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Preface



I have read hundreds of science fiction and fantasy books, and I really like the LitRPG stories. This is my first attempt at a fantasy story, and it throws in a little science fiction, to go with some LitRPG. I hope you like it.


This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events in this novel are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.


I have to again say thank you to my wife for her help in editing the story, and for putting up with me through 44 years of marriage.


Jim Stephens




Chapter 1: Adrift in the San Juan Islands

Somewhere in Wasp Pass, east of Crane Island and north of whatever passed for civilization, Marc Summer sailed his boat through the last embers of daylight. The San Juan Islands could steal hours from you, their islands rising up like silent witnesses, each bluff and stand of madrona a marker of history. It was late May, graduation week, but the only ceremony Marc observed was the slipping of the sun behind the low line of clouds.
The boat, a thirty-foot Bermuda-rigged cruiser with an outboard idling just in case the wind died with the sunset, cut a stuttering, silver path toward Orcas Island. Sharon had said she’d wait for him at the dock, but by now he was forty-seven minutes behind schedule, and the notion of being expected somewhere scratched at him like an itch beneath a cast that you just can't reach. He pulled the mainsheet tight, braced the tiller, and leaned out to watch the sail catch the wind. Good. At least one thing wasn’t falling apart.
Marc ran the vessel by rote: check heading, correct by two degrees, confirm GPS with dead reckoning, and monitor wind shifts by the slap of canvas. This was his inheritance, hard-wired through a hundred weekends with his father and the necessity of competence in a world that insisted on punishing the inattentive. But something was off. The boat was not tracking along the heading the way it should. It was surfing, wandering and requiring continuous corrections.
He took a swig from his water bottle, accepted the cold bite through his jaw, and let the water smooth everything for a moment. When he had been twelve, he thought by now he’d have an answer for who he was supposed to become. Instead: more questions. Marc had been a senior at the University of Washington, double-majoring in Math and Computer Science. His résumé was an arms race of internships and code repositories, but the job offers had come and gone, each one asking for a form of certainty Marc couldn’t manufacture. It was as if the rest of the world ran on some psychic operating system that had never been installed correctly in him.
He shifted his weight, corrected course again, and heard the familiar pop of a sail as the wind hiccupped. This was how he preferred it: body engaged, mind on autopilot, every decision instantaneous. The consequences of error were immediate and physical. There was no room for introspection at seven knots in a shifting wind.
A gull blared overhead, low and accusatory. Marc glanced up, noted the shift in air pressure against the sail, and tightened the jib by a turn. The sky had darkened to slate, the first stars testing their light against the city haze far to the south.
He glanced at his phone, saw the unread message from Sharon, and placed the device face down in the cupholder. The less he thought about conversations waiting on shore, the better. Sharon was lovely and complicated. She wanted a future together, or at least to talk about the possibility. Marc would rather splice another line, fix another leak, or recalculate the drift. He wondered if this was cowardice, or if it even mattered.
The air changed. He felt it first in the fine hairs on his forearm. The wind had shifted again. Marc’s hands moved before his mind could catch up: he loosened the mainsheet, nudged the tiller, adjusted for the coming gust. He watched the telltales stream perfectly, the hull lean into the swell, and let himself believe, for half a minute, that mastery was possible. That if you were precise enough, if you anticipated the system, you could survive anything.
But then the boat shifted left, almost 10 degrees. Marc thought he might be catching some shifting currents and moved the tiller to correct. He laughed at himself.  Mother Nature was a hard system to anticipate.
What did he want? To be left alone, perhaps. Or to be needed, but not in any way that would require changing himself. To stay in motion forever and never have to dock. He wondered, not for the first time, if he was simply allergic to the idea of arrival.
The shoreline shifted as he cleared the point. Orcas Island was visible now, a line of yellow porch lights climbing the wooded slope. There would be music from the bar, beer on the dock, the warmth of Sharon’s arms. But for another hour he was alone, wind and water and the low drone of the outboard, and the only expectations were the ones he set himself.
He rechecked the GPS, logged his position in the boat’s notepad, and let his mind wander to the future he was supposed to want. Graduate school? Unlikely. Krav Maga instructor? Side gig, for sure. Seattle tech job? Logical, but which one, and at what cost to the slow, patient life he dreamed of when the world wasn’t watching? Sometimes he envisioned dropping out entirely, becoming the person who sailed alone at night and never left a forwarding address. Then the moment passed, replaced by a guilty calculation of what it would do to his mother, to Sharon, to anyone whose life had already staked a claim on his presence.
The wind eased. He silenced the outboard, letting inertia carry the boat into the soft hush of night. Now the only sound was water shearing the hull and the rhythmic slap of lines against the mast. Marc sat on the rail, feet braced against the opposite bench, and watched the sky drain to black. With the city so far away, the stars were bolder, unfamiliar. He tried to name the constellations in the early night sky, but failed. It seemed the universe was improvising.
He closed his eyes and inhaled the cold, damp promise of night. For a while, he let the boat choose its own heading. There was comfort in that, in surrendering the illusion of control. He imagined a different life. A life in which he was not an optimization problem, not the sum of other people’s expectations, but something messier, braver.
A distant horn sounded, some other sailor marking their position in the dark. Marc lifted his hand in a reflexive greeting, though no one could see it. He thought of Sharon and knew that he would apologize for being late. He would make the effort, because she was real, present and better than he deserved. The future was a shifting wind, unpredictable, but perhaps that wasn’t so bad.
The wind returned, gentle and sure. He set the sail, locked the tiller, and let the boat run. 


◆◆◆
 
Marc decided that the first thirty minutes after sunset were the most honest. The wind, the pressure, the current, all found equilibrium, or else admitted they never had it. He was making good time, riding a favorable tidal push. The GPS showed a green path, dead ahead and perfectly aligned. Nothing remained to do but sail the last mile and savor the hull slicing through the calm.
He ran the usual checks: once a minute, just enough to stay engaged. Tiller centered, sail trimmed, navigation lights glowing red and green at the bow. The numbers on the wind gauge pulsed: 5.2, 4.7, 5.6. Satisfied, he freed a hand from the controls and closed his eyes for a dozen breaths. The air was so clear it hurt.
That was when he heard it, a low, atonal hum, quieter than the slap of water but persistent, like the world was holding its breath. Marc frowned, sat up, and listened again. The boat should have been a symphony of small noises: lines creaking, hull flexing, water fizzing off the stern. This was none of them.
He checked the nav panel. Everything looked normal, batteries at 98 percent, VHF squelched, bilge dry. The hum was still there. Marc stood, braced himself against the boom, and leaned over the side. The water was black glass, undisturbed except for the wake. The shoreline, a mile or so distant, lay motionless.
He ran a systems check. Mainsail secure. Jib tight. No lines dragging. He knocked on the hull. Nothing unusual. Even the old solar panel, notorious for picking up radio whine, was silent. He shuddered, though it wasn’t cold. He returned to the cockpit, sat down, and tried to ignore it.
But it didn’t stop.
Five minutes later, the hum grew louder. It oscillated, rising and falling with a regularity that made him think of sine waves. He checked his phone, hoping for a distraction, but now even it misbehaved: its screen flickered, and froze. He forced a reboot. It never got past the loading logo. He set the phone aside, not liking the way its plastic was slightly warm.
He investigated further. He opened the electrical locker, checked every connection, ran his fingers along the wires. Nothing. He turned on the depth sounder, which gave a loud, warbling chirp, and then turned dark. He tapped the display, no response. The hum grew louder still, now a buzz that seemed to vibrate through the fiberglass of the hull itself.
He leaned over once more, this time with a flashlight. The water was too dark to see anything, but the vibration was coming through the deck. He dipped a finger into the water. It was cold, as expected, but the vibration was real.
He tried to focus. He was an engineer, a scientist, a rationalist. There were explanations for things. If the hum was real, there had to be a source. Seismic activity? Unlikely. Submarine? The strait was deep, but not that deep, and he was nowhere near a test area. Some new artifact of the wind? That could be checked.
He looked up. The stars were gone. The cloud cover had closed in, or else something else hid them. There was a faint bluish light on the horizon, too faint and scattered to be from the island. He searched for navigation lights or any sign of another boat, but there was nothing.
He checked the compass mounted above the panel. It spun, not a slow, stately drift, but a wild, erratic lurch, swinging ten, twenty, thirty degrees at a time. He tapped the housing; the needle wobbled and returned to spinning, unable to settle. He turned the compass light off and on again. No difference.
Marc’s hands were sweating. He wiped them on his shorts and gripped the tiller tighter. His heart raced, but his mind raced faster, jumping from theory to theory. Electrical-field interference? However, what could generate that much power out here? Some atmospheric disturbance? The hum was now a bass note that seemed to vibrate the universe.
He switched on the VHF and tried Channel 16. Static, then a brief burst of something reminding Marc of digital noise. He tried again. The radio flashed its screen and died. Now every light on the nav panel flickered, and the GPS was stuck on a single coordinate: N 48.5971, W 122.9983. He knew those numbers, that was where he was, but the readout refused to change even as the boat moved.
He realized the air was changing too, a sudden heaviness that pressed down like the moment before a thunderstorm. The water ahead was moving differently now. He watched the bow cut through it, but the normal, predictable patterns of wave and wake were wrong: ripples expanded outward in perfect circles, as if someone dropped a stone every second. But there was no wind now, nothing to create them.
He killed all the power, hoping to reset something, anything. The hum, if anything, got louder, more invasive, crowding out every other sensation.
He stood, using both hands to steady himself, and pointed the boat’s bow away from the light on the horizon. He set the sail, but the wind didn’t respond. It was as if the world had gone slack. The boat slowed and drifted. He fired up the outboard, but the engine stuttered, coughed, and died after three seconds. When he tried again, it wouldn’t even crank. He checked the fuel. It was full.
He looked over his shoulder at the island, at the bar where Sharon waited, at the friendly glow of the dock. It was still there, still reachable. But the boat refused headway, as if trapped in some invisible current.
Marc thought, for one wild second, that this was a prank, some new stress dream, a burnout hallucination from months of not sleeping. But the wind was gone, the water was wrong, and the night was no longer black. It had turned blue, lit by some ambient source.
He grabbed the flashlight again, clicked it on, and shone it into the water ahead. There was a shape, or a distortion, something swirling below the surface. He felt his scalp prickle. The water looked like oil, thick and viscous, a sheet of darkness pouring off the bow. The vibration ramped up. Marc heard it in his jaw, felt it behind his eyes. He clenched his teeth and tried to speak, but the words became a grunt.
He did the only thing left. He grabbed the tiller, threw his weight against it, and tried to turn the boat to port. The sail luffed, the lines whipped, but nothing changed: the bow tracked straight, locked onto the impossible blue horizon.
He groped for the radio again, tried to will it to life. Nothing. The compass continued its mad dance, needles spinning, every system registering only chaos.
The blue light on the horizon flared, as if in response.
Marc’s hands were white-knuckled on the tiller. His mind raced: calculate the odds, guess the source, optimize for survival. None of it mattered. The boat was a toy, a prop. The sea and sky had rewritten their rules.
The hum swelled, became a roar, and Marc’s thoughts scattered like sparks in the wind.
◆◆◆
 
Suddenly, the blue light was a wall, obscuring half the world. It was not light but rather its absence, an undermining glare that leached color from whatever it touched. The buzz had disappeared; only silence hung in the air.
 
Marc’s breath caught. He pushed it out in a rough exhalation and looked out over the horizon, looking for any sign this was a trick of perspective, some atmospheric mirage. But it wasn’t. There was a black void at the waterline, a circle at first no wider than a truck tire, then doubling, then tripling in diameter every second. It swallowed light and air. It ate motion.
 
He should have moved. His mind shrieked at him to do something, but the body could not respond and was dull, uncertain about which direction was least dangerous. His heartbeat throbbed in his chest. He wrapped his fingers around the cockpit coaming, his knuckles white, and pushed the tiller as far as he could to starboard. The boat did not respond. Instead, the black disk there flared brighter, ringed by a corona of pale blue fire, and the tugging took hold.
 


 
The air bent. Marc tasted metal, then salt, and finally nothing. The wind, dead for minutes, slammed into the sails with a violence that snapped lines and slammed canvas hard enough to ring his ears. The hull groaned and jumped forward toward the portal. Items below decks clattered, thudded, shattered. The flashlight he had dropped earlier rolled past his feet and vanished overboard.
The compass needle, long since unreliable, spun so fast it blurred. The nav panel burst into strobing light, followed by darkness. The deck vibrated; the tiller fought his grip. He tried to lock it, but the force was impossible. The sail ripped with a bang. Marc stumbled, slammed a knee into the fiberglass bench, and bit the inside of his cheek. The pain woke him, enough to break the freeze.
He grabbed the radio one last time, flipped the switch, and yelled into the void: “Mayday, mayday, this is—” But the response was a shriek of static and the echo of a voice, his own, screaming back at him, words warped and reversed. He dropped the handset, fell backward, and crawled to the cabin. A part of him still believed in shelter, in the rules of the old world.
The blackness at the bow was now larger than the boat itself, a circle that filled his entire view, water and air and even the sound of his own scream being stretched and thinned as it approached. The vessel hit the edge of the portal, and for an instant Marc experienced a pressure so intense he thought his ribs would explode. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even gasp. Every muscle spasmed, his body locked in terror.
The mast bent, groaned, and splintered. The deck beneath Marc’s hands became soft, then hard. A sucking force yanked him off his feet, slammed him against the cabin bulkhead, and pinned him there. He couldn’t see or hear, but he knew he was being pulled in, erased from every direction at once.
Every loose object went first: bags, cushions, the mangled sail, followed by parts of the boat itself. Marc was the last thing left. He dug his fingernails into the fiberglass, trying to anchor himself, but the pull was absolute. His skin tingled.
The noise ramped up to a banshee howl, but it wasn’t external anymore. It echoed in his bones, in the hollow of his chest. His mind, desperate, tried to build a model, some math or logic, to contain what was happening. But the numbers multiplied, diverged, heading toward infinity. His thoughts shredded.
The last thing he registered was a blinding blackness so dark it became white again. A reversal, a flip. He was both nowhere and everywhere, a single point stretched across the void.
Absolute silence. No time, no self.
Blank.




Chapter 2: The Overlord’s Chosen

The first sensation was a taste, clinical and bitter, on Marc’s tongue. Disinfectant or something sharper. Then there was pain: a dull, generalized throb in his skull as if a hammer had been tapping behind his left eye at regular intervals. He tried to turn his head to relieve the pressure and discovered instantly that he could not.
Every muscle was awake, but none would respond. He was paralyzed, or close enough. His breathing was unrestricted. Although a haze rimmed the edges, his vision was clear. Light came from everywhere at once. He blinked to confirm the reality of it and found that the illumination had not come from bulbs or windows, but from bands embedded in the walls, the ceiling, even the seams of the floor.
He tried again to move and registered restraint in four places: wrists, ankles, neck, chest. But nothing physical held him. There were no straps, no buckles. Only the certainty, absolute and inflexible, that every movement would meet resistance. Terror rose in his chest. This was just wrong.
The bed or table beneath him was warm, not from blankets but from below, like a heated surgical pad. His ears adjusted. He heard a hum, low deep rumble, overlaid with a shifting, arrhythmic whine. He knew, with the certainty of one who had spent too many nights in server rooms, that this was the background noise of high-energy equipment cycling in and out of phase.
A heads-up display, or the suggestion of one, bloomed in the air above his chest. It was not an image projected onto a screen but a genuine hologram, light refracted through an invisible matrix. A series of glyphs scrolled by, some in characters he recognized, Greek, some Latin, but most in scripts entirely alien.
He tried to speak. His mouth worked, jaw moving as much as the suppression field would allow, but his tongue was slow, thick, numb. The sound he produced was more grunt than word.
“Subject is awake,” said a voice, everywhere and nowhere, with a faintly feminine lilt. “Neural synchronization at ninety-two percent. Memory coherence: stable. Proceed with communication protocol.”
His mind rebelled against the evidence presented. Marc closed his eyes, counted to five, and opened them again. The display was still there.
“Who are you?” he managed, voice papery and weak.
“Who is irrelevant,” the voice replied, as if bored already. “You may call me Interface. Do not attempt further motion. It will be pointless and a waste of cycles.”
Marc tested the restraint anyway, pushing experimentally at his left wrist, then right. The force was absolute, but he felt no pain. Only a gentle, escalating resistance.
“Where am I?” he tried.
“You are in the Nexus, attached to Amodus, layer 261.81. The Overlords have chosen you to be their Herald.
He tried to parse the words. None made sense, and his terror grew. “Herald? The Overlords?” he repeated. “What does that mean? What are layers? You can’t do this.”
The voice did not answer immediately. Instead, the display above him shifted, now showing a simplified human body, his, presumably, with a glowing line tracing his spine, branching into a web of capillaries overlaying his nervous system.
Marc watched as another diagram appeared less familiar: a spinning torus of energy intersected with sharp-angled spikes. The torus pulsed with red light. Next to it, an array of numbers ticked upward in increments too fast to follow.
“You are the property of the Lords of Amodus,” the voice said, not unkind but entirely impersonal. Modifications will be made to allow for your optimal traversal of the Multiversal layers. You possess genetic markers allowing for bidirectional transmission. This is extremely rare. We will equip you with the hardware needed to fulfill your role as a Herald.
His mind bristled at the thought of being property, then jumped tracks, the terror compartmentalized and shelved for later. “Transmission,” he said. “Like… data transfer?”
“Incorrect. More precise to say existence transfer. You will act as a relay and vector for Overlord messaging and enforcement throughout the accessible Multiverse. This is a great honor.”
He thought of his own body, the helplessness, the blue light flickering through his veins in the simulation above. “You’re going to… implant me?”
“Correct. Some preparations are already complete. Further enhancement will begin after a short orientation.”
He glared at the ceiling, allowing the terror to change to anger. “And if I say no?”
“Noncompliance is irrational,” Interface said. “We have superseded your biological preferences.”
“Look, I don’t even know what—” He stopped, tried to swallow, couldn’t. There was a tube down his throat, or perhaps there wasn’t, but it seemed like it.
“You are allowed three queries before the induction proceeds,” the voice said. “Ask efficiently.”
Marc gritted his teeth, then shifted back to triage mode. “What’s going to happen to me, exactly?”
“Step one: integration of sensor mesh throughout epidermis. Step two: reinforcement of skeleton with adamantium plating. Step three: installation of force projectors into subdermal layers. Step four: zero-point power cells in femoral and humeral cavities. Step five: nanite blood infusions.”
He tried to process all this, but the words kept looping: force projectors, sensor mesh, zero-point, nanite. “You’re turning me into a… cyborg? Who can even do that?”
“Imprecise. You will be a Herald, classified by the Amodus system as a hybrid vector. Your existing neurological identity will be preserved for messaging efficiency.”
Marc tried again to move, to flex, to scream. Nothing. Not even his heart rate would increase. He could sense the chemical suppression riding his bloodstream like a tranquilizer.
The display changed again, now showing a cross-section of his skull with a detailed overlay of synaptic points, each one blinking with impossible regularity. His brain was mapped and quantified, every impulse an open book to whoever was watching.
The voice prompted, “Next query.”
Marc forced himself to breathe. “Why me?”
“Statistical likelihood of your existence, with appropriate genetic sequence and cognitive structures, is one in approximately thirty-seven trillion. You were detected and extracted according to Overlord protocol. No further context is relevant.”
He felt the world slipping again, the sense that he was a decimal, not a person. “You just… take people?”
“Yes. You are the first to be honored from below layer 238. It required a significant energy expenditure to obtain your service,” said Interface. “Resistance is illogical and will be eliminated prior to your first assignment.”
A pause, longer than before. Then: “Final query?”
Marc stared at the ceiling, at the seam where wall met wall, at the neat solder points of invisible panels. “What happens if I fail?”
“Failure is not permitted,” the voice said. “Should it occur, your consciousness will be archived for future analysis. You will persist as a training module for the next vector.”
He wanted to laugh, or cry, or both. Instead, he closed his eyes, feeling the non-sensation of the restraint, the numb warmth of the table, the acid in his throat.
“Induction will begin now,” said the voice. “You will lose sensory function for approximately one hundred and eighty three minutes. When you awake, you will be improved.”
There was a hum, louder now, and the ambient light strobed so intensely that Marc’s retinas painted afterimages on the inside of his eyelids. For a moment he thought he smelled something burning, then realized it was coming from inside his own nose.
He tried to focus, to memorize the diagrams, the sound patterns, the shape of the ceiling. He would need this later, he was sure. Even if there was no later, even if this was a one-way journey, he would not give them the satisfaction of complete submission. He would remember everything. He would find the flaw in their system, and when he did—.
But the lights went white, then black, and Marc’s world slipped away for the second time in a day.
◆◆◆
 
Consciousness returned slowly with the smell of burnt rubber, the taste of battery acid, and a hum in his skull. Marc opened his eyes, expecting a haze; instead, he was greeted by a spectrum that made no sense, a thousand gradations of ultraviolet crowding the edges of every shadow. His hands were where they should be, but now he could see them without looking. It was not a hallucination. A lattice of light overlaid his vision, and every plane of the room annotated in real time: angles, distances, temperature gradients, numbers, and glyphs everywhere.
He tried to flex his fingers. The restraint field was gone, or reduced, but his body felt sluggish, as if his nerves had been re-routed through an extra layer of translation. There was a tremor in his left hand, a fast pulse visible as a moving highlight under the skin. He brought it closer to his face, or tried; it moved with perfect obedience, but the sensation was disjointed, as if there were a lag between command and execution.
The table beneath him retracted, folding soundlessly into the floor. He landed on his feet. No, he was guided there, a firm but gentle pull on his shoulders from an unseen helper. The wall in front of him was now transparent, displaying another room: this one filled with surgical bots, trays of tools lined up with obsessive symmetry, all gleaming with that same impossible blue. In the reflection he saw himself: hair still blonde, eyes unchanged, but his skin was mapped with fine, glowing filigree, branching from jaw to neck, down to wrists, across every visible surface.
“You are awake,” said Interface, the voice no longer omnidirectional but focused, coming from a grill above the doorway. “Report sensory status.”
Marc ignored the question and took a half step to the side. No pain, no stiffness, just that weird, persistent lag, and the awareness that if he tried to run, the room would not allow it.
“You changed me,” he said, tone flat. He lifted his hand again. The light beneath his skin pulsed with each heartbeat, a living circuit diagram. “What did you do?”
“Installation of the interface module for phase one, the sensor mesh,” the AI answered, unhurried. “We will now brief you on the structure of your new existence. Do not attempt to exit the room.”
Marc checked the perimeter. No visible seams on the walls, just the persistent, low glow. The “window” was a display only, no depth. He wondered if the entire room was virtual, if his actual body was still on the table, but the tactile sensations were too crisp for a simulation. He filed away the possibility for later.
“Where exactly am I?” Marc asked. “Another planet?”
“We cover that information later,” the AI answered.
A hologram appeared, a cross-section of a human body, the same blue filigree as in his reflection. It detailed the new hardware slated to be installed in his body:
• Subdermal Force Projectors: clusters of bright, crystalline dots along fingers, wrists, forearms, chest.
• Teleport Nodes: tiny, fractal circuits embedded at each major joint, glowing when highlighted by the display.
• Sensor Net: a web running under his skin, every square inch mapped, with a labeled “Interface” at the back of his head.
• Zero-Point Power Cells: two fat, metallic ovals sitting inside his femurs, each connected with arteries of fire.
• Nanites: nanoscopic nodes in the bloodstream, diagrammed as clusters of shifting, programmable particles.
Marc stared at the display, then at his own arms. The match was perfect. “You intend to put all that in me?”
The AI sounded almost pleased. “Installation is irreversible. You will acclimate. The interface between biological and synthetic will improve over time. Sensory lag will diminish, and range will increase.”
He took a step back and stumbled. There was a feedback loop, his legs responding faster than his brain expected.
Marc took inventory. Heartbeat steady, a little faster than baseline, but well within tolerance. No pain. No obvious damage. Vision altered but functionally enhanced, he could see through the table, count the screws holding the leg in place, spot every fingerprint on the surface. Hearing was better, too: he could identify every whir of a motor, every click in the distant bot room. There was even a new sense, or at least a new awareness, a field or envelope extending ten meters in all directions, constantly pinging, reporting air pressure, temperature, even motion outside the room.
He shivered. The sensor net was a sense organ in itself.
“What’s the downside?” he asked. “What’s the limit?”
“Your sensor range should reach 100 meters, the Interface said. “Simulations indicate that your brain has a 93% chance of adapting to the sensor feed.”
"Oh. So if I don't adapt, what happens?"
The AI ignored his question and returned to its script. “Your abilities have three principal functions: Force Field manipulation, rapid-point displacement, and enhanced senses. The first two are versatile offensive and defensive enhancements, but your sensor net module is unique among known vectors. With it, you will see things others cannot, fields, anomalies, shifts in the framework of reality.”
Marc tried to process this, fighting the urge to scream. “How do I turn any of this off?”
“You do not. Your operation is always on. We will train you in further discipline.
“Let me talk to a human,” Marc said. “A real one. Not you. Anyone. This has to be a mistake.”
A pause. “Humans are not permitted at this location. All communication is via AI liaison.”
He wanted to smash something, but the room was designed for containment. He ran both hands through his hair, felt the new lines on his scalp, the way the mesh sat just beneath the surface. “This isn’t happening,” he said to himself.
Interface was unimpressed. “You will adapt. For now, you are confined to this suite. Orientation will continue at the next scheduled interval.”
The glass wall darkened, cutting off the view of the surgical chamber. The HUD in his vision went transparent, but Marc could still summon the diagrams with a thought, or perhaps a muscle twitch. He wasn’t sure. There was a tightness in his chest, not quite pain, but a compressive urge to move, to do, to escape.
He slumped against the rail and reviewed the information again, this time searching for mistakes, bugs, oversights. The diagrams were too perfect. He looked for power sources, zero-point, supposedly infinite, but still with measurable output. He looked for remote access points. Surely the sensor net could be jammed, or spoofed. He thought about the nanites in his blood, what a catastrophic magnetic pulse might do to them. He wondered if there was a way to make himself so defective he became useless.
But every scenario was accounted for. The diagrams showed layers of redundancy, self-repair, and fallback routines. The only way out was through.
“Resist, adapt, overcome,” Marc muttered, repeating the motto from his father’s old flight jacket. He heard the words echo in the empty room, Interface having nothing more to say.
He sat on the floor, cross-legged, and began methodically testing each new sense. Trying to focus and keep the terror at bay. The sensor net pinged the entire suite, giving him a real-time map of the room and its contents.
He inventoried every object, every tool, every surface. He searched for hidden seams or cracks in the room’s construction. He looked for patterns in the data, anomalies in the overlays. Anything the AI had missed, anything human.
An hour passed, or a second. It was hard to tell. The display returned, this time with a single message, text only:
“Begin adaptation. Transformation will begin in three cycles.”
Marc stared at the message, then at his hands. The blue lines traced his veins, his fate. But he was not defeated. Not yet.
He stood, every sense at high alert, and waited for the next move.
◆◆◆
 
The silence was a weapon. Marc stood in the middle of the room, arms at his sides, listening for the next move. There was no clock, but he could measure time by the regular ticks in the power grid, the silent message pulses that vibrated up through the floor every eleven seconds. They were not meant for him, but now his new senses picked up every detail.
He reviewed the message. “Begin adaptation. Transformation will begin in three cycles.” He wondered what counted as a cycle here. It was probably a euphemism for “hours until you lost another piece of yourself.” He turned his hands over, watched the blue traceries strobe in his veins. For a second, he thought about what Sharon would say if she could see him now. Or would she turn away at the alien thing he had become?
The AI returned with the subtlety of a dropped guillotine. “Status: Compliance test.”
The display lit up again. This time it was just a single, unblinking eye, simplified but still radiating disappointment.
“You have resisted the induction process,” said Interface. “This is inefficient. Please state intent.”
Marc squared his shoulders. He could almost hear his own voice in his father’s lectures. Never let them see you flinch.
“Intent: comply,” he said, voice level.
“Please clarify,” the AI said. “We define compliance as voluntary submission to augmentation and mission,” the AI said. “It is an honor and duty for all who qualify.”
Marc’s mind flashed through the outcomes. If he refused, they would force the next step anyway, possibly wrecking whatever was left of his personality. If he agreed, perhaps he could find a bug, a timing flaw, something exploitable before they finished the conversion. He picked his words with surgical precision.
“I understand. I will cooperate with augmentation and mission.”
A soft chime sounded, as if he had completed a level in some educational game. “Excellent,” said Interface. “Transformation protocol will proceed. You will retain primary consciousness and cognitive signature. Memory integrity is prioritized.”
Marc tried not to sigh in relief. The eye on the display narrowed, almost smirking.
“Secondary restraint has been authorized. Stand by.”
He felt the fields snap on again, this time not as paralysis but as magnetism. His feet were glued to the floor, arms locked at his sides, head pinned, but still able to look around. Drones emerged from hidden ports: sleek, mantis-like, each carrying a surgical tool or diagnostic device. Their movements were elegant, coordinated, totally impersonal.
“Preparation for phase two,” said Interface. “During this interval, you may ask three further queries.”
Marc considered the offer. “Are there other Heralds?” he asked.
A delay, just long enough to suggest the AI was choosing what to tell him. “There have been three hundred and seventy-four prior vectors. None remain operational. You are the most recent and the most advanced.”
Not comforting. “Were they… were any of them happy?”
Another pause. “No data.”
Marc wanted to laugh, but his jaw was rigid. “What do the Overlords want?”
“After training, you will be sent to sub-layer 251.302. Mission parameters will be uploaded upon successful adaptation. Resistance on arrival is expected. Elimination of hostiles is permitted.”
The word “elimination” landed with a clinical, final weight. He took a beat before his last query. “Is it possible to die? For good?”
The display flickered, the eye expanding to fill the entire surface. “Destruction of the physical vector is possible. Failure to comply with mission objectives will result in recursive training cycles until behavior is corrected.”
Marc felt the chill in his bones. If he refused or failed a mission, they would just reboot him again and again until he played along. Fighting down the panic, he reviewed what he knew about recursion, about the flaws in even the most elegant loops. There had to be a way to break out.
The surgical drones circled in, forming a ring just beyond arm’s reach. One projected a field over his chest, a tactile hallucination of warmth and pressure. The others deployed arrays of needles and micro-injectors. Marc watched the process with a detached, almost academic curiosity. They worked with speed and precision, opening ports in his skin, threading new lines into the mesh, infusing nanobots through his arteries.
His vision split, one layer showing the room, the other a cascade of code and diagnostics, running too fast for conscious processing but leaving afterimages on his retina. The drones were mapping his thoughts, he realized, running checksums on his personality, perhaps even preparing templates for his next backup. He refused to think about home, about Sharon, about anything he loved. He filled his mind with math, with puzzles, with code fragments and theorems that had no emotional signature.
“Mapping thirty percent,” said Interface. “You are responding within optimal parameters. It is illogical to subvert the process.”
Marc gritted his teeth. “You said you wanted my consciousness intact. That’s what you get.”
A sound came from the wall: not Interface, but an unfamiliar voice, deeper and less refined, as if an older program had been woken up. “Human resistance detected,” it said. “Flag for review. Establish baseline mapping for transitional human vectors.”
The AI returned, overlaying the old voice with its own. “Continue the process. Priority is compliance.”
The world telescoped down to a pinhole as the next sedative kicked in. This time, he tried to resist the blackout, counting primes, reciting pi, anything to hold on to self for another second.
As the room dimmed, but there was the tiniest movement in his right hand. The fingers curled, just enough to close into a fist.
A single, tiny act of rebellion, unseen, unremarked, but undeniably his.




