaming through the air. Weber Blade's flat met them head on like it was baseball.

"Not bad," Red Jacket reloaded. "For an amateur."

These weren't just amateur street thugs. They were coordinated, like the brass boy and the wannabe archer. Except, these guys were really trying to kill him. He was backed into a corner. Behind him, an AC unit vent and the edge of the building. He'd have to drop to get away.

"Guide, assessment?"

[Opponents working as one unit. Female: approximately showing ether signature levels 65% above host's total essence capacity. Male: mid-stage awakened. Showing ether signature levels 33% below host's total capacity.]

[Host is unprepared and is not willing to take lethal action. Tactical retreat is recommended]

Gale gripped the sword tighter. "Not an option."

Suited Man lunged. Claws slashed through the air. Gale parried. Countered with a kick to the knee.

Suited Man grunted. Didn't fall.

Red Jacket fired again. The bullets curved around her partner.

Gale dropped flat. Rolled under the stream of fire. The bullets hit the roof behind him.

He needed an edge. According to what Jeanne said, the knights were already weakened when he fought them. These two, though, they were fresh.

Suited Man rushed again. Gale deflected the claws with his blade. Spun inside the man's guard. Slammed an elbow into his throat.

Suited Man staggered back. Coughing.

Red Jacket moved to the side. Her weapon aimed at his head.

"Hold still," she said. "This won't hurt. Much."

Gale feinted left. Dashed right. Suited Man recovered. Hit him with a shoulder check, launching him a couple of metres back.

Air knocked out of Gale's lungs. He stumbled, almost falling off the edge of the building.

Red Jacket laughed. "Nice try."

She fired. Gale twisted away. The bullets passed his face. Hot wind and steam hit his cheek.

This wasn't working. He needed to split them up.

He charged straight at Red Jacket. Zigzagged to avoid the bullets. Closed in before she could adjust.

Her eyes widened. Mouth gaped as she backpedalled. Shot a couple more bullets just in front of him.

Too late. He was already past that. Gale swung the flat of his blade. Aimed for her temple.

She raised her arm to block. The sword hit. Bone cracked.

Red Jacket launched sideways. Her hand tried to grab onto the roof, but the gravel was wet. Her body hit the edge and fell off to the ground.

One down.

Pain hit Gale's chest.

Tattoo Man's claws had got him. Cut through his hoodie. Blood ran down the scratch.

Gale jumped backwards, but Tattoo Man jumped and followed him.

Claws already out, mid motion swing. "Sweet."

The claw scratched through Gale's forearm as he tried to block. More blood ran down. Looking down at the gash, it wasn't deep. Painful, but he'll live.

Tattoo Man licked the blood from his nails. "Mmm, tastes like young boy."

Gale backed toward the edge of the roof while keeping his Weber blade up.

[Warning: Immediate recovery recommended. Blood loss increasing.]

He looked over his shoulder. The next building was lower. About twelve feet down.

Suited Man got ready to jump.

Gale turned. Jumped. Felt claws swipe at his back. Miss by inches.

He landed hard. Rolled. Pain flared in his chest, blood spilled onto the gravel on the roof. Billions of inky patterns and shapes bloomed into his skin. Breath of the Void seeped in. Tendrils going inwards instead of outwards.

Run, Gale.

That's all he could think of. Rooftop to rooftop. Rain blurred his vision. He didn't need it. He felt each footing and rail just through the Void alone.

Gale phased through a roof door. Downstairs. Through an empty office. Out into an alley.

He needed cover. A place to recover.

Three blocks later, he found it. A construction site. Chain-link fence with KEEP OUT signs.

Gale jumped over the fence in one leap. Found shelter under a half-built overhang.

Rain came through gaps in the concrete. His chest hurt. Blood soaked his shirt. Tattoo Man could no longer be felt around him.

Gale leaned against a pillar. Opened his status screen. He went to Vianne's Express Amazing Store.

The familiar interface opened.

[Purchase: Vit Vial - 100 points]

[Confirm? Y/N]

"Yes."

[Purchase complete. Points remaining: 0]

The vial materialized in his hand. Red liquid inside. Gale opened it and drank it all at once.

Warmth spread through his body. The pain in his chest eased and the wound started to close.

He rested his head against the concrete pillar. Closed his eyes briefly. Guide was right. He should've gone in using lethal force. Instead, he got done in by their lethality. The tussle with the United Knights was just luck.

Aur wasn't like the forest. People were more cunning. Dad always said, a smart animal is a dangerous animal. Humans were infinitely smarter than beasts. And that human was basically a beast with a human brain.

Fuck! Now he had nothing to show for Ollie.

Maybe Ollie was right. This whole Aur thing wasn't for him. He didn't know any of this. None of how everything worked.

He opened up his phone, looking through his contact list. Rachel's contact card stayed at the top. No, he couldn't contact her. She'd get mad at him for doing things alone again.

Gale sighed. This whole thing was stupid.

Blood mixed with the rain that fell on him, leaving a trail of red down the drain. He could've died, so why was he smiling?

Information was the only thing he lacked. Ollie and Rachel had vastly more knowledge than him. So all he needed was more info and a more lethal approach next time.

Suddenly, his phone buzzed multiple times.

[Andrew: Hey, you weren't in class today. You busy? I wrote you some notes for chem class.]

[Andrew: Yo, guess what? There's some buzz around an asylum just between Pickering and Ajax.]

[Andrew: They say it's haunted. The group's planning to go tomorrow. No classes. Wanna come?]

[Andrew: You gotta come.]

[Andrew: You're coming.]

[Andrew: I'm not taking no.]

[Andrew: Let's go. See you tomorrow. I'll pick everyone up at STC. Be there or I'm not taking notes for you anymore.]

Gale sighed again. That's right. It wasn't just one world. He lived in two.
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                Bright street lamps made the dark even darker in Scarborough Town Centre's kiss and ride area. Wind bit through his hoodie, a new gray hoodie he nabbed from the nearest Red Cross. The wound across his chest didn't hurt as much as having to go on this ghost hunt he didn't sign up for.

Seriously! A ghost hunt?! There're better things he could do right now. Go hunting dust dealers. Second times the charm. But no. Andrew said he wouldn't take no for an answer. Can't let a friend down now, can you, Gale?

A bus pulled up with a hiss, making Gale jump backwards, left hand already in pocket.

Just a bus. No need to get scared.

The bus doors opened with another hiss and Mia stepped off. Her hair tied into a neat ponytail. She waved and walked towards him.

"Well, you look like crap," she said.

Gale nodded. The only one who's going to look like crap is a ghost… once he gets something he can beat up a ghost with.

"Did Andrew drag you into this ghost hunt nonsense too?" She crossed her arms. "I'm only here to prove these idiots wrong."

Before Gale could answer, another bus stopped and hissed open. Jacob stepped through, wearing a thick black hoodie. His eyes scanned around the station until he spotted them.

"Andrew here yet?" Jacob asked as he moved closer. "Can we go home yet? I've got a bad feeling about this, for real though."

"Shut up. We haven't even gone anywhere yet," Mia said.

"Ghosts, man." Jacob shuddered. "They're real. My cousin's friend saw one in his basement. Touched his shoulder and everything."

"What'd it feel like?" Gale muttered.

"Like cold. Real cold. Bone chilling cold. Very cold. Creepy cold," Jacob said.

A chill went up Gale's spine that was definitely not from the cold evening. The school's ghost also gave him the same feeling, a bone chilling very creepy cold.

Mia rolled her eyes. "Your cousin's friend was high."

"No way! He doesn't do drugs."

"Then he was drunk. Or sleepwalking. Or experiencing sleep paralysis. Or lying," Mia said firmly. "Pick one."

"You think you know everything because you read some science books?"

"I know ghosts don't exist because there's zero empirical evidence supporting their existence," Mia rolled her eyes again. "Show me one peer-reviewed study that proves ghosts are real."

"Not everything needs a study!" Jacob's voice cracked. "Some things you just know!"

Gale's head snapped to a woman who wore a puffy red jacket that just walked by. Instincts kicked in as he backpedalled, crashing into Jacob behind him. Both of them fell onto the floor.

"Ow!" Jacob shouted. "It's a ghost, isn't it! Run, Gale, run!"

Gale tried to climb over Jacob's body, failing as his Jacob also flailed about.

Mia snapped her fingers, snapping both of them out. "GUYS, there's no ghost."

Both of them calmed down. Gale looked around, seeing nothing of threat. The red jacket girl was also looking at both of them on the ground while drinking a cup with brown milk and black ball things.

Mia helped Gale and Jacob up from the floor with a slight grunt.

"Thanks, hahaha," Jacob said. "That definitely wasn't a ghost."

"What's wrong with you?" Mia asked Gale.

"Nothing. Definitely nothing," Gale said. Definitely not afraid of ghosts. Afraid of nothing he can hit with a sword.

"Not you too." Mia shook her head, groaning.

A rusty car pulled up to the curb. Its exhaust rattled around and scraped against the road. The driver's window rolled down, revealing Andrew in the driver's seat.

"Ghost hunters! It's time for adventure!"

Jacob hesitated. "Man, I don't know about this... Man…"

"Get in, you coward." Mia pushed him toward the car. "We're going to debunk this whole thing in under an hour."

Gale opened the back door and slid in beside Jacob. The car smelled like ketchup coated by an air freshener that hung on the rear-view mirror.

Andrew turned in his seat. "Everyone ready to see some ghosts? Or maybe a monster?"

"There won't be any," Mia said, buckling her seatbelt. "Because ghosts aren't real."

"Oh, they're real all right," Andrew said, pulling away from the curb. "Just ask anyone who's worked late at the learning centre."

Mia snorted. "Like who?"

"Like Mr. Peters, the night janitor." Andrew drove through the parking lot. "He quit last month after seeing a woman floating down the hallway on the third floor."

"Floating?" Jacob squeaked.

"Yeah, man. Just drifting along with her feet not touching the ground." Andrew made a gliding motion with his hand. "And get this. When he called out to her, she turned around and had no face."

Jacob whimpered like a dog. At least Gale wasn't the only one that didn't want to be here.

"A janitor who probably drinks on the job," Mia said. "Great source."

"What about Ms. Jackson?" Andrew replied. "She's as straight-edge as they come, and even she admits something weird happens in that building after dark."

"What did she see?" Gale asked, despite already knowing. Ms. Jackson was also in the learning centre late at night for her night classes.

"Desks rattling up and down. Lights turning on and off. Cold spots on the second floor. And then there's the emergency red lights that come on when they shouldn't." Andrew blew through his nose. "Classic ghost stuff."

"Classic confirmation bias," Mia said. "Old buildings make noises. Wiring goes bad. Drafts come through windows."

"What about the security guard who disappeared a couple weeks back?" Andrew asked. "They never found him."

"What security guard?" Gale asked.

"Some guy named Robbie. Worked the night shift. Called in a disturbance on the second floor, then radio silence." Andrew merged onto the highway. "Police found his flashlight and his hat, but no Robbie."

"He probably quit and didn't tell anyone," Mia said.

"Without picking up his last paycheck?" Andrew said. "No way."

The ghost that night was carrying something in uniform. That man was probably the security guard that Andrew was talking about. Ghosts are real. Spectral entities are ghosts. Guide's definitely wrong.

"You okay, man?" Jacob nudged him. "You look like you've seen a..."

"Don't say it," Mia snapped her fingers.

"...ghost," Jacob finished with a nervous laugh.

"I'm fine," Gale forced a smile.

The highway stretched ahead. Headlights cut through the dark. Signs for Pickering passed by. Gale's leg started shaking.

"So this asylum," Gale said. "What's the story there?"

Andrew's tone brightened. "Lakeridge Mental Health Facility. Closed down in the 1980s after a bunch of patients died in a fire."

"Of course there was a fire," Mia mumbled.

"The official story says it was electrical, but people who worked there said it was started by a patient named Mary Gallard." Andrew's voice dropped. "They say she killed herself and twelve other patients."

"And now she haunts the place?" Jacob asked.

"Supposedly." Andrew nodded. "People report seeing her in the windows. Hear screaming at night."

"Trespassers and local teenagers making up stories," Mia said.

"My buddy Rick went there last year. Caught an EVP on his phone," Andrew said.

"Electronic voice phenomena are just radio interference," Mia said. "Or the recorder picking up sounds the human ear can't detect naturally."

"It said 'help me' clear as day!" Andrew said.

"Pareidolia. Your brain finds patterns in random noise."

They exited the highway, driving through the main road then onto an unlit road. Trees lined both sides. Branches hung over the pavement.

"Turn here," Andrew said, slowing down at a break in the trees. "Dirt road. No signs. Perfect setup, right?"

The car bounced down the rutted path. Headlights swung across the trees. Through gaps, Gale saw the large shape of a building up ahead. No lights at all.

"Should we really be doing this?" Jacob asked. "What if there's security? Or, you know..."

"Ghosts?" Mia said.

"I was gonna say 'homeless people' or 'drug dealers,'" Jacob said. "At least those are better than ghosts."

"There's nothing out here," Andrew said. "Place has been abandoned for decades."

The trees opened to a clearing. Andrew killed the headlights. The car rolled to a stop.

"Why'd you turn the lights off?" Jacob whispered.

"So security doesn't see us if there are some, duh." Andrew reached into the glove compartment and pulled out four flashlights. "One for each of us. Jacob."

Gale's eyes adjusted to the dark. A massive three-story building stood ahead with partly boarded windows and crumbling concrete. Ivy grew up the walls. Entrance door swayed open.

"Lakeridge Mental Health Facility," Andrew announced. "Home to the insane weirdos from 1923 to 1987."

Jacob swallowed loudly. "Maybe I should stay in the car, just in case, you know?"

"Nah bro," Andrew said. "We stick together."

They climbed out of the car. Andrew immediately went to the trunk and picked up a couple of items from a backpack.

"Jacob, Gale. Choose. Thermometer or EMF reader."

Mia came back and scooped up the EMF reader. "Seriously? Electromagnetic fields could be everywhere."

"You took it. You keep it. Turn it on once we get inside," Andrew said. "Jacob, take the thermometer."

"Won't we feel the cold anyways?" Jacob took it, faking a laugh. "It's gotta be below 0 for it to be a ghost.”

"It's almost winter," Mia said.

Gale clicked on his flashlight and he swept it across the building. Graffiti covered the lower walls. One large sign said: "MARY STILL WALKS HERE. RUN!"

"Riiight. This is going to be a borefest," Mia said, putting one arm on her hip.

"Let's just go in and get this over with," Gale grumbled. As long as it wasn't a spectral entity, he'd be fine. He could take it. He faced much worse horrors.

Wind blew through the empty windows, creating a howling sound. Gale's flashlight flicked to the source of the noise immediately.

"Just the wind," Mia sighed.

No. Definitely he can't do this. He could just run right now and be done with it. Who's he kidding? Repeating 'I could take it' in his head wasn't going to do anything!

"I know that," Gale said, but the tremor in his hand made his flashlight beam tremble, betraying his words.

"Come on." Andrew led the way. "They say the most active area is the east wing. That's where the fire started."

The front doors stood open. Beyond them, darkness. Gale stopped at the threshold. Goosebumps pricked all over his body.

They stepped through the door. Their flashlight showed the entrance hall, painted a pale green, and a partly collapsed ceiling. A couple of wheelchairs, one tipped over. A reception desk that sat against the side wall. Drawers opened, papers gone. The smell hit them as soon as they entered, mold, rot, chemicals, and rats.

"Smells like shit in here," Jacob whispered.

"No shit, it's an abandoned building," Mia said.

A long corridor stretched ahead, doors on both sides. Patient wards and offices, now empty and dark. Water dripped down the walls.

"Check this out," Andrew said, shining his light on the wall. There were names scratched onto the wallpaper. Dozens of them. Some were erased by scratches, and some were crossed out instead. Some were circled, and on them was written, "stupid bitch you're next."

"Former patients?" Gale asked.

"Mary Gallard," Andrew read. Her name was etched much deeper than the rest of the former patients. "Our friendly neighbourhood ghost."

Mia stepped closer to the wall. "This doesn't look that old. Someone did this recently."

A crash echoed from somewhere in the building followed by complete silence.

Jacob grabbed Gale's arm. "What was that?"

"Probably just something falling," Mia said in a calm manner despite her flashlight trembling.

Andrew was already moving, not waiting for the rest. "Come on, keep up."

"Andrew! Are you crazy?!" Jacob screamed in a whisper. "This is exactly how people die in horror movies! All of them!"

But Andrew had already turned the corner, and the light of his flashlight was slowly disappearing by the second. Mia followed with a dismissive shake of her head.

Jacob looked at Gale, holding his arms. "We're not really going after them, are we?"

Gale shook his head and followed towards Andrew. They hurried, stepping faster to catch up to the others. Then, the corridor opened into a large room with what looked like a lounge. Old couches with leather eaten up by insects, springs poking through the holes. A TV stood in one corner, its monitor shattered.

Another crash echoed, closer this time, and something rolled across the floor.

"Hello!" Andrew called out. "Anybody there?"

"Don't call out to it!" Jacob's voice cracked from whining.

"To what? The ghost?" Mia asked, faking her smile. "Or the very real person who's probably also exploring this dump?"

Gale spread out the tendrils of Breath of the Void towards the noise. It fed him all the locations of the insects that were in the way. However, there was nothing there.

Oh, shit.

Andrew pointed to a sign above the doorway that read: "EAST WING."

"Mary's ward. That's where we want to go," Andrew whispered excitedly.

"No, that's exactly where we don't want to go. Nope. Definitely, definitely not," Jacob whimpered.

Andrew continued leading, Gale close behind Mia and then lastly Jacob. As they walked through the corridor, doors left open on both sides. Broken beakers and metal trays laid all over the floor. A cart toppled over blocked the path.

Pointing the flashlight down the corridor, needles caught the light. 

"Careful, don't step on the needles. This is where they did the treatments," Andrew said. "Electroshock. Ice baths. Lobotomies."

The group carefully walked over the cart. Glass crunched under their shoes.

"Great. I just got these sneakers," Mia said.

"Mary Gallard, Mary Gallard, we mean no harm," Andrew called out, his voice echoing. "We just want to communicate. If you are here with us, give us a sign. Any sign."

"Shut up, why are you saying that!" Mia said in a low voice.

Jacob stayed close behind Gale. "Why are we even here? Let's go back to the car where it's safe and sound and away from monsters. Guys? What do you think?"

Their flashlights swept across the walls, revealing peeling paint and water stains that looked like faces in the dim light, each one making Jacob jump.

Andrew stopped suddenly, his beam fixed on something ahead.

"Hey, look at that ahead." He pointed to a heavy metal door set into the wall. "That's weird."

"What's weird about a door?" Mia asked.

"I memorized the floor plans before we came. This door shouldn't be here." Andrew stepped closer, examining it. "We're still on the first floor. There shouldn't be anything but patient rooms and offices in this section."

Gale moved forward, studying the door. Unlike the others they'd passed, this one was intact. No rust on its hinges. No graffiti marking its surface. As if this door had remained intact through time.

"Maybe the plans you saw were wrong," Jacob said. "Can we please go now?"

"No way. This is exactly the kind of thing we're looking for. I'm pretty sure this isn't supposed to be here." Andrew reached for the handle. "We're going in, baby."

The door opened. No creaking hinges.

Andrew stepped through first, flashlight leading the way. Mia followed, then Jacob. Gale hesitated but went through anyway, immediately feeling the sudden temperature drop. EMF reader in Mia's hand started blaring at a level 4. Each one had their breaths clouding in front of their faces, proving it was below 0 degrees. 

Breath of the Void felt a small signature, closer to a mundane than an awakened, but it was there; similar to what he felt from the ghost at the learning centre.

"Holy shit," Mia whispered. She moved closer to Andrew, holding onto his arms. "It's freezing in here."

"Cold spots are signs of ghosts, at least a couple types of ghost,"ghosts," Andrew said, "Like either a demon, hantu, jinn, onryo, mimic, yurei… the list goes on, but you guys get what I mean."

"No, we don't get what you mean," Mia whispered harshly. "This is probably just a spot in the inner building where it doesn't get much sunlight, so it doesn't get heat during the daytime."

Even Mia's voice sounded like she no longer believed what she said. Gale’s skin pricked harder with goosebumps. This place was bad news. Something was definitely in here with them, emanating a pure feeling of run away.

"Man, I don't like this…" Jacob held onto Gale's hand.

Gale shook his hands off. Couldn't get caught lacking if he couldn't be mobile. Any sight of a ghost, he'd dip right out. Probably... not believing his own thoughts as he glanced at the others.

"Sorry," Jacob whispered. "You were just the closest one."

The room held none of the similarities of the rooms they passed by. Plain walls, no windows. Empty except for a metal table at the centre. No visible source for the unnatural coldness of the room.

An object dropped onto the floor from their left, at least that's what it sounded like. Something metal. All four flashlights snapped toward the noise.

"Over there," Andrew said, already moving. "Come on."

"Andrew, wait," Mia called, following close behind him.

The doorway led to another room. Their flashlights shined through the darkness and caught on to something.

"What the hell?" Andrew said, shocked.

Gale saw it too. A figure stood motionless against the wall. A too tall figure. At least seven feet. Its head nearly touched the ceiling. Limbs stretched too long and thin to be human. Its fingers on its hands looked more like needles, and its skin pale and waxy under the flashlight.

"Hello?" Andrew called, voice shaking badly. "Is someone there?"

The figure turned. Where its eyes were supposed to be had sunken black holes instead, even though the flashlight shined into it. Its mouth was wide open, revealing rows of shark-like triangular teeth.

Mia screamed at the top of her lungs. She backed away. As soon as she bumped into Andrew, she sprinted for the exit.

For a split second, Andrew stood frozen, eyes examining the creature. But then, he immediately turned and ran away to the direction Mia went to.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck!" Jacob whimpered, tripping over his own feet before standing back up and bolting out.

Gale remained. The thing hadn't moved yet. It watched him with those empty eye sockets, head tilting slightly like a curious dog. It was physical, and that was enough for him to not be afraid.

Analyze.

[Skin Walker]

[Type: Terrestrial Entity]

[Stage: Awakened]

[Age: 81]

[Description: It eats other living beings to gain its skin.]

[Special ability: Disguise]
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                Razor sharp triangular teeth. Eyes pitch black even under the flashlight. Stick-like limbs too long for a human.

"Where's my mom?" the thing's circular mouth didn't move as it said.

The voice sounded like it came from a sweet innocent young girl. A sound completely wrong for a thing like that.

"What did you say?" Gale asked, reaching for his pocket.

The thing spread itself on all fours, like a spider, and scuttered towards him. It stood upright in front of him, teeth just inches away from him. The head tilted as if curious at what its looking at.

"Where's my mom?" the thing repeated.

Analysis had told him it was a Skin Walker. He heard about them before in a supernatural encyclopedia in the orphanage's library. These things weren't ghosts. If it's not a ghost, it could be hit. If it could be hit, he could do something about it. If he could do something about it, he shouldn't be afraid. If he's not afraid, he can save his friends from this thing.

Hold on, that was a mundane encyclopedia. It's completely different from everything that's in Aur. This thing could be intelligent if it could talk. He could reason with it.

"I don't know," Gale said. "Can you tell me who your mom is?"

The thing's circular mouth closed and opened. Its black sockets for eyes stared at him, inching closer and closer to his face by the minute.

"Where's my mom?" it asked again.

Gale stepped a couple of steps back, "I can't help you if you don't tell me who your mom is."

"Where's my mom? Where's my mom?" The creature repeated, speaking faster with each repetition.

"I don't know," Gale said, raising his voice. "Can you tell me your name?"

"WHERE'S MY MOM?" The voice changed, now growing into shouts. "WHERE'S MY MOM? WHERE'S MY MOM?"

It jerked forward with two quick steps. Its jaw opened wide enough to cover half of its face.

"WHERE'S MY MOM? WHERE'S MY MOM? WHERE'S MY MOM?"

The voice became a deafening piercing high. Its pitch kept going higher with each question.

Weber blade materialized immediately onto Gale's right hand as the creature bent its leg and launched. Ducking out of the way, the Weber blade sliced through its rear right leg. The thing skidded and stumbled across the floor, hitting the wall to a stop.

"WHERE IS MY MOM?" it shrieked, crawling onto the ceiling with three limbs remaining, and then lunging at him from above.

Gale dodged to the side. The fresh wound from yesterday throbbed from his chest, making his sidestep stutter. The thing's needle like claws already mid swing. The Weber blade met the swipe, forcing him to skid backwards, hands numb from the bad positioning of the block.

His turn. Launching himself forward, the Weber blade stabbed through the thing's chest. Black liquid dripped out of its chest, hitting the floor and vaporizing as soon as it touched the concrete floor.

The thing grabbed onto the sword with both hands, pulling itself closer to Gale's face.

Gale tried to break free, but the creature held the sword tightly. Its face came just inches from him, snapping its teeth at him.

Before it could snap at him once more, Gale activated Phase Touch on the edges of the sword. He put his foot on its chest and kicked it away.

The creature dropped to its knees. It moved slower while letting out the whine, the cry of a little girl.

"Home. Want to go home. Where's my mom?" it sobbed. Gale paused with his sword raised for another strike.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from prey...]

Its black blood dripped from the edges of his Weber blade. The thing didn't move again. Thousands of tiny grains filtered out of its body, swirling around Gale and entering through his chest. The familiar warmth of Origin extraction rushed into him. His whole body enveloped in its warmth.

He took a deep breath. The wound on his chest healed. For a whole moment, he forgot he was in an asylum.

[Mission found.]

[Destroy Rift Core.]

[Description: Class 0 Rift anomaly found. Rift core partially attached, incomplete form, causing anomalies within reality. Mission is mandatory. Destroy the Core.]

[Rewards: 1000 points.]

A new mission just like that. That was new. 1000 points was a lot too. Tempting, but his friends were still here. Whenever there's a monster, there's just not one of them. His friends' safety came first.

Breath of the Void released outwards, finding mundane signatures. Tendrils went through the corridors and rooms, mapping everything. The layout of the asylum appeared in his head, everything from broken ceilings, empty rooms, and glass shards on the floor.

Two mundane signatures huddled away at what looked like an office several rooms away, same floor. No one else nearby and no creatures. Safe for now.

The Weber blade dematerialized back into the storage box. Gale hurried through the doorway, following the path the tendrils mapped, jumping over a cart and avoiding both glass shards and needles on the floor.

Entering the room, Andrew sat below a wooden desk while Jacob hid behind a rusty metal desk away from the doorway. Their flashlights off, making it completely pitch black inside.

"Guys," Gale whispered. "It's me."

Jacob yelped.

Andrew grabbed his arm, turning on his flashlight and pointing to Gale.

"Is it gone?" Andrew whispered.

"It's gone," Gale whispered back. "You can come out."

Jacob didn't move. "How do we know it's really you? What if you're that thing and you're just a monster?"

"Would I be talking to you now if I was?" Gale said flatly.

"Good point," Andrew said, crawling out first, legs shaking. Jacob followed, staying close behind him.

"The hell was that?" Jacob asked, voice shaking.

"Definitely wasn't a ghost, right?" Andrew asked next.

Gale looked at both of them. One was missing. "Where's Mia?"

Andrew and Jacob exchanged glances.

"She ran ahead of us," Andrew said. "I thought she was right ahead of me, but..."

"You didn't see where she went?" Gale asked.

Jacob shook his head. "We just ran. I heard her scream again, but it literally sounded like it came from everywhere."

"I thought she found her way to the car," Andrew said. "She's smart. Should be fine. Right?"

What? But his tendrils didn't detect anyone other than these two in the building. Either Mia made it outside, or something worse happened.

"We need to find her," Gale said. "Now."

"But that... that thing..." Jacob stammered.

"It disappeared after you guys ran away," Gale said quickly. "We need to find Mia right now."

"Disappeared?" Andrew moved over to the doorway, shined his flashlight both ways along the corridor. "That fucking thing didn't look like something that just 'disappears', bro. It looked like something that eats people!"

Jacob hugged himself, moving over behind Gale. "Man, what if it got her? What if its eating her right now? I'm so sorry I didn't believe in her science books. Oh god, oh god."

"Guys, get your shit together," Gale took Jacob's shoulders and shook him. "We can't just leave her alone. You're just going to leave a girl alone? For pete's sake."

Andrew backed up to the corner beside the door. "Nah, bro. No way. We wait for the sun. That's the play. Wait for the sun."

"You serious?" Gale asked.

"Dead serious." Andrew slid down, now hugging his knees. "We stay put, keep quiet, we wait for daylight. Then we get the hell out of here."

Jacob nodded frantically and joined Andrew on the floor, also hugging his knees. "He's right. That's what they always say to do in survival situations. Stay put. Don't wander around in the dark getting picked off one by one."

"This isn't a horror movie," Gale said. "Mia is out there somewhere."

"And she's smart," Andrew replied. "Smarter than all of us. She'll hide, just like we did."

Jacob pulled his knees to his chest. "What was that thing, man? Did you see its teeth? Its fucking face? No way I'm going back out there."

Mundane people with normal reactions. This was how real normal people reacted, unlike him. Just like his first time encountering that ghost lady, except he tried to slice it up before running away. However, he couldn't just stay put. His legs itched at wanting to find Mia.

"Fine," he sighed. "You two stay here. Don't go anywhere. I'm gonna go find Mia."

"Dude, don't," Andrew grabbed Gale's leg. "Don't you watch horror movies?! The guy splitting up will usually be the one killed!"

"Then come with me," Gale said.

Andrew looked away. "I can't."

"That's what I thought." Gale pulled his leg free. "I'll be back with Mia. Don't move from this spot."

Jacob whimpered. "What if you don't come back?"

"Then wait until morning and get out," Gale said. "But I will."

He left them by the corner of the room and exited. The hallway stretched empty, still unnaturally cold. He ran left, opposite to the direction of the door where the skinwalker came from.

Stopping in the middle of a 4 way junction, he let the tendrils out of Breath of the Void. Tendrils flew through all three ways he hadn't yet explored. One tendril went up the stairs from first to the third floor. More patient wards, doctor offices, and treatment rooms with a large chair that had a clamp for the head.

Nothing. No sign of Mia anywhere in the building which was odd.

Pushing the tendrils further out, he searched every corner and hidden space. Tendrils even went inside the metal cabinets in the cleaning janitorial rooms and under office desks.

Still nothing, except for one spot. Past the central hub, deep in the west wing. The tendrils couldn't penetrate into a corridor. From the vision shared by the tendrils, the corridor looked like a fog that prevented them from going inside.

That would be the only place where Mia would be at. Otherwise, she might've already escaped.

Opening his eyes, his feet took on a sprint, making almost no sound as he avoided all obstacles that would make a sound. Left at the main hall, through the common area, past broken furniture and the fallen ceiling.

He reached the west wing entrance. Metal double doors hung sideways crooked, one almost torn off from its hinge. He slipped through, flashlight forward even though he didn't need it.

The west wing corridor was similar in structure to the east wing, but more broken down. Water damage had collapsed parts of the ceiling. Black mould grew all over the porous ceiling and walls, smelling almost like rotting shit.

Gale moved forward towards the fogged corridor. On his way, the corridor turned to the right twice. He passed a room that held a surgery table, four sides of the table had metal restraints.

He stopped at a doorway. No actual door, just an opening with a thick grey fog that filled the space. It stayed within the doorframe like a solid wall, not spilling into the hall he was in.

Reaching his hand out onto the fog, his fingers met resistance, not quite solid nor gas. More like a watery texture. He pulled back his hand, feeling and seeing nothing other than a lingering cold.

Mia might be in there. Or something else.

Gale pushed through the watery resistance. For a second, he couldn't see anything, but then the fog parted and closed behind him. Inside the corridor, a much cleaner and newer looking asylum stretched before him like it was never abandoned at all. The walls were a pale green, the floor a white tile that looked freshly mopped, with water streaks and all. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead even though the whole asylum shouldn't have power at all.

He tried pushing out the Void's tendrils again. This time, it worked, reaching every corner of the new space. The corridor and rooms were arranged differently than the original building, looking more like random placements with no pattern. A surgical room would have an office beside it. A garden would be inside what looked like a cafeteria. Things that didn't make sense.

In one room, a mundane signature. It must've been Mia.

Gale moved fast, following where the tendrils mapped out the changing corridors. The corridor split, blocking him and he almost crashed into the wall. Tendrils remapped the route as he turned left. Lights flickered, flashing on and off constantly the deeper he went in.

The corridor changed again, but this time, he got to the other side just before the space twisted again. He reached the door marked "LIBRARY" in faded letters. Tendrils pointed him to this location.

The room was bigger than he expected. But unlike the corridor, this place looked derelict. Wooden shelves lined the walls. Bookshelves stood higher than he could see. All of them filled with rotting books with their yellowed pages falling out. It would've been a great smell if this whole situation weren't a life or death scenario.

Mia crouched under one of the tables near a bookshelf, shivering uncontrollably.

"Mia," Gale called.

No response, but her shivering turned into shaking.

"Mia, it's me. Gale." He stepped closer. "We need to get out of here."

Still nothing. She even inched back away from him.

Gale moved carefully around to see her face. Her eyes were open, staring ahead. Her face showed nothing. No fear, no shock, no nothing like she wasn't really there.

"Mia?" He grabbed her hand.

She screamed instantly, loud enough to hurt Gale's ears.

"Shh! It's me! It's Gale!"

Her eyes were wide with fear, not recognizing him. She bit his palm hard.

"Ow!" Gale pulled his hand back. "What the hell, Mia?"

The scream stopped. Mia blinked rapidly, her eyes finally focusing.

"Gale?" she whispered. "Is that really you?"

"It's me," he said, palm throbbing from the woman's bite.

Mia grabbed his arms, gripping as tight as she could. "Gale, we gotta get out of here. This place feels wrong. Everything is just wrong."

"I know. That's why I came to find you." Gale glanced around. The books no longer looked still. Instead, they breathed as if alive. "Let's go. Andrew and Jacob are still hiding. Let's get them then get out of here."

"They're okay?"

"Scared out of their wits, but they're fine," Gale said, leading the way. "This way."

Mia pulled back. "No. Not that way. I tried. The corridors keep changing… it's changing every time I look back or something."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean I've been trying to get out for like hours." Her voice shook, making it hard to understand. "Every time I think I've found the exit, I end up back here. In this library."

Gale frowned, turning toward the door he came from. It was gone. Just a solid wall of bookshelves where the door had been.

"See?" Mia said. "This place doesn't make sense. The doors disappear. The hallways loop back on themselves."

Closing his eyes once again, he took a deep breath before letting out the Breath of the Void. The map formed in his mind, different now as the corridors had changed since he entered.

"There," he said, pointing to the shelf across the room. "There's a door there."

Mia shook her head. "I've tried every wall. There's no door there."

"Trust me." Gale went to the shelf and checked it. It looked normal, but his tendrils told him that there was an exit behind. He pushed.

The shelf swung open like a door, revealing a corridor.

"How?" Mia asked, eyes wide.

"Lucky guess." Gale looked into the corridor. "This should lead us back to the main building."

"Should?" Mia's voice shook.

"Will," Gale said. "Come on."

He took her hand, and this time she came along. They stepped through the hidden door together.

The hallway stood before them with the familiar pale green walls and peeling paint. Red emergency lights strobed through the hallways. White tiles showed cracks that weren't there before.

"Was this the way you came?" Mia whispered.

"No," Gale said. "But my gut says it's the way out."

They walked slowly. Their steps echoed even though Gale tried to step as quietly as he could. Suddenly, the air got colder, and their breaths started fogging in front of them.

"What was that thing?" Mia asked quietly. "The thing with the teeth and face, you know what I mean?"

"I don't know," Gale lied.

"You stayed behind. When we all ran." She glanced at him. "Why?"

"Do you think you should run away from a bear?" No mundane human can outrun a bear. Something like this thing was probably faster than a bear.

"That's not a bear." Mia said. "That's just crazy."

Gale sighed. "I am crazy."

He tugged Mia into a run. The corridor turned left sharply. Tendrils felt the resistance of the fog just up ahead.

"Gale, that is that?!" Mia almost stumbled from his speed.

"Trust me!" They ran through the grey fog and turned left again. The familiar entrance hall came into view. Broken reception desk, collapsed ceiling, overturned wheelchairs, just as he remembered it.

"We made it," Mia caught her breath. "But how? This isn't the way I ran..."

"Does it matter?" Gale pulled her forward. "Come on, let's get the other two and get out."

Mia nodded and held onto Gale's arm as closely as possible as they crossed the entrance hall. Halfway across, she stopped.

"Did you hear that?" she whispered.

Gale listened. A soft sound came from behind them. A familiar child's voice.

"Where is my mom?"

Mia yanked Gale's arm hard. "Tell me you heard that."

"I heard it," Gale said, now pulling her to the exit instead. "Keep moving."

"But that's a child. A little girl. We can't just leave her alone."

"Keep moving," Gale pulled Mia's arm, increasing their pace. "That's not a girl or even human."
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                Gale pulled at Mia's arm, increasing his pace. "That's not a girl or even human."

Mia yanked her arm free. "But you said it already disappeared after we ran. You told us it was gone."

"It did disappear, I don't know what happened," Gale said. "You can't possibly believe a child can survive here, right?"

"Where's my mom?" The childlike voice echoed through the halls again.

Mia shook her head. "She probably got lost in here or something."

"Can you just trust me?" Gale rubbed his eyes with one hand. Breath the Void's tendrils completely locked at the thing hunting. It was just to the left of the corridor behind them, clearly walking towards their direction.

"Shit." Gale grabbed Mia's wrist and pulled her toward a doorway on their right. "In here. Now."

"What-"

He pulled her into the office, pushing her down onto the corner of the room, quickly putting his hand over her mouth and putting up one finger to his mouth.

"Shhhh."

Before Mia could make any sound, scuttling footsteps outside echoed closer towards them. Slow and uneven, like walking with multiple feet as its nails clacked against the broken tiles on the floor.

"Where's my mom?" The voice passed directly outside the doorway.

Through the cracked glass of the door, Mia saw it. Long limbs, too long to be human, walking like a spider. Mouth full of triangular teeth. It was the same thing that Gale thought he already killed.

"Where's my mom? Where's my mom?"

Mia breathed faster against Gale's palm, hyperventilating. She closed her eyes tight.

The thing stopped outside their door. The door creaked. Its breathing entered the doorway slowly, then just as the door almost opened halfway, something else caught its attention, stopping it. It slowly moved backwards and continued down the hall.

Gale waited until it was gone before taking his hand from Mia's mouth.

Mia, not able to control her breathing, said, "Holy shit. Th-That was-that-what was that? That was the thing. The thing from earlier, right?"

"Yeah."

Gale peeked out of the door, pretending to look both ways.

"Follow me," he said. "The exit should be this way."

They walked back into the hallway, Gale leading the way toward the entrance. Upon reaching where it should have been, only a dead end waited in front of them, painted with pale peeling green paint.

"What the fuck?" Mia grabbed Gale's sleeve. "I swear the exit was right here."

Things never go smoothly at the most inconvenient time as possible. If the corridors inside the fog changed, then naturally it would also change outside of it. The only thing going for them was that the creature was weak.

He spread out the tendrils once again, trying to find Andrew and Jacob again. Immediately, Breath of the Void locked onto them in the same room they were in before. They haven't moved just like they said.

"Let's go find the others first," Gale said.

"But how? Everything looks different."

"Just follow me. Stop asking questions." He moved, pulling Mia with him.

"Ouch," Mia whispered. "Okay, just be softer."

"Sorry."

They moved quickly but quietly, pulling at Mia more softly. At each intersection, Gale paused. Tendrils went out immediately at each junction. He needed to go straight, left, then right. Andrew and Jacob would be in the first room to the right after that.

"How do you know where to go?" Mia whispered.

"I thought I told you to stop asking questions."

The temperature dropped by a few more degrees as they turned the corner, making their breaths fog. The new corridor they walked into had suddenly changed from a pale green to a dirty off-white wallpaper. Water stains spread across the wall and the ceiling as black mould snaked and ate at the wallpaper.

"This is just a natural phenomenon about this part of the building not getting enough sun during the day. There's no ghosts or apparitions or anything. Hahahahaha," Mia faked a laugh.

Gale ignored her, continuing to pull her. Stopping at the intersection, he briefly closed his eyes to confirm the route his tendrils pointed him to.

"This way." He pointed left.

They walked past multiple rooms. These were the familiar patient wards that he came across when he first went through them to get away from the two boys.

Mia stayed close behind him. "Hey, what did you think that thing was? Do you think it's a demon or a yurei or a hantu or whatever Andrew said?"

"Shh." Gale held up his hand. "We're here."

They'd reached the office where he'd left Andrew and Jacob. The door hung half-open. The hinges squeaked as he pushed it open wider.

"Andrew? Jacob? It's us."

A flashlight beam hit his face. Andrew peeked out from under the desk.

"Holy shit, you found her!" Andrew crawled out, legs still shaking. "We thought you guys were goners."

Jacob stayed under the desk, still hugging his knees. "Is it safe yet?"

"For now," Gale said. "We need to move, now. Exit might disappear."

"Wait, what do you even mean?" Jacob's voice cracked.

"It means this place is fucked! This whole place keeps changing!" Mia half whispered half shouted.

"Like, what? The whole building is rearranging itself?" Andrew asked.

"Something like that," Gale said. "Everyone just stay close to me. We move together now."

Jacob finally crawled out, staying behind Andrew. "I don't like this at all, man. We're gonna die here."

"Shh! None of us are going to die," Mia said. "Sitting here’s not going to do anything."

Gale pretended to check the corridor again, then waved at them to come. "Come on. Now."

The group started moving again. Gale took the front, Mia next, then Andrew, while Jacob held on to Andrew's hand. Everyone held onto their flashlights, pointing forward. Jacob randomly pointed back, as if he thought something was following.

As they walked, the temperature constantly dropped. Frost started to form on the walls beside them.

"It's freezing," Jacob touched the wall, then pulled his hand back fast. "This ain't normal. This is definitely not something science."

"Where's my mom?" a childish girl’s voice suddenly called out.

Everyone stopped.

Worst fucking timing. The voice came from just up ahead of them. Breath of the Void even told him it just spawned in front of them.

"Where's my mom?"

Andrew's flashlight beam shook. "Hey, did you guys hear that?"

"A little girl," Jacob whispered. "There's a kid in here."

Mia's grip tightened around Gale's arm.

"Where's my mom?" The voice called closer.

"We should help her. If there's a lost kid here..." Andrew called out to Gale. "We can't just leave her. She could hide with us until morning."

"That's not a little girl," Gale said.

"Don't shit with me, man. That's like a little girl," Andrew said, pulling Gale's shoulder to turn him around. "She sounds like she's, what, eight? Nine, maybe?"

"Trust me," Gale said, looking him straight in the eyes. They won't believe him just like Mia, and no way he was going to let them just see the thing face to face.

Andrew shook his head. "Trust what? That's a little girl! You save Mia but not the one calling for help?"

"Guys, Gale's right. I saw it too when we were trying to get back," Mia said. "It sounds like a little girl, but it's not. It's that... that thing with the teeth."

"You're sure?" Andrew asked.

"I'm sure. Just stop asking questions and let's just get out of here," Mia said.

Tendrils told him the thing moved away, turning to a different corridor than towards their current location. Its signature felt like a mix of similar ether as Aurians and the twisted signatures of the forest beasts in the Eclipsed.

"This way. Keep behind me. We can get to the exit at the other side of the building." Gale moved forward. The rest of the group followed. There was a service exit that the tendrils found that could lead to the outside.

The toppled over cart was just ahead of them, blocking the way. Gale helped Mia over the cart. Andrew went by himself, while Jacob used his shoulders as leverage. After they all got through, he moved back to the front.

The corridor branched into a two way junction that wasn't there before. He closed his eyes for a brief second and opened them again. "This way."

Staying close together, Andrew kept the flashlight aimed ahead while Mia aimed hers at each room they passed by. Jacob kept glancing backwards, pointing his to the back.

"How much further?" Mia whispered.

"Not far," Gale said. "Maybe another two minutes. There's a service exit through the kitchen area."

They passed a nurse station. Counters covered in dust, broken vials, and stacks of unopened needles. Calendar on the wall showed July 1987.

Jacob suddenly stopped walking.

Andrew turned. "Jacob? Come on, man."

Jacob didn't move. He turned his head, snapping right and then left.

"Jacob?" Mia whispered. "What's wrong?"

"Do you hear that?" Jacob whispered in a clear monotone.

Gale listened. Nothing. He couldn't hear anything except for these 3's breathing. "I don't hear anything."

Jacob's eyes darted between them. "The whispers? The whispers. Don't you hear the whispers?"

Mia shook her head.

"It's saying..." Jacob's voice trembled. "It's saying they're not real. They're all mimics."

"Who's saying that?" Andrew asked.

"The voices!" Jacob's voice rose to a yell. "They're saying you're not real. None of you are real. All of you. You're all mimics, pretending to be my friends. Monsters! Monsters wearing their skin! Skin walkers!"

His voice echoed down the corridor. Gale's tendrils picked up movement from the far end of the building. The thing heard Jacob's yell, changed direction, now heading towards them.

"Shut up!" Gale whispered harshly.

"YOU'RE ALL MIMICS!" Jacob screamed, backing away from the rest of the group. "YOU WERE ALL MIMICS! I'M GONNA DIE. OH GOD NO. PLEASE, I DON'T WANNA DIE."

Gale lunged forward. Palm hit Jacob's right cheek. The slap was louder than his scream.

Jacob fell, stumbled backwards. His hand went to his reddened cheek.

"The thing heard you," Gale hissed. "It's coming. Now shut up and move."

He grabbed Jacob's arm, yanked him up, and waved everyone into the office. The other two followed, no questions. Gale pushed them all inside more, then pulled the door nearly closed, leaving a crack, not letting the door click.

"Shhhhh," he put a finger upwards to his mouth.

Flashlights off. All of them crouched. Jacob hyperventilated. Too loud. Mia put a hand over his mouth, closing her eyes tightly.

Scuttering footsteps approached from down the hall where they were supposed to go.

"Where's my mom?" the voice called. "Where's my mom?"

The crack of the door revealed the thing. Same creature with a circular mouth and triangular teeth.

"Where's my mom? Where's my mom? Where's my mom?" it repeated, passing by their door.

Everyone held their breaths, but Jacob shook against Mia's hands, tears streaming down his cheeks.

The thing slowed. Stopped. Right outside the door.

Gale put his left hand into his pocket, storage box in grip. Its shadow fell across the crack. Breathing in. Chattering teeth noises from its teeth loud in the silence.

"Where's my mom?"

No one moved. The creature held its position for a couple of seconds.

"Where's my mom?"

It started moving again. The shadow from the doorway passed.

"Where's my mom? Where's my mom?" it repeated as the sound got further away.

They waited until the sound completely disappeared before moving.

"Stay together," Gale whispered.

They crept back into the hallway. Gale checked both directions before leading them onward, following his mental map created by the tendrils.

Behind him, Jacob began chanting something.

"There is no emotion, there is peace. There is no ignorance, there is knowledge. There is no passion, there is serenity. There is no chaos, there is harmony…"

"Is he praying?" Andrew whispered.

"Leave him be. If it keeps him calm, let him do it," Mia said.

As they moved through the corridors, Jacob continued his chants silently, mouth moving but no voice coming through.

They passed through a cafeteria with broken circular tables. The walls were lined with cupboards that hung open. Open empty cans lined the insides of each cupboard.

"There," Gale pointed. "The exit should be through the kitchen, past the storage area."

Mia tugged at Gale's sleeve. "I'm still seeing my breath, though."

He noticed it too. Their breath still fogged in front of them. Usually, it only happened when the thing was near them.

"Weird," Andrew said. "Is it getting colder again?"

Gale extended Breath of the Void's tendrils again, feeling for the thing's signature. It was far in the east wing while they were in the north wing at the cafeteria hall.

"Something's not right," he said.

Suddenly, the floor under them shifted.

"What's happening?" Mia grabbed onto a broken table for support.

The corridor shifted like a rubik's cube or a puzzle box, changing completely. Where there had been a straight path back to the cafeteria, now stood a different, narrower hallway. Rows of doors with no knobs lined each wall at even intervals.

"What the fuck! What the fuck! Buildings don't just change!" Andrew shouted.

"We need to move," Gale said. Luckily, the service exit didn't change, at least that's what he thought. As they pushed through the kitchen, the temperature dropped again by a couple of degrees, and the grating of stone against stone could be heard all around. The building changed once again. When they reached where the service exit should've been, there was only a blank wall.

"No," Mia whispered. "No, no, no."

Gale sent Breath of the Void out again, searching for an exit. No time to panic. Then, he found it. A door just straight ahead led to the outside. The change in the floor plan led them to an actual exit instead of a service maintenance exit.

"This way," he said, leading them back out of the kitchen and into a new hallway to their right.

"There is no emotion, there is peace. There is no ignorance, there is knowledge. There is no passion, there is serenity. There is no chaos, there is harmony. Amen," Jacob whispered. After the Amen, he repeated the creed.

They hurried down the new corridor, flashlights showing broken wheelchairs and fallen ceiling tiles.

Then Gale stopped. The familiar sound of a little girl echoed just ahead of them, much louder than before.

"Where's my mom? WHERE'S MY MOM?"

The voice changed. A boy's and a woman's voice overlapped on top of the current little girl's voice all at once.

"WHERE'S MY MOM?"

The voice came from just around the corner, footsteps scurrying towards them, getting closer by the second.

"It's found us," Gale whispered.

The others froze behind him.

"What do we do?" Mia asked, voice barely audible.

Gale glanced backwards at the way they came from, but the corridor had once again changed. Tendrils showed him a different layout than the one from a few seconds ago. The changes were becoming more frequent.

"Run," he said, turning to face them. "When I say go, run back that way, take the second left, then straight to the end. There should be a set of double doors that leads to the outside."

"What about you?" Andrew asked.

"I'll catch up later," Gale lied. "I'll distract it."

"WHERE'S MY MOM?"

The voice boomed from just around the corner now.

"Go," Gale said. "Now!"

They turned and ran. Andrew first, then Mia, with Jacob trailing behind. Gale backed up slowly, eyes fixed on the corner where the creature would appear.

A hand gripped the edge of the wall. Long, thin fingers with too many joints. The thing pulled itself around the corner, its body unfolding into something that didn't resemble its form earlier. Its limbs were longer, now with a 5th limb instead of just four. Its mouth opened wider, now almost stretching as big as its own head with two rows of triangular teeth instead of one.

"WHERE'S MY MOM?"

The scream that followed made the walls shake. Dust fell from the ceiling.

Gale turned and bolted toward the others. He could see them just up ahead.

The thing gave chase, scuttling in a zigzag of jerky bursts of speed. One moment, it was at the corner, then it made its way down the hallway in an instant.

"Go!" Gale shouted to the others.

Andrew and Mia disappeared around the corner.

Jacob stumbled, his foot catching on a broken floor tile. He screamed, "OH SHIT! SHIT! SHIT!"

The thing gained on Gale. Upon reaching Jacob, without hesitation, he grabbed the front of Jacob's collar and heaved, throwing him through the set of double fire doors at the end of the hallway where Andrew and Mia looked back.

"Keep running! Don't stop!" Gale shouted.

Jacob hit the floor on the other side of the doors. Mia grabbed him, pulling him further in.

Gale turned to face the creature, his left hand going into his pocket for the storage box.

The thing pounced. Its mouth wide open just in front of Gale's face.

Mia saw through the narrow window of the double doors, eyes wide as she watched the scene. Her hand tugged away by Andrew, pulling her from the door.

"Keep running!" Andrew shouted.

The fire doors swung shut. The last thing they saw was Gale falling under the thing's weight as its circular mouth was wide open in front of their friend's face. Before the door shut, the thing's mouth pounced down.
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                The fire doors slammed shut. Stone grated all around them, signalling the shifting of the corridors. Eerie silence followed. Mia heard her heart hammer in her chest as Andrew pulled her forward by the wrist. Gale had died because of this whole ghost hunt. Any of them could be next to be eaten by that thing.

"Keep running!" Andrew shouted.

Jacob hyperventilated, stumbling along the toppled carts in the corridor. "It ate him. Gale's fucking dead. Oh God. Oh Jesus Christ. Oh God no, Gale."

"Shut up and run!" Mia yelled. Maybe he got away. He seemed to know everything and how to get out even if none of this made sense to her. The thing ignored all physics at how humans or animals could move, should move. It even grew a fucking fifth limb.

Ahead of them, the corridor stretched forward. Their flashlights bounced wildly along the walls as they continued to run. Nowhere to go. Lost all direction. The temperature had no longer dropped, it had stayed at probably zero. Their breath was a constant fog in front of them.

"The exit should be this way," Andrew pointed straight ahead. "We came in through the main doors."

"How do you know that?!" Mia shouted. She didn't have to snap. That was true. But nothing made any sense.

"Gale said take the second left, and that's the second left. We go straight to the end that should be a set of double doors, and we made it," Andrew said.

Right. Right. She remembered that's what Gale said, and he had always been correct in which way to go in this place that had defied reality. They followed Andrew, but then came to an intersection. The set of double doors wasn't there.

"Fuck the layout!" Jacob shrieked. "This place isn't real! None of this is real!"

Mia's flashlight caught a broken toppled over wheelchair. "This way. That wheelchair's familiar."

Following her, Jacob continued his whispered prayers. The once damp walls had now formed frost as freezing temps stayed still.

Mia touched the frost. The part where she touched immediately melted and turned warm and damp instead. Picking up her fingers again, the frost formed seconds later. "This breaks every law of thermodynamics."

"Who gives a shit about that right now?" Andrew hissed. "We need to get out!"

"Stay together. Keep moving." Mia led the way down the corridor, passing a patient room. A noose hung at the centre of the room, and the flashlight revealed a shadow on the floor hanging from that noose.

Jacob whimpered. His prayers grew faster and faster. The next room had the same pattern. Except this time, it had 6 nooses hanging from the ceiling. 6 shadows hung from the nooses.

Suddenly, all the doors closed all together. Mia jumped back and held onto Andrew's arm.

"Looks harmless," Andrew said. "Let's keep moving."

The group moved again. This time, no longer privy to what's in the rooms. Each door had a number on them.

"Guys, wait." Jacob stopped suddenly, pointing his flashlight at the wall. "The numbers are wrong."

"What?" Mia looked where he pointed.

301, 302, 303, 117, 118, 456, 457.

"What the fuck…," she whispered. This wasn't some old government building that had mismatching door numbers. This was an asylum that was long gone.

"I told you!" Jacob shouted. "This place isn't real! We're already dead! We died when we walked in, and this is hell!"

Andrew grabbed Jacob's shoulders. "Get it together, man!"

"Maybe there's a logical explanation. Multiple wings connected to it and we're just learning about it now because we didn't explain this much before," Mia said, definitely sure she didn't believe the words she said herself. "Right. We just need to find the exit."

She pushed Andrew forward making him lead. Mia and Jacob behind him. But before they could move, stone grating could be heard everywhere again. The floor tilted under their feet.

"Watch out!" Andrew pulled Mia back and also pulled Jacob, who held on to Mia. The ceiling collapsed where they had been before. Rubble and rebar littered the floor where they were before.

"The building's just old, right? Falling apart and all," Mia said. "It's just an old building. Watch the walls too."

The group continued, going around the corner just ahead of them. However, Andrew suddenly stopped.

"Wait," Andrew said. "Something's wrong."

They arrived at a corridor that looked exactly like the entrance hall, except there was no entrance door and the wallpaper was pale red instead of green.

Andrew walked over to where the entrance door should be, feeling around for the door. Mia did the same, looking for a doorknob or any switch that could be activated.

"The fuck? What the fuck is this?!" Andrew kicked the wall.

Jacob started hyperventilating again and said, "We're never getting out, are we? Never getting out. Never getting out."

"Buildings don't just change their architecture." Mia started hyperventilating as well.

"This ain't science class no more, Mia!" Andrew punched the wall again, and as soon as his fist met the wall, a deafeningly loud thump shook the whole corridor.

"That wasn't you, right?" Mia asked.

Andrew shook his head.

The same thump shook the area again. This time, they heard the wall in front of them crack, webbing along the centre of the wall.

"Get away from it, now!" Mia shouted. The others followed her to behind the reception desk.

With a sound of a truck crashing into a wall, it exploded inwards, rubble flying past them, and some breaking off part of the desk they used as a shield.

As the dust settled, Mia peeked from above the desk. She saw a blurry outline of something moving through the dust. Shining a light on it, there was nothing there, but the rays of the light didn't make sense. It was as if the light bent around what it was shining through as it cast no shadow. Whenever the thing moved, the air distorted like heatwaves that was clearly not possible with the current freezing temps.

"What is that?" Andrew backed away, tripping over Jacob.

Mia couldn't answer. She kept swiping her flashlight through the distortion, but nothing solid ever came into vision. There was something there, and it could only be seen if it moved.

"Run!" Mia grabbed Jacob's arm, pulling him up to his feet. "Now!"

They turned back and ran the other way, no longer caring where the correct direction was. Behind them, walls cracked and exploded outwards into rooms. Wood splintered and pipes burst as they passed by. The invisible thing was chasing them.

"What is that thing?" Andrew shouted.

"I don't know!" Mia yelled back. "Don't look at it! Just run!"

Jacob suddenly screamed, "It's death!! It's the grim reaper! Andrew you dumbass! This is your fault! We're gonna die!"

"Shut up! Keep moving!" Andrew shouted.

The group rounded another corner. The corridor had changed again. A janitorial office and broken shelves replaced the patient wards they once passed.

"Fuck!" Andrew panted. "This wasn't here before!"

Mia's lungs burned. "Shit, not again."

Walls continued to break behind them. The floor cracked as the invisible thing stomped, tearing through the building itself.

They reached another intersection. Mia pointed right. "This way!"

The new corridor stretched ahead of them. This one had windows lining the left, showing the moonless night outside.

In other words, it was freedom if the two boys worked together to break the glass.

"Break it!" Mia shouted.

Andrew picked up a metal chair fallen over on the floor. Grunting and sprinting at the window, the chair bounced off the glass. It didn't even make a sound when it hit the window.

"What the fuck!" Andrew charged again, this time with his elbow. Upon hitting the glass, his elbow bounced off, causing him to stumble backwards.

"It's not glass," Mia touched the window that was supposed to be glass. "It's not anything I felt before or… I really don't know."

Jacob grabbed a metal tray on the floor and threw it at the window. The tray bounced back, also not making any sound as it hit the glass.

"We're trapped," he whispered. "It's playing with us."

Behind them, the sounds of destruction came closer. Walls being ripped apart with ease and floors cracked, getting closer by the second.

"Keep moving!" Mia pushed them forward. "There has to be a way out!"

They ran down a corridor filled with crates scattered throughout the ceiling as the lights hung upside down on the floor they ran through. Behind them, craters formed at every step they took. Just up ahead, a door creaked open.

"Where's my mom?" a voice called.

The first thing they encountered from before walked into the corridor in front of them. It was the monster that killed Gale. Five limbs, walking like a spider, triangular teeth, and a mouth that was half of its face.

"Fuck. No, no, no," Andrew whispered.

The group slowly backed away, retreating as one. The thing tilted its head.

"Where's my mom?" it asked again, taking a step forward.

Behind them, another wall exploded inward. The invisible thing caught up to them. They were now caught between two nightmares.

"This way!" She grabbed Andrew and Jacob, yanking them toward the broken wall.

"Are you crazy?" Andrew resisted. "We don't know what's back there!"

"And we know what's in front of us!" Mia pointed at the end of the corridor, scuttering around with jerky steps clacking along the floor. "Choose!"

Jacob didn't hesitate. He bolted through the broken wall, disappearing into the darkness beyond.

Andrew looked between the approaching creature and the hole in the wall. "Fuck it."

He followed Jacob through the opening.

Mia glanced back one more time. The thing had stopped, tilting its head 270 degrees, watching her.

"Where's my mom?" it asked one more time.

Mia turned and leapt through the broken wall into darkness. She hit a wall and tumbled down through a slide, landing sideways and hurting her shoulder. Lifting herself up from the floor immediately, she pointed the flashlight ahead of her. Settling dust blocked the light, but she could see two shapes running ahead, Andrew and Jacob.

"Wait!" she gasped, getting to her feet.

They looked back at her as she caught up to them.

"What is this place?" she asked.

Concrete floor and pipes ran along the walls. Water dripped somewhere, echoing in the concrete tunnel. It looked like a maintenance tunnel. However, what mattered was the invisible thing tearing apart the building hadn't followed them, nor did the other nightmare.

At least not yet.

"Keep moving," Andrew grabbed her arm. "I don't think any of those things can fit through here."

They ran down the narrow corridor, and the air changed. Drier and dustier, slightly warmer, enough so that their breath didn't fog anymore.

The maintenance tunnel curved, then split into a T-junction. No signs. No markings that tell them the exit or entrance, just identical concrete passages going into darkness.

"Which way?" Andrew's voice cracked.

Mia hesitated. "I don't... I don't know."

"Left," Jacob whispered suddenly. "No, right. Wait, hold on. No. They're lying to me."

Mia turned to him. "Jacob? What's wrong?"

Jacob's shoulders hunched, eyes darting all around, tracking something in the dark. He pressed himself against the pipes, pointing his flashlight at Andrew, then Mia.

"Stop it," he whispered. "Stop whispering to me."

Andrew took him by the shoulders again. "Nobody's whispering, man."

"LIAR!" Jacob screamed, shaking off Andrew's grip. "I hear them! They're telling me what you are!"

Mia stepped toward him slowly. "Jacob, there's no whispering. It's just us."

"Get away from me!" Jacob backed away slowly, throwing his hands at them. "You're not Mia. You're not her, you goddamned mimic!"

"The fuck talking about?" Andrew moved closer.

"Stay back!" Jacob pointed his flashlight at Andrew's face. "They told me what's happening. Both of you. Both of you are just skin walkers. Yeah, that's it. They were warning me about you."

"Jacob," Mia said softly. "Your brain is trying to process trauma. We are real. We're not skin walkers or mimics or whatever you're talking about."

"Shut up, you skin walker!" Jacob laughed, high and brittle. "They also told me you'd say that. Pretending you're my friends, and then… and then EAT ME?!"

Andrew stepped forward. "Dude, you gotta chill, man. You're not really making the situation any better. We're all scared, get your shit together."

"STAY BACK!" Jacob swung the flashlight at Andrew. "You skin walking bitch! You're not the real Andrew! No you're NOT!"

"Jacob, I studied this in abnormal psych. Your mind is creating a story to process trauma. It's trying to rationalize the impossible things happening." Mia said.

"Shut up!" Jacob shouted louder. "You're the worst one! Acting all scientific when you're just a thing wearing Mia's skin!"

The air around them rippled suddenly. Heat waves but without heat. A distortion moved along the wall nearest Jacob.

Jacob saw it and screamed. "THERE! SEE? IT'S HAPPENING AGAIN!"

The distortion rippled around them, then disappeared down the left corridor.

"What was that?" Andrew whispered.

"Another trick!" Jacob backed away. "They're everywhere! Eating and then wearing the skins! Everywhere!!"

Maybe it was pressure changes. Gas leaks with these pipes everywhere causing visual tricks. But Mia knew none of it made sense, and blaming Andrew for this whole thing wouldn't solve anything at this point.

"Jacob, stop being an idiot!" Mia tried to slap Jacob across the cheeks, but it was caught by his hands.

"No!" Jacob threw away her hand and backed away even further. "Get away from me, you monsters!"

The moment Jacob finished his sentence, he bolted down the right corridor, his flashlight disappearing into the darkness.

"Jacob!" Andrew shouted. "STOP!"

"We have to get him," Mia said.

Andrew nodded. "Fine. Split up. You go after Jacob. I'll check the other way, see if there's an exit."

"Split up? Are you crazy?" Mia grabbed his arm. "That's exactly what gets people killed in horror movies!"

"This isn't a movie! And Jacob's losing his mind!" Andrew pulled away. "Look, I'll just check quick. If I find an exit, I'll come right back. We can't let him run around alone."

Mia wanted to argue, but Jacob's footsteps echoing in the tunnel were already fading. "Fine. Five minutes. If you don't find anything, come back to this junction."

"Deal." Andrew squeezed her shoulder. "Be careful."

He headed down the left corridor, his flashlight beam getting smaller until it went around a curve.

Mia turned and ran after Jacob, holding the flashlight at the front steadily. The tunnel went on, no turns, just straight.

"Jacob!" she called. "Jacob, wait!"

Her voice echoed in the concrete maintenance tunnel. The sound of grating stones started again. Dust fell from the ceiling as the layout changed above.

"Fucking idiot," she whispered.

The concrete tunnel she expected turned into a corridor filled with pale green wallpaper. A clear line of a seam appeared where the hallway and the concrete tunnel bordered. But that was where Andrew was, and now it was gone.

"Andrew?" she called, voice shaking. "Jacob?"

No answer. Just the drip of water somewhere.

Mia put her hand against the wall. It felt solid, real. She saw the building rearrange itself, like a puzzle box. What about science? Physics, chemistry, quantum mechanics. None of that can explain what the fuck she was experiencing right now.

She forced her leg to move, following the new corridor. It was the only thing she could do.

The air rippled. Just ahead of her. Distortions that looked similar to earlier. It stayed near the walls, passing through the walls every now and then as if they weren't there.

A ghost.

Mia froze. The ripple moved forward, then seemed to wait. It returned to her, hovering at the wall.

"What are you?" she whispered.

It moved again, then suddenly the wall beside her exploded into debris, opening up the way to another corridor. It was… herding her.

She shivered. It would kill her if she didn't do what it wanted.

It led her through the corridors, more like breaking through the walls and not following the laws of this place itself. Each time they encountered a wall, she'd have to close her eyes and cover her ears.

After what felt like hours, the ripple stopped in front of a door, seemingly untouched by decay and age. Above the door, a nameplate plate that said "CHIEF PHYSICIAN."

The entity passed through the door, then the lock clicked. The door creaked open inwards.
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                The door creaked open, revealing an office through the door's crack. Mia stepped forward, pushing the door open when suddenly, she was pulled into the room. She stood up, rushing back to the door.

It was too late. The door shut. Lights turned off for just a second. When they turned back on, the door was gone. Mia banged on where the door should've been. Nothing was there.

Her back hit the wall, sliding downwards. She clutched at her head. Maybe Jacob was right. She was already dead, and all of this was just a nightmare produced by hell.

The hum of a CRT screen filled the silent room. Looking around, the whole room was just an office space with a large wooden desk at the centre. A single fluorescent light shined above the desk.

She stood back up and walked towards the desk. It had no layer of dust. The bookshelf behind the desk had neatly aligned books. Their pages weren't yellowed, looking more white than most of the books she had seen in public libraries. On the CRT screen, the date on the terminal displayed "July 6, 1987."

Mia chuckled. "This can't be real. Nothing makes sense. Hahahaha."

Her eyes reached down to the journals and file folders covering the keyboard. The top file was labelled "PATIENT ZERO - GALLARD, MARY."

Mia picked it up, 2nd from the stack. Upon opening it, inside were close ups of a woman. Her eyes were completely dilated. Dark circles that looked more like black eyes. Medical charts showed Hgb (Hemoglobin count) trending downwards into dangerous levels. Two more charts followed it. HbA1c (Fasting Glucose) and ALT (Alanine Aminotransferase) were both trending upwards. Together, these charts would've indicated Mary Gallard's health was physically deteriorating. In a controlled environment where patients are on a strict diet and exercise routine, this should have been treated.

A note, written in messy handwriting, was clipped to the file:

[Subject: Mary Gallard

Journal Entry: Subject showed sudden changes after being let out at night. She now shows extreme violence to staff. One of the other mental patients noted that she had changed into something called a 'Skin Walker'.]

Beneath that file was another labelled "PROJECT THRESHOLD." Mia opened it, showing diagrams of the asylum's layout with certain rooms circled in red.

Reading into the few logs on the front page showed:

[Experiment Log: Initial tests confirm Gallard's hypothesis. The building exists partially in our reality and partially in what Gallard calls 'the slip.' Subject says that a core is forming at the central botanical area.]

[Journal Log: Gallard has started asking where her mom was. Note: subject has killed her own mother. The subject had also started attacking other patients and nurses whenever she asks where her mom was.]

[Experiment Log: Grating sounds could be heard from the hallways when the core containment is at 50%. I've suggested to the head researcher to drop the subject, but the head researcher was entranced by something inside the core itself, telling him that there was paradise beyond the door as he called it.]

[Journal Log: Subject has killed one of the nurses and drinking the blood from the nurse's neck. Immediate containment into white room was necessary. Upon containing subject Gallard, she has repeatedly shouted wanting to see her mom.]

Mia flipped through more pages. Technical specs for computers she didn't recognize. If only Jacob or Andrew were here, they'd make it make sense at least.

Other pages mentioned staff members disappearing, only to be found days later in the woods nearby with no memory of where they'd been. Photos of rooms where the walls change from green to red.

One document showed:

A sticky note was stuck on that page. In all capital letters it read: "KILL THE CORE."

The single fluorescent light started flickering. Walls began to crack, so did the floor. Behind the crack, a single eye peeked through. Its pupils looked left and right before centering on Mia. It disappeared as soon as she looked at it, replaced by the maw of triangular teeth.

"Where's my mom?" a voice echoed.

Mia grabbed the Patient Zero file and the Project Threshold documents, holding them tight as the cracks widened.

More cracks webbed through the floor beneath her feet, giving way to nothingness. There was nowhere to go.

She climbed over the desk, hugging the files tightly in her chest. The floor around her broke. Now, all she had was just the desk that floated in space. She was going to die. She should have never agreed to Andrew's stupid shenanigans. It was all his fault that all of them were going to die.

Soon, the desk she sat on started cracking as well. Bark by bark, the desk fell into disarray, chipping away from one corner until finally, it broke as a whole. Mia fell, screaming at the top of her lungs, eyes closed tightly.

Something tugged at her collar. Her body launched by something towards a light in the distance. Next thing she knew, she was skidding along a tiled floor until her back hit a wall.

The impact knocked her flashlight from her hand, sending it sliding across the floor. Its beam cut through darkness before stopping, lighting up the thing she didn't want to see the most.

Tall, skinny. Black hole for eyes, and the thing that killed Gale stood just a couple of metres away from her. However, it wasn't looking at her.

The thing jerked sideways, twisting its body. It slashed at the empty air, its head snapping back 180 degrees that seemed to follow something moving Mia couldn't see. The fifth limb it had was suddenly sliced at the base. Black blood sprayed from the fresh wound across its skin.

"WHERE'S MY MOM?" it screamed; this time, no longer sounding like a child. Instead, it sounded like a broken record.

The air rippled like a heatwave around it. The invisible thing that herded her earlier fought against the thing that killed Gale. Walls cracked and exploded. More black blood sprayed everywhere. It seemed the invisible monster was stronger than whatever that thing was.

Of course. Monsters fought for territory. Hunting grounds for stuff to eat. Fighting for her as the prey, and the winner gets to eat her.

Mia crawled away, still holding on to the files.

"WHERE'S MY MOM?" it screamed again as another limb flew off of its body.

This was her chance. Both monsters busy. She grabbed her flashlight and ran. She didn't know where to go. The legs just needed to keep moving.

"Andrew!" she called. "Jacob!"

No answer.

She checked the file in her hands as she ran. The diagram showed something labelled "Core Chamber" at the building's centre. Red circles marked "weak points" throughout the structure.

She turned another corner and bumped into someone, almost stumbling to the floor.

"Shit!" Andrew caught her by the shoulders. "Mia! You're alive!"

"Andrew!" Mia smiled, genuinely finally finding someone. "The monsters. They're fighting. We need to go!"

"Jacob's hurt," Andrew said. "I found him, but he's kinda fucked right now."

He pulled her into the room they were staying in. Inside, Jacob laid on the floor, mumbling to himself about harmony.

"There is no chaos, all of this is not real, only harmony exists in me," Jacob mumbled flat on the floor.

"What happened?" she asked.

"Dunno. Found him like this."

Mia knelt beside Jacob, checking his pupils with her flashlight. His eyes were dilated, not responding to the light at all.

"Jacob! Jacob!" Mia slapped him across the face. It didn't work.

"I tried everything. He won't snap out of it," Andrew said.

"We need to keep trying." Mia slapped him again, and again, and again. Still nothing, and her hand already hurt from slapping him.

"Nothing's working…" Mia said. "We have to leave him here. We just… just need to go. I'm sorry."

Jacob's body started to float off the floor. And in a sudden movement, his body flew up to almost hit the ceiling, and then falling down backwards.

"Shit shit shit!" Jacob suddenly screamed, falling onto the tiled floor. He looked around him and blinked, seeing Mia and Andrew. "Mia? Real Mia?"

"Yeah, it's me. We need to move."

Andrew helped Jacob to his feet.

"Where do we go now?" Andrew asked. "I'm straight up not having a good time."

Mia opened the file again, studying the diagram. "There's something called a Core Chamber. It's at the centre of the building. I think... I think it's what's causing all this."

"What, like a reactor?"

"Look." She showed him the note: KILL THE CORE. "We need to do whatever this thing is telling us to do."

Jacob stood silent for a moment, then said, "Huh? The whispers stopped."

The sound of another wall exploding echoed down the hall. Monsters, things, fighting against each other. No time to lose.

"This way," Mia said, following the diagram. "Down this hall, then right at the junction."

The group walked through the corridor, Andrew carrying Jacob by his shoulder.

According to the diagram, the Core Chamber should be just ahead. But where the door should have been, they found only a blank wall.

"No!" Mia pressed her hands against the surface. "It should be here!"

The wall felt solid under her touch. No seams. No cracks. Nothing to suggest a hidden entrance.

The building groaned around them. Pipes in the ceiling rattled. Something was coming.

"Check the papers again," Andrew yelled. "There must be another way."

Mia flipped through the files frantically. A loose handwritten note fell out.

"Wait," she said. "The core room... it doesn't exist in our space continuously. It phases in and out."

"What does that even mean?"

"It means it's only sometimes here." She looked up at the blank wall again. "We need to wait for it to... to come back."

Jacob laughed, tears welling at the corners of his eyes. "Sure, let's wait for a room to just come back. Why not, right? Why the hell not? Because rooms magically just appear. Crazy, am I right?"

The building shuddered. Dust rained from the ceiling. The sound of cracking walls and 'where my mom's' from the thing came closer and closer.

"How long?" Andrew asked.

Mia scanned the notes. "It doesn't say. But look, it says there's a pattern to the phase shifts. They match temperature drops."

Suddenly, the air around them chilled to lower than freezing temps. Their breath fogged up once again.

"Like now," Mia whispered.

The wall before them twisted at its seams, changing its position like a puzzle. The corridor rotated as they saw different parts of reality through the seams. One moment, it was the service tunnels, the next, it was the pale red walls. At the border were the seams that showed two different materials merged together. Rough concrete and muddy tiles.

"Shit," Andrew whispered.

Mia pushed the door open. "Come on!"

They entered a circular room with a high glass ceiling that looked to be a greenhouse. They stood on a platform, with railings and stairs leading to the lower platform enabling access to the pillar that stood at the centre. On top of the pillar was an orb of swirling darkness. A growing headache formed in Mia's left eye when she tried to look at it directly.

"What is that?" Andrew asked.

Mia checked the diagram again. "The core. According to these notes, it's a... a weak point between realities. It says it's a rift."

"How do we kill it?"

She flipped through more pages. "There's a procedure. They were studying it, trying to contain it." Her finger traced lines of text. "There's a control panel. We need to activate the containment routine."

Andrew went over to the bank of switches and dials that looked to be from the 80s for controlling industrial equipment. "Like this?"

"Yes!" Mia hurried over, studying the controls. A lot of the texts were etched out with a knife as if someone didn't want anyone to read it or be able to operate it. However, one of them still had legible print under the marker strokes. It read "EMERGENCY CONTAINMENT."

"This must be it." She reached for the switch.

The door behind them that they came from smashed open. The thing had three of its stick-like limbs left, its skin riddled with tears and slice marks. Broken bone jutted out from where the limbs were. One of the limbs even looked like it was ripped out from its body. Air rippled behind it, which was definitely the invisible entity stalking them.

"WHERE'S MY MOM?" the thing shrieked.

"Shit!" Andrew backpedalled away and pulled Jacob with him.

The thing scurried forward with its remaining three limbs. Jacob flinched, backed off even more until he fell down the railing and hit his head, knocking him out.

Before the thing could reach Andrew, the invisible entity struck it from behind, sending it skidding against the floor and slamming into the glass of the greenhouse wall.

The two monsters circled each other. The visible and the invisible. Both unclassifiable by normal human standards. Though this was the plane of the occult that Mia never wanted to cross or study or experience.

"The switch!" Mia shouted, reaching for the control panel.

The thing's head snapped in her direction, scuttering at a speed her eyes couldn't keep up with. It stopped right in front of her, blocking the path to the switch. It raised its needle-like arms, aiming for Mia.

"No!" Andrew shouted.

Before it could strike at Mia, the air rippled again. The invisible entity slammed onto it, sending it back to a different part of the room and creating a crater in the wall.

The control panel sparked. Something manipulated the switches. Lights flickered. Gauges spun. A hum of something electronic filled the room.

Then, the thing shrieked with a deathly sound. It jumped at the control panel, only to be sent back to another wall.

The room shuddered and shook. The orb of darkness at the centre pulsed and contracted.

A klaxon blared, forcing all three to cover their ears. Red warning lights flashed around the room. The darkness at the centre of it all looked like it was caving in on itself.

The thing screamed and repeated its lines, reverting back to the young girl's voice. "MOMMY! MOMMY! I JUST WANTED MY MOMMY!"

It twisted, thrashed, pulling at anything that it could hold on to as it was getting pulled back into the imploding orb. The air rippled around it, and the limb holding onto a railing was cleanly sliced off.

It hurled into the black orb. The thing's scream suddenly cut off. The Orb of Darkness shrunk to a small, dense point until it disappeared entirely.

The room stopped shaking. The air warmed.

"Did we do it?" Andrew asked.

Mia checked the gauges on the control panel. "I think so. The containment gauges are all below the green line, whatever that means."

Jacob stirred, his eyes clearing. "What happened? Where are we?"

"I don't know, but it's fine now," Andrew said. "We fixed it. We're getting out of here."

The door they entered through vanished. Now it was just a plain wall. They looked around and found another door had appeared at the opposite side of the room.

"Come on," Mia pointed to the door. "It's the only way out of here."

They helped Jacob to his feet. As they moved toward the new exit, the air rippled one last time. The invisible force, whatever it was, seemed to watch them go.

The door opened to a straight corridor. No twists. No merged seams of different materials. Just decaying old walls with the familiar peeling pale green paint. At the end of it was a stairwell going up.

"We're at the lower floor," Andrew said. "This must go up to the main floor."

They climbed, Jacob getting stronger with each step. The stairs ended at another door. Andrew pushed it open.

They came out into the main entrance hall of the asylum. Moonlight came through broken windows. The front doors stood open to the night.

"We made it," Mia said.

As soon as they walked outside, the cold autumn air hit them. Behind them, the asylum stood unlit under the moon.

They walked to Andrew's car, parked where he had left it just behind the fence that kept trespassers out.

"We're not doing that shit again. No more," Jacob said, voice still shaking slightly.

Andrew didn't say anything. His hands shook as he fumbled to put his keys into the ignition.

Mia held the files to her chest. It was the scientific supernatural evidence of what happened in this asylum.

When the engine whined to a start, Mia looked back from her passenger side window at the asylum one last time. The air rippled in one of the upper windows. The invisible entity protected them, but why? Maybe it didn't need to eat like the thing that chased them.

"Did you see that?" she asked the others.

Andrew was already pulling away, tires spitting gravel up as he pushed the gas too hard.

"I'm not looking back," he said. "I'm never looking back."

Mia pressed her face against the window, watching the asylum get smaller and smaller until it vanished behind the tree line.

“What about, Gale?” Jacob asked. 

“He might’ve escaped. Maybe.” Andrew turned onto the main road. 

That was clearly a lie that Mia wanted to believe. 
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                Gale watched the red tail lights of Andrew's beat up car fade into the overgrown brush and treeline. Blood soaked the chest area of his hoodie. The wound from the day before had opened up.

He sighed, shaking his head. It was a new hoodie he got from the Red Cross, too. Every time the skin walker died, it just came back up slightly stronger than before.

The first time he killed it, it was only slightly stronger than a coyote. By the fourth time he killed it, it almost reached his speed. Still, it wasn't anything he couldn't handle. The thing had no technique. It made for a good practice punching bag. What worried him was the system telling him this wasn't over.

[Mission: Destroy Rift Core]

[Objective: Neutralize the source of reality distortion]

Gale rolled his shoulders and headed back toward the centre of the building. The corridors no longer shifted and changed around him. No more pain in the butt, using Breath of the Void to map out his path. Except now, it looked like a more sinister, scarier abandoned asylum where ghosts could pop up.

A drop of water hit the concrete, making Gale materialize his sword instantly and pointing at its direction.

He forced a grin. This ain't scary. Skin walkers are scarier than ghosts. Stupid water droplet. You don't scare me.

Forcing his leg to take another step, he went back to the office that Mia found. He pushed open the wooden door, finding the intact desk and bookshelves behind it. Going straight to the desk, Gale found the files on top of the desk were gone. He opened the drawers of the desk, but all he found were a couple of dead mice and a bible.

"Damn it, Mia." Gale slapped his forehead. Those could've been useful for someone else that's not a mundane. Maybe Rachel or Ollie could've told him what it said and why these asylum people were researching these things.

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

Fine. He could just get it back from Mia later. He'd have to explain to them how he managed to live after being eaten alive by a monster anyways.

Hey guys, I'm back from the dead. Psyche, that was all just an illusion you guys went through after taking in so much mould fumes.

Who would believe such a lie? No one, Gale. Even you wouldn't believe that lie.

Again, Gale took another deep breath and exhaled slowly.

The mission was still on. Better complete it anyways. For the points. It's not like he cared if anyone entered the asylum and somehow managed to turn on that contraption again that releases the skinwalker and then they all die and it takes their voices. Definitely for the points.

Gale exited the office room, went straight ahead down the corridor, and took the first double door to the right. Going straight after that would lead him to the greenhouse.

Pushing through the double doors, the area remained completely silent except for a drop of water hitting the concrete somewhere. The klaxon by the door blinked and spun a red light. Dammit. Do ghosts have a thing for red lights?

Gale walked over to where the dials and gauges were that he had randomly mashed to contain the skin walker. He flipped up and down random switches until something worked. When he flipped the rightmost red switch, the machine started humming. The old boxy displays turned on. Gauges went up to just where the green line bordered the red. Slowly, at the top of the pillar at the centre of the greenhouse, a black orb formed again, covered in a transparent energy field.

"Guide, what am I looking at?"

[Amazing Vianne's knowledge base indicates that is a rift.]

"Tell me something I don't know." Gale put his palm to his face.

Analyze was more useful than this stupid Guide.

[Rift]

[Class: 0]

[Type: Parasitic]

[Progress: 74%]

[Description: Incomplete rift parasitization of host dimension. Parasitic rifts partially materialize rift materials onto host dimension's surroundings.]

Gale looked for the "EMERGENCY CONTAINMENT" on the dashboard panel until he found it at the left most area as one big red switch. It was positioned at the "ON" area. The bottom area of the switch was labeled "OFF".

He pulled down the switch to meet the "OFF" area.

Immediately, the klaxon behind him blared. Red lights strobed across the room. The translucent energy field around the orb flickered, then died.

The black orb at the centre pulsed. Each pulse expanded it slightly.

In the shadows of the greenhouse, something moved. It stood up, taller this time. The Skin Walker, now with a 6th limb, and its limbs were longer. Its wounds from before covered with new skin. Its face had the familiar black holes for eyes, its gaping mouth took on a 3rd row of triangular razor-sharp teeth.

The Weber blade materialized onto Gale's right hand, ready to pounce at the thing by the corner of the greenhouse.

However, the creature didn't attack. It went to the corner of a room, facing the wall.

"Where's my mommy?" it mumbled, voice like a child, shaking as if it were crying. "I want my mommy. Where is she?"

Gale's hand eased off the Weber's hilt. The thing looked almost pitiful if it weren't for its appearance. Like a lost child trapped in a monster's body. Like the book the older girls screamed about, a guy named Eduardo in Twilight.

"Guide, strategy?"

[Entity appears to be in a docile state. Containment deactivation has not triggered aggressive behaviour. Recommendation: terminate entity then proceed with rift closure.]

"What?" Gale shook his head. "But it looks harmless."

[Entity threat level remains. Recommendation: immediate termination.]

Your face needs immediate termination. It's just a child stuck in a monster's body. What could possibly go wrong?

Gale approached the black orb, Weber in his hand. Jumping up at the pillar, he met the black orb face to face. It was just pure darkness. Nothing even inside it.

He swung the Weber at the orb. The blade hit, but bounced off with a clang like hitting metal against metal. 

"Cool, then how do you like this?" Gale activated Phase Touch. A translucent white blue glow wrapped around the edges of the Weber while its circuits lit up.

He swung again.

Same result, a solid clang. But this one had given the surface a slight scratch.

Behind him, the Skin Walker's head snapped up. Its body uncurled, immediately scuttering up the walls, onto the ceiling, and towards him.

"What are you doing to mommy?" it asked, voice a mix of boy, man, woman, and girl all together.

Gale turned, "The hell are you talking about?"

"YOU'RE HURTING HER!"

It pounced, crossing the room in an instant. Faster than before. Stronger.

Gale sidestepped, then brought down his sword like a guillotine. The blade cleanly decapitated the creature, black blood spraying and then vanishing before it hit the floor.

The headless body stumbled, then fell.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

The black orb shook. It got smaller.

[Relationship between entity and rift detected. Termination of entity reduced rift aperture by approximately 10%. Recommendation: eliminate entity.]

Fine! The thing was no longer friendly or a child in a monster's body after it attacked him anyways.

The Skin Walker's body twitched. Black blood pooled beneath it, then flowed upward, against gravity. The liquid reshaped itself, forming a new head on the creature's shoulders.

It stood. Limbs grew some more meat into them. Limbs longer with one extra joint. The rows of teeth added a new 4th row.

"YOU HURT MOMMY!" it shrieked, this time sounding like a woman crying.

Gale readied his sword again. "Let's see how many times it takes."

He pivoted left as claws missed his head. Duck. Roll. Weave up to block. The creature's arm hit his blade, numbing his fingers.

"YOU HURT MOMMY!" it shrieked, mouth stretching wider, teeth multiplying.

Its movements were faster but easy to read. It had no technique, just pure childish monster rage. It lunged again, both arms straight out like spears. Gale sidestepped, brought his sword down through its spine.

The creature fell in two pieces, black blood pooling and steaming beneath it.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

Grains of light floated from the dead creature's body, drifting toward Gale. They sank into his skin, a brief warmth spreading through him.

The black orb got smaller again, now about the size of a basketball.

The black blood moved again, flowing upwards and reconnecting the severed halves fibre by fibre. Bone cracked and popped into each other. Torn muscles reformed more muscular. New skin grew over the wounds. The skin walker stood up again, its body thicker, muscles more defined. Its legs became longer, growing another joint in between where it had grown.

"MOMMY IS HURT. YOU DIE NOW," it said.

It was fast, crossing the distance in half the time it took before. Gale reacted half a step too late. Claws raked across his chest.

He backflipped, putting on distance. Blood dripped from his chest.

The creature circled him, scuttering on the floor. Like watching stop-motion animation at high speed. It attacked again, this time from his left.

Gale blocked, blade cutting into the creature's arm. It didn't care. Its other claw swung around, catching him in the ribs. The hit sent him flying into a wall.

The breath left his lungs in a rush.

He rolled right as the creature pounced, its fist smashing into the floor where he'd been. Concrete cracked. The skin walker wasn't just faster, it was stronger too.

But still stupid. It had no pattern, just like a child waving its arms around. Gale waited for its next lunge, then stepped inside. His sword swung upwards as he let himself spin. The edge of the blade caught its throat.

Too shallow.

The second cycle of the spin caught the upper skull of the skin walker, revealing the cross section of the brain, black blood still pulsing and spraying outwards.

Gale jumped away before it could collapse on him.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

Gray grains of light swirled around him into his chest. Then, the black orb shrank further.

Black blood reversed its flow again, rebuilding the monster from skin, muscle, and bone. This time, the reversal only took seconds. It stood nearly eight feet tall now. Longer limbs again, muscle almost ripping out of its skin. Its head had changed too. No longer human-shaped, it looked more now like a spider with 6 eyes.

"YOU. DIE. NOW." The words came out slowly, no longer resembling a human voice and sounding like both an elephant's call and a lion's growl.

It moved as a blur that Gale's eyes could no longer follow. It was faster than him now with this transformation.

Breath of the Void focused around his vicinity. The tendrils tugged at his senses, immediately the Weber went up.

Clang.

The force sent him skidding a couple of metres back. His hands went numb, and his body lifted up. Its claws held him by the throat.

Gale kicked at the thing's chest, managing to launch the skin walker backwards and caving its chest in.

Swinging his sword at the creature's chest, a metallic clang echoed off of the concrete walls. The blade could no longer cut the its skin.

He activated Phase Touch, activating the glow on the edge once more. Swinging the Weber again, this time it passed through the skin walker's arm. The limb separated from the 2nd joint from the base of its arm.

It thrashed around and screamed, the volume shook the greenhouse's window forcing Gale to cover his ears.

After it stopped, Gale lunged forward. Weber drove through its chest, sticking out the back.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

The black orb had shrunk significantly now, barely larger than a tennis ball.

The black blood didn't vanish this time. It pooled, thick and oily, then began to boil. Steam rose from it, giving off a bitter smell. The liquid reshaped itself, building a new body from scratch.

This one stood nearly nine feet tall. It didn't even try to look human anymore. Eight limbs extended from its torso. Its head was just a mouth, teeth arranged in concentric circles.

It attacked without warning, faster than anything he'd faced before. Breath of the Void warned him. Battle instincts kicked in. His head ducked beneath the claws, rolling away and putting up Weber's flat to defend himself.

The skin walker was already there as if predicting where he'd move to. One claw caught his shoulder, tearing flesh. The adrenaline numbed the pain, but he still felt the blood running down his shoulders.

Gale backpedalled quickly, trying to create space. The skin walker advanced, herding him to a corner.

He looked around quickly for a vantage point.

The skin walker's limbs extended, claws out on the way to his neck.

Gale jumped up to the greenhouse's wall, vaulting from it and flipping backwards. Weber blade passed through one of its limbs.

The skin walker shrieked but followed him, aiming its claws at where he'd land.

Sticking out the Weber blade before he landed, the skin walker struck it, causing Gale to spin backwards. Then suddenly, another limb sliced off, then another, until the skin walker only had two legs left.

Gale caught the floor with his two legs and thrusted the spear right at centre mass. Twisting the Weber, the skin walker grew limp.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

The black orb pulsed once, twice, then shrank to the size of a golf ball.

Black blood shot upward like a fountain, covering the ceiling and walls. It snaked to the centre of the room, forming a shape that barely looked like its former self.

Ten feet tall, bulging with muscle. Its skin took on a metallic shine under the moonlight and the strobing red light from the klaxon. Its head was just a mouth filled with neverending rows of teeth that seemed to expand inwards infinitely. No eyes, no nose, nothing that resembled anything that could be called a creature.

Gale wiped the blood from his face. Breathing ragged, cuts and bruises everywhere from the previous fights with this… this thing.

"Guide. Tactical assessment."

[Entity has adapted beyond physical parameters of previous forms. Current form exhibits hardened exoskeleton with enhanced tensile strength. Speed capabilities exceed your baseline by a substantial margin. Direct confrontation inadvisable. Threat Level: High]

"Options?"

[Phase Touch remains effective against hardened surfaces. Recommend combination attack patterns utilizing all available skills.]

The Skin Walker waited, watching him without eyes. Its mouth opened and closed rhythmically, teeth clicking as they spun in a circular motion inside of it.

All or nothing.

Adrenaline rushed through Gale's veins. Essence lit up every pathway in his body. The rush of life and death battles he experienced in the Eclipsed came back to him.

Phase Touch activated. Blue glow extended through both the front and back of the sword. Distort activated, bending the light around him to blur his outline.

The thing charged, faster than anything he'd seen before. It was but a silver streak in the dim strobing red light of the klaxon.

Its path was clear. Gale stepped aside at the last moment. As it passed, he swung, using Alter to extend the blade, aiming for the joint of its front limb.

Hit. The Weber stabbed directly through the middle joint of the frontmost limb.

Gale let the stab continue his momentum, twisting his body into a spin in mid air. Weber blade followed his motion, slicing downwards at the other side's frontmost limb.

It tried to sway away, but the blade lengthened just enough to slice off the limb from the base.

It staggered back again and swung its appendages all around, trying to keep him at bay. Black blood splattered everywhere, making Gale take cover behind one of the blocky monitors.

The thing stopped, jumped up to the walls, and pounced at him below.

He faked left, and the thing pushed against the wall to change its direction.

There were no more walls around the creature. It could no longer change direction.

Gale ran up the wall and jumped at the thing still in mid air. Phase Touch emitted a high frequency from the edge.

The thing screamed, flailing its arms around in mid air, but it had no way of clinging onto something.

Gale's blade flashed through its neck, beheading it one more time. The severed head rolled away, mouth still opening and closing, teeth still rotating.

[Skin Walker felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

The black orb gave one final pulse, then disappeared. The room somehow became brighter, as if lifting a veil.

[Mission Complete: Destroy Rift Core]

[Reward: 1000 points]

Gale fell to his knees, breathing hard, his own red blood dripping from his chest. His sword clanged to the floor beside him. Black blood steamed from his clothes, disappearing little by little. 

It was fucking over. Finally. Opening the storage box, Weber dematerialized into the inventory.

Thousands of grains of light flew into him once again, partially healing him and closing the wounds on his chest. The more minor cuts around his arms closed, leaving no scar behind.

After catching his breath, Gale checked his status screen. The 1000 points had been added to his total. Enough to buy something useful from Vianne's store. It was time to reap the rewards of this unprofitable fight.

He opened the catalog, filtering it for only items that were 1000 points.

[G Series ST-Shield - 1000 points]

[Description:


	Activation: Shield that absorbs up to 50 essence worth of damage.

	Passive: Reduces all incoming damage by 10%.

	Lasts 10 minutes per activation.

	Activation Cooldown: 6 hours.

	Maker: ASAIND U-CORP Group]



[Standard Arm & Shin Guards - 1000 points]

[Description:


	Standard issue reinforced combat guards that can be used as a weapon.

	Passive: Reduces all incoming damage by 25%.

	Toggle on with continuous essence drain to double passive.

	Cost: 10 essence per hit.

	MAKER: Weber Labs]



[Weber X1-Ballista - 1000 points]

[Description:


	Activate to fire a blast of inherent-essence type.

	Range up to 1250 meters.

	Cost: 5 essence per shot.

	Maker: Erin Weber]



            

    
        Chapter 100

    
    
    
    
                Gale put a hand on his chin, smudging his face with his own blood that covered his hands. His still sore body was ignored by the dopamine of seeing the three items he could buy.

The G Series caught his eye first. A shield that'd prevent him from getting… he looked down his body. From getting hurt like this. Could save his life next time and make fights easier with defence.

But no. The knight's lessons echoed in Gale's head like Ms. Molly's multi-hour long naggings. The best defence was having no defence. All offence, he nodded to himself.

50 essence worth of damage didn't help the shield's value proposition. What the hell does that even mean? How much is 50 essence worth of damage? It could be one bullet or 50 bullets or 500 bullets. It also had a duration of only 10 minutes. It wasn't very useful for long engagements like the one he just had.

"Guide, how much is 50 essence worth of damage?"

[Capacity of 50 essence worth of damage can mitigate another Dainv's 50 essence worth of spell.]

That wasn't helpful! Screw this guide. He'll go look at the other items just to spite this stupid Guide.

His eyes moved to the second option. Standard Arm & Shin Guards. It was simple and practical. Basic fighter equipment if he used more of his body other than his Weber.

"Twenty-five percent damage reduction just by wearing them," he said, thinking out loud. "Double that if I pump essence into them."

It could be better protection than that stupid shield when activated, too. But the cost was a lot. Each hit would drain his essence reserve by 10, and he only had 200 total essence. Twenty hits, and he's empty. No more activating Phase Touch or his other skills, granted he only had 3 he could activate.

However, the guards synergized well with Dainv Combat Mastery. There'd be more options on blocking. Rather than allowing every strike to hit the Weber, he'd have more momentum options if he got hit somewhere else.

The only problem with this was that both options still put him at melee range. That only leaves the last option left. The Weber X1 Ballista.

Gale hasn't fought from a distance before ever since getting this system inside of him. All three skills he had worked best close up. But over here on Earth, people fought differently. North Americans used guns, and the Europeans used weird incantations that could shoot him from halfway down a warehouse. 

Dad even told him he wasn’t talented in ranged combat, not being able to hit 3 targets in less than a second with a bow and arrow.

Last fight he had, he got stomped for not being able to close the gap between him and the Red Jacket woman. Technically, he could cut down trees planted all over the sidewalk, and make those into throwing spears.

Regardless, he needed a new capability. Ranged capability. That's it. That's the answer.

"What would you do, Guide?" Gale asked anyway.

[Insufficient context for optimal recommendation. Each option provides distinct tactical advantages based on anticipated threats. Shield provides reliable periodic protection. Guards augment close-combat efficiency. Balista enables engagement outside standard operational range. Selection should align with highest probability threat assessment.]

As always, Guide wasn't helpful. Then what gave him the best chance for offense?

It definitely gotta be the only thing here that could attack from a range. Gale reached over his back and patted it. Even though all 3 provided great reasons to choose them, the smartest choice was always offense.

[Weber X1-Balista]

[Purchase: Y/N]

Gale tapped on Y, confirming his selection.

The points were deducted from his account instantly. The gun materialized in the air and dropped after materializing, making him catch it mid air.

He held it up to his face, examining it. It looked like a long-barreled pistol with a green orb above the receiver. The handle had intricate curves while "WEBER" was branded along the barrel in bold letters. For something so small, it was heavier than it looked.

The trigger had a loop over it. He spun the gun with his index finger. Then, suddenly, he took it by the receiver and pointed it forward like the main character of a certain wild west movie.

"Hands up, bad guy!" Gale grinned. A chuckle started to form. That's what he'd say to the Red Jacket woman the next time he sees her. She'll see.

Opening up the storage box, he put the Balista into the storage box. His gaze then swept over the facility, "Let's see what else is here."

This whole place was now just an ordinary research facility. Computers lined the platform, all of them with boxy looking monitors he's never seen before. Bunched-up cables ran along the floor and walls. More electronics sat on metal tables by the main platform where the big red switch was.

This wasn't like Ollie's labs at all. Not like Rachel's as well. No glyphs like the ones he saw in Lab 7 or magic circles that looked like they came from a death cult.

"Guide, what the hell am I looking at?"

[Visual appears to be primitive incomplete private rift device.]

[According to username Amazing Vianne's knowledge base, Private Rift Device Function: opens pathways to alternate spaces based on predetermined coordinates. Critical flaw: no coordinate function integrated. Analysis indicates default opening to hostile space, resulting in fatal consequences for operators.]

"So they built a door without knowing what was on the other side." Gale shook his head. "Smart. Without the magicky stuff too."

He moved back to the main control panel with the big red switch. Most made no sense. Luckily, pressing them all randomly made something work when Mia and them were in trouble.

Gale pressed a button labelled "INITIATE SEQUENCE."

Nothing happened.

He tried another one marked "POWER FLOW."

Still nothing.

Come on. Do something.

He flipped switches, turned dials, and pushed buttons at random, not caring what they did, not even reading, but the machines stayed dead.

"Piece of junk."

His eyes fell on a large red switch labelled "MAIN POWER" at the far end of the console. Of course.

He flipped it down, waited ten seconds, then pushed it back up.

The room started up. Lights flickered on consoles. Screens blinked, showing strings of code and diagrams. The central pillar where the orb had been started to glow.

"Turn it off and on. Works every time."

One by one, the machines activated. Fans whirred. Hard drives clicked. A rhythmic beeping came from somewhere beneath the console.

The pillar glowed brighter.

"Guide, what's happening?"

[Detected: Class 0 rift opening. Caution advised. Dimensional barrier weakening at accelerated rate.]

The air above the pillar shimmered, then split. This time though, it wasn't just darkness. It was an orb-like window into another world.

Gale stepped closer, watching the rift. Through the opening, he saw a sky, dark and glowing with a faint red hue. The ground below was a flat cracked barren desert. There were no trees, no buildings, nor any signs of animal life. Only the mountains in the distance could probably be used as shelter.

"What the…"

The rift expanded slightly, edges stabilizing. The red glow pulsed, casting red light across the lab floor. The machines beeped faster, more urgently.

Something moved within the rift. A shape against the endless nothing. It grew larger, approaching the opening from the other side.

[Entity approaching. Prepare for potential hostile engagement. Threat Level: EXTREME.]

The shape became something that took on the shape of a human, but it was covered with an oversized robe with a hood that concealed its face. It stopped just at the rift, looking inward to where Gale stood.

Gale immediately took out the new gun from the storage box and pointed it at the thing. "Don't move, or I'll shoot."

The figure's head tilted. From the darkness of its hood came sounds, but not any sound that he'd recognized. Not words, but a rhythmic low hum that vibrated through the walls.

Its voice grew louder. The monitors flickered. Code scrolled faster across screens. The figure's arms rose, spreading wide as if to welcome him through.

Gale backed off, not knowing what's happening.

The being's voice rose even further, too loud. Every electronic device in the room stuttered. Screens cracked, and sparks flew behind the monitor's display. Cables on the floor glowed red hot. Red lights strobed, but the klaxon didn't blare.

The hooded figure leaned forward, reaching toward the rift boundary. Its voice reached a pitch that made Gale's teeth hurt and his vision blur.

Silence.

The machines died all at once. The rift collapsed with a sound like thunder. Red lights sparked and broke, leaving him in the dark of the night.

He stood still, ears ringing in the sudden quiet.

"What the fuck was that?" he whispered.

The thing disappeared. It could've exited its world into this place.

Breath of the Void expanded, stretching throughout the building, mapping exits and blind spots. Nothing, at least not the entity that he saw from the rift.

Tendrils suddenly tugged at him. The entrance. Two signatures moving at high speed, crossing doors, and their trajectory was directly to his location.

"Shit."

Two people. Coming his way. Too fast to be mundanes. No way he could outrun them in his state.

Gale jumped to one corner, beside the big red switch. He activated Distort, light bending around his whole body and leaving only a heatwave like distortion where he stayed if he moved.

The double door entrance to the greenhouse slammed open. Two men, same height, same build, same face.

Twins.

One carried a long-gun rifle with a scope. Looked like some kind of sniper. The other held a pistol that even Gale recognized, a Glock, and a dagger at his waist. Their haircuts were in the same short messy fringe style.

The one with the long-gun chewed on what looked like cake and swallowed. He wiped the whipped cream from his mouth and looked blankly at the facility. The one with the Glock walked forward, always keeping his left hand near the dagger while his right hand was already aiming at dark spots within the facility.

To the untrained eye, the casual step of the one with the long-gun could be mistaken for an amateur. However, it was clearly obvious their footsteps were completely muffled, barely leaving an audible click against the concrete floor. If he didn't use Breath of the Void, he wouldn't have noticed them. Both were trained professionals, and both were Attuned.

"Kyle, skim the perimeter. Make sure we're alone," the one with the long-gun said.

Kyle circled around the central pillar. "Clear, Clyde, what's the play?"

"Jonathan wants us to search for documentation. Anything about the experiments they ran here," Clyde replied, eyes scanning the room and the main control platform where Gale was near.

"After all this time?" Kyle frowned. "This place has been abandoned for decades. Probably already stripped everything useful."

"Orders are orders."

Kyle snorted. "Asshole."

"Can't argue with that." Clyde moved to the main console, running his fingers over the buttons. "But something's off. Someone's been here recently."

"How do you figure?" Kyle asked.

Clyde pointed at the console. "Look at these buttons. Some don't have dust on them. And this switch was just used."

Shit. Should have just kept his hands to himself instead of playing with the console.

"Maybe local kids?" Kyle said. "This place is on all those urban explorer websites."

"Maybe." Clyde didn't sound convinced. He moved to the metal tables and drawers beside the main console. He opened all of them, but all of them were empty. Each step brought him closer to where Gale stood invisible.

Clyde's eyes swept over Gale's hiding spot by the corner near the red switch. He stopped just two feet away, eyes narrowing. One hand lifted, slowly closing in on him.

"Hey," Kyle called from across the room. "You really want to do all this work? If we don't report finding anyone to Control, we don't have to file the extra paperwork and do the dirty work."

Clyde's hand froze in mid-air. His head turned towards Kyle. "What're you saying?"

"I'm saying," Kyle holstered his Glock, "whoever was playing with the equipment isn't our problem unless we make it our problem. And I'm not doing overtime for this shit."

Clyde's hand slowly retracted just inches away from Gale's chest. "Right. Whoever's doing this invisible trick isn't worth the paperwork."

"Or the piss-poor pay we're getting," Kyle said.

"True that." Clyde slung his long-gun over his shoulder.

"So we're agreed? We came, we saw, we found nothing?"

"Nothing but ghosts." Clyde gave the room one final scan. For a split second, his eyes seemed to lock directly on Gale's. He grinned directly at him before turning away. "Let's go. There's a convenience store still open nearby."

They left the way they came from, moving impossibly fast in the darkness of the asylum, not making any wrong turns. Only when Breath of the Void confirmed they reached the main entrance did Gale release his Distort.

He leaned against the wall, sweat dripping from his forehead, not from Distort's strain, but from the possible fight against those two. Attuned level, and he was in a shitty condition.

Standing back up, he moved back to the main console. He took the phone from the storage box and turned on the camera app. Flash briefly illuminated the room as Gale took several close ups of the main consoles labeled: "DIMENSIONAL APERTURE," "STABILITY," "BIOMETERIC CONTAINMENT."

These things made little sense to him. Better it be for someone who can make sense of this. Either Rachel or Ollie.

Next, he photographed the central pillar where the rift had appeared. Even though it was inactive now, the spot where the rift had disappeared had lingering signatures that he couldn't quite identify.

Analyze.

[Rift Residue]

[Description: Residue left by the destruction of a rift.]

[Knowledge base contains multiple use cases. Increase Core Class to unlock]

Gale clutched at his head as he crumpled his body inwards. Again with the Core Class increase! Fine. Keep your secrets with you.

His attention turned towards one of the monitors still intact. It flickered, still displaying the code on the screen. Gale took a video of that instead of a picture.

"Might as well be thorough," he said, taking shots of the connections between devices, the power cables, and the backup generators in the corner.

Checking his work and swiping through the photos and videos, the lighting wasn't great. Literally, no lighting, but they'd have to do. Maybe Ollie could do some kind of magic thing to make them better or something.

Gale pocketed his phone and moved to the lab wall. Then he pressed his palm against the concrete, focusing his essence on his entire self. The familiar feeling of being in a different plane from physical reality bit into him.

He ran, allowing himself to phase through the walls. Four walls to pass through was all it took for him to arrive outside. Walking towards the main gate of the fence, he saw the fresh car tracks from Andrew's car.

His apartment was kilometres away, across the dark roads and then to the suburbs. No car and no money to call a cab.

Gale zipped up his jacket, hiding the worst of the bloodstains, and started walking down the road. Stones and dirt gave way to asphalt as he reached the main road.

Biggest problem now? Explaining how he came back to life to his friends.

            

    
        Chapter 101

    
    
    
    
                The phone beside his pillow rang. Gale immediately jumped from the bed on the first ring swinging Weber on instinct and slicing off the tip of the chair thats tilted sideways. He looked around, finding no beasts or crazy people trying to kill him. That was the case, except for the fact that his arms and neck were covered in his own blood from last night's fight. The gray hoodie he got from red cross only lasted a day.

The slow walk back last night was just him and his own thoughts. Figuring out how to fight against the tyranny of the Guide… or at least get it to break its monotone act.

He sighed. Who was he kidding? The Guide probably isn't even sentient. Just a super advanced program that responded to his questions.

Though, he really should get a better alarm app. The phone's default app had an alarm that went to 100 at first beep. Maybe a calming app, like rain. Mom and dad always told him to do some chores when there was rain in the camp. Now, any kind of water dropping made him wake up.

Picking up the phone from the side of his pillow, notifications appeared on the lock screen.

[Andrew: dude you alive??]

[Jacob: holy shit man are you alive??]

[Mia: If you're getting these messages, please respond. We're worried.]

[Andrew: gale seriously man if youre ok you need to let us know]

[Jacob: if this is some kind of sick joke its not funny]

[Mia: I'm going to assume you somehow made it out. Call me when you get this.]

Eight missed calls. Three voice messages that he didn't even know how to open. All from last night after they got home.

Gale swiped away the notifications. The last minute plan he came up with was to make them think the thing had killed him. After that, he'd protect them while using Distort.

Mission successful, right, Gale? Then you watched them run. Didn't even look back. Then after you saved them, they just drove away like nothing happened. Kind of like what he did in the Eclipsed.

This was different though. They would've just gotten in his way while he hid his powers from them. The three were mundanes, and they didn't know Aur. That was justifiable enough… right?

Logic didn't help. It never ever did. All Gale wished for was to ride in the car with them after the whole ordeal. Maybe.

Gale swiped up the phone and tapped on the phone icon. He found Ollie's number and started typing him a text while attaching multiple pictures and videos.

[Gale: Found this in an abandoned asylum. Some kind of rift tech. It turned on and opened a portal. Red sky on the other side. Hooded figure tried to come through. Path agents showed up after, twins named Kyle and Clyde.]

But Ollie was busy with his CEO research stuff. Would he even care to look at what he sent him?

Fuck it. He tapped send.

The response came fast:

[Ollie: Where are you? We need to talk about this NOW.]

Gale checked the time again. 11:12 AM. He had class at 1:30 at Mrs. Chen's chemistry. The one class he actually liked. He typed:

[Gale: Can't right now. Have class at 1:30. Can meet after.]

Three dots appeared, then:

[Ollie: Fine. After your class then. My office.]

Next thing he should do is be casual. Send something casual. Adults usually treat texts as casual anyways. He just casually found something in the abandoned asylum after all. A thumbs up emoji would do.

Gale tapped the thumbs up emoji and then tapped send. Casual so that Ollie didn't have to treat it too seriously. He nodded to himself with a smile.

Getting up from the bed, he tossed his phone back and rolled his shoulders. The trek to the bathroom came next. Origin extraction only closed the wounds, and all his muscles were still sore from last night.

He walked to the bathroom door, each step taking an excruciating amount of effort from the soreness. Not having fought in a while made his muscles lazy. Muscle soreness onset coming all at once.

Taking off his clothes and looking in the mirror, it showed him the purple bruises on his chest, shoulders, and forearms. It could've been worse. This wasn't bad.

He stepped into the shower and turned the shower water all the way to hot. The water washed away everything as the caked up blood flowed downwards, creating a swirling of red and black at the drain.

Twenty minutes later, clean and in relatively fresh clothes of a baggy sweater and jeans, Gale grabbed his chemistry book and notes. He took the storage box on the folding dining table and stuck it into his left pocket. Can’t leave without his trusty kill-everything stick, he smiled.

The bus to Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre took forty minutes with 1 transfer in between. He climbed to the 2nd floor, found room 317, and stopped just outside the door.

Just act normal, Gale. Nobody knows what happened last night, except for those darn kids that saw him die. It shouldn’t be that hard to think of an excuse. Then why don’t you already have an excuse?! Shut up voice in my head! You think of an excuse while I deal with the chemistry class.

Gale walked in five minutes before class. Mrs. Chen had already set up an experiment at the front, putting out beakers and chemicals. A few students were chatting while he walked in.

He saw them immediately. Andrew sat in the back corner. Dark circles under his eyes, clearer today. Poor guy, had a rough night. Jacob sat next to him, holding a coin that had the symbol of two wings and a star in the middle. His lips moved, muttering something inaudible while shaking his legs. Mia, to their left, read a book, covering her whole head with it.

Andrew spotted him first at the front. His eyes went wide. Deer in headlights wide. He elbowed Jacob, who looked up and froze immediately. Mia looked at them before looking up over her book. She closed the book in a snap, startling a few students who looked towards her after.

Gale smiled at them. However, that made Jacob's leg shake even more. Mia looked away immediately while Andrew flinched.

That was the most friendly smile he’d ever put on. That should show them he was friendly. He took the remaining empty seat in the middle of the class.

Mrs. Chen started the class as soon as his butt hit the seat.

“Alright,” Mrs. Chen cleared her throat. “Today we’re examining acid-base reactions. Find a partner and come get your safety goggles.”

Students moved around, making pairs. No one came to Gale. From the corner of his eye, he saw Andrew whisper to Jacob, both looking his way.

Mia stood up, looking toward him. She took a couple of deep breaths before she was pulled back by Andrew to join their group. She shook Andrew's hand off and went to a different group, one with two other girls.

For a moment, Gale thought she might've come over. Pull him into their group. It's ok, Gale. You can explain later. Just do your best at smiling and acting as friendly as possible.

Mrs. Chen cleared her throat again, looking at him. "Gale, you'll need to join a group."

"I'm… umm… uhhh." Caught off guard, Gale didn't know what to say. He could go over to them like usual like nothing happened. "Can I do the lab myself?"

"That's not how partner labs work." She pointed to the back. "Join Andrew and Jacob's, please."

Great. Just smile. Smiling fixes everything.

Gale grabbed his stuff and moved to Andrew and Jacob's table. They shifted away as he sat.

"So," Gale smiled as wide as he could. "What did I miss, bros?"

That's right. Use their language. Both Andrew and Jacob are into that 'maaan, and brooo' thing.

Neither answered. Jacob's leg shook faster. Andrew's head went close to the lab instructions paper.

"Can I have a look too?" Gale asked. "It must be an interesting lab report."

Andrew flicked the paper towards him. It slid over, and the man's head continued staring at the table.

Gale read the instructions:

[Most chemical reactions release energy as heat, but some release it as light. This phenomenon is called chemiluminescence. A well-known example is the chemical Luminol. When oxidized in a basic solution, luminol produces a temporary, visible blue-green glow.

This reaction, however, requires a catalyst to proceed at a visible rate. In forensic investigations, the catalyst is the iron (Fe) atom found within the hemoglobin of red blood cells. This makes luminol an incredibly sensitive presumptive test for detecting trace amounts of blood at a crime scene, even after an area has been cleaned.

…]

The instructions were easy enough. Gale looked over to Andrew, 

"Anyone got the…" he read the instructions again. "The ferricyanide thing?"

Andrew slowly passed the beaker over with two fingers on the lip.

Gale reached for it, but before he could get a grip on it, Andrew flinched and dropped it. He quickly caught the beaker by the neck, contents of it splashing and hitting his hand.

"Careful," Gale smiled widely, wiping his hands on his sweater.

Jacob's eyes darted over to Andrew, then back to Gale, then back to Andrew.

"Alright class. Observation time," Mrs. Chen said, turning off the lights immediately.

On the back of Gale's hand, where the liquid had splashed, the blue glow of the luminol crept in. All over his hands were two distinct lines where the luminol was the strongest.

Jacob whimpered, sliding his chair further away. Andrew did the same, looking away.

"Why is my hand glowing?" Gale asked. The two lines on his right hand was where the skin walker had scratched. The wounds closed by the Origin extraction.

"Because!" Andrew said, then shut up.

"We watched you die. You're not Gale. That thing ate you," Jacob whispered, teeth chattering.

"Obviously, I'm here now and I didn't die."

Shit. That was a great explanation.

"Then how are you here?" Mia appeared at their table behind him, arms crossed. "We saw it. That thing's mouth ate your head."

"I got lucky. Some invisible thing found me and took me away or something. I blacked out for most of it." Gale smiled again.

"Gale doesn't smile. He's always serious and flinching at every sound," Andrew whispered. "You can't possibly be Gale."

Jacob leaned away. "How do we know you're really Gale?"

"What?"

"That thing could change its shape," Mia said. "It could look like anyone."

Goddammit. They really thought the monster ate him and became him. "I'm not the fucking skin walker."

Jacob flinched. "How do you know what it's called?"

"I dunno. I heard one of you say it," Gale lied, not sure whether they actually said anything or not. "Before everything went creepy crazy."

Mia quickly covered Gale's right hand, where the luminol had splashed, before Mrs. Chen came to their table, frowning.

"Is there a problem here?" the teacher said.

"No, ma'am," Andrew said quickly. "Just discussing the procedure."

"I'll be turning on the lights soon. Make sure everyone writes down a small paragraph on what's happening," Mrs. Chen said.

"This is ridiculous," Gale muttered while writing results. "I'm not some shape-shifting monster."

"Prove it," Mia stared at him.

"How exactly am I supposed to do that?"

She leaned closer and whispered, "Tell me something only Gale would know. Something from before last night."

"Two weeks ago, you loaned me your blue pen during the quiz on molecular structures. When I gave it back, you said it was your lucky pen, and you named it Pickles," Gale said.

Her eyes looked to Jacob, shaking his head. "That doesn't prove anything. You could have been watching us for weeks."

Gale grumbled, drooping his head to the table where the luminol had spilled. More of it went to his chin, making his chin glow as well.

The lights suddenly turned on.

"Alright class. Hand over those papers to me as you leave class," Mrs. Chen said, sitting down at the front desk of the class.

Andrew quickly wrote up a paragraph, put all 3 guy's name in it and stood up. He walked over to the front desk and left. Jacob did the same. Mia went over to her group and packed up then left as well. None of them looked back.

Gale packed up, sighing. Great job. That was one hell of an explanation. But what else could he tell mundanes? He could tell them that he was the invisible thing the whole time. He protected them by guiding them to a destination he also wasn't sure about. Still worked though.

[Ollie: Class over yet?]

[Gale: Just finished. On my way.]



At the top of what they call TD Tower, Ollie typed loudly on his keyboard. Same old broken frame at the left side of the wall, still kept uncleaned.

"How's chemistry?" Ollie asked.

Gale didn't answer, leaning his head against the window. The tiny people down at street level gave him something to think about. Each one of the people down there had their own lives, doing a job, and making a life for themselves.

A car blocked the intersection, making a bunch of cars honk their horns at him. The honking then caused some pedestrians to point at the honking cars.

Though none of this was relevant. Just to pass time.

"My classmates think I'm a skinwalker," he finally said, turning from the window.

"That's just what happens. Mundanes see things they can't explain and then they start making stuff up like ghosts, skin walkers, banshees, demons. Who actually believes that, am I right? Be careful with those demons though. Their bites sting. Smelly too." Ollie spun toward a second monitor on his desk. "Here, come take a look at this."

Gale took the empty chair beside him, leaning over Ollie's shoulder. The screen showed his photos that were magically made clearer.

"The equipment you found? It's a prototype." Ollie clicked through images, stopping on the central pillar. "This is a rift container. Or trying to be one, anyway."

"Those mundanes built that?" Gale asked.

"They tried." Ollie zoomed in on a console. "See these markings? Looks like configurations for dimensional research. We got similar configs in another lab on the west coast, but nothing operational."

"Why not?"

"Well, you see. There's these assholes called the Asshole Knights. They shut down everything because it's illegal and unsafe. So I tell them, who cares if it's illegal, it's money!" Ollie opened a drawer, pulled out a manila folder, and put it on the desk. "That's not my research though, but that's what I'll tell them. It's kind of dangerous and lots of hazard pay. Too many accidents."

"Accidents like what happened at the asylum?"

"Worse." Ollie flipped through the folder. "Workers' compensation. They never actually manage to build one because mundanes just can never build one properly. Then they cry and bitch about getting injured on the job."

"That thing in the asylum did work though." Gale folded his arms. "It did more than work. Something looked back through it."

Ollie's fingers stopped typing. "What?"

"When I powered it up, the rift opened. Showed some place with red skies. Then this... figure appeared. Hooded and it didn't look human. It spoke, but not in any language I've heard."

"You're lucky it didn't come through." Ollie leaned back, rubbing his face. "Whatever was on the other side was probably hostile. Something from beyond. Those mundanes built a working rift device with just electronics and no glyphs? That's..." He shook his head. "That shouldn't be possible."

"But it was. And there were twins that came after looking for something."

"Documents, you said." Ollie tilted his head. "Did you find anything? Notes? Research logs? Test results?"

"No. But someone else did."

"Who?"

"A mundane. My friend Mia. One of my classmates from chemistry. We all went there on some stupid ghost hunt. She found documents in an office and took them."

"You're sure about this?"

"I checked the office myself after fighting the skin walker. The drawers were empty."

"Shit." Ollie sighed. "Any idea what she took? Or why?"

"No clue." Gale sighed. And now she wouldn't talk to him. None of them want to talk to him.

"You said it was a dare? The asylum visit?"

"Yeah. My classmates wanted to go ghost hunting. Some urban legend about a ghost called Mary Gallard." Gale snorted. "Turned out to be a lot worse than just a ghost."

"Cool cool cool… and why did you guys go?"

"Andrew wouldn't shut up about it. He just forced everyone after the learning centre's ghost sighting. It was supposed to be what normal people do." Gale dropped his head onto Ollie's table. "I'm normal, right?"

"Normal's overrated." Ollie closed the folder on his monitor and leaned on his table to meet Gale's eyes. "So, Mia has documents about rift tech that might actually work. The Path wants those documents, probably. And there's something on the other side of that rift that was trying to communicate."

"That about sums it up."

"Perfect." Ollie's phone buzzed. He checked it, frowned, then put it aside. "We need those documents. Whatever that girl found could lead to some money making. Think about it, Gale. It's a private rift. The profits!"

"You want to build one?" Gale asked. "After what I just told you?"

"Yeah, no shit I want it." Ollie stood and paced across his office. "Think about it. A rift we control could change everything. Safe passage between points. Access to resources from other dimensions. And… maybe even Dust."

"What do you mean?" Gale asked.

"Brief history lesson. One rift usually appeared every decade or so before a hundred years ago. After that, rifts started appearing maybe once a week now. Then this substance called dust started appearing once it occurred more often." Ollie paused. "If we could understand the origin of dust, then we would somehow come up with more accurate theories and practical applications. And most important, profits!"

"What about if things get in because of that? Like that hooded thing in the rift that looked back?"

"We can handle them." Ollie stopped pacing. "Don't underestimate Aurians. They're much stronger than you think. Everyone and everything is competent, which is also frustrating in some ways. It's not like those movies where the henchmen are just shooting practice."

Gale laughed. That was true. Even the B-movie looking Red Jacket Woman and tattooed suit guy took him on pretty well.

"This Mia. Do you think she understands what she's got?" Ollie asked.

"No way. She just thinks it's interesting history about a haunted asylum. Probably. I think. Actually, I don't know what the stuff is that she read in the document." Gale leaned back. "But she doesn't know about Aur. About any of this."

Ollie nodded slightly. "Then we need to get those documents before she figures out they're important. Or before someone else gets to her first."

"Like who?"

"Like the twins. Special Investigations Division. Quick, clean, efficient, and two huge goddamn assholes…" Ollie shook his head. "I'm not fucking forgetting Vancouver."

"Vancouver what?"

"Nothing. So, Mia?"

"I can try talking to her," Gale said finally. "Though after what they saw at the asylum, none of them want to get near me."

"What exactly did they see?"

"The skin walker attacking me. I made it look like I died so they would run. Then I protected them as a scary invisible thing." Gale shrugged. "Guess it worked too well."

"And now you show up in class." Ollie whistled low. "No wonder."

"Yeah."

"Well, either way, we need to get whatever is in those documents." Ollie reached for his phone again. "I can have some people get it from her."

"No," Gale cut him off. "Let me handle it. She's already scared enough."

Ollie put his chin on his hand, watching him. "Your call. But those documents could be crucial, Gale. If we found a way to create and contain a rift using just technology..."

"I get it. I'll talk to her."

"Good." Ollie walked to the window, looking at the city skyline. "And Gale? Be careful. If the Path is interested in this stuff, it's not just about dusty old research. There's something bigger happening."

"There always is," Gale said.

"This mundane, Mia," Ollie said, turning from the window. "What's her last name?"

"Cortez, I think. Why?"

"Just covering bases." Ollie typed into his phone. "Just in case we don't mess with anyone we don't know."

"She's just a student."

"Nobody's just anything, Gale." Ollie put the phone in his pocket. "You know that better than most. Better safe than sorry."

"I'll talk to her tomorrow," Gale said. "After class."
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                The clock beside his desk read: 5:15 AM. Gale tossed back the damp sheets into the bucket of pink water beside his bed. Some of the contents splashed on the floor. He'd clean that up later. But finally, the last of the bloodstain was gone from his sheets.

He sighed, flexing his fingers. Streetlights filtered through the window blinds, revealing his hands raw from bleach. Mission complete. No more murder scene in his apartment.

Now, what's the plan, Gale? Mia had the papers he needed to give to Ollie. Those documents were something his friend wanted, and he needed them to say sorry.

Grabbing his phone, he opened up the group chat Andrew had made for their study sessions. His thumbs hovered on the keyboard and started tapping away.

[Gale: We need to talk. Face to face. About what happened at the asylum. Meet me after class or I'll find you.]

He hit send quickly. The message showed "delivered" but not "read." Too early, they were probably still asleep.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Gale stared at his phone.

[Jacob: holy shit]

[Jacob: it's using his phone now]

Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.

[Andrew: DONT ANSWER IT]

[Jacob: the skin walker has begun using technology. fuck fuck fuck]

[Mia: Everyone stay calm. Don't respond further.]

[Jacob: dont answer your doors even if it sounds like gale or any of your family. it wont be able to enter if it doesnt have permission]

Gale pinched the bridge of his nose. Worse than expected.

[Gale: It's actually me. I didn't die. I'll explain everything later.]

[Jacob: BULLSHIT that thing ATE YOU we SAW IT]

[Mia: Jacob, stop responding. It's what it wants.]

[Gale: Alright, I'll find you guys myself.]

Great job, Gale. Should've just told them the truth, and now we're here. The skin walker didn't even look anything like a human. That thing couldn't possibly imitate one.

Gale opened up the browser on his phone, searching up skin walkers. He clicked on a video at the top of the search results. It showed a man pointing the camera at the door, and a woman saying, 'Hey John, can I come in? Can I come in?'. The caption said 'my mom is in Paris for the weekend. Who the hell is this?! #skinwalker'.

This video was about as believable as him dying. Impossibly stupid. That voice could've been anyone. Or maybe this was just a skit. The hundreds of real life spiderman videos had already taught him never to trust anything on the internet. None of this helped him at all.

His eyes turned to the top left of his phone's monitor, 5:47 AM. Today was Friday. Physics class starts at 7:20. Andrew would be there. Jacob and Mia had different schedules.

Option one: Skip class, track down Mia directly, demand the documents. Quick. Messy. Would definitely burn that bridge. Probably.

Option two: Show up to class, corner Andrew afterward. Use him to get to Mia. Would scare Andrew, maybe even make him pass out. Hopefully, it keeps friendships. Maybe.

Option three: Go to Ollie, an adult, let him handle it. But it won't solve the misunderstanding of him being a skin walker. Nothing gained on the friendship part.

Standing up and going to the washroom, he cleaned up the bucket and dumped the contents into the tub. He ran the water for a while until there wasn't any more red in the tub.

Option two it was then.

Gale showered quickly. Hot water eased some of the soreness from yesterday. His torso showed purple and yellow bruises across his ribs and shoulder. Better than yesterday, but obvious.

He dressed carefully. Oversized black hoodie he got from the red cross, ripped jeans for the more casual human flair that adults usually liked to wear.

Opening up the fridge, he put the half-loaf of bread, peanut butter, and butter knife into the storage box and put the box into his left pocket. Gotta have something for lunch.

Gale grabbed his physics textbook, shoved it into his backpack with a notebook and pen, and left. Cold morning air hit his face. His breath made clouds as he jogged to the bus stop, arriving as the bus pulled up.

The ride to Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre took about an hour. After one transfer, Yorkdale's campus came into view. Students walked by on the sidewalk, coffee cups in their hands. Gale was one of them.

Alright. Round 2.

Entering the campus, he went to the 2nd floor, taking the stairs. Room 204 sat at the end of the corridor to the right of the stairs. He took the seat near the door. If Andrew went in without finding him, he'd be locked in. If he ran from the class after seeing him, he'd have a faster time catching the guy.

7:15.

Students started trickling in. No Andrew yet. Gale checked his phone. No new messages in the group chat.

Mr. Walker came in, red bow tie, humming a song. "Alright class, let's get started with today's lesson!"

No Andrew. The man actually skipped class! Physics was also his favourite class.

If Andrew skipped his favourite class, the other two wouldn't be any different. They'd be on high alert. They might've said some stuff to the authorities. Police might even take him to jail, and he'd have to make scary looking mean friends.

The class continued. Mr. Walker continued a lesson that Gale completely didn't pay attention to. Each minute ticked by so slowly. No point in chasing Andrew today.

Gale expanded Breath of the Void, flooding him with mundane signatures and a couple of ether signatures he didn't recognize.

One signature looked familiar. It was Mia's by the library's front on the fourth floor, handing out pieces of paper.

No Jacob in the whole building. He'd have to isolate Mia instead.

The class droned on, and soon enough, the clock hit 11 AM.

"Alright class. Next week, we'll have a lab that focuses on Newton's Third Law. It'll be fun. Make sure you come to class early!" Mr. Walker bounced up and down, bow tie bouncing with him. "Class is dismissed."

Gale went to the cafeteria on the first floor. Sat down on one of the benches and thought.

Blank. That's what he thought. Nothing.

Emmerson had told him not to reveal anything to anyone, but he'd have to reveal something to his friends to get those documents in the most non-intimidating way possible.

Pulling up his phone, he opened the contact list. He tapped on Rachel's contact and tapped on the message button. She has a best friend. Maybe her friend was a mundane. She'll know how to explain what he is, his abilities, and all the stuff about Aur, supernatural stuff that mundanes can't understand because they're not part of that world.

Right. At times like this, he could ask for help.

[Gale: hi]

He waited for 2 minutes before a reply came through.

[Rachel: hi, how’s class?]

[Gale: class is good. so, funny thing. can I ask you something?]

[Rachel: of course. what is it?]

[Gale: do you have any mundane friends?]

[Rachel: let me guess.]

[Rachel: you met some friends, and now you have to reveal your powers to them because of something?]

Gale glanced everywhere in the cafeteria. Was she here right now? She was completely right. How did she know?

[Gale: how did you know?]

[Rachel: remember the best friend I told you? she’s mundane and knows everything. we can go hiking some time with her when you're done classes.]

[Gale: really? i can take you to the woods i usually went to up north.]

Gale smiled, this time not forced. He'd teach them how to set up a campfire without using Rachel's fire powers. Make a tent out of the leaves and branches from around the area. He wasn't able to teach her that in the Eclipsed. Maybe even build a pool and fill it up with water from the nearby creek. They could all swim together and race.

[Rachel: sure, that'd be fun. and Gale?]

[Gale: yeah?]

[Rachel: don't forget to eat lunch.]

[Gale: you too.]

Right, lunch. He did bring lunch. Peanut butter sandwich. Better than all the chalky protein bars the Path gave him.

Pulling out the half loaf of bread, butter knife, and peanut butter jar from his storage box, he put them on the table. Students glanced his way, but he didn't care. He’s still growing after all. Might as well eat first before tracking down Mia.

As Gale spread the peanut butter on the bread, Mia and a girl with glasses beside her came into the cafeteria. They both held a stack of flyers in their arms. When Mia's eyes caught his direction, the flyers from her hand dropped, scattering all over the cafeteria floor.

The glasses girl shook Mia by the shoulder. "You ok?"

Gale stood up, butterknife in hand. "Mia, we need to talk. I can explain everything."

"No," she whispered. "I'm... uh... sorry. I need to go."

"Why?" the glasses girl said. "Who is that guy?"

Mia's grip tightened on the bag over her shoulders. "I have to go. Sorry, Lin. Family emergency."

"But what about the recruitment drive?"

"Cover for me. Please."

Mia turned around and ran back from the cafeteria.

Shit! She's getting away. Gale stood up and followed her, butterknife still in hand, pushing past the students. When he got out of the cafeteria, the crowd of students blocked his view.

Breath of the Void expanded. Tendrils reached and tracked onto Mia. She was by the elevator, going up. Gale walked to the stairwell, taking it up 3 steps at a time.

The elevator stopped at the 2nd floor, and the target got out of it. Gale got out of the stairwell at the same time, Mia spotting him.

She ran to the right, pushing away people along the way. During the lunch hour, the upper levels didn't have many people.

"Mia! We just need to communicate to solve this!" Gale shouted across the hall. The few students walking by eyed him but went on about their day.

Mia turned left at the end of the corridor. By the time Gale got to the corner, she was already at the end of the corridor.

"Mia, stop!" Gale shouted. "I just want to talk!"

Tendrils fed him information. She was at the other stairwell, already running back down. But why was she running?! He's doing everything he could to be clear and concise with what he wanted, to communicate effectively, like what online articles say about effective communication!

No one was in the hallway to see him. In just a couple of steps, Gale arrived at the other end of the corridor and ran down the stairwell, following Mia to the basement.

The basement stretched before him. Empty, no students. Perfect for isolation and a quick dose of communication. He could safely reveal his powers here and just show her the misunderstanding.

Tendrils told him that she was in one of the rooms that looked like a chemistry lab. Huh, didn't know there were classrooms in the basement too.

Neat.

"Mia, I know where you are." Gale walked casually down the hallway. "Come out, and let's talk this out. I know you're in here."

He entered the lab she was in. She hid under one of the tables, facing away from the entrance. Gale climbed on top of the table, peeked his head down, and saw Mia hugging her knees underneath.

"Mia, how about a talk?" Gale smiled, upside down.

Mia's eyes looked to the butterknife in his hands and screamed, getting up and running out of the classroom.

Her scream made Gale jump and hit his head on the ceiling. Before his head fell onto the table, he quickly realigned his centre of balance upright, like a human.

No table was going to get a free hit on him. The ceiling got a free hit in, but that doesn't count. That was Mia, and he'll let a friend get a free hit in.

Putting the butterknife away back into the storage box, Gale walked outside the lab. Tendrils fed him information. Mia shivered inside a metal cabinet filled with a bunch of jug looking things. She had one of them in her hand. Might be dangerous.

Gale slowly walked over to the cabinet. In front of the cabinet, he pulled it open, quickly pinning her hand onto the cabinet with the jug. Before she could scream, he put a hand over her mouth.

"I'm not going to hurt you. Just listen to me."

Her eyes glanced at the jug, labelled "distilled water."

His hand loosened, and the jug fell onto the floor.

"Please." This time, he could no longer hide the frown on his face. All Gale wanted to do was just explain everything. But she just kept running and running. What else was he supposed to do?

"Who are you?" Her voice shook. "Are you really Gale?"

"I know what you saw," Gale slowly moved back. "But that thing, it's called a skin walker. It didn't kill me."

Mia stepped out of the cabinet, rubbing the arm that was pinned to the cabinet. "Andrew said it killed you and ate your head."

"It tried," Gale said. "It couldn't."

"How?" Her hand gripped the straps of her purse tighter. "Unless it became you!"

Gale backpedalled. His back hit the wall behind him as he let himself slide down and hug his knees. "Look. I know it doesn't make sense, but there are a lot of things that don't make sense by mundane standards."

"Like skin walkers?" Her voice began to stabilize, still catching her breath. "Like whatever the fuck was in that-that place?!"

"Like me," Gale said.

She blinked. "What?"

"I'm not... exactly normal, Mia. I'm… special."

"You're autistic?"

"No? Wait. What's that mean?" Gale said, looking up at her. "Hold on, let me show you."

Phase Touch enveloped his hand. He touched the wall behind him and pushed his hand through it like it wasn't there.

"What the fu-" Mia crouched down, looking closer at his Phased hand in the wall. "How?"

"That place we were in, after the hallways changed? That wasn't the same asylum anymore. It was something else. A rift. A partial one."

"A what?"

"A tear between realities. The asylum sat on top of one." Gale took a careful step forward. "I've been through one before. I know how to fight what comes out of them."

Mia shook her head. "This is crazy. You're crazy."

"Please, believe me. I can do more than this if you need me to show you," Gale said, pulling his hand out of the wall and releasing Phase Touch. "The documents you took from that office, they explain some of it, don't they?"

Her eyes widened. "How did you know about those?"

"I went back after you all escaped. Checked the office. The drawers were empty."

Mia took a seat beside him, her back to the wall. “The papers talked about experiments. Something called Project Threshold. They were trying to... Wait. If you went back, then what happened to the monster?"

"I killed it."

Mia turned her head to the side to look at him. "With what?"

Gale put his left hand into his left pocket and materialized the Weber on to his right hand. Black goop still clung to the edges of the blade.

Mia's eyes fixed on the weapon. "You had that the whole time? When we were in the asylum?"

"Yeah..."

"Why didn't you use it sooner?"

"I didn't want to scare you all. Three normal people suddenly finding out their classmate carries a sword and fights monsters? You'd also think I'm a monster, right?"

Mia chuckled. First time he heard that in a while or ever. "So instead you let us think you died?"

"It seemed simpler at the time."

"Clearly not."

Gale stored the Weber back into the storage box. "I know."

"Those papers I found... they talked about opening doorways to other places. Eventually using that to conquer land or something. It also said it was missing an ingredient..." Mia looked up at the ceiling. "Is that real? Can people actually do that? Like open portals?"

"Not open portals, but…" Gale said carefully. "There are people who have abilities. Who can do things others can't."

"Like you?"

He nodded.

"What are you?" Mia whispered.

"Just a boy that can kill monsters who wants to get his G.E.D." He looked up at the ceiling with her. "I need those documents, Mia. It's dangerous."

"Why should I trust you?" She said. "For all I know, you're working with whatever that thing was."

"If I were, why would I have helped you all escape? Why would I have fought it?"

"I don't know!" Her voice cracked. "That thing was also in the asylum so maybe it wanted something in it!"

"I killed it, and if I really wanted to, I could take it from you right now," Gale said more gently. "But I don't because I don't want you to hate me. You're my friend."

Mia turned her eyes to Gale without turning her head. For a moment, she didn't say anything.

"Have you..." She hesitated. "Have you always been able to do these things all the time?"

"No," Gale said. "I just found out about it a couple of months ago too. It's really…."

Really tough. Gale didn't want to just solely live in Aur. Even Rachel has a mundane friend. He just wanted a chance at being normal, even if that ship has long sailed.

"Are there others like you?"

"Yeah."

"And they all fight these... things?"

"Some do."

Mia took a deep breath. "The papers are at my apartment. I'll get them after class."

Gale sighed in relief, "Thanks."

"Don't thank me yet," she said, standing up. "I have conditions."

Of course she did. Nothing was ever simple. "What conditions?"

"I want to know... to know more of that supernatural stuff and the stuff in the doc."

"Mia, it's dangerous. Its-"

"Non-negotiable," she interrupted before he could say anything. "I found them. I get to know what they say and then some."

Gale sighed. "Fine. What else?"

"You explain exactly what that thing was in the asylum and if there's more monsters out there. I want to know all of it. How they work. How that wall touching thingy works. And how the rift works. Everything."

"I can try?"

"And..." She hesitated. "You help me convince Andrew and Jacob you're not some skin walker or mimic or whatever."

That might be the hardest part. He could do what he did with Mia, but the way Mia looked so scared… Gale didn't know if he could do that.

"How do you suggest I do that?"

"I don't know. You're the special one." She pushed herself up. "Figure it out."

Gale sighed, "Fine."

If all else fails, he'll just go with the flow anyways.

Mia brushed dust from her jeans. "I'll text them. Tell them to meet us in the cafeteria at lunch."

"Wait," Gale said. "Don't tell them I'll be there. Just say you want to meet."

"You want me to trick them?"

"I want them to not run away." He scratched his head. "I'm not some skin walker or whatever, right?"

"Fine. But if they freak out, then don't blame me."

"They probably will."

She looked at him and pulled out her phone, then typed on it. A moment later, she showed him the screen:

[Mia: Guys, need to talk about last night. Meet me in cafeteria at 3:30? Important.]

Almost immediately, responses popped up:

[Jacob: are you ok?? did the mimic find you?]

[Andrew: i'm coming. stay in public areas]

Mia pocketed her phone. "There. They're coming."

"Thank you," Gale said.

She eyed him warily. "Don't make me regret this."

"I won't."
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                Back on the pillar, hands in pockets, hood over head. Gale couldn't see in front of him visually, but Breath of the Void showed him everything. No time to pay attention to the people glancing at him and whispering to each other. Mia and Andrew sat at the table just a couple of tables away from the pillar he stood by.

Jacob came in late at 3:45, backpack on his shoulder.

"Sorry," Jacob said, taking the empty chair beside Andrew. "TTC was late."

Mia waved her hand. Though she couldn't see him, he knew that she knew that he could see them.

Perfect. That was the signal. Time to do this, Gale. Maybe he shouldn't smile this time. Don't smile. Just go.

Gale took a deep breath and moved from the pillar. He walked over to their table, avoiding people in between even though his hood blocked his view. The group didn't see him until he stood just behind Mia.

"Hey," Gale said.

Andrew jumped, almost with a yelp. His knee hit the the table, making his tray jump. Jacob's mouth gaped open as he looked at Gale and started shivering.

"Shit!" Andrew shouted, pushing back his chair.

"It got to her. Holy shit." Jacob pointed at Mia. He grabbed Andrew's arm. "She got infected!"

Mia looked back and flinched as well. "Gale, what the hell?"

She flipped the hood over his head to reveal his face and sat back down.

"It's the skin walker. The skin walker! We're going to die!"

Mia slammed her hand on the table. "You idiots. And he's not a skin walker."

"How do we know you're the real Mia?! HUH?!" Jacob shouted, passerbys look in the group's direction.

"Give me my notebook back, Jacob. I know you have it," Mia said.

"What-what notebook?" Jacob hugged his backpack.

"If you guys don't believe me right now, I'll take back my notes and never let you copy it again." Mia folded her arms.

"But we really saw Gale get-" Andrew ran his hand across his neck. "You know."

"Yes! You saw it," Mia yelled. "I talked to him already. He's... he's still Gale. Not that skin walker thing."

Andrew shook his head. "How do you know? How can you be sure?"

"Jesus Christ, you two. Get it together." Mia rolled her eyes. She turned to Gale. "Show them. Just a little bit."

Gale looked around. At 4 PM, the cafeteria wasn't that populated, but still there were quite a bit on their laptops.

"Not here," he said quietly.

"Then where?" Andrew asked.

"Bathroom," Gale said. "Just for a minute."

Jacob laughed nervously. "Perfect place for a monster to pick us off."

"Fine." Gale sighed. He grabbed a chair beside Mia and sat down. "Watch this."

He put his hand onto the table and phased his hand. His hand became translucent, and he pushed it through the table as if the table wasn't there.

Jacob's mouth dropped open. Andrew leaned closer to where his hand had passed through the table.

"What the fuck?" Andrew whispered.

"Holy shit," Jacob said. "What is that?"

"Think of like… superpowers. I guess?" Gale said.

"Holy moly. Can you do other things apart from just… pushing your hand through this?"

"Yeah… a couple of more things."

"Like what?" Andrew asked.

"Can you use the force? Make this pen float!" Jacob fished out a pen from his pocket and laid it in front of Gale.

Gale pulled out his hand from the table. "Wait, what?"

Andrew clasped his hands on the table and rested his chin on them, staring at him. "What are you?"

"I'm just... special," Gale said slowly.

"No, he's not autistic." Mia rolled her eyes.

Gale cleared his throat. "I can do things most people can't."

"Like what?" Jacob asked, voice now rising with excitement. "Besides the ghost hand thing?"

"That's not important right now," Gale said. "What matters is that I'm not a skin walker or whatever you thought."

"But we saw that thing eat you," Andrew said.

"It tried. I fought back. I won," Gale said.

Jacob's eyes widened. "You killed it?"

"Yes."

"With what?" Andrew asked.

"I have... tools."

Mia glanced at him sideways. "He has a sword."

"A sword?" Jacob's voice rose, making people look over with a frown. "Like an actual sword?"

"Keep it down," Gale whispered.

Andrew leaned forward. "So what? Are you like some kinda superhero?"

"No," Gale said firmly. "Look. There's a different world out there that none of you will ever understand. Things most people will never see in their lifetime. And that's a good thing. It's safer that way."

"Safer?" Mia asked. "I thought we had a deal?"

Gale forced a smile. "I know, but knowledge is dangerous. There's people or things that would kill just for knowing things. I also don't know that much, but I'll say as much as I can."

Jacob sat up from his seat, making a square frame with his fingers. "This is so cool. We could be like those ghost hunters on TV, but for real monsters! Team Monster Beaters!"

Gale stared at him. "Were you even listening? This isn't a game!"

"But you need a team, right?" Jacob continued. "Every hero needs backup."

"This is not a hero thing."

"That's what they all say at first," Jacob grinned.

Andrew leaned in, not dropping his eye contact from Gale. "So, you're telling me you've been pretending to be normal, going to classes, acting like you care about these classes when you have these awesome powers?"

"I do care about classes," Gale said.

Andrew shook his head. "But are you here to learn or something else?"

Gale shifted in his seat, looking away from Andrew's peering eyes. Of course, he was here to learn. His eyes looked at Mia, trembling. But who would believe him? He wasn't even sure Mia believed him earlier.

Mia slammed on the table again, "Shut up, Andrew. Who says a boy who can kill monsters can't have a normal life and get his G.E.D?"

"Fair point." Andrew leaned back, sighing.

"You… believe me?" Gale said.

"Huh? Why not?" Andrew replied. "Magical girls in anime also have normal lives. Why can't you?"

Jacob laughed. "Besides, this is like the coolest thing ever!"

"Exactly," Andrew said.

"You guys still wanna know even if 'things' happen?" Gale warned.

"I'll take this over being kept in the dark. Playing dead to keep your secret? Not cool." Andrew waved his hand.

Mia nodded. "So, cough it up. A deal is a deal."

Gale looked at Mia, then Andrew, and then Jacob, who practically had eyes beaming at him. Even if it was dangerous, they'd still wanna know. Adults are really weird. A good kind of weird. The kind of weird that makes him smile.

"Those documents you took," Gale said to Mia, "they're more important than you think."

"Figured that out when you chased me through the whole building like Jason in that thriller movie," Mia replied dryly.

Jacob looked between them. "What documents?"

"From the asylum," Mia said. "About experiments."

Andrew frowned. "What experiments?"

Mia was about to say something, but Gale cut her off. "That's enough for now. First, I need those papers."

"And then what?" Andrew asked.

"Then I'll tell you what I can."

Jacob grinned. "So we are forming a team."

"No," Gale said flatly. "We're not."

"Sounds like we are though," Jacob said, still grinning.

"Ok, look," Mia said, shoving aside the trays. She unzipped her backpack and pulled out a thick folder full of clipped and stapled documents. The front of the folder was clearly marked "CONFIDENTIAL."

Gale raised an eyebrow as he looked at her. The folder looked thicker than expected. How the hell she take that much stuff while running away and not dropping a single one?

"I organized them into categories," Mia said, opening the folder and spreading its contents on the table. The papers had different coloured sticky notes. "Four main sections: Patient records for Mary Gallard, something called QPES, a section on 'Mysterious Entities,' and another on 'Unknown Energy Emissions.'"

Jacob leaned forward. "Holy shit. This is like a mad scientist's notebook."

"Keep your voice down," Andrew muttered, but he stared at the papers too.

"Let's start with Mary," Mia said, pulling out the first stack with a blue sticky note. "Since that's who we went there looking for anyway."

She spread the papers out. The top sheet had a black and white photo of a young woman with hollow eyes and messy wavy hair. The name "GALLARD, MARY E." was typed across the top in bold letters.

"Damn," Jacob whispered. "She looks messed up."

"Listen to this," Mia said, reading from the file. "'Patient escaped confinement on October 12, 1981, fleeing into the forest behind the facility. Search parties found nothing for three days. On day four, patient returned voluntarily, exhibiting markedly decreased aggression and new docility.'"

"She just... came back?" Andrew asked.

"Yeah, but…" Mia flipped to the next page. "'Subsequent examinations revealed unusual markings on patient's back and arms. When questioned about escape, patient spoke of the red sky place and the hooded ones who showed her things.'"

Goosebumps pricked at Gale's skin. That's exactly what he saw when he turned on the machine by itself.

"It goes on," Mia continued. "'Attempts to study markings resulted in violent episodes. Three nurses and one doctor suffered injuries when attempting standard procedures. Patient exhibited strength beyond physical capabilities, breaking restraints rated for 700 lbs of pressure.'"

"Holy shit," Jacob whispered.

"They were using her," Gale said. "They were studying her to make that rift machine."

"A what?" Andrew asked.

Mia glanced at Gale. "Like what we saw when the asylum started shifting?"

"Kind of," Gale said. "Keep going."

Mia pulled out the next section, marked with a yellow sticky note. "This is the weird one. QPES or Quantum Portal Emergence System."

The pages showed pages of complex equations, diagrams of circular structures that looked like blue prints.

"I didn't understand most of this," Mia admitted. "But the basic idea seems to be creating a doorway to... somewhere else."

"A rift," Gale muttered.

"They called it a Traversable Einstein-Rosen bridge," Mia said, pointing to text. "But they said it kept failing because of a missing component in the equation. Something they couldn't identify that would stabilize the portal."

"Isn't that just a wormhole?" Andrew asked.

"You'd be right if it didn't go further than the usual theory."

Ollie did say that it was crazy how mundanes were able to build this thing with just electronics. Wouldn't that mean the missing ingredient was ether?

"What's this?" Jacob asked, pointing at a diagram. It showed a circular frame with panels around it and a central pillar in the middle. It exactly had the same layout as the one in the greenhouse.

"That's the machine I found," Gale said. "The one in the greenhouse room."

"You said it worked?" Mia asked.

"Yeah. Sorta. It opened something."

Andrew grabbed the paper, studying it. "So these crazy doctors figured out how to open portals to other dimensions? In the fucking '80s?"

"Not quite," Gale said. "They were missing something. So it wasn't stable."

"What were they missing?" Jacob asked.

Gale paused. "Not important right now. What else is there?"

Mia pulled out the third section, marked with a green sticky note. "Mysterious Entities. This one's... weird."

The pages contained sketches and photos of strange creatures. One looked like a dog with too many legs. Another looked like a deer with an elongated neck and no face. Detailed notes came with each image.

Mia read the note out loud.

[Entity 17 emerged from the test chamber during Trial 56.

Subject displayed extreme aggression, killing two researchers before containment. Physical properties defy known biology. Tissue samples dissolve within minutes of extraction. Entity apparently breathes nitrogen rather than oxygen.]

"What the living hell," Andrew whispered.

"There's more," Mia flipped through pages. "They documented dozens of these things coming through their portal. Some small, some big. Researchers suggest these alien lifeforms evolved in completely different environments than Earth."

Jacob pointed at a photo of a child sized figure. Its knees bent backwards, more like a kangaroo's. Its arm, too long, had two joints instead of one. Its nails looked like kitchen knives, 6 on each hand. "Is this what we saw? The skin walker thing?"

"Looks similar," Gale pulled the photo closer to him, "but this is different."

"Different...?" Andrew repeated slowly. "You some kinda biology expert?"

"Just lots of wilderness training." Gale faked a cough.

Mia pulled out the final folder with a red sticky note. "Last one. Unknown Energy Emissions."

These pages contained charts, graphs, and readings from various instruments. Technical notes that Gale could not understand. He looked at Mia. Her eyes looked over stuff on the paper he didn't even bother looking at.

"They discovered that the portal leaked energy," Mia summarized. "Energy they couldn't identify with any known instruments. It messed with electronics but also seemed to charge batteries somehow."

"Let me see that," Gale took the paper, reading quickly. They'd detected the rift residue without even knowing what it was.

"According to this," Mia continued, "they thought they could harness it as a power source. Like drilling for oil, but tapping into whatever's on the other side of these portals."

"Like an interdimensional power plant?" Jacob asked, excited.

"Something like that," Mia said.

Andrew ran his hand through his hair. "So to recap: these asylum doctors found a patient who went through some kind of portal, studied her, then built their own portal machine, let monsters come through, and tried to steal energy from another dimension?"

"That's the short version," Mia said.

"And then Mary burned the place down," Jacob added.

Gale frowned. "How do you know that?"

"It's in her file." Mia flipped back to the Mary Gallard documents. "Last entry, dated June 2, 1987. 'Patient Gallard somehow broke free of restraints during midnight check. Set fire to east and west wings. Fire spread rapidly. Twelve staff and twenty-eight patients presumed dead. Mary Gallard's body never recovered.'"

"But she didn't burn the greenhouse," Gale noted. "Where the machine was."

"No," Mia confirmed, reading further. "'Central greenhouse structure remained untouched by flames despite proximity. Facility director ordered all research materials and equipment moved off-site before authorities arrived.'"

"So she protected the machine?" Andrew asked.

"Or whatever was coming through it protected itself," Gale said.

Mia gathered the papers back into their sections. "There's one more thing. A note at the end of Mary's file."

She pulled out a single sheet. "'Patient's extraordinary delusions have provided unexpected insights into theoretical physics. Continued observation recommended regardless of psychological state.'"

"Classic. Use the demon to gain knowledge," Andrew said.

"And building a machine based on what she told them," Mia added.

Jacob sat back. "Guys, I think Gale's right here. We're way in over our heads with this one. This could be some underground secret world changing stuff. Like those evil villains in James Bond."

"Are you serious right now?!" Mia hissed. "Don't you wanna learn how all of this works and make breakthroughs that could make people's lives easier?"

"Jacob's kinda right though. What if this gets us into some serious trouble?" Andrew crossed his arms.

"Which is why I need these documents," Gale said, reaching for the folder.

Mia pulled it back. "Not so fast. You promised to explain things, remember? Our deal?"

"Yeah," Andrew leaned forward. "What's your connection to all this? Why were you so desperate to get these papers?"