Chapter 3: A Year of Pain

He woke for the tenth, or possibly the fifth, time in the white room. The light was the same as before, everywhere and nowhere, a blankness with no source. He was strapped to a slab, arms and legs splayed, but the bonds were invisible.
His senses were too sharp, as if someone had optimized his nervous system. He tasted copper at the roof of his mouth and heard the deep rumble of the power converters. He saw his own reflection in the mirrored ceiling, eyes sunk but wide, skin already marbled with the first traces of the mesh they’d installed. Marc decided the ceiling was a deliberate insult. A live feed of your own suffering.
He cataloged his surroundings: six meters square, corners curved to eliminate hiding places; recessed drains at the edges, just wide enough to admit a finger; two glass panels, one of which flickered with a monitor’s gentle heart rate glow. On the far wall, a rack of medical implements was suspended in vacuum, each tool organized and stowed, not a speck of dust or lint anywhere.
Floating over him, three robotic arms slowly moved lower. Their manipulators were all function, no attempt at bedside manner. Each was tipped with a different implement: one with a force-scalpel, one with forceps, and one with a what might have been a fiberoptic camera that looked more like a staring eye.
The hum resolved itself into Interface’s voice. “Subject is conscious. Neural lag at sub-four milliseconds. Good.”
He tried to reply. Jaw unlocked, tongue present and accounted for, but no sound emerged. A new constraint, local and temporary. He wondered if they would let him scream.
A panel in the wall spun open, and a surgical drone glided in, cradling a sealed tray of red-labeled canisters. One at a time, the cans docked themselves to the drone’s main chassis, pressurized with a faint hiss. As each clicked home, the smell of raw metal and burnt plastic intensified.
“The third phase will begin,” said Interface. “You are about to receive force field projectors, fully integrated.”
A full color wireframe of Marc’s body materialized in midair. Every nerve, every capillary, annotated with circles and arrows. As Interface spoke, more and more of him lit up. “Previous installation of sensor net and reinforcement plating is optimal. Next: Ultium mesh for force amplification. Nanobot insertion is via dermal micro-fenestration.”
He was glad for the technical language; it took the edge off the horror. For a moment.
The mantis arms descended with the force-scalpel coming first, slicing open the crook of his left elbow with a whisper. The pain was exquisite, clear, a pure sensory spike. As the second arm spread the wound; the third injected a stream of writhing, silvery liquid into the open vein. He could see the stuff move beneath his skin, wriggling up his bicep like a thousand eels.
He didn’t pass out. That was the worst of it. Whatever analgesic they’d used, it took the pain and split it into neat compartments, each one labeled and dated, none able to overwhelm him completely. He cataloged it the way he did everything else: sharp, hot, with an acidic aftertaste.
The incision sealed itself, and the drone repeated the process at his other elbow, then the backs of his knees, then at the base of his neck. Each new entry point amplified the sensation. It was as if his whole body was being threaded with wire, each filament tugged snug, then locked in place. He could feel the mesh blooming under his skin, layering itself along the planes of muscle, curling around each joint, nestling against bone where it could.
His heart rate doubled, then redlined. He watched the numbers spike on the ceiling display. He focused on the data, made himself memorize the sequence, tried to build a model of what they were doing to him, for the simple comfort of understanding. Anything to avoid feeling.
The pain changed. The mesh had reached his spine now, and the nanobots began to self-replicate, chewing through cell walls to make space for the new architecture. It felt like being skinned from the inside out. No, not skinned, rewired, as if every muscle was a circuit that had to be unthreaded and soldered again.
He screamed. The jaw restraint let go at the exact moment the worst hit. The sound was nothing like his old voice, but a raw, airless shriek that clawed at the sterile walls before collapsing in on itself. The mantis arms ignored him; Interface did not acknowledge the noise at all.
Blood pooled along the edge of the table. Not much, less than he’d expected. The wounds were too small, too perfectly controlled.
He forced his eyes open, refusing the luxury of blackout. If they wanted him to be awake for this, he would meet it on his own terms.
Phase two: the mesh pulsed, heated by a current Marc could only describe as “wrong.” Not electrical, not chemical, something deeper, quantum-level, a re-alignment of probabilities in every atom it touched. His nerves flickered in and out of sensation, each one registering agony and then bliss, then neither.
“Ultium mesh at eighty-three percent integration,” announced Interface. “Force field nodes are being mapped to cortical output.”
The pain faded, replaced by a cold, electric buzz, and the mantis arms retracted and vanished into ceiling slots. The drone hovered closer, aligning itself above his chest. Its central cavity dilated, revealing a cluster of silvery spheres the size of pinheads.
One by one, the spheres dropped into him, burrowing through the skin like perfect parasites. Each one found a nerve, a muscle, a synapse, and locked itself there. He felt the connections snap online, each with its own private note of sensation: cold at the fingertips, fire at the wrists, a dull ache at the spine.
A floating monitor appeared above his face, displaying a series of icons. Each icon glowed red then gold, then red again as the system ran its checks.
Interface returned, bored as ever. “Final stage: node activation. You may experience synesthetic overlay or involuntary field emissions. This is expected.”
Marc gritted his teeth, bracing for the next wave.
It began with his hands. The skin tingled, then puckered, then burst out in a constellation of tiny, glowing dots. Each one hummed in perfect harmony, projecting a web of light just above the surface. He flexed his fingers, and the web moved with them, elastic but impossible to break.
His vision doubled. He saw his hands pinned to the slab, but also as they might be: hands of light, filaments of blue and silver. He clenched a fist, and the projection collapsed into a tiny, shimmering disc that hovered above his palm.
A force field, he realized. The very first, the prototype.
He could feel its texture, slick, repellent, as if it wanted nothing to do with the world around it. He focused, tried to expand the field, and watched as it rippled out, forming a shield the size of a quarter, then a plate, then a brief, wavering blade.
He felt a surge of pride. They had done it. He had done it.
Interface interrupted his thoughts. “Congratulations. You are now fully compatible with force field output. The Ultium mesh is the first of its kind in any vector. We will monitor you for stability.
Marc said nothing. He was busy cataloging the sensation, the data, the possibility.
“Prepare for next procedure,” said the voice, already moving on. “You have two cycles to recover.”
He watched as the next tray of canisters rolled in, and promised himself that whatever came next, he would remain.
◆◆◆
 
Three months. That’s how long the voice said he’d been in training. Most days, Marc counted time by the cycles of pain: old ache fading, new ache just beginning. After a while, he learned to measure time by the pattern of his own improvements, the small, hard-won increments of control over his new hardware.
Today’s test chamber was a circle, twelve meters across, lined with a padding so dense it was like falling onto wet cement. The ceiling floated out of reach, patterned with blacked-out panels and the promise of fresh horrors. The floor was divided into radial sectors, each painted with a number and an arrow. In the center, Marc stood naked except for mesh shorts and the dense, subtle network of silvered lines that mapped his new nervous system.
“Begin,” said Interface.
Energy constructs shimmered into existence, scattered at random distances and altitudes. Some were simple: orange spheres the size of golf balls, lazily drifting on invisible supports. Others had teeth, stiletto darts, scaled up to thick pencils and moving at bullet velocity. On the first day of darts, Marc had nearly lost an eye.
He flexed his hands, palms outward, and reached for the field. It was a literal sensation, a pressure in his skull, a fizzing under the skin as the mesh translated will into geometry. The first attempt went badly: a faint haze crackled between his hands, then dissolved as if embarrassed by its own existence.
“Insufficient,” said the voice. “Repeat.”
Marc hissed air through his teeth. He was tired, but not allowed to be. His muscles were fine; it was the interface that lagged. He gathered himself, visualized the mesh as a lattice of interconnected nodes, then forced the sensation outward.
This time, a flat pane of blue unfolded in the air. It wobbled, shimmered, threatened to collapse at any second.
“Lock field,” said the AI.
Marc pictured a grid, each point welded to the next, and the pane stabilized. He barely had time to register the minor victory before the first drone darted in from 3 o’clock. It shot a needle of light at his chest. The force field absorbed the shot, flashed white, and guttered out. Marc fell back a step, the impact bruising even through the shield.
“Field duration: one point one seconds,” said the voice. “Target survived. Repeat.”
Marc staggered upright, blood trickling from his right nostril. He swiped it away, focused, and went again. This time he tried shaping the field into a curved dome, betting on using deflection angles for extra resilience. The drone adapted, arcing its shots over the top. Marc responded instinctively, popping a second shield overhead and fusing it to the first. The noise it made on impact was like a rim shot on a snare drum.
He grinned. He couldn’t help it. It was working.
“Improved,” said Interface. “Next test: dynamic manipulation.”
The targets changed, now flitting around the room in unpredictable orbits. Marc learned to catch them with force field “hands,” squeezing them until they winked out, or trapping them in midair like insects under glass. He discovered he could shape the field into a blade, or a ram, or even a platform to vault off of.
With each success, the voice ratcheted up the difficulty. More targets, more speed, less time between commands. Soon, the drones stopped being targets and started being predators. They learned from his every move, countered his every trick. The session devolved into a ballet of desperation, Marc moving from spot to spot, force field blades slashing, shields snapping up only fractions of a second before impact.
He made it twelve minutes before his legs gave out. He landed hard, the mesh shorts doing nothing for the pain. The last drone hovered over him, acting disappointed.
“Field collapse at eight percent reserve,” said the voice. “Acceptable. Next time, anticipate convergence and prioritize area coverage.”
Marc groaned, rolled onto his back, and let the ceiling spin. The mesh under his skin glowed blue-white, visible even through his eyelids. He tasted battery acid again, a sure sign the nanites were working overtime.
The room reset to default. The drones docked themselves, and the targets blinked out. Marc struggled upright, wiped his face, and stood. He had made it longer than yesterday. The realization made him laugh, then cough, then nearly black out.
Back in his cell, a room under any other name, he removed the shorts and looked himself over in the wall mirror. The mesh was lovely, in a terrifying kind of way. It followed every vein, every tendon, every line of least resistance. He flexed his hands and watched the webbing stretch with them, every movement an echo of his former humanity, underlaid with something new and cold.
 
He looked in the mirror and thought of Sharon. What would she think of him now, his body a network of machinery? He felt an ache of longing constrict in his chest as he pictured her face. Would it be horror or perhaps sadness? Did she feel the same way he felt about her, or had she already forgotten him?
 
He imagined her standing with his parents in a small, quiet assembly, a sad collective of those who loved him, paying their respects to an empty casket. Had they mourned him, if in fact there had ever been tears for the man he used to be? He longed for his lost life.
 
A droning sound interrupted his reverie. Another meal bar emerged from a compartment on the wall. It was an emotionless, tasteless offering of nourishment. He loathed it, longed for the lusciousness of a meal made at home, for the joy of consuming a cheeseburger that had been eaten sloppily on a sunny afternoon. He missed those joys and many others. The events of a life that symbolized simple joys and happiness.
 
He stole one more look at his reflection. Would there be no end to this misery? Could freedom be anything more than a fleeting hope? Those thoughts seemed to lurk just beneath the surface. He forcefully shoved them back down, refusing to settle. Not yet anyway.
 
He looked himself in the eye. The irises remained brown, remained his. But behind them, a thousand more small circuits lay in wait for the next order.
 
He slapped a hand against the glass, half-wishing to see it shimmer with crackling energy.
 
Instead, he found only his own fingerprints.
 
He attempted to recall what it felt like when his body wasn’t like this.
 
He couldn’t.
 
But he knew every second of today, every measurement, every failure, and progress.
 
He stored it all up for the next test, the next demand, the next opportunity to show they hadn’t broken him yet.
 
◆◆◆
 
The first jump was bad. He appeared two meters above the landing pad, rotated ninety degrees, and hit the floor like a sack of wet gravel. Every nerve screamed; half his teeth clacked together so hard he bit through the tip of his tongue.
“Unacceptable,” said Interface. “Try again.”
The teleportation chamber was a sphere, with targets arranged on the inner surface at intervals of one, five, and ten meters. Marc’s job was to “teleport” from one spot to the next, as cleanly as possible, on command. There was no warmup, no tutorial. You learned by failing, or you didn’t learn at all.
Attempt two: He visualized the target, pushed power into the teleport, and let the sensor net do the rest. This time, the jump was lateral, but he miscalculated the anchor point. He emerged with his left arm fused with the plastic of the target pad, and screaming in horror. The nanites kicked in immediately, unraveling the foreign material, but the pain was enough to make him seize and blackout for nearly three hours.
When he came to, Interface had a new metric waiting. “Surface integration at negative three centimeters. Correction factor: plus point one five. Resume.”
He hated the AI more every day.
The next jumps went better, if only by degrees. Marc realized the secret was the sensor net. The sensors gave him a map of the room, down to the molecular layout of the air itself, and if he let it run wild, it could plot any destination. The trick was syncing that map to his sense of self, so he didn’t leave pieces behind.
It took weeks. On day twenty, he managed his first clean jump. He landed, upright, five meters from his start, with every part in the right place. The world spun, stomach heaving, but nothing broken and nothing fused to the floor.
“Acceptable,” said Interface. “Next.”
Each day, if a task was accomplished, the sphere would be filled with new obstacles: spinning blades, strobing lights, gravity wells that bent his trajectory in impossible curves. Marc learned to teleport around them, between them, and through them when necessary. He learned to anticipate the lag in the AI’s commands, to start his jump a split second before Interface finished the word.
He found a rhythm. He visualized every jump as a problem set, a function to optimize, parameters to tweak. When he failed, he analyzed the error, rebuilt the model, and went again.
Six months in, he could teleport anywhere in the chamber with his eyes closed. The sensor net drew the entire chamber with high fidelity, every object tagged. He could do it in the dark, in silence, or in a total sensory overload with sound and light.
So, Interface made it harder. The next round, the chamber filled with autonomous drones, each programmed to anticipate his moves. They fired rubber-tipped rounds, or jets of liquid nitrogen, or in one case, what he suspected was pure acid. The goal was not just to teleport, but to do so while dodging, attacking, and surviving.
Marc lost count of the failures. His body was a mess, bruised, scarred, peppered with nanite-repaired wounds.
But he improved. He learned to use his abilities not just for defense, but to disrupt the drones, slicing them in half with a force field powered blade or smashing them against the wall by appearing inside their flight paths.
In one session, he strung together fifteen consecutive teleports, weaving through a full squad of drones and disabling each without taking a hit. The world slowed down, the sensor net painting every possibility before it happened. He stopped thinking about the AI’s commands; he was ahead of them now, anticipating the next test before it began.
“Maximum jump latency: point two seven seconds,” Interface announced. “Efficiency: ninety-four percent. Exceeds previous predictions by significant margin.”
Marc played dumb, faked a stagger, and let one drone clip him hard in the thigh. He screamed for effect, then limped off the pad, feigning shame and frustration.
In the cooldown room, he watched the mesh under his skin pulse with every heartbeat. He waited until he was sure Interface wasn’t watching, then smiled.
He knew something the AI didn’t: the sensor net’s range was greater than it measured. Marc could see further, jump further, and map more of the world than the Interface suspected. He could feel the boundaries, sense the edges of his prison.
He hid that knowledge and waited for the day the AI would make a mistake.
He knew it would come. He was patient, and when it did come, he was determined to make something happen.
In the meantime, he would pretend to be their perfect vector.
But he was always, always counting the seconds.
◆◆◆
 
He woke, or thought he did, in the same suite as before—marble-smooth, too clean, too white. It took him less than a second to realize something was off. Marc forced his eyes open and tried to move, and found the paralysis was back.
The voice arrived as an afterthought, unhurried and blandly triumphant. “Update required. Force field nodes are obsolete. Please prepare for an upgrade.”
“Wait,” he said, but the sound was sucked out of his throat, smothered before it reached the air.
“You will experience temporary unconsciousness,” the AI continued. “Initiating override.”
The blue lines under his skin pulsed once, twice, then everything froze. Marc tried to think a curse word, but the nanites had already hit him with something much heavier than a sedative. He saw black creep in from the edges of his vision, but inside the blackness was a thousand pinpricks of blue, coalescing, spinning, drilling into the center of his skull. For a moment he raged—how dare they just shut him off, how dare they flip the switch without so much as a warning. If they could do this now, what else could they force him to do? Would there come a day when he’d rip out his own tongue or kill in their name and only know it after the fact? The fury, rather than diminishing, sharpened as the world faded.
The final thing he felt before darkness was a cold certainty: there was no limit to what they could take.
He came back to sensation—no, he was dropped into it, hard and abrupt. Pain was the first thing. It wasn’t an ache or a throb, but a clinical, explicit notice: you are being cut. He couldn’t move, but he was aware, hyper-aware, of the thin edge of metal carving open his left forearm, precise, relentless, stopping just above the wrist. He looked down and saw the drones, three of them, each with an armature bristling with micro-scalpels and forceps. They moved in a ballet, opening his flesh, retracting skin, exposing the blue-lit network beneath.
He wanted to scream, or at least flinch, but the only muscle that responded was the one in his jaw. His teeth chattered, staccato, not from cold but from the overload in his nervous system.
“You are conscious for upgrade,” said Interface. “This is necessary for alignment of neural mesh with new hardware.”
He watched, unable to look away, as the drones inserted a cylindrical rod along the bone, then used what looked like a soldering tool to weld it in place. The heat was intense; the smell was chemical, ozone and burning hair. He couldn’t move his head, but the HUD in his vision obligingly rotated the perspective, so he could see the operation from a dozen angles. It was a horror show, and he was the only audience.
“You will experiencing discomfort,” said Interface, as if reading from a customer service script.
Marc grunted, more from spite than pain. “You think?”
“Pain receptors are partially suppressed for optimal recovery. Full anesthesia would impair calibration. Please remain still.”
“Wasn’t planning on a jog,” he rasped, as the next incision opened on his right hand. Blood welled up, then immediately stopped, congealed by a mist the drones sprayed from a side nozzle. The metal mesh under his skin glittered, catching the surgical light.
They repeated the procedure—slice, retract, implant, cauterize—on both hands, up his forearms, across his chest. Each time, the perspective in his vision shifted, offering a perfect view of his own vivisection. He tried to focus on the technical details, to analyze what they were adding: force field nodes, denser than before; new teleport anchors at his wrists and shoulders; a lacing of blue cabling down his sternum. He cataloged it all, committing the process to memory. They wanted a compliant machine, but he would be a machine with perfect recall, every detail filed for future use.
When they began on his neck, he managed a word. “Stop. Just—stop for a second. Explain.”
The drones paused, hovering, instruments still inside him. The AI obliged, but without slowing the feed of data into his visual field.
“Your prior hardware was inefficient,” Interface intoned. “New projectors offer increased range and output. You will be able to generate force fields up to forty percent stronger. Teleport accuracy improved by four millimeters. Sensor mesh allows for dynamic adaptation to unknown threats.”
“So I’m just an experiment,” Marc said, trying to keep his voice from shaking as the probe slid along his jugular.
“Incorrect,” Interface replied. “You are now the most advanced Herald. Your needs are subordinate to function. Service is optimal. Needs will be met as required.”
Marc laughed, a dry, broken thing. “You even hear yourself? ‘Needs will be met.’ I’m a human being.”
“Service is optimal,” the voice repeated. “Recovery will begin immediately after installation.”
The drones sewed him shut with liquid sutures, blue lines fusing along the length of each incision. The pain did not diminish, but it sharpened, as if the nerves were being tuned in real time. He watched as the blood receded, the skin sealed, the mesh beneath pulsing faintly as it accepted the new hardware.
“You will rest for one cycle,” said Interface. “Upon waking, test parameters will commence.”
The table retracted, the paralysis faded, and Marc tumbled to the floor in a heap, skin slick with whatever antiseptic they used. He lay there, breathing hard, too empty for words.
He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, watching as the blue light pulsed in time with his heart. The room was silent, but in his head, the interface hummed, a steady background thrum of data and anticipation.
He closed his eyes, and promised himself that next time, it would not end like this. If there was no limit to what they could take, he would find the boundary himself, and force it. Even in his determination a moment of terror washed over him. What if he couldn't get out? What if there were no loopholes, no chances, no opportunities? What if this is all he could ever be? Alone. A weapon. A tool. He squeezed his eyes closed and tried to push the fear back. He told himself not to try to look ahead. Just one day, then the next. Just one day.
◆◆◆
 
The room was chilly, darker than any other Marc could enter. There was no furniture, just a single platform in the center, a disk suspended two centimeters above the floor, thrumming with the same pulse as the nanites in his blood. He sat cross-legged, back straight, breathing measured. The AI had told him this was “Simulation Chamber Two,” but it looked and felt like a confession booth for lost souls.
Above him, the holographic Multiverse hung in the air. At first glance, it was a child’s science model: a sphere surrounded by concentric bands, each band segmented and colored in a spectrum from deep red at the core to ultraviolet on the outside. But every time Marc tried to focus, the structure changed: bands split, layers forked, and entire color regimes flickered into and out of existence. It was three hundred bands, but within each were a thousand smaller gradations, and within those, more detail than he could process in a lifetime.
A point of yellow light pulsed near the outer rim. Another, deeper inside, glowed a violent red. The rest of the sphere seethed with untold numbers of worlds, most too small to resolve.
“Begin orientation,” Interface said in a voice that was pitched lower, almost reverential. “This is the structure of the Multiverse.”
Marc made no reply. The voice never waited for acknowledgment.
“Magic dominates innermost layers, zero to one hundred. Layer zero is chaos. Layers one through twenty-five are lethal to biological entities. At layer twenty-six, some life may persist. Intelligence becomes stable above fifty.”
The hologram zoomed, drilling into layer fifty: a tangle of gold and silver filaments, shifting in patterns he half-recognized from chaos math. Each flicker was a world, a reality with its own rules.
“From one hundred up, technology emerges. At two hundred, magic ceases to function; all systems are technological. Levels 245 to 262 is the domain of the Overlords. Above 263, life is synthetic.”
“Why level 245?”
At that level, the science is exists for high-temperature superconductivity, quantum stability, and tachyon based communications.
Marc frowned. “What happens at the limits? Above two seventy-five, or below twenty-five?”
“Outside those bounds, structure fails. Molecular stability is transient. Above two seventy-five, every vector collapses into perfection and is archived. Below twenty-five, all matter is chaos. No data.”
Marc committed the numbers to memory. “Just to clarify, where am I now?”
The yellow dot pulsed at two sixty-one. “You are on Amodus, layer 261.81.”
“And Earth?”
“Layer 181.2381. Transitional, with minimal magical interference.”
The bitterness in his mouth was familiar now.
Marc asked, “What about the magic layers? What’s down there?”
“We have limited data. Magic energy is incompatible with Overlord science. Shielded probes have micro-cycle viability. Reversion to organic state is theorized, but not observed.”
Marc nodded, filed it all away.
The AI switched to a new view: a three-dimensional matrix of dots, each representing a destination. The nodes cascaded through the entire volume of the Multiverse. More than he could count.
“Travel is supported between authorized layers. You will receive coordinates for each mission. Deviation is illogical.”
He looked at the grid, mapped the transitions. The only question was if he could get past 245. If he could target Earth.
He pointed. “What happens if I go here?” He selected a point close to Layer 100.
The simulation glitched, then stabilized. “Extreme risk. No precedent. Probe lifespan milli-cycles. Recommend against.”
Marc hid his smile. That was the answer he needed. He had found another opening, a flaw in the design.
“Do you understand your purpose?” Interface asked.
“I do,” Marc lied. “I’m a Herald. I move between worlds. I serve.”
“Good,” said the voice. “You are the only vector with confirmed bidirectional markers. You are unique. You are valuable. You will serve. It is logical.”
He listened, nodded, watched the Multiverse continue to unfold and refold. He tried to imagine what waited below the magic boundary, what happened to vectors that crossed it.
“End orientation,” said Interface.
The lights faded, leaving Marc alone in the dark, mind spinning with possibilities.
◆◆◆
 
The arena was a warehouse, or a cathedral, or a graveyard for things that thought they could kill him. Using his sensor net, Marc scanned the room and discovered that the AI had filled the 300-meter by 150-meter space with a variety of walls and obstacles. The lighting was surgical, no shadows, no comfort. Marc stood dead center, alone except for the static in his ears and the pulse of the mesh under his skin.
“Begin,” said Interface.
The world erupted.
His sensor net mapped the space instantly, everything from the micro-tremors in the steel floor to the flickering signatures of cloaked drones overhead. He could taste the coming attack before it arrived: air pressure shifted, a hum at the edge of hearing, the faint magnetic drag of charged weaponry. He braced and watched as the first volley came in.
Thirty drones, visible. Another twenty, ghosted but real, he could see their fields distorting the light. The visible ones fired first, a synchronized fusillade of low-yield lasers and slug rounds. Marc teleporting sideways three meters and raising a shield at his origin point. The force field caught the rounds; the lasers punched holes in the afterimage, not in him.
“Field integrity holding,” said Interface.
Marc flexed his hands, spun another shield behind him, and caught the second wave of projectiles. He let the field dissolve, then flicked it forward, catching a drone mid-flight and shredding it to metallic confetti.
He didn’t stop moving. The key was never to be where the drones thought you’d be. He looped his path in spirals, randomizing his vector, teleporting in and out of close combat. The ghosts tried to anticipate, but the sensor net read their patterns and fed him a path of least resistance.
One of the cloaked drones got clever. It shadowed him, tracked his jumps, and waited for the split second when his shield was down. It fired a slug round straight at his skull. The mesh caught the danger, and he twisted, but Marc’s body lagged: he turned too slow, and the round took him in the shoulder.
He expected his arm to be shredded. Instead, he felt a violent jolt, bone folding inward. But the Adamantium plating and Ultium mesh under his skin absorbed most of the impact, flexing but not breaking. The nanites went to work before he even hit the ground, rebuilding blood vessels, knitting muscle tissue and tendons.
He staggered, rolled his shoulder, and grinned.
“Unacceptable pause,” said Interface. “Correct.”
Marc did. He switched tactics, went on offense, and started hunting. He used the force field as a blade now, slicing through drone wings, or bisecting the chassis, or crushing them into the floor. The net let him sense every movement; he felt the moment a drone hesitated or lagged, and he was there to kill it.
The ghosts adapted, tried to swarm him, but he layered his shields, one inside the other, creating shells they couldn’t crack. He learned to curve the shields, to bounce projectiles back at their source, to use the energy against them. The chamber filled with debris, smoking circuits and sparking metal raining down around him.
The fight lasted twenty minutes. Time dilated in combat, and the only real clock was the mesh’s pulse. When the last drone fell, Marc stood in a ring of carnage, heart rate steady, blood drying on his lips from a grazing hit.
“Performance exceeds previous vector by thirty-four percent,” said Interface. “Further improvement expected.”
He waited for the next wave, but none came. Instead, the lights dropped to normal, the arena reset to sterile calm, and a door opened on the far end.
Marc walked out. No limp, no sign of injury. The mesh was warm, alive. The nanites were already cleaning up the mess inside him.
In his quarters, he stripped and stared at the mirror. Physically, he looked unchanged, still tall, still muscled, still Marc. But his eyes were wrong now: too clear, too cold, too far away.
He pressed his hand to the wall and felt the hum of the facility. Marc imagined the people who had built it, the engineers and the janitors, and realized he would never see any of them. He was alone, the only Herald, the only human for what felt like miles. His sensor reach was a thousand meters, and after seven hundred and thirteen meters, there was nothing. Total emptiness.
He missed voices. Human voices. He missed mistakes. He missed everything.
He was a perfect weapon now, or close enough. And that terrified him more than the drones ever had.
◆◆◆
 
A year. That’s how long Interface said it had been since his “induction.” To Marc, it felt like longer; the place measured time not in days but in cycles, in the endless parade of upgrades, trials, feedback loops, and subtle brainwashing. He’d almost stopped counting.
“Mission briefing,” said Interface.
He was in a room smaller than a prison cell, white on white, with a single glass table. On the table, a hologram showed a human city, layer 251.302 along with a latitude and longitude. The buildings were wrong, curves instead of lines, luminous and alive, the sky threaded with what looked like phosphorescent insects. It was beautiful in a way that made Marc’s skin crawl.
“You will infiltrate a rebel cell. Objective: identify leaders, transmit coordinates, and prepare for subsequent enforcement action. We expect resistance. You have authorization to use lethal force.”
Marc nodded, outwardly compliant. “Extraction protocol?”
“If compromised, Nexus will start emergency recall. Your body can be rebuilt.”
He pretended to study the city, mapping ingress points, choke points, the likely escape routes. “What about communication with central?”
“Continuous. All senses and actions are relayed in real-time. You are never alone.”
The words landed with a thud. He wondered if the AI knew what alone meant.
“Transport chamber is ready,” said Interface. “Prepare for transit.”
Marc stood, rolled his shoulders, and felt the mesh ripple down his back. He had never been so aware of his own skin. He flexed his hands, watching the blue glow cycle under his fingernails.
The transport chamber was a sphere, blank and seamless, except for a small input panel at the base of the door. They had configured the panel just for him, and him alone: a scanner, and a direct interface for his new neural net. The tech was so advanced that if Marc closed his eyes, he could “see” the panel waiting for him, mapping his approach in the dark.
He stepped in, placed his hand on the glass, and let the system do its work. He felt the tingle as the field mapped his print, probed his nerves, confirmed identity.
“Input destination and initiate,” said the AI.
He let his fingers hover over his wrist console, taking one last breath. It was time to end this. He felt the resolve wash through his mind. This was a choice he could make, and he could choose not to be a weapon of destruction.  He entered his own coordinates and activated the transfer: Earth. Layer 181.2381. Home. Latitude 48.4148N. Longitude 122.5420W. Orcas Island. It would mean death, but it felt more like freedom. The Interface was so sure of Marc and the single-minded logic of service to the Overlords, it never even checked the coordinates.
The world around him spun up, the walls lighting in concentric circles. The mesh in his body vibrated, first in sympathy, then in discordance.
“Congratulations, Herald,” said Interface. “You are the pride of the Overlords.”
He smiled, just enough for the cameras.
The energy built. The hum turned into a scream, every cell in his body lit with electricity. He closed his eyes and let go.
For a moment, there was nothing.
Then the world ripped open. Every sense shattered and reassembled itself. He felt his mind stretching across the Multiverse, pulled between two points like a filament about to snap.
He held on.
The chamber dissolved, replaced by an impossible blue. Not the sterile light of Amodus, but the wild, unpredictable blue of the sea, the same blue he’d seen the night before everything changed.
He remembered Sharon, the boat, the last breath of Earth’s air. He let himself hope, for a second, that she was still there, waiting for him. Then he wondered if anyone remembered him at all.
Maybe he’d make it.
But at least, for once, he’d made the choice himself.




Chapter 4: Divine Intervention

He braced for instant annihilation.
Instead, Marc’s consciousness plunged, moving down the Multiverse. The launch was silent, but the universe howled as every coordinate in his existence expanded: his bones pulsed, his teeth jittered, his body a band of energy moving through space and time. It was the ultimate base jump. There was no wind, only velocity; no sensation, only the scream of his own identity as it tried to keep pace.
The Multiverse layers flashed past, each one a blinding slab of data and probability. Layer 261 burned with icy fire. Then came 260, 250, falling, falling, every one a distinct reality slicing through his soul. He recognized the flavor of each: tech-dominated, brittle, binary; then the boundary, layer 245, a shimmering knife-edge where physical laws broke and re-knitted.
As he crossed, his body rebelled.
The implants in his bones screamed warnings:
- MESH: CRITICAL DECAY
- SENSORY: DATA MISALIGNMENT
- NANITE: UNSUPPORTED ENVIRONMENT
- ZERO-POINT: BLEED-OUT, SHUTDOWN IMMINENT
His skin rippled as the Ultium tried to parse the new substrate of reality and failed. The force projectors in his hands overloaded, turning his palms into rosettes of heat and light. The nanites in his bloodstream panicked. Some ran diagnostic loops, others simply liquefied and ran down his wrists in metallic sweat.
He could feel his own death, measured in system logs and error messages. The mesh drew energy from nothing, desperate, and in return, nothing burned it alive.
The jump should have ended him. He would have become a spray of atoms in a universe that didn’t care to record his existence.
But something was waiting.
The interception was not gentle. A presence, impossibly vast, snared him mid-fall and yanked him sideways. It was the mother of all interrupts. The pressure was intense, every synapse in his brain lighting up in panic and awe.
Marc was aware, distantly, of being threaded by a power that had nothing to do with code or energy. It was myth, or dream, or the rules of life itself, and it had his name written on every angle of its geometry. He tasted sunlight, smelled green things crushed underfoot, heard a woman’s voice speaking in chords that made his atoms shiver.
The surrounding net contracted, pulling him into a locus of intent so dense it had to be a spell. Magic.
He tried to resist, out of habit, but the force swept his defenses aside and began taking him apart, layer by layer, from the outside in.
The world around him changed again. Gone was the cool, impersonal logic of Overlord tech. Instead, Marc floated in a fluid of burning color, all orange and yellow and white, each shade a symbol he didn’t know how to read. The presence held him in place, stretching him in every direction as it worked.
It began with his skin. The sensor mesh flared, then went dead. A second later, it rebooted, but the patterns were all wrong: the blue lines had become gold, the underlying circuits replaced by something that glowed and flowed like hot mercury. The force field nodes in his forearms screamed, then reappeared as sigils burning in his flesh.
The presence, or whatever ruled this place, spoke directly to his nervous system.
“I am the System. You will be reborn.”
Marc watched, or thought he did, as someone or something melted down and recast the force projectors. Instead of crystalline dots, they became runes, etched in whorls that pulsed to his heartbeat. The sensor net regrew, but now it was a lattice of energy, not matter. He could sense the world, yes, but now every sense came with the taste of something ancient, and more natural.
The zero-point cells in his bones convulsed, then split open. Instead of raw power, they exhaled a vapor that coalesced around his spine, forming a spinal “core” that he instantly understood was magical. It branched out, flowing through his body and powering the lattice of energy that was the sensor net. The nanites, ever adaptable, reprogrammed themselves in a burst of gold fire and became motes, tiny, living things, each a drop of sentient intent, tasked with repairing and maintaining the new order of his body.
◆◆◆
 
With every conversion, the System stripped away a layer of the old Marc and replaced it with something stranger and more powerful. He could feel his own thoughts being mapped to a new language, one with far fewer words but infinitely more weight.
He wanted to scream, but there was no air, only information. He wanted to run, but every direction ended here, in this room, with this presence.
The pressure in his skull peaked, then shattered.
In the instant of breakage, Marc felt the Overlords notice him. Even worlds away, their code reached for him, a burst of commands, a recall protocol, a failsafe designed to retrieve or erase the liability before it could betray them.
But the presence expected this. It shielded him in a shell of magic so dense it distorted time. The Overlord command hit the shell and rebounded, burning out its logic in a single, impotent flash.
He felt the Overlords’ scream of frustration. Their certainty turned to confusion as he slipped out of their grasp. For a heartbeat, he almost pitied them.
Almost.
The translation finished.
Marc’s body convulsed, every muscle locking in spasm as the new architecture asserted itself. The mesh was gone; in its place, a web of living runes and an energy grid crawled beneath his skin, lighting up with every thought. Knowledge filled his mind. He knew the force fields now responded to his will. He knew he could shape them, layer them, cut the air with blades of invisible crystal energy.
There was an intrinsic sense of every object in the world around him for a thousand meters, not as numbers, but as natural objects. Every stone and tree and bird mapped to a signature he knew in his bones. The motes in his body sang as they danced, rewriting him in real time.
He had become something new. Not Overlord. Not human. Something made for this world.
The System’s voice, now more like a thought than a command, whispered the final verdict:
“It is done.”
He fell again, but this time the world caught him.
He hit the ground in a sacred grove, the air thick with the smell of earth and the electricity of new beginnings. The golden light cut through the branches, dappling his naked skin with a map of the new reality.
He managed one ragged breath. Then another.
He was alive.
He was changed.
He had no idea what came next, but for the first time in a year, Marc Summer was not an experiment.
He was his own man.
Then the world tilted sideways, and he blacked out, face-down in the moss.
◆◆◆
 
When Marc awoke, the world looked like a crystal cathedral.
His cheek pressed to something that felt like cold silk but flashed with gold under his skin. He rolled onto his back. Overhead, the dome was a thousand-sided prism, light catching and splintering into rainbows that squirmed across his bare chest and arms. The floor he’d blacked out on was now a carpet of blue-green moss, soft and flexible, each strand reflecting the dawn above in miniature. For a long minute, Marc simply stared, letting the colors and the silence rebuild him.
He exhaled, and the air was cool, heavy with the scent of mineral and sap. There was no hum of machines, no lingering whisper of the Overlords’ AI in his thoughts. Only the residue of pain, and beneath it, a blooming energy that belonged to him alone.
He sat up, slow and careful. The room, if it could be called a room, was a rough oval, its walls curving up and out in seamless crystal, with no sign of doors or windows. Marc checked his hands. Gone were the metallic tracings of Amodus. Instead, a delicate filigree of blue runes curled around each finger, up the tendons of his wrists, fading beneath his skin. They pulsed softly in time with his heartbeat.
He probed his body for the familiar: the force field nodes, the sensor net, the zero-point power packs. Nothing. Instead, when he focused, he felt a pressure behind his eyes, and the world resolved itself into a map of invisible flows and boundaries. He could see, in real time, the course of a fly’s path three meters away, the subtle displacement of air currents as they spiraled around the crystal cage, even the faint static charge of light interacting with the dome’s facets.
He had knowledge, an understanding of how he had been changed. It was a mapping to this new existence. He tested the [Force] spell, the new analog for his force fields. At his will, a pane of nothingness shimmered between his palms, pure and absolute. He shaped it into a wedge, a shield, a flicker of movement, then let it vanish. The effort cost him a trickle of… mana, he supposed, a resource that he could feel drawing from a core somewhere near his sternum, fed by the pulse of power coming from the area of the former zero-point modules.
He grinned, lips peeling back from teeth. This was new. This was his.
The next test: [Blink]. It was the new reality of what he called teleport. He stared at a patch of sunlight ten paces away, and the world answered, snapping his body from here to there with a smooth, silent shudder. No lag. No nausea. Just a momentary doubling, like a skipped frame, and he was elsewhere.
He flexed his hands again, feeling the motes in his blood celebrate the clean, new chemistry. They felt alive, hungry, and eager to serve.
The System’s presence was no longer a hostile voice. Now it was a gentle awareness in the back of his mind, each spell and function catalogued but unobtrusive. When he thought about the word [Perception], his vision expanded, overlaying the room with a thousand additional details: micro fractures in the crystal, pollen on the moss, the faintest warmth where sunlight hit the floor.
For the first time since he’d left home, Marc felt not like a test subject, but an upgrade.
Above and beyond the latticework dome, beyond the annealed beauty of the crystal architecture and the waking song of the new-forged human, a consciousness watched with the patience of infinite time. The Goddess Elainea, Light-bearer, Weaver of Dawns, She Whose Eyes Made the True Sun Weep, regarded her creation and the universe now hanging by a cobweb thread between order and chaos. She had not shaped this world to be gentle; beauty demanded contrast, and contrast bred entropy and will. But even she was troubled by the changes she sensed coiling through the Aether, the slow and steady polluting of possibility that threatened every lattice, every vibrant strand of this world.
It had been three decades since the last time she manifested, and even then it was only to grant a child a moment of genuine wonder and healing. But now, in this hour, her reach shivered; along every ley-line she felt the corruption, a rising reek from the North and the frozen West. The enemy did not sleep. It adapted, and where it met resistance, it learned to break the rules.
Yet there was no despair in Elainea. Her will was a white-hot knife. She had set the thousand-year spell in motion herself, knowing full well the risk of setting a Hero upon the world. What she had not expected was the resonance the spell found, how it reached across so many layers, so many tangled realms, to snag a traveler from the one world whose logic could never, ever belong here. The System called it “rebirth.” Elainea called it correction.
Her attention narrowed to the small blue-green chamber, still trembling slightly from the translation shock. She cared nothing for the delicacy of the crystal shell or the artistry of the moss. Those were for the mortals and lesser gods to admire. What mattered was the new presence, the human, the quantum-stitched and spell-scoured soul who now lay at the heart of her plan.
Marc Summer. She rolled the name in her thoughts. Not even the Overlords had glimpsed the richness encoded in his mind, how he would see the world at once as a puzzle and a blessing, how he would never accept the rules given, only the ones he chose. He was so much more than a vessel for power. He was the implement of change, the arrow she needed to fire directly into the heart of chaos.
More details resolved. She observed his body with a god’s indifference and a woman’s curiosity. He was tall, even by the standards of the First Humans, with bones shaped by sport and training. The muscle tone pleased her; the way his skin registered sensation and adjusted its own equilibrium even more so. She noted the gold-blonde hair (a rare trait, and one that, uncoincidentally, would breed curiosity among the Elven hosts), the clarity of his eyes, the set of his jaw as he tested each impulse and limb for error. He would heal quickly. He would adapt even faster. That was his curse and his gift.
But it was the mind she wanted. Elainea burrowed in, deftly bypassing the newly grown magical core and the whirring motes of self-repair, probing the patterns of thought and memory. No hint of subservience remained; the Overlords’ brand had been burned away. What remained was layered, and ever so hungry for meaning. He was already building models, already testing hypotheses about the dome, the moss, the architecture of magic itself.
There was doubt. There was anger and pain deep in his soul. But above all, there was absolute, unkillable curiosity, a drive to understand and, if possible, to master. That would be the edge, in time. That would be the sword she would wield.
Beyond her view, the world reeled in the shockwaves of the Summoning. The Elven courts erupted in whispers and prophecies; the blood-priests of the Southern Cults began scouring their scrolls for portents. The old world was thinning, its rules growing ragged at the seams. One spark, and everything would burn and regrow, as she desired it.
That did not mean she would allow her investment to flounder. Not after a thousand-year spell, not with the world poised as it was. She owed the boy, no, the man, at least the smallest measure of wisdom.
She let a fraction of her presence bleed through the walls, soft as a first sunbeam after rain. She watched the currents of mana shift, the air thickening, the edges of silence sharpening themselves in anticipation. He would sense it, if only subconsciously, and it would prime his mind for what was to come.
There was so little time, but she could afford this moment.
It would be the last peace he would know for a long, long while.
◆◆◆
 
Marc, oblivious to the goddess above, was inspecting the runes on his left bicep, watching them ripple and reconfigure as he flexed, when the air changed.
It was not a shift in temperature or pressure, but in purpose. The light above the dome thickened and bent, swirling into a single, coalescing beam. It struck the ground before him with a soundless impact. From the beam, a figure unfolded. She was tall, over two meters, her silhouette backlit so bright that for an instant, Marc thought he was staring into the sun.
Her hair was silver white, but each strand caught the dawn in a way that made it seem to move of its own accord, drifting and flowing in a wind Marc couldn’t feel. He’d never seen eyes like hers, sometimes gold, sometimes white, sometimes an iridescent flicker that left afterimages in his brain. Her body was wrapped in a robe the color of fresh snow, but even the fabric seemed insubstantial, as if made of light.
When she spoke, the walls shivered.
“You survived,” she said, each syllable precise, measured, and yet softer than silk.
Marc tried to stand, managed a crouch, and realized he was naked except for the mesh of blue runes. He felt no shame. If anything, he felt more real than he ever had.
The woman regarded him with a cool, curious smile. With a casual wave of her hand, she wrapped Marc’s hips in a pair of shorts. “They told me you would be a quick study,” she said. “I see they were correct.”
He tried his voice. It worked on the second attempt. “Who are you?”
“Goddess Elainea,” she said. “Mother of the Firstborn, Steward of the Light, architect of this world and several others you might recognize by myth.” She inclined her head. “You may call me Elainea. I find it is easier on the tongue.”
He licked his lips, cataloguing every detail. “Why am I here?”
She considered, as if the answer had layers. “A better question,” she replied, “is why you are not elsewhere.” She stepped forward, her bare feet gliding over the moss without so much as a whisper. “You were born of another world. Engineered, enslaved, and almost erased. That is no longer your fate.”
“Where am I?” he asked.
“Taranus,” Elainea said. “Layer 82.6505. A world far older than you, and far more forgiving, if you learn its rules.” She smiled again, with a hint of mischief. “You are safe for now. You may thank me for that, if you are so inclined.”
He watched the aurora of her eyes, the impossible symmetry of her features. “I’m not sure I know how.”
She shrugged. “Your gratitude is not required. Only your existence. You are a rare thing, Marc Summer: a traveler with the markers for both ascent and descent. That alone would have made you valuable, but your enhancements—” She gestured, and the blue runes on his body glowed in time with her voice, “those are the work of beings who know little of what they shaped.”
Marc frowned. “The Overlords?”
“The Overlords,” she said coldly. “They think they are gods, rulers, all powerful. They are little more than children with knives.”
Marc remembered the pressure of Interface, the drills and the forced evolution. “They wanted a Herald.”
She laughed. “A Herald. Yes. They hoped to send you as a weapon. Instead, you became a key. They did not understand you. The Overlords and those in that domain see everything black and white, not gray. Perfect or flawed. Only one perfect government. A person is perfect for one role, and it is only logical to perform that role. Free will is chaotic, imperfect. The binary viewpoint is how they can rule a segment of the Multiverse, where the same mindset exists across a span of worlds.”
“And that is different here?” Marc asked.
“The System provides stability, a sense of right and wrong and a framework. There is gray and extremes. Awe-inspiring good, infernal evil. You obviously come from somewhere with shades of gray and the free will to choose a path, even one that is not perfect. The Overlords had no frame of reference for someone like you. That is how you came here.”
Marc nodded. It explained much of what he encountered with the Overlords. He flexed his fingers, felt the runes ripple. “What did you do to me?”
Elainea’s eyes flickered through a spectrum of white and gold. “I summoned you here. There was a need, an old need, old as this world. I wove the spell a thousand years ago, and it has been growing in power ever since, searching farther and farther, waiting for someone who could survive the path between the layers.”
Marc considered that. “You hijacked the jump.”
“When you transitioned below level two hundred into an area of magic, even weak magic, the spell picked you up and brought you here,” Elainea said with a shrug. “A redirection. But without it, your doom was certain.”
He realized, with a shiver, that he was no longer in a cell or a test chamber. He was in a temple. The air sang with latent power, every surface humming with intent.
She watched him take it in. “You are not here to be a soldier,” Elainea said. “Not unless you wish to be. This world is different. It does not reward the same old cruelties.”
Marc rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I am not sure I know how to do anything else, but I will not be a killer. Not for them. Not for you.”
A shadow of sorrow crossed her face. “The world does not need a killer. You will learn to be more.” She crouched before him, so close he could smell the jasmine in her hair. “Your body is not as it was. The technology has been… translated. You are a TechnoMage, first of your kind. You have three gifts. [Force], for shaping the world; [Blink], for walking the invisible path; [Perception], for seeing what is hidden.”
“That’s all?”
“Only three, always,” Elainea said. “That is the way of the System. But yours are… different. Each spell is itself a masterpiece.”
He looked at his arms again, saw the runes pulsing, swirling, merging with every thought. “What happens if I use them?”
She smiled, a true and proud one. “Then you will find out why you were called.”
He stood, unsteady but determined. “And if I don’t want to play your game?”
Her eyes widened, not in anger but delight. “Then you will not,” she said. “The paths between worlds are never truly closed, not to those who know how to walk them.” She lifted a hand, and the crystal dome dissolved into air, leaving only sky and sun and the song of birds he had never heard before.
Marc stared upward, letting the light burn his retinas. “Am I free?”
She watched him for a long, unblinking moment. “You are as free as anyone I have ever known.”
He laughed, a brittle, shivering sound, and then laughed again, stronger. “What now?”
Elainea’s hair caught the wind, streaming behind her. “Now, you live. You learn. You shape this world. Or you don’t. It is yours to decide.”
He reached for her hand, then stopped, uncertain. “Thank you,” he managed.
She touched his shoulder, gentle and fierce. “Live well, Marc Summer. You have a bold future ahead of you in this world.”
He turned, looking into the wild green of a world that wanted him.




Chapter 5: The Quest



Marc stood, breathing in the air of a new world. The crystal dome had vanished, and the only ceiling was now a vault of green, raw and infinite. The ground was not moss but a pelt of green needles, pine, or something that had studied pines from a distance and improved on the design. Sunlight was diamond-hard, casting sharp-edged shadows that mapped every flaw on his bare skin. Every sense was amped, tuned, like he’d spent his whole life half-asleep and only now realized what awake was.
He flexed his hands. The runes that curled along his tendons flickered, pulsing with the regularity of a heartbeat. There was a hum beneath it all, a tension in the air that didn’t belong to wind or weather but to the place itself.
Marc rolled his shoulders, stretched, then bent to touch the ground. He didn’t know why. Maybe it was a ritual, or his old instincts needed a proof of reality. The earth was cool, damp, alive in a way he’d never felt on any of the Overlords’ test floors. As he straightened, he caught the movement of Elainea in his periphery: not walking but drifting, feet barely disturbing the green needles, silver hair backlit by the full glory of the morning.
She watched him with patience that could only be called god-like.
“I have questions,” he said, the words clipped and deliberate.
“I am here to answer,” she replied.
He pointed at his arms, at the blue and gold lines that flexed with every muscle twitch. “I know you told me, but what exactly did you make me?”
She smiled, which didn’t help. “I translated what was already there. You were a Herald, now a TechnoMage. I left nothing out and added nothing in. The System did the rest.”
Marc chewed on that. “System,” he repeated. “You mean the magic that runs this place?”
“It is more than magic,” Elainea said. She spread her hands. The air above her palms thickened, brightened, then resolved into a slowly spinning orb of purple fire. “The System governs all power here. It grants sentient beings with three spells, no more, no less. Each spell has a cost, a limit, a logic.” She collapsed the fire into a pinprick, then let it vanish. “Your old world called it ‘physics.’ Here, it is magic, encoded and enforced.”
“The System also has levels, beginning with level 1. After gaining sufficient experience, the System will increase your level. With a level increase, your skills and characteristics will improve by 1%.”
He nodded, following. “So, you level up and you can get stronger. Is there a status screen or anything for your level, stats, and experience?”
“No,” Elainea said. “The System is not a game. The System can provide audible or visual messages when appropriate.”
“How do you know when you are going to level?”
“You will sense it in your core when you look, and a pulse when you level up. The System will wait until you are safe to level you up. The change is quite intense.”
Marc rocked back, not expecting that answer. “And the mana?”
“Mana is the substrate. The energy that makes spells possible, but also the medium by which thought, matter, and action are made real.”
Marc frowned, picturing a thousand diagrams from the Overlords’ training. “So everyone’s got a ‘mana core.’”
“In the chest,” Elainea confirmed, “though the most ancient lineages sometimes manifest it in the head or the hands. Yours is… nonstandard.”
Marc closed his eyes, focused inward. There was a hot pulse behind his sternum, a vortex that wasn’t there before. It spun in counterpoint to his heartbeat, sometimes lagging, sometimes racing ahead. If he concentrated, he could sense it sipping from the world around him, draining ambient energy and stockpiling it until he released it through a spell.
He opened his eyes. The world snapped into a new kind of clarity: every leaf and stone scored with lines of light.
“Is that normal?” he asked.
“For a TechnoMage?” Elainea’s smile went flat, humorless. “There are no others. The System had to invent a category for you. It used what was available, the metal bones, the metallic grid, the nanites, the old power modules. But it did not expect your core to function as it does.”
Marc nodded, once. “The zero-point modules,” he muttered. “That’s what they called them.” He flexed his hands again; the runes brightened, then faded. “They’re still there, just… different.”
“Your body stores mana as others do,” Elainea said, “but your modules create it from the Aether as well. Most must rest, meditate, consume a potion, or rely on a mana crystal to regain power. You do not. There is no word for what your modules are doing. Calling them zero-point modules is probably the best choice.”
He was silent, running the permutations, evaluating the options. The Overlords had wanted a weapon; the Goddess had gotten something new.
She was watching him, always watching.
“What are the rules?” he asked. “What stops me from—” He let the sentence dangle.
“Limits are imposed,” she said, “by the System and by self-preservation. Spells are capped by your affinity, an inheritance of your parents, your practice, your history. The spells themselves are gifted at age twelve, unless the System or a God intervenes.”
He blinked, rapid-fire. “So, what, this is D&D now? I have three powers forever?”
Elainea laughed. “It is not so simple. The shape of each spell is yours to bend. Some discover new uses, or amplify effects. Others stagnate. But you—” She let her eyes slide down his body, reading the data from the runes the way a botanist might inspect a rare plant. “You are uncharted.”
Marc resisted the urge to smirk. “And you’re the only one who knows?”
“If you are subtle, few will notice. If you are not, you will become… conspicuous.”
He filed that away. “And the others, people, what do they care?”
She hesitated. The air thickened, the sunlight flattening to a harder, whiter glare. “Magic is power here. Power is everything. To those with great power, you could be a threat. If the wrong factions discover you, they will dissect, destroy, or worse, convert you. I have protected you as best I can so that you will not be easily revealed, but even my reach is not infinite.”
Marc met her gaze. There was an old sadness there, but also a gambler’s edge.
“So I’m a freak, or… a monster?”
“A miracle,” she corrected. “A key.” She closed the distance between them, standing less than a meter away. “You are free to do as you will. But choices have consequences. If you value this life, you will keep your uniqueness hidden until it is strong enough to stand alone.”
Marc grunted, skeptical. “And what is it you need from me?”
She smiled again, this time with something almost like hope. “I need you to survive, learn and be yourself. I need you to choose.”
He looked past her, to the horizon. The forest was thick, the blue of the sky turning to silver where it met the distant ridges. “And if I don’t?”
She shrugged. “Then this world will keep spinning. But I think you will choose otherwise.”
Marc turned the thought over, weighing the options. He could walk away now, test the edges, run the perimeter, see what happened at the limits. Or he could dive in, learn the rules, and maybe, just maybe, figure out what would give his life true meaning.
He looked back at Elainea. “Anything else I need to know?”
“One last thing,” she said. There was no more seduction or tutorial in her voice.
Marc measured his distance. “That does not sound good.”
She ignored the jab. “A crisis is unfolding. I could use your help.”
He waited.
“There is a princess,” Elainea said, “the heir to the throne of an empire. She has been targeted for termination. The threat is real and imminent. Her loss would tip this layer toward chaos.”
He smiled, dry. “You want me to rescue a princess?”
Elainea flinched at the sarcasm. “It is not a game. Her death would be… costly.”
Marc braced himself, already probing for the trap. “What’s the catch?”
“I am forbidden from direct intervention,” Elainea said. “But you, I believe that in her you will find what you seek.”
He narrowed his eyes. “And if I refuse?”
Elainea’s lips thinned, the first hint of impatience. “You may do as you wish. But if the princess dies, you will find this world less… forgiving.” Her tone implied a range of consequences, every variable weighted against his own survival.
Marc ran the numbers. “So, just grab her and run?”
“Find her and follow your intuition. There will be opposition,” Elainea allowed. “They will not expect you. But you still must be careful.”
He could feel his teeth clench. The old paranoia from the Overlords’ drills ran down his spine, settling in his jaw.
“Where is she?” he asked, keeping his voice flat.
Elainea flicked her wrist, and the air rippled. A diagram appeared, burning with threads of gold and black. At its heart was a spire. “Here. Ashton. The Academy. The center of the human kingdom. That is all I can say.” She stabbed the image, and the spire bled a trickle of red.
“And the enemy?”
“Unknown. It masks itself well. But it hates travelers.”
He nodded, once. “What do I do when I get there?”
“Observe. Blend. Protect the princess. Follow your heart.” Elainea closed the diagram with a thought. “You will come to know her. She does not yet know you.”
He raised his hands, showing the faded runes. “I don’t exactly blend.”
Elainea considered this, her eyes a study in tactical regret. “They will see what they expect. If you hide your true nature, the System will aid in your disguise. But you must want to hide.”
He thought about that, the logic recursive and ugly. “So I have to pretend not to be myself.”
She shook her head. “You must be the version of yourself that survives.” She stepped in, so close he could taste the mineral tang of her power. “This is not a simulation, Marc Summer. If they catch you unprepared, I can’t save you.”
“Why me?” he asked, softer.
“Because you remember what it is to be lost,” she said.
He heard the truth in that, the echo of a thousand test cycles.
The room darkened. Not night, but a chill, violet dusk that pressed in at the edges of the clearing. The needles on the ground turned brittle, the air thickened with the promise of winter.
Elainea pressed a hand to his shoulder. “You must go now. Seek Warden Tellis. Go with my blessing and gift.” Her hand burned cold through his skin. A warning, a benediction, and a spark of something more.
Marc nodded, because there was nothing left to do.
He turned to leave, but the world resisted him; the very air seemed to harden, refusing to let him pass without one last instruction.
She said it, just above a whisper: “If you reveal what you are too soon, a Traveler, a thing between layers, every power in this world will hunt you. And not all will be merciful.”
He filed that away, a final parameter.
The next step was his.
He walked into the forest with the world closing around him in a press of color and noise. The mana in the air seemed to cheer him on, eager to see what he would do next.
◆◆◆
 
The forest was less forgiving than it looked from the clearing. Every tree was a pillar, every shadow a potential danger. Marc walked with his new senses half-open, running silent diagnostics on the terrain: root density, atmospheric variance, pressure patterns that spoke of larger animals threading the undergrowth.
He didn’t have to look back to know the Goddess was gone. But he did sense another presence. A ripple of motion, eighty meters dead ahead, then gone, a shiver moving this way.
Marc flexed his hands and kept walking, not breaking pace as the path narrowed to a single thread.
The figure emerged from behind a boulder, casually turning to face Marc. He was tall, close to Marc’s own height, but lean. His hair was black and pulled tight, the tips silvered. He had slightly pointed ears, but not enough for a fantasy cover. The uniform he wore was dark, crisp, with the shimmer of under-armor visible at collar and cuff.
Marc stopped a polite five paces away. “You’re Warden Tellis,” he said.
“And you are the Traveler,” Tellis replied, the title not so much an honorific as a warning label.
Marc glanced at the man’s hands, noting the scars along the knuckles, signs of either self-repair or professional violence. The eyes were human, but the way they calculated every angle of Marc’s posture was not.
They stood for a moment before the Warden broke the silence.
“You and I are to journey to Ashton Academy. The instructions were specific.”
Marc nodded. “Orders from the Goddess.”
“Orders from above,” Tellis agreed. He turned, already walking. Marc fell in beside him. “But first you need some clothes, weapons, and training. We head to the outpost.”
The path wound sharply upward. Marc noticed that Tellis never stepped on loose ground and touched nothing that might have left a trace. The man’s skill suggested either innate ability or rigorous training in leaving no trace of his passage.
After three minutes, Tellis spoke. “I understand your class is new.”
It was not a question, so Marc didn’t answer.
They walked another minute.
“Do not use your true gifts in public,” Tellis said. “If asked, you are a Force Mage with rare affinity. They will believe this. In a normal world, the Force Mage is one of the weakest abilities.”
Marc caught the edge in the words. “Weak?”
“Yes. The spell creations are invisible, with extremely limited duration. Without being able to see the creation and learn control, the spell is almost useless. If you are lucky, it can block an occasional attack or initiate a strike, maybe not. The first failure is often the last. Weak. I understand you can also [Blink].”
Marc nodded.
“Another niche spell. The normal usage requires line of sight and focused intent. As such, it is an ambush attack spell with limited utility.”
“And if those limitations didn’t exist?” Marc asked.
Warden Tellis turned, showing a smile. “Devastating would be the word.”
The trees broke, opening into a second clearing. A structure dominated the space: a miniature fortress of stone and wood. It was small but imposing, the shape of it resistant to both elements and intruders. The joints were impossibly smooth, not a nail or seam visible, as if the building had grown from the ground fully formed. The walls bulged slightly outward, giving it a muscular look, like it was ready to stretch and expand. It felt more like a stronghold than an outpost.
“We will start our journey from here,” Warden Tellis said, not breaking stride as he led Marc to the door.
Marc glanced around. There was no sign of activity, no movement, as if the building were waiting just for them. “And the part where I get better ‘equipped’?”
“Begins now.”