Gale paused. What does he tell them? He has a friend who has a lab that can probably produce this thing and also has the secret ingredient that may make this thing work?! Looking into Mia's eyes, that's just going to make her drool at all this 'knowledge'.

His shoulders slumped, putting his fingers together and twiddling them. "I… work with someone who deals with this stuff."

"Like Men in Black?" Jacob asked.

"Yes," Gale nodded. "Wait, no. But they do wear suits. Lots of suits."

Mia gathered the documents back into the folder. "So what now?"

"Now I take these somewhere safe," Gale said, holding out his hand. "And you three forget all about it."

Jacob snorted. "Yeah, right."

"You have to," Gale insisted. "For your own safety."

"No way, bro," Andrew said. "We're already in it. You said this was dangerous. They'll try to take us out anyway since we know stuff. That's how that world works, right?"

Mia paled slightly. "I didn't think of that."

"I can protect you," Gale said.

"How?" Andrew narrowed his eyes. "You can't be everywhere at once… can you?"

Gale rubbed his temple. They had a point. Maybe Rachel can help. She has mundane friends, so she'd know how to protect them. He can ask her later. Ollie could probably help too. He protected the mundanes in the Eclipsed and he has resources.

"Fine," he said finally. "But we do this my way. No heroics. No amateur detective work. You give me the documents, I take them somewhere safe, and then I figure out a plan."

"Somewhere safe like where?" Mia asked, still holding the folder.

"I have a friend. He has resources and security."

"This friend of yours. Is he as… unreliable as you?" Mia asked, leaning away from Gale.

"Totally not. He's the most reliable person I know."
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                The downtown rush hour of TD's lobby had men and women in suits rushing out of the elevators. Gale and Ollie stood just away from the lobby's soft couches where Mia, Andrew, and Jacob sat.

"Gale, are you kidding me right now?" Ollie glanced back at the group of three. "You brought mundanes to my doorstep. That's a big headache, you know that, right?"

"It just happened, okay? I didn't exactly plan this," Gale said.

"This isn't some arcade. A random Aurian that works at my labs could kill them with a sneeze if they were in the same direction." Ollie rubbed his eyes. "Look at them."

Andrew stared at Ollie, wide eyed like a deer, hyperventilating, mouth wide open as Mia tried to shake him out of it. Jacob openly stared at the whole lobby. Even waving at the front desk guard reception.

"Shit, that one looks like he's about to piss himself," Ollie muttered, eyes pointing at Andrew.

"He's a fan, I guess," Gale shrugged.

"A fan?"

"Of you. When I mentioned your name. Something about Forts Under 30?"

Ollie's face softened slightly. "Oh. That."

"What is that?" Gale asked.

"It's nothing. Just some mundane stuff," Ollie said, fixing his tie. "The point is, you brought mundanes here for Aurian business. I'm not going to get in trouble, but they could get into a whole lot. I'm serious, Gale."

Gale shrugged, forcing a smile. "I didn't know what else to do. They saw things at the asylum. They took the documents. They already know about me."

"So you brought them here? For what?" Ollie rubbed his eyes again.

"Mia, don't you know who that is?! That's the one and only Oliver Glory. The tech prodigy. The-Ow!"

Mia elbowed him in the ribs. "Shut up, weirdo. Just act normal."

"I mean," Gale said, putting a hand on his neck, "I didn't know what to do… I needed help. I'm just… a kid. It just happened."

"A goddamn kid that can level this whole floor if you wanted to." Ollie sighed, shoulders relaxing.

"Isn't there like a memory wiping thing you can do to make them forget all of this?"

"This isn't a movie, Gale." Ollie started pacing back and forth. "We haven't done that since the 90s. Gave people permanent brain damage. Plus, it was expensive, so it was never worth it."

Gale hunched his shoulders. "Then what do we do?"

"It's probably best they join the Path, for their own sake." Ollie turned to him. "It's not like mundanes don't join Aur anyways. In fact, I know a good detective named Frank who does a lot of my dirty investigative work. Damn awesome detective too."

"What do you mean?"

"It means they can still be useful, but they need to join a faction," Ollie said.

"Unlike me?"

"Unlike you." Ollie's phone buzzed. He checked it, frowning. "You're special."

"Is there a different meaning to special?" Gale asked.

"What else would it mean? You know what, never mind." Ollie grabbed his arms and pulled him aside further. "Let's be clear first. There's no going back for them after this. If they learn about Aur, there's no going back. They're in it for life. Got that?"

"I get it… not sure if they do," Gale said.

"Just like old times, huh?" Ollie let go of his arm. "You showing up with strays."

"They're not strays. They're..." Gale paused. "They're my friends."

"Your call," Ollie said. "But they're your responsibility."

Gale nodded.

"Alright, let's do this." Ollie took a deep breath, then looked back. "Follow my lead, got it?"

"Got it."

Gale and Ollie walked towards the group still sitting in the lobby chairs.

"Mr. Glory," Andrew stammered. "I'm-uh,-I can't believe your TED talk on quantum computing was-I mean-"

"Fascinating?" Ollie said dryly. "I'm sure. Now everyone, let's go up to my office."

The group stood up stiffly. Mia as well looked like her neck was stiff as her eyes turned sideways to Gale. Ollie walked forward and waved at the reception guard to open the small gate to the elevators.

Gale watched Mia's eyes squint at Ollie putting his palm onto the key card. Blue light glowed under his palm, and the elevator started moving without pressing any buttons.

"Holy shit, dude. That's some MIB-level technology," Jacob squealed.

The elevator quickly went up two floors above the restaurant and opened with a ding. Walking outside, the group was met with glass walls until the end of the corridor where glass double doors sat.

Pushing it open, Gale gestured to everyone to go inside. Ollie went in first, followed by Mia, Andrew, Jacob, then lastly, himself.

The broken frame and its fragments still lay uncleaned by the right side of the office. The others looked at it, Gale and Ollie ignored it.

Sitting down behind the desk, Ollie snapped his fingers once. Blue light outlined the bench at the left side of the office, and it moved to face the desk, allowing everyone to have a seat. Jacob whispered something inaudible to Mia, who just shook her head.

"Sit," Ollie said, pointing at the bench in front of him.

Mia, Andrew, and Jacob all sat at the bench, Gale following them from behind.

"Gale, what are you doing?" Ollie whispered loudly.

"Oh, right." Gale stood back up, looking down as he went to Ollie's side. He took a wide stance and puffed his chest out beside him.

"So," Ollie sighed, clasped his hands together, and looked at the people in front of him. "You're Gale's... friends."

"Classmates," Mia said.

"Co-investigators," Jacob said at the same time as Mia.

"Friends," Andrew corrected both of them.

Ollie side eyed Gale, but he just shrugged.

"And now you know things you shouldn't," Ollie continued. "About rifts. About creatures from other dimensions. About magic."

"Magic? Holy shit, so you mean the Force could exist?" Jacob's tone raised up excitedly.

Ollie side eyed Gale again, this time he shook his head. He could only respond with another forced smile.

Andrew raised his hands. "We saw everything at the asylum. The skin walker, the shifting corridors, the magic that you're talking about."

"Yes, yes." Ollie leaned forward. "The question is what to do with you now."

"Do with us?" Mia straightened her back. "We're not property."

"No, but you're liabilities," Ollie said bluntly.

"Ollie." Gale tugged at Ollie's sleeve.

Ollie ignored him. "Look, kids, this isn't a game. It's not an adventure. It's war. A fight against what's coming out of those rifts. One wrong move and you're dead, either from a monster or, more likely, another person."

"We already survived once. We can do it again," Jacob said confidently.

"You ran," Ollie corrected. "Gale fought and survived. There's a difference."

Jacob's smile instantly disappeared. The room went quiet. The only sound was the tapping of Jacob's leg.

"Those documents Mia found," Gale said, breaking the silence. "Ollie needs to see them."

Mia held her bag tighter. "Why? What are they to you?"

"Insurance," Ollie said. "Knowledge. Power. Take your pick."

"That's not an answer," she said, hugging her bag away from Ollie.

"Well, that's too bad. It's the only one you're getting."

Andrew leaned forward. "Mr. Glory, sir, we really just want to help. Your company, I mean Glory Industries, it's changed computing forever. If this is all connected somehow..."

"In ways you can't even imagine," Ollie said. He looked at Andrew for a moment. "Fan of my work, are you?"

Andrew nodded quickly. "Ever since your keynote at MIT three years ago. The stuff you talked about for haptic neural interfaces was ten years ahead of anyone else."

"Try 50," Ollie muttered.

"What?" Andrew blurted out.

"Never mind." Ollie looked at Gale. "Your friends have seen the tip of the iceberg. You really want to drag them under?"

"They deserve to know what they're mixed up in," Gale said.

"And if knowing gets them killed?"

"Hey! We're right here," Mia interrupted.

Ollie turned to her. "Fine. Direct question: what will you do with what you learn here today?"

"Use it to help stop whatever's happening. With the rifts, the monsters, all of it," Mia said without hesitation.

"Noble," Ollie said. "And naive."

"What would you have us do?" she demanded. "Pretend we didn't see anything? Go back to our lives knowing there are things out there eating people?"

"Most people manage it," Ollie said.

Jacob sat up straighter. "Wait, most people? Like, other normal people know about this stuff?"

"Some do," Ollie said. "They work for organizations. They have training, resources, protection."

"Like what?" Mia asked.

"Like the Path," Ollie said. "One of three major factions that maintain order in our world."

"Our world?" Mia echoed. "As opposed to...?"

"Aur," Gale said before Ollie could stop him. "The world behind the mundane."

"It's not behind anything," Ollie corrected irritably. "It's right here, layered over everything. Hidden away from mundanes."

Jacob's eyes widened. "Like a parallel dimension?"

Ollie sighed, leaning back in his chair as his eyes glanced at the ceiling. "No, not a parallel dimension. It's right here; same world, same space. We exist in plain day. That coffee from downstairs? The barista is Aurian. The elevator didn't have a number 58. I used my ether to get us here. So technically, all of you already walked through Aur."

"We did?" Andrew asked, tone sounding like he didn't entirely believe it.

"But why hide it?" Mia crossed her arms.

"Because mundanes like you tend to lose their sanity when they see fireballs, magical knights fighting, glyphed guns that could level a whole building." Ollie sat straight up again. "Can you imagine the chaos? The panic? We hide in plain sight because the alternative is mass hysteria."

Gale noticed Jacob's leg shake harder. He did literally lose his mind in that asylum. Not to mention, the mundanes in the Eclipsed started vomiting when he let Breath of the Void in the first time.

"Look, I'll figure out what to do with you three later. Right now, I need those documents," Ollie said, rubbing both his eyes with his fingers. He held out his other hand toward Mia.

Gale nodded at her.

Mia unzipped her backpack slowly and pulled out the thick folder. She handed it to Ollie, who grabbed it quickly.

Ollie opened the folder and scanned the pages faster than what seemed normal.

"QPES," he muttered. "Here we go."

"What are you looking for?" Mia asked.

"The Quantum Portal Emergence System as you mundanes call it," Ollie said without looking up. "The most valuable thing in this entire file."

He pulled out the section with the yellow sticky note and spread the pages across his desk.

"But why?" Andrew asked. "It's incomplete technology, right? They couldn't make it work properly."

Ollie snorted.

"Because they were looking at it all wrong. Trying to open a door but forgetting to build the frame first." He tapped a diagram. "This here? They thought it was about creating tunnels through space-time, but it's about finding existing weak points and exploiting them. So then how would you keep that weak point weak to keep the rift open without the resource to do it?"

Jacob leaned forward from the bench, trying to peek at the document. "So what's the big deal? Why's this stuff so important?"

Ollie looked up without turning his head. "Private rifts."

"Private rifts?" Mia asked.

"Think about it," Ollie said. "Controlled access to whole other dimensions. Not just the scary monster-filled ones, but places filled with resources this world has never seen. Materials with properties that defy our physics. Energy sources beyond anything we have here."

Andrew's eyes widened. "Is that how you... I mean, your company's breakthroughs..."

"That TED talk you're so obsessed about neural interfaces?" Ollie grinned. "All based on tech we recovered from rifts. And that's just scratching the surface."

"Holy shit," Jacob whispered.

"With private rifts, the possibilities are unlimited," Ollie stood up and paced. "New technologies, new energy sources, new materials. And most importantly..." He paused, smiling. "Profit. Lots and lots of profit."

Jacob jumped up. "Are we gonna be rich? Like, split the profits? Because I've got an OSAP student loan that needs some payin' back."

"No," Ollie said.

Jacob fell back onto the bench. "Oh."

"Getting rich is part of it, but it's not truly about getting rich," Ollie said. "It's all in the name of..."

He stopped, looking at Gale, something passing between them.

Of course, it was about the dust research that Ollie wanted to progress the most. At least now, he contributed something to it. Maybe his friend will take that as an apology.

"Medical research," Gale said.

Ollie nodded slightly, turning back to the documents.

"Medical research?" Mia's eye brow raised. "What kind of medical research requires interdimensional portals?"

"The complicated kind," Ollie muttered, still flipping through papers.

Mia, Jacob, and Andrew didn't know about dust. The horrible crystallization process that it did to human bodies. Hopefully, they never get to see it. It's better that way for them.

"So what happens now?" Andrew asked. "With us, I mean."

Ollie looked up from the documents. "Now? Now I need to study these. Figure out exactly what these asylum doctors knew and how close they really got to creating stable rifts."

"And us?" Mia asked.

"You three?" Ollie looked at each of them. "You know too much to go back to normal life, but not enough to be useful yet."

"Yet?" Jacob perked up. "So we could be useful?"

"Potentially," Ollie said, glancing at Gale. "Your friend here seems to think you're worth keeping around."

Gale shrugged.

"True," Ollie said. "And those twins will be looking for them once they realize the documents are missing."

"What twins?" Andrew asked.

"Some assh-I mean, some rival operatives."

"They're coming after us?" Andrew asked, eyes darting between Ollie and Gale.

"Eventually," Ollie said. "The Path doesn't give up easily when they want something."

Mia frowned. "That's one of those factions you mentioned?"

Ollie nodded. "And I'm technically part of it, though my relationship with leadership is... complicated."

Jacob looked between Ollie and Gale. "So you two work together fighting monsters and stuff? Like partners?"

"No," Gale said at the same time Ollie said, "Sometimes."

They looked at each other.

"It's complicated," Gale muttered.

"Very," Ollie said.

Silence filled the room. Andrew looked back through the glass doors as if checking if something or someone was coming their way. Jacob couldn't stop shaking his leg the whole time.

"This is nuts," Jacob finally said. "Like, completely nuts. Two weeks ago, I was just studying chemistry and physics to get a G.E.D. Now I'm standing in a billionaire's secret magic office talking about monsters and portals to other dimensions."

"Welcome to Aur," Ollie said dryly. "Where nothing makes sense and everything and everyone tries to kill you."
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                The steel door held a nameplate labeled as "ROOM 416." Gale stood behind Ollie who held his palm against the panel beside the door. Blue light glowed under his palms and the panel slid open, this time with keypads. 32 beeps in total, and the door shuddered open.

"Sorry about last time," Ollie said. "Ready for the full tour?"

"After sending my classmates home with NDAs and security escorts? Sure, why not."

Blue light enveloped the door. The steel door grated against the metal frame, slowly opening. Cold air exhaled from the room. The smell of rubbing alcohol and something else hit Gale right away.

"Welcome to the heart of dust modification research," Ollie said, stepping through. "Where the magic happens. Metaphorically and literally."

Gale followed through the corridor. This one was dimly lit compared to the other ward where Lily had taken him through. Equipment and machines with probing sticks were different, etched with markings or glyphs that he didn’t understand. Tables by the corridor had the same looking vial that Rachel had shown him, except containing a different coloured liquid, purple mostly, and duller grains of dust.

"Dust production?" Gale asked.

"Modification." Ollie took a vial and held it up for Gale to see. "Regular dust is just the starting point. We refine it here, try to remove the crystallization properties while keeping the power boost."

Putting the vial back, Ollie led him past the door that read "main lab" and toward a completely black door with a panel smack-dab in the middle.

"Most people don't understand what dust really does," Ollie put his left hand in front of the panel. A green laser shined and passed a horizontal line on his retina. "They think it's just a drug that gets you high if you're Aurian and kills you if you're mundane."

The door clicked open. "It's so much more than that."

The room they entered only had one dim ceiling light at the centre. Rows of hospital beds lined either side of the walls. Each bed had a person, man or woman, connected to an IV with the same purple liquid in the vials. The colour looked to be diluted, and the grains far fewer. The people on the bed, on the other hand, had dull crystal patches on their skin, not jutting or bleeding like the mundanes, just patches. Based on the ether signatures from each person, all of them were Aurians.

"All Aurians," Ollie said, walking between the beds. "Path members and criminals who volunteered for the research program."

"Volunteered?"

"Most of them." Ollie held his head lower to look at an IV. "Some voluntarily volunteered while some were caught doing illegal things. For the latter, this was their alternative to execution."

A woman on the bed twitched in her sleep. Her arms jerked against the restraint. A dim blue glow emanated from the veins that originated from her spine, tracing the lines of her veins across her whole body that peeked through the hospital gowns.

"The thing about dust," Ollie continued, "is that for Aurians, one hit is all it takes. That feeling of your ether cranking up to eleven and the full body orgasmic state it gives you. Your body starts to crave it and need it.

"So they get addicted after just one use?" Gale asked.

"Dependence, not addiction. Similar, but there's a difference." Ollie stopped at a monitoring station. "Addiction is psychological. Dependence is physical. Their bodies physically need dust after first exposure, or they start to crystallize. Similar to the mundanes, but less lethal. It takes longer for Aurians to go through full crystallization. It stops if they take a hit."

Gale looked down at a man whose chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. Prismatic patches of crystals had formed across his collarbone, invading his neck and almost touching the carotid artery.

"If they don't keep using it, this happens?"

"Exactly. These patients are in induced comas. We keep them under while administering micro-doses of modified dust through the IVs. Just enough to slow or stop the crystallization."

They moved to another section with reinforced windows looking out on what seemed like normal hospital rooms. One woman sat on a bed. She read a book in the dark. Her hands were normal, but her feet were covered in a scale of prismatic crystals. She had the same ether density as Ollie and Rachel, a Resonant.

"Full disclosure time. Remember what Rachel brought in?" Ollie asked.

"Yeah?"

"For mundanes, we might've found a way to halt the progress. Not cure it, but stop it from spreading further."

"That's good, right?" Gale asked.

"It's a start. But the real goal is reversal. Breaking down the crystal formation and converting it back to normal tissue."

They kept walking. The corridor opened into a large circular room with computers and monitoring stations. A massive screen on one wall showed a map of Toronto with red dots all over it. It was similar to the map that Rachel showed him. Looking at the Eglinton and McCowan streets, this map also had multiple red dots on that place.

"Dust incidents," Ollie said. "Each dot is a confirmed case of dust exposure in the last three months."

Gale's eyes caught the Yorkdale area. One dot appeared that wasn't there before. It wasn't as bad as others, still, can't hurt to be more careful with his friends.

"It's getting worse," he said.

"Much worse. And not just dust." Ollie walked to another screen showing a different map with blue triangles littering the map. "These are recorded rift incidents over the same period."

The blue triangles overlapped many of the red dots.

"You think they're connected?" Gale asked.

"I know they are." Ollie pulled up a third screen showing footage of a park.

Trees swayed against the wind. A person on his phone was walking the dog by the park at dusk, where the streetlight barely covered the path. Then all of a sudden, thick red roots spread out everywhere in an instant. The roots themselves didn't touch the material world. However, the man and the dog disappeared from sight after the red roots dissipated.

"This is from ten years ago," Ollie said. "The orphanage you came from. And the place I was at. Security camera from a nearby building caught it."

The screen flipped to a different camera point of view. This time, it was the street just by the entrance of the park. Ollie backed up the footage and played it just before the red roots stretched out.

Children ran along the sidewalk. One of them even bumped against a woman walking while she looked at her phone. Once again, the red roots covered the entire footage. Once it dissipated, there were no signs of anyone. No damaged buildings or trees. Just void of people.

"What is that?" Gale asked.

"The Path higher ups calls it a rift explosion. It's usually when a rift stays open for too long. It explodes and spills into our world." Ollie's eyes stayed fixed on the screen. "But did that really make sense? Those red roots took all of us somewhere and just dissipated. Every mundane and Aurian in a kilometre radius, gone. They call it the Red Death Incident of '59. The only ones that ever came out of this place? That was us, and they named us Red Hollows."

The video kept playing. Soon, red and blue strobed the pavement everywhere. When firefighters broke into a house, they came back out with nothing to show for. Police and journalists started pouring in after that.

"Media covered it as a mass gas leak and conspiracy theorists say it's a bioweapon from terrorist countries. Some say a bio-industrial accident. Case closed." Ollie shook his head. "But if you go there now, you'll see apparitions. You can think of them like ghost-like things floating around. Harmless, but they're there."

"Ghosts are real?" Gale asked.

"No, they're not," Ollie said. "They're just the byproduct of whatever rift that was that exploded. Probably."

"We still have to fight against the rifts, right? That's the whole point."

Ollie took a deep breath before speaking. "That's what Aur is supposed to do. Protect the mundane world from all this. But recently, it seems like mundanes are just collateral damage."

"I'm sorry about what happened. I didn't know."

"It's okay." Ollie said softly. "I was planning to tell you eventually, it just... had to happen that way. With that husband and wife..." He stopped, then shook his head. "Someone has to do something, even if that's me."

"It's not your fault," Gale said.

Ollie didn't answer. He walked to a window over the lab below, not saying anything as he watched the woman read the book. They stood in silence while the monitor beeped behind the reinforced glass.

"Why was the research on rift containerization halted?" Gale asked. "The asylum documents showed they were making progress."

Ollie forced a laugh. "The Arcanes ordered it so. Their word is absolute. Fuck them, though."

"The Arcanes? Who are they?"

"I really don't know." Ollie turned to face him. "That's the truth. Nobody does. Each major faction has at least one, but they don't show their faces. They just issue orders and expect them to be followed."

"Sounds like a bunch of stuck up adults." Gale said.

Ollie laughed, a full bodied one. "That's right. Stuck up adults. That's the word for it."

Gale's face flushed, looking down. He didn't mean to blurt that out. That was supposed to be kept in his head.

Ollie put two hands on Gale's shoulders. "I'll ask you one more time. I know we talked about it before, but after seeing all this filth, do you still want to go through with what you said? That you'll help me with stuff that's not part of the Path? The gray area?"

Huh? What was there to think about? Ollie helped him with his friends. Of course he had to help. At least he'd do something. There was a comic book that he read in the orphanage library. With great power comes great decisions. This sounded like one great decision to him.

Besides, Ollie's heart was in a good place. There were also bigger issues than whatever this was. If there was anyone Gale wanted to fight with against the incoming tide, it'd naturally be the person in front of him now. No need to think so much about it.

"Dirty, gray, black, white, orange, blue," Gale said monotonously. "Everything you have here, and everything you're doing is to create a cure for survival, right? I'll do what you need me to do. Just say the word."

Ollie looked at him for a moment, then his lips turned into a soft smile.

"Still the same Gale from the Eclipsed, eh? Moving forward without hesitation." He turned back to the window. "First time I ran a black market dust lab, I threw up for three days after. Now I sign the paperwork without blinking."

"Dust. I need it too," Gale said suddenly. Kind of true. At least he'd need a supply of it in order to beat things he couldn't otherwise naturally beat. The knight was one of them.

"What? You're dependent on dust?"

"No." Gale spotted a tray of vials on a nearby table. Enhanced dust, according to the label. He grabbed one of the blue tubes and popped the cap before Ollie could stop him.

"What the fuck are you doing!"

Gale tipped the vial back, dust and its liquid sliding down his throat. It hit his system seconds later. His veins lit up, power flowing smoother, but less potent than the one he found in the storage box.

"Shit," Ollie whispered, stepping back. "Gale, what the fuck…"

"I'm special." Gale wiped his mouth with his hand.

"Right… you're special. But this..." Ollie stared at him, eyes wide. "What exactly are you?"

A Dainv, though Gale wasn't so sure about what the hell that even meant.

"I'm not exactly sure what I am too…" Gale flexed his hand, watching white glow on his veins pulse. "But with this, I think I'm pretty safe as being your 'secret weapon', right?"

Ollie grinned. "Well, Gale, do I have a proposition for you!"

"What kind?" Gale asked.

"How does a proper salary sound? Plus all the dust you can handle and a place to stay if you want it."

"A salary?" The prospect of a salary. Being an adult with financial independence. Gale imagined himself licking his own lips, but didn't actually do it for real.

"You think I'd ask you to work for free?" Ollie laughed. "Come on. I'm a businessman. I know talent when I see it."

"And what would I be doing?" Gale crossed his arms.

"Nothing you weren't planning to do anyway." Ollie walked to the end of the patient ward. To the end where the heart rate monitor was a tablet. He picked it up and said, "You wanted to track down that dealer, right? Well, I want you to go bigger. I want you to find the entire criminal ring behind the dust trade in Canada."

Gale looked over Ollie's shoulder. He zoomed out, showing the red dots littering the major cities of Canada. From Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal, to Quebec City. Smaller dots scattered throughout the whole country. The dots even appeared in the most remote areas, such as the Northwest Territories and Nunavut.

"Sure? That sounds like a wide area."

"You'll have resources." Ollie zoomed in on Ontario. "I've been investigating these leads myself for months. I wouldn't really mind it if they're not causing such a big ruckus. Now Jiuling and United Knights are hot on my ass."

"And the dust supply?" Gale asked. "How much are we talking?"

"As much as you need." Ollie pulled a small case from under his desk. He opened it, revealing rows of vials, each with a different label. Some slightly more greenish while others were more purple. All having the same grey grains in the liquid. "Whole R&D department. Custom blends. Anything that works for you. Pick your literal poison."

Gale stared at the vials. Each one could provide a small amount of replenishment for his essence in case of dire scenarios. And it's certain those scenarios would come up eventually.

"What about you?" Gale asked. "What will you be doing while I'm running around hunting dust dealers?"

"I'll be picking up where Project Threshold left off." Ollie closed the dust case and put it back in his pocket. "Those asylum documents might be the key to rift generation. I'm going to finish what they started."

"Dangerous work."

"So is yours." Ollie smirked. "You'll probably attract attention from both the Path and the United Knights. Especially with your... unique fighting style."

Gale frowned. "You want me to be a distraction?"

"I want you to be effective," Ollie said. "But yes, if you're out there making noise, they'll focus on you instead of what I'm doing in my labs."

What could possibly go wrong? He was already planning to get back at that stupid Red Jacket Woman anyway. This sounds more like a bonus than anything. If it took away some attention from Ollie, all the better.

"I'm in," Gale said. "But I want something else too."

"Name it."

"Information and also keep me up to date with your research, I guess?" Gale looked back toward the patients in their beds. "I want to know where this is going."

Ollie nodded slowly. "Fair enough. Partners should share intel."

"Partners?"

"What would you call it?"

Gale shrugged. "Just never thought I'd be partners with a gajillionaire."

"Lucky you." Ollie clapped him on the shoulder. "I'll have HR set everything up tomorrow. Private account, company credit card, the works. No more of that shitty protein bar from the Path."

"So what's your end goal with the rift research?" Gale asked. "Why pick up where Project Threshold left off?"

Ollie's smile disappeared. He walked to the window again, looking down at the researchers below.

"I got a feeling the Arcanes are keeping the origin of dust a secret, and I'm betting all my stuff that it's the rifts," he whispered. "Everything comes back to them. The power, the crystallization, all of it."

"How do you know?"

"Chemical analysis shows dust emits similar energies as open rifts." Ollie opened up a PDF file on the tablet. "The Arcanes hide a lot about rifts. They classify most research, restrict access. But I've pieced enough together to know we're missing something big."

"And you think finishing Project Threshold will help find a cure for dust corruption?"

"A hunch." Ollie turned back to him. "But my hunches are usually right. If we can understand how rifts work, really understand them, we might find the key to reversing crystallization, not just halting it. And I didn't lie about private rifts being a gold mine."

"So I hunt criminals, you build a rift machine and research dust."

"That's the simplest way to put it, yeah." Ollie checked his watch. "And Gale, try not to destroy too much property. That'll put you in the Path's crosshair even more."

Gale nodded. "What about hurting?"

"What do you mean?"

"You know, like hurting someone really badly. Like that brass knuckle guy."

"Brother David?"

"Yeah."

"Word of advice. Do not hesitate to kill. Anything and everything is also trying to kill you in Aur."

Gale gulped. They'd have to really piss him off for him to want to kill them, but sure. He'll take that advice to heart. 

            

    
        Chapter 106

    
    
    
    
                In the dark night, he might not be the hero Toronto deserves. Maybe not even the one it needs right now or ever if the city even needs one. He is only a guardian that perches over the corner of the building in front of where the Red Jacket woman burst out from. A watchful protector that will bring them to justice for their crimes of dust and… and their crimes against humanity that spread the corruption throughout the lands in which he walks. Gale will become the 'dark hunter'.

Looking over the broken glass of the window, the curtains moved and danced against the wind that flowed through the window. Emptiness, just like how the dust corruption carves out a void within the city's heart. A force that must be stopped at all costs, and only the dark hunter can stop it as he himself was hidden from the hidden stupid dumb bureaucracy of the Path that has taken a foothold in North America.

Gale used Distort, bending light around his body until he became nigh invisible. As long as he didn't move too much, no one would see him, especially in the darkness of the night.

"Guide," he growled, making his voice as gravelly as possible to sound like a certain character he once watched. "Can you locate Red Jacket's ether signature?"

[Analyzing previous encounter data. Searching for matching ether patterns within detection range.]

Gale watched the streets carefully below. Multiple cars passed by, obviously going over the speed limit at this time well past midnight. A couple argued outside the convenience store at the front of the plaza about a meaningless thing like 'you never choose what to eat'. Normal life going on for mundane people while he, the dark hunter, hunted the dangerous criminals that lurked in the shadows of night.

[Match found. Confidence index: 97%. Location: approximately 4 kilometres southwest.]

[Two awakened-level signatures detected in proximity. Pattern match confirms targets.]

Perfect. Round two, bad guy. I mean, bad woman guy.

Gale jumped from the roof to the fire escape. The metal clanged as he landed. He went over the railing and dropped three stories to the ground. The dark hunter's legs took the impact easily.

He opened his storage box interface. He picked the Weber X1-Balista, and the otherworldly pistol materialized in his right hand.

The green orb above the receiver glowed softly in the night. It pulsed in sync with his own heart. Putting it into his hoodie’s pocket, Gale started sprinting.

Four kilometres. Five minutes at his pace. He still needed to maintain a mundane's pace. Hopefully, this was mundane enough.

He ran through the alley. Dumpster just behind the fence. He jumped over that too and used the walls to leap in a zigzag motion through the alley. Breath of the Void showed him shortcuts, mapping out the fastest line possible.

Danforth and Birchmount reached. It was an intersection with a strip mall, apartment buildings, and a gas station. Gale slowed down, following the ether signatures Guide had led him to.

Behind the strip mall at the loading dock, two figures stood in the dark shadows. One wore a red leather jacket and had platinum blonde hair. The other wore a suit, with chunky looking shoulders, hands in his pockets while standing very still.

Gale got closer, climbing onto a small shed roof near the dumpsters. He could hear them but stayed far enough away to avoid detection.

"…can't keep doing this," Red Jacket said. "Most of these addicts are already on their deathbeds. We need fresh meat."

The suited man spoke with a rough voice much like the dark hunter's. "The family wants profits, not excuses."

"Fuck the family," she spat. "I told you we're being watched. United Knights were spotted around this neighbourhood twice this week."

"You worry too much."

"And you're not being careful enough!" She poked his chest. "We've lost three distribution points in Scarborough alone. The new formulation is killing mundanes too fast. We're running out of customers."

This whole thing smells the same as the whole event that happened in Oshawa. Maybe criminals all think alike, Gale mentally shrugged.

The suited man shrugged. "So we move territories. Plenty of fish in Hamilton. Or London."

"It's not that simple. We need…"

Gale stopped listening and focused on the long-barrel gun with a green orb on the receiver in his hand. The green orb glowed brighter as he held it. It said it uses essence as ammo. No bullets needed.

He aimed at Red Jacket and steadied his arm. The motes of light in the orb spun, pulling essence from his core. He felt his own pathways connect more intimately to the gun, and then…

He pulled the trigger.

The gun kicked hard, much stronger than he expected. A quiet thwip sound came with a green flash from the barrel, creating a ray of light between him and the target that blinked until it faded.

Red Jacket screamed and stumbled back as the shot hit her shoulder. No blood. Just a clean, smoking hole through her jacket and skin.

"Shit!" She spun around, looking for who shot her. "We've got company!"

The suited man looked up, scanning the area. His face started to change under his skin.

Red Jacket reached into her pocket and pulled out a marble, the same gray and shiny marble that Ollie used. She flicked it up with her good arm.

"Find cover!" she shouted as the marble reached its highest point.

The marble stopped in midair. Then it spun fast enough to make a high pitched whine. A gray translucent barrier formed around Red Jacket woman.

The sound of a dog sniffing came from the suited man until he looked straight at Gale's position. His eyes changed to slits, like a cat's, even though he was supposed to be a dog that sniffed loudly.

"There!" His voice sounded more like a growl rather than human speech.

The suited man leapt 20 feet straight up towards the roof. His body twisted in the air, and the trench coat he wore tore open as his muscles grew. His nails grew longer whilst his hands grew thicker, looking more like a feline paw and claws.

Gale put the gun back into his storage box and then materialized Weber into his right hand in one smooth motion. The blade deflected the suited man's claw aimed at his neck as he rolled to the side.

The beast-man crashed where Gale had been, concrete cracking, dust flying, reducing the visibility of the rooftop to 0 to those that used their eyes. Breath of the Void provided him vision. He didn't even need his own eyes.

"Kill that fucker!" Red Jacket screamed.

She raised her good arm. Her gun barrel glowed orange, then white-hot. She fired three bullets that left fire trails.

Gale swung his sword. He cut through one bullet. It burst into flames that scattered left and right away from him.

He twisted away from the second.

The third one curved, following him.

He dropped flat. The bullet went over him. Then it turned sharply down.

Shit!

Gale pushed away from the concrete floor. Bullets splattered all over the floor, a splash of fire landed on his thigh.

The suited beast man was already behind him, pouncing. It slammed into him, both rolling across the roof. Gale kicked him away, but sent himself skidding across the floor. His back hit the brick wall. Cracks formed along the bricks outward from the impact.

The suited beast man stood up. Mouth formed a snout. Teeth bared, drool dripped down the edges. Its maw was already flying towards his face.

Weber flat blocked the incoming teeth. Its jaws unhinged and went over to the edge, biting on the metal. The beast tried to chew, but one of its fangs cracked and chipped.

When it backed off, Gale took on a baseball player's stance and swung the flat of his blade at the beast's head. However, it jumped backwards, avoiding the strike altogether.

Red Jacket woman was already aiming at his location.

Gale jumped backwards. He lobbed his Weber blade upwards. Left hand in pocket, Weber pistol materialized, already aiming at Red Jacket.

Red Jacket woman squeezed her trigger. So did Gale.

Bright green ray passed through the single bullet mid air. Grey marble blocked the trajectory of the beam. The ray popped the gray marble, sounding like a single firecracker, but also completely dissipating the beam.

"Shit!" Red Jacket took cover behind a parked car. Her gun aimed, glowed orange again. She fired into the air. Bullets curved and homed in on his location.

Weber pistol went back into the storage box. Weber blade's hilt landed right in front of him. He caught it with his left hand just before it hit the concrete. Immediately, he pointed the flat upwards, meeting the bullets coming right at him. Hands numbed from the impact, and sweat began to pour from his neck and forehead from the heat.

Movement to his left.

Too late.

The beast man's fist hit his cheekbone. Bone hit bone. The punch itself wasn't as hard as the dark knight's slab of metal that it called a sword.

Gale stood there, not budging from the impact.

The suited beast's eyes widened.

Gale kicked up. His sneakers hit the man's stomach. Felt the man's ribs crack. The suited beast flew backward, crashing through the air vent and falling down to a dumpster below.

Time to end this.

Gale closed his eyes. Let Breath of the Void flow into him. Billions of lines and shapes bloomed across his exposed skin.

The world changed. Night inverted to day. Street lights deformed and stretched. Sound, visible and coloured. Everything slowed as galaxies spun in the shadows of the world.

Fire bullets moved slowly toward him. Five of them.

Gale stepped between them. Hit one with his sword. Leaned away from another. Bullets moved like they were underwater.

The beast-man charged from the wreckage. Claws out. Teeth bared like a mutt that hasn't eaten in a month.

Before the beast could bite into his neck, Phase Touch spread across the Weber blade's edge. It passed through the suited beast's claws. Bone, claw, muscle, tendons, all cleanly sliced through. Suited beast man stumbled backwards, howling.

Gale turned. Gun arm out. Fired at the car.

Green light went through metal and hit Red Jacket's thigh. She screamed. Fell to one knee.

Movement behind him. The beast-man attacked again, aiming for Gale's neck.

Gale ducked. Stepped inwards. Palm against the suited beast's chest pointing to the sky. Pushed.

The suited beast-man launched upward into the night sky.

Red Jacket tried to aim with her good arm. No time for her to find a new angle.

Gale pounced upwards from the rooftop and fell to the ground going over a car's hood.

Red Jacket fired wildly. Bullet trails passed inches from his face.

Sword already swinging.

Weber blade cut through the car's frame as it also sliced through the red glyphed pistol she held.

Behind them, the beast-man hit the ground with a thud.

Gale shortened the Weber blade and slowly stabbed at Red Jacket's shoulder where a hole showed through the other side.

The lines and shapes pulled back from his skin, retreating back to his spine. The world reverted to its normal state, no longer day, changing back to midnight.

"You'll tell me everything I want whether you like it or not," Gale spoke as calmly as he could while catching his breath. The gravelly voice he forced earlier, nowhere to be heard.

Red Jacket's eyes turned to the clearing of the outside docking area. The suited beast man laid on the ground, partly changed back to human. Blood pooled under the sliced hands.

She swallowed hard. "Fuck you."

"Better start speaking if you still want that arm," Gale said, turning the blade slightly.

Red Jacket hissed through her teeth. Her good hand grabbed the pavement. "You don't get it. They'll kill me if I talk."

"I'll kill you anyways if you don't," Gale replied. He leaned closer, pushing the sword deeper. "And I promise it'll hurt a lot more."

She tried to laugh, but coughed instead. Blood appeared at the corners of her lips. "You're not from the Path. Not Knights either. Who the fuck are you working for?"

Gale slapped her across the face. That's what they did in movies, and he repeated a line he saw from a noir book.

"I ask the questions. You answer them." He pulled the sword back an inch, then pushed it forward again. "Now cough up the details on Spotlight."

Red Jacket screamed, eyes wincing closed. When she opened her eyes, tears had already pooled at the corners.

"I don't know who Spotlight is! I've never met them!"

"Try again."

"I'm serious!" Her voice cracked. "I deal with messengers. Intermediaries. That's how it works."

Gale spread the tendrils into her chest. Her heart rate stayed high, but there was no sign of change in rhythm. She wasn't lying, at least not completely. "These messengers. Where do I find them?"

"There's…" She swallowed hard. "There's a warehouse. In Bowmanville. One of Spotlight's messengers was there last week."

"Address?"

"I don't know the exact address. It's by the lake. South industrial area. Look for a red Celtic cross painted on the loading dock doors." She winced as she took a deep breath. "You can't miss it."

Gale eased the pressure on the sword slightly. "What does Spotlight want? Why build this network?"

Red Jacket laughed bitterly. "What does anyone want? Money. Power."

"You don't believe that."

Her eyes narrowed. "What?"

"Your face changed when you said it." Gale forced his voice to become gravelly again, failing and ending up coughing.

"Anyways, try again." he said.

She looked away from his eye contact. "It's just... the operation's too organized. Too careful. People who just want cash make mistakes. Get sloppy. Spotlight never does."

"So what's the real play?"

"I don't know." She shook her head. "But it's bigger than money. Something about the way the messengers talk. Like they're part of something... I don't know... important."

Gale frowned. "The House of Silver Lion. What's their connection?"

Red Jacket's eyes widened slightly. Heart beat slightly skipped a beat. "How do you…?"

"Answer the question."

She licked her lips. "They provide muscle. Security. Some of the distribution. It's a partnership, not a hierarchy."

"And your role?"

"I handle the East End corridor. Me and that idiot move product to smaller dealers." She looked at the beast-man. "Liam handles enforcement when needed."

Gale followed her gaze. Liam must be that idiot she's talking about. Almost human, dog, cat. Whatever he calls himself.

"When's the next deal?" Gale asked, looking back at Red Jacket.

She hesitated.

Gale pressed the sword against her again.

"Next Saturday!" she gasped. "Midnight. Billy Bishop Airport. Private hangar section. A shipment's coming in from Montreal."

"How much?"

"Five kilos of raw dust. Plus some new formula they've been working on." She winced. "That's all I know. I swear."

Gale believed her. She was scared, hurt, and out of options.

"Remember this. This isn't going to end well if you're lying to me," he said slowly, "I'll find you again. Next time, maybe you won't have a shoulder anymore."

"I'm not lying." She chuckled as she spoke. "Just... just kill me now if you're going to. The Silver Lions will do worse when they find out I talked."

Gale pulled his sword free. Blood came from the wound, but not enough to kill her. It would've probably put a mundane into a critical state, but she was awakened. Red Jacket grabbed her shoulder, sighing, probably in relief. He didn't care.

"What's your name?" she asked with a grin.

"Call me the hunter. The dark hunter," Gale said.

"What?" She raised an eyebrow.

His hand quickly struck at her temple, causing her eyes to roll backward as she fell onto the pavement. Weber blade disappeared as it dematerialized back into the storage box. Taking out his phone, he called his friend immediately. On the third ring, the receiver picked up.

"Progress?" Ollie asked.

"I got what we need." Gale looked at the two unconscious bodies. "But I left a mess. Corner of Danforth and Birchmount, behind the strip mall. Two of them."

"Dead?"

"Unconscious. The woman might have useful info. The guy's half-beast."

"Description?"

"Woman, platinum blonde, red leather jacket. Guy in a suit, transforms into something like a dog and a cat. Both attuned."

Ollie coughed, sigh coming out from the speakers. "Jackie Wallace and Liam Duvall. Small-time dust runners. Didn't think they'd moved up to distribution."

"Well, they did." Gale jumped back up to the rooftop, checking for any sign of pedestrians. Looks like no one. Empty street except for the raccoon having a field day on the dumpster across the street. "Jackie claims there's a shipment coming to Billy Bishop next Saturday at midnight. Five kilos, plus something new."

"Interesting," Ollie said. "We'll need to intercept that. What else?"

"Warehouse in Bowmanville. Red Celtic cross on the loading dock. One of Spotlight's messengers uses it as a base."

"Good work. Cleanup crew's on the way. Ten minutes. Don't be there when they arrive."

"What about the airport next week?"

"We'll have a meeting a day before." A pause. "You focus on Bowmanville. Find that messenger."

"And when I do?"

"Don't kill them. We need information more than bodies right now."

Gale nodded, though Ollie couldn't see. "Anything else I should know?"

"Be careful with the Silver Lions. They're old money. Old power. Liam's connected to them. Watch yourself."

"I can take care of myself."

"Doesn't hurt to be careful." Ollie sighed. "Remember, Gale. This is intelligence gathering. We need to find Spotlight, not start a war."

"Got it."

"Good. Check in when you reach Bowmanville."

            

    
        Chapter 107

    
    
    
    
                The night was dark. Unlike the city, there were no streetlights in these farmlands. The only light came from the half-moon, giving the empty fields a silver tinge. A cool breeze brought in the smell of fresh lake water.

Gale crouched behind the shadow of a tractor in the middle of the field, stalking the warehouse from afar, like a dark hunter that hid in the shadows, waiting to pounce at any given moment from where the enemies can't find him.

[

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 11.42/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 100

Efficiency: 100
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Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.3]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Essence Control Lv.1][Dainv Combat Mastery Lv.1]

The run from Toronto all the way to Bowmanville had drained him. He'd used over half his essence getting here, sprinting through the shadows between the trees and back alley roads. Even almost tripped over a possum. Good thing the possum wasn't hit.

"Guide," he growled. "Use Breath of the Void to scan inside."

[No thermal signatures detected within visual range. Structure appears vacant. Threat level: Minimal]

Gale nodded and moved forward, staying low. He reached the warehouse side door in seconds and tested the handle. Locked.

Option 1, break in loud and clear, point his Weber pistol and tell them all to put their hands up, the dark hunter is here.

Option 2, break in quietly by phasing his whole body and passing through the wall.

Weber blade materialized into his right hand. Phase Touch applied to the edge of the blade. The blade slowly sliced through the lock not making any sound. Option 1.5 was a go, break the lock like the dark hunter he was. Phasing through the walls didn't seem as cool.

Inside, the warehouse stood empty. Just empty dust clouds floated through the air, visible only under the ray of moonlight from the window. A few empty pallets sat stacked in one corner. No dust, people, or any equipment that would make Breath of the Void's tendrils tingle.

"Nothing," Gale muttered, dematerializing the Weber blade back into the storage box.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The tendrils spread out through the whole area, pushing through the walls and feeding him back information about the whole space.

Four distinct signatures pulsed about half a kilometre away. Three awakened signatures. One attuned. Four in total. He could probably take them.

"The dark hunter always finds his prey," Gale whispered a growl to himself in the empty warehouse.

Stepping out the warehouse, he ran through the field. The farmhouse soon came into view, sitting between two hills and maple trees all around it. In front of the house, a pickup truck and two sedans parked in the gravel driveway. Yellow light came from the windows behind the white curtains.

Gale moved through the shadows of each maple tree even though it was night. He reached the back of the farmhouse and peeked through the open crack of the window.

"...not fucking around," a man said with a trembling voice. "Jackie and Liam got hit hard. Jackie's still in medical."

"By one guy?" another voice said. "They're both attuned. No way."

"Believe what you want," the first voice replied. "Spotlight said to keep an eye out. Be careful."

"Jackie said watch out for the boogeyman," a third voice mocked. "Sounds like she screwed up and needs an excuse."

"Idiot, she said 'the hunter,' whatever that meant," the second voice said.

"I've known Jackie three years, guys," the first voice said. "She doesn't scare easily. Whatever hit them wasn't normal."

Looks like there was another one hunting these guys. He wasn't the only vigilante in this world after all. In a world where magic, guns, and stuck-up knights coexisted, dark vigilantes roamed to protect the citizens.

Gale peeked his head over the window. Four men sat around the wooden circle coffee table covered in what looked like paper maps. Empty beer cans littered the surface. A stack of cash sat on the stand beside the couch with an open laptop.

The one with the loudest voice was the one defending Jackie. The man had a tattoo on his neck of a snake. Unlike his exterior appearance, he fidgeted around, eyes darting everywhere like something was about to strike him. The others were much more relaxed. One was bald with a shiny gold watch. He even had his leg crossed over like he owned the place.

"Look, Morris," said the bald man, "I did two years with Division 16 before I went private. I've taken down spectral entities that would make your hair fall out. If this 'hunter' shows up, I'll handle it myself."

He made air quotes around the word "hunter" and grinned at the others. This hunter they’re talking about must've been pretty weak if a goon like this could take him down.

"You weren't there, Dawson," Morris shook his head. "Jackie said he moved like nothing she'd seen before. Exploding her marble like a firecracker."

"Marbles are my specialty," Dawson replied, tapping the side of his nose. "I've got three different marbles that'll stop anything short of a tank shell."

The others laughed, but Morris stayed serious. "Spotlight doesn't send warnings for nothing. The Path is on high alert too."

"The Path," Dawson snorted. "Bunch of bureaucrats with guns. I left for a reason."

"You left because they caught you skimming," said one of the others.

"Details," Dawson smirked. "The point is, I can handle myself. We're not cancelling tomorrow's shipment because of some ghost story."

As Morris opened his mouth, Dawson held his hand out to cut him off and continued. "Besides, what kind of glory hound goes after dust dealers? The United Knights don't care, and the Path only shows up if we make too much noise. We keep it quiet, we stay invisible."

"Jackie wasn't being loud," Morris insisted. "She was just making a regular pickup."

"Then she got sloppy," Dawson shrugged. "Or someone ratted. Either way, not our problem."

Dawson was ex-Path. Makes sense, and even more reason to take down this fool. From his signature, early Attuned, and that cockiness was going to be his maker.

Suddenly, Gale's phone vibrated in his pocket. Holy shit no! The buzz sounded like a scream in his ears in his heightened state.

Morris froze mid-sentence, head turning toward the window. "What was that?"

"What was what?" one of the others asked.

"I heard something." Morris stood up, looking around the room. "Like... I don't know, man. It's just like, uh, Déjà vu or something."

Dawson rolled his eyes. "You're jumpy as hell tonight, Morris. Sit down."

"No, I felt it too," said the third man with a patchy beard and lanky arms. "Like a vibration."

"Could be someone's phone." Dawson pulled out his own phone, checking the screen. "Any of you guys get a message from someone? Harry, you get anything?"

Gale moved back from the window, tapping on the mute button. The lock screen message preview showed Ollie's message.

[Ollie: Status update?]

"Yeah, actually. Just now." Harry pulled out his phone.

"From who?" Morris asked, still standing.

"One of Spotlight's messengers." Harry swiped through his phone, brows furrowed. "About next week."

Dawson leaned forward. "What's it say?"

"12:32 sharp at the airport," Harry read from the screen. "Handover will be at a box located behind the private hangar with the red cross."

"Specific timing," the fourth man commented.

"That's new." Morris finally sat back down. "Usually they just say 'midnight' or whatever, and usually it's one of the higher ups textin'."

Dawson's fingers tapped thrice on the coffee table. "Why's this messenger texting you directly, Harry? You buddy buddies or something?"

"Yeah," Morris said. "How are you so close to that messenger guy? Guy's a complete freak."

Harry put his phone into his back pocket and sighed. "We go way back. Used to run jobs for Lady Mercer together before she got herself killed."

"The Path assassin?" Dawson whistled. "No shit."

"Yeah. He was her tech guy, I was muscle. After she died, he landed with Spotlight somehow." Harry said. "We still grab drinks sometimes."

"Didn't know Spotlight's people had social lives," Morris muttered.

"They don't, usually." Harry grabbed another beer from the six-pack on the floor. "This guy's different. Tries to seem normal and that made him even weirder."

Gale moved closer, pressing himself against the wall. Lady Mercer was a new name. Too many names to remember these days. Back then, all he had to remember was the names of animals. That was much easier than remembering people's names.

"What's he look like?" asked the fourth man.

"Average. Brown hair. Wears those fancy blue glasses all the time." Harry picked up a beer from the cooler beside the coffee table and popped the tab. "Says they help him read ether signatures or some shit."

Dawson snorted. "Tech nerds and their toys."

"Hey, those toys keep us alive," Harry said.

"We should move this shit to the warehouse," Morris said, gathering the papers on the table. "Nobody comes out here except local farmers."

"Relax," Dawson waved him off. "We've been using this spot for months. Nobody's found us yet."

Gale's phone lit up, its light poking out of his jeans, this time not vibrating. He pulled it out slowly and read the notification.

Mia.

He swiped open the message.

[Mia: After everything I saw, I'm convinced all those grainy paranormal videos on YouTube are REAL. The worse the quality, the more authentic it probably is]

Two more messages entered the group chat.

[Jacob: OMG YES!!! I've been saying this for years!!! Nobody believed me]

[Andrew: Makes sense. If Aur people don't want to be spotted, they'd mess with electronics]

[Mia: We should check out that abandoned high school next weekend. Place has been empty since 2008]

[Jacob: I'm in if Andrew brings his taser again]

[Andrew: One monster hunt was enough. But fine, I'll bring it]

Gale shook his head. These guys were going to get themselves in trouble one of these days. He tapped out of the group chat and found Ollie's contact card, tapping it to open the messages.

[Gale: Found connection to Spotlight. One of these guys knows a messenger personally. Blue glasses, tech background, worked for Lady Mercer. Going in now]

He pressed send, not waiting for a reply, and put the phone back into his pocket.

Gale circled to the front of the farmhouse. Paint peeling everywhere, no front porch light. Just the incandescent bulbs' lights from inside spilled out of the windows. He messed up his hair, hunched his shoulder, and pulled his hoodie over his head. Looking down at himself, stained gray shirt, baggy black hoodie, baggy pants. He looked completely like a teenager. Perfect disguise for the Dark Hunter of the night that chases the criminals that lurk in Toronto's abyss, even though this was Bowmanville.

Walking up to the front porch, he climbed up the three steps quietly, not making a creak. He knocked on the door three times and called out with a slightly higher pitch, "Anybody here?"

Inside, the guys shuffled around, standing up. Chairs scraped as they whispered to each other. Footsteps approached the front door.

The door opened a crack. Morris looked out, hand hidden behind the door where a weapon probably waited.

"The hell?" Morris squinted at him.

Gale blinked rapidly, voice cracking. "Sorry, I'm lost and been walking down the road for a while. My phone's dead. Could I use yours to call my mom to pick me up?"

The door opened wider. Morris looked back at the others inside while a smile formed on his face. Yeah, that's it, idiot. The dark hunter hunts using its brain, not brawn.

"Kid, how'd you get out here? You took a car or somethin' or what?"

Gale rubbed his arms, pretending to be cold from the autumn's chilly night. "I was out biking and I broke my bike, so I just walked. Been walking for hours."

Behind Morris, the other three men stared. Dawson leaned back in his chair, laughing.

"Some lost puppy you found, Morris," he called out. "Let him in before he freezes."

"Come on in, but make it quick. Landline's over there." Morris stepped back slowly, pointing at the phone on the sofa stand.

Gale walked inside, keeping his head down, pretending to be a scared teenager. Beer, cigarettes, and probably a bit of mould. Typical bad guy behaviour that never cleans their homes. On the table, the paper map showed red highlighter marks on where dust activity happened, similar to the map Rachel and Ollie had shown him.

"Thanks," he mumbled. "Just need to call my mom."

The men laughed. Harry elbowed the fourth man, both grinning.

"Shit, he looks like he's in high school, can he even drive?" Harry laughed.

Dawson smirked, spinning a marble between his fingers. "Probably ran away from mommy. What's wrong, kid? Curfew too early?"

Gale took three more steps into the room. First, take out Dawson, then Morris. The others, threat level: minimal.

"Something like that," he said.

Then he moved.

Not walked. Not ran. Moved.

One moment standing by the door, the next across the room.

Dawson's eyes widened before Gale's fist hit his temple. The chair tipped backward. Dawson crashed to the floor, the marble rolling from his limp fingers.

The others froze.

Gale kicked Dawson's marble across the room.

"What the f-" Morris reached for his gun.

Gale's hand immediately grabbed his wrist, stopping him from pulling it out. "Don't."

Morris gasped as his wrist crunched under Gale's grip, and the gun fell onto the floor.

Harry and the fourth man raised their hands instantly.

"Ok ok, easy," Harry said, eyes moving between Gale and the unconscious Dawson. "Just don't break anything else."

Gale released Morris, who held his wrist against his chest.

"Jesus," the fourth man whispered. "Is this the guy Jackie was talking about?"

Morris backed away, wincing and rubbing his wrist. "Has to be. What great fucking luck."

Gale kicked out a chair and sat at the table, looking relaxed. He opened his legs wide and breathed three times.

"Let's talk about Spotlight," he forced a gravelly voice, only to cough for a straight minute. Ok, enough with this stupid voice.

He took out one of the bottles in the cooler, popped the tab open, and took a sip, forgetting it was beer. Before the liquid reached his throat, he spit it out onto Dawson's unconscious body. How do adults even drink this shit? It tasted like moose pee. Had to even track one out in the winter, licking the ground to track it.

Putting down the beer bottle, he looked back at the trio, somehow now shivering even more though they were inside. He continued, "and this messenger with the blue glasses."

Harry swallowed hard. "I don't know much—"

"Lying isn't a good start." Gale picked up one of the maps, pointing at the red dots scattered all over. "You just said you grab drinks with him."

The men exchanged glances, nodding to each other. Dawson on the floor groaned but remained unconscious.

"Move him to the couch," Gale ordered, nodding at Dawson.

Harry and the fourth man hurried to obey, dragging Dawson to the worn leather couch against the wall. Morris remained standing, still holding his wrist.

"Sit," Gale said.

Morris sat.

Gale tapped the table. "Now, tell me everything about this messenger. And don't waste my time, capiche?"

Harry cleared his throat. "His name's Vic. Victor Wang. Been working for Spotlight about three years now."

"How often do you meet?"

"Once a month. Just drinks and catching up, nothing business."

"Except he texts you about shipments," Gale’s eyes narrowed.

Harry flinched.

"And gives you specific times, specific locations."

"Look," Morris said. "We're just middlemen. We move product, collect cash, follow orders. We don't know what Spotlight looks like or where they operate from."

Gale leaned forward. "But Victor does."

The fourth man nodded. "Victor's inner circle. One of maybe five people who deal directly with Spotlight."

"Names," Gale slammed the table. "And I better hear five."

"I only know three for sure," Harry said quickly. "Victor Wang, Thomas Drake, and Samantha Campbell. The others, I've just heard code names. Hound and Needle."

Gale pulled out his phone and typed the names into his notes. "And Lady Mercer? What's her connection?"

"She's dead," Morris said. "Path took her out four years back. She was running ether-tech theft operations across Ontario."

"Victor was her tech specialist," Harry said. "He got scooped up by Spotlight after she died."

"Where can I find Victor?"

Harry hesitated, eyes moving to his companions.

"If I have to ask again," Gale said, "I'll wake up Dawson and see if he's more helpful."

"He lives in Oshawa," Harry mumbled. "Has an apartment above Laplace's Bar on Simcoe. Unit 3C."

"And the shipment? What's really coming in?"

The men exchanged looks again.

"It's not just dust," Morris finally said. "There's tech too. Specialized ether-containment units. Mystic grade stuff."

"For what?"

"Don't know," Morris shook his head. "We just move it."

Breath of the Void's tendrils seeped into each of the three's hearts. Apart from the heightened heart rates, the rhythm was stable. They weren't lying. Just small town goons that were part of Spotlight's evil operations.

He stood up. "If I find out you've warned Victor, I'll come back. And next time, I won't be so gentle."

He moved toward the door, picking up Dawson's marble from the floor as he passed.

"Wait," Harry said. "Who are you with? Path? Knights?"

Gale paused at the door, looking back at the three frightened men who took a step back every time he glanced at them, along with the unconscious Dawson covered in beer.

"I'm the guy Jackie warned you about," he said, forcing a gravelly voice. "the dark hunter."

Distort activated. Gale became nigh invisible as he disappeared from their view. Goddamn, that was a great one liner disappearing act.

After running for a few minutes, Gale pulled his phone back up.

[Ollie: Details?]

[Gale: Got names. Victor Wang, Thomas Drake, Samantha Campbell. Plus two more, only nicknames. Hound and Needle. Victor in Oshawa above Laplace's Bar, Unit 3C. Shipment next week includes ether-containment tech.]

[Ollie: Take a rest for today. You did good. You're joining the attack team at the airport next week. I'll send you location details before then.]

He pocketed the phone and started sprinting east. Taking out the grey marble, he examined it. Ollie in the Eclipsed said these things cost as much as cars.

Analyze.

[Grey Marble]

[Type: Defensive Artifact]

[Usage: 2 ether per second]

[Max Load: 200 Ethers per tick.]

[Description: Orbits around user, blocking projectiles and detecting oncoming hostile spells.]

[Function 1: Glows red when harmful substance is in range and negates said substance.]

The phone's screen lit up again with a notification from Mia.

[Mia: Also heard some kids getting scared at Old Finch Bridge. When we going guys?]

Gale shook his head, dematerializing the grey marble into the storage box. He continued to sprint through the dark roads of Ontario.

            

    
        Chapter 108

    
    
    
    
                Students who were older than high school students exited the Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre with smiles on their faces and probably their second or third coffee cup of the day. Gale leaned on the learning centre's sign, half listening to Jacob and Mia's argument about science.

"Old Finch Bridge is the obvious choice," Jacob said, pushing his glasses up. "Three documented cases of paranormal activity in the last decade alone. Plus, the whole 'cry of a dead mother' thing whenever it rains."

Mia rolled her eyes. "It's a bridge. With cars. And joggers. And actual people around." She tapped multiple times on the map she held up on her phone. "The abandoned school in Barrie has actual history. Fifty years of weird shit. Plus, no cameras or security guards to kick us out."

"But it's in Barrie," Jacob whined. "That's like an hour away."

"You got somewhere better to be?" Mia crossed her arms. "Hot date with your anime body pillow?"

Jacob turned red. "That's-I don't-it was a collector's item!"

Andrew exited the learning centre's entrance door, dropping his backpack by his feet. "They still arguing about ghost hunting?" he asked, holding out a piece of chocolate to Gale.

Gale took it, unwrapped it immediately, and put it in his mouth. "For twenty minutes now."

"The school has actual classrooms where kids died," Mia continued. "One of them supposedly still writes on the chalkboard at night."

"Bridge has a woman in white," Jacob countered. "Classic ghost archetype."

"Woman in white? That's so basic." Mia scoffed. "It's like the pumpkin spice latte. Basic."

Andrew laughed, then turned to Gale. "You've been quiet. Which one do you think is actually haunted? Bridge or school?"

Both places sounded like normal abandoned spots where teenagers told scary stories. Nothing like the asylum with its physical skin walker. Nope, definitely not. Hell if he was going to any of them. By chance any of them was that faceless tall ghost lady, how could he even defend his friends?! There was no way. Nope.

"Neither," Gale forced a smile.

"Come on, neither isn't an answer." Andrew softly elbowed him.

"Real ghosts aren't like the stories," Gale's smile faltered. "They're worse."

Mia and Jacob looked at each other.

"You talk like you've seen one," Mia said, leaning closer to his face. "And it sounds like you're scared."

"Scared? No way. The dark hun-I mean, I'm not scared. No." Gale looked away.

"Sounds like what someone who's scared would say." Jacob leaned forward to his face like Mia.

Gale didn't reply.

"Wait, have you?" Jacob asked. "Seen a real ghost?"

"Gale," Mia said. "What's up with you today? You've been acting weird since you got here."

Gale took a deep breath, swallowing the last bite of the chocolate that he tried to savour as much as possible. "Fine. Yeah. I've seen one."

"For real? Like an actual ghost? Not just shadows or weird noises?" Jacob leaned back. 

"They're called spectral entities," Gale whispered. "It dragged a security guard through the halls. His uniform was ripped. His head was twisted. Dead."

"Spectral entities? Sounds just like a ghost to me." Mia crossed her arms.

"Are you serious?" Andrew said. "I thought that was all just a school myth."

"It's not. And this whole ghost-hunting idea? It's stupid and dangerous... and scary!"

"Hold on," Jacob said. "If you saw something, why didn't you get proof? A picture or video or something?"

"Because I was too busy trying not to die," Gale hunched his shoulders, trying to look as small as possible. His hand went to his shoulder where the ghost had touched him inappropriately. Things that could be chopped? Not scary. Ghosts? Super scary.

"I tried to chop it up with my sword and it just went whoosh and whoosh. Nothing worked."

"You fought it? With what?" Mia asked. 

Gale gulped. "I just meant that you can't fight against it normally."

"If this shit is so dangerous, then why do you keep us in the dark?” She poked his chest. “You were the one that promised to tell us after I handed over those documents. So, why don't you tell us what's actually happening?"

Andrew stared at Gale. Jacob leaned toward him and stared with eyes that seemed to bore through his forehead.

"It's... complicated," Gale said.

"That's not an answer," Mia said. "We were there too. We saw that thing. It almost killed us. We deserve to know what's going on."

"I told you about Ollie, about Glory Industries and the stuff they do."

"You told us the basic outline, the keep you in the dark version," Mia said. "Not the real story. Not whatever you're actually doing when you skip class or come back with bags under your eyes."

"Hey, guys, calm down." Andrew stepped between them, putting a hand on Mia's shoulder. "Gale's got his reasons."

How could he even explain the fact that ghosts were just a minor thing and that there were things far worse than the ghosts that lurked in the shadows of the belly of the underworld of Toronto that he hunted? He couldn't even begin to explain the shit he got himself into.

"Look, it's getting late. We can talk about this another time." Andrew looked at Gale. "We're still friends, right? No matter what weird shit is going on?"

Gale nodded, smiled.

"Good." Andrew pointed across the street. "Let's cut through the industrial area. Shortcut to the neighbourhood. And then to the mall's food court."

"You really need to practice that smile though," Mia said, shaking her head while putting a palm on her forehead.

Jacob grabbed his backpack by his feet. "I'm starving. That chemistry quiz killed me."

"You barely studied," Mia said, but then she glanced at Gale. "This conversation isn't over."

"I know," Gale said.

The four headed across the street, entering the industrial park and cutting through the loading docks of stores.

Jacob started telling a story about his chemistry lab, the earlier tension fading but not gone. Mia walked ahead, still angry. Andrew walked beside Gale.

"She's not wrong, you know," Andrew said quietly. "After what happened at the asylum and all."

"I know," Gale sighed. "But trust me. There's things better left as not known."

Andrew frowned. "That's what my dad used to tell me. And then suddenly, my mom and the house are gone. Who could've thought that?"

"This is different."

"Is it? Seems to me hiding stuff never ends well for anyone."

Gale didn't answer. Ahead, an empty loading dock gaped open. The industrial park was quieter than usual. Most businesses were closed, workers gone home. Only a few semi-trucks sat in the far parking lots.

"Food's on me," Gale offered, changing the subject. Ollie wouldn't mind him treating his friends with the business credit card. Anything to get the topic off himself.

Andrew gave him a look that said he noticed the dodge but let it go. "You're gonna regret that offer. Jacob can put away three burgers on a slow day."

Passing the first loading dock, the tendrils tugged at his senses. Multiple ether signatures originating from the gaping loading dock to their right. He stopped, focusing on the information fed to him.

Hostiles.

"Hey! You kids!"

A man stood in an open warehouse door twenty yards ahead, one hand raised. He wore a dark jacket, his other hand inside it.

"Come over here a minute," he called, smiling with his teeth. "Got something to show you."

Jacob snorted. "Yeah, right. Let's ignore the creepy drug dealer looking guy and get food. I'm starving."

Mia nodded. "Seriously. What is this, a bad B-movie?"

Two more men came out from the warehouse shadows, flanking the first. They spread out in a triangle, blocking the path ahead of them. All three had their chests puffed out, probably trying to look tough. The tallest wore a blue bandana around his neck. The third had a scar through his eyebrow.

B-movie was right. What the hell are they wearing out in public?

"You kids see something you shouldn't have?" the first man asked, stepping forward.

"Or maybe, looking to have some fun?" Blue Bandana added. He pulled something from his pocket, a small glass vial filled with purple liquid that shined against the sun. Grey grains floated inside the liquid. "Got something here that'll make you feel real good."

"Best feeling in the world. Promise. Mmmua." The scarred man made a chef's kiss, as if that would even look scary when he looked nothing like an Italian.

Gale's muscles tightened. He knew that vial. He stepped in front of his friends.

"Stand back," Gale put his left hand into his left pocket. "Keep walking. Now."

Regardless, these were hostiles.

Andrew grabbed Jacob's arm, pulling him backward. Mia hesitated, then followed.

"We're good, thanks," Andrew waved to the three men. "Just heading home."

The scarred man laughed. "Don't be like that. First hit's free."

Andrew walked away with the group, but his nose hit something invisible. He stumbled back, hands out, feeling an unseen wall.

"What the hell?" Andrew pushed against nothing, his palms flat against the invisible wall.

"Fuck, fuck, are we going to die again?" Jacob said, shoulders shaking.

Mia backed up until she stood by Gale. "What's happening?"

The men laughed.

"Relax," Blue Bandana said. "We just want to talk."

Breath of the Void's tendrils focused on the three ether signatures. All at least awakened. Threat level, minimal. To his friends though? They'd die to a sneeze of an awakened. One wrong move and someone he cares about might disappear.

"Leave!" Something snapped inside of Gale. "Now. Or you'll regret it."

The first man's smile faltered, then grew wider. "Big talk from a little man. What're you gonna do about it?"

Jackie did say that they were desperate on getting new victims. Didn't think he'd experience this front row and centre.

Blue Bandana twirled the vial between his fingers. "Look, we're not here to hurt anybody. Just offering a good time."

"This stuff? Better than anything you've ever felt. Better than sex, sweetheart. Promise." The scarred man winked at Mia.

Mia's face reddened, stepping back. "Fuck you."

"That's the spirit," the first man laughed.

Gale stepped forward. "You really doing this in broad daylight? Middle of all of a business complex?"

The men looked at each other.

"Nobody comes through here this time of day," Blue Bandana said. "Besides, walls are up. Nobody can see shit."

"Enough talk." The scarred man pushed past his friends.

He moved suddenly, surprising Andrew and Jacob. He ran straight for Mia, opening the vial.

Time slowed.

Storage box interface opened in front of him. Immediately looking at the Weber blade's icon. Gale grabbed the sword's hilt as it materialized. In one quick motion.

Draw, turn, slice.

The scarred man screamed.

His hand fell to the ground, fingers still holding the vial. Gale caught the dust container before it hit the pavement, putting it in his pocket. Blood sprayed across the concrete.

"Holy shit!" Jacob yelled, stumbling back.

Andrew stood frozen. Mia covered her mouth with both hands.

The other two men pulled out their guns.

"Motherfucker!" the first man yelled, raising his weapon.

Gale didn't hesitate. He threw his sword. The blade spun through the air, slicing through both of Blue Bandana's hands. The man screamed, his gun and several fingers falling to the ground.

The first man fired. Gale ducked, the bullet going past his ear. His hand went into his pocket again. Weber pistol materialized into his right hand.

He squeezed, one shot. A quiet thwip, and the ray shot clean through the man's hands and his weapon. The beam kept going, making a hole in the warehouse wall behind him.

The first man fell to his knees, staring at his ruined hands.

Silence fell onto the battlefield. Only the hostiles' groans could be heard. The invisible walls flickered, then vanished as the scarred man's head dropped to the concrete, passing out.

Gale dematerialized the Weber pistol back into storage. Walking over to his sword, he picked it up by its hilt, blood still dripping from its edge.

"We need to go," he said, turning to his friends. "Now."

They stared at him, eyes switching from his face to the sword beside him.

"Y-you just..." Jacob couldn't finish. He looked ready to throw up.

"Later," Gale said. "We need to move."

"Did you kill them?" Mia whispered.

"No." Gale wiped his blade on the scarred man's jeans. "But they'll bleed out if someone doesn't find them soon. Cops will be here in minutes. Someone had to hear that shot."

Andrew finally spoke. "What the fuck was that?"

"That was dust," Gale said, pointing to the scarred man's severed empty hand. "They were trying to dose Mia."

"Not that." Andrew pointed to his sword. "You. The sword. The gun. Jesus Christ, Gale, you cut off their hands!"

"Would you rather he dosed Mia with dust?" Gale asked. "She'd be dead in 3 days, crystallized from the inside out."

Mia brought up a hand to cover her mouth. "That's what would have happened?"

"If you're lucky," Gale said. "If not, it's a week of pain before your insides grow crystals that poke your organs until they pierce through and through your skin."

A siren wailed in the distance.

"We need to go. Different directions. You three head back toward the school. I'll go through the warehouses and meet you at the usual diner," Gale said.

"You want us to just walk away?" Jacob's voice shook. "After seeing... that?"

"Yes." Gale moved closer to them. "It's for your own good."

Mia stepped one step back as Gale came near. "You can't just cut people's hands off."

"They were going to kill you," Gale looked back at the street. "All of you. Maybe not today, but eventually. Aur isn't a game, and it's definitely not ghost hunting. It could kill you."

The sirens got louder.

"Go," Gale said. "Please."


            

    
        Chapter 109

    
    
    
    
                Andrew grabbed Mia by the arm. The group pulled away from the scene. As they walked away, Mia glanced back one last time. They disappeared just around the complex corner back to Yorkdale's street instead of the backstreets that they originally took.

Good. They're safe now.

Gale noticed the blood pooling around the three men's cut off hands, fist clenching. They're lucky he didn't kill them for what they tried to do. His friends would understand later. Hopefully, they'd understand how horrible Aur truly was. That asshole didn't even hesitate to dose Mia.

The first man groaned, holding his wrists against his chest. Gale kicked him by the chest and rolled him onto his back.

"You! You cut off our fucking hands," the scarred man squealed.

"You tried to dust my friend," Gale said, completely monotone.

Blue Bandana sat straight up, kneeling and staring at Gale. "Who the fuck are you?"

Gale didn't answer. The sirens were getting closer. He needed to finish this fast.

He turned toward the gaping loading dock of the business building. The three guys here were just the goons of whoever was inside. Drug dealers like Jackie and Liam worked in networks. No point in interrogating these idiots.

Breath of the Void tendrils spread into the buildings, speeding into its brick walls. Another ether signature located inside the building. One more awakened, a late stage one.

"Your boss is still inside," Gale said. Not a question.

"He's gonna fuck you up," the man spat. "Just wait."

"Don't think I will," Gale said, pulling up his phone and immediately tapping on Ollie's contact card.

[Gale: need some help. ran into dealers. can you slow down the cops?]

[Ollie: Send your location.]

Gale tapped share location to Ollie.

[Ollie: On it. You got 10 minutes till cleanup crew arrives. Don't be there when they do.]

[Gale: thanks. this one's personal]

Gale put his phone back in his pocket. Putting his foot onto one of the drug dealer's chests, he stepped over the man and walked directly at the open loading dock. No time to waste. Clean up crew would arrive in minutes, and Gale needed to know who's behind this. No more dark hunter bullshit.

Crouching down below the loading dock, he entered the business facility. Wooden pallets littered the ground. Three stacks of them lined the walls. Forklifts sat in the loading area.

Tendrils mapped out the offices, capturing every minute detail inside. No one was inside except for that single ether signature, and it wasn't moving. Either they hadn't heard the noise outside, or they think they're strong enough to take him.

Twisting the knob onto the offices, Gale exited the loading area and entered the suite. He moved quietly across the hallway, ignoring the empty offices with open doors and not bothering to check if there was anyone inside.

He arrived at a door cracked open. Looking through the small slit, a man in a black leather jacket moved between the cubicles and a metal filing cabinet. He wore sunglasses indoors, even more reason now to bash this guy's face in.

He carried a suitcase. When he opened it, it revealed vials in 3 rows and 8 columns. The vials contained the same purple liquid and grey grains that caught the dim light. Each one could kill a mundane in days.

The man closed the case and put it into the metal filing cabinet. When he grabbed a file folder from the cabinet, Gale pushed open the door.

The man spun around instantly, gun aiming towards his direction. He squeezed the trigger immediately.

Gale dropped low, the bullet flying over his head and breaking the glass wall behind him. He rushed forward, zigzagging between desks as three more shots barked through the office.

"You picked the wrong fucking day," the man shouted, firing again as Gale moved between cover spots.

Gale ran at the wall, jumping up to the ceiling. In one quick motion, he vaulted onto the ceiling and jumped down to where the man was. The Weber blade had already swung mid air, slicing through the man's wrist.

The man's arm fell to the floor, hand on the floor still gripping the gun tightly. He screamed, stumbled back onto the desk, and dropped to the floor. A different briefcase that was on the desk shook and fell to the floor.

Gale caught it before it hit the ground. Could've been a disaster if this thing popped all of its vials inside.

"What the fuck? Who the fuck are you?" he gasped.

Gale put the briefcase on the desk and stood over the bleeding man.

"Spotlight," he said. "Tell me about him."

The man's face changed quickly from wincing pain to pretending, "I don't-I don't know what you're talking about."

Gale moved Weber blade's edge closer to the man's throat, enough to cut a thin line that bled red. "Your boys outside tried to dust my friends. One mention of Spotlight, and you look ready to poo yourself. Don't waste my time."

The dealer's forehead sweat caught the light in the dim office. "I can't. They'll kill me!"

"I'll kill you right now," Gale said. "They might kill you later. Math seems simple to me."

"Look- look in my jacket. Inside pocket. There's a phone," the dealer stammered.

Gale kept the sword steady while his free hand took a slim black phone from the man's inner pocket.

"Passcode," Gale said.

"7142," the man said.

Gale typed it in and opened the message app.

"The last conversation," the dealer said. "New drop points. They're expanding."

Tapping on the latest text, the conversation showed a conversation with a person named "RkYy2JQPlq-H". Weird name, but ok.

The topic they talked about was locations all over Toronto, Markham, Brampton, Aurora, Richmond Hill. The two of them said it was new areas to sell in, but one name stood out amongst them.

Yorkdale.

"You're pushing at places around schools now?" Gale asked.

The dealer laughed weakly. "Best customers. Young. Stupid. Desperate to be special. And adults wanting to be something more? Best place to roam."

Gale gripped his Weber's hilt tighter.

"Just business." Blood spilled onto the man's thighs. "We don't force nobody. They want it. We sell it."

"Names," Gale said. "Who runs your territory? Who said to expand to schools?"

The man shook his head. "Can't. I'm just middle management. I get messages, I follow orders."

"From who?"

"Different people. Don't know real names. Guy who texted me about the school goes by Hound. That's all I know."

"Where's he based? Scarborough?"

The dealer nodded weakly. "Mississauga area. Has a crew of six, maybe seven. One of Spotlight's top guys."

Gale put the phone in his pocket. "And the dust? Where's it coming from? Glory Industries?"

"Fuck you." The man said. "I ain't telling you shit."

"I don't want shit. I want details." Gale stomped onto the man's knee caps. A loud crunching sound came from his legs, and a bloodcurdling scream came out of the man's mouth. "Ready to talk?"

"Something like this can be repaired by a gun sy-"

The man screamed again as Gale stomped on the other kneecap. Putting his foot onto the man's groin, he took him by the hair and pulled the man's ears to his mouth and whispered, "You think I won't do it?"

"Fuck! Fine, I'll talk. Just give me some fucking room. Fuck!" The man's voice shook.

"Dust. Where? Now."

"Don't know exactly. Somewhere east. We get shipments twice a month through different channels. Next shipment's this Saturday."

The man's breathing became ragged, lips turning pale.

Information was the same as the one he heard before which would mean that the source was reliable. Probably good enough of a lead for Ollie.

Gale took off the man's belt and wrapped it around his stump, pulling it tight. The dealer yelled.

"That'll keep you alive until the cleaners get here," Gale said.

The dealer nodded, still gasping from pain.

Gale picked the briefcase back up and went to the metal filing cabinet. Weber blade disappeared into the storage box as he opened the cabinet and picking up the second briefcase.

"You... a knight?" the dealer asked, eyelids fluttering open and closed. Must be the blood loss setting in.

"No."

"Path, then?"

Gale didn't answer.



Bethany Chapel, just a couple of minutes away from where he had taken out the hostiles. Gale put the two metal briefcases behind the large tree, away from the peering eyes of the side walk and street.

He took out his phone and typed to Ollie.

[Gale: briefcase at bethany chapel ease side behind the tree. tell the celaning crew to pick it up]

[Ollie: Already on it. Cleanup ETA 3 minutes. You good?]

[Gale: i'm fine. going back to check on my friends]

[Ollie: Smart move cutting off hands instead of killing. Less paperwork.]

[Ollie: Either way. Thanks for the haul. This much enhanced dust would've done serious damage in a neighbourhood.]

Gale put his phone back into his pocket and stepped back onto the side walk. Mia, Andrew, and Jacob would be at Yorkdale Mall by now if they went with their food court plans.

Walking to the mall took 15 minutes, just enough time for all the adrenaline to drain from his system. He put his hands up, examined them for blood. No blood, check. Looking down at his clothes, no blood. Check.

The usual weekday crowd greeted his view when he entered Yorkdale mall. Adults lined up at starbucks while kids ran around the spacious hall. Breath of the Void spread outward, tendrils moving directly towards the food court. He had memorized the three's mundane signature by now and immediately found them by a table near the Thai place.

Jacob hunched over a tray full of something that looked like noodles. Andrew sat beside him, picking at possibly fries. Mia faced away from them, looking back and glancing side to side.

Gale speed walked to the escalators that led to the food court, easily avoiding the crowd that blocked his way. Going up the escalator went slower. People blocked the left side, so he had to wait for the escalator to proceed normally.

On the middle level, he proceeded to where the stairs were and climbed up in steps of twos. When he got onto the food court floor, the Thai place came into view and his friends sat at the table.

Walking up behind them, none of them noticed him.

"So what do we do now?" Jacob said in a low voice. "Call the cops? Tell them our friend cuts people's hands off?"

"The hell are you even saying, Jacob? Gale defended us. The hell do you mean call the cops?" Mia slammed her palm on the table.

"Yeah, and we can't really say that those guys had invisible walls and magical drugs either." Andrew picked up another fry.

"Exactly, we can't just-" Mia spotted Gale. Her eyes widened. "Jesus!"

Jacob choked on his pad thai. Andrew dropped his fry.

"How long have you been standing there?" Mia demanded.

"Just got here," Gale pulled out the empty chair. He sat down, noticing how they all moved away slightly. "You all okay?"

No one answered right away. Jacob put his chopsticks down. Andrew cleaned his hands with napkins. Mia stared directly at Gale, not looking away.

"Is what you're doing even legal?" she finally asked.

"Which part?" Gale asked, though he already knew what they meant.

"The vigilante part," Andrew said. "The cutting-off-hands part."

"That's what you've been hiding," Mia said. "Not just that you have powers or whatever. You're out there playing Batman."

"Except Batman doesn't cut off people's hands," Jacob said.

"Aur isn't like what you see in comic books or stories," Gale said. "Laws are different there."

"Different how?" Mia leaned forward. "Murder is legal if you have powers?"

"I didn't murder anyone," Gale looked away.

"Yet."

The best argument was to keep silent. They weren't wrong to be scared, but he wasn't wrong in protecting them either.

Jacob forced a smile. "So you're basically the Punisher, right? Going around taking out bad guys your own way?"

No one laughed.

"You shouldn't go to the centre for a while," Gale said. "Those guys today, they're part of something bigger. More dealers are moving into the Yorkdale area, targeting schools. If they recognize you as witnesses..."

"Are you serious?" Mia yelled. "I can't just stop going to school."

"It's just for… maybe a couple of few weeks or so. After that, it's over."

"I need my credits," Mia said. "You know that. I'm not like you, Mr. Mysterious with your fancy sword."

Andrew put a hand on her arm. "Mia, it's probably best for our safety."

She shook him off. "No. My mom works two jobs, sometimes three. Housekeeping at a hotel during the day, cleaning offices at night. She's killing herself so I can eventually get my diploma and maybe, maybe get something better than the cash register jobs I've been stuck in."

Gale's heart dropped when she started talking about her mom. She shouldn't. Rule number one, never talk about personal stuff after a horrible event that could've killed them. Mia never shared much about her home until now. Saying this now after she knows there's dust dealers out there? She's setting up a flag herself.

"Look, the classes have recordings, right?" he asked. "You could just watch them online and stay caught up and only go when you need to for like quizzes."

"That's one part of it," Mia said. "But it's not just the classes. It's... It's fun, okay? Going there. Hanging out with you guys. Being somewhere that isn't our crappy apartment or the Walmart checkout line. Is that so wrong?"

He couldn't argue with that. To him, it was the same feeling. The weeks of emptiness and being alone after coming back from the Eclipsed? Now, it was fun hanging out with them. Was there really no other way to protect them? But he couldn't really just stuff them in their house for their own safety… I don't know anymore.

"No," he sighed. "It's not wrong."

"So what's your big solution then?" she asked. "We just hide while you go offing drug dealers? How's that keep us safe?"

"I'm working on something."

"Great. Very specific."

Jacob cleared his throat. "Maybe we could, I don't know, help somehow?"

"No," Gale said firmly.

"Why not?" Andrew asked. "We're already involved. Those guys targeted us specifically."

"Because…" he didn't want them to disappear or die. But they wouldn't listen to him.

"Gale?"

A familiar voice came from behind, seeming to cut through the ambient noise of the food court.

Gale turned. Rachel stood there, dark red hair past her shoulders, almost to her waist. She wore a deep green sweater over black jeans, with a small silver necklace. She looked out of place among the mall's casual shoppers. Too elegant, too put-together.

"Rachel?" Gale stood up so fast his chair almost fell over.

She smiled, the warmth setting in, covering the tension he felt at the table. "I thought that was you. What are you doing here?"

Mia, Andrew, and Jacob stared at Rachel, then at Gale.

"Were you going to introduce me to your friends?" Rachel asked, her smile still on Gale.

"Uh, right," Gale said. "This is Rachel Ann. Rachel, these are my classmates from the learning centre: Jacob, Andrew, and Mia."

Rachel shook hands with each of them. When she shook Mia's hand, Gale noticed Mia wince slightly at Rachel's firm grip.

"Nice to meet everyone," Rachel said. Her voice rang with confidence that he hadn't heard before, taking on a more elegant tone.

"I don't think Gale's mentioned any of you before."

"So who are you exactly?" Jacob asked. "To Gale, I mean."

Rachel's eyes glanced at Gale. "Well, we're old friends."

"Yeah, old friends," Gale muttered.

"Old friends?" Mia asked, her eyes narrowing. "From where?"

"It's complicated," Gale said.

Mia snorted. "Is everything complicated to you?"

Rachel studied Mia, tilting her head slightly. She turned toward the empty chair next to Jacob. "Mind if I sit down?"

She sat down without waiting for their answer, crossing her legs and then putting her hands on the table.

"So, what's happening here? Why's everyone so serious?" Rachel asked.

Jacob leaned forward suddenly, nearly knocking over his soda. "Are you part of Aur too?"

Gale closed his eyes briefly. Of course, Jacob would blurt that out.

When he opened his eyes, he saw Rachel's stare boring down on him even heavier. Her eyes said more than words could ever describe, making him shrink into his seat.

Gale sighed. "Rachel, they know some things. Not everything."

"I guessed that already," she sighed, turning back to the group. "So what were you all discussing before I interrupted? You seemed rather intense."

Mia leaned forward, her eyes locked on Rachel now. "Gale just told us we shouldn't go to school for a while because of something called 'dust.' Apparently, there's dealers going around schools."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah, and they came after us on our way here," Mia added.

"Came after you?" Rachel turned to Gale, tilting her head.

"It wasn't like that," Gale started.

"He cut off their hands," Jacob added suddenly. He flinched when everyone turned to him. "What? He did."

Rachel rested her chin on her hand on the table. "I see."

Mia pushed her half-eaten food aside. "Look, I get that Gale's trying to protect us, but he doesn't get it. I can't just stop going to the centre. It's not just about classes."

She looked directly at Gale. "I like being there. I like hanging out with you guys. Learning about science and also things beyond it."

"That's understandable," Rachel said softly.

"Plus my mom's working herself to death so I can get credits for a college course," Mia added. "I can't throw that away just because of some magical pixie dust."

"Those drug dealers won't forget having their hands cut off," Gale said.

"So we'll be careful. Stick together and not go through those industrial complexes." Mia said, then stopped suddenly, "Is it just me, or did they turn up the heat in here?"

There it is. Rachel's emotions flowing out from her ether. Andrew and Jacob didn't seem to react, but Mia looked uncomfortable. A thin layer of sweat appeared on her forehead.

"It's a bit warm," Rachel agreed, though she looked perfectly comfortable. Her eyes met Gale's.

The gaze made Gale shrink back again to his seat. It's not his fault, right? She'll understand later once he tells her what happened. Right. Trust the online article. Clear and concise communication can solve everything.

"So what's the deal with dust anyway?" Andrew asked, breaking the silence. He'd been quiet since Rachel arrived, but now leaned forward. "Gale said it would kill Mia in three days if that guy had dosed her with it."

"It's complicated," Rachel said.

"There's that word again," Mia muttered.

"This isn't the right place to talk about this," Gale said, looking at the crowds around them. Too many eyes and ears, some of them could be criminals or enemies.

"Then where is?" Mia asked. "You can't just drop bombshells about invisible walls and killer dust and then expect us to sit quietly in the corner while you and your..." Her eyes pointed at Rachel. "...old friend handle everything."

The temperature went up another degree. Gale noticed Rachel's fingers had tensed slightly on the table.

"Dust is dangerous," Rachel said in a low voice. "It's not something to mess with. If Gale says you should stay away from certain areas for a while, he's not being paranoid."

"So you are part of Aur," Jacob said, tone rising with an annoying excitement.

"We all are, in a way." Rachel said.

"Wait. Can we please talk somewhere else?" Gale interrupted. "Not in public."

"Then where?" Mia asked. "Your place? Hers? Some secret underground lair?"

Actually, he didn't know. Maybe his apartment, but that would take at least more than an hour in the current rush hour. Ollie's office would take quite a while too. And Rachel's mansion was… he glanced at her. It was not an option.

"My place," Rachel smiled. "It's secure. We can talk freely there."

"Are you sure?" Gale asked, then moved close to her ear and whispered, "I thought it was off limits"

Rachel moved back quickly and then cleared her throat. "It's okay. If these three are caught up in dust trafficking, they need to understand what they're dealing with. Besides, it's not like there are no mundanes within Aur."
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                Gale stood beside Rachel watching Gerard usher Andrew, Mia, and Jacob through the entrance double doors. The butler's face remained completely neutral, showing no emotion except for maybe the slight stiff shoulders that weren't there in the beginning and now had set in as Jacob and Andrew continued to ask questions.

"So the dust actually crystallizes people from the inside out? Like, they turn into actual crystal?"

"And those rifts can open anywhere? Even at the learning centre?" Andrew tapped on the yellow notes app. "If each rift connects to a distinct dimensional plane with different physical laws, the multiverse theory would be confirmed!"

"Sir, if you could please move along," Gerard's pony-tailed silver hair stayed in place despite the autumn breeze blowing at the front door. "It is quite late, and the grounds must be secured for the evening."

Mia followed quietly, glancing backwards every now and then at Gale and Rachel. Unlike the others, she hadn't asked many questions during their three-hour crash course on Aur, dust, and the factions. She just listened like a student taking a lecture.

"Your butler really doesn't like mundanes in your house," Gale sighed.

"Gerard doesn't like anyone in the house," Rachel said. "Part of his job description."

On the path below, Jacob pulled out his phone and started taking pictures of the mansion's architecture. The flash lit up the stone gargoyles on the roof.

"Sir, I must insist," Gerard moved toward Jacob quickly.

"Come on, just one more of that awesome gargoyle thing," Jacob groaned. "This is like straight out of X-Men, you know? The Xavier Institute and everything!"

Gerard took the phone from Jacob's hand and tapped the screen a few times. "All photos of the estate have been deleted for security purposes."

He handed the phone back. "You'll find your other images intact."

"Aw, man." Jacob stared at his empty photo gallery.

"The Ann family has not entertained regular visitors in quite some time," Gerard said, looking back toward Rachel. "I trust this breach of protocol won't become habitual, Lady Rachel."

Rachel's lips twitched slightly. "Thanks, Gerard. Please see our guests to the gate."

The air warmed around Gale even though a cool breeze had just blown by. Even back in the Eclipsed, the air warmed whenever Rachel's emotions heightened. That was one thing he noticed. A proud moment that he could tell himself as he could feel her feelings except… it didn't really tell him much other than the air warmed. He should just ask. Communication 101, clear and concise. But what if she doesn't tell him? There was no way she would. She's always calm and collected, other than that one time.

"Your friends are... enthusiastic," Rachel said, watching the others leave.

"Huh? What?" Gale coughed. Thinking too much was dangerous. "Um yeah. They're enthusiastic, alright."

Play it cool, even if the air warms up.

Rachel tucked her hair behind her ear. "The tall one keeps looking at you like you're his personal superhero."

"Andrew? He's just... he gets excited about things."

"And the girl looks at you like she's trying to solve a puzzle."

Huh? Mia barely spoke all night, though. Maybe that's just Mia learning as much as she can. "Mia's practical. She's trying to figure out what all this means for her."

"And what it means for you two?"

Gale turned his head to Rachel. "What?"

Rachel kept her eyes on the group, not meeting his eyes. "Nothing. Just an observation."

At the gate, Gerard had stopped the group. Rachel straightened up, then climbed down the steps. "Wait here, I need to give them something."

Rachel walked across the brick road all the way to the gate. When she reached the group, Mia immediately stepped back, her hands going to her arms like she felt a chill. Or maybe heat.

Three small coins came out of Rachel's pocket that glittered under the moonlight. She handed one each to them.

Breath of the Void's tendrils fed Gale the whole conversation from where he stood.

"What is this, some kind of magic coin?" Jacob turned the coin over in his hand.

"In a manner of speaking," Rachel said. "It contains a spell. It'll shield you from dust exposure for approximately two weeks. After that, the protection fades."

"You can just... give people stuff like this?" Andrew asked, holding the coin up to the light.

"You can think of it that way," Rachel said. "Think of it as a shield. It'll blow away a certain amount of dust around you. But if you eat dust directly, it won't be able to."

Mia took the coin, wincing slightly as her fingers met Rachel's hand.

"It got hot again," Mia said.

Rachel smiled softly. "What did?"

"The air around you. It happened at the mall too." Mia looked straight at Rachel.

Rachel stared blankly at Mia for a second. "You noticed that?"

"Yeah..." Mia hunched her shoulders.

"Interesting." Rachel's eyes went to her side, glancing at Gale, staying there just enough for Gale to notice then back to Mia.

"Anyways, thanks for this. And for... everything else." Mia pocketed the coin.

The gate opened and beyond the iron bars, a black SUV with tinted windows waited on the street.

"Your transportation has arrived," Gerard announced.

"Wait, you called us a car?" Andrew asked.

"The Ann family does not send guests into the night without proper arrangements," Gerard said. "The driver will take each of you to your homes."

Jacob ran to the car. "Sweet! I've never been in a fancy SUV before."

"How do we know we can trust your driver?" Mia asked.

"The same way you know you can trust that coin in your pocket," Rachel replied. "You don't, really. But the alternative is a long walk home through neighbourhoods where dust dealers are active."

"Fair point."

"Remember what we discussed," Rachel raised her voice enough so that even Gale could hear it physically from where he stood. "Keep the coins on you at all times. Avoid the areas I marked on your maps. And if you see anyone with blue-tinted eyes?"

"Run, don't fight, call the number you gave us," Andrew said. "We got it."

"And under no circumstances try to get samples of dust," Rachel said, staring directly at Jacob. "It's not a science experiment."

Jacob faked a laugh. "Course not."

Gerard ushered them out of the gate, and then the gates moved to close on their own. The three got into the SUV, and the vehicle pulled away as soon as the door closed behind Mia.

Rachel watched until the SUV was gone, then turned, walking back to Gale. Gerard followed her, now clearly making a frown on his face.

"I'll prepare for the evening, Lady Rachel," he said once they reached the steps. "Will your... guest be staying much longer?"

Rachel smiled, but her eyes didn't. "Gerard, treat him as if you would treat me. He is welcome to stay as long as he wants."

The butler's shoulders once again stiffened. "Very well. I'll be in my quarters if you need anything."

He gave Gale a quick nod and went through the mansion's front doors.

"Sorry about him," Rachel said once they were alone. "Gerard takes his duties very seriously. Especially where the Ann family's privacy is concerned."

"Definitely," Gale said. "How long has he worked for your family?"

"Gerard's been serving my grandmother since even before my mom was born." Rachel turned to look at the dark grounds. "He's more than just a butler. He's..."

"Family," Gale said.

"Yes." She faced him with a smile, and this time, the smile reached her eyes. "Which is why he gets to be rude to my friends and get away with it."

Gale leaned against the stone railing. "So those coins. They really work against dust exposure?"

"For a limited time, yes. It's an old Ann family technique." Rachel ran her fingers along the railing's edge. "We developed it during the Clarence Wars, when dust was used as a weapon against mundane populations."

"The what wars?"

Rachel chuckled. "Right. You're still new to all of this."

"I'm getting that a lot lately."

"It was before our time anyway. My grandmother would know more." She pushed away from the railing. "Come on. It's getting cold out here."

Gale followed her back into the mansion. The multi story entrance hall stretched before them with its fancy alien cloudstone floors that shone even though the chandelier lights were dimmed. The livewood walls came literally alive when Rachel walked passed by, roots looking like they waved at her.

"Your friends took that whole crash course pretty well," Rachel said as they crossed the hall. "That Andrew took most of it all like he was just learning everything like a sponge."

"He's always been like that," Gale said. "Weirdly fascinated by physics."

"And Jacob's enthusiasm is... something."

"Jacob thinks everything is like his video games and comic books." Gale shook his head. "He might do something stupid trying to be heroic or something."

"That's why I gave them the coins and the warnings. It's the best protection I can offer without formally bringing them into one of the factions."

They reached a set of double doors just three doors before Rachel's room. She opened it, revealing a lounge with an unlit fireplace. Snapping her fingers once, the fire lit up, growing from a small ember at the bottom.

Unlike the mansion's more formal rooms, this one looked like it was actually lived in. Pretty cozy too. The fireplace was the only one that lit up the room. And soon enough, the warmth from the fire replaced the chill in the air.

"Drink?" Rachel asked, moving to a cabinet in the corner.

"Sure," Gale said and sat down on the sofa.

Rachel pulled two glasses from the cabinet. After placing them on the table, she pulled out a bottle from a mini fridge that had green grapes on the label. She poured the bottle into the glasses that sat side by side and walked over to him.

Grapes were one of his favourite flavours for juices. They were sweet and distinct. Every time he drank it in the orphanage, he'd manage to find a great book to read that kept him up all night. Today was going to be a lucky day.

She handed him the glass, then sat down on the other side of the coffee table in the armchair.

Gale took a big sip from the glass as she sat down, enough to make his cheeks puff up.

Alert to Gale. This was not grape juice.

For a whole 5 seconds, they stared into each other's eyes.

"What's wrong?" Rachel asked, and when realization dawned on her, she let out a laugh. "I forgot. You want some juice instead? I got grape and apple juice if you want."

Gale shook his head as he gulped down the contents in his mouth.

"No, it's fine. I like this," he nodded.

"You sure?"

"Yeah. I wanna drink the same thing as you," Gale blurted out, taking another sip.

Rachel's lips twitched, fire crackling in the fireplace.

"So," she cleared her throat, "that girl Mia seems interesting."

"Yeah, she's got a real knack for science. Sharp mind. Picks up on things most people miss."

Rachel took one strand of her hair and rubbed her fingers together. "That's not what I meant."

"What did you mean then?"

"I mean, what do you think of her? As a person." Rachel turned her head, looking away, side eyeing him.

"She's dedicated. Practical. Takes no shit from anyone. She's supporting her mom who works extra shifts just so Mia can go to college." Gale smiled.

It was true too. Mia worked harder than anyone in the group and gave them notes too.

"Mmm." Rachel's eyes remained neutral. "That's all?"

"She's got a good head on her shoulders. Way better at chemistry than I am. Questions everything, oddly not today though."

Rachel took the glass on the coffee table and chugged down the whole glass in one gulp. The fire in the fireplace seemed to grow brighter, almost lighting up the whole room.

"You cut off people's hands in front of your classmates? What were you thinking, Gale?"

Sudden topic change. Did he say something wrong? He was clear and concise about what he thought of Mia.

"In front of mundanes? Think back to the dark forest. The mundanes couldn't handle the violence," Rachel said.

The room's temperature increased by a few degrees.

"I did what I had to do," Gale leaned forward. "I couldn't let them get dosed by dust. Those dealers had us boxed in with a barrier or invisible wall, whatever you call it..."

"You could have found another way. Called for backup."

"There wasn't time. One of them was about to dust Mia."

Rachel ran a hand through her hair, messing up its perfect arrangement. "You don't get it. The Path is already looking at you sideways because of your connection to Ollie. Not to mention you making noise by causing a ruckus at the asylum."

"Wait, how did you know that?" Gale looked at her, trying to read her.

Rachel sighed, "Never mind that. It's just everything… Nevermind. Anyways, the Knights are tracking your movements after what happened at the warehouse. I'm just worried."

"I asked Ollie for help though. I followed what you said, ask for help, right?" Gale looked down.

"Sorry, I don't mean to get…" Rachel paused. "You could ask me next time instead of Ollie."

"But you might be busy-"

"Even if I'm busy. Gale, remember. My best friend is mundane. I know how it feels." Rachel leaned forward, her hair hanging down the side. Her hair catching the light of the fireplace made it look as if her hair was fire itself.

Gale sighed, looking up and making eye contact with her. "I should be the one to say sorry. I'll ask you next time before Ollie."

"Better." Rachel leaned back to her armchair.

"The coins you gave them should work against dust, though. Thanks," Gale said.

"For now. But there'll be more dealers. More dust. And at some point, you won't be there when they need you."

"Like on Saturday?"

Rachel's eyes narrowed, leaning forward again. "What do you mean?"

"Something about dust shipments from the east that Ollie's planning for. That's when I won't be around to protect them, right?"

She studied him for a moment. "The airport interception Ollie's planning. It's going to be dangerous. More dangerous than he's letting on."

Gale sat straight up. "How do you know about that? I only just reported to Ollie about it today."

"My family has ways of gathering information." Rachel uncrossed her legs and leaned toward him. "We've been tracking dust movements across Ontario for generations. It's part of what the Ann family does."

"Whoa, you can spy on people?"

"Not on people, just the criminals in the dust trade," she said. "This shipment is important, Gale. More important than anything the Path has intercepted before. And right now, we know it's something more than dust."

"What do you mean?"

Rachel's voice went low, more serious than he's ever heard her. "The Path doesn't know what they're walking into. The Silver Lions aren't just sending product. It's also something else. Plus Awakened guards. At least six of them. Maybe more."

"Why can't we tell Ollie this?"

"Because the Ann family doesn't exactly advertise our intelligence network. It would raise too many questions about how we get our information." She paused. "And because I'm worried. It might be a trap."

"What makes you think it's a trap?" Gale asked.

"The timing. The location. The number of guards." Rachel shook her head. "It has all the signs of a setup. Someone tipped off the Silver Lions that the Path would be intercepting this shipment."

"You think there's another leak in the Path?"

"I think there's more going on." Rachel stood up and walked to the fireplace. "Be careful on Saturday. If anything goes wrong, use this."

She turned and held out her palm. On it, a silver ring with a small red stone.

Gale stared at it. "A ring?"

"It's linked directly to me." She held it out to him again. "Put it on."

Gale paused, then took the ring. It had the warmth of body temperature, and the heat pulsed in a rhythm like a heartbeat of 89 beats per minute and increasing by the second.

"How does it work?"

"Just turn the stone three times. Then I'll save you." She watched as he slipped it onto his left middle finger. "No matter where you are."

"Why a ring?" Gale asked, turning his hand to look at it.

"Were you expecting something else? A phone? A walkie-talkie?" A small smile formed on her lips. "The Ann family prefers more reliable methods of communication. Technology can fail. Magic rarely does."

The ring fit perfectly. Better on the left than the right he used the most with Weber blade.

"Thanks," he said, still looking at it. "Why give me this though?"

The room got warmer again, just slightly. Rachel reached for her bottle, then downed a gulp.

"We survived the Eclipsed together," she said finally. "And just because."

Before Gale could respond, a soft buzz vibrated from Rachel's pocket. She pulled out a phone, looking at the screen.

"I need to take this," she said, standing. "Make yourself comfortable. There's more water in the pitcher, and you can stay the night if you want."

She walked to the far side of the room, speaking quietly into the phone. Breath of the Void retracted from the room. Best to give her privacy.

He looked down at the ring on his finger. The red stone caught the firelight, glowing from within. Its rhythm slowed down from the peak of 102 beats per minute down to 67.

Analyze.

[The House of Ann]

[Effect: Connection to the Ann Family's base.]

[Description: Aurumn's everlasting fire burns within the stone, allowing the effect to burn forever through eternity.]

The hell Aurumn? If he recalls correctly, the death of the knight had the same word... whatever it was, it was a magic panic button in case he got jumped out of nowhere.
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                The elevator doors opened at the top floor of TD Tower, two floors above the restaurant, Ollie's office. Only the light at the end of the hallway was lit, and that light came from inside the glass doors.

Almost midnight and an hour late, he'd completely forgotten about this super top secret meeting by sitting on a park bench, looking at Rachel's ring, asking Guide what the hell "Aurumn's Everlasting Fire" was. Needless to say, he wanted to rename Guide to 'stupid face'. Unfortunately, that didn't work either, and now here he was, late because of 'traffic'.

That was the golden excuse. All adults used traffic as an excuse.

Opening and stepping through the glass door, he waved at Ollie who glanced his way when he came in.

"Look who finally decided to show up," Ollie said as Gale walked in. "You're late."

Gale coughed, clearing his throat. "Traffic was bad."

"It's midnight."

"Midnight traffic."

Ollie shook his head. "Just come in. We're just prepping anyway."

Looking at the office, the arrangement changed, looking more like a war room. Ollie's usual desk was now against the wall. In the middle of the room, a large circular table with a transparent square device in the middle that projected a monitor in the air that could be seen in all directions wherever he moved.

Three people stood around the table. Ollie, Lily, and a slim muscular man that Gale didn't know.

"This is Rodriguez," Ollie said, putting his hand on the man's shoulder. "He'll be your partner for Saturday."

Rodriguez stepped forward, extending his hand for a handshake. "The famous hunter, Gale. Heard a lot about you."

"Nothing bad, I hope." Gale shook his hand. He noticed the calluses and that Rodriguez was slightly off-balance, favouring his right side. From the handshake alone, the man had an elevated heart rate. Just in case, he checked Ollie's and Lily's heart rates using Breath of the Void's tendrils. Normal, around 70, compared to Rodriguez's above 90. There was also a faint smell of something animalistic on his clothes. Faint, but definitely there. Gotta keep his nose on that Rodriguez, just in case.

Rodriguez laughed too loudly. "The Blue Witches talk like you're some kind of legend."

"That so?" Gale glanced at Lily who immediately looked away.

"I told him to stop listening to them, haha," she said.

Ollie clapped his hands together. "Let's get started. Mateo's already waiting."

At the corner of the hologram, a square was dedicated to show a video feed of a young looking man, egg's nest hair, dark circles, and a whole bunch of energy drinks all over his desk. The young man put the takeout container to his side, still chewing on some noodles.

"About time," Mateo opened another can of energy drink and sipped it. "Some of us have been working all night."

"Mateo handles our tech," Ollie said. "He'll be our 'control' during the operation."

Mateo finally looked at the camera. "Is this him? The new guy? Doesn't look like much."

"He's more than capable," Ollie said.

"If you say so." Mateo chugged down the energy drink. "I've named the operation as 'Dustbin.' We need to start being proper with operation names."

Ollie snorted. "Yeah, real professional, Mateo."

"You got something better?"

"Let's get down to business." Ollie snapped his finger, the transparent square device glowed blue for exactly a second, and suddenly, a 3d hologram map of the airport appeared above the table, rotating slowly in blue light.

Staring at the hologram, Gale tried to touch it, but his finger only passed through. He had never seen holograms before, only in movies they'd watch during class in school. Every corner, shadow, nook, and crease, and even the slight elevation changes in the airport laid out on the table.

The hologram stopped rotating, and Ollie tapped the table. "Billy Bishop Airport. Our target arrives Saturday at 12:32."

Lily leaned forward, blue light lighting up her face. "What's the manpower situation?"

"We'll work in Aur military units," Ollie said, glancing at Gale. "For those who don't know the structure: one unit is two people. Two to three units make a squad. Three to four squads make a platoon. Two to three platoons make a company. And so on."

"For this job, we're keeping it small," Ollie continued. "Two units. Gale and Rodriguez will be our primary infiltration unit. Lily and I will handle perimeter security."

Rodriguez nodded, smiling at Gale again. "Sounds good to me. Always wanted to work with a legend."

"Let's get down to business. According to our intel, there's going to be a full squad escort. Four Awakened, two Attuned, and two Resonant," Ollie said as the hologram zoomed in on a section of the airport. "Tough, but nothing we can't handle."

"Intel also says the Path twins might be watching Billy Bishop," Lily turned to Gale. "They're apparently hunting you."

Gale fiddled with his fingers. "What are they looking for?"

"You tell me," Lily said. "What happened at that asylum?"

"Nothing worth talking about," Gale said.

Ollie cleared his throat. "Whatever beef you've got with the twins, stay clear of them Saturday. We don't need complications."

Rodriguez raised his hand. "Can we back up? What exactly are we intercepting here? Just dust, or something else?"

Ollie snapped his fingers again, and the hologram changed to show shipping containers. "Not just dust. Our sources say they're bringing in prototype Mystic-grade containment technology."

"The kind that masks ether signatures?" Rodriguez asked, leaning closer to study the image.

"Exactly," Ollie said. "If they get this tech distributed, they could move dust throughout the country undetected."

"What's the security layout at the shipment site?" Rodriguez asked.

Ollie zoomed in further. "Two checkpoints here and here. Guards posted at each entry point."

"And the shipment itself? How's it packaged?" Rodriguez asked.

"Standard containers on the outside, but obviously glyph artificed inside." Ollie replied.

"One more thing," Ollie said. "We have reason to believe one of Spotlight's messengers will be present. A guy named Victor Wang."

"That's a rare intelligence opportunity," Lily said.

"Which is why we need to be careful," Ollie said. "Capture, not kill. We need information more than bodies."

"Guessing we're not going lethal?" Rodriguez said. "Don't think paperwork's going to be worth it, especially with the new kid, even if he's the legend."

"Not because of paperwork. United Knights all around the east coast already. Better to not give them another reason to put more criminal records on our asses," Ollie said, glancing at Gale. "Don't underestimate our new kid. He's got more experience than any of us at surviving. Survived the Red Hollows alone."

Rodriguez whistled.

"Infiltration unit gets in, secures the tech and any intelligence. Perimeter unit keeps escape routes clear and handles any external threats," Ollie said.

"And I sit on my ass and talk into a microphone," Mateo said over the comms. "What else is new?"

"What about weapons?" Gale asked.

"Standard non-lethal capture armaments. Ollie's on frozen shots on sniper. I'm using electro bullets for stuns," Lily said.

"Best for not starting a war," Ollie said.

"What about you? Ollie mentioned you prefer your own." Lily asked.

Gale nodded. "I do."

"Show us what you're bringing," Rodriguez said, smiling again. "Always curious about a new partner's loadout."

"Nothing special," Gale said, not saying more.

Rodriguez's smile faded a bit. "Right. Man of mystery."

The hologram changed again to a data table, detailing a schedule.

"We move at 11:00," Ollie said. "That gives us time to get into position before the shipment arrives. Questions?"

"What's our extraction plan?" Rodriguez asked.

"Same vehicles we arrive in," Ollie said. "They're not expecting us, so we should be able to leave the same way."

"Unless they are," Lily said.

"And if they are, we improvise," Ollie said. "That's why I picked this team. Everyone here can think on their feet."

Rodriguez smiled at Gale again. "Looking forward to seeing you in action, legend."

Gale didn't smile back. "Same."

Ollie turned off the hologram, making the room darker. "Get some rest. We meet back here at 9:00 Saturday morning for final prep. Dismissed."

Gale watched the others leave through the glass doors. Quick, precise, professional, not staying in the office for more than a minute after they were dismissed.

On the other hand, he stood behind to catch Ollie by the arm. "Got a minute?"

When the door closed, Ollie turned to Gale. With a snap of his fingers, the hologram turned off, and the room's light now only came from the city behind the ceilign to floor windows.

"Something bothering you?" Ollie asked, leaning against the table. "Besides the traffic that doesn't exist for someone who doesn't drive."

"The setup feels wrong."

"What part of it?"

"Rodriguez," Gale whispered. "He smells like an animal."

"An animal? He has a dog at home." Ollie glanced at the door. "Besides, he's been with me for almost three years. Good field agent. Solid record."

"Still."

"Your instincts are usually right?" Ollie caught the transparent square from the middle of the table as it flew to him.

"Usually."

"Good enough." Ollie moved to the window with his back to Gale. Toronto's skyline spread before them, still lit up as the nightlife continued. "You know what I've learned in this business? Organizations are just collections of people with their own agendas. The Path, the Knights, the Jiuling, and all the other whatevers. They're not monoliths. They're just people."

A drop of sweat fell on the tiled floor outside of the glass doors behind them. Obviously, someone was still there, but Gale ignored it for now and asked, "So you're saying don't trust the Path?"

"I'm saying trust individuals." Ollie turned back to face him. "People you know. People you've fought beside. The rest... The rest are just playing their own games."

But what about Rachel's warnings? If he told Ollie that, it would be breaking her trust, and she'd get mad at him. The fire in her eyes… literal fire, not the metaphorical kind. That was a clear no-no. His fist clenched. Being an adult is a lot of fucking work.

"What about Mateo and Rodriguez?" Gale asked instead. "You trust them?"

"I've known them both for years. Hard not to trust people after working that long together. Though sometimes..." Ollie laughed softly. "But this tech is too important to pass by. Word on the streets, the prototype tech will allow anyone to transport dust worldwide en masse fully undetected or whatever contraband away from UK's or Jiuling's detection."

"Aren't there already spells that can do that?" Gale asked.

"No." Ollie answered immediately. "If there was, dust would be contained at consumption already and mundanes wouldn't have to get exposed. That's why-"

Ollie stopped, looking toward the door.

Gale followed his gaze. Nothing there but obviously something there.

"That's why what?" he pushed.

Ollie shook his head. "That's an answer you'll get another day. For now, we need to focus on Saturday. You got my back, right?"

"Always," Gale said.

"That's all that matters then." Ollie picked up his phone, checking the time. "Listen, no matter what happens on Saturday, remember what I said. Trust individuals, not organizations."

Gale nodded.

Ollie put his phone into his back pocket. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow we finalize preparations."

Rodriguez walked into view on the glass doors and pushed them open. His eyes widened as he saw them still in the office.

"Sorry, forgot this," he said, picking up a tablet from the table. "Was I interrupting something?"

"Nah, we're done now," Ollie said.

"Right. See you tomorrow then." Rodriguez nodded, smiling again. He turned to leave but stopped before taking his first step. "One thing. If there's anything else I need to know, now would be the time. Don't want any surprises."

"Everything's covered for," Ollie said. "Rest up."

Rodriguez waved at them and smiled again.

After he left, Ollie shook his head. "That was subtle."

"What do you mean subtle? He really smells like an animal. A dog or a cat or a dog cat," Gale said.

Ollie shook his head at Gale. "I'd better go check in with Mateo. That kid works all night if someone doesn't remind him to sleep."

Ollie left through the glass doors, leaving Gale alone. Before he could follow, Lily walked in. Seems like everyone literally stayed behind.

"Hey," she said, avoiding eye contact. "Got a second?"

"Sure."

Lily closed the door behind her. "So, about what Rodriguez said earlier. About you being a legend with the Blue Witches?"

"What about it?"

"It's exaggerated." She leaned against the door, arms crossed. "The others kinda tell stories about what happened in the forest, and it just keeps adding more over the years."

"Stories about what?"

"About you. How you fought off a hundred Knights to save us. How you single-handedly defeated some dark wizard. Jessica started most of it." Lily rolled her eyes. "And then the others just kept adding more to whatever she said, as a joke, but then they started taking it seriously."

"Dragons would've been easier than what was actually there," Gale said.

"That's what I keep telling them." Lily sighed. "It's embarrassing, really. They talk about you like you're some fairy tale hero."

"I've always read about those kinds of books. The ones where the hero would slay the demons," Gale smiled, remembering the days he'd spend under the blankets at night and when Ms. Molly would nag him for sleeping too late. "Didn't think I'd actually do it though."

"It's just stupid rumours. Mostly just Jessica and her besties talking bullshit," Lily said. "I was there, remember? I know what really happened. How close we all came to dying. How much of it was just luck and desperation, not some grand heroic plan."

"Luck counts," Gale said.

"Yeah, well." Lily pushed off from the door. "I just wanted you to know I wasn't the one making up all those stories. In case Rodriguez brings it up again."

"Thanks for the warning."

"Get some rest, Gale. Saturday's going to be rough." She turned and waved at him behind the glass doors.

Putting his hand up, he looked back at the ring on his left middle finger. The red stone shined on its own without any source of light, and right now, the pulse of the ring beat at a clear 94 beats per minute.

She did say that she was worried about him. Her worrying about him, somehow it made the room feel warm, not the literal kind of warmth. Just hearing those words felt more calming than thinking about going to the library.

Gale sighed. Ollie was probably right anyway. Trust individuals, not organizations. If his friend trusts that guy, he might as well trust Rodriguez as well.

The door opened again suddenly, interrupting him from his thoughts. Rodriguez came back in, tablet under his arm.

"Still here, partner?" he asked, smiling. "Just grabbing the rest of the gear I forgot over there on the table."

The man went to the table and picked up a small black case.

"Partner," Gale repeated. He never really called anyone that, ever.

"That's what we are, at least for Saturday, right?" Rodriguez's smile widened. "We'll see what you're packin' tomorrow. Who would've ever thought I'd be able to work with the legend of the Blue Witches? Tomorrow's going to be interesting."

Gale showed a soft smile and just watched as Rodriguez got his things.

"Nice ring," Rodriguez said, eyes looking at it with focus.

Gale put his hand in his hoodie's pocket. "Gift from a friend."

Rodriguez whistled, "Must be some special friend."

He picked up his case and headed to the door. "Well, partner, I'm off. You should get some rest too. Word is you're one hell of a fighter. Looking forward to seeing that from front row seats."

His phone vibrated in his pocket after Rodriguez had left.

[Rachel: Still up?]

[Gale: yeah. still at Ollie's office.]

[Rachel: get home safe. i know you dont need it, but still. watch out for bad guys.]

The bad guys should be the ones to watch out for the dark hunter, hehehe, he wanted to say, but laughed it off.

[Gale: I will. you sleeping now?]

[Rachel: Yup. Sleep well when you get home, and don't lose that ring.]

[Rachel: Goodnight.]

[Gale: goodnight, sleep well.]
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The cold cut through the tac gear that Gale was given just hours before the operation. Tight fitting, enough so that he had to scratch the tight parts around the joints and his chest. He'd actually never worn anything this tight. All of his clothes were baggy red cross donation hand me downs.

Ollie, Lily, and Rodriguez stood where the sand met the grass of the island. In front of them, over in the distance, was a fence that separated the wild from the small clearing behind the maintenance building at Billy Bishop Airport. Behind was Lake Ontario, where the white moon looked down, illuminating the surroundings. Runway lights blinked on the tarmac, providing a clear outline of the whole empty space.

Compared to the Eclipsed, this place was bright. He could even see his hands without needing to use Breath of the Void.

"Everyone, comms check," Ollie said through the earpiece while covering his mouth.

Surprisingly, the sound quality felt like there was no difference between talking over the radio and talking in front of each other. Gale pulled the earpiece out of his ears. It had the label "HD-GloryTech Earphones." The whole earpiece was glyphed with shapes he couldn't understand.

"Mateo here," said Mateo, also through the earpiece. "I've got eyes on the security cameras. Three guards at the main gate, two patrolling the private hangars. Nothing unusual so far."

Lily adjusted her blonde hair under a black cap. "Lily, checking in."

Rodriguez felt for his machete on his hips for the fifth time this whole night. "Rodriguez, good to go."

"Gale here," he said.

"Alright," Ollie said, pulling up the digital map on his phone and showing everyone. "Target's landing in less than an hour. Let's go through this one more time."

He pointed at a specific point southeast of the island where a warehouse was situated.

"Private jet lands," Ollie pointed. "Taxies to Hangar Six. Security detail will escort the shipment to this loading zone where a truck's waiting."

Rodriguez moved his face closer to the phone Ollie held. "How many in the hangar already?"

"Two at most," Mateo said. "Standard protocol is two inside, the rest meet the plane."

"What about backup?" Rodriguez asked. "They usually have a second team somewhere nearby."

Fifth time feeling for his machete, now sixth. Third time asking about the security. There was no way someone could be this forgetful. Even Gale remembered most of the plan.

Go in, steal, and get out. It wasn't even that hard. Let Ollie be the brains and think for him.

"None on our radar," Ollie said. "If anyone shows up, Mateo will alert us."

Rodriguez nodded, "And our extraction? Same route out?"

Lily glanced at Gale. He waved back, causing her to force a smile.

"As we discussed yesterday," Ollie said. "Unless something changes, we exit through the maintenance road."

"What about the twins?" Gale asked.

"No sign of them so far," Mateo said. "I'm monitoring all security feeds."

"Good," Ollie pointed to two spots northwest of the map. "Lily and I will position here and here. We'll create a diversion if needed."

"What kind of diversion?" Rodriguez asked.

"Fire alarm in the main terminal," Lily said. "Simple but effective."

"And if that doesn't work?" Rodriguez pressed.

"Then I get creative," Lily smiled.

Ollie turned off the screen and turned it back on, checking the time. "Time to move. We've got twenty minutes before the jet's due. Gale, Rodriguez. Head through the service entrance. Stay on comms."

"Copy that," Rodriguez said. "Ready, partner?"

Gale nodded.

"Be careful out there," Lily said, looking directly at Gale. "And watch your back."

Gale nodded again.

"Mateo, talk to me," Ollie said.

"All clear on approach. Guards changing shifts at the main gate. Good timing."

"Move out."

0010

The service road curved around the back of the main terminal building. Gale and Rodriguez moved in shadow, staying away from the floodlights and the blinking lights on the tarmac.

"So," Rodriguez whispered as they approached the chain-link fence around the private hangar area. "Blue Witches really think you're hot shit, huh?"

Gale didn't respond, checking left and right of the fence. Breath of the Void's tendrils spread out through the whole empty area. No ether signatures in the distance that could see them. Safe for now.

"Not much of a talker. I get it," Rodriguez said. "Yeah? What's your specialty anyway? Lily's got her blue light thing. Ollie moves shit with his mind. What's your trick?"

Gale stared the man in the eyes. "Focus."

Rodriguez shrugged. "Just getting to know my partner. Trust goes both ways, right?"

"Watch for patrols."

Without waiting for a response, Gale approached the fence. He checked for cameras. One pointed at the gate thirty yards down, nothing covered this section. He phased his whole body and stepped through the fence.

"Well, shit," Rodriguez said.

"Gate's down that way," Gale said, pointing. "Meet you there."

Rodriguez moved away from the gate where all the cameras pointed to as Gale headed toward the small side entrance to the gate house. A single guard sat inside, watching a Raptors basketball game on his phone in front of multiple monitors showing a live feed from the cameras.

Phasing through the door, Gale moved behind him. Once he was close enough, his knuckles went straight at the man's temple, knocking him out instantly. Hoisting the body up, he moved the unconscious body into the big blue recycling container just a couple of steps away from the gate house.

"Clear," Gale said over the comms.

Thirty seconds later, Rodriguez entered from the shadows.

"Clean," he looked over Gale's shoulder at the recycling container. "No alarm?"

"No alarm," Gale dematerialized the Weber back into the storage box.

"Mateo," Rodriguez touched his earpiece. "Status?"

"Still clear. Jet's on approach, twelve minutes out. You've got two guards patrolling Hangar Six, changing positions every five minutes."

"Copy," Rodriguez said. He turned to Gale. "Let's move."

They crossed through the shadows of fuel trucks and baggage carts. The hangar was just ahead, its big gates closed. Rodriguez wouldn't be able to go through. On the side of the hangar, a side entrance was lit by a single yellow bulb.

"Two guards, just like Mateo said," Rodriguez whispered, pointing to figures moving near the side entrance.

Tendrils fed him information. Both carried sidearms and were Awakened individuals. The left man's eyes shifted left and right while the other on the right yawned.

"I'll take left, you take right?" Rodriguez said.

"No," Gale said. "No noise. I'll handle this."

"Both of them?"

Gale moved, circled wide, approaching where the shadows deepened by the lights around the hangar. Distort activated as he rounded the corner.

Rodriguez's voice came through the comm. "Where'd you go?"

Slipping closer to the guards, they stood about ten feet apart. The one on the left almost looked in Gale's direction, then looked away back to the lake.

Slowly, he approached behind the left guard. Mouth over mouth. Other hand chopped at the base of the neck. The man ragdolled limp, causing too much noise from his clothes crumpling.

The second guard turned at the sound.

"Davis?" he called. "You good?"

Gale laid the first guard down. In two quick steps, he appeared behind the second guard just before the man's hands reached the radio on his shoulder. Weber's edge already placed at the man's neck.

"Don't," Gale whispered.

The guard froze, then slowly raised his hands.

Gale struck him with the hilt, catching the man's weight as he collapsed and lowering him gently to the ground.

"Clear," he said into his comm. He took their key cards and looked around where to put the bodies. There. A large open container filled with cardboard boxes.

He heaved both men onto his shoulders and went to the container, slowly and softly putting them over the lip. The cardboard cushioned their landing inside, making as little noise as possible.

"Jesus," he said. "They didn't even see you coming."

"Get their key cards," Gale handed him a key card.

"You always this efficient?" Rodriguez asked.

"When I need to be," Gale said, using one of the cards and swiping it at the door. The lock clicked open.
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Inside the hangar, the walls lined with shipping containers, stacked 4 containers high. A forklift was parked by the side door's entrance. And only the fluorescent lights covering the pathway to the hangar's office were lit.

"Twelve minutes," Rodriguez checked his watch. "We should get in position."

"Cover by those containers," Gale said, pointing. "I'll check the perimeter."

Rodriguez moved to the stack of containers. "Keep your comm open. I don't like surprises."

Gale circled the hangar, checking each corner and exit. The main doors faced the runway, with a smaller personnel door on each side.

"Mateo," he whispered while pressing the earpiece. "Any movement outside?"

"Nothing yet. Jet's eight minutes out. You're clear for now."

Gale moved to the stack of containers where Rodriguez waited. The man had positioned himself behind a large crate, machete in his hand.

"Find anything?" Rodriguez asked.

"Just what we expected. Empty hangar, waiting for delivery."

Rodriguez nodded. "What's the plan when they arrive? You take point while I secure the package?"

"I'll secure the package," Gale said. "You watch my back."

"Sure thing, boss. Whatever you say," Rodriguez smiled.

"Heads up," Mateo radioed in. "Jet's on final approach. Landing in three minutes."

"Copy that," Gale replied.

"Ollie, Lily, you in position?" Rodriguez asked.

"Ready at the perimeter," Ollie said. "No movement on our side."

"Let's do this clean and quick," Lily said.

Gale pressed his back against a container, eyes on the main hangar gates. Rodriguez crouched down behind a stack of pallets by a different shipping container.

The distant sound of jet engines came closer, growing louder by the second. Tires squealed along the runway. Minutes later, the thin metal plates and windows of the hangar rattled from the approaching aircraft.

"Target has landed," Mateo reported. "Four vehicles approaching from the terminal building. Looks like security detail."

"How many?" Rodriguez asked.

"Eight figures total. Four, two, and two. Just like the intel said."

Rodriguez glanced at Gale. "Right on schedule."

The hangar doors began to fold open upwards, motors whirring as the massive panels separated. Outside, the private jet had stopped, its engines high pitch winding down gradually. Ground crew positioned wheel blocks and stepped back.

"Get ready," Gale whispered.

Four black SUVs pulled up beside the jet. Men in dark suits stepped out, eight in total, all Aurians, moving around the aircraft as the passenger door opened in front of a staircase being laid out.
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The set of stairs touched the tarmac with a soft thud exactly on time. Two men came down first, looking left and right.

The first man made a hand signal. 'Clear, safe to go down.'

After that signal, a thin man in a gray suit climbed down the steps of the jet, carrying a metal briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. The man wore glasses that had a light blue tint.

Two men flanked Wang, both attuned. Two resonant by the rear and four awakened stood by in a square away from the centre.

"They're coming in," Gale whispered. "Eight guards total, just like intel said."

"Wang's in the centre with the case," Rodriguez whispered.

The group entered the hangar. A broad shouldered Awakened signalled toward the cargo containers. 'Secure the area.'

Two of the resonant peeled off, moving toward where Gale and Rodriguez hid by the shipping containers and pallets.

"We've got company," Rodriguez said.

"Stay put," Gale said. "I'll handle it."

Distort activated, fading from view as he stepped away from the container. The approaching guard peeked through the corner, shining a flashlight on the darkest parts behind paletts and wrapped up cargo.

"Status," Ollie's voice came through the comm.

"Two heading our way," Rodriguez whispered. "Gale's doing his disappearing act."

Gale circled behind the guards, muffling his steps as silently as he could. The first guard passed within inches of him, unaware of his invisible state. The second stopped, head tilting slightly at the wavy distortion caused by his skill.

"You feel that?" he asked toward the other awakened guard.

"Feel what?"

"Like something's..." the guard turned, looking directly where Gale stood. "Weird."

Gale held perfectly still. The guard's eyes squinted, looking at where his face was supposed to be.

"You're jumpy," the first guard said. "Come on, let's finish the sweep."

They moved on, continuing their patrol. Gale waited until they were at the far end of the hangar before moving toward the main group. Wang stood with the briefcase while the remaining mundane guards unloaded cargo from the jet.

Large metal containers, each about the size of a refrigerator, came down a conveyor ramp from the plane's cargo hold. Three metal containers slid down. The first two had no glyphs on them. Tendrils looked through them, revealing guns and vials and random items like wooden sticks and shields. The last one, however, the tendrils couldn't penetrate. It looked ordinary, except for a single circle of glyphs at the top of the container.

"That's our target," Mateo said. "The one with the circle markings."

"How am I supposed to open that?" Gale whispered.

"You don't need to," Ollie replied. "Just secure the whole container. We'll crack it back at base."

Wang checked his watch, then waved the lead guard over. "Schedule says the truck arrives in fifteen minutes. Get everything ready for transfer."

The guards began organizing the containers into a row, ready for loading. The marked container sat at the end, partially blocked by the others.

"Rodriguez," Gale whispered. "Create a distraction in two minutes. Nothing big, just enough to draw their attention to the far side."

"Copy that," Rodriguez said.

Gale pressed himself against the walls, walking through the shadows away from the fluorescent lights while keeping Distort up. He crouched behind a container, waiting for the distraction.

An object fell down, crashing from the far end of the hangar. Metal hit concrete as something fell.

"Check it out," the lead guard ordered, pointing two men toward the noise.

That was the sign. Gale moved to the containers, the blue marked one stood out at five feet tall, with handles on each side. The centre was embedded with a panel just beside the seam crack of the container's door.

"Mateo," he whispered. "Any alarms on this thing?"

"Weight sensors and lock alerts," Mateo replied. "But your particular skill set should bypass those nicely."

Gale activated Phase Touch, letting the energy flow through his palm into the container. He pressed his hand into the metal, his fingers passing through as if it were water.

Inside, his fingertips touched something smooth and rectangular. A metal case smaller than the container itself. He wrapped his hand around it and pulled gently, phasing the case through the container wall.

The case emerged, a sleek black box about the size of a takeout container, with no visible openings.

"Got it," he whispered.

"Outstanding," Ollie said through the comm. "Now get out of there."

Gale slipped the case inside his jacket and began moving back toward the exit. The guards were still investigating the noise Rodriguez had made, but Wang stood near the containers, looking directly at where the circle-marked one sat.

Wang's eyes narrowed. He stepped forward, reaching for the container.

"Movement at the perimeter," Lily's voice suddenly came through the earpiece. "Three vehicles just pulled up. Not airport security."

0033

Alarms blared through the hangar, red lights flashing from all directions.

"Breach! Seal the perimeter!" Wang spun around, shouting as he hugged the case.

"What the hell's happening?" Gale whispered harshly into the comms.

"Multiple security breaches," Mateo replied, static coming through the earpiece. "Airport security systems just went haywire. Looks like Path agents incoming."

The east wall of the hangar exploded inward. Concrete chunks flew across the floor. Through the dust stepped the familiar twins Gale saw in the asylum, Kyle and Clyde, with matching dark navy blue suits, wearing black shades even in the dark. Behind them were six other suited men in standard black suits.

"The twins," Rodriguez muttered.

Kyle spun his dagger on his finger by its loop. "Evening, shitheads."

Clyde raised his long gun. "Surrender or there'll be more paperwork."

Wang's security moved in on him in the centre. The lead guard pulled up a pistol saying, "Path agents. Open fire!"

The hangar erupted.

Bullets tore through metal containers. Sparks flew. Gale dove behind the forklift near the side entrance, case on his chest. The fluorescent lights above shattered, making the only muzzle flashes of guns light up the environment.

"Status report!" Ollie shouted through comms.

"Path twins crashed the party!" Rodriguez yelled back.

"Where do I go?" Gale ducked as a bullet whirred above him.

"Escape routes blocked," Mateo replied. "Firefight at north entrance. Guards everywhere."

Kyle vaulted over a cargo container, whipping his dagger through a mundane guard's throat. His body flashed blue and then appeared exactly where his dagger went, holding it by the hilt. Blood sprayed on the floor, missing his head by inches as he threw it upwards to the catwalk above the hangar.

Clyde's rifle cracked. A shockwave followed the bullet, shattering the hangar's office window. A guard's chest exploded.

"Fall back!" Wang screamed, pointing at the jet. The awakened guards formed a moving shield. Gunfire bounced off the invisible wall. As soon as they reached the jet, they took cover behind the wheels and opened fire at Clyde's position. Two Path agents behind him dropped. One took a bullet to the thigh.

"Lily, Ollie, where are you!" Gale shouted into his comm.

"We're pinned down at east perimeter," Lily's voice broke through the static.

"Multiple hostiles…" Her voice didn't finish the words. Only static came through after.

Rodriguez took cover behind a container, blood trickling from a cut on his cheek. He caught Gale's eye and tapped his ear. "Comms compromised?"

Gale shook his head. "Looks like it."

"Gale," Mateo's voice came through. "East side's a war zone. Ollie and Lily can't reach you."

"What's the play?" Rodriguez shouted across the space between them.

"Stick to the plan," Gale called back. "I got the tech secured. We get out. Now."

Rodriguez nodded. "I'll create a diversion. Meet at south west extraction point."

Before Gale could respond, Rodriguez blended into the shadows and threw his machete at the nearby Path agent who had aimed at him. The machete sliced through the Path agent's hand that held the pistol before being flinged back by the rope tied to Rodriguez's hand.

The machete lashed out again, this time at Wang's guards. It hit the wheels of the jet, causing it to hiss as it deflated.

When a bullet whirred through Gale's hair, he ducked, losing sight of Rodriguez. When he looked back up, the man was gone.

"Guide?!" Gale shouted.

[Guide: Eight hostiles closing on your position. Recommend immediate tactical retreat. Shipping containers available for cover.]

Lunging at the shipping container and pressing himself against the metal, there were guns barking left and right. Blue tracer rounds curving through the air to meet their target, only to spark after hitting something invisible.

"Mateo, where's Rodriguez?" Gale whispered.

"No comm response coming from him," Mateo replied.

"Shit."

Static came through the earpiece, and Ollie's voice came through. "Abort original plan. Rodriguez may be compromised. Repeat: Rodriguez may be compromised."

"Copy that," Gale replied. "Alternative extraction?"

"Service tunnels outside," Mateo said. "Maintenance area connects to underground network. Moving map to your phone now."

Gale glanced at his phone. A blue line showed his route. He pocketed it and peeked around the corner of the shipping container.

Three of Wang's guards lay motionless on the concrete beside the deflated tire of the jet. Wang provided some sort of barrier that would block oncoming bullets.

Kyle continued throwing his dagger, zipping and teleporting through the whole hangar. One moment, he was at the catwalk, then near the gate, then back to Clyde. On the other hand, Clyde took position behind a crate by the exploded wall. Whenever there was someone aiming at Kyle, he'd fire a round that'd hit centre mass while they were distracted.

Gale bolted as they were distracted. Wrong move.

The twins, perfectly in sync, moved their heads toward his direction at the same time.

"Target acquired," Kyle and Clyde said at the same time.

The long gun fired at his location. Gale slid downwards. Bullet missing him overhead. Weber materialized into his right hand. Phase Touch activated along its edges mid swing, cutting open a shipping container's door.

Path agents fired at the container, but Gale was already at the other side, kicking the exit open.

Distort activated. His body became nigh invisible as he sprinted along the wall.

Kyle threw his dagger directly at where Gale would have gone. The blade bit the wall just behind him as Kyle blinked to where it was.

Another boom came from Clyde's gun.

Stop.

The bullet hit the wall beside him where he was about to go, exploding outwards.

Gale ran through the hole. The service tunnel would be just ahead.

"Target moving to maintenance area."

He heard one of the Path agents shout from behind.

Gale ran through the side path of the hangar. Only one single yellow bulb lit up the area. No doors. Up ahead, he could see a tunnel that went downwards with a door.

Phase Touch activated to his whole body. But when he tried to phase through the door, all he met was an invisible wall. 

What the!

On the door was a spray painted yellow strip that looks like a sutra with red Chinese letters. 

Fuck it. Break it open.

He kicked at the lock, breaking it in, and pushed it open. Closing the door, he broke a railing and jammed the rod through the handles.

"Mateo," he panted. "I'm in. Which way?"

"Left at the junction, down the stairs."

Gale ran, releasing Distort. His footsteps echoed off concrete walls. The case bounced against his ribs with each stride.

Behind him, metal screeched. The maintenance door giving way.

He reached the junction, turned left. Stairs appeared ahead, going downwards. He jumped down to each landing, no hesitation.

A metal door had the same spray painted sutra. Beside the door, outside the frame was a keypad. Again, Gale tried phasing through the door again with no luck. 

“Mateo?!”

“Service tunnel entrance is coded. 4-9-2-1.”

He punched in 4-9-2-1.

Nothing happened.

"Mateo! Code's not working!"

"Try again. Slowly."

Gale's fingers trembled as he pressed each number. 4-9-2-1.

The keypad flashed red.

A voice echoed down the stairwell. "Movement below!"

"Shit," Gale hissed. He looked around frantically. No other exits.

“Guide!”

[Low level technology identified. Phase Touch to short circuit keypad.]

The keypad wasn’t part of the door. This should work.

Gale pressed his palm against the keypad. He channeled essence into the keypad, and then the pad made a popping electrical noise. The metal door clicked and swung open.

Slipping through, he pulled it close behind him, entering a wider tunnel with several pipes running along both sides of the wall.

"I'm in the service tunnel," he whispered into his comm.

"Keep moving," Mateo said. "Turn right, follow the main pipe to southwest extraction point."

Gale ran, not meeting anyone else and only hearing the sound of his own steps.

"Status on the twins?" he asked.

"Skirmish with Ollie and Lily," Mateo said.

"And Rodriguez?"

Silence.

"Mateo? What about Rodriguez?"

"No contact," Ollie answered instead. "Consider him hostile until proven otherwise."

"Copy that."

The tunnel forked. Gale went right, following the main pipe. It led to a larger junction where six passages met.

"Two hundred metres to extraction point," Mateo said.

A door clanged open somewhere behind him.

"Check all tunnels," The voice echoed again along the tunnels. "He's down here somewhere."

Gale pressed himself against the wall. Distort activated once again. Footsteps approached from multiple directions.

A Path agent appeared at the far end of the junction, flashlight sweeping across the pipes.

The beam passed over him, then snapped back. The agent raised his gun. "Contact!"

Gale lunged forward. In one step, he closed the distance, Weber swung. The agent dropped, leg missing. Palm to the agent's chest, launching him back down the tunnel.

More footsteps echoed by the corner of the junction. Gale ran down the remaining tunnel.

"Thirty seconds to extraction," Mateo said.

A figure stepped out from a side passage ahead.

Rodriguez.

"Whoa, partner," Rodriguez said, raising his hands. "Just me."

Gale stopped, raising Weber. "What happened to your comms?"

"Lost it in the firefight," Rodriguez said, taking a step closer. "You got the package?"

"Stay back," Gale said.

Rodriguez frowned. "We don't have time for this. Extraction in just a half a minute."

Gale stepped back, gripping Weber's hilt tighter. If his comms were down, then how did he know what Mateo said?

Rodriguez laughed.

"How'd you find me?"

Rodriguez glared at Gale. "Lucky guess."

He flicked his wrist. A machete appeared in his hand. "Give me the case, legend."
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Rodriguez flicked his wrist. A machete appeared in his hand. As he spun it, he said, "Give me the case, legend."

Before Gale could respond, footsteps from behind rounded the corner of the junction behind him. Six men filed into the wider area, blocking him from moving backwards. The six men parted evenly at the sides, and Victor Wang stepped in, now without his handcuffed briefcase.

"Mr. Hunter," Wang said with a smirk on his face. "What a pleasure to finally meet you who has been disrupting my business."

Gale stepped to the side of the wall, free hand touching the earpiece. Only static came through. Shit.

Wang held up a device that looked like a phone. "Signal jammer. Very effective."

Gale's eyes darted left and right. Either side, he'd have to force his way through, maybe even get hurt or worse.

"Now now, you might say this was all a trap," Wang wagged his fingers. "Though I must say, the tech in the case was genuine, but the value of it lies in who it would attract. Glory's new pet, the twins, the leader of the Blue Witches, and even the one and only Glory himself all in one place, ready for reaping." Wang's watch beeped four times. "Right on schedule."

Rodriguez laughed. "You should see your face. Did you really think your buddy Glory would trust a nobody with important missions?"

Gale held the case to his chest even tighter, backing into the side wall until his back hit against it.

"Oliver Glory has a habit of using people," Wang said, stepping closer. "Discarding them when they're no longer useful. Isn't that right, Rodriguez?"

Rodriguez's knuckles whitened around his machete. "Three years ago. My wife worked at Lab 7. She was mundane. Then she got exposed to dust. Died while I was on a mission. That bastard didn't even tell me she died."

"Ollie told me that everyone in that Lab knew the risk. It was for the better," Gale said.

"So what?" Rodriguez said. "She died. He gave me money. Not even an ounce of pity. So I waited until the right moment."

"Rodriguez has proven quite valuable in monitoring Glory's operations from the inside," Wang said.

"So what? You betrayed a friend and told him everything?" Gale glared at Rodriguez.

"A friend?" Rodriguez laughed. "My friend, Glory doesn't have friends."

"And now, I have a gift," Wang reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black cube. With a flick of his finger, it expanded into a mesh of glowing circuits. "For Glory, and for you, Mr. Hunter. The man killing my dealers and interrupting my supply lines. You see. Things happen to those that mess with me. Bad things."

Wang snapped his fingers. The air rippled. Gale felt a sudden weight, as if gravity had doubled. His knees buckled, grip suddenly let go of the Weber, dropping it onto the floor.

"Interesting," Wang said, watching Gale struggle to stand. "Most Awakened can't even remain conscious under this pressure."

[Warning: Victor Wang classified as Resonant class. Variant type telekinesis specialization. Threat level: High]

Gale gritted his teeth, forcing his legs to straighten. The tunnel blurred before his eyes. The weight pushed down, shoving him toward the concrete.

No choice now.

He activated Phase Touch, pushing energy through his entire body and into the Weber below him. The world blurred as everything became translucent. Gravity field's pressure eased up, only half of it still there, allowing him to actually move.

"What the fuck!" Rodriguez stepped back. "Don't let him do the disappearing act!"

Gale kicked up the Weber and caught it by the hilt, lunged forward, phasing through Rodriguez. A chill ran through him as their bodies overlapped for a quarter of a second as he passed and sprinted through them to the tunnel.

"After him!" Wang shouted.

The tunnel forked. Gale went left. Each stride covered half of the tunnel's length.

Behind him, footsteps pounded on the damp concrete. A whistling came from behind him, machete flying past his ear and hitting the wall ahead. It reeled back, flying towards his neck.

Left. Junction. Fork. Footsteps came from the right. Left again. Door up ahead. Moonlight penetrated the edges of the door. He was almost outside.

Gale burst through the doorway into the dry night air. The airport tarmac stretched before him, floodlights showing the empty space. No aircraft anywhere in sight. To the right of him, Ontario lake blocked by fences. By the edge of the tarmac, shipping containers stood stacked together. Three forklifts parked side by side. A single fuel truck by the shipping container.

Then he saw them.

Ollie and Lily crouched behind the forklifts, pinned down by gunfire.

Clyde's rifle boomed through the open space. Shockwave trailing the bullet behind.

The two lunged to the shipping containers just as the bullet hit the forklift, launching it to the fence.

Ollie shot ice bullets that trailed a fog at Clyde.

Beside him, Kyle's dagger buried onto concrete, and he blinked into existence, already aiming at Ollie. Three shots from Kyle's pistol.

Grey marble spinning around Ollie blocked the shots.

Lily shot a blue light lance at Kyle with her pistol. However, the shockwave from Clyde's bullet intercepted the blue light, dissipating all its energy.

Behind Gale, Rodriguez stepped outside of the service tunnel along with Wang. "How do you think Ollie will feel when his legend dies right in front of him?"
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Time slowed.

Ollie pressed himself against the shipping container, unable to fire his rifle, which was useless with non-lethal ammo. Lily beside him, creating a blue light barrier around both of them. Two grey marbles spun around her body, blocking stray fire from path agents.

The twins moved forward. Kyle teleported everywhere, not staying in one place while Clyde provided cover.

Kyle whipped his dagger at Lily. Gray marble swatted it away, glowing red hot. Before it could turn back to grey, a booming round hit the grey marble directly, shattering it to dust.

Ollie brought up his rifle around the container's corner as the remaining gray marble spun around him.

Another boom. Perfect accuracy directly hit the grey marble, shattering the last one into bits. The long gun barked again. Shockwave hit Ollie's centre mass, biting into his tac gear and sending him flying all the way to the fence.

Lily jumped out of the shipping container. Blue lances enveloped her stun rounds, aimed at Clyde.

Clyde took cover, and a dagger dug deep into Lily's shoulder. Kyle kicked off Lily's shoulder, sending her spiralling downwards, and whipped his dagger back to Clyde, immediately blinking away.

[Host prowess insufficient. Immediate escape is recommended.]

The tech covered by his chest suddenly became useless as Gale watched Ollie and Lily both knocked out.

What was the point of all this shit? The tech wouldn't help any of them if they were all dead.

Screw the tech. Screw the mission.

Gale spun, pulling the case from his jacket. He threw it at Wang's face. The man flinched, raising his hands.

In the same motion, Gale touched his storage box interface. The Weber pistol materialized in his left hand, Weber still in his right.

The Weber kicked in his hand. One thwip.

The bullet grazed Kyle's arm as he blinked away.

Gale launched himself to Clyde's position on top the fuel truck.

The man turned. Rifle's scope aimed at him.

Time compressed. Distance closed in.

Weber swung just as Clyde fired. The bullet hit Gale's ribs, but his blade cut Clyde's barrel.

Metal parts clanged to the floor. Clyde drew his pistol.

Too slow.

Fist to the stomach. Clyde arced to the tarmac. Pistol dropped. Dagger whistled behind him, aimed at the neck.

Gale swung his Weber downwards, changing his direction mid-air. Blade lengthened to spear. His foot hit the corner of the truck. Launched himself into the air and swung at the dagger, shattering it into pieces.

As Kyle reached into his pocket, Weber pistol already aimed. Kyle ducked. The ray hit a path agent instead, boring a hole right into his thigh.

A machete flew by Gale's ear as he landed and then curved backwards at his neck. Phase Touch engulfed the edge, cutting the rope of the machete and making it lose its momentum.

A pistol rang from where Clyde had been.

Gale ducked once more, but a dagger already coming at his head. Weber swung at the dagger, sparks flew as the second shattered.

Another pistol shot came from Clyde, hitting him square in the liver. Tac gear covered his skin, but the punch sent him reeling as he staggered backwards.

Kyle's boot connected with Gale's chest. Air rushed from his lungs. He stumbled back as the pistol in the man's hand fired multiple shots into Gale's shoulder, enough to penetrate kevlar.

Static came through his earpiece, Ollie's voice.

"Gale. I'm sorry. Should've seen it. Should've planned better. We were outgunned from the start."

Wang laughed, holding onto an earpiece himself. "Finally, something we agree on, Glory."
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It can't end like this, right? They were so goddamn close.

No. It can’t end like this.

There was only one option left.

A vial materialized in Gale's right hand. He squeezed the lid to break it open and drank it.

The surge of essence from the vial flooded his pathways. Billions of lines, shapes, and patterns bloomed into his skin. Vision shifted. Colours inverted. Night became day. The world became sharper.

Keep letting go. You know you want to. It's the only way. Kill all of them. Kill everything. Let it all go. Destroy those that get in your way.

[Warning: Deeper extension of Breath of the Void not recommended in lower Core Classes.]

Kyle's boot on Gale's chest faltered. He threw his dagger over at Clyde's direction and blinked away.

Clyde shot another pistol round directly at Gale's neck.

Gale moved. Weber batted away the pistol round.

Thwip.

A ray of light shot through the crate that Clyde hid in, grazing his flank.

Another dagger already whistling from the side.

Twhip.

The ray disintegrated the third dagger while Gale was already mid lunge at Kyle. In one step, the flat of Weber hit Kyle's flank, launching him skidding along the tarmac.

Clyde shot three rounds, blue tracers. This time, homing bullets.

Gale put up his Weber, blocking the three shots that came from three different directions. Each bullet numbed his hands.

Kyle recovered. Both twins circled, watching him. No words passed between them. They darted between each other and Gale.

"Seize him!" Wang shouted, snapping his fingers three times. The air around Gale got thick. Gravity tripled. Bones ached as his muscles tore from the crushing weight that cracked the tarmac beneath his feet.

Rodriguez walked toward Ollie.

Ollie tried to raise his rifle, but Rodriguez just kicked it away and grabbed him by the throat. Pressing his machete to Ollie's neck, he said, staring at Gale, "Drop your weapons or Glory's throat opens right now."

The twins stopped moving. Kyle threw his dagger at the floor. Clyde did the same to his pistol.

"Interesting," Wang walked to the middle of the battlefield. "Path twins still care about an adjacent division."

Gale's knees buckled, forcing him to kneel.

Wang's steps came closer until he was just in front of Gale and crouched down to meet him face to face.

"I must say," Wang said, "I'm impressed. Most men would be flat on the ground under 10x gravity. What are you, exactly?"

Gale's pupils dilated as he tightened his grip on Weber's hilt.

Kill. Kill. Kill. Silence the corruption. The whispers grew by the second.

"I said drop them!" Rodriguez pressed the machete harder. A thin red line appeared on Ollie's throat.

Gale stopped. The weapons fell from his hands clattering against the tarmac. The lines, shapes, and patterns pulled back into his spine. Vision returned to normal, but the adrenaline stayed.

Wang came closer. From his pocket, he drew a small silver pistol.

"You know," he said casually, "I've heard stories about you. The mysterious hunter that hunts in the night. The legend of the Blue Witches, bringing them salvation from the Red Hollows."

Wang aimed the gun at Gale's head. "But that's the thing about legends, Mr. Hunter. They should stay as legends. Dead."

Wang's finger tightened on the trigger.

A heartbeat stretched into forever.

The ring on his hand grew hot, almost enough to burn his finger. Its red stone pulsed once. The air rippled like heat waves, and the temperature of the whole airport climbed several degrees.

Wang paused, his eyes moving to Gale's hand.

Reality split.

The space above Gale tore open. A semicircle made of fire exploded from one end of the tarmac to the other, creating an inferno where they met the ground.

Wang squeezed the trigger.

When Gale closed his eyes, waiting for the pain, the space between him and Wang exploded.

The gun flew off Wang's hands. Bones and tendons stuck out of his hand. Even though Wang's clothes caught on fire, to Gale, this whole place felt more like a warm cozy camp fire permeating through his whole body.

"Master Hathie."

The voice came from his right. Gerard stood there in the same butler suit he wore when he saw him last, except this time, he wore white gloves lined with red threads.

Rachel was beside him, her hair floating in the heat currents, looking the same as the fire that surrounded the whole area.

Wang forced a smirk. "Ann Family."

Rachel stepped forward, blocking Wang from Gale. The fire swirled around her like a pet. "Victor Wang. Your operation ends tonight."

Wang took several steps back, bumping into one of his remaining guards.

"Withdraw," he ordered. "Everyone retreat!"

The guards hesitated, looking between Wang and the new arrivals.

"Screw that," Rodriguez spat from the side. The machete pulled back to strike Ollie's throat.

Gerard moved. Not ran—moved.

One second beside Rachel, the next beside Rodriguez. His hand cut through the air.

A beam of fire followed his fingers. It sliced through Rodriguez's wrist. Clean, precise, and cauterizing the wrist immediately.

The machete and the hand holding it fell to the ground.

Rodriguez screamed, stumbling backwards, holding onto the stump of a hand.

The twins recovered. Kyle threw his dagger at Gale. The blade flew straight at Gale's throat.

Gerard caught the blade mid air by the edge. The metal turned white and dripped down the butler's hands like mercury.

Clyde fired his gun. The bullet never reached its target. Gerard appeared before him, palm hitting Clyde's chin. The twin's head snapped back, eyes rolled up and then collapsing to the ground.

Kyle fished out another dagger from his pocket, but before he could, Gerard met him with a simple punch to the chest. The impact lifted Kyle off his feet, launching him, landing on the grass and skidding to the fence.

Wang backed up, hands tracing patterns in the air. "You have no jurisdiction here. This is Path territory!"

"The Ann house's jurisdiction," Rachel said, "is Toronto."

Wang finished the pattern. A circle of light with intricate circles and polygons appeared in the air. A deafening wave blasted towards Gale and Rachel.

Gerard stepped in its path. He didn't dodge or block. He punched.

His fist hit the invisible wave. The wave broke apart like glass.

Wang turned back and ran. Too late.

Gerard flicked his hands. Two beams of fire shot out. They cut through Wang's legs just above the knees. The man fell, screaming. The wounds sealed instantly, smoking as the fire burned them closed.

The rush of adrenaline in Gale started fading. Pain came back at him. The wounds all over his body throbbed with each heartbeat.

As he collapsed, Rachel rushed to him.

"You idiot," she said as Gale saw her reddened eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. "You absolute idiot."

"Nice to see you too," Gale tried to smile.

"Shut up." Her hand covered his wounded shoulder. Heat flowed from her fingers. Goddamn, it hurt.

Gale's vision narrowed. Edges darkened. For some reason, this scene was all too familiar. It was Rachel who saved him as his vision faded while he fell from the giant tree.

"Stay with me," she softly slapped his cheeks. "Gale? Gale!"

0045

Her voice faded.

The last thing he saw was fire and Rachel's tear-filled eyes.

Then nothing.

            

    
        Chapter 114

    
    
    
    
                Rachel slammed the door open. It swung on to the wall, leaving a dent and rattling the bookshelves by the wall.

A woman sat behind the desk, reading a book. Red eyes, dark red hair tight in a neat bun. In public, she might be mistaken for her sister as she looked no older than her mid-20s. However, in front of her was her grandmother, Esther Ann.

She didn't look up. "Close the door, Rachel."

Rachel kicked it shut behind her. "Happy?"

"Hardly." Esther closed her book and softly put it on her desk. "Sit."

"I'd rather stand."

"I'd rather you sit."

Rachel dropped onto the chair with a thud and crossed her arms. The fire in the fireplace grew brighter as she glared at her grandmother on the other side of the desk.

"What happened at the airport was unacceptable," Esther said.

"I saved Gale's life."

"You opened a fire gate in public. At an airport. With cameras." Esther tapped the table with her nails. "It was reckless and stupid."

Rachel leaned forward. "That 'reckless and stupid' action stopped Victor Wang from putting a bullet in my friend's head."

"The Silver Lions are not my concern." Esther stood up too smoothly. "They're nothing but a flash in the darkness. Here today, gone tomorrow. What matters is what you revealed."

"And what's that?"

"Power." Esther's eyes narrowed. "The stars could be watching, Rachel. They're always watching."

Heat waves appeared above Rachel's shoulders. "So what if they are? Gale would have died!"

"People die every day. That's how the world works."

"Not when I can do something about it." Rachel gritted her teeth.

Esther moved from behind the desk. Though she was shorter than Rachel, she looked down at her.

"This boy," she said. "What is he to you?"

"What?"

"Gale Hathie. What is he to you?"

"A friend."

"A friend." Esther laughed. "You risked exposure for a friend? Broke our most sacred rules for a friend?"

"Yes."

"You gave him the Ann Family Ring to just a friend?"

Rachel rubbed her ring finger where the ring should have been. Just a few days ago, she had given it to Gale, and that call was the single most correct decision she'd ever made so far. "He needed protection."

"That ring isn't meant for outsiders! It connects directly to your essence, your fire. Do you not understand its meaning?"

"It saved his life last night," Rachel said defiantly.

"Does this boy deserve the protection of the House of Ann? Does he deserve you risking everything we've built here?"

"Yes." No hesitation.

"I've seen the reports from Gerard. He's violent. Volatile. He cut off their hands and left them bleeding in the street. Risked exposing himself to mundanes." The fire in the fireplace flared as Esther said the last word.

"They were dust dealers targeting his friends! What was he supposed to do?"

"Walk away," Esther said. "He didn't need to save those mundanes."

"Those mundanes are people he cares about."

"And that's exactly the problem." Esther turned to the wall of books in her office. "You gave such a precious thing to someone who doesn't understand restraint."

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?" Esther turned back. "You barely know him."

Rachel stood up, hands to her desk, slightly charring it. "I know enough."

"Do you? Do you truly?" Esther closed the distance in an instant, now inches just away from her face. "Or are you so desperate to reclaim what you lost five years ago?"

"So what? You never tell me anything," Rachel whispered. "About Mom, about our family, about anything. I'm 23 years old now. I deserve to know the truth."

"You know what you need to know."

"Enough with that!" Esther hit the desk hard, sounding like an explosion. The wood soon reformed its charred and chipped areas, reverting back to its original state. "What matters is survival! Staying hidden, staying safe, continuing our line. That's why your mother-"

She stopped suddenly and turned away.

"My mom what?" Rachel said.

"Nothing. It doesn't matter now."

"No." Rachel walked around the desk, standing to face her grandmother. "Tell me. My mom what?"

Esther avoided her eyes. "It doesn't matter."

"It matters to me!" Fire sparked between Rachel's fingers. "Mom always talked about the stars. About our mission. About what we were meant to do. But instead, we hide here, pretending to be human, afraid of looking up."

"And what would you have us do?" Esther yelled. "Declare war on the… the stars?! Die fighting a hopeless battle instead of protecting what matters?! Our legacy, our bloodline?"

"Better than living like this! Cowering while the world burns around us!"

The temperature in the room suddenly rose, igniting the edges of a couple of books by the bookshelves.

Esther waved her hands and the fire instantly dissipated. "Control yourself."

Rachel took a deep breath.

"This isn't about the airport," she said. "It's about Gale."

"This is about you being reckless. About exposing our family unnecessarily."

"No. You're afraid I'm getting too close to him."

Her non-response told Rachel everything she needed to know. She was right. Of course she was. Grandmother always used the same old lame excuse that it was for her own good. A cliche that even Gale would laugh at.

"Why?" Rachel pushed. "Because he's not one of us? Because he's human?"

"You know why. Aurumn's curse."

Rachel balled her fist. The curse or blessing, depending on who you asked, that defined their race's relationships.

"Gale isn't one of us," Esther whispered. "He's not... he's not a Dainv."

"So?"

"So he'll age. He'll die. His matter will return to the stars while you remain here, alone for centuries."

Rachel shook her head. "You don't know that. He could…"

"Don't even think about it. For humans, that's just a myth," Esther said, letting out a deep sigh.

"I'm not saying I love him," Rachel said.

"But you could. And that would be..." Esther paused. "Unfortunate."

"Unfortunate?" Rachel said, temperature of the room rising again. "That's what you call it? Caring about someone is unfortunate?"

"When it leads to pain? Yes."

"So what's your solution? I stay locked in this mansion for the next thousand years? Never get close to anyone who's not family?"

"I'm trying to protect you from pain you can't imagine."

"By keeping me in the dark? By treating me like a child who can't handle the truth about anything?"

"Rachel-"

"No." She stepped back. "I'm done with this conversation."

"We're not finished!"

"I don't care." Rachel opened the door, bumping into Gerard. The butler steadied her with a hand on her shoulder.

"Lady Rachel," he said. "Are you all right?"

Rachel looked up into his eyes and knew he understood.

"What are you doing?" she asked, pulling away.

"Lady Esther requested tea." His eyes pointed at the silver tray in his other hand. "I was about to knock when I heard you arguing."

"How much did you hear?" Rachel looked down.

"Enough," Gerard said. "The young man will recover, by the way. I took care of his wounds myself."

"Thank you." Rachel smiled, first time the whole day.

Gerard nodded once, "Will you be joining Lady Esther for tea?"

"No." Rachel stepped around him. "I need some air."

"Very well, Miss."

As she walked away, Gerard knocked on the door and announced tea. She walked fast, wanting to get away.

The hallway had portraits of women Rachel never met. Generations of them, all with the same hair colour, same red eyes, same youthful look that grandmother even had now, all wearing the Ann Family Ring.

She stopped at her mother's portrait. If her mother was still alive, they would look like sisters now. They'd all look like sisters next to each other.

Rachel looked up at the woman who died when she was just 12. They never talked about it directly. It was easier to say her parents "left" than face the truth.

Mom, what would you do if you were me?

She stared at the painting of her mother. Answers never came, no matter how much and how many she asked.

Rachel walked down the hall. Gale was alive. That's what mattered. She would handle whatever came after.

She always did.

Opening the door to her room, Rachel dropped onto the bed, sitting.

All of last night was chaos. Gerard even warned her about it. Opening a fire gate at an airport? It was the craziest thing she's done, even crazier than the lab downstairs.

But Gale's bleeding, pale face. When his eyes closed, everything seemed to turn upside down. She wanted to kill Wang right there and then. Instead, she used the Ann Family fire to heal his wounds. Used it to pull out the bullet stuck in his shoulder and then repaired the internal bleeding. It was a dangerous technique to use on a human. They were all so… fragile.

Her grandmother would've had a longer nagging session with her if Gerard had told her that.

"He's not a Dainv," she repeated her grandmother's words. Of course he wasn't.

Rachel laid back on her bed, staring at the ceiling.

Four Dainvs.

That's how many of her race she ever knew. Mom, dad, grandmother, and Gerard. Though she used to call him Uncle Gerard when she was younger.

Before the Eclipsed, she never even thought about relationships. Never thought anything about love. In this world, it was fruitless. A human would've eventually faded away. Their lifespans just a blink compared to hers. A life of eternal sadness.

Though she had known Gale before they had gone into the dark forest. Grandmother always did the most extra thing to keep a low profile, putting her in a public school. She'd see him in the hallways, always alone and carrying a thick book almost the size of his chest. She followed him one day at the orphanage, and that's what started her donating her pocket money and books.

In the Eclipsed, he'd been a friend, a pillar of support when everything about surviving and letting the members of the camp survive overwhelmed her.

He never complained even when she leaned on him.

Spear first. Move forward. He did all that without hesitation, without expectations.

When she woke up in that hospital, was that really when she just couldn't stop thinking about him? Something in her broke that day. Hated him for what he had done, throwing her away as the knight swung its sword at him.

5 years, Gale. That was a lot of time we could've spent with each other. Even if we had to fight through more hordes of beasts and ghouls, it didn't matter as long as they fought together.

Rachel laughed. Who was she kidding? Resentment was just an illusion she told herself.

Her grandmother was right about one thing. Aurumn's curse was real.

One love. One chance. Forever. But that was only when both Dainvs finalized the bonding. Grandmother was wrong about everything else.

Her mother talked about it often and called it a blessing instead of a curse. If she loved a human, she'd watch him grow old and die while she stayed young. And then no more.

A curse.

Rachel rolled over, pulling a pillow over to her chest and hugging it tightly. Using a fire gate was reckless. She knew that, and she'd do it again to save Gale. What did that say about her?

Nothing good, according to grandmother.

A light knock interrupted her thoughts. The door opened before she could say anything. Gerard came in with a tray of tea and cookies.

"Lady Rachel, I thought you might like some tea after..." Gerard cleared his throat. "...that discussion."

Rachel sat up, tucking her legs under her. "I didn't let you in."

"Indeed you didn't." Gerard put the tray on her bedside table. "Yet here I am."

He poured a cup then handed it to her, lavender and chamomile, her favourite mix. Rachel took it with a sigh, feeling the warmth through the cup.

"Your grandmother is only doing what she believes is best for the family," Gerard arranged the cookies on a plate. "Her decisions have allowed our family to survive as long as possible. She has never been wrong."

"It's not that I don't know that. But being kept in the dark just feels wrong." Rachel drank the steaming tea, then looked at Gerard. "What's even out there, in the stars? What are we hiding from?"

Gerard's gaze turned to the window and the night beyond.

"Earth's history is just a blink in the time the Ann family has lived," he whispered. "There are things out there that hunt us, our kind of people. Being extra careful doesn't hurt."

He straightened the last piece of cookie on the plate. "Though I also have my own opinions. The family won't hurt if you get close to Master Hathie."

Rachel almost choked on her tea. "Master Hathie? You said that at the airport too."

"Did I?" Gerard put napkins under the plate.

"You did. You've never called Grandmother 'master.' You've never called me 'master.' Before tonight, you called Gale 'guest' at best and 'hobo' at worst." Rachel put her cup down on the table. "Why?"

"A minor detail, I assure you." He moved toward the door. "Master Hathie has stirred. He is stable and will wake eventually."

"Don't change the subject." Rachel stood up and blocked the doorway. "You're the only one that would tell me things. When it was just me, grandmother, and you, you would at least tell me little bits of detail. Please?"

Gerard stared at her with a smile. For a moment, something about his eyes made it feel like he saw through things, different from grandmother's.

"It's alright to get close to him, Lady Rachel," Gerard said softly. "Do not overthink Aurumn's curse. Do what you want to do. Lady Esther will eventually understand."

"But why?"

He held up a hand. "There are things outside the stars that are watching. Be careful. And next time, tell me what you want to do if you plan something big again."

Rachel crossed her arms. "You're not answering my question."

"Indeed," Gerard said, "I'm not."

"Does Grandmother know you call him 'master'?"

"Lady Esther has not commented on it."

"Is Gale... is he different somehow? Special?"

"We are all special in our own ways, Lady Rachel."

"That's not an answer!"

Gerard smiled. "No, it isn't."

Temperature rose again as Rachel pouted. She threw the pillow in her arms at Gerard, and the butler let it hit him on the face, still smiling.

"You know what? Fine. Keep your secrets." She turned back from Gerard and out into the corridor. "I'm going to see Gale."

"Master Hathie is in the east wing, third room on the left," Gerard said. "The blue room."

Rachel paused, glancing backwards. "Wait. You put him in the blue room? Not the infirmary?"

"His injuries needed more... personal attention."

"The blue room is for family," Rachel said. "Or very important guests."

"Is he not important, Lady Rachel?"

She didn't answer. The blue room had been her mother's favourite. No one had stayed there since she… left.

"Your grandmother selected the room herself," Gerard said.

Rachel's eyebrow shot up. "She did?"

"Indeed."

"That doesn't make any sense. She just spent at least half an hour nagging me not to get close to him."

Gerard straightened his cuffs. "Lady Esther's words and actions don't always match."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning sometimes what she wants and what she thinks is right are different."

Rachel leaned against the doorframe. "You think she wants Gale here? Under her roof?"

"What I think doesn't matter."

"It matters to me."

Gerard looked at her for a long moment before replying. "Lady Esther sees what we cannot see. Time gives perspective. Master Hathie is stable but still needs care. You should be there."

Rachel hesitated, pushing off the door frame. She puffed up her chest and looked up at him. "This conversation isn't over."

"It definitely is not." Gerard smiled.

            

    
        Chapter 115

    
    
    
    
                A warmth similar to Origin extraction flooded Gale's body. Each fibre of muscle, shattered bones in his shoulder could be felt being stitched back together through the warmth. Even when his eyes were closed, the interface popped up, notifying him what the hell was happening.

[Aurumn's Warmth successfully applied.]

[Core Integrity fully repaired.]

[Core Density loss: 0.09]

[Core Density: 11.33/12]

The word Aurumn, or name, also appeared in the ring Rachel gave him. His consciousness went in and out as the warmth continued to spread through him. He didn't know how long he hadn't opened his eyes, just that he wanted to continue resting.

Scritch. Scritch.

Something metal carved into wood. Loud enough that Gale noticed he could finally twitch his fingers. Opening his eyes, at first everything was a blurry mess. Slowly, the view of blue walls came into focus. Along that wall were golden stars that lined the whole ceiling, making it look like the starry sky.

Turning his head to where the screeching noise was, Rachel sat by the door with a knife, carving something into the wooden door. Her hair covered her face as she worked, tongue sticking out.

"Rachel?" His gravelly voice came out. But really, how long was he out for?

She jumped, and the knife slipped. It cut her finger. A thin red line appeared, and she stuck it in her mouth and turned.

"You're awake," she said.

Gale tried sitting up. That didn't go too well. The soreness everywhere made him wince as his elbows buckled and he fell back, sinking into the pillows.

"Where am I?" He turned his head, looking at the ornate room. Blue curtains with gold edged trimmings hung at the windows. The starry night ceiling seemed to twinkle whenever he moved his head around. "This doesn't look like a hospital."

"You're at my house," Rachel sat on the bed's edge.

"How long?"

"Two days." She reached for water on the nightstand.

Two days was a lot of time to take a nap, especially if…

"Ollie," he said suddenly. "Lily. Are they ok?"

"They're fine," Rachel said. "Ollie took a bullet to the shoulder, but it was clean. Through and through. Lily had a concussion. They've both already been released."

"And Wang? The tech?"

A small smile formed on her lips. "Both in custody. Our custody."

"The Ann family's?"

She nodded. "Gerard can be... persuasive when he wants something."

"I bet he can."

The butler had dismantled the whole scene in literally less than 10 seconds after their arrival. Note to self, Gale. Never get on that guy's bad side. Shoot, too late. He already brought his friends to play in Rachel's house.

"You should drink something." Rachel moved the glass closer to him. As her hand went behind his head, he twitched when it made contact, causing him to wince again from the soreness.

"It's okay. Just drink water," Rachel said, trying again, this time successfully lifting his head up as she held the glass to his lips.

A tiny amount of water spilled and dripped down onto the pillow.

"Sorry." He tried to move and take the glass himself.

"Don't." She put the glass down and grabbed a cloth. She wiped the water from his chin, neck, and collar. "Just rest, ok?"

"Ok." Gale relaxed his head back down. "Does your family usually drink hot water though?"

"Uh-wha. Yeah. Definitely, we usually drink hot water," Rachel said.

"About the ring…" Gale said. It did get hot when she showed up at the airport. The air warming up, the ring getting hot. Those were probably just her abilities. "Were you mad?"

Rachel stopped wiping, pulling back. "I wasn't mad... I was concerned."

What's the difference? Concerned or mad could be the same thing in that scenario. "Concerned? You looked like you were going to burn Wang's face off."

"I considered it." She smiled, putting the glass back at the nightstand. "Still am."

For some reason, that smile didn't look like a smile. Wait, isn't that what his mundane friends saw when he smiled after they thought he was eaten by that skin walker? No wonder they were scared. He needed to go back home and smile at the mirror. Practice makes perfect.

Gale's right hand moved to his left, feeling for the ring, half expecting it to be taken back by now. To his surprise, the ring was still there, pulsing at 87 beats per minute. It was body temperature, a bit warm on his fingers.

"What is Aurumn's Everlasting Fire anyways?"

Rachel froze. Her eyes snapped to his. "How do you know that name?"

Shit. Looks like that was a super rich super secret Ann Family mysterious secret.

"I... don't know." He turned his eyes to the curtains.

Rachel stared at him for a full ten seconds, then sighed. "Ollie probably told you. Always analyzing everything in his lab."

"Yeah. Ollie told me." Sorry, Ollie. I'll buy you coffee later. Adults usually apologized with coffee anyways. He'll understand. "What is this room though? It doesn't look like a guest room."

Rachel smiled softly. "It's not."

"Then what is it?"

"The blue room." She fixed his blanket, tucking in the sides. "It's... special."

"Special how?"

"It was my mom's favourite." Rachel smoothed the blanket. "Now it's for family. Or important guests."

"And which am I?"

Rachel didn't answer.

He tried to move again, loosening the blankets, wincing all the while. "How bad my injuries?"

"Bad." Rachel's voice tightened. "Multiple fractured bones, grade 3 muscle tears everywhere, and a bullet in your lungs."

Gale closed his eyes, imagining the barrel of Wang's gun to his forehead. "I was… scared."

Rachel took his hand, the one with the ring. Her fingers slid between his.

Gale squeezed her hand. "I thought about dying. Right there. And all I could think of was everyone disappearing… again."

He looked up, looking at the stars. "You. Ollie. The survivors from Blue Haven. Mia and the others. More friends than I've ever had in my whole life."

Rachel's grip tightened. "I wouldn't have let you die."

Those words made Gale smile even though he tried his best to hide it. "My family never gave me much choice about having friends. Moved too often. No one consistent except them."

Rachel tilted her head. "Why did you move so much?"

"That was just life. Stay low, blend in, survive. Everyday, they'd repeat that to me." Gale opened his eyes, turning his head towards her. "Every six months, we'd pack up, go somewhere else. Different town, city, and maybe even different countries. Forest, tundra, desert. Whatever wild you can think of."

"That sounds rough for a kid."

Gale mentally shrugged at the statement. "I guess kids just take it as is, right?"

"Right, me too. I mean when my parents were still here."

"Dad taught me how to track and hunt animals everyday, and how to fight with so many weapons. Play hide and seek too with real weapons like knives."

Rachel's eyes widened. "Knives? Seriously?"

"I thought it was normal," Gale chuckled. "Every night, mom and dad would nag me, 'What do you do if strangers come?' 'What's your exit route?' but not like Ms. Molly."

"But you liked it?"

"I did." Gale frowned. "And then they disappeared."

Before his eyes could well up, Rachel squeezed his hand, her warmth spreading to his arms.

"This room has memories for me too." She looked up at the ceiling stars. "My mom used to bring me here whenever grandma scolded me, which was plenty."

"What did you do here?"

"She'd be where I am right now, while I lie down where you are and curl up next to her." Rachel's voice softened. "Then she'd point at those stars and tell me stories. Not the normal bedtime stories told here. Real ones, about other worlds where warriors fought indescribable things that could swallow cities whole. The stars would seem to move when she talked, like they were acting out her tales."

Gale squinted at the ceiling. "Is that also… magic?"

"Maybe. Mom never said." Rachel moved over to lie down beside Gale, looking up at the stars. "She'd wrap me in these blankets you're in and whisper that someday I'd see those worlds myself. That I'd light the way when darkness came. That I was special."

"She sounds like she really loved you."

"She did." Rachel said.. "Your parents also loved you, but it sounds like they were tough on you."

"They had to be. At least that's what they believed." Gale shifted, trying to get comfortable. "Everything they did was to keep me safe."

"From what?"

"I don't know." He sighed, staring at a specific star much larger than the others on the ceiling. "Whatever it was, it helped me in the Eclipsed."

"Do you miss them?" Rachel asked.

"Every day. Even after all this time, I sometimes want to tell them something and..." He stopped. "Yeah. I miss them."

"Me too. My parents, I mean." Rachel pulled her knees up to her chest, making herself small on the bed's edge. "Grandmother says they went far away to find somewhere safe. But that was fifteen years ago."

"Do you have many pictures of them? Your mom and dad?"

Rachel shook her head. "There's not many. Grandma usually doesn't like to keep them except a painting of mom just down the hall. It's so lifelike you'd think she could step out of the frame."

"Like the one I saw earlier? When I was coming to your room?"

Rachel nodded. "That one… grandma took it down already."

"Why?"

"Because she's stupid."

Gale laughed, and then suddenly stopped as the soreness stung his lungs.

"You're stupid too," Rachel said. "You can still see mom though. Wanna go see? The painting is so lifelike that you'd think she'd walk out of it."

"Yeah. I'd like that." Gale tried to sit up again, soreness making him fall back.

"Careful." Rachel stood and put her arm under his shoulders. "Lean on me."

The world tilted when Gale stood. Black spots showed up at the edges of his vision as he swayed.

"Maybe this isn't such a good idea," Rachel said, keeping him steady.

"I'm fine." Gale locked his knees so they wouldn't give out. "Just give me a second."

"You lost a lot of blood. And you were poisoned."

"Is gone now, right? You said so yourself." He took a small step, Rachel supporting him. "See? I can do this."

Rachel sighed but didn't argue. She guided him toward the door, her arm around his waist.

The hallway was different from the one that Rachel had led him through to her room. This one had more furnishings. A table sat against the wall at every other door they passed by, ornately carved with floral and fiery patterns. The walls were lined with portraits of women, dozens of them, all with similar features of the dark red hair that Rachel also had, all wearing a soft smile.

"Family?" Gale asked.

"Ancestors." Rachel helped him walk down the hall. "The Ann House going back generations."

"And the men?"

"There are some. Not many." She didn't say more.

They stopped in front of a portrait larger than the others. It was definitely Rachel's mother, same hair, eyes, and the most similar jawline and warmth that radiated from her features.

The portrait showed a woman in her black armour. Not medieval looking, but something sleeker that fit her form with red linings. It looked more like tactical gear, except more futuristic. Her hands wore red knuckles. Her hands had red knuckles connected to a red orb-like gem that sat at the backhand. And then the familiar ring she wore on her left ring finger, the silver ring with a red stone that Gale now wore on his left middle finger.

"She was a fighter," Gale said.

"She was." Rachel's voice had pride and sadness. "That's what the Anns do."

Gale stared at the woman's face. There was a kind of warmth that Rachel portrayed, but also something different he couldn't quite put his finger on.

"She's beautiful," Gale said. "Like you."

A soft cough broke the silence.

Rachel turned so fast she almost knocked Gale over. Pain lanced through his shoulders from the sudden action, but he stopped himself from making a sound. Hunters never made a sound, no matter the occasion.

When Gale looked up, a woman stood nearby, watching them. She was young, maybe about 28 or so, wearing a loose yet form fitting long sleeve dark red qipao, embroidered with a golden dragon. Her hair was tied in a neat tight bun that had no fraying. She wore a necklace that had a gem similar to the one in the ring he wore.

"Your sister?" Gale whispered.

Rachel ignored the question. "Grandmother," she said instead. "What do you want?"

Grandma? Gale looked again. The woman had no wrinkles. No gray hair. She looked not much older than Rachel, maybe even the same age.

"Sorry for the intrusion," Gale said, trying to stand straighter despite the pain. "I just wanted to look around."

"Mas-" The woman paused, her lips thinning, then continued. "Gale Hathie. You should be resting instead of wandering the hallways. Your wounds were quite severe."

Definitely not old. Her voice sounded just a tiny bit huskier than Rachel's but barely.

"I'm Esther Ann," she continued. "Rachel's grandmother, as you've gathered."

Gale blinked, turning to Rachel, then back. Grandmother? More like an older sister. A 28 year old can't have a daughter that also has a daughter that is around his age plus 5.

Rachel smiled softly. "Did you need something, Grandma?"

Esther glanced at the portrait behind them, then back to Rachel. "Wang is willing to talk. Rodriguez as well, though he's proving... more stubborn."

"What did Gerard do to them?" Rachel asked, her grip on Gale's waist tightening.

"Nothing permanent." A small smile appeared on Esther's lips, or maybe a smirk. "Yet."

"Is she rea-"

"Mr. Hathie," Esther interrupted Gale. "I'd like to forward you an invite to dinner this coming Monday. In the evening."

Gale looked into her eyes, same colour as Rachel's, but a deeper red.

Rachel stiffened beside him. "There's going to be other house members there."

"I'm aware," Esther replied, still looking at Gale.

"And Gale's technically still an outsider," Rachel said.

"Is he really?" Esther let out a small laugh, moving her head closer to Rachel's ear. "Is that what you tell yourself on what this is." She moved back and turned to Gale. "Mr. Hathie is not as much of an outsider as you think he is. There's also a debt he's incurred."

"Debt?!" Rachel said. "He's still recovering."

"Of course after he recovers," Esther said. "I'm not unreasonable, Rachel."

"I'll be there," Gale suddenly said. "Monday evening. I know I caused trouble for your family. I'd like to show my gratitude for saving my life."

"Very good," Esther said. "Seven o'clock. Rachel will show you where."

She turned away immediately and walked down the corridor. The two watched her disappear before continuing the conversation.

"You shouldn't have agreed," Rachel said.

"Why not?" Gale said. "She's your family."

"Because she never does anything without a reason. And nothing in this house comes without a price."

            

    
        Chapter 116

    
    
    
    
                Cross legged on the floor in front of the bed of the blue room, Gale cycled his essence, moving it through the Seren configured pathways. The dim light of the essence ran along his veins like a circuit, seeping into his muscles and melting away the soreness.

[Aurumn's Warmth]

[Type: Buff]

[Effects: Increased regeneration rate.]

[Current status: Shoulder wound 86% repaired]

Aside from the soreness, two days of rest and then some made him feel better than all the days he slept on the crappy bed in the Path provided apartment.

Knock. Knock.

Gale scrambled to his feet and sat by the bed. "Come in."

Rachel opened the door, looking at him for a second. She wore a white dress with exposed shoulders, skirt going all the way down to her ankles. Long flowing yellow ribbons hugged her waist. Her dark red hair flowed to one side of her shoulder, revealing golden rhombus hoop earrings with a small ruby attached at the bottom and a necklace with a red stone the same as Esther's, although the design was simpler as the silver chains were thinner, barely visible.

"You don't have to do anything, you know that, right?" she asked. "I told grandma you're still recovering."

"Right," Gale said. "I know."

"She'll understand if you skip tonight."

"Will she?"

Rachel paused, not answering.

"I want to go," he said, rolling his shoulders. The soreness went down a lot after cycling. "I owe you. You saved my life."

"Well, you saved my life in the Eclipsed too," Rachel said. "We're even."

"This and that are different." Gale turned his head down at the side of the bed. Beside him sat dark blue slacks, a white button-up shirt, and a charcoal blazer. "Did you pick these out?"

Her cheeks reddened slightly. "I thought they'd fit for the occasion."

Gale touched the blazer, running his hands against the fabric. Expensive feeling, like soft, cold, and smooth that was airy at the same time. Nothing like the rough overused clothes he got from red cross, that's for sure.

He picked up the shirt. "Mind if I change?"

Rachel turned away. "I'll wait in the hall."

"No need," he replied. "Just turn around."

She hesitated, then faced the wall. Gale took off his t-shirt. The bruises had begun to fade, going from a dark purple to something that looked yellowish. He touched the yellowish spot at his shoulder, wincing at the pain. Probably a couple more days till that's fixed.

Putting the shirt on quickly, it fit perfectly which was a surprise. There was no exact perfect fit he had ever found in the red cross donation centre. Extra small, small, medium tagged clothes never fit, even though he was supposed to be those sizes. All of them were either too wide or too long, even the extra small. Like whose stupid idea was it to make an extra small that went all the way down to his thighs?

All the more to be impressed. Expensive clothes be damned. Luxury clothing probably had better size options.

"This is amazing. Did you guess my size?" he asked while buttoning up.

Rachel stayed facing the wall. "I pay attention."

"To my sizes?"

"To everything."

Pause. Everything? She even knew that he liked grape juice, but then gave him grape labelled alcohol. Something he needed to learn to like as an adult. Adults be damned too.

"You can turn around now."

Rachel faced him, eyes moving up and down quickly.

"Looks good." She stepped closer and fixed his collar, fingers grazing his neck. "Ready?"

"Ready."

They left the room and walked down the hall. The multiple generations of Ann women greeted them again in the hall as Rachel took him to the entrance lobby.

When they reached the lobby, it felt bigger than normal. Or maybe that was his imagination. Definitely his imagination or the pressure from having to go to this crazy rich family's dinner.

"This way." Rachel led him up the central stairs to big double doors. Gold leaf applied on the live wood showed flames rising from a circle.

Reaching the top of the staircase, a large dark wooden double door with brass knobs greeted them.

"By the way, about the people inside," Rachel whispered, "they're not blood relatives. But they're family all the same. Grandma collected them over the years."

"Collected them?"

"Her word, not mine." Rachel grabbed his arm. "Let me do the talking. Just eat and be polite."

"I can handle dinner conversation, probably." Most definitely probably not, but definitely he could not say that.

She squeezed his arm. "Trust me. These meetings always have hidden agendas."

Before he could ask what that even meant, Rachel pushed open the doors.

Five people sat around a long table. They all looked up when Gale and Rachel entered.

Esther Ann sat at the centre. Even here, with others in formal clothes, she stood out. Her loose white qipao, embroidered with red floral patterns, seemed to glow against her dark chair.

To her right sat a man looking straight at him. He sat straight, looking ready to charge straight at him. He wore a navy suit with no tie, hands straight and flat on the table.

Beside him was a younger woman, messy-ish hair like a bird's nest, dark circles but wide eyes, and fidgety fingers. Unlike the others, she had a tablet, phone, and what looked like a small projector. She grinned when she saw Rachel.

To Esther's left sat an older woman with short hair and sharp eyes. Her clothes weren't flashy, a similar qipao to the one Esther wore, except gray and no patterns.

Next to her was an older man with a neat moustache and thin glasses. He had papers beside his plate, and his fingers tapping away at his phone.

"Rachel," Esther said, palm ushering to two empty chairs. "Mr. Hathie. Please join us."

Rachel guided Gale to the chairs right across from Esther. When they sat together, the others murmured.

The younger woman leaned forward. "How's that Statistical Analysis class going? Still kicking your ass?"

"It's fine, Leah," Rachel replied. "The professor is a pain, but I'm managing."

Leah looked at Gale.

"And who's this? Someone from school?" She grinned. "He's cute."

"No," Rachel said. "Gale isn't from UofT. He's... a business associate."

The older woman cleared her throat. "A business associate joining you to a family dinner? Interesting."

"Abigail," Esther said. "All in good time. Let's begin. This is a dinner, after all."

The door opened, and Gerard came in with a cart. The smell wafted through the room right away, spicy and something sweet. The butler set out dishes. Bright red kimchi. Sizzling bulgogi. A bubbling pot of what looked like jjigae. Small dishes of banchan. Not what Gale expected from such a European-looking mansion.

"We tend to favour Korean cuisine," Esther said. "I spent several decades there in the 1800s. The flavours remind me of... simpler times."

Decades in the 1800s? Gale glanced at Rachel. She shook her head slightly, eyes telling him not to even bother asking or saying anything about what he'd just heard.

Gerard served everyone at the table, putting an assortment of the dishes onto their set of plates and bowls, starting with Esther and ending with Gale. The spice immediately hit his eyes, making them water. Spicy food was never an option in the wilderness. The only seasoning was either fruit, herbs, or salt. Pepper was even a luxury.

"Gale Hathie," Esther said once everyone took a bite except him, "How is the food?"

Gale took a bite of kimchi. His tongue burned as he forced a cough down. He circulated his essence around his mouth, relieving some of the pain.

"It's good," he said, hopefully buying the straight face he's trying his best to show. "Very flavourful."

Esther's lips curved up slightly. "I'm glad you're enjoying it."

The man, named Nathaniel based on Rachel's earlier briefing, was clearly observing him. "So, Mr. Hathie. I understand you were present during the airport incident."

Gale swallowed another bite. "I was."

"And what exactly were you doing there?" Nathaniel kept staring at him.

"Nathaniel," Rachel said.

"It's a fair question," Abigail, the one with the gray qipao, cut in. "Especially considering the resources expended that night."

Gale put down his chopsticks. "I work with Oliver Glory's… special divisions? Anyways, we handle sensitive matters."

"Glorified thug work, then?" Nathaniel asked.

"Specialized operations," Gale said. "Sometimes involving artifact recovery."

"Like the case you tried to retrieve at the airport?" Ezra, the older man, spoke for the first time.

Rachel put down her spoon. "Are we really doing this now? Can't we eat first?"

"Business and pleasure often mix in this family," Esther said. "Mr. Hathie is here for both reasons. He should understand how we operate."

Taking his spoon, Gale scooped up a spoonful of the clearly red soup and took a sip. The heat spread through his chest and up to his face. "I understand. You want to know if I'm a security risk after what happened at the airport."

"Oh, I like him. He gets right to it," Leah, the one with the devices on the table, said.

"My granddaughter exposed a family spell to save your life," Esther said. "The fire gate is a technique we guard closely. Few outside our family have witnessed it."

"I appreciate the sacrifice," Gale said. "And I understand the concern."

"Do you?" Abigail said. "Our family has operated under the radar for generations. One moment of exposure puts that at risk."

Gale met her eyes. "I know about keeping secrets. I won’t expose yours."

It was true. He literally did have his own secrets he couldn't tell anyone else. Who else would he tell? Rachel was the only one he could tell and she’s literally part of their family!

"Bold statement from someone we barely know," Nathaniel said.

"I believe in assessing people through direct interaction," Esther said. "Which brings us to the matter of your debt."

"I acknowledge it," Gale said immediately. "Rachel saved my life. I owe her and the Ann family."

"Traditional methods of repayment would involve financial compensation," Ezra said, adjusting his glasses. "However, your current financial standing doesn't seem to allow that."

Sweat beaded. Dripped down his forehead and temple. Stay calm, Gale. "Right. I don't have that kind of money."

"There are other ways to settle debts," Esther said. "Service, for instance."

"What kind of service?" Gale asked.

Esther took a small bite of kimchi. "We've recently lost something valuable. An artifact that belongs to our family. It was taken by hooligans connected to the Silver Lion group."

That name has been creeping up a lot recently.

"You want me to retrieve it," Gale said.

"It's a pair of knuckle guards," Esther continued. "With a red orb embedded in the right one. They belonged to my daughter."

"You said we didn’t need to take it back until later," Rachel balled her fist on the table.

"Plans change and now there's someone that can take it. Discreetly as well," Esther said.

"What's special about these knuckle guards?" Gale asked.

"Family heirloom," Abigail said immediately.

That answer was half a second too quick. Might be a cover story, but it's not like he had a choice right now.

"And why would I be the right person for this job?" he asked, taking a bite of the bulgogi. Surprisingly, this one was sweet rather than spicy.

"We have reason to believe you possess... unique talents," Nathaniel said.

"Based on what Rachel and Gerard observed at the airport," Leah said. "You moved differently than a normal Awakened."

Gale drank a mouthful of water. "I have good training."

"Better than good," Ezra said. "Our family knows many combat styles. Yours doesn't match any known pattern."

Gale glanced at Rachel, whose face showed nothing. "I'll need to see details first before I accept."

Esther's eyes went to Leah, who then slid her tablet across the table. On the screen was a blueprint of a building.

"The artifact is likely kept in their vault," Leah explained. "Third sub-level, behind significant security."

"Which would be suicide for a normal person to attempt," Gale said.

"But you're not normal, are you?" Esther said.

"Grandmother, this isn't fair. He's still recovering," Rachel said.

"Life rarely waits for convenient timing," Esther replied. "The Silver Lions are moving the artifact in by Saturday. That's 5 days. This is our window."

Gale studied the blueprint across the other side of the table on the tablet. From what it looked like, there wasn't a direct path to the vault. Going down the elevator wasn't an option if stealth was the only way to do this mission.

There were times he had to steal food from a bear's den with dad. Dad would also come up with games where they'd steal and defend food from each other using stealth. Fun times, and now he actually might need that kind of stealth now, except this time, people would be trying to kill him like in the airport debacle.

"If I do this," he said, "my debt is cleared?"

"In full," Esther said.

"And I'd have the Ann family's support if things go wrong?"

"Within reason," Abigail said. "We won't expose ourselves unnecessarily."

Gale looked at Rachel. "What do you think?"

All eyes turned to her.

"I think..." Rachel began, meeting Gale's gaze. "I think you should do what feels right. But know that whatever you decide, I'll support it."

Murmurs ran along the side of the tables, except for Esther.

"Bold statement," Nathaniel said.

"It's my right," Rachel replied. "I saved him. Traditional rules say the saviour has a stake in how the debt is repaid."

Ezra nodded. "She's correct, technically."

Gale took another bite. The only good thing that came from this spicy food was how it distracted him from… he looked around. Whatever this was. But as long as it was something he could pay Rachel back for, there weren't many downsides. It was finally something he could give back to her, albeit more to her family than personally to her. Eventually, there'll be a time he could do something personally for her. Most definitely probably.

"I'll do it," he said finally. "But with one condition."

"Which is?" Esther replied.

"Rachel comes with me."

The table erupted in voices.

"Absolutely not!"

"Too dangerous."

"Inappropriate."

"Good idea!" Leah said, eyes beaming.

All Rachel did was smile, but it looked like she wasn't against it.

Esther raised a hand, silencing everyone. "Explain your reasoning, Mr. Hathie."

"Simple," he said. "Rachel's familiar with her mother's possessions. She'll recognize the artifact immediately, saving valuable time."

Nathaniel leaned forward. "We can provide detailed images of the artifact. There's no need for the young miss to join you."

"Not the same," Gale said. "What if there are fakes? What if it's been modified?"

Abigail folded her hands on the table. "A fair point, but Rachel lacks field experience."

"I've closed three rifts this year alone," Rachel said.

"Educational expeditions," Ezra said. "Not infiltration missions."

Esther raised her hand, silencing the table again. "Mr. Hathie, while I appreciate your logic, I must decline. This mission requires... specific talents. Talents only you possess."

They were probably talking about his Phase Touch, but that had its own limitations from the spray painted yellow things on the door. Did they even know about that? Then again, maybe that was Rodriguez's play after scouting him out.

"It's about keeping family safe," Nathaniel said.

"I'm perfectly capable and handle my own," Rachel said.

"This isn't up for debate," Esther said. "You will go alone, Mr. Hathie."

Gale nodded slowly. "I understand your position. In that case, I want something else."

Leah perked up. "This should be good."

"Access to your library."

Complete silence followed. Rachel stiffened beside him. Ezra's hand froze as he reached for his water. Nathaniel's eyes narrowed.

"What library?" Abigail asked.

Gale took a sip of water, mouth too dry from whatever lie his mouth was cooking up. "The Ann family library. The one with your historical records and research."

"We have several libraries," Ezra said carefully. "Business records, family histories-"

"The one under the east wing," Gale specified, taking a complete shot in the dark, though Breath of the Void did do a partial scan of the whole building and couldn't pass through that specific place in the east wing. "The one with the restricted sections."

"How do you know about that?" Nathaniel demanded.

"Does it matter? I know it exists."

From their reactions, he hit the jackpot. Books always said rich families had their rich family secrets with a super secret library that could possibly shed some light on his own history. Better yet, they might even have fantasy or sci-fi books he hadn't read yet.

Esther's eyes pulsed a red light. "The library is off-limits to outsiders. Always has been."

"But you said it yourself," Gale said. "I'm not as much of an outsider."

"I did say that, didn't I?" Esther smiled softly.

"Grandma," Rachel said, "what are you trying to do?"

"It seems Mr. Hathie is shrewder than he appears," Esther said. "Using my own words against me."

Gale forced himself to smile with her. "I'm a detail-oriented adult, especially during an interview."

"The library contains secrets!" Abigail yelled. "We can't just give it to someone who… who we've only known for less than a couple of months."

"Limited access," Esther said. "Three visits. To specific sections I designate."

The other family members exchanged glances. It was obvious this kind of meeting wasn't usually how things turned out. Especially how people barely ate their food. His plate was the most finished out of all of them.

"That's acceptable," Gale said. "As long as one section includes information on artifacts and their properties."

"Artifacts?" Nathaniel asked. "Why would you be interested in those?"

"Professional curiosity," Gale replied. "My work with Mr. Glory often involves unusual items."

Esther maintained her smile. "You're not the naive boy I expected, are you, Mr. Hathie?"

Boy, was she ever wrong. He didn't even know about the library.

Esther picked up her spoon and took another bite of her soup. "Very well. Limited access to the library, including the section on artifacts, in exchange for retrieving my daughter's knuckle guards and being saved at the airport."

"Grandmother!" Rachel protested. "I saved Gale's life on my own will, not as an exchange!"

"The terms are acceptable," Esther continued. "But do understand this, Mr. Hathie, knowledge has its own price."

Gale nodded. "I've seen enough strange things already. I doubt your books will shock me."

"Bold words," Leah chewed on the bulgogi.

"Then we have an agreement," Esther said. "You will retrieve the artifact, and in return, you will have three supervised visits to our library."

"And my debt will be cleared?" Gale asked.

"In full."

"When do I start?" Gale asked.

"2 days from now," Esther said. "Nathaniel will provide the details."

Nathaniel grumbled before saying, "I'll prepare the briefing materials."

"Excellent," Esther said. "Now, shall we enjoy the rest of our dinner? Leah, tell us about your latest project."
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                The large metal double doors of the 16th basement floor of the Ann Estate thud open. Polished concrete, fluorescent lights that ran along the ceiling, and three coloured lines on the floor, red, orange, and yellow. On the wall, red meant critical security, orange stood for standard Aurian cells, and yellow had just the word "mundane" on it. If anything, the 'prison' Rachel had named it looked more like a hospital than the gritty iron bars and cobblestone walls Gale was expecting.

"Not what you pictured?" Rachel asked.

Gale nodded. Definitely not what he was picturing from a super secret rich family.

Rachel chuckled. "Grandma updates the security systems every few years. Says tradition is for museums, not for things that actually matter."

They walked down the corridor, following the orange line on the floor. There were no windows, just security cameras and white painted concrete walls along with the hissing of the vents that they passed by every now and then.

"The cells are reinforced with special materials," Rachel turned right at the junction where orange and yellow split from the floor. "They block ether up to Harmonic level."

Harmonic, four levels above Awakened on the human scale, which would mean also four levels above him. In other words, don't mess around with the Ann family, though he already knew that from their battle butler.

"How many people know about this place?" he asked.

"Just family and a few trusted staff. It doesn't officially exist." Rachel stopped at a door at the corridor's corner. The yellow line kept going to the right. Placing her palm on the red lit panel beside the door, blue light spilled from her hand, shifting the red to green. "We've had these cells for decades, but they're rarely used."

"Until now?"

"Until now."

The door slid open. A small room with two glass-fronted cells on opposite walls. Each cell had a bed, toilet, and sink. Nothing else.

Rodriguez sat in the left cell on his bed, staring at the floor. Right arm in a sling, face covered in bruises. He didn't look up when they entered.

Victor Wang sat in the opposite cell, completely looking like he was at home, lying back, balancing on the chair, feet up on the table. Other than him not wearing his blue glasses, he looked untouched. Even his feet that were sliced off by Gerard were put back together.

"Well, well. If it isn't the hunter himself," Wang said through the metal grill placed in the glass. "Come to see your trophies?"

"Is his behaviour normal?" Gale asked.

"Of course not." Rachel crossed her arms. "He's been smug since he got here."

Gale walked up to Wang's cell, stopping a few feet from the glass. Rachel followed him, closing the grill.

"You know how to do this?" Rachel asked.

He nodded. Of course he had no idea how to do this. All he had was the unappeasable anger of the dark hunter against the smiling asshole behind the glass. But that was just an excuse. He had to at least try and not bother Rachel too much. Opening the grill, he began, "The case at the airport, what was it for?"

Wang sat up slowly, still smiling. "You went through all that trouble, and you don't even know what it does? Glory's standards must be slipping."

"I know it's prototype Mystic-grade containment tech," Gale said, slamming his fist against the glass. Surprisingly, it was solid. Not even a slight shake. "What was it planned for?"

"We were going to sell it to the highest bidder. That's how business works." Wang laughed. He stood up and walked to the glass with a limp, stopping just inches from it, enough to fog the glass with his breath. "But of course, you already knew that."

Right. Of course, he knew that. Dad always said vendors in Egypt would give in if you just don't show your cards, which currently, he had none except.

"Look at you, playing detective. Do you even know who you're working for? What side you're on?" Wang pressed a hand against the glass. His eyes flicked to Rachel, then back to Gale. "They sit in their mansions and castles while the real world burns. They make rules they never follow themselves. Hypocrisy personified."

"And you're different?" Gale asked.

"At least we're honest about what we are." Wang's smile widened. "We don't pretend to be saints while our hands drip blood."

Rachel stepped forward. The room temperature began to increase, but Gale put his hand on her shoulder, stopping it. She said, "You traffic dust to mundanes. You use people like they're disposable. Don't talk to us about morality."

"Oh, the fire princess has a temper," Wang said. "Did daddy teach you that before he disappeared? Or was it mommy?"

Rachel's eyes glanced to beside her, turning to Gale.

He pulled her away softly and stepped forward in front of her.

"The fire princess taking orders from the hunter. That's quite a sight." Wang's eyes returned to Gale. "You won't get anything from me. I've been interrogated by professionals before. You're nothing."

At this point, dad said he should smile at the vendor, but he hasn't practiced his smile yet. Whatever! It's do or die.

Gale smiled wide, making Wang flinch backwards, but then stood straight back up with a smile. Let's think about this for a minute. The whole trap they set up was never about a high importance artifact, or whatever Aurians called it; however, it still needed to be something important enough for Ollie to want it. In just a few days, the Silver Lions are preparing for a transport of something that the Anns want. And the mystic grade was a transport case for something, then wouldn't that mean…

"Who said anything about interrogation?" Gale leaned closer to the glass. Dad always said to talk with confidence to get the cheapest price. "I'm just here to confirm a few things I already figured out."

Wang's smile dropped for a second.

"See, I've been putting pieces together," Gale continued. "That Mystic-grade container wasn't just about blocking ether, was it? It was about containing something that leaks. Something that doesn't stay put."

"The hunter playing smart? Neat."

"Then there's Esther Ann wanting her daughter's knuckle guards back from the Silver Lions. Strange coincidence." Gale paced slowly in front of the glass, eyes looking away from Wang. "You work for Spotlight, who's connected to the Silver Lions. And you could be a Silver Lion yourself."

Wang's face stayed neutral. No read on this guy. Gale was never good at reading, but he couldn't stop now. Tendrils pushed through the glass wall and into Wang's heart. Steady rhythm. Basically, he had nothing to go off of. 

"Then there's dust. Big problem, especially for mundanes who get exposed. But if dust could be contained within certain boundaries, preventing exposure..." Gale stopped pacing. "That container would be perfect for that. But why steal weapons too? Why the knuckle guards?"

Gale turned back to Wang, whose smile was gone now.

"Unless it's not just dust you're trafficking. It's artifacts. Weapons infused with… dust. Special items that work like magic for those who can't naturally use ether."

Rachel gasped.

"The knuckle guards with the red orb. They're a weapon with some kind of power. Something valuable enough that the Silver Lions wants them."

Wang smirked. "You're guessing."

"Maybe," Gale shrugged. "But it's funny really. In my eyes, I was just a mundane a couple of months ago."

Wang glared at Gale. "You're playing with fire, hunter. This isn't about dust deals or petty turf wars. There are things happening that would turn your world inside out."

"Try me," Gale said.

Wang stepped back from the glass.

"You think you're clever because you've connected a few dots. But you're still blind to the big picture." He sat back down on his bed. "Come back when you have real questions."

Gale watched him for a moment, then turned to Rachel. Her face had gone pale, eyes wide with shock.

"Let's go," he said quietly. "We've got what we need."

"Enen." Rachel led the way out. The door closed behind them. Both of them didn't talk until they reached the elevator.

Once inside, Rachel turned to him quickly. "How did you figure all that out?"

Gale leaned against the elevator wall. "I didn't. The dots just connected themselves and his answer proved everything."

The elevator shuddered, then rose up.

Rachel stared at Gale, mouth slightly open.

"You just flat-out lied to his face," she said. "All that stuff about connecting dots and knowing more? You made it up."

"I didn't make it up. I was out in the streets dealing face first with those affected by whatever they're doing," Gale said. "One of them even had a little sister that he had to take care of. To me, it's just weird why the Silver Lions would do so much for that case."

"Seriously though. It had me even scared when you first smiled at Wang," Rachel sighed.

"I had a good teacher." Gale coughed, clearing his throat. On second thought, maybe a bad smile was a good thing. If it even scared Rachel enough, then maybe he shouldn't practice smiling. Or maybe practice both. Better to practice both, get best of both worlds.

The elevator doors opened to the main floor. They stepped out into the familiar hallway.

"So what's your theory?" Rachel asked.

"You want the reasonable version or the crazy one?"

"Give me both."

Gale ran a hand over his face. "Reasonable version: the Silver Lions stole your mom's artifact because it's valuable and they're thieves."

"And the crazy version?"

"Maybe your mom's artifact has an effect that they want and are studying it to create weapons of mass ether destruction to arm mundanes with Ether-tech that could potentially cause the major factions and world governments to collapse." Gale laughed. "But that's some mad scientist shit, like a B-movie plot."

Rachel didn't laugh. "What if it's not that crazy?"

Gale stopped walking. "What do you mean?"

"The knuckle guards... they're not just heirlooms." Rachel looked left and right before continuing. "There's a reason my grandmother wants them back."

"Why?"

"I can't. Not yet. Family oath."

"The same oath that keeps me out of the library?"

"Something like that. Sorry."

"It's fine. You'll tell me eventually, right?"

"R-right." Rachel nodded, not meeting his eyes.

Gale pulled out his phone. "I need to update Ollie about this anyway."

[Gale: Just talked to Wang. He cracked fast when I mentioned artifacts and knuckle guards. Definitely a connection between Silver Lions, dust, and artifact weapons.]

Rachel stepped closer, trying to see his screen. "You're really texting Ollie? It looks too long."

"Ollie."

"Really?" She angled her head to get a better view, her head almost blocking his view of his own phone.

Gale turned the phone toward her. "See? Just Ollie. Why? Who'd you think I was texting?"

Rachel stepped back quickly. "No one. Just curious."

[Ollie: Nice work, Detective Hunter. Wang's just a messenger boy playing dress-up. Classic middleman syndrome. He's Spotlight's errand runner, nothing more.]

[Gale: So Wang definitely works for Silver Lions? Not just connected?]

[Ollie: Oh yeah. Silver Lion through and through.]

[Gale: If Spotlight is directing Silver Lions?]

[Ollie: More than you know. We'll discuss when you're freed from the Ann family dungeon. When's your release date, by the way? Should I send a cake with a file?]

Rachel, who'd been reading over his shoulder, made a clear disgruntled pouting hmph. She pulled out her own phone and started typing furiously.

"What are you doing?" Gale asked.

"Nothing." Her thumbs tapped at the same spot repeatedly.

Gale looked back at his own phone.

[Gale: Soon. Need to do a job for them first. Retrieve a stolen artifact.]

[Ollie: Ah, paying your debt to society. Noble.]

[Ollie: BTW, can you tell your fire-breathing shadow to stop sending me knife emojis? She's up to fourteen now and it's getting concerning.]

Gale turned to Rachel, who was still typing with intensity. "Are you sending knives to Ollie?"

Rachel didn't look up. "He deserves it. 'Ann family dungeon'? Seriously?"

"But you do have a family dungeon. And there's even more levels down the elevator."

"Big deal! The Baker family has a bigger one." Rachel put her phone away, pouting. "Are you done reporting to your boss now?"

"He's not my boss."

"Whatever. I need to check on the library visit arrangements. Grandma wants me to supervise your first session."

"When?" Gale's tone rose significantly.

"Whenever after you're done the mission," Rachel said.

"Sure." Gale glanced back at his phone as it buzzed again.

Gale put his phone away as Rachel began walking ahead down the hall. When he caught up to her, he asked, "What's in this library anyways?"

Rachel slowed but didn't turn around. "Books, obviously."

"Funny."

"Some questions are better left unanswered until you see it yourself." She smiled at him. "Get some rest, Gale. You'll need it."

"Any fantasy books in there?"

"Some, but are you seriously going to waste your visit for fantasy books?"

"Yes," Gale said with no hesitation. "Think about it. A fantasy book in a fantasy library would be even more fantastical than the ones in normal libraries."

"Well, you got me there." Rachel chuckled.

His phone buzzed one last time.

[Ollie: Good work with Wang. We're closer to finding Spotlight. Stay sharp at the Lion's den.]

He typed a quick reply.

[Gale: Will do.]

            

    
        Chapter 118

    
    
    
    
                The sign for "Nine Lives Burritos" was just at the other side of the street. Its faded blue and pink colours stood out from the other run down stores of this place they call 'Kensington Market'.

The night was dark, but today he was not the dark hunter as Gerard stood beside him while they both looked out the street. Despite this being an undercover midnight heist, the butler beside him still wore his ordinary butler suit.

"What did I do in a past life to deserve this?" Gale blurted out, covering his mouth. First Ollie's airport heist operation, now the Ann family's heist for their magical heirloom. He should really go to a print shop and ask them to print a business card, profession: cat burglar.

"The Silver Lion headquarters isn't the restaurant itself, but beneath it," Gerard said with his usual deadpan voice as if he didn't hear Gale. "Behind the burrito building, you'll find a maintenance door. It leads to a stairwell and elevator that goes down to the main complex."

"Of course it does." Gale shook his head. "Because criminal organizations always hide under burrito places. Let me guess. There's a secret knock?"

"No secret knock." Gerard pulled out a phone, bringing up a 3D blueprint. "Just a security system that would take most teams weeks to bypass."

Gale studied the holographic display. The schematics showed a multi-level underground complex stretching beneath several buildings.

"You're telling me all this sits under Kensington Market? How has nobody noticed?"

"Silver Lions buy silence. Construction crews, inspectors, neighbours. Remember, money opens many doors." Gerard zoomed in on the lower levels. "The vault is on sub-level 3. It requires keycard, retinal scan, and handprint."

Gale squinted at the blueprint. "That elevator goes straight down?"

"Yes. All the way to sub-level 3." Gerard pointed to air ducts running throughout the structure. "The ventilation system connects every floor but narrows significantly below level 2. You'll need to find another route for the final descent."

"And security?"

"Four guard rotations, fifteen minutes apart. Cameras in all corridors with facial recognition tracking." Gerard swiped through various angles. "Motion sensors in the main labs and vault antechamber. The vault itself has a separate air system, with filters too small for conventional infiltration."

"Good thing I'm not conventional." Gale forced a smile. "What about any awakened guards?"

"Two on rotation. One patrols the upper levels, another stays near the vault."

Gale nodded. "Manageable."

"Master Hathie, I cannot stress this enough: retrieve only the knuckle guards. Nothing else."

"What, you think I'd go shopping while I'm there?"

"Your curiosity got you library access." Gerard turned off the phone's display. "It may tempt you again."

Gale sighed. "Fine. In and out. Just the knuckle guards."

"The Ann Family have placed significant trust in you."

"Trust backed up by mutual interest," Gale said. "What do these knuckle guards look like exactly?"

Gerard showed him a photo of a simple metal knuckle guard with red orbs embedded in them. "Elizabeth wore these in combat. They're family heirlooms and have... significant value."

"Sentimental or practical?"

"Both." Gerard pocketed his phone. "The young lady will be waiting for your successful return."

"No pressure." Gale rolled his shoulders. "Alright. I'm going in."

"I'll wait three blocks east in the car. Contact me only when you've secured the target."

Gerard walked away, leaving him alone. Time to do this, Gale. No running from this cat burglar business now. Tomorrow, he'll be able to find a nice print shop and ask them to print a business card for him. That's probably how adults got their business cards, right? Thinking about talking to the guy behind the counter in the print shop already made him have goosebumps. The idea of having to socialize. Goddamn, that's scary.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. That was probably Gerard staring at him, thinking about nothing. Right, time to work.

Gale circled behind the burrito taco shop. The maintenance door looked ordinary, mundane, rusted metal with a standard electronic keypad. It wasn't like the ones the Anns or Ollie used, where they just put their palm and flashed it with ether. On the corners of the roofs, two security cameras watched opposite corners going to the maintenance door.

Distort activated. Light bent away from him, giving him near invisibility. Just in case, he approached the door by the blind spots anyways.

Coming nearer to the door, he activated Phase Touch on his whole body. Keypad defeated as he phased through the door. The feeling of literally going through something always felt weird, like passing through a really cold fog.

A metal staircase went down into darkness. His head turned left. Vent spotted, exactly where the blueprint said it would be. Perfect for cat burglars to go through.

While Phase Touch was still active, he aimed and jumped to reach the grates, landing perfectly inside the vent. Tendrils spread out from Breath of the Void throughout the vents, filling the vent through every corner and dead end.

Straight, second right, first left and then there'll be a vent that connects all floors all the way down. Should be easy enough. Better than going through caves to steal mountain lion food.

Gale crawled straight, stopping at a grate. Below the grate, the two guards moved through, carrying two assault rifles. After they left, he moved again, stopping at the first right. He continued the crawl to the first left, passing through grates that revealed open crates filled with guns and rocks etched with glyphs.

Upon reaching the end of the straight, he wedged himself down, sliding slowly down to sub level 2. The air suddenly got cooler, enough to make him shiver and fog up his breath. When he stopped to look through the grates, something was different. According to the blueprint, this section was supposed to be a storage room. Instead, tendrils fed him a place that looked like a large space, bright lights, and people in lab suits.

Concentrating on the tendrils, it showed a modern laboratory below. A couple of midnight workers in white coats moved between workstations. He peeked through the grates and saw glass cases lining the walls, each holding weapons: guns, knives, even what looked like medieval maces, halberds, and swords, all of which were modified with glowing blue parts connected to an orb that held a purple liquid with gray grains.

This lab wasn't on the schematics. What the hell was even all this? The orb holding the purple liquid was clearly dust.

Gale went through the ceiling grate, staying in phase form as he dropped into the lab. He stayed near the ceiling, out of sight.

The lab was split into sections. Going to the side labeled 'weapons testing,' he peeked through the glass of the door. Inside, a mundane fired a gun at targets while a person in a lab suit monitored. The gun didn't look like the normal guns that mundanes used. It looked more futuristic, smoother, with an orb attached to the base with the same purple liquid and gray grains.

Moving on, he moved to the part of the lab labeled 'medical testing.' Peeking through the door's glass, he saw nothing but empty beds and the usual medical monitoring devices.

In the centre, display cases held dust samples of different shades of gray. One of them was the familiar shade of purple in the orbs they carried. The rest were either brighter or darker or a different colour altogether, like blue and pink.

Gale scurried toward a computer doing his best impression as a cat burglar. The screen showed test results and subject profiles. Regular humans using modified weapons. Success rates, power outputs, side effects.

One file caught his eye: "S59-F37 – Successful integration of ether-tech weaponry at 43% baseline. Dust consumption rate optimized through orb matrix consumption system."

Images showed a human using a modified pistol that fired a blue ray of energy. The weapon had an orb, awfully similar to the ones on the knuckle guards. Then those orbs he saw on the guns and weapons were related.

Before Gale could read more, something tripped his tendril senses. Voices coming closer from the hallway just outside the door. He quickly phased and jumped to the ceiling, back into the vent, and watched through the grate as two researchers entered.

"The modifications to the orb container are working," the first said, a younger man with thinning hair. "S60-M42 maintained stable output for seventeen minutes."

"Still not enough," replied an older woman, scrolling through her tablet. "Project Armament requires at least thirty minutes of sustained use."

"The Ann design is still superior. If we could reverse-engineer, then we'd literally make the breakthrough of the century."

"That's why we have the knuckle guards." The woman tapped the tablet. "Once we understand how they channel dust so efficiently, we can mass-produce."

"And then?"

She smiled. "Then the balance shifts. Mundanes with ether capabilities. The major factions won't know what hit them."

"Revolution," the man laughed. "No more hiding in the shadows while they rule the world from the shadows!"

Gale held back a laugh. Sure, he went way out there about arming mundanes with ether to Rachel. Now it turned out the Silver Lions were actually doing it. It wouldn't have made sense otherwise that they were purposefully targeting mundanes because mundanes were actually being tested on.

The researchers moved away as Gale no longer paid attention to their discussion. He continued through the vents, back to the vent that went straight down. Sliding down through to sub level 3, he stopped before he hit the bottom. He crawled through the straight, eventually finding a grate that revealed something that looked like a super secret vault door, in other words, it looked like a bank vault.

Two guards stood watch. Both had mundane weapons, plus the modified pistols at their hips. One of them was playing something on his phone while the other looked half asleep with his eyes half closed.

Phasing through the grate and down onto the wall, he squeezed and pressed himself against the wall, hoping Distort wouldn't give him away. When he reached beside the vault's door, the half asleep man twitched.

The man shook his head before heading back into the half sleep state he had been in. Even Gale couldn't sleep standing up like this, let alone have his eyes half closed while sleeping. Note to self, learn whatever this guy was doing. It looks goddamn cool to sleep standing up with half closed eyes.

Gale pressed his hands onto the wall and phased through the thick slab of concrete. Inside, glass cases displayed various items. Guns glyphed from front to back, labelled with "Glory Industries," artifacts like metal black boxes with circuitry and glyphs etched in very tiny miniscule patterns, and pieces of technology he couldn't even describe, like a spiral thingy that looked like it didn't do anything but a useless umbrella.

At the centre of it all, as a light pointed downwards at it like a spotlight, sat the knuckle guards that the Ann family wanted. Simple metal bands embedded with a single red orb just before the knuckle. They looked ordinary, except for the faint glow from the orb and the slight heat it gave off in the cold room.

Sure, Silver Lions. Make it as obvious as possible to tell cat burglars this is the highest priced item in this whole lot.

Now came the tricky part. Usually, there'd be an alarm system that'd tell people something was out of place. He walked over to a table with a similar looking knuckle guard, except the orb on this one was cracked, and went back to the pedestal.

Slowly, he placed the lesser knuckle guard in place of Ann's knuckle guard. Suddenly, a sneeze from behind the vault caught him off guard, too loud as the tendrils fed him the man's masculine sneeze full volume, causing him to fumble on the replacement. Now, both knuckle guards were in his hand; however, there was no alarm.

What the fuck, no alarm? Gale sighed. These guys are way too comfortable to be doing this kind of shit.

Tendrils fed him voices from outside the vault again, this time, footsteps coming directly at the vault.

Gale put the fake knuckle guard on the pedestal and phased into the thick concrete walls that completely enveloped him. From inside the walls, he saw the vault door open. When the two security guards entered with whoever that important looking person was, he moved back outside of the vault and made a quick silent sprint to the vents.

He navigated back the way he came, moving quickly through the metal ducts. Past the lab, up through sub-level 1, finally reaching the entrance stairwell.

Outside, the night air felt cool on his face as he came out of the building, still invisible. Only when he'd put three blocks between himself and the burrito taco shop did he become visible again.

He looked at the knuckle guards on his hands. Simple metal, now finding the complex circuitry that oddly reminded him of the ship under the stone tower. The red orb pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat.

Analyze.

[Aurumn Blessed Knuckle Guard]

[Type: Origin Relic]

[Rarity: Unique]

[Description: An heirloom of the Ann Family made by the first Matriarch. It amplifies Aurumn's cleansing fire to rid the world of the corruption.]

[Effect: ???]

[Error. User is not of the Aurumn blood. Unauthorized.]

Suddenly, the pulse of the orb stopped, as if responding to his origin's signature. Whatever these were, they weren't just fancy brass knuckles. It was that word or name again, Aurumn. It had also popped up when he slain the dark knight. Was it a person? Who knows, the world will tell him eventually. Probably.

Gale pulled out his phone and called Gerard.

"I've got them," he said when the butler answered. "No complications."

"Excellent. I'm parked on Augusta Avenue."

"On my way." Gale slipped the knuckle guards into his jacket pocket.

Augusta Avenue, my butt. He didn't even know where that was. Had to look it up on GMAPS quickly.



Gale stood in front of Esther, who was behind her desk. In his pockets, the knuckle guards tilted his jacket to that side. From their simple look, one wouldn't have expected them to be that heavy. He took them out and put them on her desk.

Esther smiled, not like the smile she usually did. This one had her eyes smiling as well. Rachel stood by the window, watching the night outside.

"Well done, Mr. Hathie," Esther said. "Gerard tells me you completed the task without incident. Quite impressive for a mission with such short notice."

"The Silver Lions weren't exactly expecting visitors," Gale said.

Esther picked up the knuckle guards, turning them over in her hands. She put them on her hands and did a simple punching motion, then laid them back down on the desk. "My daughter always did take good care of her things."

"You didn't mention they were studying them to make weapons."

Rachel turned from the window. "What?"

"The Silver Lions," Gale said. "They have a whole lab on sub-level 2 that wasn't on Gerard's blueprints. Scientists working on something called Project Armament."

Esther placed the knuckle guards in a small wooden box on her desk, closing the lid with a soft click. "Is that so?"

"They're trying to reverse-engineer the orbs to give mundanes ether abilities. The researchers said something about the 'Ann design' being superior."

Rachel stepped away from the window. "That's impossible. Mundanes can't channel ether."

"These weren't channeling ether." Gale sat in one of the leather chairs facing Esther's desk. "They were using dust stored in weapons with red orbs, like the ones in those knuckle guards."

"Wait," Rachel said. "Remember when we talked about your 'mad scientist theory' about arming mundanes with ether-tech? You were joking."

"Turns out I wasn't," Gale said. "Life imitates art."

"That sounds... concerning." Rachel looked at her grandmother. "We should tell the Path, right?"

"The Silver Lions have many projects. Most fail before they begin," Esther said.

"This didn't look like it was failing," Gale said. "They had working prototypes. Mundane test subjects using ether-tech weapons. They called it a revolution."

"Bold claims from laboratory assistants," Esther said, monotone. "How exactly did you manage to overhear all this? Gerard mentioned the facility had quite thorough security measures."

"I have my ways."

"Yes, I'm sure you do." Esther leaned forward. "No alarms triggered. No guards alerted. You entered and exited a facility with Awakened security without detection. Rather remarkable."

"Grandma," Rachel said.

"I'm simply curious, dear," Esther said, eyes still on Gale. "One might wonder how Mr. Hathie navigated a building he'd never seen before so effectively. The ventilation system narrows considerably between levels. The vault has separate air circulation. Yet you found your way."

The air in the room got warmer, emanating from Rachel's direction.

"I was given the blueprints," Gale said.

"Ah, but blueprints don't show guard positions in real-time. Or when researchers might enter a room," Esther smiled. "Unless you possess some... special awareness."

"I got lucky." Shit. Shit. Does she actually know about his passive?

"Very lucky."

Rachel stepped to the desk, slamming it, charring where her hand landed. "Grandma, you got what you wanted. The knuckle guards are back. Can we focus on what Gale found out? If the Silver Lions are arming mundanes, then we need to do something about it."

"They are not the first to try," Esther replied, sitting back. "Nor will they be the last. Every few decades, someone discovers dust can be weaponized. They create prototypes, dream of revolutions, then fade into obscurity when the limitations become apparent."

"What limitations?" Gale asked.

"Dust burns too quickly in conventional weapons. The human body rejects it. The side effects are... unpleasant," Esther said. "The Silver Lions lack the understanding to overcome these obstacles."

"They seemed pretty confident with the Ann design."

A flicker of amusement crossed Esther's face. "They may study Elizabeth's knuckle guards for centuries and never understand what makes them work."

"And what does make them work?" Gale asked.

"Family secret," Esther said. "One of many you'll find in our library."

"I got your knuckle guards back."

"So you did." Esther opened a drawer and took out a small card. "This will grant you access to the east wing library. Rachel will escort you to the sections we discussed. I trust that she will guide you to the sections I've allowed."

Gale took the card. "Just like that?"

"I am a woman of my word, Mr. Hathie." Esther stood up. "You delivered Elizabeth's property. You get your reward."

"What about the Silver Lions? Shouldn't we do something?"

Esther laughed, "Do what, exactly? Report them to the authorities? We are the authorities, Mr. Hathie, at least in matters of Aur. The Silver Lions play their games, and we play ours."

"This 'game' involves arming mundanes and they could die from exposure," Gale nearly yelled.

"Prototypes that will fail, test subjects who will die, and research that will lead nowhere," Esther said. "The Ann family has defended this city for generations. We know which threats deserve our attention."

"And if you're wrong? If they succeed?" Rachel said.

"Then we'll deal with it." Esther smiled at her. "Rachel, trust that I've handled situations like this before."

Gale stood up. "With all due respect, Rachel's grandma, I saw what they're doing down there. They're making progress. They had subjects using the weapons for seventeen minutes straight."

"Seventeen minutes," Esther said. "And how long have you been using your powers, Mr. Hathie? How long has Rachel? You months. Rachel, years without pause. Decades of practice. Seventeen minutes is but a parlor trick."

Gale looked at Rachel, who avoided his eyes.

"I should go," he said. "It's late."

"Indeed it is." Esther pointed to the door. "Gerard will show you out. 9AM tomorrow, don't be late."

Rachel followed Gale into the hallway, closing the office door behind them. Once they were alone, she grabbed his arm.

"Hey," she whispered. "Thanks for getting the knuckle guards back."

"No problem. All part of the service."

"I'm sorry about my grandmother. She can be..."

Dismissive? Condescending? Cryptic? He wanted to say, but that was Rachel's grandma. Mom always said… respect your elders.

"Grandma has... perspective. She's seen things that make the Silver Lions look like kids playing with toys," Rachel continued. "That doesn't mean I agree with her. If what you saw is real, then we could look into it."

"It's real," Gale said. "I didn't imagine a secret lab with mundanes shooting blue energy from guns."

Rachel looked down, twiddling her fingers. She didn't say anything. Cat got her tongue, I guess. Yesterday, she also couldn't share what she knew about the library with him. Of course, family would be over himself. No need to feel sad about it, or even think about it. It's just life.

Gerard cleared his throat behind Gale.

"Your car is ready, Master Hathie," the butler said.

Gale looked at Rachel. "See you tomorrow?"

"Bright and early." She smiled. "And Gale? The library... it might not be what you expect."

"What should I expect?"

"Let's just say it's more than books."

Gerard cleared his throat. "Young miss, perhaps Master Hathie should discover the library's contents himself tomorrow as planned."

"Of course. Goodnight, Gale. Text me when you get home."

Gale nodded, then turned back. Goodnights were for family…

            

    
        Chapter 119

    
    
    
    
                Gale and Rachel stood in front of the library's rustic door, different from the other doors in the hallway. Beside the door was a standing torch, lit up, fire swaying against non-existent wind.

Rachel held her hands out to him.

Reaching for his pocket, he gave her the card her grandmother gave to him. Rachel flicked it to the torch. It flashed white, then returned to her hand. The door clicked, allowing her to open the door inwards.

"Here we are," she said, giving him back the card.

When Gale caught sight of her eyes, he saw the puffiness that couldn't be covered with make up along with her reddened eyes. The usual warmth that occurred when he was near her wasn't there, instead replaced by room temperature ambient air.

He didn't mention it. "I'm ready whenever you are."

Rachel led him inside. The moment he stepped in, the full display of an ancient family's library revealed itself. Shelves that went all the way to the top of the ceiling. Tables between sections that tendrils noticed had noise dampening, either magic or physical. Morning light came through the stained glass windows that had images of a woman watching the stars.

"The Ann family collection goes back centuries," Rachel said, surprisingly her voice didn't echo in this space of the library. "We have texts that don't exist anywhere else in the world."

Gale ran his fingers along a shelf. "I can see that."

"So," Rachel smiled softly, "what you looking for… exactly?"

"Information on artifacts," Gale said. Origin Artifacts and anything about Dainvs. That was his true aim if there was even anything in the library about it. If not, fantasy books or anything that'll beat the living balls out of the mundane fantasy books like… "And maybe a bit of Aur history. Basics first, then specifics."

"General Aur history is in this section." Rachel pointed to several shelves near the entrance. "Artifact cataloguing and theory is over there."

Moving over the entrance area section, the section was literally called 'General Aur'. The text covered information he didn't care too much about. The Jiuling's creation of some guy named Heavenly Demon uniting all of Asia under the 9 Souls alliance, aka Jiuling 九灵 with the help of the Holy Fire Maiden. The United Knights, on the other hand, were developed by the Aurians of the early British rule, separated from the government. First called as the Knights of the Round Table, they modernized to become the United Knights. Lastly, the Path was actually a department that branched off of the Hudson's Bay Company after the fur trade declined. Who would've thought that a dead company actually still lives in the corrupted face of the Path? For all of this information, none of it really mattered to his current goals.

He moved to another section, picking up a book called "Bloodlines and Powers." Basic information that had nothing to do with him about ether affinities and family specializations. Only the Baker family had something interesting with their clairvoyance bloodline. Nothing about the Dainvs, though.

After an hour of browsing books, Gale turned to Rachel, who sat at a reading table flipping through her own selection.

"These are all pretty basic," he said. "Is there anything more... in-depth?"

Rachel checked her watch. "Like what?"

"Artifacts, for starters. Not just catalogues, but how they're made. What powers them."

"The artifact section I showed you has our approved texts on the subject."

"Approved?" Gale asked. "As in, there are unapproved ones?"

Rachel stood up. "Let me show you the artifact catalogues."

She led him to another section filled with what looked like thick encyclopaedias that he couldn't wrap his fingers around. Books ranged from the Sword of Chen, the Moving Mirrors of Venice, to the Jiuling's Immortal Flame.

"This is just a picture book," Gale said.

"It's a comprehensive catalogue."

"Of known artifacts, sure. But I was hoping for something on how they're made. What makes them different from regular objects?"

"That information is... restricted." Rachel's eyes turned downwards.

"Restricted?" Gale closed the book with a thud. "I got your mom's magic knuckles back, and what do I get? Things that I could probably just ask Ollie. Great."

"It's not like that," Rachel said, glancing at her watch again. "There are sections my grandma didn't approve for your access."

Gale walked past her, heading toward a roped-off area with darker shelves. "Let me guess. The interesting stuff is over there?"

"Gale, wait!"

He ducked under the velvet rope and reached for a promising-looking tome with silver lettering in a different language that looked nothing like it was from Earth. His hand hit something invisible. Not solid, but resistance that he couldn't seem to pass through. He tried forcing it more, until it pushed him back, sending his hand flying.

"What the hell?" He tried again with the same result.

"Barriers," Rachel sighed. "Grandma has them on all the restricted sections."

Gale tried another shelf with the same result. A third attempt at a locked glass case made his fingers numb. For goddamn's sake. This was his reward after risking his life for the knuckle guards. Should've known that grandma wasn't an easy one to trick. And really, it wasn't even Rachel's fault.

"The terms suck," Gale said bluntly, lying down on the floor, looking up at the ceiling.

"I know," Rachel sighed again.

"All these books and I'm stuck with basics 101 of everything," Gale grumbled.

"She doesn't trust easily," Rachel said, checking her watch again. "We only have another hour before she expects this visit to be over."

Of course her grandma was timing them. Should've also known as she kept checking her watch.

Rachel fiddled with the sleeve of her blouse. "I'm really sorry, Gale. If it were up to me..."

"Your grandma…" was an asshole, he wanted to say.

"An asshole?" Rachel said. "She is… but she has her reasons."

"She always does. Mysterious, ancient, scary reasons that nobody gets to question for your own good."

Rachel moved closer to him, peeking at him downwards . "You don't understand. These books contain family secrets. Techniques and knowledge the Anns have protected for generations."

"Then why offer library access at all?" Gale said. "Why not just give me twenty bucks and a pat on the back?"

"Because…" Rachel stopped. "You should hurry and find more."

"There's no point. Not with this kind of assholery."

Rachel turned away, moving toward a tall shelf near a window. She reached for a book, then stumbled slightly, bumping into the shelf.

A large, hard cover book fell to the floor with a thud, its pages sprawling open as it bounced.

"Oh no," Rachel said. "Definitely didn't do that on purpose."

Gale stood back up and crawled to the open book. The pages showed detailed illustrations. Four figures standing beside what appeared to be a molten planet. The heading read The Ancients' Era in flowing script.

Rachel hesitated, then knelt down beside the book. "We probably shouldn't look at this."

"Probably not." He moved his face in closer to take a read. "Especially since it fell open on its own wanting us to read it."

"Grandma would be very upset. Very," Rachel said sarcastically, making no signs of even bothering to close the book.

Gale read the text. When the beings saw the planet, they knew life would bud on this planet. From their Origin Artifacts, it gave them access to knowledge and laws of the world, as well as access to change them at will.

"What are 'Origin Artifacts'?" he asked nonchalantly, like a cool kid at recess not caring about a cool thing he saw.

Rachel's fingers traced the text. "According to legend, they're objects that existed before the universe. Not like regular artifacts used in Aur."

The beings intervened in the evolution of a species, modifying them to be more like themselves. In return, the species had developed a name for these beings. Aurumn, Vianne, Asain, Cev.

Gale's heart literally skipped a beat when he saw the name, Cev. The name the dark knight had talked of in the Eclipsed.

"We really shouldn't be reading this," Rachel said. "But since it accidentally fell open..."

"We might as well bend the rules a little," Gale finished, smiling at her. "Just this once."

Rachel returned the smile. This wasn't an accident. Somehow, now he felt bad about her puffy eyes. She created this opportunity for him.

"The Ancients' Era isn't taught in regular Aur education," Rachel said softly. "Most of it is considered myth, stories to explain how ether users came to be."

Gale pointed to the last paragraph, which described how the Ancients didn't die but went mad, destroying stars and eventually turning on each other until only one remained.

"That's a hell of an origin story," he said.

"The Ann family has always believed the Ancients were real," Rachel said. "That they modified early humans to pass on their abilities."

Gale read the passage again. None of it specifically said the species referred to in the book were humans. They were just intelligent beings that had budded on a random molten planet that was never named.

"Your grandma believes this?" he asked.

"Not just believes it," Rachel said. "She bases our entire family philosophy on it. She says we're direct descendants of Aurumn, the goddess of life and death."

"The fire powers?"

Rachel nodded.

Looking back at the illustrations, the figure labelled Aurumn had flames surrounding her whole body as 9 sun-like orbs orbited around her. Vianne was depicted with flowing scrolls and stars. Asain held what looked like a chunk of rock with gears all around him. And Cev… he was shown with darkness that swirled around him while his body was translucent.

Phase Touch and Distort.

"This is the first real discovery in this whole library," Gale said, excited. This is the kind of fantasy book he'd been talking about. The thing that blows mundane fantasy out of the water.

Rachel smiled, a genuine one this time. "I thought you might find it interesting."

"Won't you get in trouble?"

Rachel looked down at the book, then back at Gale. "Because sometimes Grandma's secrets do more harm than good. And because..." She paused. "Just because."

Gale's fingers traced the ancient text on the fallen page. His eyes stayed on the illustration of Cev. That dark hunter persona he stupidly thought of in his head wasn't sounding that stupid now. Cev was even more edgy.

"What does it say about bloodlines?" he asked, keeping his voice casual despite the excitement he felt.

Rachel pointed to a paragraph below the main text. "According to this, each Ancient passed down unique traits to their followers. They created... lineages, I guess you could call them. Each with different affinities."

"Four bloodlines from four 'gods', right?" Gale said.

"Right. And most Aurians are descended from various mixtures now, diluted over millennia." Rachel turned the page, revealing more illustrations. "Pure bloodlines are exceptionally rare."

Gale read the text, then said, "Aurumn's line carried fire and life. Vianne's carried knowledge and matter manipulation. Asain's carried earth and transmutation. And Cev's..."

"The in between and space," Rachel said. "At least that's what the legends claim."

The in between? Like Breath of the Void. It wasn't part of this world. No one else could see his reality except himself. He could somehow imagine what the tendrils would look like… an abomination of octopus like appendages. He mentally shivered. Now that was a thing of nightmares. He didn't want his hands to look like octopus tentacles.

"What's this about 'the great separation'?" Gale asked, pointing to a reference at the bottom of the page.

Rachel furrowed her brows. She checked her watch again.

"It was some kind of catastrophe," she said. "The book says there was a war which scattered that race to different worlds, and along it also scattering the bloodlines away. They all became separated and lost contact with each other."

"Is that why there are different factions now?"

"No. Just that this book is not talking about…" Rachel closed the book suddenly. "We should move on. There are other sections."

"Why are you nervous?" Gale asked.

"I'm-I'm not nervous. I just..." Rachel stuttered. She checked her watch again. "We have limited time."

Gale held her gaze until she looked away.

"Fine," she said finally. "There's more… but we'd be breaking more rules."

"I think we're past that point."

Rachel smiled slightly. "Follow me. And try to look like we're supposed to be there."

She led him across the library to another section. A wooden sign hung from brass hooks: "Restricted - Ann Family Only."

Rachel stopped at the barrier, looking over her shoulder. The way she became more shifty made whatever beyond seemed important, like a cat burglar.

Smiling at the thought, Gale followed closely behind her, glancing over his shoulders as well. A slight resistance met him as if the section didn't want him there. When Rachel reached out to his hand, the pressure disappeared as she pulled him in.

The temperature took a sudden drop as he entered the restricted section. The calming scent of slowly burning sandalwood wafted at him. As he rounded the corner, glass cases lined the walls, each containing a single book.

Rachel stopped at a case near the centre. Inside lay a book bound in simple red leather.

"Aurumn's Legacy," Rachel read aloud. "It's a special book, mostly because of its age, but I remember my mom reading this to me."

She took a key from her pocket. "I shouldn't be doing this."

"Then why?" Gale asked.

Rachel didn't reply immediately. She put the key into the case's lock and turned it. A soft click, and the case opened.

"Just because," Rachel lifted the book carefully and carried it to a nearby reading table. She opened it.

"It's not written in English," she said, "but I can translate."

Gale leaned over her, shoulder to shoulder, close enough that he could smell the hints of wood, amber, and a large hint of spices from her perfume. Looking at the alien language of the book, the pages filled with script and sketches of beings wrapped in flames.

"One love. One chance. Forever," Rachel read outloud. "What mortals call love is but a shadow of the bond shared by the first ones."

Her finger traced the text horizontally.

"The book tells the story of a god who fell in love with a mortal in the world she inhabited. She had a happy life with him, but only for a while. As time passed by, arguments rose up and his age became apparent. Then in his last moments, he asked her why she had not aged, forever concealing her true identity." Rachel turned the page. "It continues, and the author warns the other gods of the sweet perils she faced during his lifetime. No longer can she give again as she wanders that world alone, not accepting the countless offers she received from other suitors. Other gods bond with fellow gods, becoming forever entwined. Their fates inseparable. Yet her, she is alone to mourn, forever connected to his grave."

"Sounds romantic? I guess," he said. Loving only once, but what if that loved one dies? It was a curse.

Rachel didn't look up from the page. "Although it's called Aurumn's Curse, my mom always referred to it as a blessing."

"A curse disguised as a blessing?" Gale asked.

"Or a blessing disguised as a curse." Rachel continued reading: "When Aurumn perished, the remaining three vowed to instill a part of her fire into them. They bestowed upon their children the gift of singular devotion."

She flipped through more pages. "Later accounts describe how this 'blessing' manifested as an unbreakable bond. Once formed, it could never be undone or transferred."

"So the race modified by these gods could only love one person ever? That's more like a prison sentence than a blessing." Gale said.

Rachel looked up suddenly, their eyes meeting. She looked down immediately and continued. "Our family believes we're direct descendants of Aurumn. That's why grandma is so protective of these texts. They're not just history. They're our heritage."

"And do you believe it?" Gale asked.

"I don't know. Sometimes I think it's just stories to explain why our family has such strong… fire," Rachel said, looking down. She snapped the book closed. "We should continue. Time is limited."

Rachel quickly returned the book to its case, locked it, and went toward another section.

It took him a second to stand back up and follow her. What was he supposed to say in that case? He hadn't read many romance books. Was it really that special? But she showed him that for a reason.

"Rachel," he called after her as he caught up. "Why did you show me that?"


            

    
        Chapter 120

    
    
    
    
                Rachel paused, her back to him. But even as his eyes couldn't see her face, the tendrils showed him the tears welling up before she blinked them away.

"I thought you should know what my grandmother believes. What our family is built on," she said.

"That's not the whole reason," Gale said.

"I want to show you something. Something few have ever seen." Rachel ignored him and moved through the bookshelves. Gale followed, better to not push it when she's already mad.

They reached a shelf with identical black-bound folios. Nothing special about it until Rachel pulled the third book from the right. Instead of coming free, it tilted forward with a click. The entire bookcase swung inward, showing a narrow passage.

"A secret room inside a secret library," Gale said. "Neat."

Rachel didn't smile. "This way. Quickly."

The passage opened to a small miniature library the size of his washroom at home. The space felt warm, or it could be just Rachel giving off a heatwave. Not too hot that it would make him sweat.

"Personal bloodline records," Rachel said, waving to the walls lined with slim volumes. "Every Ann born has an entry here."

But Gale barely heard her. His attention was fixed on one of the shelves as if drawn to it. The book looked like it was bound in metal with an odd looking shimmer that shifted from silver to black with no semblance of logic. Even when he didn't move, the book looked like it had distorted the light to shift its appearance.

"What is that book?" he asked, moving toward it.

Rachel stepped between him and the shelf. "That's not what I brought you to see."

"But why does it look like that?"

"Grandmother just said it's just an old family relic," she said too quickly. "The bloodline records are over here."

But Gale had already stepped around her. The book drew him closer, making the hair on the back of his neck stand.

"Gale, wait!"

He touched the metallic cover. A jolt ran up his arm, strong but not painful, which felt more similar to when he first held the Weber sword.

The cover flipped open by itself. Pages turned on their own, flipping quickly before stopping halfway through. The text glowed with a blue light that pulsed steadily.

"CEV," Gale read aloud. The words brightened as he spoke.

"Gale. What ar…." She said something, but he couldn't hear it.

Gale's eyes dropped to the page.

The children of Cev carry within them the space in between realities. They move through matter with ease. Distort their surroundings. Alter reality to their will. And their minds comprehend battle and war as others comprehend breathing. These gifts serve their sacred duty: to be the vanguard against the corruption that seeks to unravel what the Ancients have cherished.

Below that, historical accounts described warriors from Cev's line fighting alongside users of the everlasting fire. The warriors used various weapons, all using them as if flowing through multiple forms without the need to change their weapons. Alongside them, the healers raged on with their fire, healing their sisters and brothers while burning away the corruption with the cleansing flame.

When he turned the page, the script lit up. A figure appeared above him, about his height, but undiscernible and translucent with a deep dark that covered its chest. 14 swords pointed at him, each one veiled in darkness. Each of them encased in the similar dim glow of Phase Touch. Behind the figure, a single massive eye looked at him.

The being above him spoke. It did not move its mouth, in fact, nothing moved. The message itself embedded into his skull.

Hide. It's too soon.

The very words reverberated around everywhere. When he looked back, Rachel was frozen, unmoving as if stopped in time.

Hide.

Stay low.

It's too soon.

It repeated.

"Hide from what?!" Gale shouted at the being.

Young lamb. Hide.

The dark knight told him to not hide, but then what was he supposed to hide from? He's been following his parents' teachings all along, and all it did was hurt him. Now this stupid being was telling him to hide again.

Young lamb. Do not tell anyone.

"Tell what? Tell me!!" Gale shouted even louder.

The being's eyes pointed at Rachel, then it said, Too soon.

That single word shook the whole room, deafeningly loud, that Gale had to close his ears. When the sound was gone, he blinked and saw the book closed like it was before he had touched it. He looked back, Rachel, staring at him.

"What were you doing?" Rachel asked.

"I… uh."

"We should go," she said. "This section has always been weird, even for me. It's not safe."

She grabbed him by the arm, the warmth from it snapping away the daze he'd been in after that experience.

As she pulled him out of the secret room, he asked, "What was that book?"

"I really don't know. My grandma says it's just a relic that she can't open," Rachel said, this time looking at him straight in the eyes.

She wasn't lying. Tendrils that monitored her heart rate also said she wasn't lying.

Gale sighed, "What does Cev mean to your family?"

She paused. "That depends on who you ask. To Grandmother, the name represents an ancient threat. To others in our history..." She hesitated. "My mom said he's an ally."

"And to you?"

"I don't know."

She pushed the bookshelf back into position, sealing the secret room.

"Grandmother will be expecting us soon," she said. "We should head back to the main house."

They walked in silence back through the rows of books. Why did the being look at Rachel when he told him to hide? Hide whatever he was? Of course he was. Even the dark knight had told him he was the last… and then there were also Rachel's own secrets. He wasn't any different from her, hiding his own.

While he followed her, she moved quickly, checking her watch every now and then. That was right. Family was always more important, and he wasn't one of them.

"We should be close enough to the entrance," she whispered. "Grandmother is precise about timing, but-"

As she turned to face him, Rachel's hip hit the edge of a nearby shelf. A slim volume from the top fell to the floor between them.

"Not again," she muttered, glancing nervously toward the library entrance.

The book lay open at their feet. Unlike the others, this one was bound in a material so dark it looked like it absorbed the light around it.

"The Watching Stars: Survival Among Hunters," Gale read from the page.

"I've never seen this one before." Rachel hesitated to pick it up. Instead, she knelt beside it, her fingers hovering above the paper without touching it. Gale joined her, taking in the contents of the book.

Eyes. Dozens of them, drawn in silver ink that shined like actual stars. They dotted what looked like a night sky, but their arrangement had a note of the uncanny, as if the eyes themselves watched the two of them looking into the book.

Gale leaned closer. The text was in an old script, but still readable:

They watch from the void, hunting what they cannot become. The Divines scattered across worlds, fleeing the gaze of the Celestials who would consume their essence.

Below that, an illustration showed humanoid figures running across star fields, chased by massive shapes made entirely of eyes and darkness.

"What is this?" Gale asked.

"I don't know. Grandma always mentioned something about 'the stars are watching,' but I thought she was just paranoid. She won't tell me."

Gale turned the page. A new illustration showed the fleeing figures hiding among crowds of smaller beings on various planets.

The Hunters cannot distinguish their prey when properly concealed. Assimilation is the primary defence. The Divines who survived were those who hid themselves within lesser beings, adapting their forms and suppressing their true nature.

Those who revealed themselves became targets. Those who gathered in groups were located and eaten. Only those who remained apart, hidden among the mundane, survived the great culling.

"This is..." Rachel's fingers moved to her throat.

Another page showed the eyes in the sky focusing on a planet where a gathering of beings had formed. The next illustration showed that same world broken open, the beings inside consumed by the watching darkness.

"The stars are watching," Gale read from the text. "Even now, they search. The survivors must remain hidden, for to be found is to invite destruction not only upon oneself but upon all in one's vicinity."

"Grandmother used to say that. 'The stars are watching.' I thought it was just another cryptic saying."

Gale turned another page, finding a list.

To use one's full power is to become visible. To gather with others of your kind is to become a beacon. To reveal your nature to lesser beings is to risk exposure through their indiscretion.

Hold on. In other words, isn't this the tale of staying low, blend in, and just survive?

A footstep behind them caused Gale to flinch, head snapping to the source.

"Enough reading for today," Gerard said.

Gale and Rachel both stood up quickly. Gerard stood at the end of the aisle, expressionless.

"Young miss, your grandmother is asking for you," Gerard said. "And Master Hathie has overstayed his library privileges."

Rachel closed the book quickly. "We were just finishing up, Gerard."

"Indeed." Gerard took the book from her hand, floating it up to the top of the shelf. "An interesting choice of literature."

"It fell," Rachel said. "We were just putting it back."

"Some books have a habit of finding themselves in the wrong hands," Gerard said flatly. "Your grandmother is waiting in her study, Miss Rachel."

Rachel nodded, glancing at Gale. "I'll see her right away."

"And you, Master Hathie," Gerard said, "are free to leave. The car can take you wherever you need to go."

"Thanks, but I can find my own way."

"As you wish." Gerard gestured toward the exit. "This way, please."

Gale looked at Rachel, who seemed to look between him and Gerard.

"Go," he said. "I'll text you later."

She smiled with a sigh. "Good luck with your research."

"Good luck with your grandmother," he replied.

Gerard walked them through the library's main doors into the mansion's grand hallway. When they reached the main lobby, Rachel headed up the staircase while Gale was led to the front entrance.

"Master Hathie," Gerard said as they reached the door.

"Yeah?"

"What you read today... it would be best not to mention it outside these walls."

Gale kept his face blank. "What did I read today?"

A slight smile broke the usual flat demeanor of the butler. "Good day, sir."

Stepping outside, the morning air felt oddly refreshing from that pressure cooker of a mansion. Gale walked down the long driveway, past the garden and towards the gate that opened automatically when he neared it.

If the last book was right, then the being from Cev's book might have been telling him to hide whatever he was to survive. Don't tell anyone what he was lest he incur the wrath of the watching stars.

It was definitely too soon. Even Guide would always say to attain a higher core class. He sighed as he reached the sidewalk. Having a secret he couldn't tell a friend didn't feel very good.



[Ancient’s Era Excerpt] 

Long ago, a million years after the beginning of time, four Ancients woke up. Beside them, a molten planet revolved around a small star. They knew that this planet will undoubtedly form life in the next few million years. They also knew that they were the first ever beings to become sentient in the whole universe and their power came from the density of what they called “Origin Artifact"

It is this “Origin Artifact” that gave them knowledge, language, abilities, and foresight of the future. In consequence, they knew of their imminent death. Sooner or later, they would die at the hands of their own bodies.

For several millennia, they travelled across the universe and patiently waited for that day. As it got closer to their times of death, they went back to the molten planet and saw life sprout from its soil.

In that abundance of life, they saw beings of similar structure to them, yet not similar. These beings relied on their intellect instead of their brawn to fend off prey. They relied on numbers and on each other to survive the day.

From observing these creatures, the Ancients all looked at each other and decided to intervene.

They intervened in the evolutionary process of the intelligent beings so that the intelligent beings would be akin to themselves. They would be akin to the Ancients, without the error in their bodies. They modified four individuals who would pass on their own Ancient genes. With these four individuals, they would reproduce and, sooner or later, the whole population will be akin to the Ancients.

Through this answer, the Ancients found what they were born to do. At least, that's what they thought. They entrusted this species with their legacy.

The species, in turn, gave them names.

To the Goddess of Life and Death, Aurumn.

To the Goddess of Knowledge and Wisdom, Vianne.

To the God of Creation and Matter, Asain.

To the God of Space and Void, Cev.

Hundreds of years passed by. With the influence of the Ancients, the species grew at a remarkable pace. In 300 years, they were able to reach the industrial era. Of course, this was all thanks to their still minuscule Origin in their bodies that gave them knowledge. Every year, their offspring’s Origin would grow depending on the purity of their lineage. But it would not continue to grow up to a certain point. This was the Ancients’ fail-safe modification. Their bodies would still be similar, if not the same. Once it reached that point, their Origin would remain constant and they would take over the Ancients’ Legacy.

The Ancients soon understood that the end of their time was near.

One by one, the Ancient Ones flew away with knowledge of their deaths.

Death, however, didn't come to them. Instead of death, they became mad. They destroyed everything in their vicinity without rest. They saw through their eyes the horrible destruction of countless stars. They could do nothing but watch as their bodies moved on their own.

The Origin in their bodies soon sought after the other Ancient Ones, consuming them from the inside. Only one was left.

His body grew weaker and weaker as endless time passed by. His body soon shattered.


            

    
        Chapter 121

    
    
    
    
                Mrs. Chen wrote a complex formula on the whiteboard, her marker squeaking against the surface. The classroom lights buzzed overhead at Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre.

"For Wednesday's test, know these chemical equations," she said, tapping the board. "I'll ask you to balance at least three of them. You'll also need to identify the oxidizing and reducing agents in each reaction."

Gale copied the notes without really focusing. He kept looking across the room at Mia, Andrew, and Jacob, who sat together on the opposite side, away from him.

It had been a week since he'd seen them. He hadn't contacted them once. No texts. No calls. No nothing.

Mrs. Chen continued, "Remember, redox reactions involve electron transfer. One element loses electrons while another gains them."

Tendrils showed him everything he didn't want to see. Andrew kept glancing his way, a slight frown on his face. Jacob pretended to study but kept glancing in Andrew's direction. Mia, on the other hand, just looked plain angry. She didn't even try to hide it like the other two. Her brows furrowed, mouth complete frown, and eyes giving him the same vibes as Ms. Molly's when she was about to pepper him with a 2 hour nag session. She'd have distinct levels of stares ranging from level 1 hour to level 6 hour nags. A single word could describe it, scary.

It wasn't entirely his fault. He got knocked out. If even he could get knocked out, mundanes wouldn't even stand a chance.

Gale glanced back at them. Only Mia didn't retreat her gaze when he did. That's right, they were all just mundanes. Getting mixed up with him could get them killed.

"Balance the charges by adding electrons to either side of the half-reaction," Mrs. Chen said. "Questions?"

No one spoke. The clock ticked closer to the end of class.

Remember, Gale. With great power comes great decisions he had to make to keep them safe.

Mrs. Chen checked her watch. "That's it for today. Review chapters twelve through fourteen. Don't forget about the acid-base equilibrium concepts—they'll be on the test too."

Students packed up their things. Gale put his notebook in his backpack while watching his friends whisper to each other. They walked toward the door together.

He followed them into the hallway. They stopped nearby, talking among themselves. When they saw him, they went quiet.

"Hey," Gale said.

Andrew nodded stiffly. Jacob looked at his shoes. Mia crossed her arms.

"Where have you been?" Mia almost shouted.

"I had some personal matters to handle," Gale said.

"Personal matters?" Mia crossed her arms. "For a week? Without a single text?"

Students moved around them in the hallway. Someone bumped Gale's shoulder without apologizing.

"I was busy," Gale said. "Look, we should talk somewhere private."

"Now you want to talk?" Mia said. "After ghosting us for a week?"

"We were worried, man." Andrew scratched his neck, looking away.

"We thought you might be dead," Jacob said. "Or worse."

Gale looked left and right, checking the students that passed by in the crowded hallway. "Not here. Too many ears."

"Fine," Mia said.

The group moved to a corner of the hallway where there was less traffic. Gale waited until they huddled closer. "I think we should keep our distance… from each other."

"Excuse me?" Mia shouted above the background noise.

"The world I'm a part of… Aur. I think it's better for you guys to stay away from it."

Andrew leaned forward. "So you disappear for a week, then show up to just tell us to fuck off? Not cool, dude."

"I'm protecting you," Gale said.

"Protect us?" Mia laughed. "After everything that's happened?"

"That's exactly why. You don't belong," Gale said.

"We don't belong?" Mia stepped closer, eyes glaring directly into his eyes. "We were there when that thing attacked us and you killed it. We survived, and if we don't belong, then maybe you even think we're not your friends."

Jacob fidgeted with his zipper. "I mean, maybe he has a point, right?"

"No," Mia immediately said. "He doesn't. Now which is it, Mr. Hero?"

Gale felt them pulling away with every word. "You don't get what you're getting involved with. These people, these things are beyond what you can handle."

"So explain it to us," Andrew said. "Help us understand."

"I can't," Gale said. "The less you know, the better."

Wasn't he what Rachel's grandma was doing to Rachel? She didn't tell her granddaughter anything. The less she knew, the better. But they were mundanes. The less they delved into Aur, the better. That's right. If you can't fight a bear, then it's better to not fight a bear, and Mia was completely running a garbage sized truck beast.

"While you were off doing whatever, I've been looking into things myself." Mia pulled out her phone. She showed Gale her screen. "These are two blocks from my apartment. Taken three days ago."

The photos showed two men exchanging small packages in an alley. One carried a case like the one Gale pulled from the dealers that almost dusted her.

"That's dust," he said.

"I figured," Mia said. "The same stuff those guys tried to dose me with. It's all over my neighbourhood now."

"Mia! You can't do that on your own. Do you know how dangerous that is?" Gale held her by the shoulders.

"Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to leave us in the dark?" Mia shrugged off his hands. "These dealers are showing up around our homes, our school, and we don't know the first thing about protecting ourselves."

"The best protection is to stay out of it completely," Gale said.

"Too late for that," Andrew said. "They've already seen our faces. What if they come looking for us?"

That didn't even cross Gale's mind.

"Look," Mia said, putting her phone back into her pocket. "We'll figure it out ourselves with or without you." She turned to Andrew and Jacob. "Let's go."

She pushed off the corner. Andrew followed.

"Wait," Gale said, stepping into their path. "You can't just walk into this blind. You're mundanes!"

"Mundanes?" Mia's face turned red. "Is that what you call us? Like we're some lesser species?"

"That's not what I meant…."

"Then what did you mean?" Andrew asked.

"You're not Awakened," Gale said. "You don't have abilities. If you get caught in the middle of this, that's it for you. There's no coming back from that."

"And you think hiding from it will keep us safe?" Mia said. "These dust dealers are in our neighbourhoods. That monster was in a building we decided to explore. We're already in it, whether you help us or not."

"You don't understand. This is bigger than all of us. Even I can't…"

"Can't what?" Mia pressed.

"Can't fix it," Gale said. "The dust trade, the monsters, the rifts. It's all too big even for me. What's the point of you investigating? What can you possibly do that people with actual powers can't?"

"So because we can't shoot lasers from our eyes or walk through walls, we should just accept being collateral damage? Just wait around for something to kill us or for someone like you to save us?" Mia raised her voice, loud enough that the passersby glanced her way.

"That's not what I meant."

"I think it's exactly what you meant," Mia said. She looked at Andrew and Jacob. "We don't need him. Let's go."

"Where are you going?" Gale asked.

"Away from you," Mia said.

"I'm hungry anyway. That new HK café opened up nearby. We could grab some food and talk about this without..." Andrew gave him the side eye.

"Without the superhero looking down on us mere mortals?" Mia said.

Jacob nodded. "Yeah, that place on Dufferin. I hear their pineapple buns are good."

They started walking down the hallway. Gale just stood there. Why can't they see they were running straight at a beast bigger than a garbage truck? Normally, people should be about self preservation, then why?! His hand almost smashed against the wall, stopping before it hit.

"You disappeared on us," Mia shouted down the hall. "Now we're returning the favour."

They walked away with their backs to him.

A week ago, Gale would have let them go without thinking twice about leaving… or was he the one running away? Staying alone was safer anyways. The being in the book even told him to hide. It was too soon for whatever this was.

But seeing them leave like this, with her back to him slowly walking away, it really really hurt.

They were putting themselves in danger and all he was doing was hiding.

Gale took a step forward, then stopped. He shouldn't chase them. That'd lead to more hurt. Seeing them hurt and then he becomes hurt. Does he really want that pain again? Getting attached always led to pain.

Turning away, he walked and went down to the first floor. After exiting the building, he went into the empty alley between the two brick buildings and leaned against the walls. It should be fine. This was for the better. The beating heart he had should really stop being so annoyingly loud.

Gale closed his eyes and checked his status.

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 11.33/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 100

Efficiency: 100

Essence: 166/200

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.3]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Essence Control Lv.1][Dainv Combat Arts Lv.1]

…

He stared at the numbers. His eyes went lower, down to the points he used to buy Weber.

[Mission points: 0]

After all the fights, all the training, all the danger, it ended with him having zero fucking points. He hadn't progressed since getting the Weber gun. His core density stayed stuck just short of the next level.

How was he supposed to get stronger without killing to get stronger to protect them? The monsters and drug dealers he'd faced recently had given him nothing. No progress. Just the same numbers.

Gale kicked a soda can down the alley. Distort activated easily. The air around him bent, making him invisible. He jogged out of the alley and through Toronto's streets to the nearest bus stop.

Two hours later, Gale stood outside the abandoned warehouse in Oshawa. The gray building looked just as he'd left it of shattered windows, peeling paint, and a padlock. He phased through the doors, taking in the familiar view of sword marks all over the concrete floor and pillars.

Gale walked to the centre of the empty space. His footsteps echoed.

"Guide," he said. "What should I do?"

[Query rejected. Mundane connections, threat level: Minimal.]

Gale suddenly hit the concrete floor with his fist. The impact cracked the surface, shifting the ceiling and causing dust to fall.

"Fuck!" The word echoed off the walls.

He was stuck between worlds. All this work of being normal for fucking nothing. Stuck between both worlds, not committing to either one. Ollie saw him as an asset while Rachel treated him as an outsider to her family. In a way, he was an outsider to both.

And then there were his friends. The only people who knew him as Gale, without him saving them in the Eclipsed.

Gale put his left hand in his pocket, took up the inventory screen, and tapped on Weber blade. The sword materialized in his right hand. In one quick motion, the sword stretched into a spear, transitioning into the first swipe upwards.

[Mission: Practice Skills automatically accepted.]

Gale barely noticed Guide's words as he moved from one stance to another. The spear changed back to a sword, then to a spear again. Each swing produced no sound, no whistle in the silent warehouse.

He spent his whole life hiding, blending in, surviving, doing what his parents wanted him to do. And when he finally stepped out of that comfort zone, it had gotten him things he didn't know how to deal with.

Sweat dripped as he pushed himself harder. The sword whistled through the air. The spear thrust at imaginary enemies. His muscles burned, but he kept going.

There was no point to any of it. To anything he was doing against it. The dust trade was huge, possibly bigger than he could imagine, spreading outwards from Canada. Rifts kept opening, most likely letting in nightmares from wherever it led. The major factions and families were all fighting their own shadow wars while regular people caught strays.

Gale heard a ding in his notifications as he dropped his sword. He ignored it and fell to his knees, breathing hard. Sweat dripped onto the cracked floor.

Maybe he wasn't meant to be great. Maybe these problems were just too big for one person to fix. Even too big for whatever a Dainv was like he was. If Rachel's grandma was even afraid of those above, maybe it was all meaningless in the face of the watching stars. His parents had spent their lives hiding, moving around, never settling down. Never fighting back or trying to change anything.

Maybe they were right all along.

The sun had long gone down as Gale sat in the shadow of the pillar alone. Maybe accepting painful solitude was better. No attachments meant no pain when those attachments broke. No relationships meant no one to mourn when time took them. He wouldn't have to remember Dmitry or John's dying face every goddamn day. To everyone, it happened 5 years ago, but to him, it only happened a couple of months ago. Even feeling Marcus's feet drumming on the floor slowly grow weaker haunted him.

The less you know the better. That's what he said to his friends who knew nothing. For all he knew, that could've come out of Rachel's grandma. It's funny, isn't it? The more you have to lose, the more you want to control.

Gale clenched his fist. No. I can't. I'm not going to be like her.

            

    
        Chapter 122

    
    
    
    
                The physics classroom emptied. Students walked out, talking about their plans on the weekend, the new bubble tea store, and the new sci-fi fantasy movie that came out yesterday based on a book that flopped. Just a couple of months ago, Gale would probably know what book that was. Now, he didn't even know. They didn't even mention the title.

Mr. Walker's bowtie bounced as he erased the board, erasing the things he wrote during class. "Don't forget, folks! Kinematics isn't just about numbers. It's about understanding how our universe moves!"

All the other students had left, except Gale.

He sat alone, looking at his half-written notes. The classroom was quiet, except for the whistling of the teacher.

Mr. Walker glanced behind and saw him. "Something on your mind, Mr. Hathie? Physics giving you trouble?"

"No, sir. Just thinking."

"Well, thinking is good! That's what Einstein did. Just sat and thought about riding light beams." Mr. Walker chuckled. "But maybe do your thinking somewhere else? I need to lock up. You know what they say, think under an apple tree."

"Right. Sorry."

Gale packed his notebook and stood up. Mr. Walker hummed as he gathered his papers. The hallway outside was empty too. Mia, Jacob, and Andrew were already gone, probably together and still mad at him. Maybe even worse than mad.

Walking through the hallways, he closed his eyes, letting Breath of the Void tendrils spread out everywhere.

They weren't nearby. He pushed further, allowing the tendrils to spread through the streets of the learning centre.

There. Three distinct mundane signatures moving away. His friends, heading towards Yorkdale Mall.

Opening his eyes, he began to walk faster. They'd probably be going to the food court. He headed to the exit, tightening the straps of his backpack on his shoulders.

As he walked to the mall, his phone buzzed.

[Rachel: Hope your classes went well. Grandmother wants to know if you'll be visiting the library again soon.]

He ignored it. She can wait for now, and he wasn't exactly sure he wanted to reply to her right away. That's what he told himself anyway, and to drown the thoughts out, he began to run.

In less than ten minutes, he arrived at Yorkdale Mall's parking lot and walked through the glass entrance. The place was full of afternoon shoppers. Teens hung out, laughing at whatever joke and talking about some sci-fi fantasy movie he totally didn’t care about. A mom pushed a stroller as the dad gave their daughter an ice cream cone. Normal people in normal settings.

Instead of taking the escalator this time, he took the stairs, taking two steps at a time. When he got to the top, he scanned the tables, and there they were, at a table near Shanghai 360. Mia drank some milk from a cup with black ball thingies in it while Jacob talked with too much animation about the same sci-fi fantasy movie he'd been hearing about. Andrew picked at his fries while scrolling his phone.

Gale walked toward them, weaving between tables. They didn't notice him until he stood right at their table.

"Hey," he said.

The conversation stopped. All three looked up at him.

"What do you want?" Mia asked.

"Can I sit with you guys?" Gale asked, not breaking eye contact with Mia.

Andrew and Jacob looked at Mia. She was the deciding vote. She stirred her cup with the straw before responding.

"Fine," she finally said.

Gale pulled out the empty chair and sat down. Nobody spoke for a full minute. Andrew continued to scroll through his phone, where a cute video of a dog woofed softly at a baby.

Jacob cleared his throat. "So, uh..."

"I'm sorry," Gale said. "For what I said earlier."

Mia looked up from her cup.

"I shouldn't have disappeared on you guys," Gale continued. "After everything we went through."

"You think?" Mia said.

"Did I ever tell you guys my parents would always fight over which Star Wars figures to buy because they weren't cheap?" Jacob said.

Everyone turned to look at him.

"My mom bought me so many of them. Like, boxes full. I became the biggest nerd in elementary school." Jacob smiled. "My parents never minded. They were Star Wars nerds too. Dad had the original trilogy on VHS and wouldn't let me touch them. Apparently, they're worth thousands now."

"Your folks sound cool and nerdy, but cool," Andrew said.

"They were. Still are. They let me be myself." Jacob looked at each of them around the table. "What about you guys? Did your parents let you be you?"

Andrew grabbed another fry from his tray. "Me? I'm doing university classes. Economics. Getting kinda boring though."

"Why?" Gale asked.

Andrew smiled and said, "dad always told me to never stop learning. But university wasn't what I thought it was. It felt like... I was just there to get a degree, to get a job. Not fun at all, man."

"So you came to the learning centre?" Jacob asked.

"Yeah. Different subjects, different people. It's free too." Andrew's smile faded. "Dad would've. Even though he was old, I could've went with him and learned together random subjects that interested us. But he passed a couple years back. Cancer."

"I'm sorry," Gale said.

"Never knew my mom though. Dad said she split when I was a baby," Andrew said. "Sometimes I wonder what she was like."

Mia took a sip of her bubble tea.

"Guess it's my turn," she said. "You guys know my mom works multiple jobs. Has my whole life. Cleaning houses, convenience stores, whatever she could find."

Mia looked at her fingers, fiddling with them. "I'm at the learning centre. Need my credits so I can go to college, get a decent job, take care of her for once."

"Your mom sounds tough," Jacob said.

"She is. Had to be," Mia said. "My asshole dad wasn't. He got hooked on fentanyl when I was eight. Died in less than a year after."

"Fuck," Andrew whispered.

"Yeah. Drug dealers, they've been around my neighbourhood my whole life. I've seen what that shit does to people." Mia looked directly at Gale. "That's why I dunno… I just have to do something. I can't just ignore it."

Gale gulped. "I get it."

"Do you?" Mia said.

"I do," Gale said. "And… sorry. I was an idiot yesterday. Keeping you in the dark was wrong."

"So what's changed?" Andrew asked.

"I realized…" Gale played with his hands on the table. "I was an asshole."

Mia snorted. "Good job figuring that one out."

"Sorry. I'm just saying that I wanna help. That's what friends do, right?"

Mia crossed her arms. "So now you want to help?"

"Yes," Gale said. "But promise me."

"What's that?" Jacob asked.

"Promise you'll stay safe. No more taking photos of drug dealers. No more investigating on your own."

The three friends exchanged glances.

"And in return?" Mia asked.

"I'll tell you everything I can. Help you understand what we're dealing with."

"Everything?" Andrew pressed.

"There's stuff I can't say. Not because I don't want to, but because I don't know as much as you guys think I do."

Mia stared at him before responding, "Fine. I promise."

"Me too," Jacob said.

"Same here," Andrew said.

Gale took a deep breath. "Thank you."

"So start talking," Mia said.

"Remember when I disappeared for almost a week? I was doing a job with some people intercepting a shipment at the airport."

"What kind of shipment?" Andrew asked.

"It was supposed to be just a dust shipment. Turns out, there was a special container there that we needed. Something important enough that even the Path wanted."

Jacob leaned forward.

"The operation went bad. We were set up. This guy, Victor Wang, was one of Spotlight's messengers. He was waiting for us."

"Spotlight? The dust dealer?" Mia asked.

"Wang had a gun to my head. He would've killed me if Rachel hadn't shown up."

"The scary hot rich girl? I mean literally, she made the room heat up," Andrew said.

"Yeah. She saved my life. Took me back to her family's place to recover."

"Is that why you were gone so long?" Jacob asked.

"Part of it. There's stuff that happened at the Ann estate that I can't talk about. Rachel would literally kill me if I shared certain things."

Andrew leaned forward. "So what's the deal with you two? Are you dating?"

"It's complicated," Gale occupied himself by looking at a child eating a burrito twice the size of its head, reminding him of the lobster that came with the storage box.

"Sounds like a movie," Jacob said. "Drug busts, gunfights, mysterious rich families and factions. You living a double life or something?"

"Something like that." Gale glanced at Mia, who had been unusually quiet. "What?"

"I'm trying to figure out how the airport bust connects to the dust ring around here," she said. "Are the dealers near Yorkdale connected to this Spotlight person?"

"Maybe. The dust trade is bigger than I thought. Canada's becoming a major distribution hub."

"But why? What does dust actually do?" Andrew asked.

"It depends on who takes it. For certain people, it enhances abilities temporarily. For others..."

"For normal people like us, it kills," Mia finished.

Gale nodded.

"So what now?" Andrew asked. "We just forget everything we've seen?"

"No," Gale said. "That ship has sailed. But you stay away from direct danger. Let me handle that part."

"And what? We just sit around while you play superhero?" Mia said.

"There are other ways you can help. Ways that don't get you attacked by magical humans," Gale said. "Information. Research. Things I don't have time for."

"Like what?" Jacob leaned forward even more, letting his belly spill on the table.

"Missing persons reports. News about strange incidents. Patterns in where dust is showing up. Things that might connect."

"That makes sense. We could do that." Andrew put a hand on his chin.

"Safely," Gale said.

"What about school?" Mia asked. "Those dealers know we go there."

"I'll handle that," Gale said. "But I need to know you won't go looking for trouble."

Mia didn't answer that. Instead, she continued, "what about my neighbourhood? Jane and Finch isn't exactly getting safer while you play secret agent with rich people."

"What do you mean?" Gale asked.

"I mean I've got no solution except to keep watching them. Someone has to."

Gale leaned forward, elbows on the table. "Tell me exactly what you've seen. No more vague descriptions."

Mia looked around the food court before pulling out her phone. She swiped through a few photos and slid it across the table. "Look for yourself."

Her phone showed photos of street corners where cars were parked. Men in hoodies exchanging something while glancing back. It wouldn't have been odd if these were normal drug dealers, but the red coloured hoodies gave it all away.

"They don't even hide it," Mia said. "Most people think it's just regular drugs. Fentanyl, crack, whatever. But I've been watching. Some of the bags have that purple shine to them. Like what those guys tried to dose me with."

Gale swiped through more photos. "You took all these?"

"From my bedroom window. Mom works nights at the cleaning service, so I stay up. Our apartment faces the street."

"Jesus, Mia," Andrew said.

"What? You think I should just close my blinds and pretend it's not happening?" She took her phone back. "The worst part is they're mixing it with regular stuff. Adding dust to normal drugs."

"And selling it to normal people?" Jacob asked.

"Yep." Mia sighed. "So don't talk to me about staying safe while pretending it doesn't exist. That shit killed my dad. Not dust, but drugs. Same dealers, same corners."

"Different result though," Gale said. "Dust doesn't just get you high. It..." He looked around the crowded food court. "It does things to normal bodies that fentanyl can't even touch."

"There you go again with that 'normal' crap," Mia snapped. "Sorry we can't all be special like you."

"I didn't mean it like that."

"Then how did you mean it?"

Gale stared at her for a second. "Fine. I'll clean it up."

"What?" Andrew paused on chewing the fry in his mouth.

"I'll clean up Mia's neighbourhood. It won't last, but at least they won't be there for a while."

"You're going to take on all the dealers by yourself?" Jacob asked.

"Why not? I am their hunter. Victor Wang called me that too."

Jacob's eyes literally beamed at Gale when he said that word. "Dude, you got a nickname from a bad guy? That's so cool! Like you're Batman or something!"

Shit. That slipped out. How does he even explain where the 'dark hunter' comes from without sounding edgy and cringe?

Andrew laughed. "Yeah bro. What the hell is this hunter thing!?"

Mia slammed her hand on the table. "How exactly are you planning to 'clean up' my neighbourhood?" she asked, making air quotes. "Because if your plan involves cutting off more hands, my mom's got enough to deal with without police showing up at our door."

"I'll figure something out," Gale said. "Can I visit your place? See what we're dealing with firsthand?"

 "Not sure my mom will let you in the apartment, though. She's weird about guy visitors," Mia said.

"That's fine," Gale said. "I can observe from outside."

"I've got some stuff on my computer too. Photos, notes, license plates of cars that keep showing up. You can look at those while you're there." Mia paused. "You okay with spicy food?"

"No," Gale said. "Why?"

"Because my mom will feed you if you come over."

"What do you mean?"

"It's a cultural thing. Can't let guests leave with an empty stomach. It's a Mexican household thing. It's like against the law or something. Mom will make you eat regardless if you say you're not hungry."

"Oh," Gale said. "No, I can't take spicy."

"I'll tell her. She makes amazing chilaquiles, but she can tone down the salsa." Mia almost smiled.

Chilaquiles, salsa all sounded exotic. He'd only heard the second one from a fantasy book that somehow referenced Earth cuisine. Weird take on that book, but ok.

"When you coming by?" Mia asked.

"Tonight?"

"I'll text you the address."

"Thanks."

Jacob cleared his throat. "So... we're all friends again?"

Andrew snorted. "Were we ever not friends? Even when the world's weirdest shit happens, we still end up at the food court together."

"True," Jacob laughed. "Though I could do without the drug dealers."

"Couldn't we all," Mia said, laughing softly. "Hey, if you come over tonight, just know my mom barely speaks English and she might ask you weird questions."

"Like what?"

"Like if you're my boyfriend or something stupid." Mia rolled her eyes. "Just say no and she'll be fine."

"Got it."

"And don't stare at the shrine thing in the living room. It's for my abuela. Mom gets weird if people look at it too long."

"Shrine?" Jacob asked.

"Day of the Dead stuff. Photos, candles, her favourite stuff."

"Alright, I won't," Gale said.

Mia's phone notification chirped. She checked it, then looked back up.

"We should probably go," Andrew said, gathering his trash. "Still gotta do the homework we got today."

"Yeah," Jacob stood. "My movies aren't going to watch themselves."

They all rose, throwing their trash in the bin near the table. As they walked through the mall toward the exit, Gale walked beside Mia and leaned over.

"Thank you," he whispered.

"For what?"

"For giving me another chance."

Mia didn't reply, but it was easy to tell that she forced herself not to smile.

            

    
        Chapter 123

    
    
    
    
                The sky changed to an orange dusk over at Jane and Finch as Gale stood in front of the 19 story of concrete block, peeling paint, and windows patched with wood, tape, and nails. In other words, home crap home to Mia, just like his own place provided by the Path.

He checked his phone again. Unit 910. Buzz code 247.

Going inside, he saw the keypad and punched the numbers into the intercom. It beeped twice before connecting.

"¿Quién es?" a woman spoke from the other side of the line.

"It's Gale. Mia's friend," he said.

"Ah, sí, sí. Un momento."

The door clicked open. Gale stepped inside. A familiar scene greeted him of stains, cracked tiles, and ceilings that looked like they were about to fall off. Bonus points for the grocery cart by the corner with a whole boatload of miscellaneous items, and for some reason, a flat screen TV.

Walking over to the elevator, he pressed the up arrow button. Soon enough, the elevator dinged open. At least this place had an elevator. His place had been broken since he got there. Those Path people probably did that on purpose. One of these days he'd-

Ding.

The elevator opened again, interrupting his thought, arriving on the 9th floor. The lights flickered overhead, and the hallway was dim. The reddish carpet had stains by the sides, but they looked clean enough.

Arriving at unit 910, Gale knocked on the door. The door opened seconds later.

A short woman with black hair stood there, looking at him. Her face showed clear signs of age, with lines around her eyes and mouth. Definitely Mia's mom.

"¡Pasa, pasa!" she waved him in. "You are Mia's friend, yes? Come, come. Food ready."

"Thank you, ma'am," Gale said, stepping inside.

The apartment was a bit bigger than his and also definitely much cleaner, which was a big contrast to how the lobby looked. The living room had a worn couch and a TV that definitely looked like the most expensive thing there. In the corner of the living room was a small shrine with photos, candles, and decorations opposite of the TV.

Don't stare at it, he quickly looked away.

"¡Mija! ¡Tu amigo está aquí!" Mia's mom called out.

Mia appeared from the small hallway, "You didn't have to yell. I'm right here."

"Es respeto, Mia. Respect." Her mom turned to Gale. "Siéntate. Eat. I make food."

"Thank you, Mia's mom," Gale said.

"Sit, sit," she said.

The kitchen table sat at the wall, leaving only 3 places for people to sit. It was already set, spoon, fork, and for some reason, chopsticks were at the table. Three plates, and in the middle of it all, enough food to probably feed 10 people.

"Mom, I told you not to make so much."

"Guests need food," her mom said. "Es tradición."

Mia came up to the table and pulled out the middle seat. "Sit. I told her you were just coming to study."

"It's fine," Gale said, taking the seat.

"Don't worry about how it looks. It's not spicy," Mia said, then pointed to a couple of dishes. "Enchiladas over there and those are molletes. Basically bread with beans and cheese. This one is pico de gallo. And the last one is the thing I told you, chilaquiles."

"Looks good," Gale said. He'd never had Mexican food before. Daily food was just ramen and peanut butter sandwiches. It was his favourite, but it really got old after eating it for a couple of weeks straight.

Mia's mom watched him take his first bite of the enchilada. The flavours of cheese, corn, and a hint of spice all hit him at the same time. Different from the overpowering spice that he tasted from Rachel's dinner. Food for 10 people? He could eat this all day, everyday, and not get tired.

"¿Te gusta?" she asked.

"It's really good," Gale said, stuffing more in his mouth. "Honestly, good."

This made her smile as she filled her own plate.

"So," Gale swallowed, then said, "about what we discussed..."

"After dinner," she said quickly. "Mom doesn't like serious talk at the table."

Gale nodded. He could do with that. Rather eat and stuff his mouth full. He put some of the pico de gallo on his plate and chips, as well as the chilaquiles, basically half of the table was on his plate, making Mia's mom smile even more.

"¿De dónde eres?" Mia's mom asked.

Gale looked to Mia.

"She wants to know where you're from," Mia said.

"Nowhere specific," Gale said. "I moved around a lot as a kid."

"¿Y tu familia? ¿Dónde están?"

"She's asking about your family," Mia said.

Gale paused. "They're not around anymore."

Mia said something in spanish, and then her mom's expression softened. She reached across the table slowly. Careful, Gale, don't flinch. It's just a head pat.

"Lo siento, mijito. You family now. Eat more," Mia's mom said as she patted his head twice.

She put another enchilada onto his plate.

"Mom!" Mia said. "He's not going to eat all that."

"Skinny boy. Needs food," her mom said.

Gale smiled. He could probably eat more. He was a Dainv and an Aurian, after all. The gesture was nice too. No tricks or plans on her mind. Just a mom wanting to feed a hungry kid in front of her who is legally 28 years old.

"Seriously though," Mia whispered while her mom got more water, "after dinner, I'll show you what I've been tracking."

Gale nodded and took another bite. The food was better than expected, filling in a way his usual meals weren't. He ate more than he thought he would.

Dinner talk continued, mostly between Mia and her mother in rapid Spanish Gale couldn't follow. Sometimes, they'd switch to English when including him.

"You go to school with Mia?" her mom asked.

"Yes, ma'am. At Yorkdale."

"Good, good. Education important." She nodded. "Mia very smart. Going to college."

"Mom," Mia groaned. "We've talked about this."

"Is true," her mom said. "First in family."

Although Mia looked uncomfortable, clearly they were close. The way she grumbled or groaned at her mom whenever she said something was literally part of the stories he read in books where the whole family was there. This one was just missing one person, but the feeling of family was there.

"She is smart," Gale said. "Best in our chemistry class."

This got him a surprised look from Mia and a big smile from her mom.

Dinner continued until more than half of the food was gone. He hadn't been this full since eating half a forest beast by himself. Checking his watch, two hours had passed by in the blink of an eye.

"Mom, we need to study now," Mia said, standing up. "Is it okay if Gale and I go to my room?"

"Door open," her mom said firmly.

"I know, Mom. We're just studying," Mia said.

"Door. Open," her mom repeated.

"Fine," Mia said. "Come on, Gale."

Gale helped clear his plate before following Mia down the hall. Her room was small, and a twin bed sat just beside the wall. Her desk had a PC below it with a monitor on the desk. The walls had science posters and books below the bed. Well, this was certainly Mia. Normally, the books would interest him, but clearly they were all science books and encyclopedias.

"Sorry about dinner," Mia said, closing the door but leaving it cracked. "Mom believes it's illegal to leave guests unfed."

"She's nice," Gale said. "The food was good."

"Yeah, well..." Mia paused. "Anyway, let me show you what I have."

She pulled back the curtain, showing a window that faced the street below. From the ninth floor, they could see the whole neighbourhood of other apartment buildings, different storefronts of either restaurants, convenience stores, and laundromats, as well as the people that walked by under the streetlights.

"There," Mia pointed to a corner across the street. "That's their main spot. They're there most nights from about eight to midnight."

Gale leaned closer. Three men stood near a streetlight, all wearing hoodies despite the warm evening. Not red, but one wore a red baseball cap, turned backward, which gave it all away.

"The one with the red hat. He's the boss," Mia said. "At least for this corner. There's another group two blocks over."

"You said they're mixing dust with regular drugs?" Gale asked.

"Yeah. Look at these."

Mia went to her computer and pulled up a folder of images. She'd taken dozens of photos over the past few weeks of the dealers.

"See that?" She pointed to a photo showing a clear bag with a slight purple shimmer. "Normal drugs don't glow like that under streetlights."

Gale leaned in for a closer look. She was right. The ziploc bag had a purple shimmer.

"And here," she clicked to another photo, "this guy showed up three days ago. Dropped off something to Red Hat, then left in a black car."

The photo showed a tall man in a dark jacket with a small red pin on his lapel.

"Red again," Gale said.

"What?"

"Nothing," Gale said. "Have you noticed any patterns? Times when they get new supplies?"

"Monday nights, usually. Around ten," Mia said. "That's when the car comes."

"Gale!" Mia's mom called from the kitchen. "¿Más agua?"

"She's telling you if you want more water," Mia said.

"No thank you, ma'am!" Gale called back.

Mia whispered, "So, what are you going to do? About them?"

Gale returned to the window, looking at the dealers below. "I need to play the hunter. Tell them to stop lurking in my territory. I think that's what Jacob suggested."

"The hell does that mean?" Mia said with one brow raised.

"It means I'll make it known that this block isn't theirs anymore."

"By doing what, exactly? Because if you're planning on cutting off more hands, I'm not okay with that. This is my neighbourhood. My mom lives here."

"I wasn't planning on doing anything rash." Relatively, he didn’t want to speak that part out loud.

"Violence isn't the answer here. There's got to be some kind of... I don't know, Aur police or something? Someone official who handles this stuff?"

Gale held himself back from laughing. "The Path are assholes. Rule of thumb in Aur, trust individuals, not organizations."

"The Path? As in the guys who tried to kill you at the airport?"

"The same."

"Great," Mia said. "So our options are vigilante justice or corrupt magical cops. Fantastic."

Gale turned back to the window. The dealers were still there, occasionally approaching cars that slowed down.

"Isn't there a way to scare them so they fuck off?" Mia said. "Don't you Aur magical people have, like… I don't know, illusions or something? Can't you make them think the block is haunted with ghosts?"

"It doesn't work that way." Although he does have illusions with Distort, but it’s completely useless. He can’t even make it smile let alone make it move. 

"Then how does it work? Because I'm not letting you turn my street into a battleground."

She had a point. A direct fight would only bring more attention, and possibly more of them would come back to 'man the helm'. That's how that phrase was used, right? Whatever. It doesn't matter. They were going to man the helm even more here, unless…

"The guy in the red hat," Gale said. "He's connected to someone I've dealt with before. Red Jacket woman."

"What does that mean?"

"It means they're part of a larger organization. And organizations have ranks, territories, rules."

"So?"

"So maybe I don't need to scare the street dealers. Maybe I need to send a message to their bosses."

"A message saying what?"

"That they've crossed into protected territory. That selling to civilians is off-limits."

"And you think they'll just... agree? Because you ask nicely?"

"No," Gale said. "Because I'll make refusing more expensive than complying."

"That sounds like a threat," Mia said.

"It is. But not the kind that gets anyone hurt. At least not right away."

"I don't like it." Mia crossed her arms. "Any of it."

"I need to identify who's supplying them. Follow the chain up. Find the weak point."

"That could take weeks," Mia said.

"Or days. If I can get Red Hat alone, make him talk..."

"You mean threaten him?"

"I mean persuade him."



Streetlights cast yellow spots on the cracked sidewalk. Gale walked down the block, Breath of the Void needlessly feeding him the scent of piss and fries that wafted throughout the whole street. Red Hat was just across, leaning against a lightpole, hands in his pockets, eyes shifting around, watching for cars and passersby.

Tell me you're suspicious without telling me you're suspicious.

Gale crossed at the intersection, walking casually with hunched shoulders. Just another guy walking home at night. Mia was probably watching from her window above, but he didn't look back. The hunter focused.

When Gale got close enough, Red Hat stood up straight. His eyes locked on to him like a predator sizing up prey.

"Yo, buddy," Red Hat called out. "Looking for something to make your night better? Got that good shit right here."

Gale slowed down. "Maybe. What you got?"

Red Hat grinned, gold tooth catching the streetlight. "Got whatever you need, man. Pure stuff, too. Not that stepped-on garbage those other boys sell."

"Yeah?" Gale looked around nervously, like a first-time buyer, which he actually was, so he didn't actually need to pretend. "Not here though, right?"

"Nah, man. Come on, I'll show you." Red Hat pushed off from the pole. "My boys are right around the corner. We got a little spot."

Gale followed him down the block and around the corner of the apartment building. The alley was dark as the streetlight barely reached the place. Dumpsters were placed strategically to block out the sightlines from the street, perfectly placed for an ambush or a drug deal. Three men waited at the wall of the apartment, all in hoodies.

"Yo, we got a customer," Red Hat said.

The men moved, making a circle around Gale.

"So what you want, man?" Red Hat asked. "Got pills, powder, whatever gets you right."

He could probably take these guys, but were drug deals really this intimidating? Gale swallowed, then said, "I heard you guys got some new stuff. Special."

The dealers looked at each other.

"First time?" one of the other men asked.

"Yeah. Is the first hit free?"

Red Hat laughed. "For you? Sure, first taste on the house. But next hits are three hundred a pop." He snapped his fingers, and one of the other men pulled out a small bag with a faint purple glow.

"I want the pure one," Gale said. "Not the one all mixed up in shit."

"This is pure as it gets, buddy," Red Hat said, holding up the bag. The contents caught the light, shimmering and glowing like the dust he saw in the labs. "Trust me, one hit of this and you'll see God."

Gale took the bag, noticing how tense things got. The men had moved to block the exit.

Red Hat pulled out a small pipe. "Here. Want me to load it for you?"

What was the pipe for? The last dust he took, all he had to do was drink it.

The man put some dust with the liquid into the pipe, held up a lighter until it boiled. Red Hat gave the pipe to him, and Gale put it to his lips, sucking in the gases.

The effect hit right away. For a Dainv, dust didn't give him the same high as humans. Instead, it made everything sharper, slower, similar to how adrenaline felt.

The men never saw it coming.

Gale moved fast, hitting the first man in the temple. The dealer dropped without a sound. The second fell before he could even raise his hands as his heel already hit the man's temple. The third managed half a step back before Gale's knuckles found the pressure point at his neck, sending him sprawling onto the dirty pavement.

Red Hat tried to grab something from his waistband, but Gale was already there, grabbing him by the throat and pushing him against the brick wall.

"What the fuck?" Red Hat coughed. "Who the fuck are you?"

Gale leaned in close, still holding the man pinned. "This block is off-limits now. You and your friends don't come back here. Ever."

"The fuck you talking about?" Red Hat wheezed, resisting Gale's grip.

"I'm the hunter. You know what that means?" Gale tightened his hold just enough to stop the man from squirming. "And I'm telling you this now. This block is off limits. Capiche?"

He always wanted to say that at least once.

"Look, man," Red Hat gasped. "I'm just doing my job. I got into this mess after I awakened. I got a family to feed."

Gale loosened his grip slightly, letting the man speak.

"The people under Spotlight, they found me right after I awakened. I didn't have a choice," Red Hat continued. "Please don't. I got a little sister at home I'm taking care of. Our mom's gone, dad's in jail. If I stop doing this, they said I'll be the one in danger."

Tendrils went into the man's heart, looking for any sign of interrupted rhythms.

"You awakened?" Gale asked.

Red Hat nodded frantically. "Just two months ago. Didn't know what was happening to me. These guys showed up, said they could explain, give me a job."

No lies, rhythm stayed a stable high rate. This wasn't some hardened criminal. He was just a guy caught in the same trap as many others.

"A woman wearing a red jacket. Ring any bells?" Gale asked, easing his grip more but keeping the man pinned.

"You mean the one from Eglinton East?" Red Hat asked.

"Yeah."

"I'm following her orders, man. Trust me. She runs all distribution north of Lawrence. Everyone answers to her."

Well, will you look at that? Jackie had more control than he thought she had.

"Listen carefully," Gale said, pulling Red Hat away from the wall only to slam him back against it. "I won't kill you. Tell Jackie that this is the hunter's territory. And if I see you here again, it's not just going to be a black eye."

Before Red Hat could respond, Gale's fist hit his eye, knocking him unconscious without breaking any bones. He slumped to the ground, joining his friends.

Gale stepped back, looking at the scene. Four drug dealers unconscious but alive. No permanent damage done. This was the least violent he could do. Hopefully, Mia understands that.

His phone buzzed.

[Mia: You look like a cartel member dealing with thugs. I saw everything. Zoom lens on my phone camera.]

Gale looked up at the apartment building, spotting Mia's window on the ninth floor. He saw her frown from all the way down from where he was. He turned, walking away, leaving the dealers where they laid unconscious.

He was expecting a criminal. Instead, he got a man who had a little sister. Just another victim of the system that the Path laid out, or whatever faction.

Going back to the main street, Gale replied to Mia's text.

[Gale: dont worry about these guys anymore they wont be back after i talk to his boss]

[Mia: You wanna come back up?]

[Gale: im good ill leave for now]

[Mia: You promised you would tell us everything, right?]

Gale sighed, before typing again.

[Gale: i know]

[Gale: its just hard. that guy i beat up had a sister at home. he even said he was just doing his job and they forced him to do it]

[Mia: I get it. I've known this drug dealing world for a while now. He's also a victim.]

[Gale: yeah… im just not in the mood right now. sorry]

[Mia: It's fine. Thanks for sharing. Go take a rest. I'll talk to you soon.]
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                Gale shut the door behind him, tossing his keys onto the counter. Home crap… he sighed. What's the point? He was back at the Path provided apartment, and the only thing in his fridge was a loaf of bread and peanut butter.

Kicking his shoes off, he plopped onto the bed. The dim street light came through the window, hitting his eyes directly. Was he really right to beat up those guys who probably had little sisters or brothers to provide for? He didn't know anymore. Ollie seemed to be fine with keeping up his business. All he was doing was just running errands, right? This was part of the dust trade Ollie told him to investigate. He was just running errands… right?

What the hell do I even want?

Biggest question of his life. And in short, he had no fucking clue. Everything was bigger than he imagined. What could one Dainv do against the giant that is the dust trade?

Nothing, that's what. 

All it ended up giving him was bruises, scars, and nearly dying and becoming in debt to the Ann family.

"Mom, dad," he whispered. "What would you have done? Should I really just follow what you told me to?

Stay low. Blend in. Survive.

In one way, Red Hat was also doing the same. He wasn't one to judge that guy, nor was he even a police officer.

Gale stood up and paced between his bed and the flimsy, tilted computer desk. "What's the point of dusting mundanes? What's the point of ether tech being used by mundanes?"

Grabbing his phone from his pocket, he sent a message to Rachel.

[Gale: hey, are you busy?]

While he waited, he scrolled up on his messages to Rachel. Not much texts, just the last time she asked about when he was coming back and the days before about the hiking with her friend. He forgot to reply to her last message. Is she mad at that? She usually replies pretty fast.

Gale threw his phone on the bed, paced even more around his apartment. Maybe he was overthinking it. She's usually busy anyways.

He picked it up back up from the bed. Still no reply, and then he threw it back on the bed. It's been more than 15 minutes. Can't that count as a reply? That's a definitive 'I'm busy' without needing to reply that she's busy. That's probably it. Then should he ask Ollie instead?

No. That's going to cause more trouble. Remember what Rachel said, ask her first before Ollie otherwise she'll get mad. So then why wasn't she replying!? He was supposed to be worrying about the question, now all he's worrying about is just why Rachel wasn't replying. Maybe this is what it feels like to be left on unread, or maybe what Rachel felt like when he didn't reply to her.

Damn, Gale. You're an asshole.

Shut up. I wasn't in the mood. I was sad and moping.

No, you shut up. You think that's an answer? The dark hunter should just answer.

Stop it with that dark hunter stuff!

Picking up the phone again, he already knew it didn't buzz, and to his surprise, there was no reply. It's been 30 minutes. Note to self, reply to Rachel regardless of mood.

Gale sighed. It's only been half an hour, imagine how Mia, Andrew, and Jacob felt. Sure, he was out of commission, but he didn't even bother explaining to them properly after he got back. Just told them to 'go away, it's safer that way, like some edgy loner kid. Now go back to the basics, communications 101, clear and concise. You're a grown, legally 28 year old kid that can level garbage truck sized beasts. This shouldn't be that hard. And with that thought, he wrote another text.

[Gale: I'm lost in my head, I want to hear your voice.]

Proper grammar, communications 101, perfectly describing his conflict, and this was probably better in a voice call. Gale tapped send and stared at the phone for 5 minutes straight, doing absolutely nothing.

If concise communication can't even get her to reply, then she might be really busy or mad. But before Gale had put the phone back onto the bed, his phone rang.

[Voice call: Rachel Ann]

He picked up the phone immediately, saying, "Rachel! Hey, how are you doing?"

Nice, keep it up. Small talk always comes first.

"What is it this time?" Rachel asked with a clear slight grumble in her voice that even Gale picked up.

Clearly, she wasn't busy but mad. Of course, she'd be mad. But what was he even supposed to apologize for? That he didn't reply to her or maybe because of the things that happened at the library?

"Are you mad?" Gale asked. "At me?"

She didn't reply, and a few seconds had already passed. God dammit, woman. She's not being concise and communicative!

"I'm sorry I didn't reply to your last message," Gale said.

"And?"

What else was there? He sighed. "I really don't know… to be honest, I'm lost. So I called you, and I was just wondering if you wanted to talk."

"Really?"

"Yeah, really. Who else am I supposed to talk to?"

"Ollie."

"But he just won't understand with his… whatever he's doing with the CEO stuff." Gale plopped on the bed. "Do you treat me as an outsider?"

Shit. He was supposed to be talking about dust, but where the hell is this conversation even going?

On the other side of the line, Gale heard Rachel drop down to her own bed. She sighed before saying anything.

"To me, you're not. Maybe to my grandmother. But…"

"But?"

"You'd drop everything if I needed help, right?"

"Right." That was a dumb question. Why not? He'd drop everything that stood in his way if she needed help.

"Same for me to you. You know that, right?"

"Right, I know that." Of course, he knew that.

"Then you ignored my message."

Right, right, right. He ignored her message. "Ok, you see, it's because the thing with my friends, it's about the dust."

Rachel laughed on the other line of the phone. "What the hell was that sentence?"

"I don't know. It just came out that way."

"Buy me milk tea if you really want to say sorry."

"I can do that!" Gale pulled up his wallet. $10 in cash. Probably enough for a milk tea. Hopefully, not as stupidly expensive as a coffee that's $7.50, which was highway robbery, by the way.

"How was your day anyway?" Rachel asked.

"A bad couple of days… really," Gale said.

"Tell me about it."

Gale went on about telling everything to Rachel, about all that happened after the library. Not a single detail was missed, causing the call to go over 2 hours. From having the fallout with his friends to training in the Oshawa warehouse, then chasing his friends at Yorkdale mall, then all the way to now where he simply said 'hey' in the text. Rachel, on the other hand, talked about watching a sci-fi fantasy movie with her best friend. And finally, Gale actually managed to hear the title that everyone around him talked about, Ymir Reborn. Her best friend complained about how the audience didn't expect it to be more on the horror side of things.

"Rachel…"

"Yeah?"

"I'm wondering, is dust pretty rare?"

"Not something I know much about. My family tends to avoid it, but it's considered rare and valuable to Aurians. Common enough that every Aurian could probably use it once, but not enough to distribute publicly. Why?"

"Because isn't it weird that the Silver Lions can get so much dust?"

"It is, but with Ollie's research happening at the same time, I can't say I'm surprised," Rachel said.

He rolled onto his back, looking up directly at the ceiling while his phone was still on his ear. The Silver Lions were said to have been quiet for decades, but now why go aggressively after mundanes?

Private rifts. Dust. Mundane tech.

Wait.

Dust came from rifts. Rifts had monsters in them. The Silver Lions were a family, not a faction, which meant they didn't have many people.

The pieces clicked.

"Gale?" Rachel said. "You still with me?"

"Yeah," Gale replied quickly. "Wanna hear something crazy?"

"It can't be crazier than the one you told me before, right?"

Gale laughed. "Hear me out. What if I told you part of why Silver Lions are dusting mundanes is to get them hooked on dust before they realize they're awakened? That'll make them dependent on their handlers."

"This one is surprisingly not that crazy. It's happened in the past before, around late 20th century during the dotcom boom."

"And how is dust produced?"

"The Arcanes keep that one a secret. But rumours have it that dust originates from rifts. My grandmother also doesn't deny it."

"Which means that the Silver Lions could be forming an army of foot soldiers by dusting mundanes that's hooked on their stuff. Then can't they just conquer more rifts and repeat the cycle?"

Gale waited exactly 1 minute before she replied.

"I take it back. I think that's crazier than the one you told me a couple of days ago, but it sounds really plausible," Rachel said.

If the Silver Lions were building an army of awakened junkies, there would be evidence. Places where they gathered. Training sites. Collection points for dust.

He needed to find those places.

He needed to follow the dust.

Starting with the Red Jacket woman's territory. She controlled the northeast side of Scarborough, according to Red Hat. That meant she had territory, operations, people.

Gale put Rachel on speakerphone and opened the map app. He zoomed in on the Eglinton East area. What would he be looking for? Warehouses? Old buildings? Places where people could come and go without notice?

"Can I ask you for-"

"Yeah," Rachel said before he could finish.

"Could you send me a recent picture of the map you showed me before?" Gale asked, his tone rising from excitement, completely different from what he felt earlier before he had called her.

Rachel chuckled. "Give me a moment, please."

"Sure, and Rachel," Gale said.

"Yeah?"

"Did you have dinner?"

"Yup. Did you miss the Ann family food?"

"Nnn," Gale grumbled.

Rachel chuckled again. "You'd need to up that tolerance in the future."

"Nnn," Gale grumbled again.

"Alright, picture sent. The link I texted you contains a high-res image. Don't share it with anyone, please?"

"Of course not. Not even Ollie, though?"

"Not even him."

"Got it. Trust me."

"I trust you. I'm gonna go to bed. What about you? More research?"

"More research."

"Ok. I'll go to sleep first. Goodnight, Gale."

"Goodnight, Rachel. I won't sleep too late."

"Good."

Rachel ended the call first, and that was that. It was the first time he had a call that long. Not sure if his phone plan could even have that much, but who cares! That's probably for the Gale of the future.

Gale put his phone on Do Not Disturb and then zoomed in on the map. He looked at the patterns, searching for anything that could give him a clue or something to support his theory. At first, the whole map looked random, as the heat map looked like it had no discernible pattern.

Downtown showed heavy activity. No surprise there. The entertainment district was lit up in red. The university area, too. But there were other hot spots that made less sense. Industrial parks. Quiet residential neighborhoods. Even some areas near schools.

"What am I missing?" Gale muttered to himself, zooming in further.

He tried looking for areas with no dust activity at all. Those were fewer. Some wealthy neighborhoods. Parts of North York. A few industrial zones.

Wait.

Gale zoomed back out, trying to see the bigger picture. If he were running a dust empire, he wouldn't shit where he ate, right? He'd keep his base of operations clean, his home turf free of product.

That would be too obvious, though. The major factions would know that pattern. The Path and the United Knights wouldn't be that stupid. They'd look for clean areas first when hunting dust operations.

But what if the Silver Lions counted on that? What if they thought it was so obvious that no one would actually believe they'd do it?

"It's so stupid it might work," Gale said to the empty room.

He focused on the white zones, areas with no dust activity. There were three major ones. One in North York, near the university. Another in the west end, bordering Mississauga. And a third in the east, covering parts of Scarborough.

The Scarborough zone lined up with what Red Hat had said about Red Jacket controlling distribution north of Lawrence. It was a no-dust zone surrounded by heavy activity on all sides, like the eye of a hurricane.

Gale rubbed his eyes and set the phone down. Was he reaching? Seeing patterns where there were none? It could all be coincidence.

But then again, sometimes the answer was so obvious that everyone else missed it. There was also something they didn't have: Dainv powers that could see through walls.



The LED signs at the Lawrence and Markham intersection were off, leaving only streetlights to light up the empty parking lot. Gale crouched behind a dumpster, watching the dark front of Jian Hing Supermarket. The big Chinese grocery store was quiet, its windows dark, but the dust map had shown this area suspiciously clean.

Too clean.

The dark hunter returns to his hunt.

Gale pulled his hood lower and focused. The Breath of the Void spread out from him, probing through concrete and metal, seeking what lay beneath. The weird sensation of feeling without touching moved across his skin as the tendrils extended their reach.

No underground chambers. No hidden passages. No secret evil lairs beneath the parking lot.

But inside the store were two distinct ether signatures. One burned with a familiar heat that could only be Jackie. The other signature felt duller, less defined. Both Attuned level, if he had to guess.

Not a problem if he caught them by surprise.

Gale moved closer, staying in the shadows at the edges of the parking lot. He neared the supermarket's loading dock, a concrete platform with metal shutters closed. Security cameras at the top corners of the store. Nothing the dark hunter hadn't seen before. The only question was, why would Jackie be in a closed supermarket at midnight?

Suspicious? Definitely so.

He reached the building's side wall and touched the brick. Phase Touch activated. He walked through it and went to the other side, taking in the view of the dark creepy quiet supermarket that had no one. As long as there were no ghosts, he should be fine. Probably.

Breath of the Void's tendrils guided him to the back office past the checkouts through the bakery area and up the stairs toward the offices.

Jackie and her companion sat in what looked like a manager's office, a small room with filing cabinets and a messy desk. The door was open just enough for light to escape.

"…don't care what excuses he's giving," Jackie said. "Tell him if he can't deliver by Friday, we find someone else."

"But after what happened with Wang, everyone's spooked," the young male voice said. "Nobody wants to cross…"

Gale didn't wait to hear more. He phased through the wall beside the door, appearing behind the man who sat with his back to him. The guy never saw what hit him, a strike to the base of his skull that dropped him instantly.

Jackie had better reflexes. By the time her companion hit the floor, she'd already pulled the same red glyphed gun with the flaming bullets, pointing it at his chest.

At the same time, Gale also had Weber pistol pointed at the Jackie.

"Hands up bad guy, we know how this is going to end," Gale said. Shit, he was supposed to say bad woman guy. 

"Should've knocked," she said, finger still on the trigger. "Rude to just barge in."

"If you shoot, it won't end well for you. We both know how this played out last time." Gale glanced at the body on the floor, then back at her.

Her lips thinned. The gun didn't move. "What do you want? I already pulled my boys from Jane and Finch. Deal's a deal."

"Good. I'll cut you some slack for keeping your word." Gale took a step forward, keeping the gun pointed at Jackie. "I need information."

"I'm a businesswoman, not an information broker." Jackie's shoulder twitched slightly.

"Messengers," Gale said. "The ones working for Spotlight. I want to know where they hang out. Where they eat, sleep, relax."

"I don't know."

That was almost certainly a lie. Gale took another step. The gun barrel nearly touched his chest now and so did his.

"I think you do," he said. "And you're smart enough to see where the wind's blowing."

"I tell you that, I'm dead." There was a tightness in her voice that was immediate. "Dead. You understand? Not just me. My whole team. My family. Everyone."

Gale looked at her. She wasn't afraid of him. Maybe she was afraid of something else, like that red hat guy in the streets. She was doing this for someone else, or maybe it was just a way for her to live life.

"Let me try a different approach," Gale said. Dad always said he was never great at watching for tells. Here goes nothing.

"Yonge and Finch," he said casually. "Not much dust exposure there. Why is that?"

Jackie blinked twice. "Bad territory. Ann family members like that spot. We keep out."

Clearly bullshit when all of Toronto was Ann territory. If the Ann family really cared, there wouldn't be any of their dealers in the city at all.

"Lakeview," Gale tried next, watching her face carefully.

Her eyes dropped for a split second before snapping back to him.

"What's in Lakeview?" he moved in closer, enough to smell her breath. "Something important enough to keep dust away?"

Jackie's jaw clenched. "You should leave. Now."

"Not until you tell me what's there."

"I'm not saying shit," she said. The gun shook slightly in her grip.

Gale sighed. "Guess I'll have to find that out myself."

"You've got no idea what you're doing, don't you," she holstered her gun. "The people there? They're not third-rate Aurians you can push around anymore."

"That never stopped me before." Gale stepped into the wall, phasing half his body through it.

"They'll kill you," Jackie said. "If you're lucky."

Gale paused. "What's worse than death?"

Jackie laughed. "Oh, honey. In this world? So many things."

Empty threats. Gale walked back out, phasing through the wall, dropping down from the 2nd floor. Deactivating Phase Touch, the night air hit him with its cold chill.

Lakeview. That's where the dark hunter needed to go next.
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                The Lakeview Water Treatment Plant sat at the edge of the Toronto-Mississauga border with its concrete walls that took up the whole view. At 3AM in the morning, this place was dead except for a few security lights that were still lit up. The darkness did nothing to mask the smell coming from the treatment plant, making Gale pinch his nose uselessly as tendrils force fed him the scent regardless.

He crouched behind a blue dumpster bin, breath making fogs in the flat 0°C weather. The map Rachel had sent showed this entire area was suspiciously clean, too clean for a water treatment plant, like the red circle was suspiciously too light.

Paranoia? Maybe. But who said detectives never fumbled on a lead? Even Sherlock sometimes had made mistakes or went on chasing ghost leads.

Closing his eyes, Gale focused, bracing himself for the incoming scents and visuals he was about to be hit with. Breath of the Void flowed outwards, tendrils phasing through walls, pushing beyond his physical view. It mapped out the whole underground, probing through concrete and feeding him back information on where empty space was.

And there it was. A network of tunnels spread beneath the treatment plant like veins spreading out from the central plant and into and under the lake itself. The biggest tunnel stretched deeper into Lake Ontario, where multiple tunnels, corridors, and rooms of various sizes branched out from.