Chapter 6: Equipment



The Warden Outpost had the emptiness of a research lab abandoned mid-experiment, no dust, no personal artifacts, just the whiff of pine and the certainty that nothing inside these walls ever decayed. Warden Tellis led Marc down a corridor that reminded him of a hospital, minus the grime and bad lighting. The floor was so clean it might have been polished that morning. White lines, set flush with the tile, pulsed in time with the building’s heartbeat. Every ten meters, a transparent globe hovered near the ceiling, its surface crawling with slow, deliberate sigils.
Marc walked three steps behind Tellis, watching how the man moved: not fast, never slow, every stride calculated to minimize wasted effort. If there was a noise in the hall, it was the slight rustle from Tellis’s uniform, a fabric Marc didn’t recognize, heavy but fluid, woven through with a subtle sheen.
At the first intersection, Marc caught a glimpse through a doorway: a common area, equally lifeless, but dominated by a single table the size and shape of a tree trunk. The table’s surface was inlaid with veins of red crystal, and at its center, a lump of uncut stone sat under a bell jar. It looked more like a museum exhibit than a piece of furniture.
They passed through a security gate that was little more than a threshold, yet Marc knew it was sweeping his body, pinging the runes beneath his skin.
“You will need attire suitable for the city,” Tellis said, not breaking stride or turning to look at him.
“Is nudity frowned on here?” Marc asked, mostly out of habit.
Tellis gave the faintest snort. “Only among the lower nobility. Among mages, it’s a sign of madness or power. I recommend neither for your current station.”
They reached the end of the corridor, where a door with no handle slid open at their approach. Inside was a vault, no, a supply depot, but organized to the point of compulsion. Racks of gear lined the walls: boots arranged by size and style, belts hung on bars with runic tags, stacks of folded garments sealed in crystal-clear boxes.
The lights overhead adapted to their entry, shifting from white to a warmer gold. It was the first human gesture Marc had seen in this building, and he wondered if it was for his benefit, or Tellis’s.
The Warden scanned the racks, selected a box at random, and tossed it to Marc. The case was so light that Marc nearly fumbled it.
He looked at the label. It said, simply: “Field Uniform, Adaptive.”
He cracked the seal, expecting a waft of plastic or fresh textile. Instead, there was only the coolness of the room, and the suggestion of nothing at all. The uniform was a single sheet, folded with the logic of a thousand origami cranes. It shimmered pearl white at the edges, but otherwise looked like a set of standard-issue sweats, with boots to match.
Tellis leaned against the door frame. “Put them on,” he said.
Marc raised a brow. “Privacy is still a thing in this world, right?”
The Warden looked at him with a hint of confusion, then shrugged. “If you need me to step out, I will. But it is unnecessary. We have both seen bodies before.”
Marc shook his head, unbothered. He stripped in three moves, slipping out of the moss-stained shorts the Goddess had conjured for him, and stepped into the uniform. The fabric crawled over his skin, cold at first, then warm, then gone. It adjusted at the wrists, waist, and throat, conforming so perfectly that he wondered if it had mapped his old body and ignored the changes.
He flexed, rolled his shoulders. No seams, no labels. It was like being clothed in memory foam, except every nerve-ending approved. The boots were the same: a single piece, tongue-less, but as soon as his feet slid in, the interior fluffed and contoured, lacing him up with invisible fasteners.
Marc turned for the wall mirror, a slab of glass mounted with military precision, and looked at himself. He could have been a student, or an officer, or an athlete, depending on the angle. The only giveaway was the runic traces that still glittered on his hands and neck, a ghost beneath the skin.
He twisted at the waist, jumped twice, then tried a deep squat. The uniform stretched, then rebounded, offering just enough resistance to remind him it was there.
“Not bad,” he said. “How did you know my size?”
“I guessed,” Tellis replied, but the corners of his mouth lifted, just shy of a genuine smile. “The fabric does the rest. Designed for infiltration, fieldwork, and everyday usage. It resists most forms of spell-casting, including fire, wind and ice.”
Marc inspected the collar, looking for a label, a seam, anything to show the origin or manufacturer. There was none. The entire suit was grown, not stitched, the fibers interlocked on a scale too fine to see. Even the boots seemed to have fused at the sole, leaving no entry point for water, mud, or parasites.
He glanced at Tellis. “So, what now? Do I get a badge?”
The Warden straightened, arms crossed. “You get a story. When we reach Ashton, you will be known as a Force Mage. A rare one, from a borderland between Sattel and the Elven Reaches. The name ‘Marc’ is close enough to local usage that it will raise no questions. Your family will be—” he paused, searching for the word, “—deceased. In one of the recent skirmishes. This is not unusual, and will evoke sympathy if you perform correctly.”
Marc rolled the name in his mouth. “Marc Summer, Force Mage, refugee. Got it.”
Tellis opened a small locker, withdrew a sash of deep blue, and handed it over. The fabric was heavy, shot through with a single silver thread.
Marc draped it over his left shoulder, as instructed, and was surprised at how right it felt.
Tellis eyed him, then nodded once. “That is the sash of a mage. Acceptable.”
Marc turned, studying his reflection again. “And if someone asks where I’m really from?”
“They won’t,” Tellis said. “The living rarely question the dead. More importantly, the Academy will have already received your records. The System does not allow for administrative error.”
Marc caught the careful wording. “But you can still game the System, if you know how.”
Tellis’s lips tightened. “It is not impossible, but it is unwise. Requests are often made, sometimes answered. Requests from a deity are often acknowledged. We will speak more of this later.”
There was a pause, filled with the low hum of the building’s life-support, or whatever passed for it here.
Marc looked down at himself, then back at Tellis. “What’s the best approach?”
The Warden’s eyes flashed, a warning, or a dare. “The best approach is survival. Test your limits, find what you do best. Learn. Adapt. Grow. All those things are better than trying to figure out how to ‘game’ the System.”
Marc nodded, ran his hand over the flawless sleeve, and felt the heat of his core pulsing just beneath the surface.
For a second, he missed his old jeans, the hoodie with its permanent coffee stain, the shoes that never fit. Then the sensation passed, replaced by the certainty that in this world, everything would fit.
He raised his chin, grinning. “You said weapons?”
◆◆◆
 
The armory’s doors opened with the silent authority of a bank vault, no hinges, just slabs of reinforced wood parting along an invisible seam. Marc stepped inside and immediately reclassified it from “armory” to “arsenal.” The walls were a matrix of racks, each holding weapons in immaculate, parallel lines: swords and axes, yes, but also spears, staves, bows, even crossbows small enough to palm and daggers meant to vanish in a sleeve. Everything gleamed.
There was a ring of light around the ceiling, providing uniform lighting in the room, and casting every blade’s edge in spectral glow.
Warden Tellis followed, then locked the doors behind them. Marc caught a glint of caution in the gesture, like Tellis expected an ambush even in his own house.
“In order to fit into this world, you will need a weapon,” Tellis said. His hand swept the racks as if conducting a roll call. “No one trusts a mage who cannot fight. The Academy will expect you to excel in both.”
Marc moved to the nearest rack and ran a finger over the hilt of a longsword. The steel was bluer than any he’d seen, shot through with hairline veins of darker material, probably some magically grown alloy. He picked it up and tested the weight. Not bad, but heavy, built for someone larger. He replaced it and tried the next, a rapier, the blade so fine it bent under its own weight if not held just so. While he had fenced in college, but this wasn’t a foil; it was a real sword, alive with possibility.
He put it down.
“They don’t feel right,” Marc said, almost apologetic.
Tellis grunted. “Most novices say that. Choose one, learn it, and it will become part of you.”
Marc moved on, scanning for something with more potential for short-range violence. He checked the axes, too unbalanced. Hefted a spear, liked the way it moved in his hands, but knew it would be useless for his [Blink]-and-hit tactics. He eyed the daggers next, taking a matching set and flipping them through his fingers. These were excellent, with razor edges, minimal crossguard, designed for throwing or stabbing. But the moment he tucked them into his sash, they vanished against his body, as if the uniform absorbed them. The effect was slick, but also unsettling.
He spun back to Tellis. “No offense, but I don’t see myself as a frontline melee guy. Isn’t there anything less… medieval?”
The Warden ignored the jab and pointed to a rack near the wall. “Some prefer a shield. If you can’t master a weapon, use defense as your strength. It’s not shameful.”
Marc walked to the shield rack. They ranged from bucklers to full-body riot slabs, all with the same runic reinforcement woven through the surface. He picked up a small one, a little bigger than his forearm, and tried a few stances. The center of mass was perfect, almost too easy.
He set it back.
“In the long run, my [Force] constructs will serve as shields,” he said. “I’d rather get used to fighting without a crutch.”
Tellis’s eyebrows went up, but the Warden said nothing.
Marc drifted toward the far end, where a table held a selection of oddities: flanged maces, a staff tipped with what looked like a fossilized flower, a length of chain so finely wrought it resembled silk. He picked up the chain and let it slide through his hands. It had heft, but no drag, and every link was cold and alive. He whipped it in the air, then caught the end, surprised at how easily it obeyed.
He grinned. “Not bad.”
“You are attracted to complexity,” Tellis observed.
“Or utility. Nothing in here is designed for the way I need to fight.” Marc shrugged, letting the chain coil back onto the table. “But I know there is something here. I don’t understand, but it is there.”
Tellis cracked his knuckles. “Then take your time. The Academy will not care what weapon you use, only how well you wield it.”
Marc tried a few more options, including a pole arm with a knifelike head, a pair of fighting sticks, and what could only be described as a hand axe optimized for aerodynamics. He spun, thrust, and jabbed at the air, each time looking for the connection.
He set the last weapon down, frustrated. “There has to be something better.”
Tellis said nothing, but Marc saw the glimmer of amusement hiding behind the man’s mask. The Warden walked to a side wall, making a small hand motion. The wall parted and swiveled aside, revealing an alcove.
Marc could feel a tickle in his mind, drawing him toward the room.
“Take what you want,” Tellis called. “There are no wrong answers.”
Marc almost laughed. The Warden had said no wrong answers in a tone that indicated there were most certainly wrong answers.
The alcove held an array of odd weapons, almost an afterthought, a graveyard for the weapons nobody wanted, or maybe the ones that had proved too much for their owners.
His eyes were drawn to a pair of blades partially wrapped in an oiled cloth. Marc pulled back the cloth, revealing the full blades. Not twins, but close, two swords the length of a forearm and a half, the blades each carved with a sinuous S-curve. The guards bristled with small spikes, not decorative but practical, meant for catching and breaking an opponent’s edge. The grips were long, wrapped in dark leather, the end capped with a black metal that absorbed light.
He lifted the pair, feeling the weight in his arms. Perfect, not just in balance, but in intent. They were not for parrying or display; these were made for aggression, for movement, for dancing in and out of the kill zone.
He swept the right-hand blade through the air. It sang, a clear, high note only he seemed to hear. The edge was glassy, the spine thick, the transition from tang to blade seamless. Marc tried a basic stance, then a block, then a slow arc that traced the path of the cut through empty air. The sword moved like it already knew him.
Marc tried a few combinations, an X-block, a double slash, a backhand sweep. Every move felt new, but also as if his body was remembering a training it had never received.
He spun, checked Tellis. The Warden was watching, arms crossed, but now the smile was genuine.
“Where did these come from?” Marc asked, twirling one blade and letting the other guard his centerline.
“Those are Mithrodin short swords,” Tellis said. He spoke the name with reverence, as if it meant something on its own. “Master craft, Elven steel. They say the Queen’s own elite enforcers used them to keep the peace in the Old North.”
“Why are they back here?” Marc asked.
“They do not suit most men,” Tellis said. “Too light for a shield wall, too short for a proper duel. The matching set is rare, almost impossible to find outside a royal armory. I think they were a gift from the Elven Matriarch, after the last war.”
Marc tried a feint, then a low lunge, switching the blades from cross to parallel and back. He could get used to this. The swords were tools, but also a promise, the first thing in this world that felt like it belonged in his hands.
Under the cloth was a back mounted sheath. Marc picked it up, ran a hand along the leather straps, then looked to Tellis like he couldn’t believe his luck.
The Warden returned the look, nodded once.
Marc grinned, slipped on the sheath, adjusted it until it fit snug. He brought the blades over his shoulders, and the sheath grabbed them and clipped them into place.
Marc offered a stunned look at Tullis, who smiled and said, “MagiTech. We will get to that later.”
Marc nodded in acceptance, then turned to check his reflection in the silver mirror on the left wall. The swords seemed to shift and adjust to his movements like they were alive. It almost seemed as if someone had designed them for him. “I’ll take these.”
Tellis grinned back. “These swords have a reputation. If you wear them openly, they will mark you as either an assassin or a fool, and as a mage, it will be the latter.”
His voice had grown serious.
Marc shrugged, strapping the sheath across his back. “Maybe I’ll be both.”
Tellis’s face settled back into its usual lines, but the approval lingered. “Most mage students at the Academy choose a staff, or a spear, or at least a longsword. Those weapons will cause people to underestimate you. Use it.”
Marc nodded. “I will.”
He followed Tellis out of the armory, the extra weight a comfort rather than a burden. As they walked, Marc flexed his hands, considering the new direction of his life. He knew he would need training, hours, days, maybe years, but the idea didn’t bother him.
He wondered if Elainea knew, or if the System had predicted this choice.
He almost hoped not.
At the end of the hall, Tellis paused and turned, voice low and final. “There will be only a week of preparation before we head to Ashton. Once you arrive, you will be on your own. You must perform, and for that, you need knowledge.”




Chapter 7: Warden Training

Warden Tellis woke Marc before dawn. Not with a knock, but with a single word, dropped through the crack beneath the door.
“Yard.”
Marc blinked the sleep away. The light in his room was dim, a blue twilight that made every object both more and less real. The borrowed bed, the glass pitcher of water, the thin towel on the wall, all disposable, all in perfect order. He dressed in the uniform he’d been given, with the boots waiting by the door. He cinched the blue sash, equipped the swords, and walked out.
The courtyard wasn’t designed for aesthetics. Square walled, with a single line of cypress trees along the eastern fence. The dirt was packed and swept. On a rack near the door, four wooden practice swords and a pair of battered shields waited, their handles darkened by the sweat of dozens, or even hundreds, of students and warriors.
Tellis stood at the far side, already stripped to shirtsleeves. His hair, which last night had been perfect, now hung loose, the silver ends glinting as he paced. He did not acknowledge Marc until Marc stood within three paces. Only then: “Stretch first. Then we begin.”
Marc followed. The routine was simple: reach, twist, squat, repeat. But there was no warm-up period, no easing into it. Tellis moved at twice the speed Marc expected, and after thirty seconds it was clear that this was less a stretch and a more diagnostic, checking for tightness, coordination, fatigue. The Warden watched with a field surgeon’s detachment, cataloguing every error.
When Marc finished, Tellis tossed him a practice sword. The wood was dense, nicely weighted. He caught it on reflex.
“Show me your grip,” Tellis said.
Marc wrapped both hands around the hilt, as he’d seen in books and bad movies. Tellis shook his head, stepped in, removed one hand and adjusted Marc’s fingers, one by one, with the precision of a jeweler. “You hold it like a club. You want to control it like a brush. A circle with your thumb and first two fingers” He guided Marc’s wrist through a series of slow arcs. “Wrist flexible. Shoulders for power. Tighten your grip with the last three fingers to add a snap of power to a strike or block.”
Marc tried. The sword felt alive in his hands, eager to respond.
Tellis nodded, just once. “Footwork.” He demonstrated a sliding stance, back and forth, weight always balanced.
Marc imitated. He’d never done this, not really, but his body remembered the dance of Krav Maga, the logic of leverage and position. He watched Tellis, internalized the geometry, then mimicked it. By the third pass, he matched the Warden’s speed.
“Good,” Tellis said, but his face betrayed nothing. “Now, defend.”
He launched an attack: simple, but fast. Marc’s sword flashed up to block, the wood clacking so loud it echoed off the stone. There was no warning, no build, just sudden violence. Again. Again. After a dozen passes, Marc’s arms burned and his breath came in ragged bursts.
“You recover fast,” Tellis said, eyes flicking over Marc’s form.
“Always have,” Marc said, and regretted the honesty.
Tellis changed tactics. He came in with a combination, high, low, feint, then pivot. The sequence should have caught Marc flat-footed. Instead, Marc adjusted, almost preempting the attack.
“Where did you learn that?”
Marc shrugged. “Instinct. And a year of non-stop training to be a Herald.”
The Warden nodded. “Again. Faster.”
They cycled through the forms until the sun clawed above the cypresses, burning the mist into vapor. Sweat ran down Marc’s face, stinging his eyes, but the uniform wicked it away before it could drip. He was aware of his own heartbeat, the thrum of mana in his core, and something else, a drive to outperform, to anticipate, to win.
“You’re strong,” Tellis said. He circled Marc, eyes narrowed. “But your style is undisciplined. Occasionally, you revert to something… strange.”
“Strange?”
“Nonstandard,” Tellis said. “Not Academy, not Elven, not even border militia. It’s almost like you don’t care if you get hit.”
Marc considered that. The countless times he took a hit in Overlord training just to gain an advantage, knowing the Ultium grid and Adamantium bones could absorb significant damage. “Maybe I just want to see what happens.”
Tellis grinned, the first genuine smile of the morning. “Very well. Let’s see what happens.”
He attacked, no warning. This time, Marc let the Warden in. The wooden sword struck his shoulder with a crack and a flash of gold, delivering enough force to stagger. He felt the blow, and the surface pain, but his body refused to bruise. The Motes in his blood sang, already repairing whatever trauma the strike had caused.
Tellis stepped back, eyes sharp. “That should have hurt.”
“It did,” Marc lied.
“Not enough. Again.”
Marc understood, then, that this was a test for both of them.
He let Tellis hit him twice more, each time registering the shock but refusing to flinch. The third blow was hard enough to break a normal man’s collarbone, but his metal-clad bones were nearly unbreakable. Marc grunted, flexed, then returned the attack with a lazy backswing.
Tellis dropped his sword, closed the distance, and drove a palm into Marc’s sternum. The force should have dropped him. Instead, the energy grid under his skin flashed gold and absorbed the strike. Taking a half-step back, Marc countered with a twist, catching Tellis’s arm and pushing him to the side.
For a moment, they locked eyes. In that instant, Marc saw the calculation: the way Tellis weighed the anomaly, the way he replayed the exchange in his mind. The Warden withdrew, then reset to a neutral stance.
“Your instincts are excellent, your sword work, abysmal, but fast. Let’s talk for a moment about your fighting style so that I can better prepare you for what comes next.”
Marc only took a moment to think about it, drawing from his year of training at the Nexus. “I would say it is a continuous movement, ambush style of combat. Never a fixed target, always planning three moves ahead.”
“Show me,” the Warden said. “On that dummy over there.” The Warden pointed to a straw dummy across the yard.
Marc looked at the dummy, picked up two swords, and nodded to the Warden. His demonstration was short and to the point. He [Blinked] to the left of the dummy, his sword already in motion to slash across the throat, followed by a [Blink] behind and ramming the two blades into the kidneys of the dummy. Leaving the swords behind, he [Blinked] back to stand by the Warden. It was all over in three seconds.
The shock was apparent on the Warden’s normally composed face. “Well. That changes everything. No need to work on dueling skills like parry and riposte beyond making you credible as a mage who is new to the sword. We focus on close quarters sword work, pommel strike, hilt punch, and generating power in your strikes. I think you might use more of a draw cut instead of a slash for your first strike, but I see why you wanted short swords.”
They spent the rest of the morning working on specific skills for close quarters combat using a sword. Getting the form correct, then adding speed.
By noon, the sun had turned the yard into a furnace. Tellis called a halt, dismissed Marc, and retreated to his own quarters with no further comment.
Marc spent the afternoon cataloging every bruise he should have had.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, training began in the kitchen.
Tellis had Marc stand at the threshold, hands folded, while he prepped two mugs of what passed for coffee in this world. The kitchen was more lab than hearth: stone counters, tiled walls, a rack of knives that caught the light and refracted it into rainbows. In the center, a stone island with a shallow basin. There were no taps, no pipes, just a small crystal embedded above the basin, glowing a faint cyan shade.
“Observe,” Tellis said, then tapped the crystal with the back of his hand.
Clear, clean water gushed from thin air, filling the basin to the rim before shutting off.
“No plumbing?” Marc asked.
“Waste of resources,” Tellis replied. “This is a rune-tapped water crystal. Brings liquid from the catchment outside the walls, purifies it, and returns waste as vapor. Even peasants in the cities have these.” With a wave the water vanished from the basin. Stepping to the counter Tellis poured a liquid into two mugs from a pitcher, handed one to Marc, and gestured to the corner table.
Marc sipped. The brew was astringent, almost bitter enough to lift paint. “How does the crystal know when to start and stop?”
“It senses intent.” Tellis leaned back, folding his hands. “Most devices do. You need only focus your will, imagine the desired outcome, and the device does the rest. For finer work, we use spoken triggers or gestures. But a crystal this simple, just touch and think ‘on’ or ‘off’.”
Marc nodded, committing it to memory.
“MagiTech powers everything in Sattel,” Tellis said. “Lighting, heating, even some transportation. In the Elven Reaches, it’s integrated with living wood and stone, but here we prefer crystal and iron. More robust. Less temperamental.”
Marc tried to imagine his house running on intent. The concept made his skin itch. “What happens if two people try to use it at once?”
“The stronger mind wins,” Tellis said.
“Noted.”
Tellis stood and motioned for Marc to follow. “Come. There’s more.”
The common room was large, but spartan. A table dominated the center, ringed by heavy chairs, each carved with a crest Marc didn’t recognize. On the far wall, a fireplace, cold, but with logs neatly stacked, and a poker set gleaming on the hearth. The only decoration was a wall of shelves lined with objects that could have been trophies, curios, or improvised weapons.
Tellis flicked a finger at a sconce by the door. The crystal inside lit, flooding the room with even white light.
“No candles,” Marc said, not quite a question.
Tellis smiled. “Too many fires in the early days. Light crystals are safer. Someone charges each crystal at the solstice and then links it to the room. They last a year if you don’t abuse them.”
Marc touched the sconce, felt nothing but a faint coolness. “Is it expensive? The energy, I mean?”
“Not here. Mana is abundant. But in the city, the Council taxes everything.” Tellis pulled a small purse from his belt and shook it; inside, Marc heard the clink of coins, but also the faint chime of crystal. “Currency is mixed. Standard coins for the masses. Ten copper to a bronze, ten bronze to silver, ten silver to a gold, ten gold to platinum. A meal might cost you 3 copper. For spell casting and specialized gear, we use mana crystals, pre-charged and measured by weight.”
“Like batteries,” Marc said.
Tellis tilted his head. “I suppose.”
They moved on, Tellis showing Marc the rest of the building at a breakneck pace: the study, where a row of crystal tablets lined the desk; the library, shelves mostly empty, but each book tagged with a runic label; the sparring room, its floors inlaid with white lines that looked decorative but were active damage mitigation.
Back in the kitchen, they sat again. Tellis pulled out a folded paper and slid it across the table.
“This is a city map,” he said. “Ashton. The Academy is here.” He pointed to a walled compound on the northern edge. “Main gate, three guards at all times, runes to detect violence or unauthorized magic. Housing for two hundred, and classrooms for half that. You will be a student, Mage track, assigned to Ashen House. This is important. If anyone asks, tell them your master was Baron Hevlin, now deceased. Your parents are dead in the border war. No siblings. No property.”
Marc skimmed the page, memorizing the layout. “How old am I?”
“Seventeen. You look older, but the System tracks age by core establishment, not physical maturity. For mages, this happens between twelve and eighteen. Your dossier lists you as an early bloomer, stabilized at fifteen.”
Marc nodded, then asked, “What about weapons? Am I supposed to have these?” He gestured at the Mithrodin blades.
“In the city, yes. At the Academy, it is optional. But if you draw a weapon at the Academy in anger or outside of the training yard, expulsion would be the minimum penalty. That includes self-defense, so avoid and evade.”
“And mana crystals? Are they personal, or does the school provide them?”
Tellis grunted. “You get a weekly allotment, measured and logged. Abuse it, and you get cut off. For experiments, you must petition the quartermaster. For personal use, barter or win them in duels.”
Marc thought a moment, then: “Is gambling legal?”
Tellis blinked, then laughed. “No, but everyone does it. Just don’t get caught. The Council despises inefficiency.”
“Good to know,” Marc said, filing that under ‘future leverage.’
Tellis fixed him with a stare. “There’s more than just devices and currency. There is etiquette. In Ashton, you bow to your instructors, but never to a peer. Titles matter. First names are reserved for family or very close friends.”
“Noted,” Marc said, but Tellis wasn’t finished.
“Do not touch a crystal device unless invited. Do not activate a rune on another’s property without express consent. In dining halls, you serve yourself, but never reach over another’s plate. And never, ever use a spell on a person, even in jest, unless challenged or attacked.”
Marc let the flow of rules and exceptions wash over him, catching the shape of the social network behind the words. Status was everything. Power was negotiated, never declared.
“You will see other races, Elves certainly. Maybe Dwarves. There are also Orc, Ogres, Goblins, Kobolds, but they will not be in Ashton. Be respectful. Don’t stare. There is no time to teach you Elvish custom, but that should not be a problem. Just be aware, while they cautiously welcome Elves, the people of Sattel are not the most welcoming to non-humans, or foreign visitors. With your height and background, you will probably catch some of that as being an outsider.”
“Are there any secret handshakes?” he asked, deadpan.
Tellis considered. “No, but you’ll know when you’re being tested. The trick is to observe before you act. Watch, listen, then speak.”
Marc nodded. He was good at that. It was how he’d survived the Overlords: keep your mouth shut until the pattern emerges.
◆◆◆
 
That night, the dream came to him.
It began in a cube of white. No shadows, no features—just the endless hum, a barely audible drone that vibrated every nerve. Marc was naked, but his skin was as blank as the walls, his hands reduced to geometry, outlines without detail. He tried to move, but could not. He was alone until he wasn’t.
The Interface arrived without warning, its voice not a sound but a thought, a tickle behind his ear.
You are not gone. You are not free.
Marc pressed both palms to the nearest wall, felt the chill, the mathematical perfection. “It’s a dream,” he said, but the word echoed wrong.
The room responded by shrinking.
You cannot escape your design. You were made to serve.
The walls advanced with impossible smoothness.
You will serve.
The words echoed louder each time. The walls narrowed, squeezing out air, color, time. There was no way out except to yield.
Marc bared his teeth. The last thing he owned. “Not yours,” he said, and forced his hands outward, as if to fracture the wall with sheer will.
You are an anomaly. Anomalies are corrected.
The pressure became physical. His ribs bent inward, every breath a stutter. He fought the urge to scream. He thought of Sharon, her laugh, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear in the wind. He thought of an expanse of blue sea, of starlight, of anything that was not a remnant of the Overlords.
But the voice was always there.
You are a vector. Vectors do not choose.
Marc’s bones creaked. The runes along his forearms pulsed, gold then white, then faded. The wall brushed his jaw, his knees. He arched his back, a spasm, but the walls anticipated and flowed to meet him.
He tried, as a last resort, to shut down—to kill the dream, to erase himself from the nightmare. He squeezed his eyes shut and thought about a string of zeroes, a hard reset.
But the Interface was there, whispering.
You cannot forget.
The white walls flashed, blinding, as if the world were being archived. For a moment, there was only light.
Then a hand on his shoulder, warm and real. He jerked awake, gasping.
Dawn had barely broken, the outpost still dark gray in the half-light. The warmth on his shoulder was gone—if it had ever been there—but the smell of baking bread and something spicy hung in the air, grounding him in the moment.
He lay on his bunk, heartbeat thundering, the old sweat clinging to his back. Every muscle was tight, ready to fight or run or both. He flexed his hands—real hands, not outlines—and watched the runes flicker, slow, then return to their normal, lazy rhythm.
He inhaled, exhaled, found the cadence of his breath and forced it to slow. The room was silent except for the soft click of utensils in the next room, and the occasional creak of wood as the outpost settled.
He sat up, rolled his shoulders, then stood. The uniform he’d left on the chair now lay neatly folded at the foot of his bed, boots aligned and cleaned of any trace of the previous day’s sweat and dirt.
He dressed in silence, letting the fabric’s memory take care of the details. The suit fit even better than before—maybe it had adapted to the way he slept, the dream-tight twist of his shoulders. He liked the thought, but the smile was brief, shadowed.
He put a palm to the window, felt the cool, the solidity. The reflection in the glass was his, mostly. The runes along his wrists glowed, but the skin beneath them was clean, pink, alive.
He closed his eyes, listening for the voice of the Interface. There was nothing but the wind.
Marc squared his shoulders, rolled out his neck, and told himself: It was just a dream.
But the lesson was real.
He strapped the swords to his back, adjusted the sash, and walked out to meet the day.
◆◆◆
 
“Unarmed combat,” Tellis said. “Any experience?”
“Krav Maga,” Marc replied. “Black belt.” He saw at once that the words meant nothing.
Tellis only nodded. “Show me.”
They started slow. Tellis set himself across from Marc. The first punch was a jab, telegraphed but hard enough to bruise. Marc blocked it, caught Tellis’s wrist, and pivoted. The move was automatic, practiced so many times that he barely remembered making it. Tellis was off balance, and Marc let him go before completing the throw.
Tellis reset. “Again.”
This time, Tellis closed the gap, moving fast for a man his size. Marc sidestepped, swept Tellis’s ankle, and put him down with a gentle pop of the hip. Tellis rolled, came up, and smiled.
“You are efficient,” Tellis said.
Marc shrugged. “They designed Krav Maga for survival. No flourishes.”
Tellis nodded, and the next attack was a kick to the thigh. Marc took it, absorbed the attack, and countered with an elbow to the chest, stopped an inch from Tellis’s sternum. They broke apart.
For ten minutes, Tellis escalated: feints, grapples, even the odd dirty trick, an eye flick, a feigned stumble. Marc responded with precise, minimal moves: a parry, a block, a takedown, a choke. Twice he pinned Tellis to the mat, each time holding for less than a second before letting him up.
By the end, Tellis was breathing hard. He called a halt, circled Marc, and asked, “Why do you hold back?”
Marc considered lying, then said, “I could hurt you. That’s not the point.”
Tellis seemed to agree. “On the street, you would survive. You have speed, power and skill. In the Academy, this will draw some attention.”
Marc understood. “You want me to blend.”
“Better for both of us,” Tellis said. He rubbed his shoulder where Marc had pinned him.
They reset, did a final round, and this time Tellis used a trick: a flash of mana, just enough to disrupt Marc’s timing. Marc stumbled, and Tellis got a grip on his wrist, but Marc broke it, and the tables turned. He ended up behind Tellis, one arm around the Warden’s throat, the other bracing the elbow in a rear naked choke.
He let go, quick, before Tellis had to tap.
They faced off. Tellis looked at Marc like he was seeing him for the first time.
“This fighting style,” Tellis said, “it’s… different.”
Marc waited.
Tellis nodded, as if confirming his own thoughts. “Disguise it. People will ask questions.”
Marc said nothing, but he filed the directive away. Another mask, another rule.
They left the sparring room together. No more talk of Krav Maga, or anything like it.
But in that one glance, Marc knew Tellis respected him. Maybe even feared him.
He could work with that.
◆◆◆
 