"What the hell are you doing under a lake?" Gale whispered.

The tunnels weren't empty either. Tendrils detected multiple ether signatures moving through them. Most of them were Awakened, mixed with those that didn't have any ether signature, mundanes. Several stronger signatures were scattered around, Attuned level. There was a single Resonant that looked like a bonfire compared to the others.

Shit, that's not good. Gale took one step back. Attuned? Ok, he can take those most of the time, like Red Jacket and the Path twins. He could go toe to toe. But a Resonant? He wouldn't even wanna fight an Ollie that was using lethal rounds.

This is just recon, Gale. In and out. No fights necessary, just like another cat burglar mission. He could slip through walls, become invisible, and gather intel without anyone knowing he was ever there. Besides, he could probably still run away from Ollie if there was a fight between them.

What he needed there were documents that confirmed his theory, any document, anything to prove that the Silver Lions were building an army of dust addicted Awakened. It wasn't to test himself against an unknown Resonant who was clearly just trying to sleep on the desk.

Gale began to move. The fence posed no problem, phasing through. He moved and pressed himself on the concrete walls, blind spots against the camera until he reached a small structure that went down. He climbed down the small 4 steps to reach a door marked "Service Access B."

Moving through the wall with Phase Touch, inside lined with utility boxes and wiring, where the end of the small corridor was a hatch on the floor. Gale tried opening the hatch, but it was locked.

Of course it was.

Phase Touch once again let him go through the metal hatch, allowing him to go down the metal rung ladder all the way to the stinky tunnels beneath the water treatment plant.

Gale's feet hit the bottom of the ladder, and the trail of fluorescent lights on the ceiling lit the tunnel.

Tendrils fed him data on ether signatures walking through the corridors. Looks like a patrol. Those guys were the same ones that had been in the tunnels before rather than being in the rooms. The resonant stayed in the same slumped pose on the table. Probably asleep.

Moving through the corridor going straight, voices echoed through the tunnels. A side tunnel met him where the voices came from. Four guards, all mundane, were carrying automatic rifles strapped to their shoulders.

Distort activated as he slipped through the side tunnel. At the end of the straight corridor, it branched twice, opening into a wider passage with numbered doors. Room 103 had two people, 104 was empty, and 105 contained what looked like boxes and cabinets.

Jackpot. Any documents were fine anyways.

Moving to the left corridor and reaching 105, he phased through the door and found himself in a cramped office space. The file cabinets lined one wall, a desk with a computer occupied another, and a bulletin board covered in papers hung opposite. He moved to the cabinet first, opening drawers silently.

Most contained what looked like personnel files. Names, dates, skill assessments. Boring HR stuff. He tried another drawer and found a folder called "Project Armament." The diagrams showed weapons with orbs that looked suspiciously like the ones in the knuckle guards he'd stolen for Esther Ann.

"Ether tech for mundanes," Gale muttered, turning pages. "Already knew that."

The reports detailed efficiency ratings, power outputs, and duration limits. According to the numbers, mundanes could wield these weapons for about seventeen minutes before the orbs needed recharging with more dust. Not long, but don’t guns usually need to be reloaded anyways? It could just be like that.

Gale put the files back. This wasn't new information—not the smoking gun he needed to prove his theory. He needed something bigger. Something that showed the Silver Lions' true agenda.

He turned to the desk and the computer, sitting on the chair. No good without a password, and he didn't have time to guess. The bulletin board, then. He scanned the papers pinned there. Schedules. Safety regulations. A map of the facility.

The map caught his eye. It showed labelled sections of the underground complex, something the tendrils couldn't provide him. One area was marked "Records," laid deeper in the facility near where the Resonant signature was.

"Of course the good stuff is near the big guy," Gale sighed.

He took photos of the map with his phone, then phased back into the corridor. According to the layout, he needed to head down the main passage, take a right at the junction, then follow that to section 7. Records should be on the left, three doors down.

Moving quietly, Gale navigated the corridor system. He passed a few mundanes in jumpsuits, then the same four mundane guards that had progressed their patrol.

At the junction, he turned right as planned. The corridor here looked newer, with better lighting, bright enough that Gale had to squint, and security cameras at regular intervals. The cameras wouldn't pick him up, but their presence suggested he was getting closer to something important.

The Resonant's location came closer that Gale could feel it. The man was sitting just one room past the room he needed to get into.

Just stay asleep, big guy. Keep sleeping. It's 3AM in the morning.

He reached section 7 and counted doors. One. Two. Three. "Records" was stencilled in black paint on the metal surface. No obvious security beyond a card reader mounted beside the frame.

Gale phased through. He paused, letting his eyes adjust. The room was larger than the previous one, filled with shelves of boxes and binders. A desk sat near the far wall with another computer.

He moved to the shelves, checking labels. Most referred to operations, maintenance, personnel. Nothing out of the ordinary for a facility this size. He frowned, moving deeper into the room.

The shelves stretched back farther than expected, creating narrow aisles that forced Gale to turn sideways as he moved deeper into the room. Dust, the normal kind, coated some of the older boxes.

He ran his fingers along the labels, squinting in the dim light. Most boxes contained mundane operational files of the water treatment facility, like maintenance logs. Nothing worth hiding behind a security door.

"Come on," Gale whispered. "Give me something useful."

He moved to the next row, searching methodically. The boxes here looked newer, their labels cleaner. Project files, experimental data, security routines. Getting closer, but still not what he needed.

He found a metal cabinet at the back of the room. Unlike everything else in the room, dust hadn't built up on top of it.

Gale tried the top drawer. Locked.

Left hand touched the cabinet and phased the whole wall. His other hand reached through, feeling for files inside. There were only two folders inside, pulling them out through the phased wall.

One folder was thicker, containing what looked like a school notebook. The second folder was thin, holding just two pieces of paper kept together with a paperclip.

Gale moved to the desk, where a small lamp provided enough light to read by. He opened the notebook first.

The handwriting filled the pages in tight, neat script, cursive. Luckily, he wasn't one of those stupid kids who never learned cursive. He learned it from the books in the orphanage. Even had fun writing in cursive, where even teachers would complain about why he just can't write normally.

Flipping to the first entry, it was dated 10 years ago.

January 18 - She appeared in our facility without warning. The temperature dropped fifteen degrees in her vicinity. Dr. Burov vomited without explanation when she smiled at him. Something about her teeth seemed wrong, like it was too numerous, perhaps. She spoke fluent Mandarin but with pauses in unnatural places, as though she were translating from something utterly foreign. Her interest in our rift research was punctuated by moments of distraction. At times, she fixated on a fly for three minutes, tracking it with eyes that moved independently of each other. My hand shakes as I write this. Something is profoundly wrong about her presence, like reality itself objects to containing her.

February 3 - The visitor arrived covered in a substance that resembled mercury but moved with apparent sentience. It avoided touching the floor. When Researcher Zhao questioned her about a recent rift closure, she touched his forehead with tenderness. He collapsed instantly, blood streaming from his ears and eyes. Upon regaining consciousness, he laughed continuously for eleven minutes, then calmly explained he could now "see the spaces between moments." He refuses medical attention and hasn't slept since. He draws the same symbol repeatedly. When I asked if she had harmed him, her confusion seemed genuine. "I let him see," she said, as though bestowing a precious gift. "Isn't that kindness?" I've requested transfer to another project. Request denied.

Gale skimmed through the numerous entries until arriving at the second last entry.

March 24 - We accompanied her through Shanghai today. She moved through crowds that unconsciously parted before her, though no one seemed to directly perceive her. She touched random individuals who later collapsed at precisely twenty-three minute intervals after contact. Medical reports show no commonality in their symptoms. When we passed a primary school, she stopped so abruptly that reality seemed to blur around her. Her focus fixed on a boy in the playground. "That one," she said, her voice suddenly devoid of its usual singsong quality. "You will protect that one." When asked why, she tilted her head at an angle no human neck should permit and replied with unsettling softness: "Because I can almost hear him." We've identified the boy as Yufei Lin. I've assigned personal security to his family without explanation. The guards report the boy frequently stares at empty corners of the hospital room and smiles.

March 29 - Second meeting at the containment facility. She demanded access to our primary rift fragment today. No explanation, no reason. When I refused, she became... angry isn't the right word. Something worse. For my "insolence," she demanded the compensation of one half of my subordinate. I didn't understand until Li collapsed beside me. His body split vertically, the right half simply gone. She was chewing something. Blood everywhere. She seemed confused why he died from "such a small wound" and called him useless. I've contacted the Arcanes for help. If anyone can

The journal ended there. No more entries. Just blank pages.

Gale closed the notebook. The account described some monstrosity that looked like a child or something. The Arcanes were mentioned at the end as well.

Setting the notebook aside, he opened the second folder that contained only two A4 papers held by a paperclip.

The first page contained a typewritten report with handwritten notes in the margins:

Rift activity has increased 37% city-wide in the past six months. Standard containment failing at an accelerating rate. Two possible conclusions: 1) Something is actively creating more rifts, or 2) Not enough people are awakening to Ether to maintain proper containment.

Addendum: Third possibility: people are awakening but remain unaware of their potential. Current estimates suggest that for every identified Awakened, three to five remain undiscovered. These individuals must be found and recruited before the Path or United Knights claim them.

The Silver Lions' primary mission must shift to identification and recruitment. The old Aur factions have forgotten their purpose to protect humanity from what lies beyond the rifts. They've grown corrupt, chasing power and political influence while ignoring the growing threat.

We can no longer rely on the established hierarchy. The Arcanes have been compromised by greed and shortsightedness.

Project Armament continues to advance, but the true solution lies in building our own army of Awakened. We have the means. Dust can accelerate awakening in those with latent potential or those unaware they've awakened while ensuring loyalty through dependency.

Our enemies call this exploitation. I call it necessary sacrifice.

The second page was torn halfway down, the bottom portion missing. The remaining text read:

Artificial rift creation has shown promising results in controlled environments. The prototype has maintained stability for 72 hours, but power requirements remain prohibitive. If we can solve the energy problem, we can establish permanent

The text cut off at the tear. But at the top of the page, written in scribbles: 46494538057409.

Gale stared at the numbers. They didn't look like coordinates or an address. Maybe a code of some sort? A phone number was too short, an account number perhaps?

Whatever it was, this was the smoking gun of the proof that the Silver Lions were creating an army of Awakened dust addicts. Artificial rifts, on the other hand, might be connected to Project Threshold that the mundanes were researching. Regardless, he hit the jackpot.

And then there were the numbers. They had to be important enough to write it on two pieces of paper by hand. Who could help? He'd already asked too much of Rachel that he was starting to feel guilty not giving anything back to her. Ollie… he's too busy with his CEO stuff, always in his office for some reason. The only other smart person he could rely on was Mia.

Gale pulled out his phone, snapped photos of both documents, then carefully returned the folders to the filing cabinet drawer, phasing them back inside.

He left the Records room the same way he came in. But why would artificial rifts be in the same paper as the one about an army of Awakened dust addicts? Not to mention, the first file told him of something that was completely maybe even above everyone that the Arcanes just outright ignored the requester. But it wasn't like the Arcanes were good guys either, as everyone seemed to talk about them in contempt.

Distort activated as he phased through the door with all these thoughts, a man was in the hallway, just outside the door that was supposed to contain the resonant. The man scratched his ass with extreme vigour, then he suddenly stopped mid scratch.

The man's head snapped to where he was, nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. His features looked weird, almost dog like with too much hair on his face.

"The fuck?" the man's voice sounded more like the low growl of a dog. "Someone's here."

Gale had stopped, not daring to move, distort still active. He was still invisible, yet the man's eyes were directly on him.

"Intruder!" he barked.

Those eyes and that dog like posture. The way he sniffed the air. This had to be the one they called 'The Hound'.

Gale bolted, his feet slapping against the concrete floor. Behind him, Hound laughed, a sound that resembled more like a half-howl, half-laugh.

"Run, little mouse!" Hound shouted. "Make it fun!"

Gale cut around the corner, replaying the mental map in his head. Right at the next junction, then straight to the access ladder. If he could reach it before-

A growl stopped him short. Not from behind, but ahead.
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                A growl up ahead made him stop. The wall blew apart. Chunks of concrete flew past Gale's face. A see-through hound burst through, trying to bite his throat.

Gale threw himself left. Phased his whole body. The hound's teeth missed his throat.

He hit the floor running. More growls joined the first from behind. Tendrils picked them up, speeding through the walls on both sides. His trail was invisible, but they tracked something else. His scent?

Didn't matter. They knew where he was.

Gale sprinted down the corridor, jumping over a worker who fell back. The worker's shout cut off as the first ghost-hound ran right through him.

Three more hounds broke through the walls, jaws snapping with what looked like TV-style ectoplasm dripping from them.

The tunnel shook. Dust fell from the ceiling. A crack formed in one wall with water leaking through. Just a trickle at first, then faster. They were under the lake.

Dad always said the unpredictable is the most dangerous enemy. Rachel had her fire while Ollie had his guns. It was easy to know what would happen. But the man in front of him? This idiot was about to flood the whole damned place.

The crack got bigger. Water sprayed into the corridor. The ghost-hounds didn't care, running through the spray not affected by the torrent.

Gale skidded around a corner and stopped. Five men in tactical gear blocked the way. All Awakened. All pointing guns at him.

"Stop right there!"

Gale dropped his Distort, then phased through the wall to his right. Bullets hit where he just was. He came out into another corridor. Alarms blared through the hallways. Red lights flashed. Water pooled at his feet, rising fast.

A wall burst open behind him. Two ghost-hounds charged through, leaving a smoky trail as they ran at him. Tendrils spread further out. Hound ran on all fours behind his pack. Actually on literal all fours.

Ducking under a burst pipe, he rolled and came up running. Water splashed at each pound of the concrete floor. The corridor sloped down, water running down caused his steps to slightly slip, but balance and orientation didn't matter to Gale as he pushed his legs to burn even more.

Something moved to his right.

Hound burst through the ceiling, flying through the air with claws out.

Gale twisted, reaching for his storage box. His fingers moved across the interface. The notebook and papers went in. His hand grabbed his sword hilt as Hound landed beside him.

Claws slashed. Gale brought the sword up. Metal hit bone. Sparks flew. The hit knocked him back into the wall. His hands went numb, almost dropping Weber onto the floor.

"Got you," Hound growled, his face continuing to deform into something between man and beast.

That hit confirmed it. All he could do was just run away from this beast man.

Hound clawed at him again, hitting the metal of Weber, scraping and sparking against the circuits. The man's warm breath could be felt as he was just inches away from Gale's face.

"Nothing personal," Hound said. "Just business."

Gale's arms shook against the pressure. Feet planted against the wall, mustering up all the muscles in his thighs to push with all his strength, launching Hound away from him.

Caught off guard, Hound's back hit the other side of the tunnel. Gale twisted the sword, slicing across Hound's forearm. Blood sprayed out.

Hound howled. Actually howled.

Tendrils saw the ghost hounds answer the call.

No time to finish this or fight against whatever this thing was. Gale activated Phase Touch, engulfing his whole body. He backpedalled, phasing through the wall behind him. He jumped backwards again, through another wall.

This room looked different. Big pipes ran along the ceiling. Control panels lined the walls. Two men in lab coats looked up, both already reaching for their guns.

Gale didn't stop. He ran toward the next wall, phasing through before they could do anything.

Back in a corridor. Water was now halfway up his knees. The alarms still blaring too loud, tendrils feeding him needless information about scent and sound. He couldn't see where the beast was.

A wall burst open beside him. Hound charged through, now covered in fur wet with water and blood. The wound on his arm had already stopped bleeding and began closing.

"Run all you want," Hound said. "I've got your scent."

Hound charged again. Weber slashed while Gale jumped backwards. Hound dodged the blade, too fast for something the size of the man’s above 2m stature.

The ghost hounds smashed through the opposite wall. Five of them now, circling, pushing him toward their master.

"You know," Gale smirked, backing away from the advancing pack, "when I came to check out your underwater secret base, I kinda assumed you guys wouldn't start tearing holes in the walls."

Hound laughed, a sound like rocks falling through a garbage disposal. "Walls can be fixed. Catching the hunter? Priceless."

A pipe burst overhead, spraying them all with freezing water. The corridor groaned. More cracks spread across the walls.

Hound growled. He dropped to all fours, muscles ripping out of the coat he had on.

Gale braced himself. Sword up, held high, pointing towards the charging beast man.

Hound jumped.

So did Gale, except in the opposite direction. He phased through another wall, coming out in what looked like a pumping station. Big machines vibrated, pushing water through giant pipes. Three workers shouted at each other over the alarms. Something about how the hound was doing his thing again.

Gale splashed through the now knee-deep water, heading for the exit sign on the far wall.

The wall behind him exploded. Hound and his pack rushed through. The workers screamed, running to the walls like they already knew what to do.

"Guide," Gale called, not slowing down. "What do I do!?"

[Analysis: Structural integrity compromised. Facility flooding imminent. Hound tracking method: scent-based, unaffected by Phase Touch or Distort.]

"Tell me something I don't know!"

[Recommendation: Water disrupts scent trails. Complete submersion may confuse pursuit.]

Gale practically swam through the rising water, but it wasn't deep enough that he could actually swim, making it much harder to get through. Guide's suggestion was complete submersion, meaning he'd have to get out of the tunnels completely.

Lake Ontario in November. The water was basically freezing, and he'd have to walk back home. He'd practically freeze to death.

Behind him, concrete groaned. Another wall exploded. Hound followed through, slowly gaining on him, also splashing against the current, followed by his ghost hounds. Water sprayed everywhere, and the beast didn't even look fazed by the freezing temps.

Hound jumped over the water to lunge.

Gale ducked. Claws slashed where his head had been. He rolled through the water, came up running, treatment plant water entering his mouth. Hound's own momentum smashed him into another wall, causing the facility to shake even more as more pipes burst overhead.

"You're flooding your own base!" Gale shouted over his shoulder.

Hound laughed loud enough to shake the walls even more. His pack split up, three ghost-hounds going left, two right. Flanking him. The beasts moved, unimpeded by the water and not making any ripples in the hip high water.

"Do I look like I care?" Hound's tongue hung from his mouth.

He jumped again. That jump alone closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye. Gale barely twisted, causing the claws and maw of the beast man to pass by him. A ghost hound managed to catch him by the shoulder, fangs sucking up the blood that came up through the torn fabric.

A fist met the hound, surprisingly it was solid.

"Shit," Gale staggered back.

Hound dropped to all fours. Sniffed the air. His face changed once again, nostrils flaring and a red smidge on his tongue appearing.

"Yes," he growled. "I can taste you now."

The ghost-hounds moved closer. Their blue forms and red eyes locked on Gale's bleeding shoulder.

Backing up, Gale glanced at the corridor behind, splitting ahead. Left or right? Breath of the Void's tendrils checked the path. Left went deeper into the facility while the right sloped upwards.

Up. He needed to go up.

Gale ran to the left, allowing Hound to follow him, then suddenly bolted to the right by phasing himself through the wall.

That was no use, Hound burst through the wall again, causing even more water to rush through. The ghost hounds themselves broke their own parts of the wall, keeping the chase going.

Water rose faster now. Above his hips now. Each step harder than the last and his feet starting to go numb from the freezing water.

"Your men are going to drown if you keep this up!" Gale called back.

A mundane worker appeared ahead, shouting into a radio. The man stopped when he saw Gale, eyes going wide at the sword in his hand. The man bolted back into the room he came from.

"Haven't had a chase this good in months!" Hound panted like a dog. "Worth it!"

The ghost-hounds moved faster through the deeper water, getting closer. One jumped at Gale's back. He ducked just in time. Its teeth snapped on empty air.

He slashed backward with his sword. The blade went right through the hound's chest. No effect, just like what happened with the ghost at the learning centre.

Always the fucking ghosts that can't be killed!

The beast-man charged through his own pack, scattering them like smoke. His claws reached out, aiming for Gale's throat.

Gale dropped down. The water cushioned his fall. Cold water closed over his head. For a second, silence. Then he pushed up, breaking the surface with a gasp.

He could either keep doing this goose chase or he could go through the lake to lose them.

"I see you!" Hound roared, splashing forward.

Gale moved back. If it wasn't for this idiot flooding the whole damn place, he could definitely outrun the idiot.

Only way was up. Literally, up.

The ceiling wasn't high. He could jump and get to the water immediately.

Gale put his sword into the storage box interface. He crouched, gathered himself, then jumped, phasing his whole body, pushing through the ceiling.

Cold and darkness hit him right away as he released Phase Touch after meeting the water. The lake's surface felt far above him. Pressure crushed his ribs, making his breath run out faster. His clothes pulled him down. His muscles hurt from the effort.

Far below, muffled by water, Hound's howl followed him up from the flooding facility.

Gale broke the surface and gasped for air. The cold air hit his wet skin. The shore looked like a kilometre away. He swam, hands and feet going numb from meeting the chilly night air. Teeth chattering non-stop. Each stroke took every effort and concentration to stop himself from passing out.

Behind him, something splashed. He turned in the water. A dark shape thrashed near where he'd come up.

Just keep swimming, Gale. It's probably the idiot.

His feet touched bottom. Mud and rocks. He almost tripped forward, using his feet and hands to make it to the shore. His legs burned, almost giving out as he reached dry land.

He looked back at the water treatment plant. Flashing lights from emergency vehicles were already there. Flashlights swept through the darkness of the water.

The lake bubbled, taking in more water into the tunnels below. Water rushed into the broken facility underneath. Alarms blared from the treatment plant.

He reached for his phone to call Rachel. Or Ollie. Anyone with a car. His fingers found only a wet brick in his pocket. The screen, already cracked before, had completely shattered. The phone wouldn't turn on. Of course not from that deep in water.

"Perfect," he muttered.

His apartment was across the city on the other side. Soaking wet, bleeding, and quickly getting hypothermia, he had to go through this neighbourhood and unfamiliar streets on foot.

One foot in front of the other. That's all he could do.

Gale walked away from the lights and chaos at the water treatment plant. His sneakers made squishing sounds with each step. Water dripped from his clothes. Cold wind felt like knives against his body.

Breath of the Void guided him through the darkness. He stuck to the shadows, avoiding the occasional car or person walking by.

Gale sneezed hard. Great. Because hypothermia wasn't enough fun without adding a cold to the mix.

Was it really worth it to do this? To get my ass handed to me just because of trying to figure out what the hell was happening?

When Gale thought of Mia's mom giving him 6 servings, the answer was obvious. It was totally worth it to not let these assholes get away with what they're doing. The Path isn't doing shit. Someone has to do something.

The Ann family could've done this too. Cleaned up their territory, but knowing Rachel's grandma, that was never going to happen.

Gale exited the woods, and in front of him was a suburb neighbourhood. Getting onto the sidewalk, a cold gust of wind blew through him, causing him to shiver even more.

The ring Rachel had given him suddenly glowed a soft orange light. The air around him warmed up, similar to when Rachel's feelings would warm up the air. His shiver stopped immediately, and the numbness in his hands and legs slowly disappeared.

[Cold resistance effect activated]

It wasn't as warm as when Rachel would be beside him, but it was warm enough to take away November's chill. Hypothermia wasn't a problem anymore. Now he just needed to not fall asleep as he walked back home in wet clothes.

Best thing that happened so far in the day, I guess, Gale sighed.
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                Gale's eyes snapped open, his whole body twitching and launching upwards from the bed. Looking around, he was still in his apartment. Clothes still damp from last night's swim, and the ring had kept him warm enough that he basically just fell asleep as soon as his head hit the bed.

"Shit," he rolled his shoulder. Blood had clotted where the bite was. Now he has to get a new gray hoodie again from the Red Cross. Goddammit. If only he had enough money to buy the hoodies in bulk.

Picking up his phone from the side of his pillow, the phone had been completely bricked. Its whole screen cracked vertically. It wouldn't even turn on. This was going to be an issue to explain to Rachel.

He got up, took off his clothes, threw them on the floor, and into the bathroom he went. Hot water on first, letting his hand feel for the water to turn hot. Once it's hot enough, he entered the shower.

The water turned pink as it went down the drain as the caked up blood on his shoulders dissolved. The 5 in 1 everything wash did wonders on the smell from the water treatment plant. After the 4th full hair, face, and body scrub, most of the scent was almost gone.

Gale turned off the water and dried himself carefully around his shoulder. The bite wasn't as bad as he thought, looking more like a normal dog bite than a giant ghost hound's bite now that he's healed up a bit. Perk of being a Dainv, I guess.

He put on some clothes, this time a black hoodie with a styled hole in the sleeve and slightly less ripped jeans than he had before. Seriously, adults are weird. Clothes were supposed to protect from nature, and they still keep making stuff like ripped jeans, and now there's a literal rectangle hole in his sleeve. Maybe it was just the stuff from red cross.

Looking at his closet, he still had the dress shirt and dress pants that Rachel had given him for that dinner. He could wear that… but that was expensive. Who knows what kind of ghost he might run into and ruin something she gave him.

Enough of that. Gale exited the apartment, down the elevator, and then waited at the bus stop. Ollie was probably the best bet with all his tech knowledge.

The bus arrived, and he got on it. It took 45 mins to get to Eglinton subway station. Once there, Gale went down the stairs and hopped on the southbound yellow line. It took another 20 minutes to get to King Station.

Walking outside, he speed-walked through King Street all the way to TD Tower. When he entered the lobby, he almost bumped into a man in a gray vest who was at least 2 heads taller than him.

"Kid, what the hell," the man said, quickly looking at him, but then walked past him immediately.

Now, how was he supposed to go upstairs without being able to call Ollie to buzz him in? Looking around, everyone went about their way except him. He looked completely out of place. Maybe he should sit in the lobby chairs and wish that someone from Ollie's office found him and recognized him.

From behind a reception desk, a guard stood up and walked straight towards him.

"Kid, are you lost?" the guard asked.

"Hi," Gale said.

"Hello," the guard said, tone rising up slightly at the end of that hello.

"How are you?"

"I'm good."

Gale waited for the guard to say the magic words, but it was dangerously getting too close to 10 seconds, which communications 101 said was 'awkward'.

"I'm good too, thank you for asking. How is the weather today?" Gale finally said.

"Look, kid. Are you lost?" The guard eased his posture, shifting his weight to one side.

Dammit. That wasn't the expected answer. What to do?! Maybe tell him directly. Be concise!

"I need to see Oliver Glory," Gale said.

The guard gave him a clear stink eye. "Do you have an appointment?"

"No, but I know him."

"ID?" The guard held out his hand.

Gale paused, then took out his damp wallet and put it in the man's hands.

The guard gave a clear sigh, then sifted through the wallet. "Buddy, do you have a driver's license anywhere?"

Heck no, he doesn't. Kids like him shouldn't be driving out in the streets. What was ID for anyways?

"Look, kid. You can't see Mr. Glory. He's a busy guy," the guard looked him up and down. "Go somewhere else while I'm being nice."

"I work for him," Gale said.

"Sure you do, buddy," the guard said. "Everyone works for someone in this building. You got a keycard?"

Gale shook his head.

"Then I can't help you," the guard said. "Unless you're here for the restaurant on 56."

The restaurant. Gale remembered Ollie mentioning it. But Ollie's office was higher up. He would need a special access card to get there.

"It's important. Can you just call him? Tell him Gale is here," Gale said.

The guard sighed. "Buddy, you not right in the head or something? Mr. Glory doesn't take walk-ins. Especially not from..."

He didn't finish, but his eyes moved up and down Gale's body again, clearly looking at his clothes.

"I have information he needs," Gale said. "About last night. About the water treatment facility."

"Then what now?"

"Is there a problem here?" A deep voice came from behind.

Gale turned and saw a man in a gray suit. Gray hair at the temples, glasses, the kind of face you'd find in retirement homes.

"No problem, sir," the guard said. "Just talking to this young man. He says he needs to see Mr. Glory."

The man looked at Gale. "You're here to see Oliver?"

Gale nodded.

"He's with me," the man said.

The security guard narrowed his eyes at Gale before saying, "Yes, Dr. Gray."

Dr. Gray walked to the elevators and motioned for Gale to follow him.

"Thank you," Gale said when they were far enough away from the stupid guard.

Dr. Gray pressed the call button. "No trouble. You must be Gale."

Gale blinked in surprise. "How did you know?"

"Oliver's mentioned you. Though, you're not what I expected."

The elevator arrived with an audible beep. They went inside, and Dr. Gray tapped his card on the reader, then pressed the button for 52 and 58.

"What did you expect?" Gale asked.

Dr. Gray smiled. "Someone more... impressive-looking, more grand, I suppose. Oliver spoke highly of you."

The elevator went up and silence fell between them. Awkward.

"I'm heading to Lab 7 to meet with a colleague," Dr. Gray said. "I work with Oliver on several research projects. The dust project, mainly."

Gale looked up at the man beside him. "You work for the Path?"

"With the Path," Dr. Gray cleared his throat. "I'm, as you could call, a partner. But yes."

The elevator slowed, stopping at floor 52. The doors opened to a hallway of cubicles, cabinets, and everything looking gray. It was a familiar route to the wall that would open to Lab 7.

Dr. Gray stepped out. "This is me. Oliver's on 58. The elevator will take you there with my clearance this time. For future visits, have him arrange proper access. Good day, Gale."

"Thanks again," Gale said just as the doors closed.

The elevator continued up. At floor 58, Gale stepped out into a quiet hallway. Unlike the busy lobby, this floor seemed almost empty. Just a long corridor leading to glass doors at the far end.

Gale walked down the hall, double glass doors ahead. He saw Ollie typing away at his laptop.

He pushed the doors open.

Ollie looked up from his laptop. He had his suit blazer on the chair while he had his business shirt sleeves rolled up. From the way it matched his form, it must be expensive, just like the ones Rachel gave him. Probably cost more than the rent he paid to the Path for that apartment.

"Well," Ollie said, looking Gale over, "you look like shit."

"Thanks," Gale said, sitting in the chair across from Ollie and rolling his sore shoulders. "Got something I need you to look at."

Gale reached into his hoodie pocket and pulled out a small black cube, the storage box. Ollie watched as he swiped a finger through the air. A pale blue interface appeared, and he tapped the two papers in one of the 28 slots. Two pieces of paper appeared in his hand, putting them on the desk.

"What the fuck was that?" Ollie leaned forward, forgetting his coffee as it bounced up, spilling a bit on the papers on the desk. "Did you just?! Where did those come from?"

"Uhh… just a storage box," Gale said.

"That's impossible. Spatial storage tech doesn't-doesn't exist yet!" Ollie picked up the box Gale had set down, turning it over in his hands. "Something like this shouldn't exist on Earth. Not yet. Goddamn, Gale!"

"How did you think I stored my sword, then?"

"I thought you just had a sleight of hand or like it became smaller or something. Like normal magic!"

"Focus," Gale tapped the papers. "The box isn't the important part. These are."

Ollie set the box down carefully and slowly moved his hands to the papers on the table, still looking at the box. His eyes finally turned to the first page.

"'Project Armament... standard containment failing... something actively creating more rifts,'" Ollie read aloud. "Where did you get these?"

"Lakeview Water Treatment Plant. It's a Silver Lions front. They've got an underground facility there, doing research on artificial rifts."

"Artificial rifts?" Ollie's head snapped up.

"Exactly what you've been trying to do with the QPES stuff from the asylum?" Gale said. "Yeah, I figured that out."

"'Dust can accelerate awakening in those with latent potential...' They're making an army." Ollie flipped to the second page. "'Artificial rift creation has shown promising results...'" His fingers tightened on the paper. "How far along are they?"

"Far enough that they don't want anyone knowing about it," Gale said. "I had to swim through Lake Ontario in November to get away from their security."

Ollie's nose flared once. "That explains the wet dog smell."

"Thanks."

"So the Silver Lions are creating artificial rifts and using dust to build a private army of Awakened?" Ollie leaned back in his chair. "For what purpose?"

"According to these notes, they think the established Aur factions have forgotten your purpose. They claim they're protecting humanity from what's beyond the rifts."

"The greater good," Ollie muttered. "Always a convenient excuse."

"Says you."

Ollie grinned. "Touché."

The glass doors to Ollie's office burst open. Rachel barged in, wearing a dark blue blazer over a white shirt, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She stopped right beside Gale and Ollie's desk.

"Found you," she said, looking at Gale.

Ollie stretched his arms before saying, "Perfect timing! We were just starting our super secret important meeting about a conspiracy theory that Gale uncovered. Care to join us? I'll have someone bring up coffee. Or would you prefer chamomile or green tea with some biscuits?"

Rachel ignored him completely. Her eyes went to the papers on the desk. "What are those?"

"Evidence that the Silver Lions are researching artificial rifts and building an army of dust addicts," Gale said.

Rachel picked up the second page. "Do you know what these numbers mean?"

"No idea. A reference number or something?"

She sighed and then reached into her purse and pulled out a brand new looking smartphone, a different model from what he had before. A Ringo Pro X model that he'd seen ads for, one of the most expensive phones out right now at over $3000 CAD. That stupid Ringo CEO clearly greedy with his smug black turtleneck. How can something so small even cost that much? It’s bananas; that’s what it is.

Rachel held it out to Gale. "Here."

"How'd'you know my phone's dead?" Gale stared at the phone, then at Rachel. Not sure if he can really even accept this….

She grabbed his hand and curled his fingers on to the phone.

Putting the phone closer to his face, he couldn't believe he just got something so expensive. The things he only saw in ads were now in front of him. When he turned it on, the lock screen came on.

1208.

That was the pin that Rachel told him to remember. He tapped that in, and it worked.

Rachel turned to Ollie. "It's coordinates. 46°49'45.3"N 80°57'40.9"W. About five hours north of Toronto."

"So how'd'you know my phone… died?" Gale repeated.

"Among other things," Rachel said. "The coordinates are in Northern Ontario. Near Sudbury."

Ollie pulled out his own phone, typing rapidly. "Checking satellite maps... there's nothing there. Just forest."

"Or something hidden," Gale said, avoiding to ask the question a third time when clearly the room temp went up by a degree.

The three of them stood around a desk, staring at papers. It was nostalgic. The three of them had also done this kind of thing back in the Eclipsed.

"This kinda brings me back," Gale said. "Just missing Annett."

Ollie looked up from his phone. "She went back to the UK immediately after we got out of the Eclipsed. Straight to the United Knights headquarters."

"Did she ever find a replacement for her broken sword?" Gale asked.

"No idea. Haven't really heard from her since. She did tell me she joined Order 2 of the knights though. They're a pain in the ass." Ollie set his phone down. "So what do we do with these coordinates?"

Gale looked from Ollie to Rachel, then at the window where Toronto spread out below them. Five hours north of the city. His eyes beamed at the thought of the adventure.

"Road trip, anyone?" he said.

"Five hours each way. We'd need overnight supplies," Rachel said.

"I've got meetings booked all afternoon," Ollie scrolled through his calendar on the laptop. "But I could clear tomorrow. We'd need a vehicle that can handle forest roads."

"I can provide one," Rachel said. "And supplies."

"So we're actually doing this? The three of us, road trip to mysterious coordinates in the middle of nowhere?" Gale said.

"You got plans for the weekend or somethin'?" Ollie grinned. "Hot date, perhaps?"

"My calendar's clear," Gale said.

Rachel pulled out her phone. "I'll have Gerard prepare a vehicle. We should leave early tomorrow. First light."

"Six AM at your place?" Ollie asked.

Rachel nodded. "Bring warm clothes. November in Northern Ontario is much colder than Toronto."

"What do you think we'll find up there?" Gale asked.

Ollie picked up the torn paper again. "Could be anything. A hidden research facility. A natural rift they're studying. Or maybe it's just where they dump the bodies."

"Always the optimist," Rachel said.

Gale's stomach growled loudly. Oops, completely forgot to eat before leaving home. The loaf of bread in his fridge was saved yet again from his stomach.

Ollie grinned. "Hungry?"

"Starving."

"Let's continue this over lunch." Ollie stood and buttoned his suit jacket. "Restaurant on 56th. My treat."

"You need to remember to eat." Rachel smiled softly at Gale. He could only smile in reply.

They headed to the elevator, then went down two floors. When the elevator doors opened, they entered the restaurant level. From left to right, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the area around TD tower.

A hostess showed them to their table away from other diners, in a private room.

"So," Ollie said once they were seated, "About that box. What's it made of? How do you power it? Does it need charge? Ether? Something else? Electricity? Come on, Gale. Give me something I can work with. What is it?!"

"Just a storage box," Gale said. "I don’t know."

"Which shouldn't exist," Ollie countered. "The Path has been working on spatial storage tech for decades. Best we've managed is basically nothing but compressing items into smaller sizes and then back to their original size. It's not exactly pocket dimensions, which are so much cooler!"
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                Snow covered everything outside the SUV windows. Snowflakes fell from a gray sky, covering the pines and carpeting the highway with a thin blanket. Gale leaned against the back window, watching the snowstorm blow almost horizontally.

"Snow in mid-November," Rachel said. "This far north already got hit?"

"First big storm of the season," Ollie said from behind the wheel. He kept both hands at 9 and 3, leaning forward slightly as he navigated the slippery road. "Toronto won't see this for weeks."

The wipers squeaked against the windshield while uncovering the snow that built up in mere seconds. They'd been driving for about two and a half hours, passing through suburbs and small towns. Now all they could see was just wilderness and the occasional gas station with an american style diner on the side.

Rachel turned to the back of the car from the passenger seat, "I've got sandwiches. Egg salad, tuna, or chicken?"

Gale nodded.

She looked through the cooler, the plastic wrap making a crackling noise. "There's also fruits. Apples, bananas. And some hotdogs I can heat up if you want something warm."

The SUV hit ice, causing the car to shake a little. "Jesus Christ, guys. This isn't a damn picnic. We're driving to investigate some secret coordinates that might be full of people who want to kill us."

Rachel continued looking through the cooler by her feet, "We still need to eat." She passed a water bottle back to Gale. "Drink this."

"He can wait until we stop," Ollie said.

"He's a growing boy," Rachel said. "Look at him. He's skin and bones."

"I'm not a kid." Gale took the water bottle. He opened it and drank. "But I'll take an egg sandwich. You got any apple juice in there?"

"Of course." Rachel smiled and handed back a wrapped sandwich and a juice box.

Ollie looked in the mirror. "I cannot believe you're drinking from a juice box right now."

Gale stabbed the juice box and sipped on the straw. "I'm still growing though."

Rachel turned to Ollie, unwrapping and passing a sandwich to him. "Here. Being hungry is making you angry."

"I'm not hungry!" Ollie said, taking the sandwich anyways. "All I want from this little expedition is the tech," he said while chewing. "We get in, steal whatever fancy equipment they're using to make artificial rifts, and get out. No heroics."

Rachel pulled out an apple from the cooler, wiping it on her sleeve. "There might be more worth investigating. My family never paid much attention to the Silver Lions as long as they stayed in their lane."

"Do families run everything in Aur?" Gale asked, taking a big bite, taking out half of the egg sandwich.

"Not everything," Rachel said. "But there are six main families in North America with significant influence." She bit her apple and chewed a bit. "The Ann Estate, that's us. The Silver Lions. The Salem Family started as actual witches back in the day, completely separate from the Blue Witches Lily runs. Ollie's master is notoriously a member of it."

"Wait," Gale said. "Like Salem witch trials Salem?"

"That's the one. Then there's the Cloverfield Family on the west coast that specializes in sea warfare. The Bentley Estate focuses on magical engineering. And finally, the Baker Family in Central America, who excel at divination."

"All of them are a pain in my ass. Too old-fashioned. Too secretive. And they don't give a damn about money, which makes them impossible to deal with." Ollie snorted. He side eyed Rachel. "Even the one beside me is now having a picnic in the middle of a snowstorm."

"Whatever, not my business," Rachel said dryly.

"Plus they've all got their own stupid conflicts with each other." Ollie sped past a slow minivan. "Did you see that garbage in the New Aurian Times last week? The Bakers and Bentleys are at each other's throats again."

"What happened?" Gale asked.

"The Bakers got offended by something the Bentleys haven't even done yet." Ollie laughed. "Divination problems, right? 'You're going to insult my granddaughter at a party three years from now, so I hate you now.' Completely stupid."

Rachel took the last bite of her apple. "The Ann Estate stays out of those conflicts."

"Yeah, weirdly enough," Ollie said. "Your grandmother's the only one who doesn't play those games. But I know she's scheming something. Something I can't smell and taste, and I'm willing to bet a kidney on it."

Rachel turned her body to look at Gale. "My grandmother and I are different. Anything between us stays between us. You get what I mean, right?"

Gale nodded. Of course he got it. He's not an outsider to her, but maybe to her grandma. Weird that the butler calls him 'master' suddenly after calling him a literal hobo before. He looked down at his outfit. A hoodie that actually fits him, slightly on the looser side and also finally jeans that weren't ripped, provided by Rachel. Only bad thing about this was that the jacket was a bit too puffy for his comfort. It said Canada Goose, but it smelled and tasted nothing like the geese he'd hunted and eaten before. A bunch of liars, that's what they were.

"Wait a minute!" Ollie said. "I'm trustworthy too!"

"Selling information is literally one part of your business," Rachel said.

"I prefer 'strategic business intelligence broker,'" Ollie said.

Gale took a second big bite of the sandwich, finishing the whole sandwich, then crumpling up the wrapper. "Thanks for the food."

"There's more if you want it," Rachel said.

Ollie pointed ahead. "Gas station coming up. We need to fill the tank."

They pulled off into a small gas station with a mini-mart. Only two other vehicles were there, a rusty pickup truck clearly from the '80s and a dented sedan. Snow continued to pile up in the corners of the lot not covered by the outside ceiling of the station.

Ollie parked near the pumps. "I'll fill up. You two can stretch your legs if you want."

Gale put on the Canada Goose that definitely didn't have goose and opened the door. Stepping outside, he was met with a satisfying crunch of the snow under his boots that was also somehow branded with goose and, also definitely not containing goose. Couldn't complain though. They were a perfect fit and easy to move in despite being boots.

She came out of the car as well, zipping up her jacket that was the same brand.

"We should grab some more snacks, the more the better," Rachel said. "The next stretch won't have many places to stop."

Before they could walk toward the mini-mart, another car pulled up with loud exhausts, enough to hear before the snow finally parted to reveal a large black SUV. It pulled up at the pump across from them.

"Shit," Ollie said, his hands reaching quickly for the pumps. "Gale, Rachel, get in the store. Now."

"What?" Gale looked at the car. The license plate read "TWINS22" in blue against a white backdrop.

"That's the twins, get in quickly!" Ollie whispered harshly.

"Come on," Rachel whispered, grabbing his arm.

The large black SUV driver side door opened, and a familiar tall figure came out. Kyle zipped up his jacket, breath fogging up as he breathed, and smiled at them. "Relax, guys. Ollie, we're coworkers, remember?"

"Coworkers?" Ollie gripped the gas pump tighter. "Not after you shot me up a bunch of times at the airport. You knew damn well I was using non-lethal."

The passenger side door opened, and Clyde came out, looking as relaxed as his brother. He wore the same black tactical pants and navy blue jacket as Kyle, with the identical messy haircut.

"Just water under the bridge," Clyde said.

Kyle closed the door behind him and leaned on it, eyes turning from Ollie to Rachel, then to Gale. "What brings Path's golden boy and his friends out this way? Bit far from the city, aren't you?"

Ollie didn't reply. His eyes stuck on the gas pump numbers instead.

"46°49'45.3"N 80°57'40.9"W, these numbers ring a bell?" Kyle smirked.

Clyde smirked as well. "Looks like we're coworkers for this bout, just like old times, eh, Ollie?"

Coworkers just like old times? That was new. Didn't realize Ollie had worked with these people before. Also acting too comfortable with Ollie for Gale's comfort. He could strike now if he needed to. Left hand already in his left pocket, ready to bring up Weber blade.

Rachel smiled and clapped her hands. "Would you two like some sandwiches? I've got plenty. One each if you want!" 

She walked back to the car without waiting, opening the door to get the cooler.

"I'll take chicken if you've got it," Kyle said.

"Tuna for me," Clyde said.

Ollie pinched his nose and muttered something that sounded like "unbelievable."

Rachel's in danger. Right hand twitched. These guys were literally just shooting at him and her butler just several days ago.

"Relax, Sword Boy," Kyle said, eyes on Gale's right hand. "Like we said, water under the bridge."

"Yeah," Clyde nodded. "That woosh-woosh sword action of yours at the airport? Very impressive."

Kyle laughed. "Also, nice job getting away from Hound. Not many people manage that."

Gale frowned. "How does everyone know about that?"

Rachel returned with two wrapped sandwiches for the twins. "Harrison Hound. The guy literally used his last name as his call sign. He's in the Path's custody right now thanks to you and he isn't exactly smart in keeping his mouth shut. He's been ranting to anyone who would listen about how he almost caught the 'invisible sword wielder' but lost him in the lake."

Kyle unwrapped his sandwich. "Thanks!"

Ollie finished filling the tank and put the nozzle back forcefully. "We should get going."

"You guys want anything else from inside?" Rachel asked, pointing to the mini-mart. "Gale and I were just about to get some snacks."

"Thanks! But we're good," Clyde said with his mouth full, chewing. "Hey Ollie, turn on your walkie-talkie app. Keep comms up. We're coworkers for this mission, and you already know what that means."

Ollie closed the gas cap. "Let me guess, you want to steal some shit too?"

Kyle's eyes lit up. "Just like the old times?"

A moment passed, and then Clyde, Kyle, and Ollie started laughing for a full half minute.

"Fuck you," Ollie said suddenly. "Both of you."

"Fuck you too, eh," Kyle said with a grin.

What the hell was he even watching? At one point, they were all acting comfortably. Then they laughed together. Then now they're cursing each other. Adults will never be not weird. That's a fact of life.

Rachel pulled on Gale's arm. "Come on, let's get those snacks before we hit the road again."

Inside the mini-mart, Gale kept looking through the windows at the twins and Ollie talking outside. "Should we trust them?"

"Trust is a strong word. They're Path agents… but not Path agents. It's hard to describe, but they won't try anything in broad daylight if they're also after the same thing." Rachel picked up some chips, vinegar and salt, ketchup. She then went to the drink fridge and grabbed a couple of Arizona iced teas. "99 cents. Amazing how they've kept their prices down all these years."

Gale got a few more snacks and a chocolate bar, then joining Rachel at the register. "They tried to kill us!"

"Welcome to Aur," Rachel tapped her phone on the terminal. "Grudges and last week's assassination attempt often get discussed over the same dinner table."

Leaving the mini-mart, Kyle and Clyde were already in their SUV. Ollie stood by the car, clearly with a frown on his face, arms crossed, tapping his index finger.

"All set?" Rachel asked.

"Yeah." Ollie opened the driver's door. "The twins are heading to the same coordinates."

They got into the SUV and pulled back onto the highway, the twins followed close behind as the snowstorm limited visibility.

"Are you three ok?" Gale asked, opening his chips.

Ollie kept his eyes on the road. "We used to run ops together. We were a good team. Too good. Then they backstabbed me to climb the ladder. They aired out my closet, told everyone, just to move up one rank."

"So why work with them now?" Gale asked.

"Because they're useful. And predictable in their treachery." Ollie adjusted the heat down. "Plus, this way I can keep an eye on them."

Rachel turned in her seat, adjusting the heat back up. "Is the plan still to steal whatever tech they're using for artificial rifts?"

"Yes," Ollie said. "Not sure what the twins want, but they'll probably steal stuff too, arrest everyone, if any, and take all for the bust. Not that I care, since I get to steal what I want."

Gale ate a chip. "Sounds like you're planning to backstab them."

Ollie laughed. "What gave it away?"

"What about you, Rachel? What's your experience with the twins?" Gale asked.

Rachel looked back at Gale. "I closed a rift with them once. Remember that time I mentioned I was used as a candle in the darkness? That was my first time seeing them in actual action. The way they sync together was mesmerizing. They're not 1 plus 1 equals 3. They're more like 1 plus 1 equals 6 when they fight together."

Ollie mumbled something quietly.

"What was that?" Rachel asked.

"Nothing," Ollie said. "Just agreeing with your assessment of their combat abilities."

Gale looked to the side out the window. The landscape had become more remote. No more farm fields, now just becoming full of trees. Signage warned of wildlife crossings, and they hadn't seen another vehicle except for the twins behind them.

"I still don't get it," Gale said. "You guys were shooting at each other, next you're giving them sandwiches and having a laugh together."

"Welcome to Aur," Ollie said. "Today's enemy is tomorrow's asset, especially when you're both after the same thing."

Rachel pulled out a notebook and started writing. "We should establish a signal in case things go wrong. Something the twins wouldn't recognize."

"Good idea," Ollie said. "Let's think about that."

Static came from Ollie's phone, then Kyle's voice came through: "Testing, testing. You hear us, Ollie? Pssht over."

Ollie sighed and pressed a button. "Loud and clear, unfortunately."

"Weather report says the snow gets worse up ahead," Clyde said next. "We thinking of stopping somewhere or pushing through? Pssht over."

"Pushing through," Ollie said. "I want to reach the site before dark."

"Roger that," Kyle said. "And use standard radio etiquette please, say over when you're done. Pssht over."

"No thank you. Pssht not over," Ollie said.
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                The car slid to a stop on the snow, and the engine turned off immediately. Gale took in the surroundings through the rear windows, a forest with four snow covered buildings in the small clearing in front of them.

"These are the coordinates?" Ollie asked.

"Shed, barn, house, garage. The full set," Rachel said. "All abandoned by the looks of it."

Behind them, the twins' black SUV pulled up, sliding to a stop just beside them. The engine stopped. Kyle and Clyde got out of their vehicle, only Clyde visibly carrying a long gun on his shoulder.

Gale, Rachel, and Ollie got out as well, meeting the two boys at the front of their vehicle, breaths fogging under the freezing temps of the snowstorm.

"Not exactly the super duper secret facility we were thinkin’," Kyle said, putting on his hood.

"Spread out?" Clyde put on his gloves. "Cover more ground."

Ollie nodded. "Gale and I will take the house. Rachel, check the shed. Twins, you take the barn and garage."

"Why do you get to go with Gale?" Rachel asked.

"What?" Ollie muttered.

"If anything, shouldn't you go to the shed? It's small. Not like you can use your guns in close range."

"I don't know! I just randomly decided. What's it to you?!" Ollie asked, already side-eyeing the twins.

This was the first time Gale had seen Ollie look this annoyed. Frown, furrowed brows, twitching lips and all. "Rachel, it's fine. I can just go with him."

Rachel crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one side. "Fine."

"Now go. Investigate. Shoo," Ollie said.

Kyle saluted mockingly. "Yes, sir, Mr. Was-never-ever-my-boss Sir."

"Idiot," Ollie muttered.

The group split up. Gale followed Ollie to the house. The old wooden porch made noise under their weight.

"Keep your eyes open," Ollie said. "Abandoned places like these could mean spectres or things lurking inside."

Spectres? That awfully sounds like the spectral entities that Guide talked about.

"Ollie, you killed ghosts before, right?" Gale asked.

"Yeah, what of it?"

"Can you kill one right now?"

"Nope. Got none of the silver bullets with me at the moment."

"Are we going to be fine?"

"Relax, ghosts aren't real."

That's exactly what Guide said! But what normal human would discern between spectres and ghosts being different?! No one, that's who. Gale clenched his fist onto the storage box as Ollie opened the door into the house.

Inside, the house smelled of musty mildew and definitely mould. Furniture was still there though. A couch, dining tables with chairs, one turned over, shelves with books that were rotten through. Dust covered everything except for some small animal tracks.

Gale swiped a finger on a table beside the entrance door. From the thickness of the dust and how rough it was, approximately 10 years' worth of dust.

"Looks like nobody's been here in years or decades even," Gale said to Ollie.

While Ollie went into the kitchen, Gale spread out Breath of the Void. The tendrils passed through matter, feeding him information. No ether signatures anywhere, no super secret underground lairs, no nothing. Just mice eating through the walls that somehow survived even in the cold weather of northern Ontario.

Pushing the tendrils out further, he saw Rachel punching plank support beams of the shed, making way for herself to get through. A mouse jumped out of the barrel she just kicked, and her hand shot out a small ball of fire that burnt it to a crisp.

"Find anything?" Ollie called from upstairs.

"Nothing," Gale replied, knowing the house was empty but still pretending to check another room. "Just old furniture."

When they met outside again, snow had covered their earlier footprints. Rachel brushed snow from her hair and dusted off probably the debris from her mayhem.

"Nothing in the shed," she smiled.

The twins walked back from the barn.

"Barn's clear," Kyle said. "Some old farming equipment and really old hay."

"Garage too," Clyde said. "Just an empty bay, no car to steal."

They stood in a circle, Ollie clearly glaring at Clyde and Kyle.

"So what now?" Gale asked. "Was the intel wrong?"

Ollie checked his phone. "These are definitely the right coordinates."

"Maybe it's not the place," Rachel said. "Maybe the numbers mean something else."

"Or maybe someone's been feeding us bullshit," Kyle said.

"Like you'd know anything about that," Ollie said.

Clyde stepped between them. "Hey, let's not start that again."

"Bro, it's cool. Let's hear what he has to say," Kyle loomed over Ollie. "Go ahead, Ollie. You've been waiting to get that off your chest since the gas station."

Ollie's eyes narrowed. "You want me to say it? Fine. Quebec City, three years ago. Ring any bells?"

"Ancient history," Kyle waved his hands dismissively.

"Not to me," Ollie said. "We had a plan. You two went off-script."

"We improved the plan," Clyde said. "Got the job done, much faster than yours, didn't we?"

"You left me holding the bag with local authorities while you took the glory and the promotion."

"That's how the game works," Kyle shrugged. "You know that."

"Three days in a Quebec City’s jail cell," Ollie said, voice rising to an almost yell. "They would've kept me there for at least a month if asshole number one hadn't bailed me!"

Gale sighed. Might as well do something productive while they did their thing. Breath of the Void spread further, checking all around them. South, nothing. West, nothing. East, nothing as well.

However, the north looked different. But something felt off in the northern direction. Not an ether signature, but a blank spot where his senses couldn't reach. Similar to meeting a wall like the spray painted sutras at the airport.

"Guys," Gale said.

"We had orders," Clyde was saying. "Jonathan's orders comes first. Always has."

"Bullshit," Ollie said. "You saw an opportunity and took it, just like you always do."

"Guys," Gale said.

"Don't act like you're better than us," Kyle poked at Ollie's chest. "You've got a bigger closet than us!"

"I never abandoned a teammate," Ollie said. "Never."

"GUYS!" Rachel shouted. "Shut up for one second and let's hear Gale out." She turned to him with a smile.

"What if these aren't coordinates? What if it's something else?" She tapped the screen.

"46494538057409. That's a lot of numbers," Gale said.

"Phone number?" Clyde said.

"Too many digits," Kyle said.

"A code?" Ollie grinned.

Gale kept his eyes on the northern treeline, where he'd found that blank spot. "Let's split up and search the area. Maybe there's something nearby that's not on the maps."

"Good idea," Rachel said. "I'll go with Gale. We'll take north."

"Seriously?" Ollie said, mouth gaping. "Fine," he glared at the twins. "We'll go east."

"Got your walkie-talkie app ready?" Kyle asked, tapping his phone.

Ollie pulled out his own. "Yeah, yeah."

"Remember, guys, anything suspicious, call it in," Clyde said. "No heroics, no solo missions. Pssht over."

"Whatever," Ollie muttered.

The twins headed east, disappearing into the trees. Ollie gave Gale a look before following them.

Rachel turned on her phone's walkie-talkie app, then put her hands in her pockets. "North it is, then."

They walked through the snow toward the trees, leaving the farm behind. The snow was deeper among the trees, almost to Gale's knees in some spots. He spotted a rabbit's burrow covered up by the snow. Tracks of foxes and three strands of orange fur sat by a tree near the same burrow. Clearly, there was a bit of a chase from where the small footprints of the rabbit ran away from the hungry fox.

"I feel like you're at home in the forest, seeing you like this," Rachel said after a few minutes of silence. "The way you look around here. It's like you're always looking for signs of something I can't even imagine."

Gale stepped over a fallen log hidden under snow. "Had a lot of practice."

"I bet," Rachel said. "Your home turf. The hunter in his natural habitat."

A slight cringe almost appeared on his face, hiding it by forcing a couple of coughs.

"You ok?" she asked.

"Yeah, definitely ok." Gale said, not sure which hunter she was talking about. He was still the 'dark hunter' in the concrete jungle. In the real forest, he becomes the wild hunter.

He led them north, pretending to pick the path randomly while actually heading straight for the blank spot he'd sensed. Snow-covered branches brushed against them as they passed.

Rachel's phone crackled before Kyle's voice came through the walkie app. "Check in, north team. Any sign of secret evil lairs? Pssht over."

Rachel rolled her eyes but hit the talk button. "Nothing yet. Just trees and more trees. You?"

"Same here. Ollie's complaining about his expensive boots getting wet. Pssht over."

"I am not," Ollie's voice came next through the walkie app.

Shaking her head, Rachel put the phone away. "How did you know to look north?"

"Just a feeling," Gale said.

"You have a lot of those," Rachel said. "Just feelings."

"Sometimes they're right." 99.9% of the times, they're right.

They pushed deeper into the forest. The storm got worse, with snow falling faster and limiting what they could see as the wind picked up.

"We should turn back soon," Rachel said. "This storm's getting worse."

"Just a little farther," Gale said.

The trees opened up to another small clearing. In the middle stood a wooden cabin covered in so much snow it was hard to see.

Rachel stopped. "That's not on any map."

Gale stared at the cabin. This was the source of the blank spot. Breath of the Void couldn't get through it at all, like something was blocking it.

"Should we call the others?" Rachel asked, reaching for her phone.

"Not yet," Gale said. "Let's check it out first."

They approached the cabin. Unlike the farmhouse, this cabin seemed hidden on purpose as the snow made it almost invisible.

"Stay alert," Gale said, reaching for the door.

He tried the handle. It was unlocked. The door opened with a creak. Gale went in first, with Rachel behind him, noticing that it felt colder inside than outside.

"Cozy," Rachel said, temperature suddenly increasing around her and spreading to Gale.

Dust covered everything, though thinner compared to the abandoned buildings. He swiped a finger again on the surface. This time, it wasn't thick or rough. Most likely, just a couple of months' worth of dust.

He looked around more and saw the kitchen area. Upon opening the cupboards, he saw a bunch of canned foods. Same amount of dust meant that it must've been only recently abandoned and suddenly at that.

Gale closed his eyes, trying to focus on Breath of the Void, but something was wrong with how the skill was working. The feeling was fuzzy, like trying to see through foggy glass. He opened his eyes, frowning.

"What is it?" Rachel asked.

"Nothing," Gale said. "Just checking."

Goosebumps crept in on his neck. No longer having the ability to see through the tendrils felt like he was completely blind.

"Let's check everything," he said.

They searched the main room first. Dusty dishes in cupboards. Newspapers. Canned food. No photos, mail, or anything to show who lived here.

The bedroom had nothing interesting either. The trunk just held dusty blankets.

"There has to be more, right?" Rachel said, looking around. "Why would this place be out here in the middle of nowhere? Not even included on the map?"

Gale knelt on the floor, running his hands over the boards. Near the woodstove, he felt a draft.

"Here," he said, pulling back a rug to show a trapdoor.

"Basement," Rachel said. "Pretty standard for cabins like this."

Gale pulled the iron ring, lifting the heavy door and letting it drop to the other side with a loud thud. Wooden stairs went down into darkness. Rachel removed her gloves and put them inside her jacket's pocket. She held her hand up, creating a bright white light from a steady fire.

Going downstairs, the basement was small and dry. Shelves lined the walls with cabin supplies, specifically small handheld tools, rope, and lanterns. But what caught his attention was the door on the far wall. A heavy metal door with a wheel in the centre, like from a submarine or a bank vault.

"That's not standard for a cabin," Gale said, pointing.

Rachel approached the door, shining her light on it. Above the door, a yellow paper stuck to the wall. It had Chinese characters written in red ink. Another sutra, this time a proper one that's not just spray painted on.

"Well, this is getting complicated. This means the Jiuling was here, sealing something below."

"Sealing what?"

She leaned closer. "This one's meant to seal something dangerous. It's a wide area seal."

Rachel reached up and ripped the paper off the wall. Gale felt the tendrils sharply feed him back information about the whole area. Below them, he sensed concrete tunnels and man made passages going into two directions. Only problem was that there were no living things down there, which could mean ghosts.

"Should you have done that?" Gale asked, then whispered, "What if they sealed ghosts?"

Rachel tilted her head at him. "Fire beats ghosts. Something like the school ghost don't scare me."

"Wait, you were the one that killed the ghost at the learning centre?"

"I wasn't. That was the Ann Family's request to the Path."

"Really?" Gale leaned closer to her.

"Really. So, don't worry about ghosts. I got it covered."

"Ok." Gale nodded, eyes clearly beaming up as he stared at Rachel's fire hand. Not sure if it was a good thing to hide behind a girl, but for ghosts, it's better safe than sorry.

Gale noticed something else beside the door. It was a piece of lined paper taped to the metal. He moved closer and read the hasty writing: "TURN BACK. RUN AWAY."

"Should we be worried about this?" he asked, pointing to the warning.

"In Aur, we kill ghosts for breakfast. What could possibly go wrong?" Rachel laughed. She pulled out her phone, opening the walkie app. "Hey guys, north team here. We found something. A cabin with a hidden bunker entrance. You might want to see this. Probably a whole network of tunnels underground."

Static came before Kyle's voice answered. "Roger that, north team. Heading your way. Keep your pants on. Pssht over."

Rachel rolled her eyes as she put her phone away and leaned against the wall, looking at the heavy door. "This is mundane military grade. Not something you'd find in a random cabin in the woods."

"Think it's connected to the Silver Lions?" Gale asked.

"Maybe. Or the Path. Or both." She looked at him. "Thanks, by the way."

"For what?"

"Including me in this trip." Rachel smiled. "It's been a while since we've done this. Five years, haha."

"You basically barged in. Not like I had a choice."

Rachel pouted, crossing her arms. "I did not barge in. I was invited."

"I was teasing," Gale laughed, would've invited her regardless after he got a new phone anyways. "Didn't you say you stopped learning your family techniques when you were twelve?"

"Yeah, why?"

"So how are you learning now? Your grandma sounds too stuck up."

"Don't tell Grandma, but everything's in the library anyway. I can just learn it myself." Rachel let out a small giggle. "And Gerard teaches me some stuff. Just for self-defense, he says."

"The butler gives you magic lessons behind your grandma's back?"

"He says I have my mother's talent." A soft smile appeared on her lips. "Anyway, it works out."

Gale nodded toward the tunnels he could now sense. "Can you tell me more about your expeditions? Like the ones you mentioned going into rifts while I was gone?"

"Sure, what you wanna hear first?"

"The candle thing you said."

Rachel glanced at her hand, then back to him. "The dark world. That's what we call it. There are known rifts that still go there, ones that haven't been closed. The ecosystem was wild. It had like everything from little imps that are mostly just annoying to these massive flaming demons. If you read LOTR before, you'd know what I mean."

"The flaming demon on that bridge?"

"Yeah. They scour the darkness, but that one specifically had their flames only light up if they're awake. Makes them easy to spot at least. The imps are just a nuisance, really. Like rats with attitude. And there are ghosts too. Pale, wispy things that are afraid of light. Easy to kill too with just fire."

"That's why they called you a candle?"

"Exactly. They kept their distance from me." She grinned. "The twins were there too. Kyle and Clyde were the same as they were back then to now. Efficient, predictable, annoying most of the time. They're good at clearing a room like it's choreographed though."

Heavy footsteps from above interrupted them. Three voices got louder as they came to the trapdoor.

"Down here!" Rachel called.

Ollie came down first, followed by the twins.

"I'm telling you, we had a deal," Ollie said.

"And I'm telling you, orders changed, wasn't our call," Kyle said.

"Orders always change when it's convenient for you two," Ollie said.

"Vancouver Island literally wasn't our call, bruh," Clyde said, looking around the basement. "The higher-ups wanted that artifact secured, not analyzed while having a gunfight in the field. Jiuling was already swarming too, so fuck you."

"Bullshit," Ollie said. "You just wanted the credit."

"And your eyes looked like dollar signs looking at that artifact," Kyle replied.

"Guys," Rachel said loudly. "Focus. Big creepy door. Secret underground tunnels. Maybe save the Vancouver drama for later?"

The three men stopped, turning to the metal door.

"Well, well," Kyle said. "What do we have here?"

"Looks mundane military standard," Clyde said, trying to turn the wheel mechanism. "Old design though. Ancient actually."

Ollie ran his hand over the surface. "Retrofitted. This was something else before whoever did this."

"The warning's a nice touch," Kyle leaning towards the lined paper. "Very creepy. Very horror movie."

"There are tunnels behind that door," Gale said. "Two main branches, heading in different directions."

"How do you know that?" Clyde asked, eyes narrowing slightly.

Rachel jumped in before Gale could answer. "We found some old map drawings upstairs."

Kyle and Clyde exchanged glances. Hopefully, they bought the reason.

"So," Ollie said, grabbing the wheel. "How much bucks this gets us?"

"Wait," Gale said. "Be careful. That sutra was there for a reason."

"Scared of ghosts, Sword Boy?" Kyle said.

"N-No." Gale met his eyes.

"Sure," Clyde said. "Let's gear up before we go spelunking."

They all pulled various items from their pockets and jackets, such as flashlights, weapons, and extra ammunition. 

Ollie gripped the wheel again. "Ready?"

Everyone nodded.
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                Ollie grunted as he turned the wheel with both hands, his face flushed as he used his whole body.

"Pfft. Pansy." Kyle pushed off Ollie and put his hands on the wheel. He turned the wheel too, face flushing red as well. He backed off, scratching his hair.

"Idiot," Ollie said.

"Hey, this shit's probably already rusted like this. Can't turn it like this. Better to blast it open, right bro?" Kyle looked to Clyde.

Clyde immediately brought down his long gun on his shoulder.

"Why do you guys always default to shooting up everything?!" Rachel pushed up the long gun aimed at the door. "You might cave in the whole tunnel system."

"She's kinda right," Clyde said.

"Kinda right?" Ollie said. "She's completely correct."

Rachel looked to Gale. "Can you open it?"

All eyes looked to Gale. He moved towards the wheel, trying not to meet their eyes. Twisting the wheel, it groaned before giving way as metal scraped against metal. Dust from rust fell down onto the floor below the wheel.

Kyle whistled. "Bambam's got some muscle."

"Shut up," Rachel elbowed Kyle.

The door finally opened, and cold damp air flooded the basement. Water dripped down somewhere below, and rusted pipes lined the upper walls of the tunnel. Ollie shined his flashlight down the tunnel, revealing nothing of whatever was down there.

"Come on. Let's just get this over with." Ollie stepped through first, drawing his deagle from his jacket.

The others followed, Rachel and Gale second, and lastly the twins. They moved in silence until they hit a fork in the tunnel system.

"Two tunnels," Ollie pointed his light down each. "We should split up."

Kyle snorted. "Of course we should. Because splitting up always works out great in horror movies."

"Twins, you take right," Ollie ignored the comment. "We'll go left."

"Splitting up sounds like a terrible idea," Clyde said.

"Got a better one?" Ollie asked.

"Fine," Kyle said. "But I'm jacking whatever looks shiny first."

"Just stay in radio contact," Ollie said. "Report anything unusual."

"Define unusual in an underground bunker with a warning sign and Chinese magic paper," Clyde muttered.

Kyle pulled out his phone, opening the walkie app then turning on the flashlight. "Channel's open. Don't forget to check in every five minutes. Pssht over."

"We're standing right next to each other," Ollie said.

Kyle grinned. "Come on, bro. Adventure awaits."

Clyde grinned as well, then followed Kyle. "Awaits is the adventure beyond."

"Let's go," Rachel sighed, lighting up her torch hand that was brighter than a phone flashlight.

Ollie led them forward down the left tunnel. The passage was wide enough for two people side by side. The walls were white with dark spots and mould.

The tunnel curved before opening to a wider area. Metal doors went on at even intervals on both sides of the hallway.

Before Ollie could push open the first door they neared, Gale put a hand on his shoulder. "Wait, what if theres those thingies?"

Ollie's eyes glanced behind him at Rachel. "Gale, ghosts don't exist!"

"But what if, just you know, what if?"

"I'll stay near you, always. Come on. Let Ollie check the room," Rachel said.

Gale sighed, moving to Rachel, now shoulder to shoulder.

Ollie pushed open the first door immediately, deagle up. "Just barracks."

Opening the door wider revealed rusted metal bunk beds against all 3 walls. Empty footlockers sat at the end of each bed, most open. Black stains marked the concrete floor.

"Blood?" Rachel asked.

Gale went over to the blackened spot, put his nose all the way to the concrete floor, and smelled.

"Don't tell me you're going to lick it?" Ollie asked.

"Shhh, he's working," Rachel said.

Pinching the blood and rubbing his fingers together told Gale all he needed to know about the blood. Didn't even need Analyze to do this.

"Blood's old. Very old. Couple of months. And someone else has been here recently." Gale pointed at the older footprints and one of the newer ones.

"Shit, didn't see that," Ollie said. "Whoever they are, hope they don't meet the twins first."

Ollie signalled for Gale to come back and then moved to the next room. Another barracks, just like the first. Same layout with the bunk beds and the same footprints, old mixed with new. The third room over was the same.

"This doesn't look like any normal shelter I've seen," Ollie said.

Going deeper into the tunnel, the smell of rotting flesh could no longer be ignored, growing stronger with each step. Rachel covered her nose while Ollie did the same. Gale didn't. This wasn't even as bad as some of the half decayed forest beasts that roamed the Eclipsed.

"The hell is that smell?" Ollie asked.

Rachel made a stink face. "You know what it is."

They reached another door where the smell was too strong that Ollie just ignored it.

"Let's skip this one," he said, moving past.

No one argued.

The next room was different. Filing cabinets lined the walls instead of bunks. A metal desk sat in the middle, covered in dust and old papers.

"Administration," Rachel said, picking up a yellowed sheet. "These look like personnel records."

Ollie checked the filing cabinets. "Most of these are empty. Someone took the files."

"Not everything," Rachel said, holding up a folder. "Project Threshold."

"Like the asylum?" Gale looked over her shoulder.

Rachel flipped through the folder. "Same name, different location. Has to be connected."

Ollie's phone crackled with static as Kyle’s voice came through. "Team Right checking in. Found something weird. Big room with old computers. Looks like some NASA level spaceship moon landing mission control setup... whatever you call that. Pssht over."

Ollie pressed the push to talk. "Any idea what it was for?"

"Negative. But there are four metal pillars curving toward the centre of the room. Can't figure out what they do. Pssht over."

"Copy that. We found personnel records mentioning Project Threshold."

"Interesting. Keep us posted. Pssht over."

Gale checked another room while Rachel and Ollie looked through the documents. This one had an armory setup, but most weapons racks were empty. A few rusted gun parts lay on the floor. Tendrils fed him that this room basically had nothing, making him go back to the administration room.

"Hey, I have a question." Gale walked over to Rachel.

Rachel looked up from the folder. "Yup?"

"How do you kill a ghost if you don't have fire?"

Rachel and Ollie shared a look. "There are lots of ways."

"Like?"

"Get an incantation of blessing on your sword. Have to ask the knights for that," Ollie said. "You could also just buy a blessed glyph sword. Costs about as much as a car, though."

Well, that was out of the question. Best not to even think about leeching off of Rachel.

"The key is converting them to ectoplasm first, the physical kind before you hit them," Rachel said. "Once they're in a semi-physical state, you can damage them normally."

"How do you do that?" Gale asked.

"Multiple ways. Jiuling on the west coast sells ghost-bane spray cans. Coat your sword with it and it'll do the job." Rachel smiled. "Want me to buy you some?"

"N…no thanks. It must be expensive."

"You sure?" Her smile faltered.

"Next time, I'll ask you. Ok?"

Rachel nodded.

"Ugh, you two." Ollie grumbled. "Let's get out of here. Explore more."

Before they could exit the admin room, Ollie's phone crackled again.

"Team Right again. There's a door here with another warning sign. Thinking about opening it. Advice? Pssht over," Kyle said.

"Hold position," Ollie said immediately. "We'll head your way after we finish here."

"Roger that. Hurry up though. Kyle's getting itchy fingers. Pssht over," Clyde said.

Rachel spread more papers across the desk. "Look at this."

Gale moved closer. The paper showed diagrams with handwritten notes in the margins.

"What is it?" Gale asked.

"References to an organization called Spotlight," Rachel said. "Same name as the person we've been tracking."

"Let me see that," Ollie said, taking the paper. He studied it, then grabbed another document. "This doesn't make sense. These documents are old. Really old."

"I thought Spotlight was recent," Gale said.

Ollie shook his head. "Well, that's what we thought. Looks like the rabbit hole goes deeper than this."

Rachel flipped through more papers. "According to these notes, they were providing something called 'fuel' to this facility."

"Fuel for what?" Ollie asked.

"It doesn't say," Rachel said, reading, then holding up the paper. "Here it is. The fuel is referred to as 'dust.'"

"That can't be a coincidence," Ollie made eye contact with Rachel.

"There's also reports here about Spotlight operatives performing what the scientists called 'impossible feats.' They didn't understand what they were seeing," Rachel said.

"Like what?" Gale asked.

Rachel read from the document.

Subject T displayed unusual strength, lifting a 500-pound piece of equipment without strain. Subject K manipulated electricity without tools or equipment. Subject R healed a severe laceration in minutes.

"They're talking about Awakened," Ollie said. "These scientists were working with Awakened and they didn't even know it."

"Some of them call it 'magic,' technically right though," Rachel flipped the page again. "And some others said it's 'ether manipulation.' They were trying to figure out how it works. We should take these. The Path needs to see them."

"Or not," Ollie said. "Depends on what else we find here."

"What do you mean?" Rachel said.

"I mean information is power," Ollie said. "And they shot me in the back. I'm in no mood for sharing."

They checked the remaining rooms. An office, a small kitchen, and what looked like a medical bay with equipment that looked like it was from the 80s. The corridor ended at a large room with desk cubicles. Old computers sat on each desk, covered in dust. Papers were scattered on the floor, with fresh footprints visible.

"Research station," Ollie said, looking at one of the computers. "IBM. Ancient stuff. Ringo bought them out decades ago."

Rachel picked up some on the desk. "Research notes. Looks like they were studying some kind of energy field."

"Similar to the asylum?" Gale asked.

"Could be," Rachel said, skimming the pages. "They mention 'dimensional barriers' and 'cascade effects.' Sound familiar?"

"Rifts," Ollie said. "Bad idea to do whatever they were doing."

"Why?" Gale asked.

Ollie and Rachel exchanged looks.

"Rift explosions could happen if they don't close it fast enough," Rachel said softly.

Gale picked up a dusty photo from one of the desks. It showed scientists in lab coats standing in front of what looked like the pillars the twins had mentioned.

"Guess we should check out what the twins found," Ollie said, pocketing the photo. "Grab as much as you can into that storage box of yours, Gale."

Gale, without hesitation, filled the storage box with as many of the piles of paper that were near him. Tendrils tugged at him, coming from the room they had skipped, humanoid movements.

"Wait," he said. "There's something... moving."



Kyle and Clyde watched the others disappear down the left tunnel before turning to their own passage. Their flashlights lit up the dark, showing wet concrete walls that reflected the light.

Twenty bucks says we find something cooler than they do, Kyle thought, pointing his gun forward.

Clyde followed, keeping an eye on the corners. Forty says we find a dead body first.

The tunnel they walked through ran in one straight line, with no doors or offshoots. Their footsteps hit puddles that echoed against the concrete walls.

No side rooms. Kyle moved his light across the walls. Very weird design with this tunnel, eh?

Means whatever's at the end is important, Clyde thought.

After walking for about 5 minutes, they reached a heavy metal door. No warning signs here, just rust and a simple handle.

Ready? Kyle drew his dagger, raising his glock forward.

Whenever, Clyde drew his high-pen Glyphed SCAR from the straps on his shoulder and aimed forward at the door, a couple of steps away from Kyle, who was beside the door.

GO

Kyle pulled open the door, immediately threw in a flashbang, and closed the door. Once the bang popped, Kyle pulled the door open again as Clyde, already on his knees, aimed down his sight.

Holy fuuuuck bro, Clyde thought, standing up, pointing his SCAR down and entering the door. Kyle followed close behind.

The room they entered was shaped like a big dome. Four metal pillars curved from the ground toward the centre without meeting. Between them was what looked like a command centre with old computer terminals, control panels, and monitors in half-circles.

Straight up looks like some NASA level spaceship moon expedition control mission control setup. Kyle thought.

You said control twice. Clyde thought, walking towards one of the control panels. Reminds you of 80s movies, eh?

No shit. Kyle laughed. Better call it in.

Pulling out his phone, Kyle pressed the push to talk on the walkie app. "Team Right checking in. Found something weird. Big room with old computers. Looks like some NASA level spaceship moon landing mission control setup... whatever you call that. Pssht over."

After reporting their find and getting Ollie's response, Kyle put his phone away and started exploring. There was a main raised platform overlooking where the four curved pillars met against the wall. It had specifically one chair, surrounded by screens and panels. Dust covered everything.

No cobwebs. Kyle thought.

Only dust. Could have had activity a couple of months ago.

Or at least general maintenance that don't care for dust.

Clyde swiped a finger on one of the cleaner spots on the computer monitor by the main platform. Dust distributed unevenly. Means cleaning has priorities.

Kyle moved over to the panels with coloured buttons and switches.

Don't tell me you're going to-

Before Clyde could finish his thought, Kyle had already pressed the big red button.

Nothing happened. What about the blue one? And the two switches? And the big ass red switch.

Still nothing.

It's all dead. No power. Kyle thought.

Good, Clyde thought.

Find anything worth stealing?

Nothing valuable yet. Just junk and paper.

Clyde opened a cabinet to find boxes filled with files and papers. He pulled one out and flipped through it.

More Project Threshold stuff, Clyde sifted through the cabinet. Looks like research notes.

Kyle didn't answer. He wandered to the far side of the dome where a large junction box was on the wall. Cables as thick as his arm ran from it up into the ceiling and down into the floor.

Hey, Kyle thought. Found what looks like a main power source.

Clyde barely looked up from the papers he was reading. Whatever. Not like these pieces of junk do anything anyway.

Taking one of the lower platform folders, Clyde flipped through the research notes that detailed experiments about dimensional barriers and attempts at creating rifts. One page described something that came through such an artificial rift.

Subject escaped containment. Three researchers killed before security responded. Entity displayed characteristics inconsistent with terrestrial biology. Moved at speeds exceeding normal parameters. Consumed organic material from victims. Physical damage ineffective.

A diagram showed what looked like a humanoid figure with long limbs and a mouth filled with too many teeth.

Across the room, Kyle had removed the panel from the junction box and was looking at the wiring inside. A large industrial plug was disconnected from a socket.

Found the problem, he thought. Someone pulled the main power.

Without waiting for an answer, Kyle shoved the plug back into its socket. It connected with a loud clank.

Lights flickered overhead. Not all worked, but enough came on to light up the dome in a yellow glow. Equipment started up, screens showing static and error messages.

Got it! Kyle thought.

The new light showed things they'd missed. Scratches in the floor. Dark stains on the walls. And a heavy security door on the far side with warnings all over it and lots of lined papers that said "DO NOT OPEN."

Don't open it, Clyde thought, still reading the research notes.

Kyle ran his hand over the door. Wonder what's behind it.

He leaned closer, putting his ear against the metal. His eyes widened.

There's something in there, he said. I can hear movement.

Clyde looked up from the papers. Get away from the door.

Relax, Kyle thought. It's probably just rats or something.

Not rats, Clyde replied. According to these notes, they created a rift here. Something came through that wasn't friendly.

Kyle stepped back from the door. Shit. Serious?

Dead serious. And not the good kind of dead. Clyde grabbed his phone. We should call the others.

Clyde pressed the button on the walkie app. "Team Right again. There's a door here with another warning sign. Thinking about opening it. Advice? Pssht over."

Ollie's voice came back right away, telling them to hold position. Clyde acknowledged with a pssht over at the end and put his phone away.

Guess we wait.

Kyle nodded reluctantly, eyes going from Clyde back to the door. What exactly did they let through?

Before Clyde could answer, the lights flickered. Once, twice, then steadied again. Kyle took his dagger from his hip and raised his glock at the security door. Clyde steadied his SCAR on the railing, aiming down at the same door.

Power fluctuation? Clyde thought.

The lights dimmed again, longer this time. From behind the warning-covered door came a sound so low and deep. From the sound of it, its vocal cords were either damaged or it’s not human.

This is not fucking good. Kyle thought.

The growl came again, louder. Then another joined it. And another.

There's more than one in there, Clyde backed to the entrance.

Something hit the door from the other side, causing a loud boom. The metal bent slightly from where it was hit.

Tell them to hurry the fuck up. Kyle shouted in his head.

Clyde pulled out his phone, but before he could make the call, the lights went out completely.

Something bashed the door. Metal creaked.

If we die down here, Kyle thought. I'm going to be seriously pissed.

You and me both.

The emergency lights came on, making the room red. The door bent inward, metal tearing.

"Fuck waiting," Kyle said, aiming his gun at the door. "Whatever's coming through, we drop it."

They saw fingers first, curling around the edges. Then an arm, human-like with bones sticking out. A face popped out, scanning the surroundings. Clearly, it was human, except with bits of flesh rotting off of its bones.

It saw them and screamed in a high pitch that hurt their ears. Then it moved, fast.

Kyle fired three times. The bullets hit centre mass, but the thing barely slowed.

Head! Clyde shouted, squeezing the trigger and hitting the thing square in the face. It dropped to the floor, but behind it, more pushed through the bent door.

Fall back! Kyle thought as he retreated to the entrance of the room.
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                Gale heard static come through Ollie's phone once again. Kyle's voice came through.

"We're fucked! There's a whole bunch of dead people walking that aren't dead! They broke through the door even though they're dead! Too many!" Multiple gunshots fired over the radio. "We need backup now! Pssht over!"

The line went silent for two seconds until static came through it again. "If any of you are still alive, get your asses over here! East corridor! Pssht over!"

"Let's go," Ollie shouted, already heading for the exit. Gale and Rachel followed suit, but all three suddenly stopped.

The door they had skipped earlier crashed across the room. The smell hit first, rot and decay so strong that even Gale could no longer hold down the bile. This shit was worse than the beasts in the Eclipsed.

Bodies came through the doorway. They looked human but weren't. Skin falling off, revealing the rotting muscles underneath. The eyes were a lifeless white, some didn't even have eyes as the eye sockets were fully exposed. These weren't like the ghouls back in the Eclipsed. At least those ones still had a semblance of something living. These were just walking dead.

"Fuck me," Ollie muttered, raising his gun.

The first zombie moved fast, way too fast for something dead with only half of whatever it was. Its jaw hung loose, teeth clicking as it ran at them.

Gale tapped the storage box at his side. The menu appeared, and he picked his weapons tab. The Weber materialized immediately, catching the light from Rachel's hand.

"Watch your six!" Rachel shouted as the flames grew from looking like a candle on her hand to a bonfire on her arms.

The zombie reached Gale. He turned and cut through its neck. The head fell off, but the body kept going for two more steps before dropping.

[Extracting Origin from Prey...]

Gale smiled. First, they died immediately after decapitation, unlike the ghouls where you needed to smash the brain. These just needed decapitation. Second, he finally saw the Origin extraction notification after weeks of who knows how long. Didn't give much Origin, but who cares. Numbers go up is good.

More zombies filled the narrow hallway. Some crawled on the walls like spiders. Others dragged broken legs behind them.

Rachel pushed her hand forward. Fire shot out and burned three zombies to ash. The smell of burnt rot filled the space.

"Move!" Ollie shouted, firing his Deagle. The bullet went through one zombie's head then curved to hit another. "Too many for this space!"

Gale cut down two zombies with one slash, and three more. One grabbed his jacket, and a fist came flying, exploding the zombie's head.

[Extracting Origin from Prey...]

Rachel backed up, throwing another fireball at a cluster. "We need more room!"

"This way!" Ollie kicked a burning zombie aside and pointed down the hall. "Back to the fork!"

They moved, fighting as they went. Gale slashed anything that got close. Rachel kept the rear covered with blasts of fire every few steps. Ollie's bullets homed in on the heads.

The smell got worse as more bodies packed the hallway. Hands reached for them, mouths open with the signature low groan of a zombie.

"How many of these fuckers are there?" Ollie grunted as a magazine floated into the empty magwell.

"Too many!" Rachel blasted another group with fire. The zombies lit up on fire, flesh sizzling, yet it didn't stop the zombies immediately. They sprinted a few more metres before finally succumbing to the fire.

Gale ducked under, cutting off another head. The headless body clawed at him too closely. A kick to the chest launched it backwards, hitting a cluster and causing the group to tumble down.

They reached the fork where the exit led to. The twins would've been ahead in the right corridor. Looking back, there were at least 30 zombies sprinting at them and probably more coming from behind that group based on the sound of footsteps and groans.

"We should really leave those assholes for dead," Ollie said, firing a volley at the horde, but feet still moving to the right corridor.

"You don't mean that, right? Do you?" Rachel blasted another group of zombies, bigger this time. The blast created a pile-up of bodies that covered the hallway, giving them a moment to breathe while the zombies on the other side tried to claw their way through.

"No, I don't," Ollie replied immediately. "But if they die, I'm going to kick their asses."

They ran down the right tunnel in single file. Water dripped from pipes overhead, making puddles that splashed under their boots.

"No gunshots," Ollie said. "Bad sign."

"Or they're hiding," Rachel suggested.

The tunnel ended at a metal door like the one they'd come through. Ollie got there first, gun ready. No noise came from inside.

"Kyle! Clyde!" Ollie yelled. "You in there?!"

Ollie went into the dome room first, gun up. Rachel lit up the flames on her hand again, while Gale followed casually behind. The twins were clearly still alive, hiding even. Not sure why, though, as there were moving entities within the vicinity apart from the zombies they passed.

Looking at the room, it was like a war zone. One of the four metal pillars bent at a weird angle, almost touching the floor. Monitors sparked, screens broken. Control panels lay in pieces with wires hanging out. Bullet holes covered the walls and equipment. Dozens and dozens of zombies littered the floor by the lower platform. At least 50 zombies, all of their heads blown apart or sliced in half.

"Fuck," Ollie scanned the room with his gun.

A shot hit the wall next to Ollie's head.

"Stop right there!" Kyle shouted from the far corner. "Identify yourselves!"

"It's us, you idiots!" Ollie shouted.

"Prove it," Clyde aimed his long gun at the group. "The real Ollie would have left us for dead. Said so himself."

Ollie lowered his gun slightly. "Oh for fuck's sake. The real Ollie also knows you're both too stupid to die properly. Now cut the crap before I decide to shoot you myself."

The twins glanced at each other, lowering their guns.

"Fuck you, Ollie," Kyle grinned.

"Fuck you too," Ollie grumbled, putting his gun away. He walked deeper into the room, kicking a head away. "What the hell happened? You assholes broke everything!"

Clyde came out from behind the desk. "Not our fault. These fuckers came out of nowhere. Fast too."

"And strong," Kyle rubbed his shoulder. "One of them threw me across the room. Almost gave me a booboo."

Rachel walked farther into the dome. "Where did they come from?"

Kyle pointed to a twisted security door hanging from one hinge on the far side. "Through there. Storage area or something. They were all smushed in there."

A wet, slapping sound came from behind Rachel. Everyone turned toward the tunnel they'd just come through. Shadows moved against what little light came from Rachel's hand. The zombies from before managed to claw out the corpse blockade, now sprinting at the only entrance of the room.

Gale gripped Weber tighter. Rachel stepped back, hands glowing brighter. Ollie raised his gun.

But Clyde just smiled.

"I've got this," he said, lifting his long gun.

The weapon made a humming sound, blue light building along the barrel. When he pulled the trigger, a bullet pushed through the barrel, creating a shockwave on its trail.

The zombies turned to dust. Not burned or blown apart, just disintegrated to dust from the wave that passed by. When it ended, nothing was left but empty space.

Holy shit. First time Gale ever seen something as destructive as that. Maybe Rachel in the final moments of the Eclipsed, but that was something else.

Clyde lowered the gun as smoke rose from its barrel. "Needed to cool down anyway."

Ollie stared at the twins, more like a glare, then turned to the darkness of the corridor. "You still shouted like you were dying over the walkie?"

Kyle grinned. "Wanted to see if you'd actually come."

"Please," Clyde said. "Like a bunch of zombies could actually get us."

"Yeah, yeah," Kyle laughed. "You should have seen your faces, though. 'Oh no! Zombies! We're all gonna die!'"

Ollie slapped his face with a palm. "Whatever. You two check what's left of those terminals. Maybe something survived your little playdate with the undead."

Without waiting for a response, Ollie went to some machines against the wall that weren't as damaged. The twins went to the opposite side of the room.

Gale turned to Rachel. "Come on. Let's see what we can find."

They stepped over the piles of bodies and debris, going deeper into the dome into one relative corner. He looked at the pile of CRT monitors, some still intact, others completely broken. Behind them, there was an intact pile of cardboard boxes filled with stacks of paper.

"Look at this," Rachel said, pulling out a folder. "Research logs."

"Right." Gale followed and took a different box, sorting through the contents. Most were technical documents, equipment schematics he didn't understand. At the bottom, he found a leather-bound journal. From the way it was worn out, it was still relatively new compared to the other documents they found in this place. The leather was still soft, and the pages barely yellowed.

He opened it to the last entry:

July 22, 2064

Success! The gateway stabilized for exactly 17 minutes today. We kept power consumption minimal, just enough to create the aperture but not sustain it. And something came through. It was just a rat, ordinary in every way except for its origin. The creature scurried away before we could contain it, but this proves the concept works. We can create a doorway between here and... somewhere else.

August 15, 2064

Henderson has fallen ill. High fever, disorientation. Medical says it's just a flu, but three others showed the same symptoms yesterday. We've implemented quarantine protocols, but it's getting worse. Davis died this morning. His temperature spiked to 112 before his heart gave out. Something's wrong here.

August 30, 2064

Five more dead. Bodies taken north for disposal per protocol. The sickness spreads fast. It only takes 48 hours from first symptoms to appear and then death. Management insists we continue the experiments while the medical team works on containment. I've begun to wonder if that rat brought something with it. A pathogen? Something we have no immunity to?

September 12, 2064

God help us. Williams went to check the burial site yesterday and reported movement. Not wildlife, but the dead themselves. I didn't believe him until he showed me the footage. They move. They hunt. They're coming back.

I found the rat today. It was normal except for one thing: it carries the pathogen but isn't affected. I've isolated it for study. If I can determine how it resists the infection, perhaps I can synthesize a cure before we're all...

The journal ended there. Gale closed it. Not very useful other than telling him what the hell was up with those zombies.

Across the dome, Ollie whistled. "Found something!"

Gale and Rachel joined him at a workbench against the wall. Ollie held what looked like a clear glass tube, about the size of a water bottle. The surface had tiny etchings, millions of them, barely visible except when light hit them right.

"What is it?" Rachel asked, moving closer to Ollie.

Ollie turned the tube in his hands, squinting at it. "Something big. Really big." He ran a finger over the etchings. "It's artificing work. Old school but advanced."

"Can you read it?" Gale asked.

Ollie nodded slowly. "Parts of it. It's a reality puncture tool. These runes and glyphs…" he pointed to markings near the top, "…create a focal point. And these describe the target."

"Target?" Rachel asked.

"A location. But it's blank here, see?" Ollie pointed to a smooth patch. "There'd be an input mechanism, probably electrical, to say where you want the rift to open." He put the tube closer to his face. "The whole thing runs on dust. See these channels? Dust flows through them, powering the runes. The more condensed the dust, the longer the rift stays open. I've done shit like this too but never really cared for applying dust to tech."

"So this is how they made those rifts," Gale said. "Artificially. But what's the point?"

"They aren't just rifts," Ollie corrected. "Controlled rifts. To specific places. That's a whole different level of technology. There's two ways to get dust. In rifts, but the Arcanes lock that in secret. Or when the rift core is destroyed in a specific way. If the input dust is small enough, they would technically be able to harvest more dust than they use which means…"

"Typical Ollie nerding so hard just like in Vancouver," Kyle shouted from across the room. "If you'd just did what you were supposed to do, like I don't know, grab the shit and dipping, none of that would've happened."

"Fuck off, Kyle," Ollie said. "If you two had checked the perimeter like you were supposed to, we wouldn't have had fifty Jiuling up our asses."

"Blah, blah, blah," Clyde said. "Still whining about that?"

"You got shot because you didn't listen," Kyle said. "Not our fault."

"Not your fault?" Ollie's voice rose to a yell. "You sold me out for a fucking promotion!"

"Water under the bridge," Clyde waved his hand. "And we didn't get the promotion anyway."

"Because you're idiots," Ollie muttered, turning back to the glass tube.

While they argued, Gale went to another stack of boxes. One caught his eye. A cardboard box with a single letter on it, "H." It was different compared to the other uncategorised or unnamed boxes.

He crouched down and opened it. Inside were more folders, older than the others. Reports, protocols, theoretical papers, all of which were neatly organized. He flipped through them quickly. Then he saw it.

'Hathie.'

Gale stared at the simple title. That was the simple title of the paper. It was his last name, one his dad always told him not to change and to be proud of the name. The survivors of the wild, dad said. It was a last name he hadn't heard anyone had except for his family. It could be a common name, but then why did his dad say not to change it?

"Find something?" Rachel asked, crouching beside him.

Gale didn't answer. Beneath the papers were clearly photographs clipped on with a paperclip. His hands shook as he reached for the picture with a silhouette that was all too familiar.

"Gale?" Rachel asked again.

He gulped before looking up at her. "Yeah. I think I found something."
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                Gale flipped to the first page of the book while Rachel looked over his shoulder. Both immersed themselves in the cryptic diary….

Personal Journal of Dr. █████████

Project ██████ Research Division

Entry 1, December 12, 1991

The cold has become unbearable. Its been three months since our last supply drop, and the generator fails more often than it runs. The research team grows restless. Spotlight provides resources but demands results we cannot yet deliver. The barrier between dimensions remains theoretical, despite our calculations suggesting otherwise.

Today, something impossible occurred.

A man appeared at our shelter's entrance. Just appeared, as if stepping through the blizzard itself, though our perimeter sensors detected no approach. His clothing seemed primitive yet complex. He wore furs and leathers adorned with markings I could not decipher.

The security team nearly shot him on sight. They had thought that walking through Arctic-like conditions without proper equipment would be suicide and categorized it as a… hostile entity, they called it. Yet he stood there, unaffected by the cold.

"I seek shelter," he said, as if this explained everything.

Something about him disturbed me on a fundamental level. His eyes seemed to stare through us as if studying an animal. When he looked at our equipment, his expression revealed not wonder but dismissal, as though examining crude stone tools. Despite my misgivings, Petrova offered him shelter. What choice did we have? To turn him away would be murder, even if his arrival defied rational explanation.

He calls himself Hathie. No first name offered. When asked his profession, he merely smiled and said, "Observer."

I cannot shake the feeling we have invited something terrible into our midst. The others do not seem to notice, but during the rare times he sleeps, I swear the shadows in his room move of their own accord.

Entry 7, December 24, 1991

An incident today that defies explanation and threatens everything.

Hathie broke into the restricted laboratory that housed our rudimentary portal framework. How he bypassed the biometric locks remains unclear. Two of Spotlight's security operatives confronted him. What happened next, I witnessed through security monitors, and still cannot fully comprehend.

He killed them both without touching them. They simply... stopped. One moment standing, the next collapsing with their heads gone and blood spraying everywhere.

Most disturbing was not the deaths, but what followed. Director ████ arrived within minutes. Instead of ordering for Hathie's arrest or termination, he apologized to him. I could not hear their exchange, but ████ body language displayed deference, perhaps even fear. The cleaning crew cleaned up soon after being yelled at by the Director.

Later, I asked ████ directly about the incident. His response chills me still: "There are forces beyond any faction. When they walk among us, we accommodate them."

Hathie now has unrestricted access to all facilities. No one questions this arrangement.

Entry 12, January 3, 1992

I fear for ███ sanity. The young physicist began extensive conversations with Hathie three days ago regarding theoretical particle states. Initially, these seemed professional exchanges. ███ even claimed Hathie offered insights that might advance our work by decades.

Last night, the screaming began.

It started at 3:00 AM precisely. ███ quarters erupted with screams at the top of his lungs with a volume that should've broken his throat and voice. Security found him standing upright in bed, eyes open yet unseeing, screaming about "the absence between stars" and "eyes that consume light."

By morning, ███ had no recollection of the episode. When questioned, he appeared genuinely confused by our concern.

Tonight, it happened again. ███ remembered nothing upon waking.

Most disturbing: during both episodes, surveillance cameras showed Hathie sitting in the common area, smiling slightly as if listening to distant music only he could hear.

When I suggested separating ███ and Hathie, Director ████ overruled me immediately. "The conversations will continue," he said. "They're providing valuable knowledge."

What knowledge, and for whom, he would not specify.

Entry 18, January 17, 1992

I can no longer reconcile my scientific understanding with what I witness daily.

Yesterday, Hathie took a standard light bulb from storage. Before our eyes, he altered its molecular structure, and the glass stretched into a tube on its own. The physical impossibility of this act caused Petrova to vomit. Hathie seemed amused by our reactions.

He summoned ██████, Spotlight's logistics personnel, and instructed him to etch specific patterns into the glass tube's surface. When ██████ asked about tools, Hathie produced a needle-like implement from his pocket.

For six days, ██████ has worked without sleep. When his hands shake too violently to continue, Hathie touches his shoulder, and the tremors cease. No food, minimal water, yet ██████ continues. I’ve attempted to intervene twice; both times, Hathie merely looked at me, and I found myself unable to speak, my purpose forgotten.

During a rare break, I asked Hathie about the tube's purpose. His response was both cryptic and condescending.

"Your civilisation stumbles toward doorways without understanding thresholds," he said. "You lack even basic usage of essence. It is the minimum energy form my people employed when we defended the stars."

Defended from what, he would not say.

Examination of the partially completed tube reveals markings consistent with our theoretical models for cross-dimensional portals, but far more refined. Hathie has, in a week, advanced our research beyond what decades might have accomplished.

Director ████ has ordered all of Hathie's activities documented but not interrupted. "He's giving us exactly what we've sought," Director ████ said. When I expressed concerns about unknown technology, ████ dismissed me with five words that continue to haunt me:

"We take what they offer."

Entry 24, February 2, 1992

I question my sanity. The incident occurred three nights ago, but I’ve been unable to record it until now. My hand still shakes as I write.

I encountered Hathie alone in the eastern corridor, standing motionless, facing the wall. Assuming he was examining something, I approached. He gave no acknowledgement of my presence.

As I drew closer, I noticed his shadow. It spread across the wall not in accordance with our lighting, but as if cast by some unseen source. And within that darkness were eyes. Not one or two, but millions, blinking in irregular patterns, all focused outward.

I made some sound, a small whimper. Hathie turned. The shadow shifted normally along with his motion. The eyes vanished as well. His face showed mild surprise as if catching a child peeking at an adult conversation.

"Forget what you think you saw," he whispered.

I’ve had nightmares every night since. In each, those eyes find me again, watching from every shadow in my quarters. I wake everyday catching myself screaming.

Is this what happened to ███? Did he glimpse something human minds cannot process?

I’ve requested transfer back to the mainland facility. Director ████ denied it without explanation.

God help me.

Entry 31, February 11, 1992

I write this in haste. My perception of reality has fractured beyond repair. Logic and scientific principles no longer apply to what I see.

This morning, alarms sounded throughout the facility. External sensors detected multiple approaching signatures. Humans. Director ████ identified them as "The Baker Family," apparently hostile forces against Spotlight in ways never explained to research personnel.

Hathie, upon hearing this, smiled for the first time I can recall. I believe it was not a smile of amusement, but more of anticipation.

He walked calmly outside into the blizzard. Through the observation windows, I watched as he raised one hand toward the attackers, still invisible in the snowstorm.

What followed defies description, yet I must try. The world... inverted. The white snow became black, the dark sky, white. Colours reversed throughout my field of vision, as if reality itself had been negated.

From Hathie's shadow emerged tendrils of pure darkness, spreading across the snow. And the eyes. It was no longer millions but billions. They opened everywhere: in the sky, on the ground, on the facility walls. Each pupil contracted when focusing on me specifically, acknowledging my observation.

The attackers screamed.

The other researchers turned away, covering their eyes. I could not. Something compelled me to witness, even as blood began to stream from my eyes, even as my optic nerves burned with input no evolution prepared them to process.

Hathie turned back toward the facility, his face serene. He looked directly at me through the window and nodded once. Maybe it was acknowledgment, perhaps even approval. And then, in the blink of an eye, the world snapped back to normal colours.

The attackers were gone. Only piles of flesh and splats of blood scattered throughout the snow remained where they had existed.

Director ████ and the Spotlight operatives bowed to Hathie as he reentered the facility. Not from respect, I now understand, but worship.

I know now what we harboured. Not a man. Something older. Something that existed when the stars were young.

He came to the mess hall after. Sat beside me as if nothing had occurred. When I asked what he was, he merely said: "A future father, hoping to pave a better path for his future son."

Then he placed his hand on mine, and knowledge poured into me.

Images of worlds dying, of beings like him fighting entities that devoured reality itself, of a desperate plan to seed the younger dimensions with defenders.

This will be my final entry. Tomorrow, Hathie leaves us. Leaving behind the etched glass tube.

Director ████ has ordered all records of his presence archived under the designation "Hathie."

The director volunteered me to go into the first portal conjured by the glass tube. They know I know too much now. I suspect I was volunteered to close loose ends due to my opinions throughout the couple of months.

To whoever finds this journal: He is still out there. Watching from the in between.



Gale turned the final page of the journal and stopped. Behind the last entry, paperclipped to the back, were several photos. His hand shook as he pulled out the first image. It was a blurry shot that looked like it was taken in panic.

The figure stood in snow as wind blew against the snow covered clearing by the cabin. Despite the poor quality, Gale recognized the face right away. Same blue eyes, black hair, jaw, and cheeks.

Dad.

He forgot how long it had been since he last saw his face. The last time Gale saw his face was just a couple of years ago, but he hadn't changed at all. Still that same young adult looking face.

The fur clothing was exactly what his dad wore when they travelled across the northern wilderness. The same pattern on the fur that Gale had touched with his small fingers when he got cold. The same hood his father put on Gale's head during strong winds.

He flipped through the pages, finding more notes dated from the 1990s. Some of them had rough prints of the research scenery. Some with people and some with none. In another instance, one of them had dad again.

"Gale?" Rachel nudged him beside. "What's going on with you?"

Gale didn't reply, leaning on her shoulder instead.

"Wanna tell me what you're looking at?" Rachel asked.

Gale gripped the folder. "My dad."

Rachel leaned forward to take a closer look, but Gale stopped her by leaning firmer on her shoulder. She smiled and turned her gaze at the folder by his hands. "Your dad was here? In this facility?"

"In 1991," Gale said. "Looking exactly like he did when I was twelve."

Rachel reached for the photo. "Are you sure it's him? This image is pretty blurry."

"I'd know him anywhere," Gale said as his voice trembled.

"Didn't you say he was a survivalist?" Rachel asked.

"Stay low, blend in, survive. What a joke. He knew what this place was. He knew what was coming. He didn't tell me anything." Gale gripped the folder even tighter. He continued, almost into a yell, "They dragged me all over the world 'teaching me to survive,' then dumped me in that shithole orphanage where Shawn and his friends used me as a punching bag. Every. Fucking. Day."

"Gale. I'm sorry…" Rachel put a hand on her back, rubbing it.

"I really don't know why. Maybe so I could learn how to take a hit? So I could cry myself to sleep every night wondering why I wasn't good enough for them to stay?" Gale turned his head to Rachel. "Five years in that place… and then I see them doing this- whatever the fuck this was!"

"Calm down and let's think this through. I know you're upset. " Rachel warmed up the air around them.

"Upset?" Gale yelled. "They abandoned me!"

Rachel took the journal gently. "We don't know the whole story."

"I know enough," Gale whispered. "I was abandoned."

Rachel flipped through the journal pages. "This says your father was protecting something. Maybe protecting you?"

"Bullshit." Gale shoved the photos back into the folder.

"Gale," Rachel said softly. "He called himself 'a future father' in this journal. Whatever he was doing here... it might have been for you."

Gale saw her soft smile, her hand still rubbing his back. It was always Rachel who gave him comfort. Maybe she was right, and even if she wasn't, she didn't deserve him shouting at her.

"Sorry, I just…" Gale took her arm on his back and squeezed it softly. "It's a lot."

"I know," Rachel said. "It's ok."

"Hey!" Ollie interrupted. "You two done over there? We need to move."

Rachel's head snapped to Ollie. "We found something personal. Is it ok to take it?"

Ollie jogged over, carrying equipment. "Take as much shit as you can. Anything you can sell. Put it into your fancy box thing."

He gestured his head toward the other side of the dome. The twins were stuffing gadgets into duffel bags that seemed to have come out of nowhere.

"Found three more of these babies," Ollie smirked as he held up four more identical glass tubes to the one he examined earlier. "Kyle and Clyde found some dust containment units that'll work with our systems back home. We hit the jackpot."

Gale pulled out his Storage Box RS28, selecting an empty slot for the folder. The interface blinked, acknowledging the new item.

[Item Added: Hathie Documents]

[Available Slots: 19/28]

"Let's go," Ollie said, heading to the exit. "Before any more of those disgusting rotting zombies come."

The group moved quickly through the corridors, weapons ready. When they reached the junction where they'd split earlier, Clyde stopped.

"Hold up. Movement at three o'clock."

A zombie stumbled from the shadows. Its lab coat was torn up, name tag still pinned to the chest: DR. PETROVA.

Kyle raised his gun, but Rachel stepped forward first. A ball of fire formed in her palm, then shot toward the zombie. The creature caught fire, turning to ash within seconds.

"Nice," Kyle said. "Don't need to waste a bullet."

They continued toward the exit, killing two more zombies along the way. One jumped at Ollie from a side room, but Gale's Weber cut through its neck before it reached him.

"Thanks," Ollie stepped over the body.

Gale nodded.

When they finally reached the cabin's basement, Kyle checked his watch. "Made good time. Four hours down there total."

"Four hours?" Rachel asked. "Felt shorter than that."

"Fun makes time short, right Kyle?" Clyde said with a grin.

"Too short. If only I had more duffle bags," Kyle said also with a grin.

They climbed the stairs, entering the cabin. Ollie pushed open the door. Five guns immediately pointed at his face.

Gale stepped up behind him, looking at the scene. At least 10 people stood in the basement, wearing tactical gear. Each of them had a silver lion embroidered at the top of their jacket sleeves.

In the centre stood a thin east asian man with chinese facial features, wire-rimmed glasses, wearing a loose charcoal tang suit despite the weather. He had a long, thin scar running from his right eye to his chin. It looked like someone had tried to cut his face in half.

"Let me guess," Ollie sighed, putting his hands up. "You're Needle."
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                The Chinese man wore a dark gray tangsuit. His eyes went up and down Ollie, and then quickly glanced behind. The diagonal scar across his face made for one of the meanest looking villain Gale's seen so far.

"That would be me," the Chinese man said. "Mark Andrews the name, and only friends call me Needle. Last time I checked, we're not friends, Glory."

Around them, the silver lion badged men adjusted their guns in the cramped space of the basement. Gale counted at least 10 here, but more outside the cabin. The ten inside the basement all held Attuned level signatures. The rest were Awakened. Needle himself gave off the signature of a Resonant.

Gale's hand moved to his pocket, trying to take hold of the storage box. A fight was just what he needed after reading through that journal.

"Easy there, tiger," Ollie said, eyes glancing back at Gale's hand. "Not the time."

Kyle and Clyde stood still along with Rachel, all having their hands up.

"Interesting timing," Needle said. "This area is off-limits. Particularly to Path members."

"We were just leaving," Ollie said, putting on a smile. "No harm done."

"No harm?" Needle said. "My seal was broken. Containment breached. That's quite a bit of harm."

Ollie stepped forward, hands above his head. "Look, we didn't know. We found coordinates, followed them here. Typical curiosity. Nothing personal."

"Ah, curiosity." Needle sighed. "Famous last words in our line of work." He looked to the duffle bags Clyde and Kyle held. "Put everything down. All of it."

Ollie nodded back to Kyle and Clyde. The twins waited too long, causing one of the men pointing guns to aim down his sight at the two. That was enough to get the two to put down their bags.

"Now what?" Ollie asked.

"Now you walk away," Needle said. "Empty-handed but alive. Fair trade, wouldn't you say?"

"That's it? We leave all this, and you just let us go?" Ollie smiled.

"I could kill you instead," Needle said. "Would you prefer that option?"

"First option sounds great," Ollie said. "Just making sure I understood the terms."

Needle walked over and looked through the items, then eyed the group's pockets one by one. "Your pockets too. Empty them."

"Seriously?" Ollie asked.

"Do I look like I'm fucking joking to you?" Needle said.

Ollie sighed, emptying his pockets and valuables. From his watch to his wallet. Magazines with blue etches, a piece of paper, and a black vial that showed bits of purple liquid with white grains inside.

"Dust in a fancy container." Needle's eyes lit up at the vial. He picked it up, turning it in his fingers. "This alone would fetch five figures."

Kyle laughed. "This guy's just like us. Taking other people's shit."

"Shut up, Kyle," Ollie hissed.

"No, no. He's fucking right. We're all vultures trying to eat as much of the same corpse. Chasing shit we don't know just to live another fucking day in this shit." His eyes settled on Gale, who'd stayed quiet. "Your turn, hunter."

Sounds like everyone in the spotlight basically already knows who he is. Goddamn asshole. Gale pulled out the contents of his pockets, handing over the phone and the storage box.

Needle looked at Gale's chest. "What's that? Let's see it."

Gale handed it over. Let him try to open it. To him, it's just a metal box, wallet-sized-but-bulky-and-heavy-for-its-size box.

"What's this?" Needle asked, holding out his hand, turning around the metal box and putting it closer to his eyes. His fingers ran along the sides and corners of the box. "What does it do?"

"It's just a box," Gale said.

Needle shook it near his ear. "Empty?" He tried to open it, looking for seams or buttons. Nothing happened. "How does it work?"

Gale saw Ollie grin, but caught himself and put on a blank expression immediately. Needle would need to put essence in it, and knowing these people used something outside of essence, he wouldn't be able to open it. That was the theory anyways, stupid Guide never telling him anything useful.

"It's nothing," Gale said. "Just a paperweight."

Needle looked up at Gale's face. "A paperweight you carry in an inside pocket? Through a zombie-infested underground facility?"

"It was a gift," Gale said.

"From whom?" Needle asked, still trying to pry open the box.

"My dad. Before he disappeared."

Needle stopped moving his fingers, looking at Gale for exactly 3 seconds before saying, "Ah, now it makes sense. Sentimental value. The one thing I've never understood. Keep it."

Gale caught the metal box that Needle threw with one hand. The interface opened up immediately in front of him. He just needed a signal from whoever's older than him to call the shot.

"Leave," Needle said.

"Wait," Ollie said, before moving, pointing to their confiscated weapons. "We're going to need those."

Needle laughed. "No, you're not."

"Every Path weapon has a tracking signature," Ollie said. "You take those, and within hours the Path will know exactly where you are. Is that what you want?"

"You think I'm stupid, Glory?" Needle closed in on his face.

"I think you're practical," Ollie said. "Why create problems you don't need?"

The twins nodded in unison.

Needle stared at Ollie for a long moment before spitting on the already dirty floor.

"Take your fucking guns and get out." He snapped his fingers, and one of his men brought over their weapons. "But if I see any of you here again, it's not going to end with red shit on the ground."

"Let's go," Ollie said, walking towards the ladder leading upstairs. "Before our friend changes his mind."

Gale followed, walking closely to Ollie through the 10 men staring at them as they passed by the parted path. The twins followed, and Rachel had taken up the rear.

Ollie looked to Rachel and twitched his lips. The twins also caught that. It was a sign. Some kind of sign. Why weren't they using sign language? He could ask that question later. Something was about to happen, and Gale braced himself, eyes hovering on the Weber.

The temperature took a sudden turn, increasing multiple degrees. Rachel literally exploded, controlling it enough so that the fire only hit the area away from the exit where the group was. Half of the whole cabin was destroyed, exposing the area to the snowstorm. Debris flew everywhere, falling down from the sky. The 10 men and Needle in the basement had already jumped away onto the clearing, falling back to the 20 other men outside.

Gale moved. Breath of the Void went inwards. Patterns, shapes, and lines bloomed across his body and face as the tendrils went inwards. The world flipped. White snow turned black. The dark greens still uncovered by the snow flipped to a neon magenta.

Weber came out of the storage, materializing in Gale's right hand. In one motion, he lunged halfway across the clearing to where Needle stood and sliced upwards, blade hitting his left arm just at the elbow joint. Clean cut through bone and muscle. Blood sprayed white against the black snow.

Needle's face showed no expression as his eyes tracked his arm as it flew off of his body. Three needles appeared on his right hand, stabbing them into the stump, and the bleeding stopped.

"Impressive," Needle said. Right hand blurred. Needles flew at Gale's neck.

Gale twisted mid air. One needle hit his jacket. Another cut a thin line through his cheek. The third missed.

On the other side of the clearing south of the cabin, Clyde fired his long gun, creating a shockwave that shook the treeline. Six Silver Lion men flew backwards, their bodies being blown away and landing on the soft snow. They got back up immediately and fired their own ARs.

Bullets homed in on Clyde, blue streaks barely visible against the snowstorm. The familiar high pitch of the grey marble blocked all oncoming bullets as Ollie used himself to block the volley. Nine shots from the deagle, one Silver Lion incapacitated; his blood painting the snow.

"Fuck," Ollie shouted. "We need a better plan!"

Needle whistled, clear even against the multiple ARs barking at the same time. He pointed at Rachel. "Five of you. Get the girl. She'll make a good ransom."

Five attuned men ran toward Rachel. Her arms ignited and were engulfed in fire as she ran for the trees, glancing back at the clearing. "Gale! Don't die!"

"Bitch, what about us?!" Kyle shouted as he had already taken cover behind a tree on the treeline.

"Shut up! Focus!" Clyde shouted, dropping to slide to a nearby tree near Kyle.

Rachel disappeared into the trees as the five men chased her. Fire flared from the direction she ran to, and pine trees fell, shaking the leaves of the treeline.

Kyle threw his dagger at the nearest man. The blade cut through a man's throat. Dropped to the snow. A fist hit his ribs the moment he blinked to his dagger, sending him flying 20 feet into a tree that cracked from the force.

A shockwave bullet followed, hitting the man square on the shoulder. The man's chest caved in from the bullet, launching him until he hit a tree on the other side of the clearing.

Taking out another dagger from his jacket, Kyle threw it toward a tree beside Clyde. It arched, not exactly hitting where it should as it landed on the snow. He blinked again just before the homing bullets peppered his original location.

Ollie floated onto the trees, blue glow outlining himself. His deagle fired from the top of the tree branches on the treeline. Bullets homed in on the Silver Lion men, but a specific man had multiple grey marbles orbiting him and acting as a shield for his team.

"Fuck!" Ollie shouted. "Clyde, take out the marbles!"

Needle's eyes traced Ollie through the air. Right hand became a blur. Twenty needles flew forward, all hitting Ollie's own grey marble. It whined at a higher pitch every time a needle struck it until it glowed too hot and then shattered after the 16th needle. One missed while the remaining 3 hit Ollie on the thigh, shoulder, and stomach.

Gale saw his chance. He lunged again, swinging down mid air.

Needle sidestepped casually, like water moving around a rock. His hand blurred again, and numbness permeated Gale's arm. Another needle hit his leg, causing him to slightly stumble before regaining his footing. There were no fucking obstacles here to use the movement of Dainv Combat Arts. Just a plain clearing, no rocks or walls to do anything.

Clyde fired three consecutive shots from behind the tree. Shockwaves knocked down four Silver Lion men like bowling pins, only for them to get back up. One man rolled forward while Clyde was reloading.

A volley from a silver lion's AR went to Clyde. But before it hit, a dagger flew by. Kyle blinked and then threw his dagger again while putting his hand on Clyde's shoulder. The two blinked away, unlucky as Clyde's thigh took one bullet. Blood spurted out.

Kyle threw his dagger at the shooter, going through the man's eye. Blink. The pistol was already aimed at another man, bullet hit centre mass, but the Silver Lion with the grey marbles blocked the shots.

Needle appeared behind Kyle. Three needles dug themselves into his back, knocking him forward and incapacitating him.

While all that happened, Gale pulled out the needles from his leg. Distort activated. Outline still visible on the piled-up snow. He pounced as Needle stuck the needles onto Kyle's back, tackling him down to the ground. They rolled in the snow, Gale pinning the remaining arm on his knee. Weber created a line of blood on the man's neck as Distort released, bringing him back into view.

The whole fight had only lasted seconds.

"Stand down!" Needle yelled. "Everyone stand down!"

The remaining Silver Lion men lowered their guns slowly.

"This is how the Path operates? This is your honour?" Needle glared up at Gale. "I kept my word. Let you walk away. And this is how you repay it?"

Gale pressed the blade closer, not bothering to talk.

"My men died," Needle spat. "But none of yours did. The hypocrisy of yours, hunter. Your god complex disgusts me."

Tendrils fed him the surrounding data. Kyle groaned as he tried to stand up, failing. Clyde put pressure on his bleeding leg. Ollie stirred at the tree he fell from. God complex, it didn't matter. The people he chose to team with were hurt, but killing someone of Needle's rank might cause issues. Better wait for Ollie.

"We're taking our stuff back," Gale said.

"Wasn't your shit in the first place." Needle glanced at his severed arm lying in the snow. "Take it. Better than fucking dying in this shithole."

Gale eased the pressure, causing Needle to cough.

"I'll need medical attention," Needle said. "Or did you plan to finish the job?"

From the tree line, Ollie groaned. He pushed himself up, swaying. Blood ran from his hairline. He tossed something toward Gale. A syringe gun, or at least that’s what he assumed. First time being able to hold it like this.

"Jab him with it," Ollie said.

Pressing the syringe gun to Needle's neck, he pulled the trigger. A slight green glow spread from the spot he jabbed.

"Thanks," Needle's face relaxed slightly.

Another boom from the tree line shook the trees before Rachel came out into the clearing. Three Silver Lion men were still chasing, two missing. They all stopped when they saw the scene. Her fire flickered against the wind, dissipating as she took in the scene.

Ollie stumbled toward Needle, blood still running down his face. He kept his gun aimed at the one-armed man but wore a grin that didn't match how bad things were. "Should've fucking known. Tangmen, right? Fucking Jiuling crazy battle-hungry bastards never change."

"Half Tangmen," Needle said. "Half Wudang. Not that a Path pig like you would understand the distinction."

"Pig? You bet your ass I am." Ollie laughed, crouching down next to Needle, still pinned by Gale. "New deal. We take everything we've got, and you walk away with your life. We'll drive you to the nearest town when we feel safe enough to drop you off. Deal?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"Not really," Ollie said. He turned toward the twins. "Hey! Stop pretending to be dead. I know you've got your own syringe guns."

Kyle groaned loudly from his position against a tree. "Fuck you."

Clyde sat up. "This wasn't worth it. We'll be out of commission for months. These syringe guns only do so much."

Both men pulled out the same looking syringe gun that Ollie had given Gale. They put them both to their necks, squeezed, and hissed. The green glow spread from the veins it stabbed.

"Should've just let them keep the shit," Kyle grumbled.

"And miss all this fun?" Ollie turned to Gale. "You still good?"

"Yeah. Better than I should be," Gale said. The ring on his finger had gotten warmer, almost making him sweat in his jacket. The cut on his cheek had already clotted and the punctures where the needles had landed were getting less numb by the minute.

Ollie nodded, then looked toward Rachel as she walked up from the treeline. "Rachel, grab Needle and his arm. We need to move before his friends decide to get brave."

Gale stepped forward. "I'll take him."

Rachel softly picked him up from the snow piled forest floor. "Rest. You've done enough."

She picked up Needle, gently putting his right arm around her shoulder and then bent to pick up his arm from the snow.

"This way," Ollie said, pointing south. "Car's about two miles that way."

The group moved slowly through the trees, Kyle and Clyde helping each other while Rachel helped Needle. Gale walked beside them, tendrils taking in the signatures of the remaining Silver Lion men that followed him at a distance.

"Your men are following us," Gale said to Needle.

"They're loyal," Needle said. He turned his head to look back. "Stand down! Return to base!"

The men paused, stopping in their tracks.

"That's an order!" Needle yelled. "Report to Samantha!"

That did the trick as the men turned east and walked single file, trudging through the snow.

"Thank you," Rachel said quietly to Needle.

No response from Needle.

"So," Kyle broke the silence. "Anyone else notice we almost died for a bunch of old papers and some glass tubes?"

"Worth it," Ollie grumbled. "Those tubes alone can help me with our version of Project Threshold. The others probably cost about…"

"Save it," Clyde said. "I don't want to hear about how much money we'll make. I want to hear about how you'll pay our medical bills and how much we'll get from selling this shit. This was off the Path's books. We got no hazard pay for this."

"Thought you were on a Path mission. What the fuck, dude?" Ollie sighed. "Fine. I'll cover it all. Happy?"

"Ecstatic," Kyle deadpanned.

After what felt like hours, they reached the clearing. A black SUV and a sedan were parked side by side, covered in thick snow.

Rachel went up to the car and threw a palm. A burst of fire blew off both cars' snow.

"You two riding with us or taking your own vehicle?" Ollie asked, looking at the twins.

"Our own," Kyle and Clyde said at the same time.

"Suit yourselves," Ollie shrugged. "Just don't bleed out on the highway."

            

    
        Chapter 134

    
    
    
    
                Gale sat beside Needle, who stared at him, smirking, with his cut-off arm on his lap. Trying his best to ignore the gaze, he looked up zombie movie trailers on his new phone. It was a surprise the phone came with a data plan. Ringo is really truly something else.

"So," Ollie broke the relative silence over the groans of zombies coming from Gale's phone. "Those zombies back there. Want to tell us what the fuck was that all about?"

"Cleanup job gone wrong thanks to you." Needle's gaze stayed on Gale as he spoke.

"No shit," Ollie said, slowly turning the wheel on the curve of the highway. "I'm asking why a Path turncoat Jiuling Tangmen deserter who ran away from Canada is now back in Canada doing janitorial duty for a family that was basically inactive for more than half a century."

"You people from major factions. Always sorting everything into little boxes. Who's important, who's not," Needle said.

"Cut the philosophical bullshit," Ollie said. "Answer the question."

Rachel turned in her seat. "The facility was abandoned for decades already according to the logs. Why was it used recently?"

Needle turned his head to Rachel, finally away from Gale. "You're Ann Family, aren't you?"

She didn't respond, but that told everything.

"Thought so." Needle let out one chuckle. "Your family's fire. Very distinctive."

"Hey, focus on me, not her. Why were you there?" Ollie said.

"Orders."

"From who?"

"Spotlight."

"We already know Spotlight's not a person. It's an organization within Silver Lion. Who specifically gave the order?"

"Good intel. Let's just say a man named Alexei," Needle grinned even more.

"Alexei," Ollie said. "Doesn't ring a bell."

"It wouldn't," Needle said.

The phone in the cupholder crackled, and Kyle's voice came through the walkie app. "How's our prisoner doing? Pssht over."

Ollie took the phone, pushing the push-to-talk. "He's fine. No thanks to you two."

"Don't forget who took bullets for you. Pssht over."

"I didn't ask you to."

"You're welcome anyway. Pssht over."

Ollie tossed the phone back in the cupholder. "Assholes."

"Let's get back to the facility. Those weren't normal zombeis," Ollie said.

"No," Needle said. "They weren't."

"So what were they?" Ollie asked.

Needle sighed. "Experiment gone wrong. Artificial rift creation."

"I thought rifts formed naturally," Gale said. "How do you make one?"

Needle side eyed him with a grin. "You already know or you wouldn't be asking that way."

Gale didn't respond.

"Silver Lions have been playing with fire," Needle said, eyes narrowing at Rachel. "Creating small rifts. Controlled environments."

"Why?" Rachel asked.

"Dust," Needle said. "It's always about dust. Ain't that right, Glory?"

Ollie snorted. "There are easier ways to get dust than making artificial rifts."

"Not at that scale, and you know it yourself," Needle said. "Natural rifts are unpredictable. All over the place and small yields. But manufactured ones? You can control the size, duration, and literally the where question."

Gale put down his phone. "Isn't creating those things dangerous? The zombies were the byproduct of a failed experiment."

"Bingo," Needle said. "That facility was abandoned after the first failed attempt. Decades ago. How? I don't know. But someone found the old research and convinced the higher-ups to try again."

"Who?" Ollie asked.

"Don't know," Needle said. "I just clean up messes."

Rachel turned fully in her seat. "The Baker family knows about this, don't they?"

"The Bakers know what their crystal balls see," Needle said. "They've been part of the problem that's flooding the global market with dust from Canada. Undercutting our prices."

"Why would they do that?" Gale asked.

Needle shrugged. "Dunno. Heard two possibilities though. Money or destabilization. The Bakers are sneaky. Frontal assault isn't their style. They prefer to rot things from within."

"And your bosses sent you to clean up instead of a disposal team because...?" Ollie left the question hanging.

"I told you. I follow orders." Needle looked out the window. "Times are changing in the Lion's den. New faces. New priorities. A revolution."

"Project Armament," Gale said suddenly. "Tell us about it."

Needle's head snapped toward him. "How do you know about that?"

"I don't," Gale said. "But the way you just reacted tells me it's important."

Needle cursed under his breath. "Clever."

"It's true then," Ollie said. "The Lions are developing weapons for mundanes."

"Experimenting," Needle said. "Most are still pre-prototype. Unstable and unusable by mundanes. The requirements are too high."

"What about the Hathie documents?" he said, tendrils feeling for the man's heart rate rhythm.

"Nothing specific. Just rumours," Needle said, heart rate stable. Not lying.

"What rumours?"

"There are things out there that even the Arcanes don't know. Reclusive entities, and the idiots at the top choose to leave them be," Needle said. "Why do you ask?"

"No reason," Gale said.

The phone crackled again. This time, it was Clyde. "We're half empty on gas. Let's stop at the next gas station just in case. Pssht over."

Ollie took the phone again. "Fine. There should be one in about 10 km."

The phone crackled, but Kyle audibly took the phone from Clyde's hand. "Roger that. Clyde says his leg feels weird. You put something in that syringe, Glory? Pssht over."

"Those were supplied by me," Rachel said. "It's just accelerated healing compound. Over."

"Whatever it is, it itches like hell. Pssht over."

Ollie threw the phone to the back, hitting the backseat, and looked at Needle. "You mentioned preparing for something earlier. What's coming?"

"Who knows?" Needle said.

"Don't bullshit with me." Ollie looked at him in the rear-view mirror. "The Silver Lions are stockpiling dust, creating these weapons, setting up facilities. You're preparing for something."

Needle paused for a moment before answering. "You ever wonder why rifts appear at all? Why they're getting more frequent? Something's pushing from the other side."

"That's not an answer," Ollie said.

"It's all I've got," Needle said. "I'm just boots on the ground. Shit if I care."

"There must be other ways," Gale said, "to find awakened people who don't know what they are yet. Without using dust."

"Why do you care?" Needle asked.

"I have my reasons," Gale said. Hopefully, Jackie took to his advice and stopped dealing in Mia's neighbourhood.

"Whatever they are, keep them," Needle said. "The Lions have spent decades perfecting their screening methods. Dust is just the fastest and most efficient."

"And deadly," Gale added.

"Collateral damage," Needle said.

"This whole thing stinks," Ollie muttered. "Glory Industries has been tracking dust distribution patterns for years. Something changed recently. The flow increased. More shipments. Higher potency. It can't just be the Baker family adding shit on top."

"Don't look at me," Needle said. "I'm not in distribution."

"But you know something," Ollie said.

"If I were to guess, I'd say the Lions are rushing their timeline. And we all know what happens when big players rush," Needle said.

The phone crackled again, this time beside Gale.

"Gas station up ahead. Pulling in now. Pssht over," Kyle said over the walkie app.

Gale brought over the phone to Ollie, who just swatted it away. He pulled up beside a pump while the twins parked at another. The phone crackled again, but before one of the twins' voices came through the app, the phone floated to Ollie's hand and ended the session.

"Don't try anything," Ollie said, pressing the shut-off engine button as he eyed Needle.

"With one arm? Against five of you?" Needle laughed.

Ollie got out to pump gas. Rachel followed, leaving Gale alone with Needle. The one-armed man watched as Rachel and Ollie talked quietly by the pump.

"Your girlfriend's Ann Family," Needle said. "That puts you in a difficult position."

"She's not my girlfriend," Gale said.

"Right." Needle smiled with teeth. "You know the Anns and Bakers have been at each other's throats since the 90s too. The beautiful Aur families. Beautiful feuds against each other for no damned reason."

Gale didn't respond. What the hell does he even know about families? Rachel wouldn't tell him any of it. Not sure if he wanted to hear it from her though, when it's probably funner to hear about the books she read, like the one she mentioned, A Court of Roses and Blues. Whatever it was.

"You asked about other ways to find awakened people," Needle interrupted his thoughts. "Why? Got a friend you're worried about?"

Gale looked away, eyes going back to the phone, entering 1208. "Just curious."

"Curiosity is dangerous in our world." Needle tilted his head. "You're not what you seem, hunter. There's something about you that's different from other… Aurians."

"Like what?" Gale asked.

"Your qi. It's different from the others. More like a family's," Needle laughed.

There's more to it than that. Even he didn't know the secret life of his dad before he was born. Gale turned to look out the window, watching the others. The twins had left their SUV. Clyde limped slightly, leaning on his brother. Kyle held a bag of snacks and was talking non-stop while Clyde would laugh every time Kyle talked. At least he had a brother, or at least someone who was 'family'.

Outside, Rachel caught Gale's eye through the window. She pointed to the store, probably gesturing for him to come over. He shook his head. If only she was… or could be.

"The documents," Needle said. "The ones with Hathie's name on them. You found them in the facility?"

"What do you know about them?"

"Nothing specific. But that facility was a joint project between Spotlight and some outside contractor. Very hush-hush. I suggest staying way out of that line of thought."

Before Gale could respond, the driver's door opened. Ollie got back in, brushing snow from his coat.

"Ready to roll?" he asked, starting the engine.

Rachel got in moments later, passing back a bottle of water to Gale. "Don't forget to drink water."

"Thanks," he said, taking it.

The phone crackled again. Ollie drooped his head down on the wheel.

"We're good to go. Clyde bought too many Twinkies. Just letting you know. Pssht over."

"Kyle! No one cares!" Ollie said.

"You will when we're stranded in a blizzard and you're starving. We ain't sharing. Pssht over."

"Follow close," Ollie said. "Weather's getting worse."

"Roger that, captain obvious. Pssht over."

Ollie pulled back onto the road, snow pushing horizontally against the landscape.

"I think we should all be clear on one thing," Rachel turned back again to look at the back seat. "Regardless of what's happening, dust is the main problem. It's killing civilians, which is what Jiuling and the United Knights are more worried about."

"Agreed," Ollie said. "But there's clearly more going on. These artificial rifts, Project Armament, the increased dust distribution... They're all connected."

Needle dropped his head back against the headrest. "You really want to know what those documents are about? Find Alexei. He oversees all the research projects."

"And where do we find this Alexei?" Ollie asked.

"I'd tell you if I knew," Needle said. "He moves around. Paranoid type."

"One last question. The artificial rifts: there's got to be another purpose besides dust harvesting. What is it?" Gale asked.

Needle held his gaze. "Honestly, I don't know. That question is above my pay grade."

"Then what's your theory?" Rachel said.

Needle looked out the window at the falling snow. "The Lions didn't get where they are by being stupid. If they're making rifts despite the risks, despite the casualties... there's something on the other side they want. Something worth dying for."



Gale watched as the visibility through the windshield was completely zero. It was a blanket of white. The road had vanished fifteen minutes ago. Ollie kept driving, hoping asphalt still existed underneath.

They'd dropped Needle off at a plaza with a bus stop in the last town. Three buildings and a gas station barely qualified. The one-armed man nodded once as they left, already grabbing his phone.

The phone walkie app crackled once again.

"So, was letting that guy go really the smart play? Might as well have gifted him to the Path's custody. Pssht over," Kyle said.

"We got more than enough out of him. He cooperated. The assholes at the top don't need to know anything." Ollie paused. "Your mission is off the books anyway, remember?"

A pause, then Clyde's voice came on. "You're right, but I hate you when you're right. Pssht over."

"I'm always right," Ollie muttered, tossing the phone back in the cup holder.

Rachel leaned forward towards the windshield, squinting her eyes. "Can you even see the road anymore?"

"Define 'see,'" Ollie said.

The car slowly came to a halt until it slid to a stop. The tires spun, but it didn't bite into the concrete below the layer of snow.

"Shit," Ollie said, pressing harder on the gas. The engine whirred, but the vehicle didn't move.

"Can't you telekinesis out of here?" Gale asked.

"For just one lift? That's half of my reserves. No way," Ollie said.

"We're stuck," Rachel said.

Ollie tried reversing, then forward again. Nothing. He hit the steering wheel. "Perfect. Just fucking perfect."

The radio buzzed. "You guys stopped? We're stuck too. Snow's too deep. Pssht over."

Ollie grabbed the phone. "No, we're doing donuts for fun. Of course we're stuck."

"Well, guess it's a good thing someone bought too many Twinkies. Pssht over."

Ollie tossed the radio onto the dashboard and looked at his passengers. "Options?"

Rachel checked her phone. "No signal."

"That's helpful," Ollie grumbled.

"We can't stay here," Gale said, looking at the white mess outside. "We'll get buried by the snow."

"It's already night," Rachel said. "Even if the storm let up, the car's going to be stuck for a while with all that piled-up snow until a snow plow gets here, if one even gets here."

"Probably safer to look for shelter," Gale said.

Ollie's eyes darted left and right. "And go where exactly? We're in the middle of nowhere."

Gale closed his eyes, Breath of the Void's tendrils stretched outwards. It fed him information about each snowflake falling, giving him a slight dizziness, but he pushed through. The tendrils stopped at something. A building. Around five or six stories high.

"There's a building," Gale said, opening his eyes. "About a kilometre east."

Ollie looked at him. "You sure?"

"Yes."

"How do you know?" Ollie said, then shook his head. "Never mind. I don't care. If there's shelter, we take it."

"You guys have a plan? The heater's struggling over here. Pssht Over," Clyde said over the walkie app.

Ollie grabbed it. "We're heading east. Gale says there's a building."

"How the hell does he know that? Pssht over."

"Just trust me," Gale said loud enough for the radio to pick up.

"Fine. We're right behind you. Pssht over."

"Grab what you can to bring over. Might as well make this stay productive," Ollie said.

They grabbed what they could. The tubes and 'loot' stayed while Ollie and Rachel put the documents they found into their own duffle bag. On the other hand, the twins stuffed their duffle bags with guns and twinkies.

The wind hit Gale hard when he stepped out. Snow piled up on his face immediately. He tightened the hood of his Canada Goose jacket that definitely wasn't made of geese.

"This way," he shouted over the wind, pointing east.

"How the hell can you tell which way is east?" Kyle yelled back.

Gale ignored him and started walking. The snow reached his shins, making each step hard. He kept his senses open, using the Breath of the Void to find the building.

Behind him, the others fell into line. Ollie came second, then Rachel, with the twins at the back. They walked single file, using Gale's footprints to make it easier.

Trudging through the snow, the snow clung to his pants, wetting them slightly. The cold didn't bother him as much as the ring pulsed with a warmth stronger than the last time he had to walk after being dunked in Lake Ontario.

"How much further?" Ollie shouted after what felt like twenty minutes of walking.

"Not far," Gale called back.
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                The building stood in the white emptiness, yellow light coming from its windows through the storm. 5 stories of old brick against the wind, frost on the edges of the windows.

"There it is," Gale shouted over the howling wind.

The group stopped, snow stuck to their clothes and hair. The hotel looked decrepit in the night.

"Fuck, that's creepy," Kyle muttered.

"Who cares?" Ollie said, "better than freezing to death out here."

Rachel took the lead. "Come on."

The snow grew deeper by the minute as they trudged through. The scarf that Rachel had given Gale in the middle of the hike was already blanketed with snow. When they got closer, the details became clearer. Wide porch, wooden columns and an off white paint that coloured the whole walls, contrasted by the dark wood on the frames. A peaked roof with snow sliding off. No sign with its name.

Kyle let out a short laugh. "Well, this isn't familiar at all. Just need some creepy twins and an ax-wielding maniac."

"What?" Gale asked.

"The Shining," Kyle said, pointing at the building. "Ancient, ancient movie. Definitely nothing like this place. The hotel was definitely much smaller in the movie. No similarities whatsoever."

Clyde shoved Kyle forward. "Shut up."

They climbed up the steps, shaking off the snow. Ollie opened the door, and the creak it produced grated on their ears.

Gale moved closer to Rachel. She was the safest spot in case a ghost came out at them. Fire powers be damned.

Ollie turned, looking tired and annoyed. "Ghosts aren't real!"

"I wasn't thinking that. Definitely not," Gale said. "But just in case… you know."

Palm went to Ollie's face as he shook his head.

Rachel stood closer to Gale, holding him by the arm and pulling him to the door. "It's ok. I'm here for the bad ghosts."

She laughed, but it was definitely no laughing matter, especially in this haunted house looking goddamn place!

Following Ollie inside, the lobby looked bigger than it showed on the outside. The lights by the walls flickered as if they were candles. A red carpet covered the floor that clearly has seen better days. It had swirling patterns that were mesmerizing to look at.

A man stood behind the front desk. Old, thin, and white hair combed to one side. Uniform looked crisp like a butler, except the vest was maroon coloured. The desk lamp lit his face at a harsh angle, contrasting his wrinkles even more. And that odd smile that stayed fixed on his face made Gale put his left hand into his pocket. If this son of a ghost jumped at them, he'd slash at it and then dip out of there in a literal blink of an eye.

"Welcome," the man said, his voice monotone.

Kyle leaned close to his brother. "Not creepy at all. Not one bit."

The old man didn't blink. Not even once since they came in as he stared at them. His name tag read "Robert."

Ollie stepped forward, snow melting and dripping from his jacket. "We need rooms for the night. Got caught in the storm."

"Room 217," Robert said, his smile not changing.

Kyle snorted. "Oh, perfect. The haunted room number. That's totally not a red flag."

Rachel elbowed him. "Behave."

"I definitely did not read that book," Gale said deadpan. "Totally unfamiliar with that reference. Absolutely clueless."

Ollie rubbed his forehead. "We need three rooms, not one. There are five of us."

Robert's head tilted slightly, moving like a machine.

"Room 217 has two rooms and a couch. That's all I can offer. The hotel is mostly booked. One room assignment per group of guests." Robert's smile stayed fixed the whole time. "Make do with what you can."

Looking around the lobby, empty chairs with cracking leather. Couches were empty. Hallways were empty, meaning there was no one else in this hotel. Tendrils spread out, searching each room. No one here except them. There's no way this hotel was fully booked.

"Is this a popular hotel?" Ollie asked.

"Many ski mountains around," Robert answered, still staring at Ollie. "The weather is superb for such a sport." He reached under the desk and pulled out a brass key with a heavy wooden tag. "I recommend guests stay in their rooms after 12:14 AM until sunrise."

"Specific time there, Bob," Kyle muttered.

"Welcome to Hotel Frankley," Robert said, sliding the key across the desk. "Enjoy your stay."

"Hotel Frankley? As in, practically Hotel Stanley? Room 217? You're shitting me, right?" Kyle said aloud.

Rachel elbowed him, much harder this time, while giving him a glare.

Ollie grabbed the key. "Thanks. Which floor?"

"Second floor. End of the hall," Robert answered, still not blinking.

Breath of the Void gave him no information on Robert. Just clearly a mundane with no strangeness inside him. Squinting his eyes, his head tracked Robert as the group walked to the elevator.

I'm watching you, Robert. If that is even your real name.

They found the elevators with old brass doors that opened with a groan. The smell hit them immediately as they walked in. Hints of cedar, smoke, and something musky.

"Just me, or is there nobody else staying here?" Kyle whispered as they went up.

"Shut up," Clyde said. "We're lucky to find any shelter."

The elevator opened to a long hallway filled with retro looking floral wallpaper. Ollie took the lead, following the room numbers to their assigned room. He held up the key. "Who the hell uses keys in 2069?"

"Clearly, a haunted hotel literally named after the famous haunted hotel," Kyle said.

"Shut up," Clyde muttered.

They reached the room, and Ollie inserted the key. The suite had two rooms, one left, one right. Must be the ones with the queen beds. The living room had a sofa, a coffee table, and two armchairs with lovely ugly retro floral wallpapers--the same one from the hallway.

"Well," Ollie said, then dropped his bag on the floor with a thud. "Beats freezing to death."

Clyde immediately went to the second bedroom, tossing his bag onto the queen bed. "Kyle and I call this one."

"Hell no," Kyle said. "I'm not sharing with you. You punch in your sleep."

"Better than your snoring."

"I don't snore!"

"Yeah, you do."

"I get a bed, I'm not taking no for an answer," Rachel said.

"But you're not even-" Ollie stopped.

"Not even what?" Rachel asked.

"Nevermind," Ollie said. "Gale and I can take either the sofa and the floor."

"I'm good with the floor," Gale said. "I'm used to it."

"That's ridiculous," Rachel said. "There's enough room for two in my bed."

"Ok. You both take the floor, and I get the sofa," Kyle suggested.

Everyone turned to glare at him.

"What? I'm injured!"

"Pfft, injured?" Clyde said, pulling out a Twinkie from his pocket. "We've been through worse."

"Rachel takes one bed," Ollie said firmly. "Kyle and Clyde take the other. Gale and I will figure out the sofa and floor. End of discussion."

"I'm definitely not sharing with him," Kyle side eyed his brother. "The last time we shared a bed on a mission, he punched me!"

"Well, maybe you should stop snoring!" Clyde shouted.

"Shut up! Too bad!" Ollie yelled. "It's either you share or one of you gets the bathtub! Or worse."

"Or what?" Kyle asked immediately, then got smacked immediately in the head by Clyde.

"This is stupid," Rachel said. "Gale, you're taking half the bed. I don't bite. Unless you want me to…"

The twins snickered.

"Wait, what?" Gale said.

"Relax," she said with a small smile. "Just teasing."

"Fine," Kyle threw up his hands. "I'll share with this Twinkie-eating stupid, but if he punches me, it's about to go down!"

"Let's see you try," Clyde replied, taking another bite.

"Ok. Cool," Ollie said, dropping onto the sofa. "Rachel and Gale get the bed on the right, the idiots get the second, and I get the couch."

"Who are you calling idiot?" Kyle said.

"Shut up and get some sleep!" Ollie glared at Kyle.

Rachel picked up her bag and headed for the right bedroom. At the doorway, she looked back and said, "Gale, coming?"

Gale hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. Just a minute."

He watched her disappear into the room. Turning his head, Ollie already made himself comfortable on the sofa, attempting to anyways as he continuously shifted to a comfortable position.

"I can take the floor," Gale said.

Ollie waved him off. "Go. Before she changes her mind."

Gale moved to the bedroom, opening the cracked door. Kyle's voice could be heard through the other bedroom.

"Hey, you think some spooky wooky thing is going to happen at 12:14? Kinda very specific. Just like the horror movies."

"Maybe that's when the axe wielding maniac does his rounds and you'll hear scratching or something metal being dragged," Clyde said while chewing a twinkie.

"Twins! Shut up!" Ollie yelled at their door, closing it for them with his telekinesis. "All of you. Just shut up."

Gale entered the bedroom. Rachel sat on the edge with what looked like an oversized shirt on. She pulled the blanket over her as soon as he came in, putting her hair tie on the nightstand. She looked at him.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"I'm sure," she said. "It's not like we're kids and it's the situation."

"I thought being kids would make it more ok."

"Semantics. Besides, I run hot. Like, literally. Keeps the room warm without needing those rusty old pipes."

Gale sat on the other side of the bed and started taking off his boots and the outer layers of his clothing. He went into the sheets after, then looked at the surroundings.

The room was simple but clean. Same retro floral wallpaper, blackout curtains covering the window, and a small desk in the corner. Ms. Molly said it's rude to stare, so do your best to avoid looking at Rachel, Gale. You can do this.

"What do you make of this place?" Rachel asked.

"Strange," Gale said, turning his head to her, catching a glimpse of her hair messily laid on the pillow, and then turning back the other way.

"And Robert?"

"A strange mundane. Like real strange."

"The 12:14 thing is creepy. Even for me," Rachel said, burying her face in the blanket and turning to his side.

Gale checked his phone. No signal, as expected. He plugged it into the wall charger anyway. The clock on the nightstand read 11:37 PM.

"Less than an hour till the witching hour, blood moon, or whatever you wanna call it," Rachel said.

"It's probably nothing. Get some sleep. I'll keep watch for a while," Gale said.

Rachel shook her head. "You don't need to keep watch, Gale. Just go to sleep."

Gale sat up and grabbed two pillows, placing them down the middle of the bed to make a barrier. He lay down on his back. Sleeping light was already a habit anyway. If any sound came through, he'd be the first to know.

"Really?" Rachel said. "A pillow wall. Very mature."

Gale folded his hands on top of his stomach, looking up at the ceiling. The bed was soft, softer than he expected. Though his definition of soft was anything softer than the dirt, rocks, or even the branches he used to sleep on.

"Hey. Can I ask you something?" he said. "Do you think the things my dad did in those documents are… evil?"

Rachel turned to face the other way, then didn't say anything for a while. Gale could hear her breathing beside him, but she was definitely not asleep. "In our world, nothing is truly evil. That's what my mom used to tell me. Take the Silver Lions. Those documents made it clear they believe the current establishment is in the wrong, that they only care about profits and authority. They want to burn it all down, restore order."

"And put themselves at the top of the pecking order after," Gale said. "Right?"

"Yes. But look deeper. It's like they're trying to arm mundanes to stand against the rift invasion. Their methods are wrong, making awakened addicted, exposing mundanes to dust that will kill them... but the intention to protect has roots in something good."

A gale blew harshly against the window, startling Gale and forcing him to look to her side of the bed.

"There are skeletons in Ollie's closet too," Rachel said. "Lots of them. But we both know his intentions about creating a cure for dust are good."

Gale relaxed, letting his head sink into the pillow. It's just the wind. Nothing dangerous.

"Even Clyde and Kyle," Rachel continued. "They fought us at the airport. They were just doing their jobs. Now look at them helping us in this situation. They're not truly bad people."

"What do you mean?" Gale asked.

"What I mean is that good intentions can sometimes cause misguided actions," Rachel said softly. "At the end of the day, everyone just wants to survive. As others call it, chasing survival." She let out a soft chuckle. "I hear that a lot of people talk about how everyone is just chasing ghosts."

The blankets moved as she turned to face him again, eyes peeking over the pillow wall that caught light from under the door. It was an amber colour he hadn't noticed before.

"Your dad might have truly thought what he did was for the best," she said. "You just haven't found that part of the story yet."

That's right. He shouldn't jump to conclusions, right? There were bigger things to this whole equations… like what the dark knight had told him under the stone tower. But thinking about it like that somehow didn't make the hurt go away. After seeing dad's face again, all he wanted to do was just go back to reading books. Drown it all away.

"What are you thinking about?" Rachel's voice took on a soothing warmth. She brought her face over the pillow wall, her arm already over to his side. "I remember that face from the forest. You get all silent, looking into the distance when something's in your mind. Can you share with me?"

Gale nodded. "I don't remember my parents teaching me anything outside of survival. Learning how the world works outside of books... I feel like I don't know anything. It's just overwhelming and makes me want to go back to just reading books."

He hadn't meant to say that last part. The words just came out.

Rachel's hand reached across, pushing the pillows between them down, resting her hand on his head. Her fingers were warm as they moved through his hair.

"Remember this," she said, patting his head. "You're not alone anymore."

The touch felt so comforting that Gale didn't know how to respond. She did that too in the Eclipsed. The safe space that he could be vulnerable in, and that itself was scary.

Cev told him it was too soon. To hide. It made it all the harder to just open up, and that thought itself was just a plain lie he told himself.

"Gale. You're the one that pushed us to go through this adventure," Rachel said. "I'll tell you as many times as you need. You don't need to be alone anymore."

Not being alone anymore. That's right. He has answers for his own strengths. Maybe he can lean on her answers. Just be thankful to not be alone anymore. The rest can work itself out later.

"Should we get some sleep?" Gale asked.

Rachel nodded, taking her hand back. "Probably should. Who knows what tomorrow brings?"

"More snow," Gale muttered, making himself chuckle.

"More than that." Rachel settled back onto her side of the bed. "Always more than that."

Gale put his phone back onto the night stand. Settling in and closing his eyes, the pillows now lay below their feet, and neither moved them back.

Rachel's breathing evened out. The wind against the window made for nice ambient noise in the silent hotel. A draft blew through the cracks, its temperature eliminated as her warmth kept the room at a cosy temperature. A different feeling from the nights in the forest or the orphanage.
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                Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

One eye opened as Gale's left hand moved to under his pillow where the storage box sat. Scratching in the middle of the night in an hour who knows when could only mean a ghost. It had to be.

Right hand moved to the nightstand, picking up his phone. Turning it on, it said 3:00AM, exactly when a ghost would appear. It had to be.

He scooted over more to Rachel's side, where the pillow wall had fully been kicked out of the bed. She rolled over as he reached her, still seemingly asleep as her hand lay on his shoulder. Can she really not hear the scratching?!

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

Breath of the Void expanded, tendrils looked to where Ollie laid on the couch and the twins. None woke up from the clearly loud scratching of the ghost.

Guide, he mouthed. Is that a ghost?

[Query rejected. Ghosts do not exist.]

You know what I mean! Scan the entity to see if it's a ghost or spectre or whatever! Gale mouthed harshly, clenching his fist. Swear to god, one of these days.

Tendrils moved outwards to the suite in front of theirs. Something moved inside. A vague entity that he couldn't see properly, even with the eyes of the void.

[Warning: Spiritual entity detected. Warning: Host does not have sufficient tools to eliminate entity. Threat level: Moderate.]

Spirits? Isn't that the same thing as a ghost?!

[Negative. Spiritual entities are defined as physical manifestations of lingering Origin.]

What do you mean physical?

[Physical is defined as a tangible object.]

So I can hit it?

[Positive. Warning: Host does not have sufficient tools to eliminate entity.]

Gale slid out of Rachel's arm as he mentally puffed his chest out. If it can be touched, it can be harmed. And if it can be harmed, Weber can hack it. He slowly got out of bed to not wake her up, and the cold floor hit his bare feet.

Slipping out of the room, he entered the living room where moonlight came through the thin gap in the middle of the curtains. Ollie sprawled on the sofa, one arm hanging off onto the floor, not afraid of a ghost or boogie man that could possibly cut off his hand in the middle of his sleep. Documents laid all over the floor and the coffee table that he must've been reading.

The twins' door was cracked open. Kyle laid on his back, mouth wide open, snoring, while Clyde lay on the opposite side, buried in the sheets.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

The sound continued, coming from the suite he checked earlier, now closer, such that it was clear enough to know that the scratching came from a keratin object. Not human, that was clear, as the sound was too deep. It sounded like thick claws or hooves.

When Gale put his ears against the door, the scratching suddenly stopped, then started again. This time, more manic and hitting against the wood. Looking back, neither Ollie nor the twins, or even Rachel, stirred in their sleep.

Standing straight, he leaned over the peephole. The hallway was empty. Just a dark hallway, as the lights were turned off. Only moonlight rayed through the curtains of the window on the right side.

A thing went up to the peephole, looking back at Gale. He fell backwards, landing with a thud on the floor. For a split second, he saw what it was. A crown of branches, antlers like a deer. Its face clearly a deer's, except deer don't have sharp incisor teeth and four fangs both top and bottom.

The scratching got faster.

Gale stood up and closed his eyes, using Breath of the Void. Tendrils went through the door, searching for whatever was outside.

Nothing.

That didn't make sense. Before, it was just a vague entity. Now, it wasn't anything. Just a blank space where something should be, different from the shadow he fought in the Eclipsed.

Gale looked to Ollie and walked to the sofa quietly.

"Ollie," he whispered, shaking his shoulder. "Wake up."

Ollie groaned and opened one eye, bloodshot. "What?"

"Listen. There's something outside, scratching something."

Ollie sat up, blinking at Gale. A few seconds passed. Silence.

"There's nothing," Ollie said, lying back down. "Go to sleep."

"But there's something outside!"

"It's probably just some cat or the wind or whatever. This place is old," Ollie turning to face the cushion. "Ghosts aren't real! It was hard enough to fall asleep on this shit, now leave me alone."

The scratching had stopped. Gale stood still, feeling stupid at how the scratching had stopped so conveniently.

He walked back to the bedroom where Rachel was. She was still asleep, hair spread on the pillow. Gale sat on the edge of the bed and nudged her shoulder.

"Rachel," he whispered.

"Gale? What's wrong?" Her eyes opened slowly as she slightly sat herself up. "You look… like you've seen a ghost."

"There's scratching. At the door to our suite."

Rachel sat still, looking at the doorway, listening for anything. "I don't hear anything."

"It stopped. But it was there. Something looked at me through the peephole. Something with horns."

Rachel yawned. "Bad dream, maybe?"

"No, I was awake. I'm sure of it."

"Hotels make weird noises. Old buildings settle."

"This wasn't the building."

"If it comes back, wake me." Rachel touched his arm, then laid back down, eyes already closing. "Try to get some sleep, Gale."

As soon as her head hit the pillow, her breathing evened out.

It's fine, Gale. Guide categorized it as something physical, so it must be physical, and physical things can be hit and slashed. He selected the Weber, hilt materialising in his right hand. Alter activated immediately, making it smaller to accommodate the CQC situation.

Moving back to the front door of the suite, he took a deep breath as his left hand moved to the doorknob. He opened it and stepped outside into the empty hallway. Nothing outside, just a carpet runner and numbered doors, with room 218 in front of him. So if it wasn't a ghost, how does it scratch wood when the carpet filled the whole space?

Gulp.

The tendrils told him about the emptiness inside of 218. He crossed over, putting his ear on the door. Nothing. Left hand took to the knob, turning it, and surprisingly, it was unlocked.

When he pushed open the door, he lunged forward into the living room, Weber ready to block anything. But inside, the only things that greeted him were inanimate objects. Two doors to two bedrooms, a coffee table, a sofa, an armchair, similar to their own suite. No bags, clothes, no nothing.

Maybe this was all in his head. Rachel's probably right that his mind is playing tricks on him. He did read in an orange forum before that the mind likes to make up stuff to make things come true.

Hold on, there's no way that orange forum was correct. That was a mundane forum. This is Aur…

Gulp.

Tendrils felt the movement behind him. He spun backwards as a figure ran past the open door, going quickly down the hallway to the right. All he caught was a glimpse of the crown of antlers.

Gale ran to the hallway. The corridor was empty, but the stairwell door at the end clicked shut.

He sprinted to it. The stairwell door opened to concrete steps with cold air, heating was gone. Footsteps echoed from above.

Gale followed, Weber gripped tightly, as ready as it could ever be. The stairwell went up, each door going up had numbers marked. He passed 3, 4, then 5, the footsteps always just ahead, just out of sight.

At the 6th floor, the top level, the footsteps stopped. Gale listened. Nothing. He opened the door.

The top floor was different. Candles burned across the hallway floor in clusters that looked satanic in nature. Red circles were drawn on the carpet, walls, and ceiling. Star patterns within circles and strange symbols.

Gale stepped forward.

Cold air touched the back of his neck.

He spun around, blade cutting through empty air. Nothing there.

"Guide?"

[Warning: Spiritual entity detected.]

[Recommendation: Retreat.]

Another cold breath, this time by his ear. A sound like laughter, childish and demonic at the same time.

Gale spun again, Weber hitting nothing. Something pushed him. He caught himself against the railing, almost falling over. Below, the stairwell dropped into darkness.

The laughter came closer. Weight pushed against his back, completely pushing him over the railing.

He fell into the darkness, feet hitting the ground on the lower floor. The laughter echoed from the 6th floor.

The hair on the back of his neck stood up. He ran back down to the second floor as the laughter followed behind.

He burst out onto the second floor from the stairwell and ran to Room 217. The door was still open. Gale slammed it softly enough to not wake up the others and leaned against it, breathing hard.

The suite was quiet. Ollie still slept on the sofa, surrounded by documents. Nothing had changed.

Gale went to the bedroom. Rachel was still asleep, breathing deeply, her face peaceful in this ghost-infested hotel. Weber dematerialized back into the storage box, and he slipped back into bed, scooting over closer to Rachel's side. If it followed, she'd take care of it. Definitely, she'd kill it with fire. Fire kills everything.



Rachel tapped Gale's arm. No response. She nudged him harder, almost to a shake. This time it worked. His eyes half opened, looking at her from below. She leaned over him, her hair falling around her face.

"Hey," she said. "Time to wake up, though you don't look like you got much sleep at all."

Gale forced his eyes open. He laid awake most of the night and barely slept. 

"Something like that," he said with his morning voice.

Rachel kept her hand on his arm. "You've got circles under your eyes."

"What time is it?" Gale asked.

"Almost ten." Rachel was already dressed in jeans and a sweater. "Everyone else is up. Ollie's been going through those documents since before dawn. Says he found something."

Gale got up, muscles stiff from sleeping in an odd position. He went to the window, pulling back the blackout curtains. Outside, the blizzard kept going, snow blowing horizontally, everything beyond just white.

"Still stuck," he muttered.

"Looks that way," Rachel said. "Come on. We're holding a breakfast meeting. Though 'breakfast' might be overstating it."

She walked back to the living room through the open bedroom door. Gale followed, noticing Ollie sitting on the floor surrounded by papers. The twins sat on the sofa, Clyde eating a twinkie while Kyle ate a granola bar, both casually watching Ollie fiddle with papers.

"Look who decided to join us," Kyle said.

"Rough night?" Clyde asked, not looking up.

"Yeah, something like that," Gale said, making Kyle whistle.

Going to the coffee table, a pile of vending machine food sat, including candy bars, chips, more twinkies, and several Cola Zero cans.

"Breakfast?" Gale asked.

"Yep," Ollie said, still focused on his papers. "Hotel kitchen's closed, obviously. No staff except Robert at the front desk."

"Anyone try the restaurant?" Gale asked.

"Locked," Rachel said, sitting on the armchair sofa. "We're lucky the vending machines still work."

Gale took a candy bar, opened it, and took a bite. The sweetness of it was a welcome compared to the rough night he had.

"So what did you find?" he asked Ollie, looking at the scattered papers all over the floor.

"Something big. Really big." Ollie looked up, pulling out a specific sheet. "This is from the research facility logs. It mentions 'shards' which is some rare material the Silver Lions have been researching for decades."

"Shards?" Rachel leaned forward. "What kind of shards?"

"Doesn't say exactly," Ollie replied. "But they're extremely valuable... and powerful. According to these notes, consuming just one can boost an Aurian's power significantly."

"How significantly?" Clyde asked, swallowing the last bite of twinkie..

"They only had two to test. One was given to an Awakened-level Aurian. After consuming it, they immediately jumped to late-Attuned." Ollie said.

"I'm not buying that shit," Kyle wiped the crumbs from the granola bar off the sofa. "That's not possible. That takes years, even with the best training."

"Not according to this," Ollie tapped the paper. "And after that success, they didn't use the second shard. They were saving it for something else."

Gale took another bite and opened a can of Cola Zero. Sipping it once, something weird happened in his mouth. Bubbles that made drinking the liquid harder. Oddly enough, it felt good. So this was why all the older kids drank these kinds of cans.

Ollie pulled out another document. "And listen to this, the shards have a similar composition to dust. But they're much more potent and don't cause corruption."

"So why aren't we all taking these instead of risking dust?" Rachel asked.

"Because they're incredibly rare," Ollie said. "According to these logs, only two have been found in the past hundred years. And one of those was apparently stolen."

Kyle snorted. "Stolen by who?"

"The Caliber Council, the asshole at the top of the Path," Ollie said. "There was some kind of hidden war in the 2020s. Path leadership fought the Jiuling for control of a shard that had slipped from Silver Lion hands."

"That wasn't in any of the Path history I studied," Clyde said.

"Would you advertise stealing something like that?" Ollie countered. "The Path has always been about image management. Remember, most of the Council members are corporate executives first, fighters second."

Rachel wrapped her arms around herself. "So what does this have to do with the artificial rifts? With Project Threshold?"

"Everything," Ollie said. He spread more papers on the floor. "Look at this timeline. After the Path stole their shard, the Silver Lions went quiet for decades. No major moves, no expansion of territory. They were regrouping, planning."

"Planning what?" Gale asked, though he had a good guess.

"Revenge," Ollie said simply. "But more than that. They realized they couldn't match the Path's manpower or the Jiuling's traditional power. So they went in a different direction: science. They started researching ways to open rifts artificially."

"Why?" Gale asked.

"Because rifts sometimes contain shards," Ollie said. "They figured if they could create their own rifts, they could harvest more shards and build up their power base. Level the playing field against the other factions."

Kyle tossed his empty wrapper on the table. "So it's just about power, then? Getting more juice for their fighters?"

"Not only that," Ollie said. "Remember Project Armament? The program to arm mundanes with ether-tech?"

"Yeah, what about?" Rachel said.

"Here's where it gets interesting." Ollie held up another document. "According to this, the Silver Lions think human-controlled rifts could be more stable than natural ones. They believe they can create a method for controlled harvesting of shards."

"That's insane," Rachel said. "We're supposed to be closing them, not creating them."

"Well, that's the thing," Ollie countered. "They believe arming mundanes with ether-tech would create a more balanced society. No more Aurian elite controlling everything. Everyone's protected against uncontrolled rifts."

"Noble goal," Kyle said. "Evil methods. Sounds a lot like someone, am I right for real for real?"

"For real for real, bro. Mega reals," Clyde said.

"Idiots." Ollie sighed as he stacked the papers neatly. "Anyways, they've become so obsessed with getting back what was taken from them and reshaping society that they're willing to risk everything. Creating unstable rifts, turning people into dust addicts, experimenting on captives."

"But why now?" Rachel asked. "Why wait decades before making their move?"

"According to these notes, natural rifts have been occurring more frequently in the last decade," Ollie said. "They see it as a sign of change. They want to be on the right side of that change, even if they have to force it."

Gale finished the candy bar and crumpled the wrapper. "Any mention of Hathie? My father?"

"Nothing specific beyond what was in that journal we found. But there are references to an 'external consultant' with unusual abilities who helped refine their rift-creation technology in the '90s," Ollie said.

"So what's the plan?" Kyle finally asked. "We're stuck here until the storm passes anyway."

"The plan is we get all this information to someone who can actually do something about it. Silver Lions creating their own rifts? That's beyond our pay grade." Ollie put the stack of papers back into their cardboard file box.

"Pay grade?" Kyle laughed. "That's rich coming from you, Glory. What's your net worth now? Two billion? Three?"

Clyde kicked his brother's foot. "Closer to five, and definitely not spreading the love."

"Four-point-eight," Ollie said. "Not that it matters."

"Of course it matters," Kyle said. "You're sitting pretty while Jonathan has us running around doing the dirty work. Special Investigation Division unit my ass."

Ollie rolled his eyes. "Oh please. You two knew exactly what you were signing up for. The Path doesn't pay for information. Results is only what matters to them."

"Our results?" Clyde sat up straight. "We've taken down three class three rifts in the last month alone and arrested several murdering bozos."

"While taking kickbacks from every dust dealer in Scarborough," Ollie said.

"Prove it," Kyle almost couldn't hold back his laugh.

"I don't need to prove it. The twins' reputation speaks for itself. Everyone knows you two will do anything for the right price." Ollie moved the file box over to the wall. "How else could you afford all that unregulated ammo on a Path salary?"

Clyde winced and continued the argument with Ollie and Kyle. Rachel took a Cola Zero and sat back down on the armchair.

If we don't report finding anyone to Control, we don't have to file the extra paperwork and do the dirty work. That's what the twins said when they almost found him. Now it puts it all into perspective. These guys are basically just like Needle. They only care about themselves.

"Some things matter more than money," Rachel whispered, adding to the ongoing argument.

Kyle turned to her, eyebrows raised. "Easy to say when your family has more money than God."

"The Ann fortune wasn't built on betrayal," she said.

"No," Clyde said. "Just on fire and fear."

Rachel's eyes narrowed at the twins, the room getting warmer by the second. It stopped when Gale put his hand on her arm, smiling at her. And that's when he caught sight of it.

"Guys," Gale said, eyes pointing outside the window. "Look out the window."

Everyone turned as Gale walked up to the window.

"What is it?" Rachel asked, moving beside him.

"There's something out there," Gale said, leaning closer to the glass, squinting against the white glare. At first, all he saw was a slight shade against the wall of white.

The wind blew hard, enough to distort the pattern of the storm, revealing the dark shape. Tall, impossibly so, standing at the edge of the tree line. The figure didn't move, nor did its fur even stir against the storm. The crown of antlers was something he wouldn't forget.
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                In the distance through the veil of white, a silhouette with a massive crown of antlers stood, unmoving by the snowstorm. Its fur flowed like it was under water, opposite to the gusts that blew through the clearing.

"Well, shit." Clyde backed away from the window, walking back to the bedroom. The duffle bag he carried zipped open, and the clanks of him arranging his gun came through the crack of the door. Kyle followed him, leaning against the doorway.

"First zombies in an underground bunker, now Bambi's evil grandad in a blizzard," Kyle said. "Can't we get one normal day?"

Clyde came out with his signature long gun. He stamped the magazine to click into place. "At least this one's edible. Venison for lunch, anyone?"

"You're not serious," Rachel said.

"Dead serious. That meat can last us for days in this damned blizzard. Nice time to try ghost meat," Kyle said.

"Ghost?!" Gale winced. "That can't be 1 right?"

"Ghosts aren't real!" Ollie whispered harshly. "Besides, that's not a deer!"

"That's the thing I saw last night. I couldn't hit it. It must be a ghost," Gale said.

Ollie slapped his palm on his forehead.

"What do you mean?" Rachel softly asked, turning to Gale.

Gale took a deep deep breath that was too fast to be called a deep breath. "I heard scratching around 3 in the morning and you guys wouldn't get up. I looked at the peephole and I saw something with antlers that looked back at me. It ran away and I followed it upstairs."

"You followed it?" Rachel asked. "Alone?"

"I had my sword," Gale said. "I chased it to the sixth floor. The hallway up there... it's not normal. Candles everywhere. Red circles on the walls, the carpet, the ceiling."

"Satanic shit," Kyle whistled. "Some form of it anyways."

"Whatever it was," Gale said, "I couldn't hit it. It was a ghost."

Clyde ejected the current magazine and pulled out a different magazine with silver-lined glyphs all over the case. He stamped it onto the long gun's receiver. "Ghosts, spectres, spirits, demons, ectoplasm, whatever you wanna call them. I'm getting breakfast."

"Ghost venison coming right up," Kyle said, pulling out his Glock. He checked the chamber, then looked at his brother. "You got mine, right?"

Clyde tossed him pistol magazines with the same silver-lined glyphs. Kyle caught it with one hand and put it in his pistol.

"You two are insane," Rachel said. "You can't just shoot at whatever you see!"

"Can I get some of those?" Ollie said, walking to the twins. He pulled his deagle from his jacket. "Standard rounds don't do much against spectral manifestations."

Clyde dug in his bag and tossed Ollie a small carton box. "You're paying for that shit."

"No shit I am. You got this from my bazaar." Ollie shook his head.

Rachel threw her hands up. "Are you all seriously planning to hunt that thing? We don't even know what it is!"

"That's the job description," Kyle said. "See weird shit, shoot weird shit, file paperwork about weird shit."

"Rachel's right," Gale said. "This isn't like the zombies. I couldn't even touch it."

Rachel turned to Gale, putting a hand on his arm. "Can you tell us how strong it was?"

"That's the problem. I couldn't tell. When it was behind me, it felt like nothing was there. Not even a blank spot. Just... nothing." Gale looked down, fiddling with his fingers. "You know my senses are never wrong."

"Right. Any more you can tell us?" Rachel squeezed softly.

"It was like..." Gale said. "Like it was alive but not alive. I don't know how to explain, but then… I heard something laughing."

"Laughing?" Ollie asked, loading rounds into his deagle's magazine.

"Like a little girl," Gale said. "When I was on the sixth floor. That's what scared me most. The laugh was like a demon and a girl at the same time, and it pushed me off the stairs."

Rachel stepped closer, talking quieter. "Gale, did you leave the suite after 12:14 last night?"

"What?"

"The clerk said not to leave our rooms after 12:14," Rachel said. "Did you?"

Gale paused, then nodded. "Because there was scratching..."

"And that's when you saw it?"

He nodded again.

"That's how people die in the movies! 'What's that noise?' Dead. 'Let me check the basement alone.' Dead. 'I'll be right back.' Super dead," Kyle said.

"This isn't a movie," Rachel's tone raised.

"Might as well be," Kyle said. "Creepy hotel, blizzard, monster outside. All we're missing is a crazy guy with an axe."

"Does the clerk count?" Clyde asked. "That guy's creepy."

Rachel went back to the window and looked through it. The figure still stood by the trees, not moving even with the strong wind. "We should stay inside. It hasn't tried to come in."

"Yet," Ollie added.

"It did last night," Gale said.

Kyle checked his watch. "It's 10:23 am now. Maybe it only comes out at night, or only after 12:14."

"Or maybe it's going to get us in our sleep," Clyde said, moving closer to the window with his rifle, and then looking through the scope, putting the deer-looking thing on his reticule. "I can take the shot right now, bro. Let me do it."

"Through the glass?" Ollie asked.

"Let me just crack the window just a tiny tiny bit."

Rachel put her hand on the barrel, pushing it down. "No. Not until we know more."

"What more do we need to know?" Clyde asked. "It's out there, we're in here, I have a gun."

"And if shooting it just makes it angry?" Rachel said. "If it can't be hurt by physical weapons? If it has friends?"

Clyde lowered his rifle.

"She's right," Gale said. "My sword went right through it last night."

"But we got ghost bullets. There's a difference," Kyle said.

Ollie put his gun away with a sigh. "Shut it. We wait. But keep your weapons ready."

Kyle plopped back onto the sofa, putting his feet on the coffee table. "Great. Trapped in a haunted hotel with a demon deer outside. This is not what I signed up for."

"You signed up for Special Investigations," Ollie reminded him. "Emphasis on 'Special.'"

"Yeah, but I thought that meant embezzlement. The good kind. Against the corporate machine. I think… but now it's 'The Shining' meets 'Bambi' meets 'The Thing.'"

Rachel shook her head, putting a palm to her face. "Enough with the movies already. You wouldn't shut up about them in that dark rift either, Kyle. This is real life, not some horror flick marathon."

"Just stating facts," Kyle said. "Every decision we make right now is straight out of the 'How to Die Horribly' handbook."

"I've got an idea. Instead of arguing about horror movies, I'm going to talk to the clerk," Rachel said.

"The old man?" Clyde lowered his rifle, resting it against the wall by the window. "He barely remembered which rooms to put us in."

"Yeah," Kyle added. "Pretty sure he thought it was still 2052."

"But he knew about the 12:14 thing," Rachel pointed out. "That's specific. Too specific to be random."

Gale moved away from the window, the figure with antlers still visible in the snow, somehow just watching them. It wasn't doing anything. Like it was waiting… waiting to attack! Out of all of these people, Rachel was the safest and probably the sanest.

"The guy was one wrong look away from offering us all candy and a ride in his windowless van kind of mental," Kyle said.

Rachel tucked her hair behind her ears. "Well, he's the only other person in this hotel. He might know something."

"Rachel's right. It doesn't matter what he is, might as well ask," Ollie put his gun back in his jacket. "I'm keeping these rounds, just in case. No take backs."

"Keep it," Clyde said, with a small smile. "We've got plenty."

"How many is 'plenty'?" Ollie asked.

Kyle grinned. "Enough to start our own ghost-hunting business if we get fired."

Rachel grabbed her jacket and wore it in one swift motion. "Ok. Ollie, you and the twins stay here. Keep watching that thing, but don't do anything unless it comes toward the hotel. Gale and I will go talk to Robert."

"Hell no," Ollie said immediately. "We stick together."

"Bad plan," Kyle sat up straight. "Splitting up is a no go."

"Horror movie rule number one," Clyde said. "Never split up."

"Would you three stop with the movie crap?" Rachel yelled. "Five people marching down to interrogate an old man is overkill. It'll scare him."

"And if whatever's outside decides to come in while you two are downstairs?" Ollie asked.

"Then you shoot it," Rachel said. "Simple as that."

"Or," Clyde offered, "we all go down together, armed and ready. Shoot weird man if he looks at us wrong."

Not going to lie, Gale kind of wanted to do the same thing too. Slash at anything that moves even slightly wrong. Dip and run if his sword passes through again. He could survive out there in the woods in this snowstorm. He's been through worse.

Looking back at Rachel, he winced. Can't leave her or Ollie though. Maybe knock them out first and take them to the woods where they could live all together until this whole thing blows over.

"Two people is better than five in this case," Rachel slammed her palm on the coffee table. "We'll be quieter, less threatening."

"Two people is lunch for whatever that thing is," Kyle chuckled.

"I'm bringing Gale. He's the most sensible one here," Rachel said, zipping up her jacket halfway. "No offense, you three just want to shoot your toys at anything that moves. We aren't doing any of that in this hotel."

Gale faked a smile at Rachel.

"Fine," Ollie said. "But if you're not back in fifteen minutes, we're coming down guns blazing. And you take your phone. Keep the line open."

"Agreed," Rachel said. She turned to Gale. "Ready?"

Gale nodded, grabbing his jacket from the chair, checking if the storage box was in the pocket. It was.



The elevator stopped with a shudder, and the doors slid open. Gale stepped into the lobby first. Rachel followed. The familiar dim lobby door with retro like wall lights came into view.

"Hey. You know why I chose you to come with?" Rachel asked as the lobby's temperature went up.

"Why?" Gale's eyes shifted left and right. Legs tensed up, ready to run if he catches any sudden movement.

"It's because you're the only one who might not shoot first and ask questions never. Ollie would put two centre mass before asking a single question. And the twins? Same thing plus they'd turn this hotel into a shooting gallery just for fun," Rachel said.

Gale nodded, forcing himself to smile. Don't have to say anything. Just agree with her even though last night, it was slash first think later.

Reaching the lobby, it was empty. No employees around. No other guests checking in, probably not with this kind of weather. An old grandfather clock rang when it hit 11AM.

"Robert? Hello?" Rachel called out.

No answer.

They got to the front desk. A door labelled "Employees Only" was slightly open.

"You think he's there?" Gale asked.

"One way to find out." Rachel moved around the counter and knocked on the employees only door.

"May I help you?"

The flat, emotionless voice came from behind them.

Gale spun around, hand going to his pocket where the storage box was. Robert stood by the grandfather clock, though neither of them had heard him come up. The old man cast almost no shadow under the dim retro lights on the walls.

"Jesus," Rachel muttered. "You scared us."

Robert's face stayed blank, his pale eyes fixed on them without blinking. "Guests aren't permitted behind the counter."

Rachel quickly stepped back around to the lobby side. "Sorry about that. We were looking for you."

"I am here," Robert said. "What do you need?"

Something about Robert's stillness bothered Gale. It was hitting all the uncanny he's ever seen in a man, and halloween had already definitely passed.

"We saw something outside," Gale gulped. "In the trees."

Robert didn't respond.

"A deer, maybe?" Rachel said. "Really big. With antlers."

"Deer are common in this area," Robert said, smiling.

"This wasn't exactly a normal deer," Gale said. "It was huge. Standing on two legs, maybe."

Robert's expression didn't change. "The blizzard plays tricks."

"Are there any local stories about something like that? Any folklore around here in Sudbury?" Rachel said.

"Folklore?" Robert said.

"Yeah," Gale said. "Local legends. Ghost stories. That kind of thing."

Robert's head tilted slightly. "There are many stories."

"About deer?" Rachel asked. "Or things with antlers?"

"The wendigo," Robert said with a tone too casual. "People who ate human flesh during the winter. They became monsters with antlers and insatiable hunger. That's what the First Nations say."

Chills ran down Gale's spine and neck.

"And do you believe?" Rachel asked.

"I believe," Robert said slowly, "that guests should remain in their rooms after 12:14."

"Why that specific time?" Rachel asked.

"Hotel policy."

"That's not an answer," Gale said, noticing the old man hadn't blinked since the start of the conversation—a thing that only ghosts do. He must be a ghost. I'm watching you, Robert, if that is even your real name.

"Not all questions have answers that visitors would understand," Robert said.

Rachel stepped closer to the desk. "Has anyone else seen it? This thing outside?"

"Many guests see many things," Robert replied. "The woods are full of creatures."

"Cut the crap," Gale said. "There's something out there, and it's not a deer or blizzard tricks. I saw it inside the hotel."

"You left your room after 12:14."

"Yeah, I did," Gale said. "So what? I heard scratching. Of course I'm going to check it out."

"Scratching?" Robert's lips twitched once.

"Like claws or hooves," Gale said. "On wood."

Robert walked around and set himself behind the front desk. He opened the table drawer, taking out a cylinder of sea salt and placing it on the counter. "Place it at your threshold."

Rachel picked up the cylinder of iodized salt. "Seriously?"

"For protection," Robert said. "If you choose to stay after sunset."

"If we choose?" Gale asked. "The roads are buried in snow. We can't leave."

"There are always choices," Robert said. "Not all of them good."

Rachel put the cylinder of salt in her pocket, its edge sticking out. "What else can you tell us about this thing? How do we keep it out?"

"The Horned One walks between worlds," Robert said flatly. "It cannot be kept out entirely. It cannot be killed. It can only be... discouraged."

"Discouraged how?" Gale asked.

"Salt. Iron. Fire," Robert said. "Fire works best."

Gale knew it. Deal, sealed, stamped, and done. He had to stay near Rachel at all times. Can't leave her side no more.

"Anything else?" Rachel asked.

Robert looked at the lobby windows as the gusts banged against the windows. "The Horned One seeks those who see beyond the veil. Those like you."

Gale's leg tensed up. "What do you mean, 'like us'?"

"Guests who ask questions," Robert said smoothly. "Curious guests."

Rachel pulled at Gale's arm. "We should get back upstairs."

"One more question. Is this thing responsible for what's on the sixth floor? The candles, the symbols?" Gale asked.

Robert finally showed some semblance of emotion that looked like surprise. "You went to the sixth floor?"

"Last night," Gale said.

"There is no sixth floor," Robert said. "Hotel Frankley has five floors only."

"We should go. Now." Rachel pulled Gale's arm again, dragging him away from the lobby. "Thanks for the salt, Robert."

Robert watched them back away, his head tracking them eerily slow, like he was a ghost. "Remember," he called after them. "Stay in your rooms after 12:14."

The elevators opened immediately as soon as Rachel pressed the up button. She pulled Gale inside and pressed the 2nd floor.

"Five floors? I was definitely on a sixth floor last night," Gale said as the doors closed.

"I don't know," Rachel said. "But he knew something."

The elevator shuddered, going up one floor. Gears turned and clanked as it carried them.

"What do you make of all that wendigo talk?" Gale asked.

"Old stories usually have some truth to them. The wendigo myth is about hunger and winter and what people will do to survive. But that doesn't explain what's outside now," Rachel said.

The elevator slowed, reaching their floor, opening with a ding.
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                Stepping out of the elevator, Gale and Rachel walked towards Room 217 at the end of the hall to the left. Nothing else changed, no bullet holes anywhere, no loud banging sounds. Only the shuffling noises inside the room could be heard in the empty hallway.

"Bet they're still watching out the window," Rachel rolled her eyes.

Gale unlocked the door, pushing it open. Ollie jumped up from the sofa, shaping his hand into finger guns, pointing at the two of them.

"Bang bang," he said. "You two just died."

"Real mature," Rachel said.

The twins who stood by the window turned to look at Gale and Rachel. Clyde still carried the long gun with both hands, finger resting on the receiver away from the trigger.

"Thing's gone," Kyle said. "Disappeared a couple of minutes after you guys went downstairs."

Gale shut the door.

"Just vanished?" Rachel said.

"Yep," Clyde said. "One minute there, then gone when I looked back."

Rachel took out the cylinder of salt from her pocket and tossed it on the coffee table. "Well, Robert says it's a wendigo."

"A what?" Kyle asked.

"Wendigo. First Nations folklore legend," Rachel took off her jacket and put it on a chair. "People turn to cannibalism during winters and then become monsters with never ending hunger. They grow antlers and become big. It just eats and eats apparently."

"So we shoot it in the head," Clyde said. "Problem solved."

"It's something that can't be killed," Gale said.

Kyle spun his pistol on his finger, plopped himself down onto the armchair, both legs hanging over the arm. "Even better. I get to squeeze my trigger as much as I want."

"That's not the weird part," Rachel sat on the sofa. "When Gale mentioned the sixth floor, Robert said that this place only has five floors."

"That doesn't make sense." Ollie turned to Gale. "Didn't you say you went up there last night?"

"I did," Gale said. "Candles, red circles, the whole satan cult set-up."

"Maybe the old man's confused," Kyle said. "Senile, like I said."

"Or lying," Clyde moved away from the window and stood by Kyle. "Either way, makes the hunt more fun. Five floors, six floors, doesn't matter. We find it, we kill it."

"You two and your itchy trigger fingers. This is why we keep getting into trouble. You shoot first and think never," Ollie said.

"Hey, it's got us this far. It works," Kyle said.

"Define 'worked,'" Ollie grumbled. He turned back to Gale. "So this sixth floor. You're sure about what you saw?"

Gale nodded.

Ollie rubbed his chin. "When we found this place in the storm, did anyone count the floors from outside?"

Everyone went quiet for half a minute, trying to remember.

"Five," Rachel said finally. "I saw five rows of windows when we were walking up."

"Same," Kyle agreed. "Definitely five."

"Then maybe I was really just hallucinating?" Gale said.

"Only one way to find out," Ollie said. "Let's go look."

"All of us?" Rachel asked.

"Safer with more of us," Ollie said. "Grab your gear."

Gale nodded.

The five of them left the room. Kyle seemed ready already with a dagger already in his right hand. Going out of the room, Gale pointed them to the stairwell he went to last night. They went up floor by floor, Kyle almost tripping on a step as the incandescent light bulbs barely lit up the stairs.

Third floor. Fourth floor. Fifth floor.

Gale looked up, expecting more stairs leading to the sixth floor. Instead, there was just a ceiling. The stairs stopped at a wall marked "5."

"I swear, there was a 6th floor," Gale said.

"Maybe you took a different stairwell last night?" Rachel suggested.

"It was specifically this one," Gale said.

Clyde opened the door to the fifth floor. "Let's check this out first."

The fifth floor looked like any other hotel floor. Long hallway, doors on both sides, exit signs at each end.

"No candles," Rachel noted. "No red circles."

"This wasn't it," Gale said, walking further down the hallway, then stopping. "The floor I was on looked older. It had like wood beams, but this is just a regular floor. Guys, I swear."

They checked every room that wasn't locked, finding nothing but empty hotel rooms with old furniture, the same ones in their suite. No sign of anything weird or any foul play.

"Let's head back down," Ollie said. "This is getting us nowhere."

The group went back to their suite and sat around the coffee table once more. Kyle sat on the armchair two legs on the arm, while Clyde leaned on the wall beside him. Ollie paced between the coffee table and the dining table by the suite's door. Rachel and Gale sat on the sofa beside each other. Tactical retreat to safety was mission-a-go.

"So," Kyle said. "We've got target practice outside, a sixth floor that's not actually the sixth floor, a creepy old man clerk who gives out sea salt. This tuesday sure is weird. Am I right?"

"It's iodised salt," Clyde commented.

"Robert said to put the salt at the threshold," Rachel picked up the cylinder on the coffee table.

"And you believe him? What does that even mean, threshold?" Ollie asked.

Rachel shrugged. "Better safe than sorry."

"That sixth floor was real. I was there," Gale looked down.

"Maybe it only exists at certain times," Rachel said. "I've seen crazier things happen than a mystery door only appearing at very specific times."

Kyle snapped his fingers. "That's it! The 12:14 thing. What if the hotel changes after that time?"

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard," Ollie paused. "But fuck it. I'd kill to shoot at something right about now."

Rachel turned to Gale and put her hands under her legs. "You think the floor will show up again?"

"Maybe," Gale said.

"Ghost hunting at midnight," Kyle grinned. "Coolio."

"Caffeine up then," Clyde said, starting to disassemble his long gun. "And don't you guys dare steal my twinkies."

Ollie pushed away from the wall. "Shut up, Clyde. No one wants your stupid twinkies. We've got a bigger problem than ghosts and wendigos."

"What's that?" Gale asked.

"Food," Ollie pointed at the junk food on the dining table. "This junk won't last. And according to the weather network, it's going to be like this shit for two days."

"Two days?" Rachel said. "You're kidding."

"Nope. We're stuck here."

"Great," Kyle muttered. "Trapped with a monster and no food. This keeps getting better."

Gale raised one hand up. "I'll handle the food."

Four pairs of eyes turned to him.

"You'll 'handle' it?" Ollie asked. "How exactly?"

Gale pointed to himself. "Survivalist, remember? That weather isn't exactly that bad."

Kyle stared at the window for a second. "Is it just me or does snow not taste like food? Nothing out there but white and trees. Ghost bambi meat sounding good right about now."

Rachel sent a spark at Kyle, looking annoyed with a clear 'I'm going to hit you' stare.

"Ow!" Kyle said. "Hey! That hurts!"

"There's plenty if you know where to look," Gale said.

"Like what? Snow cones?" Kyle laughed, dodging another spark that came his way.

"Winter berries. Pine nuts. Small game. A lot of things, actually," Gale said.

"And you're planning to just wander into a blizzard to forage?" Ollie asked.

"Yeah, why not?" Gale replied. "This snow is just… normal?"

Kyle stood up, walked to the window and squinted his eyes. "Normal huh. Its like a curtain of white. You sure there's food there?"

"Just trust me," Gale said.

"Gale knows what he's doing," Rachel said, standing up.

"Yeah, guys, let's listen to the Gale Hathie fan club president." Kyle turned from the window to Gale. "You know she wouldn't stop talking about you in the dark rift we went to?"

Rachel blushed. "I'm just saying, he's got skills we don't have. He grew up doing this stuff."

"She's right," Ollie added. "Saw it myself in the Eclipsed. Let's trust Gale."

Gale nodded, standing up from the sofa and walking to the suite's entrance door. "I'll be back."



Gale pulled up the scarf higher to cover more of his face so that only his eyes were exposed to the cold. Thick clouds above diffused the light into a shade of gray, making it easier to see in the blanket of white as he trudged through the snow.

Dad took him hunting in similar conditions before, maybe even worse and colder. This blizzard wasn't a big deal. Dad might even say it's a nice day outside in conditions like this.

He stopped at the edge of the tree line, snow collected on his shoulders, hood, and the fur lining of his hood.

"Guide," Gale whispered. "Scan for targets."

[Using Breath of the Void passive. Scanning perimeter.]

[Detecting multiple small mammal heat signatures approximately forty-seven metres northeast. Vegetation containing edible berries detected in multiple locations within one hundred meter radius.]

"Show me the closest rabbits."

[Highlighting optimal route to target.]

A faint blue line appeared in Gale's vision, visible only to him. He followed it deeper into the woods, where the trees blocked some of the wind. His footsteps were quiet in the fresh snow. He didn't need the Guide's help, but this would be faster so he could go back to the hotel as fast as possible.

The blue line led him to a fallen log covered in snow. Gale crouched down, brushed away snow and found a small tunnel entrance.

"Jackpot," he muttered.

This was no longer the hostile dark forest of doom of the Eclipsed. Here, he knew every plant and animal. This was his home for the first 12 years of his life.

Left hand went into the left pocket, and the storage box's interface lit up. Weber materialized in his right hand. Alter activated, immediately sizing up the Weber to almost the size of a spear.

He got downwind from the rabbit den and waited. Five minutes passed before a rabbit came out, its white fur hard to see against the snow. Gale didn't move.

The rabbit hopped out, then another one followed. He lunged fast. Point of the Weber stabbed precisely at the head. The second one stuttered and ran the other way, but it was too late as Gale was already mid lunge, grabbing it by the neck. One snap, and it was over.

Two more separate movements came from near a tree. Gale got them just as easily, throwing the spear at one of them and then catching the other by the neck again.

He gathered the rabbits and cleaned them quickly. Mom always said to respect nature. Take only what you need, and use everything you take, she said. Four would be enough for the 5 of them. Next was gathering berries.

Walking along the treeline, he soon found several bushes of wintergreen berries. He filled his backpack with just enough filler to eat along with the wild rabbits.

A laugh carried on the wind. A child's laughter.

Gale spun around, spear swiping along with the spin. Something white flew at his face. He moved sideways, and the snowball barely hit him.

More laughter came across the trees, clearer and closer.

He saw movement behind a thick pine tree as he saw small footprints in the snow. Gale followed, keeping his distance. A small face looked out from behind the trunk. Dark eyes, copper skin, black hair in two braids.

A little girl.

She wore First Nations winter clothing. A fur-lined coat with patterns, thick mittens, and boots. She looked about ten years old.

"Hey," Gale called, doing his best to make his voice as soft as possible. "What are you doing out here all alone?"

The girl hid behind the tree again. When Gale got closer, she ran, moving through the snow really fast.

"Wait!" Gale called.

He followed her tracks. She went between trees, but Gale was faster. When he got close enough, he caught the back of her coat.

"Got you," he said.

The girl laughed and screamed, tripping on the soft snow. She got up and ran while laughing.

Gale made a snowball and threw it gently. It hit her shoulder and exploded into powder. She laughed again.

"My turn!" she yelled, making her own snowball.

Her throw missed. Gale pretended to dodge anyway, causing her to laugh harder. She ran away to another tree, but she fell into a pile of snow.

Gale went over to her, picking her up from the pile. "You okay?"

She nodded, brushing snow from her coat. "I'm fine."

"Hey, what's your name?"

"Dyani," she said, looking up at him.

"I'm Gale." He looked around at the weather getting worse. "You shouldn't be out here alone, Dyani. The storm's getting worse. You could get lost."

Dyani kicked at the snow. "I know the woods. And nobody's looking for me anyway."

"What about your parents?"

"They're busy." She said.

"Friends?"

"The other kids don't want to play with me," she said, looking down. "They all call me names and say I'm weird."

It's not like Gale didn't know how that felt. Kids were always mean. Heck, he even considered himself a kid even now. Watching other kids play in the field while he sat in a corner reading a book… there were times he wanted to just join them, but he couldn't.

"Well," Gale crouched to meet her eye to eye, then patted her head. "I think you're pretty cool. Besides, I'm kinda weird myself."

Dyani's eyes lit up. "Really?"

"Really." Gale looked at the snow, then at the grey sky. The others could wait. He already got the supplies. A couple of hours wouldn't hurt.

"So… you wanna build a snow fort?"

"Yes!" Dyani jumped with excitement.

They found a good spot between three pines where snow had piled up. Gale taught her how to pack the snow tight for the walls, just like dad taught him in their 'casual' fort wars.

"Make sure the base is wider than the top," he instructed. "That way it won't fall over."

Dyani worked hard, her tongue sticking out as she concentrated. Together they made a small fort with a snow bench inside and tiny windows.

When they finished, Gale nodded toward the fort. "You better get in there and defend it. I'm going to attack in exactly one minute."

Dyani ran inside, already gathering snowballs. Gale walked away, counting. When he reached sixty, he turned and yelled.

"The fort will be mine!" he shouted, grabbing snow as he charged.

Dyani squealed and threw snowballs through the windows. Most missed, but one hit Gale in the chest. He grabbed the spot, acting hurt.

"A hit! But I won't give up that easily!" He threw his own snowballs, missing the windows on purpose.

They played for several minutes. Dyani got better with each throw. A snowball hit Gale in the head, sending snow down his neck. He made himself falling onto the snow dramatic, sending himself further than normal on the snow floor.

"Ah! You got me," he groaned, lying in the snow. "You're too strong. I'm done for."

Dyani poked her head out of the fort. "Hey! You okay?"

Gale stayed still, not answering, eyes closed. He heard snow crunching as Dyani came closer. When her shadow fell on his face, he jumped up.

"Surprise attack!" He ran past the startled girl and dove into the fort. "The fort is mine! You fell for the oldest trick in the book!"

Dyani laughed. She ran after him, trying to get her back into her fort, but Gale blocked the entrance with his body.

"Surrender!" he called. "Or face the very cruel consequences!"

"Never!" she shouted, throwing more snowballs at him.

The two played until it started getting dark. Next, it was Gale's turn to defend the fort while Dyani, the overlord, charged the last bastion of mankind. Dyani even said that mankind should pay the price by no longer being able to eat chicken, only fish and cows and other things that were not chicken, making Gale dramatically scream at the cruelty of the overlord. They switched roles a couple of times until Dyani looked up at the sky.

"I have to go," she said. "It's getting late."

Oh shit, he completely forgot. He was out here getting food for the rest of the group. It had been hours, and Rachel would probably be worried.

"Me too." He stood up, brushing off snow from his shoulders. "Can you find your way home?"

Dyani nodded. "I live close."

Gale's hands went to his pocket, finding a chocolate bar in his pocket. He handed it to her.

"Here. A reward for defending your fort so valiantly."

Her eyes widened. "Really?"

"All yours, Overlord Dyani."

Dyani took the candy, putting it carefully in her coat pocket. "Thanks! And thanks for playing with me. It was fun."

"Anytime," Gale said, meaning it.

She waved goodbye and turned, disappearing between the trees quickly. The snow soon hid her completely.

Gale watched where she'd gone, then picked up his backpack. The rabbits would make a good meal, and the berries would add variety. He headed back toward the hotel through fresh snow.

The wind got stronger as he walked, blowing snow in his face. He thought about the little girl. Something about Dyani seemed familiar, but he couldn't figure out what. Maybe it was just that they were both outsiders. What did it matter though? He was able to make her laugh, and that's all that mattered.

Up ahead, the hotel lights came through the thick blanket of snow, square yellow glows against the white. Gale walked faster, the others would be hungry and the rabbits needed preparing.

Back at the hotel, Gale went into the lobby, dragging his feet across the carpet to knock off the snow. Robert wasn't at the front desk. Of course not, because ghosts can just randomly disappear and appear.

Going up the elevator, he walked back to room 217, opening the door.

Before he could get in, Rachel blocked the way, arms crossed. "Where the hell have you been? It's been hours."

"Getting dinner," Gale held up his backpack.

Rachel frowned. "For three hours? We thought the wendigo got you. Why didn't you use the walkie app?"

"Uh… I forgot," Gale said, not wanting to admit that he didn't even know how to use the walkie app or if it was even on his new phone that had way too many features.

"Give the man a break, Rachel," Ollie said. "Hunters need time to hunt things. What's going to kill him out there? A bear?"

Rachel frowned at Ollie. Room temperature clearly going up.

"I'm ok, Rachel. I'm sorry. Teach me how to use the walkie app later?" Gale asked.

Rachel's expression softened, and she got out of the way. "Right… I'll teach it to you before bed."

Gale walked in, and Kyle immediately sat up from the sofa with drool on his face.

"The mighty hunter returns," Kyle said.

Clyde didn't even look up, lying face down on the bed in his room with the door open. "Told you he wasn't dead. You guys owe me 5 bucks each."

Gale dropped the backpack on the table and opened it. "Four rabbits. Should be enough for tonight."

Rachel looked in the bag. "You actually caught rabbits? In this weather?"

"Not that hard if you know what you're doing," Gale said. He pulled out the smaller pocket. "Berries too. They're safe."

Kyle came over to look. "Damn. Kid's really got some survivalist skills. Who you think would win, you or that Bear Grids guy?"

Whoever that Bear Grids guy had nothing on Gale. Dad taught him the absolute everything until his fingers even bled.

"Shut up, Kyle," Rachel said, sending a spark at the man, who dodged. "There's a kitchen down the hall of the first floor. I checked earlier. Nothing fancy, though."

"Perfect." Gale walked toward the bathroom. "I'll clean these up first."

Gale went into the bathroom, putting the rabbits aside and then skinning and gutting them one by one.

Rachel appeared in the doorway. "Need any help?"

Materializing Weber onto his right hand, it Alter activated and Weber turned into the size of a knife. "I'm good. Just need to do the last steps," Gale said.

"I remember you did the same thing to those beasts in the forest," she said.

Gale didn't look up, focusing on the rabbits. "Yeah. Mom and dad taught me. I can't forget even if I wanted to."

"I remember you told me," Rachel said quietly. "It's just nostalgic to watch it again."

Gale paused for a second, looking up at her. Her soft smile caught him off guard, making him look away. "I'm done. I'll cook these in a bit."

He quickly stood up and went back to the living room where Ollie was setting up a chessboard on the coffee table. The twins were gone.

"Where'd Kyle and Clyde go?" Gale asked.

"Scouting the perimeter," Ollie said. "Their idea. Said they wanted to check all the exits, just in case."

"In case of what?"

"In case we need to bail," Ollie said. "Those two always have an escape plan. They're always anal about it ever since I met them."

Rachel grabbed her coat. "Let's get these rabbits cooking. I'm starving."

They went downstairs to the restaurant's kitchen. Looking at the hotel's kitchen, it was small. A stove, sink, a microwave and a set of pots and pans. It was still better than the settings he would use in the wild with his mom and dad. He put everything in the pot, and just as it started boiling, Rachel found salt and pepper in a cupboard, handing it over to him.

"That smells amazing," Rachel said.

"Simple trail recipe," Gale said. "Rabbit stew with pine and berries. Nothing fancy."

"Better than vending machine food." Rachel sat on the counter, legs swinging. "So, what else did you find out there? Besides rabbits and berries."

Gale stirred the pot. "Snow. Trees. More snow."

"No wendigo sightings?"

"Nope." Gale hesitated. She'd probably get mad if he told her about Dyani. "Just wildlife."

"Lucky you." Rachel pulled her sleeves over her hands. "I've been stuck listening to Ollie and the twins bicker all afternoon."

"About what?"

"Everything. The Path's management style. The Silver Lions' research. Whether Kyle cheated Clyde at cards last summer in Quebec." She rolled her eyes. "Never a dull moment."

Gale ladled some stew into a bowl. "Try this. Careful, it's hot."

Rachel took the ladle, not bothering to blow on it. "Mmmm. That's good."

"My mom's recipe," Gale said. "She could make anything taste decent."

"Your mom sounds like she was an amazing cook."

"She was." Gale smiled, trying to force it down but couldn't.

            

    
        Chapter 139

    
    
    
    
                Rachel sat beside Gale on the sofa, shaking her legs. Ollie paced between the coffee table and the dining table that had leftovers of the rabbit stew. The twins were in their usual positions, with Kyle plopped on the armchair while Clyde leaned on the wall eating a twinkie.

"See anything?" Ollie asked.

Clyde took another bite as his eyes glanced out the window. "Just snow. Lots of it."

"This is stupid," Kyle groaned. "Are we waiting for New Year? Because it feels like it."

"Shut up," Clyde said.

Gale watched his phone tick closer to 12:14. They had put salt lines on the door, windowsills, and each threshold of the bedrooms.

"One minute," Gale said.

The room went quiet. Rachel's leg stopped shaking. Ollie stopped pacing. Kyle leaned his head back, and Clyde swallowed the last bite of twinkie.

"Did it get colder?" Rachel whispered.

Nobody answered.

"Thirty seconds," Gale said.

Clyde pressed closer to the glass. "Still nothing."

"Twenty seconds."

Kyle sat up, hand on his gun. "Come on, Bambi's grand daddy. Show yourself."

"Ten... nine... eight..."

Rachel grabbed Gale's arm, fingers digging in.

"...three... two... one."

12:14.

Nothing happened. There were no sounds nor any movements that could be heard or felt from around them.

Kyle sighed dramatically. "What a letdown. I was expecting at least a red moon or something."

Clyde moved closer to the window. "Nothing out there. Not even a deer."

"Maybe it was just the house settling," Ollie started.

Gale stiffened. A hole opened in the senses of his tendrils. Not a presence, but an absence of something that shouldn't be in this plane. No heat, sound, or signature. Just a space that felt like an in-between.

"Gale?" Rachel said, but the sound of her voice felt distant as he kept his focus on the emptiness. It was inside the building, third floor, other end of the corridor. It moved through his perception like oil on water, where the tendrils even wanted to avoid looking at it directly.

"Hey." Rachel shook his arm. "Talk to me."

"It's here," Gale finally said, mouth dry.

Ollie stopped mid-step. "What? Where?"

"In the building. Third floor. Other side." Gale stood up.

"Cool," Clyde said, chambering an already loaded long gun, ejecting the a round onto the floor. "Let's go bag ourselves a wendigo."

"Wait," Rachel said. "What if Robert was right and that we should stay inside?"

"Come on," Kyle said. "Five of us against one of it. I like those odds."

"Stick together," Ollie said. "No splitting up."

Gale scooted closer to Rachel. "Third floor. East side."

"Weapons check," Clyde said.

Kyle patted his holster. "Locked and loaded."

"Same," Ollie said.

Rachel's hands sparked briefly with fire. "Ready."

Gale touched the storage box in his pocket. "Let's go."

Other than Ollie, the group sat up in unison and exited the suite. They moved through the hallway, Ollie taking lead with his deagle. The corridor's carpet muffled their steps. Stairwell door to the left and ahead was the elevators.

"Stairs or elevator?" Ollie asked.

"Stairs," Gale and Rachel said at the same time.

"Never take the elevator in a horror movie," Kyle whispered.

"Shut up, Kyle," Clyde whispered.

They moved to the stairwell, Ollie pushing the door. Breath of the Void fed him the feeling of where the emptiness sat at the third floor with each step towards it.

At the third floor landing, Ollie held up his hand. They stopped. He pointed to the door, then to his ear. Listen.

Nothing. Not even normal building creaks.

Ollie held up three fingers, counting down. Three. Two. One.

He pushed the door open, deagle up.

The third floor looked normal, no signs of anything wrong or anything with hooves coming through. Doors on either side of the hallway at even itnervals. Glowing green exit sign in front of the stairwell.

"Which way?" Ollie whispered.

Gale pointed right. "That way. End of the hall."

They moved in formation: Ollie in front, Clyde and Kyle flanking, Rachel behind them, Gale in the centre. Their footsteps seemed too loud.

The emptiness stayed where it was at the exact room the void had whispered to him. Sweat beaded on his forehead even though the hallways were cold enough to need their jackets.

"Stop," he said suddenly, pointing to the door at the end, room 334. "It's in that room."

"You sure?" Ollie asked.

"Positive."

They stopped outside Room 334. That's when they heard it.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

The same sound from last night. Like claws on wood, but slower.

"That's what I heard," Gale whispered.

Clyde raised his long gun, finger alongside the trigger guard. "Could be a wild animal. You know. Like a raccoon."

"A raccoon?" Kyle forced down a laugh. "In this hotel? In this weather?"

"Stranger things have happened. Seen it myself," Ollie whispered. He tried the doorknob. "Locked."

"Should we get the manager? Ask for a key?" Rachel said.

"No time," Ollie said. "Let me do some magic. Literally."

Ollie made a circling motion with his index finger on the lock. One flick of his wrist, and a small click came from the lock. Another flick, and another mechanism clicked.

"That's useful," Gale said.

"You should see what he can do with cards," Kyle whispered. "Banned from five casinos in Vancouver."

"Six, actually," Ollie said. Before opening the door, he looked at Kyle and Clyde. "Breach formation. Standard pattern."

The twins nodded, shifting positions. Kyle moved to one side of the door, pistols up, Clyde stood with his long gun aimed at the door.

"You two stay back," Ollie told Gale and Rachel. "At least until we clear the room."

Rachel nodded, but Gale noticed her hands already curled into fists, heat shimmering around her fingers.

Ollie mouthed a countdown. Three. Two. One.

The door, outlined with a soft blue glow, telekinetically opened. Kyle threw in something circular into the room. The door closed immediately, and a loud bang could be heard from behind before the door opened again.

"Clear straight," Clyde said.

"Clear left," Ollie said.

"Clear right," Kyle said.

"Bathroom?"

"Breach it later."

The three moved as Gale and Rachel crouched just a couple of steps away.

"Uh, guys?" Clyde called out, aiming his gun down the entryway. "There's nothing there."

Gale stepped into the room. It looked like a standard single room with a bathroom at the entrance and two queen beds. The window was open, letting in the cold air.

"I thought I felt it here," Gale said. The tendrils nagged at him, telling him that the emptiness and nothingness were still with them in the room, yet it gave them no sign.

"Well, can't see shit here," Clyde said, lowering his long gun. "Out the window, maybe? It's open."

"Could be. I ain't hunting out in that blizzard. Falling into a pile of snow could be fun though," Kyle said.

Ollie shut the window. "Well, something was here."

"Look," Rachel pointed toward the centre of the room. "On the floor."

They gathered around where she had pointed. This room, oddly enough, didn't have carpets and revealed long scratch marks cut into the wooden floor, showing lighter wood underneath. The marks formed a rough circle, about three feet across.

"What is it?" Kyle asked.

Gale crouched down, studying the marks. Something felt off about how the creature had scratched down instead of at eye level like most animals would.

"Digging," Gale said.

"Digging?" Ollie asked. "Through a wooden floor?"

"Animals don't normally just randomly dig around. Unless…" Gale said.

"Unless what?" Rachel prompted.

"Unless it's trying to get to something underneath," Gale said. "Or it thinks there's something underneath."

Gale stood up and looked around again. The scratches were definitely at a targeted spot. Not random at all.

"I think it's looking for something," he said. "And it might be searching for something and goes to other rooms too. Last time, it was on the 2nd floor in front of our room."

Kyle whistled. "Another one of Hathie's conspiracy theories?"

Rachel elbowed Kyle. "Those conspiracies so far were right."

"Fine," Kyle rubbed his side where she had elbowed him.

"Any clues on what it's looking for?" Ollie asked.

Gale shook his head. "No idea. But it's not random."

"So what now?" Clyde asked. "Tear up the floor?"

A crash from the bathroom cut her off. They all spun toward the bathroom door, which they'd left unchecked.

Something slammed the bathroom door open. It moved too fast, just a silhouette in the dim light. Its crown of antlers still clear, scraping the ceiling.

It rushed past the group, knocking Rachel out of the way, and was already out the door before any of them could react. The twins chased immediately, not waiting for any callouts.

"Shit!" Ollie yelled. "After it!"

"Right behind you!" Gale called, helping Rachel up. By the time they got into the hallway, the twins were already entering the stairwell.

"It's heading up!" Kyle shouted from the stairwell.

"Up?" Rachel said. "Why would it go up?"

Gale ran after the others.

They hit the stairs, jumping up to each landing. Each jump sounded like thunder, shaking some dust off the walls. Ahead, Gale caught glimpses of Ollie chasing the twins upward.

Fourth floor.

Fifth floor.

The stairs that should have ended didn't. They continued up one more floor, just like he expected and what he saw the night before. They arrived at the door where the concrete was marked '6' in peeling paint, and the door was cracked open.

They burst through onto the sixth floor. It was exactly like he had seen before. Wooden beams, older looking than the floors below. Candles everywhere, red circles painted all over that looked like blood.

The candles cast long shadows across the hallway. Red circles covered the floor, walls, and even parts of the ceiling. Perfect circles drawn in what looked like blood. Star symbols lined each circle.

"What the hell is this place?" Kyle put his back against Clyde's.

Ollie stepped around the nearest circle, studying the symbols without touching them. "This isn't amateur work."

"No shit," Clyde said, keeping his rifle up.

Rachel stayed near the stairwell door, mouth gaping as she knelt by one circle, careful not to touch it. "I can't even tell what the purpose is. The arrangement, the overlapping patterns..."

Gale crouched with her. "What exactly am I looking at here? What are these circles?"

"Ritual circles. For summoning," Rachel said.

"Summoning what?" Gale asked.

"Things that should stay wherever they are," she replied. "Aur banned these rituals hundreds of years ago. But they still happen."

"The major factions ignore the practitioners," Ollie added. "As long as they don't cause trouble."

Kyle snorted. "Plus, cult work pays shit. Cults never have money these days." He stomped on the wooden floor. "Back in the day, maybe. But now? Just weirdos playing with fire."

"You have experience with cult finances?" Rachel asked.

"Nah," Kyle shrugged. "But the Path does. Not worth our time to bust every basement ritual in Toronto. Bad ROI."

Ollie stood up from the circle and walked towards one of the doors. Flicking his finger and wrist again, his eyes widened slightly.

"Any luck?" Clyde asked.

"Something's blocking my control. The lock won't budge," Ollie said.

"What the fuck?" Kyle asked.

"Only one way. That means whatever's in there is stronger than a Resonant." Ollie stepped back from the door.

Kyle turned to Gale. "This is your fault, you know."

"My fault?" Gale asked.

"Your bad luck. First the airport. You guys were totally unprepared. Now this shit." Kyle waved at the ritual circles. "You're a walking disaster magnet."

Clyde nodded. "Gotta agree. Things were boring before you showed up."

"That's not fair," Rachel said. "That wasn't Gale's fault."

A laugh cut through the hallway. High-pitched and childlike. It seemed to come from everywhere at once.

Kyle spun around, aiming the pistol down already. "Who's there?"

The laugh came again, closer this time. Then a white ball hit Kyle directly in the face.

Kyle spat out the snow that got into his mouth. "What the fuck?"

Clyde immediately fired in the direction of where the snowball came from. The gunshots boomed in the enclosed space. Dust fell from the ceiling.

"Stop shooting!" Rachel shouted. "You'll bring the whole floor down!"

Clyde lowered his rifle. "There's nothing there. Nothing."

"Great," Kyle said, still wiping slush from his face. "First zombie creatures, then a wendigo, now ghost children throwing snowballs. Is this 'The Shining' with twins' laughter? Fuck this place. I'd rather walk back to Toronto than deal with this shit."

"Everyone just calm down," Rachel said. She turned to Gale. "Any ideas?"

Gale shook his head, but the sound of the laughter was too familiar. A snowball as well, just like the one Dyani had thrown at him. But how would she even connect to the wendigo? He finally said, "I'm not sure this is actually a wendigo."

"What do you mean?" Ollie asked.

Before Gale could answer, wind swept through the hallway. Every candle went out at once, leaving them in darkness.

Red eyes gleamed in the black, and antlers scraped the ceiling as something charged toward them. Ollie cursed and dove sideways. The creature missed him by inches, but that left Clyde exposed.

The thing slammed into Clyde, sending him flying backward. His rifle clattered as he hit the wall.

"Clyde!" Kyle shouted.

The creature vanished, melting into one of the red circles on the floor. The circle glowed briefly, then dimmed.

"Where'd it go?" Ollie immediately got to his feet.

Another circle lit up, this one next to Rachel. The creature appeared instantly, towering over her. One swing sent Rachel flying into the stairwell. She hit the railing and toppled over.

"Rachel!" Gale shouted, rushing toward the open door.

"Fall back!" Ollie yelled. "Everyone down to the second floor, now!"

Kyle helped Clyde up, but Gale hesitated as he saw Clyde on the floor.

"Gale, run!" Ollie grabbed his arm and dragged him to the stairs. "Those guys are cockroaches. They won't die!"

They rushed down the stairs, jumping down at each landing. Rachel had fallen to the landing between the fifth and fourth floors. She was already up, with no visible injuries anywhere.

"You okay?" Gale asked, looking all over her body.

"I'm ok," she said, dusting off her thighs.

They continued jumping down, not stopping until they reached the 2nd floor. Ollie shoved open the door with his shoulder, and the rest followed.

"The fuck was that?" Kyle turned to Clyde. "You alright?"

Clyde rubbed his shoulder. "Yeah. Hurts like hell. Nothing's broken but probably going to leave a bruise."

"Get back in the room," Ollie said. "Let's discuss what the fuck that was before we do anything."

Before they went back into room 217, Gale said, "Guys, I don't think that was a wendigo."
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                The door to Room 217 clicked shut. Everyone returned to their spots like magnets. Clyde took the window, somehow taking out another twinkie from his pocket as he watched the curtain of white. Kyle sprawled over the armchair with a leg over the armrest. Ollie paced between the dining table and the living room, stopping at the edge of the rug below the coffee table. Gale sighed as he sat beside Rachel on the sofa. This scene would probably occur a couple more times.

"So, let me get this straight. You're telling me, right now, that thing. It's not a wendigo?" Ollie stopped pacing.

Gale shook his head.

"Whatever even is actually a wendigo? You know what I mean?" Kyle asked, eyes on the phone, playing a game, not looking up. "Some Native American boogeyman?"

"Algonquian folklore. The wendigo is a creature based on human greed and hunger. According to stories, it was once a human. During the winter, the man starved and killed other humans to eat them. The act of cannibalism itself in the first nations folklore is taboo, and that act itself will transform humans into monsters with never-ending hunger," Rachel said.

"Cool story," Kyle mumbled.

Rachel continued, "They're tall, bulky, and grow antlers. Their faces are of a deer's skull to hide their hideous face. Their hunger can never be satiated, always consuming, never ending search for human flesh. Some stories say that they grow every time they feed off humans. Then this becomes a never ending cycle of starvation, eating, growing, and killing."

"Well, it sure as hell had the antlers part right," Clyde muttered, turning from the window and wiping the cream off his mouth. "So what the hell was that upstairs? If not a wendigo?"

"Not a wendigo," Gale said. "I think it's more like a spirit. Think about it. It had the chance to take out Kyle and Rachel both, but it didn't. Just knocked them around a bit. And if it's stronger than a Resonant, like you said, it could've done way more serious damage."

"Seriously? A spirit? Ghosts aren't real, Gale!" Ollie said harshly.

"Let's just trust Gale on this." Rachel put a hand on Gale's shoulder. "And that thing upstairs… that was stronger than a resonant if even Ollie couldn't use his telekinesis on the doors. A harmonic, equivalent to a Corrupted. Remember we talked about this in the forest? Monsters have their own hierarchy. They start off as awakened, looking normal and all. But then they become Tainted, Defiled, Corrupted, Pestilent, and then the last known classification is Blighted."

Blighted? The knight had told him to stop Elliot to prevent the blue moon from becoming a blighted. Holy cow… that was two levels above Ollie and Rachel, and he had the audacity to flip it off before going into the exit rift.

"What can we even do against a Corrupted?" Gale gulped.

"Can't do anything with this storm right now. Have to wait until it blows over and get the fuck outta here." Clyde crossed his arms, never moving his head away from the window. "This storm is being funny too. It's not letting up. Weather network said that it's going to snow all week now. Everything is funny here and now it's not funny at all with that thing going around."

"Snow ploughs aren't doing anything this far up north. We're in the middle of nowhere." Kyle glanced up from his phone. He placed his phone onto the coffee table. "Our car's probably buried in snow by now."

"Great," Ollie said. "So we're stuck with whatever that thing is."

"Could be worse," Kyle said. "At least it just wants to play catch instead of eating our livers."

"So far. Who knows what it really wants?" Rachel said.

Gale stared at the salt lines across the door threshold. Don't think those things are even going to work against whatever that was.

"We need to talk to Robert again," Gale said.

Ollie stopped pacing. "Okay, so we find Robert. Ask him about the sixth floor and the ritual circles. Find out what this spirit wants. Then we can figure out how to deal with it."

"Or we could just stay in this room until the storm passes," Kyle said. "Let's vote. All in favour of not getting tossed around by ghost-deer, raise your hand."

Only Kyle raised his hand.

"All in favour of confronting the problem head-on?" Ollie asked.

The rest raised their hands.

"Democracy in action," Kyle sighed. "Fine. But when this goes sideways, and it will, I reserve the right to say 'I told you so' while we're all dying."

"Noted," Ollie said.

"Shut up, Kyle," Rachel said, putting a palm on her face.



They walked through the hallway of the first floor. The lobby looked dimmer than usual at 1:00AM or maybe that was just Gale's imagination. The only good thing in this situation was that the entity was not a ghost. Or maybe it was. He didn't know anymore. Then doesn't that mean the only thing good that came out of this situation was that now everyone was a team against the ghost?

The group reached the empty front desk. No creepy looking old man that would look at you with no emotion and blank eyes like a ghost. No Robert.

"Where the hell did he go?" Ollie looked around.

"Maybe he's asleep," Rachel said. "It's literally like 1 in the morning."

Gale pointed to a door behind the desk marked Employees Only. It was the only room where a mundane signature was. "He might be in there."

Suddenly, Kyle vaulted over the desk, balling his fist and then knocking hard against the door. "Hey! Old man! We need to talk to you! Got some questions! You in there?!"

No response.

Kyle looked back at the group. "Gale, can't you do that magic whatchumacallit sense thing? See if he's in there?"

Gale face palmed internally. He already did the sense thing though... 

"There's definitely someone inside. Mundane, can't tell if it's Robert or not," Gale said.

Kyle turned back to the door, pounding harder. "Come on, old man! We know you're in there!" His fist hammered against the wood. "Open up! We just want to talk!"

Rachel crossed her arms. "Real smooth, Kyle. Terrify the only person who might help us."

"You got a better idea?" Kyle didn't stop banging.

"Maybe not sounding like a serial killer?" Rachel said.

"Robert! I'm not a crazy murderer!" Kyle pounded even harder. "Get your ass out here before I break this door down!"

After the last bang, a slight whisper could be heard through the door.

"Why did you come out after midnight?" Robert whispered. "Why didn't you heed the warning?"

"We need answers," Ollie called, pushing Kyle aside. "About what's upstairs."

"Please," Robert whispered. "Go back to your rooms. Lock your doors. Wait for morning."

"Fuck this." Kyle gripped the doorknob. He yanked hard, twisting and pulling. The lock snapped with a crack of splintering wood.

The door flew open. Robert tumbled forward, falling flat on his face. Robert looked spooked. His hands shook as he pushed himself up.

"You're crazy," Robert backed away. "All of you. Crazy!"

The lights flickered once, twice, then died. Darkness swallowed them for three seconds before turning back on. When the main lights returned, Robert was gone.

"What the fuck?" Kyle spun around. "Where'd he go?"

Clyde drew his weapon, scanning the lobby. "That was too fast for an old man."

Gale focused again, taking in all the information around him. He pointed to the front desk. "There. Under the desk."

Robert had moved below the front desk's counter, clutching his shoulders together, shivering.

Ollie moved first, circling around the counter then crouching down to eye level with Robert.

"Didn't you tell them there was no sixth floor? Then why was there one?" Ollie asked. "And what is the sixth floor anyway?"

Robert broke eye contact. "I told the girl with dark red hair and the loner boy already. It's a wendigo. Probably playing tricks. Only appears during snowstorms. Usually after 12:14."

Seriously, did he really have to describe them like that? He wasn't a loner. He was with Rachel at that time. Definitely not a loner. A person that likes being alone is not a loner.

Rachel moved to where the old man hid, kneeling down slowly. "We need more than that, Robert. That thing attacked us and that wasn't just a trick."

Clyde rolled his shoulder. "Yeah, did some damage to me, so you better start explaining what's up."

"You're infected!" Robert's eyes widened at Clyde. He scrambled deeper under the desk. "You must leave this place! You'll eat everyone with your insatiable hunger!"

"What?" Clyde took a step back.

"The hunger!" Robert pointed a shaking finger. "Once marked by the wendigo, the hunger grows! You'll turn like the others!"

Rachel sighed as she stood up. "This is going nowhere."

Gale stepped forward and knelt down. "Is there any first nations village around here?"

Robert froze, head clanking to Gale. "What do you know?"

"Seems like you do. You better tell us right now," Gale said as menacingly as he could, but deflated by Kyle laughing, which was interrupted by Clyde elbowing him.

Robert's eyes moved between the group members. After a long moment, he spoke.

"There's a reserve nearby," Robert whispered. "It's been abandoned for decades now. Nobody goes there. Nobody talks about it."

"Why not?" Rachel asked.

"Rumours, mostly. There was a conflict. Government people came to the reserve, said they were looking for something. Historical artifacts, they claimed. They stayed as guests for a few months."

"What happened?" Ollie asked when Robert fell silent.

Robert rubbed his hands together. "One of the government men killed a woman from the reserve. No one knows why. After that, those government people started disappearing. One by one, every night."

"Disappearing how?" Ollie asked.

"Just gone," Robert gulped. "The government sent more people in. Military types. They… they killed everyone. Every man, woman, and child in the reserve."

"Jesus," Rachel whispered.

"But that's not the end," Robert continued. "None of those government workers came out alive after the first midnight. Not one. In Greater Sudbury, everyone will tell you the same thing, don't be outside after midnight until the first sign of light. Especially during a snowstorm."

"That doesn't explain the sixth floor," Ollie said. "Or the ritual circles we found up there."

Robert squealed before saying, "I don't know anything about rituals. I just know what my grandfather told me. The wendigo hunts in the snow. It takes the form of those it has claimed. It knows your fears, your desires. It plays with you first."

"Plays with you?" Kyle said. "Like throwing snowballs?"

Robert's eyes snapped to Kyle, then he crawled forward from under the table. "Yes. Exactly like that. The legends say it tricks you. Makes you think it's harmless. Makes you think it's someone you'd trust. Then it takes you."

That couldn't be Dyani. It would have already killed him otherwise, and Dyani even looked slightly sad when she had to go back home. If what Robert said was true, it could've easily killed him right then and there. Yet it didn't.

Something wasn't adding up.

"If it's marked your friend," Robert pointed at Clyde, "then you should all leave. Now. Before the hunger sets in."

Clyde touched his shoulder. "I'm not infected with anything. It just knocked me into a wall."

"That's how it starts," Robert insisted. "First the mark, then the dreams of hunger, then-"

Suddenly, a crash from upstairs cut him off. Everyone looked up at the ceiling. Dust floated down from a fresh crack.

"It's awake again," Robert whispered, backing toward the employee door. "Go to your rooms. Lock your doors. Cover the mirrors. Don't come out until sunrise."

"Wait!" Gale shouted.

But Robert had already slipped back through the employee door, picking up the door on the floor and slamming it shut relatively well even though it was already broken.

Kyle walked over to the door. "Want me to break it again?"

"Leave him. We got what we came for," Ollie said.

"Did we?" Rachel asked. "Because I'm more confused than before."



Clyde leaned in front of the window, staring at the snow. Kyle was back in the armchair, leg dangling over the armrest, playing a game on his phone again. Rachel and Gale were on the sofa. Ollie was pacing, hands behind his back.

"So what now?" Ollie stopped pacing, facing the group.

Gale cleared his throat. "I need to tell you all something."

Four pairs of eyes locked onto him. Clyde turned from the window. Kyle stopped fidgeting. Rachel scooted toward him. Ollie crossed his arms, waiting.

"When I went out to hunt today, something happened," Gale said. "I met someone in the forest."

Kyle snorted. "Knew it."

"It was a little girl," Gale said, ignoring him. "First nations. About ten years old. Said her name was Dyani."

"A child? In this weather?" Rachel asked.

"Yeah. She just... appeared while I was hunting. Threw a snowball at me," Gale said. "We started playing. Built a snow fort together. Had a snowball fight. She wasn't wearing much, just a first nations looking coat, jeans, boots. But she didn't seem cold at all."

"How long were you with her?" Ollie asked.

"Hours," Gale answered. "That's why I came back so late. We played, we talked. She told me the other kids don't like her. She said they call her 'weird' because she... I don't know. When we were saying goodbye, I asked her where she lived. She pointed toward the trees and said 'over there.' I offered to walk her home but she refused. Just ran off into the forest. I should've followed her. Made sure she got home safe."

"In this weather? How far could a little girl go?" Clyde asked.

"That's not the point." Gale leaned forward. "Don't you see? The snowball on the sixth floor? It hit Kyle right in the face, just like Dyani did to me in the forest. Same laugh, too. And Robert mentioned an abandoned first nations reserve nearby."

"There has to be a link," Gale turned his head to Rachel. "Maybe she's connected to whatever's happening here. Maybe she knows something."

Kyle sat up straight. "I knew it. I fucking knew it. That's why you took so long out there. Wasn't just hunting and gathering, was it? You were with another woman."

Rachel stood up fast. Her fist connected with Kyle's stomach. He hunched over as air escaped his lungs.

"She's a child, you ass," Rachel snapped.

Kyle coughed, clutching his stomach. "Ok. Still though. Fuck you, Rachel."

Rachel ignored him, turning back to Gale. "Did Dyani feel... normal? When you were with her, did anything seem off?"

"She felt completely normal. Solid. Real. I picked her up when she fell into the snow. We built a fort together. She ate a chocolate bar I gave her," Gale said. Breath of the Void had categorized her as a mundane signature. "Nothing weird about her except being completely undisturbed by the snowstorm. Not even shivering."

"Could be a coincidence," Clyde said. "Maybe some kid from a nearby house."

"Robert said this place has been empty for years. No neighbours for miles," Ollie said.

"So what's the plan?" Kyle asked, still massaging his stomach. "We track down the ghost girl?"

"Maybe she'll appear again if Gale goes out looking for her," Ollie said. "But not alone this time. Someone should go with him." He looked around the room. "Any volunteers?"

Three hands shot up simultaneously: Kyle's, Clyde's, and Rachel's.

Kyle and Clyde were both grinning, while Rachel maintained her death stare at the twins.


            

    
        Chapter 141

    
    
    
    
                Snow flew sideways across the white landscape. Visibility became almost 0 after twenty feet, then everything just vanished into a white wall. Gale pushed through snow halfway up his knee, and Rachel followed behind. Her dark red hair stuck out from her hood, wearing her usual light jacket in the storm. It looked like she was more concerned about her hair being blown chaotically than the actual cold.

“You sure this is a good idea?” Rachel yelled over the howling wind. “We could barely see the hotel from fifty feet out.”

“We need food." Gale pulled his scarf up to cover half of his face. "Besides, I know what I'm doing."

“Yeah, I know. But aren't you scared of getting lost?”

Gale paused, looked back at her for a full 6 seconds. Technically, she was right. If he was mundane before, this kind of snow would even make him have a hard time of getting back to camp.

"Right. You have that senses thing," Rachel said.

Turning back forward, he pointed to a patch of snow near a fallen log. "See that?"

Rachel squinted. “Just looks like more snow to me.”

“That’s a rabbit run,” Gale said. “They use the same paths over and over. Creates these little highways under the snow.”

He crouched and brushed away powder, revealing a narrow tunnel.

“How do you even spot these things?” Rachel asked, kneeling beside him.

“Mom taught me,” Gale said. “She could spot animal signs I’d miss completely. Took me years to get even half as good as she was.”

Rachel watched Gale set a simple snare with wire from his pocket he got from the twins.

“Now we wait,” he said, standing up. “Or set more. Better to have multiple chances.”

They moved through the forest. Gale pointed out more signs of stripped bark on branches, Y-shaped bird tracks, berries on bushes, wolf tracks, and at least one moose.

“These ones,” he said, pointing to small, dark berries, “are edible. Winterberries. Very bitter, but they won’t kill you.”

Rachel plucked one and looked at it. “How do you tell what’s safe?”

“Colour, shape, where they grow. My mom drilled it into me.” Gale moved a few feet away to set another snare. “Those red ones over there? Don’t touch them.”

Rachel nodded and popped the winterberry in her mouth. Her face scrunched up. “God, you weren’t kidding about bitter.”

Gale chuckled. Mom even forced him to eat it even though it was bitter. She'd eat it with him and do the same stink face at the bitterness.

They spent the next hour setting snares and gathering berries. Rachel caught on quickly, finding a rabbit run without help and spotting more winterberries.

“You know,” she said, “this reminds me of the Eclipsed.”

Gale looked up at her as he set up another snare. “Yeah?”

“The way we had to live off of the forest” She said.

“Yeah. Though that place now just feels like it was a bad dream."

Rachel pulled her jacket tighter. “When you were gone, sometimes I'd wake up in the middle of the night, thinking that I was still there."

In the first couple of weeks, even Gale thought he was still in the Eclipsed. He'd jump at anything that moved in his apartment. Every sound set off adrenaline. "Are you ok now?"

"Yeah." Rachel wandered off to the side. "I'm more worried about you, though. I remember throwing out a report that mentioned a boy taking out a sword in the middle of the street around Yorkdale."

Gale's face flushed. "W-well, that was my first weeks back. The honking got me."

"Sure, Mr. Jump-at-anything-that-moves." Rachel laughed.

First of all, he had the right of way and the pedestrian light was green. And most important is that no car would get a free hit on him. But how's he supposed to explain? He sighed.

“Hey, Gale,” Rachel called to him by a bush with bright red berries. “What about these? They look good.”

“Rachel, don’t!”

Too late. She’d already popped several into her mouth.

Gale rushed over. “Those are baneberries. They’re poisonous.”

Rachel froze mid-chew. “What?”

“Spit them out,” Gale urged.

She had already swallowed. “Are they bad? Like, hospital bad?”

“They can be,” Gale said, checking her face. “How do you feel?”

Her face flushed. “Fine, actually. Just tastes like hot cinnamon. Kind of spicy, I like.”

The air around her shimmered, and immediately the snow at her feet melted. The heat itself radiated off her, hitting Gale's face, contrasting against the snowstorm.

“Oh.” She looked down. The heat stopped, the air returning to normal. “Didn't see that one coming. Guess my body's immune to this poison.”

“Let’s stick together,” Gale sighed. “I’ll point out what’s safe before you eat it.”

“Yes, wilderness guide sir." Rachel said.

They continued through the forest, checking snares and gathering berries. Two snares had caught rabbits. Gale killed them quickly and stuffed them in his pack.

Instead of spearing them before with speed, it's better for Rachel to learn how to do things. And besides, sometimes it's just fun to take their time. Anytime he saw Rachel smiling was always a good time. It'd be over too fast if he just threw his spear at the rabbits anyways.

“That should be enough for tonight,” he said, standing up. “If we get one more, we’ll have breakfast covered too.”

Rachel looked around their surroundings. “This was fun. Never thought I'd get to hunt with you like this again."

"Hunt with me?" Gale laughed. "Really?"

"I helped! Mentally and spiritually." Rachel laughed as well.

“Well, you better get used to it,” Gale said. "Maybe we'll get to hunt together a lot more."

Suddenly, something around them rustled the frozen bushes.

“Did you hear that?” Rachel said.

“Hooves.”

Gale’s hand moved to his left pocket, ready to materialize the Weber.

“There.” He pointed between two trees. “Stay here, I’ll check it out.”

“Like hell,” Rachel said, following him.

They moved through the trees, steps muffled by snow. Breath of the Void's tendrils spread forwards to search for any presence. A deer grazed at a patch of exposed grass just ahead of them.

“There,” Rachel whispered, pointing.

Before Gale could respond, Rachel had already moved, lunging at the deer from downwind. At the same time, a cold wet snowball hit him in the back of his unhooded head.

He spun around, seeing something small running between the pine trees, a familiar child in an indigenous fur jacket. It was Dyani, already picking up another snowball.

“Found you!” she shouted with a giggle.

Gale glanced back at Rachel. She had already disappeared into the white wall of snow, probably chasing after the deer.

Dyani giggled, stepping out. She wore the same outfit as yesterday, yet she showed no signs of cold.

“Come on, let's play again?” she asked.

Gale hesitated to say yes. Rachel might get lost in this kind of weather, especially when chasing a deer.

"Pleeeease?" Dyani said with big eyes.

Drats! He could just find Rachel again with Breath of the Void anyways.

Hooking the bag onto a branch on the side, he scooped up a handful of snow into a snowball and threw it gently at Dyani. He grinned, "Your cruelty ends here today."

"Well, your doodoo face ends here today!" Dyani ducked behind the tree. “You missed!”

Gale crouched, packing another snowball. “Won’t happen twice!”

They fell into the game. Dyani darted between trees to avoid Gale's snowballs while Gale matched her. For twenty minutes, they chased each other with a snowball of their own.

Dyani moved quick and seemed to know every tree and rock. Gale could’ve caught her easily, but what would be the fun in that? He'd throw in one carefully aimed snowball per 5 snowballs while letting most of Dyani's hit.

After landing the last snowball on his head, Gale raised his hand. "Okay, okay! You win.”

Dyani's eyes beamed up at Gale with the widest smile he'd ever seen. “Told you I’d get better!”

Brushing off the snow on Dyani's jacket, Gale picked her up and sat her on a fallen log. The snowstorm continued, but between the thick trees, the storm felt serene.

“Dyani,” Gale said gently, “do you know anything about a wendigo?”

The girl’s smile faded. She kicked her feet in the snow, focusing on her boots. “Mom says not to talk about them. She says it brings bad luck.”

“But you’ve heard of them?” Gale pressed.

Dyani nodded. “They’re bad spirits. They eat people. Mom says they come from people who get too hungry in winter and eat other people. Then they turn into monsters.”

“Have you ever seen one?” Gale asked.

“No! And I don’t want to. The elders put protections all around our homes.” She drew a circle in the snow with her finger. “Special marks to keep them away.”

The circle she drew matched a couple of the circles on the sixth floor. Gale leaned forward towards her. "What about that hotel near here? You know anything about it?”

“Hotel? What’s a hotel?” Dyani tilted her head.

“The big building,” Gale said. “Where people stay when they’re travelling.”

Dyani shook her head. “There’s no big buildings here. Just our houses on the reserve.”

The hotel wasn't that far away from this forest. And if Dyani walked here, there was no way his tendrils wouldn't be able to pick up the mundane signatures all over.

“What do you do when you’re not playing in the forest?” he asked.

“Wait for mom to come home. She works cleaning houses for the people in town. Goes early, comes home late.” Dyani sighed. “I get bored at home, so I go out here and play adventure!”

“You really don't have any friends at the reserve? Even just one to play with you?"

“They don’t like me. They bully me and say I’m weird.” Dyani clutched at her sleeves. “They make fun of me because I don’t have a dad. They say my dad was one of the city men who came here and left my mom with me.”

Her small shoulders dropped. “But it's not all that bad. Mom loves me a lot. She works hard for me. She says I’m special and brings me yummy candies all the time when she comes home. I know she's working really hard. I have to be a good child and stay home safe until she comes back. But it's boring being alone.”

Gale's heart ached. Kids were always so horrible at picking on the 'weird' kid. He was one too. He knew how bad it felt, and that made him want to protect Dyani even more. “Hey. Look at me. You know what I think? They’re just jealous because you’re braver and faster than them and you know how to adventure by yourself.”

“Maybe.” Dyani smiled a little, still looking down at her kicking up the snow.

“What else does your mom tell you about?” Gale asked. “About the forest or the spirits?”

Dyani brightened. “Oh! She knows lots of stories. She says there’s a spirit that looks like a wendigo but isn’t one. People mistake them all the time.”

“What kind of spirit?” Gale asked, leaning closer.

“An animal spirit. Mom says they protect places. They can look scary with antlers and stuff, but they don’t eat people,” Dyani said. She reached into her pocket and pulled something out. “Here. You can have this.”

She put a small object into Gale's palm, a bone that was yellowed with age and not bigger than his palm. It was in the shape of a circle, but not fully round.

“What is it?” he asked, turning it over.

“It’s my good luck charm,” Dyani said.

“Gale!” Rachel’s voice carried through the quiet howl of the wind. “Where are you?”

Gale turned toward her voice. Rachel emerged from the trees, dragging a deer by its broken neck.

“Over here!” he called back.

He turned to tell Dyani to stay put, but she was gone. The log beside him sat empty, the snow undisturbed except for his own spot.

“Dyani?” he called, looking around. No footprints led away from the log. She’d vanished into thin air.

Rachel stepped closer, the deer still over her shoulder like it weighed nothing.

“Was there anyone here?” she asked softly.

Gale spun in a circle, looking at the surroundings. “Dyani. She was right here. We were just having a snowball fight and talking and…”

Rachel dropped the deer down and moved closer to Gale. “I didn’t see anyone when I walked up.”

“No way.” Gale knelt down, examining the log where they’d been sitting. The snow showed only his impression. No small footprints, no disturbed snow from their fight, no sign anyone else had been there. “We were throwing snowballs and then she was sitting right here.”

Rachel knelt beside him, her shoulder touching his. “Hey, I believe you. Something strange is happening here. Maybe she can appear to some people and not others?”

“There’s something different about her.” Gale ran his hand through the snow, searching for evidence. His fingers closed around the small bone Dyani had given him. He held it up. “Look. She gave me this.”

“What is it?” Rachel bent closer, examining the yellowed fragment.

“Protection against bad spirits,” he said. Gale turned the bone over in his palm. Smooth on one end, jagged on the other. About two inches long, the colour of old ivory.

“Is it human or animal?” Rachel took it, turning it in her fingers.

“I don’t know.” Gale took it back. He hunted things, not studied them. “You really didn’t see her at all?”

Rachel put her hand on his arm. “Just you. But I believe you. Unexplainable things happen all the time in Aur.”

“I asked her about the hotel and she acted like she didn't even know about it,” Gale said. “But she said there’s a reservation that way. Her home. That has to be the place Robert was talking about.”

“The abandoned First Nations reserve?” Rachel said. “If she lives there, maybe the place isn’t as abandoned as Robert claimed.”

“Yeah,” Gale said. “I want to check it out.”

"Let’s do it." She smiled widely, then glanced at the deer on her shoulder. “What about this?”

The deer's meat could last them for days. Wolf tracks might pose a problem and scavenge the deer, but that's not a problem if they balance it on a tree.

“Balance it on one of the branches above so that it doesn't get scavenged,” he said. “And I can mark our path so we can find our way back.”

“Good idea.” Rachel smiled. “Maybe you can teach me some of those tracking skills on the way.”
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                The trees mitigated most of the harsh blowing snow as Gale and Rachel trudged through the forest. A cluster of snow fell in front of them from the swaying pine trees, almost burying both of them.

“You sure this is the right way?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah,” Gale said. “Dyani pointed this direction.”

They pushed on until the trees thinned little by little. Gaps between the trunks widened every couple of metres, exposing them to more of the snowstorm.

“Look,” Gale pointed where the treeline ended. “There’s something there.”

Rachel squinted through the white. “I can’t see anything.”

“Trust me,” Gale said. “Just a little further.”

Five minutes later, they broke into a clearing. The trees fell behind them. Shapes appeared through the snow, shapes that looked like houses buried under snow.

“Houses?" Rachel whispered.

In front of them was what looked like a settlement. Sides of houses remained uncoated by the snow, revealing wood and fading paint. The rooftops, though, were holding a huge amount of snow, making it look like the houses might collapse.

“This has to be the reserve, right?” Gale said, stepping forward.

"Right," Rachel followed along.

But before they continued any further, a slight movement at the corner of his eye caught Gale's attention. At the opposite end of the clearing, where the forest started again, something large shifted in the shadows. Breath of the Void tendrils spread through the direction and showed him the entity.

A deer stood still, watching them. Its antlers spread wide, much bigger than any normal buck’s. It had an unnatural yellow glow along its antlers, ether that spread and pulsed through it. Even from where he stood, Gale sensed its power. It was different from normal wildlife.

“Rachel,” Gale whispered, “three o’clock. In the trees.”

Rachel turned slowly. “I see it. That’s no ordinary deer.”

[Warning. Harmonic-level beast detected. Threat level: Maximum. Recommended for host to not engage.]

“I can sense it,” Gale said. “Beasts can awaken too?”

“No. That’s a divine beast. At least, Harmonic. They’re extremely rare. Beasts that awaken usually give in to the taint and end up becoming abominations. If they don't, we call them divine beasts,” Rachel said.

“Dangerous?”

“Much stronger than a human at the Harmonic level,” Rachel said. “They’re only dangerous if provoked. Kind of territorial, not predatory. Let’s just not aggravate it.”

The divine beast watched them as they walked toward the nearest house. When they walked into the border of the settlement, the howls of the storm disappeared. Snowfall suddenly lightened. Instead of blowing horizontally, it was a beautiful feather fall of snow.

"This is beautiful," Rachel said.

"Weather shift, maybe. Mountains and hills sometimes create these pockets. Or…" Gale said.

“Or something else,” Rachel said, glancing at the divine beast.

"Come on." Gale took Rachel by the arm and went to the nearest house.

"Right," Rachel said.

The first house they went to had a collapsed porch, broken windows, and nothing inside but broken furniture. Snow covered half of the floor inside as well, making it harder to actually see what's on the walls or the floors. Gale stepped through the doorway with Rachel right behind him.

“Looks like nobody’s been here in years,” Rachel said, walking over to the kitchen. "I'll check here. You check the living room."

Gale went to the living room as ordered, brushing off the snow on the floor. Rotten old leather furniture and torn fabrics littered the floor. A child's toy stomped on with a clear footprint on the floor. Only essential items such as blankets and clothes were taken, pointing to the fact that whatever happened here was a quick exit.

Going back to the front door area, Rachel also exited the kitchen.

“Let’s check the next one,” Gale said.

Rachel nodded.

Each house told the same story. Abandoned decades ago, left to rot, and the same evidence of a quick exit, as if they were running away from something. They found old photos, government papers from 2029, children’s homework. Some homes showed bullet holes in walls and blackened stains on floors that would most likely be blood.

“Robert wasn’t lying,” Rachel said as they exited the fifth house. “The government really did this, eh?”

“But where’s Dyani?” Gale muttered. “She said she lives here with her mom.”

“Maybe there’s a newer section?” Rachel said. “Or a house we haven’t found yet.”

They searched more, searching for life, but Gale already knew there were no mundane signatures anywhere. The only living signature in this whole place was the divine beast at the far edge, overlooking the whole settlement. Searching through each house provided no fruitful rewards other than the same story over and over again.

“Nothing makes sense,” Gale said. “She was real. You saw the fragment she gave me.”

“Gale, I trust you," Rachel said. "A hundred percent. But there might be something more that's happening.”

Gale sighed. She was right. There's no point in trying to make sense of things even Rachel couldn't understand. The fun he had with Dyani was definitely not an illusion. He was sure of it.

Walking up to him, meeting him face to face, Rachel said, "We'll figure it out, together. The sun's going down, and let's go back before the trio shoots up the whole lobby. Ok?"

"Ok." Gale said. He wasn't a child. He's an adult. Communications 101 did say that problems don't need to be solved right away. This was probably one of those kinds of problems anyways. He smiled back at her, saying, "Right. Let's go."

Turning around to leave the settlement, tendrils saw the deer watching them with eerie stillness. The glow on its antlers waned once, and the snowstorm picked back up, blowing the snow sideways.

“Tomorrow,” Gale said. “We’ll come back with better light.”

"En," Rachel said. “Tomorrow.”



The door to Room 217 banged open. Rachel marched in first, dragging a full-sized deer by its broken neck like a grocery bag. Snow melted off her jacket into puddles on the wooden floor of their unit. Gale followed, closing the door shut behind her.

Ollie jumped up from the couch. “Holy shit!”

Kyle and Clyde turned from the window.

“Is that a fucking deer?” Kyle asked, pointing at the clearly dead deer.

“No, it’s a rabbit with really big ears,” Rachel dropped the deer with a thud. “What does it look like?”

"A rabbit with really big ears," Kyle said.

Clyde elbowed Kyle.

Ollie stepped closer, examining the clean break in the deer’s neck. “How’d you take it down?”

Rachel took off her light jacket. “Tracked it for twenty minutes. Got behind it. Snapped its neck.”

“With your bare hands?” Ollie asked.

“No, I asked it nicely to die for us,” Rachel rolled her eyes. “Yes, with my hands. What else would I use?”

Gale kicked off his boots and shook snow from his hair. “We got more than just the deer.”

Kyle dropped back into the armchair. “Yeah? What else?”

“Knowledge,” Rachel said, eyes and lips smiling. “Gale taught me so much out there. Did you know winterberries are edible but taste very bitter? Or that rabbit tracks make a Y-pattern in snow? It's really cute! And then there were these really weird berries I ate.”

“That’s great,” Ollie said, “but did you find anything about the wendigo? Or the sixth floor? Or why we’re trapped in this hotel during a never-ending blizzard?”

Rachel’s smile vanished. “Well, no, but…”

“I saw Dyani again,” Gale said.

All eyes locked on him, except Rachel.

“The one from yesterday?” Clyde asked.

Gale nodded. “We were hunting, and Rachel went to track the deer. Dyani showed up and we had another snowball fight.”

“I didn’t see her,” Rachel said. “I saw him sitting alone.”

“Great,” Kyle grumbled. “Ghost girl strikes again.”

“She’s not a ghost,” Gale said. He pulled a small bone from his pocket. “She gave me this. For protection against bad spirits, she said.”

Clyde stood up and walked over, holding out his hand, to which Gale placed the yellow fragment onto his palm. Turning it over, Clyde showed it to Kyle, who frowned on first glance.

“Well?” Ollie asked. “What is it?”

Kyle handed the bone back to Gale. “It’s a parietal bone, a fragment of it. Part of a child’s skull.”

Rachel's mouth gaped. “What?”

“Female, according to thickness and curve,” Clyde added. “Around nine or ten years old.”

“How the fuck do you know that?” Ollie said.

Kyle snorted. “Hello? Special Investigations Division, remember? We deal with all sorts of weird shit. You think we don’t know what human bones look like?”

"Shut up, Kyle," Ollie said.

“You’re saying Dyani gave me a fragment of a child’s skull?” Gale asked. "Or her own skull?”

But she definitely wasn't a ghost. Ghosts usually kill on first sight and are harmful beings that would suck the life out of people like him because he was just a boy. Dragging his feet, he managed to get closer to Rachel's side. But if she burns the ghost, that would be just sad… he played with her too, and it was fun.

“Not necessarily hers,” Clyde said. “Could be anyone’s.”

“Anyways, we found the reservation,” Rachel said. “The one Robert mentioned. Abandoned, just like he said. People left fast and some houses had human bones in them.”

“Or were forced out,” Kyle added.

“But Dyani told me she lives there with her mother,” Gale said. “She talked about the other kids who don’t like her, about her mom cleaning houses for white people in town.”

“There’s no town for tens of kilometres,” Ollie said. “And that reservation’s been empty for years or even decades, according to Robert.”

“We also saw a deer just outside the settlement. Not like this one. Bigger. Much bigger. Antlers like tree branches. A divine beast,” Rachel said.

“What was it?” Clyde asked.

“Harmonic,” Rachel replied.

Kyle whistled. “An actual harmonic? Rare as fuck.”

"Too bad we don't have the equipment to take it on, eh?" Clyde grinned.

“So what’s our next move?” Ollie asked, pacing.

“There must be a connection between Dyani and that reserve,” Rachel sat on the sofa, shooing away Clyde and waving Gale to come over. “Sounds like a spirit with lingering attachments to something. That would explain why I couldn’t see her. Friendly spirits usually only show themselves to certain people.”

Ollie tilted his head. “How would you know that?”

“Unlike some people,” Rachel said, “I've been out in the field many many times. The path calls me multiple times for exorcism, Ann Family specialty with our fire. Though, you wouldn't know much about that side of the world, Ollie. You're just stuck in your office all day since you got demoted thanks to you-know-who."

Kyle smirked. “Wonder who that was.”

Clyde smirked. "That guy must be fun."

Ollie sighed. “Fair point, but that was a low blow.”

“Boohoo,” Rachel replied.

Gale sat on the edge of the sofa, turning the bone in his hands. He pocketed it again. So friendly ghosts do exist. Even if Dyani was a ghost, a friend is a friend, right? Then now, he had to find out why she was stuck in this plane.

“I think Dyani is connected to whatever's haunting this hotel,” Gale said. “Maybe it’s not even a wendigo. And what about that Silver Lion facility? What if those government men who hit the reserve were Silver Lions? Maybe they wanted something.”

“Like what?” Kyle asked.

“Shards, maybe, like in the files we found,” Gale said. “Or something we don’t know about yet.”

"Could be possible. If the Silver Lions took out a whole reserve to find a shard, then we gotta get that shit ourselves." Ollie said.

Kyle and Clyde smirked when Ollie said that.

“We should all hit the reserve tomorrow,” Gale said. “Better with more people than just me and Rachel.”

“Agreed. We start at first light,” Ollie said.

“I’m in,” Clyde said.

Kyle stretched and moaned. “Not like we have anything better to do in this boring hotel.”

Gale stood, eyeing the dead deer on the floor. “I’ll handle this.”

“Need help?” Rachel asked.

“I got it.” Gale grabbed the deer by its broken neck and slung it over his shoulder. “Won’t take long.”

Going out of Room 217 and back into the 1st floor kitchen, Gale pushed through the kitchen doors. Looks like Robert cleaned this whole place, all sparkly after that rabbit stew he made a mess of last night.

He dropped the deer onto a butcher block and hunted for knives. He picked a sharp boning knife, then put Phase Touch along its edge. Wind rattled the windows. Time flew fast as night had already fallen, turning the glass into a mirror reflecting his face.

Skinning and butchering. Every movement clicked into place, remembering the lessons mom and dad ingrained into his very bones.

Don't waste any part of the kill, Gale.

Stop being slow, Gale.

You're cutting it wrong, Gale.

Gale smiled at the memories. Dad always just wanted to tease him even if he was doing it right, and mom would elbow him after.

Blood covered his hands. The metallic smell hit his nose as he worked, separating meat from bone with quick cuts.

The knife paused its movement.

Maybe this was for the better. Getting a G.E.D and working in an office, he wouldn't be able to do any of this with Rachel or Ollie. Wouldn't be able to use his skills to be at least helpful to them.

Aur was different from the mundane world. A good kind of different where people would actually believe him if he said he saw something weird.

He finished the deer, wrapped the meat in butcher paper from under the counter. The freezer hummed as he loaded packages onto empty shelves.

Nothing wasted. Just like how dad taught him.

Back in Room 217, the others played cards. Kyle dealt poker while Clyde counted toothpicks for chips. Ollie sat alone, still reviewing documents.

“Meat’s in the freezer,” Gale said, walking straight to the bathroom. Blood caked his hands and clothes.

Hot water washed away blood and warmed his skin. He scrubbed until his hands turned raw, watching pink swirl down the drain. When he stepped out, the mirror had fogged completely.

He wiped a spot clear and checked his reflection. The face looked different. He couldn't recognize what he'd become. No, literally. Like his face was way chubbier before he got into the Eclipsed. Now, he had a good jawline. Maybe losing that many calories in the dark forest wasn't so bad after all. Taller too. Like at least a few centimeters taller. 

Gale pulled on clean clothes and walked back to the main room. The card game had ended. Ollie laid on the couch, arm over his eyes. The twins had vanished to their room.

Rachel was in bed, propped against the headboard, swiping on her phone upwards.

“Hey,” she said, looking up. “All clean?”

“Yeah.” He sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand through wet hair.

"Want me to dry you up?" Rachel asked.

Before he could say yes, she was already blow-drying his hair with her palm, using her fire to create a hot current. His hair dried soon enough, and she laid back down on her side of the bed near the window while he laid down closer to the door.

“Ready to sleep?” Rachel said, her head turned in his direction.

Gale nodded. The mattress dipped as they settled. In the dark, her breathing came soft and steady.
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                Light snow fell slowly like feathers in the abandoned reserve. The low clouds gave everything a gray cast, but at least the divine beast had given them calm weather again on their second visit. Gale stepped over a toppled bicycle covered with thick snow.

The five of them got here over an hour ago. Kyle and Clyde went west without saying a word. Ollie and Rachel didn't even comment. Ollie took the northern side of the reserve, while Rachel and Gale explored the east.

"Find anything?" Gale called over.

Rachel walked out of a shed, shaking her head. "Just garden tools and mouse nests. What about you?"

"All the houses looked the same as yesterday," Gale said. He had checked out the backyard while Rachel had checked out the shed. It had nothing except a single pile of bones that was definitely not an animal. He didn't even want to identify whether it was a child or an adult.

"It doesn't look like people just up and left. Looks like they were forced out," Rachel said, walking over to join him.

Gale nodded. "Do you think the Silver Lions would do this kind of thing? Or maybe it was really just the government?"

"Governments can't cover up something this big. This kind of doing smells too much of what happens in Aur," Rachel said.

"Really?" Gale asked, more as a reflex than an actual question.

She smiled at him, saying, "I'll get you a subscription to Aur Times when we're back."

"Is it free?"

"No, but you can pay me some other way," Rachel grinned.

Gale gulped. He was already too much indebted to her. What else did she want? If she wanted his apartment, she could have it. It wasn't his anyways.

Suddenly, his walkie app crackled and Kyle's voice broke through the static.

"Yo, Team Dustbusters. We found something. Everyone get to the school gym building on the east side. Psssht over."

Gale grabbed his phone and pressed the push to talk button, just like he was taught. "On our way, pssht over."

"Gale, you don't have to say that last part," Rachel sighed.

"But they said-"

"No buts. Just don't," Rachel said, eyes looking the firmest they've ever been, making him shrink back.

"Ok…"

Rachel fished her phone out of her pocket and pushed the button on her own device. "Ollie, you heard that?"

"Yeah," Ollie's voice came through the static. "I see the building. Meet you there."

The gymnasium stood as a big square box against the low gray clouds. Windows were broken and boarded up. Double doors hung from broken hinges. Snow covered half the floor inside.

Kyle and Clyde waited just inside, hands in their coat pockets.

Gale and Rachel walked through the broken double doors while they saw Ollie jogging up from behind.

"What'd you find?" Rachel asked.

Kyle pointed to the corner of the gym. "Check it out."

At first, it looked like nothing but trash and other miscellaneous items that were hurriedly put together. But Clyde pointed to the things on the floor, covered up by snow.

"Bullet casings," Rachel whispered.

"Not many," Ollie said, walking closer to look at them.

"Amateurs. That's not the point," Clyde said.

"Look at the walls," Kyle said.

Looking around, Gale studied the holes in the gym wall. To him, all it looked like was a gun had just been fired wildly. But all the holes were around chest height.

"Executions," Clyde said.

Ollie frowned as he looked at the casings on the floor. "How the hell did you two know to go here?"

Kyle snorted. "Special Investigations Division, remember? It's literally our job to know this shit."

"Yeah, but seriously," Ollie picked up a casing. "We've been looking for around an hour. You two literally went straight here."

The twins looked at each other.

"Why wouldn't we check the gym?" Kyle said. "When you're looking for a mass killing, you start with the big gathering spaces."

"Kyle's right," Clyde added. "Every horror flick and real-world tragedy plays out the same way. Bad guys gather victims in big open spaces. Gymnasiums, cafeterias, auditoriums."

"And you know what's better than a gymnasium?" Kyle grinned.

"A gymnasium with a basement," Clyde grinned.

Ollie facepalmed. "Shoulda known."

"Door's over there." Kyle pointed to a metal door half-hidden behind a fallen scoreboard. "Let's go, kids!"

Clyde pulled it open, door creaking harshly against the rusted hinges. A stairwell went down into the dark, a scene they'd seen before and hopefully not a deja vu.

"Ladies first," Kyle said, ushering Rachel in.

Rachel flipped him off. "After you, asshole."

Kyle laughed and went down the stairs, turning on his phone's flashlight showing the way in the dark. Clyde followed, then Rachel, who lit up her hand, Gale behind, and lastly Ollie.

The basement opened into a large room that looked more like a parking lot. Boxes and shelves lined the walls, as well as high shelves in rows along the pillars.

Kyle's flashlight couldn't reach the other side of the basement. Instead, Rachel's hand lit up brighter, enough to make looking at it hurt. It did the job, though, as her light hit the other end. It made everything visible and clear, revealing the story of this place all in one go. Piles of bones littered the whole area in multiple mounds, all of them human of all ages, from child to adult.

"Well," Kyle said, "guess we know what happened to the missing residents."

Rachel moved closer. "There must be hundreds here."

Gale winced. His guess was right. These people didn't leave; they couldn't. All killed because of some stupid shard that the Silver Lions wanted. Walking around the room, something caught his eye. A paper, yellowed with age, under one of the shelves by the wall. He bent down and picked it up. Crayon drawings covered the whole page. From how crude it is, it was a child's drawing.

"Guys," Gale called out, "take a look at this."

The others gathered around as Gale held up the paper. It showed a child's drawing of simple houses with stick figures, trees all over, and a river.

"It's a map," Rachel said, leaning closer to his shoulder.

"Of the reserve," Gale said.

It showed a layout, each building marked with wobbly handwriting. 'School' where they now stood, 'My house' next to a blue line that must be a creek. On the other side of the creek was labelled 'Ceremonial Grounds'.

"Look at where this is supposed to be," Gale tapped the circle.

Ollie put a hand on his chin. "About half a mile west of here?"

"That's where the hotel stands now," Rachel said.

All five of them went quiet, staring at the crayon map.

"The hotel's built on their ceremonial grounds," Gale said. "That can't be a coincidence."

Kyle whistled. "Building on top of sacred tribal land? That's some grade-A horror movie shit right there."

"Could explain the weird stuff happening," Clyde said.

"If the ceremonial grounds had some kind of spiritual significance," Rachel said, "and someone built a hotel on top of it... that could explain why it's digging. It's looking for something."

"Or someone," Ollie said.

Could it be Dyani that the thing was looking for? Last time they went up to the 6th floor, the snowball Dyani threw also caught them by surprise. This couldn't be a coincidence.

"Let's go back," Gale said. "If that old clerk knew about the reserve, then he would also know more about the hotel."

Suddenly, wind banged on the windows above the basement. It howled, and the open door created a harsh whistle from the gusts pouring down the basement.

"Guess that's the divine beast telling us to leave," Rachel said.

Gale folded the drawing carefully and pocketed it. The group made their way upstairs, finding the door flipping open and closed from the gusts. Heading outside, Rachel squinted into the distance. The divine beast was no longer at the edge of the clearing.

They walked through the snow, following their half-filled footprints. Each step became more difficult as the wind picked up even more, blowing away their hoods. Only Rachel looked like she had a casual expression, while the ring's warmth helped Gale to not need his hood.

"Can barely see ten feet ahead," Kyle muttered.

Clyde pulled out his phone. "No signal. Again. Fucking perfect."

The wind blew harder, making it hard to open their eyes. Falling snow became thicker and thicker until it was hard to see outside of their arm's length.

"Stay close," Gale called over his shoulder. "Follow my tracks."

"What tracks?" Ollie shouted back. "They're filling as fast as you make them."

"We'll get lost," Rachel yelled.

"I've survived worse. Just stay behind me," Gale said.

The group hunched forward while Gale broke the path as he closed his eyes and fully relied on the tendrils to be his forward vision. Five minutes in, he checked behind him.

"Everyone still there?"

An empty white wall greeted him from behind. No Rachel, Ollie, or the twins.

"Rachel?!" he shouted. "Ollie?!"

Only the howl of the wind answered.

Gale turned in a circle, looking for footprints, any sign of which way they'd gone. Nothing. The snow covered all traces, as if his friends were never there.

"Kyle! Clyde!"

His shouts died a few yards away. He tried again, louder.

"RACHEL! OLLIE! ANYONE!"

They disappeared. Left him alone. What would they do without him other than get more lost?!

Closing his eyes, he focused on Breath of the Void, pushing the tendrils all over to find them. The tendrils went three feet, five feet, ten, and then stopped. Like hitting a wall. He pushed harder, feeling resistance. His senses couldn't get through whatever was around him, like the snow refused to let them proceed further.

What the fuck! He's practically blind without his skill.

Gale turned around fast. Dyani stood there in the white, easy to see despite the storm. Her dark hair hung around her small face. No hat or gloves. Just the same light fur jacket from before.

"Dyani," he said. "Did you see any of my friends? They were just here."

Dyani tugged at his sleeves. "Wanna play?"

"I can't right now," Gale said, looking around again. "I need to find my friends, they're probably lost in the snow."

"But I'm bored. I wanna play something," Dyani said, letting go of his sleeve. "Let's play fort defense again!"

"I'll play with you next time, I promise. But right now, I need to find my friends."

"You say that now, but you'll say that again the next time I ask to play." She whined. "The other kids said that too. 'Next time, Dyani. Go away, Dyani.' Then next time never comes."

"It's not like that," Gale said, eyes still looking around and pushing the tendrils outward. "They could be in trouble. Lost. The storm's getting worse."

"You're just like them. I thought you said you were my friend too." Tears pooled in her eyes, her small shoulders shaking. Soon enough, tears ran down her cheeks. She started sobbing, words almost incoherent. "You promised. You said you'd play with me!"

Her cries got louder, turning the sob into a wail that silenced even the howling winds.

Gale crouched down on one knee, leveling his face with hers. "Hey, hey. Dyani, it's ok. I'm not lying to you."

She cried harder. Tears ran down her face as she wiped them away with small balled up fists.

Dragging his knees over closer to her, Gale embraced Dyani, patting her back. She was solid in his arms. Cold, but definitely there, physical. There was no way she was a ghost girl with how she felt. And even if she was, she was a ghost with feelings.

"I'm not like those other doodoo heads that ignore you and call you names," he said softly. "I do want to play with you."

Her sobs continued against his shoulder.

"But friends also take care of each other," he said. "My friends might die out here, Dyani. Dying is a painful thing, isn't it?"

The crying slowed. She pulled back, wiping her eyes. "Yeah. I think dying hurts a lot. I think."

"You see? I don't want them to hurt. Dying is painful," Gale said. "That's why I need to find them before they get hurt. You get it?"

Dyani sniffled. "But you're the only kid who plays with me. Mom never can too. She's always busy with her cleaning jobs."

"Tell you what," Gale said, holding her shoulders. "You're good at moving through snowstorms, right? Never seem cold or lost?"

She nodded, hiccupping slightly.

"So am I," Gale smiled. "How about we make a game of finding my friends? Whoever spots them first gets candy bought by the loser. Deal?"

Dyani's eyes lit up. The tears vanished. She grinned, wide and mischievous.

"Deal!" She jumped back from his arms. "But you're gonna lose. I know these woods better than anyone!"

She laughed. "You're gonna regret making this bet."

"We'll see about that," Gale said, standing. "Which way should we look first?"

Dyani put a finger to her lips, thinking. "If I was lost, I'd go where it's warm. To the old cabins maybe?"

"Lead the way."

Dyani walked through the blizzard like it was just a light rain. Snow hit Gale's face hard but seemed to go around her. Wind that pushed Gale back didn't even move her hair.

"Come on, slowpoke!" she laughed, skipping ahead. "You're never gonna win candy at this rate."

Gale trudged after her, tracking her with the tendrils and staying close enough so they didn't get blocked.

"No fair," he called. "You've got home-field advantage."

Dyani stopped and waited, hands on her hips. "All's fair in hide-and-seek."

"This isn't hide-and-seek. It's a race to find my friends, remember that!"

Looks like Dyani wasn't even listening as she was already off again, running between trees. Gale swore and pushed harder to keep up. He had a lifetime of training and was now an awakened. Guess that's one way they said that people chase ghosts.

After half an hour, there were no signs yet.

"Dyani?" Gale called when he lost sight of her again. "Where'd you go?"

No answer. Just howling wind.

"Dammit." He stopped, turning in a circle. "DYANI!"

He took a couple of steps forward before a small hand slipped into his hold.

"I'm right here," she said, appearing beside him. "No need to shout."

Gale jumped. "Don't do that!"

"Do what?" She looked up at him, eyes wide and innocent.

"I mean, don't disappear on me, please."

"I didn't disappear. You were just slow."

Gale squeezed her hand. "Let's stick together from now on, okay?"

"Okay." She swung their joined hands as they walked. "But you gotta keep up."

They moved through the forest, checking abandoned cabins and hunting blinds. Small buildings half-collapsed under who knows how many years of snow. Dyani talked the whole time, pointing out places she played hide-and-seek, trees she climbed in summer, spots where berries grew that she would go to whenever mom was gone.

"My mom always said that I was blessed by this forest. I dunno what she means, but it makes it easy for me to move around even in snowstorms like this," Dyani said.

"Do you remember what blessing she said it was?" Gale asked.

Dyani's head snapped to the right, about 50 yards away.

"What is it?" Gale asked, looking where she looked but seeing only white.

Dyani pulled away and ran toward the trees.

"Dyani! Wait!"

She disappeared into the falling snow. Gale ran after her, snow crunching under his boots, but couldn't keep up. He pushed past branches heavy with a pile of snow, his face hit by needles. The wind died slightly under the pines.

"Dyani!" he called again.

He saw a flash of her dark hair behind a big pine trunk. Gale approached slowly, not wanting to scare her.

Dyani crouched behind the tree, completely still. She didn't look at Gale when he reached her side. Her eyes fixed on something beyond the pines that Gale couldn't see.

"What's wrong?" he whispered, crouching beside her.

She pointed to the wall of white. "The deer is fighting your friends."

Gale looked where she pointed, squinting through gaps in the trees. For a moment, there was only white. It was then the snow cleared for a second that he saw what was beyond.

"Stay here," he told Dyani.

She grabbed his sleeve.

"I have to help them." Gale gently pulled free. "You said yourself. Friends take care of each other."

Tears pooled in her eyes as she tugged at his sleeve. "Like mom took care of me when I was sick?"

Gale patted her head. "Yeah, just like mom when you're sick and brings you candy everyday from work."

A muzzle flash visibly lit up against the gray snow, and a shockwave trail followed it behind. That must've been Clyde. The others would also be fighting.
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                The shockwave disturbed the white wall of snow, allowing Gale to see everything for that split second. In front of his friends was the wendigo that they had fought on the non-existent 6th floor.

Paradoxically, he could now see the thing in full view. It stood at least two and a half metres tall. The only fur it had was centred around its head, but the rest of its body just had scarred-up leather. Its two front arms bore claws while its legs were hooves. The antlers on its head pulsed a faint yellow while its eyes took on a bloodshot colour.

Rachel kneeled on the ground with one leg, her right arm clutching at her other arm. Ollie had his grey marble spinning around himself, blocking the wendigo from approaching Rachel.

Kyle threw a dagger at its back that bit into its leather, teleporting to it and shooting multiple shots into its body. When it shook off Kyle, another boom of shockwave tore through the air from Clyde, hitting the wendigo right on the chest.

"Rachel!" Gale shouted, reaching into his pocket.

The storage box interface appeared. Eyes went to Weber, and immediately appeared in his right hand. Gale ran from the treeline, kicking up snow.

[Warning: Entity corruption in progress. Threat assessment: Maximum for current capabilities. Recommend immediate tactical retreat.]

"Shut up," Gale muttered to Guide. Retreat wasn't an option.

The beast reared back, raising one massive claw. Ollie and Rachel tried to roll away. Too late, its claws mid swing crashed against the grey marble, shattering it into bits. Its claws grazed Ollie and Rachel's backs, slightly slicing off more of their jackets.

Gale launched himself forward, meeting the wendigo head on. Downwards swing in an arc. Blade hit the creature's arm before it could swing another claw at the two. The wendigo blocked, swatting away Weber as Gale allowed himself to be shoved away into where Rachel laid.

"Get up!" Gale grabbed Rachel's arm with his free hand and pulled her up. "Move!"

Rachel stood up as blood ran down her left arm. "It's too strong."

The wendigo took on a charging stance. Antlers aimed at the two of them.

It charged. Gale pulled Rachel in, dashing to the side. The antlers missed just inches before they got out.

Ollie and Clyde fired their bullets. Each bullet met with a clanging sound that sounded like it was hitting steel. Bullets did nothing.

The wendigo pounced back at Ollie who floated rapidly onto a pine branch. It was too fast and lethal. Any good hit from the wendigo would knock out anyone or worse, kill them. Looking back at Rachel, melee wasn't an option unless she had an actual weapon, which she usually didn't.

"I can't get close!" Kyle shouted from Gale's right. "Motherfucker's too quick." He fired his last round, the gun clicking empty. "Shit! I'm out!"

The creature charged at Kyle. Roll under the swing. Too close to its legs. Claws already pointing downwards where he had rolled.

"Ollie!" Clyde yelled over the wind. "Stop being a damn pansy and use your telekinesis! Stop fucking holding back!"

"I'm trying!" Ollie clutched at the air, aiming at the wendigo. Nothing happened.

Kyle had blinked away as the claw smashed at where just was. Its eyes turned to Rachel again. Charge.

Rachel planted her feet and threw a palm forward. Fire erupted from her hands, a harsh bright orange that lit up the snow and melted everything in front of her. The beast disappeared in flames for a second.

The fire and smoke cleared, yet the wendigo remained unhurt. Both of its claws held up as a shield. It snarled and swung the back of its hands towards Rachel.

Gale blocked it with the Weber's flat. Launched backwards, hit Rachel from behind, sending both of them flying at least ten feet away. Dainv Combat Arts kicked in, shifting himself and Rachel mid air before they hit a tree in their trajectory. Rachel positioned to stand up, skidding on the snow while Gale repositioned himself to hit the tree feet first.

The world slowed down. Every snowflake moved at a snail's pace. The wendigo's muscles activated. Based on which muscles, it would be a lunge to himself.

Gale met the lunge head on, slicing at the incoming claws. Metal hit bone. Sparks flew. Hands went numb. Weber recoiled backwards. Spin back, let the rebound slice against the body.

The beast sidestepped right as the spin came full circle. Weber hit nothing but air. Before Gale could recover, the creature drove its claws at his chest.

This was it. No time to dodge or block mid spin. He closed his eyes.

The punch stopped an inch from his chest. Frozen in space.

A blue glow outlined the wendigo. Its muscles bulged, obviously trying to move, but couldn't.

"I got it!" Ollie shouted with a strained, cracking voice. Sweat ran down his face. Clutched arms shook, pointing at the beast. "But I can't hold it long! Hit it now!"

Gale backed up, ready to strike again.

"Rachel!" Ollie yelled. "Stop holding back! Who cares about the surroundings!"

Rachel wound up her fist, engulfing her arm in fire that spread through her whole body that didn't burn her clothes. The snow at her feet turned to steam.

Punch.

A fireball spewed out of from her punch, three times larger than the one she shot before. Ground shook, trees swayed against the punch. The blast lit up the clearing as though it was afternoon.

Moving through the blinding light, Gale closed his eyes, using the tendrils to see the wendigo. Somehow, it moved just enough from Ollie's grasp to make a shield with its two arms.

He burst through the wall of flame. The beast stood there, arms crossed. Something beneath its leather pulsed with a faint yellow light. The heart.

Phase Touch activated. Weber aimed to stab where the heart was. Tip pierced the wendigo's hide. At the last second, it twisted just enough for the blade to pass through non-vital organs.

The wendigo howled. Blue outline flickering. Ollie was losing control.

The deer is my friend too.She plays with me sometimes. Please stop them from killing her.

Dyani's voice rang clear in Gale's head. Its eyes looked at him, trembling. Even with its monstrous face, he knew that look anywhere.

It was scared.

"Wait," Gale shouted. "Don't!"

The wendigo roared again, but differently, more like a whine. It pulled away from Gale's blade, tearing a new wound in its side. The blue outline around it shattered.

Ollie fell to his knees in the snow, hands on his mouth, gagging.

The beast broke free, shaking off the last bits of Ollie's control. Its bloodshot eyes found Gale first, then shifted to Rachel, who had gotten up from the snow.

Rachel charged, closing the gap in a second. Her fist hit the beast's gut with a blow that sent an audible thump even through the howling winds, sending shockwaves through the air and scattering snow everywhere.

The creature stumbled back, hooves skidding along the deep snow.

"Now!" Kyle shouted.

Clyde fired another bullet that left a trail of shockwave. The shot hit the creature straight in the chest where the pulsing yellow heart was. The blast knocked the beast back more than three steps after the bullet clanged against the hide.

It didn't fall.

Gale watched. His sword dripped with the thick, tar-like ooze from the wendigo's chest. Something wasn't right. The beast should be dead by now.

Its speed alone could have ended this fight in seconds. It could have torn Rachel's throat out before she even saw it move. Could have gutted Kyle while he reloaded. Could have ripped Ollie apart while he knelt tired in the snow. It outmatched everyone physically.

Then why?!

Not once had it really attacked. Every move was defensive. It was blocking, dodging, pushing them away. Its clawed swings never had any real impact on their flesh. Even now, with five wounds leaking that strange black stuff, it stood its ground instead of running into the storm where they'd never find it.

It was holding back. It didn't want to hurt any of them.

Rachel jumped forward again, fire covering her fist as she threw another punch. A wave of flame rolled off her arm, heading straight for the wendigo.

One swipe down from its big claws broke the wave of fire. It jumped. Too fast for Rachel to react.

Gale's heart dropped. He wasn't there to block for her.

However, all the beast did was use the back of its claws to swat her away, slinging her deep into a snowbank near a tree. The snow cushioned her fall, and she came up right away.

Unhurt. Completely unhurt.

The wendigo turned toward Kyle next. It bounded across the clearing in two big steps. Kyle tried to dodge, but the beast was too fast. Its claw swung down, then paused, hovering over Kyle's head for a split second.

The pause lasted only a moment before the wendigo used its inner palm to swat Kyle away, knocking him into another pile of soft snow. Like Rachel, he popped up seconds later, snow on his jacket but fine.

Gale lowered the Weber. The pattern was clear. It could really have killed all of them. Instead, it kept pushing them away in a defence against… why are they even fighting this thing?

"It's not attacking!" Gale called out. "It's defending!"

No one seemed to hear him over the howling wind. Clyde's magazine popped off as he popped in another white glyphed magazine. Rachel's hands blazed with fresh fire, glowing closer to a white hot.

A blue outline surrounded the wendigo again as Ollie caught it with his telekinesis. The wendigo fought against the restraint as its muscles bulged below its thick hide.

Clyde raised his weapon, eye to the scope. "Got a clean shot at its head now."

"NO!" Gale threw himself between Clyde and the beast, arms spread wide. "STOP! All of you, STOP!"

Everyone froze.

"Don't shoot," Gale kept his arms up. "It's not trying to hurt us."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Kyle spat. "That thing tried to kill us!"

"No." Gale shook his head. "We'd be all dead by now if it did try to kill us."

"So what?" Ollie grunted, hands shaking to maintain the control. "Aur laws. Kill anything that gave in to the taint. Why does it matter?!"

"I don't know!" Gale glanced back at the wendigo. "But there's something more, it's not fully tainted. It's thinking; otherwise, it wouldn't be like this!"

"Fuck this! I don't give a shit!" Clyde shouted before firing a shockwave round. Gale tried to block, but the bullet hit it right at the centre of its chest.

"NO!" Gale shouted.

The entity's bloodshot eyes pulsed a deep red. It broke free from Ollie's grip, twisting its body. In one smooth motion, it backhanded Gale and sent Clyde flying backwards with a fist.

"Gale!" Rachel shouted.

She turned to the wendigo, fire blazing white. Lunge to the entity, hand wound back. One punch, and a drill of fire surged toward its head.

The wendigo couldn't dodge. Two arms blocked the point of the fire. Patches of its leather sizzled away as it howled and whined.

Blue outline wrapped around the beast once again. Ollie shouted, "Clyde, take the shot!"

Gale shot himself upwards. Dashed across the clearing. Just as Clyde squeezed the trigger, Gale's hand had already pointed the gun's barrel upwards.

"The fuck you doing!" Clyde stumbled backwards, trying to regain footing from the knee deep snow.

Kyle raised his gun at Gale. "Have you lost your goddamn mind, rookie?!"

"Three shots left on the mag, can't waste another because of this dipshit!" Clyde yelled.

Kyle's hand went to the back of his jacket. Dagger whistled through the air towards Gale's neck.

Sidestep, dodged. Not fast enough. The blade's edge caught his cheek, making a thin red line.

Blue light blinked, and Kyle appeared where the blade had just passed through Gale. Gun already pointed at the back of his skull.

Gale dropped into a crouch, faster than anticipated. Body twisted, palm out, forward to Kyle's abdomen, sending him backwards, back hitting the trunk with a thud.

"Gale, stop!" Rachel shouted, charging toward him.

She dashed at him with fist engulfed in fire. Her eyes met his for a split second, causing her fist to stutter mid motion.

Blade's flat whistled through the air, softly scooping her up on the flank and throwing her into a snowbank just a couple of metres away.

Rachel pushed herself up easily. "Why are you protecting that thing?"

Before Gale could answer, blue outline enveloped his whole body. He swung the flat of Weber at Ollie, however, his sword froze mid-motion.

"That's enough," Ollie grunted. Sweat froze on his forehead. "Get your shit together, Gale. That thing is a tainted. It's our job as Aurians to kill anything tainted. It could've came out from a rift!"

Clyde walked up to the two and brought up the barrel of his long gun directly to Gale's head. "Tell me when, Ollie. It's going to be quick and clean."

"Do it," Kyle called from the tree, still retching. "Kill that fucker."

Gale pushed against the invisible bonds. His arms shook with effort but barely moved. He could break out of this if he let Breath of the Void in. That was the last resort. But in that state, if he saw them as enemies, there was no going back. "If you'd just listen, this wouldn't have happened like this."

"Give me one reason why I shouldn't put a hole in your skull right now," Clyde's finger hovered over the trigger. "Come on, Ollie. Give me one fucking reason."

Gale forced out a chuckle with a grin. "You know something. Now I get it. Last week's assassination attempts get discussed at the same dining table."

The clearing fell into a deafening standstill. The wendigo pinned by Ollie's telekinesis, eyes fixed on Gale. It had stopped struggling, only watching.

Rachel walked back to the scene, heat coming off of her so hot that the blowing snow around her turned into rain. A circle below her formed from the melting snow, revealing the dead grass. Her eyes trembled as she looked into Gale's own eyes, but her defensive stance told him everything that she was on his side.
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                Rachel stepped forward. The snow melted and hissed under her boots. Steam formed a small circle around her from her body heat. "Everyone needs to calm down. This isn't helping."

"Who attacked first?" Gale yelled. "I want to hear someone say it."

No one answered.

"Who. Attacked. First?"

Kyle wiped blood from his mouth. "We did! Okay? We fucking did! I shot it first. But what does that matter? It's Tainted. It'll spread whatever fucked-up shit it is to every animal around here."

"Last thing I know, we all ate that rabbit. It sure didn't look tainted, corrupted, or whatever to me!" Gale shouted.

"Stop it, Gale." Rachel moved closer, her boots sinking into slush. "You weren't there. We got separated in the storm. We couldn't see two feet in front of us, and suddenly this thing was right there. We reacted."

"Look. I didn't get lost on purpose," Gale said. "I thought you guys were following. Next time I looked back, you guys were gone."

"I'm not blaming you. It's just…" Rachel paused, then continued. "We just did what we were trained to do. We didn't attack out of evil intentions. We thought that thing was the one that was evil."

"But would you have still attacked if I was there or not?"

Rachel looked away.

"That's what I thought," Gale said. "You would have anyway."

"Of course!" Ollie yelled, eyes shifting back and forth between him and the wendigo. "What part of 'tainted' don't you understand? Those things need to be killed on sight. It's not a judgment call! It's everyone in Aur's obligation!"

"Then why hasn't it killed us?" Gale asked. "It's had three chances. Three! And all it's done is defend itself and run away."

"Because it's smart," Ollie said. "You remember it yourself and told us yourself in that hellhole, Gale. The smart ones are the more dangerous ones."

"Or maybe," Gale said. "It's not what we all think it is. What happened to not judging a book by its cover?"

"Enough! This is going in circles." Rachel got in between Clyde and Gale, making eye contact with both. As soon as the barrel was pointed down, she looked at where the wendigo should've been. "Where'd it go?"

Everyone turned. The spot where the creature had been trapped in Ollie's telekinetic hold was empty.

"What the fuck?" Ollie spun around, breaking the hold he had on Gale. "I thought I had it locked down!"

Gale dropped to his knees, now free. He took a deep breath, muscles shaking from resisting Ollie's grasp.

"FUCK!" Ollie kicked snow, sending it flying. "This is so fucked! More fucked than anything I've dealt with in years! More fucked than that time in Quebec!" His eyes turned to Gale. "Did you see it leave? Where'd it go?!"

Gale shook his head. "I couldn't move. You know that."

"How the hell did it get away?" Ollie threw his hands up. "I had it locked down!"

"Told you that kid is bad luck." Kyle stumbled over, holding his gut where Gale had hit him. He spat blood onto the snow. "First the airport, then… uh… you know what I mean."

"Doesn't matter now," Clyde muttered, putting his rifle back and glaring at Gale. "What happened to you when you disappeared anyways? You were gone for what felt like hours."

Gale stood up, brushing snow from his pants. "Dyani found me."

"Of fucking course! The ghost girl again! The one only you can see!" Kyle threw his head back and laughed.

"She's not a ghost," Gale said.

"Then what is she?" Rachel asked, stepping closer enough to put warmth on him.

"Dyani found me after we got separated. She was the one who led me to you guys fighting," Gale said. "She didn't call it a monster or anything like that. She just called it 'the deer.'"

"Where is she now?" Rachel said softly.

Gale looked at the treeline where he had left her. Tendrils told him already that Dyani was no longer there. "Gone. I can't sense her anymore."

Kyle snorted. "Convenient."

The wind blew harder, almost toppling over Ollie. Trees bent as the howl grew deafeningly loud.

"We need to get back," Gale said, looking up at the darkening sky. Night would come soon. "Storm's getting worse. Come on."

Ollie's mouth gaped, looking like he was about to say something else. "Fine. Goddamn monster. Entity. Or whatever. We'll get it next time."

"Everyone hold hands," Gale said, reaching out. "No one gets lost again. Not in this."

Rachel took his hand right away, her bare hand spread warmth on his gloved hand immediately. Ollie grabbed Rachel's hand, clearly wearing an expression that told him he didn't want to be here. Kyle and Clyde took each other's and Ollie's.

"This is so fucking kindergarten," Kyle said.

"Shut up," Clyde said.



Gale sat back against the sofa. Rachel sat beside him legs crossed, temperature in the room a bit higher than usual. Ollie paced back and forth between the dining table and the coffee table. Kyle sat in the armchair, both legs up on the armrest while resting his head on the other. Clyde, again, watched the window as the snowstorm banged against the glass.

"So we're just gonna sit here with our thumbs up our asses?" Kyle asked.

"We need to start investigating this hotel. We know it's built on ceremonial grounds. There's got to be something keeping both Dyani and that deer thing attached to this place," Gale said.

Dyani's clearly a spirit with lingering attachments. Most spirits stay tied to the place they died." Rachel glanced at Gale. "That's what all the research says, anyway. Spirits don't just wander randomly. They're anchored to something."

"The bone," Clyde said. "That's our clue."

"What, the piece of kid skull? Real helpful," Kyle said.

"No, think about it." Clyde turned from the window. "That thing, whatever it is, was digging at the floor in that room we found it in, right?"

Ollie stopped pacing. "Yeah, scratching through the floorboards. So what?"

"So it's looking for something." Clyde moved to the centre of the room. "The bone that the ghost girl gave Gale. The scratching at the floor. I'm betting there are remains underneath this place."

"This whole hotel sits on ceremonial grounds. We know that from the kid's map. But what if it's more literal than that? What if there are actual remains under the building?" Kyle said.

"The massacre," Rachel said. "Robert mentioned the military killed everyone at the reserve."

Clyde grinned. "Mass graves aren't exactly uncommon when it comes to First Nations history in this country. What if that thing isn't digging randomly? What if it's trying to get to something specific buried below?"

"Human remains?" Gale asked. He was never one to pay attention to history class. Barely even passed it with a 50 during high school.

"Not just any bodies," Clyde continued. "Remember what Robert said about the woman who was killed? The one who triggered everything? What if that's Dyani's mother or Dyani herself?"

"What do you mean?" Ollie asked.

"Think about it. A little girl sees her mother murdered. Maybe she was killed too. Maybe that deer thing is connected to them somehow," Clyde said.

"A guardian," Rachel said. "Or a spirit animal in their culture."

"Right," Clyde said. "So now we've got this hotel built on top of their graves. The spirits can't rest because their remains are trapped, disrespected."

Kyle sat up, taking his legs off the armrest. "So the thing is digging for bones. Not just any bones too. Specific bones. The little girl's or her mother's."

"That would explain why it hasn't attacked anyone. Even in our first encounter on the sixth, it didn't harm us," Gale said.

"So what?" Ollie crossed his arms. "It's looking for the bones of a child. For what purpose? To eat them? To bury them properly? We don't know what happens after it finds what it's looking for."

"We would only know after giving it the bones. It's only around 8. We got four hours until haunting hours," Gale said.

Kyle rested his chin on one arm and said, "Can't you just use your spider senses? Search through the whole building?"

"It's bones," Gale said. "I can't feel non-living things. Bone has nothing to detect."

"Whatever."

Ollie clapped his hands together. "Everybody up. Let's search this place top to bottom. If we're going to help this monster or deer or whatever the hell it is, we need to find those remains."

Rachel stood, stretching her arms above her head. "Where do we start?"

"Basement," the twins said at the same time.

"Basement is always where the fun is always at," Kyle grinned.

Ollie looked at them. "Are you ever serious?"

"Fuck yeah we are," Kyle and Clyde said at the same time again.

"Basement it is," Ollie said, already heading for the door. "Let's search for the basement."

The group left the suite and then took the elevator down to the lobby, elevator shuddering as it hit the ground floor. The doors opened with a ding.

"Shouldn't there be a button for the basement?" Rachel looked at the panel inside the elevator.

"Service elevator maybe?" Ollie said. "Or stairs somewhere."

Exiting the elevator, each of them took to the ground floor, searching for any door that might lead to the basement. Gale checked behind the front desk to see if there were any doors. Then down the hallways. Any sign that might've looked like it was going to go down stairs. After finding nothing, he found himself back at the reception desk with others in the same situation.

"Anyone seen Robert?" Gale asked.

"Hotel's empty," Kyle kicked a decorative plant. "Free game, I say. We could shoot up the lobby if anything freaky comes through. Nobody to stop us."

Rachel shot him a look. "Shut up, Kyle."

The search continued but amounted to nothing. Gale had opened every door he could. The locked ones were forced open. Nobody to stop them anyways. The met back at the front desk.

"Only place left is where Robert sleeps," Ollie's eyes pointed to the door behind the reception desk hanging on one hinge.

The group entered the room. From the outside, Gale thought it would be bigger. After coming inside, it was barely a 3 by 3 metre room. It was even smaller than his apartment.

At the centre sat a coffee table. Beside a small floor couch was a mini fridge. Clothes hung from a rack that was nailed to the wall, the same ones Robert wore and exactly 6 of the same uniform.

Running his hands along the wall, Gale tried feeling for anything that might give him a clue on where this door was. In mystery novels, there would usually be a secret door that would unlock via a mechanism hidden in plain sight.

His fingers bumped into a barely noticeable seam. Clawing at it, his fingers weren't long enough to get under whatever this was, and it definitely wasn't a normal seam. The wallpaper also didn't exactly match. The paper on the border clearly showed that the inside of the seam had older wallpaper than the outside.

"Found something," he called to the others.

The group came over, examining the wall.

"What is it?" Ollie asked.

"It's a seam in the wall. I can't get my nails under it," Gale said.

"Abracadabra, open sesame," Kyle looked at Ollie.

"Shut up." Ollie shook his head, pointing his palm at the seam. A blue outline appeared on the seam as it swung outwards, revealing a door that led down to the dark. The air that came up smelled of mildew and staleness.

"Ladies first," Gale ushered Rachel in.

Rachel smiled, squeezing his arm gently as she passed. "Thanks, Gale."

Kyle made a gagging sound. "When I say 'ladies first,' I get flipped off. He says it, and it's all smiles and thank-yous."

Rachel flipped him off over her shoulder as she stepped onto the first step. The darkness covered her legs, then her hips. She paused, looking back at the others.

"It's dark. Watch your eyes." Rachel's hand came up and then glowed a bright, almost white yellow that lit up everything below.

They went down the concrete staircase. Gale kept one hand on the rough concrete wall as he went down.

At the bottom, the staircase opened into a space of darkness that was as wide as the whole hotel, enough so that even the bright light of Rachel's fiery arm didn't reach the other end. On the other hand, the ceiling was low. Low enough that Kyle had to almost crouch down as the tallest.

Ollie whistled and said, "This place is huge."

Rachel lit up her hand even more, and the fire grew white enough that the light reached the other side. It revealed miscellaneous items from wall to wall. Old suite furniture such as armchairs and bed frames. Appliances that looked like they were from 2020 that Gale once read about called 'Air Fryers' after he came back from the Eclipsed.

"Spread out," Ollie moved toward a pile of wooden crates. "Check the walls first. Look for any signs of something wrong, like bricks that don't match, concrete that looks newer than the rest."

"You think they buried people in the walls?" Rachel asked.

"Wouldn't be the first time," Clyde slung his long gun onto his shoulder. "Seen it twice since the witch took us in. Both times, it was behind the newest-looking section."

Kyle kicked at a stack of magazines, sending them across the floor. "Man, this is gonna take forever. Place is a fucking maze."

Gale moved deeper into the basement, following the left wall. His fingers touched the rough concrete as he walked. Nothing felt wrong. The wall curved slightly as he moved, suggesting the basement was bigger than the hotel above.

The others spread out across the space. Rachel's flame made their shadows point in different directions, making it look like a small army searched the basement instead of just five people.

"You find anything?" Ollie called after twenty minutes of silence.

"Nothing but rat shit and more rat shit," Kyle said from somewhere to Gale's right. "You?"

"A box of porn magazines from the 90s," Ollie replied. "Nothing useful."

"You going to take those? Those might be vintage. Could be good resale," Kyle said.

"If you take any of those, I'm burning them," Rachel said from across the basement.

"Party poopers," Clyde said.

Gale continued along the walls, ignoring the random banter. He tripped over a box, tipping it over and spilling its contents. Books laid all over the floor, not the kinds he'd want to see. These were textbooks, math, science, and English. Who the hell needs to take English in a country that speaks English anyways?

Another ten minutes passed. Gale had nearly finished his loop of the basement when he noticed Kyle and Clyde standing still in the centre of the room. Their eyes both stared at the concrete on the floor.

Ollie noticed too. He stopped rummaging through a pile of old suitcases and walked over to them.

"What are you two doing?" he asked, crossing his arms. "We don't have time for breaks."

Kyle smirked. "Just looking at this interesting spot on the floor."

"What spot?" Ollie squinted. "It's concrete. Like everywhere else."

Clyde smirked. "Yep. Just like everywhere else."

Ollie looked down, then back at the twins' faces. "If this is some twin telepathy joke, I'm not in the mood."

"That's why you never made it to special investigations," Kyle grinned. "Can't see things for what they truly are."

Clyde nodded. "The concrete here is clearly different from the rest."

"Are you shitting me right now?" Ollie crouched down, running his hand over the gray surface. "It looks exactly the same."

Rachel came over, her flaming hand held high. Gale joined them, forming a loose circle around whatever the twins had found.

"Ollie's got you beat on sniffing out money though," Rachel said to Kyle. "Never seen someone sniff cash faster than him."

"Money doesn't hide," Ollie muttered, still examining the floor.

Gale crouched beside him, studying the concrete. At first, he saw nothing special. It looked like just like the other places of the concrete floor. Then, he noticed it. Just to make sure, he rubbed his finger on it and then licked.

"Gale, my man, you need to give us a warning sign when you do that," Kyle sighed.

"We heard stories and all." Clyde glanced at Rachel. "Didn't think we'd see it ourselves."

"Shut up, idiots," Rachel said. "What did you find, Gale?"

"The colour's off. It's a shade lighter and taste less old. Kind of," Gale whispered.

"And the aggregate's finer," Clyde added. "Different mix."

Kyle tapped the floor with his boot. "Newer pour. Maybe ten, fifteen years ago?"

Ollie looked up at Rachel. "Can you burn through it?"

She shook her head. "I'd bring this whole place down if I do it here."

"I'm not wasting bullets to shoot up concrete," Ollie said.

Kyle patted his holster. "Same. Bullets be damn expensive. Unless you're expensing?"

"Clyde?" Ollie ignored the idiot.

"Saving my special rounds for things that bleed," Clyde said. "Three left after earlier."

"I've got this." Gale motioned for everyone to step back.

The others moved away, giving him space. Gale crouched again, putting his right palm flat on the concrete. He let essence flow through the pathways, activating Phase Touch on only the concrete material. "This section is thinner than the rest. It feels like it wasn't part of the original construction."

Reaching down with his left hand, he Phased his hand to fish things out from inside the concrete. His hand snagged at something that felt like cloth. He pulled it out and out came a bag.

Gale opened it immediately, realizing what it was. It contained bones, too small for an adult. It was a child in fetal position.
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                Gale opened the bag immediately, realizing what it was. It contained bones, too small for an adult. It was a child in a fetal position. They were old, yellowed by time. The cloth around it had rotted all around, fibres sticking out outside.

Rachel knelt beside Gale, her flame lighting up the view even more. "A child…"

[Mission: Give the bones a proper burial.]

[Reward: 1000 points, ???]

The notification suddenly lit up in front of him. This whole thing must be related to whatever the hell was happening to all of them. Everything that happened so far was to lead them to finding these bones, and the monster was looking for it. Of course it was. After all, the thing had 'progressing' taint. It wasn't fully tainted yet.

"Well," Kyle folded his arms. "Now what?"

"We need to give her a proper burial," Gale said, meeting Rachel's eyes. "I think the entity has been trying to find Dyani's bones. Remember, it would always run away from us. It would've never entered the room Robert was in and find the basement. It was looking for Dyani to probably give her a proper burial."

"To bury them?" Rachel asked. "That... makes sense, actually. There's lots of cultures that believe spirits won't be able to rest without being laid to rest."

She stood up from her spot and continued, "I agree with Gale. If this is connected to Dyani, we need to give these bones the respect they deserve."

"That doesn't make sense. Why would a corrupted entity care about burying bones? Those things don't have complex motivations. They destroy. They corrupt. They don't perform funeral rites," Ollie said.

"Because you're thinking too rigidly," Gale said.

"What's not clicking for you, Ollie?" Kyle laughed, nudging his twin. "This is straight out of 'The Ring' or 'The Grudge' or pick your ghost movie. Spirit can't rest because their remains weren't properly buried. You bury the bones, ghost stops haunting your ass."

"Classic horror trope," Clyde nodded. "Haunting 101."

"You want me to base my decisions on movies?" Ollie sighed. "Fucking movies? Both of you need to stop rotting your brains with that crap. This is real life."

"Real life with ghosts and monsters," Kyle said.

"Exorcisms were never my jam though," Clyde said. "It's faster to just put a bullet centre mass."

"I'm going to put a bullet up your centre mass if you don't stop talking about movies!" Ollie shouted. "Some of us have businesses to run. Save lives. Unlike you two idiots that base everything off horror flicks and crime dramas."

"Well, real world experience says don't fuck with ghosts," Clyde said.

"Look," Gale said, standing up with the bag of bones. "I don't care what any of you think. This is Dyani. And I'm going to give her a proper burial. She deserves that much."

"And what if you're wrong?" Ollie asked. "What if burying those bones makes things worse?"

"How could it possibly make things worse?" Gale asked.

"You'd be surprised. Besides, the ground is frozen solid outside. We can't dig through-" Ollie stopped as his eyes caught onto Rachel. "Never mind. Do what you want. I'm clearly outnumbered here."

Gale wrapped the bag carefully, using his scarf as another layer to the bag. "Let's go upstairs, find someplace outside."

The group was then led by Gale up the concrete stairs back to the main floor. Pushing through the door at the top of the stairs, he stopped suddenly, causing Rachel to bump into him.

"What's wrong?" she said.

Gale continued walking through, taking in the view of the forest clearing around him. Snow covered the ground, only ankle deep compared to the snowstorm they trudged through. The air was crisp with barely any wind. No howls and no snowstorm to fight against. They stood at the centre of it all as the treeline's border created a perfect circle around them.

When they looked back behind them, the door they had come through was gone. No hotel, no more door.

"What the fuck?" Kyle spun in a circle, pistol and dagger already in his hand. "Anyone else seeing this shit?"

"Yeah," Clyde said, back-to-back with his twin, his long gun up. "We're not at the shining anymore."

"First time seeing a spatial shift?" Rachel asked, sounding pretty calm.

"You've seen this before?" Gale asked.

"Not exactly like this," she said. "Mom would talk about such stuff on her adventures in Aur."

"Well, shit, I haven't," Kyle said, still turning slowly, checking the treeline. "Over a fucking decade in Aur, and I've never seen shit like this."

Ollie somehow agreed with the twins. Gale couldn't understand. He'd seen such things himself in the Eclipsed in the Dainv ship.

"We're in the ceremonial grounds," Rachel said. "That's my guess, anyway. The place from the child's drawing."

"Bury it. Now. Quick, before anything else changes," Ollie said.

Gale nodded, choosing a spot where the hotel wouldn't be. He knelt down and signalled for Rachel to come over. The ground would still be frozen even in this calm weather.

Rachel stepped closer to him and held out a palm. It ignited like a jet engine, fire spreading around the snow in a three foot circle where Gale had chosen. Steam rose, snow melted, showing the thawing soil beneath.

"That should soften it enough," she stepped back.

Gale clawed at the flat ground, not using Alter to dig. Dyani would probably want that. No shortcuts to a proper burial. He dug the small hole until it was about two feet deep and wide enough to encase the whole bag.

Picking up the scarf behind him, he unwrapped the scarf, leaving only the rotting bag left. He carefully placed the bag inside the hole and scooped the dirt back to fill it back up.

"Rest now," he whispered. When the last of the soil covered the grave, he stamped it softly. He sat back on his heels, waiting.

Nothing happened. No wind or sign of Dyani anywhere. Not even the wendigo appeared. Just the five of them quietly waiting.

"Maybe we need to say something?" Rachel said. "A prayer or something?"

Suddenly, a deep distorted call of a deer echoed and shook the treeline, making the hairs on Gale's neck stand up. The sound came from everywhere, bouncing in the open space.

Kyle and Clyde moved into fighting stances, weapons ready.

"Something's coming," Clyde said.

Gale stood up, eyes checking the treeline. The others formed a loose circle, backs to each other, weapons ready.

"There," Clyde pointed with the barrel of his long gun.

Between two snow-covered pines, red eyes glowed in the shadow. The two and a half meter tall wendigo came out from the trees. Its antlers glowed a mix of yellow and red; the colours seemed to be fighting each other.

It threw its head back, letting out another distorted growl that shook the trees.

"Everybody down!" Clyde dropped to one knee and raised his rifle.

Before Gale could say anything, Clyde fired three quick shots at the creature. Not the usual shockwave rounds. The bullets hit. The creature stumbled as the bullets sparked and shattered on its leather.

Kyle's pistol came up next, emptying his magazine. "Bastard doesn't want to die!"

Ollie joined in, drawing his own gun, also emptying his deagle's magazine. His shots were half as loud as Clyde's but gave a stronger punch than Kyle's. Nevertheless, all of their shots sparked and shattered against the thick metal-like leather of the wendigo.

"Stop!" Gale shouted, but no one listened.

The wendigo's red eyes fixed on them. It lowered its head and charged, moving with the same unnatural speed it had for its size.

Rachel stepped forward, both hands covered in flames. She planted her feet wide. Heat came off her in waves, melting the snow in a circle around her boots.

Gale watched the creature run across the clearing. Something wasn't right. This wasn't how it should have played out. They'd buried the bones. That should have ended it. The wendigo should've calmed down, yet it was attacking them when before it only defended itself.

The wendigo reached Rachel. She launched her fist. Her fist connected with its chest and fire spread out from the hit. The blast threw snow into the air, making steam rise in thick clouds.

The steam lifted, revealing the solid ground. Underneath, red circles and stars painted the whole ground. The patterns from the 6th floor littered the whole ceremonial grounds.

"Fuuuucking hell," Kyle whispered.

The wendigo appeared out of the red circle behind Rachel.

"Behind you!" Gale shouted to Rachel.

Too late. One hit from its massive palm sent her flying across the clearing. She hit a tree trunk with a crack and slid to the ground, not moving.

"Rachel!" Gale yelled, already running toward her.

"Cover him!" Ollie shouted as another magazine floated into his magwell.

Clyde and Ollie opened fire, bullets hitting the wendigo's hide. It started to take effect. Black ooze leaked from a couple of wounds that managed to pierce the hide. Still, it stood, not seeming to care about its own body.

Kyle spun his dagger in his hand. "My turn."

He threw the blade. It sank into the entity's shoulder.

Blink.

He reappeared where the dagger was lodged.

The wendigo twisted rapidly, launching Kyle into the air. Dagger threw back down to the ground.

Blink.

Kyle appeared on the ground just before he reached the apex of his flight.

Gale reached Rachel, dropping to his knees beside her. She breathed evenly. On the other hand, the tree showed a large circular crack. That must've been the sound. She was just knocked out.

"Come on," he patted her cheek. "Wake up."

"That's it. No more games," Ollie said as he clutched his hand in the air. A blue outline lit up on the wendigo, wrapping around its whole self. Its muscles bulged as it tried to break from the restraint.

"You son of a bitch," Ollie gritted his teeth.

The wendigo stopped struggling, looking directly into Ollie's eyes. Its red eyes pulsed a stronger red while the red outlines on its antlers continued to invade the yellow. Somehow, it looked like it smiled.

One moment it was caught in the telekinetic grip. The next, it stood directly behind him, appearing from the red circle behind Ollie.

The wendigo swung, swatting him away like a fly. Ollie tumbled through the snow, losing grip of his deagle.

Clyde fired another round, hitting where Kyle's dagger opened a wound.

It ignored the fire, turning toward the small grave Gale had just made. In a quick two swipes of its claws to the ground, it had taken up the bag of bones.

"No," Gale whispered, watching the wendigo carry the bag in a surprisingly gentle manner. It looked at him one last time, then turned and ran into the forest.

"After it!" Ollie got to his feet, deagle floating to his hand. "No more 'don't kill it' bullshit. That thing just made this personal."

Kyle picked up his dagger. "Payback time."

"Three buster rounds for delivery," Clyde changed his current magazine with the familiar white glyphed ones. "Coming right up."

The three men took off into the trees, following the wendigo's tracks in the snow.

"Dammit," Gale muttered, turning back to Rachel. "Come on. Wake up."

He moved hair from her face, seeing a slight bump on her head. Her eyelids fluttered at his touch.

"Rachel?"

Her eyes opened, unfocused, then cleared as she recognized him. "Gale? What happened?"

"The wendigo knocked you out," he said, sitting her up.

"Where is it now? Where are the others?" Rachel asked.

"It dug up Dyani's bones and ran off with them. Ollie and the twins went after it," Gale pointed toward where Ollie and the twins disappeared to.

Rachel pushed herself up. She shook her head once, stretching her neck and cracking her knuckles and fingers.

"We need to regroup," she said. "Before they do something stupid."

Gale got to his feet. "Are you ok?"

"I'm fine." Rachel took off, snow flying from her boots. "Gerard hits harder than that."

Gale matched her pace. Gunshots echoed through the trees, giving them a direction to follow.

"They found it," Gale said.

Their feet moved faster as they ducked under low hanging pine branches. The shots became louder and louder, mixed with illegible quips from Kyle.

They broke through into a clearing and saw the scene before them. The wendigo creature stood in the centre, its massive body full of bullets. More of the black ooze dripped from its leather, yet it barely reacted to their shots. It simply walked forward with slow steps, hiding the bag of bones away from the gunshots.

Ollie stood twenty feet away, firing shot after shot into the creature's side. "Why. Won't. You. Die!"

"Last hit gets lion's share on this kill report," Kyle shouted, circling the wendigo's right as his dagger flashed. The dagger dug into its shoulder. Blink. And the dagger was mid air again into one of the low hanging branches where Kyle appeared once again.

A shockwave bullet barreled through the space between the trees and the wendigo, hitting it centre mass. Clyde shouted, "Go for the head!"

The wendigo took another slow step forward, its movements getting slower as more bullets tore through its body.

It wasn't fighting back after it had taken the bones. All it was doing was just… walking. But to where?

There was no stopping Ollie now, and he wasn't close enough to the twins to order them. The taint in the wendigo grew with each bullet.

Its eyes never faltered like it was on a mission. If it was tainted, why wouldn't it fight back?! Wasn't being tainted meant that it was mindless?!

Gale reached into his pocket, pulling out the crude map they'd found earlier. Three locations were marked with childish circles. One for the ceremonial grounds where they'd found the bones. One for the abandoned reserve. And the third... burial grounds.

He looked up at the struggling wendigo. Black ooze bled out all over its body, no where was it not hurt.

"Rachel," Gale said.

She turned to him. "Yeah?"

Of course, the face she would show had an uncertainty that he could tell. Gale smiled at her, "I need to do something. Do you trust me?"

"Yes. No matter what. What are you planning?" Rachel didn't hesitate.

"I need you not to step in. No matter what happens. Can you do that for me?"

"But-"

"Please."

"What if the twins and Ollie attack you?"

"That's when I need you. Please, trust me," Gale held out her arm, squeezing it softly through her light jacket.

"Just… be careful. I got your back. Ok?" Rachel said, furrowed brows, worry all over her expression.

Gale nodded once, then stepped into the clearing.

"About time you joined the party," Kyle called, appearing beside a tree trunk after another blink dagger. "Thought you and the firecracker were sitting this one out."

Ignore him, Gale. He moved around the edge of the clearing until he saw the wendigo's side face. Reaching for his storage box in his left pocket, the interface appeared. Weber materialized onto his right hand. Phase Touch activated.

Kyle whistled. "Bringing out the good stuff!"

The wendigo turned its head slightly to the side, finding Gale. Somehow, he seemed to understand its expression. It was just tired.

It held the bones tighter to its chest and turned away, continuing its slow walk.

Gale sprinted forward, Dainv Combat Arts allowing him to traverse the rocky and snowy terrain like he was gliding. He ducked low, then jumped upward, twisting in mid-air to go over its back.

He came down on the other side, his blade cutting cleanly through the meat of its foreleg. Not a killing blow. Just enough to make it loosen its grip. Its leg gave way, and for just a second, its hold on the bag of bones loosened.

That second was all Gale needed.

He grabbed the bag from its grip, immediately turning away, already running before his feet touched the ground again.

"WHAT THE?" Ollie shouted. "GALE, WHAT THE FUCK."

Gale didn't slow down. Behind him, the creature let out another distorted growl that shook the snow from the branches overhead. If he remembered the map, the burial grounds would be southeast of this place.

"GALE!" Ollie shouted, further now. "WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?"

He jumped to the branches above, then launched himself from the trunk of the tree. He hit the ground running, snow crunching. His breath came in short puffs of white cloud. The bones bumped against his chest with each step.

More gunshots behind him. More shouts. The twins were calling his name now too, obviously mad at him, but who cares.

The slope began to rise under his feet. He got to the top of a small rise and stopped short. Before him lay burial grounds as if it were in a different time and different season. The ground was untouched by snow where the grass grew green. Each grave was marked by stones put in circles. At the centre of the clearing stood a giant boulder.

He arrived at the burial grounds.
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                Gale walked into the burial grounds with the bag of bones tight against his chest. Stepping onto the grass, it felt lush in his boots, soft and dewy. There was no snow, no ice. Just a calm spring day.

A large boulder sat in the middle of the grounds. Flat on the top, moss covered one side, hiding what looked like indigenous carvings on it.

He moved to the boulder, putting the bag down. The tiny bones spilled out of the bag as he let it go. He took out Weber from his storage box and Altered its size to a small blade, allowing him to use it as a makeshift spade.

Breath of the Void's tendrils spread out around him. No one here but him, probably not for too long.

Gale pushed the makeshift spade into the soft dirt beside the boulder. He threw dirt as he dug fast, three feet down. The hole got wider as he worked.