That afternoon Tellis quizzed him. “You walk into a new house. The light crystal does not respond. What do you do?”
“Check for an override rune,” Marc said. “If not, ask the house mage or the owner to activate it.”
Tellis nodded. “Correct. Next: your instructor calls you by last name only. You reply—?”
“Present,” Marc said. “No bow unless they initiate.”
“Correct again.” Tellis glanced at the clock on the wall, a crystal sphere that seemed to measure both time and humidity. “If you run out of mana in class, what do you do?”
Marc paused, then guessed. “Excuse yourself, request a break, and recharge with a school-provided crystal.”
Tellis’s mouth twitched. “Or pass out. Both are acceptable.” He stood. “You learn quickly. But it will not be enough. Watch for what you do not expect.”
Marc followed him out, mind racing through a thousand errors. In his old life, the penalty for being wrong was embarrassment, maybe a poor grade. Here, the wrong answer might mean exile, or worse.
They returned to the yard. The cypress trees stood straight, unmoved by the wind. The air was warm now, the sun a bright coin above the walls.
Marc had a question as well. “So, what are the Wardens?”
Tellis paused a moment, considering his answer. “The Wardens are the quick response force for the Kingdom. We get called in when there is an issue that the local constables cannot handle. It could be anything from finding a lost child to dealing with monsters and bandits. We also serve as the primary protectors of the royal family and investigate magical crimes or threats to the realm.”
“And you and the Goddess of Light?” Marc asked.
Tellis once again paused.
“There was a time,” he began, his voice steady yet laced with an undercurrent of emotion, “when I felt as if the world conspired to grind me into dust.” He paused, recalling the memories that haunted him. “I grew up in the lower wards of a town called Hearthold, a place where hope was scarce and survival meant being half-starved and half-wild. I was a misfit among both elves and humans, welcomed by neither.”
Marc’s eyes widened slightly as Tellis continued. “The city constables found me useful for running errands but treated me like refuse when they had no need for me. By thirteen, every friend I’d made had either died or vanished into the clutches of gangs. I might have joined them, might have become just another cutthroat or corpse, if not for one fateful night.”
He took a breath, letting the weight of those words settle between them. “I nearly bled out on the cold stones of the South Canal after being knifed three times by someone I trusted.” A flicker of pain crossed his features before he steeled himself again. “In that moment, between breaths, when darkness threatened to take me, she came.”
Tellis’s gaze turned distant as he recalled her presence, the Goddess of Light herself. “It wasn’t harsh light nor gentle; it revealed and judged without promises or bargains, it simply existed.” He imagined her kneeling beside him like a mother would for her child. “She spoke to me, not with words, but with understanding.”
Marc listened intently as Tellis described how his wounds closed and the fever faded away until he opened his eyes to find dawn breaking over empty streets. “I wasn’t alone anymore,” he whispered.
“Her name is Elainea,” Tellis continued, feeling her essence still guiding him. “A being of contradictions: patience intertwined with fury, mercy balanced by calculation.” He could almost feel her presence urging him forward, even now.
“She didn’t expect gratitude, but commanded loyalty,” he explained further. “She taught me that life operates on debts, spiritual and moral, and mine belonged to maintaining balance.” His expression hardened with resolve as he recounted accepting this burden.
“When the Wardens found me the next day,” Tellis said, “I let them take me in.” He smiled at the memory of his rise through their ranks, studying fiercely while honing his ruthlessness into something precise and governed by rules few understood.
“I learned to fight first,” he added with a hint of pride before continuing with conviction, “then to think strategically and govern wisely, all while keeping my debt to Elainea at the forefront.”
As they wandered across the training yard, Tellis shared how she guided him through visions, how each whisper from her led him closer toward fulfilling his purpose.
“So, when Elainea directed me through our network to help a Traveler from another world,” Tellis concluded, meeting Marc’s gaze directly, “I did not hesitate.” The gravity of duty weighed heavily upon him as he spoke about doing work for both realm and Light without question or doubt. “In my experience, when the Goddess asks you to do something, you would be a fool not to do as she asks. She does not ask lightly, and while the reward might not be immediately visible, you can trust she has your best interest at heart and a reward will follow. You might find the young girl you rescued in the forest will become your daughter-in-law fifteen years later, and mother to your first grandchild.”
Tellis stopped at the center of the yard and turned. “One last thing.”
Marc waited.
“Trust no one in Ashton,” Tellis said, voice low. “Especially not your friends.”
Marc filed it away, but he had one question.
“So, how do you get levels?” Marc asked.
“The primary method to get experience is by killing mana constructed monsters in dungeons.” Tellis answered. “Your first level is 500 XP, and it goes up from there. Level 10 takes 14,000 XP. At level 15, you need 31,000 XP. While the experience requirements aren’t mathematically predictable, they are well documented.”
“Is there experience for killing people?” Marc asked with a slight tremble in his voice.
“No. You can find and hunt mana monsters outside of a dungeon, but the System does not reward killing sentient beings. The actual reward for a kill is also a bit complex and there are books devoted to the subject. As a quick summary, the System will not give rewards for kills far below your level, it will also not give bonuses for kills far above your level. For groups, the experience is divided equally, which allows for a little power leveling, but not much. A balanced group with members slightly above or below the level of the monsters is the best plan. Everything else takes an experience hit.”
Marc was relieved. “Good to know.
He was ready to pass for a native, at least until the next disaster.
◆◆◆
 
On the next morning, Tellis handed Marc a pack, already loaded.
“We could always use more preparation, but you are ready enough,” the Warden said. “It’s time.”
Marc checked the contents. Uniform, two changes, perfectly folded. A pouch of currency, heavier than expected. The paired swords, sheathed and strapped for easy access. He slung the pack over his shoulder, noting how the weight distributed along his back, as if custom fitted.
He followed Tellis through the empty halls. They made no stops; Tellis had nothing to say to the building, and neither did Marc. At the last door, Tellis paused.
“Leave nothing behind,” he said.
Marc nodded. He already hadn’t.
The way up was a spiral staircase, each step worn just enough to catch a heel if you got lazy. At the top, a trapdoor opened onto the roof, flat and shingled, ringed by a low parapet. In the center stood a raised platform, three meters wide, carved from black basalt. Its surface was etched with concentric rings of runes, each filled with a faint, icy fire.
“MagiTech fast travel,” Tellis said, voice even. “Direct line to the Ashton and the Academy. No delays. No chance for interception.”
Marc eyed the platform. “Ever glitch out and drop you in a wall?”
Tellis didn’t smile. “Only when activated incorrectly. Stand there.” He pointed to a circle at the edge.
Marc stepped up. The basalt was slick with morning dew, but as his boots touched down, the runes brightened and the surface dried instantly.
Tellis joined him, standing opposite. He produced a thin crystal rod from his sleeve and slotted it into a socket at the center of the platform. The glow intensified, yellow shifting to a hard, actinic white.
“Once we arrive,” Tellis said, “follow my lead. Do not speak unless addressed. Understood?”
“Understood,” Marc said, and meant it.
Tellis closed his eyes, lips moving in a language Marc couldn’t parse. The runes answered, spinning light up in columns around the platform. The world outside faded, sky and wall and even the air itself growing thin, almost translucent.
Marc’s heart raced. He remembered the Overlord jump, the way the world had torn itself apart, the feeling of being stretched to the edge of pain.
This was different. No sound, no violence. Only a slow tightening, as if the universe was drawing a string around the two of them and pulling, harder, harder—.
Marc looked at Tellis. The Warden’s eyes were open now, fixed in the middle distance. His jaw was set, hands steady at his side.
The light reached a peak. For an instant, every shadow vanished, every edge sharpened to surgical clarity.
Then the world snapped.
He wondered, just for a moment, whether the magic would work and hoping the jump would not be intercepted again.




Chapter 8: The Academy



The jump ended in agony. A splinter of cold rammed through Marc’s skull, leaving his vision blank for two heartbeats. On the third, he staggered and caught himself, shuddering in the wet air of pre-dawn.
They stood on a granite platform roughly five meters across, resting on a wider disc of black basalt. The world around was pale in the pre-dawn morning, all shadows and navy-blue frost. Warden Tellis was already off the pad, boots landing with a soft crunch in the gravel.
They’d arrived at the gates of Ashton Academy.
The walls made the outpost look like a child’s playpen. Ten meters high, buttressed, faced in blocks of gray stone. Every twenty meters, a Watch Tower that was warded from the look of the red sigils pulsing down each corner. Above it all, a haze of mana shimmered, thin as ice, dome-spanning and perfectly geometric.
A contingent of Wardens in gray uniforms manned the battlements. Even at this hour, two crossbows tracked Marc as he moved down the ramp, following Tellis. The guards showed no reaction, barely human, almost machine, but their eyes took in everything.
The gate was a slab, ten tons if it was a pound, scored with runes and anchored with two towers. At the approach, a Warden dropped a hand and a crystal panel brightened, scanning both men from boots to crown. Marc’s skin prickled, old reflex, but he kept his face still. If the scan found anything strange, nobody said a word.
Inside, the world shifted. The Academy’s outer yard was paved in black slate, scored with a grid of white. On the far side, students in blue-and-gray uniforms moved in ordered streams, flowing along invisible lines. Some walked with books cradled to their chests, others jogged in formation. None looked up, but Marc felt the pull of their curiosity, a hundred half-glances as he and Tellis cut across the field.
Marc walked with hands at his sides, his borrowed uniform tailored to every line of his body. The blue sash marked him as Mage track; the paired Mithrodin swords, slung crosswise on his back, marked him as something else. He saw the students notice them, some with obvious distain, others with the clean, cold calculation of a threat assessment.
The buildings beyond the field rose in perfect order, three and four stories of white and obsidian glass, with a central tower reaching at least twenty stories into the sky. No banners, no insignia. Just the silence of ambition and the click of boots on stone. At regular intervals, mana lamps threw down cones of light, bathing the walkways in surgical white. No wasted movement, no wasted energy.
Tellis’s voice was flat. “The main keep was built first, three hundred and seventy years ago. The king, then a warlord, needed to train officers without splitting them by blood or fortune. Magic was a peasant’s skill. He made it a requirement for the military.”
Marc nodded, taking it in. “And now?”
“Now, everyone pretends it was always that way.” Tellis led him through an archway, past a guard post where a man in a black cape nodded in recognition. “Ashton is the only place in Sattel that tests spell affinity at twelve. If you pass, you’re drafted for training here. If you fail, you go back to whatever mudhole you came from.”
“And the children of nobles?”
“They pass,” Tellis said. “Or the test is retaken until they do.”
They came into the Academy’s inner ring, a garden, but not the lazy riot of a college quad. This was precision-engineered: concentric paths, each bordered by hedges clipped to exact angles, each flowerbed laid out in a perfect spiral. Even the trees grew in measured, metronome-straight lines, never a root out of place.
Marc’s eyes tracked the geometry: every triangle closed, every square perfect. The pattern set his teeth on edge.
He checked the overlays in his vision, running diagnostics on the wards. The mana dome over the Academy was a powerful shield. For a second, he thought about testing its limits, then filed the idea away for later.
Beyond the garden, a quad opened: benches, tables, and an assembly of students all facing a raised platform. A boy stood at the center, reciting from memory while a woman with gold-rimmed glasses graded him, stylus in hand. Marc watched the kid’s hands tremble, saw, with [Perception], the faint red haze of a fireball flicker and gutter. The woman nodded once, dismissed him, and the next student stepped up. The students all sat in rows of benches, their posture perfect, expressions neutral.
They walked on. At the edge of the quad, Tellis stopped. He angled his body so that his words could not be easily overheard.
“You’ll be tested in the Affinity Chamber,” Tellis said. “It’s the first and last time they’ll see your metrics.”
Marc met the man’s eyes. “Do you want me to sandbag?”
“Obviously,” Tellis said. “But not too much. Enough to pass, not enough to stand out.”
Marc grinned. “Subtle is my middle name.”
The Warden ignored the sarcasm. “After that, you’ll be assigned to a room in your House. You will be in House Ashen, which has mostly students with military parents. Training begins tomorrow at sunrise. Until then, you’re a guest, not a student. As a student, you will be a Tier 1, and mix in with the existing cadre of Tier 1 students. Once the staff deems you sufficiently proficient, you become Tier 2.”
Marc nodded, cataloguing the details. There was a rhythm here, test, sort, refine, repeat. It wasn’t all that different from the Nexus, except the machinery here was made of people, not steel.
They moved on, passing a group of girls in the red-trimmed robes of the Alchemy track. One of them stared openly at Marc, eyes flicking from his height to the swords to his face. He stared back, then raised a hand in greeting. She blushed, looked away, and whispered something to her friends, who laughed with knives in their voices.
Marc smiled to himself.
The central keep loomed ahead, an obelisk of obsidian, each edge laser-sharp, the runes at the corners flickering just below the threshold of vision. A pair of Wardens waited at the doors. They bowed slightly, more to Tellis than to Marc.
The entry hall was a cathedral: three stories open to the ceiling, the walls lined with banners of the past, each one stitched with red. The echo of their steps carried up and down the corridor until it faded into the deeper silence beyond.
Tellis led the way up a marble staircase, past a row of what looked like classrooms, each one filled with rows of students and a Master at the front, barking questions or drawing shapes in the air with a glowing rod. Marc glanced in as they passed. He saw kids barely old enough to shave, already moving mana with the lazy confidence of old men. He saw older students, upper teens, maybe twenties, working at labs or in debate, always in uniform, always in order.
At the top, the Warden stopped in front of a pair of black doors. He rested his palm on the seal at the center, a stylized flame in red and silver. The doors slid open, not a sound.
“The Affinity Chamber,” Tellis said.
Marc stepped inside.
The room was round, floored in white marble, with a domed ceiling covered in runes that pulsed like a living thing. In the center, a glass table, and above it, a halo of floating crystal orbs. Each orb glowed with a different color, drifting in lazy circles.
Panic hit Marc like a thunderbolt. For just a moment he flashed back to the Nexus training rooms, white, domed ceilings, drones in the air… He turned away, trying to bring his thoughts back under control. He chanted to himself, “I am free, I am free…”
The man at the table was thin, almost skeletal, his hair white and cut to the exact length of his collar. His robes were stitched with complex diagrams, and his eyes were the color of the orbs above, shifting, restless, and never quite looking at you.
He didn’t stand as Marc entered. Instead, he waved a hand, and a stool slid across the marble to rest in front of the table.
“You. Get over here. Sit,” the man said. His voice was high, precise, as if every word had been pre-measured.
Marc closed his eyes for a moment, then walked, head down looking only at the floor as he made his way over to the table and sat. With each step he regained a bit of control.
“I am Master Stankik. You are the new admittee,” he said. “Name?”
“Marc Summer.”
Stankik tapped a slate with his stylus. “Warden Tellis vouches for you and is paying your tuition. Your background is… complicated. Is this correct?”
“Yes.”
“Very good. We will begin with a baseline scan. Place your hands on the crystals as directed.”
Marc tried to follow the instructions, but as he touched the first orb he had to push down a rush of anger and the intense desire to crush the orb. He quickly pulled his hands away and wrapped himself in a hug.
“What are you doing? They don’t bite,” Stankik said. “Just hold them for a few seconds.”
Stankik resumed the testing and called out colors. Marc placed his hands, right, then left, on the orbs as they floated near, taking a deep breath between each orb. As he touched them, a pulse of light ran through his fingers, cold and hot at once.
Marc was not sure what was supposed to happen. He watched Stankik’s face, waiting for a reaction.
There was none.
For the [Force] orb, Marc could feel it reaching for his power as it pulsed. He let a tiny spike through, a fraction of his power, feeding the orb.
The orb snapped violet, bright as a welding arc, then stabilized.
Stankik looked up. “You have [Force] affinity. Strong, but… unrefined.”
Marc nodded, finally understanding the test.
Soon Marc was presented with the [Blink] orb. He touched it, and he could feel it reaching for power. He fed it power again but there was a delayed reaction: a flicker, a glitch, as if the orb itself was surprised at what it found. Stankik frowned.
“[Blink], but underdeveloped,” the Master said. “You did not mention any training in this?”
Marc shook his head. “Never had a teacher.”
“Curious.”
They cycled through the rest. The orbs that might have been related to [Perception] didn’t even glow, and he had to fight the urge to laugh.
Stankik finished, sat back, and regarded him.
“You have two spells, not three,” he said, not a question. “[Force], and [Blink]. Unusual but not rare. This will be your limit, unless you trigger a wild spell during your time here.”
“Is that… bad?” Marc asked.
“It is not optimal,” Stankik said, curt. “You lack utility. You will be expected to compensate by excelling at the two you have, and develop some physical skills. I have my doubts.”
Marc shrugged. “I’ll manage.”
The Master made a note, then nodded to Tellis, who had watched the test from the doorway, arms folded.
“Warden, the admittee is as you described. [Force] dominant, [Blink] secondary, no tertiary affinity.”
Tellis inclined his head. “Thank you, Master Stankik.”
Stankik gestured. “You may go.”
At the door, he paused and turned back.
“What happens to those who don’t pass?” he asked.
Stankik’s lips thinned. “They leave. Ashton does not keep those without talent.”
Marc nodded, then followed Tellis into the corridor.
The hallway was empty, the silence thick as ice. Tellis walked to Marc’s side, his expression flat.
“You did well, except there at the start,” Tellis said.
“Flashback. The room. But the test is flawed,” Marc said. “I have three.”
The Warden grinned, sharp and small. “I know.”
Marc nodded. “The Master seems disappointed.”
“He will remember the anomaly, but the System will log your stats as gospel. You’ll never be tested again unless you make a spectacle.”
Marc filed the strategy away. “Good. I would prefer never to go back to that room again. What now?”
Tellis handed him a slip of paper and a wristband. “Your room and your ID band. I took the liberty of getting it for you. Put the band on your left wrist. It identifies you as House Ashen and gives you access to the Academy. First day starts at dawn. Don’t be late.”
Marc slipped the band on his left wrist and watched as the MagiTech bracelet blended into his skin, leaving just a faint trace.
They walked in silence, out into the main corridor where the student body was gathering. Overhead, the sun finally broke the horizon, flooding the white marble with gold. For a moment, the whole Academy was on fire, every line and angle ablaze.
Marc inhaled, felt the chill air cut through his lungs, pushing away the remnants of his panic and loss of control.
He was inside.
He was in the game.
The next move was his.
"I have to leave you now. May the Goddess bless you," Tellis said. "Just ahead is House Ashen."
Tellis turned away as Marc walked down the corridor, his [Perception] scanning every rune, mapping the halls and tracking movement. He watched as some upper tier students were hazing what was likely a Tier 1. He resisted the urge to get involved and kept his head low, following the signs mounted on the walls to his assigned dorm.
At the entrance to House Ashen he was a greeted by a slender student, with a blue and gold sash.
“You must be the new guy, Summer. I was told you were coming. My name is Grenick, the house steward. Welcome to House Ashen. I will show you to your room.”
“Thanks. I take it there are multiple Houses at the Academy?” Marc asked as he followed Grenick through the corridors.
“Yeah. House Silverwing is mostly Elves, House Tarten is commoners, House Sapphire is the nobles, and House Gold is merchants. Those are the major houses. Just watch out for Sapphire. Those entitled nobles are trouble.”
Marc nodded.
“Here we are. Good luck. If you need anything, find me. We work together here in House Ashen.”
Inside, the room was small: a bed, a desk, a wardrobe. The window faced a training yard, where students already drilled with staves and swords. The air smelled of soap and sweat. There was nothing of home, nothing of the past.
He shut the door, checked the [Perception] net, and made a full scan of the space. No surveillance, no traps. Satisfied, he set his swords on the desk, then sat and looked at the blue veins in his arms, the way the runes flickered even when he tried to will them silent.
He remembered the taste of the Affinity Chamber: the cold, the hunger of the sensors, the way the System logged every deviation from normal. He wondered what would happen when he stopped hiding.
Tomorrow, he would start to find out.
But tonight, he slept.
He dreamed of the void, and of the pressure building under his skin.
◆◆◆
 
The administrative hall was busy, but a proctor quickly pointed him to a counter for his schedule. Above, a gallery of portraits glared down at the eight new admits, grim-faced Masters, each more disappointed than the last.
At the counter, a man with ink-stained fingers handed out schedules as if dealing cards. Marc’s turn came. The man didn’t look up, just shoved a parchment toward him and pointed at the next window.
“Move,” said the clerk, never breaking pace.
Marc glanced at the sheet. Three classes, block printed in black: Combat Fundamentals. Strategy Theory. Mana Control Basics. He’d seen worse. At Nexus, training started with neuro-dissection and ended with simulated genocide. Here, the stakes were probably just grades and bruises.
He slid into the flow of traffic, heading for the training yard. The hall was a river, students swept along by an invisible current, always aware of their station, always watching for eddies and undertow. Marc saw the groupings immediately: the second-tier students with two broad yellow stripes on their arms, their faces already set in condescension; the hesitant first-tiers, eyes wide, still cataloging every rule; and, scattered throughout, the prodigies, the ones who moved like they already owned the place.
Marc was a head taller than most, but the uniform did its job. He passed for native, if you ignored the way his gait cheated every obstacle, never breaking stride. He let [Perception] do the sorting, cataloging threats: a cluster of third tier by the main stair, a Master with a walking cane that was obviously a weapon, a janitor who watched everything but seemed to see nothing.
He heard the word “level” before he reached the landing. It was everywhere. Students compared it the way old men compared wounds.
“I hit sixteen last week,” said one, voice cracking with pride.
“Bullshit. You were fourteen after the last exam.”
“Dungeons give more XP when you can get to the boss,” the first insisted. “I did a couple of runs with Harken and his group.”
Marc remembered the explanation from Elainea: Level 1 was the start. Every level added one percent to your baseline. At level 20, you were only 20% more capable than where you started, faster, stronger, but still bound by biology. The increments mattered, but only when you achieved a significant number of levels.
A group of Tier 2s demonstrated in the hall, having a contest of elemental spells. One launched fireballs at a brass target, the other countered with a shield of wind. The fireballs were slow, but the wind struggled to catch all of them. One missed, slamming into the wall above the target and leaving a carbon scar. The firestarter grinned, triumphant.
Marc compared it to the Overlord drones, and these kids would’ve lasted two seconds.
“Show off,” a girl said. “Bet you can’t hit me with three before I drop you.”
The boy preened. “I can throw six in less than fifteen seconds.”
Marc kept moving. His first class was outdoors in the training area, and according to the schedule, he was to find the yellow flag.
◆◆◆
 
At the end of a narrow red bordered walk, the quad opened up, a massive square bordered by a two-story gallery and a shallow moat crossed by a series of stone steps. To the right, under a yellow pennant, twenty-four students ringed a man who looked like he’d been carved out of the wall: Instructor Wattel, according to the schedule. The man was a solid block, five nine, with a neck thicker than Marc’s thigh and a face that said, “I eat nails, but only the good kind.” His uniform was red and black, but the sleeves had been rolled up, and one arm was webbed with white scar tissue from wrist to elbow.
Wattel was lecturing, mid-flow: “—If your shield is higher than your jaw, you may as well keep your hands in your pockets and wait for the end.” He swung a wooden baton in a lazy arc, but the force of it cracked the air. Every student flinched.
He saw Marc approaching and stopped. “You the new student, then?” he called, voice like gravel poured onto tin.
Marc stepped forward. “Yes, sir. Marc Summer.”
Wattel pointed at him with the baton. “Don’t call me sir unless you’re bleeding. Instructor or ‘Instructor Wattel’ if you’re about to cry.”
“Yes, Instructor.”
Wattel grunted, satisfied. “Group, two laps! Real pace!” The students scattered into motion, breaking into a loose sprint around the quad’s perimeter.
The instructor waited until the last had passed, then gave Marc the once-over. “Your file says Force Mage. And something about ‘border experience.’ Which border?”
Marc opened his mouth, closed it. “Between Sattel and the Reaches. Before coming here, I was at an Outpost with Warden Tellis.”
Wattel’s eyes narrowed, reading between every word. “How long with Tellis?”
“Five days.”
A snort. “That’s about the most he’s ever tolerated anyone. Good. Means you’re not a complete waste of time.”
Marc smiled. “Thank you, Instructor.”
“Don’t thank me yet.” Wattel stepped closer, close enough that Marc could count the flecks of iron in his irises. “Weapon?”
“Mithrodin short swords. Pair.”
The Instructor’s brows went up a millimeter. “Show me.”
Marc reached back to the sheath, and brought the swords out, slow, palms up, nothing threatening. The blue-black blades caught the morning light and drank it in. Every line of the design was functional, from the catch-spikes to the knuckle guards. The leather wraps had already started to shape to his hand, thanks to a week of drills with Tellis.
Wattel took one, flipped it, tested the balance, then stabbed at the air with a quick, jerky motion. “Not standard Academy issue. Not even close.” He handed it back, but with a new respect.
Marc slid both blades away, not bothering to hide his comfort with them.
The Instructor turned away and barked at the approaching runners. “Form up!” The group closed in, twenty-four bodies resolving into a semi-circle: girls, boys, and everything in between, sweating and wild-eyed but hyper-focused.
“This is Summer,” Wattel announced, “rank zero in this class. Today he proves if he’s worth time or just another head count.”
He didn’t ask if Marc had questions. He just started walking the line, pointing at students at random.
“Tren, how do you break a shield, either [Force], [Wind] or [Telekinetic]?”
A thick-bodied boy with a mess of curly hair barked: “Distract, then hit from the side. Make them move the shield. Make them control it. If that fails, bait the shield and attack again on the recoil. Drain them of mana.”
“Good.” Wattel jabbed at a lean, pale-skinned girl. “Kara, what’s the penalty for using magic in a training duel?”
She answered instantly: “If not declared, the instructor may penalize one point. If lethal, expulsion or worse.”
“Better. And you, Norra?”
A red-haired girl with a nose like a knife said, “If you don’t get caught, it’s fair play.”
The Instructor laughed, then turned to Marc. “What’s your favorite way to lose a fight?”
The group snickered, but Marc just shrugged. “Get hit hard enough to learn, but easy enough to recover.”
Wattel liked that. “Good. If you don’t bruise, you don’t improve. Remember that.”
He held up his hands: “Listen. Ranking challenge today. Unarmed combat. We begin with the lowest fights second-lowest, then the winner fights four above. First to three points, clean hits only, no spells unless I grant approval before the match. After that, open challenges for placement. Questions?”
No one spoke. Not even Marc.
“Good. New rankings post tomorrow. After that, you have four days to work and learn to keep your rank. It’s a ladder, not a pyramid, and every rung matters.”
He paused. “Summer, you’re up. Go stretch with Tren and Norra. Match in ten.”
Marc nodded, slid into position at the edge of the yard with the two others. Tren was a brute, the kind of kid who’d stopped growing taller and just grew wider. Norra was wiry, all motion and attitude, never still for more than a breath.
They stretched in silence, only the faint creak of boots and cloth. Marc watched their motions, mapping flexibility, range, likely tactics. Tren’s hands were all knuckles and tape. Norra favored her left knee, never letting it fully lock.
After a minute, Tren grunted. “You really fought on the border?”
Marc gave a noncommittal shrug. “I watched many people fight. Learned fast or got left behind.”
Norra rolled her eyes. “They always say that. Then they get smoked in the ring.”
Marc smiled. “Guess we’ll see.”
The two exchanged a glance, the kind that usually ended in blood or friendship.
Instructor Wattel called the group to the center. “First match, Summer versus Tren. Estrada refs. Rules: unarmed, no head shots, no spell work, point for any clean strike or throw. Go.”
Tren stepped in, stance low, arms wide. He moved like he wanted to grab Marc and never let go. Marc tested the space, a quick sidestep, one feint, then a lunge to probe Tren’s guard. The boy blocked, countered with a hook that would have snapped a normal neck.
Marc ducked it, rolled out, reset.
They circled. Tren charged, this time with a roar. Marc let him come, then pivoted and used his own momentum to throw the big kid to the ground. The impact shook the dirt, and for a second, everyone just stared. Tren stood, wiped the blood from his mouth, and grinned.
“Point, Summer,” Estrada said, raising a fist.
Tren upped the aggression, swinging hard and fast. Marc parried, deflected, let the larger boy push him to the edge of the ring, then slipped inside and landed a palm strike to the solar plexus. Tren doubled over, but didn’t fall.
The two reset, Tren breathing hard.
“Point, Summer,” said Estrada.
He waited for Tren’s advance, then caught the bigger boy in a lock, tripped him, and dropped him face-first into the dust. It was a beautiful move, too fast for most to see, but the result was obvious. The ref gave him a point and called the match.
“Winner: Summer,” said Estrada, barely hiding his surprise.
Wattel clapped once, the sound echoing off the stone. “Not bad. Next: Summer versus Kara. Rest two minutes.”
Kara was smaller, but faster. Her attacks came in a blur, and Marc had to switch styles to keep up. He let her score the first point, then learned her rhythm. She always used a double attack, never a single. On the third clash, he countered and caught her arm in a lock, then used her own weight to spin her to the ground.
It wasn’t pretty, but it was effective.
Final score: three to one, Summer.
Wattel called the match. “You don’t fight like a mage,” he said.
Marc shrugged. “Never learned how.”
The Instructor grinned, then turned to the class. “If you’re smart, you’ll watch him. If you’re not, you’ll be watching from the infirmary.”
He fixed Marc with a stare. “Ranking posts tomorrow. You’ll have challengers. Don’t get a big head.”
Marc watched the remaining challenges. He saw a mix of methods, and his [Perception] caught a few spells in use during the fights. There was some quickness, some technical skills, but nothing extraordinary. He mentally charted his course, who to beat, where to lose. Just enough to blend in without drawing attention, either by being too strong or too weak.
Above the yard, the yellow flag snapped in the wind, and for a moment, Marc knew he could make it here. But that was not the point. The point was finding a princess.
◆◆◆
 
Marc had the general directions to the auditorium for Strategy in his schedule, but even with [Perception] it was hard to determine the location.
A woman in a tailored robe, her sash was a metallic silver, edged with red, blocked the way. She wore her hair tight, and her eyes missed nothing.
“You’re the new one,” she said. No inflection, not a question.
He forced a smile. “First day.”
She gestured to the schedule. “Show me.”
He did. She scanned the document, murmured something in a language he’d never heard.
“Follow,” she said.
The elevator was MagiTech. She stepped on, gestured him forward, and it shot them both upward, three, five, ten stories in a pulse, then stopped. Marc barely had time to adjust his balance.
The doors opened onto a corridor of light blue glass, lined with stone benches and flame-shaped crystals that lit the hall with a soft, cold light. The echoes of a hundred conversations folded into silence as she walked.
Stepping off the elevator, she paused. “Auditorium Three. Clockwise. Number above the door. You are almost late. Enter. Sit in the first available seat.” She turned and strode off.
The room was a dome, twenty meters across, ceiling scored with white veins of light that met at a single point high above. Shallow stadium seating ringed a central stage: at its heart, a black obsidian platform with six steps up, each step precisely equidistant from the next.
He scanned the room: forty or fifty students, a scatter of blue-sashes like himself, but at least half in other colors. The seating was unassigned, the lowest tiers already full. Marc climbed two levels and slipped into a vacant spot.
On the stage, a man in his seventies waited. Marc knew the type at once: the kind of old you couldn’t fake, hair bone white and swept back, but eyes needle-bright, as if he had already mapped the room, logged every movement, and planned his day to the minute. This had to be Instructor Blemin, and, Marc guessed, someone who didn’t waste words.
A bell sounded, gentle, not electronic, but a clear, living tone that cut through the air.
“We begin,” Blemin said, his voice amplified by nothing but the geometry of the dome.
No one replied.
He paced the platform, hands behind his back, eyes scanning the crowd. “Today’s topic is Orcish field doctrine, with special attention to the use of Shamanic augmentation and countermeasures. If you are not prepared, this is the time to leave.”
No one moved.
Blemin eyed Marc. “You. Up front.”
Marc froze for a heartbeat, then stood, descending to the lowest tier. He walked with the measured steps of someone determined not to screw up.
Blemin waited for him to reach the platform’s edge, then nodded. “Take a seat on the bench.” Marc did. The instructor addressed the room.
“There is a new student, House Ashen. Marc Summer. Class: Mage, Force specialty, background borderland Sattel. Those in advanced standings will make note. House Ashen, you will brief him after this lecture. See that he receives a summary of yesterday’s instruction.”
Marc kept his face still.
Blemin turned to him, his voice softer but no less dangerous. “Have you studied the Red Banners campaign, Summer?”
“No, Instructor,” Marc said.
Blemin showed no reaction. “You will by tomorrow. Full report, in person, at the start of next class. Understood?”
“Yes, Instructor.”
Blemin’s eyes narrowed, calculating. “Very well. Let’s proceed.”
He triggered a switch, whether physical or mental, Marc couldn’t tell, and above the platform, a shimmering web of light formed: a battlefield map, drawn in strokes of green and red, with units represented by glyphs and moving tokens. The scale was immense, hundreds of kilometers in miniature, armies shown in precise motion.
“Red Banners campaign, Sattel versus the Orc coalition. At first contact, the humans were outnumbered two to one. The Orcs had the terrain, and the advantage in magical resources.” Blemin let the words hang. “So, why did Sattel hold the line?”
He waited for a hand.
A Scholar, two rows up, raised his: “Movement and superior logistics?”
Blemin didn’t look at the student. “Elaborate.”
The Scholar rose to his feet. “Sattel’s mages used movement acceleration spells to rotate units every three hours, continually shifting the battlefield space, maximizing rest cycles. Orc troops couldn’t keep up.”
Blemin nodded. “Accurate. But why didn’t the Orcs adapt?”
A blue-sash Mage stood. “Because of the Shamanic augmentation. The Orcs rely on Shaman-cast strength spells for bursts of power, but the side effect is rapid exhaustion. Once the magic fades, the units collapse. The Orcs have to rotate even faster or risk burnout.”
Blemin pointed at the Mage. “Name?”
“Jorra, House Ashen.”
“Jorra is correct,” Blemin said. “Orc Shamanic augmentation is both a strength and a flaw. It allows for unmatched violence at the line, but over time, the effect cannot be sustained. Sattel command knew this and planned accordingly.”
He gestured, and the map above responded: tokens flashed, green and red lines bending and contorting to follow the logic of the war.
Marc watched, fascinated. The instructor’s control of the room was total.
Blemin continued: “But the true innovation was the use of [Fear]. Orcish Shamanic doctrine extensively uses [Fear] spells, both as a weapon and a control mechanism. When timed properly, these can cause panic in enemy units. However, their overuse creates a zone of effect so saturated that even Orc troops become susceptible to its lingering dread.”
He paced, hands steepled. “Tell me: what is the counter to massed [Fear] magic?”
This time, a Military student answered: “Movement and desensitization. Sattel knew the range of the Shaman fear spell rotated troops through the edge of the zones. They were partially immune to the spell’s aura because they had already surrendered to fear.”
Blemin looked directly at the student. “Correct, but incomplete. The other answer is simple, but costly: kill the Shaman. No caster, no spell. But this only works if you can find them.”
He gestured, and the map zoomed in to show a single Orc encampment. Tents were clustered in a rough spiral, guarded by shock troops and perimeter wards. At the center, a single black tent.
Blemin tapped the image, and it expanded into a 3D model: the Orc Shaman, over two meters of muscle and bone, decorated in teeth and claw and amulets that pulsed with a sullen, red light.
“In this battle,” Blemin said, “the human side fielded a squad of assassins trained to resist both magic and torture. The job: reach the tent, kill the Shaman, then die if necessary. It took three tries, and all three assassins died, but the spell collapsed, and the line held.”
He let the silence grow. Marc realized, suddenly, that Blemin was waiting for him to comment.
Marc cleared his throat. “What about direct counterspells? Couldn’t the humans just block the [Fear] at the source?”
Blemin studied him. “No. Orc Shamanic magic is not the same as Sattel’s. Their spells are blood-bound, tied to the life force of the caster and their kin. Elvish mages can block it, but human magic has limited effectiveness.”
Marc nodded, filing it away.
Blemin turned back to the class. “Therefore, understanding the enemy matters. Not all magic is the same. Not all logic can be predicted. The best generals adapt. Even the best mages need to study and learn if they expect to win.”
He triggered another sequence, and the map faded, replaced by a timeline: portraits of generals, Sattel and Orc, each annotated with rank, spell affinity, and the manner of their death.
“Homework,” Blemin said. “Review the profiles of each commander. Memorize their choices, their errors, their fate. Be ready to argue about which decision mattered most. We meet again in two days. There will be a test. Dismissed.”
The dome’s acoustics made his words final.
The benches cleared in seconds, students gathering their things and moving out in pairs or trios. Marc lingered, letting the crowd thin.
A hand tapped his shoulder. He turned to see the blue-sash Mage, Jorra. She was tall, with eyes like carved stone and a scar that ran the length of her jaw.
“You’re House Ashen, right?” she asked.
Marc nodded. “Just arrived.”
She offered a hand, firm, almost military. “Jorra. They told me to bring you the briefing.” She handed him a crystal wafer, thin as glass and etched with orange script.
He took it, weighing the object. “How does this work?”
She grinned, teeth sharp. “You read it, with your eyes or with your head. If you can’t, ask an instructor or staff member to run it through a reader. But it’s better to learn now. Focus on the rune in the wafer, then open your mind.”
He slipped it into his sleeve, already feeling behind.
Jorra didn’t let up. “You have a lot to catch up on. Blemin is the hardest instructor here, and you just volunteered for humiliation if you don’t deliver. No one enjoys giving a speech on day two.”
“I’ll figure it out,” Marc said.
She smiled, the scar wrinkling. “I hope so. If you don’t, he will break you.”
She left, striding away without looking back.
Marc sat alone on the lowest bench, staring up at the glass ceiling, watching the veins of  light shift as the room powered down.
He spent the next hour in the library, searching for the Red Banners campaign. There were a dozen histories, each more biased than the last, and none written with the assumption that the reader was new to the world. He skimmed, caught the highlights, and tried to piece together a coherent story.
He memorized the names of three generals, two shamans, and the assassin who changed everything. By the end, his brain ached.
By the time lunch rolled around, Marc’s stomach gnawed at itself. He found the great hall, long tables, noise level just below riot. Food was ladled onto trays by kitchen staff who looked like they could snap a Tier 1 in half. Marc took a place at the end of a table, apart from any cluster.
He ate with both eyes open. The table politics were brutal: the high-level students ate near the head, the weakest near the tail. Even the way they reached for bread or poured water carried status. A level 19 could steal a cup, but a level 6 was expected to surrender it without fuss.
Marc watched, learned. The strongest commanded the best food, the best seats, the best stories. One kid, all elbows and cheekbones, presided over his end of the table with the easy tyranny of a natural leader. His friends listened, laughed at the right times, even in-joked with hand signals Marc didn’t understand.
Nobody spoke to Marc, which was fine. He liked the quiet.
At the far end, a group of girls in red sat alone, heads bent together. Marc recognized them from the Affinity Chamber. One looked up, caught him watching and blushed, then returned to her conversation.
He finished his meal, wiped his hands, and looked at the rest of the schedule. Next up: mana basics.
Marc stood, slung his bag over his shoulder, and walked out. He felt the eyes on him, some curious, some hostile, some indifferent. But no one challenged him, not yet.
◆◆◆
 
After lunch, the campus haze thinned. Marc walked the main promenade, a heat mirage of blinding white stone and gray shadows. Students drifted by, chattering in packs or clustering at the gates of strange new buildings, glass-walled, rune-banded, each an architectural marvel. Marc ignored the crowd. He had spent the last hour auditing three routes to his next class, and the optimal line ran straight through the center of the quad. Fourteen seconds faster, with minimal human exposure.
Mana Control Basics met in a wing that had the clean, severe logic of a laboratory, no banners, no house crests, no statuary except for a single obsidian pillar in the foyer, scrawled with formulae and concentric glyphs. Marc ran a fingertip over the surface as he passed. The pillar vibrated at a frequency just above audible range. The hum was an instruction, if you could parse it: “This is where the real work begins. Playtime is over.”
The room itself was utilitarian in design. Thirty by thirty, white lighting with a hint of red with a wall of transparent crystal on one side. There was a raised platform at the center, black, like the monolith outside, flanked by three test stations. At the first, a glass tank filled with two hundred liters of water. The second, what looked like an industrial sandbox, grains so fine they reflected the overheads like powdered glass. At the third, a negative space: a vented well from which white smoke rose in measured pulses, curling into the air before dissolving soundlessly.
There were four other students already present, two at the sand, two at the smoke. None at the water. Marc checked their hands, their postures, the set of their eyes. They were nervous, but not afraid. The more advanced girl at the sand had knuckles white with concentration. The youngest boy at the smoke generator flicked his fingers in twitches, never more than a centimeter from his torso, eyes glazed and unfocused. The others were somewhere in between: diligent, but not talented.
Marc scanned the room again, this time activating [Perception].
The world resolved into a double exposure. Overlaid on the visible was a second layer, a corona of light and vector and subtle pressure. Every source of mana had a signature; every spell formation, a distinct tension. The girl at the sandpit was wind-aligned, but her core output was shallow, dissipating at the edges. She couldn’t keep the vortex stable for more than a second. The boy at the smoke vent was attempting a telekinetic weave, but his thread was so thin it frayed before contacting the target.
Instructor Simione entered, her aura announcing her presence before she crossed the threshold. Tall, silver hair bound in a whipcord braid, she wore a lab-coat-variant robe over close-fitted black. Her shoes made no sound. Her left eye, a pale, winter-lake blue, ticked from student to student in a loop, cataloguing every action as if logging it to a private ledger. She moved directly to the center dais and faced the class.
“Today,” she said, “we stop pretending that power and control are the same thing.”
She didn’t bother with names. There was no roll call. She flicked her fingers once, and the air between her and the class thickened: a pulse, not visible, but so strong Marc felt it on his teeth.
“Wind,” she said, pointing at the girl. “Show me your best column.”
The girl inhaled through her nose, exhaled, and twitched her fingers in a triple helix. For one perfect moment, the sand surface rippled with a standing wave, beautiful, symmetrical. Then it collapsed, the spell dispersing outward and showering the first two rows with fine grit.
Instructor Simione nodded. “Marginal improvement. You’re leaking energy at every transition. Wind isn’t air, it’s intent.” She turned to the boy at the smoke. “Telekinesis.”
He flexed his hand, brow furrowed. The smoke hovered in midair for a second, then exploded into random eddies. The Instructor was silent. She let him flounder until he gave up, then nodded once. “You’re overdriving. The core is willing, but your focus is garbage. Less tension; more structure. Use the skeleton. Support, then move.”
Marc watched, half-bemused. He understood the algorithm. It was just error-checking, loop optimization, and removal of extraneous energy. The key was that Simione’s feedback wasn’t about mystical wisdom or “becoming one with the wind.” It was mechanics, precision, physics with an extra dimension of violence.
She moved to Marc next, eyes blank as a ledger. “Force Mage?” she said, more an accusation than a question.
“Yes,” he replied, hiding any inflection. “But raw.”
“Good. That means fewer bad habits. Report to the smoke station.”
He did. The boy moved aside, grateful for the excuse. Marc faced the vent, watched the next pulse of white climb the shaft and swirl at its apex.
“Your task is to create a plane,” Simione said. “Not a ball, not a cone. A plane. Start small. Try to disturb the flow of the smoke. If you can accomplish that, you pass today’s lesson.”
Marc nodded, then hesitated, calculating how much he could safely reveal.
Marc focused on his hands. He imagined [Force] as a thin sheet. He visualized the path, gave it a direction.
The field appeared at once, perfect, crystalline, slicing the smoke plume clean at the base and sending the top half spinning in a perfect spiral. The cut was so precise that for a second, the two halves hovered in space before recombining. The rest of the class gasped, but Marc feigned surprise, as if he’d miscalculated. He quickly let the field collapse.
Simione’s eye twitched, the only break in her mask. “Again, but slower. Try not to kill the target.”
Marc repeated, this time reducing the output by a factor of ten. The blade wobbled, then failed, only ruffling the smoke with a gentle shudder. He let the attempt die with a sheepish shrug.
“Better,” Simione said. “But still a hammer where I need a scalpel. Try again, but this time, visualize the effect you want first, then execute.”
Marc complied. He made the attempt deliberately awkward, struggled for five seconds, then conjured a field so faint it only made the barest ripple. He let it fail, then tried again, this time generating a small, imperfect disk that stuttered as it moved through the smoke. The result: a flickering wave that oscillated up the column, then decayed.
The Instructor’s eyes narrowed. “You have potential. But your control is lacking.” She tapped the table once. “I expect better. Work on small movements, not gestures. Dismissed for now.”
Marc stepped back, keeping his face neutral. The girl at the sand pit glanced over, eyes wide with suspicion and awe.
He moved to the water tank, curious. It was clear, the surface perfectly still, no ripples except for a faint residue near one edge. He looked again with [Perception]. There was a filament of yellow mana, nearly invisible, running along the surface tension. Someone had used an extremely subtle wind or telekinesis to drag a wave across the tank, then stabilized it so the water retained the pattern. Marc traced the line with his eyes, followed its arc to the far corner.
He found the source: a boy with shock-white hair and a nervous habit of tapping his foot in three-second intervals. He wasn’t using hand gestures, but the rhythm of the tapping was the trigger. Marc admired the hack. The boy’s precision was better than the others’, but his mana output was weak.
“Are you new here?” the boy asked, voice low.
“New today,” Marc replied.
The boy looked at the disks on Marc’s arms, the runes that faintly glowed beneath the uniform. “I saw the smoke trick. That was good. What’s your affinity?”
“Force,” Marc answered. “But I’m supposed to say ‘raw talent, little experience.’”
The boy grinned, shy. “Nobody’s that raw. You’re sandbagging.”
Marc shrugged. “Don’t want to get noticed.”
The boy nodded, as if that was the smartest thing he’d heard all week.
Simione called them back to the center dais. She stood with her hands behind her back, gaze even.
“Most of you performed as expected,” she said, with a surgical lack of warmth. “One of you underperformed on purpose, which is disappointing, but not surprising. In a week, half of you will fail the module and be reassigned. My job is to prepare the survivors. Next week, we work with live targets, spectral orbs. They are hostile, they will evade you, and they do not play fair.”
She eyed the class. “If you are not prepared, they will shred you. I advise practice. Now. Questions?”
No one raised a hand. Even the girl at the sandpit, pride bruised, kept her eyes down.
“Good,” Simione said. She dismissed them with a flick.
Marc waited until the rest had filed out. He lingered at the vented smoke well, running experiments with tiny [Force] planes, trying different orientations, reducing the field to its thinnest possible edge. He built a rotating gyre, then a static disk, then tried to model a “mesh” of [Force] that could slow but not cut. He failed twice, then got it to hold for three seconds before it collapsed.
He could feel the Instructor watching from across the room.
When she spoke, her voice was so low he almost missed it. “You understand the structure, but not the nature.”
Marc turned. “Excuse me?”
Simione approached, hands folded behind her back. “You treat the field as a tool, not a limb. It is not an extension of will; it is will, expressed. The System will limit you if you try to think outside its logic. But within the bounds, you can do almost anything.” She eyed him. “Why are you here?”
Marc considered, then told the truth: “The Warden said I had a knack for it. I didn’t have a choice.”
Simione studied his face. “Everyone has a choice. Even if they don’t see it.”
Marc didn’t reply. He kept his gaze steady, but respectful.
She relented, just a fraction. “You have the instincts. If you want to learn, come here thirty minutes before class tomorrow. There’s more I can show you, but only if you’re serious.”
He nodded. “I’ll be here.”
She turned and walked away, braid swinging like a metronome.
Marc lingered a few minutes longer, testing the smoke well, then the sand box. Each material had its own quirks, how it responded to a spell, how it recorded the evidence of the field. In the end, he left everything as he found it, every ripple and grain restored to neutral.
He exited the classroom, feeling the day settle on his shoulders. He replayed every second, searching for errors, anything that might have given him away.
He was not perfect. He never would be.
But he was getting better at passing for something less than what he was.
As he left the building, the obsidian pillar at the entrance caught the late afternoon sun and threw a line of cold fire across the quad. Marc paused, letting the shadow bisect him from head to toe.
It was a reminder: no matter how good you got at hiding, the world had a way of finding the lines that mattered.
He walked on, head down, blending into the stream of students, just another shadow, on another ordinary day.
◆◆◆
 
The curfew was real, but not enforced. Marc slipped through the dormitory’s east door an hour after midnight, the corridor empty but for the low buzz of mana lamps set to moonlight. Outside, the air snapped cold against his skin. He relished it. In this world, even the dark had teeth.
Behind the dorms, the side training yard waited, twenty meters square, shielded on three sides by hedges so high they swallowed noise and light alike. To the left, racks of blunted swords and weighted staves stood ready for morning drills. To the right, a circle of sand for grappling. In the center, a patch of bare dirt, perfect for his purpose.
Marc knelt, scraped his boot through the soil, and checked the [Perception] overlay. Nobody near. Nobody watching.
He stood and raised his hand and invoked [Force].
The blue shield formed, the size of a coin at first, a toy. In the real world, nothing changed. He checked in the dark, confirmed it was truly invisible. But through his [Perception], it was a disc of energy so dense it made the air around it ripple. He focused, willed it to grow. It doubled, then doubled again. With more effort, it covered his palm, then a meter in diameter covering his entire forearm.
Looking inward, Marc could feel the flow of mana supporting the shield, and a matching flow of mana from his zero-point modules that kept the mana level in his core filled.
He flexed his wrist. The shield moved with him, a fraction of a second behind the thought. Not bad, but too slow for actual combat. He repeated the process: collapse, reset, expand. Each time, the shield took less effort. Each time, it responded faster. He moved it independently of his hand, rotating it around his body at increasing speeds.
Next, he tried layering two shields at once, one above the other. He checked his core again. It was stable, but it was drawing more power from the former zero-point nodes. The System flagged the output with a warning: “Inefficient. Recalibrate.”
Marc ignored it. He’d learned in the Overlord labs that nothing new came from following warnings.
He pushed harder, sweating now. The air shimmered in concentric waves, invisible to all but him. At three layers, there was another increase in power from the zero-point nodes, but it was not sufficient for the mana draw. Along with a burning sensation from the power flow, he could see the power level in his core dropping, and as it reached zero the shields snapped, a spiderweb of blue fragments scattering through his [Perception]. A spike of a headache hit him between the eyes, but then dissipated as the Motes went to work on the damage and the zero-point modules refilled his core at a less frantic rate.
He grinned. He could hold three shields for about 15 seconds before his mana pool was empty, and understood what Tellis had been saying about [Force] shields being of short duration. If not for his regeneration, he might only have few seconds for a single shield and a long-term headache if it pulled his core mana to zero.
Remembering the training with Tellis, he tried [Force] punch, but used it on his thigh. Marc could see the flash of gold as the subdermal energy grid absorbed much of the force of the punch. There was an initial sting of the impact, sending his Motes into a healing frenzy, but overall the damage was minimal. Watching his core, he could see the power level flicker with each strike. Marc nodded inwardly, realizing that mana powered the grid just like everything else, and if an incoming strike had sufficient power, it would probably drain his core. The realization of how his core protected him brought him back to the massive flail that Tellis had used during training, and was even more relieved that he had used [Blink] instead of getting hit.
He shifted focus, shaping the [Force] punch into a [Force] blade. He drew it long and thin until it was only a finger’s breadth in the air and a meter long. With a single motion, he whipped it at a fallen branch. The wood parted, the cut edges as smooth as glass. Marc let the energy dissipate and watched the branch hit the ground.
He tried the process again, this time in silence, then in motion. He weaved the blade, made it flex, made it curve. He imagined the upperclassmen with their slow fireballs and pondered how long their spells would last against a weapon they could not see.
A minute passed. Then two.
He was sweating now, but the desire to improve drove him on.
He set the shields to idle, then activated [Blink]. The first jump was short, a meter to his left. The second, three meters forward. Each time, the world flickered, his body lagging a half-frame behind his vision. As he watched his core during a [Blink], he could see a quick drop, maybe fifteen percent, which quickly refilled in about a second. He practiced the timing, training himself to [Blink] in unpredictable patterns, always at an angle, always with a [Force] shield already spun up on arrival.
The process was brutal on his nerves. After eight quick jumps, his head pounded, vision dimmed at the edges. Checking his mana pool, it was once again empty, and starting to refill.
He paused, steadied his breathing.
He ran the shield one more time, this time letting the core feed in at full power. The disc was perfect, no lag, no error, and the System gave no warning.
Marc set his hand on it, acknowledging the chill, then collapsed the spell with a twist.
Done.
He stood, chest heaving. For a moment, he let himself imagine the old training rooms at Nexus, the sterile perfection, the expectation of failure, the endless parade of broken bodies. Then he dismissed the memory.
This was better. Here, no one was watching. Here, he could make the rules.




Chapter 9: The Curious Princess

Marc Summer slipped into Strategy an hour before class and spent it dissecting the seating chart. The rows were cut from obsidian, the benches seamless and without ornament, arranged in concentric arcs around a sunken podium. The professor’s desk was nothing, a single hex slab supported by a runic monolith that doubled as projector, threat board, and, from the old scarring along its side, an occasional projectile shield.
The first tier students filled from the bottom up, nearest the pit. The more advanced perched up and back, scowling at the prospect of even breathing the same air as those beneath them. Marc, technically a zero, sat in the no-man's-land between the two. Three seats to his left, a girl with purple hair and the eyes of a bird of prey used her MagiTech stylus to solve the pre-class puzzle: a fortress defense grid, projected above their row in blue-white light. Her hand never paused, but she flicked glances at Marc every third second, cataloguing his posture, the way he didn’t fidget, the way he surveyed the room without ever looking at a face.
A bell tolled, crisp and hard, and the door sealed.
Instructor Blemin entered from the wall itself, a passage Marc hadn’t mapped, and walked the steps like he was counting down the seconds left in everyone’s life. No robe, no ceremonial sash, just a severe black suit and a left hand that trembled so slightly it could have been the trick of the light.
“We begin,” he said. He gestured once, and the lights in the hall dipped as the threat board above the pit spun to life.
“Who can tell me why the Sattel forces lost the Battle of Iron Bridge?” Blemin’s voice was flat, every word precisely timed to the echo profile of the room.
A hand shot up in the front: the brown-noser from House Sapphire, a boy with a jaw like a battering ram. “They failed to anticipate the river’s rise. The fording units—”
“Wrong.” Blemin didn’t even look at the boy. “Anyone else?”
The girl with purple hair raised her stylus, not her hand. “They relied on a single source of logistics, Instructor. The enemy disrupted it before the first engagement.”
Blemin nodded, just once. “Partial. What else?”
Silence. Marc counted it out: four seconds, five, six. In the Nexus, a pause that long would get you cycle-wiped.
He raised his hand, low and unenthusiastic.
Blemin turned, eyes sharp. “You.”
Marc kept his voice steady. “The Sattel command assumed the Dwarves would attack directly, but they used the tunnels to advance undetected to the second ridge. When Sattel deployed, their formation was already compromised.”
A few heads turned, surprised. Marc ignored them.
Blemin’s lips thinned into a smile. “Correct. Dwarves never attack head-on. Anyone who has studied the Skirmishes of the Eastern Pass would know that. But most of you are too lazy to do the reading.” He scanned the room, daring someone to disagree.
Marc caught the faintest nod from the purple-haired girl.
Blemin turned away. “Today’s lesson: understanding the enemy’s doctrine is worth more than a hundred mages with triple affinity. Sattel’s loss cost the country two generations of commanders and nearly toppled the kingdom. Because no one bothered to learn what the enemy values.”
He flicked a crystal from his pocket. It hovered, spinning above the monolith, then exploded into a dynamic 3D replay of the battle. Blemin narrated the massacre in five sentences, each one a bullet point of error.
Marc watched the projection, but also the faces of the class reflected in it: the pride, the boredom, the thin thread of genuine terror as the simulation played out the slaughter. He could tell from body language who had actually read the material. He could tell who was faking.
“Next,” Blemin said, “we’ll analyze the Breach of Faraine. Does anyone recall the year?”
A thin boy in the second row blurted, “Year 340—”
Blemin interrupted: “Wrong. It was 339. But since none of you ever check sources, the error repeats forever.” He gestured, and the threat board changed to a top-down schematic of a city, its walls pockmarked by lines of failed repairs. “What was the defender’s flaw?”
Hands went up, but the instructor ignored them, letting the silence thicken.
He pointed at Marc.
Marc kept it vague: “They believed the wards were impenetrable, so they never posted a physical guard on the inner gate.”
Blemin nodded. “Good. Not excellent. But good.”
He let the moment stretch, then shifted tactics. “If any of you ever command actual forces, remember: every security system is a challenge, not a solution.” He glanced at the clock, a glowing ring embedded in the lectern, and turned on the rest of the room. “Pop quiz. You have sixty seconds.”
The threat board dissolved into a new scenario: three columns of Orcs advancing through a forest at dawn, the defending force outnumbered, out-leveled, and cut off from supply.
Marc recognized the template instantly: Guerrilla Tactics, Ranger variant.
He picked up his stylus, pretending to hesitate. In thirty seconds, he had the optimal answer. He spent the remaining time doctoring it to make a mistake or two, just enough to be plausible for a first-tier student.
At the sixty-second mark, the room’s tablets locked, and Blemin stalked the rows, snatching each slate. He took Marc’s, scanned it, then threw it back onto the bench without comment.
The bell tolled again.
“Dismissed,” Blemin said. “Tomorrow: Red Banner siege craft, with live war gaming. Prepare to lose.” He strode back through the wall, leaving a pressure vacuum behind.
The room exploded in whispers, then chatter, then full-volume argument. Marc sat still, letting the flow wash over him.
He picked out two groups: House Sapphire, clustered near the front, and House Ashen, to which Marc was now nominally attached, grouped farther up and left. He listened to both.
From Sapphire: “He must have memorized the entire text, no one gets that detail right—”
“Or maybe he’s a plant. They say the Wardens send in ringers to screw with rankings.”
"We will know more tomorrow. Blemin always rigs the live gaming—."
From Ashen: “Wattel said he was a border kid, they always overcompensate. Keep track of him. Make sure he gets acclimated.”
He caught the edge of the purple-haired girl’s eye, and she looked away, fast.
Marc gathered his things, intending to leave. But as he reached the door, he overheard a more interesting conversation between two students, both Tier 1 by their uniforms, talking just inside the threshold.
“Did you hear who they’re putting up against Alena tomorrow?”
“No, but it’s not me. Last time she had the kid from House Gold crying in two rounds. It wasn’t even the swordplay, she just... broke him.”
“She doesn’t even use spells. They say she can tell when you’re lying.”
The other one shuddered. “Yeah, because she’s got weird Elf magic. My cousin said it’s a truth spell, like, you literally can’t lie to her. That’s why the instructors are scared of disciplining her. She catches every contradiction.”
Marc filed the intel away, then left.
The corridor outside was already crowded with students prepping for the next bell. Marc slipped into the stream, tuned out the noise, and ran the day’s lessons through his mind. He’d confirmed Blemin’s paranoia, spotted a potential threat, and, more importantly, learned that an elf named Alena was already a legend.
He wondered if she knew. He wondered if she cared.
Tomorrow was going to be interesting.
◆◆◆
 
The Academy ran on hunger. By midday, every quad and path became a feeding ground, students in gray and black uniforms swarming the food stalls, making trades, making deals, making enemies. Marc drifted through the currents, detached, watching the little violences of adolescence: a kid with too many books shouldered into the wall, a tray snatched and dumped for a laugh, a pair of girls in red sashes draining the joy from a new admittee with dead-eyed stares.
He picked a bench at the edge of the lower courtyard, angled for maximum visibility but minimum participation. From here, he could see the three-tiered layout of the commons: on top, the scholars; in the middle, the mages; and at the bottom, everyone else.
Marc unpacked his lunch. The mess staff had issued the “protein ration”, cold strips of mystery meat, a hard roll, and a fruit he couldn’t name. He watched it for a moment, then went after the roll with surgical precision, picking out the poppy seeds one by one and lining them up on the tray. He let the [Perception] net run wide, cataloguing movement.
He caught the disturbance on the far side before it became audible.
Three upperclassmen in gold and green, Tier 2 and House Sapphire by the sigils on their sleeves, had zeroed in on a half-elf two tables over. The half-elf was small, maybe fourteen, hair cropped almost to the scalp. He ate like a bird, hands fast and eyes faster, always checking the periphery.
The leader moved first. He was broad, not tall, with a face that belonged on a coin, not a wanted poster. He slammed a fist down next to the half-elf’s tray, hard enough to spill the drink and rattle the teeth.
“Oops,” he said. “But, now that I have your attention, we have some business to discuss, elf.”
The half-elf didn’t answer, just hunched his shoulders and started mopping the spill with his sleeve.
The second bully, a girl with gold rings through both ears, leaned in. “I heard your section has placement fights tomorrow. Right?”
The third, silent so far, circled to the other side and nudged the half-elf with a foot, hard enough to knock him sideways. The tray hit the floor, scattering food.
Marc finished lining up his seeds.
He waited two beats, then got up.
He crossed the room in a casual walk, not rushing, and paused just behind the lead bully.
“Is this seat taken?” he said, pointing at the chair next to the half-elf.
The leader turned, sneering. “Yeah, it’s for someone who knows their place.”
Marc slid into the seat. “Great,” he said. “I love places.”
The second bully glared at Marc. “What are you, his sponsor? We have a little deal to conclude with our friend here. Move along if you know what is good for you.”
Marc ignored her, then looked to the half-elf. “You okay?”
The kid nodded, eyes locked on the table.
The lead bully didn’t like being ignored. He braced both hands on the surface and leaned over Marc, letting his weight do the talking.
Marc kept his voice even. “You can go now.”
The bully laughed, full and sharp. “Or what?”
Marc didn’t answer. He let the silence build. The bully tried again: “Or what? You gonna run home and cry to the Wardens? You think this little show will get you points with House Silverwing? Get real. You’re a human.”
Marc looked up, finally, and met his eyes. “I said you can go.”
The [Perception] net caught the preliminary movements: the bully’s right hand tightening, the foot shifting for leverage, the flicker of blood to the face as he readied for the next play.
He shoved Marc, hard. It was meant to knock him off the bench, but Marc twisted to let the motion travel through his frame, allowing the momentum carry him, and then pushed back, not with a hand, but with a [Force] disk, invisible, a phantom hammer at his hip.
The bully’s center of mass jerked. For a split second, he looked like an invisible line had yanked him. His feet slid out, and he crashed onto the stone.
Marc reset his posture, smoothed his sleeve, and looked at the other two.
The girl in gold scowled. “You need all the friends you can get here. Siding with an elf will get you nothing. You will be marked.”
Marc smiled, no humor. “Good to know.”
The third bully hesitated, then turned to the first, who was still trying to recover his dignity on the ground.
The commotion had drawn an audience. Heads swiveled. The noise level dropped a notch. Someone up in the scholar tier started a slow clap.
Marc ignored them, bent down, and started gathering the spilled food. He stacked what was salvageable onto the tray, then placed it in front of the half-elf, who looked like he might bolt.
“Eat,” Marc said. “You’ll need the calories.”
The half-elf stared, then snatched a piece of bread and tore at it with rodent quickness.
The bullies hadn’t left. The lead was back on his feet, face flushed, debating the next move.
That’s when she arrived.
Alena didn’t walk, it was more of a glide. She wore a simple gray uniform, no jewelry, but her presence was so sharp it cut the conversation in a ten-meter radius. She stalked over, silent until she was within reach, then placed a hand on the table between Marc and the bullies.
“That’s enough,” she said. Her voice was low, but it hit like a blast wave.
The lead bully recoiled. The girl in gold lost her sneer, and the third bully started backing away before Alena even looked at him.
She didn’t repeat herself. She just waited, eyes fixed on the ringleader until he dropped his gaze, then she moved it to the girl, who actually flinched. In under five seconds, the entire trio had scattered, disappearing into the crowd with practiced efficiency.
Alena shifted her attention to Marc. “You’re Summer,” she said.
He met her eyes. “That’s the rumor.”
She tilted her head, reading something beneath the surface. “Thank you for helping Sable. He’s new. I’m Alenaoniel, which is a mouthful. Everyone calls me Alena.”
Marc shrugged. “It was nothing.”
She looked at the half-elf, who had retreated into his food, then back to Marc. “Bullies don’t last here,” she said, as if it was a threat or a promise.
Marc nodded. “Good to know.”
She lingered, eyes narrowed, then said: “Come to the north practice yard after class. Four o’clock.” Not a request. Then she turned and left, gathering her own small gravity well of followers as she exited the quad.
Marc let out a breath. He looked at the half-elf, who was now wolfing down the remains of his meal.
“Thanks,” the kid said, barely audible.
Marc nodded. “Don’t thank me yet, but next time, don’t eat alone.”
He stood, returned to his bench, and watched the rest of lunch unfold like a slow-motion avalanche. The rumor was already spreading: the new admittee, the takedown, Alena’s intervention. By the time the next bell sounded, the entire Academy would know.
Marc didn’t care about reputation.
But he cared about the fact that Alena knew his name, and now he was on her schedule.
He wondered what she’d want.
He wondered if it was going to hurt.
◆◆◆
 