Tendrils showed him the wendigo burst from the trees even more wounded than before. Black ooze flowed from its chest, dripping all over the green grass as it ran straight at Gale.

He kept digging. Muscles burned. The hole wasn't deep enough yet.

Twenty yards, it got close. Ten. Five.

Spun at the last second, Weber back to its original size. Jumped from the spot, and the flat met the claw head on, blocking it from proceeding to the bones beside the half dug hole.

"Not yet," Gale muttered.

It faked left, then jumped right. Muscle activation gave its motivations away as Gale moved to block its movement, pretending to aim for its neck.

The wendigo swung its back hand at him, each swipe stuttering before it hit him. Those stutters gave him chances to block its incoming claw.

It wasn't trying to kill him.

Three figures emerged from the tree line. Ollie in front, and the twins right behind him.

"Keep it busy!" Gale shouted, diving back to the half dug hole to finish the job.

Kyle's pistol fired. Bullets hit the wendigo's side, making it flinch. "What the fuck are you doing?!"

"Burying the bones!" Gale dug faster.

Clyde raised his rifle and looked through the scope. "Make it quick."

More bullets hit the creature. It roared and turned toward the new threats. Something changed in how it stood, in the air around it. The wrongness grew stronger. Black veins spread across its skin, and its movement became jerky. The antlers fully turned red, and red blood dripped down from their points.

It stared at Ollie and the twins, then charged straight at Clyde.

"Shit!" Clyde fired off a shockwave round, its trail shook the trees in its path. Its front leg hit, forcing it to buckle down. Its momentum carried it and crashed into Clyde, sending him flying back. Long gun shattered, pieces of it scattering across the lush grass.

Ollie stepped forward, palm clutched forward. Blue outline surrounded the wendigo. "I got it!"

It roared once, loud enough that Kyle and Clyde had to cover their ears. Ollie's hold fell as he covered both of his ears with his hands.

It broke free. Before anyone could react, it jumped forward, slamming into Ollie. Its claws grabbed him by the torso, clenching tightly.

Ollie yelled in pain.

"Shit!" Kyle shouted, aiming down his pistol. "I can't get a clean shot!"

The wendigo blocked most of Ollie from view. Its claws held Ollie, not squeezing harder but not letting go either.

Ollie fought under its weight, his face twisted in pain. "Shoot it! Just fucking shoot it!"

Kyle moved around, looking for an angle. "I might hit you!"

"I don't care!"

Gale finished digging. He grabbed the nearest rocks, forming a circle around the hole just like the others in the burial grounds. Immediately, he stood up, holding the parietal fragment from his pocket. "Hey! I have the last piece!"

The wendigo snapped its head toward him, eyes fixed on the small bone in his hand. It released Ollie from its grasp, letting him fall onto the grass.

Ollie scrambled back from it, clutching at his ribs, wincing as he touched his sides.

"Stay down," Kyle said to Ollie, helping him up while keeping an eye on the wendigo.

It ignored them all. It moved toward Gale, limping with its broken leg that dripped with black ooze, staining the green.

Gale stood his ground. He held the bone fragment high, making sure it could see it clearly. The wendigo stopped just a foot from him, eyes still fixed on the bone.

Neither moved.

"What the fuck is he doing?" Clyde whispered.

Rachel kept her promise, staying by the treeline, making no move to attack or interfere.

Gale extended his hand, putting the parietal bone on his palm.

Its claws extended, two of its nails picking up the bone from his palm softly. It turned towards the grave, where the rest of the bones lay.

Moving past him to the grave he had made, the wendigo knelt and put the last bone fragment into where it should be on the skull of the child. Its claws moved to fill the hole, leaving the circle of stones intact on the surface.

No one spoke. No one moved. Even the twins kept their weapons down, watching.

The wendigo patted down the last of the dirt over the grave. It fixed the stones in a circular formation, turning the moss of each stone towards north, just like the other graves.

Finally, the last stone was set in place, and suddenly, a gale blew upwards. It blew up around the clearing, bending the edges of the trees away from the centre. Pine needles and snow were blown away from the treeline, revealing the true size of the burial ground that extended beyond.

Gale raised his arm to shield his eyes. The others did the same as the wind howled, different from its normal tone. Then, just as fast, the gale stopped.

Silence.

Gale lowered his arm.

Dyani stood before him.

Not the solid kid he'd played with in the forest, but the see-through spirit as her edges blurred from reality. Her dark hair hung loose. She wore the same clothes as always, the light jacket and jeans, but now they looked new.

"Dyani," Gale whispered.

Behind him, Rachel gasped. Ollie's mouth dropped open. The twins stood frozen, guns hanging at their sides. Before anyone could answer, she threw herself forward, hugging Gale around the waist.

"Thank you," she sobbed against him.

Gale hugged her back.

Dyani sniffled. "I wanted to play more and more, you know?"

"Hey," Gale said, "there's always plenty of time to play, isn't that right?"

"Right," Dyani replied. She pulled back just enough to look up at him, her dark eyes swimming with tears. "But I guess.... This is probably the last time we'll ever see each other. You're going to go back after this, aren't you?"

The wendigo stood behind her. Its red eyes had dimmed, the black-red corruption receding from its antlers, showing the yellow glow once again as its leather hide turned into the healthy fur of a deer.

Gale crouched down to Dyani's eye level.

"Come on, don't say that," he said softly. "I'll come visit. I'll be here and then we can play snow fort again. Maybe build an even bigger one next time."

"How big?" Dyani asked.

"Bigger than you. Bigger than me. Bigger than that stupid guy over there," Gale said, pointing at Kyle.

Dyani giggled and then said, "You promise?"

"I promise."

The wendigo moved forward and changed shape. Its body shrank, antlers as well. The red eyes faded to a soft brown while the bullets inside its body spewed out, dropping from its skin.

A doe stood where the monster had been. Graceful and tiny, far from what it looked like before.

But that wasn't all.

On the space where the doe stood, the image of a woman appeared. Tall and slim, with the same dark hair as Dyani. Her body was littered with wounds all over. Bullet holes on her thigh, torso, back. Knife cuts on her shoulder and her flanks.

Despite the wounds, she smiled.

"Mom!" Dyani let go of Gale and ran to the woman.

The woman knelt and hugged Dyani. Her see-through form matched perfectly with the doe's solid one.

Dyani turned in her mother's arms, pointing at Gale. "Mom, this is Gale. He played snow fort with me in the forest and threw snowballs at me!"

The woman looked at Gale. She didn't speak, yet her smile conveyed everything. A thank you, and something more.

She took Dyani's hand in hers.

"It's time for goodbye," Dyani said, turning back to Gale. "At least for now. You'll still visit, right? You promised."

"Right. I promise." Gale took off his gloves and held out his pinky to Dyani's. "Pinky promise, the most-most sacred kind of promise there is."

Dyani smiled. She stepped forward, her small pinky wrapping around Gale's. "Pinky promise. If you break it, I'll haunt you forever."

She giggled and suddenly, the wind picked up again, stronger than before. It swirled around Dyani and her mother, lifting their hair.

"See you again, Gale!" Dyani called, her voice already sounding distant. "Don't forget! I'll haunt you if you forget your promise!"

Gale waved to say goodbye as the wind grew fierce, forcing everyone to shield their eyes once again. Trees bent low at the clearing's edge, branches cracking. Snow and leaves whipped into a blinding mix of white and green.

When the wind finally died down and Gale lowered his arm, Dyani and her mom were gone. Only an empty burial ground remained, with fresh dirt over a small grave marked by a circle of stones.

The doe was gone too, leaving nothing but a set of small hoofprints in the grass, leading toward the forest before disappearing.

Rachel stepped forward, standing alongside Gale. She didn't speak a word but placed her hand on his shoulder.

"You did the right thing," she said.

Gale nodded, still watching where Dyani had disappeared. It didn't matter if he was wrong or right about this call. Dyani was a friend who needed help. Hopefully, they all saw that.

Ollie limped toward them, saying, "Next time you go off script, maybe give me a signal or a wink or anything first before doing your thing. Or maybe even tell us what you planned. Or maybe even tell us what's happening. Or maybe I don't know."

"I did tell you." Gale turned to face him. "None of you listened."

"You could've tried."

"I did. You shot at me."

Ollie opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. "Fair point."

The twins approached, weapons still at their sides. Kyle wiped the remnants of the black ichor from his dagger while Clyde shook his head as he stared at his broken long gun.

"So," Kyle said, "We going back to that creepy-ass hotel, or what?"

Before Gale could answer, something came from the trees. Not the big corrupted thing that had fought them, but the divine beast they'd seen days ago. Seeing it up close, it was larger than life with a crown of antlers that seemed to scrape the sky.

It stepped into the open, head held high. Its eyes met Gale's across the distance.

The deer threw back its head and made a call that filled the clearing. When the call stopped, Gale felt rather than heard what it meant. "It wants us to follow."

Rachel nodded.

"Yeah, everyone heard that," Ollie said. "It talked to us without words."

"Cool. Now we're following Bambi," Kyle said.

"Just go, idiot," Clyde shoved Kyle.

The deer turned, took a few steps back toward the trees. It stopped, looked over its shoulder at them, waiting.

The group followed as the deer led them into the forest, moving between the trees. The snow got deeper as they walked, up to their calves. Cold air bit at their skin, totally different from the weird warmth of the burial ground.

The deer walked ahead of them, never more than a short distance away, but repeatedly looked back to check on them. It led them across frozen rivers, the ice holding under their feet. They climbed small hills, went down into valleys, and skirted the base of what seemed to be a small mountain.

"Anyone else notice we're not leaving tracks?" Kyle called from the back of the group.

Gale looked down. Kyle was right. Though they walked through deep snow, no footprints showed behind them. The snow stayed smooth and untouched.

The slope grew steeper. The deer went up a narrow trail that wound along the side of the mountain. Boulders stuck out of the snow, serving as stepping stones for the party to ascend.

"Better be worth it," Ollie sighed.

The trail turned suddenly to the right, winding about some boulders. The deer disappeared around the bend.

When Gale followed, the world changed.

The snow stopped suddenly, like someone had drawn a line across the mountain. Green grass covered the ground, with small wildflowers. The air turned warm on his face, smelling like summer with fresh growth, clean water, life coming back after winter, different from the untouched burial grounds.

"What the fuck?" Kyle stopped short behind him.

They stood at the edge of the clearing, and a massive boulder sat in the centre, cracked right down the middle. A small flowing creek circled around the rock.

"This is..." Rachel stepped forward.

"Yea, Kyle's right. What the fuck," Ollie said.

The deer waited beside the boulder, looking at them, and all of them knew it wanted them to come near.

"No, I mean... this is beautiful," Rachel said.

Gale agreed. The clearing felt untouched by time or seasons, a pocket of spring and summer hidden in winter. Birds called from the trees even though birds should have left months ago. Butterflies flew above small patches of flowers.

Suddenly, the deer moved toward the cracked boulder. It galloped onto the rock, landing hard on top of the stone. Its hooves hit the crack hard, sending a shockwave through the ground, shaking the trees around with the force.

New cracks spread across the boulder, originating from the original crack. The deer threw back its head and called again, sending another message.

"It wants us to open the rock," Gale said. "Something's inside."

"What could possibly be in a rock?" Kyle asked.

"I'm not wasting bullets on a rock," Kyle holstered his pistol at his side. "I vote fire girl to punch the rock or maybe sword boy."

"Shut up," Clyde elbowed his brother.

Ollie looked at Gale. "You seemed to understand this whole situation best. Want to do the honours?"

Gale nodded, stepping forward. The creek was narrow enough to jump across, which he did easily. Up close, the boulder looked ancient, worn by years of rain and sun. The crack down its centre had been there a long time, but the fresh ones from the deer's hooves still spread, small pieces of stone falling away.

He reached for his storage box in his left pocket, the interface appearing before him. Weber materialized in his right.

The divine beast watched from atop the rock, its eyes showing something Gale couldn't name. It stepped aside, giving him room to work.

Gale took a deep breath, getting into position. The sword felt right in his hand, Dainv Sword Arts guiding his muscles without thought. He pulled back, focusing on the largest crack, then swung forward. No whistle, a perfect cut.

The blade hit the stone with a sound like thunder. Sparks flew. The sword didn't manage to cut through, yet it was enough. The crack widened even more, spreading and spreading further across the surface.

A deep groan came from inside the rock. The existing cracks widened, new ones forming between them, creating a web across the old stone.

With a final crack, the boulder split open.

[Mission Complete.]

[Reward: 1000 points, ???]

[Current points: 1100]

[Latent Origin fragments detected.]

[Extracting Origin from environment.]

Warm light poured out of the continuously growing cracks, the feeling of Origin extraction from prey. The grey grains flowed out of the cracks and swirled around him.

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Awakened

Core Density: 11.84/12

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 100

Efficiency: 100

Essence: 122/200

]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.2][Distort Lv.3]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.2][Essence Control Lv.1][Dainv Combat Arts Lv.1]

…

Trying to suppress his grin, Gale saw the jump from 11.33 to 11.84. Each single point was tantamount effort at the current stage. The journey wasn't for nothing at all, and the sight of progress told him that his choices were right.

"Holy shit," Kyle whispered, interrupting Gale's thoughts.

An orb floated at the centre of the broken stone, no bigger than a baseball. It pulsed with the familiar energy of Vianne's fragment, but slightly different. The orb wasn't quite solid, not quite liquid, nor gas. It was something of all three. Inside it, colours shifted like oil on water between an off white, gold, and purple, never settling into any fixed pattern.
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                Rachel walked up a step beside Gale, looking over his shoulder. "This is it, right? This is what the documents talked about. They called it a shard."

"It has to be. Documents also said it had an effect on dust corruption." Ollie pushed forward, squinting at the orb.

Gale focused on the floating orb and used Analyze.

[Origin Shard]

[Description: A shard of Origin.]

Gale cringed. Stupid system. He could literally already see the name of the shard. It didn't have to repeat it in the description.

"Gale, can I... would you let me take it? For research." Ollie's eyes were fixed on the orb.

Gale glanced at the divine beast still watching a couple of steps from the cracked boulder. The deer made no move, though he could tell that it was saying that he could do what he wanted with it.

"Take it," Gale said. "If it can help with your research, that's more important than anything else."

Ollie reached out slowly, hands cupped to receive the floating orb. His fingers touched the surface, and the shard's light dimmed slightly until finally falling on to his palm. "It's warm. And it feels... alive somehow."

The deer jumped down from the broken boulder, landing quietly on the grass. It dipped its head once toward Gale, then turned and walked to the edge of the clearing where spring met winter.

"So what now?" Kyle holstered the pistol back into his jacket.

The divine beast turned back and galloped to the trees. Its job was done. It had probably watched them since they first got to the hotel. Maybe even knew this would all happen. Would it have led them to this shard if they hadn't solved the wendigo's plea properly?

Gale already knew. Probably not. He took a deep breath before saying, "Let's go home."

Turning away from the cracked boulder, the warm pocket of spring suddenly ended after a couple of minutes once the divine beast left. The snowstorm blew through the whole clearing. The creek froze solid in a couple of seconds while the snow slowly blanketed the pocket of summer back into winter.

"This way," Gale said, pointing down the mountain. "I remember the route."

They followed him single file through the trees. Glancing back and taking in their faces, it looked like he was the only one that memorized the path back. To the untrained eye, they probably thought that the beast was just taking random directions. Dad always did say to 'lock in' the path back, whether that be in the forest, jungle, or the city.

Always memorize the path back or we'll watch you cry for hours from far away because it's funny, Gale remembered dad's words, rolling his eyes.

"Notice anything?" Rachel asked behind him.

Gale nodded. He did notice. No wind or snowfall. The snow's depth wasn't as deep as before, now just above ankle height, far from the almost knee deep snow during the storm.

The trees finally thinned as they reached the edge of the forest. The hotel came into view against the gray sky as large flakes of snow fell softly in the calm wind. Without the storm, it looked just like a normal hotel at the base of the mountain where skiers and snowboarders would lodge.

Kyle jogged up beside Ollie. "Been stuck in haunted labs with super zombies, haunted houses with creepy dolls, and haunted churches with demonic nuns. Gotta say, this hotel's gotta be one of the top haunted ones. Like seriously, who would've thought of a wendigo that wasn't a wendigo?"

"10/10. Would watch again," Clyde said from behind him.

"I swear if I hear one more…" Ollie sighed. "Shut up, Kyle."

They crossed the snowfield towards the hotel. They walked up the creaking front porch and opened the doors, also with a creak. The warm air of the hotel hit their faces right away, a welcome sensation after only feeling harsh snow on his face for almost a whole day.

One thing didn't change. Robert stood behind the desk, looking straight at them without blinking, just like he had at the beginning when they entered the hotel, completely expressionless.

"Checking out?" Robert said.

Gale flinched and went behind Rachel. There was still no way of knowing if this man was real or a real ghost. Maybe even a harmful ghost. At least Dyani was a friendly ghost.

Rachel smiled at Gale beside her, then walked up to the front desk. "Yes, we'll be leaving today."

Robert nodded once. "I'll prepare your bill."

"Is everything okay?" Rachel eyed the broken hinges of the employees' only door, thanks to someone stupid.

Robert's face remained blank. "Just some maintenance issues. Nothing to worry about."

"Right," Kyle muttered. "Maintenance issues."

"Room 217, correct?" Robert asked, typing with his other hand. "That will be $543.67."

Ollie pulled out a credit card. The transaction went through without issue, and Robert handed over a printed receipt.

"Thank you for staying at Mountain View Retreat," Robert said. "We hope you enjoyed your stay."

"So him being creepy is just normal, huh?" Kyle said. "Clearly not a ghost, eh, sword boy?"

What's this guy talking about? There's no way someone that still and expressionless couldn't be a ghost. Maybe a ghost.

"Dude has serious 'I'll watch you sleep' vibes," Kyle continued.

"Shut up." Rachel elbowed Kyle. "Stop scaring Gale."

They walked back to the elevator and took it up to the second floor. Walking to their rooms, no one else talked except the twins, looking at each other, probably talking in twin telepathy. Kyle's snickers were stopped by Rachel shooting him a look.

The group packed their things quickly into their own bags. Clyde packed his broken rifle into his bag along with his twinkies. Kyle packed his pistol and ammunition. Rachel packed her clothes into her backpack. Ollie gathered the papers scattered throughout the living room, while Gale had nothing to pack as his duffle bag was ready to go any time. Always ready to run, just in case, and it definitely wasn't about the ghost.

"Everyone ready?" Ollie zipped up the duffle bags.

They nodded, shouldering bags and checking pockets for keys and phones.

"About a kilometre west. Not far," Gale said. The walk back to the cars went faster than he expected now the snowstorm was gone. He led the way, taking them through the forest on a direct path to the highway.

The pine trees gave way to small shrubs, then open ground. The highway spread before them, left and right. Black asphalt against white snow.

"There," Ollie pointed.

Two vehicles sat on the shoulder. Ollie's car and the SUV that had TWINS22 as the license plate, both covered with a thin layer of snow.

"Wait," Rachel said, "Didn't we park on the road?"

"Movie magic I tell you," Kyle said. "Lots of minor conveniences."

The highway showed no signs of plowing or traffic. Gale smiled as he knew. The signature of the divine beast had been here. So it was watching this whole time, eh.

"Weird," Kyle fished for his keys in his pocket. "Let's just go."

They reached the vehicles. No scratches, no damage. Both started on the first try, heaters blowing warm air into cold interiors.

"Turn on your walkie app," Clyde told Ollie through the car window. "We'll stay in contact."

"Got it." Ollie pulled out his phone and turned on the walkie app.

Both vehicles pulled onto the highway, heading south, back to Toronto. The forest blurred past them. Mountains gave way to rolling hills. Once they reached the rural area, the slow falling snow revealed the beauty of the countryside's snow covered fields in both directions. It was much quieter than the bustling city downtown.

The walkie app crackled on Ollie's phone.

"You guys want to stop at that diner?" Kyle's voice came through. "I'm starving. Pssht, over."

Ollie's blank, dozing face suddenly turned into a serious frown. "We should get back to the city as fast as possible. I need to secure this thing."

"Come on, man. Food first, then driving. Pssht, over," Clyde said over the walkie app.

"We should keep going. Get back before dark." Ollie sighed and pushed the button to respond.

Rachel leaned forward from the passenger seat, squinting her eyes. "Actually, maybe we should stop. Everyone needs to eat, and we're all exhausted. Look at Gale. He's a growing boy and probably hungry too."

Gale nodded enthusiastically. "Steak and eggs sound good right about now."

"See?" Rachel said. "Besides, we need to figure out what we're going to do next. Might as well do it over food."

"Fine," Ollie muttered, then pressed the button again. "We'll stop. Ten minutes max."

"Sweet! Greasy diner food, here we come! Pssht, over," Kyle said.

The diner appeared around the next curve. A long, low building with large windows and a neon blaring red sign saying: "PINE VIEW DINER." There were already a couple of vehicles in the lot, mostly pick up trucks.

Inside, warmth and the smell of breakfast and maple syrup wafted through the whole restaurant. Booths lined the windows, tables filled the centre. A counter with red stools ran along one wall. Cooks behind worked at the grill.

"Sit anywhere," called a middle-aged waitress, barely looking up from the coffee she poured.

The locals turned to stare as the group walked in, probably thinking about how they looked too much like city folks. When the group finally sat down at the booth near the back, the locals resumed their conversations and eating their meals. Ollie and the twins sat on one side of the booth while Rachel and Gale sat on the other side.

"Everyone's looking at us," Ollie whispered as he picked up the laminated menu.

"We look like we fought a deer monster and dug up a child's grave," Kyle said. "Of course they're looking."

"We look dishevelled," Ollie said. "That's why we're attracting attention."

"Maybe we look like city folks to them?" Gale said.

"How would you know?" Clyde narrowed his eyes at him.

Gale pointed to himself, "Hello? I'm one of them."

"Technically, you're worse. Heard stories from Rachel about you living as a feral," Kyle said.

"I did not say that." Rachel turned to Gale, giving him one of the laminated menus. "Don't listen to idiots. They'll rot your brain."

"You know what?" Ollie said. "Kyle's right. We need some good food to get some steam off."

Rachel chuckled. "Look at you, agreeing with Kyle. The world might be ending."

"If the good food doesn't come soon, it might," Kyle waved to catch the waitress's attention.

Ollie leaned back in the booth. "Fine. But after this, we're heading straight back. No more detours."

The waitress approached, notepad and pen in hand. "What'll it be?"

Each of them placed their order. Of course, Gale had to have the steak and eggs. That last diner he went in with Rachel, she barely even touched hers. It looked tasty too, such a waste he didn't take it to go if she didn't want it. Kyle and Clyde both ordered a triple stack of pancakes. Ollie ordered lots of coffee and a western omelette while Rachel ordered steak and eggs as well. If she can't finish it, he'll definitely take her leftovers this time.

She scribbled the orders without comment. Customer service here was pretty good. No small talk at all compared to the one in downtown.

"I don't know about you guys," Kyle said as the waitress walked away, "but I'm never going north in winter again or finding a hotel late at night in a snowstorm with a creepy old man. I'd rather shoot up Knights at the port in Montreal. Fucking hate those guys."

"You'd miss all the fun though," Rachel said.

"Fun? You call that fun? I'd rather kill ghosts in abandoned houses in downtown. At least make some money."

"We still doing that if this path gig doesn't hold up?" Clyde asked.

"No shit!"

"You need a third?" Ollie asked.

"Depends if you can get us unlimited supply of those 'be gone ghost' bullets of yours." Kyle laughed.

Gale's eyes turned to the window beside him as the sun broke through the clouds for the first time since they came up north. A soft tug at the end of his tendrils made him look over between the trees on the other side of the road. A small figure waved at him, dark hair blowing in the wind that didn't seem to affect the trees around her. He smiled softly. It was obvious who it was. He blinked once, and she was gone. Just trees and snow remained.

"Gale, hey Gale," Rachel said, nudging him. "You there?"

He turned back to the table, "I'm here. Just thinking."

Food arrived, and the smell of steak and eggs mixed with the maple syrup and coffee on the other side of the table. No one talked until their plates were all cleaned, except for Rachel's, who scooted her plate over to Gale's side.

Ollie then leaned forward. "So what's our plan?"

"You're the boss," Kyle said. "What do you want to do with the magic transparent floaty orb?"

"Shut u-" Ollie stopped himself as he balled his fist. "The shard needs to be studied. Properly. In a controlled environment."

"Your lab?" Rachel asked.

Ollie nodded. "The dust trade and the silver lions are connected. The containment tech at the airport. And they were probably trying to find this thing up there. I'd bet my whole ass that they made that mystic grade containment unit for this shit so it doesn't get stolen again. In Aur and at the scale of the Silver Lions, they aren't that dumb to keep killing innocents, in fact, they're using dust to arm them. The mundanes are also a resource. So hear me out, what if this can lead us to a cure?"

"Big if and big jumps of logic," Clyde said.

"It could be the breakthrough we need," Ollie said. "Besides, I've already analyzed this on the way back to the hotel. It has the makeup of dust itself."

"Meaning?" Rachel asked.

"Rachel, you and me both know that dust creation or where it comes from is high arcane confidential information," Ollie whispered. "And this having the makeup of dust. I'll be damned if this shard has no connection at all. They even fought a war over this decades ago."

"The Silver Lions knew something," Rachel said. "Their records mentioned shards specifically."

"Yeah, and killed everyone in the reserve to find this floating orb thingy," Kyle said.

"One step at a time," Ollie said. "First, we get the shard somewhere safe. Then we study it. Find out what it can do."

"And the dust?" Gale asked.

"Same plan as before. Track the distribution chain. Find the source. Shut it down," Ollie said. "That'll prevent more exposures."

Gale nodded. As long as the research continues, the dust problem will be solved eventually. Probably.

"Ready?" Ollie asked, pulling out his wallet to pay.

They nodded, sliding out of the booth, stretching their muscles. Exiting the diner, they got inside each of their cars and pulled out of the parking lot.
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                Mia noticed the morning sun rising later and later through the day as the calendar pushed through to December. She slid her chemistry textbook into her backpack along with her laptop, a notebook, and her favourite old but reliable TI-84 white graphing calculator that she got for free at a book fair.

Checking her phone, it was 7:15AM. The TTC bus should've arrived by now, but she knew that it would be twenty minutes late. Plenty of time to go downstairs and wait for it.

"Mom, you ready today?" she called while zipping up her bag.

Her mom walked in and leaned on the doorway, steaming coffee in hand. "Yes, mija. I'm not working until this afternoon."

Mia walked up to her by the door and reached into her pocket, pulling out a small brass coin. "Remember, keep this with you at all times. In your pocket. Not anywhere else. Ok?"

Her mom rolled her eyes, taking the coin. "This thing will protect me from dust bunnies? Sounds like something your abuela would say."

"Just trust me, okay?" Mia said. "Put it in your pocket. Always in your pocket. And don't lose it."

"Ok mija. You don't need to repeat," her mother said.

Rachel had given it to Mia a couple of weeks ago, saying it would create a barrier against dust exposure. According to her, it stored enough energy to last for about two or three weeks.

Her mom placed the coin into her work uniform's front pocket. The protection would last a couple of more days at most, and Mia would need to ask Gale to ask Rachel to recharge it soon.

The choice to give her mom the coin instead of using it for herself was an easy one. Mom spent more time on buses and going to other people's houses, which meant she would be more exposed to the risk of magical dust.

"I'll be back after four, probably. Text me if you need anything." Mia grabbed a piece of toast, putting it in her mouth and running out the door. She couldn't afford to be late.

The bus ride to Yorkdale Adult Learning Centre took about thirty minutes. Mia sat near the back, watching the city pass by the window. The route hadn't changed at all, but the colours became different after that night in the asylum. They had called it Aur, a hidden society that was intertwined with the reality of the mundane.

A man in a business suit stepped off at Lawrence Avenue. Nothing unusual about him except the faint blue outline that sometimes flickered around his hands when he checked his phone. A week ago, she casually would've thought that was just the phone doing weird things. Now she knew otherwise.

The bus passed an alley where a woman walked in, looked both ways, then simply vanished. No one else seemed to notice or care. Probably similar to the thing that happened when they got caught in the invisible wall by those dust dealers.

Mia closed her eyes, not wanting to look at the unveiled world around her. Life had gotten strange since meeting Gale. Since that night at the asylum. Since… meeting that woman, Rachel.

The chemistry classroom smelled like it always did. The scent of dry-erase markers, cleaning solution, and morning coffee wafted through the air. Mia took her usual seat near the front as Mrs. Chen wrote equations on the whiteboard. This used to be one of her favourite classes.

"The equation for combustion of propane," Mrs. Chen said, writing an equation Mia didn't pay attention to. "Can someone balance this equation?"

A few hands went up. Not Mia's. Her notebook remained closed on her desk as Mrs. Chen's voice became background noise.

What did molecular bonds matter when there were people who could control fire with their hands? What was the point of studying valence electrons when others could teleport? Science had rules, neat little boxes for everything. But Aur broke all those rules, or maybe it played with a different ruleset. Who knew?

Mrs. Chen called on someone else to explain the reaction. The girl next to Mia answered correctly, describing how atoms rearranged during combustion.

Mia spent the whole time doodling in her notebook, drawing the Ann Estate's front yard gateway and the dragon statues by the front door. Even the walls and the floor in that house were definitely not 'mundane' materials. Every time she looked away from the walls, the grains on the wood would have somehow rearranged themselves. The floor gave off a strange glow even though it wasn't electronic. And that coin that she gave, it was denser than a 1x1cm cube of osmium.

What was it made of and how did it work? These questions were worth more than the questions posed by chemistry equations. It's a set of rules that were completely different from the ones she had lived by so far, and that by itself got her brain juice running faster and faster that she couldn't sleep at night.

Class ended with an assignment due Friday. Mia packed up slowly, letting the room empty before heading to the common area where Andrew and Jacob waited at their usual table.

"There she is!" Jacob waved like a puppy wagging its tail.

Andrew looked up from his laptop, "Hey."

Mia dropped her backpack on the table. "You guys heard anything from… Gale?"

"Nope. Not at all," Jacob said. "Speaking of which, I had the best idea this morning. What if we gave Gale a camera? Like, a good one. He could record all his adventures, and we could edit them into a YouTube series."

Andrew snorted. "You think he has time to play cameraman while fighting monsters?"

"Not a big camera," Jacob insisted. "One of those little GoPros or something. Strap it to his chest or something."

Mia took out her water bottle. "And who exactly would watch these videos?"

"Everyone! We'd market it as 'real or fake' found footage. People would go nuts trying to figure it out." Jacob's eyes basically beamed at Mia. "We could monetize it."

"You're assuming he'd agree to this," Andrew said.

"Why wouldn't he? Free camera. We could even market it to him by saying that his girlfriend could watch him do cool shit during his adventures or something. I dunno."

"Have either of you even seen Gale lately?" Mia asked.

"Not since we saw him at his girlfriend's," Andrew said.

Jacob shook his head. "Nope. But that's kinda my point. He's probably out there right now doing something awesome. Fighting ghosts in some abandoned mansion or maybe even beat up a wendigo, you know 'cause it's almost winter."

"Or zombies," Andrew said. "Don't forget zombies."

"See? That's content people would pay to see!" Jacob slammed his hand on the table. "Think about it."

Mia took a big gulp of water. Had to, after listening to this bunch of lovable dimwits. Last she heard from him, he said he'd go north with Rachel. Something about a hotel. Not much details other than just giving her a heads up.

"He's probably busy," she said. "Not making content for your get-rich-quick scheme."

Jacob clutched his chest dramatically. "You wound me, Mia. This is art, not a scheme. The art of cinematography is the coolest thing ever!"

"Even if he's fighting monsters or whatever, I doubt he wants to film it. Privacy and all that." Andrew closed his laptop.

"Fine, then what about us?" Jacob said. "We could start a channel about the supernatural. Interviews with people who've seen shit. Research into weird events around the city. Journalism of the occult!"

"And get killed when we poke our noses where they don't belong?" Mia said. "No thanks."

"We wouldn't have to get involved directly," Jacob said. "Just report what we find, like real journalists."

Right. They were all just mundane anyways. Rachel and Gale even called them mundane right in front of their faces. Not sure why that struck a nerve, but it didn't sit right with her being called such a thing, like they were second class citizens.

She sighed. They were right, though. One hard sneeze their way and they'd be wiped off the face of the planet. "Hey, what do you guys think happens to people like us in Aur?"

"What do you mean?" Andrew asked.

"I mean, we don't have powers. We're just regular people who know about things we probably shouldn't," Mia said, resting her chin on the table. "Rachel mentioned there are mundanes in Aur, but what do they actually do?"

"Paperwork?" Jacob said.

"Administrative stuff, probably," Andrew said. "Someone has to handle the normal parts of any organization. Budgets, scheduling, equipment maintenance."

"But is that all?" Mia said. "Just office work while others go out, find mysteries, and maybe even save the world? What's the point of us knowing all of this and we can't even do anything?"

"I don't know about you, but I'd make a great Aur secretary. 'Hello, monster hunting department, please hold while I transfer you to someone who can actually help.' I mean, I'm completely fine with that as long as I can see cool stuff everyday." Jacob leaned back in his chair.

"Being 'mundane' doesn't mean useless," Andrew said. "Think about it. In most books I've read, the characters without powers often come up with the most creative solutions. When you can't rely on magic, you have to use your brain differently."

"This isn't fiction, Andrew," Mia said. "We saw what Rachel and that butler of hers can do. We heard them talk about lots of things in a way us mundanes can never understand. They're not just super powered humans. They're smart!"

"But you can't just discount mundanes without fully understanding Aur. Like, what do we actually know?" Andrew said. "Instead of assuming, we should just ask Gale. Or his girlfriend."

"Remember those gangsters? They targeted me because I was weak. They calculated it. Their only mistake was running into Gale."

"So why would Aur have mundanes at all?" Andrew asked. "If powered people are superior in every way, what's the point of keeping regular humans around?"

Mia took out the laptop in her bag and opened it. "I don't know. Though I've been looking into it. Did some research on unusual events in Toronto. There was this incident about ten years ago. The official story was a gas explosion."

"The Lakeshore West Heights thing?" Jacob said. "My uncle lived near there. Said the whole area was fenced off."

"The news called it a gas leak, but the details don't add up." Mia tapped a few times on the touchpad, pulling up a folder of saved articles. "I think some cops know about Aur. I mean they have to right? They were first responders."

"It was just a gas leak. Boring. We should be exploring haunted houses instead! Like there's an abandoned high school in Hamilton. That beats boring crime suspense BS. Way cooler too," Jacob said.

Mia reached over and smacked Jacob on the head with a rolled-up piece of paper.

"Ow! What was that for?"

"For being an idiot." She turned her laptop around. "This is Detective Frank. He lost his wife and daughter in that 'gas leak.' If it was really just an accident, why has he spent the last decade investigating it? Why was he demoted from homicide to records? Why did three officers who responded that night quit the force within a month?"

Andrew leaned closer to Mia's laptop. "So what are you saying? This guy is in Aur and he's also going to get us in that mundane Aur stuff?"

"I don't know for sure, but look at this." Mia clicked to another tab showing property records. "After the incident, the city bought all the damaged properties and fenced off the whole area. People can still see inside the neighbourhood, yet people are turned away at the entrance checkpoints."

"How do you know all of this?" Andrew asked.

"My cousin works at City Hall. She owed me for watching her kids last summer," Mia said. "The point is, there's something there we can find out. I went there last week."

"You went there by yourself?" Jacob asked.

"I didn't go inside," Mia coughed. "Just walked around the perimeter. But... I kept seeing things. Like, from the corner of my eye. Shapes moving in the windows. Flashes of light with no source, like ghost orbs."

"Probably just reflections," Andrew said.

"Maybe." Mia closed her laptop. "But I think they might be remnants of the people who disappeared."

Andrew stared at Mia for a couple of seconds before saying, "You're really serious about this?"

"Dead serious."

"Let me guess," Andrew crossed his arms. "You want us to come with you to check it out because you got scared last time and now you're bringing us with you."

Mia smiled. "Exactly."

Jacob's eyes darted between them. "Wait, we're actually considering this? Breaking into a secured government area to look for ghosts or whatever?"

"Not breaking in," Mia said. "Just investigating from outside. For now."

"For now?" Andrew said.

"We need to understand what we've gotten ourselves into," Mia said. "Gale and Rachel are out there doing who-knows-what, and we're just sitting here taking chemistry tests. Don't you want to be more than bystanders? Don't you want to learn the different rules of the other side?"

Andrew grinned. "When would we do this?"

"Tonight. After dark."

"Of course it has to be after dark," Jacob sighed.

"Less chance of being spotted," Mia said.

Andrew packed up his laptop. "I have work until nine."

"Pick us up after then," Mia said. "Jacob?"

"Fine! But if we die horrible deaths, I'm blaming both of you in the afterlife." Jacob chewed on his nails.



Andrew's car pulled up at Lakeshore West Heights at 10:00 PM sharp. Streetlights lit up the empty road as they got out onto the cracked sidewalk. The cold late November air bit at their jackets, a chill made worse by being close to the lake.

"This is it?" Jacob zipped up his jacket to his chin. "Doesn't look like much."

Mia pointed to the fence right in front of them that stretched left and right far enough that they couldn't see where it ended. "That's the point. They want it to look uninteresting."

The fence stood about 8 feet high with barbed wire on top. There were no cameras nor guards. It was just literally an ordinary chain-linked fence.

Andrew pushed the lock button on his key fob. "No gate either. How we getting in?"

"We climb," Mia pointed at where the barbed wires eased up by the side. "Jacob, you're up first."

Jacob looked down at his body. "No way. Look at me. I'm not built for fence climbing."

"You're not even fat," Mia said, shoving his shoulder. "Stop making excuses and get up there. Unless you're scared?"

"I'm appropriately cautious," Jacob corrected. "And why do I have to go first?"

Mia crossed her arms. "Because if you don't, you'll chicken out and run back to the car while we're halfway up."

"That's… okay, that's fair."

Andrew looked beyond the fence at the unlit park beyond. "I saw something."

Mia and Jacob turned to look.

"Behind that tree," Andrew said, pointing to a large oak about 30 yards in. "Something moved."

"Probably a raccoon," Jacob said.

"Too big for a raccoon," Andrew said. "I don't think this is a good idea. Gale isn't here. If something happens..."

"I know," Mia said. "But we can't just wait around for them to come back. This place has answers." She paused. "But you're right, it could be dangerous. We stick together, we don't separate, and at the first sign of real trouble, we leave. Deal?"

Andrew nodded. "Deal."

"Great," Jacob muttered. "Now I definitely don't want to go first."

Mia pushed him towards the fence. "Science requires sacrifice, Jacob."

"My dignity or my life? Some choice."

Jacob grabbed the metal links anyway and started climbing. Slow, but climbing. The fence shook, making clanging noises. Mia and Andrew looked around. No guards anywhere.

"Shh!" Mia whispered harshly. "Quieter!"

"Metal fences make noise!" Jacob whispered back. "It's what they do!"

He got to the top, moved between the gaps of the barbed wires, then dropped to the other side with a thud. Mia followed, wincing at the noise of the fence but made it to the other side quickly. Andrew came last, landing almost silently on the other side.

The unlit park behind them stretched beyond. A space with plenty of benches, a playground, and old trees that almost covered the sky. Everything looked ordinary aside from the fact that there was literally no one else around other than themselves.

"Which way?" Andrew asked.

Mia pointed through the park. "Through there to the residential area."

They walked close together across the park. Dry leaves crunched under their feet, the only other sound other than Jacob breathing hard.

Jacob stopped suddenly. "Did you see that?"

"What?" Mia turned.

"By the swings. Someone was standing there." Jacob pointed to the empty playground. "A kid, I think."

Mia squinted at where he pointed. "I don't see anything."

"They were just there," Jacob said. "Then I looked right at them and... gone."

"I've been seeing them too. In the corners of my vision. When I try to focus, they disappear," Andrew said.

They were right. Something was up with this place. The moment they landed on the other side of the fence, the temperature dropped, colder, and that wasn't because of the season. In the corner of her eye, she saw them too. She repeated to herself in her mind, ghosts aren't real.

"Let's keep moving," she said.

They kept walking through the park and reached the edge. That was when the fog rolled in. Thin at first, then thicker the closer they got to the residential area. It was just outright creepy and anything beyond 20 feet was not visible.

They stepped onto a street lined with houses. Mia stopped and stared. "There really was no gas explosion."

Jacob whimpered. "What the hell is all this?"

"Look at these houses," Mia said. "They're perfect. Windows not broken. Paint still good after 10 years empty."

Pulling up her phone, she pulled up the map she took before coming to school. She rotated the picture of the map a bunch of times before settling on one orientation. "This way. Frank's house is on Willow Street, 3 blocks east."

They moved through the fog, past the empty, undisturbed homes. Sometimes the fog cleared enough to show a bike left on a lawn or a rotting plate by the front porch of a house. Everything left in the middle of being used.

"Here," Mia said, stopping. "This is it."

The house was a modest bungalow, like all the others on the street.

Andrew tried the front door. It clicked open, and he pushed it in.

"Should we knock first?" Jacob asked nervously.

"Too late for that," Mia said, stepping inside.

The house was dark. Andrew turned on his phone flashlight. The light revealed a living room with old furniture covered in dust.

"Spread out," Mia said. "Look for anything unusual. Documents, photos, evidence."

They moved through the house carefully. Jacob checked the kitchen, Andrew the bedroom, while Mia looked through the living room.

On the mantel was a framed photo covered in a layer of dust. A man stood with his arm around a woman and a young girl between them. The man was clearly Detective Frank, just a lot younger than what she had seen in his files.

"Guys," she called softly. "Found something."

No answer.

Mia put the photo in her backpack and kept searching. In the dining room, she found a small wooden cabinet. Inside, hidden behind some dishes, was a small glass vial with clear purple liquid and grey grains.

It looked exactly like the stuff the gangsters tried to use on her that day when they were going out for lunch.

A car stopped suddenly outside.

"Goddammit, Alan!" a man's voice shouted. "At least stop like a normal human!"

Mia's head snapped to where the shout came from. The vial slipped from her fingers and hit the floor. No time to lose. She was already running to the back of the house.

"Jacob! Andrew!" she whispered loudly. "Someone's here!"

They met in the kitchen.

"Back door," Andrew pointed. "Now."

They slipped out just as the front door opened. They crouched low, ran across the backyard and into the alley behind the houses.

"Who was that?" Jacob asked when they were several houses away.

"No idea," Mia said, breathing hard. "But I found something in there. That guy must be related to the dust network. I found the same vial in that house."

"Are you sure?" Andrew asked.

"Positive. Same size, same clear liquid."

"So Frank might be connected to the Silver Lions?" Jacob asked.

"Maybe."

"Or he was investigating them," Andrew said. "Found evidence, kept it."

"Either way, it connects him to all this." Mia looked back toward the house. "Did you guys find anything?"

Andrew nodded, pulling a folder from inside his jacket. "In his bedroom desk. It was locked, but the wood was rotted."

The folder had two words stamped in red: "RED DEATH INCIDENT."

"We need to get out of here," Mia said. "We can look at this later."

They went back through the foggy streets, moving faster. The strange apparitions and ghost orbs seemed to have occurred more frequently.

At the fence, Jacob climbed first again, complaining about the dangers of scientific curiosity. Once all three were over, they ran to Andrew's car and got in

            

    
        Chapter 150

    
    
    
    
                Gale sat in the back of the classroom, watching students come in. Today was physics and it had been way too long since he texted his friends. After all the zombies, wendigos, and divine beasts, a nice change of pace of physics and chemistry at an adult learning centre was a nice change of pace.

Opening his phone, he saw four text messages from Rachel.

[Rachel: Don't believe Kyle about the feral stuff.]

[Rachel: I did not say those. He misunderstood it.]

[Rachel: I was just sharing stories about how I felt when you came to save from the beasts.]

[Rachel: I really didn't think you were feral. Don't listen to the twin idiots. Ok?!]

What the hell is she talking about? He was feral, and that was a good thing. Even mom and dad acted the same as him when they would sometimes venture into cities after months in the wilderness. The woods were a tough place to live. The ferality made him strong. Too strong that he actually felt sorry for that first kid that got knocked out on his first day at the orphanage, Gale sighed.

[Gale: but i am feral? why is that a bad thing?]

[Rachel: No! You are not. Don't call yourself that!]

Gale shook his head. She won't understand. Feral is good. Besides, the woods didn't have the loud honking noise of the city cars. One of these days, he'll take Rachel and Rachel's best friend and Ollie and Mia and Jacob and Andrew to build a cabin in the woods together and be feral for a week.

"As I was saying last week," Mr. Walker fixed his glasses, "Newton's third law applies to all forces in nature. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction."

Gale copied the formula into his notebook as he stuck his tongue out. Follow the rules, get the right answer. Physics didn't care about ghosts or cursed hotels or little girls stuck between worlds.

"If we apply a force of 50 Newtons to an object with a mass of 10 kilograms..."

Who knew that adventure could be so fun, especially with friends? Solving mysteries and getting rewards. Ollie was probably looking at the shard with a magnifying glass just about now. Lab 7 would be busy, and they'd all probably spend days doing all nighters. And here in physics classroom, just keep moving the pencil and write the notes from the whiteboard onto the paper. Easy peasy orange juicy. Now he wants some orange juice, or maybe apple juice. That sounds good just about now.

"Mr. Hathie?"

Gale blinked. "Sorry?"

Mr Walker pointed to the equation on the board. "The acceleration?"

"Five metres per second squared," Gale answered right away.

"Very good, young man!" Mr Walker said and continued. Gale went back to his notebook, writing down the notes while thinking of which juice to buy now he's got some allowance from both Ollie and Rachel.

When class ended, Gale packed slowly. Andrew waited by the door, scrolling through his phone.

"Food court?" Andrew asked as Gale approached.

Gale nodded. "Jacob and Mia meeting us?"

"Already there. Jacob's been talking about ghosts all morning."

They walked through the crowded hallways of the adult learning centre and through the streets. It took about 20 minutes to get to Yorkdale Mall by foot, and what greeted them was the afternoon shoppers of moms with their too-young-to-go-to-school children.

Regular people living regular lives.

Jacob waved from a table when they entered the food court. Mia sat beside him, picking at a salad she clearly didn't want.

"Look who decided to show up," Jacob said as they sat down. "Mr. Monster Hunter himself."

"Sorry about not texting." Gale put his backpack on the floor.

Mia pushed her salad away. Dark circles showed under her eyes, her skin pale against her black hair.

"You okay?" Gale asked.

"Period," Mia said. "So, where have you been?"

"North. Some hotel in the middle of nowhere," Gale said. Gotta keep them guessing. Tell them a story that'll keep them at the edge of their seats.

"And?" Jacob leaned forward at the edge of his seat. "Details, man! Ghost hunt? Vampire nest? Werewolf pack?"

"A ghost girl, actually," Gale said. "And a deer that wasn't really a deer."

"Cool," Jacob said. "Like, a skinwalker?"

"No, more like a spirit with lingering attachments." Gale took a fry from Jacob's tray. He began summarizing the events that led up from the super zombies in the basement of a cabin. This led to them getting stuck in the snowstorm, and they had to go find a hotel called Hotel Frankley. The hotel itself was haunted by a wendigo that wasn't a wendigo, but a guardian spirit with lingering resentment and attachments to a child called Dyani. And finally, a divine beast that led them to the big macguffin.

"Gale, I think we need to discuss something super mega serious," Jacob said, looking serious.

"Like what?" Gale gulped.

Jacob fished out a box from his bag and put it on the table. The box was labelled 'GoPro Hero66'.

Mia smacked Jacob at the back of the head softly. "Put that thing back. Gale isn't going to put on a camera!"

"But he hasn't even-"

"No buts!"

Jacob took the box back and put it back into his bag. 

Wasn't that a camera, though? Wouldn't it be cool for Gale to record himself in action and then be able to share it to Rachel on YouTube? That'd be so cool… if it wasn't for stupid Aur having its own secrecy rules.

Andrew leaned, studying his face. "You look tired."

"It's been a long couple of days," Gale sighed.

Mia sat up straight. "We found something. About the Red Death Incident."

"What about it?" Gale said.

"We went to Lakeshore West Heights last night," Mia said. "Found a detective's house about a guy whose family disappeared in the incident. He had files."

"You went there? At night by yourselves?" Gale said.

"We were careful," Andrew said.

"There were shapes," Jacob said. "People that weren't quite there. You'd see them out of the corner of your eye, but when you looked directly, they just magically disappear. I mean they're ghost but magic."

Mia leaned forward. "What do you know about it? The Red Death. There's nothing in the public records except 'gas explosion' and 'terrorist attack.'"

"I was there," Gale said.

They all turned to him in unison.

"What?" Mia said.

"My orphanage was in Lakeshore West Heights." Gale looked down. "I turned eighteen on October 2nd. I'm not really twenty-eight like my documents say."

Jacob's mouth opened and closed without sound.

"The Red Death wasn't a gas explosion or terrorists or any of the conspiracy theories out on the internet right now," Gale said. "It was a rift. When it opened, everyone in the area was pulled through. Including me."

"But the incident was ten years ago," Andrew said. "And if you were there, wouldn't you be past your 30s now, and you look like that?"

"Rachel said the time dilation in the rift was pretty bad," Gale said. "For me, it was only a few months. For Earth, it was a decade."

"You're saying you're not the age your ID says?" Mia squinted her eyes at Gale, glaring with extreme intensity.

Gale shrank back into his seat, nodding.

"The rift, right?" Mia asked.

"I call it The Eclipsed. A place with an eternal eclipse. A blue moon hangs in the sky. Full of nightmares that you would never believe."

Jacob swallowed. "How did you survive?"

"My parents taught me to hunt before all of it. I was fully prepared to live in the forest," Gale said. "Then I found a way back, an exit."

"And everyone else from the orphanage?" Andrew asked.

"Dead or still trapped. I don't know." Gale looked away. "I didn't have much to lose. No family. The orphanage wasn't exactly home."

"So that's why you're taking adult classes," Mia said. "You missed ten years of education."

"Yeah…" Gale said, not meeting any of their eyes.

"Jesus," Jacob whispered. "Why didn't you tell us?"

"You wouldn't have believed me," Gale said.

"Fair point."

Gale turned to Mia. "Now tell me what you found and why you thought going to a known supernatural hot zone without me was a good idea."

Mia sat straighter. "We found files labelled 'Red Death Incident' in Detective Frank's house. He lost his family that night. Been investigating ever since."

"You shouldn't have gone there," Gale said. "It's dangerous."

"We were careful," Mia said.

"Someone showed up while we were inside," Jacob said. "We got out through the back door."

"I'd rather look at haunted houses," Jacob added. "At least those are fun scary, not dangerous scary."

"Ignore him." Mia rolled her eyes, then leaned on the table closer to Gale. "Can I ask you something? Does it bother you that we're mundanes?"

"What?"

"You know, normal. Powerless," Mia said. "Rachel called us that, like we're... less."

"We want to be part of your life," Andrew said. "But we don't know where we fit. What do mundanes even do in Aur?"

Jacob raised his hand. "For the record, I actually want to be useless as long as I get to watch the cool stuff on the sideline. Just a side note. That's all."

"You're not going to be useless," Gale said. "Any of you."

"But what do mundanes even do in Aur?" Andrew asked. "Well, we do want to be part of your life. But… it's hard. What can we even do for you with all of the superpower stuff?"

"Look around you. See that coffee shop across the street from the learning centre? It's owned by an Awakened, but most of the staff are mundanes. They know about Aur, they're part of it, but they live normal lives." Gale sighed. "At Lab 7, Ollie's research facility, most of the staff are mundanes. Scientists, administrators, some of the security. There aren't enough Awakened to keep the system running. Normal people have their place in everything."

"So what, we're the support staff?" Mia asked.

"No," Gale said firmly. "You're the ones who keep the world turning while people like me deal with the weird stuff. But that doesn't make you less important. Besides, only a handful of Aurians actually get to fight. Most can't fight and probably never will."

"So we're not just... bystanders?" Andrew asked.

"No. You're not." Gale looked at each of them in turn. "But that doesn't mean you should go hunting for trouble. Mia, Jacob, what you did was stupid. You could have been hurt or worse."

"Andrew went too," Jacob said.

"Andrew's the only one showing basic logic here." Gale put a palm to his face. "Look, if you want to investigate, fine. But wait for me next time. I can protect you if something goes wrong."

"Can we at least get some weapons?" Andrew asked. "Like that coin Rachel gave Mia?"

"That's different. It's defensive," Gale said. "Weapons that work on monsters work on humans too. They're not toys."

"So no lightsabers. Got it." Jacob looked disappointed.

"I promise I'll go with you next time," Gale said. "Just don't go alone again."

"So about that GoPro idea…"

"I'm about to smack you if I know what you're about to say," Mia said.

"Think about it! 'Real Monster Hunter' would get millions of views." Jacob spread his hands like he was framing a movie title. "We could monetize it, split the profits. You fight monsters, we handle the business end-Ow!"

"The production quality would need to be high. Good editing, music, maybe some graphics for context," Andrew said.

"See? Andrew gets it," Jacob said. "You could wear a small camera. Viewers wouldn't even know it's there. Capture everything from your perspective. Maybe even do some telekinesis and film yourself in third person."

Gale's phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw Ollie's notification.

[Ollie: Need you at Lab 7. Now. Important findings about the shard.]

"I have to go," Gale said, standing up. "Ollie needs me at the lab."

"Think about the GoPro!" Jacob called as Gale grabbed his backpack.

"Shut up with the GoPro!" Mia shouted.

"I will." Gale turned back to them. "Remember what I said. No more solo adventures."

Andrew waved. "Be careful."



Gale stepped off the elevator onto Floor 52 of TD Tower. The familiar office space of rows and rows of cubicles and adulting life that people come to everyday to survive another day and get their pay cheques. Most importantly, not a hint of Lab 7 anywhere and he forgot which cubicle was supposed to be the entrance.

"Guide," Gale whispered. "I need to find Lab 7. What should I do?"

[Recommend to use perception passive: Breath of the Void]

Tendrils spread out before him, sending information back to his senses. One of the tendrils tugged at him, third row from the window that told him that this was no mere cubicle. That was it, the secret door to the super secret society.

Approaching the cubicle, it was a standard setup of a computer monitor, a keyboard, papers and the odd landline phone that looked like something from the early 2000s.

Gale picked up the receiver and held it to his ear.

"Hello?"

Next thing, he heard a click beside the wall of the cubicle. Ether spread before the wall, fading out of existence and showing him the white walls and buzzing fluorescent lights overhead.

Lab 7.

Gale stepped inside, the wall closing behind him. The familiar hidden corridor led to a larger space divided into sections.

A familiar woman in a lab coat approached him. Her hair pulled back tight, glasses, asian. Gale forgot her name.

"Mr. Hathie," she said. "Ollie told me to expect you. You can just call me Dr. Chen if you forgot."

"Ollie said it was urgent."

"Yes, we've made significant progress with the shard. Follow me."

She led him through the lab to a secure room. Inside, behind thick glass, the shard was in a container display at the centre of the room.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Dr. Chen's eyes fixed on the shard. "We've been studying its composition since Ollie brought it in."

"What have you found?" Gale asked.

Dr. Chen tapped her tablet. "By studying the shard and breaking down its properties, we could potentially make a cure for dust corruption within five years."

"Five years?" Gale said. "That's a long time for people suffering now."

"And that's with only a ten percent chance of success," she added. "We're dealing with something completely new here. The molecular structure is unlike anything we've seen before."

Gale stared at the shard. A 10 percent chance of making a breakthrough in 5 years… that still seemed a bit too much. Would people still have to suffer through those years? Thousands more would have to suffer under the premise of making the cure.

"We did discover something interesting," Dr. Chen continued, moving to a control panel. She adjusted a setting, and a video played on the screen. It showed a patient in a hospital bed, crystal growths visible on their arms and neck.

"This is test subject 23, stage two dust corruption," she explained. "Watch what happens when we bring the shard close."

In the video, a researcher carefully brought the shard near the patient. A close up of the crystal growths immediately stopped spreading, some even shrinking slightly.

"The shard's presence effectively stops crystallization progress," Dr. Chen said. "But it's temporary. Once we remove the shard..."

The video continued, showing the shard being taken away. An hour later, the crystals began growing again.

"So it's not a cure," Gale said.

"No, but it's a treatment or could be, if we had more shards." Dr. Chen sighed. "Which we don't."

She moved to another screen, showing complex chemical formulas that were nowhere near the complexity of what he'd ever seen in class. "We've identified sixteen parts out of sixty-four total components that are very similar to dust's composition. If we can understand the relationship between the shard and dust, we might find a way to neutralize dust completely."

"Or make it more dangerous," Gale said.

"Our goal is to help people, Mr. Hathie. Not create more problems." Dr. Chen smirked. "Which is why this research is classified. Now, Ollie's waiting for you in the conference room. Down the hall, last door on the right."

Gale thanked her and followed her directions. Approaching the conference room, muffled voices slipped through the door, one belonging to a man named 'Alexei'.

He pushed the door open. Rachel sat at the conference table to the right of Ollie. Her face showed a different kind of anger that he hadn't seen before on her. Ollie stood beside her, leaning on the table as he talked towards the large screen. A man's face filled the display, late 50s, slavic features, and a clear russian accent with blue eyes.

Ollie turned as Gale entered. "There you are. Come in, we were just discussing a potential collaboration. An old man from Silver Lion claiming to be Spotlight."

Gale took a seat next to Rachel, who gave him a quick glance that said everything: she wasn't happy about this meeting.

"Ahh, the dark hunter," Spotlight said from the screen. "A pleasure to meet you at last. Ollie speaks highly of your abilities."

Gale nodded, somehow not able to meet his eyes even though its just a screen.

Spotlight smiled. "A cautious one. Good. You'll need that quality in this business."

"What business are we discussing exactly?" Gale whispered to Ollie.

Ollie cleared his throat. "Spotlight knows we have the shard. It seems we weren't as careful as we should have been transporting it back to the city."

"And now he wants it?" Gale said.

"I want to work together," Spotlight said. "Your team has the shard. My family has resources, protection, and decades of research into similar artifacts. A collaboration would benefit us both."

Ollie nodded. "The Silver Lions have the largest research division of any family in North America. That mystic grade container is decades ahead of whatever the Path has."

"Doesn't forgive the shit they did throughout Canada?" Rachel crossed her arms. "They literally stuck the Jiuling and Knights on you, Ollie."

"That's just a side effect of their research," Ollie said. "Business expenses."

Gale frowned.

"People aren't expenses," she yelled.

"Which is what this shard might help with, to stop all the deaths," Ollie yelled back, then sighed. "Let's stay focused. A partnership with the Silver Lions would give us access to equipment we can't afford on our own. Security we can't provide. And expertise we don't have."

"At what cost?" Gale asked.

"Shared research," Ollie said. "We work together, we share the results."

"And control of the shard?" Rachel asked.

"It stays here," Ollie said. "Non-negotiable."

Spotlight sighed. "I would prefer it in our more secure facilities, but I'm willing to compromise. The shard remains at Lab 7, but with our security personnel and routines implemented."

"Security full of holes. Couldn't even keep the knuckle guards intact." Gale grinned.

Spotlight ignored Gale. "Three researchers, two security specialists. All vetted and under your supervision at all times."

"What guarantee do we have that you won't just take the shard once your people are inside?" Gale asked.

Spotlight smiled thinly. "Because if I wanted to take it by force, we wouldn't be having this conversation. I respect Ollie's operation. I see potential in your little group. I'm offering a genuine partnership, not a trick."

"You're responsible for the worsening relations between Canada and the US. Not just that. The United Knights and Jiuling," Rachel said. "No shit your offer sucks."

"Politics are complex, Ms. Ann," Spotlight replied. "The situation is not as simple as that. The Ann Family definitely knows that."

"Don't lecture me about politics," Rachel said. "You're not upholding any values."

Ollie's eyes turned to his side for a second. "Rachel. Be careful."

Spotlight cleared his throat. "I respect that. But let me be clear, we got dust the same way you people get it. Our own supplies were funnelled by the Arcanes, unlike your smuggling network. We studied it, learned everything about it. We've used it to fund our operation, but our goal has always been to understand it. Just like you."

"And this partnership would help that goal?" Ollie asked.

"Significantly," Spotlight said. "The shard you found is rare. Extremely. Combined with our resources, research, we could accelerate the timeline for getting the cure."

"Let me think on this one," Ollie said finally. "I need to discuss with my team."

"Of course," Spotlight nodded.

The call ended, leaving the conference room in silence.

"We need to consider this offer," Ollie closed his laptop with a snap, turning to face Gale and Rachel. "The Lions have resources we can't match."

"You can't trust them. Are you really considering the idiots that sicked the dogs on one side and the knives on the other?" Rachel said.

"Their research division is legitimate," Ollie said.

"Their money isn't," Rachel said.

The conference room door opened suddenly. Gerard stepped through, dressed in his usual black and white butler attire, not a wrinkle visible.

"Mr. Glory," Gerard nodded to Ollie. "Young miss. Master Hathie."

"Gerard? What are you doing here?" Rachel said.

"Madam Esther sent me," Gerard said, straightening his posture. "She thought my presence might be required."

"To what do we owe the madam?" Ollie asked.

"A minor issue," Gerard said. "Young miss, Master Hathie, if I may, let us talk in private for a moment."

Rachel glanced at Ollie, who waved them off. "Go ahead. I need to review these notes anyway."

Gerard led them down the hallway to a small meeting room. He closed the door and snapped his fingers. A soft red light pulsed along the edges of the room.

"Privacy measures," he said. "Lab 7 has excellent security, but one can never be too careful."

Rachel pouted. "What's this about?"

"Madam Esther has sent me to extend a formal offer to Master Hathie. A contract of employment," Gerard said, reaching into his jacket and taking out a crimson red envelope sealed with dark red wax. "The Ann family would like to hire you."

Gale took the envelope, surprisingly heavy for a piece of envelope. Must be expensive paper. "Employment?"

"Yes. Madam Esther believes your talents would be valuable to her interests." Gerard smiled. "The contract states a starting salary of 200,000 annually, comprehensive health insurance with a personal spending account, housing within the Ann Mansion, and access to the training facilities."

"Two hundred thousand!?" Gale's eyes drooled at the envelope. That could really change his life.

"Plus performance bonuses based on missions," Gerard said.

Rachel crossed her arms. "Gerard, does my grandmother understand what she's doing? Gale isn't just some random person to hire."

"On the contrary, Young Miss. Madam Esther is fully aware of Master Hathie's unique circumstances." Gerard turned to Gale. "This offer comes with additional provisions. Madam Esther wishes to provide you with educational opportunities to make up for your lost decade. Private tutors, accelerated courses, whatever you require."

"Why would Esther want to hire me?"

"Madam Esther has her reasons," Gerard said. "She believes you possess potential beyond what others see. She also finds your... background intriguing."

"You mean the Eclipsed," Gale said.

"Among other things." Gerard straightened his cuffs. "Madam Esther plays a long game, Master Hathie. She has schemes within schemes, many decades in motion. Your sudden appearance has caught her attention."

"What would I do for her?" Gale asked.

"Initially, your role would involve accompanying Young Miss on various assignments. Security detail, perhaps some investigative work. Nothing too demanding," Gerard said. "Madam Esther believes the two of you work well together."

Rachel's pout softened, eyes turning to Gale.

Gale placed the envelope on the table. "I need time to think about this."

"Of course," Gerard said. "Madam Esther anticipated such a response. The offer remains open for one week."

"And if I say no?" Gale asked.

"Then you say no." Gerard smiled. "Madam Esther does not pressure potential allies. She merely offers opportunities."

"I think that kind of solves a lot of your problems… I guess." Rachel didn't look him in the eye.

"Miss Rachel," Gerard said. "Perhaps you might allow Mr. Hathie to consider the offer without undue influence?"

Rachel sighed. "Fine."

"Thank you," Gerard turned back to Gale. "Take your time, Master Hathie. But consider carefully. Madam Esther's favour opens many doors in this world. Doors that would otherwise remain closed to someone in your position."

Gale picked up the envelope again. He was right. Articles did tell him that networking was very important in the adult world. Without networking, some doors stayed closed forever.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, checking the screen. A couple of texts from Andrew, Mia, and Jacob.

"I should check these," he said, holding up the phone.

"By all means," Gerard said.

Gale stepped into the hallway, turning on the screen and flipping to the message app.

[Andrew: sent you notes on physics and chemistry. Brought you summarized notes on the last book we read up on too. check your email later]

[Mia: You coming to class tomorrow?]

[Mia: We can go to a restaurant that just opened up by dufferin]

[Jacob: think about the gopro bro. think about the girls thatll be watching the videos. the views for days!!]

[Mia: @J_starwars_cob Shut up before i smack you from the screen]

[Jacob: I didn't say anything wrong!! This is tyranny!]

He smiled. It was a window to the normal life he wanted when he just came back from the Eclipsed. Study sessions and doing normal stuff that adults do, like going to restaurants.

If he took the Ann family offer, would he have time for any of that? Two hundred thousand dollars was more money than he'd ever imagined having. But money couldn't buy back the ordinary life he sometimes wanted.

[Gale: ill be in calss tomorrow save me a seat]

[Andrew: you missed a quiz by the way. also sent you the notes for that.]

Rachel stepped out of the meeting room. "Gale? You okay?"

"Fine," he pocketed his phone. "Just thinking."

"You're not actually considering my grandmother's offer, are you?" Rachel asked.

"I'm considering everything," Gale replied. "Your grandmother, Ollie, school. What I want my life to look like."

"Fair enough," Rachel nodded. "Just... be careful with Grandmother. She always has other motives."

Gerard appeared in the doorway. "Perhaps we should return to Mr. Glory. I believe others have arrived for this meeting."

They walked back to the conference room. Inside, the scene had changed. Ollie still sat at the head of the table, but now Jonathan from Path Division 16 occupied the seat to his right. The twins, Kyle and Clyde, sat in chairs against the wall, looking bored.

"There he is," Kyle said, spotting Gale. "The golden sword boy himself."

"Shut up, Kyle," Clyde muttered.

Jonathan stood up, taking off the cigarette on his mouth that magically disappeared. "Gale. Good to see you again."

"Jonathan," Gale nodded. "Or should I call you Carl?"

"Jonathan is fine. Come, join us." Jonathan smiled, though that smile was definitely not sincere.

Gale took a seat, Rachel settling beside him. Gerard remained standing near the door, hands behind his back.

"As I was explaining to Oliver," Jonathan continued, "Division 16 has been watching your progress with great interest. Your work at the hotel was particularly impressive."

"You knew about that?" Gale asked.

"We keep tabs on all unusual activity in our territory," Jonathan replied. "The Path maintains awareness of potential threats and potential assets."

"Yeah, like deer monsters and ghost kids," Kyle snickered.

Jonathan ignored him. "Gale, I'll be direct. The Path wants to offer you a position within Division 16. Special Investigations."

"Like them?" Gale eyed the twins.

"Similar, but tailored to your specific abilities," Jonathan said. "You would undergo three months of training, then be assigned to a small team. Starting salary is 150,000 with a signing bonus of 25,000."

Not as much as Esther's offer, but still a lot.

"Benefits include full medical, dental, retirement package, paid housing, and access to Path training facilities and resources," Jonathan continued. "Additionally, you would receive special permission to continue your education if you wish."

Ollie leaned forward. "Path assignments are typically less... intense than private contracting. More structure, more support."

"More paperwork," Kyle and Clyde said at the same time.

"What would I actually do?" Gale asked.

"Initially, reconnaissance and assessment," Jonathan said. "Your unique perception abilities make you ideal for identifying threats before they fully materialize. As your skills develop, you would take on more direct intervention roles."

"And who would I work with?" Gale asked.

"A new team," Jonathan replied. "Hand-selected to complement your abilities."

"Not us, if that's what you're worried about," Kyle grinned. "We're special. The good kind of special."

"Special education, maybe," Rachel said under her breath.

Kyle flipped her off casually. Clyde smacked his arm down.

"The Path offers structure, Gale," Jonathan said. "Resources and transparency that others might not have."

"I appreciate the offer," Gale said. "But like I told Gerard, I need time to think."

"Of course," Jonathan nodded. "The offer remains open for two weeks. Take your time."

"Two weeks is generous," Ollie noted.

"Potential warrants patience," Jonathan stood up as a cigarette appeared in his fingers. "We'll await your decision. In the meantime, should you need any information about the Path or the position, please contact me directly."

He handed Gale a sleek black card with only a phone number in silver.

"Kyle, Clyde," Jonathan said. "We're done here."

Kyle pushed off the wall. "See you around, dark-sword-hunter-feral-whatever-boy."

Clyde shoved Kyle to the door and also elbowing him.

Jonathan followed the twins out right after, smiling at each of them as he passed by them.

Ollie whistled low once the door closed. "Two job offers in one day. You're popular, Gale."

"I didn't ask for this," Gale said.

"Didn't say you did," Ollie said.

"I should go," he said.

"School stuff?" Ollie asked.

"Yeah. I'll let you know about the offer."

"I can drive you home," Rachel said.

"Thanks, but I'll take the TTC," Gale said. "I need some time to think."

"Of course," she said. "Text me when you get home?"

"I will." Gale smiled at Rachel, then turned to Gerard. "I'll think about it."

Gerard bowed slightly. "Consider it carefully, Mr. Hathie."

            

    
        Chapter 151

    
    
    
    
                Ms. Taylor, the math teacher, wrote another example problem on the whiteboard. The classroom was annoyingly open, letting in harsh lighting. When the businessman in the corner tried to close it, the teacher told him to sit back down.

Gale copied the formula, not thinking about anything else. Just move the pencil, look up, look down, move the pencil. A simple life, just like reading books that won't progress him to stand against the tide.

"Remember," Ms. Taylor said, tapping the board with her marker, "the discriminant tells us how many solutions exist. When b squared minus four-a-c is positive, we get two real solutions."

Gale looked at Mia's empty seat. He'd texted her before class but got nothing back.

Andrew leaned over. "You think she's still sick?"

"I don't know," Gale whispered. "She said she came with a period."

Andrew squinted his eyes at Gale.

Jacob, sitting behind them, flicked a paper triangle onto Gale's notebook. Gale unfolded it and found a stick figure wearing what looked like a chest camera, fighting some kind of monster.

"Focus, gentlemen," Ms. Taylor tapped on the whiteboard. "The quadratic formula won't learn itself."

Gale put the note away and went back to his equations. Math was simple compared to what was really on his mind. Looking at Andrew and Jacob, Ollie really did say business expenses. It's understandable that the research must go on, but how would he feel if any of these friends disappeared?

Class ended and Gale packed up. "Either of you heard from Mia today?"

Andrew shook his head.

"Me neither," Jacob said, throwing his backpack over one shoulder. "Hey, did you think about my idea?"

"The GoPro thing?" Gale asked.

"Yes!" Jacob's eyes lit up. "The monster hunting channel!"

"I've been thinking about it," Gale said. Maybe if he could even make money from those videos, he wouldn't have to dwell on either going with the Anns or the Path.

Walking out of the classroom, the trio went to the learning centre's cafeteria, finding a quiet table in the corner.

"I can't exactly film classified Path operations," Gale said once they sat down. "Probably can explore though. Like last time."

"I mean, we don't have to show everything," Jacob whispered, covering his mouth. "Just enough to get people to question it.."

"We need to blur faces," Andrew said. "Maybe even add effects."

"Exactly!" Jacob said. "Make it cinematic!"

"And who exactly is going to do all this editing?" Gale asked.

"Me, of course," Jacob spread his hands. "I've been teaching myself Premiere Pro and After Effects for weeks now. You just wear the camera and get the footage."

"We'd need to think about how to disguise it. People in Aur would notice a GoPro right away," Andrew said, eyes darting right and left, acting shifty.

"True," Jacob said. "Maybe something built into clothing? A button camera?"

"There are spy cameras that look like pens," Andrew suggested, typing on his keyboard. "Or glasses with cameras built in."

"Perfect!" Jacob slapped the table. "Gale wears glasses sometimes anyway."

"What? No, I don't," Gale said.

"Well, now you do," Jacob said. "No one will suspect a thing."

Andrew searched up something on his phone and showed him a bunch of wireframe glasses that had different options of silver, rose gold, black frames and wires. "These are pretty good. 8K video, long battery life, cloud backup."

"How much?" Gale asked.

"Six hundred for the good ones," Andrew said.

Jacob whistled.

"Split three ways, it's doable," Andrew said. "Two hundred each."

"I don't even have $20!" Gale said.

Andrew and Jacob looked at each other, then looked back at him.

"You can cover it later once we start making dough," Andrew said.

Too tempting to do. The idea was risky, but there's a lot of plausible deniability based on what he already saw in the internet. Just make the thing shaky and never say it's real. Besides, the Path had looked the other way on much bigger things.

"I'll think about it," Gale said. "Let's talk about this when Mia is here. She should be part of it anyways."

"Speaking of which," Andrew checked his phone, "she still hasn't answered my texts."

"Mine either," Jacob said.

"Let's go check on her," Andrew said. "Where's it at?"

"Keele and Finch," Gale confirmed. "Unit 910."

They took Andrew's car to Mia's apartment. Traffic was bad during rush hour, turning a 20-minute drive into almost an hour. Toronto was the only city where something was an hour away in the same city.

"This is why I take transit," Gale said.

"Transit’s worse," Andrew argued. "At least I control my own destiny in a car."

"Guess destiny is looking at pedestrians walk faster than cars," Jacob said from the back seat.

They finally got to the 19 story apartment building. Andrew parked by the visitors' parking just in front of the front door. They entered the building and slipped behind a person already opening the door.

They got in the elevator and stopped at the ninth floor. Gale knocked three times on the door of Unit 910.

A short woman with gray-streaked hair in a bun opened it. She wore a blue uniform with a name tag showing "Rosa M." She immediately recognized Gale, smiling.

"Hi, Mia's mom," Gale said. "We came to check on her because she wasn't in class today."

Mia's mom's smile faltered. "Oh, you come for mija. She is not here."

"Is she feeling better?" Gale asked.

"No, no. She is in hospital. Very sick since last night," she said.

"Hospital?" Jacob said. "What happened?"

"I no explain good in English. She have pain, very bad. Then cold, very cold. Then not wake up this morning," she said. "I call ambulancia."

"Which hospital?" Jacob asked.

"Humber River," she said. "Doctor say... say... something in blood. I no understand all words."

"We'll go see her," Andrew said. "Thank you, Mrs. Rosa."

"You good friends," she smiled. "Tell mija her mama bring clothes later."

Andrew drove to the hospital. No one talked much during the ride. Seemed they all already understood the seriousness of what was happening to Mia. At the hospital, a nurse at the front desk sent them to the fifth floor after checking Mia's information.

They found her in a private room, in bed with an IV in her arm. Her face was pale, and dark circles under her eyes told them that she'd barely slept these past couple of days. She tried to smile when she saw them.

"My three lovable idiots," she whispered with a clear, hoarse voice.

Jacob stood at the foot of the bed, looking unsure of where to look. "We, uh, saw your mom. She sends her love."

No visible symptoms on Mia, but it's clear she was in pain. The beeping heart rate monitor had her heart rate at an elevated rate for someone who wasn't moving. One thing was missing, Rachel's signature that the other 2 carried with their coins. "What did the doctors say?"

"That they've never seen anything like it. They're running tests. Lots of tests." She forced a chuckle. "They keep asking if I took something. Drugs, they mean."

"What did you tell them?" Andrew asked.

"That I didn't," Mia said. "They don't believe me. But what else can I say? 'Hey doc, I got exposed to magical dust that's going to turn me into a crystal statue'?"

Gale stepped closer to the bed. "Mia, do you have the coin with you?"

Her eyes avoided his gaze. "I gave it to my mom."

"I know," Gale said. "Why?"

Mia pulled up the hospital blanket. "She needed it more than me. She takes the bus every day to clean houses all over the city. More exposure risk."

"When did you give it to her?" Gale asked.

"Right after that night Rachel gave it to us," Mia said.

"And when did you start feeling sick?"

Mia's eyes filled with tears. "Two days ago. After we went to Lakeshore West Heights."

Jacob eyes darted between the two of them. "Wait, what's happening?"

"Dust corruption," Andrew said. "From when we went to the abandoned neighbourhood."

"But that would mean..." Jacob's voice trailed off.

Mia wiped her eyes. "Rachel said people usually last about eleven days after exposure. So I've got what, nine days left? Maybe less?" She held back her sobs. "You know what's funny? All I can think of is my mom being alone. Without me. What's she going to feel after I pass away? Who's going to take care of her when she gets older? Who's going to help her when the landlord harasses her or even help her with the English paperwork?"

The heart rate monitor beeped faster as she sobbed softly.

"I'm gonna die, right?" Mia asked.

Gale moved to her side, opposite from Andrew. "Mia, it's going to be-"

"No, it's not going to be okay," she interrupted. "It's really not. And don't you dare tell me I did wrong for giving the coin to my mom."

She's right. It wasn't going to be ok. A hundred percent fatality rate at 11 days. He took her hand, fingers feeling cold.

"I'm scared," she whispered.

Gale squeezed her hand firmer. No words can be said when someone is dying. He even held back his own tears. Be strong for her.

"What can we do? There has to be something," Andrew said.

"Just... be here," Mia said. "And when I'm gone, check on my mom sometimes? Make sure she's okay?"

Maybe he could do something. The shard can stop the progress. If he could convince Ollie to put it beside her, she wouldn't have to die… but she'll be stuck there with a 10% chance at 5 years.

Is there really nothing Analyze can do to help?! She can't disappear. Not after all the goofy things they've been through. She can't…

"I need to go," Gale said suddenly.

"What?" Andrew frowned.

"I might know something that could help." Gale moved to the door.

"What are you talking about?" Jacob said.

"I'll explain later," Gale said. "Stay with her. I'll be back as soon as I can."



The shard encased in glass gave off shifting colours of blue, to yellow, to purple, to any colour it wanted. The lab stood empty except for Gale. Beside him, they called it an Ether Resonance device that could capture molecular structures. Basically an MRI device on crack, they said.

He stared hard at the Origin Shard.

Analyze.

[Origin Shard]

[A shard of Origin.]

Tell him something he doesn't know! Stupid system.

Gale caught a glance of the printed structure on the table. It showed him the crystalline structure of the shard. On the structure themselves, there were numerous intricate patterns and polygonal shapes.

Huh?

Those looked like the patterns that were on the ship, except much denser and on a nano scale.

Focus, Gale. Analyze it in nano scale, not the whole thing.

Analyze.

A headache. The familiar headache that he welcomed. Pathways being created in his eyes as liquid electricity flowed through them. Information flowed into him. Definitions of the shapes.

The rhombus with a line at the end.

A leaf looking wave overlaid with a hexagon.

A triangle that had no third line.

There were billions more patterns, but these 3 had a distinct main shape that was at the forefront of the patterns.

Access, consumable, self. That's what those shapes meant.

The room grew darker as the headache reached its peak. The sharp pain grew, suddenly stopping when the corner of his eye saw a mouth in the shadow of the room snickering. Thousands of eyes all over the place smiled at him. Gale took a deep breath, pulling in Breath of the Void.

The system interface showed up once again.

[Origin Shard]

[A shard of Origin.]

[Type: Consumable.]

[Allowed Targets: self, object]

That last word. It wasn't there before he got the headache… even though the level was supposed to be already max. No, the mystery to that didn't matter. 

Consumable meant that this thing was meant to be consumed, not kept. It could stop the power when near, but consuming meant integrating with the shard. Forever there with the flesh.

Mia could take it in…

"Guide," he whispered. "What does 'consumable' mean for this shard?"

[Item can be integrated into self or target through intent. Effect varies based on recipient.]

"Integrated? Like... eaten?"

[Negative. Intent to consume is direct integration to desired target.]

He left the lab and entered the office cubicles of Floor 52. He took the elevator to the top floor where Ollie's glass office sat.

Walking straight to the end of the hall, Gale entered the double glass doors without knocking. His eye turned to the broken frame still uncleaned on the floor to the right.

Ollie stood by the window, phone to his ear. "I understand the concerns, but we need more time. The research is…" He paused when his eyes caught Gale. "Look. I'll call you back later."

Tapping the big red button, Ollie turned around. "Gale? Didn't expect to see you here."

"I need the shard," Gale said.

"What?"

"The Shard. I'm taking it."

"Taking it where?" Ollie stepped away from the window. "It's not going anywhere, Gale. We're studying it. You saw what Dr. Chen showed you. We're making big progress."

"My friend is dying," Gale said. "Dust corruption. She has days, maybe less."

"The shard isn't a cure. You saw the data. It temporarily halts progression, that's all."

"It's more than that. The shard was meant to be consumed just like the documents said."

"Meant to be consumed? And you know this how?"

Gale didn't answer.

"Even if you're right," Ollie continued, "we can't just stop. We're already too close."

"Mia is going to die. I need to do something."

"So that's what this is about? Your friend?" Ollie stepped closer to him. "Gale, think about what you're asking. You want to take our one hope for a universal cure to save a single person? How is that fair to everyone else suffering from dust corruption?"

"I don't care about anyone else." Maybe they can find another shard for research. But right now, Mia is dying.

"You can't be serious." Ollie glared at him. "Are you really this naive? That you'd sacrifice the future of countless people for one friend?"

"Yes."

"That's..." Ollie sighed. "That's not how this works. We have responsibilities. Greater responsibilities than our personal attachments."

"Mia's one of the first normal people who treated me like a normal person. Not a monster. She's my friend, and I care about her, so I'd be damned if I don't do anything to save her."

"So you'd doom everyone else for one person you care about?" Ollie's voice rose. "What about all the other lives? What about the greater good?"

Gale met Ollie's glare directly. "I'll say it again. I don't care about anyone else. I would let the world burn to save those precious to me. I would do the same for you."

"Well, I wouldn't. I would sacrifice myself to further this research to save lives around me."

"Would you? Really?" Gale looked around the office. Sterile and cleaned daily, except for that shattered broken picture frame. What would a glass office do? No one was even on this top floor except for Ollie. "Or is that what you tell yourself to justify all this?"

"Let it go, Gale," Ollie said. "Walk away. We'll save more people in the future. Including your friend, if she lasts long enough."

"You're not the Ollie I knew," Gale said. "The one from the forest. You've changed. Chasing whatever this is."

"Take that back!" Ollie shouted, stepping back into his chair, hand moving inside his blazer where Gale knew he kept his gun.

Breath of the Void's tendrils warned him. Felt the movement before it happened. In one fluid motion, he closed the distance, grabbed Ollie's wrist, and pinned his shoulder against the wall beside where the broken picture frame sat.

Ollie grinned bitterly.

"Is this what you've become?" Gale asked, keeping pressure on Ollie's arm. "Willing to shoot me? Someone who fought beside you? Is this how you justify killing people now, huh?! You dressing it all up as saving the future?"

"I'm right about this," Ollie said through his teeth. "You know I am. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few."

"This isn't just about being right or wrong," Gale said. "It's about what you're becoming… what you've already become."

"What I'm becoming is someone who can help fix this broken world."

"No. You're becoming someone who hides from life behind an endless string of noble causes." Gale loosened his elbow slightly. "I've watched you, Ollie. Every day you come to this lab earlier, leave later. This place is taking more of you, bit by bit."

"That's dedication," Ollie said.

"That's fear," Gale said. "This place isn't your salvation. It's becoming your coffin. You clock in, you clock off, but you're never really off, are you?"

"You have no idea what you're talking about."

"Don't I? Even when you're physically away, your mind is still stuck in the lab. When was the last time you felt anything real? Your heart's gone cold, and that sterile lab downstairs is where you've put it."

"I feel plenty," Ollie said. "I feel responsibility, duty, and purpose. Things you wouldn't understand."

"You're really saying that to me after I lived in true isolation in that rift?" Gale whispered. "I know what it means to be completely cut off, but I also learned what it means to thaw. The night you lost her was cruel, but look at what you're doing."

"Don't bring her into this," Ollie said firmly.

"You're not honouring her memory," Gale said. "You're freezing yourself alongside it. Every day people face endings, Ollie. I faced mine when I let all of you escape through that rift without me. That was my duty and my purpose for all of you. And then, I chose to live after. I chose warmth."

"This is how I live," Ollie said. "By making a difference. By doing what matters."

"Is it? Or is this office the place where you've laid your life to rest?" Gale asked. "Will you keep hiding here, or will you finally switch off these machines, walk away, and let that ice around your heart melt away?"

"I'm saving lives, not hiding," Ollie said.

"She wouldn't want you preserved like this. Half-alive, half-dead. Chasing her ghost," Gale said. "She'd want you fully present in this world. Chasing life."

"You don't know what she'd want," Ollie's voice cracked slightly.

"The question isn't whether you can create that cure," Gale said. "It's whether there'll be anything left of you when you do."

Ollie stopped fighting, eyes looking to windows that showed Toronto's skyline. "Easy for you to say. You didn't lose someone you loved. You didn't come back home to them only to see her as a crystal in the bed you shared. You didn't experience any of that."

"No," Gale said. "But I did watch everyone I knew disappear into the rift. I did spend what felt like forever alone, fighting to survive. And I did promise myself I wouldn't let anyone I care for suffer if I could help it."

"By saving one person at the expense of many?"

"By not letting spreadsheets replace names," Gale replied. "Once you start thinking of lives as numbers, you lose something."

"And once you start making exceptions for friends, you create an unjust system," Ollie said. "Would you be here if it was a stranger dying instead of Mia?"

Gale let go of Ollie and stepped back. "The shard is consumable, Ollie. It's meant to be used, not just studied. What if the cure isn't some formula your scientists create, but the shard itself?"

Gale walked out of the office, hands in his pockets, leaving him standing alone against the wall.

Ollie slid down to the floor, his back against the wall. He turned his eyes to the broken picture frame on the floor beside him. He reached out and picked it up, fingers touching the cracked glass.

Behind the broken glass was a photo of him and Cassie at High Park during cherry blossom season. Her smile was bright as she leaned against him, pink petals floating around them. He'd taken her there on their third date. She'd insisted on a picnic, with homemade sandwiches that had too much mayo and not enough salt.

He ran his thumb over her face. What would she say about what he'd become? About the man who now spent 20 hours a day in his office, who barely remembered to eat, who kept a gun in his jacket at all times?

Ollie could call security. He could lock down the building. He could stop Gale from taking the shard. But the naive boy's words stuck in his head. Had his promise to Cassie become a chain instead of a mission?

            

    
        Chapter 152

    
    
    
    
                The quarter clinked against the return slot. A blue outline on the coin stopped it midway after passing a checkpoint and shot back out into Oliver's hand.

"Got you," he whispered.

The spinning of a single dryer was enough to drown out the sound of any coin clinking in the insides of the machine. At 4 am, there were only a couple of people left inside at this late hour. Good thing about this world was that people minded their own business and no one asked why a 12 year old kid was alone at this hour.

Oliver floated the quarter on his palm. The edges were already smoothened out. Who knows how many times he used it in the past couple of weeks to get it this worn out. This world was for suckers, leaving out the good stuff unattended. Ripe for the taking, I say.

Slowly insert the coin into the slot. Once the click registers, pull it back out. That was the trick he learned after he accidentally didn't want to lose the quarter. Putting it into a vending machine, he got a bag of chips out of it too. But this time, the trick was used to get his clothes cleaned and dried after nabbing them from the donation box back at Church and King.

The washing machine filled with water after it had made clug clug sounds. It turned gray right away, and the soap he got from a different vending machine started to work its magic.

Oliver sat on a plastic chair, his legs hanging above the dirty floor. His duct taped shoes too big for his feet swung back and forth. The left sole was coming loose again, and there weren't any vending machines that could pump out duct tape.

His stomach growled, but he ignored it. An empty stomach was something he'd gotten used to already in the world he came from. Thinking about it now, it had already been a couple of months since he arrived.

The square had been packed with people. Market day in the capital always brought the crowds, the noise, the opportunities. He'd been smaller then, thinner, if that was possible. Seven years old and already masterful at separating people from their coins.

"Thief!" The merchant's voice had cut through the crowd. "Stop that boy!"

But Oliver had already disappeared, slipping between legs and carts, three silver pieces tight in his grasp. He hadn't touched them. Didn't need to. The coins had flown from the merchant's purse to his hand with nothing but a thought and a slight pressure behind his eyes.

That night, he'd eaten better than he had in weeks. The next morning, he woke up in a strange world with carriages that moved without an animal.

That was before. This was now. Earth. People here said it was 2051. Different world, same problems. You needed money to live and had to stay invisible to survive.

He learned that lesson fast.

The washing machine spun his clothes. Oliver watched them tumble. His life ran in a similar loop. Steal, eat, sleep, and repeat. Just like back home. Only different thing was, they had something they called 'electricity' in this world.

He pulled his backpack closer. Inside, two granola bars from a corner store, a water bottle, a broken in half butter knife, and $37 in coins and bills. Everything he owned.

The dryer came next. Slowly, he set the quarter in. Clink. Pulled back out after it had registered. For months, he had hit different laundromats across the city. Never the same place twice in a week. That's what old Tomtom always told him, to never hit the same stall twice. That's how he stayed safe.

The door chimed open and two men came in with garbage bags of clothes. The tall one glanced at Oliver. The short one kept looking his way.

Be cool and casual, Oliver. You're just a kid doing laundry. This world had soft idiots, pulling their punches. They'd never truly hurt a child.

The short man walked over with coffee. "Kinda late for a kid to be doing laundry, ain't it?"

"Mom works nights."

"That so?" The man sipped his coffee. "She know you're here?"

"Yep."

"Funny thing." The man leaned on a dryer. "My buddy runs this place. Says the machines been acting up. Money going in, but not staying in, if you know what I mean."

"Sounds like the machines are broken."

The tall man joined them. "Thing is, kid, the cameras show something interesting. Coins going in, then coming right back out. But only when certain people use the machines."

"Maybe they're lucky." Oliver stood, grabbing his backpack and opening the dryer to take his damp clothes out.

The short man put his hand on Oliver's shoulder. "Empty your pockets, kid."

"No."

"What you got in there, huh? Some kinda magnet? Some trick device?"

Oliver tried to step away. "I need to go. Mom's probably looking for me."

The tall man blocked him. "Not until you tell us how you're doing it."

"I'm not doing anything."

"Bullshit!" The short man gripped tighter. "You think you can come in here, rip off honest businesses while the rest of us pay? What makes you so special, huh?"

Oliver felt the initial pressure building behind his eyes. It'd be so easy to just throw these men across the room. Just a simple nudge with his telekinesis.

Though that would expose him. Earth people feared what they didn't understand. They put kids like him in labs. Cut them open. Studied and experimented on them while they'd still be awake to see the insides of their guts.

Just ignore that old man's advice, Oliver. Who would ever believe these kinds of thugs that picked on kids? Yet he couldn't do it. Fucking hell, old Tomtom.

That wasn't him. Besides, these Earthers are soft. At least that's what he told himself. Do it once, and the next time comes easier. Then he might just become the monster himself.

"Let me go," Oliver said.

"Not until you show us your trick," the tall man said. "We want in."

"There's no trick."

The first punch caught him off guard. Knuckles hit his cheekbone and sent him into the machines. The metal edge cut into his back.

"Don't like sharing, huh?" The short man came closer. "Selfish little shit."

Oliver tasted blood from where his teeth cut his cheek. He spat on the floor, leaving a red spot on the white tile.

The next few minutes blurred. Fists and boots. Ribs and boots. Stomach and boots. All the same pain. The men weren't trying to kill him, though. Just teaching him a lesson. Adults against one kid. Yeah, right.

As expected. Soft idiots. Compared to gangs back at home. Those ones would break your arms if you even tried to look their way. These men from this world? Completely soft.

Still though, after they left, he was sore all over. Bruises everywhere.

He lay there for 10 minutes, breathing through the pain. Then he pushed himself up inch by inch. His left eye was swelling shut. Blood dripped from his nose onto his shirt. One rib might be cracked.

He'd had worse.

Oliver limped to the dryer where his clothes tumbled, now dry. He took them out and stuffed them in his backpack. He found a quarter in his pocket. The same one he'd started with.

He flipped it with his fingers, caught it with his mind, let it hover before dropping it back into his palm.

The laundromat door opened. Oliver got ready to run or fight.

A woman came in with a rolling basket. She glanced at Oliver's beat-up face, then quickly looked away. Adults in this world were good at not seeing problems they didn't want to deal with.

Oliver put on his backpack. He headed out of the laundromat, the cold air hitting his swollen face numbed the pain. Sirens could be heard from far away.

Three days later, Oliver was back at the same laundromat. Different time, different clothes, same dirty backpack. His face was still purple and bruised.

He put a quarter in the washing machine, let it register, and pulled it out back.

The machine filled with water anyway.

Oliver smiled despite his cut lip. The men who beat him thought they'd taught him to stay away. They didn't get that pain was just part of survival. You took hits, got back up, and kept going.

Trust and weakness killed you. Letting people know what you could do killed you. Or worse. It could get you locked in a government lab while scientists studied how a kid could move things with his mind.

Pushing open the bathroom door, the beat up purple and bruised face greeted him in the mirror. The harsh fluorescent light made it look even worse.

"Shit," he touched his swollen eye.

He turned on cold water and lightly dabbed his wounds. It stung but would be helpful for the swelling. He used paper towels to dry his face. The bruise on his ribs hurt when he twisted to check it. Nasty purple, black, and blue colours all over where they'd laid their foot in.

Oliver pulled his shirt down and leaned on the sink. He'd gotten sloppy. Too comfortable. Breaking patterns was how you stayed alive.

A crash outside caught his attention. Then men shouting angrily at something or someone.

"Get back here, you little bitch!"

"Someone grab her! Don't let her get away!"

Not his problem. He grabbed his backpack, looking to the back exit.

The front door opened, banging itself against the washer beside it. Oliver saw a girl run in through the crack of the bathroom door. She looked probably around his age, dark hair. She looked scared, and her arms were bruised.

Three adult men followed her in.

"Nowhere to run now," the tallest one said.

The girl backed up, hitting the washing machine behind her. "I don't have it."

"I saw you take it. Hand it over, and maybe we only rough you up a little."

Oliver held his backpack strap tight. Not his problem, he repeated. The smart move was to walk away.

The girl looked around for an escape. For a second, she made eye contact with Oliver through the crack of the door. Her face was thin, malnourished, or at least she didn't eat enough. She knew hunger, same as him. She looked like she was in the same situation.

"Fuck," Oliver whispered. He was going to regret this. Might as well get his money's worth.

He dropped his backpack and pushed the door open.

"Hey!" he called out. "She with you guys?"

The men turned. The girl stared at him, tears welling up.

"Beat it, kid," the shorter one said. "This ain't your business."

Oliver took a few steps closer. "Just wondering. 'Cause if she's not with you, then maybe, just maybe, you know? She's with me."

The tallest man laughed. "Look at this hero. What are you, twelve? Get lost before you get hurt."

"I'm heading out anyway," Oliver said, looking at the girl. "Come on. Let's go."

The girl hesitated, then moved toward him. The man with the knife blocked her.

"She's not going anywhere until she gives us what she took."

"I don't see her holding anything," Ollie said.

"In her pocket, dipshit." The third man stepped forward, cracking his knuckles. "Walk away, kid."

Oliver sighed dramatically. "Can't do that. Mom would kill me if I came home without my sister."

"Your sister, huh?" The tall one looked between them. "You don't look alike."

"Different dads."

The shorter one pulled out a knife and grabbed the girl's arm. She yelped.

"I'm done talking. Empty your fucking pockets!"

Oliver charged and slammed his shoulder into the man's side. The knife fell to the floor.

The girl broke free and backed away.

Pain hit Oliver's jaw where a purple bruise was. He staggered back, forcing his legs to stay upright.

"You just made a big mistake, kid."

Oliver spat blood. "Not the first time this week."

The next few minutes were all fists at his face and body. Oliver didn't fight back much. Just enough to keep their focus on him instead of the girl. The trick was to roll with the punches, protect your head, and stay awake. Again, all of the men in this world pulled their punches.

While they beat him, Oliver focused on something else. The pressure behind his eyes grew as he worked on their back pockets. Three wallets slid out and floated behind the men while they were busy hitting him.

The wallets drifted to the dryers and slipped behind one of the machines.

A man kicked him hard in the stomach, knocking out the air from him. He fell to his knees.

"Stop!" the girl shouted. She threw something at them. "Here, take it!"

The tall man picked it up and nodded to his friends. He looked down at Oliver. "We're done here. Should've done that in the first place. Keep your hands to yourself next time."

They left. The girl stayed.

Oliver got to his feet, one arm around his ribs. "You should go. They might come back."

Instead, she helped him to a chair. "Why would you do that for a stranger?"

Oliver winced at the pain as he felt his ribs. "Dunno."

"That was stupid."

"Yeah, well. I'm stupid."

She looked at his face. "You already had bruises on your face before they beat you up. What's your deal?"

"No deal. Just bad luck. You were bad luck."

The girl went inside to the bathroom and came back out. She dabbed his wounds with cold wet paper towels.

"Thanks," he muttered.

"I'll get more," she went back to the bathroom.

When she wasn't looking, Oliver moved his fingers and willed the wallets to move. They floated out and straight into his backpack.

"I'm Cassandra," she suddenly said behind him. "But you can call me Cassie."

"Oliver."

"Ollie," she said, nodding.

"No. Oliver."

"I like Ollie better."

"Good for you."

Cassie smiled. "Your sister, huh?"

"Had to tell them something."

"You really should've minded your own business."

"Probably."

"How old are you?"

"Twelve."

"Fourteen here. So I'm older than you, huh."

"What of it?" Oliver asked.

"Dunno." She crossed her arms. "So what now?"

Good question. He wanted to count his loot as soon as possible.

"Now we pretend we don't know each other and go on about our lives," he said.

Cassie pouted. "What? That's it? You jump in to save me, get your ass kicked, then just walk away?"

"That was the plan, yeah."

"You're weird."

"Says the girl being chased by men with knives."

"Fair point." She looked at the door. "They might be waiting outside."

"Well, let's go and see." Oliver stood up, ignoring the sore thighs almost buckling. He grabbed his backpack and put it back on. "Come on."

Cassie followed. "Ok, Ollie."

He grumbled again, "It's Oliver."

"Sure it is."

They went outside. The street was empty, except for the parallel parked cars. One even had a broken window.

They walked in silence for a block. Oliver kept looking around, checking left and right.

"So," Cassie said. "You live around here?"

"No."

"Very chatty, aren't you?"

Oliver side-eyed her. "You always talk this much to strangers who get beat up for you?"

"Only the cute ones."

That surprised him. "I'm not cute. I'm a mess."

"A cute mess."

"You're weird."

"You're weirder."

They turned a corner onto a darker street with fewer lights.

"What was that thing you gave back to them?" Oliver asked.

Cassie looked up, thinking. "Nothing important."

"Must've been something important."

"I dunno. I found it on the ground and then they chased me."

Oliver sighed. "Was it worth it?"

"If they chased me for it, it must've been worth a lot."

"Fair point."

They walked another block in silence. Oliver's ribs hurt with each step. His new bruises on top of the old ones made moving anything annoyingly painful.

"You hungry?" Cassie asked.

He was always hungry. "I can manage."

"That's not what I asked."

"Then yeah, I could eat."

Cassie pointed ahead. "I know a place. The cook gives me leftovers sometimes."

Oliver hesitated. Food meant more time with this girl. Time meant attachment. Attachment was dangerous. Suddenly, his stomach growled.

"Lead the way."

Cassie smiled. A real smile this time, not the guarded one from before. It changed her whole face, made her look younger and less tough.
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                Oliver kicked in the apartment door. He quickly put the greasy paper bags on the table, then looked at Cassie who had followed him in.

"Home crap home. What do you think?"

Cassie walked in, looking left and right and then out to the single window at the end of the room. Orange light filtered through the newspapers that were stuck on it as dawn was right around the corner.

"You live here?" she asked.

"Government pity for the homeless children." Oliver opened one of the bags. "Social worker checks in once a month, brings basic supplies. Rest of the time, they leave me alone."

"How'd you swing that?"

"Got caught stealing. First offense on record, so they stuck me in the system. Better than something they call juvie."

Cassie sat across from him as he ripped open the bag. It contained two shawarma wraps, hummus, and a generous amount of fries. Napkins were supposed to be extra, but the old man couldn't resist the two children's puppy dog eyes.

"Gotta admit. Your connect hooked us up good," Oliver said. "Dig in before it gets colder than it already is."

Cassie grabbed her wrap immediately and started 'digging in'. It looked like she hadn't eaten for days. She probably hadn't from the look of her bony cheeks.

"Mmmm," she mumbled through a mouthful. "This is good. Real good."

Oliver nodded, stuffing fries into his mouth. His lips still hurt, but that was a daily thing back at home. Easy to ignore.

The two didn't talk while eating. Just chewed on and the distant sounds of sirens blared out the window, probably somewhere in the city.

"So," Cassie wiped sauce from her chin. "Why'd you really help me back there?"

Oliver chewed slowly, thinking for a second before answering, "Dunno. Seemed like the thing to do."

"Right. And I should believe that because?"

"Fine." He dipped a fry in hummus. "Those guys were distracted. Made for easy pickings."

Cassie's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean?"

Oliver grinned, though it looked more like a grimace, then immediately regretted it from the pain coming from his whole face and lips. He pulled out three wallets, placing them on a clean spot on the table.

"Woah," Cassie whispered. "How?"

"Magic," he said, making weird hand gestures like in a certain magical school book.

"Yeah, okay. Seriously, how'd you swipe this stuff while getting your ass handed to you?"

"Got quick hands. Sleight of hand. Magic sleight of hands. Seriously," sarcasm oozing from Oliver's voice.

He wasn't going to tell her or if she could even believe it. People in this world weren't like the ones in his. That was something he quickly learned. People in his world called the people who didn't have powers 'unawakened'. He didn't know what they were called here, but there's no way he was risking a trip to government labs.

Cassie picked up one of the wallets and opened it. "There's like three hundred bucks in here!"

"We split it even," Oliver said, returning to his food. "That was the deal."

"We didn't have a deal."

"We do now. You did distract them, so you get a cut."

Cassie looked at him as she took another big bite of her shawarma. She mumbled, "Fine by me. But I want half the cash, not half the trouble."

"Smart girl."

"Smarter than you, apparently. You look like hamburger meat."

Oliver touched his swollen eye. "You should see the other guys."

"I did. They looked fine."

"Yeah, well." He shrugged. "You'll see them next time."

Oliver collected the trash after they finished eating. Stuffed it in a plastic bag that he called trash can.

"You take the mattress," he said. "I'll sleep on the floor."

Cassie looked at the mattress in the corner away from the window. "Where are your parents?"

"Not here," Oliver said.

"Mine either. They died when I was seven. Car crash."

"Sorry."

"Don't be. Wasn't your fault." Cassie pulled up her legs, hugging her knees to her chest. "Foster care sucked, so I bounced last year. Been on my own since."

No point in sharing his own story. She wouldn't believe him… probably. "You can crash here tonight. Tomorrow we figure out the rest."

"The rest?"

"Whether you're staying or going."

"You asking me to be roommates, Ollie?" Cassie said as she settled on the mattress.

"It's Oliver. And no. Just offering a place to sleep."

"Sure." She grinned. "Whatever you say."

Oliver rolled his eyes and tossed her a thin blanket from his backpack. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow's gonna be busy."

"Doing what?"

He put his backpack on the floor, placing it carefully. Laying down his head on the backpack, he said, "Doing stuff to live another day."

The next morning came. Oliver woke up to the sound of running water in the bathroom. Trying to get up was a mistake. His body hurt from the bruises and sore muscles in places he didn't even think had muscles.

The bathroom door opened. Cassie came out, clothed, dark hair still wet.

"You snore," she said.

"I don't."

"Like a chainsaw with asthma."

"You always this annoying in the morning?" Oliver sat up, wincing.

"Only when I'm hungry." She dropped onto the mattress.

Oliver checked his watch, something he found in a park. Probably dropped by a kid. "Convenience store opens in twenty minutes. We can get something there."

"With our new fortune?" Cassie grinned.

"We're not blowing it all on food. We need supplies."

"Like what?"

"Winter's coming. Need better clothes, maybe some actual blankets. Medicine. First aid stuff."

Cassie's smile faded. "You… you've done this a while?"

Of course he had. Looking at her, not sure how she even got this far in a year. Well, actually, it's believable. Who'd ever let a 14 year old girl like her freeze or starve to death? Even that old man from the shawarma shop had gotten all too soft when he saw her.

Standing up, Ollie said, "Let's go."

October morning. Always cold and almost in the negatives. Streets were still busy, though. People heading to work, walking while glued to their bricks that lit up, magically avoiding people without looking up.

Perfect for pickpockets.

They went to the Rabba's convenience store nearby. Oliver grabbed the essentials. Bread, canned foods, peanut butter, bottled water. Cassie added chips and a chocolate bar to the pile.

"Can I?" she said with her best puppy dog eyes.

"Fine. But that's all for junk food," Oliver grumbled.

Next was the discount clothing store three blocks over. They each got warm jackets, gloves, and thick socks for each of them. Oliver wanted practical. Cassie wanted style.

"No one's going to see us," Oliver said.

"I'll see us," Cassie said. "And I refuse to look like a trash bag with legs."

By noon, a quarter of their cash had been spent. Money was going down fast. They sat on a park bench, eating cold sandwiches they had bought from the Rabbas.

"We're running out of money," he said between bites.

"You just scored like nine hundred bucks."

"It goes fast. Already out fast too because of your junk food."

"Hmmmm," Cassie said. "So what's the plan? More wallet-snatching?"

"Something like that." Oliver looked around the park. Business people on lunch breaks. Tourists taking photos. Joggers with phones on their arms. It was like he was a wolf looking at a flock of sheep. So many pockets. So little time.

When he swallowed his last bite, Cassie put something into his mouth. A hard sugary substance on a stick that he only saw the nobles eating back in his world. "What's this?"

"A lollipop."

"Why?"

"Put something sweet in you." Cassie chuckled. "You're too salty all the time."

"Where did you even get this?!" Oliver telekinetically checked his cash. All the cash was still in his pocket. "You know what, don't answer that. Better I don't know."

"I pocketed it."

"I told you not to tell me!" Oliver sighed. "Let's go."

Oliver and Cassie went to Dundas Square. It was cold, but street performers still performed their circus act on the streets. A preacher by the street even shouted loudly at one of the people arguing with him. Old Tomtom would have a field day on this street.

Positioning himself near the crowded intersection of Dundas and Yonge, he whispered into Cassie's ear, "Watch and learn."

A businessman walked by, shouting into the electric brick. Nice looking suit and something shiny on his wrist. His wallet stuck out the back of his pocket.

Oliver focused on the object. Pressure built behind his eyes. A blue outline appeared on the wallet and floated towards him, hidden by the people who didn't care about a floating object.

Cassie gasped, watching the wallet float.

"Shhh," he hissed.

The businessman kept walking, completely unaware that his wallet was gone from his pocket.

"How did you do that?!" Cassie's mouth still gaped.

"Not here."

They changed locations three times that afternoon. Each time, Oliver picked a target, focused, and took their wallet or phone. Never both. Never getting greedy.

By sunset, they had hit seven people and added another thousand dollars to their money.

They went into an alley to count their take.

"Don't play with me," Cassie demanded. "How did you do that?"

Oliver sighed. "You wouldn't believe me."

"Try me. I just watched a wallet fly through the air. My BS meter is pretty much broken at this point."

His eyes looked into hers for a long moment as she waited for him to say something. Neither gave in to each other, waiting for one to talk first and give in.

"I can move shit with my mind," he said.

Cassie's head tilted. "Wait, what? Like... telekinesis?"

"Yeah."

"You're shitting me."

Oliver sighed and focused on a soda can near her foot. The can hovered up into the air, then dropped back down.

Cassie's mouth fell open again. "Holy fuck."

"Told you."

"How long have you been able to do that?"

"Ever since I could remember stuff," Oliver said.

"Are you from some government experiment? Area 51?"

"No."

"Then where are you from?"

"No." Oliver put the wallet into his backpack and stood up. "I'm from another world."

Cassie stared at him, seriously, then whispered, "You mean New York?"

"No, I mean... Wait. Whatever. Think what you want."

"No, wait." She grabbed his arm. "You're serious?"

"Dead serious."

"Another world. Like... aliens and stuff?"

Oliver shook his head. "Not aliens. People like you, but different rules. Different everything. Magic instead of technology."

"And you can do magic?"

"Just this." He wiggled his fingers. "Moving stuff. For now at least."

Cassie looked at the can Oliver had used as an example, then back at him. "That's why you're on the streets? You escaped from somewhere? How did you get here?"

"I didn't escape. I woke up here two months ago. No idea how or why."

"That's..." She trailed off.

"Crazy? Yeah." Oliver slung the backpack over his shoulder. "Let's go. Getting dark."

They walked in silence for several blocks. Oliver could feel her watching him, studying him like some science project.

"Stop staring."

"Sorry. It's just-"

"A lot. I know."

"Can you move anything? How much weight?"

"Depends. Small stuff is easy. Big stuff takes more focus."

"Could you move a car?"

"Maybe. Never tried."

"Could you move me?"

Oliver stopped walking. "Why would I do that?"

"I don't know. Just asking."

"I don't use it on people."

"Why not?"

Dammit old Tomtom.

He started walking again. "Because… I don't know actually."

They reached the apartment before it got dark. Oliver locked it behind them, then dumped everything they bought onto the floor. Cassie sat cross-legged beside the pile, then took the cash, counting and sorting it.

"Five hundred and fifty three," she said. "Not bad."

"It's a start," Oliver said. He tossed her a protein bar. "Dinner."

"Gourmet."

"Better than nothing."

Cassie unwrapped it and took a bite. "So in this world, moving stuff with your mind is a normal thing?"

"Not just that. There's other stuff people can do with that power."

"Like what?"

"Fireballs."

"So you're weak compared to them. Is that why you left?"

Oliver sighed, eyes narrowing at the normal girl. "I didn't leave. I went to sleep and woke up here. End of story."

"Do you miss it?"

"Miss what?"

"Your world. Your home."

"Didn't have a home, just like this shitty new world you call Earth." The only thing he missed in that world was old Tomtom. Took him in when no one else did.

Cassie looked away, changing the subject. "We need a better system for tomorrow."

"What kind of system?"

"I could create a distraction while you do your thing. Draw attention away from the targets."

This could work. He wouldn't have to find already distracted people. Cassie could literally just distract them and then he comes in for the pickings.

"Trust me. I'm great at making scenes."

"I bet."

She grinned. "Partners in crime?"

"For now."

The next day, they hit Yonge and King during lunch hour. The sidewalks were full of office workers rushing to grab food before going back to their high towers.

Cassie positioned herself near a busy intersection. She wore the new jacket Oliver reluctantly strategically bought, a bright red, easy to spot in a crowd, puffy jacket that made her look cute.

Cassie bumped into one of the businessmen that were walking. Coffee spilled on the man's expensive looking gray suit.

"I'm so sorry!" she shouted, loud enough to cause a commotion. "I'm sorry, mister. I-I think I just sprained my ankle."

A small crowd gathered as she put on a show of a child in distress. The businessman looked annoyed but stayed to help, along with two women who'd been walking behind him.

While everyone watched Cassie, Oliver focused on their back pockets and purses. Three wallets slid out silently and floated to his waiting hands.

They did this four more times that day, in different locations. By sunset, they'd scored over two thousand dollars.

"We're getting good at this," Cassie said as they counted their money in a food court's bathroom.

"Too good. Need to switch places tomorrow. Can't hit the same areas too often."

"We could try the mall."

"Security cameras."

"The park?"

"Not enough cash. Tourists carry card things that we can't use, not money."

"What about the theatre district? Lots of rich people going to shows." Cassie stuffed the bills into her pocket.

Oliver nodded. "Not bad."

They got burgers and fries with their new money and headed back home. Oliver's mouth drooled at the sloppy, greasy burger. One thing better in this world than his original's was the food. How is this heavenly thing between two pieces of bread even made? It's meat but not meat? It's probably meat, but how is it so mushy and juicy and…

Cassie dunked a couple of fries into her chocolate shake, interrupting his drooling all over the food.

"Seriously?"

"What?" Cassie ate the fries. "It's good. Wanna try?"

"No." Oliver sighed, taking a bite of his burger.

"We should get a better place," she said between bites.

"This one's free."

"But it sucks."

"Free trumps sucks."

Cassie rolled her eyes. "Whatever. At least we're eating real food now."

"Fuck yeah for real food," Oliver said. "Except your chocolate shake fries."

"If we keep this up," Cassie said, "we could probably save enough to go somewhere warm."

"Like where?"

"Florida? California? Dunno. Just anywhere where we won't freeze to death in the winter."

Oliver sipped his soda. "Maybe."

Three weeks passed. Their routine got solid: find a location, create a distraction, take wallets, move on. They never hit the same area twice in a row. Never got greedy, always disciplined when choosing locations. 30 minutes, in and out. That was it.

They upgraded from protein bars to actual meals. Bought better clothes. Even got a portable heater for the apartment as November brought colder nights.

Then Cassie got sick.

It started with a cough. Nothing serious, she said. Just a cold. But by the third day, she could barely get out of bed. Her face flushed, forehead hot with fever.

"It's fine," she rasped when Oliver touched her forehead. "Just need to sleep it off."

"You need medicine."

"We can't afford it. I'll be fine after resting, trust me."

"No, I'm buying medicine. Don't stop me."

Oliver left her wrapped in their new blankets and headed to the nearest Shoppers Drug Mart. The store was full of random convenience materials from pantry, food, and skin care. He found the drugs section, but the shelves were locked behind plastic with a lock.

A pharmacist noticed him, walking up to him. "Hey there little guy, can I help you with something?"

"My sister's sick," Oliver said. "Fever, cough. Don't know what to get her."

The woman's face softened. "How old is she?"

"Fourteen."

"Any allergies?"

"Don't think so."

The pharmacist pulled a few boxes from the shelf. "These should help. The fever reducer, cough suppressant, and some throat lozenges."

Oliver looked at the prices and winced. Nearly a hundred dollars total.

"Thanks," he said, putting the items in the basket. He paid for them. Regardless of the cost, Cassie needed medicine, and that was all that mattered. Money can be made later. As much as he didn't want to admit it, she can't be replaced with money.

When he got back to the apartment, Oliver saw her shivering under the blankets. The room was cold. Old government provided apartments barely had any heating.

"Got you something," he said, sitting on the edge of the mattress. "Sit up."

Oliver helped her stand up as she struggled to sit up.

"You didn't have to get this," Cassie said.

"Just drink this."

She did as told, making a face at the taste of the cough syrup.

"Tastes really bad. I don't like it," she muttered.

"Medicine's supposed to taste bad. Means it's gonna work."

Cassie lay back down facing him with one of her hands out of the blanket, her eyes already closing. "Thanks, Ollie."

"It's Oliver."

"Whatever you say, Ollie."

He sat by her side, holding her hand until she fell asleep once more. Her breathing was rough and harsh, but the medicine worked right away as the flushness on her face slightly receded.

The sight of it all made his heart ache. Being responsible for anyone was a first. He'd only been responsible for himself since the moment he could remember things.

It scared him. But seeing her like this scared him even more. People would die just from a slight cold back at home if they couldn't afford a healer.

December arrived with snow and harsh winds. They'd saved almost five thousand dollars by then, probably enough to rent a real place if they had ID or credit histories. But they didn't, so they stayed in the free apartment, adding more blankets and a second heater to fight the cold that came through the thin walls.

They celebrated Christmas with a bucket of fried chicken and store-bought cookies. Cassie insisted on getting a tiny plastic tree from the dollar store, which Oliver thought was stupid but didn't argue about.

Blizzards were common in the month of January. Sometimes, the city would even shut down, and there would be no one walking in the street for days. They stayed in the apartment, playing cards even as the ceiling light flickered from the storm.

February was even colder. They only went out when necessary, living off canned soup and crackers from the convenience store downstairs.

By March, they needed fresh targets, new hunting grounds.

"The casino," Cassie said one morning. "Rich people, drunk people, distracted people."

"Too much security."

"The opera house?"

"Same problem."

"What about that fancy hotel downtown? The one with the rooftop bar?"

Drunk people, socializing and not caring too much about the world they live in. Fancy hotel also means they're rich and won't mind losing a couple of hundred dollars and their wallets. "Could work. Lots of exits. Crowd mixed enough that we wouldn't stand out."

They spent a day checking out the location. The hotel lobby was all marble and glass, with staff who watched them suspiciously when they stayed too long. But the bar on the top floor was busy enough that two teenagers could slip in unnoticed during the dinner rush.

They struck on a Friday night. Cassie wore her nicest clothes that were still shabby by the hotel's standards, but passable. Oliver stuck to jeans and a clean hoodie. They took the elevator to the top floor and walked into the bar, pretending to belong there as two kids lost while looking for their parents.

The place was busy, people moving about, making it hard to see through the crowd. Business types celebrating the end of the work week. Tourists spending too much on cocktails and getting drunk. The perfect sheeps to hunt.

Cassie nudged him. "Three o'clock. Guy with the fancy fancy watch."

Oliver spotted the shiny shiny immediately. Expensive looking blue suit that probably had way too much thread count. The man's wallet made a bulge in his jacket pocket.

"On it."

Cassie moved first, heading toward the bathrooms but "accidentally" bumping into a server carrying a tray of drinks. The crash and breaking glass turned every head in the place.

"I'm so sorry!" she shouted, loud, but not enough to overpower the music. Just enough to get the attention of the target. "I didn't see you!"

Oliver focused on the jacket's pocket immediately as soon as the man's head turned to the commotion. The wallet slid out smoothly, floating and planting itself behind a potted plant. After Cassie had left and the commotion died down, he casually picked it up and dipped.

While the commotion happened, Oliver focused on the target's pocket. The wallet slid out smoothly and floated behind a potted plant, where Oliver casually picked it up a moment later.

They did this twice more before deciding to quit while ahead. Three wallets, over five hundred dollars in cash, plus credit cards they'd dump in the sewer on the way home.

Not bad for two hours' worth of risk and reward.

Later that night, they laid in their usual spots. Cassie, on the bed. Oliver, on the floor with his backpack as a pillow. The room was dark, except for the dim light that came from the newspaper plastered window.

Cassie asked, "What would you do if you could have anything?"

"What do you mean?" Oliver asked back.

"If money wasn't an issue. If you could just... have whatever you wanted. What would you do?"

"I'd be rich."

"That's not an answer. I mean… if you could have whatever you want, what would you do?"

"No, I mean that's what I want. To be rich. So rich I never have to think about money again."

"Boring."

"What about you?"

Cassie rolled on the mattress to face him. "I'd eat ice cream for breakfast every day."

"That's it? Ice cream?"

"And think about this. I'd want to become a scientist."

"What kind?"

"The kind that figures out cool shit. Like space travel or curing diseases."

Oliver snorted. "From pickpocket to scientist. Quite a career change."

"Hey, I'm smart. I just never got the chance to prove it."

"I believe you."

He looked up at the ceiling. If money really wasn't a thing, it'd solve everything for him and her. It'd stop her from getting sick. Stop her stomach from growling all the time and… she'd always have a roof over her head to sleep in.

"We'll get out of this," Oliver said. "Find a better place. Better life."

"Promise?"

"Yeah."

"Good." Cassie yawned. "Are you going to spoil me? Nice clothes. Good food. Ice cream everyday."

"High maintenance."

"Damn right."

Oliver smiled. "Go to sleep."

"Night, Ollie."

"It's Oliver."

"Whatever you say, Ollie."

Spring brought warmer weather and new opportunities. They expanded their territory and took a higher risk/reward ratio. Their stash grew to nearly ten thousand dollars in cash, all hidden in various spots around the apartment.

Then the men in suits showed up one day, looking shifty and eyeing every shadowy corner.

Oliver noticed them first. Three of them, standing at the corner across from their usual hunting spot. They didn't look like cops. Didn't look like anyone who should be in this neighbourhood.

"We need to go," he grabbed Cassie by the arm.

"What? Why?"

"Don't look. Just walk."

They walked in the opposite direction. Glancing over his shoulder, the men had crossed the street, blatantly following him and making eye contact with him.

"Shit," he said. "We need to split up."

"No way."

"Yes way. Meet back at the apartment. Go the long route."

Cassie hesitated but nodded anyways. "Be careful."

"Always am."

They separated at the next corner. Cassie went left, Oliver right. Two of the men followed Oliver.

Good. Better him than her. His pace picked up, walking faster, weaving through pedestrians. The men stayed on him, moving with a fluidity that he hadn't seen before.

These weren't random thugs. They moved too fast and weren't even out of breath like they'd had training.

Oliver cut through an alley, jumped a fence, came out on a busy street. Still there. Still following.

He went down to the TTC station. Rush hour. Putting coins into the slot and then going through the automatic doors. The platform was full, making it harder for grown men to pass through. It was a perfect situation for his small physique.

The train arrived soon enough. Oliver went in. So did the men. He waited until the last second and then left the train as soon as it closed. The men banged on the train while he mocked them with a middle finger.

He went back above ground, taking a roundabout route to the apartment. By the time he arrived, the sun had set.

Cassie was already there, pacing.

"Ollie!" she shouted when he walked in. "I thought they got you."

"Almost did." Oliver locked the door behind him. "We need to be more careful. We dip as soon as we see guys like that."

"Who were they?"

"Don't know. Don't care. But they were after us specifically."

Cassie sat on the mattress. "How could they know about us?"

"Maybe someone noticed a pattern. Maybe we hit someone connected. Doesn't matter now."

Oliver grabbed his backpack and started putting in essentials. "Pack only what you need. We'll grab the cash and go."

"Go where?"

"I was thinking the hotel district. One of the big chains. Pay cash for a room, lay low for a few days."

Cassie nodded and started gathering her things. "Those guys looked rich."

"So?"

"So their wallets probably have more than the average target."

Oliver stopped packing. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying if they're hunting us anyway, might as well make it worth our while, like old times."

"That's stupid."

"That's opportunity."

Oliver zipped his backpack closed. "It's too dangerous."

"Everything we do is dangerous. But these guys? They're a bigger score."

"Or they're bait."

"Or they're loaded. Only one way to find out."

Oliver shook his head. "Not worth the risk."

Those suits he saw weren't cheap. Watches didn't look fake either. It was as if they were looking for someone specific. Something about those guys smelled like it didn't belong in the city, and old Tomtom knew that Oliver has got a good gut when it came to these things.

"I'll think about it," he said.

Cassie grinned. "Now you're talking."
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                Backpack zipped and shut with the cash, making it weigh heavier than before. Those suited men weren't normal, and that wasn't just based on their smell. Oliver felt something about them. The way they moved and their breathing completely even, all the while taking them on a wild goose chase. Something wasn't right, but Cassie was right. It was a go big or go home type of target.

Cassie sat on the floor with her knees pulled up. She hadn't moved since they started packing.

"Maybe we should forget about it," she said.

Oliver looked up. "What?"

"Those guys. The big score. All of it." She picked at a loose thread on her jeans. "I was being stupid yesterday. We've got enough to get by. We're doing okay and those men looked scary."

"You were the one who wanted to hit them."

"I know." She buried her face in her legs. "I've just been thinking, and I have a bad feeling."

"You scared?" Oliver asked.

"Yeah. But not for me," she said. "I don't want to see you get hurt."

Something pulled at Oliver's chest. No one had worried about him before. Maybe old Tomtom… but Cassie's feeling hit different.

"Too late," he said, "I've already committed. You were right the first time."

"I wasn't arguing. It was supposed to be a discussion."

"This score could give us a real break. Enough to get out of Toronto, maybe head south like you wanted."

Cassie chewed her bottom lip, watching him with her big brown eyes. "You sure?"

"Yeah. But we're smart about it. In and out. No lingering."

She nodded slowly. "Okay. But at the first sign of trouble, we bail. Promise?"

"Promise."

The Royal York Hotel stood near Union Station with its fancy looking stone and windows. Even in 2051, with newer buildings around it, the old hotel still drew everyone's attention.

Entering the lobby, guests checked in and tourists took pictures of the high ceilings. Most importantly, there were men in suits everywhere.

"Hotel bar," Oliver whispered. "Third floor."

Cassie nodded. They dressed like yesterday's outfits. Enough to look just like children who fit in like they were waiting for their parents.

They rode the elevator to the third floor. The bar was to the left, with fancy decorations like leather chairs that were never used. A band played soft jazz in the corner. And at one of the seats in the bar sat one of the familiar suited men which gave Oliver a bad gut feeling. He was alone, drinking, back to the wall, watching the room.

"That's our guy," Oliver whispered. "I can feel it."

"Plan?"

"Same as before. You create a scene, I'll lift his wallet."

"Got it." She gulped. "Give me two minutes to set up."

Oliver watched her weave through the tables toward the bar. They'd been doing this for a while, and she had gotten much better.

The suited man hadn't seen them yet. He stared at his drink, sometimes looking around. His wallet created a small bump on his right pocket. Not an easy target for sure, but this could be the bag of a lifetime.

One minute. Thirty seconds. Ten.

Cassie's voice cut through the room, "Oh my god! There's a rat! A rat by the bar!"

Women screamed first as the waiters rushed over. The suited man turned to look, just for a second. That second was enough time for Oliver to telekinetically slide the wallet out of the right pocket. It floated across the room and into his hands.

Score.

Oliver pocketed it and turned to leave, just like they'd planned. It was three steps in before a hand grabbed his shoulder.

"Going somewhere, kid?"

Glancing over his shoulder, the suited man stood behind him, gripping tightly.

"I think you have something of mine," the man said.

Oliver broke free and ran. The elevator was too slow. He hit the stairs, jumping to each landing. Behind him, he heard the man's dress shoes tapping loudly on the steps.

The lobby passed by in a blur. Oliver dodged people, knocking over a luggage cart to slow down the man chasing him. He pushed through the revolving doors onto Front Street, running without looking back. Cassie would know what to do. She was experienced enough.

Full sprint. Right on York. Right on King. Down an alley behind a restaurant. The suited man stayed close, never more than 20 feet behind.

How was he keeping up? The guy didn't look at all fit for his age of around 30.

Another turn into an alley. Dead end. He turned around to go back.

The suited man stood at the entrance, blocking the only way out. He wasn't even breathing hard.

"Impressive," he said, rolling up his cuffs. "Both the stealing part and the chase part. You've got talent, kid."

Oliver backed up until he hit the wall. "No idea what you're talking about, buddy."

"Let's not play games." The man held out his hand. "My wallet, please."

"Check your pocket. It's right there."

The man smirked. "You think you're funny, kid? I felt it leave my pocket. I saw it leave my pocket. And that's what got me going."

"Who are you?" Oliver took a big gulp.

"Someone who appreciates talent when he sees it." The man stepped closer. "Now, I have two questions. One: who do you work for? And two: how long have you been able to move objects without touching them?"

"I don't work for anyone."

"In this business, everyone's working for someone unless you're one of the Arcanes. You with the Witches? The Silver Lions? Or maybe..." The man's eyes narrowed. "Are you one of Markov's new recruits?"

No idea what the hell this guy was talking about. Oliver said, "Look, just take your wallet and let me go."

"Afraid it's too late for that." The man checked his watch. "You've outrun us yesterday. And I had to step in. Now we need to talk."

"Us? Who's us?"

The man didn't answer. He grabbed Oliver's arm and pushed him toward the alley entrance.

"Where's your partner? The girl?"

"What girl? I work alone."

"Lie to me again and things will get bad."

Oliver shut his mouth. Better to say nothing than risk Cassie getting caught too.

The man pulled him back to the street. A black car with windows tinted so dark that he couldn't tell what was inside. The man pushed him in and entered as well.

"City Hall," the man told the driver.

They drove in silence. Oliver thought about unlocking the door and jumping out, but at this speed, he'd hurt himself bad. That'd just put more burden on Cassie to take care of him. The man beside him could probably catch him again anyways. Better to wait and find a better chance.

The car stopped after 10 minutes. The suited man opened the door and pulled Oliver out. They stood in front of Toronto's City Hall.

"This way," the man said.

He led Oliver not to the main entrance but instead to a side door marked "Maintenance Only."

"No way. I'm not going in."

The man gripped Oliver's arm tighter, enough to start hurting. "Yes, you are."

The door led to a janitor's closet. Mops, buckets, cleaning stuff. Nothing special. Maybe this was where the man would kill him. Easy to clean up the mess with all these cleaning supplies. But this was town hall.

The answer soon enough came as the man pushed aside a shelf to show another door behind it with a metal keypad.

He punched in a code, and the door slid open without a sound.

"Welcome to the Path," the man shoved Oliver through.

The hallway beyond was a gray clean monotone. There were similarly suited men in cube like rooms but in open air, looking at a box and tapping at something.

"What is this place?" Oliver asked, not hiding his shock.

The man didn't answer. They walked on until they reached a single door at the end of the hallway. Entering the room, it was dark with a single chair in the middle, with light casting down on it. The chair had straps on the armrests and a helmet-like thing hanging above it. The helmet had dozens of metal probes sticking out like quills.

"Sit."

"No fucking way."

The man sighed. "It's just a test. It won't hurt. Trust me."

"What kind of test?"

"The kind that will tell us what you are." The man pushed him hard toward the chair. "Now sit down before I lose my patience."

Shit. Shit. Shit. This wasn't the usual danger he was used to. He'd rather get bruised up and beaten in the corner of a street than go in that fucking chair. This was something else. The man was more dangerous than anyone he had met in this world. And for the first time since coming here, Oliver felt real fear for his life. Not the usual worry about survival, but actual terror.

Worst of all, what about Cassie? Can he see her again? She might be looking for him right now, walking the streets calling his name. She didn't have the money. He had all of it. If he didn't go home, she would starve since she'd relied on him too much these past couple of months.

The man shoved Oliver into the chair. Cold metal dug into his wrists as the straps closed by themselves.

"What the fuck!" Oliver pulled against the straps. "Let me go!"

The suited man stepped back, nodding to someone behind Oliver. The helmet came down, its metal probes shining under the bright lights. Each breath came shorter than the last.

He remembered stories of nobles playing with men, women, children, those that aren't as rich as them. They would use tools as torture devices for fun on those not well off. One of the older beggars talked about iron coffins with needles pointing inwards. Maybe the men behind him and that man who dragged him all the way over here were some of the nobles in this world. That thing surely looked like something straight out of the descriptions that the beggars would tell as a story to pass time. Yet it wasn't hard to believe as some of the older beggars would disappear after being taken by the nobles. It had to be one of those things.

"This won't take long," the man said. "Try not to fight it."

The helmet settled over Oliver's head, metal prongs pressing against his scalp. His heart beat so hard he could hear it loudly. Sweat ran down his face, dripping into his eyes.

"Stop," Oliver whimpered. "Please."

The man turned the dials on a nearby console. "Initiating scan."

Something turned on inside the helmet. A hum. Then pain. Not sharp, but deep, like fingers digging into his brain and into his very core.

Vision blurred. His short breaths couldn't get enough air. The room bent at an angle that he knew was caused by this contraption. He tasted metal where he'd bitten his tongue.

"Scan progress at forty percent," the man said.

The sensation got stronger, almost turning into pain, and then into stinging pain. Oliver's back arched as something that felt like lightning coursed through his body.

"Unusual readings," the man behind said. "Subject is exhibiting signatures above that of a mundane yet still a mundane. He hasn't awakened yet."

No. No more. Oliver couldn't speak, couldn't even make a sound. The world had shrunk to just this chair and the pain it's causing.

An audible shattering of glass snapped inside of him. Suddenly, everything became too clear and a strange energy seeped into his veins like a dam breaking. Something inside him woke up.

The chair shook. Then the floor. Then the walls.

"Energy spike! He's awakening!"

The helmet blew off away from Oliver's head, flying across the room and planting itself into the drywall. The straps on his wrists and ankles bent and split outwards. The chair below him crumpled.

Oliver fell forward onto his hands and knees. His head felt ready to split open. But the pain had changed into a pressure that kept building. A sensation or an urge to use his telekinesis started blaring in his mind.

The console next to the suited man crushed like paper. Then the lights blew out, sending sparks everywhere.

In the dark, Oliver got to his feet. He couldn't see, could barely think through the storm in his head, but he knew he needed to run.

Now.

With one look against the wall, it exploded outwards. He almost didn't want to believe what was happening, but all he could think of was running away with no idea which way led out. No idea where he was.

Just run.

Left turn. Hallway after hallway of gray walls. No windows or any signs that told him which way was out. Nothing but closed doors and alarms going off everywhere at once.

People shouted behind him as running footsteps came closer and closer. A suited man shouted, "Contain him! Now!"

Oliver ran faster. The pressure in his head grew the longer he didn't use his powers. Things around him thrashed around. The trash can he passed by flew up in the air and crushed itself inwards. Fire extinguishers went off. Cork boards fell and flew away, smashing into the ceiling as he passed by.

He couldn't control it. Whatever that helmet had done, it had broken something inside him. His telekinesis had never felt this strong before. It was all too easy. He didn't even wanna know what would happen if he used it on a person anymore.

A door ahead burst open. Three suited men blocked his path, guns drawn.

"Stop right there, kid," one shouted.

Oliver didn't slow down. He couldn't if he wanted to. Throwing his hands forward, all he wanted was for them to move just a little bit to provide him space to run.

The bodies flew backwards like they'd been hit by a truck. Most hit the ceiling with loud crunching noises of bones being broken. Blood sprayed everywhere and he saw one of the bodies fall on its neck, completely breaking it.

Oliver stopped, staring at what he'd done. He'd hurt people before, but never like this. They can't be broken, right? They were able to corner him in the alley. These suited men can't be this fragile.

He turned away, feeling sick, and kept running. Another turn. No exit in sight.

More men appeared ahead. Guns pointed at his chest.

"On the ground! Now!"

Oliver raised his hands, not to give up but to focus the energy still ripping through him. The guns tore from their hands, bending in midair. Then the men themselves lifted off the floor, legs kicking at nothing. With a casual wave of his hands, they all flew into the drywall. More of the same crunching sounds as blood splattered onto the walls.

Another turn, but where the fuck was he even? He rounded another corner at full speed and stopped suddenly.

A woman stood in the hallway. The background noise seemed to die down as the only thing that could be heard was her heels clicking against the tiled floor.

She wore a plain black dress with no distinct pattern that went down all the way to her ankles. It looked more like she wanted to hide as much skin as possible. She wore black lipstick and a mask at the side of her face while her hat, which looked too big, covered her eyes. The hat itself had 4 black feathers sticking out.

The older beggars would call someone that looked like her a witch.

"Going somewhere?" she asked in a low husky voice.

Oliver backed up a step. Everything about this woman screamed danger. More danger than the suits, the guns, the whole building combined.

He tried to use his power to push her aside like the others.

Nothing happened.

He tried again, harder this time. The pressure in his head got twice as bad, three times as bad. Still, she didn't move. Not even a little bit.

"That's cute," she said, lips curving into a smile. "My turn."
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                "That's cute," the woman in black smiled. "My turn."

She flicked two fingers up.

Oliver flew backward. He hit the wall hard, cracking the drywall. Before he could get up, she flicked again to the right. He shot sideways into the opposite wall.

"Is that all, boy?" she said. "Come on, give me something to work with."

Oliver got to his feet. Blood dripped from his nose. Pressure inside him built up again. He focused on the ceiling panel, tearing it loose and then dropping it on the woman's head.

She looked up at the panel that was falling on her. The panel stopped mid-air and then compressed inwards on itself.

"What else?" she said.

Oliver grabbed everything he could with telekinesis. The door, chunks of wall, the light panels, tiles on the floor, trash cans were thrown like rain at the woman. The debris would've killed anything and anyone that was normal. However, the thing in front of him was anything but normal.

The woman just stood there. All the objects hung in mid air for a second when they reached a threshold in front of her. Another second, they fell onto the floor.

"My grandfather hit me harder than you when I was a child," she said. "And he's been dead for over 300 years!"

Oliver charged at her which also surprised him. There was no plan, just desperation at this point to get past her. Get out, then get back to Cassie.

The woman sighed and lifted up her hand in a sudden movement.

Frozen. Oliver tried moving, but couldn't. Couldn't even breath or blink as if something had prevented any kind of muscle movement inside of him. Things around him still moved as normal. The lights flickered above, sparking.

She flicked her wrist up and down. His body flew up then slammed itself to the floor, knocking the air from his lungs. His ears rang. All the sounds from before deafened to a mute.

"Stay down, boy." She put her heel between his shoulder blades. "You're injured. Had to do something to stop your rampage."

"Please," Oliver wheezed, tears, spit, and snot covering his whole face. "I just want… need to go home."

"Home?" she laughed. "You think they'll let you walk out of here after what you did? After you destroyed their property just like that?"

"I have to." He pushed against the floor, trying to get up despite her heels stabbing into his shoulder. "Someone's waiting for me."

"Oh?" She pressed down harder. "Who might that be?"

"Cassie," he said. "She's waiting for me. She'll starve without me and she probably thinks I'll abandon her. I wanna see her face again."

"How sweet," the woman said. "The street rat has a heart."

"She's probably alone. Scared. I have all our money. I forgot to give it to her. I don't know what time it is, and she's going to starve."

"And that's my problem how?"

Oliver stopped trying to move. He lay flat, face on the cold floor, and did what he swore never to do again—he begged. "Please. I'll do anything. Just let me go back to her. She needs me. Please, lady. I wanna go home and see her again, please."

The heels lifted from his back. The invisible pressure on his body flipped him over. The woman crouched beside him, looking into his face with her cold blue eyes. Oliver saw the burn marks covered by the half mask she wore.

"Anything?" she said. "That's a tempting offer to someone like me for a talent like you."

"Please lady. I mean it. I'll do anything to go back home to Cassie."

She sighed. "Still saying that? You don't know what I'll ask you to do or what I could ask for you in the future. Are you sure about that, child?"

"I don't care. Anything to go back to Cassie. Please help me."

"Anything?" She turned his face with a finger toward herself. "What if I asked for your eyes? Your hands? Your soul?"

Oliver stared into her eyes, blurry as tears streamed down his cheeks. "As long as I can take care of Cassie, take whatever you want. I don't care. Just let me be with her, please."

Something changed in the woman's expression, a soft smile replacing the cold mask she had before.

"Fascinating," she stood up. "Get up."

Oliver got to his feet. His legs shook. The pressure in his head was now a dull throb, and his body hurt all over from being thrown around. He'd recover from bruises, but not from missing Cassie.

"You're useful," the woman said, "someone with your raw unpolished talent. The way you broke their containment. Those were awakened men you beat up. Simply put, talent. Messy though."

"What are you talking about?"

"Let's just say, I'll offer you a job." The firm eyes she showed before came back. "Be my errand boy. Fetch, carry, break, kill when I tell you to. In exchange, you get paid and protection against the idiots in this place."

She walked around him, checking out his physical injuries and even touching a bruise, making Oliver wince.

"And you can take care of… Cassie. The girl you mentioned."

Oliver sniffled. "I can go home?"

"Well yes, you get to go home just like in a normal job." She smiled. "And I pay well. Better than whatever petty theft you've been living on."

"I'll do it."

"Smart boy." She held out her hand. "You may call me Witch Raven. And you belong to me now."

Oliver took her hand. A static-like feeling ran through him as soon as he held her hand. It didn't matter. Devil. Angel. Who cares as long as it meant he could see Cassie again. Keeping her fed, warm, safe… and maybe even seeing her achieve her dream of becoming a scientist. That's what mattered.

He'd sell his soul twice for that.

"When do I start?" he asked.

Witch Raven's smile widened. "Sweetheart. You already have."



Oliver's stuck the key in the lock. His bloody fingers slipped on the handle. He leaned on the doorframe as the world spun around him. Too many hits to the head. Cuts and blood filled his mouth.

Finally, the door opened, and Oliver dragged himself into his apartment.

"Ollie?" Her voice cracked.

She was curled up by the entrance against the wall with a blanket over herself. Her eyes looked at him, reddened, puffy, as if she's been crying the whole time.

"Hey," he said, trying his best to sound normal.

Cassie stood up to her feet. "What happened to you? Where were you? I waited and waited, I thought you were gonna…"

"I know." Oliver shut the door. "I'm sorry."

She stared at his face, looking down at the blood, bruises, and torn clothes on his body. "Did those men do this?"

"Sort of." He limped to the mattress and dropped onto it.

Cassie followed, sitting beside him on the mattress. Oliver looked at her, now clearly seeing how red her eyes were, how messy her hair was, and the snot still going down her nose.

Cassie sniffled and said, "I thought you weren't coming back."

"You thought I'd just leave you?" Oliver held back his tears.

"People always do." She hugged herself. "My parents did."

"Not me," Oliver said. "Come here."

She sat closer to him, and Oliver took her hand.

"I got caught," he explained. "The guy knew what I was doing. He took me to this... place. Under City Hall."

"City Hall? Why?"

"Because of what I can do." Oliver flexed his fingers. "They said it was just a test… and then it hurt me. So I ran and then this woman showed up."

"What woman?"

"She calls herself Witch Raven," he said. "She's like me, but stronger. Way stronger."

Cassie rubbed her eyes, wiping away tears still running down. "She can move things too?"

"Yeah. And more." Oliver rolled closer to her, careful as to not hurt his bruises. "She offered me a job."

"A job?" Cassie said. "Doing what?"

"Being her errand boy. Getting things for her. Maybe breaking stuff sometimes." He tried chuckling. "She said it has good pay."

"So you took it?"

"I had to." Oliver looked right at her. "It was the only way they'd let me go. The only way I could come back to you."

Cassie looked down at her hand being held by him. "I was… scared. I waited and waited all night. I was lost… I didn't know what to do like what if you disappear? What would I do and it was a stupid idea that would've been my fault if you-"

"I know. I'm sorry," he said. "But I'm back now. And I'm not leaving again. I promise."

"You really promise?"

"I really promise." Oliver squeezed her hand. "From now on, things get better. We'll have money. Real money. No more stealing."

A tear ran down Cassie's cheek. "Don't you ever abandon me ever again."

"Never." Oliver pulled her closer to him then hugged her. Though she was supposed to be older than him, only by two years, she felt small against him. "We're a team, remember?"

Her body shook as she suppressed her sobs.

"It's okay," he whispered, rubbing her back. "I got you."

For a long time, they just sat there. Oliver fighting to stay awake, Cassie crying until she had nothing left.

She pulled back from him and wiped her eyes again. "So what now?"

"Now, we eat. Sleep. And tomorrow I find out what my new job is." Oliver forced a smile on his swollen face. "But first, I need to tell you something important."

"What?" Cassie said.

"My name. It's Oliver."

Cassie stared at him, then rolled her eyes. She smiled and said, "Whatever you say, Ollie."



Four Years Later

The pistol now felt familiar in Oliver's hand. He put it back into his holster and pulled his jacket over it.

His phone vibrated. He looked at the screen.

[18:01 - Cassie: text me when you get home?]

[18:01 - Oliver: ok]

Her words always made him smile. Four years since that night in his crappy government apartment, and she still said the same thing every day.

Oliver put the phone away and focused on the house across the street. Single story ranch style. Blue siding. White trim. Neat lawn despite the Yukon cold. Nothing suspicious about it, which is exactly what made it suspicious.

"Target confirmed?" Witch Raven said through his earpiece.

"Yes," Oliver said. "Lights on in the back room. Two heat spots in the basement, small. Probably the twins."

"And our friend?"

Oliver scanned the windows. "Kitchen. Cooking dinner."

"Well then. Time to ruin his dinner."

He could hear the smile in her voice. Four years working for Witch Raven had taught Oliver many things. How to case a location, how to use a gun, how to move without being seen. But most importantly, how to hit hard and fast.

"Front or back?" he asked.

"Your choice. I'll take the other."

"I'll take the front. More direct path to the basement."

"Such a gentleman." Raven chuckled. "On my mark... go."

Oliver crossed the street at a casual pace. Just a guy taking an evening stroll. Nothing to see. He climbed up the steps of the front porch, ringing the doorbell twice and stepping to the side where the door would open to cover him.

Footsteps came closer. The door opened.

"Hello?" A man stepped outside.

The moment the man turned his head towards him, Oliver throat punched him. The man started choking. Before he could react, Oliver shoved him back inside with a foot, then closed the door.

The man stumbled, reaching for his pocket. Not a chance. One flick of Oliver's fingers sent the man through the air, and then he slammed onto the corner of the wall.

"Where are they?" Oliver crouched as he aimed the pistol at the man's head.

The man's eyes fixed on the barrel of the pistol. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"The twins. Where?"

"What twins?"

Oliver shot him in the foot. The man screamed.

"Try again."

"Shit! Fuck! It hurts!" the man gasped, holding his bleeding foot.

"Remember now?"

"Basement! Keys in my left pocket!" the man shouted.

Oliver moved carefully. The man was supposed to be Attuned while he was only still a late-Awakened. Attuned was still not as powerful as his master, Witch Raven, not even close.

Still though, can't hurt to be careful against humans. Time and time again, other humans had proven to be more dangerous in rifts compared to the monsters that lurked there.

The key ring floated out of the man's left pocket and into Oliver's hands.

"Don't move. I've got backup," Oliver said. He wasn't lying. His master was out there in the perimeter too.

"You're making a mistake," the man said. "Those kids are valuable. Property of Alexei. You're making a big mistake pal."

"Shut up." Oliver touched his earpiece. "Got the key. Target down."

"Well done," she replied. "I'm in position."

Oliver found the basement door off the kitchen. The lock clicked open. He went down the stairs slowly, gun first, feeling for traps just as he had been taught. At the far end stood a heavy steel door with no handle, just a keyhole.

It was three keys tried before he found the right one. The door swung open as soon as it clicked.

Two boys huddled on a single cot. Both skinny with dark brown hair. One was slightly taller than the other, though almost his height. The shorter one stood in front of the taller one with a frown.

"It's okay," Oliver lowered his gun. "I'm here to help."

"That's what that guy said upstairs," the taller boy said.

"Fair enough." Oliver stayed still, not moving from where he was. "My name's Oliver. My boss and I are taking you out of here."

"Why should we trust you?" the shorter boy asked.

"I don't know, but your only other option is staying with that guy upstairs that locked you up in here. So what'll it be?"

The boys looked at each other. Something crashed upstairs, then a scream cut short. The taller boy flinched. The shorter one took a deep breath.

"Fine. We'll go with you."

"Smart." Oliver stepped aside. "Stay close."

They climbed the stairs to find Witch Raven standing in the kitchen. She wore her usual black dress and wide-brimmed hat with 4 raven feathers. The man lay unconscious at her feet.

"Took you long enough," she said, then turned her eyes to the twins. "Hello, boys. Ready for a trip?"

The twins stared at her, taller one going back behind the shorter one again.

"They're coming willingly," Oliver said. "No need for the full witch routine."

Raven smiled. "What? It's my normal wardrobe. Anyways, car's out in the back. Let's go before they get reinforcements."

Oliver led the twins through the house. He had already gotten used to Raven's methods over the years. She moved fast, cut corners, a lot of corners, and never explained more than needed. Yet, higher ups liked her. She got the job done. Cutting corners also made for less expenses.

The black SUV was parked behind the house, open driver's door, engine still running. Raven took the wheel while Oliver helped the twins into the back seat. He sat beside them, watching for followers.

"Names?" Raven asked as she pulled away.

The twins hesitated. The shorter one finally spoke. "I'm Clyde. This is Kyle."

"Ages?"

"I'm fifteen," Clyde said. He nudged his brother.

"I'm ten," Kyle said, then Clyde elbowed him hard. "I mean fifteen too."

Raven's eyes met Oliver's in the mirror. They looked smaller than what their age implied. Yet it was normal. They looked younger and malnourished because they were. Bones and hollow cheeks. They were living experiments, not that Raven would've told him that. It was plain obvious.

"Twins, huh?" Raven said.

"Yeah," Kyle said. "So what?"

"Relax. Just asking." She turned onto the main road. "We're heading to our hotel. Tomorrow, it's back to Vancouver on the first flight out."

"Vancouver?" Kyle said. "Is that where you're going to lock us up?"

"Yeah, definitely going to lock you up in a 5 star hotel for now," Raven said. "Back at the main city, we got places for kids like you, though."

"What does that mean?" Clyde asked. "Kids like us?"

"Special kids," Raven said. "The kind people want to lock in basements and experiment on."

The twins went quiet after at that.

Oliver checked his watch. 8 PM already. The extraction had taken longer than planned. Cassie would be wondering where he was. Then he also got curious about what she was doing now.

They reached the hotel twenty minutes later. A fancy place by Yukon standards. Raven gave the keys to an attendant and led them inside.

"Oh Ollie~, take them to their room sweetie," she smiled when she said his nickname, then looked at the twins. "Order whatever you want from room service. We leave at seven tomorrow morning."

Oliver sighed. "I'll get them settled."

"Good." Raven turned to go, then stopped. "One more thing, Ollie. Good work today."

She walked away, disappearing into the bar of the hotel.

Oliver led the twins to the elevator. "Let's get you guys cleaned up and fed."

After getting the twins to their room, Oliver finally entered his own suite that was next to theirs. He locked the door, checked the windows, and fell onto the bed. Something he had gotten used to over the years of working with Raven.

He took out his phone.

[20:32 - Oliver: I'm home]

The reply came instantly.

[20:32 - Cassie: Ollie, I miss you. Let's do a video call?]

Oliver smiled.

            

    
        Chapter 156

    
    
    
    
                Ollie sat against the wall where Gale had left him. The broken picture frame of Cassie and him still grasped in his hands.

You're becoming someone who hides from life behind an endless string of noble causes.

His hands trembled as he remembered those words. These were the same hands that once stole wallets to take care of the sick girl in a run-down apartment. It was a shabby apartment, but it was warm. Looking around his office, all he could see was grey and the thermostat set at 19C, slightly below room temperature.

This place isn't your salvation. It's become your coffin.

Gale was right. Everything here was just an excuse built up brick by brick to hide the mask of guilt he wore.

Ollie… that name she had given him. Hated at first, now it's stuck in his identity. He had promised her they'd never part again. Life was supposed to be good after meeting Raven. All of this was just to give him excuses to tell her that she was living her dream to cure the world.

Pulling out his phone, he sent Alexei a message.

[Ollie: The deal is off.]

His phone rang immediately. He ignored it.

Getting up from the floor with the picture frame in hand, he walked up to his desk and sat down. He sat the shattered picture frame beside the laptop carefully. Looking back at the glass fragments, blue outlines covered each one as they floated to the trashcan.

Ollie turned his head to look back at the picture. Cassie smiled under the cherry blossoms of High Park. Her dark hair turned brown when it caught the light. He'd forgotten how endearingly stupid, quippy, bright, smart, annoying, emotional, funny, and romantic she was.

His hand went to the bottom right drawer, unlocking it with telekinesis. He pulled it open and took out an old phone that was hooked up to a cable. Unplugging it, he turned it on.

The screen lit up. The wallpaper of Cassie's sleeping face on their bed greeted him on the lock screen.

1-0-0-7

October 7th. The day he met Cassie at that laundromat. He could still remember his reflection in the mirror, purple and bruised eyes, when he got out of that washroom to fend off her pursuers.

Ollie tapped the message app and scrolled through the texts. Years of conversations saved exactly as they were.

[Cassie: Text me when you get home, ok?]

[Oliver: ok]

[Cassie: Good morning sunshine! Rise and shine!]

[Oliver: It's 5 AM]

[Cassie: Early bird gets the worm!]

[Oliver: The worm should still be asleep]

[Cassie: Made too much pasta. Again. Your fault for teaching me wrong]

[Oliver: The box says 4 servings not 40]

[Cassie: Math is hard ok]

[Cassie: Don't forget milk on your way home]

[Oliver: Didn't realize following instructions was that hard.]

[Cassie: And bread]

[Oliver: Ok]

[Cassie: It was too vague!]

[Cassie: And maybe can you get ice cream?]

[Oliver: What flavour?]

[Cassie: Can't decide between green tea or chocolate]

[Oliver: I'll get both and see you get fat]

[Cassie: Love you Ollie]

[Oliver: Love you too, Cassie.]

Ollie found himself smiling as he scrolled. She never forgot to tell him to text when he got home. Never missed a good morning or goodnight even when they were both home together. Even on their worst days, when they fought about money or jobs or the risks he took, she always ended with those same words.

He reached deeper into the compartment. A crude bracelet made of coloured rope lay next to a stack of photos. Cassie had made it when she was in her braiding everything phase.

You see, I'm a genius. I get so good at anything I want to do.

He laughed, even remembering her voice as she said it. The photos showed their life together. Cassie trying to cook, flour on her nose. Ollie with a fever, Cassie putting a cold cloth on his forehead. Birthday parties with dollar-store candles. Just two kids making a life together.

A tear ran down his cheek, the first real one in longer than he could remember.

Gale's right.

He wasn't honouring Cassie. He was chasing her ghost. All to hide the grief, and at what cost?

Gale ruined everything. After he came back, his mind had been a complete mess. The boy that came back from the red hollows represented a time when things were simpler.

Just get out of the rift and run back to her. That was the goal.

Now that goal's changed. He needed to help his friend. Gale needed him. And for once, Ollie knew exactly what to do.

He tucked the old phone into his blazer's inner pocket. He stood up and walked out of his office.

The elevator came fast after pushing the button. 52nd floor. The lab was the destination. Yet the ride to the floor felt longer than usual. Ollie walked through the HR department's cubicle farm, counting rows. Third row from the window.

He picked up the landline and held it to his ear. Immediately, a soft click faded the walls beside the cubicle, allowing him to enter through as the walls closed behind him.

Inside the lab, Dr. Sarah Chen stood alone at her workstation. Her dark hair was pulled back in its usual tight bun. Multiple screens showed the structures of the shard.

"Ollie, wasn't expecting you here so late," she said.

"I'm taking the shard," Ollie said.

She spun around. "What?"

"I'm taking the shard. Get ready to leave in five minutes to Humber River Hospital."

"You can't do that," Dr. Chen said, stepping between him and the containment room. "This is our breakthrough. The data we're collecting is invaluable. You can't just take it away for who knows what purpose."