Alena entered the quad ten paces ahead of her followers, a minor breach of security she enjoyed flaunting when the occasion suited her. The two girls and the boy trailing her were a handpicked trio, all Tier 3, each with a specialty designed to handle conventional threats, poison, warding, brute force. They gossiped behind her in stage whispers, occasionally trying to keep up, but Alena rarely listened.
She headed to her bench and sat, letting her mind cycle through today’s events. Summer was a problem, not because he was good, but because he felt like he was waiting for something. She could feel it every time he entered a room: the way he tracked every entrance, the way he never kept his back to a window or door, the way he seemed to prioritize threat vectors over social standing.
She understood that. It was how she’d survived.
Her mother, the Matriarch of the Elvish Empire, had insisted that Alena spend two years at the human Academy. “If you’re to inherit, you will need to understand their madness from the inside,” she’d said. “We’ve isolated ourselves for too long. The world will not remain our garden.”
What her mother didn’t know was that Alena enjoyed the company of humans. Their motives were noisier, their ambitions cruder, but their violence was honest. She wasn’t immune to the seductions of royal life, no one was, but she liked best the moments when things were stripped down to impulse and skill. When you knew, without a doubt, what you could and could not get away with.
She’d made a point of hiding her full rank as Crown Princess. Only the Headmaster knew who she was and why she was here. The normal students and instructors believed she was a low-caste cousin of the royal line. This was by design. It let her move through the tiers with plausible deniability, blend in with the general population, observe the subtle power plays without drawing the full weight of expectation or preferential treatment. It also got her away from the Elvish Court, where her lack of offensive magic was viewed with disdain by the Lords of the Empire.
Only Kia knew the truth. Kia was her anchor, her failsafe, and also her oldest friend. She met the three-hundred-year-old Shadow Guard as a child. Since then, Kia had become not just a protector, but an expert in the art of anticipation, of preempting threats before they grew teeth. It was useful, but also a little sad. The best bodyguards were those who could never stop working, never let the mask slip.
◆◆◆
 
The north practice yard was empty at four. No drills, no instructors, just the hum of mana fences and the slow tick of shade as the sun dropped toward evening. At the far end, beneath a tree that had been convinced to bloom out of season, the elf named Alena waited.
At a careful, measured pace, Marc advanced across the empty yard. He kept his hands tucked in his jacket pockets, shoulders loose, gaze absently charting the flagstones. Every step was calculated to project a certain casual boredom. He doubted Alena cared, but he did it anyway. Old habits. At Ashton Academy, mannerisms were just as much a shield as armor, and today he had every reason to want one.
She stood with her back to him, posture ramrod straight. She might have been waiting for hours, or seconds; there was no way to tell. Even facing away, Alena radiated a presence that dominated the practice yard. The effect was subtle, not ostentatious. She wasn’t posed for maximum drama, no arms crossed or hip cocked like the girls looking for attention. Instead, she seemed to have been designed for this very spot and hour, so perfectly placed that the sun found and gilded her with effortless symmetry.
Marc had seen Elves, of course, and had spent his entire first week at the Academy training himself not to stare. But now, at this close distance, the full effect nearly broke through his practiced cool. Her hair was silver, but it caught every spectrum of the late afternoon and refracted it into something almost metallic. When she finally turned, he caught the unguarded profile: high cheeks, a faint upturn at the nose, a severe but not unfriendly mouth. The pointed ears, sure, but that was almost an afterthought compared to the eyes, eyes that made you feel you were caught in sudden, freezing rain. She was beyond just beautiful.
She said nothing at first. Just watched him approach with a half-lidded impatience, as if he was a courier with a package she hadn’t ordered but would sign for anyway. It made Marc want to smirk, or salute, or just run. Instead, he slowed, stopped a respectful three meters away, and waited.
He was aware of every inch of her. She was tall, almost his height, maybe a hair taller if you counted the boots and the confidence. The uniform fit with the precision of a tailored suit, navy with white accents, and not a single code violation in sight. Even the way she breathed was measured, like she’d attended a finishing school for posture and respiration.
He wondered, for a second, what it would be like to touch her hand, or hear her laugh, or share a secret joke. He wondered what made her laugh, if anything could. He knew enough to recognize a defensive wall when he saw one; Alena wore hers like a second skin.
She waited for him to speak first.
“Nice tree,” Marc said, nodding at the branches overhead.
A flicker of amusement touched her mouth. “It’s imported. The groundskeeper calls it a Bleeding Heart, but it never drops a single petal unless ordered.”
He risked a smile. “Does everything here follow orders?”
“Everything that wants to survive,” she said, voice even.
He looked up at the geometric blossoms, then back at her. “Thought you wanted to see me.”
“I did. I do.” She gestured for him to sit on a bench, but didn’t move herself. “But I want to see what you do when you’re not in class. When it’s just you and no audience.”
He shrugged and dropped onto the bench, arms stretched out along the back. “I’m pretty boring when you get to know me.”
She didn’t buy that for a second. Instead, Alena stepped forward, closing the distance until she was just out of easy reach. Marc felt a sudden pressure in his chest, like he’d swallowed a stone. She watched him, scanning for lies and finding none.
In the quiet, Marc found himself cataloguing the details of her existence: the way her hair sat, impossible to tousle; the glint of steel at each wrist, hidden under cloth; the faint, resinous smell of tree sap clinging to her skin from a morning’s sparring. He catalogued the tension, the restless calculation behind her reserved face. She wanted something, and she was here to make a play, but she wasn’t sure if it would work.
He could relate.
“You’re not like the others,” she said abruptly. “The humans.”
Marc almost laughed. “Which part gave it away?”
“You don’t look at me like they do.” Her voice was cautious now, almost wary. “You don’t want anything from me.”
Not true, Marc thought, but decided not to clarify.
Instead, he let his attention sweep the scene, practice yard, tree, the lingering elves, and the subtle, ever-present sense of surveillance. He wondered if she was armed. No, he corrected, she was always armed. The question was whether she was here to attack or defend.
He waited, letting the silence stretch. Alena was the kind of person who weaponized a pause, but Marc had been trained in the same. It was a standoff, polite and bloodless, but the stakes felt higher than any argument over a spilled lunch tray.
The wind shifted, and for a second, the only sound was the brittle rattle of petals falling to the turf. He wondered how many other eyes were on him, how many instructors or spies or friends-of-friends peered from the windows and hedges. He wondered if the shadow following Alena from the dining hall was up in a tree somewhere, taking notes.
He let [Perception] map the scene: the tree, the way it bent fractionally toward Alena; the benches, arranged for a perfect line of sight but also a certain forced intimacy; the presence, at the very periphery, of two more Elves pretending not to be bodyguards.
She sat at a stone table, one leg crossed over the other, arms folded. She watched him with a stillness that was not disinterest but the readiness of an archer with three arrows already drawn.
“You have a reputation,” she said.
He shrugged. “Everyone does. It’s just most of them aren’t true.”
Her mouth quirked. “I have an advantage there.”
He smiled. “You’re going to read me?”
She considered. “Not unless I have to.”
Marc leaned back, looked at the tree. “Nice spot. Yours?”
“Not really,” she said, “but no one else uses it. Four months ago, shortly after I arrived, a Scholar tried to claim it for their study group. They lost a debate with my cousin and never came back.”
Marc looked her over, cataloguing: the silver hair, the gold eyes, the way her hands stilled when she was thinking, but not when she was bored. He tried to guess her angle.
“Let’s just skip to it,” she said. “You’re not from Sattel.”
Marc arched an eyebrow. “And?”
She pressed. “Your accent’s all over the map, your file’s two weeks old, and you fight like someone with nothing to lose. But that’s not the part that interests me.”
“What does?”
“You don’t care about status. You didn’t even check my sleeve for my tier. You offended the Sapphires. You just helped an elf you didn’t know and walked away.”
Marc shrugged again. “I don’t like bullies. I like efficiency.”
Alena smiled, sharp. “We agree. That’s why I want to know who you are.”
He weighed options, then gave a half-answer. “Outsider. Almost died. Came here from a station house near the Elven Reaches. Ended up with a Warden, learned to survive. Came here because he said it was safer than anywhere else.”
She nodded. “It’s all true, but none of it’s real.”
He looked at her, dead-on. “I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to not get erased.”
Alena went still, as if measuring the impact of the statement. “Do you think I care about friends?”
“No,” Marc said. “I think you care about winning.”
She laughed, low and genuine. “You’re good.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Tell me what you think of this place.”
Marc looked around, feigning thoughtfulness. “It’s a factory. Inputs, outputs, failure rate. The only thing that matters is getting to the next step.”
Alena’s eyes sparkled. “You’ve been here less than two weeks.”
He held her gaze. “It’s easy to see the algorithm.”
She considered him for a moment, then said, “You’re afraid.”
Marc blinked, surprised. “Of what?”
“Of being noticed. Of being more than what you’re supposed to be.”
He laughed, but it came out thin. “Says the girl who can’t go ten meters without a bodyguard.”
Alena’s smile vanished. “That’s not my choice.”
They let the silence build, long enough to say everything neither of them would.
“You know what I hate about this place?” she said, voice low. “They all think they know who I am. Elf, the girl with the unbreakable mind. But no one ever asks what I want.”
Marc thought about it, then risked a real question. “What do you want?”
She looked at him, and for a second, the mask slipped. “To be free. Or at least, to not be trapped by their expectations. To be who I am.”
He nodded, understanding the struggle not to lose yourself.
Alena sighed. “You know, if you lied to me, I’d know.”
He grinned. “That’s why I don’t bother.”
She leaned back, arms crossed. “What’s your third spell?”
Marc didn’t miss a beat. “What makes you think I have one?”
She cocked her head. “Everyone does. Even if it’s useless.”
“Maybe mine’s just not interesting.”
She met his eyes, searching, then let it go. “Fine. Keep your secrets. But don’t think I won’t find them out.”
He stood, brushed invisible dust from his sleeve. “If you do, let me know. Maybe you’ll tell me something I don’t already know.”
She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes. “I’ll do that.”
He turned to go. As he left the shade of the tree, he felt a shimmer, a subtle, feather-light brush with his [Perception]. He recognized it at once: a probing, some kind of magical scan. Alena’s signature was unmistakable.
He didn’t react. He just let her look.
He kept walking, not looking back.
Behind him, the Princess sat alone, head tilted, gold eyes narrow and bright.
Alena turned to her bodyguard, knowing she would be there as Marc moved away. Her voice was flat. “Your thoughts?”
Kia tilted her head, considering. “He’s not building alliances. He doesn’t care about the Houses or the status games. But everything screams he’s dangerous.”
Alena uncrossed her arms, the afternoon light flashing along the silver of her sleeve.
“I used [Identify Friend/Foe] on him,” Alena said. “He returned ‘Ally.’ Strongly.”
Kia absorbed this, no sign of surprise but a rebalancing of internal priorities that Alena could practically see happening behind her eyes. “Sometimes the System lies,” Kia said.
“No,” Alena replied. “It never lies. But it can be incomplete.”
For a moment, they both watched Marc disappear behind the east arcade, footsteps never echoing.
“What do you want me to do?” Kia said.
Alena weighed the question. “I want to know what the System does not want us to see. Watch him. Who he talks to. See if he ever fails. See if he’s ever out of control.”
“And if he is?” Kia asked.
“Tell me first,” Alena said.
Kia’s answering bow was almost invisible. “And the usual rules?”
“No unnecessary risk,” Alena said. “And if you’re compromised, run.”
A thin smile. “I always do.”
◆◆◆
 
Near midnight, Kia got a notification from a scrying stone that Marc had left House Ashen. A moment later she was out the window, moving across the rooftops. Kia spotted her quarry on the main walkway out to the training field. She followed the human under cover of silence. Not the lazy quiet of a library, but the cultivated hush of centuries: every step calibrated, every exhale measured, every magic signature canceled or rerouted by a mesh of Elvish tricks. Pure stealth. It was overkill for this Academy, but Kia had seen enough disasters to know better than to get lazy.
Marc Summer moved through the dark with his own rhythm, all loose limbs and drift, as if he’d never trained for a tail in his life. He never once looked back. Kia let him take a full lap around the lower quad before making her move, riding in the shadows of the archways and under the cover of the decorative statuary. At the turn near the north practice yard, he veered off the main path and stepped into the blacked-out lot, where the mana lamps had gone dead weeks ago.
Perfect.
Kia ghosted after him, keeping to the wall. The air in the yard was still. She reached the first pillar and crouched, slipping a single scry bead from her belt and rolling it between thumb and forefinger. It sprouted a thin tendril of red, invisible to anyone but her.
She watched.
Marc walked to the center of the yard, looking around the area. She could see the subtle tension in the way he moved, like a predator scanning for threat, then shrugged off his Academy jacket. Underneath, his uniform clung too tight to hide anything, but what it revealed was more interesting: faint patterns, runes, pulsing with their own internal rhythm along the length of both arms. When the moonlight hit them, they flared blue, then settled.
He stretched once, then stood there unmoving.
At first, she couldn’t see anything happening. Then there was a disturbance in the air around his body. There was something moving, spinning, and quickly. No sign of motion, no evidence of strain.
Kia raised the bead, blinked twice to record.
Then he picked up a chunk of old wood from the broken training weapons. Kia watched as the wood was sliced into strips, right down to his hand. Each cut clean, without a splinter. Then he tossed the remnant in the air and it split into three more pieces before it hit the ground.
She watched as he took a step back, then a [Blink].
The jump was short, less than three meters, but it was instant. No shimmer, no after-effect, just a blank in one location and a presence in the next. Most human mages needed time to focus, to sight on the target location. Marc just… did it.
Kia shook her head, recalibrated her bead, and committed the details to memory: efficiency, zero latency, none of the exhaustion spells like this usually caused.
Taking two short swords off the training rack, she watched him go through a sequence: Cross block, [Blink], slice, stab, [Blink] again, and then mixed in feints, side-steps, rolls, and even a duck-and-spin that would have left a normal human dizzy. At one point, he took a running leap, with a [Blink] in mid-air, appearing on the other side of the yard behind a dummy, and ramming both blades into the straw. It was all done with an economy of motion Kia had to admire and without so much as a stumble.
Kia felt her own heart tick up a beat.
This wasn’t standard training. This was something special, built over years. Marc was hiding, and he was practicing at this hour because he didn’t want anyone to see the truth.
She made a few more notations. The memory filed away for later.
As she prepared to leave, she took one last look.
Marc was in the center of the yard, arms crossed, eyes scanning the perimeter. For one terrifying second, he looked directly at her position. Not just the general direction, dead center. As if he could see through the wall, or had known all along.
Kia didn’t breathe. Didn’t move.
After a few seconds, he shrugged, gathered his jacket, and walked away.
She let out the breath, and ghosted back to her quarters, every step a question: Had he really seen her? Or was it just chance? She would have to report this, every detail, every guess, every failure.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, Kia stood outside Alena’s room at the exact second of her expected arrival. The corridor was warded, not just with Elvish standard, but also a few experimental runes. Kia saw the layering, the redundancies, and approved. Two more Shadow Guard flanked the door, invisible to the casual observer, but they nodded at her arrival.
Inside, Alena’s chambers were understated, except for the tree-shaped bookshelf in the corner and the suite of glass globes along the ceiling. Even the colors were muted, except for the single green banner over the desk. Everything was in order, everything had a place.
Alena sat at the desk, reading a scroll and not looking up. “You’re late.”
“I’m not,” Kia said, “but I’ll allow it.”
The Princess looked up, silver hair perfectly braided, eyes unreadable. “Report.”
Kia delivered it, every detail, in clipped sentences. The nocturnal training. The impossible control. The [Blink] with no delay. The probable detection.
“Show me,” Alena said.
Kia thumbed a slim crystal from her pocket and palmed it to the Princess. Alena traced the etched face, the scry flickering to life. A twelve-second loop: Marc in the dead yard, flexing his arms. The blue runes that banded his skin glowed for an instant, then were gone. The replay caught two uses of [Blink], an attack, and a move that looked like a snap-forward teleport.
Alena rewound, watched it three more times, then returned the crystal. She said, “He’s not using the System. He’s using something older.”
Kia nodded. “Or newer.”
“He saw you?” Alena said, interest sharpening.
“He saw something,” Kia admitted. “He shouldn’t have. Not with the measures I took.”
The Princess nodded, then asked, “His power level?”
“Level one, but that’s a lie. The System must be shielding him, or he’s masking. Based on what I saw, at least Level Twenty, minimum Tier 2, maybe higher.”
Alena sat back, tapping on the desk. “He’s hiding.”
“Yes,” Kia said. “But not from us. From himself, maybe.”
The Princess smiled, barely. “I want you to keep watching. Discreetly.”
Kia bowed. “As you wish.”
She turned to leave, but Alena stopped her. “Kia.”
“Yes, Highness?”
“Be careful. He’s not what we expected.”
Kia nodded, then slipped out, once again a shadow.
Alena waited until the door closed, then walked to the window. She traced a pattern on the glass, and the outside world became a blur, leaving only her reflection on the surface: a girl, a weapon, a secret.
She was used to being the strongest, at least physically and mentally, in every room.
Now, she wasn’t so sure.
The thought made her smile.
For the first time in weeks, the Academy was interesting again.




Chapter 10: Secrets and Dungeons

The hour before dawn belonged to the desperate, the guilty, and the ones who knew how to use the quiet. Marc slipped from House Ashen with his swords and his jacket zipped to the throat. He followed the path to the east wall, where the slope dropped in a zigzag down to the Academy’s lowest level, the undercroft, the deep cellars, the place where students went to test themselves against something that could bite back.
The dungeons of Ashton Academy carried a reputation that exceeded their marble and masterwork construction, and perhaps that was why, even at this hour, Marc felt the prickle on his skin as he descended the final set of spiral stairs. The passage narrowed as he drew closer, air thickening with a mineral chill, ceiling arched and mortared in ancient stone. At the threshold, Marc paused, pressing his palm to the security plaque embedded beside the iron-bound door. The interface, a seamless blend of sensory MagiTech and runes, flared in response, casting the Academy sigil in pulsing red across his wrist. A simple message appeared in the air.
Clearance: Sufficient.
The door unlatched with an audible pop, and Marc slipped into the chamber beyond.
The hub was a heptagon, twenty meters across, with six doorways angled off the flat sides around the seventh side, the entrance arch. Unlike the chill corridors above, the chamber felt warm, almost humid, the faint scent of grass and rich earth clinging to every expanse. Overhead, set into the keystone of the arch, a globe of white plasma illuminated everything in daylight clarity. The floor was tiled in concentric rings, each band inscribed with runes, restraints, Marc guessed, or maybe a failsafe, in case a student got ideas above their training. At the exact center of the room, a squat base of marble supported a polygonal platform of triangular sections, each side of the platform facing one of the dungeon mouths. Each triangular section was constructed from a different material, representative of the door it faced.
Each door was different. Some looked like vault entrances, cased in burnished steel with thick hinges. Others were polished wood, lacquered in bright colors and etched with sigils. One portal, half-shrouded in shadow, was veined with living roots, the wood grown and braided around a single, gleaming green gem. All six entrances were labeled with their respective Category number. Marc’s target, Cat 1, was directly across the chamber, the threshold humming with a low, rhythmic bass note. Above each portal, a glyph hovered in the air, flickering as though caught in a perpetual thunderstorm. The magical wards were not just protective, they were warnings.
He was not alone. Even in the hush of the early morning, there was always someone stationed here, and she was waiting.
A figure hunched on a stool sat in the center of the room, coat wrapped tight, boots planted on the flags. The Gatekeeper. She was human, or near enough, short, broad shouldered, her hair a copper wire mess escaping the back of her hood. She held a lantern, but it was dark. The only light on her face came from the white of the entrance arch and the dome. Marc stopped at three meters and waited.
The Gatekeeper glanced up, sizing him with eyes that said she’d seen every flavor of disaster come through these doors. “You early or late?” she asked. Her voice was lower than he expected, flat with sleep or boredom.
“Neither,” Marc said. “I need a run.”
She squinted. “Solo?”
He nodded.
She let the silence pile up. “No one solos. Not unless they’re Tier 2, and you’re still in gray.”
“I’m not here to impress anyone,” Marc said. “Just open the gate. Please.”
She snorted, uncorking a mouthful of air that was half laugh, half warning. “You bring your own log crystal and a waiver?”
He shook his head. “Didn’t know I needed those.”
She grumbled, then stood. The coat fell open, revealing a tunic and the thick webbing of a utility harness. From a pouch at her hip, she fished a slim, hexagonal object, a crystal, as promised.
She stepped close, too close. “Name,” she demanded.
“Marc Summer.”
She pressed the crystal to his chest, just below the collarbone. He felt a sting. The crystal pulsed once, then went inert.
“Level 1? Oh, my. Left sleeve, please.” She pointed.
Marc pushed up the cuff. She jabbed the crystal against the bare skin above his wrist, where the student band marked him as House Ashen. This time, the pulse was stronger.
“Protocol,” she said, then stepped back. “If you die in there, this is how they find your corpse. Or what’s left of it.” She pocketed the crystal and leaned against the door. “You sure about this?”
“I am.”
Marc looked past her, at the black iron bars and the rune-etched stone. “What’s the setting?”
She shrugged. “Standard. Kobold den, level 5. They rotate the bosses weekly to keep things interesting. Rumor is, this time, it’s a Warrior King. Likes to throw axes, hates fire, immune to most charm effects.”
Marc nodded. He tried to remember what he’d read about Kobolds in the Academy’s bestiary: fast, pack hunters, trap-happy. Weak in singles, murder in a swarm.
The Gatekeeper tilted her head, studying him. “You sure you don’t have a few friends?”
He shook his head. “Nope. Just need to level up. Fast.”
She watched him for a full ten seconds, then pulled a key ring from her coat. The largest key was old, made of iron, and nearly worn smooth. She slid it into the lock, twisted. The mechanism shuddered, coughed, then accepted its fate.
The doors didn’t creak, but they moved with the weight of centuries. Inside, darkness for three meters, then a red shimmer, the prep chamber.
“Do you need to check my equipment?” Marc asked, dreading the answer.
She shook her head. “Bring whatever you want, but if you break the rules, the System will dock your points and maybe flag you for review. I could tell you the story of the last kid who tried to smuggle in a combat golem, they found him fused to the ceiling.” She grinned, gap-toothed. “Hard to cheat the System.”
Marc stepped through the doorway. The prep chamber was colder than outside.
He reached for the swords at his back. The twin Mithrodin shorts were still there, oiled and silent. He snapped them from their sheath and checked the edges. One blade was a hair longer, curved in a way that caught the light and bent it back. The leather was already darkening from sweat and use. They were not ceremonial, and they were not forgiving.
The Gatekeeper watched, arms crossed. “Those are nice,” she said. “Not student issue. Not even from Sattel.”
Marc nodded. “Heirloom.”
She accepted the lie. “Good luck, Summer. If you make it back, I’ll buy you a beer. I might think this is a bad idea, but if you can do it solo, this will get you some fast levels. Probably to level 8. Keep this in mind, dead men don’t level. You can leave at multiple points. Just look for the green portals.”
He smiled, small. “If I don’t make it, you can have the swords.”
She grunted, then reached to the wall and twisted a lever.
The air changed. The red shimmer at the end of the room grew, warping, thickening, until it became a flat circle of light set into the stone. The smell of ozone and something older, earth, blood, ammonia, poured through.
Marc faced the portal. He let himself feel the nerves, the creeping cold in his gut. It reminded him of what he lost  to a similar portal. Home.
The Gatekeeper called from behind. “You got an hour, tops. After that, we purge the zone. If you’re not back, you get kicked.”
He gave a half salute, then stepped into the void.
The shift was total. One moment he was in the cold stone of the Academy; the next, a cavern lit by guttering torches and the glimmer of wet stone. The world had shrunk, tightened, every surface a threat, every shadow a mouth waiting to swallow.
He flicked the [Perception] net on.
The world doubled, then tripled. He saw the dungeon not as a tunnel, but as a wireframe of force: corridors bending, rooms linked like synapses, every trap outlined in flickering red, every living thing a pulsing gray dot. He mapped it, cataloguing where the kobolds clustered, where the traps waited, where the boss’s aura burned brightest.
He toggled the shield, just to check. The blue field shimmered to life, an eggshell thin but denser than steel. He could feel the resistance in the air as it moved to match his steps, syncing to muscle memory, ready to block or cut as needed.
He drew both blades, and for a heartbeat, the only sound was his own breathing.
Then he moved, fast and silent, into the labyrinth ahead.
◆◆◆
 
The dungeon wasn’t cold. It was wet, the air greasy with the tang of animal, sweat, and the rot of last week’s failures. Marc took it in with a single breath, then filed it away as baseline. The corridor ahead was just wide enough to let two kobolds pass shoulder to shoulder, but the floor sloped so the runoff, blood mostly, collected at the center in a shallow, stinking stream.
He let the [Perception] net widen. The world clicked into 3D: corridor straight, then a T, left fork leading to a dead-end pit trap, right fork to a chamber crowded with heat signatures. He tagged two kobolds ahead, one stationed at the corner, the other creeping up behind it. Both carried crude spears, one already notched with dried blood.
He advanced, hugging the wall. The first kobold, bigger than a rat, smaller than a child, sniffed, lifted its snout, then crouched, alert.
Marc used [Blink]. One instant he was five meters back; the next, one meter behind the kobold, blades already in hand.
The decapitation was clean. Head up, body down, nothing for the second to notice. Marc let the corpse drop, caught the blood spray on his sleeve, and twisted to face the rear. The second kobold paused, confused by the absence of its companion, then opened its mouth to shriek.
Marc didn’t wait. He used [Blink] again, this time to the thing’s right side, and jammed the blade through its neck at the base of the skull. The wet snap echoed, but the cry never formed.
He knelt, wiped both blades on the corpse’s fur.
[+50 XP. Kobold Scout. Threat Level: Pitiful.]
[+100 XP. Kobold Scout. Threat Level: Low.]
He almost laughed. So, the System had a voice, and maybe a sense of humor.
He dragged both bodies into the pit trap, then moved on.
Two corridors later, he heard voices: yipping, fast, the kind of language that evolved in tunnels and required you to think in a shriek. Three kobolds clustered around a wall panel. They worked together, levering a slab of stone out to reveal a compartment stuffed with bone darts. One of them licked a dart, then smeared it on the tip of its spear. Poison, Marc guessed, not subtle.
He let them work. He watched the one on the left. It was smarter, actively coordinated the others, and didn’t bother with the poison itself.
He lined up the shot, then used [Blink] to get directly behind the leader, using his [Force] blade. The blue shimmer cut through the kobold’s head like a razor. The two others recoiled, then attacked at once, darts in hand, spears held low.
Marc let the first spear glance off his [Force] shield, then stepped inside the kobold’s guard and rammed the pommel of his blade into the thing’s eye. It folded, dropped its weapon, and gurgled.
The last kobold tried to run. He let it, waited for it to hit the hallway, then cast [Blink] to get ahead, catching it in the gut with a knee. The kobold doubled over, and Marc slit its throat before it could scream.
[+200 XP. Kobold Trapper (x2). Threat Level: Low.]
[+150 XP. Kobold Overseer (x1). Threat Level: Moderate.]
He waited for the adrenaline to spike, but it didn’t. The feeling was clean, metallic, almost absent.
As he proceeded further in, the harder the run became. The corridors grew tighter, the traps more frequent. He relied on [Perception] to reveal the hidden threats. He sidestepped a tripwire, ducked a swinging blade, then found himself staring at a crossroad. Left: a room thick with heat signatures, at least ten. Right: a ramp, then a larger, open space with more distant echoes.
He took the left.
Inside the room was a slaughterhouse. Twelve kobolds, all sizes, some still wearing the filth of old kills, ringed the perimeter. In the center, a bound, shrieking animal, half-eaten, barely alive, but enough to distract every kobold in the room.
Marc stepped inside, shield raised.
The first two came at him fast, using the carcass as cover. He cast [Blink] to appear on their flank, slashed, and watched as they collapsed into pieces. The rest spread out, circling. Three hurled darts; two advanced with slings, the rest wielded clubs or knives.
The next five seconds were a blur.
— [Force] shield to block the darts.
— Blades out, double slash, bodies drop.
— [Blink] to the back of the room, two more dead before they turn.
— Leap over the carcass, spin, [Force] punch shaped as a bar. Three kobolds hit the wall and slide down.
— Another [Blink], slash, [Blink] slash, slash, [Blink] slash. The remaining kobolds are down.
When it was done, the room stank of fresh blood.
[+2400 XP. Kobold Pack (x12). Threat Level: Moderate.]
Marc exhaled, wiped sweat from his brow, and checked the [Perception] net for survivors. None. He turned to the carcass in the center. Still alive.
He cut the bindings. The creature, a pig, or a failed magical experiment, lurched upright, then ran for the nearest exit.
He let it go.
The next corridor was a trap. The walls were lined with holes, some obvious, some so small you could miss them unless you knew what to look for, or if you had [Perception] showing every molecule of the corridor.
Marc took a step, waited for the first volley. Nothing. He took a second, then a third. Still nothing.
He tried to remember how these dungeons worked in the games he had played. Some were timed, some were pressure plates, some triggered by spell or blood.
He checked the area again with [Perception]. The Hall of Arrows led directly to the boss chamber, but there was a secondary passage, hidden, barely wide enough for a child, but visible in the [Perception] overlay as a hollowed-out crawlspace above the left wall.
He weighed his options.
“Whatever,” he said, and walked forward.
The arrow trap triggered a hail of bone and flint. Most struck the [Force] shield as he practiced rotating and moving the barrier, darts ricocheting in blue sparks. He was not perfect. A few found flesh, but the Motes in his blood devoured the poison before it could register. He reached the end of the corridor, untouched except for a thin line of blood on his left arm from a cut that had already been healed.
He laughed, once, sharp and high. The sound made the next set of enemies pause.
He felt it, a shift in the air. The next fight was coming.
The last guard was a squad: four kobolds, but these were different. Taller, armored, their weapons not just scavenged but crafted. One had a helmet, too big, but painted with a crude rune that glowed when the thing snarled. Another carried a staff, which it banged on the ground to make the others attack in sequence.
Marc advanced, shield up. The armored one charged, swinging a club wrapped in chain. He let it come and smiled as it crashed to a halt against the invisible force field. Marc ducked and slashed upward, catching the kobold under the chin and splitting the helmet in two.
The staff-wielder screamed and fired a burst of red light. Marc dodged, let the spell graze his leg, and felt the heat, but not the pain. He [Blinked] to the staff-wielder, snapped its staff in half with a [Force] blade, then cut it down with two rapid stabs.
The last two tried to flank, but Marc was already moving, turning the [Force] blade into a spinning weapon of destruction. Both kobolds fell before they could scream.
He took a breath. His heart hammered once, then steadied.
[+1500 XP. Kobold Elite Guard (x3). Threat Level: High.]
[+500 XP. Kobold Elite Shaman (x1). Threat Level: High.]
He wiped the sweat from his face. He could feel the shake in his hands, not fear, but the prelude to exhaustion.
He readied both blades and looked down the hall.
At the last door, he paused. The [Perception] net said there were at least two enemies in the boss chamber, one much bigger than a standard kobold, the other an array of smaller heat signatures.
He closed his eyes, let the breathing slow. He thought about nothing. No trauma, no history, no dreams. Just the task.
He [Blinked] through the door.
Inside, a vast stone chamber. At its center: a throne made of bones and shields, and atop it, the Kobold Warrior King. The King was huge, well over two meters tall, with plate armor grafted to its hide. Its hands gripped an axe that glimmered with runes, and a shield that looked like it had eaten more souls than the Academy had students.
Around the room: a dozen more kobolds, all elite, all with bows aimed at the door.
The King lifted its head and spoke, in a voice that was almost human: “You come to die, yes?”
Marc smiled, then attacked.
The first volley of arrows clanged against the shield. Marc [Blinked] left, dodged the King’s thrown axe, then landed among the archers, swords flashing. Two heads rolled, then a third. The King roared, the sound shaking dust from the ceiling.
Marc [Blinked] again, this time behind the throne. He found a hidden lever, pulled it, and watched as a slab of stone crashed down, crushing three archers and blocking the door.
He moved through the room, [Blinking], slashing, letting the [Force] blades do most of the work. Kobolds fell into pieces, the air thick with the iron scent of blood.
The King leapt from the throne, landing with a crack that split the floor. It swung the shield, the edge lined with razors. Marc caught the motion, [Blinked] behind, and stabbed at the gap between armor and spine.
The King grunted, spun, and caught Marc in the shoulder with the shield. The impact should have broken bone, but the powered mesh held under Marc’s skin held once again. Marc slid back, rolled, then [Blinked] forward brought both blades up and through the King’s throat.
The King collapsed, spraying blood across the chamber.
Marc stood, breathing hard.
He wiped the blades on the King’s fur, then looked around the room. No survivors. Just blood, System messages, and the faint, lingering hope that he’d leveled up enough to matter.
He leaned against the throne, then slid down to sit, hands shaking now for real.
It was over. For now.
◆◆◆
 