"Please, Sarah." Ollie met her gaze directly. He knew his eyes were puffy not from the late nights.

Sarah stared at him, into his eyes. In the four years they worked together, she probably never heard the word 'please' from him ever.

"Please," Ollie repeated.

"I'll get my things. Gotta at least get some data out of this," she sighed.

The drive to Humber River Hospital passed in silence. Ollie kept one hand on the case with the shard, knowing full well the mundane suitcase wouldn't hide the shard's signature. Sarah glanced at him from time to time but didn't ask questions.

They found Mia's room on the fifth floor. She lay in the hospital bed, skin pale against the white sheets. Her eyes opened as they entered.

"Well, look what the magical world dragged in," she said in a coarse voice, like she just had the worst cold of her life. "To what do I owe the pleasure, Mr. Glory Industries?"

"How are you feeling?" Ollie put the case on the table beside her bed.

"Like I'm turning into a crystal chandelier from the inside out," Mia said. "You know, the usual."

Sarah unpacked her own equipment, placing poles that were probes to read etheric signatures at the four corners of the room. She set up a disk looking device at the centre of the room, which was an etheric imager that was much stronger than an electron microscope but with a higher resolution and didn't come with all the negatives. Lastly, she connected them all with a single cable and hooked it up to her laptop.

She looked to Ollie. "Ready?"

"What's happening?" Mia asked. "Is this some kind of fancy last rites?"

"I'm going to cure you," Ollie said.

"Right. Cure an incurable disease because magic."

Ollie didn't answer. Instead, he opened the case and carefully took out the shard. Its kaleidoscope coloured lights filled the room.

Stepping in front of Mia, he had no idea what he was supposed to do or how to make someone 'consume' this thing. The idiot twins' words rang in his head.

When in doubt, use movie logic.

He grinned as he held the shard in both hands, slowly bringing it to Mia's forehead.

"What are you doing?!" Mia shouted.

The shard pulsed once, bright enough to make them squint. The heart rate monitor went wild, beeping at more than 200 bpm.

"What the hell is this?" Sarah's eyes widened as she stared at the screen. "What in Aur am I seeing!?"

Ollie didn't respond. He focused completely on the shard and Mia. The world around him seemed to shake, reality bending slightly at the edges of what he could see.

The room grew darker, as if all light was being pulled into the shard. An audible glass shard shattered somewhere far away, and suddenly the shard in his hand cracked and disintegrated into billions of fine tiny motes of light.

They swirled around Mia like a tiny galaxy, spinning faster until they formed a bright spiral centred on her chest. The light flowed into her heart in a steady stream, each particle finding its place inside her.

Ollie stood still, watching as the last bits of light disappeared into Mia's body. When the last single tiny mote entered Mia's heart, the light in the room returned. Monitors stabilized, slowing down from almost 250 bpm down to 130 then 70.

Sarah stared at her readings, mouth open. "That's... that's..."

For a full minute, no one moved. Mia laid still, eyes still closed, breathing shallow. Suddenly, she gasped for air as if coming out of the ocean. The colour on her cheeks flushed, fading away the pale complexion.



A couple walked by Gale as he sat still on a park bench. Even at night, where the park's lamps barely lit the path, joggers still jogged and parents walked hand in hand with their children.

His fingers felt for the ring as it gave off a slight warmth that spread throughout his body. He couldn't save Mia. Not without that shard, and Ollie wouldn't give it up.

But maybe there was another way.

Gale closed his eyes.

Open Vianne's Express Amazing Store.

The display appeared, a shop full of items and weapons he could never even begin to imagine.

Search: Origin.


	[Flawless Blank Origin: locked]
[A piece of True Origin.]
[Consumable.]
[Stock: 4]

	[Flawed Blank Origin: locked]
[A piece of Raw Origin.]
[Consumable.]
[Stock: 11]

	[Origin Fragment: 550,000 points]
[A fragment of Origin.]
[Consumable.]
[Stock: 345]

	[Origin Shard: 88,000 points]
[A piece of Origin Shard.]
[Consumable.]
[Stock: 12,472]

	[Origin Grain: 5,000 points]
[A grain of Origin.]
[Consumable.]
[Stock: Unlimited]

	[…]



Gale checked his points balance: 1,100. Not even close to enough for the cheapest option. He closed his eyes, dismissing the store interface. Of course nothing was easy, he sighed.

The old wooden bench creaked as someone sat beside him. He didn't need to look at who it was. Breath of the Void already fed him the familiar signature before he even glanced to the side. Not to mention, the pleasant scent of orange and spice as she scooted closer to him.

Rachel leaned her head against his shoulder, her breathing moving in tune with his.

"Bad day?" she asked softly.

Bad day, but he didn't know what to say. What's he supposed to say other than he wanted to use the Origin Shard to save his 1 friend and doom the rest of the mundanes corrupted by dust?

Rachel didn't push though. She just sat there quietly, waiting for him to talk as her breathing remained stable.

Another young couple walked by the bench, talking about ice cream even though it was basically December and the temperatures were almost in the negatives.

Life continued for everyone else.

"Do you ever think about before? How simple it was?" Gale said.

Rachel kept her head still on his shoulder. "What do you mean?"

"When I was a kid," Gale said, "all I cared about was my parents and myself. Wake up. Train. Eat. Sleep. No other connections. No other responsibilities."

He paused, not knowing where this was going. All he wanted was just to use his voice to say anything to her.

"Then the orphanage happened. Shawn taught me what happens when you trust people. When you let them in." Gale gripped the bench's edge. "But the Eclipsed... the understanding of pure solitude..."

Rachel stayed silent.

"I told myself I would try to make connections and keep everyone at a safe distance. It felt safer that way," Gale whispered. "But then I reunited with you and Ollie. The Earth I came back to was different. Then… I met Andrew. And Jacob. And Mia."

Gale looked up at the light polluted sky that hid away the stars.

"She's dying," Gale said. "Dust corruption. And I can't do anything about it."

"I know you've been keeping your distance," Rachel turned, sat up straight, and looked at him. "From me. From everyone. It's not like I don't understand why. When you care about people, you give them the power to hurt you. But caring about people is what makes life magical. It makes life worth living, even with all the pain it brings."

“It hurts. More than I expected. I'm not used to it."

"I know."

"That's why I pushed you away too. It was easier."

"I figured as much."

"I care about you, Rachel," Gale said. "You know that, right? Does it hurt you when I push you away?"

Rachel shook her head, smiling weakly. "Of course it hurts. But… it makes me feel... seen. Even when you were pushing me away, I knew you were watching. Making sure I was okay. Caring for people isn't all-in or nothing, Gale. It's not like flipping a switch. You can't turn on and off whether you care about someone. Even when you think you've shut everyone out, some light still gets through the cracks."

"If you disappear," Gale said, "I honestly don't know what I'd do with… myself."

As fairy tale as it sounds, if Aurumn's curse was real… and it probably is, it'd be devastating if she suddenly disappears. Would he still cling on to life, or would he become something like Ollie?

"You know, I've always been thinking," Rachel said. "Thinking about what I can do by myself. Without the background of my family. Away from grandma's eyes. But…"

Her eyes turned to a man walking alone at night, typing on the phone with one hand. "I know what it feels like to be helpless. To watch something happen and understand that you can't possibly do anything to stop it."

A breeze shook the trees around them, sending leaves raining down on the bench. It made her appearance look even more surreal, having this conversation one on one with her.

"Ollie has his reasons for what he's doing," Rachel said. "Maybe he's right. Maybe he's wrong. I'm not here to judge either of you. What matters is that the research goes on, regardless of what happens with the shard."

She squeezed his arm. "And I'm here for you, whatever you decide. Whatever happens with Mia."

"Even if Mia dies?"

"Even then," Rachel said. "Especially then."

Gale felt something in his throat. The knight's words rang true. This is what it feels like to be supported by others. Stronger together, weaker alone. With Rachel by his side, maybe, just maybe, he could accept the horrors of life.

They sat in silence as Rachel put her head back on his shoulder. Gale took deep breaths. She'll be with you for the pain of it all, just remember that. You can grieve, but you cannot brood. Life moves on.

Rachel's phone rang suddenly. She pulled it from her pocket, checking the screen. Her soft expression changed to a frown as she answered.

"Hello?" Rachel said.

She put the phone on speaker.

"…broken our agreement," Alexei's voice came through. "This is unacceptable. If you want to see your friend alive, bring me the hunter who has caused me so much trouble these past months. You have until midnight."

The call ended suddenly.

"Ollie," she said. "He has Ollie."

Gale stood up. "Where?"

Rachel typed quickly on her phone. "I can track his location. He always keeps his GPS on for emergencies."

A map appeared on her screen, a blue dot on the maps app showed Ollie's location.

"The abandoned warehouse," she said. "Oshawa industrial complex."

            

    
        Chapter 157

    
    
    
    
                Gale flinched at the sound of the heavy wooden double doors of the Ann family's east wing conference room. The twins were sitting on one side of the long table, looking way too comfortable for being guests, having their feet up resting on the table. Gerard walked in and kept a firm gaze at the twins' feet on the table. Lily was sitting in the corner eyeing the two men with a hint of annoyance.

"Tea service, as requested, Young Miss," Gerard put down the silver tray with cups and a steaming blue and white porcelain ceramic pot. "Will there be anything else?"

"That will be all, thank you," Rachel said.

Gerard gave a small bow and left, shutting the doors with a soft click.

A big holographic table sat in the middle, showing a 3D blueprint of a warehouse complex. On the wall, a huge screen showed Mateo's face lit up by the glow of monitors around him.

"Everyone settled?" Mateo asked. "Time's short, and our window's getting shorter."

Lily took a seat. "Let's get to the point."

"Agreed," Mateo said. The holographic display zoomed in on the warehouse. "First thing you need to know: this place isn't abandoned. Not anymore."

The image spun around, revealing labelled differences between the old warehouse a couple of months ago and now.

"We're looking at a hardened Silver Lions black site," Mateo said. "They've retrofitted the entire structure in the past couple months. Ether charged generator means their systems are powered off the grid, communications jammers, reinforced walls that stop most mundane weapons. The United Knights hit this place not long ago, making it perfect for the Lions to set up shop now."

"Why?" Rachel asked.

"The myth goes: lightning doesn't strike twice in the same place," Kyle said. "Basic strategy and stupid. Lightning does strike at the same place."

"Exactly. Now for the bad news. My sources confirm at least sixteen armed guards on the perimeter alone. All ex-special forces with direct combat experience against Awakened individuals," Mateo said.

"And inside?" Lily asked.

"That's where it gets interesting," Mateo replied. "I'm picking up ether signatures that suggest a full security squad. Five attuned and one resonant. Not impossible odds for this group, but sources say that they're trained specifically in containment and defense procedures. Take that as you will."

Clyde leaned forward. "Any ID on the resonant?"

"Not yet. Working on it."

The hologram changed again into three different 2D panels that showcased the interior layout on different levels. Catwalk, ground level, and a single underground level.

"Let's talk entry points. I've highlighted camera blind spots in blue and probable kill zones in red. This area here," Mateo said as the image zoomed to the centre of the complex at the underground level. "This is where they're keeping Ollie. It's a reinforced sub-level room. Basically a vault. One way in, one way out."

Gale stood up, squinting his eyes to see the most direct route, but he never really read layouts or blueprints before. "What's the fastest way in?"

"Fastest is loudest, and loudest usually gets the hostage killed." Lily adjusted the hologram, highlighting two sections of the building. The front south facing entrance and the more empty northern side. "We go in quiet. Two-team infiltration. One creates a diversion at the loading dock here, drawing attention and resources away. The second team breaches from the roof at this point, where there's structural weakness in their security setup."

Kyle scoffed and crossed his arms. "Shit's too complicated. I say we go in, guns blazing, pew pew pew pew. Sword boy can handle a couple of attuned himself. Besides, Ollie's survived worse than this. It's that idiot's fault for getting caught in the first place."

"Second that," Clyde said. "We got our own pack of resonants."

Lily put her hands on her hips, turning to the twins. "Why are you two even here? This isn't a Path operation."

"We're Ollie's friends too," Kyle said. "Sort of. It's complicated."

"What he means," Clyde said, "is that we owe him… after the Vancouver incident."

"Your approach is too risky. We don't know Ollie's condition or what leverage they have over him. If they've taken precautions against his abilities, charging in will just get him killed," Rachel said.

"Thank you," Lily said. "Did you get the equipment I asked for?"

Rachel smiled, pointing to six black cases stacked near the door. "I got more than you asked for. Breach charges, anti-mage shockbangs, miscellaneous magic scrolls, multiple long guns, a box of assorted Glory-tech ammunition, a bunch of syringe guns, null field generators, and a bag of grey marbles and red marbles."

Lily walked over to check the cases, opening one to reveal neatly packed full equipment. "We aren't raiding a rift. We can't carry all this and stay mobile."

"Leave it to me." Gale approached the pile. Left hand fished out the storage box in his pocket, opened the interface, and willed the five cases to go into a single slot, while leaving one out for Lily to examine.

"Bet you that Ollie wanted that box thingy," Kyle said.

"Bet you want that shit too," Clyde said.

"Alright. Let's talk team assignments," Lily said. "Kyle and Clyde, you're on diversion."

"What?" Kyle said. "We should be part of the main assault."

"No," Lily said. "You'll be using your Path credentials to make the Silver Lions keep their heads down. Your job is to pretend to investigate around the perimeter, which will effectively dismantle their security unless they want the Path to raid their operation."

"Not a bad play. The Lions won't risk open conflict with the Path. Not after what happened in Montreal," Clyde said.

"Exactly," Lily said. "While you two have them dancing on eggshells, Gale, Rachel, and I will infiltrate during the distraction. Mateo will guide us through blind spots to reach the vault."

“What if I scout ahead and get intel, relay it back?” Gale asked. He could technically just phase through the walls and maybe get Ollie back too. He’d gotten the knuckle guards out in one piece and not get caught; this would be easy going in solo.

“Not a chance,” Rachel said. “We fight together.” 

“Rachel’s right.” Mateo said. “High chance there’s sutras laid out all over the walls that could corner you into a trap if they chose to.”

Right. Last time he almost got trapped in the service tunnels.

“Mateo, go on,” Lily said.

Mateo nodded on the screen. "I'll have real-time positioning of all security personnel. As long as you stay on my route, you should avoid direct confrontation."

"Once we reach the vault?" Rachel asked.

"We assess, then breach," Lily answered. "We'll have to play that part by ear depending on what we find."

"How do we get out?" Gale asked.

"Same way we came in, if possible," Lily said. "If not, we improvise. Any questions?"

Kyle raised his hand. Rachel elbowed him sharply, and he put it back down with a scowl.

Gale looked directly at Lily. "What's the success rate on this plan?"

Lily met his eyes. "In the five years since I got back from the Eclipse, I've never failed an infiltration mission. Not once."

"That's not what I asked," Gale said.

"It's the only answer you're getting," Lily said. "This isn't mathematics, Gale. It's war. And in war, you don't get percentages. You get results."

"Guide," Gale whispered.

[Analysis of current tactical approach is sound. Two-pronged strategy maximizes success variables while minimizing risk to hostage. Recommend accepting strategic framework with contingency preparations for vault breach.]

Gale nodded. "When do we move?"

"Two hours," Mateo said. "That gives us optimal conditions."

"Then we're set," Lily closed the last equipment case, giving it to Gale to put in his storage box. "Gear check in ninety minutes, departure in two hours. Kyle, Clyde. You two will need to arrive fifteen minutes before us to establish your cover."

The twins exchanged a look. Probably the twin telepathy thing.

Rachel moved to Gale's side as the others went back to reviewing the holographic map. "Are you okay with this?"

"Do I have a choice?" Gale said. "We can't leave Ollie alone."

"We could call my grandmother," Rachel said.

Gale winced at the suggestion. It was tempting, but that came with a lot of heavy baggage of being locked into a contract with the family… Looking at Rachel, it wasn't totally a bad thing though.

"I want to save him ourselves," Gale finally said.

Rachel didn't argue, instead tapping his shoulder once with a smile. "I'll get changed then. Meet you at the garage in an hour?"

He nodded.



22:58.

Kyle checked his watch. "Right on time. Perfect."

A single light lit up the front entrance where two armed guards stood watch, their body armour catching the glow of security lights.

Magetech kevlar. Physical and etheric resistance. Fuck, these guys are armed, Clyde thought.

Well shit, good thing we're not on the attack team, Clyde thought.

They walked up confidently, badges already out. The guards stiffened, hands moving to their weapons.

"Hold it," one guard called out, stepping forward. "This is private property. ID, now."

Kyle stared at the guard like he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "Are you stupid or something? We're here on official Path business."

The guard didn't back down. "I don't care if you're on God's business. Show me ID or turn around."

Clyde stepped forward, shoving his badge directly at the guard's face. "We didn't expect any security in this clearly abandoned warehouse. Special Investigations Unit. Kyle and Clyde."

The guard looked at the badge, confidence clearly slipping as the mean mug he gave them faded.

"If you don't want a whole platoon of Path agents up in this place," Clyde said. "You better follow protocol and get your commanding officer in front of us right now."

The guards looked at each other, then both stepped back.

"Wait here," the first guard said.

They watched him go inside the warehouse, the door clanging shut behind him.

Kyle tapped his earpiece. "Distraction active. They're fetching someone important, I think."

Mateo's voice came through the earpiece. "Reading an ether signature moving toward your position. Resonant level. Must be the commanding officer."

"Male or female?" Kyle asked.

No response. Kyle fixed up his jacket and slicked back his hair anyway. Clyde did the same, dusting off his shoulders.

On the other side, a block away, three figures moved across the dark alleys of the industrial block toward the northeast corner of the 'abandoned' warehouse.

Gale checked out the building, clearly not abandoned anymore as the tendrils fed him multiple mundane and ether signatures where Mateo had originally laid them out to be.

"Opposition took the bait," Mateo's voice came through the earpiece. "Lily, Gale, Rachel. You're a go."

Lily counted up with her fingers, three… two… one.

She jumped first, easily landing on top of the roof. Rachel followed, making the jump look even easier. Gale landed last, touching down quietly on the metal rooftop.

"Are Kyle and Clyde going to be okay against a Resonant?" Gale whispered.

"Those two are like cockroaches. They won't die against one Resonant. Maybe even two," Lily chuckled.

"Don't worry," Rachel said. "They're actually at the top of the Attuned rankings, even if both of them are assholes."

"Northeast corner window," Mateo said through the earpiece. "You'll find a service entrance to the ventilation system. It'll drop you onto the catwalk."

Lily moved to the window and checked the lock. She pulled out a small tool from her belt and worked it into the mechanism. After a few seconds, it clicked. The window swung open.

"Vanguards first," she said with a small smile.

Rachel slipped through and dropped onto the catwalk like a cat, making no sound. Lily followed, then Gale. The familiar walkway stretched across the upper level of the warehouse, overseeing the whole floor filled with shipping containers, toppled over aisles, and crates.

"Move fifteen metres ahead," Mateo said. "There's a junction box housing on your right. Hide there until the camera sweep finishes, about twenty seconds."

They quickly moved to the small metal housing sticking out from the wall. It was tight, but all three squeezed in, pressing against the cool metal as a security camera slowly panned across the catwalk.

"Camera's clear," Mateo said. "Move across the catwalk to the far side. Look for the red container stack directly below you."

They left the housing and moved across the catwalk, stepping lightly on the metal grating. Gale spotted three red shipping containers stacked in a pyramid.

"That's your drop point," Mateo said. "The cameras have a blind spot there."

Lily went first, swinging over the railing and dropping silently onto the top container. Rachel and Gale followed, landing in a crouch.

"Down to ground level," Mateo said. "Wait. Guard approaching. Attuned. Hold position."

They froze. From where they sat, they watched a man in tactical gear walk past the containers, glyphed rifle already aimed forward at the hip. The guard had the signature of an Attuned.

After the guard passed, Mateo gave the all-clear. "Move now. Cross to the office structure on the east wall."

They climbed down from the containers and sprinted across the open floor, keeping low. The small structure looked like a foreman's office, overlooking what would have been a busy warehouse floor.

Inside, the office was empty except for a broken desk and chair. A faded carpet covered part of the concrete floor.

"What now?" Rachel looked around the empty space.

"The carpet," Mateo said. "Move it."

Lily grabbed the edge of the carpet and pulled it back, showing a metal manhole cover set into the concrete floor.

"The Silver Lions converted the old maintenance tunnels into a secure network," Mateo said. "That's your access point to the lower level."

Rachel bent down and gripped the edge of the metal cover. "And I assume we want to be quiet about this?"

"Very," Mateo said. "That thing weighs about two hundred pounds. A mundane would need a crowbar."

Rachel smiled slightly, gripping the edge with one hand. She lifted it without a hint of any stress. Slowly, she set it aside quietly. Below, a metal ladder went down into darkness.

Back at the south front entrance, Kyle smirked at the guard. "Your commanding officer taking the scenic route?"

The warehouse door opened. A tall woman with short blonde hair and a scar that ran down her right cheek stepped out, instantly giving bad vibes to Kyle.

Bad vibes is right. If she's who I think she is, we're kinda cooked bro. Kyle thought.

No shit we're cooked. Play it cool. Clyde thought.

She wore no visible armour, just a simple black tactical gear with an embroidered lion on the right arm.

"Path agents," she said, her accent completely Russian. "To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?"

"Special Investigations," Clyde said clearly. "We've received reports of unauthorized ether activity in this sector."

The woman smiled. "And you decided to investigate without filing the proper notification protocols? That seems... irregular."

"We don't need to explain our methods," Kyle said. "This is a Path matter."

"Of course," the woman said. "But surely you understand my surprise. This facility is registered with the appropriate authorities."

"Registered as what?" Clyde asked. "Because our records show this as an abandoned property."

"Perhaps your records need updating. We're a private security firm with all necessary permits," the woman said.

"You know what they say, got nothing to hide, then move out of my way," Kyle stepped forward once.

The woman moved to block his path. "I'm afraid that won't happen. You need to file an official inspection and I'd be happy to comply. Unless... the Path is willing to break their own laws?"

"Fine," Clyde said. "But we'll need to see your registration documentation. Now."

The woman sighed. "Very well. Please wait here while I retrieve the paperwork."

She turned and walked back toward the warehouse entrance, the guards following her.

Once the door closed, Kyle tapped his earpiece. "They're taking the bait. Going to be shuffling papers for the next twenty minutes minimum."

"Perfect," Mateo replied. "The infiltration team is already inside."


            

    
        Chapter 158

    
    
    
    
                Gale slid down the ladder into the dark service tunnel that was only lit by red emergency lights at distant points. Rachel and Lily followed afterwards.

The tunnel went two ways, left and right.

"A fork," Rachel whispered.

"Go left. Move forward until you hit a T-junction. There's a room on the right. Get inside and wait until the oncoming guard passes," Mateo said over the earpiece.

They moved single file, Rachel in front, Lily at the back. Breath of the Void fed him the unwanted scent of the service tunnel that made his nose wrinkle. It smelled like the whole tunnel was drenched in Febreze.

At the junction, Rachel found a metal fire door. The handle turned, unlocked. They went in, and Lily shut the door behind her.

"Guard approaching," Mateo said. "Stay put."

Through the frosted glass, they saw a shadow pass, then stop. The guard stood right at the junction, blocking their way forward.

Gale checked his watch. Three minutes. Five. Eight. The guard didn't move. Lily looked at him and pushed her palm down, signalling him to wait. Rachel stood still by the window, breathing silently.

Ten minutes went by. They could just knock out the guard and bring him into this room so that he wouldn't be found. Gale signalled, 'take him out and hide him'.

Lily shook her head once.

Finally, the guard's radio made noise. He spoke into it, then walked away.

"Clear," Mateo said. "Exit and take the right corridor at the junction."

They moved out, following where the guard had been but turning right at the split. The tunnel became narrower as more pipes ran along the sides and the top.

"Stop," Mateo said. "Two Awakened guards ahead at the security checkpoint. They need to be neutralized simultaneously."

"I'll take the near one." Lily looked at Rachel, then Gale.

"I've got the far one," Gale said. He materialized Weber from his storage box.

Lily took out a thin cord. "Silent takedown."

"And permanent," Mateo said. "Don't hesitate, Gale. These aren't innocent bystanders."

Rachel crouched by the side. "I'll keep watch."

Gale nodded to Lily.

"Three," Lily mouthed silently. "Two. One."

Activating Phase Touch on his whole body, he moved through the wall. He came out behind the further guard. Weber released from Phase Touch cut the guard's throat, preventing any sort of sound from escaping. The guard jerked once, and Gale caught him as he fell down. Blood ran down his hands, but he wiped it off on the guard's clothes.

Across the way, Lily had already finished her target. The man's face was purple, eyes bulging from her cord cutting off his air. She waited until he stopped moving.

They dragged both bodies to the storage closet one door down where the guards were guarding. These guards didn't deserve sympathy like John and Dmitry. They're like Marcus. Think of them as beasts.

"Straight ahead," Mateo said. "You'll enter a staging area. Stay to the edges, use the crates for cover."

They continued moving further down the tunnel until it opened to a large underground bunker. Shipping containers and wooden crates created a maze across the whole room. Lights hung from the ceiling that cast shadows for them to move through.

They stuck to the wall, moving from shadow to shadow. Rachel pointed to cameras near the ceiling.

"Wait," Mateo said. "New development. The Resonant is heading your way with four Attuned guards."

Gale froze. "How long?"

"Less than thirty seconds. Find cover, now."

Running down behind a stack of crates, his back hit against the cold hard surface of the concrete. Rachel slid beside him while Lily took a position at the other side of the room behind her own set of crates.

The door at the far end opened. A tall blonde woman with a scar on her cheek wearing black tactical gear walked right into the middle of the room. On her right arm bore the insignia of a Silver Lion.

The woman stopped at a crate, ran her fingers along the edge, then wrote something on her clipboard. Four men in similar tactical gear spread out around her in a square.

"Something's wrong," Mateo said. "Kyle and Clyde's trackers haven't moved in over ten minutes. They should be moving around the perimeter, creating the distraction."

Gale looked at Rachel. They both knew what it meant.

The blonde woman put her clipboard down. She slowly took out what looked like a taser from her jacket. She turned it on, electricity jumped between the two prongs. The woman stabbed the active taser onto her left forearm, letting the electricity flow into her palm.

"Move! Now!" Lily shouted.

The blonde woman held her thumb and middle finger together with electricity between them. Her eyes swept the room, stopping exactly where Gale and Rachel hid. At the snap of her fingers, lightning shot from her hand.

The crates blew up. Wooden debris flew everywhere as Gale fell backward from the blast. His ears rang, eyes couldn't see properly from the flash. He rolled to his side and tried to get up.

Through the smoke, he saw movement at the door. Two men dragged the twins' unconscious bodies, with bloody, bruised faces. The blonde woman turned to the door, smiling like she was pleased.

"I believe these belong to you," she called out with a thick Russian accent. "The Path should train their agents better. They never even saw us coming."

Rachel pulled Gale deeper into cover, whispering, "That's Olga Popovic. Ex-Russian special forces, current Silver Lions enforcer and Resonant Ranker. She's got bounties in twelve countries totalling over a million."

"I can hear you whispering," Olga called out. "Why not join the conversation properly?"

Lily stepped out from her cover with two Deagles in her hands. "Let's talk then."

Olga laughed. "A Blue Witch. How unexpected."

"Take Rachel and go," Lily said to the two of them. "I'll handle this bitch."

"Four against one seems unfair," Olga said. "For them, I mean."

"Go," Lily said. "Find Ollie. I've got this."

"Change of plans," Mateo said. "Rachel, Gale. There's a service corridor on your left. Take it."

Gale grabbed Rachel's arm. They ran for the corridor as Lily's deagles barked twice. Behind them, lightning crackled once again and then crashed on to concrete. Three more barks of Lily's deagle echoed through the tunnel.

Three guards left Olga to chase them. Bullets hit the wall near Gale's head as they ducked into the service corridor. The passage went downward and the only source of visibility were the red emergency lights.

An explosion shook the building. Dust fell from the ceiling. Lily and Olga's duel continued.

"Straight ahead, fifty metres," Mateo said. "You've got three hostiles coming after you."

Gale and Rachel continued dashing ahead, fork coming up ahead of them.

"Left turn, ten metres ahead," Mateo called. "Then immediate right."

They turned left then right through a maze of corridors. The footsteps behind them got fainter as they lost their pursuers.

"Stop," Mateo said suddenly. "Door on your right."

In front of them stood a heavy metal door with a keypad.

Rachel reached for it. "Mateo, what's the code?"

No response and the sound of footsteps behind them came in hot.

No more waiting. Gale kicked the metal door once, bending it inwards. One more kick and the metal door flew from its hinges.

Going inside, they came into a dark dome like room. One light hung from the ceiling, revealing a chair right dab in the middle. Ollie sat in it, head down, hands tied behind his back, barely conscious as drool dripped down his mouth.

This whole thing smelled like a trap, but Ollie was right there. There was no way to leave Ollie alone.

"Check the room," Gale whispered.

Rachel moved along the walls, feeling for hidden panels or devices. Tendrils spread out from the room, but something blocked them from moving past the domed walls. Its vision fed him the hundreds of sutras littered across the walls.

It was definitely a trap. Whatever. Deal with it later.

"Clear," Rachel said. "No immediate threats. But this feels wrong."

Gale knelt in front of Ollie. He tapped Ollie's cheek. "Ollie. Wake up."

Ollie's eyes fluttered. He groaned and slowly lifted his head.

"Gale?" Ollie said, trying to smile. "What are you doing here?"

"What it look like," Gale said. "I'm here to get you out."

"Heh. You were right. About me. I'm not cut out to be a cruel asshole." Ollie forced a laugh out of himself. He coughed. "I think I'm more cut out to be an idiotic asshole instead. This whole shit is a trap so I guess we're all idiots, eh?"

"It doesn't matter." Gale snapped off the metal restraints on Ollie's hands.

The lights suddenly blared on, revealing the place to be a laboratory filled with sutras stuck on the walls of the dome.

Three metal pillars rose from the floor, curving toward the centre. Each pillar had needles protruding at the centre. It looked similar to the device in the haunted asylum, but more advanced.

A glass wall at one part of the top of the dome separated part of the lab from the rest. Behind the glass sat an old man, white haired and a pot bellied. He watched them as if he were looking at guinea pigs. It was the same old man who Ollie had the video conference with about the Origin Shard.

"The Dark Hunter," a raspy old voice crackled along the PA system. "You're just in time. You and your friends are about to witness the finished product."

Gale stood between Alexei and Ollie. "Finished product?"

Alexei smiled, laughing like a maniac. "What else but Project Threshold, of course. You've been a thorn in my side the whole time, destroying my research facilities one by one like a rat chewing on wires. But… you've been an inspiration."

Rachel moved next to Gale. "We need to get out of here. Now."

"I'm afraid it's too late for that," Alexei said.

Lightning burst through the broken door, and Lily launched backwards as her arms crossed in front of her face. Static electricity ran across her body, blocked only by the blue shield of light that she wore on her arms.

"Shit," she said, "so it was all a trap."

Two guards dragged the unconscious Kyle and Clyde and threw them at the centre where Ollie sat.

Olga looked to the side, seeing the broken door. She snapped her fingers once, and the bent door straightened. Another snap of her fingers floated the door back to its original position on the doorway, and the screws on the hinge turned into place.

"Welcome to our little family reunion. Everyone's here now." Olga walked out of the dome, closing the door slowly behind her. She smiled at them as it closed. "Do not try to run little piggies."

Gale turned back to Alexei. "What are you trying to do?"

Alexei pulled up a chair and sat, leaning back on it. "Project Threshold was supposed to be our gateway. It was our path to creating our own dust without the gatekeeping of the Arcanes, without the meddling of corrupt major factions. It's unfortunate that Oliver didn't hold up his end of our deal, using the shard on a lowly mundane."

"That shard was technically mine," Gale said. "I was the one who found it."

"Congratulations. And now it's gone." Alexei smiled. "The Silver Lion family has only found two in the past century. How naive you both are, wasting that one chance to bring a cure."

"We wouldn't need a cure in the first place if the Silver Lions hadn't put all that dust out in the mundane world," Gale said.

"Necessary sacrifices for the greater good. And now, with our finished product, you'll be the first test subjects." Alexei pointed to the machines around them. "You should be honoured to contribute to the progression of technology and magic."

Rachel's hands burst into flames. She thrust her palms forward, sending a wave of fire toward the glass wall straight at Alexei. But before the fire hit the glass, it fizzled into embers until it disappeared.

Lily raised her Deagles and fired fast. The bullets either flattened against the glass or changed direction, falling harmlessly to the floor.

"Impressive. The twins, the Ann family heir, the Blue Witch leader, and finally, the dark hunter." Alexei's smile widened with teeth. "A pity that this new generation's stars are going to die. But it's all part of the plan to topple the Path. Pick them off before they bud."

"You won't get away with this, Alexei." Oliver glanced sideways at Rachel. "The Ann's will get you."

"Oh, but I already have." Alexei reached for a control panel beside him. "The device is ready."

The metal pillars started to hum. Electricity and ether ran through the copper wires, building up. The air density changed, thinning enough that it was hard to breathe.

[Detecting rift break at current position. Recommend immediate evacuation.]

Alexei pushed a button. The machine revved up, blue light pulsing from the emitters and probes of each pillar. The world around Gale began to blur. Light bent and warped, stretching and squeezing all at the same time.

"What's happening?" Rachel shouted.

Gale couldn't answer. The familiar feeling of vertigo hit him, causing him to collapse, his vision narrowed, and darkness creeped in from the sides of his eyes. The last thing he saw was Ollie disappearing into the darkness.

Then nothing.

His eyes fluttered open, and the headache hit him like a garbage truck. Looking around him, he saw none of his friends.

—He was alone again.

Ollie, Rachel, Lily, and the twins no where in sight. Instead, what he saw stopped his breath.

This wasn't Earth. He was back inside a rift, different from the Eclipsed.

Standing back up, he took in the view around him that looked like a street. It wasn't asphalt or concrete, though. The floor was smooth, metal, and had a satin sheen or texture. Buildings rose around him with strange architecture of twisted spires of metal and glass, structures that curved in organic and floral ways.

Everything was empty. Derelict. The rust on the metal spoke of the age. All the light poles in this street were either bent or snapped off. Shattered windows of the buildings told him this place was either abandoned or dead.

Gale looked up.

Three tiny moons hung in the sky: red, blue, purple. They filled the night sky, creating different coloured rays along the floating dust of the dead city. Stars filled the whole view, twinkling against the atmosphere. But something told him those weren’t moons or stars.

Weber blade materialized in his right hand. Head turned left and right. "Rachel?! Ollie?"

No one answered.

Gale touched his earpiece. "Mateo? Do you copy?"

Nothing came through. Just static noise from the earpiece. He took it off. Just a useless piece of junk now.

Before, he would've said being alone here would've been a good thing. Now, he was just worried about Rachel and the others.

Notifications suddenly popped up in front of him.

[Status: Location unknown. Unable to determine coordinates.]

[Mission list updated.]

[Available Missions:]


	[Attain Core Class: Attuned]

	[Attain Lv. 3 in all basic skills]

	[Close a Rift][Repeatable]

	[Practice skills][Daily]

	[Exterminate the Corrupted][NEW!]

	[Find the City's Energy Source][NEW!]

	[Create the Exit Rift][NEW!]

	[???][NEW!]

	[???][NEW!]



[Current Active Missions:]


	[Vianne's Origin Fragments][1/8]



[Alert: Vianne's Origin Fragment detected within the city. Find the Fragment before exiting the rift.]

            

    
        Chapter 159 - EPILOGUE

    
    
    
    
                00:30

The white lamp illuminated Leah's face as she telekinetically held the microscrewdriver on a screw inside what looked like an antique pocket watch.

"Come on, you stubborn little bastard," she muttered as a glyphed copper filament slid between two micro crystal quartz in the device. The filament pushed against the wall of the watch, and it audibly clicked in place. An etheric hum sharply sang before dying down as the pocket watch's circuitry pulsed blue once.

Her phone buzzed against the metal workbench.

Caller ID: Gerard.

She picked it up, tucking the phone between her ear and shoulder while continuing to adjust the device. "What's up G-man?"

"Miss Park," Gerard said, carrying a hint of firmness that signalled only one thing. "You have thirty minutes to gather your troops. Hire mercenaries if necessary. The Blue Witches might want in on this action."

Leah's hand froze, hovering above the device. "Whoa, back up. What's happening? Why the sudden battle stations?"

"War has started." Gerard paused. "The young lady has been taken out by the Silver Lions."

The screwdriver slipped from Leah's telekinetic fingers. "They took out… Rachel?"

The control lost, and the pocket watch fell down onto the metal workbench bouncing off to the floor. Its inner core flashed blue once, then exploded with a sharp air distortion. The temporal blast knocked tools across the room and shattered the three monitors above the workbench.

Leah didn't even blink at the destruction. "When? How?"

"Unknown. Her signature disappeared from our systems approximately forty-five minutes ago," Gerard said. "Details have been sent to your secure channel. You'll be in charge of the Montreal to Quebec City theatre. All points of attack are within the document. Operation Kill the Cat commences in T-minus twenty-two hours."

Leah grabbed her tablet, swiping through incoming files marked with red borders. Maps. Names. Locations. Target profiles.

"I'll go to Esther's office when I'm ready," she said and ended the call without waiting for a response. Her fingers flew across the screen, pulling up a contact. Marine Laurent.

The call connected after two rings. "Leah? It's the middle of the night. What's-"

"How many Blue Witches available and how soon can they be combat ready?" Leah interrupted, already opening the closet beside the workbench and stuffing a duffle bag full of pocket watches and other seemingly safe nick nacks.

"What's happening? Is this about the energy spike we detected?"

"Just give me an answer," Leah snapped.

A beat of silence. When Marine spoke again, her voice shifted away from the sleepiness and into a more professional stance. "Combat ready in seven hours. Six witches in Toronto, two in Montreal, plus me. Full tactical loadout."

"Good. One squad's enough. You'll form a company with three other squads from the Ann family."

"Leah," Marine said. "Is a war coming?"

Leah paused, lifting up the duffle bag. "The young miss is gone. Be at Billy Bishop in seven hours with your squad. You're flying to Montreal."

She ended the call.

The lab now felt too quiet. Leah moved to a large display panel on the east wall. The screen turned on with a single thought, showing a map of Toronto overlaid with hundreds of glowing green, red, and blue dots.

Green for ally, red for hostile, blue for neutral.

She touched a filter icon and searched 'R.A' callsign. All dots disappeared, no green, blue, nor red anywhere on the map.

Nothing.

She zoomed out, expanding the map to all of Ontario. Nothing. All of Canada. Nothing.

"No, no, no." She grabbed her phone again and called Rachel's number.

One ring. Two. Voicemail.

She called again. Voicemail.

Again. Voicemail.

By the eighth call, Leah slammed her fist into the wall beside the display. The metal dented under the impact.

Leah pulled up her secure communication app and opened the emergency channel.

[Emergency Signature Alpha - Montreal Theatre Operations]

[Immediate deployment required. Two combat squads needed for extended engagement. Duration: Unknown. Risk Level: Maximum. Reply within 60 seconds if available.]

Her phone vibrated twice.

[Squad Lego - Awaiting orders.]

[Squad Tesla - Ready for immediate deployment.]

Leah typed back.

[Billy Bishop Airport. Private jet hangar 7. Prep aircraft for Montreal departure. Blue Witches will board with you. Establish War Room at location ID: Dwarf Hub, Old Montreal. Move now.]

[Squad Lego - Understood.]

[Squad Tesla - Understood.]

Leah closed the zipped up the duffle bag and grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair. The lab door sealed behind her with a soft hiss as she stepped into the corridor. Her boots clicked against the polished floor as she headed for the elevator bank.

The elevator doors opened immediately. She pressed the button for the main floor and leaned against the wall as the car began its ascent. The display counted upward: B44, B43, B42…

Gerard had said forty-five minutes. Before midnight. That put Rachel's disappearance at around 11:45 PM. That was too fast when she just saw her a couple of hours ago. Maybe the Silver Lions had been planning this for weeks, maybe months. They'd waited for the perfect moment when Rachel was separated from her usual protection detail.

Leah's hands balled into fists. The elevator wall reflected the anger on her face. She had helped Rachel rebuild her life after everything that happened in the Red Death Incident. Gave her the support she needed and let her cry on her shoulders almost every goddamn night after she came back. Now those bastards took her one and only niece.

The elevator chimed softly as it reached the main floor.

Revenge. That was the only word that mattered now.

Leah stepped out into the mansion's main corridor. Her footsteps carried her past the grand staircase, through the cloudstone flooring. The north wing stretched ahead of her, a long hallway lined with doors leading to various offices and meeting rooms.

The smell of smoke came from up ahead as she reached Esther's office. The heavy oak door hung open.

The normally pristine room looked like a war zone. Charred book spines littered the floor around the massive built-in shelves. Black scorch marks climbed the walls where flames had licked at centuries-old volumes. The air tasted of ash and burned paper.

Esther stood at the far end of the room beside a large conference table that dominated the space. The table's surface had been replaced with a massive interactive monitor displaying a detailed map of North America. Four locations pulsed with red markers: Vancouver Island on the west coast, Montreal and Quebec City forming a cluster in the east, Greater Sudbury positioned like a strategic waypoint, and Boston Massachusetts at the southeastern edge.

Gerard stood to Esther's left, his usually perfect butler's uniform showing traces of soot on the sleeves. His face carried none of its typical composed neutrality. In those very eyes were fury Leah hasn't seen before from the man since she joined the main family.

Nathaniel occupied the space near the windows, arms crossed over his broad chest. The former Path intelligence officer had traded his usual business attire for tactical gear.

"Have you gathered your squads?" Esther asked, not bothering to look up as her finger traced a line between the Montreal and Quebec markers.

Leah nodded. One thing for sure though, this whole thing was ready far too quickly.
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                The satin metal street stretched before Gale. Its surface reflected some of the tricoloured shining lights from up above. Could be moons, but didn't look like moons at all. It didn't move.

"Guide," Gale whispered as he walked through the street. "Explain the missions."

[Analyzing mission parameters.

Exterminate the Corrupted: This mission requires the elimination of corrupted entities detected in this region. Host capabilities assessment indicates sufficient power levels for complete annihilation of corrupted entities.

Primary objective: search and destroy.

Reward structure: 10,000 points upon full completion plus 10 points per entity eliminated.]

[Find the City's Energy Source: This mission requires location and activation of the primary power generation facility to restore functionality to city systems. Power restoration will assist with corrupted entity extermination by activating defensive protocols. Reward: 10,000 points upon successful completion.]

[Two hidden missions detected within city boundaries. Mission details will be revealed upon proximity to objective locations. Rewards: 15,000 points and 5,000 points respectively.]

[Vianne's Origin Fragment: High-priority recovery mission. Fragment detection systems confirm presence within city limits. Recovery imperative regardless of resource expenditure. Reward structure classified.]

[Additional missions requiring Core Class: Resonant are available but currently locked due to host's Core Class status.]

[All new missions have been automatically accepted into the OS. Failure to complete accepted missions will result in point penalties proportional to mission value.]

Gale stopped walking. "Wait. Penalties? Why would there be penalties now? I couldn't kill all the corrupted last time?"

[Previous environment served as initial adaptation. No formal mission parameters were established for corrupted entity elimination. Current environment contains formalized mission structure with corresponding accountability metrics.]

"That's stupid," Gale said. "You're about as useful as licking my finger and seeing where the wind blows. And Vianne even called you Guide."

[Guide Module is designated Strategic Analysis and Guidance Entity. Primary functionality limited to combat-related analysis and tactical recommendations. DOS management falls outside direct operational parameters. Information provided on request basis only.]

Gale sighed, mentally shaking his fist. Stupid Guide. One of these days… for sure, he'll beat up Guide mentally and physically if that was even possible.

Walking forward to the nearest building, the whole building was made of the satin metal. The shattered glass of the windows seemed to fuse with the metal with no seams.

This wasn't his first time alone in a strange new world. Landing on the Eclipsed, he just fumbled through it all by thinking of his parents' teachings. Now, he's evolved. He's become the dark hunter of the night in this abandoned tomb world.

Mom did always say, urban environments give you shelter but also danger. More places to hide, but more places for others to hide too.

"Guide, use Breath of the Void. Scan for entities."

[Initiating usage of Breath of the Void. Scanning environment.]

The feeling of Breath of the Void's tendrils spreading out from him without his control no longer felt foreign. At least he didn't have to manually do it himself. Fortunately, Guide can use passive skills.

[No entities detected within skill range. Maximum detection radius: 10 km. Corruption interference detected. Breath of the Void effective range reduced by 94%. Increase Core class to mitigate negative corruption effects.]

So his gut feeling was right. This whole place was abandoned. No life, no movement anywhere. Then why did the mission say to kill the corrupted when there's nothing here? Or maybe, the entities are deeper within this place.

Somewhere in this city were Rachel and the others. He wanted to shout to call for them. But the urge to stay low clawed back at him. Dad said, never call out for companions in a dark forest. There could be things in the dark forest that are listening too.

Gale moved silently through the first street he arrived in. Tendrils checked each shadow he passed by and any corner that could be a hiding spot. He pushed the awareness outwards, reaching the maximum distance of 10km, no longer able to push further.

A sound caught his attention, metal scraping against metal. It was distant and confirmed to him that there were things that lurked in the city.

"Guide, what are the corrupted in this place? Same as the Eclipsed?" Gale whispered.

[Insufficient data. Corrupted entities vary between rifts. Recommend caution until specimen identification can be completed. Current environment suggests technological-organic hybrid corruption probability higher than previous forest environment.]

"Great," Gale said. "So they could be anything."

He kept moving, checking doorways and alleyways. The metal street eventually opened into what looked like a central plaza. A structure in the middle had the semblance of what was supposed to be a statue, broken in ways that it was no longer recognizable as one other than it being once a bipedal species.

Beyond the plaza, smack down the middle of the street, a path led to the massive tower in what looked to be the centre of the whole city. A massive tower spire that made the surrounding buildings look small. Unlike the buildings around, there were faint lights that flickered in what could be windows.

Where there was power, there might be information. Or people. Or traps. Or things no one wants to see.

So, let's think about our options. The tower could be a target for several of his missions. Energy source, corrupted entities, and probably maybe even Vianne's fragment. But that was one big landmark. It could be a beacon for all the dangers in this place.

First things first, watch then act. Learn the area, find resources, identify threats, set up base. Just like what he did in the Eclipsed.

Survive first. Find friends. Do the missions. Can't do any of these if he literally dies.

Gale picked a mid-sized building on the edge of the plaza. Five stories tall with a narrow entrance and few windows on the lower levels. Defensible. He approached carefully, Weber blade drawn, and pushed through the entrance.

Walking inside slowly, it looked like what could have been a lobby of sorts. The style made it hard to tell, but the distinct spiral pillars and furniture with flowing floral sculpted metal designs resembled the fancy hotel he saw in downtown that was called Fair Mountain Royal Housing. That was a made up name. He actually forgot the name of the hotel.

Gale checked every corner meticulously. The upper floors had more of the same strange rooms, but no signs anyone had been there recently.

"This will work," he decided, picking a room on the third floor with one entrance and a view of both the street and the distant tower. He pulled items from his storage box. The null field generators, anti-mage flashbangs as a last resort, and the rest of the items.

Using a thin line cord, he set up five different trip wires that would set off an anti-mage shockbangs or a null field generator. He didn't really know what they did, but what mattered was that Rachel sounded like she brought the big guns.

"Guide, help me prioritize missions."

[Based on current parameters, recommended mission priority is as follows:


	Secure immediate perimeter.

	Locate city energy source.

	Eliminate corrupted entities encountered.

	Locate Vianne's Origin Fragment.



Host survival probability increases significantly with power restoration to city systems.]

"Makes sense. Food first, though. Then survivors," Gale said.

He went back to the entrance, scanning the plaza outside before taking a deep breath and stepping out. He stayed close to the walls as he circled around.

Gale found what might have been shops. He checked a couple of them, finding nothing that resembled food. He only found strange objects, orbs that had insertion pins on them that looked like something from the back of a computer where they put things called 'USBs' in and other stuff.

His stomach growled. At least in the Eclipsed, it was a literal forest teeming with food, albeit garbage truck sized ones and pulsating mango hearts. This place seemed to have nothing organic at all.

He moved to the next block, still searching. A strange feeling crept up the back of his neck as if someone or something was watching him. Gale spun around with his blade in hand.

Nothing there.

"Guide, use Breath of the Void to do a full scan."

The feeling spread from him again, invisible tendrils reaching out to feed information back.

[No entities detected within range. Environment scan complete. No movement. No heat signatures. No ether signatures.]

Yet the feeling stayed.

He kept moving, pretending to search buildings while actually paying attention to everything around him. The feeling got stronger as he approached a narrow alley between two twisted spiralling structures.

A skittering noise came from above him. Gale didn't look up or acknowledge it. Instead, he pretended to check on a doorway, then stepped into the shadows and used Distort to make himself invisible.

Then without looking at anything directly, he slashed at where he felt the stare coming from. He felt the tip hit something invisible.

Looking down, he saw a human eye, perfectly formed, with tiny mechanical spider legs attached to its sides. Clear liquid leaked from where his blade had slashed open the membrane.

"What the hell?" Gale poked at the eye with Weber.

The eye was definitely human. It had a blue iris, white part, now slashed open and deflating like a water balloon. But the legs were made of metal, each joint twitching on its own.

[Corrupted entity detected. Classification: Scout-type. Threat level: Minimal. Analysis indicates technological spatial, thermal, visual camouflage capabilities explaining detection failure.]

"First rule of unknown objects," Gale muttered to himself. "Don't touch them."

He backed away from the dead scout and continued searching, moving from building to building carefully. The twisted architecture made it hard to tell which structures might have once held food or supplies.

After checking two more buildings with no luck, Gale spotted another shop-like structure across the plaza. Unlike the others, this one had intact display windows. He approached carefully, Weber blade still drawn.

The entrance slid open automatically as he got close, the mechanism somehow still working after who knows how long this place had been like this. Cool air rushed out, smelling only of metal and the weird smell of what could be just glass. No decay, just the absence of any life.

Gale stepped inside. It was dark, but tendrils fed him visuals regardless of the luminance levels. Rows and shelves lined the interior like a convenience store, except more advanced looking, whatever that meant. Most of the shelves were empty, but a few still held materials such as empty containers and what looked like bottles.

In the back corner of one of the shelves sat neat piles of what looked like bricks wrapped in metal foil. Each was roughly the size of his palm. He opened one and it looked to be gray-brown in color, with a texture like compressed powder. Gale picked one up, testing its weight. Dense and heavy, this thing the size of his palms weighed about 10kg. Way too heavy for its size.

He tried to break a piece off with his fingers. The material wouldn't budge. Pressing harder and using more of his strength, he managed to make a small crumble fall away. A mundane probably wouldn't be able to break one of these off.

"Guide," Gale said, "what am I looking at here?"

[Analysis complete. Object appears to be nutritional supplement block designed for long-term storage. Composition indicates high caloric density, complete protein structure, and essential micronutrients. Designed to withstand environmental degradation. Estimated shelf life: effectively unlimited under proper storage conditions.]

Gale turned the brick over in his hand. "You're telling me this is food?"

[Affirmative. Recommend consumption to maintain optimal combat efficiency.]

"Better than starving," Gale put several of the bricks into his storage box. The others would need something to eat too.

Breaking off another piece from the brick, he put it in his mouth. It felt like chewing on a rock, and the taste of pulpy sand. Gale never did like the taste of sand compared to dirt. Mushy sand with some water tasted better.

Continuing to chew the nutritional brick piece, he continued exploring the shop. Behind the counter looked like an employees' only room. He vaulted over the counter and pushed the door open, finding several more stacks of food bricks.

Good. At least they won't starve for a while until they find something else.

Gale put literally all the nutritional bricks into the storage box when suddenly an explosion exploded, cutting through the silence of the dead city.

Drop to the ground. Eyes staring directly at the entrance. Weber gripped tightly. If anything comes through the door, he'd be ready to slash at it. It definitely wasn't a ghost. It sounded like grenades or worse, missiles.

After a while, the rumble of the explosion faded. He moved to the doorway, staying in the darker shades of shadows as much as possible. Looking outside, smoke rose a couple of blocks away, lit by constant flashes that disappeared after a couple of seconds. No explosions from those flashes, but something was definitely happening.

Maybe those flashes were Rachel though. She had fire powers and could explode explosions like that. Probably.

No.

Caution always won against curiosity. Remember what mom said, curiosity killed the boy who cried wolf.

What did that even mean? It doesn't matter. Mom said to not eat the neon coloured frog, and that neon coloured frog right now was those flashy bright things happening in the distance.

"Ok… What about looking but not touching?" Gale muttered. "Guide?"

[Recommended action: scout enemies to gauge threat level.]

Guide's right this time. See-see no touch was the golden rule.

Gale slipped out of the shop, pressing himself close to the buildings as he moved toward the noise. The sound got louder, electronic and mechanical joints whirring while metal clacking feet hit the metal sheets of the streets and the distinct sound of laser weaponry that he knew from movies.

He rounded a corner and stopped.

A massive mechanical thing walked the metal street on four jointed legs. Each limb ended in a clawed foot that dug into the reflective surface. Its body looked like a mechanical spider but with four legs, covered with weapons that rotated independently, firing at something Gale couldn't see.

The spider was at least fifteen feet tall, its surface a mix of metal plates and exposed circuitry as if it was attacked by something. Where a head should have been, multiple optical sensors swiveled in different directions, looking for targets. The spider itself gave off a signature, that of an attuned.

Although large, it could move through the streets unimpeded, just like a spider in its own web. It skittered around, turning and chasing at something invisible that Gale couldn't see. Blasts from its weapon tore chunks of metal from nearby buildings, putting down debris onto the street.

Gale pressed against the wall, thinking about what to do next. The mechanical thing hadn't noticed him yet.

Then the machine stopped. Its weapons stopped firing. All optical sensors swiveled in perfect unison toward Gale.

For three heartbeats, nothing moved.

The sensors flashed red. The construct's legs repositioned, its weight shifting forward. Weapons systems locked onto Gale's position.

Then it charged, metal feet tearing up the street as it closed the distance in a blink of an eye.
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                The spider mech charged at Gale. Its metal feet dented the satin metal sheets of the street, sending vibrations throughout the floor.

Rolling sideways, the spider mech crashed into the building where he stood just seconds before. Metal plates and glass fell onto the floor. A large glass fragment the size of Gale's head lodged itself onto the metal just inches away from his face.

The spider mech backed up as its upper body spun a full 180 degrees while the legs stayed put. Small compartments popped open along its sides, revealing racks of missiles.

Shit!

Gale sprinted for cover as the first volley fired from the chambers.

Three missiles shot toward him, leaving smoke trails. He reached a large piece of metal that fell from the building and braced himself.

The explosion shook the street. Metal flooring that wasn't covered by the makeshift wall glowed red hot from the heat.

A high pitched whine came from the spider mech. Its barrels glowed red hot, building up something Gale wanted no part of.

He dashed away, zigzagging between broken building pieces. When the whine reached its peak, lasers cut through the metal and glass that nearly missed him, leaving molten edges dripping on the floor.

Tendrils spread out back to where the spider mech was. Each of its movements clearly mapped. Octopedal had unlimited movement options. It even spins its upper body so it didn't have to turn.

Focus, Gale. Always attack. That is the defense.

The mech pivoted and charged again.

In the last second, Gale stepped to the side. Weber sliced through one of the leg joints. The blade bounced off.

The mech spun, one leg swept toward Gale. Dainv Combat Arts activated. His body flowed between movements. He jumped over the sweeping leg, rolled under another, and came up behind the machine.

The spider mech backed Gale toward a wall, using its bulk to block escape routes. Red targeting lasers tracked him to the chest.

Back to the wall. The mech trapped him. It slowed down its movement. Two legs rose up, ready to smash him down.

Phase Touch activated. Weber's circuits lit up. An ethereal glow spread along its edge.

The metal leg met the Weber slashing upwards. Weber cut through the solid metal like butter. No impact, no sound, just a clean cut with slight resistance.

The spider mech stumbled, suddenly off-balance.

Don't let up.

Gale dashed forward and cut through another leg joint. This time, the spider mech somehow screeched like it had feelings even though it's clearly a clanker.

The spider mech backed away, dragging its damaged limbs. It shifted its remaining legs to keep balance. Weapons that had focused on close combat now rotated outward. More missile compartments opened and launched.

Barrage flew past him as Gale weaved and dodged, using all available obstacles as reorientation zones. He ducked and slid into an alley, hopefully breaking the tracking.

Missiles exploded at the entrance. Parts of the building on both sides collapsed. A large slab of metal fell straight onto the entrance, blocking it fully.

The spider mech climbed over the wall at the other side of the alley's entrance, blocking him in. Red dots tracked and painted all across Gale's chest.

Option 1, climb. Then it'd just collapse the whole building like the others.

Option 2, Phase Touch whole body and go through the wall, running away and fighting another day.

Gale smiled. For the first time in what felt like forever, his veins filled with the adrenaline of a life and death battle. Earth couldn't compare to the kind of hostility that this clanker was giving him.

Breath of the Void's inky patterns and intricate shapes bloomed all over his body from the crown of his head down to his toes. The world's colour flipped around. Reds became teals. Shadows became a blaring highlight. Buildings bent at a 45 degree angle when he knew they were supposed to be straight. On the spider mech itself, its face now bore the face of a crystallized human.

The spider mech fired another missile volley. Gale moved faster than before, but not fast enough. Left hand into pocket. Storage box interface popped up. But before he could pull up the Weber Ballista, a missile curved sharply while he fiddled around with the interface. The explosion caught him mid dash, throwing him against the alley wall.

Pain shot through his side. The impact knocked the air from his lungs. Gale pushed himself up, spitting blood onto the metal street.

"That's annoying," he muttered, staring at the spider mech.

He needed to go big or go home. The fight against the dark knight in the Eclipsed had combined both Alter and Distort to create reflections, and the effects were devastating when combined with Phase Touch.

It was the only way to get some kind of ranged attack on that thing. He still remembered the pathways needed to light up when combining both skills. Let's see if he can do it again without the doping.

Essence pushed through the specific pathways. A sharp stinging pain bolted through where the pathways were on his chest and arms.

Jumping up, he swung the blade like the way he ended the knight. Whoosh. The blade whistled. An imperfect swing, and nothing happened.

Another missile exploded at the side of him, launching him down to the floor. His back crashed against the metal floor. Blood sprayed out of his mouth.

Gritting his teeth, he quickly got back up.

Again.

A headache blasted through the back of his head. Jump up again. Swing. Nothing happened.

A missile exploded in front of him, but his Weber widened to look like a shield, preventing the bulk of the blast from hitting him.

Again!!

The headache grew to unbearable levels. Familiar pathways during the doping lit up again. Jump up. Swing. A distorted reflection cast out towards the spider mech, but it faded just before it reached the metal of the mech.

A missile barreled down on him, aimed directly at Gale's face.

Phase Touch activated. Pathways lit up once again. Grip tight. Swing.

The reflection cast outwards. More solid this time. It vertically cut through the oncoming missile and decapitated one of the missile chambers on its back.

[New skill formation detected…]

[Reflections Lv.1 unlocked.]

The spider mech screeched again, skittering onto the wall while a high whining pitch revved up as the red glow on the laser barrels grew brighter. Targeting systems locked onto Gale.

Before it fired, he already saw the straight line and dashed forward to the side. Lasers whipped past him, searing the edges of his clothes.

Another swing. Reflection sent forward at the red optical sensors. The wave hit right in the middle of the cluster. Half of it fell right off.

The machine backed away from the alley entrance. Its movements lost their smooth coordination from the impaired vision. Damaged sensors and missing legs made it look like an injured spider.

Well, technically, it's literally a spider, but this was the first time it actually retreated down to the floor and ran away.

Barrel aimed back at him while it ran. Lasers fired his way.

Dainv Combat Arts allowed him to weave through the urban-like street. Jumped over the pole and used the building wall to charge forward. Suddenly, he was up close to the spider mech.

Gale drove Weber into what looked like a bunch of computer wires and a bunch of buttons.

The spider mech bucked wildly, trying to throw him off. Unfortunately for this spider, even the wildest horse in Alberta wasn't as stubborn as him. Gale held on with one hand while the other kept cutting. Weber severed wires, punctured hydraulics that leaked out fluid, and destroyed anything important-looking.

Despite the damage, the machine kept moving. It slammed against buildings, trying to crush Gale between its body and solid walls. It spun in circles.

Weber continuously struck at anything it could get onto. Alter lengthened the blade to reach the hydraulics that were too far.

Still, the spider mech was one damn stubborn clanker.

Phase Touch channelled into the Weber. Another swing downwards. Reflection sliced through the whole mech, cutting it in half.

The spider mech froze.

Gale jumped away, landing on the metal floor as the two halves of the mech toppled away from each other and exploded.

[S4MECH Spiderling felled.]

[Its soul trapped in circuits, forever programmed to patrol the Tomb of the Architect.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey...]

[Spirit Core Part built. Total Essence increased.]

[Core density full.]

[Upgrading Core Class]

[Warning: Host will experience pain. Prepare your heart]

"What the fuck?" Gale managed to say before the world shook.

It wasn't the world trembling. It was him.

His whole body quivered from cell to cell. Pain swept through every part of him starting from his spine and heart and spreading out to the rest of his body. Muscles stiffened and tears dripped from his eyes uncontrollably.

Gale fell to his knees on the metal street. The pain only got worse with each second, beyond any pain he ever felt before. It was like his cells themselves were being torn apart and replaced.

He tried to stay awake, his hands clawed at the bare metal floor, leaving sheddings where he had clawed. His teeth felt like they were about to break from the force he was putting on them.

His vision narrowed, darkness coming into the corners of his eyes. Just as he was about to faint, a notification appeared in front of him.

[Warning: Do not shutdown while installation is in progress]

Fuck you, he wanted to tell the Origin System. He'd roll his eyes if he could, but it was impossible to do so at the moment.

The pain continued and transformed from sharp prickling needles into something hot and burning. Once again, it spread from his spine and heart to the rest of his body. Sweat dripped from his skin, despite the cold air blowing as puddles formed under him.

He curled himself, drawing his knees close to his chest, hoping to alleviate any kind of pain to no avail. If another spider mech saw him, he would be dead in this state, but that kind of thought never came as he focused on breathing through the pain.

One breath. Another. Each intake of air felt like drinking fire. Each exhale came as a strangled gasp.

Time lost all meaning. The pain might have lasted minutes or days. He couldn't tell. The destroyed spider mech lay beside him, its metal cooling with soft pings and creaks that barely registered through his suffering.

Gradually, the pain subsided and the burning heat receded, starting from the tips of his fingers and toes. Then slowly from his limbs and finally going back to his heart and spine. The pain left no soreness, no ache. Just cold absence of any pain.

When the final waves of pain left from the two origins, Gale uncurled from his position. He sat up, checking his hands, extending his fingers as he looked at them. No soreness at all. Nothing seemed out of place. Instead, he felt… better. His skin seemed to fit better, as stupid as that sounded. His lungs felt clearer as he inhaled. Even his eyesight became sharper, able to see the graining in the metal wall from far away.

It was as if he had shed a layer of weight that was on him before that he didn't know about. He was 18 years old, yet he felt even more 18 than before and that definitely did not make sense.

[Attain Lv. 3 in all basic skills. Mission Complete.]

[Reward: 1000 points]

[Total Points: 2110]

[Core Part Installation completed.]

[Congratulations on attaining Core Class: Attuned.]

[Alter Lv.2 -> Lv.3]

[Essence Control Lv.1 -> Lv.2]

[Dainv Combat Arts Lv. 1 -> Lv.2]

[Breath of the Void Lv.2 -> Lv.3]

[Storage Space Unlocked.]

[Core Parts Unlocked.]

[Upgrade Core Parts per minor ascension is now available]

...

Name: Gale Hathie

Race: Dainv

Core Class: Attuned

Origin Grain: 0/1000

Core Attributes: [

Max Load: 150

Efficiency: 150

Essence: 1500/1500

]

Core Parts: [Body: 12, Heart: 12, Mind: 12, Spirit: 12]

Skills:

[Phase Touch Lv.3][Alter Lv.3][Distort Lv.3][Reflections Lv.1]

Passives:

[Breath of the Void Lv.3][Essence Control Lv.2][Dainv Combat Mastery Lv. 2][Space Storage Lv. 1]

…

Gale stared at the notifications, particularly at the "Origin Grain: 0/1000" line. He stood up, brushing off his clothes. Each Origin Grain from Vianne's shop was at 5000 points. No way that was happening.

"Guide," he whispered. "Is there any way to get Origin Grains besides buying them from the store?"

[Affirmative. Vianne's Express Amazing Store represents merely one acquisition pathway. Continued extraction of Origin from prey entities, as demonstrated with the S4MECH Spiderling, generates incremental Origin accumulation. This process mirrors the previous Core density increase mechanism but now contributes to Origin Grain formation.]

Gale kicked at a piece of the destroyed spider mech. "Fine. I guess grinding it is. What are these Core Parts? Body, Heart, Mind, Spirit?"

[Core Parts represent fundamental aspects of Origin Core functionality.

Body: Increases physical prowess, allows for stronger explosive power.

Heart: Increases essence and blood flow, allowing for higher skill control.

Mind: Increases processing power, allowing for faster skill activation.

Spirit: Increases parallel processor integration, allows for easier skill synergy.]

Gale frowned. "And what does Mind and Spirit do exactly? In terms I can understand?"

[The Origin Core contains multiple integrated components. The "Mind" Core Part functions as the central processing unit for skill activation. Enhanced Mind components reduce activation time, allowing for near-instantaneous skill deployment. The "Spirit" Core Part establishes parallel processing pathways, splitting Mind functionality across multiple simultaneous operations. Higher Spirit component values enable concurrent activation of multiple skills without performance degradation.]

Gale ran a hand across his face. "So my body is basically a computer, and the Origin Core is some kind of CPU?"

[Assessment contains partial accuracy. The biological-technological comparison provides a useful conceptual framework but fails to encompass the multi-dimensional nature of Origin interaction with host physiology.]

"Right," Gale said. "Let's test some of these new features."

He focused his thoughts on the newly unlocked Storage Space. A familiar interface appeared in his mind. It was identical to the Storage Box interface, complete with slot layout and item previews.

"Huh," Gale muttered. "They look exactly the same." He picked up his Storage Box from where it had fallen during the fight.

"I bet whoever designed this box made it after the innate Dainv ability."

He began transferring items from the Storage Box to his internal Storage Space. When finished, he checked the contents of his Space Storage:

[Space Storage]

[Description: A spatial storage system granted upon Cev's bloodline's ascension to Attuned.]

[Slots used: 17/56]

[Items: Broken Sword, E-Blade Weber S6L96, Weber X1-Balista, Red Marble, Ann Family Full Combat Kit x4, Ammo box x50, breach charges x8, anti-mage shockbangs x8, miscellaneous magic scrolls x16, M4 Longgun Glory Industry Mod x2, Desert Eagle Black x2, MageTech Ammunition Crate x2, syringe guns x40, null field generators x2, bag of grey marbles and red marbles, nutritional brick x50]

Lastly, he put the storage box into the space storage. No sense in throwing away a useful container.

He stood in the middle of the metal street, the broken spider mech beside him, and considered which upgraded skill to test first. The boost to Dainv Combat Arts, Breath of the Void, and Essence Control represented significant power increases, but how exactly they would manifest remained to be seen.

Gale took a deep breath, tasting the slight metal in the air. Going down to the floor, he wiped his finger on the metal floor and licked his finger. The air and the metal tasted the same, meaning that whatever this place was, it barely had any life in it.

More importantly, somehow it tasted stronger. Being able to taste the smell the air was already a strange feeling.

He looked at his arm and saw the slight pulse of essence that flowed within his veins. Testing it by switching up the pathways that lit up, it responded faster than before. It felt the same as moving his limbs, becoming one with him.

A spider mech like this one he'd just killed probably wouldn't be too much trouble now after attaining Attuned core class.
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                Gale did a full body stretch, feeling the new flexibility of his muscles and bones. The new Core Class felt like it changed his whole body. He threw a full body punch to the air in front once. Fist stopped mid air in an instant. Letting the grip go, not just his body changed. Senses and reaction also became sharper and more responsive. He was already at a higher peak than most athletes when he was mundane from all the wilderness survival.

Now let's see how this new storage space works. If it worked like other skills, then it should be just as intuitive to use as other skills, relatively anyways.

Putting one hand up, open hand, Gale imagined and willed the Weber to materialize itself onto his hand by the hilt. Just like the storage box, Weber materialized in his head, faster too. It had less lag than the storage box, and he didn't need to reach for his pocket to get an item.

Neat.

Gale took a breath and readied his legs. Suddenly, he pushed off the metal street to test his jump. He shot up like a bullet. Buildings blurred as he cleared 50 meters in one go. The three tri-coloured lights above looked closer for a second, almost confirming that they weren't moons at all. Hanging at the apex of the arc, the central tower dominated his view. All streets led to the centre of it, and its stop levels continued to flicker with soft lights as gravity pulled him back.

Gale landed quietly, knees bent to absorb impact as the metal flooring didn't even bend or dent under the force.

"Damn," he whispered, looking up. That kind of jump and fall would've cost him some effort before, yet now it felt easy peasy.

Tendrils spread out further than before. Nothing in the vicinity. Gale ran across the plaza and into another street to test his speed. Everything blurred, almost scaring him with how fast he went as he lapped around the entire plaza. When he stopped, in just one breath, he caught his breath.

Wave slash of the despaired doom! Gale slashed upwards. Pathways lit up that fired off Reflection in an instant. It cut a wave through the sky, reaching twice as far.

Nodding, he was satisfied with the thickness and distance it could reach. About 50 metres or so, which was pretty far for a sword attack. What if he tried it with more essence?

Pushing more essence into the pathways, he inwardly shouted, wave slash of the despaired doom double powah!

Reflection casted forward, fading at around the 65 metre mark even though he put a 2x output on his essence. Diminishing returns, I guess.

Trying again, he took a different stance. Using Dainv Combat Arts to slice the air while using Reflection. Each cut made a unique reflection that flowed with his inhumane movements. He controlled the shape and speed, making some reflections fast while others slow and graceful.

The ease of use of Dainv Combat Arts had grown, as if the knowledge had been embedded into him when it levelled up.

No, seriously, it was like the Dainv Origin System uploaded the knowledge into his head. Chills ran down Gale's spine from remembering the bio-tech BS that Guide had said.

Finishing the full routine of the Dainv Combat Arts combined with Reflection, he noticed his essence barely dropped.

[Essence: 1410/1500]

Salty Mommy Jeepers. Whenever he did the full routine combined with Alter, it usually took at least 200 essence to complete. Now it only took 90.

Ok, stop playing around, Gale. Think about your mission for a moment. Set up base, find friends, do the missions… yeah. That was it.

Looking around, putting up his hands as a visor, he looked up to see whether he could spot a vantage point. Any high enough building would do.

Just over two blocks, a twisted spire reached about 20 floors up. Not as tall as that giant central tower, of course, but it was good enough for a vantage point to set up base and find friends.

That should work. Weber blade dematerialized back into the storage page with just the intent.

Gale jogged towards it, watching everything. The building's entrance was blocked by junk. Didn't matter now. He jumped, clearing 15 metres to reach a broken window on the third floor. Climbing through and checking inside, he saw curved walls forming spaces that might have been offices or homes going by Earth logical standards.

Probably. What would a kid know about homes and offices. Nothing, that's what.

Looking deeper inside, spiral stairs wrapped around a central column. Gale went up rapidly. The 20th floor gave a clear view of the plaza and the distant tower ahead with its constantly flickering lights.

The room had three intact walls and a window view with cracked glass. Perfect for watching while staying hidden. The spot showed movement in any direction, including the path to the central tower.

Gale pulled a combat kit from storage space. The backpack contained a small tent, ration bars, water tablets, tactical gear, and pots.

He set up the tent in the corner, facing the only entry. It expanded to full size, just big enough for one and a half people. Next came supplies. Food bricks and weapons placed for quick access by the wall.

With camp set up, Gale sat near the opening. From this height, he saw across much of the city. The central tower stood above everything, upper floors blinking. Somewhere in this place, his friends were either lost or captured.

"Where would I go if I were them?" Gale muttered, putting up his hands as a visor again and peering through the low buildings. He thought about Rachel, Ollie, and the others. Were they surviving properly in this clanker infested place? There wasn't even any vegetation to live off of.

Movement caught his eye. Something moved through the streets, a softer diffused light compared to the one that caused the explosions. It moved steadily toward his direction. Not random, but crossing the straightest path to his location.

Tendrils spread out, extending towards the moving light. But when it reached the 600 meter mark, a sense of cold dread fell on Gale, coming from above as if someone glared at the back of his head.

He jumped back away from the window, whispering, "Guide, what was that?"

[Analyzing interference pattern. Signature matches known corruption phenomena. This dimensional space is experiencing acute voidal distortion effects, typical of environments suffering progressive corruption invasion. Such distortions create signal disruption zones where void-based reconnaissance abilities cannot penetrate.]

Gale frowned, watching the light continue its approach. "How do I fix it? I need to see what that thing is."

[Attain higher Core Class to overcome distortion effects.]

"So you're telling me to 'get good,'" Gale said, hand on the blade.

[Affirmative.]

Well, Guide. You should get good. Should also probably call you a clanker! Hmph. Gale shook his head.

Narrowing his eyes, the only thing left to do was to personally check it out. He can probably take on one or two spider mechs by himself now after levelling up anyways. And he could probably run away if he was outnumbered.

Gale moved to the window frame. Twenty stories down, the metal street stretched out below, inviting him to jump. A normal human would die from such a fall.

He jumped.

Wind rushed past as he fell, metal floor coming fast. Twenty floors. Nineteen. Fifteen. Ten. He angled slightly to control his descent.

At the last moment, Gale pushed essence into his legs. His feet hit metal with barely a sound, his body absorbing the impact. He crouched low and looked around. The yellow light had disappeared behind twisted buildings and spires to his right.

Gale moved quickly, sticking to the shadows. The dark hunter hunts that which hunts him, even if the metal made it hard to muffle his steps as every step could echo. He adjusted his walk, stepping lighter to reduce noise.

Broken street lamps lined his path, posts sticking out at 90 degree bends. Sometimes, sparks shot from empty sockets, brief flashes lighting the satin metal sheets.

Gale stopped at each intersection to check. The city felt alien where streets curved constantly with straights that didn't follow a direct city plan from the ground, but he knew they all led back to the tower. Inefficient design. Maybe on Earth, the adults would call this sort of city a work of civil design art.

He reached a spot where four streets met. Based on his calculations, the light should have reached this intersection just as he did.

Yet nothing moved. No light. No sound except occasional sparks from broken lamps.

Gale turned slowly, peeking his head out from the corner of the wall, scanning the perimeter and waiting for whatever created that light to come.

A light tap on his shoulder sent him flinching and somersaulting backwards, Weber materializing immediately.

Goddamn you, ghosts! I'll kill you!! I'll kill all of you!!

When his feet reached the floor, his eyes opened to see Rachel standing there, completely calm. Her dark red hair caught the lighting of the sparks from the lamps. And the small smile on her lips somehow gave him more chills than a ghost.

"Hey," she said.

Gale dematerialized Weber, heart still racing. He almost shouted those stupid lines. Dad always said screams attract predators, and noise meant death. Besides, that would've made him look like a complete fool to Rachel. But now that she's here, most important person to survive, check.

"Hey, Rachel," Gale took a deep breath. "How'd you find me and how did you do that thingy?"

"What thingy?" Rachel asked.

"How'd you get behind me without me noticing?"

"I don't know."

"How can you not…." Gale's eyes narrowed. "I should've sensed you."

"Maybe you were distracted," she said, tilting her head.

The ring on Gale's finger grew hotter, her face flushing. Better not to chase whatever answer he's trying to chase.

"It's okay." Gale smiled. Sincerely. Most important person, check, again. For ghosts, of course. Definitely for the ghosts.

"Good choice." Rachel casually smiled. Then she looked him up and down. "You reached Attuned, didn't you?"

"How could you tell?"

"It's obvious." She tapped his chest lightly. "Awakened and Attuned have completely different signatures. Congratulations."

"Thanks." Gale looked around at the empty streets, twisted buildings, three moons casting strange light. "Where are the others? Ollie? The twins? Lily? Do you know what this place is?"

Rachel shook her head. "Haven't seen anyone else. Just walking around casually until I found you coincidentally."

"What do you mean just walking? You didn't see any mechs or anything weird while you were just walking casually?"

"Nothing. This place is empty. Dead. We should use a light or something. Create a signal that others can see. Ollie's probably hurt. We need to find him first," Rachel said.

"No lights. No signals. Nothing that draws attention," Gale said.

"Why not?"

"Because we're not alone." Gale pointed to a conveniently placed burn on the street's metal floor. "I fought something earlier. A clank- I mean, a spider robot, twelve feet tall, armed with missiles and lasers."

Basically, garbage truck height, but wider with clickity legs.

"One robot doesn't mean anything."

"It's not just the robot," Gale said. "There are other things. Scout drones. Tiny mechanical eyes with spider legs that can turn invisible. They're watching."

"You saw these?" Rachel asked.

"I killed one. There's probably more." Gale looked up at the surrounding buildings. "This place is definitely not as dead as it looks, or at least it disguises itself like it's dead."

"So what's your plan?"

"I've set up a temporary camp." Gale pointed to the tall building he came from. "20th floor. Good visibility, defensible position. We can rest there while figuring out how to find the others."

"Lead the way."

Gale moved through the streets carefully, making sure to stay near the walls. He kept both of them in the shadows of the shadows. They reached the building's entrance where junk blocked the door.

"Where's the entrance?" Rachel asked.

Gale bent his knees slightly, then jumped upwards to a broken window 15 metres up. He grabbed the edge and pulled himself in.

Rachel stared at him for a few seconds, sighing. Then, she jumped, matching his own and bringing her to the window he entered through.

"I guess that works as an entrance."

Gale led her to the spiral staircase and climbed up quickly without talking. Only the sound of footsteps on the metal steps echoed along the interior of the well.

They reached the 20th floor. Everything was just as he left it. Nothing changed. Small tent in the corner with one side against the wall. Supplies neatly organized along the counters against the wall.

"Temporary home sweet temporary home," Gale said. "Do you like it?"

"Yeah, I like it. It's cozy. Though it'd be cozier with a soft ground and trees all around," Rachel said with a chuckle.

She walked to the window, looking out at the city below. Her eyes caught the massive tower that filled the whole horizon.

"What do you think that is?" she asked.

Gale stood beside her. "Don't know. But lights mean power. Where there's power, there might be answers."

Rachel stared at the tower. She sighed, and then turned away, looking at the camp Gale had made.

"Got anything to eat?" she asked. "Raid against Alexei and then walking for hours made me hungry."

Gale pointed to brick-shaped objects near the counters against the wall. "Found those in something that looked like a shop. It's a bit hard though.

Rachel picked one up, turning the dense gray-brown brick in her hand. She tried breaking off a piece. The brick barely crumbled. "Did you really eat this? It's too hard to eat. There should be a pot in those combat kits Gerard packed. We can make this more palatable."

With the intent of bringing out the combat kit, a backpack materialized onto the floor. Beside it, one of the hooks held a pot. "Why did Gerard give us all this? Was he preparing us for war or something?"

Rachel took the pot from the side. "I really don't know, but it never hurts to overprepare, especially against Aur Families. Usually, battles between families can last days, weeks, and maybe even months."

She began setting up the pot on the floor and held out both palms facing down on it. Water droplets began to form inside the bowl as visible drips of water formed in the gap between her hand and the bowl.

"This might take a minute," she said, maintaining focus. The water level rose gradually.

When the pot was half full, Rachel put her hand at the bottom of the pot. The pot's bottom then became slightly red and heat radiated from her hand. The water boiled quickly, and she dropped one of the bricks into the water, stirring it with a finger to soften it up.

"How are you doing that?" Gale took his face close to the bowl, staring at the water. "I thought your powers were fire-based."

"I almost forgot you didn't learn basics 101." Rachel smiled at Gale, hand still on the pot. "Ether is still ether, no matter what form it takes. Anyone talented enough can learn multiple disciplines. Water magic isn't my specialty, which is why I'm slow at gathering water from the air. But it works."

Rachel took a small spoon from the kit and tasted the mushy brick soup. "Not bad. Try it."

Gale ate from the spoon she held out. The paste tasted better than sand or soil. Much better than the sandy taste it had when it was in brick form. It was something in between oatmeal and mashed potatoes with a slight metallic taste that somehow made the taste even better.

"Ollie and the twins can probably do this too. There are multiple schools of Ether Arts you could attend after we get back to Earth." She paused, scooping up a mouthful for herself and held out another to Gale, which he accepted. "But I'm not sure if you're interested, since you have your own specialized arts already."

"Water arts would be useful in survival situations. It's one of the most important elements for staying alive," Gale said. "Making water probably would've saved me a lot of effort back in the forest."

Rachel handed him the bowl, now finished with the paste and now just containing water. "Have some water."

"We should make a plan for tomorrow. Figure out how to find the others." Gale drank from the bowl.

A gun shot boomed across the whole vicinity followed by what sounded like a shockwave. Gale and Rachel moved to the window, scanning the streets below where the shot came from.
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                A gunshot boomed across the whole vicinity followed by what sounded like a shockwave. Gale and Rachel moved to the window, scanning the streets below where the shot came from.

"That sounds like Clyde," Gale said.

"Definitely the twins," Rachel said. "Take the stairs?"

Gale nodded, already moving towards the spiral stairwell. They took multiple steps at a time as they rushed down the spiral. Multiple shots rang out, sounding smaller than the initial booming shot. Probably Kyle's pistol.

Reaching the third floor, Gale rushed through the window and landed straight down. Rachel landed beside him, making as little sound as possible.

Gunfire continued. A high-pitched whine of the laser weapon that the spider mech used against him screeched across the city's air.

"West," Gale pointed down a curved street.

"Definitely the idiots shooting up a whole street," Rachel said.

Gale took off, Rachel followed. They passed through multiple blocks, or curves, whatever they were called in this place. The shots and booming shockwave rounds grew louder at a linear pace, signalling that the twins weren't moving that much while fighting.

They reached a plaza that was twice as large as the one that was in front of the temporary base. When they looked below, dark stains of what looked like blood dragged along the surface, scattered everywhere in this plaza. That was along with machine parts and broken spider mechs stripped out of anything they had.

Gale stopped at the edge.

"No bodies," Rachel said, scanning the parts. "Just destroyed robots."

More gunfire echoed. Flashes of light erupted just a couple of blocks away between two high rises. Mixed with it, familiar high pitched whine of lasers shredding through metal followed by even more gunshots.

They sprinted across the open space, jumping over broken machine parts. Upon approaching the combat scene, Gale spotted the familiar mech spider, though slightly bigger.

Kyle stood atop the spider mech. His suit jacket torn at the shoulder, white shirt splattered with oil. He fired his pistol at the machine's spider like eyes. On the other hand, Clyde sat against a wall nearby. His suit ripped across the chest, hand pressed to his bleeding side. Long gun right beside him.

Kyle emptied his gun into the mech's main sensor. The spider mech whirred as its legs twitched, suddenly dropping dead onto the metal floor. He jumped down as it collapsed, landing beside Clyde.

"Took you long enough," Kyle said when he spotted Gale and Rachel. He popped out his empty magazine and slapped in a new one with black glyphs. "What, did you get lost?"

"How exactly were we supposed to find you without you shooting like maniacs?" Rachel said.

"Use your head," Kyle said, then pointed to Clyde. "My brother's bleeding out here. Got any bright ideas?"

"Red marbles." Clyde looked up, face pale. "The tracking ones. Didn't use them?"

Right. He still had the same one Ollie gave him in his storage. Not to mention, Rachel's kits probably had a couple.

Rachel cleared her throat. "Fair point, but fighting about it now doesn't help anyone."

"She's right," Clyde coughed. "Save it for later."

Kyle turned to Gale, eyes hard. "Don't just stand there, rookie! Give him a syringe gun. And throw me one too!"

Two syringe guns materialized in each of Gale's hands. He tossed both to Kyle, who immediately knelt beside Clyde and set the syringe onto his neck.

The syringe gun hissed as Kyle squeezed the trigger. Green light covered Clyde's body and his pale lips soon recovered their colour. Kyle then pointed his own syringe gun onto his neck and squeezed. The same thing happened. The wounds on the exposed shoulder closed.

Kyle sat beside Clyde, still heaving for air. "Two minutes and we move. Can't stay in the open."

A sound came from across the street. A scrape of a boot on metal. Kyle spun, pistol up and aimed in one motion.

"Show yourself," Kyle said, finger on the trigger.

A figure stepped from the shadows. Lily stepped out of the shadows, moving into the slightly more lit area. The gear she wore from Earth now had a few torn spots while covered in the oil of spider mechs. "Put the gun down, Kyle. It's just me."

Kyle kept his weapon up. "You're the one sneaking about."

Lily looked past him. "Calm down. Clyde's going to be fine. The syringe fixed the worst of it."

"Don't need your commentary," Kyle muttered, lowering his gun.

Lily turned to Gale and Rachel. "Found you two at last. Heard the gunfire."

"What happened?" Rachel asked.

"Well, it sounded like these two idiots decided to shoot at the first thing that moved," Lily said. "And now we're here."

"We wouldn't have had to deal with this crap if we weren't helping that asshole in the first place." Kyle spat on the ground. "Should've just taken the standard jobs. But no, had to go for the promotion."

"Ollie?" Gale asked.

"Who else?" Kyle snapped. "Risk our necks for what? Get the golden boy of the Path. You'll get a promotion. Blah blah blah."

Clyde sat up straighter as the syringe worked its magic. "We took the job. No point complaining now."

Kyle helped his brother stand. Clyde swayed but remained upright. The twins exchanged looks, clearly talking amongst themselves.

"So," Lily said, "anyone got a plan?"

"What else? We find Ollie. This is a rift. The more people we have, the better our chances. Six of us make a full squad." Kyle snorted.

"Although a single squad isn't enough to run an actual rift operation," Clyde said. "Better than nothing. Losing Ollie would diminish our survival rate by approximately twenty percent."

Kyle nodded toward Gale. "Pass Lily a red marble. She's our scout."

Gale materialized the red marble Ollie had given him in the Eclipsed and passed it on to Lily's palm.

Gale focused. A small red marble appeared in his palm. He handed it to Lily, who took it confidently. Guess everyone already had their own roles? Five years in limbo, and everyone feels more professional than him now.

Lily held the red marble between thumb and finger. She tossed it up. The marble spun, caught the fake light from above, then dropped. Instead of falling straight, it moved toward a street leading to the distant tower.

"That way," Lily said, picking up the marble.

The group moved out. Lily took point 20 metres ahead. Kyle and Clyde walked side by side, Gale and Rachel at the rear.

"Usually scouts are chosen based on agility and abilities," Rachel said. "Lily has skills that make her the perfect scout. Her reflexes are faster than most Resonants, and she can create short-range force fields for defense. Good for survival. Scouts stay ahead of the main team to prevent ambushes from wiping out the whole squad. They need self-sufficiency since they often work alone."

Gale nodded. "I guess you're going to explain more about the positions after we get Ollie?"

"Of course," Rachel said, eyes constantly shifting left and right and up. "Consider this your crash course."

After 20 minutes of walking, Lily raised a closed fist, a stop signal. She crouched behind a broken statue and pointed ahead.

About 50 metres away sat Ollie, still in the same chair from the Earth lab. His head hung forward, unconscious. Something invisible dragged the chair across the metal street, scraping against the metal floor.

The invisible force stopped as soon as they approached. The chair and Ollie remained still in the middle of the street.

Breath of the Void's tendrils told him that the thing that was dragging Ollie had moved away, retreating left, away from the tower.

"This is too easy," Kyle muttered, pistol pointed at the space around Ollie.

Clyde nodded, raising the long gun. "Much too easy. Classic ambush setup."

"I'll scout the perimeter," Lily said, slipping between buildings.

Rachel moved toward Ollie with Gale behind. She checked for traps while Gale examined the restraints.

Two restraints remained on Ollie's feet while the two for his hands were already snapped. Glyphed etchings marked all over the metal were probably what prevented Ollie from taking them off himself. Gale pinched the remaining two in half and hoisted Ollie over his shoulder.

"Got him."

"We'll give him medical aid later," Rachel said. "Let's retreat to base first."

Kyle looked at her. "There's a base set up already?"

"Yes," Rachel said. "Lily! Return to formation."

Lily returned from between buildings. "No sign of hostiles. They could be watching from far though."

"Think of a twentieth-floor building with a tent inside," Rachel said.

Lily immediately tossed the red marble again. It spun, dropped, pointing back with a slight right angle.

"This way," she said, catching the marble and moving out.

The group followed, more alert with Ollie as extra cargo. Kyle and Clyde took the flanks while Rachel stayed near Gale, who carried Ollie without strain.

They navigated the twisted streets, the marble guiding them through the maze. Lily occasionally stopped to retoss the marble when multiple paths presented themselves.

"How much farther?" Kyle asked after 40 minutes of walking.

"Close," Rachel said.

Gale adjusted Ollie's weight. He kept thinking about the invisible force that had been dragging Ollie. That was definitely not a ghost. Could be one of the comrades of the eye spider clickity clack thingy. Some kind of mix between a clanker and a human.

Lily stopped at a plaza and tossed the marble once more. This time it pointed directly at a tall, twisted building with a spire reaching about 20 floors up.

"That's it," Gale confirmed.

Lily pocketed the marble and waved them forward. "Let's move."

They approached cautiously, Kyle and Clyde taking aim at either side of the group.

At the junk-blocked entrance, Gale adjusted Ollie on his shoulder. "Follow me."

He bent down and launched from the ground, landing on the third floor's sill without making a sound.

Gale set Ollie down inside against a wall, then returned to the window. Below, the others looked up.

Rachel jumped first, landing perfectly beside him. Lily followed just as smoothly. The twins exchanged looks before Kyle bounded up, landing with a soft thud. Clyde came last, moving stiffer than the others.

Gale picked up Ollie again. "This way."

He led them through the hallway onto the spiral staircase. He looked back and nodded his head to the staircase, then climbed up without waiting. The others followed immediately, none showed any sign of fatigue.

Twenty flights later, they reached Gale's base floor. He carried Ollie to the tent and set him down.  

Kyle whistled. "Rookie's got the settler and survivalist pack perk. Don't let Jonathan know that." 

"Settler? what's that?" Gale asked.

"Just a designation during rift raids,' Rachel smiled from behind him. "We'll talk about it later, but settlers are basically the people who set up camp in multi-day or multi-month raids. There's usually a couple of them in a platoon, also need strict training and passing a test to get the designation."

"Pays a lot too. Fuck that shit. I failed," Kyle said.

"Failed too. But that was Kyle's fault," Clyde said.

"Now that I think of it, did you and Ollie not know how to camp back then in the Eclipsed?" Gale asked. Rachel's encampment was basically in shambles when he arrived there. A slight gust and their tents would've all toppled over.  

"I... uh—" 

"Hello? Rich ladies don't do peasant shit. She even got the rich lady combat butler of doom," Kyle interrupted Rachel before she could speak.

"Wasn't Ollie still a trainee at that time too?" Clyde looked to Rachel.

Ollie's hand twitched tugged at Breath of the Void's tendrils, causing Gale to snap back to focus on Ollie's body. Pulling out a gun syringe from his storage, he placed it against Ollie's neck. 

"This should wake him up," he said, pulling the trigger.

The device hissed. Green light surrounded Ollie, then his eyes flew open. He gasped and coughed several times.

"That's the good stuff," Ollie coughed more while looking at Gale. "You got any more of that other good stuff? The stuff in the vial?"

Gale paused. "Wait, I can get one."

"Just joking. I'm fine." Ollie waved a hand, sitting up with effort. He looked around, taking in the tent, the others, and the window that showed the giant tower. "What happened?"

Kyle crossed his arms. "Welcome back to the land of the living where Event Horizon meets Prometheus."

"With lots of loot too," Clyde side eyed Gale. "Probably for later."

Ollie rubbed his temples. "What's the situation?"

"We've been transported to a rift using Project Threshold's generator. Alexei used it on us after he caught you," Gale said.

"What the hell did you even do to piss off the Silver Lions that much?" Kyle holstered his pistol.

"Used the shard on a girl, cured her, asshole got mad, and now we're here," Ollie said. "Nothing complicated about it."

Clyde pretended to wipe a tear. "So the tin man now has a heart, huh? Next thing you know, you'll be adopting puppies and volunteering at soup kitchens."

"Fuck you, Clyde," Ollie said. "Soup kitchen sounds fun though. You know, for the street rats."

Lily stepped between them, hands on hips. "We can talk about that later. We got a bigger situation than figuring out how big the Grinch's heart grew."

Rachel moved toward the supplies. "Is anyone hungry? We can discuss this while eating."

"Starving," Ollie said.

"Could eat," Kyle said.

Clyde and Lily nodded.

Rachel pointed to the pile of nutritional bricks. "We have these."

Kyle picked one up, turning it over. "What are these? Some kind of advanced sailor biscuits?"

"Something like that," Rachel said. "You'll need to boil them with water to make them edible. They turn into a paste."

Ollie took a foil wrapped brick and turned it around. "And how exactly are we supposed to boil water up here?"

Kyle snorted. "She's talking to a bunch of Awakened. Figure it out, genius."

"Right."

Gale retrieved several metal bowls from space storage, passing them around. "Here."

Each took a bowl and a nutritional brick. Kyle held his palm over his bowl, focusing until water formed inside, pulling moisture from the air. Clyde did the same, though slower.

Lily placed her bowl down, touched the rim, and whispered something. Water flowed into the bowl as if poured from an invisible pitcher.

Ollie stared at his empty bowl before setting it down with a sigh. He flicked his wrist, and water from Rachel's bowl splashed into his own.

"Really?" Rachel said.

"What? I'm still recovering," Ollie grinned.

They each created heat differently. Kyle with a small flame between his fingers, Clyde by heating the metal bottom directly, Lily with a whispered word that raised steam immediately. Ollie just stared until his water bubbled.

The bricks dissolved slowly, becoming thick paste as they stirred. The food had a faint smell of something earthy. Soil always made things taste better.

"So," Lily said between bites, "what's with this whole conflict with the Silver Lions?"

Kyle pointed his spoon at Ollie. "Ask Mr. Softheart over there. He's the one who broke the deal."

"Deal was off," Ollie said. "Alexei wanted the shard for his research. I already knew he wanted to steal the shard. I just chose to use it to save someone instead."

"Thanks," Gale whispered.

"Well you are right. I did lose myself," Ollie sighed. "Guess I'm just gonna have to get the cure without shortcuts then."

"That's all well and good, but now we're all paying for your altruism. Thanks a lot," Clyde said.

"Don't make me bring up Vancouver again, asshole," Ollie gave the twins a sharp look.

Gale ate silently as the twins and Ollie argued.

"What matters now is finding a way out," Rachel said. "This is a rift, not a prison. There's always an exit."
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                It seemed like everyone liked the taste of soil as much as Gale as he watched Kyle slurp up his bowl noisily.

"Worst shit I've ever eaten. And I once ate a jerky I found down the side of a sofa," Kyle said.

"Could be worse," Clyde said, also placing his bowl down. "Remember what Raven told us to eat in Siberia?"

Kyle gagged. "Don't remind me."

Ollie scraped the last bits of the paste, seeming to like the paste compared to the others. His face took on some colour after the syringe and putting food into his stomach. "So anyways, anyone got an idea what this place is? Looks like an undocumented rift we've got going. Not from anything I remember at least."

"Rift is uncatalogued. Not from anything I memorized in the database," Lily said.

"Nerd," Kyle muttered, getting a sharp look from Lily.

Looking through the glass of the floor, at least nothing giant blinked at them from above like in the Eclipsed. Only fake lights from above that he could tell were definitely not real.

"It's some kind of derelict city. No green or vegetation anywhere." Gale's eyes drifted to the streets below the window. "The spider mechs out there something straight out of sci-fi, and they weren't even the clunky robots that you'd usually expect."

"Was there anyone inside it?" Ollie asked.

Gale shook his head. Somehow, the machine felt… alive. It didn't make sense, but that thing had fear, and it had a distinct shriek when he was hacking away at the thing.

"Heh. Four legs? The one that nearly killed us had six," Kyle said.

"Six?"

"Yeah, six." Kyle made a walking motion with his fingers. "Big mother. Probably faster than yours, too. And it really wanted us dead."

Clyde nodded. "It targeted me first after I shot the first punch-through round."

"You were shooting at it first," Kyle said.

"So were you," Clyde countered.

"Yeah, but I only shot at it because you were shooting at it."

Lily stood up from the floor. She walked to the wall opening and looked at the distant tower, its upper floors still blinking with faint light. "What about that? That tower's been twinkling since we got here."

"That's the only light we've seen out here in this city. There must be a power source or something that could power parts of the city," Rachel said.

"Makes sense," Lily said.

The mission did say to find the source to the city's power. That could only mean that they'd need to go up whatever that tower is. How would powering up the city even help them kill the corrupted entities? There was nothing that looked like city defenses unless those spider clankers were part of it.

Regardless, the mission was to find the main power source, restore full power, and get the city's defense systems back online. Not just for the mission points, but because it might help them survive and find a way home.

Ollie stepped up beside him, looking at the distant tower. "So besides the killer robot spiders, anything else trying to murder us out there?"

"There was… an eye," Gale said.

"An eye?" Ollie looked up.

"A human eye with mechanical spider legs attached to it," Gale explained. "It could turn invisible. I only caught it because I felt something watching me. When I slashed at the empty air, it appeared. Blue iris, white sclera, just like a normal human eye, but with tiny metal spidey legs."

"So you think there's something else here besides the murder mechs?" Ollie said.

"Murder mechs that are worth good money, I might add. The tech in those things is next-level. The Path would pay a fortune for samples," Kyle said.

"And we've got a porter now," Clyde said, clearly making himself known that he was looking at Gale. "We can shoot and loot to our hearts' content."

Gale sighed. "I'm not a porter."

"Of course you're not," Clyde said with a small smile. "You're our high-capacity, multi-dimensional storage specialist. Sounds like a good job title to me."

"I'd take that job over Jonathan's lame-ass jobs any day of the week," Kyle chuckled.

Gale turned back to Ollie's question. "I think there might be something else. The eye was biological, not just mechanical like the spider mechs."

"Look, you worry-worry too much. Kids like you should just sit, relax, and slice at anything that moves." Kyle waved his hands like a sword. "All that matters is getting out of here alive. And besides, bringing back some of this tech for a fat payday. Those spider mechs alone would fund my vacation plans for the next five years. Kaching kaching, you know what I mean?"

"Infinite twinkies," Clyde mumbled.

"You'd risk your life for loot?" Rachel asked.

"Hey, loot that'll give me money and bitches," Kyle replied. "Might as well make this whole thing productive. Like, hello? A sci-fi rift hasn't shown up in over 4 years after the last one was fully closed."

Clyde stood up, dusting off his torn suit pants. "Before we talk about our bright futures, twinkies, and vacations, we need to establish a proper squad. Six of us make a full team, but without defined roles, we'll just get in each other's way." He looked at Ollie. "I vote Glory for squad lead. He's got the most experience leading and orchestrating."

Ollie sighed. "Actually, I think Gale should take point on this one."

"What?" Kyle snapped. "You can't be serious."

Lily crossed her arms, leaning against the wall. "Ollie's right. Gale survived a rift alone before in unexplored space. None of us have that experience."

"He was alone then," Kyle said. "Leading yourself and leading a team are completely different skill sets."

"The rookie's been in one rift, and now we're supposed to hand him the reins?" Clyde said. "No offense, Gale, but team operations require years of training. One successful survival run doesn't qualify you."

Kyle paced across the room. "This isn't some training exercise where mistakes get you a bad grade. One wrong call out here means we all die."

"Will you all shut up?" Rachel yelled loud enough to shut the two idiots up. She turned to Gale, "No one's even asked what you think. Can you handle leading this squad, Gale?"

Everyone looked at him now. Kyle was right, though. He wasn't experienced in dealing with teams. Even internally cursed at the whole convoy getting them to the exit. Somehow, one way or another, no one died. But, looking at Rachel and the others, they all worked like one cohesive team. What's an 18 year old against a bunch of adults?

"No," he said. "Kyle and Clyde are right. I don't have experience leading. Let's go with Ollie."

Ollie studied him for a moment, hand on his chin. "Fair enough. I won't push it. So here's how we'll structure the team. For Gale's sake, I'll explain while I talk. A full squad is usually six. We'll go with standard roles in a 6-man operation."

He began pointing to each person in turn. "I'll take squad lead as backline controller. My telekinesis works best when I have clear sight lines to the battlefield."

Kyle saluted with a grin. "General Glory takes command."

"Lily," Ollie said, "you're our scout. You'll operate ahead of the main team, identifying threats and sending information back. Your force fields and lances give you the protection and offense needed to work solo."

Lily nodded once.

"Rachel, you'll serve as vanguard," Ollie said. "Front-line, first into combat. Your job is to initiate engagement and direct battle flow."

Rachel's eyes flickered briefly to Gale. "Understood."

"Gale, you're rear-guard. You protect our backline, which would be me and Kyle from flanking attacks or enemies that come from behind. You watch our backs when we're dealing with what's in front."

Ollie turned to the twins. "Clyde, you're backline artillery. Your long guns give us the damage we need from a distance."

"As always," Clyde said.

"Kyle, you're flank support. Work with Rachel, pick off enemies she draws in, keep the pressure off her left and right."

Kyle spun his pistol around his finger. "So business as usual."

"Now, let me explain how these roles function together in an awakened squad," Ollie said.

He gathered dust on the floor and floated it to make a diagram in the air. "Vanguard is our front-line fighter. They absorb initial attacks, do the most initial damage, high burst, and create openings. Scout works independently, providing intelligence and occasional surgical strikes. The flank support prevents enemies from overwhelming our vanguard by attacking from multiple directions."

Ollie pointed behind him at Clyde. "Backline positions provide heavy damage and battlefield control from a distance. Rear-guard protects the backline specialists from surprise attacks and serves as our last line of defense."

He looked around the group. "Any questions?"

Rachel raised a hand. "Yes. Gale works better as vanguard."

"Of course you'd say that. Put the rookie in another critical position," Kyle said.

"I've seen him fight," Rachel said. "His skills are wasted in rear-guard."

"We all saw him fight in Sudbury," Kyle said. "He's got moves, sure, but vanguard needs experience and sturdiness."

"You're not giving him enough credit," Lily said. "There were reports about something invisible stopping a car travelling at 50 kilometres per hour with bare hands near the Adult Learning Centre at Yorkdale. A month before that, a boy emerged from the Red Death incident's blockade alone. And both of you clearly have never seen him fight seriously."

"Both were Gale," Ollie said. "The Path has been tracking these incidents. He's more capable than most Awakened I've worked with."

"Shit, that was our rookie?" Kyle whistled.

Clyde looked at Gale with one eyebrow raised. "Fine. The rookie can play vanguard. But if he messes up, we switch positions immediately."

"Settled then," Ollie said. "Gale takes vanguard. Rachel, you'll support from flank along with Kyle."

Rachel smiled, looking pleased, while Kyle glanced at Clyde, which made both of the idiots chuckle.

Vanguard… he could probably handle that. Just make a big mess in the middle and draw attention. He was already used to that with the ghouls and beasts anyways. From the way Rachel looked at him, she was really expecting a lot from him. Internally though, he was screaming. Give the kid the pillar that holds the team together, she said. Gale facepalmed mentally.

Ollie snapped his fingers, looking at Gale. "Next step is equipment check. We need to inventory what we have and distribute it properly. You're our walking armory now. Let's see what we're working with."

Gale nodded and moved to the centre of the room. Focusing, his space storage spit out everything that Rachel had brought. Combat kits. Ammo boxes. Breach charges. Anti-mage flashbangs. Magic scrolls. Long guns. Desert Eagles. MageTech ammo crates. Syringe guns. Null field generators. And finally, a small bag of red and grey marbles.

The pile looked ready for war.

Kyle whistled low. "Rachel wasn't kidding when she said she got more than asked for."

"Gerard always overpacks," Rachel faked a laugh. "Better too much than too little."

Lily walked around the equipment. "This is good. Better than a standard kit for a six-person operation."

Ollie picked up one of the long guns, running his fingers along the barrel. "M4 Glory Industry Mod. Top of the line. Who needs what?"

Kyle stepped forward. "I need a backup blade. Something with reach but not too heavy."

"Long gun for me. Preferably with a scope," Clyde said.

"Combat gauntlets, if there are any," Rachel said.

"I'm good," Lily said, patting the Deagles at her sides. "Got everything I need right here."

Gale sorted through the equipment, pulling out specific items based on each request. He found a black bladed dagger with etchings reminiscent of the etchings along the Ann Family mansion. He passed it to Kyle, who tested it, spinning it.

"Not bad," Kyle slid the dagger into his belt. "An Ann Family special. How much could I sell this for, Rachel?"

"If you sell that dagger on the black market, Gerard would literally hunt you down."

"Jeeze, was just asking. No need to get feisty," Kyle said.

For Clyde, Gale selected one of the meanest looking guns with glyphed etchings all over it and an "SSG" by the trigger.

Clyde took it, checked the magazine, and sighted down the barrel toward the broken wall.

"Zeroed perfectly," he noted, slinging it across his back.

Rachel waited as Gale dug deeper. After another minute, he pulled out a pair of combat gloves, red glyphs and intricate patterns with what looked like etchings along the brass knuckles and black plates along the backhand.

"Perfect," Rachel said, slipping them on. The gauntlets adjusted to fit her hands, red light pulsing once before staying steady.

Ollie took the second long gun, checking it over quickly. "What about ammo?"

Gale handed out ammo for each weapon. Assorted Glory Industry rounds for the long guns and deagles, homing blue color coded mags for Kyle's pistol.

"Everyone takes a red marble," Ollie pointed to the small bag. "Just in case we get separated."

Gale handed out the red marbles, one to each person. They pocketed them without comment.

"What about protective gear?" Clyde asked, eyeing the combat kits.

Gale opened one of the kits, showing lightweight body armour, arm and leg guards, comms devices, and tactical accessories.

"These are Ann Family standard issue," Rachel said. "The armour weighs almost nothing but can stop most standard projectiles."

"Won't do much against those laser cannons the spider mechs were packing," Kyle said.

"Better than nothing," Clyde said, already putting on the vests and arm guards.

Ollie turned to Gale. "What else do we have that might be useful?"

Gale looked over the remaining equipment. "Eight breach charges. Eight anti-mage shockbangs. Sixteen magic scrolls. Forty syringe guns for medical emergencies. Two null field generators, whatever they are."

"The null field generators could be crucial," Lily picked one up. "If those machines track by sensing ether, these might make us invisible to them."

Kyle grabbed a random scroll and opened it. "Most are basic. Forcefields, shields, light source, minor healing. A few strengthening buffs, probably for Rachel or Gale. Let's split these up so we all have some just for emergencies."

Rachel took several of the syringe guns, putting them on her belt. "Everyone, take at least two syringe guns."

"Alright idiots and ladies, I'm finding the city power source." Ollie tossed up the red marble. It spun before dropping towards the massive tower on the horizon.

"Welp, that answers that question," Kyle said. "A net-new rift environment, a squad with a rookie, and giant tachikomis out to kill us. You think they got consciousness inside them?"

"Rather not think about it," Clyde said. "Worst thing that could happen is they force us to listen to their existential uncertainties."

Rachel elbowed Clyde while Lily sighed.

"Spider mechs with chips we want." Ollie laughed. "Rest up. We leave in 6 hours."
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                "Rise and shine, people. Pack it up," Ollie said, stuffing his sleeping bag into a compact roll. "We've got a power source to find and a way home to secure."

Gale opened his eyes, feeling his face hitting the edge of the tent's nylon. There were only four tents and there were six of them. One was on watch, still leaving one person without a tent. He did his best to make himself small, pushing himself to his own edge.

Rachel sat up from her side of the tent, immediately taking her combat gaunts.

"How long were we out?" Gale asked, sitting up.

"Six hours, give or take," Rachel replied.

Outside the tent, boots scraped against the metal floor as everyone prepped to move. Ollie checked his M4 twice, making sure no jams would occur.

"You heard the man," Kyle called. "Unless you want to become a permanent resident of Robot Death City."

Clyde folded their tent quickly. The twins carried their bundle across the room and dropped it in front of Gale, who had just emerged from his shelter.

"One tent for our resident porter," Kyle said with a small bow. "Sorry, I mean spatial storage specialist pack mule."

Clyde nudged his brother and added, "We could've gotten a much better rate than him on the open market. Porter unions are desperate these days."

Rachel zipped up her jacket and then said, "Shut up, twins. This isn't time for your comedy routine. Idiots."

"It's fine," Gale said, kneeling to fold his and Rachel's tent. "Just put everything in front of me. Makes it easier to store it all at once."

The twins exchanged smirks but backed off, moving to gather their equipment. Ollie approached with his rolled tent, placing it beside the others. Rachel added their folded tent to the pile.

Lily brought over the last combat kits and supplies, dropping them next to the tents. "That's everything, I think."

Gale hovered his palm over the mess on the floor, willing them all to get back into the space storage. The items vanished one by one, each distinct item taking up its own slot.

An idea popped into his mind. Two extra deagles plus an Ollie with telekinesis, couldn't he possibly make use of the storage box? It was now redundant to him, but for Ollie, who could use multiple guns…

Gale stood up then said, "Ollie, can we talk for a bit?"

Ollie looked up from checking his own M4. "What's up?"

"What if you could use multiple guns at the same time?" Gale asked. "Switch between them instantly during a fight?"

"That would be OP as fuck and absolutely awesome. I could swap between long range and close combat in seconds. Keep moving anywhere I want, switch guns on the fly. Different ammo types for different targets." He made movements with his hands, mimicking rapid weapon changes. "Why? You got some secret skill you're holding out on us?"

"Something like that," Gale pulled out the Storage Box RS28. Its black metal surface was etched with circuitry and complex patterns. "You wanna take it?"

Ollie's grin faded. He looked at the box, then back at Gale, turning completely serious. "That's your storage box. You found it in the Eclipsed yourself."

"It is."

"I mean… you're the one who found it," Ollie said, looking at the box. "That's way too valuable. It's yours. No need to give it to me."

Gale grabbed Ollie's hand and placed the storage box in his palm, closing his fingers around it. "Mia is alive because of you, and… I was being selfish. What matters now is we get back alive, and you need this more than me.

Ollie stared at the box. "To be honest, a small part of me still regrets it… but you know what? I'd choose the same thing if the choice was given to me again."

Slowly, but surely, the old gunslinger he met in the Eclipsed was getting back to form. He could also pull the storage box excuse to get some lunch money from him too.

Ollie turned the storage box, spinning it, examining it, twisting it. "How do I even open this thing?"

"Push your ether into it," Gale said. "Focus your will on connecting with it. Think about what you want it to do."

Ollie closed his eyes, concentrating. A faint blue trace connected with the storage box.

A notification popped into Gale's mind:

[Transfer ownership of Storage Box RS28]

[Yes/No]

Gale tapped "Yes" without hesitation.

The blue glow around Ollie's hand flashed, then settled. His eyes shot open as a translucent interface appeared, showing empty slots.

"Holy shit," Ollie whispered. "It worked. Is this what you saw using this? Looks like a game..."

"You can start by putting those extra Deagles in there," Gale said. "Then maybe some of that ammo you've been carrying."

Ollie tested the storage interface by placing one hand on a nearby Desert Eagle. The weapon disappeared into the box's dimensional space with a soft blue flash. His face lit up like a kid with a new toy.

"This is crazy," Ollie reached for more items. "Multiple weapons, extra ammo, maybe even gunslinging craziness. 28 slots, but that's already a lot."

"Don't get carried away," Rachel suddenly said, shouldering her pack. "We still need to reach that tower."

Kyle watched Ollie experimenting with the storage box, his expression skeptical. "Great. Now the boss has magic pockets too. Next thing you'll tell me, Lily's got some secret dimension filled with cookies and candy."

"Do you ever shut up?" Lily sighed.

"No one can shut me up. Not even that man with nothing in his head." Kyle's eyes narrowed at Clyde.

"Shut up, Kyle," Clyde said. "At least the rookie's finally learning proper team dynamics. Share the wealth, improve the team."

"Sharing weapons improves our combat effectiveness," Lily said, joining them. "Which improves our survival rate."

"Always the tactician," Kyle said.

Ollie finished storing several items, then closed the interface with a wave. He looked at Gale. "I owe you one."

Gale nodded. He didn't know how much that storage box was, but he's pretty sure that's his lunch and dinner money for forever.

Ollie turned to address the group. "Everyone ready?"

"Born ready," Kyle and Clyde said at the same time.

"Good to go," Lily said, Deagles resting in their custom holsters.

"Ready," Rachel and Gale said.

"Then let's move," Ollie said, heading toward the window. "Lily, you're first."

Lily approached the window, one leg on the edge as she looked down 20 stories below. She stepped off the ledge, falling. Her fall slowed down and squares of blue appeared all over her, forcefields acting as parachutes. She touched down on the street with no sound.

Rachel went next. She jumped feet first, flames erupted from her palms to control her descent. The flames left brief red streaks in the air as she landed on one knee.

"Watch this." Ollie stepped to the ledge. He leapt out, arms spread wide. His descent became a controlled float, his body manipulated by his telekinesis. He set himself down with exaggerated gentleness.

Kyle rolled his eyes. He turned to his brother. "Double drop?"

Clyde nodded. The twins jumped together, casually parkouring off the building's window sills to slow down their descent. They rolled as they hit the ground.

Gale approached the window last. He looked down at the others waiting below, then simply stepped off the ledge. He dropped straight down, making no attempt to slow himself. His body sliced through the air in free fall, picking up speed.

The others watched his plummeting form. Gale's feet hit the metal floor with a slight thud, trying to silence his fall as much as possible. Though that didn't stop the tremor that was sent through the floor.

Everyone stared at him in silence.

Kyle whistled. "Hero landing. Classic. Now I believe this rookie stopped a two-ton car bare handed."

Gale sighed, then dusted off his pants.

"Form up. Lily, take point fifty metres ahead. Gale, vanguard position. Rachel and Kyle on the flanks. Clyde and I will maintain a backline position," Ollie said, and pointed toward the distant giant tower with its flickering lights. "Main street seems our best bet. Direct path to the tower."

They moved into formation. Lily slipped ahead, silently slipping into the shadows and vanishing between the buildings. Gale took up the front position of the main group in the middle of the street, Weber materialized on his right hand.

The main street stretched in front of Gale, wide and empty under the fake lights above. The weight of responsibility of being the vanguard fell on his shoulders. Very cliche, but very real words. As long as someone doesn't talk about their personal stuff in the middle of this rift, no one should die. He'd shut them up before they could say anything anyway.

Twenty minutes in, Lily appeared suddenly at a corner ahead, hand raised in a stop signal. The group froze.

Lily pointed to her ear, then gestured left. Whirring and thumping came from around the corner. The sound of a clanker.

Ollie signalled for everyone to take cover. The group split, pressing against building walls on both sides. Gale slid into a recessed doorway, Weber held low.

From his position, he saw Kyle and Clyde exchange looks across the street.

Kyle made finger guns, making motions that looked like he was having recoil from his fingers while pointing at where the sound came from. Then, he grinned as he rubbed his thumb and forefingers together, which clearly shouted "Money money money."

Clyde grinned as well, mimicking his brother while mouthing "cha-ching" and rubbing his thumb and forefingers at the same time.

Ollie watched their exchange. He pointed at Kyle and made a motion of himself slicing his own throat, glaring directly at Kyle.

The thumping grew closer. A spider mech rounded the corner with its six metal legs. Unlike the one Gale had first fought, this mech moved with a loud thump that made it feel chunky.

The group held still. The mech continued down the street, its head swivelling and scanning in a 360.

Suddenly, its movement changed. The mech's head swivelled toward Lily's position. Its legs repositioned, body lowering to ready for a lunge.

Lily pressed deeper into the shadow, one hand on her Deagle.

A distant explosion rumbled through the city. The spider mech charged, moving past Lily's hiding spot. It disappeared into the buildings away from them.

For 30 seconds, no one moved until Lily gave an all-clear signal. The group reassembled in the street.

"What was that about?" Rachel asked, looking in the direction the mech had gone.

"No idea," Ollie replied. "But something got its attention more than us."

"Let's keep moving while they're distracted," Lily said.

They continued through the empty streets, maintaining formation. The tower grew larger as they approached.

After another hour of careful progress, they reached a section where the metal street had split open. A crack ran across the entire width, at least 60 metres wide and dropping into darkness below.

Gale approached the edge, looking down. The crack extended well below with just darkness and the bottom nowhere in sight where the limited range of Breath of the Void couldn't touch.

"That's a problem," Kyle said, kicking a small piece of metal into the gap. No sound of it hitting bottom came back.

"Can we jump it?" Rachel asked.

"We could all jump it," Lily said, looking across the gap. "But Gale hasn't learned an Art that could cross this yet. The gap's at least sixty meters. You think you can jump that far?"

Gale eyed the chasm. The metal edges were jagged where the street had split. No bottom was visible in the darkness. "I can jump maybe 50 up but sixty across… I don't know."

"Finding another way around could take hours," Clyde looked left and right, not seeing where the chasm ended. "More time exposed to those spider mechs."

"And whatever they're fighting," Kyle said.

Ollie turned to Rachel. "Do you have enough horsepower to take Gale? My telekinesis can't handle two of me."

"I can carry him." Rachel moved in front of Gale and crouched slightly, hands positioned behind her back to give him a piggyback ride. "Hop on."

Gale coughed, heat rising to his face. "Really?"

"It's either that or stay here," Rachel said without turning around.

"Just take it, porter. Consider it a benefit." Kyle looked at Lily. "Scout goes first. Show us how it's done."

Lily stepped to the edge of the chasm. She held out her hands, focusing. Blue light flashed as a small force field appeared in mid-air over the gap. She stepped onto the forcefield floor, then each step was met with an instance of the same material, disappearing as quickly as it appeared. She dashed across and then made one big jump, landing like a cat on the other side.

Clear, she signalled back.

Ollie went next. Hands in pockets, he concentrated and lifted off the ground. His body drifted upward, then forward over the gap. He moved slowly but steadily, landing on the opposite side with a small grunt.

"Our turn, bro." Kyle pulled his dagger from his belt. He spun the blade once, then whipped it to the other side. The weapon embedded itself in the metal street on the other side.

"Shared teleport only works with my twin," Kyle said, placing his hand on Clyde's shoulder. "Perks of having the same DNA."

Both twins vanished in a blue flash, reappearing instantly beside the dagger. Kyle yanked his blade free with a satisfied smirk.

Gale looked at Rachel, still in her piggyback stance.

"This is ridiculous," he muttered.

"Don't be so picky. Now come on and mount."

Gale sighed and climbed onto her back, arms around her shoulders. Rachel straightened, adjusting to his weight.

"Hold tight," she warned.

Heat built around Rachel's feet. Flames that looked like jets erupted below her boots, lifting them off the ground. The rockets made almost no sound, just sounding like a soft breeze. They shot upward, then forward across the gap. Gale felt the heat and the breeze as they crossed the chasm.

They landed smoothly on the other side. Gale slipped off her back, expression carefully neutral.

"Show-off," Kyle said to Rachel. "You could've made it twice as high and done a backflip."

Rachel rolled her eyes.

The group reformed their positions: Lily scouting ahead, Gale at the vanguard, Rachel and Kyle on the flanks, Ollie and Clyde in the rear. They continued down the metal street, sticking to building shadows whenever possible.

The tower now came into view much closer, more giant than they had ever imagined, taking up their whole peripheral vision. They passed several smaller centres and plazas with broken metal statues and what looked like fountains.

After twenty more minutes, the street widened into a massive open plaza. Lily stopped at the edge, hand signalling for others to halt.

Across the plaza lay the bodies of at least six spider mechs. Their legs littered all over the floor, multiple bullet holes that were more like burn marks. Oil welled all around the dead mechs.

Two four-legged spider mechs moved among the dead, dismantling them. Each working mech had an extra appendage extending from its body, a multi-jointed arm ending in various cutting tools. They sliced through metal casings, extracted components, and stored them in compartments that opened along their sides.

            

    
        Chapter 166

    
    
    
    
                The group ducked behind a low wall at the plaza edge, watching spider mechs slice through metal with cutting tools. They pulled parts from the other fallen spider mechs.

"Hold position," Ollie raised his hand. "We can probably take two of them, but look at what they're doing. They're dismantling the dead ones."

Gale crouched beside him. One mech opened a side compartment and dropped in what looked like a central processor unit that looked more complicated than what he'd seen in a PC. "What do you think they're doing?"

"Probably something we don't wanna know," Rachel said.

"Doesn't matter. Rule number one of Rift Running: avoid unnecessary fights," Ollie said.

Kyle snorted. "Since when do you follow rules, Ollie? Last time I checked, you were the one who said 'rules are for people who can't handle the consequences.'"

"That was before Quebec," Ollie muttered.

Clyde elbowed his brother. "You missed the memo. Ollie's a company man now. All about protocol and proper channels. Straight tie, straight hair, straight suit. Don't forget the crooked personality of suits."

"I think our squad lead is just scared of the big bad tachikomis," Kyle grinned as he whispered.

"I'm not scared," Ollie whispered. "I'm smart. Those things have laser cannons that can cut through thick metal plates. And I'd rather we reach that tower in one piece. Getting killed in a pointless fight doesn't help anyone."

"We could circle around," Rachel pointed to a narrow alley to their right. "Take the long way."

"Too risky. I checked three blocks that way. Buildings collapsed, streets blocked. This plaza is our best route," Lily said.

"So we wait," Ollie said. "Let them finish their business and move on."

The group settled behind the wall, watching the spider mechs do their job. Minutes stretched into an hour. Gale noticed the spider mech deliberately taking different pieces apart and ignoring the other parts as if it considered each piece it took up. If it was a robot, would it not have been programmed to take certain parts without needing to examine it piece by piece?

There was something going on with those spider mechs. If he remembered correctly, Origin Extraction was reserved for live beings.

"They're almost done," Lily whispered. "Maybe another fifteen minutes and we can cross."

The mechanical duo had stripped six fallen mechs. Processor units, weapons, and power cores sat stored in their compartments. Only empty shells remained, legs splayed across the metal floor.

The ground vibrated. Small tremors ran through the metal street. Something heavy approached from across the plaza.

"Company," Kyle whispered.

A much larger spider mech emerged between two buildings. The workers stood fifteen feet tall while this one towered at thirty. Six massive legs supported a bulky frame with extra armour plating. Hot weapons lined its body, from missile racks to heavy laser cannons to what looked like gatling guns.

A green holographic scan swept through the plaza. The two worker spider mechs stopped harvesting and turned towards it.

The large mech made patternistic sounds of clicks, whirs, and frequency tones, and that didn't sound like any random noise either.

"What the hell is that?" Kyle whispered.

"They're communicating," Ollie said. "Those tones have patterns."

The smaller mechs responded with similar sounds. One raised a limb, pointing to a specific fallen machine. The large mech approached it and extended a mechanical arm to extract something from the remains.

The six-legged spider mech stored the part in a specialized compartment, then turned its attention to the plaza. Then, it moved across the plaza, each step sending rumbles across the floor. It moved closer to their position until it towered over them.

Gale's muscles tensed. Even when he did get stronger, fighting all three machines would be tough, and he hasn't fought anything that large and smart. That thing could probably level an entire block by itself and kill its smaller spider mech with it.

The green holographic sensor beam passed over their hiding spot, then returned. It lingered on the wall hiding them. The mech made sharp, rapid tones.

"It's suspicious. I need to draw it away," Lily whispered. Before anyone could stop her, she slipped into shadow, moving along the wall's edge.

The large mech stepped toward their position. The two smaller mechs stopped harvesting and turned to face the same direction. All three machines focused on the wall.

More electronic sounds came from the six-legged one. Longer and more complex patterns added different types of clicks. The smaller mech spread out to flank at the wall.

"Get ready to move on my signal," Ollie whispered.

Lily reached the corner of a building twenty metres to the right. She paused, watching the mechs move.

The large mech took another step toward the wall. The next second, a high-pitched whine of electrical circuitry could be heard.

Then, the main cannon barrel suddenly snapped right, directly at where Lily was. The mech made a single loud tone, and all hell broke loose as the smaller spider mechs changed direction, sprinting at Lily's position.

"Move!" Gale shouted.

A red beam shot from the mech, cutting through the metal walls of the building. Lily leapt away, the laser barely missing as it melted through metal.

Ollie drew his M4. "Combat positions, now!"

The group broke cover and moved into formation. The two smaller mechs spun toward them, weapons activating.

Gale dashed directly at the large mech, Weber materializing into his right hand. The thirty-foot spider turned toward him, weapons locking onto his position. Red targeting lasers swept across the floor, tracking his movement.

"Everyone, focus on the smaller ones!" Ollie shouted, backing away. "Let Gale handle the big bastard!"

One smaller mech pivoted sharply, tracking Lily as she dashed between buildings. Its legs clicked against metal as it chased her. Missile compartments opened along its sides. The first volley launched, four projectiles curving through the air as Lily ducked between obstacles.

The second smaller mech charged at Gale, cutting off his path to the larger one. Its front legs rose to crush him. Gale shifted direction, but the mech anticipated his move. A laser cannon on its underside powered up.

The beam fired straight at Gale's chest.

Gale blocked with Weber to catch the beam. The laser hit the flat side, heating up the metal. The force pushed him back several feet, boots skidding across the plaza.

"Hold position!" Clyde called from behind a fallen statue, long gun at his shoulder. He sighted down the scope at the smaller mech attacking Gale.

The long gun barked, sound bouncing off walls. The round hit the mech's main head, cracking the red lenses that looked to be spider eyes and staggering it back.

Across the plaza, Lily ducked as missiles exploded against a wall behind her. The pursuing mech crawled up a building, gaining height for a better attack angle.

Ollie floated above to a low rise, dashing through it and floating to the roof of another. He raised his rifle, firing controlled bursts at the mech chasing Lily.

"Lily, break right! Get behind Rachel and Kyle!" Ollie shouted between shots. "Stay there until it repositions!"

Lily changed direction, sprinting towards Rachel and Kyle at a collapsed fountain. The mech tracking her adjusted course, scuttling along buildings to maintain sight.

The large mech stomped forward towards Gale. Satin metal floor plates dented under the weight.

"Gale, don't hold back!" Ollie shouted. "If you can take the big one alone, do it fast! We'll handle these smaller ones!"

Gale nodded, taking in a deep breath as he let in the familiar warmth of Breath of the Void into him. Intricate shapes, patterns and complex lines bloomed across his face. His vision inverted, reds became teals, shadows turned into highlights. The pitch black Weber in his hand appeared white with swirling galaxies inside the circuitry.

The six-legged mech shifted its head towards him, suddenly stopping its advance on the others. Tones rapidly beeped and clicked. Twenty small missiles launched from its body, and all its gatling guns fired at Gale.

Weber Balista materialized in Gale's hand from the space storage. Weber blade in right hand, gun in left. He dashed towards it as the bullets waterfalled into his position, blade deflecting bullets while aiming the Balista at the oncoming missiles.

Each pull of the trigger exploded a missile mid air, scattering explosions along the plaza and causing even more chaos. The pistol in his hand recoiled at every shot, causing Gale's body to slightly displace, but that movement worked well with Dainv Combat Arts.

The barrage ended and the smoke slowly faded. Gale stood untouched. A glowing red hot metal surrounded him. He raised the Balista at the mech's centre mass. The gun charged with a whine, then fired a concentrated dark green beam.

Thwip.

The beam struck and refracted against a hexagonal forcefield around the mech's body. The beam dispersed harmlessly.

"Guide, what the hell?!" Gale shouted.

[Weber X1 Balista currently set to Phase type essence. Change settings to set to physical type.]

"And how do I do that?!"

[Host has not learned essence type switching methodologies.]

Goddamn this useless Guide. Melee it is then. Weber Balista X1 dematerialized back into the storage.

Across the plaza, one smaller spider mech crawled up to Ollie's position. Its legs clawed at the roof edge as it pulled itself higher.

Rachel dropped from above, flaming hands lighting up the whole vicinity. She landed on the mech's back, slamming both palms against the metal. On contact, her hands exploded with force, blasting armour plating apart.

The mech buckled but didn't fall. It twisted, throwing Rachel off as it reoriented. A laser barrel swivelled toward her as she rolled across the roof.

The beam cut through the air where she'd been a moment before. Rachel pushed off with one hand, flipping away from the attack. The laser carved a trench in the roof.

Meanwhile, Lily reached the backline, with the second smaller mech still chasing. It scuttled towards them at high speed, weapons charging.

"Now," Kyle flipped his dagger and threw it into a joint where the mech's leg connected to its body.

Kyle blinked in a flash of blue, teleporting to the dagger's location with his hand on the handle. Pistol appeared next in his other hand, firing repeatedly at the mech's body.

Red lenses shattered under the barrage. The spider mech spun wildly, trying to throw Kyle off. He held on, shooting until his magazine emptied.

The six-legged large mech turned back to Gale. One massive leg swung horizontally like a baseball bat.

Gale ducked under the attack. Weber extended upwards as the leg rushed past him, Phase Touch along its edge cutting through the metal with ease. The severed piece hit the ground with a clang.

Jumping onto its metal leg, Gale ran up the still connected leg while his Phase Touched blade dragged along the leg. It tried to twist him off, but Dainv Combat Mastery had fully deleted the concept of 'balance'. There was no shaking him off even if he was on two legs running up the machine.

He reached the joint where the leg connected to the body. Gale thrust the blade deep into the connection point. Metal squealed as the weapon penetrated armour.

It shook violently, bucking upwards, but all Gale did was twist the blade deeper.

Hydraulic fluid sprayed across Gale's face as he pushed further. The mech bucked wildly. Two more appendages swung toward him. Keeping low and close to the mech's body, the appendages couldn't reach him as he kept hacking away, now lengthening the Weber into a spear.

Across the plaza, Clyde dropped to one knee. He pulled a black glyphed magazine from his belt, its bullet casings etched with intricate patterns that glowed a subtle blue. He tamped it into the magwell and aimed down the sight.

"One shot," he muttered, sighting down the scope at the six-legged giant.

The long gun's barrel pulsed blue, charging up. Electricity crackled along the weapon, sparks rising from the chambered round. Trigger squeezed.

The long gun bucked hard, upwards, almost causing Clyde to let go. The bullet left the barrel surrounded by electricity, a shockwave trailing the air behind it. It streaked toward the massive mech's body.

The six-legged mech twisted sharply. The electrified round missed its centre mass, hitting a gatling gun on its shoulder instead. The weapon exploded in a shower of sparks and metal.

The large mech froze briefly as electricity coursed through its body. It made rapid electronic tones. Both smaller mechs immediately abandoned their targets.

One threw Kyle against a building wall before scuttling away. Kyle hit the concrete with a grunt, sliding across the ground.

The smaller mechs charged toward Gale, focused on removing him from the large mech. They moved, coordinating on where to flank him as he weaved in and out of the debris and buildings.

The first smaller mech slammed against Gale, trying to knock him off. Its metal arms held onto his back, with another arm using a railing to pull him away from the large one's body.

Gale kept his grip on the Weber blade, still embedded in the joint. It wasn't that easy, though. He'd been in tougher wrestling matches against bears when he was literally just 7 years old.

The second smaller mech climbed the large one's body. It reached Gale's position and opened compartments along its flank. Missiles launched point-blank, exploding against both Gale and the first smaller mech.

The blast knocked Gale loose, sending him tumbling across the large mech's back with the smaller machine still clinging to him. They rolled together, tangled in limbs and metal legs.

Gale pushed against the smaller mech, trying to break free. His hands pressed against metal, muscles straining. Shit, they're stalling. No choice. Phase Touch activated on his whole body, letting him freely get out of the hold.

Across the plaza, Kyle laid dazed against a spire's wall. One of the six-legged mech's legs smashed onto where Kyle was, stopped only by the walls of the building behind him, but still pinning him down. He tried reaching for his pistol, but only the tips of his fingers could touch it.

A high-pitched whine grew as the large mech's laser weapons charged. Its main body swivelled, targeting systems locking onto Ollie on the rooftop.

Ollie noticed the targeting beam too late. He tried to dive behind a ventilation unit, but the mech predicted his movement. The laser tracked him perfectly.
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                In one smooth move, Rachel jumped from her rooftop, landing in front of Ollie and punching to release a massive wave of flames that exploded in front of her. Fire and the laser clashed mid air, creating a small sun that lit up the plaza. The beam split around her, cutting into the roof on both sides, but completely missing Ollie.

Lily used the distraction. She braced against a broken wall, put her deagles away and focused on one of the smaller mechs wrestling with Gale.

Blue energy gathered between her hands, forming a bright lance of light. The air rippled as the energy built up.

"Gale!" she called.

Gale twisted, positioning the smaller mech between himself and Lily. He flattened himself against the larger machine's surface.

Lily fired the blue lance. It shot across the plaza and hit the smaller mech on Gale. The energy went through its metal shell, blasting the arm away and freeing him from the wrestling match.

He jumped off the surface toward the six-legged giant's head. In mid-air, he activated Phase Touch, applying it to the edge of the blade. Alter activated as well, stretching Weber into a spear.

Moving past the spider mech's head, reflection shot out from the blade of the spear. Phase Touch spread along the reflection's edge, hitting what probably was its neck joint. The reflection met no resistance, cutting cleanly through metal and whatever it had inside.

The six legged mech's head fell off, hitting the plaza floor with a loud crash. The rest of the machine stood still for three seconds, then collapsed, legs spreading outward as it crashed down.

[Max Load breached: 200/150]

A sharp pain hit Gale's head. Not as bad as before, but still there.

[S6MECH felled.]

[Extracting Origin from Prey…]

[Origin Grain: 2]

The remaining smaller mechs didn't run. Instead, they attacked harder.

Ollie held both hands toward the smaller mech that had been chasing Gale. A blue outline spread from his fingers as he grabbed the mech with telekinesis. The mech fought against the force, legs scratching at nothing.

"Got this one!" Ollie called, teeth clenched as he focused. Sweat formed on his forehead while he held the mech in the air. "Somebody finish it!"

Kyle pulled himself out from under the fallen leg of the large mech. He flipped his dagger once, then threw it perfectly. The blade stuck in the bottom of the floating mech.

In a blue flash, Kyle appeared where the dagger hit, hanging from the suspended machine. He pulled out his Glock and shot up into the mech's exposed parts, hitting critical components.

The machine's legs curled inward as systems failed. Ollie kept his telekinetic hold, letting Kyle keep shooting until his gun was empty. Sparks and fluid sprayed from the holes as the mech's lights went out.

Across the plaza, Lily tracked the last remaining mech. It moved between buildings, trying to hide after being hit by her first lance.

She raised both hands again, whispering as blue energy formed between her palms. This time it was brighter, focused to a small point.

"Last one," she said, following the mech's movement.

The blue lance shot from her hands, hitting the mech dead centre. The lance burned through its main body, melting through the metal. It twitched before dropping.

Gale landed on the metal floor, allowing Breath of the Void to recede.

Kyle slid down from the hanging mech as Ollie let go, dropping the empty shell to the ground.

"Okay," Kyle holstered his pistol and picked up his dagger. "That was pretty good. For a rookie, I mean."

Clyde joined them. "Bet you I would've done more damage if my shot landed."

Rachel vaulted from the roof, landing beside Ollie as heat emanated from her still glowing red hot gauntlets. She asked, "Everyone okay?"

Lily walked toward them, putting her Deagles away. "I'm fine. Those things fought smarter than I expected."

"Typical robots. Very coordinated," Ollie said, rolling his shoulder where he'd hit the ventilation unit.

Gale knelt beside the fallen head of the six-legged mech, checking how it was built. The cut was clean where his Alter augmented by Phase Touch had separated it. Inside, he saw complex circuits and what looked like computer parts sliced in half.

"Time to grab some loot?" Kyle said, already moving towards one of the lesser spider mechs.

Ollie put a hand on his chin as he looked at the fallen mechas. "Kyle's right. Can't miss this chance to loot and run. Hopefully, some parts still work after what we did to them."

Kyle sifted through the fallen mech. "Now you're talking sense, boss."

"Finally, some return on investment. Those were expensive rounds I just used." Clyde joined in on the sifting through.

"Are you serious right now?" Rachel sighed.

"Why is it that the idiot trio always think with their wallets?" Lily said.

"Idiot trio?" Kyle looked up from examining a damaged laser barrel. "That's a new one."

"You just had a life and death fight," Rachel said, "and the first thing you thought is 'let's take souvenirs'?"

"More importantly, the noise might've attracted other things. You know, like things that want to throw missiles at you or laser you to death." Lily stepped closer to a building's wall.

Kyle pulled a small component from the mech's body, turning it over in his hands. "Come on, Rachel. Live a little. This tech could fund my retirement."

"Your retirement from what? Being an asshole?" Rachel said.

Clyde laughed, "don't forget the 'rich' part of the asshole."

Ollie looked between Kyle and Clyde, then shrugged. "Hey, I tried."

"Women. No fun at all," Kyle muttered.

"Stuck up too," Clyde said, not looking up from his hacking away at the fallen head. "It's in their nature."

"For being women?" Kyle said.

Rachel's combat gauntlets flashed briefly with heat, but she took a deep breath and ignored the twins. She turned to check the group. "Who needs medical?"

Kyle raised his free hand without stopping his scavenging. "I could use some. Hit that wall pretty hard when the big bastard threw me."

"Same," Rachel massaged her shoulders. "Absorbing that laser beam wasn't exactly gentle on the joints."

Gale took out two syringe guns from the space storage and tossed one each to Kyle and Rachel.

Kyle caught it with one hand while the other was pulling something out from the insides of a mech's head. "Thanks, porter."

Rachel used her syringe gun on her neck right away. The device hissed as green light went through her body. She straightened, rolling her shoulders as they relaxed.

Kyle finished pulling out what looked like a processing unit before using his syringe gun. The green glow spread across his face as he leaned against the dead mech.

"Much better," Kyle said, putting the empty syringe gun in his pocket. He went back to his scavenging with new energy.

Rachel turned to Gale. "What about you? Need one?"

Gale checked himself, moving his arms and shoulders. "No. Surprisingly, I don't feel any pain."

True, but kind of scary how sturdy his body had become. Even wrestling with bears back then gave him some bruises here and there. Wrestling a fifteen foot spider mech didn't take out much from him.

"Perks of advancement," Ollie said.

"Are entities within rifts usually this difficult?" Gale asked.

Kyle looked up from his work, holding a twisted piece of metal. "Not usually. This is the first time rift entities have been this difficult to deal with."

Clyde stood up from the garbage. "Smart and coordinated is more dangerous than just being strong."

"At least with brute force, you know what you're getting," Kyle said. "These things plan. Adapted. That's not normal."

"I felt something when we were fighting it. Something inside these guys before they died, but can't put my finger on it," Clyde said.

"I noticed it too. Something familiar but wrong," Lily said. "Usually the strength of rift entities matches the class of the rift. I'd call this a Class 4 rift, but somehow the beings inside are stronger than normal."

"Class 4?" Gale asked.

"Rifts are classified by danger level and how strong the entities inside are," Lily explained. "Class 1 is weakest, Class 6 is the most dangerous we know about. Class 4 should have entities that can match Resonants in strength."

"But these felt stronger," Rachel said.

Kyle stood up, brushing metal bits from his jacket. "Plus they had tech we've never seen before. Those lasers cut through everything like it was paper."

"The construction is completely foreign. Nothing I've ever seen before, especially not in other rifts," Clyde said.

Lily looked to one of the laser barrels that Clyde had rummaged through. "The weapons systems fit into their bodies perfectly. Like they were built specifically for combat."

"Built or grown?" Rachel asked. "Some of those components looked organic."

Ollie turned his head to the tower beyond. "That's enough lesson for now. We need to move."

Kyle and Clyde threw the components to Gale, who put them in his space storage immediately.

"Form up. Same positions as before," Ollie said.

The group moved into formation without talking. Lily went ahead, disappearing between the spires and buildings along their path. Gale took his position with the main group, Weber gripped tightly on his right hand while watching left and right for any sign of movement.

Rachel moved to her rear guard position, watching behind them as they left the plaza. Kyle flanked left, staying close enough to help Gale if needed. Clyde and Ollie kept their backline positions, weapons ready.

The group continued moving through the streets. Soon enough, the buildings grew more dense. Less open space, less light coming into the streets from the moons. The metal buildings took on a different shape, curves that created shadows that looked more like trees than skyscrapers.

Behind them, Gale felt and heard the distant rumbling that grew louder by the second. The sound of metal legs hitting the street, multiple sets moving together. More spider mechs were heading to the plaza they'd just left.

"Told you the noise would bring company," Lily's voice came from her position ahead.

"At least they're not chasing us," Kyle said.

"They're checking the damage," Clyde said. "Probably trying to figure out what happened to their friends."

Rachel glared at Kyle. "This is exactly why I said we shouldn't stop to loot everything."

Kyle shrugged. "We got what we came for. No harm done. Look on the bright side, our loot is with our storage specialist space thingy. No burden on our movement. No harm on us."

"No harm?" Rachel whispered harshly. "We could have had a much worse time because you wanted to loot for your vacation."

"But we weren't," Kyle whispered back. "And now we're rich. Win-win."

Clyde laughed softly. "Bro, I don't think our resident sheltered rich Ann family daughter appreciates the small things in life."

"She'll appreciate it when we're counting our profits back on Earth," Kyle said.

Rachel's combat gauntlets flashed briefly with heat.

"Chiiiill," Kyle grinned. "What's the worst that could happen?"

Gale's heart dropped as he heard what Kyle just said. In every book he read before, that question always meant disaster for the characters. Something really bad was about to happen.

Ollie cleared his throat from his position at the rear. "Save the arguments for later. We need to focus."

The group continued through the empty streets.

Gale noticed how the buildings got more detailed as they got closer to the central tower. The simple shapes changed to flowing designs that looked almost grown instead of built.

The tower itself looked bigger now, filling their view ahead to the point that it hurt to even look up.

After twenty minutes of careful walking, the street opened into another plaza. This one was smaller than the battlefield they'd left behind but showed signs of recent activity. Metal had been melted and reshaped into strange art across the ground.

Lily appeared at the plaza's edge, hand raised to signal stop. The group froze in place, weapons ready.

Gale felt it before he saw it. Something that made his skin crawl, a signature that sent warnings through his tendrils. Something powerful waited ahead.

A huge spider mech came out from behind a spire, making everyone's jaws drop. It was way larger than anything they'd met before. It had eight legs, not six nor four. Its body structure looked different too. Rather than looking like a robot, it had organic curves and threads that held up its massive weight.

Weapons covered its surface, but they looked like part of its organic metal-like body rather than attachments. Laser cannons pulsed readily. Missile racks rotated systematically as if it was scanning the floor below. A consistent sharp whine of familiar laser weaponry filled the air.

But what really bothered Gale wasn't the size or the weapons. It was the ether signature that came from the giant spider mech. It was at the level of a Resonant. Clear as day, like that thing was an organic being.

It was supposed to be impossible for machines to have any kind of signature at all.

"What the hell is that?" Kyle whispered, his earlier confidence gone.

Analyze.

[S8Mech]

[Description: A loyal citizen of the Architect's Tomb.]

[Physical attributes: 24 laser systems. 48 gatling guns. 16 missile pads. No weaknesses.]

A citizen of this place? That gave Gale more questions than answers. Were they really not clankers as he thought they were? This whole place screamed of a fallen civilization.
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                The giant spider mech turned away from them. It moved past their hiding spot, with each step rattling the debris on the ground and shattering windows that were near where it stepped.

"That thing didn't even look at us," Kyle said as he watched the giant trudge along.

"We got lucky," Rachel whispered.

"It looked like it was going somewhere specific," Clyde said.

Ollie waved them forward. "Let's not waste the opportunity."

They walked through empty streets, keeping formation. The tower grew bigger in their view with each block they crossed. The flickering lights stopped flickering, meaning the atmosphere of this place was the one that caused the twinkle.

Gale noticed it first after crossing one more block. Less mechanical noises. Tendrils hadn't given him any signature of any spider mech in the radius it was limited in. In other words, it suddenly got quieter as they approached the tower.

"Anyone else notice how peaceful it's gotten?" Kyle asked.

"Peaceful isn't the word I'd use," Clyde said. "More like... empty."

Rachel looked left and right and up, finding nothing. "Where did all the spider mechs go?"

"Maybe they don't operate near the tower," Lily closed in from ahead. "Could be some kind of exclusion zone."

"Makes sense. If the tower has the power source, then it might be too sensitive of an area for them to patrol around it," Ollie said.

Dammit, Ollie! He just said the jinxiest jinx of them all. Gale knew it. Something bad was about to happen and that tower spelled danger frontwards and backwards.

They walked for another 20 minutes with no trouble. No mechs and no ruin could be found where they moved. Just their own footsteps on metal and wind through the spires.

Lily's hand shot up, stopping the group. She crouched behind a broken wall, pointing ahead.

Gale moved up to look. His eyes got big.

A spider mech lay across the street. This one was different. Huge. The machine was bigger than the eight-legged one they just hid from. It had 12 legs, each thicker than the smaller mech's body. Its hull and outer layers were thoroughly damaged, with holes and melted sections. A lot of its weapons looked like they were ripped right off by something.

"What the hell could do that?" Kyle whispered, staring.

The machine blocked the whole street. Black fluid leaked from the cuts and ripped off parts. Sparks still came from exposed wires, dropping into the puddle of oil.

Clyde looked through his scope. "Multiple impact points. Coordinated attack. Whatever killed this wasn't working alone."

"The spider mechs have been fighting something in this city," Ollie said. "Something strong enough to take down their biggest units."

"I don't want to fuck around and find out what that something is," Clyde muttered.

Kyle whistled. "Look at the size of those weapons. How much you think some of those are worth?"

"Shut up, Kyle," Rachel said.

Problem was, the whole street was blocked off by this gigantic thing. Since the fight was recent, it wouldn't matter too much if they went around or above.

"We could go around, but that would add hours to our route. The tower's right there," Ollie said.

"Or we could climb over," Rachel said.

"Climb over that?" Kyle pointed at the massive mechanical corpse. "You're talking about a machine the size of a skyscraper."

"Rache's right. The legs make natural bridges," Ollie said. "We could use them as walkways."

"Might as well. Haven't seen shit in a while," Clyde said.

Gale winced again. Every word these guys said hurt a part of him that wanted to tell them to stop talking about if anything would come at them. Bad luck incoming. He sighed before saying, "I vote for climbing over."

"Fine. But if something jumps out and eats us, I'm blaming all of you when I die," Kyle said.

"Noted," Ollie walked to the nearest leg, testing if it would hold. The metal stayed firm. "Follow my route. Single file. Watch your step."

Ollie started climbing, using joints as handholds. The surface was slick with leaked black fluids, but the leg was flat enough that it felt stable. He reached the main body and found a path across damaged metal plates.

Rachel followed, moving smoothly. Fists clenched tight in case anything came at them.

Lily went third, jumping up the leg like it was stairs. She got to the top and immediately started looking for threats while the others climbed.

Kyle and Clyde came together, helping each other on hard sections. Kyle made jokes about parts that looked like body parts, causing Clyde to snicker.

Gale climbed last. No issues with balance when the concept itself was now alien to him. At the top, he saw the damage in clearer view. One of its legs looked like it had been ripped apart by something the same size as this one.

They reached the other side without trouble. Going down was easier than climbing up. Soon they stood on the street past the mechanical corpse.

"That wasn't so bad," Kyle said.

"Speak for yourself," Clyde replied. "I smell like hydraulic fluid now."

"Do you two always have a comment for everything?" Rachel said.

"What else are we going to talk about while we wait for certain doom?" Kyle said.

"True that. Might as well have some fun," Clyde said.

Gale sighed, shaking his head. Even back in the asylum, these guys used the excuse of paper not to attack him. It's not like he didn't understand them though… now that he had the wave slash of tainted doom online. He snickered, causing Rachel to snap him a look and making him shrink.

Getting back into formation, they continued moving toward the tower. Buildings near the tower once again changed. The more organic lines were replaced by cleaner ones and less curved shapes. It was more elegant, maybe signifying that people closer to the tower were the richer portion of the population.

"Almost there," Lily said from up front.

After 15 more minutes of walking, the street opened into a clearing. The tower stood directly in front, its base taking up basically all of the open space. What looked like one building was actually connected structures all reaching to the same point in the sky.

At ground level, large doors marked with bold yellow letters they couldn't understand. The metal was darker than the surroundings, almost pitch black with a hint of dark green.

"There's our way in," Ollie said, pointing to the doors. "Whatever that is."

"Isn't it obvious?" Kyle said.

"What's obvious?" Gale asked.

"It's an elevator, dumb dumbs," Clyde said.

"And how do you know that?" Ollie facepalmed.

"Hello? Big ass tower that stretches up to the sky. Big bold yellow letters that probably said 'main entrance' because that's what they always do," Kyle said, then glancing at Clyde.

"Special Investigations Division for a reason," Clyde snorted. "We're smart."

"Assholes," Rachel shook her head. "It does look like one though."

"What ever it is, just form up on me," Ollie said, signalling Lily to come back. "No point in maintaining scout distance when we're at the objective."

Lily joined them, her boots softly tapping on the metal floor. The doors stood about 12 feet high and 6 feet wide each. Standard size for something that looked like an entrance if the twins were right.

Gale looked at the surface. The metal was darker than the surrounding buildings, almost black in the moonlight. Patterns covered both panels, designed like circuit boards but with curves like vines or roots.

"No handles," Kyle said, walking closer. "No hinges on this side either."

Clyde checked the other panel, looking across its surface. "No card readers. No keypads. Nothing that looks like security."

Rachel tilted her head at the patterns. "Those markings aren't random. They follow specific paths across both doors. Could be electronic based or magitech."

Ollie went to the centre where the panels met. He put his palm flat against it, feeling for any depression or raised area that might activate something. His fingers traced the patterns, following the flow of the circuits. "There's got to be something here."

"Maybe it's motion activated," Clyde said. "Stand back and wave at it."

Ollie stepped back and waved his arms. Nothing happened. He tried jumping, then walking back and forth. The doors stayed closed, and he gave Clyde a look that said he wanted to kill him. "Seriously?"

"Buzz off, boss. Let me handle this." Kyle snorted as he pushed past Ollie, cracking his knuckles. "I crush puzzle games on my phone. Candy Crush, Monument Valley, Portal Bridge Constructor. This is just a bigger version of the same thing."

He studied the patterns more carefully, tracing individual lines with his finger. The designs created a complex network across both panels, some lines connecting between sides.

"See, the trick with these things is finding the sequence," Kyle said. "You start at the beginning of the pattern and follow it to the end. Like connecting dots."

He found what looked like a starting point near bottom left, a small circle where several lines met and a rhomboid pattern. Kyle pressed it, then followed the connected path with his finger, pushing at each junction.

"This line goes up, curves right, connects to this node here," he said, pressing each spot in order. "Then it branches off toward the centre, loops back around..."

Kyle worked across both panels for 10 minutes, pressing nodes and tracing paths. He tried different starting points, different sequences, even pressing multiple spots at once. The doors didn't respond.

"Maybe you have to press them all at once," Kyle spread his arms to cover multiple points. "Or maybe it's a rhythm thing, like music."

He tapped the nodes in different patterns - short-short-long, then long-short-short-long. He tried rhythms from old songs, Morse code, even beats from commercial jingles.

Nothing worked except for impressing Gale. Those weren't random movements. Maybe Kyle and Clyde were smart.

Kyle stepped back. "This is bullshit. The pattern's there, but it's not responding."

Lily moved forward. "Your approach assumes it's a normal puzzle. What if it needs something else?"

She checked the doors differently, looking for hidden mechanisms instead of following obvious patterns. Her hands searched edges where panels met the frame, checking for hidden switches and hidden panels.

"Sometimes the real button is disguised as decoration," Lily felt along border designs where the biggest rhombus was. "Security systems often hide controls in plain sight."

Lily pressed various parts, a circle, an inverted J, squares like patterns, a triangle with two lines. She even pushed the entire door frame, thinking it might slide up or sideways. After several minutes of searching and feeling for anything, she found nothing that responded. "The mechanism isn't mechanical. At least not in any normal way."

Rachel had walked away from the door during this, moving along the wall that extended from either side. She studied the same patterns that covered the doors, but these spread across the tower's base in larger designs.

"Hey," she called from about 20 feet away. "The patterns continue along the whole wall."

She traced a thick line that came out of a rhombus that started at the door's edge and went across the wall surface. The path met another rhombus, overlapping a circle, where it branched into three different lines, making a network across the visible part of the base.

"It's like the doors are just part of a bigger circuit," Rachel said, following another path with her eyes. "Maybe the button is somewhere else entirely."

Ollie looked at Gale. "Your turn. Maybe fresh eyes will see something we missed."

"Rookie's got a knack for finding weird stuff," Clyde said. "Might as well let him try."

Gale went to the doors, studying the patterns Kyle and Lily had already checked. Up close and personal, the design looked like something he had seen in the Dainv ship but slightly different. The lines had a pattern and the symbols meant something, but what?

He put both palms against the surface, feeling a slight warmth. The metal was definitely warmer than the air around it, suggesting energy flowing through.

Closing his eyes, he focused on the patterns under his hands. The design seemed to shift slightly when he touched them, though he wasn't sure if that was real or just his imagination.

There. The rhombus had sent a pulse in the direction of the largest path from the biggest rhombus. The line curved from the bottom of one panel, spiralled up in a complex pattern of circles and intricate lines, then crossed to the other door before ending near the top.

When his finger reached the end, a faint vibration ran through the metal. Gale opened his eyes and looked at the spot he'd touched. For a moment, the pattern there seemed to glow with soft blue light.

"Did you see that?" he asked.

"See what?" Kyle replied, moving closer to look.

The glow had faded already. Gale pressed the same spot again, but nothing happened. He tried tracing the whole path again, but the vibration didn't return.

"Maybe it needs more than just tracing," Gale said. He activated Phase Touch, letting cold energy flow into his fingertips. "Let me try something different."

He placed his phased hand against the door and tried to push through. Instead of passing into the material, his hand hit resistance. It looked like the same forcefield that blocked his Balista shot during the spider mech fight.

"No good," Gale said.

"Can you force it?" Lily asked, looking at Gale. "Just push or pull the doors open manually?"

Gale checked the door frame for weak points. The doors sat flush against their housing, no visible hinges or edges that could be used for leverage. They looked like they would slide rather than swing open. He put both hands against the left door and pushed. It didn't move. He tried pulling, feeling for any give. Nothing.

"Let me help," Lily said, moving beside him.

Gale pushed harder, veins showing on his forehead. Still nothing. He tried pulling instead, gripping the edges and throwing his weight back. The entrance stayed sealed.

"Maybe it's not about-" Gale began.

Dark green pulses suddenly blazed across the full pattern on the door, creating a network of glowing lines. The light travelled along the carved paths, branching and coming together like a river.

The group stepped back as the light grew brighter. What looked like static patterns before came to life as lights originating from the rhombus travelled throughout the whole intricate suite of patterns.

A soft hum filled the air as mechanisms in the door turned on. Gears moved. Locks opened. The barrier that fought all their efforts simply vanished.

"What did you do?" Ollie asked, looking from the glowing door to Gale.

"I was just pushing," Gale said.

They turned toward Rachel, who stood beside a metal orb in the wall. Her hand rested on its surface, with similar dark green glow pulsing under her palm.

"Rachel?" Lily said.

Rachel pulled her hand away from the orb, the energy immediately fading. "Sorry. Accident. I was just... examining the wall patterns and must have leaned against it."

"Lucky accident," Kyle said. "Though I maintain that my puzzle-solving skills loosened it up for you."

"Your puzzle-solving skills," Clyde said, "consisted of randomly poking at things until you gave up."

"Damn right that's a legit strat."

The door finished opening. With a final click, both panels swung inward, showing darkness beyond. Cool air flowed out, carrying a strange organic scent, completely different from the stale air of the whole floor.

Ollie readied his long gun. "Form up. Standard entry formation."
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                The group walked through corridors as wide as city streets. Gale looked up, searching for the ceiling. Points of light dotted the darkness high above with thin clouds. The lights twinkled just like when they were far away from the tower and the lights seemed to flicker and twinkle.

"How the hell do you build something this big?" Kyle said.

The floor ran straight ahead, wide enough for four lanes of cars to drive through. Buildings lined both sides with windows and doors that had a clear difference between what was outside and the inside. These buildings were more blocky but took on rhomboid and multiple shaped patterns on their walls, suggesting they were part of the technology that ran this whole place.

Rachel walked close to one wall, running her fingers along its surface. "The materials feel different here. More refined than outside, built instead of grown."

"Temperature's controlled too," Clyde noted, adjusting his rifle strap. "No wind. No weather. Just... perfectly room temperature."

"How would you know? We've never been to the room temperature room," Kyle said.

"Shut up, you get what I mean," Clyde said.

Lily had stopped moving, staring upward at the distant lights. "Those aren't just lights. They're moving. Following patterns."

"Enough gawking," Ollie said. "Lily, use the red marble. Find us an exit."

Lily grabbed the marble from her pocket. She put it between her thumb and index finger. Then, she flicked the marble into the air.

However, instead of the usual spin at the apex, it simply dropped like a normal marble and hit the floor with a soft clink. No direction, nor any pull toward any path. The marble rolled to a stop near her feet.

"Let me try again," Lily said, picking it up.

She threw it higher this time, focusing harder on finding an exit. The marble spun, fell, and again hit the ground without showing any direction.

"Broken?" Kyle said.

"No," Lily said. "It works fine. There's just nothing for it to point toward."

Gale gulped, pulling up the mission interface.

[Available Missions]


	[Close a Rift][Repeatable]

	[Practice skills][Daily]

	[???]

	[???]



[Current Active Missions]


	[Vianne's Origin Fragments][1/8]

	[Exterminate the Corrupted]

	[Find the City's Energy Source]

	[Create the Exit Rift]



It said to create an exit rift. It didn't say to find one or to exit the right. That would mean that the only way out of here was to literally create an exit rift. He gulped again. They'd literally have to find a rift making machine in this hunk of machine, find the coordinates back home, power it up, and then hope it takes them to the right 'home'. To do all of that, powering up the city was no longer a side quest.

"Guys," Gale whispered. "What if there's no exit?"

Ollie stopped walking. The entire group froze, everyone turning to look at Gale.

"What do you mean, no exit?" Rachel asked.

"What if the marble isn't pointing anywhere because there's nothing to point to?" Gale said. "What if we have to make our own way out?"

"What do you mean make our own way out?" Ollie's face went white. "That would classify this as an unclassified rift. Unknown parameters. Unknown rules. Unknown everything. Besides, it could just be out of range, like back in the Eclipsed."

"It could be out of reach, but think about it," Gale said. "This rift wasn't natural. Alexei created it artificially using Project Threshold. The normal rules might not apply."

Ollie's expression changed immediately when Gale said that. That was the look of the thought dawning on him.

"You mean we're stuck here?" Kyle said. "Permanently?"

"I don't know…" Ollie said.

"Great. Just fucking great," Kyle said. "Your brilliant idea to go up against the Silver Lions. Your decision to break the deal. Your fucking moment of self reflection got us all trapped in robot hell."

Clyde took a step beside his brother. "Kyle's got a point. Fuck around with the families. Now we found out."

"You want to blame someone?" Kyle pointed at Gale. "Blame the rookie over there. He's the one who told that piece of shit to save that other piece of shit in the first place!"

"Kyle, lower the weapon," Rachel said. The room temperature took a sharp ten degrees up.

"Why should I? This asshole got us into this mess by wanting to save the soul of someone who's killed thousands of people with his dust research. Thousands, Gale. Men, women, children. All dead because of Ollie's fucking science experiments."

"The Golden Boy of the Path. Mr. Money-Solves-Everything. The same guy who's been covering up dust corruption incidents for years," Clyde said.

"You think he deserves saving?" Kyle asked Gale directly. "You think one life is worth six? Because that's the trade we're looking at."

The life of the helpless and innocent is worth whatever number this asshole said. Six, ten, hundreds. He'd let the world burn to save the innocent that Gale himself cares about. "Would you have left a teammate to die?"

"If that teammate was responsible for genocide? Yeah, I'd have left him to rot."

"What if it was your brother, would you have abandoned him?"

Kyle laughed. "He's not that stupid. We'd do anything to stay alive and then get paid."

"Ollie made his choice," Clyde said. "He chose to save one person over the greater good. Wasn't even the logical choice."

"And you made yours," Kyle said. "You pushed him to make that choice. You guilt-tripped him."

Rachel stepped between Kyle and Gale. "That's enough."

"Is it?" Kyle asked. "Because last I checked, we're all going to die here. Starve to death. Get torn apart by tachikomis. Or worse, live long enough to go crazy from isolation."

Gale winced at that last one.

"The rookie doesn't get it," Clyde said to his brother. "He's never seen what happens to people who get stuck in unclassified rifts. He doesn't know about the expeditions that never came back. The hundreds of Aurians stronger than any of us that all died in vain."

"Shut up, Clyde," Rachel said.

"No, fuck you," Clyde said. "Someone explain reality to our fearless squad lead and his bonehead pet over there."

"And you know what's worse? Ollie's probably not even fucking sorry. I bet he'd make the same choice again." Kyle turned away from the rest of the group.

Ollie met Kyle's stare. "You fucking bet I would."

"Then you're an idiot."

"Maybe I am."

Rachel's gauntlets flared, metal glowed orange red like metal right out of the furnace. "Everyone here is a team. Heck, we treated you as a team too. Even if Gale hasn't known both of you for a long time, there's enough bond there. He would've done the same thing for both of you. Saved you from yourselves or whatever family that comes after your asses."

Kyle snorted. "Right. The rookie who barely knows us would risk his life for a couple of assholes like us."

"You think he wouldn't?" Rachel stepped closer, an ember sparked on her gauntlet that caused her arm to engulf in flames. "Technically, he's only known me and Ollie for a couple of months. He's done a lot for me and Ollie in just those couple of months alone. He wouldn't be associating with both of you if he really didn't care."

"There's no way that's true. You're just covering for him like you always do," Clyde said.

"You're biased," Kyle scoffed. "You've been protecting the rookie since day one. Making excuses. Giving him special treatment."

"Biased?" Rachel's fire near the gauntlets grew white hot. "You want to talk about bias? How about your bias against anyone who isn't part of your little twin club?"

Kyle and Clyde exchanged a look. Clyde's hand moved closer to his rifle.

"We judge people based on competence," Clyde said. "Not feelings."

"Competence?" Rachel laughed. "Gale's proven himself more in the last few hours than you two have in years of fieldwork."

"You're just mad because we called out your boyfriend," Kyle said.

"If insubordination happens now," Rachel's gauntlets turned white hot, "then you might as well die now. Save us all the trouble of watching you fall apart when things get serious."

Kyle's hand moved toward his pistol. Clyde shifted his weight, ready to grab his rifle.

Gale stepped between them, giving a glance at both twins. "Survival comes first. Before feelings. Before blame. Before everything else. Even if the road to a cure is longer, it doesn't matter. One shard at ten percent chance in five years is nothing. Look at where we are. In a place with tech way more advanced than anything on Earth. What if something here could lead to a cure for dust corruption? And a cure smells like money to me."

Kyle's hand eased away from his pistol in its holster while the temperature started to cool.

"Alexei said this group is this generation's stars," Gale continued. "We got an origin shard that the Silver Lions couldn't get for fifty years. Who's to say we can't do the impossible again?"

"Gale's right. No point in pointing fingers now." Ollie sighed. "All of us are a team, and a team sticks together. We solve this rift as a team. And if there is something here, we also get something to solve the dust corruption and you two get rich."

Kyle kicked at the metal floor. "This is still bullshit."

Clyde nodded. "Guess we're stuck with each other."

"Great attitude," Rachel muttered as the heat receded fully.

"You want a better attitude?" Kyle asked. "Get us out of here alive. Then we can all have a nice chat about feelings and teamwork."

"Deal," Gale said.

Lily stood apart from the group, now gaining her cue to progress. She pulled out the red marble again, holding it in her palm.

"What are you doing?" Ollie asked.

"Trying something different," Lily said as she tossed the marble into the air.

This time it spun twice before dropping. Instead of hitting the ground uselessly, it pulled towards the left side of the vast space. The marble rolled several feet before stopping, pointing at a large structure that stood taller than the buildings around it.

"What did you point it toward?" Ollie asked, moving closer to see where the marble had stopped.

Lily picked up the red marble, looking at the building it had pointed to. The structure was the tallest of any building there, going up beyond the clouds they couldn't see through.

"Something that could help us in this situation," she said. "Very vague, I know. But it's the best I could manage."

"Help us how?" Kyle squinted at the building.

"I don't know," Lily said. "The marble doesn't give specifics. Just direction towards what you're looking for."

"Better than nothing, I guess," Clyde said.

The spire was about four blocks away. Compared to other areas around in the inner city, this one stood out with its similar organic designs from the outside.

"Formation," Ollie said. "Same as before. We move together."

The team dropped into position. Gale was at the front line, walking a couple of metres ahead of Ollie, Rachel, and Clyde while Kyle flanked left and Lily was up ahead.

"Stay tight," Ollie called out.

They moved through the inner city's streets. The stars that peeked through the clouds above twinkled, but now, Gale knew that those weren't stars. They were lights for whatever was above.

Lily reappeared at the corner ahead, signalling all clear with a raised fist. She moved to the next intersection, checking both ways before waving them forward.

"Empty so far," she called out.

Kyle jogged to catch up with Gale. "Too quiet if you ask me. Those spider mechs were everywhere outside."

"Maybe they can't get in here," Gale said. Tendrils also scouted around the radius that Lily didn't cover. Nothing so far. Either that or there was nothing moving among them, like the spider mechs were turned off.

"Or maybe they're just waiting for us to get comfortable," Clyde said.

Rachel looked back down the street they'd travelled. "Nothing following us. Whatever opened those doors didn't trigger any alarms."

They continued through the city as Lily reached the next intersection and stopped, crouching behind a low wall. She held up a closed fist.

The team froze in place.

Gale sneaked closer to Lily, staying as low as he could, then whispered, "What is it?"

"Nothing," Lily said. "That's what's bothering me. This place should have security like the outside, but every corner I check is empty."

"Maybe that's a good thing," Kyle moved up as well and whispered, "Less shooting. Conserving resources is always a good thing."

Clyde followed his brother. "Empty doesn't mean safe. Could mean everything's hiding."

Ollie moved up beside Gale. "Are we there yet?"

Lily pointed ahead. "Two more blocks. Straight line from here."

"Let's go," Ollie said, standing up.

They moved out again.

Gale suddenly felt the stare. It was the familiar feeling of when he killed that eyeball spider thing. This time, it felt further away.

Spreading out the tendrils of Breath of the Void, he tried to find it, scouring through corners and shadows. As expected, the eyeball thing didn't give out any signatures, signals, visuals, or movement. No blank spots either that would indicate a being that could hide its presence like the shadow.

If something was planning an ambush, it would have happened by now.

He kept the tendrils spread out, but the feeling of being watched didn't go away. It became stronger than before, from one to three watchers.

"Something wrong?" Kyle asked Gale.

"Just staying alert. This place feels too convenient."

"Convenient, how?"

"Clear path to our destination. No resistance. Like we're being guided."

"Guided by what?" Rachel asked.

"That's what I'd like to know."

They reached another intersection. Lily checked both ways before signalling them forward. The spire stood one block away now, its spiral shape filling their view.

"There's our target," Ollie looked up at the buildings. "Same question as before. How do we get inside?"

Two large panels marked the entrance, about the same size as the ones at the tower's main entrance. The same circuit patterns covered their surface, though these followed the spiral theme of the building.

"Hopefully easier to open than the last ones," Clyde muttered.

They approached the final intersection before the spire. Lily went ahead, checking the surroundings for any threats. She crouched behind what looked like a central fountain in the middle of a plaza.

After a few sweeps of her head over the plaza, she signalled to the squad to come over.

The team crossed the plaza in front of the spire. The building rose above them, spiral in design with the same organic-looking metal circuitry in mostly rhomboid patterns. Light pulsed like a heartbeat on the circuits.

Gale and Rachel reached the doors first, the rest of the team spreading out to cover the approaches. The panels had the same intricate complex network of lines, shapes, and patterns they had seen in the entrance to the inner city. One thing different, though, was that the network all flowed upwards.

"Same drill as before?" Kyle asked.

"Hold on," Rachel reached for one of the panels.

Before her hand made contact, both doors shuddered. They opened just enough for the group to see the dim light flickering inside.
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                Both doors shuddered. They opened just enough for the group to see the dim light flickering inside. Gale's Breath of the Void peered inside; there was nothing other than the dim lights that managed to reach the front steps.

"How convenient for it to suddenly open," Kyle stepped forward, grabbing one of the handles and then looking at Lily. "Come on, help me with this."

Lily went to the other side, grabbing the other door. They pulled both doors fully open, letting the light spill out further into the street. The room went deep into the building, where rows and rows of metal shelves lined the indoors. Gale had expected books but realized he wouldn't be able to read the letters and also what were in those shelves were not books.

Hundreds of glass orbs sat on the shelves, with no real pattern to them. Each ball was about the size of a softball, perfectly round and see-through. Most were cracked, with fractured lines like spiderwebs on their surfaces. Some just lay on the floor, fallen from the shelves. A specific shelf near the front door had been smashed downwards and the orbs laid shattered on the floor.

"What is this place?" Rachel stepped through the doorway.

Lily stopped at the entrance. "Is this really what we're looking for? A room full of broken orbs?"

"Well, that's why we're here to find out," Ollie replied, moving past her into the room. "Stay alert."

The group walked into the library of glass orbs. The shelves themselves spanned two stories high with some going up to the ceiling. Gale's fingers itched wanting to hold one of the orbs. This was definitely a library. In addition to that, what was up with high tech races and orbs?! The Dainv ship had orbs, the thing that Rachel touched to get into the inner city was an orb. Heck, even the Origin Shard itself was an orb.

"Hey, rookie," Kyle called to Gale. "Don't touch anything in here. These look like they could be important... or dangerous."

Gale sighed, wanting to roll his eyes but decided not to.

"Touching things is never a good idea," Clyde said. "Especially not in places like this. Could be booby traps in here."

Ollie walked to the side of the room, looking at a particular shelf where an orb cracked in half sat. He reached up and grabbed it suddenly.

"What are you doing?" Rachel almost yelled.

"Chill," Ollie turned the orb around. The glass caught what little light remained in the room, reflecting off of it to shine into his eyes. He held it up to his ear, then shook it like a christmas present on christmas day. "How are we supposed to know what the hell these do if we don't check 'em?"

"Oh, I don't know. Maybe after we know this shit isn't booby-trapped?" Kyle suppressed a shout, watching Ollie with a palm on his face.

Ollie quickly put the ball back on its shelf. "Seems harmless enough. Just glass."

Gale moved through the central aisle, looking between the rows of shelves. The feeling of being watched that had followed him throughout the city was suddenly gone. Tendrils concentrated all over the library, spanning the whole room. The library had a lot of dark corners and spaces between shelves where shadows built up. The layout made blind spots where someone could hide. He'd definitely not let a stalker get a free hit on him.

On a pedestal away from the shelves, a single orb that looked different from the rest screamed to him, 'this is bad news'. It looked too eerily similar to how Vianne's orb was set up, as all the circuits flowed into the pedestal. Even the glowing pulse that looked like a heartbeat was the same.

[Origin Artifact]

[Type: Memory recall]

[Description: Artifact Platform used to project memories onto a stage.]

[Integrity: 78%]

In the corner of his eye, he caught Rachel in front of a shelf. Her fingers moved across the shelves as she examined them with narrowed eyes.

"Rachel," Gale moved closer to her. "Are you ok? You look like you've seen a ghost."

She pulled her hand back quickly. "Nothing. It's nothing."

"You wanna talk about it?" Gale asked. Not sure what's wrong with her, but she seemed oddly worried about the orbs like she was familiar with them.

Rachel hesitated, opening her mouth, then closing it. She shook her head then said, "Don't worry about it. Just thought I recognized something, but I was wrong."

"Ok, if you say so," Gale said, though being brushed off didn't sit well with him.

"Hey, everyone. Check this out," Ollie called out.

The group gathered around the pedestal where the central orb sat.

"This looks important," Lily said.

Kyle leaned closer. "Yeah, the glowy floaty ones on a literal pedestal usually are."

Gale and Rachel walked up to the pedestal, both watching its heartbeat pulse. Gale leaned in closer to examine the thing.

It pulsed a third beat.

"Did you see that?" Rachel asked, backing up slightly.

The orb's surface changed, its opaqueness turning into something more like a display. Six circles appeared on its surface, each one pointing directly at one of the six people around it.

"Well, that's not subtle," Kyle took a step back. "Six of us, six circles. Totally not creepy at all."

Ollie pressed his palm against the circle pointing toward him. The orb registered a flash.

"Seriously?" Kyle whispered harshly. "Why do you keep touching everything? Did your parents never teach you the 'see see no touch' rule?"

"Didn't have parents, idiot." Ollie kept his hand on the circle. "It clearly wants us to touch it. Six circles, six people. Come on, it's not rocket science."

"Yeah, because rockets make sense," Clyde said. "This isn't some six-player game console where everybody presses A to join the match. It could be a trap."

"Or a test," Rachel said.

"Or both," Kyle muttered.

"Milk's already spilled. Ollie touched it, and nothing bad happened yet. We don't have any other leads, and the red marble led us here specifically. We might as well do what it wants." Lily put her hand on one of the circles. It lit up just like Ollie's had. "See? Nothing to worry about."

Kyle and Clyde glanced at each other, making different expressions until Kyle finally said, "Fine. But if we all get disintegrated, I'm blaming you, Ollie."

The twins stepped up and put their hands on one circle each.

"For the record, this is exactly how horror movies start," Clyde said.

"Shut up, Clyde," Rachel said, hesitating briefly before placing her hand on her designated circle. The blue light under her palm seemed to beat slightly faster than the others, though nobody else appeared to notice.

Gale was the last, stepping up closer to the orb, hovering his hand over the circle. There were exactly two times this kind of thing had happened. The first time, some ancient knight roasted him to shreds about his life choices. The second time, an ancient goddess rewarded him. It was a flip of a coin as to what this could be.

He placed his palm flat against the cool surface. The circle lit up beneath his hand, completing the set.

For two seconds, nothing happened. Then everything happened all at once.

The double doors they opened slammed shut. Light drained from the room, slowly going dimmer and dimmer.

"What the!" Kyle yanked at his hand, but it stayed fixed to the orb's surface. "I can't let go!"

"Neither can I!" Lily shouted.

Rachel tried to pull away, straining herself as she pulled her other hand away.

Darkness crept in from everywhere, swallowing the whole reality that they saw. The only thing that they could see was the light that came from what they touched, the orb and the six circles.

Clyde and Ollie struggled the same as Rachel, each grabbing their wrist while Kyle even held up his foot to push himself away.

Gale didn't fight it. The sensation felt familiar. The darkness, the pull, the strange disconnection from physical space. It was exactly the same as the touch of the orbs in the Dainv ship.

"Stop fighting it," he said. "I think this is supposed to happen."

The darkness took over everything, covering them entirely. Then the ceiling disappeared, revealing a night sky, but not the one they'd seen outside. This sky moved, stars flying across the black canvas as if time had sped up.

Three moons appeared above, similar to the fake tri-coloured lights above. They spun backwards faster and faster.

Days passed in seconds, weeks in minutes.

Between the stars, Gale saw her silhouette that dwarfed even the largest of stars. A flowing dress with galaxies inside its folds. Hair that went across constellations. The shape of Vianne, her form bigger than even the stars themselves. He could never forget her distinct look.

The spinning gradually slowed down. The flying stars settled into fixed positions. The moons found their places in the sky, settling into a triangular symmetry that looked like one of the shapes of the symbols on the walls.

When light returned to the room, everything had changed. All the shelves where cracked orbs had sat were replaced by floating orbs floating on top of one another that reached up to the ceiling like pillars.

"What the fuck just happened?" Kyle yanked his hand away the moment he could move it. "Touch this. Touch that. Let's all touch everything because we're so goddamn curious. Our days are fucking numbered because none of you can keep your hands to yourselves."

"Not like you didn't touch it too," Clyde muttered, rubbing his palm.

Gale turned slowly, taking in the changed space. Every orb in the room now glowed with inner light, unlike the dull, broken spheres from before. They floated in perfect vertical arrangements, one above another, seemingly similar to a library.

The room itself had gotten bigger as the ceiling rose higher than what seemed possible from the outside of the building. The walls curved upward in that same spiral pattern they'd seen on the exterior, but now those patterns carried reddish hue through them like blood through veins.

"This is..." Gale said.

Ollie backed away from the central pedestal, hands raised. "I'm done touching things. Someone else can go ahead and satisfy their curiosity. I'm going on a no-touching diet."

"Little late for that," Kyle said.

Lily approached one of the pillars carefully. She drew a deagle from its holster and extended it butt-first toward the lowest floating orb. The weapon made contact with a dull clink.

"Glass," she tapped it again. "Or something like it."

Rachel moved away from the group, walking around the room. Her eyes followed along the walls, fingers touching the curved surface. "The doors are gone. There's no exit."

"Great," Kyle said. "Locked in a room full of magic orbs. At least they don't look like organic ball sacks."

"At least we're not getting shot at," Clyde said.

"Yet," Kyle replied.

Kyle watched the centre continue to give off a steady heartbeat of light. He then walked toward the nearest pillar. "If the Path's golden boy gets to touch stuff, then it's my turn."

"Kyle, wait!" Ollie shouted.

"Nope." Kyle reached the pillar and put out his hand. "You had your fun. My turn."

His fingers touched a floating orb halfway up. A soft wave pulsed from where he touched. The light inside grew brighter and brighter, then a bright flash of light engulfed the whole vicinity.

"Shit!" Kyle threw his arm across his face to block the light.

Everyone covered their eyes from the flash. Gale also put up his hands, but that was of no use. The tendrils fed him the brightness altogether, not allowing him to close his visual perception.

When it faded, Gale lowered his arm and blinked away spots from his vision.

The room was gone.

They stood on a metal street that went into the distance. The same city as outside surrounded them, but changed. Tall buildings with organic-looking circuits lined both sides, their surfaces catching sunlight from a stationary object above. And there were people.

Humans walked the streets, talking, laughing, living their lives. They wore clothes similar to Earth fashion but with small differences in cut and material. A lot of their clothes looked similar to each other. A white military like uniform with black gilded edges. Even the kids had them. One thing to note was that all of the people they saw had crystal growths sticking out from their heads.

Some had a single horn, others two or three or four. The growths were different sizes but made of the same thing, the unmistakable blue-white crystal of dust corruption.

"What the hell?" Clyde whispered, drawing his long gun from his shoulder.

A couple walked past so close that Gale could have reached out and touched them. The woman laughed at something her partner said, playfully hitting his arm. Both had crystal growths, hers a single horn above her right temple, his a pair that curved around his ears.

Neither seemed bothered by the six out-of-place strangers right there. In fact, they walked through the space Lily occupied without stopping.

"They can't see us," Rachel said.

Gale heard a cry, that of a child. A little girl stood nearby the curb, wailing as tears ran down her cheeks. In front of her was what looked like ice cream splattered on the metal floor. She had two tiny crystal buds that formed like horns on her forehead.

A robotic sound came closer. A spider mech, no larger than the crying child, scuttled toward her on six thin legs. Instead of weapons, it carried what looked like a fresh ice cream cone in a grabber arm.

The mech stopped before the girl and held out the treat. Her tears instantly dried as she took the cone with one hand and wrapped her other arm around the machine's body in a hug.

"What the fuck?" Kyle whispered. "Those things tried to kill us."

"Not here," Gale said, watching as the spider mech gently patted the girl's back with its mechanical grabber arm.

Ollie stared at the scene, his mouth gaped. "The dust corruption... they're living with it."

"No shit…" Lily said.

All six of them looked up as symbols appeared in the air above them. The symbols moved and changed shape. However, Gale could understand the letters as if it told him what it meant directly into his mind.

"Welcome to the Architect's Tomb."
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                Welcome to the Architect's Tomb.

Everyone looked up at the letters above. Gale recognized some of the letters looked like the same letters he saw from the Dainv ship, although a bit different. Now that he thought about it, he was actually able to understand the letters in the ship as well. The symbols and letters themselves embedded the information into his mind.

"Can everyone read that?" Ollie squinted at the floating symbols above them. "Because I swear those aren't English letters, but somehow I know exactly what they say."

"Doesn't look anything like any language from Earth I've seen," Lily said.

Kyle stared up. "Yeah. Feels like data being beamed into my head directly. Creepy as fuck."

"Sounds like something a certain VR headset did decades back. Shut down because of government regulation," Clyde said.

"Would've totally bought into that. Where's my death game?" Kyle chuckled.

"Shut up, idiots." Rachel shook her head. "There's similar translation spells available in the UK."

"Not like this one though," Clyde said. "This one beams the information into your retinas."

Rachel sighed.

Holographic people walked past them. One passed through Gale's own body, a man with a blue jacket, talking to his friends in an alien language he couldn't understand. Only the letters were legible.

"We should look for clues about the city while we're here. Might be our only chance to see what this place was like before it emptied out," Gale said.

"Rookie's right. If we're stuck in some kind of historical recreation, might as well learn something useful," Kyle said.

Ollie looked through the main street and one of the alleys on the left side. "Split up into pairs. Cover more ground that way. Lily, you're with me. Clyde, take idiot number one. Rachel, stick with Gale. Meet back here when you're done scouting."

"Which one of us is idiot number two?" Kyle asked.

"Me, you idiot," Clyde replied.

The pairs split up along different streets. The idiots went west, Lily and Ollie went north, Gale and Rachel went east. The directions were relative to the main entrance door they came through being south.

Gale spread out Breath of the Void's tendrils as he and Rachel wandered about. Each person walking past had a distinct signature, similar to the ones he felt from the students who were unaware of their abilities. Not fully awakened, but definitely not mundane.

A woman carrying groceries approached them from the front, hand in hand with her child to her left. Rachel reached out, trying to touch the passerby. Her hand simply passed through where she had tried to touch.

"It's really VR," Rachel mumbled. "What do you think happened to this civilization? They had so much tech and something wiped them out completely."

The knight's words rang in his head. The tide or the corruption. This was only his second rift, and from what the knight had said, each one was a world on its own, decayed or destroyed by the tide.

They'd said worlds would be catalogued once explored. That meant other teams would know what was behind each rift portal. Would the rifts completely disappear if the mission given to him by the Dainv OS was completed?

Rachel tilted her head slightly at him. "What's wrong? You've got that expression again."

"Nothing," Gale said. "Just thinking."

"If it's about my reaction earlier, back in the library..." Rachel stopped walking, turning her eyes away from him. "It's not like I don't want to share. It's just I don't know how to explain what grandma shows me sometimes. She does explain but… I would be able to... if you accepted her offer. Then you could be part of the family, just like aunt Leah."

Oh no, this is a serious topic and she figured out his thoughts from earlier. Gale knew she had good intentions as well, and now he wanted to squint his eyes at her at how she was able to read his mind. It's not like he didn't want to join the Ann family or the Path though. He was just out of his depth, not understanding any of the rules like having dinner with the guy who tried to kill you literally two weeks ago. It'd take some time to get used to, and now his thoughts were just rambling along.

Taking a deep breath, he said, "Realistically and technically, I've been in Aur for less than a year. I don't even know what to do yet, so I really don't know what I should do."

I'm still also learning about myself, Gale said to himself, not wanting to say the quiet part out loud.

Rachel smiled softly. "Makes sense. No pressure."

Phew. Looks like she wasn't going to push it, otherwise, he might really just join her family and have to put up with an overbearing overlord.

They kept walking through the virtual streets. Streetlights adjusted brightness as people walked under them, dimming to red when no one was there and brightening to a more white light when there was someone. Up above the streets, vehicles that looked like trains floated and rushed through the air on non-existent railings or roads.

"Look at that," Rachel said, pointing ahead.

A projection appeared near the corner where two streets met. It showed a detailed map of the section of the city. A red arrow blinked pointing to the centre of the map, stating you are here in the same writing they somehow understood.

Rachel pulled out her phone and aimed it at the hologram map. Then she lined up her camera to get as much of the map as possible and pressed the digital shutter.

The map showed they were inside the tower itself on Level - G. They were in a residential district called Tower - Harmony Section 1. They spotted a landmark called "Memory Hivestore."

From Gale's memory of the streets around the building they entered, the building showing this virtual environment was that exact building. The map cut off with an arrow pointing north to something called "Level Transporter."

Suddenly, a family walked through them. A couple held hands with a young boy between them. The kid pointed excitedly at something in a shop window, pulling his mom's arm. All three had crystal growths that looked like natural parts of their bodies rather than something foreign.

"The dust corruption here isn't killing them," Rachel said.

"Maybe to them, it's not corruption?" Gale asked, though he was more melancholic at the affectionate display of the family.

The family disappeared into the building, the kid pulling them in. He never had that kind of experience with mom and dad. Everyday was just training for survival. Tomorrow might not come, they said. If he wasn't careful, there might be a bear that's about to chomp down on his neck while he was asleep.

Turning away from where the family went in, a crowd to his left caught his eye. Pedestrians paused all around, looking at the centre point where a commotion grew.

The crowd parted, and three figures emerged. A man in the centre, a woman on his left, and a man on his right. It looked as if a celebrity was being eyed on by a large crowd. People in the crowd took out their phones made of transparent material and started taking pictures of the three celebrities.

The three who walked through the crowd had clear distinct ether signatures, though somehow shaped differently. Not weaker nor stronger, just different from the rough shape it had back on Earth. Their shapes looked smoother and geometric.

Rachel noticed where he was looking. "What is it?"

"Those awakened," Gale replied. "Their signatures are different from the ones on Earth."

A young boy broke away from his parents, holding what looked like a notebook. He ran straight to the three figures, weaving between other people.

The man in the centre stopped when the child reached him. The boy held up a notebook.

The man then crouched down, taking the notebook from the boy. He pulled out a pen and signed it with the same language they saw everywhere except in a more cursive format like a signature.

After giving back the notebook, the man ruffled the kid's head, making the child laugh.

He turned the child's attention to his palm, facing upwards. Water droplets from the air formed on a point above his palm, creating a small figurine. The water froze instantly, forming a small ice sculpture of the very same boy.

The child's eyes widened as the man handed him the ice sculpture. The parents came over, one taking out what looked like a camera. They posed around their son and the man, taking pictures with bright flashes.

"That kind of elemental control," Rachel whispered. "He made that sculpture in seconds."

The family thanked the man before leaving, the child carefully holding his ice gift. The three figures continued on their way, turning a corner and disappearing.

"Their awakened lives alongside mundanes in the open. Look how natural that was. No fear, no hiding abilities," Rachel said. "There were attempts on Earth. Times when awakened tried to reveal themselves, to live without secrecy."

"What happened?"

"Massacres. Every single time. The witch hunts in America and Europe were the most documented cases. Whole communities of awakened burned alive by mundanes who saw them as threats."

"But mundanes are weak," Gale said. Why wouldn't the awakened fight back? Probably even the mundane armies wouldn't be able to fend off against the full brunt of Aur.

Rachel smiled softly. "Aur was formed a very long time ago. Maybe even thousands of years ago. Mom and grandma always said that the duty of an Aurian is always to protect the weak, to protect the mundanes."

"So Aur buried itself within mundane society."

"Exactly. Hide or die." Rachel looked around at the busy virtual street. "But here, somehow, they made it work. Integration instead of separation."

A group of teenagers passed by as the group passed by. One casually lit a flame on his palm, showing his friend, then pointing to a recruitment board for what looked like the military.

"We should get back," Gale said. "The others will be waiting."

Rachel took one last photo of the map board before turning away, a wider shot this time. They walked through the holographic crowd, bodies passing through them as they headed back to the meeting point.

Lily and Ollie had already returned, deep in conversation. Lily made sharp chopping motions with her hands as she talked.

"Found anything useful?" Rachel asked as they approached.

Ollie looked up. "There you are. Was starting to wonder if you two got lost in virtual wonderland."

"What about the twins?" Gale asked, looking around.

"Still out exploring," Lily said. "Probably stealing virtual technology blueprints or something equally useless."

"We found a map." Rachel pulled out her phone. She showed the screen to Ollie and Lily. "According to this, we're in something called 'Harmony Section 1' near a building labelled 'Memory Hivestore.' That's the building we entered in the real world."

Ollie studied the screen, swiping through Rachel's photos and zooming in on parts of the map she took a photo of. "Does it show any way out?"

"Sort of," Rachel pointed to the edge of the map. "There's something called a 'Level Transporter' to the north. I think it's an elevator or transit system between floors."

"Makes sense," Lily said. "This place is huge."

"What about you two?" Gale asked. "Learn anything useful?"

Ollie scratched the back of his neck. "We found what looked like a walk-in clinic. Had info material on the walls about very basic stuff. But get this, all the info about those crystals were aimed at people who couldn't use 'Gifts,' which is apparently what they call Ether abilities here."

"Gifts," Rachel said. "Interesting choice of words."

"Yeah, and here's the kicker," Ollie said, "the crystal growth is exactly what dust corruption is on Earth. But here? It's treated like some coming-of-age thing. Totally normal development."

"The documents showed treatments for those who had bad reactions to the crystals. Nothing like the fatal cases we see with dust corruption. They had ways to stabilize the crystallization process." Lily said.

"You think there might be tech here that could help with dust corruption back home?" Gale asked.

"Definitely," Lily said. "Possibly better than the shard. If we could get that knowledge, bring it back..."

"That's a big if," Rachel said.

They noticed Kyle and Clyde approaching from a different street, passing through the holographic crowd.

"Look who finally decided to show up," Ollie called out.

Kyle grinned. "Sorry we're late to the party. We were busy becoming experts on ancient dead civilizations."

"You wouldn't believe what we found," Clyde added.

"Try us," Lily challenged.

Kyle pointed upward at the tower around them. "This place? It's not just a building. It's a hub for an entire multi-planet civilization."

"Originally it was a tomb," Clyde said. "Built for someone they called 'The Architect.' But over time it became the central command structure for their empire."

"How did you figure all that out?" Rachel asked.

"We found a museum," Kyle said. "Complete with helpful little plaques that explained everything."

"The tower has five main civilian levels," Clyde said. "We're on the Residential level right now. Above us is an Agricultural level, then a Core Lab level, followed by a Planetary Transit level, and finally the Power Gen Core level."

"Each level has its own transit point to go up," Kyle said. "Different locations on each floor. Not all in the same place."

Looks like this whole thing wasn't going to be a walk in the park to get to the power source. If this floor was already difficult, the upper levels might be even more difficult the closer they got to the top.

Ollie whistled. "That's actually useful information. I take back at least twelve percent of the bad things I've said about you two."

"I'll take it!" Kyle said.

"So where do we go?" Rachel asked. "None of these levels seem to tell us how to get out of this place."

All eyes turned to Ollie, who rubbed his chin. "Still can't believe you two dumbasses got into the special investigations division."

"Smart dumbasses," Kyle said.

"Tall and handsome too," Clyde said. "Don't forget that part."

"And broke. Don't forget that part," Lily said, making the twins wince.

"I think we should try to reach the Power Gen Core level. If we can power up the city, it might turn on systems that could help us get out," Gale said, cutting through the banter.

"How do you know powering up the city would help?" Lily asked.

"I mean, it's part of the mission, right? Finding the power source would-" Gale realized his mistake too late. He stopped, backtracking quickly. "I just meant it makes sense. Dead city, no power, we find power, things start working again. Basic logic."

"Mission?" Rachel asked. "What mission?"

"Figure of speech," Gale said. "Look, the point is, if this place has tech advanced enough to fix dust corruption, they must have equally advanced transportation systems. We turn the power on, we find a way out. Simple just like dead ancient civilizations in sci-fi books."

"Pfft. Bookworm. Movies are so much better," Kyle glared at Gale. "Power Gen Core level it is."
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                "So how exactly do we get out of this place?" Ollie asked, eyes floating to buildings and crowds all around.

"Good question," Rachel zoomed in on the photos she took of the map. "The simulation brought us here, but there's no obvious exit on the map or interface."

Kyle sighed. "Great. We're stuck in virtual reality with no logout button. This just keeps getting better."

If this was VR and similar to the sci-fi books Gale read about VR simulations, maybe it had the same mechanics. "We should go back to where we started. Maybe if we say 'log out' it will end the simulation."

Kyle's head snapped toward him. "That's the dumbest thing I've heard all day. And considering the day we've had, that's saying something."

"Seriously?" Clyde said. "You think this advanced alien technology works like some crappy MMO from Earth?"

"Video game logic," Kyle said. "Next you'll suggest we find an NPC to give us a quest or look for a save point."

"It's book logic actually," Gale looked down. He didn't even have the luxury of playing any video games or watching movies on the big screen or even having a TV or a phone or any of the stuff that other kids had the luxury of! 

Sighing internally, now this whole VR experience made him want to play a video game when they got back home. In fact, he'd play all of them. He'd spend all night playing games until he fell asleep. Maybe even go out in the woods, play alone until he got bored of it where no one could bother him except maybe one or two people like Rachel or Ollie… he wouldn't build a pool though. He at least knew that water didn't go well with electronics, just like how his phone died at the water treatment plant.

"What are you thinking about, Gale?" Rachel's eyes narrowed at him.

"Video games. I want to play some," Gale said immediately.

"Rookie, if we get out of here in one piece, I'll give you access to my game library for a low low price of-Ow! What was that for?"

Rachel elbowed Kyle hard on the flank. "Shut up, idiot."

Lily let out a long sigh. "Gale might be right. There's nothing else to go on. We don't have any other leads, might as well try it."

Kyle slumped. "Fine."

The group headed back through the crowd to their starting point. The street bustled along like a normal day. A man in the crowd ate something that looked like a hot dog while others were on their phones as they walked through the busy streets, magically avoiding other people as they walked.

One of these days, he'll be able to eat a hot dog too.

They arrived at the exact same spot where they first showed up. Letters above still showed 'Welcome to the Architect's Tomb'.

Gale looked back at the group, feeling awkward about what he was about to do. Rachel nodded at him slowly, as if ushering him to do the thing.

Clearing his throat, he said, "Log out."

The metal orb appeared in front of them, floating at chest height. Text showed up on its surface in that same foreign writing: "Confirm Simulation Exit: Yes/No"

"That's ridiculous," Kyle said, rubbing his eyes. He stepped up and smacked the "yes" button.

The virtual stage faded right away. All the colours desaturated, the holographic humans vanished. For a full 10 seconds, total darkness covered the whole surrounding.

Light slowly came back, and they were back in the same room they were in before touching the central orb. The glass spheres still floated in vertical pillars, one above another.

But something had changed.

Labels now appeared above each group of orb pillars, written in that same foreign language. Five different sections organized the floating spheres: History, Medical, Entertainment, Technological, Astrography.

"Well, that worked," Rachel said. "Though we're still locked in here."

"At least now we have options," Lily walked toward the Historical section. "These orbs must contain different types of information or experiences."

Ollie went the other way, heading for the Medical grouping. "We should check out the medical records. If this civilization had a cure for dust corruption, that information could save millions of lives back home."

"Historical data is more important," Lily said. "We need to understand what happened to this place. How an entire civilization disappeared. That kind of knowledge might keep us alive if we encounter those people that I don't know, made everyone in this city dead."

"Medicine saves lives right now," Ollie said. "History is just stories about dead people."

"Dead people who might have warnings about what killed them."

Kyle and Clyde gave each other one of those twin looks, both shaking their heads at the argument.

"They're both right," Gale said, stepping forward. "But maybe we should check Astrography first. It might show us how to get off this planet or possibly how to use rift coordinates maybe for later?"

"No," Ollie and Lily said simultaneously, then glared at each other.

"Medical takes priority," Ollie said. "People are dying from dust corruption every day we waste time here."

"Understanding their history could prevent us from being unalived by what unalived them," Lily said.

Rachel moved toward the Technological section, looking at the floating orbs. "What about their technology? Advanced systems that could help with both medical treatment and space travel?"

Gale saw Kyle and Clyde look at each other, grinning at the same time. They walked away from the group while Ollie and Lily kept arguing and headed to the entertainment section.

"Don't you feel something weird about this whole thing?" Gale said to Rachel. "The building was called Memory Hivestore on that map you photographed. Maybe these are actual memory archives rather than just a virtual environment."

"What do you mean?"

"Think about it. The first thing that happened when we touched the central orb was that we suddenly understood their language. Not learned it. Just instantly knew it. Like the knowledge was put directly into our minds."

"Makes sense. Kind of like the shamanic rituals I've been to. The words the shaman speaks during rituals are directly converted to images in your mind. And words are basically just abstract forms of images anyways," she said.

"Exactly. So maybe everything we're seeing isn't a simulation. Maybe we're experiencing actual recorded memories from people who lived here."

"That would explain why everything felt so… real," Rachel said.

"We're wasting time with theories when people are dying! I already blew the only chance we had with that one shard. Now we're going to blow it again?" Ollie yelled.

"Understanding what wiped out an entire civilization isn't theoretical! It's survival! What's the point of getting all that knowledge if we all die in the process?!" Lily yelled just as loud.

Tendrils saw Kyle and Clyde reaching the entertainment section, checking out the floating orbs. In that aisle, the colours of the orbs weren't uniform. Some pulsed a slight blue while others red. There were gold ones that were far fewer than the rest.

"Bro, check this one out," Kyle pointed to an orb that glowed a soft gold and silver. "You thinkin what I'm thinkin?"

Clyde moved closer, reading the text above the golden orb. "Says 'Guardian Championship Finals - Season 847.' Sounds like some kind of sporting event."

"Could be interesting," Kyle said.

Lily shouted at them, "Clyde, don't touch that orb!"

But Clyde had already put his palm against the orb's golden surface. "Too late."

The room disappeared around them for the second time. The floating spheres vanished, the curved walls were gone, and darkness covered everything for a quick moment.

Light came back bright enough that Gale had to instinctively shield his eyes. The room suddenly dimmed back into something that looked like an arena with beams of red, blue, green, and golden lights that looked like a concert. A crowd sat along the whole coliseum as voices cheered and shouted at the top of their lungs.

They stood on solid ground, but the floor under their feet glowed soft blue and transparent. Around them was the biggest structure Gale had ever seen. Rows and rows of seats went up forever, packed with people. The crowd went so far into the distance that individual faces became tiny dots.

The building looked nothing like anything on Earth. Curved supports that seemed grown instead of built held up sections of seating that floated with no visible connection to the structure below. Energy barriers made see-through walls between different sections, each barrier glowing its own colour.

"Welcome back to the Championship Finals!" The voice of the announcer became more erratic and excited, "Tonight, we will witness the final battle of Season 847, where our two remaining warriors battle for the ultimate honour and glory!"

Kyle turned around, taking in the view. "This makes Rome's coliseum look like a playground. This shit's huge."

"In the Red Corner, weighing four hundred and sixty-seven tons, standing thirty-eight metres tall, the Crimson Devastator. He is called the Guardian Unit Hellbringer!" The announcer continued and the crowd grew louder than before.

A section of the arena floor split open as metal grinded against metal. From below rose a huge machine unlike anything they'd seen in the dead city outside. This wasn't a spider mech. The Guardian stood on two legs like a giant person, covered in crimson armour plates that reflected the arena lights. Weapons systems lined its arms and shoulders with missile launchers, energy cannons, and fighting blades that stuck out from its forearms.

The crowd's cheering grew deafeningly loud as Hellbringer took its first steps toward the arena centre. Each step sent vibrations through the ground that Gale felt in his chest.

"And in the Blue Corner," the announcer's voice shouted louder than before, "weighing four hundred and twenty-four tons, standing forty-one metres tall, the Azure Champion. She is called the Guardian Unit Stormbreaker!"

Another section of floor opened on the opposite side. The second Guardian came out smoothly despite being so huge. Blue and silver armour covered its body, with smoother lines than its opponent. Energy sparked along its surface, small lightning zapping between armour plates. Instead of physical weapons, this Guardian carried what looked like a massive rifle that made noise from stored power.

Rachel grabbed Gale's arm as the two machines faced each other across the arena floor. "Those aren't just fighting machines. Look at how they move."

She was right. Both Guardians moved differently than the spider mechs they'd fought outside. Hellbringer shifted its weight, trying different fighting stances. Stormbreaker raised its energy rifle, checking aim angles.

"Ladies and gentlemen, for those starting into this fandom, these are not mere machines!" the announcer shouted. "Each Guardian houses the consciousness of a champion, their mind and soul permanently integrated with these magnificent war machines!"

"What the fuck," Kyle said. "There are people inside those things?"

"Not inside," Ollie said. "Integrated. Their minds have been transferred into the machines."

"That's some mega high tech shit right there," Clyde said.

The arena floor began to change beneath the two Guardians. Sections rose and fell, creating a landscape of platforms, barriers, and obstacles.

"Tonight's champions carry stories that inspire us all! Guardian Unit Hellbringer rises from humble beginnings. He was an unknown engineer who spent countless hours in the workshop, perfecting every system, every circuit, every joint. From scrap metal and salvaged parts, this team built themselves into legends!"

Kyle whistled. "Gotta say, this announcer's hyping me up real bad right now."

"Their pilot volunteered after suffering catastrophic injuries defending the Sector F-1-32. Yes, ladies and gentlemen. That is the frontline against the corruption outbreak," the announcer continued. "Rather than accept retirement, he chose integration, becoming one with machine. Together, they've fought their way through every rank, every tournament, earning their place through pure skill and determination!"

Gale's stomach twisted at the mention of Corruption. The same thing that killed the people of the Eclipsed made them grotesque versions of what they once were.

"Guardian Unit Stormbreaker tells a different tale of the same journey!" The announcer's voice shifted to a smoother tone that matched Stormbreaker's atmosphere. "Rising from the same depths as her opponent, she has held the championship crown for ten consecutive years! Her pilot, also a veteran of the corruption wars, chose integration after becoming paralyzed in the Battle of Crystal Falls!"

Stormbreaker raised her energy rifle like she was saluting the crowd. Lightning sparked between her armour plates, making patterns that changed like living things.

"Where Hellbringer brings raw power and basic combat techniques, Stormbreaker brings the fury of the storm itself! Grace and destruction working perfectly together!"

The arena floor finished changing. Multiple levels of platforms created a complex battlefield, with energy barriers providing cover and height advantages. Both Guardians began moving toward the centre.

Hellbringer moved like a tank that was direct, powerful, and efficient. Each step went exactly where it needed to be. The crimson machine tried different positions, always keeping balance and ready to fight.

Stormbreaker flowed like water. Her movements weren't rough and made less sound on the metal plating than Hellbringer. She jumped between platforms, her steps landing exactly the height needed to reach the upper platforms like a cat.

"These two represent everything we stand for!" the announcer shouted. "Courage in the face of overwhelming odds! Innovation born from necessity! The refusal to surrender when hope seems lost!"

Kyle laughed. "Overwhelming odds. Yeah, that sounds familiar."

"War veterans turned into entertainment. That's mad cliche." Clyde put on a serious face that everyone could tell wasn't serious.

Lily moved away from the group. Rachel followed her, focusing hard on the robots.

"Lily," Rachel said. "Do you feel that?"

Lily's head turned to her. "You sense it too?"

Gale focused, spreading the tendrils of his senses towards them. Each guardian had a distinct ether signature like they were alive, similar to what the spider mechs emitted. Their signatures looked more mature, developed compared to even Rachel, Ollie, and Lily.

"Late stage Resonant," Lily said.

Resonant-level fighters inside machines of that size and weapons the size of small buildings. The thought itself sent shivers down Gale's spine. Those were machines made for war.

Hellbringer reached the arena centre first, taking a defensive position behind one of the larger platforms. It displayed its weapons for the crowd, metals grated against metal as it did so. The crowd roared at the display.

Stormbreaker approached from the opposite side, her rifle arced with multiple chains of lightning. She dropped down one by one from the platforms she scaled onto the centre of the arena with barely a sound.

"The battlefield is set!" the announcer roared. "Our champions stand ready! Ten years of dominance meets endless hunger for victory! Who will claim the crown tonight?"
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                These visions were called memories. That's what it was called on the map that Rachel took. Watching these two guardians taking positions, these were actual people that had lived in the past. The memory was accurate enough to even have an ether signature that Gale could see and feel. Yet all of them still couldn't hold up against the tide.

Lily turned to Clyde. "This is your fault. We could be learning actual useful information from historical records, but instead you dragged us into some gladiator fantasy."

Kyle waved his hand dismissively. "Relax, scout lady, girl or whatever you wanna call yourself. If we're going to end up fighting these robot bastards anyway, might as well see what the best of the best looks like in action."

"Hmph." Rachel crossed her arms. "That's just an excuse to watch giant robots beat the crap out of each other."

"Kyle's got a point though," Ollie said. "Combat intelligence is still intelligence. Besides, we're already here. Might as well enjoy the show."

"We should log out immediately and check the historical archives. Understanding what happened to this civilization matters more than entertainment," Lily said.

Ollie ignored her, pointing to six blue outlines glowing against the curved seating. "Look, there's space for us. Might as well sit down."

The group moved toward the glowing seats. Each chair appeared solid as they got close. Kyle dropped into his seat first, leaning forward to see the arena better.

Clyde flopped into his seat next to Kyle. "This beats standing around talking about dead people."

Sitting on the transparent seats, it felt like a cushy armchair. Gale never had the chance to visit any arena. Even only saw the Air Canada Centre from afar, wondering what all the buzz was about.

Rachel sat beside him, still complaining. Ollie took the seat next to Clyde.

"Those dead people might have warnings about what's coming for us," Lily said, heading to the last seat. Her complaint sounded weaker now.

Kyle turned to his brother. "Twenty bucks says the big red tank wins."

"You're on," Clyde said. "Blue's got speed and reach. Tank's just going to lumber around until blue lady picks him apart."

Both twins looked at Gale. Clyde leaned forward. "What about you, rookie? Which metal monster gets your vote?"

Gale looked from Hellbringer to Stormbreaker, looking them down and up. Hellbringer moved like a fortress. Literally. It looked like a moving castle with big hunking walls and cannons. Simple basics. Strong base, better firepower, make the opponent come to you.

Stormbreaker moved between obstacles like water. Her style was to never stay in one spot for too long and get hit. It was clearly built for speed and finesse rather than raw power. Each move was calculated for maximum strategic execution. Though that sounded a bit cliche.

Her style felt closer to Dainv Combat Arts, focused on flow based on how she demonstrated moving to different platforms earlier. He'd need to see her in action before making a conclusion, though. One thing he learned from fighting the knight was that chunkiness can beat speed.

"The red one," Gale said.

Kyle slapped his chair arm. "Ha! Rookie's got taste. That's what I'm talking about."

Clyde shook his head. "You're both idiots. Size doesn't win fights. Speed and precision and accuracy and strategy and-."

"Two for red, one for blue so far," Kyle cut off Clyde before turning to Ollie. "Boss man, what's your pick? Don't tell me you're going with the walking fortress too."

"Blue. That rifle she's carrying has more range than anything red's packing. She'll pick him apart from distance," Ollie said.

"Two and two," Kyle grinned. "Rachel, you're the tiebreaker. Which knightmare gets your vote?"

"It's gotta be the red one," Rachel said. "Look at that armour and sheer firepower. Blue's going to take too long to chip away at it."

Clyde rolled his eyes. "Of course Rachel picks the same one as Gale. You two always agree on everything."

"That's not true," Rachel pouted.

"Really? Name one time you didn't agree with him or didn't support him," Clyde said.

Rachel opened her mouth, then closed it. Kyle snickered.

"See?" Clyde said. "Three for red, two for blue. Lily, you're our last hope. Please tell me you've got some sense."

Kyle turned to Lily. "What's your take, scout lady? Red or blue?"

Lily crossed her arms, glaring at Kyle, then side eyeing the two mechs down in the arena. "This whole thing is ridiculous. We should be researching their history. Watching giant robots beat the shit out of each other isn't fun as surviving."

"Come on," Kyle said. "Just pick one. For science."

Lily sighed, but Gale noticed a slight smile at the corner of her mouth. Her eyes darted between Hellbringer and Stormbreaker, but eventually settled on the blue one.

"Blue's fast," Lily said. "Red's slow. End of discussion."

Kyle fist pumped. "Three and three! Perfect split."

"Speed kills," Lily said. "Red thinks he can just sit there and tank damage, but blue's not going to let him. She'll dance around him until he buckles."

Clyde pumped his fist. "Finally, someone with tactical sense!"

"Says someone who just stands and shoots," Kyle laughed.

"Shut up, Kyle." Clyde elbowed Kyle.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to tonight's match. I am your lead commentator, Yandil. Make sure you've placed your bets and grabbed your snacks and drinks because it's going to be one hell'uv'a finale!" the announcer said.

The crowd cheered louder, and the fans visibly showed their support by taking up light poles of either red or blue. There were more red than blue, signifying that everyone wanted the underdog to win. The electricity affected even Gale as he looked forward to the event. Even though this was a life and death situation in this rift, it felt like he was finally able to live the high life of watching events like this.

"Both Guardians have taken their positions!" Yandil said. "Hellbringer has claimed the high ground behind Platform Seven, giving him better firing angles and coverage. Classic military move. Make them come to you!"

Hellbringer's weapons rotated, tracking Stormbreaker. Missile launchers stuck out from his shoulders, each loaded with car-sized projectiles. Energy cannons along his arms charged up, building power for the first shots.

"Stormbreaker refuses to play by the rules!" Yandil shouted. "She's using the arena's design to her advantage, staying in motion, not giving her opponent a clean shot! This is what twenty years of championship experience looks like!"

Stormbreaker's rifle fired a test shot, sending a blue beam across the arena floor. The blast hit an empty platform, melting a truck-sized hole in the metal. The crowd cheered louder as the current champion showed her might.

"Both pilots are ready," Yandil said. "Arena shields are active. Medical teams standing by. Combat restrictions lifted!"

Kyle leaned forward. "Here we go."

Rachel tensed up, grabbing and squeezing Gale's arm that it almost hurt. But he too was also excited. This was an experience he'd never had before, of watching something in a stadium.

"Championship rules are in effect!" Yandil shouted. "Victory by surrender, knockout, or destruction! No time limits! No quarter asked, none given!"

The arena lights shifted, lighting up both Guardians. Hellbringer's red armour looked like fresh blood. Stormbreaker's blue plates shone like polished sapphire.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you've all been waiting for!" Yandil paused. The crowd suddenly silent.

"FIGHT!"

The arena exploded with noise as both Guardians moved.

Hellbringer fired first. Six missiles streaked across the floor, trailing white smoke. They curved through the air, chasing Stormbreaker.

Stormbreaker jumped between platforms, like a cat jumping between platforms. The missiles hit empty spaces behind her, explosions sending chunks of the arena's metal floor flying everywhere. A few pieces of debris hit the shields that protected the spectators, making them cheer even louder.

"Opening shots from Hellbringer!" Yandil yelled. "Classic firepower approach! But Stormbreaker's too fast to get hit!"

"Look at those explosions! Each missile could flatten a whole block!" Kyle shouted.

Stormbreaker raised her rifle mid-jump, firing three quick shots of blue beams that hit Hellbringer, but he didn't move. The shots hit his armour, sparking away and spreading across multiple panels. He barely budged from the hits.

"Direct hits on Hellbringer's front armour!" Yandil shouted. "But those plates were built to take that punishment! Standard rifle shots won't get through that defense!"

Clyde leaned forward. "See that? Blue's rifle isn't doing enough damage. She needs to find weak spots."

"GO HELLBRINGER!," Rachel shouted. "GIVE THAT BITCH HELL."

Hellbringer's own laser cannons charged up, power building along his arms. He waited for Stormbreaker to land, then fired both cannons at once. Two fiery beams cut across the arena, melting through metal platforms like butter.

Stormbreaker rolled behind cover just as the beams passed through where she'd been. The energy hit the arena wall, leaving glowing trenches in the metal, then finally hitting the energy shield that covered the spectators.

"Hellbringer's energy cannons pack serious heat!" Yandil shouted. "Those beams can cut through anything! Stormbreaker's speed is the only thing keeping her alive!"

"Holy shit," Kyle stared at the hot molten metal in the arena. "Those cannons would slice through the spider mechs like paper."

Stormbreaker vaulted again, jumping to a higher platform. She fired her lightning rifle four times, hitting the same spots on Hellbringer's armour. Each shot landed in the same area; it was no use as Hellbringer's armour didn't even glow hot or show any physical damage.

Hellbringer turned his torso, aiming his shoulder missiles. Another volley launched, this time spreading wider to cover multiple escape routes.

"Stormbreaker's trying to focus fire on Hellbringer's left shoulder!" Yandil shouted. "Smart thinking! But Hellbringer's not giving her time to keep shooting the same spot!"

The missiles forced Stormbreaker to leave her position. She jumped to the arena floor, rolling between explosions as shrapnel flew around her.

Gale saw the intentional movements of Hellbringer. Every shot had the purpose of leading Stormbreaker, just like what Sister Mary did to him. It controlled space while Stormbreaker took space. Now it was a matter of who could get the other to be in a disadvantage as they both seemed equally matched.

Stormbreaker changed tactics. Instead of going high, she stayed low, moving between the remaining floor obstacles. Electric charge spun in her lightning rifle, making the barrel turn the blue accents into white.

"Stormbreaker's switching to charged shots!" Yandil shouted excitedly. "More power means better armour penetration, but slower firing! Big risk, big reward!"

The charged shot hit Hellbringer's armour dead centre. This time, the energy didn't spread out. It burned through the outer plating, leaving a glowing hole in the metal.

"Shit!" Kyle jumped up. "Hellbringer stay in there! That bitch's got nothing on you!"

Hellbringer stepped back half a step, his first real movement since taking his defensive position. Warning lights flashed on his chest where the shot had gone through.

"First blood to Stormbreaker!" Yandil said.

But Hellbringer adapted right away. His remaining armour shifted, angling for better protection. The damaged section moved behind overlapping plates, hiding the weak spot.

"Hellbringer's armour is self-repairing!" Yandil said. "Adaptive plating technology! The damage is still there, but now it's protected!"

"THAT'S WHAT I'M TALKING ABOUT!" Rachel shouted. "BRING THIS ARENA HELL!"

Ok, now Gale shrank bank into his seat as he saw a new side of Rachel. First time seeing a stadium match. Now, first time seeing how crazy people get in a stadium.

Hellbringer responded hard and fast. All his weapons fired at once. Missiles, energy cannons, and smaller guns created a wall of destruction across the arena floor.

Stormbreaker had nowhere to run. The attack covered too much ground, destroyed too much cover. She raised her rifle, firing rapidly at incoming missiles to blow them up early.

Explosions bloomed around her. Metal fragments filled the air. Blue beams cut through the chaos, searching for their target.

"Total firepower from Hellbringer!" Yandil shouted through the carnage. "This is what happens when you hurt a Guardian! They hit back harder!"

When the volley ended, Stormbreaker stood in a crater surrounded by smoking debris. Her blue armour showed scorch marks from shrapnel and laser beam hits. She moved slower now, systems damaged from the assault.

Kyle sat back down. "Damn. Red just showed blue why you don't poke the bear."

"Look at her movement," Ollie said. "She's favouring her left side. Something's broken."

Hellbringer didn't let Stormbreaker recover. He moved from his defensive position for the first time, each step shaking the arena floor. His weapons kept firing, forcing her to keep moving despite her damage.

"Hellbringer has left the high ground!" Yandil shouted. "He's pressing his advantage! This is a completely different fighting style! Aggressive, non-stop, devastating!"

Stormbreaker tried to create distance, but the arena had shrunk around her. Most platforms were now in ruins. The walls showed scars from lasers, missiles, and who knows what else kind of weapons. Her mobility advantage disappeared with her cover.

Hellbringer advanced methodically. First, he cut off escape routes with cover fire, pushing Stormbreaker into a smaller and smaller area. Each time he fired, he would bring a step in when his opponent was on the defense. Second, he concentrated and predicted where his enemy would land her hits, focusing more of his shields on those parts. Third, he capitalized on the advantage of his bulk, waiting patiently every time to place a strategic shot without getting angsty.

"Ten years of experience versus raw will power!" Yandil sounded genuinely excited. "Stormbreaker's championship reign is in serious trouble! Can experience beat overwhelming chunkiness?"

Stormbreaker's rifle charged again, building power for another penetrating shot. But Hellbringer saw it coming. His missile systems targeted her position before she could fire.

The forced dodge ruined her aim. The charged shot went wide, hitting the arena wall instead of her target.

"Stormbreaker's running out of options!" Yandil shouted. "Hellbringer has taken control of this fight! The underdog story keeps going!"
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                Hellbringer stepped forward, weapons pointed at Stormbreaker's damaged body. The blue Guardian wobbled, systems clearly short-circuiting as electricity arced from one joint to another. Victory looked like it was in the bag for the red Guardian.

Then everything flipped.

The arena shook.

Thin dark purplish lines bloomed on Stormbreaker's armour plates, originating from its chest. A myriad of billions of letters seeped into the blue metal, creating venous patterns. Stormbreaker threw her rifle away. A new compartment hissed open along its two legs.

Two daggers slid out from hidden spots, each blade longer than a city bus. The daggers themselves held the same intricate venous patterns that ran along its body. A faint bluish glow shimmered along each blade's edge.

Sweat dripped from Gale's forehead. This looked way too much like his own stuff. Phase Touch on the weapon edges. Breath of the Void leaking into the Guardian. The change looked like his abilities but rougher, less smooth. Like someone had jammed the abilities into a machine that couldn't really handle them.

"Are you goddamn serious right now?" Kyle leaned forward in his seat. "A sudden power up is cheating! Give me my money back!"

"Stormbreaker has activated her trump card!" Yandil shouted. "Ladies and gentlemen, you are watching something totally new! The Champion's hidden arsenal!"

Rachel grabbed Gale's arm. "Do you see that? You see that right?"

Gale kept his face blank. It was like looking at himself except in a giant robot form. Intuitively, Stormbreaker didn't use Breath of the Void to its full potential as if she was fighting against the skill itself.

Hellbringer fired another missile volley at the changed Guardian. The missiles streaked across the floor, heading for their target.

Stormbreaker moved. Her style of movement completely changed, no longer the smooth flowing water from before, but something that jerked at any sudden movement. The missiles flew through empty air as she showed up somewhere else.

"Incredible evasion from Stormbreaker!" Yandil shouted. "I've never seen movement like this! She's literally disappearing and reappearing!"

Kyle grabbed his chair arms. "How is she doing that?"

"Holy shit. Something the size of that can move like that? How the hell did they lose in history?" Ollie leaned forward, the same as Kyle.

Stormbreaker appeared behind a broken platform, both daggers up. She struck down, the phase-edged blades cutting through solid metal like it wasn't even there. The platform split in half, pieces dropping to the floor.

Hellbringer spun to find her new spot, energy cannons charging. The beams fired where she'd just been. Nothing there.

Stormbreaker showed up on his left, one dagger swinging wide. The blade hit Hellbringer's shoulder armour, cutting through layers of protection. Sparks flew as damaged innards shorted out.

"First big hit on Hellbringer!" Yandil shouted. "Those new weapons are cutting through armour like it's paper!"

"Those aren't normal blades," Lily glanced beside her. "Gale what the fuck! It's similar to yours, no?"

The blue Guardian's fighting style turned into a deadly dance. She would pop up close, strike with both weapons at once, then vanish before Hellbringer aimed a barrel at her. Each attack hit a different armour section, taking apart his defenses bit by bit.

Hellbringer tried to change tactics, firing in predicted locations instead of tracking. His weapons covered multiple spots, trying to catch Stormbreaker as she moved.

She appeared inside his attack pattern, daggers crossed above her head. The weapons swept out, cutting twin lines across Hellbringer's chest plate. Warning lights flashed across the red Guardian's body.

"Stormbreaker has found her rhythm!" Yandil shouted much louder. "This is championship-level combat! Every strike is landing! Hellbringer can't keep up!"

Breath of the Void had completely changed the pilot's abilities. Was this what they saw when he let it in?

It was… scary. She might be fighting the insanity that came with it which could be why it was rougher than how he usually used it. The transformation also wasn't stable. It looked like hers might recede at any moment.

Hellbringer fired everything at once again, trying hard to make space. Missiles, energy beams, and smaller hot weapons filled the air around him.

Stormbreaker moved through the mess like it was nothing. Stormbreaker phased parts of her body that allowed the projectiles to pass through her. She disappeared for a moment, then reappeared in front of Hellbringer, both daggers thrust forward.

The blades punched through his chest armour, going deep into his chest. Electricity arced through the blades, hitting the internals of Hellbringer.

"Devastating hit to Hellbringer's core systems!" Yandil screeched. "Direct penetration! This could be the finishing blow!"

Hellbringer stumbled back, moving a lot slower than before. The light in its eyes flickered, as electricity continued to arc through its joints. One arm hung uselessly, while one of the laser cannons in its back exploded.

Stormbreaker pulled the daggers out and struck again, this time hitting joint connections. The phase-edged weapons cut through hydraulic lines and power cables, causing oil to spill all over the metal floor.

"Hellbringer is falling apart!" Yandil shouted. "Ten years of experience pays off! Stormbreaker knows exactly where to hit!"

Kyle slumped in his seat. "Well, shit. There goes my twenty bucks."

Clyde snickered. "Game over. Red's got nothing left."

Stormbreaker's final attack came as a spinning strike with both daggers. The weapons cut through the back of Hellbringer's neck, causing its own head to fly away from its body, and the rest crashed onto the floor.

"STORMBREAKER WINS!" Yandil screamed. "ELEVEN CHAMPIONSHIPS! THE AZURE CHAMPION REMAINS UNDEFEATED!"

The arena blew up. Cheers from hundreds of thousands of fans blasted the arena. Stormbreaker stood over her fallen opponent, right dagger raised high. The black inky substance receded from the plate, showing the original blue and silver colours underneath.

Kyle pulled out his wallet. "Alright, who do I owe money to?"

Clyde grinned. "Me, Lily, and Ollie. Twenty each."

"This is highway robbery," Kyle muttered, counting bills.

Lily took her winnings. "Next time don't bet against experience."

Ollie pocketed his payment.

Rachel looked at Gale. "What did you think of that transformation? Those weapons came out of nowhere."

"Crazy. Amazing. Awe inspiring." Gale pretended to smile as he chose his words carefully.

Rachel turned to Gale. "Okay, but really. Those abilities down there looked awfully similar to yours."

The group's attention shifted to Gale completely. His face grew flush at the unexpected attention.

Lily leaned forward. "She's right. That patterns and line stuff covering the Guardian, and the way those blade edges lit up when they cut through armour. Those are your signature moves when you slice through defenses."

Kyle and Clyde exchanged looks, both of them nodding.

"Now that you mention it," Kyle said, "rookie does have that same dark energy thing going on during fights."

"And the way he cuts through stuff that should be impossible to cut. Pretty similar fighting style," Clyde said.

What else was he supposed to say? He saw a monster in his room, got transported to an unknown world and suddenly magically got void powers?! What kind of idiot would believe that?!

"I..." Gale started, then stopped.

"Come on," Rachel pushed gently. "There has to be some connection. The resemblance is too close to be coincidence."

Lily crossed her arms. "You've got to have some idea where those abilities come from. Training? Family techniques? Something?"

All five pairs of eyes stayed on him. Gale felt stuck, cornered by their questions.

"I-I got transported to another world and got void powers, haha?" Gale smiled.

For a full minute, no one spoke, and the only noise came from the crowd and Yandil still somehow screaming at the top of his lungs.

"Man's got a point," Ollie finally said, looking back at the team. "Besides, all of you know I came from a different world than Earth, except probably this guy," he pointed at Gale, then continued, "Aur has magic. Reality-bending abilities. It's not like weird stuff is unprecedented."

Kyle snorted. "Boss man, isekai plots are so 2020s."

Clyde nodded. "Try forty years outdated."

“Shut up, Kyle.” Rachel sent a spark his direction.

“Ow!”

"Outdated or not," Ollie said, "the point stands. Strange abilities exist. People develop them in different ways."

Gale felt some of the pressure ease off. He took a deep breath, then looked at Rachel, then at the others.

"To be honest, I only got these powers after I woke up in the Eclipsed," he said. "Mom and dad never told me anything about anyone, about anything. Every single day was survival training. There was no time for other stuff. Learn to stay hidden, stay alive, learn to fight. Repeat. That was it. I didn't have these same powers when I was with them. I don't have answers because I was never given any. I'm not hiding some secret family history or ancient technique. I really don't know."

Kyle's expression softened. "That's actually pretty harsh, rookie."

"Harsh is an understatement," Clyde said.

Lily sighed. "Idiots."

Rachel smiled softly. "I didn't mean to push."

"It's fine," Gale said. Rachel really didn't mean it anyways. She was probably just as curious as he was about her own issues.

Suddenly, all the lights cut out. Complete darkness surrounded them. The crowd noise stopped instantly, leaving total silence.

An androgynous voice spoke from everywhere at once: "Memory Restarting."

Light flooded back. The same arena stretched around them, but everything had changed. Empty seats rose in tiers toward the darkness above. Red lighting cast blood-coloured shadows across the metal floor where blues had been before. The cheerful crowd noise was gone, replaced by quiet that was just wrong.

Gale looked down. Instead of sitting in the spectator chairs, all six of them now stood on the arena floor. The same metal surface where the two Guardians had fought moments before.

"What the fuck?" Kyle spun around. "How did we get down here?"

Rachel put her back against Gale as her gauntlets heated up.

Ollie looked towards the walls. "No exit points visible from here. We're locked in."

Even if they tried to jump the walls, the energy barriers probably would've kept them inside the arena.

There it was again. The crawling feeling of being watched. Gale's eyes swept across the empty seats, looking for anything that might've been looking at them. Nothing visible, but something was definitely somewhere there, watching them.

Breath of the Void's tendrils spread out everywhere, letting his senses capture the whole arena. Nothing was there except shadows and only a vague place where the gaze came from, but nowhere pinpointed.

The watching feeling grew stronger. More focused. On him.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back to the Coliseum!" Yandil shouted over the speakers suddenly. "I am your host, Yandil, and today we have a very special event planned for your entertainment!"

"Great. We're the entertainment now," Kyle said, backing up to where Clyde was.

"Today's program features a unique disciplinary action!" Yandil said. "We have six criminals who have violated the sacred laws of our city. These lawbreakers have destroyed multiple Guardian Units, the blessed creations of our eternal Architect!"

Clyde drew his long gun from his shoulder. "Guardian Units? Is that what they call the tachikomis?"

"The Architect built those machines to protect our city, to maintain order in his absence," Yandil said. "These six terrorists have murdered his children, disrespected his legacy, and shown complete disregard for our most sacred laws!"

Rachel's gauntlets glowed to a near white hot metal. "Terrorists? We were defending ourselves!"

Ollie drew his own deagle from his jacket. "No point arguing with a recording."

"But our beloved Architect was merciful even in death!" Yandil said. "These criminals will be given one chance at redemption! They must face trial by combat against two of the Architect's greatest champions!"

Kyle laughed bitterly. "Let me guess. The same two metal monsters that just beat the shit out of each other."

"In the Red Corner!" Yandil shouted. "Weighing four hundred and sixty-seven tons, standing thirty-eight metres tall, the Crimson Devastator himself - Guardian Unit Hellbringer!"

The arena floor split open with grinding metal sounds. The same opening they'd watched before, but now much closer. Much more real. The massive red Guardian rose from below, fully fixed and armed for combat. Missile chambers rotated into position. Laser cannons charged along both arms. The machine's head turned toward them, eyes flashing once in their direction.

"Those weapons are going to cut us apart," Lily said.

"And in the Blue Corner!" Yandil said. "Weighing four hundred and twenty-four tons, standing forty-one metres tall, the Azure Champion herself, the Guardian Unit Stormbreaker!"

The blue Guardian emerged, her armour shiny under the red lights. Her massive rifle powered up, electricity jumping between armour plates. Both Guardians took positions at opposite ends of the arena, weapons aimed at the six humans standing between them.

"The terms of combat are simple!" Yandil announced. "Our six criminals must survive the trial and defeat both Guardian champions! Victory means redemption and freedom! Defeat means death and eternal shame!"

"Six people with small arms against two walking tanks. Totally fair fight," Kyle said.

"At least they're not fighting each other this time. Silver lining," Clyde said.

"How is that a silver lining?" Rachel snapped.

"Now they're both trying to kill us instead of each other."

"Your trial begins in sixty seconds!" Yandil said. "Use this time to make peace with whatever gods you worship! Prepare yourselves for judgement!"

Rachel looked to Ollie. "Any brilliant strategies? Because I'm fresh out of ideas for fighting giant robots with mass genocide weaponry."

"We target joints and exposed systems. Same as the spider mechs, just bigger," Ollie said.

"Thirty seconds!" Yandil announced.

Suddenly, the empty seats filled with people. Thousands of spectators appeared in the stands, all wearing the same crystal growths they'd seen in the peaceful city streets. But these faces showed no kindness or joy. They were looking down on them with hysterical desire to see them die.

"DIE! DIE! DIE!" the crowd chanted.

"Well, that's creepy," Kyle said.

The spectators raised their fists. All of them held a red light pole in their hands that had a single symbol that said "DEATH."

"DIE! DIE! DIE!"

For one single instant of a moment, Gale thought he saw movement in the darkness above the highest seats. The only way to live was to figure out how to get to that thing and kill it. The answer wasn't beating these robots.

"FIGHT!" Yandil screamed.
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                "FIGHT!" Yandil screamed.

Both Guardians moved at once. Hellbringer's missile chambers opened all at once while Stormbreaker aimed her lightning rifle directly at the group.

"Criminal One shows unusual energy patterns!" Yandil shouted as Gale stepped forward. "Criminal Two appears to be directing their pitiful defense! Criminal Three activates combat equipment! Criminal Four readies projectile weapons! Criminals Five and Six demonstrate typical cowardice!"

The crowd roared and cheered hysterically for the two guardians. They could hear each one cursing at them for being terrorists.

A deagle materialized on Ollie's hand. "Gale, take the blue one! Rachel, red! Lily, shields for backline! Kyle, support where needed!"

"What about me?" Clyde said, moving back to one of the pillars.

"Try not to die!" Ollie replied.

Gale locked eyes with Stormbreaker. The blue Guardian stood at 41 metres tall, its huge frame blocked the view behind it. He opened himself to the void energy he'd kept bottled up.

Lines of intricate patterns and complex shapes covered Gale's face. The world inverted, reds turned and shadows became lit up. The world changed to the familiar insanity that Breath of the Void let him peer into.

Weber appeared in his right hand. Phase Touch ran along its edge, shimmering in a grayish blue light.

Stormbreaker fired a quick shot. Gale dodged left. The lightning exploded as sparks against the metal floor where he had just been as he rushed immediately. The best defence was having no defense. It was all offence.

Stormbreaker's lightning rifle tracked him through the floor. Two more quick lightning bolts flew at him, all dodged as he vaulted vertically using the raised platforms.

This wasn't a flat battlefield. Platforms all around could be used as leverage for Dainv Combat Arts.

Gale jumped up multiple times to vault on the walls to reach the top. Stormbreaker followed, only needing one casual jump to reach where he'd reach. At every step she took, she fired off lightning, grazing his clothes as he slowly but surely gained ground on her.

Stormbreaker paused just for a split second on the last dodge he did where he let the lightning graze Weber, allowing him to reach up higher on a different platform than he could have naturally.

That was enough time. Gale took the timing, pushing down on the platform with all his strength to launch himself to Stormbreaker. Phased Touched edge sliced through her thighs, causing sparks to explode outwards.

"Criminal One has damaged Stormbreaker!" Yandil shouted. "Unprecedented! The Azure Champion faces a worthy opponent!"

Across the arena, Rachel sprinted toward Hellbringer. The red Guardian launched missiles directly at Ollie, who dove behind a chunk of broken platform.

Rachel jumped upright to the path of the missiles. Her combat gauntlets superheated into white. She punched the air with a boom, creating an explosion in front of her. Missiles exploded one by one as they touched the superheated air, shockwaves pushing her back.

"Criminal Three sacrifices herself for Criminal Two!" Yandil shouted. "Futile heroics from these terrorists!"

Clyde managed to climb up one of the platforms, finding a high ground. Slowing down his breathing, he aimed through the scope of the SSG. Squeezed the trigger. The bullet flew through the barrel, leaving a trailing shockwave in its wake.

The bullet sparked against Hellbringer's face, slightly nudging it backwards. The shot did nothing. Hellbringer's armour took the impact without a scratch.

"Criminal Six's pathetic attack fails to penetrate Guardian armour!" Yandil laughed. "As expected from these inferior beings!"

Hellbringer turned toward Ollie. Laser cannons charged along both arms.

"Plasma beam coming in hot!" Ollie shouted.

Lily stepped in front of him, both hands raised. A blue shield formed between her and the incoming attack, see-through energy spreading outward like a wall.

Hellbringer fired. The pillar of laser hit Lily's shield; the force itself buried her halfway down as its weight dented the metal plating. The barrier held as Lily's arms shook.

The moment the beam stopped, Lily drew one Deagle and fired back. A blue lance shot from the barrel, striking Hellbringer's chest plate. The lance splash spread across the armour without effect.

"Useless!" Lily said.

"Criminal Four's energy attack fails!" Yandil said. "Guardian armour remains unbreached!"

Electricity crackled around Stormbreaker's back, arcing between her joints as if charging. Two barrels extended from its shoulder, aiming at Gale.

Alter extended Weber to look more like a shield. Lightning hit the flat of the blade, electricity arcing through the edges as he covered himself sideways, never relenting on the offence. Jumping forward, his form blurred as he disappeared from the ground, meeting Stormbreaker eye to eye.

Stormbreaker used its free hand to swat him away horizontally.

That was a mistake. Gale let the hand meet the tip of his Weber, allowing him to spin and launch himself off of the hand to its neck.

At the last second, Stormbreaker leapt backwards. Alter extended Weber, allowing it to slightly graze the front of its neck, but the reach wasn't enough. Still, oil dripped from where it had cut.

"Criminal One has damaged Stormbreaker again!" Yandil shouted. "The Azure Champion bleeds!"

Tendrils warned him of the oncoming danger. Looking back, missiles from Hellbringer's side flew across to the arena at his direction.

Multiple shots fired from one of the lower platforms, exploding the missiles coming at him one by one. Kyle picked off each missile mid air.

"Don't worry about Hellbringer, rookie!" Kyle shouted at Gale. "Keep Stormbreaker busy! I'll help with crossfire, but we need to take down one first instead of splitting focus!"

Kyle disappeared in a flash of blue, joining the others at Hellbringer's side. His role focused on picking off any missile that strayed away from Rachel's explosions.

"Got it!" Gale gritted his teeth. That was too close.

Stormbreaker turned its lightning rifle to where he was about to land. In one smooth move, Weber ballista materialized and he shot it at Stormbreaker, the recoil caused him to veer off course from where he would've landed. The lightning hit where he would've landed, and he noticed the ballista shot was blocked by the same hexagonal shields the spider mechs used.

A foot mid motion came crashing down on Gale, sending him flying into one of the pillars. Blood splattered out of his mouth when his back hit the hard metal.

"Criminal One experiences Guardian firepower firsthand!" Yandil shouted. "A direct hit from Stormbreaker's plasma cannon!"

The crowd roared, their death chants grew louder.

Meanwhile, Rachel ran toward Hellbringer. She ducked under missiles that exploded as they neared her. Debris flew everywhere.

"Rachel, fall back!" Ollie shouted. "Don't get too close!"

But Rachel pushed forward, jumping over obstacles as she closed in. Flames engulfed her whole form, heat bending the air around her and super heating the metal plates on the floor. She jumped up, aiming an explosive punch at its head.

Hellbringer swung its arm down in a sudden jerky movement.

Rachel, mid air, couldn't dodge. She punched early, exploding the air in front of her to knock herself off course.

Too late. She braced her hands upwards for impact. The arm sent her ragdolling down to the metal floor.

"Criminal Three learns why close combat with Guardians is suicide!" Yandil shouted. "A painful lesson!"

Clyde spotted a gap at the base of the Guardian's thumb joint, where hydraulic lines connected to the weapons systems.

"Ollie! The thumb joint!" Clyde shouted. "Left hand, base of the thumb!"

Ollie fired off a full magazine to draw Hellbringer's attention away.

It worked as Hellbringer turned its barrels towards him, giving Clyde a clean shot at the exposed joint.

Clyde took a breath, centred his crosshairs, and fired. The bullet hit exactly where multiple hydraulic lines connected. Fluid sprayed from the impact, the Guardian's left hand twitching from the damage.

The massive gun Hellbringer carried slipped from its grip, falling directly toward Rachel's still body.

"Criminal Six scores a lucky hit!" Yandil shouted. "But Criminal Three will pay the price for this small victory!"

Ollie thrust both hands forward, a blue outline enveloping him and the falling gun. Its descent slowed down until it hung just above Rachel.

Ollie saw the sword dropping. Without pause, he thrust both hands forward, focusing his telekinetic ability. A blue outline appeared around the falling weapon, its descent slowing as it hung above Rachel.

Veins popped out of Ollie's forehead.

Lily dashed forward, covering the distance between where Ollie was and Rachel in a blink of an eye. She grabbed the unconscious Rachel to the backline. The gun immediately crashed as the blue outline disappeared.

"A narrow escape for Criminal Three!" Yandil shouted. "But how long can these terrorists avoid the inevitable?"

"This isn't working! We're barely scratching them!" Kyle shouted. "We got pea shooters for shit!"

Ollie reached into his jacket, pulling out a small vial filled with a bright blue liquid and gray grains.

"Whoa, whoa!" Kyle grabbed Ollie's wrist. "What are you doing? This isn't the time for that!"

"I need to do this!" Ollie shouted.

"We still have a chance," Kyle said. "The fight isn't going that badly!"

Ollie looked him in the eyes. "Do you see any real damage on them? Any at all?"

He pointed toward Hellbringer. The Guardian's damaged thumb joint was already fixing itself, metal flowing back into place like liquid.

"That's their tech," Ollie said. "Self-repair. We can't win by just wearing them down."

"Are you crazy right now?!" Clyde shouted. "It hasn't been even 10 minutes and you're already reaching for dust?"

"This is a do or die situation. Everyone knows that!" Ollie yelled back.

"Always the easy way out, huh, Oliver?" Clyde said.

Ollie turned to glare at him.

"This isn't the easy way out. It's the hard way." He looked at each of them and also at Gale fighting in the distance. "I'm not going to watch anyone here die. Not on my fucking watch."

Ollie broke off the neck of the vial, then emptied it into his mouth. Gulping the liquid down in one go, he threw the vial on the floor, shattering it. For a grueling moment, nothing happened.

He gasped as dust spread through his veins, drool dripped down his curled up lips as the ecstasy spread through his whole body.

The debris on the ground rumbled as Ollie's ether signature rose to another level. His eyes glowed faint purple. Soon, the rubble around him rose from the ground into the air.

Hellbringer launched another attack. Missiles streaked toward them, followed by a blast from its plasma cannon. The projectiles and energy beam flew toward Ollie's position.

Then stopped.

Every missile, every bit of plasma hung in mid-air, caught in a telekinetic grip so strong it froze physics itself.

"What the hell?" Lily whispered, Deagles forgotten in her hands.

"This is Glory Industries' most potent version," Ollie smirked. "Called the Blue Pill. Allows a Resonant to compete at a late Harmonic stage."

The floating missiles slowly turned in place, rotating to face back toward Hellbringer. The plasma energy squeezed into a pulsing tight ball as it headed back.

"Criminal Two displays unexpected abilities!" Yandil shouted, sounding genuinely surprised. "This is outside normal parameters!"

Ollie took a step forward, then another. At each step, more debris lifted from the metal floor of the arena, and plates flew off of their bolts. A cloud of metal debris floated in front of him like a shield, spinning like the gray marble.

Right hand thrust forward, aiming at Hellbringer. A blue outline enveloped it, groaning from the pressure.

"Holy shit," Kyle breathed. "He's actually doing it."

The red Guardian dropped to one knee, its weapons fired erratically as it fought against the telekinetic control. All of the projectiles that came out of it froze in the air like someone clicked the pause button.

"Now!" Ollie shouted, sweat poured down his temples. "I can't hold it forever! Hit it with everything!"

Rachel shook her head, regaining consciousness, standing up immediately. Her form ignited back into flames as she launched herself at Hellbringer.

"Joints and the head!" she sprinted toward the kneeling Guardian. "That's our best shot!"

Kyle threw his dagger at Hellbringer's shoulder, blinking and reappearing at where it landed. Clyde tore a shockwave round at its neck.

On the other side, Gale pulled himself up, rubbing his head. His eyes caught Stormbreaker's form, jumping from platform to platform on her way to Hellbringer's side.

Launching himself to the Stormbreaker's back, he fired the Weber Ballista backwards multiple times to give him more velocity. One beam hit the forcefield that separated the arena from the spectators, causing it to flicker for two seconds before returning to normal.

When he reached her back, she saw him over her shoulder. Twisting her body to face him, she aimed the lightning rifle up at him. Lightning charged up, arcing all over the barrel.

Ballista fired to the side. Lightning missed him wide. Feet landed on the floor. Launched himself up into a spin towards its neck. But Stormbreaker jerked to dodge unsuccessfully.

Gale's spin cut through multiple lightning rods on Stormbreaker's back, causing electricity to shoot out wildly and making her movements even more jerky.

"Criminal One delivers a critical hit to Stormbreaker!" Yandil shouted. "Unprecedented damage to Guardian systems!"

Stormbreaker stumbled backwards, electricity arcing all over and onto the floor, which it hadn't done before. Three rods fell onto the floor. As they crashed, plasma exploded in the vicinity.

Whatever that was, it was a critical hit and Stormbreaker was now on the losing end. It was its mistake, focusing on supporting Hellbringer instead of him. What was weird was that Stormbreaker's experience he saw in the recording was no longer there. This one felt like a clunky version of the original pilot. It was the same with Hellbringer.

At the back of his head, Gale literally felt something was watching them as if this thing watching them was causing all of this. That could explain why these weren't the same pilots they watched.

Ink bloomed across Stormbreaker's veins, creating a venous pattern along the metals and its circuits. The sight interrupted Gale's thoughts.

Phase 1, check. Phase 2 was where the trouble was.
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                Daggers slid out from Stormbreaker's legs, each one as long as a school bus and their edges coated with the same shimmer as Phase Touch. Her lightning rifle dropped to the ground, crashing on the metal plates.

"Criminal One has triggered Stormbreaker's final form!" Yandil shouted. "The Azure Champion activates her true arsenal!"

Stormbreaker turned to Gale, focusing on only him rather than the fight at Hellbringer. The arcing electricity on her back switched off, and closed in on him, no longer caring about long range tactics.

In three big strides, she crossed the distance between herself and the platform that Gale clung to. The first blade came quickly. It cut down the platform in half, missing him as he dodged by launching himself up to another platform.

The second dagger came with no pause. Its trajectory aimed at his centre mass. Gale jumped off the platform, landing on the base floor. Stormbreaker's first dagger already on its way around, slicing towards his direction.

Alter activated. Weber stabbed onto the floor, extending his body upwards. First dagger hit the Phase Touched edge of Weber. A deafening ring blasted from the clash of two phased blades. Gale spun as his form launched to a platform, feet hitting the wall before launching himself into another spin against Stormbreaker.

The blue guardian met his spin head on with two of her daggers, slicing towards him.

Weber hit the bottom of the blade, allowing him to land on to the floor, but Stormbreaker didn't let him recover as she came at him with both daggers again. High slash, low thrust, spinning cut. Each attack made him move, react, stay ahead of blades that could cut him to pieces.

On the other side of the arena, explosions and beams marked hits exploding everywhere as Hellbringer tried to knock all of them off its hull.

Rachel's fist exploded inside the knee joints. Kyle teleported from its neck to the backline before a missile exploded behind him. Lily covered him with shields when he got back to safety just as a beam shot in his direction. Clyde kept shooting shockwave rounds at its eyes. Hellbringer was on its way to dying from teamwork.

Stormbreaker looked like she no longer cared about Hellbringer after bringing in Breath of the Void. She focused only on Gale,

A diagonal cut from the left dagger pushed Gale back. He jumped over a low sweep from the right blade, landing on a broken platform sticking up from the arena floor.

Stormbreaker followed, both daggers raised overhead. Gale ran up the slanted surface as the weapons came down behind him, cutting through metal and making the platform shake.

At the top, he jumped across a gap to another broken section, using it to get some distance. The platform groaned under Stormbreaker's weight as she climbed after him.

Gale pulled out the Ballista again. He aimed at Stormbreaker's chest and pulled the trigger. A hexagonal shield appeared in front of Stormbreaker, absorbing the entire blast. The energy scattered across the barrier, leaving the Guardian completely fine. Guess that shield was still online even in its insanity phase.

Stormbreaker countered fast. Both daggers swept low, cutting through the low platform he stood on. Metal screeched where the dagger touched. He jumped, ballista dematerialized. Blade passed below him. Dainv Combat Arts guided his movements. Weber struck downwards as a pole, launching himself back at the mech.

Dagger met him head on. Gale slid down, letting the blade pass above him. But the second dagger didn't miss, forcing him to actually defend with Weber.

Phased blade again hit phased blade, but this time, Gale had to stand his ground. Hands going numb. Weber almost flew out of his grasp as he flew backwards tens of metres.

The stare at the back of his head grew stronger. Someone was watching, and he could now feel the direction from where it was coming from.

Stormbreaker walked across the arena floor, daggers ready for another round. She showed no signs of slowing down even with some of the damage he already put on her before her phase 2. The Guardian was built for this kind of combat.

She swept both legs in a wide arc, trying to knock him down. The limbs were too big to dodge by going sideways. Gale had to jump, launching himself into the air just as the legs passed beneath him.

As he rose, he saw the trap. Stormbreaker's right dagger was already moving, set to catch him in the air where he couldn't change direction.

Dainv Combat Arts kicked in, letting him twist his body mid-air. He shifted his weight, angling away from the incoming blade. But physics was physics. He moved too late.

The dagger grazed his chest, opening a cut from shoulder to ribs. For a blade that size, even a scratch was bad news. Blood sprayed from the wound as he flew back, hitting the arena floor hard enough to bounce.

"Guide," he heaved, trying to say something.

[Strategic assessment indicates immediate medical intervention required. Recommend acquiring healing consumables.]

"Buy two Vit Vials from Vianne's store. Now."

[Purchase confirmed. 2x Vit Vial transferred to inventory storage.]

Stormbreaker thundered toward him, both colossal daggers aimed at him for a finishing strike.

Gale rolled sideways as the blades crashed down, leaving deep trenches on the arena floor.

Vit Vial materialized in his hand from the space storage. He jumped back, gaining distance from the opponent and gulped down the vial. He threw the first Vit Vial away and materialized the next, chugging it down as well. Warmth came from the liquid, spreading along his veins that visibly closed the wounds, knitting back skin and muscle fibre.

"Guide!" he shouted. "What do I do? How do I beat this thing?"

Stormbreaker's right dagger swept down. Gale threw himself sideways, the blade missing him by millimetres. Metal screeched as the weapon punched through the arena floor, sending sparks flying.

[Analyzing combat situation...]

The Guardian readied another attack and spun towards him, left dagger moving in a horizontal slash again. Gale dropped to the ground, rolling. Huge blade whistling over his head narrowly giving him a haircut.

[Analysis complete. Enemy designation: Colossal robotic entity. Height: Forty-one metres. Weight: Four hundred twenty-four tons. Weapon systems: Twin daggers. Additional capabilities: Advanced forcefield generation, self-repair, enhanced mobility systems.]

Stormbreaker kept attacking, both daggers working together. High cut, low thrust, spinning sweep. Each move forced Gale to react, to stay ahead of blades that could slice him apart without even trying.

[Enemy demonstrates multiple skill augmentations to increase combat effectiveness. Threat level: Extreme.]

"Guide, I need tactics! How do I win?"

[Probability analysis indicates less than 1% chance of victory.]

Gale jumped back as both daggers stabbed down where he'd been standing. The weapons punched deep holes in the metal floor, electricity arcing from damaged power lines.

[Recommendation: Immediate tactical retreat.]

"There is no retreat!" Gale snapped, scrambling to avoid another sweeping attack. "We're trapped in here! There has to be a way to win!"

[Negative. Victory impossible given current resource allocation, Core Class, and enemy specs.]

"Just give me the maximum probability!"

[Confirmed. Current Breath of the Void integration at 33%. Increase integration to 50% in order to increase chance of winning against the opponent by 2%.]

Great. That was double the 1% and it might even allow him to at least stall enough until he could find where the bastard looking at him was. How the hell does he even integrate the passive skill even further? There was no instructions manual and Gale already thought he was letting it all in.

Stormbreaker's advance pushed him backward across the arena floor. With each exchange, she gained ground, forcing him closer to where his teammates battled Hellbringer. The explosions and laser blasts from ahead echoed across the arena. Kyle's cursing and non stop banter while fighting the red Guardian sounded clearer the further he backpedalled to their direction.

The blue Guardian's movements grew more aggressive, her daggers cutting wider arcs that left less room to escape. She was herding him, driving him toward a specific spot.

Gale realized the trap too late. A sweeping cut from the right dagger forced him to dodge left, right into the path of his teammates. Stormbreaker immediately followed with a massive sideways slash, both daggers extended in a cut that would catch everyone nearby.

Kyle teleported to a spot near Hellbringer's damaged knee joint, totally unaware of the incoming attack. The twin blades swept toward him at waist height.

Rachel saw the danger first. She broke away from her attack on Hellbringer's armour, throwing herself toward Kyle's position. Her gauntlets exploded the air that stopped the daggers from reaching Kyle, but caused Kyle to stumble and roll away from the near miss.

"Gale!" Kyle shouted. "Keep that metal bitch in your lane! We're almost done with the big red bastard!"

Examining Hellbringer's state, it was down to one working arm, and the head was completely mangled. No more eyes or sensors inside the sockets where they should have been. Most of the weaponry on its back and arms also showed damage as the only things the machine could fire were its missile chambers and a single laser blaster embedded in its left arm.

Taking a deep breath, he told the void to help him internally. At first, nothing happened as he forced himself to dodge forwards through Stormbreaker's flank. It followed him but sent another sweeping strike that herded him back to Hellbringer.

Now, Gale just got pissed off. Once again, he called for the beings from the in between.

You are allowed in.

The tealed reds of the arena grew into a colour Gale never knew existed that was beyond the physical scope of human eyes. A snicker came across from the room. Time seemed to have slowed down. Looking back at the group, it looked like he was the only one who wasn't frozen.

Whispers came into his ears.

Find me. It repeated millions of times.

An image of a sword veiled in darkness punctured through the ceiling of the arena.

Again, it whispered to him, find me, until it crescendoed into a deafening volume.

The snickers turned into a laugh. At every shadowy corner of the arena, billions of eyes and mouths all laughed in his direction. The intricate lines, symbols, and patterns on his skin changed their shape. Denser, more complicated, and the rhomboid patterns exponentially multiplied.

Time returned to normal. The veiled sword at the top of the arena disappeared, but the sharp mouths and eyes all at the shadowy corners stayed.

[Warning: Breath of the Void integration at 62%]

Tendrils suddenly swept through the whole arena, finding, searching. He could now physically see an outline of the tendrils rather than just feeling where they were. Non-euclidean in nature as if the horrors of the world compressed into the entity that he controlled, that even Gale himself felt a pang of fear from.

At the southwest corner, he could see a vague blurry living 'prey' that the tendrils wanted. Although it was still not enough to fully see what that was, it was enough for him to know what to do.

Stormbreaker moved again, both daggers raised for another attack. Gale ran away from his team, leading the Guardian toward the opposite side of the arena.

With cold calculated efficiency, each dagger missed him by a hair's breath. No wasted movements, just complete spatial control, as if the movements from Stormbreaker were telegraphed to him one second before.

Gale reached the arena's southwest corner, Stormbreaker following him, unable to touch a corner of his clothes. Each step she took shook the arena floor. The Guardian's focus on him alone gave the others their best chance against Hellbringer.

Stormbreaker predicted his move. Her right arm pulled back the dagger. She threw the dagger ahead of his path, the blade spinning end over end before stabbing deep into the arena floor. The weapon blocked his escape route, forcing him to change direction, and he wasn't willing to try to Phase through an already Phased blade.

Perfect.

Gale had counted on her doing this. He spun and ran the opposite way, leading Stormbreaker even further west across the arena floor. The Guardian chased after him.

At the arena's far edge, Gale stopped running. He turned to face the approaching Guardian, Weber blade appearing in his grip. The integration fed him everything crystal clear, the way Stormbreaker's armour shifted as she moved, the angle of her approach, the exact timing of her attack.

Stormbreaker launched herself forward, left dagger raised overhead for a finishing blow. Forty-one meters and four hundred tons of metal and machinery came at him like a falling building.

Gale dropped to the ground and slid forward, passing between the Guardian's huge legs as she committed to the downward strike. Her dagger smashed into the arena floor behind him, sending chunks of metal flying everywhere.

He rolled to his feet and jumped, bringing up the X1 Balista. The weapon appeared in his grip, energy building in its barrel as he aimed at Stormbreaker's damaged chest.

Two shots fired, dark green beam streaking toward its target.

Another hexagonal shield materialized, eating the blast completely. But the defensive move made Stormbreaker pause for a split second, her movement pattern briefly interrupted as systems sent power to the barrier. The last shot hit the spectator's forcefield, causing it to flicker for two whole seconds.

Weber blade ready. Filled it with essence and everything he had. Alter lengthened the blade. Phase Touch encased the edges.

Reflection activated.

He slashed the air in front of him, aiming at a specific spot in the benches of the spectators. A blade shot out as he finished the motion, a reflection of the blade sent not towards Stormbreaker.

Something in the spectator benches moved fast, trying to dodge. It was too late. The blade struck true at the thing's hand. Sparks flew from the hit on the benches as the blade carved through multiple other seats.

The vision glitched suddenly. Visual artifacts formed everywhere, starting from Hellbringer and Stormbreaker. The giant robots stopped moving altogether like someone hit the pause button.
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                The reflection blade passed through the flickering spectator force field, cutting through the spectator benches, creating a shower of sparks. A momentary pause followed after a metallic item hit the metal floor.

Suddenly, the environment broke apart.

The arena's red lights split like broken glass. Lines tore through Stormbreaker and Hellbringer, same with all the objects within the memory. The crowd's chant stuttered, voices cutting in and out before going silent.

Everything fell apart.

The world broke into artifacted chunks, breaking like a dropped mirror. Colours flipped, shapes twisted. The arena stretched to a tiny point of light.

Darkness surrounded them.

Gale gasped as he dropped to his knees on the cold floor of the memory chamber. The sudden switch and pixelation from virtual to reality cast him with a sudden nauseous spell.

The others looked to have a similar experience. Kyle laid flat on his back, heaving. Clyde bent over, hands on his knees. Rachel sat, hand over her mouth. Lily sat against the metal orb, legs stuck out in front of her. Ollie leaned against the pedestal beside him.

"What... the fuck... was that?" Kyle wheezed between breaths.

Gale pushed himself up, legs shaking. The floating orbs still hung in their columns around the room, each one glowing softly, but something changed. The central orb on its pedestal looked dimmer than before.

Then he saw it.

Next to the pedestal was a tablet looking object. The device looked like an tablet from Ringo but was fully made of glass. Organic material grew across its surface with veins pulsating, skin covering half of the screen. A glass orb that glowed a soft gold was stuck on the skin tissue. The whole organic material gave off a warmth as if it were alive.

Gale crouched down, reaching for it, but stopped as the living material moved slightly like it noticed him there.

"Gale," Ollie said with a coarse voice. "What did you do back there?"

Everyone turned toward him, waiting for an answer. Gale looked at the tablet again, then back to the group. "Something was watching us the whole time. From when we first entered the city. I felt it in the back of my head. During the fight, that feeling got stronger."

Lily almost gagged as she stood up. "I didn't feel anything watching us."

"Me neither," Kyle sat up. "But I was kinda busy trying not to get crushed by giant robots."

"So what, you just took a random shot at nothing?" Clyde said.

"Not nothing," Gale said. "When Stormbreaker entered phase 2, the thing focused on watching me more intently. I couldn't actually see it, but I could feel where it was. Up in the stands, hiding."

Rachel moved closer, asking, "You think that thing was controlling what we saw?"

"I'm not sure," Gale said. "But what it was, it was definitely what caused the memory to go crazy."

"What about you," Rachel turned to Ollie, "You took in dust. You going to be ok for this run?"

Ollie straightened up from the pedestal. "I'm fine. Nothing I haven't handled before."

"You'll deal with the addiction later, right?" Rachel asked.

"After we get home," Ollie said. "First we need to get out of here."

Rachel turned to Gale, eyes narrow. "What about you? You took a bad hit."

"I'm fine," Gale said. She probably didn't see him drinking up a Vit Vial.

"Gale's got some mighty mega HP potions," Ollie said.

"No shit?" Kyle asked.

"Shut up, Kyle," Ollie said.

"Are you sure that potion you took is ok?" Rachel asked.

"Leave the man alone. Everyone's got secrets in Aur," Ollie said flatly. "You think the Path tells you everything happening in North America? You think the Arcanes will tell us how dust is made? Let Gale be Gale."

Gale sighed. Not exactly sure how to tell them that he had a magical shop that he could purchase from. Cev also basically told him not to say anything which was reason enough that he couldn't say much to them.

"Convenient detail," Lily said.

Kyle and Clyde walked up, their suits burned and torn from the fight with Hellbringer. Kyle had a cut above his eye that's still bleeding. Clyde's right sleeve was burned away, showing red skin underneath.

"Not bad, rookie," Clyde said, stopping in front of Gale. "Kid was looking at the big picture. Rest of us were just looking what's in front."

"Lucky guess," Kyle mumbled, which from him sounded almost like praise.

"Thanks," Gale said, then reached down and picked up the organic-covered tablet, careful to touch only the parts not covered in living tissue.

"What's that?" Ollie asked, stepping closer.

Gale carefully looked at the strange mix of technology and flesh. The device felt warm in his hands, with gross organic material moving around the edges of what looked like a fancy tablet.

Guide, analyze this, he mouthed silently, not moving his mouth.

[Control Panel (corrupted)]

[Allows fine grained control on structures.]

Great. Another non-sensical description, he sighed. But he could feel it himself. The fleshy stuff covering half the tablet had a signature; a mundane one. Under the clear skin, a small object beat like a heart no bigger than a marble. Tiny veins spread across the surface, carrying what looked exactly like blood through its network. The flesh moved slightly when his finger got too close.

"I don't know," Gale held it up for the others to see. "But from what I can tell, it's some kind of control panel. Probably connected to this whole memory system."

Lily stepped forward, narrowing her eyes at the item. "Let me see that."

She took the tablet from Gale, turning it over in her hands. The others gathered around, keeping away from the biological parts. Lily focused, and a thin blade of blue energy formed at the tip of her index finger.

"Let's see what makes you tick," she muttered.

She made a small cut in the fleshiest part. Blood immediately came out of the cut and the small heart beat faster. A high-pitched hiss came from the flesh, quiet but clearly a sound of pain.

"Fuck!" Lily dropped the tablet, jumping back. It hit the floor, making a second screech. "It-it screamed. Did you hear that?"

"That's some straight-up Starcraft shit right there," Kyle said, leaning closer but not touching it. "Like when the zerg take over terran tech. Gross and cool at the same time."

"Yeah, you think we'll meet some infested terran in this shit?" Clyde asked.

"Not exactly a good one to meet. They explode and shit," Kyle said.

"Ugh, idiots." Rachel stepped forward, picking up the tablet. "We need to see what's under all this... growth."

The organic material combusted, and the flesh blackened and pulled away from the glass surface. A high pitched screehing filled the room as the living growth burned away, cleansing away the tablet.

Gale remembered the thing she called homunculus under the Ann Family estate that Rachel used to experiment on. In Greater Sudbury, she even killed a bunch of rats herself. Damn, she's scary. Another thing to note, do not get on her mad side.

The screaming stopped when the last bit of flesh burned and fell off, leaving only the sleek device as the glass orb fell on the ground.

"There," Rachel said as she picked up the glass orb. "Wasn't this the orb that idiot #1 and 2 touched?"

"Thinking about it just makes me mad," Lily said, shaking her head.

Ollie looked at it briefly before putting it in his jacket.

"Everyone take a break. We need to eat and rest before figuring out what to do next." Ollie turned to Gale. "Can you get out the bowls and nutrition bricks? We all need to eat after that fight."

Gale immediatley materialized the items from his space storage. Each person got a shallow metal bowl and a dense, rectangular nutrition brick.

Kyle and Clyde moved to one corner of the room. They sat their backs against the wall. Clyde would laugh randomly as they ate in silence. Sometimes Kyle would stare at Gale.

Lily and Ollie sat near the central pedestal, heads close together as they looked at the cleaned tablet. Their talk was too quiet to hear, but their hand movements suggested they were arguing about strategy.

Rachel and Gale found their own spot near one of the glowing columns. The others began making their meals, each raising a hand toward the air. Water formed around their fingers, drops falling into their bowls.

Gale stared at his empty bowl, then at his brick. He never learned this skill.

"Here," Rachel said. She took his bowl and conjured water onto it. Putting both bowls on the floor, she put in the nutrition bricks into them and boiled both of the bowls. Mixing them for a couple of minutes, the bricks turned into paste, and she gave it back to him.

"Thanks," Gale said.

"It's funny. I feel like you hold as many secrets as my family. I thought I had you figured out, but then you pull something like what you did in that arena," Rachel said. "You've got almost as many secrets as my family."

The comment caught Gale off guard. He stirred the nutrition paste in his bowl. "You might be right. Though most of them aren't even my secrets to keep. My parents never told me anything important."

He took a big spoonful of the nutrient paste. "I still have lots of questions about the document we found in Sudbury. Dad was there. Working with the Silver Lions."

Rachel laughed. "After Greater Sudbury, I was planning to take you on a rift run together. Something easy, already checked out. Basically a tourist trip. Instead, your first rift is this death trap. An unknown nightmare where our first big fight was literally life or death."

"Is this normal for rifts?" Gale asked, taking another bite.

"Not usually. Standard procedure is at least a group of three or four squads to make up a platoon. Better chances to survive that way." Rachel took another bite before continuing. "For easy rifts, it's more like tourism. Beginners can go with a group and have a pretty easy time even if they don't fight much."

She lowered her voice. "As for those two... they're a special case and special in the head. Kyle and Clyde are notorious for it. Jokes are kind of like a coping mechanism, though they'd never admit it. The more danger, the more jokes."

"I heard my name," Kyle called from across the room. He nudged his brother, and both twins stood up, walking over to where Gale and Rachel sat.

"You talking about us?" Kyle asked, dropping down beside them. "Can't blame you. We're hard to ignore."

"Too handsome," Clyde said as he sat next to his brother.

"Too funny."

"Too talented."

Kyle leaned forward, looking hard at Gale's face. "You know, rookie, I've been wondering about you. Are you some kind of cosmic horror thing pretending to be human? Because that would explain a lot."

Gale nearly choked on his food. "What?"

"I mean, come on," Kyle said. "Nobody just 'figures out' how to take down a memory simulation by shooting at invisible watchers. That's not normal human behaviour."

"He's got a point," Clyde said. "Most people would focus on the giant death robots trying to kill them. Not look for the puppet master."

"I just..." Gale started, not knowing how to even say what to say. "I notice patterns. Details others miss sometimes."

"Details… like invisible things controlling killer robots?" Kyle raised his eyebrows. "That's one hell of a detail to notice while getting your ass handed over and bent backwards by Stormbreaker."

A spark sent over to Kyle's forehead.

"Ow! W-T-H?!"

"Leave him alone. We'd all be still fighting those Guardians if he hadn't done something," Rachel said.

"Man's saying some facts though," Clyde said.

"Hey, I'm not complaining. Just trying to figure out if I should be asking for his autograph before the cosmic horror reveal in the third act," Kyle said.

"We've seen weirder stuff," Clyde said. "Remember that rift in Texas?"

"Oh god," Kyle groaned. "The one with the talking plants?"

"Screaming plants," Clyde said. "They screamed whenever you got near them. Whole forest of screamers."

"Made sneaking impossible," Kyle said. "Try sneaking up on anything when the ground announces every step you take."

"Raven even got mad. Blamed us for not sneaking hard enough, like what the fuck," Clyde said.

Rachel looked at Gale. "See what I mean? Coping mechanism."

"We can hear you," Kyle said.

"And she's right," Clyde said. "Laugh or go crazy. Those are basically the options in this job."

Kyle studied Gale for a long moment, his usual smirk gone. "How'd you know? About the watcher. For real."

"I felt it. From when we first entered the city. Something watching us, following our movements. During the fight, it focused more on me," Gale said, giving up on what to actually say and just saying what came to his mind. "It's hard to explain. Like a pressure on the back of my neck. The hair standing up when someone stares too hard."

Kyle laughed. "Holy shit, rookie's got spider-sense. You know, like Spider-Man? That old comic character? When danger's coming, he gets this tingle on the back of his neck."

"I know who Spider-Man is," Gale said.

"Yeah, thanks for the history lesson on a hundred-year-old character," Clyde said. "Sounds more like Daredevil to me. Or Psylocke. You know, actual awareness beyond normal senses."

Kyle scratched his chin. "Actually, reminds me of Mateo back at base."

"Mateo?" Gale asked.

"Yeah. Guy's completely mundane, but he's got this weird skill or paranoia but more like a superpower at this point." Kyle leaned in to a whisper. "He can tell whenever someone's watching him. Doesn't matter if it's through cameras, scopes, whatever. He just knows. Sometimes you'd even see him wear a tinfoil hat."

"Makes him good at his job, but not exactly easy to get along with because of it," Clyde said.

"That's why he refuses awakening," Kyle said. "Doc told him his paranoia would get worse if he awakened. The sensitivity would go up until he couldn't function."

"That's Mateo's personal business, Kyle. Not something to share," Rachel sighed.

"What? We're in the middle of nowhere talking about weird senses. It's relevant," Kyle said. "Besides, rookie here should know why our controller sometimes ducks under his desk when you look at his monitor too long."

"Still not your secret to tell," Rachel said.

Clyde rolled his eyes. "Relax, mom. It's not like Mateo's going to know we told anyone. Unless he's got super-hearing too."

"That's not the point!" Rachel said.

"Got it!" Ollie's voice cut across their conversation. He stood by the central pedestal, the cleaned tablet in his hands. "I figured out how the control panel works."
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                "Got it!" Ollie shouted, interrupting everyone's conversations. "I figured out how the control panel works."

Everyone turned toward him as Ollie held up the device like a reward. When he tapped the screen, blue symbols scrolled across its surface.

"So basically, you tap an orb onto the back," Ollie said, pointing to a slight circular depression at the rear of the tablet. "When you do that, the orb gets cached inside. Like a memory card."

Kyle stood up, leaving his half-eaten nutrition paste. "You're telling me those floating balls are like flash drives?"

"More like fully immersive VR recordings," Ollie flipped the tablet over, showing them the depression. "The tablet works as a screen to watch whatever's stored in the orb without diving into the full experience."

"How'd you figure that out?" Rachel also got up.

Ollie glanced at Lily's boots. "Lily accidentally bumped the golden orb we picked up against the back while we were examining it. Screen lit up with what looked like functions, and I just pressed a couple of them. Turns out, it was a playback interface."

Gale got up and got closer to look over Ollie's shoulders. "So we can watch whatever's in these orbs without being trapped in the simulations?"

"Exactly," Ollie said. "And here's the interesting part: users can edit what happens in the memory by inputting commands. Change outcomes, modify events, even add or remove elements."

"You saying someone messed with the recording?" Clyde asked.

"Bingo," Ollie said. "Something hijacked our experience. Turned a normal memory into a death trap."

"That's not creepy at all," Rachel said.

"One problem though," Ollie pointed to a small indicator on the screen. "Battery's almost dead. Maybe 10% left. We should use it sparingly."

Looking around the whole library, each column contained dozens of spheres, all glowing with different colours. Gale wanted to suggest Astrography, but that'd be selfish. Probably. Medical was probably more important.

Ollie reached up, plucking a golden orb from the Medical section. The sphere had a soft white-gold glow, unlike the bright entertainment orb's harsh colours. He touched it to the back of the tablet, and the orb seemed to melt into the device.

The screen flashed, displaying text that inscribed its knowledge into their minds directly.

"Day of Awakening Procedures - Medical Protocol 447"

"Medical Protocol 447?" Rachel read over Ollie's shoulder.

"Something about 'Awakening,'" Ollie said, continuing the playback. "Could be relevant to dust corruption."

"If the battery's almost dead, we should be checking the historical data first on the fully immersive one," Lily stepped forward suddenly, pointing to the history section.

"She's right," Clyde said. "Medical info is great, but knowing what wiped out this place might keep us alive longer."

"We should find out what happened," Kyle said. "Like, did they all die from those Guardian things turning on them? Or was it something worse?"

"I don't think that's a good idea," Gale said. If any of the watchers were still around and he couldn't see them unless he went above 50% integration, then it was bad news all around.

"Why not?" Lily asked.

"If the watcher did that to the memory we were just in, who's to say they won't do it again when we're inside another one? We barely survived the Guardians."

"Gale's got a point," Rachel said. "Whatever hijacked that memory could do it again. Turn any of those dives into another death trap."

Lily opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. She glanced at the floating orbs, then back at Gale. "Fine. Logic checks out. But we need to know what happened here."

"Better alive now than dead in the memory," Kyle said.

Rachel looked toward the double metal front doors of the building. "Most likely we'll just face those spider robot things again if we leave. The strongest enemies here were probably those giant Guardians, and they were definitely stronger than any of the spider mechs. Maybe even stronger than that giant spider robot we saw earlier."

"I'd take that slow-moving giant spider over Hellbringer any day," Kyle said with a shudder. "At least you can outrun the spider."

Gale turned to Ollie. "Shouldn't we find somewhere safer to rest? Set up camp before moving on?"

Ollie took out the storage box Gale gave him. With a few quick gestures, the tablet dematerialized and put into the inventory in a flash of blue light. "We're moving out. The elevator map showed is our best bet for leaving this level. We'll head there, rest before going up, then get the hell out of this place."

Lily made a small noise of disappointment, glancing at the historical orbs. "We're just leaving all this knowledge behind?"

"Knowledge won't help us if we're dead," Ollie said flatly. "Anyone need syringe guns before we go?"

Gale mentally checked the syringe guns in his space storage. Still had 2. No need to get another.

"I'm set," he said.

"Same," Rachel said, dusting off her gauntlet from the remaining carbon from the flesh.

"Already used one," Kyle patted his pockets, where the outline of a gun syringe bulged.

"Same here," Clyde said.

Lily took two syringes from Ollie, slipping them into her belt pouches. "If we survive this, I'm coming back with a proper expedition. This place is too valuable to leave unexplored."

"Talkin' my language, scout lady."

"Can I come too?" Gale asked.

"Hell yeah, rookie," Clyde said.

"Shut up, Clyde," Rachel elbowed him.

"Shut your traps." Ollie headed for the doors, which now stood open again. "Let's move. Stay tight, stay alert. If we see any Guardians, we run. No heroics. Our objective is the elevator in the North. We rest up before going up. Any questions?"

No one said anything.

"Alright, let's move."





The group had found a building, 60 stories tall, inside the tower. It offered a sweeping view of the city through its cracked glass windows. Gale could see the spider mechs moving around, having skirmishes all around the streets.

It seemed like only the area around the Memory Chamber was off-limits to the spider mechs, which made sense. It was the only thing functioning. But on the way to the elevator shaft, more spider mechs appeared. The scene much clearer as the high rise gave him a view of what the hell was happening.

Four tents were set up in the corner of the unit they occupied. They were positioned away from the door's line of sight. Kyle and Clyde slept in one, their soft snores occasionally punctuated by Kyle muttering something about "robot bastards." Ollie occupied the second tent, while Lily and Rachel each had their own. The canvas walls gave no hint of movement inside.

Gale had taken the first shift to keep watch. Four hours remained before Rachel would relieve him.

In the distance, flashes from distant muffled explosions lit up the fake night sky. The spider mechs engaged something they didn't know. Whatever those entities were, they were making the spider mechs take a run for their money.

Guide. What do you think those other entities might be? Like the ones fighting the spider mechs? Gale mouthed.

[Accessing Vianne’s Amazing Ginormous Encyclopedia...]

Gale shook his head as the name came up and displayed information.

[POTENTIAL HOSTILE ENTITY ANALYSIS]

[Based on observed patterns and records, three candidate species identified]

[CANDIDATE 1: ZIMARITH]

[Classification: Insectoid technological civilization]

[Characteristics:


	Exoskeletal bipedal form

	Average height: 2.1 metres

	Six-limbed (four manipulator arms, two legs)

	Compound visual organs

	Silicon-based biology



]

[Cultural/Tactical Notes:


	Mercantile society structured around resource acquisition

	Specialized in deep-crust mining operations

	Technological focus on metallurgy and quantum computation

	Non-aggressive except when resource claims threatened

	Typically employ automated defense systems rather than direct combat



]

[CANDIDATE 2: OCUN]

[Classification: Spore-based hive consciousness]

[Characteristics:


	No fixed physical form

	Colonizes and repurposes organic matter

	Capable of parasitizing technological systems

	Communicates through chemical and electrical signals

	Reproduces through spore dispersal



]

[Cultural/Tactical Notes:


	Single consciousness distributed across multiple bodies

	Conquered 413 known planetary systems

	Assimilates indigenous technology into biological matrices

	Prefers overwhelming force through numerical superiority

	Highly aggressive, values rapid expansion over subtlety



]

[CANDIDATE 3: LILAC]

[Classification: Plant-based techno-symbiotes]

[Characteristics:


	Photosynthetic core organisms

	Vine-like appendages that interface with technology

	Varies in size from microscopic to building-scale

	Communicates through light pulses and electrical signals

	Reproduces through seed pods containing technological components



]

[Cultural/Tactical Notes:


	Collective intelligence with independent units

	Parasitizes abandoned technology

	Achieved space travel by assimilating spacecraft of other species

	Prefers indirect conflict through technological manipulation

	Defensive rather than expansionist strategy



]

Gale stared at the information as another explosion lit up a sector three blocks away. The spider mechs moved toward it in formation. From this high up, the view of the conflict was clear.

Is there any real possibility one of these three is actually what we're dealing with?

[Probability analysis suggests Ocun presents the highest match potential at 42%. However, observed behaviour contradicts typical Ocun tactical patterns. Ocun entities typically favour direct, overwhelming assault rather than sustained guerrilla engagement. High possibility current entities of unknown corrupted race or species.]

Gale sighed, rubbing his eyes and whispering, "Is there any way to counteract the interference affecting Breath of the Void? Something in Vianne's store?"

[Two viable options identified.]

[Option 1: Essence Optimization Core Part - 5000 points]

[Application to skill enhancement normally inefficient resource allocation. Current tactical situation may justify exception to standard procedures.]

[Option 2: Skill Point Potion - 10000 points]

[Skill potion would elevate Breath of the Void to Level 4, triggering skill evolution. Evolved form would possess enhanced interference resistance.]

"Which one would be more beneficial long-term?" Gale whispered.

[Skill Point Potion offers superior cost-benefit ratio. Core Part Optimization delivers more value when applied to Core attributes rather than individual skills. Recommendation: reserve Core Part purchases for foundational improvements.]

Five thousand versus ten thousand points. Both seemed impossible right now. He'd killed two spider mechs during their journey through the city, yet received no notification about earning points for Vianne's store. Only 10 points from killing whatever that eye was when he first got here.

"Hello? Earth to Gale?"

Gale whipped around. Lily stood behind him, arms crossed over her chest. She wore the same clothes as earlier, though she'd removed her tactical vest. Her Deagles remained holstered at her hips.

"Were you saying anything? I couldn't hear you." she asked as she moved to his side watching the streets.

Gale hesitated. "Just thinking to myself. Nothing important."

"Looked like you were having a full conversation," Lily said. "With yourself."

"Bad habit," Gale said, turning back to the window. "Helps me work through problems."

Lily made a noncommittal sound. "You should've woken me for my watch."

"It's not your turn. Rachel takes over in four hours."

"Yeah, well, couldn't sleep. Might as well get some air." She rested her chin on her hand. "Too much to think about."

"I've been curious for a while," Gale said, glancing at Lily. "Back in that basement under Blue Haven, you looked... thin. Malnourished. Now you're a Resonant. Is it normal to advance that fast in five years?"

Lily leaned her forehead on the window, her breath fogging up the glass. "Nothing about what happened to us was normal. After we got out of the Eclipsed, the Path was waiting for us. Like they knew something was coming out of that blocked area in Lakeshore West Heights."

"They were expecting you?"

"All of us," Lily said. "Fourteen women who survived what should have been a death sentence. And the rest of the encampment too. The Path had files ready, processing papers, housing assignments. Very organized for something they claimed was a surprise."

"What did you do? After?"

"Tried to go back to normal life. Figured I'd been through hell, might as well enjoy what came next," Lily chuckled. "Went back to Yorkville. Working as an escort. Good money, free food every night. Thought I could pretend none of it happened."

She clenched her right hand. "That lasted three weeks. Then my awakening hit while I was in bed with a regular client. A lance went right through his chest. Burned a hole clean through him and into the hotel wall behind."

Gale swallowed.

"Marine had it worse. Killed her husband two weeks after they reunited. Poor bastard tried to surprise her with breakfast in bed. She woke up swinging energy blades," Lily shook her head. "Jeanne torched her apartment building. Thirty-six people evacuated, but the damage was done."

"I'm sorry to hear that," Gale said. When he got back and they gave him that rundown apartment, he'd flinch at any sound. Every creak or step that he heard would give him a rush of adrenaline. Breath of the Void made it all the worse, unable to turn it off.

"The Path came calling after each incident. Real convenient timing," Lily smirked. "Join us or bad things happen. Your friends will get hurt. Your family. Anyone you care about. Standard protection racket bullshit."

Another explosion illuminated the clouds. This one closer, maybe six blocks away, that made the glass shards by the window's counter rattle slightly.

"That's when Witch Ashen stepped in," Lily said. "She took all fourteen women from Blue Haven under her wing. Taught us how to control what we'd become. How to use the gifts the blue moon had forced on us."

"Gifts?"

"That's what Ashen called them. Said we were chosen, not cursed." Lily turned from the window to face him. "The very moment you told me to take that bone spear, it was the first time I felt like I was living my own life, taking it by my own hands. And then I went back to my old life. Hating the fact that I was warming up a different asshole's bed every fucking night."

Gale's awakening didn't sound anything like hers. It was forced after he was thrust into the Eclipsed. Survival was the only thing in his mind against the constant threat of not waking up the next day.

"Most of the other Blue Witches are Attuned now," Lily said. "A few reached Resonant like me. But I ran more missions than any of them. Felt like I was making a difference. Protecting mundanes from rifts they don't even know exist."

"How do people advance anyway?" Gale asked. "I mean, how do Aurians get stronger?"

Lily chuckled. "Rachel never explained the basics to you?"

"Bits and pieces. Nothing comprehensive."

"You're lucky to have her watching your back, you know. Rachel Ann's a big name in North America. Her family has serious influence." Lily leaned against the wall beside the window. "But to answer your question, each rift run enriches your ether signature. Just entering a rift provides a small boost. The real gains come when you exit."

"How so?"

"When you leave a rift, lingering rift energy clings to you. You have to meditate as soon as possible, capture as much as possible before it dissipates. The better your technique, the more you absorb. This is the most efficient." Lily held up her hand where a blue wisp danced between her fingers. "Eastern countries like China do regular meditations but much slower accumulation because they just take it from the environment."

"What about just being inside a rift? Does that do anything?"

"No. Only the transitions matter. Enter, absorb a little. Exit, meditate hard and absorb a lot. That's the cycle." Lily extinguished the small wisp and lowered her hand. "Takes dozens of runs to advance from Awakened to Attuned. Maybe fifty to a hundred to reach Resonant, depending on the rift's strength and the individual. And it can't be one of the pacified rifts for tourism. Each run comes with a risk of not coming back out."

His own advancement was much different from what she explained. His was preying on whatever was inside the rift. Killing anything that moved, kind of like what Vianne said about Cev. Wait, no. Exactly what Vianne said. Killing anything that moved extracted Origin.

"Hey. You think we're going to make it out of this rift?" Lily asked, "It feels a lot like the Eclipsed. Much more hostile than the other rifts I ran."

Gale laughed. "You're asking the wrong person. You're the expert here, not me. You've got 5 years over me."

"Come on. Give me something."

"Well," Gale said, "I have a one hundred percent success rate getting people out of rifts without casualties. If that helps calm your nerves."

Lily laughed, genuinely this time. "Sample size of one doesn't count as a statistic."

"A perfect record is a perfect record."

"You're an idiot."

"Maybe. But I'm an idiot who got a whole camp of people out the Eclipsed alive." Gale smiled softly. "We'll make it one way or another. Kyle did say this is an all-star team."

"Make sure not to turn into one of them." Lily sighed.

"I won't."

Lily laughed as she pushed off from the wall. "I'm going to try sleeping again. Wake Rachel when your watch ends."

"Will do."

Lily headed toward her tent, then paused. "Gale?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for getting us out of Blue Haven. All of us. Even if the aftermath was messy, at least we got to choose our own messes."
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                Gale's eyes fluttered open as his teammates moved around the makeshift camp on the high rise. The others were already up, rolling up their sleeping bags and checking their equipment. Crawling out of the tent, the darkness from outside stayed, meaning those moons or lights up in the sky were all artificial.

"Equipment check," Ollie called out. "Weapons, ammo, medical supplies. Everything accounted for before we move."

Kyle patted his holsters. "Glock's good. Dagger's sharp. Two gun syringes check."

"Same count," Clyde shouldered his long gun. "Two syringes check."

Lily holstered her Deagles after checking the chambers. "Both loaded. Two syringes."

Rachel stretched her arms. "Two syringes check."

Gale mentally checked his inventory, unsure of why he had to check it. "Ready to go."

"Good." Ollie nodded toward the remaining tent. "Pack it up. We're moving in five."

Gale folded the final tent and stuffed it into his space storage as the others lounged around waiting for him to finish disassembling and packing up the rest of the items into the space storage.

"Before we head out," Rachel moved to the window. "During my watch, I spotted spider mechs on the main route to the elevator. Three of them taking parts from dead ones."

Kyle groaned. "More robot bastards. Great."

"Side streets might be better," Rachel said. "Narrower spaces, less room for them to move around."

"Side streets also mean less room for us to move around," Clyde said.

"True, but we're smaller and faster," Rachel said. "The trade-off works for us."

"Side route it is. Time to go," Ollie said.

Rachel turned to Gale, crouching slightly and patting his back, giggling. "Hop on, rookie."

"I can handle the drop," Gale protested.

"It's sixty stories," Rachel said. "That'll still hurt even for awakened. Don't be stubborn."

"Just take the ride, rookie." Kyle pulled out his dagger. "Alright, Clyde and I are going first."

He moved to the broken window, threw his arm back, and hurled the blade downward. Clyde put his hand on his brother's shoulder.

"See you at the bottom," Kyle said.

Both of them vanished in a blink of blue light.

Lily stepped to the window next. She jumped, her body dropping out of sight. A few seconds later, blue energy flashed far below that slowed her fall.

Ollie followed right after, his drop looking more like a glide as he used telekinesis.

"Your turn," Rachel said, still crouched.

Gale sighed and climbed onto her back, grabbing her shoulders. "This is getting to be a habit."

"Just hold tight."

Rachel jumped through the window. They dropped fast, the building's surface a blur. Halfway down, from under her boots, shot out a controlled silent jet of fire, slowing them down until they touched down softly on the metal street.

Kyle and Clyde were already there, looking around. Lily had landed nearby and Ollie touched down a moment later.

"Clear so far," Kyle reported.

Rachel opened the map on her phone, then pointed down a narrow side street branching off the main road. "This way. It should curve around toward the elevator."

Lily took point, moving carefully between the narrower buildings. The side street looked barely wide enough for two people to walk beside each other. Debris from the upper levels and broken buildings gathered here. Compared to the main streets, this place wasn't cleaned by the spider mechs if at all.

They moved single file, Lily first, then Gale, Kyle, Clyde, Ollie, and lastly Rachel at the back. The tight space made their breaths and every step they made louder than it was. Gale would wince each time one of their clothes rustled too loudly for his comfort.

Halfway through the narrow passage, Lily held up a closed fist. Everyone froze.

She pointed ahead. A spider mech stood 50 metres away with its back to them. The machine worked steadily, pulling parts from another dead spider mech. Sparks flew as it took out useful pieces.

Lily signalled everyone to stay low and move slowly. They crept forward, using the junk piles for cover. The spider mech kept working on its salvage job, its metal legs taking apart its fallen buddy piece by piece.

Gale held his breath as they passed within 10 metres of the machine. The spider mech's head swept around now and then, but the narrow street's angles kept them hidden.

Kyle's foot hit a loose piece of metal debris. A small clang bounced off the walls. The spider mech's head turned toward the sound.

Everyone flattened against the nearest cover.

The spider mech searched back and forth where the sound came from for 30 seconds exactly before going back to work. Lily waited a full minute before waving them forward.

They reached the end of the side street without more problems. The main plaza opened up before them, and in the middle stood their destination.

The map had called this an elevator shaft, but it looked more like a high rise that stood up all the way to the sky. Doors stretched four stories high, made of the same dark metal as the tower walls. No visible controls, buttons, or panels. Just smooth surfaces that showed their reflections.

"How the hell do we open this thing?" Kyle asked, running his hands along the door edges.

"Maybe voice command?" Clyde said. "Open sesame?"

Nothing happened.

"Idiots." Lily checked the bottom of the doors, looking for hidden switches. "There has to be a way. The city's people used this thing."

Rachel moved away from the doors, her orange-glowing gauntlets lighting up the metal. "There has to be some kind of control. Panel, sensor, something."

Kyle went to the left side, feeling the wall next to the massive doors. "Maybe it's hidden? Like a secret switch or whatever?"

"This isn't a movie, Kyle," Clyde said, checking the right side. "Probably some tech interface we can't see."

Lily crouched low, studying where the doors met the floor. Her fingers traced along seams, looking for anything that might work. "Nothing down here. Just solid metal."

Ollie stepped back from the doors, looking at the whole structure. "The people who lived here had to have some way to work this thing. They wouldn't build a huge transport system without easy access."

"Unless they controlled it remotely," Rachel suggested, looking higher up the wall. "From inside their buildings or through some central system."

Gale walked around the edge, letting his eyes adjust to the shadows from their lights. Breath of the Void's tendrils spread out to look at the entirety of the tower that stood in front of him, though he really didn't know what he was trying to find.

Kyle kicked some debris. "Maybe voice activation? Hey, elevator! Open up!"

Nothing happened.

"Dumbass," Clyde muttered. "Try saying please."

"Please, elevator, open up!" Kyle yelled.

Still nothing.

Rachel turned towards the twins. "You two shut up! Stop being idiots."

Lily stood up, patting the dust off her knees. "There's got to be something here. Don't tell me this advanced civilization wouldn't make an I/O at the actual front of the gate where it makes sense."

Gale walked around the elevator area, feeling for anything on the wall sections next to the doors. He looked for creases or any pressure points, then stopped. There was a slight depression just three feet to the right of the main door, about eye level for his height.

"Hold on," he said.

The others turned toward him.

Gale knelt down, running his fingers along what seemed like a solid wall. His touch found the slightest change in texture. A rectangular outline, barely visible, about the size of the control panel they'd found in the memory chamber.

"Found something," he called.

Rachel got to him first, her gauntlets lighting the area better. "What is it?"

"Rectangle outline. Same size as our control panel." Gale traced the edges with his finger. "It's subtle. You'd never notice unless you knew what to look for."

Kyle crowded in beside them. "Holy shit. That's definitely a slot for something."

Clyde joined the group. "Perfect fit for what we've got."

"Makes sense. Portable controls that can hook up to different access points throughout the city," Lily said.

Ollie was already reaching into his jacket, pulling out the storage box. The interface appeared in front of him, and he quickly took out the cleaned control panel. The device appeared in his hands, reflecting their lights.

"Only one way to find out," Ollie said. "Let's stick our thingy into the thingy that loooks weird-y"

He pressed the control panel against the rectangular outline. The device clicked into place with a good mechanical sound. Right away, the panel's screen lit up with blue symbols.

"Charging..." appeared on the display, with a progress bar that started filling slowly.

Ollie smiled. "Huh… neat. That solves that problem."

"Terrifying," Kyle said. "What if this thing controls more than just the elevator?"

"Like what?" Rachel asked.

"Security systems. Defences. Self-destruct sequences." Kyle counted on his fingers. "Pick your favourite nightmare scenario. What if those things got more of these panels? We'd be fucked."

"We got one of them too. Ours can cancel theirs out, right?" Gale said.

"Fair point, rookie," Clyde said.

The charging bar disappeared while it was still in progress. New text appeared as the system came online.

"Loading drivers for Residential to Agriculture Elevator dock..." scrolled across the screen.

"Drivers," Lily said. "Like software. Oddly… familiar."

"Hope those drivers work," Rachel said. "Last thing we need is a system crash because of an OS error."

The loading continued, new lines of text appearing as different systems started up. "Environmental controls... activated. Safety triggers... activated. Emergency systems... activated."

The loading bar reached 100%. The text changed to "System ready. Control panel may now be removed for remote operation."

Ollie carefully pulled the device from its slot. The panel stayed on, its screen showing a simple interface with various options.

"Now let's play around a bit," Ollie said, tapping through different menus.

The interface was easy to use despite the weird symbols. Categories for different elevator functions, status displays, and finally, a large button labelled "Door Control."

"Here we go," Ollie hovered his finger above the open button.

"Wait." Kyle grabbed Ollie's wrist. "Look up there."

He pointed toward the ceiling above the elevator doors. A series of red alarm lights sat dark and inactive.

"You see those?" Kyle continued. "Red lights. Alarms. The second you open those doors, this whole place is gonna light up like a Christmas tree and every spider mech and their mom's going to sprint here to eat all of us."

Clyde nodded, obviously agreeing with Kyle. "Ollie seriously needs to take some time off and play some games. GTFO 3 had this same mechanic."

"GTFO 3?" Rachel asked.

"It's a video game, get with the times, fire princess," Kyle explained. "Security systems that turn on when you access restricted areas. Standard survival horror stuff."

"This isn't a game," Lily said.

"No, but the principles apply," Kyle insisted. "Big obvious door, red alarm lights, hostile machines patrolling the area. Classic setup for an ambush scenario."

Gale winced. Those games sound fun… unlike this rift death game scenario. "You think I can play some of those games when we get back?"

Rachel shot him a look that made him shrink.

"Please?" Gale asked with a smile.

"Relax fire princess. A bit of games won't hurt the rookie," Kyle said. "That's if we get back."

Smiling happily, Gale nodded. Now there was even more reason to get out of this rift.

Ollie looked at the control panel, then at the alarm lights, then back at the panel. "We don't have a choice. This is the only way up."

"At least we know what's coming," Rachel said. "Better than walking into a surprise."

"Famous last words," Kyle muttered.

"Shut up, Kyle," Clyde said.

Ollie put his thumb over the door control button. "Everyone ready? Weapons hot, watch your fire zones, be ready to move fast."

Lily drew both deagles. "Ready."

Rachel's gauntlets flared to full heat. "Ready."

Kyle pulled out his Glock and dagger. "This is a terrible idea, but ready."

Clyde shouldered his rifle, aiming down the barrel. "Ready."

Gale materialized Weber in his right hand. "Ready too."

Ollie took a deep breath. "Here we go."

He pressed the button.

The massive doors shuddered. The sound of metal grinding against metal as old gears reverberated throughout the whole area. The sound echoed through the plaza with a deep rumble that seemed to shake the whole floor.

But that wasn't the worst of it all.

Red alarm lights came on, spinning and flashing. A horn that sounded like an air raid siren blared throughout the whole floor.

The ground shook as the huge elevator doors separated. Dust fell from the doors as the crack widened. Four stories of metal, each side weighing tons, grinding apart.

"Fuck! I knew it!" Kyle shouted over the noise.

The siren kept wailing. If any spider mech in the residential level didn't know where they were before, they sure did now.

"Movement!" Lily shouted over the noise, pointing northeast. "Two o'clock!"

Dark shapes came from the narrow streets they'd just walked through. Four-legged spider mechs, their heads held tiny red eyes that stood out from the shadow. They scuttled through the metal floor too fast.

"Gale, Rachel, up front!" Ollie shouted. "Everyone else, get your asses inside that door gap now!"

Kyle grabbed Clyde's shoulder. "Come on, bro. Time to play elevator music."

The twins squeezed through the partly opened doors, disappearing into the darkness. Lily followed right after, slipping into the crack easier.

"Door's going to keep opening until it's all the way," Ollie called to Gale and Rachel. "Then I trigger the close sequence. You two need to hold them off until these things shut again."

"How long?" Rachel asked, her gauntlets now glowing white-hot.

"Four minutes in total, maybe five depending on how fast the close cycle starts."

The spider mechs closed in fast. Gale counted six machines in the first wave, their red eyes scanning the plaza as they found targets. Laser weaponry whined up gradually in a high pitch as electricity crackled along their barrels.

Gale didn't wait for them to get closer. He opened to Breath of the Void completely, letting in the familiar 33%. Lines and intricate patterns bloomed across his exposed skin.

Tendrils fed him the critical information. Movement beyond what physical visual cues could see. Spider mechs. Lots of them that weren't just these initial six smaller spider mechs.

"Rachel," he said quietly.

"Yeah?"

"There are more coming. A lot more."

She flexed her fingers. Her gauntlets sparked once and grew into a frighteningly hot yellow. "How many?"

"I can't get a clear count. But it's not just these six."

The lead spider mech fired, a laser streaking across the plaza. Rachel threw herself left while Gale dove right, both using junk piles for cover. The shots burned smoking holes in the metal floor where they'd been standing.

"Typical," Rachel muttered, rolling behind a chunk of fallen wall. "Nothing's ever simple."
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                The first spider mech ran across the plaza at them, four legs banging on the metal floor. Gale knew these machines weren't built for close fights. Their armour was meant to stop shots from far away, not handle blades up close.

He ran forward, Weber blade in his grip. Being Attuned made everything clearer and faster. Fights that were scary as an Awakened now just felt doable, just like facing off this horde of murder robots.

The spider mech shot energy bolts as he got closer. Gale rolled left, got up running, and slashed upward. The blade cut through the machine's front right leg. Sparks flew as fluid sprayed across the floor.

He spun and took out the front left leg. The spider mech tipped forward, still shooting all over the place as it lost balance.

Gale jumped back, lifted the Weber blade, and put Alter through the metal. The power went along the edge as he slashed down. Reflection shot from the blade, cutting deep into the machine's middle, causing it to explode into bits, debris scattering everywhere. "One down!" Kyle shouted from behind him.

Three more four legged spider mechs came from different shadows, red eyes glowing in the dark. Behind them, the bigger ones moved between the buildings.

The mechs spread out, using junk in the plaza for cover as they fired. Energy bolts and small rockets flew toward Gale. He dove behind a chunk of wall as the attacks tore up the metal around him.

One of the machines tried to climb up a nearby building, its legs sticking to the wall. Gale saw his chance and jumped, launching himself toward the climbing mech.

Two other machines moved to cut him off, their guns following his jump. Energy bolts cut through the air near him as he tried to reach his target.

"Gale, get back here!" Rachel shouted. "Our job is to block the entrance, not hunt them down!"

She had a point. They needed to guard the elevator, not chase single targets around the plaza.

Gale landed hard. He ran back towards the elevator doors.

Rachel stood near the gap. Two mechs in front of her coming from the left. She pulled back her right fist and punched. An explosive flame shot out from her fist.

The machine's armour turned red, then white, then fell in as its front half melted. It fell sideways, smoke pouring from its ruined frame.

A rocket flew towards Rachel from the second machine. She threw herself right, the missile blowing up where she'd been standing. Chunks of metal floor flew everywhere.

Rachel got up from her roll, already pulling back for another punch. The fire wave hit the second spider mech in the middle, melting through its head and main body. It crashed down, legs still twitching as electrical systems went bad.

Heavy footsteps shook the plaza floor as two bigger machines came around corners from opposite sides. These mechs stood taller, moved faster, and had heavier guns. Six legs instead of four, armoured like tanks.

Guns barked from the elevator gap as Kyle and Clyde opened fire. Clyde had switched ammo types. His long gun now fired armour-piercing rounds instead of his usual shockwave loads. The bullets sparked off the larger mech's plating but went deeper than normal rounds would.

Kyle fired his pistol, aiming for the head where the clusters of red eyes were. He hit one, but the distance was too far for the calibre he was using to make any meaningful damage.

The left-side mech turned its upper part toward Kyle, multiple gun barrels moving into firing position. The gatling guns spun up before letting loose a stream of bullets towards the elevator gap.

Kyle dove deeper into the dark as rounds sparked off the metal door frame. "Taking heavy fire here!"

Gale saw his chance. While the big mech focused on Kyle and Clyde, its head was open. He bent his knees and jumped straight up, twenty metres into the air to face the machine at eye level.

The Weber blade came up as he put Phase Touch through the metal. Reflection activated and a crescent blade shot out, cleaving the spider mech in half.

Behind the cut spider mech, another spider mech blocked with its two grabber arms. But the reflection faded just before it could leave a scratch on its arms.

Landing back on the floor, another mech's guns turned towards him and fired immediately. Weber blade extended downwards, flicking his own body away from the line of fire.

On the right side of the plaza, Rachel faced the second large mech. She pulled back her fist and sent a fire wave toward one of its front legs. The explosion washed over the limb, but when the flames cleared, the armour just had some scorch marks.

The fire wave hadn't done enough damage. These machines were built to take serious hits. Rachel changed her plan, running toward the mech instead of fighting from far away.

She jumped onto the damaged front leg, climbing toward the joint where leg met body. Her gauntlets burned hotter as she pulled back both fists and slammed them into the joint.

The explosion burst inside the joint mechanism. Fluid sprayed everywhere as parts melted under the heat. The mech wobbled, its balance thrown off by the damaged leg.

But it didn't stop. The machine's gatling guns turned toward Rachel, trying to shake her off with a river of bullets, sparking off the metal around her as she scrambled for better cover.

Rachel made a desperate move, sliding down the damaged leg toward the mech's belly. The machine couldn't angle its weapons low enough to hit her there.

The entire mech dropped suddenly, all its weight coming down toward the small space where Rachel had taken shelter.

She screamed as she threw both hands up, her gauntlets flaring to maximum heat. She caught the full weight of the machine on her shoulders and arms.

"Rachel!" Gale started toward her position.

The elevator doors groaned behind them, still grinding slowly open. Ollie's voice carried over the combat noise: "Two more minutes! Hold your positions! The gates started their closing sequence."

Gale spun hard, Weber blade cutting through the air toward the spider mech's middle. The machine that had dropped onto Rachel turned to face this new threat, but its weight slowed it down.

The S6MECH tried to move away from Gale's strike, its remaining legs scrambling for grip on the metal floor.

The blade cut through the front section of its body. Circuits sparked and fluid sprayed as internals were exposed.

Rachel burst out from beneath the damaged machine, throwing off the weight of the mech. She launched herself straight up, both fists pulled back as her gauntlets flared white-hot.

"Take this, you piece of scrap!"

The fire wave exploded from her strike, a cone of super-hot air and flame racing toward the exposed circuits.

The S6MECH raised its one remaining front leg, trying to shield its open guts from the incoming blast.

Gale saw the defence coming. Reflection activated as he slashed and another crescent shot out from the blade, aimed right at the blocking limb.

The reflection cut the leg clean off. Metal crashed to the plaza floor as the S6MECH's last defense disappeared.

Rachel's fire wave hit the exposed insides of the spider mech. Circuits, ammo, hydraulic and oil lines, all of it melted under the immense heat.

The remaining S6MECH had gone around the buildings and now stood between them and the elevator doors.

"Fall back! Fall back!" Ollie shouted.

Gale acted first. Instead of going back toward the elevator, he launched himself at the S6MECH's rear section. The machine's sensors focused forward, watching the elevator entrance where the others hid.

He brought the Weber blade up, sending another slice toward what looked like the machine's head. The shot streaked through the air.

The S6MECH tilted its whole frame at the last second. The air blade passed so close to its sensors that sparks flew from the near miss.

The machine's weapons came on instantly. Gatling guns spun up while missile pods extended from its back. The barrels turned toward Gale while rockets launched toward the elevator loading dock.

"Incoming!" Clyde yelled.

Multiple shots filled the air. Six rockets flew toward the elevator while streams of bullets chased Gale across the plaza floor.

Gale moved fast, Weber blade working overtime. He slashed the air again and again, sending crescent after crescent toward the incoming rockets. Three air blades hit, blowing up the missiles mid-flight. Explosions lit up the space between him and the S6MECH as shrapnel scattered everywhere.

Inside the elevator gap, Kyle and Clyde fired at the remaining rockets. Clyde's rounds punched through two missiles, exploding them mid air. Kyle's Glock fired over and over, but the mundane 9mm round could only explode one missile.

"Fuck! Conserving ammo isn't working, Ollie!" Kyle shouted.

One rocket slipped through their shots, flying straight toward the middle of the loading dock where Ollie crouched. Lily held up her shield over Ollie and herself.

"Twins! Brace for impact!" Lily shouted.

Rachel saw the incoming missile. She threw herself into its path, crossing both arms in front of her chest.

The rocket hit her square in the torso. It exploded, whipping her onto the elevator loading dock. She hit the wall hard, blood splattering from her open mouth. Smoke rose up from her slightly burnt gear.

"Rachel!" Gale dashed towards the elevator.

Ollie moved. He pulled a syringe gun from his storage box and jammed it against Rachel's shoulder. The syringe hissed into her as green light spread across her injuries.

"She's the only other one tough enough for frontline work," Ollie said, helping Rachel to her feet. "Get back out there and finish that thing!"

The S6MECH turned all its attention to the elevator entrance, weapons charging for another round. Gale saw his opening and took it.

He ran straight at the machine's belly, sliding beneath its bulk as its guns tracked overhead. The Weber blade came up as he spun, drilling upward into the middle section from below.

Metal screamed as the blade punched through armour. Gale twisted the weapon, cutting through internal parts as fluid rained down on him.

"One minute!" Ollie called out. "Doors start their final close in one minute!"

The damaged S6MECH staggered but didn't fall. Its legs spread wide for balance as warning lights flashed across its damaged frame. Gale rolled away as the machine tried to crush him with its weight.

Then the ground shook.

Heavy impacts came from the south, each stomp sending vibrations through the metal floor. The light that had filled the plaza suddenly got darker, shadows spreading across the area.

Something massive blocked the light from above.

"Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me." Kyle's voice cracked.

An eight-legged spider mech moved into the plaza. This machine was way bigger than anything they'd fought so far. Forty metres tall, it stretched across half the open space. Eight legs moved together perfectly, each limb thick as a tree trunk. Weapon systems covered its hull like scales.

The unit's sensors swept across the plaza, red beams painting targets on everything that moved. Its main weapons powered up with a sound like thunder.

Gale looked back at Rachel. She stood in the elevator entrance, one hand against the door frame. Burns marked her combat gear where the rocket had hit, but the healing serum was working. Colour came back to her face as damaged tissue fixed itself.

"Stay inside," Gale said. "I'll handle this one."

Rachel's gauntlets lit up. She stepped out of the elevator gap and onto the plaza floor. "I'm not letting that happen again."

The massive spider mech's weapons all came online at once. Dozens of missile pods extended from its back and sides, each one loaded with projectiles half the size of a car.

Then it fired everything.

A carpet of missiles streaked across the plaza, so many that they blocked out the light. The sky turned bright as hundreds of missiles filled the air.

Rachel jumped first, launching herself into the air. She pulled back her right fist and punched the air in front of her. The air rippled in front of her fist before a massive fire wave extended toward the oncoming missiles.

The explosion started with the first rocket and spread like a chain reaction. Each missile that blew up set off the ones beside it. The chain reaction spread across the entire sky, fire blooming across the view.

The heat hit them like an open oven. The temperature rose so high that mundanes would've been baked alive. Metal pieces from the destroyed missiles rained down across the plaza, chunks of steel hitting the floor.

Rachel dropped back toward the ground, her gear itself smoking from getting more burnt than it already was. The fire wave had worked, but the effort left her wide open.

Four gatling guns on the giant mech spun up, their barrels turning faster than the eye could follow. The mechanical noise built to a scream of thousands of rounds per minute, ready to tear through whatever was still standing.

Gale dashed forward, running straight into the path between Rachel and the incoming gunfire. Weber in his grip. Alter widened the blade just enough to cover both of them like a shield.

He flung it to his shoulder at an angle. Bullets hit the flat of the blade in an angle as streams of thousands of rounds per second hammered against the Weber. Each hit sent shocks through Gale's arms as he held the shield between them and certain death.

"Thirty seconds!" Ollie shouted.

The giant mech changed tactics. Two laser cannons on its front whined, electricity cracking along the barrels. The air surrounding the barrels rippled and shimmered into a peak until it fired.

Two beams hit the expanded Weber dead centre. Weber started to grow hot until it glowed white hot.

Heat ran down the weapon's handle towards Gale's hands. He pulled Rachel closer as he saw her exposed parts burning from the heat, keeping their bodies close to hide from the beam.

As he was losing grip of the blade, Rachel pushed at the whitest part of the blade with her gauntlets.

Gale's palms burned as he kept Weber steady. His skin bubbled from the heat while the laser continued its onslaught, and the scent of flesh permeated the vicinity. Rachel's hand on Weber's metal smoked as well, but her hand didn't burn as much as his.

The laser stopped, but the giant spider mech was already on the move. Its giant leg raised up into the air above them, casting a shadow against their current position.

Rachel saw it coming. She broke away from Gale, diving left as he went right. The leg crashed down between them hard enough to crack the metal floor and shake the ground.

"Fifteen seconds!" Ollie shouted.

The colossus threw everything it had left at them. Two laser beams tracked where they moved while more missiles popped out from its body. Rockets trailed through the air at their moving positions.

Rachel pulled back her fist as the laser beam raced toward her. She punched forward with everything she had.

The fire wave hit the laser beam head-on. For a split second, they balanced against each other, creating a ball of super-hot air. Then the laser broke through, heading straight for her.

Gale put the blade in front of the laser coming at him. Weber, still hot from before, caught the beam on its flat side.

"Get through the crack now!" Ollie shouted from the elevator. "It's almost closed!"

Gale couldn't move. The persistent beam kept him in place, forcing him to hold on to the blade. His feet dug into the metal floor as it pushed him back.

"Rachel!" he shouted.

She heard and ran straight at him as soon as she saw him.

At the last second, she jumped towards the front of Gale, just outside of the sword. She held onto Gale's collar, and with a snap of her fingers, an explosion blasted them toward the closing elevator door. Their forms slipped through the closing gate, hitting the dock hard. A loud thud could be heard, and the shudder of the gate silenced, no longer moving.

            
OEBPS/images/0597e96a-f806-4492-bac7-8a040cd87af8.png