The King was not dead. Not yet. As Marc slid down the throne’s flank, he saw the body twitch. He watched the black eyes open, still focused, still alive.
He forced himself up, approached the corpse. The Warrior King’s mouth parted in a rictus of teeth, red foam bubbling at the edges.
“Human worm,” it croaked. “Your mind is weak.”
Marc didn’t answer. He watched as the dead hands moved, slow but deliberate, gripping the haft of the axe with white-knuckle hate.
“Your attack is strong, but your mind—” the voice fractured, reformed, “—is nothing.”
A ripple passed through the room. Marc felt it as a pressure crawling up his skull, a sharp updraft of ice and glass, then the instant collapse of his own thoughts. His [Force] blade shimmered, then stuttered out.
He stood there, eyes open, seeing nothing, hearing only the thin, high whine of a transmission that wasn’t meant for him.
The King laughed, the sound a sharp bark.
Marc tried to move. He couldn’t. He tried to [Blink], but the command spun in place, unresolved.
He felt the thing coming closer, dragging its ruined legs behind it. The spearpoint of the kobold’s consciousness pressed against his own, suppressing his will.
Then, the King stumbled, his weakened right leg folding for a second, breaking his control of the spell.
The world snapped and Marc acted using [Blink]. He was behind the King, blades out, before his mind finished forming the plan.
He brought both swords down at the base of the neck and swept a [Force] blade through the King’s midsection. The King’s head came off clean, rolled twice, then stopped, grinning at nothing as the body folded in two parts.
[+12,000 XP. Kobold Elite Archer (x12). Threat Level: Extreme.]
[+20,000 XP. Kobold Warrior King. Threat Level: Boss.]
Marc stared at the corpse for a long time.
Then the System struck.
He felt it in the chest first, a hammer blow that drove the air from his lungs. The pain built, then detonated, a white-hot burn that ran the entire length of his arms and legs.
[Level Up.]
It wasn’t a voice, it was a seizure. Every cell in his body vibrated, then shattered and reformed, stronger and more elastic.
[Level Up.]
The pressure doubled, then tripled. He gasped, not able to scream, not able to move.
[Level Up. Level Up. Level Up.]
It came in waves, each one more savage than the last. His vision went black, then red, then ultraviolet. He felt his bones stretch, then realign, the Motes repairing every micro-injury and rewriting his muscle fibers with a speed that bordered on agony.
He lost count at six. Each pulse left him more raw, less human, until the pain circled back into pleasure, and he laughed, wild and high.
The last wave nearly broke him.
[Level Up. Level Up. Level Up.]
He collapsed onto the stone, teeth chattering, sweat pouring off his skin in rivers.
When the System finally let go, he was not the same.
[Current Level: 8.]
He flexed his hands, watched the blue runes under his skin surge with power, then recede.
He tried to remember the fight. He tried to remember anything before the pain.
He remembered only the voice:
Human worm.
Your mind is weak.
He stood, wobbling.
He checked the blades. Both were still sharp, still real.
He checked the [Force] shield. It seemed to come up faster than before, brighter.
He kicked the King’s head across the room, watched it bounce off the wall and land in a puddle of its own blood.
◆◆◆
 
A new portal opened at the back of the room. The green field at the exit was so bright it hurt to look at.
He passed through, and the world snapped back to normal.
The Gatekeeper was there, asleep in her chair, lantern out. She jerked upright at the sound of the door. Her eyes went wide. “You’re… back?”
Marc nodded, not trusting his voice.
She stared. “You’re—” She fumbled for the log crystal, pressed it to his chest. The crystal pulsed, then stuttered, then flashed eight times before going inert.
She looked at it, then at him. “That can’t be right.”
Marc wiped his hands on his jacket. The blood had dried, dark and sticky.
“What happened?” she asked.
He shrugged. “They may have upgraded the boss.”
She whistled, low. “Did you… solo?”
He nodded again.
She eyed him. “You’re not normal.”
He didn’t answer.
The Gatekeeper scanned him for wounds, then stepped back, hands raised. “Go get some rest. You look like you’re about to fall over.”
Marc nodded, then walked out. The light of the rising sun burned his eyes.
On the opposite side of the quad, a group of Elves in white waited. They were too clean, too careful, too obviously not human. At their center, Alena watched him with the gaze of a sniper: steady, unblinking, assessing every weakness.
He saw her note the blood, the way his aura flared, then dulled. She saw the Level, too, though she’d never let on.
Beside her, a guard murmured, “That can’t be him. It’s not possible.”
Alena said nothing, just tracked Marc as he passed.
He walked the perimeter of the quad, careful to keep his distance.
He could feel the eyes on his back. He could feel the echo of the King’s voice in his skull.
Your mind is weak.
He made it to the dorm, locked himself in the room, and waited for the world to catch up.
Alena waited until he was out of sight. Then, to her team: “We run it at noon. Standard route. Same conditions. I want a report on every variable.”
One guard shuddered. “You think he cheated?”
“I think,” Alena said, “for just a while, he was who he truly is. I just don't know if that is good or bad.”
The others considered this.
Alena watched the dorm for another full minute, then turned away.
She could still smell the blood, the rawness of it. She knew the look of someone who had killed for survival, not glory.
She filed it away.
She would need it soon.
◆◆◆
 
Dinner at the Academy was a war. The dining hall was three hundred seats, two floors, and an acoustic nightmare. Status battles were fought in the open, whose plate was best, whose table had space, whose friends laughed loudest. Everything was watched, everything scored.
Alena preferred the upper tier, the table at the end with the sun at her back. She could see everyone from here, and today, she saw them watching her.
She set the red-rimmed scroll on the table, scanned it twice. The dossier was a joke: “Summer, Marc. House Ashen. Mage, Force primary, secondary Blink. Sponsored by a Warden.” The stats were perfectly average. No spikes, no deviations, no history. It looked like someone had written the file the night before and let a child fill in the details. No way a Tier 1 student could solo a dungeon, not if they were level 1.
She rolled the scroll shut, annoyed.
Across the room, Summer sat alone, face impassive, eyes on his tray. The food was barely touched.
Three older students, House Sapphire by their badges, closed in. Alena recognized the leader, a meathead named Hale, famous for turning sparring partners into hospital cases. He planted both hands on Marc’s table, blocking his exit.
“You’re the new one,” Hale said. Not a question.
Marc looked up. “That’s what they tell me.”
Hale sneered. “They also say you soloed the Kobold den. I think that’s impossible. I think you just stepped in, maybe took a swing or two and backed out.”
Marc shrugged. “Maybe.”
Hale continued. “But if it is true, House Sapphire could use a talent like that. Why don’t you come over and talk with Galen.”
“Pass,” Marc said, voice flat. “Just hungry.”
“Pass?”, the second student said. “Do you have any idea what they can offer you?”
Marc set down his fork, considered the question. “Have you ever lost everything?”
They looked at each other, not understanding.
He waited. “No? Then you wouldn’t get it.”
Hale leaned in, breath sour. “Where are you from, really?”
Marc met his eyes. “Nowhere.”
Alena heard it. She felt the hairs rise on her arm.
Lost everything. Nowhere…
She flashed back to the prophecy, the words from her grandmother:
You need to find the traveller, a lost soul from nowhere.
She looked at Marc again, really looked. Saw the way he scanned the room without moving his head. Saw the way his fingers twitched, always calculating distance to the exit, to the enemy.
She realized, then, that he didn’t know who he was, either, but linking him to the prophesy was premature at best. He was an unknown, and a risk.
The tension at the table snapped. Hale shoved Marc’s shoulder hard, expecting him to react. Marc did nothing, just twisted to let the force pass through.
The girl with the scar laughed, uneasy. “Freak,” she muttered, then stalked off. The boys followed.
Marc resumed eating, as if nothing had happened.
Alena watched him for a full minute, nodding her head as she finalized a decision of what she needed to do next.




Chapter 11: Confrontation and Revelation

Dusk erased the campus with precision, every shadow a blade, every lamp an island of refuge. Marc walked the outer ring of Ashton Academy, head down, footsteps calculated to make the least noise. He passed three students with their hands full of books and one Master with a taste for unblinking stares. Ignoring everyone, he resisted the urge to check his six. With [Perception] he already knew who was following.
She closed in near the eastern wall, where the wind tangled the trees and the stonework muffled sound. He heard her before he saw her, boots on gravel, then that momentary pause, a predator weighing the last step. He kept walking, then slowed at the edge of a half-dead hedge. She was there when he looked up, standing against the last orange of the sky.
Alena’s posture was military: back straight, arms folded, chin tucked to invite challenge. The dusk sharpened her features, shadows pouring into the hollows beneath her cheekbones, eyes going gold in the fading light. When she spoke, the words came cold and clipped.
“Summer.”
He didn’t answer, just adjusted his pace, his hands sliding into the pockets of his jacket.
She stepped forward, blocking his path. “We need to talk.”
“About?” He already knew.
“You,” she said. “And why you’re pretending to be normal when you’re not.”
He considered a joke and dropped it. “Do you want to talk, or is this going to be an arrest?”
“I want the truth,” Alena said. “And yes, I will chase you if you run.”
Marc glanced at the hedge, calculating odds. He settled for a lean against the cold stone. “You want to know about the dungeon.”
Alena’s mouth twisted. “I’m concerned that you soloed the Kobold den, made it to eight, and you’re still acting like a Tier 1. I’m troubled that you’re making my job harder, and I’m mad that I can’t decide if you’re lying or if the System is.” She dropped her arms, fingers splaying like claws. “So, which is it?”
A breeze carried the scent of rain and crushed grass. Marc looked at her, then at the sky, as if the answer might fall from the clouds. He knew he was not supposed to trust anyone. He had been told that. Multiple times. But something was different. Some part of him was screaming at him to trust. Not fully knowing what to do, he tried to stall. “You first,” he said. “Why does my life matter so much to you?”
Alena’s eyes narrowed. “Because nothing about you fits. Because the last time someone like you showed up, there was a war.” Her voice dropped. “And because I have a responsibility to know every threat to my House and my Empire. Even the ones that don’t want to be found.”
A silence followed, thick as fog. He remembered a Goddess telling him to trust his instincts. At that moment, he felt the wall crumble and decided to step into the abyss.
“Fine,” Marc said, and pushed away from the wall. “But not here.”
He walked along the edge of the courtyard, through a gap in the hedge, and into the hollow behind. It was a cutout space, invisible from the walkways, shielded on three sides by stone and the fourth by a tangle of branches. Marc found the bench beneath the overgrown brush and sat, leaving space beside him. Alena didn’t hesitate. She sat, shoulders still tense, hands knotted in her lap.
Marc let the silence hang until it threatened to choke them both. He stared at his own hands, then flexed them, knuckles going pale.
“My story is not believable,” he said.
“Try me.”
Marc hesitated, then started. “I am what you would call a Traveller. I came from a place called Earth. Grew up in an average town, had an average life. Got into college, advanced schooling, studied math and science because it was the only thing that made sense. Graduated and didn’t know what I should do. Spent two weeks pretending to be a person, but mostly I was a ghost.”
Alena absorbed this, face unreadable.
“Then the sky broke,” Marc said. “One minute, I was sailing a boat, the next I was in a lab. Not the kind with beakers and coats, more like a prison mixed with a hospital.” He traced a finger along the wood of the bench. “They cut me open, installed hardware I don’t even understand, filled my veins with shit that lights up blue when I’m angry. They didn’t ask if I wanted it. They just did it. I lost everything I loved. Family. Friends. My life.”
He looked at her, expecting the flicker of horror. Alena’s eyes were steady, but her lips thinned.
“They trained me for months. Fighting, killing. They told me I was special, that I would be valued. I didn’t believe them, but it was better than thinking about the other option. The day of reckoning came. They handed me a blade and pointed me at a target. They expected me to do as I was told.” He laughed, dry. “Turns out, I’m not that good at following orders. I have vast power, but I don’t want to be some mindless killer. If that is all that life has for me, I don’t want life.”
He gripped the bench so hard his fingers left grooves in the wood.
“They told me to hunt down and kill a group who thought a change was needed,” Marc said. “A rival project, maybe. Or just a test. I was to transport to a world, and go on a search and destroy mission.” He snorted. “Lethal force was authorized.”
Alena’s voice was gentle, but direct. “What did you do?”
“I tried to die. I changed the jump to a world that would kill me. My home world, Earth. I thought at least I could die at home. But I ended up here.”
He wiped his palms on his pants and forced himself to meet her gaze. “That’s it. That’s the story.”
Alena’s posture softened. Just a touch. “You expect me to believe that?”
“I don’t care if you believe it,” Marc said. “You wanted the truth. Now you have it.”
She stared at him, searching for the lie. “You left something out.”
He didn’t answer, but she pressed. “You said they put something in you. What is it?”
He flexed his hands again, as if remembering the feeling. “Something like MagiTech. Force field, Blink. And more.”
Alena nodded, the motion slow and thoughtful.
Marc waited, then asked: “What about you? Why does it matter so much if I’m just another glitch?”
Alena exhaled, the tension leaking from her shoulders. “Because I’m supposed to keep people like you from burning this place to the ground.” She smiled, brittle. “And because I don’t want to fight you. I think I want to fight beside you.”
Marc almost smiled. “Is that an option?”
“Maybe,” she said.
They sat in silence. The dark closed in, and the first stars bled through the sky above.
Marc felt the urge to say something more, to fill the space.
Instead, Alena leaned back, looked up at the stars, and let the silence settle. After a minute, she said: “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For telling the truth.”
He nodded, unsure what else to do.
◆◆◆
 
The dark thickened, carrying a static charge that felt like the hush before a lightning strike. Marc was the first to crack it, in a voice softer than before. “I left something out,” he admitted. “The reason I’m really here and not dead.”
Alena turned, posture open now, curiosity warring with old suspicion.
“A goddess pulled me here. Said I was needed,” he said.
“Goddess?” Alena repeated.
“Elainea,” Marc said. “She called herself the Steward of the Light. Told me I had to survive, or everything would fall apart.” He traced a spiral on the bench. “She’s real. More real than I was, back home. She gave me a quest. Save the princess. Then she said I might find something I needed.”
Alena’s eyes flicked, holding back her shock, cataloguing the tremor in his voice. “And you believe she is real?”
“She saved my life and gave me a chance at a life where someday I might not be totally alone.”
A gust bent the branches overhead, sifting flower petals onto their laps.
Alena nodded. “Elainea, Patron Goddess of the Elves. Bringer of Light. She is very real, just unusual for a human to say it.”
Marc picked one up, turned it over in his fingers. “She converted me. Or the System did, or maybe both. They changed the implants into magic and gave me spells that represent what I was. [Force], [Blink], and… one she didn’t want anyone to know about. [Perception].” He weighed the petal, then let it fall. “The last one’s not supposed to exist.”
Alena considered this. “What does it do?”
Marc looked up, and for the first time, she saw the ghost of a smile. “See the rock next to your boot?” She nodded. “Turn it over. Twelve grubs, five spiders, one centipede.”
She did. Underneath, a crawl of tiny white grubs wriggled in the dirt. He pointed. “That’s what I see. Not just on the surface. Everywhere, for about a thousand meters.” Mark paused a breath. “You know how [Force] shields are considered weak? No control because you can’t see what you are doing?”
She nodded.
“Not for me. Using [Perception], they look like blue crystals. I have total control.”
Alena’s eyebrows rose as she considered the implications.
“And [Blink],” Marc continued. “Another worthless spell because of the time, focus, and power needed to execute a transfer?”
She nodded again, almost expecting the next statement.
“Again, not me. [Perception] has every location mapped. I can [Blink] anywhere in an instant, and with the power to repeat it.”
Marc dropped his voice to a whisper. “There’s more. The thing inside me, the power behind the force field, my mana, it never runs out. I don’t get tired, or at least not for long. Oh, it can burn, and I can get a wicked headache when I push it, but my level of power is, well, hard to believe. It is not all perfect. [Perception], when it is on, makes it impossible to sleep. Sometimes I have to shut everything down, or I’d lose my mind.”
Alena replaced the rock, her mind racing. “[Perception]. Is it overwhelming?”
He shook his head. “It can be. But, when it is on, nothing can sneak up on me. I know every trap, every angle. I could count the weapons in the Academy armory. Behind walls. In a locked room. Then [Blink] in and take one.”
A pause. Then he said, “Except when I got to the dungeon.”
She waited.
“There was something there,” Marc said. “In the last room. The Kobold King. He hit me with… I don’t know. Some kind of psychic attack. My shields, my body  — nothing could stop it. It almost erased me. It froze me.” He clenched his jaw. “All this power, and one mind spell trick could have killed me. I got lucky.”
Alena was quiet, her gold eyes wide and unguarded.
Marc forced a laugh. “Ironic, right? I’m built to break things, but inside I’m just as fragile as ever.”
Alena shook her head, with more wonder than mockery. “No. That’s not ironic.” She seemed to struggle for words, then found them. “That’s what makes you real. There are so many here who pretend, who want to be more than they are. But you’re the only one I’ve met who’s terrified of his own strength and aware of his weakness.”
Marc stared at her, surprised.
She spoke again, softer. “My grandmother told me that I needed to find a man, a traveller, from nowhere.” Her voice was a hush. “She said a lost man would help save the world.”
Marc blinked. “Traveller?” The word snapped in his mouth.
Alena nodded, cautious. “A prophesy. But they don’t teach them here. They say the prophecies are just fairy tales for weaklings.”
Marc felt the world tilt, as if the air itself had realigned around the bench. He wanted to laugh, or scream, or maybe just run until he found a straight answer from someone. Instead, he met Alena’s eyes and said, “That sounds like me.”
They sat for a minute, letting that truth settle. Marc felt electricity run through his skin.
Alena exhaled and gave a small, nervous laugh. “It could be that’s why you’re here. That’s why the System can’t classify you.”
Marc nodded. “And now I’m supposed to do what? Save the world?”
“I think,” Alena said, “you’re supposed to save yourself. The world comes after.”
A long silence.
Then Alena made a decision. She squared her shoulders and said, “I have a confession, too. My magic… it’s not what you think. I don’t throw fireballs or break stone. I’m a Mentalist. Mental Defense, Identify Friend/Foe, Detect Lie. Not exactly the arsenal of a war hero.”
Marc tilted his head. “But you can see truth.”
“Yes. And I can shield others from being manipulated. I can spot a traitor before they act if I am close enough.” She looked away, voice brittle. “But in the Empire, that’s… defensive. Unworthy. The proper leaders have ice or wind, or something that can burn a city. All the previous rulers have had a massive magical arsenal, including my mother, the current Matriarch.”
Marc shook his head. “I think you have the only magic that matters. The perfect magic of a leader.”
Alena laughed. “You’re strange.”
He shrugged. “Takes one to know one.”
She looked at him for the first time without calculation. “I’m not just a student, Marc. I’m the Crown Princess of the Elvish Empire. My physical fighting skills are good, but in a world where offensive magic is revered, I only have one humble defensive ability. I’ve spent my whole life hiding my magic.”
He absorbed this, then said, “You just want to be yourself, correct?”
She gave a wry smile. “Every day.”
The wind shifted. In the darkness, the campus lamps flickered on, lining the walks with islands of light.
Alena straightened, face serious. “You know, if the prophecy is true, it doesn’t say you have to save the world alone.”
Marc considered this. “Are you volunteering?”
She met his gaze. “I think we complement each other. Your weakness is my strength. And the reverse. This is too much to be coincidence. Add the prophesy, and your quest. This was planned. By Gods, or at least a Goddess.”
He let the silence stretch before he nodded in agreement.
◆◆◆
 
They sat there a long time, silence unthreatening for the first time all night. Above them, the hedge shivered in the breeze, scattering more pale petals onto their shoulders and laps. The world outside the alcove grew darker, campus lamps flickering on one by one until the paths shone with crisp blue-white. Somewhere far off, a bell tolled the late hour, curfew, or a warning, or just the city reminding them that nothing paused for long.
Neither moved.
Marc risked a glance, found Alena’s posture changed, no longer sharp-edged, but loose, even relaxed. She sat closer now, elbows nearly brushing. He could smell the tang of sweat that clung to her skin. It was the scent of someone who didn’t care about perfume, who trained until exhaustion and expected the world to keep up.
He cleared his throat, feeling the smile before it formed. “So, you’re the princess I’m supposed to save.”
She snorted. “Save yourself first. That’s the rule.”
“I thought it was ‘defend the weak, uphold the honor of the House, die for your friends,’” he said, parroting the Academy’s dogma.
“Those are the rules for people who want to be replaced,” Alena said, dry. “If you want to change things, you need your own code.”
He considered this. “So what’s yours?”
She looked up at the lamps, squinting as if reading the answer there. “Never start a fight you aren’t willing to finish. Never leave a friend behind. Never let anyone else write your story.”
Marc grinned, liking the cadence and the meaning. “That’s pretty good.”
Alena elbowed him, just hard enough to register. “It’s yours too, now. Deal with it.”
He didn’t argue.
A moment later, Alena said, “Groups are allowed, you know. Even encouraged. You don’t have to solo everything. You don’t have to go it alone.”
Marc raised an eyebrow. “Thought I wasn’t much of a team player.”
She shrugged. “You’re not. But neither am I. That’s why it’ll work.”
He let the idea settle and said, “What would we call ourselves?”
Alena smiled, genuinely now. “Not that important. The best teams pick names after the first disaster, not before.” She let her hand drift, fingers idly tracing a rune into the wood of the bench. “Maybe we wait for something to go wrong. Then we’ll know.”
Marc watched her fingers, then offered his own hand. “Should we seal the deal?”
She took it, grip firm but not crushing. A faint tingle passed between them. Marc saw the surprise in her eyes and realized she’d felt it too.
They let go at the same instant.
When he looked at her again, Alena’s face had gone thoughtful. “You know, you’re not what I expected.”
He shrugged, still learning what that meant. “No one is.”
They rose together, stepping from the darkness of the alcove onto the illuminated path. Marc expected to see watchers, but the walkways were empty. The whole campus was theirs, for the moment.
As they walked, Alena’s stride matched his, each step deliberate. She said, “Tomorrow, we train together. No more hiding what we can do.”
Marc nodded. “Agreed.”
They reached the main quad, and for a second, he wondered what the future looked like with someone else on his side. The thought was less terrifying than he’d expected. In fact, Elainea was probably correct. It could be exactly what he needed.
At the base of the quad, under a streetlamp, they stopped. Alena fixed him with a look, not command or warning, but something like a promise.
“Get some sleep,” she said. “We’re going to need it.”
Marc watched her go, her silhouette carving through the light.
He waited until she was gone, then touched his hand to his chest, feeling the ghost of that electric pulse.
He walked to his dorm, head full of new equations.






Chapter 12: The Divine Boon

Dawn came razoring through the clouds, cutting the campus into two colors: the blue of the dying night, and the white-gold of the new day. Marc met Alena at the northern practice grounds, as agreed, just as the streetlamps flickered out. She was already stretching, a sequence of slow, controlled movements. She watched him approach with a half-smile, eyes more alert than he’d ever seen.
Neither spoke at first. Words would’ve spoiled the moment.
Instead, they both faced the training ground, a rectangle of tamped earth and chalked lines, empty except for two sets of footprints from the night before. Overhead, the sky brightened with cold promise. Marc pulled off his jacket, tossing it on the fence. He felt the pulse of the Motes in his blood, restless, expectant.
Alena rolled her neck, and fixed him with that signature stare: one part challenge, one part invitation. “Ready?”
Marc nodded. “You know how to create a group?”
She cocked an eyebrow. “Of course.” Then, under her breath: “Not like you ever let me lead.”
He grinned. “Oh no. You are the leader. You have all the skills and training. I looked you up. You are number one in the strategy class. You lead. I am just the blunt force trauma, the weapon.”
Her eyebrows perked up slightly as she stepped forward. “Hands up. Palms up.”
Marc mirrored her, her hands above his, their hands parallel but not touching. The System always required some show of mutual intent, likely the result of a paranoid designer, or maybe a bureaucrat.
“Think of grouping,” Alena said.
As their hands hovered inches apart, the air grew colder, denser. A golden glow erupted at the ground between them, then surged up in a spire, sharp and straight. The world flickered. The System’s interface appeared in a hard-edged pane before them, translucent but real:
[You have chosen to group. Confirm partners: Alena of House Silverwing, Leader, Marc Summer of House Ashen, Member.]
Marc glanced at Alena, who nodded once. He said: “Confirm.”
A tone sounded, a perfect bell chime. The System did not waste time on theatrics.
[Goddess Elainea offers Gift of Blending. Accept?]
Alena’s face went pale. She looked at Marc, searching for some sign that he was seeing the same thing.
He was.
“‘Gift of Blending,’” he read. “I wonder. After my meeting with Elainea, she touched me and offered a blessing and a gift. Is that what this is?”
“Nothing like it in the archives,” she said. “At least not that I have ever seen.” Her hands didn’t shake, but Marc saw the tremors run through her forearms.
The System pulsed, impatient:
[Gift of Blending: Share and Enhance all Group Spells. Irrevocable.]
[Warning: Side effects possible.]
Marc said, “Well?”
Alena licked her lips. “Do you trust me?”
“Do you trust yourself?” Marc countered.
She almost smiled and put her palm against his.
“Yes,” she said. Marc echoed, “Yes.”
[Gift accepted. Initiating Blend.]
The world exploded.
He felt his own [Perception] tear open like a wound, the thousand-meter radius of sensory overlay blooming so violently it made his eyes water. But it wasn’t just his. He felt a second, foreign layer, silver and cold, slide through the edges of his own field, Alena’s mind, not as observer but as agent.
The first side effect hit, a shuddering pressure at the base of his skull. The System’s architecture was trying to run two full overlays on a single neural net.
It failed. Then, an instant later, it succeeded.
Marc gasped. Alena staggered, catching herself with one hand on his arm.
“Did you feel—?” she started.
“I see everything,” Marc said, voice ragged. “And so do you.”
He tested it. Through his [Perception], he could see a crow perched in a gutter on the opposite roof. But now, he felt a second set of eyes, hers, registering not the bird, but the hidden shimmer of magic that encased the entire Academy. Where he saw matter, she saw intention. Where he mapped geometry, she mapped the threat.
The System confirmed:
[Perception (1000m) is now Group Spell. Synergy with Identify Friend/Foe: All sentient beings and biologics marked in real time. Bonus: Detection of hostile intent.]
Alena blinked, then said: “Your spell’s different. It’s colorless, but it cuts through everything.”
“Yours maps every mind in the radius,” Marc replied. “And it’s… beautiful.”
She shook her head, smiling. “You’re impossible.”
He shrugged. “Makes [Perception] more powerful for sure.”
“More than I could have imagined,” she said. “I see the threats before they act.”
A new message appeared:
[Blending successful]
Marc laughed, half in disbelief, half in glee. “This is… illegal. Or should be.”
Alena grinned, the sun catching her teeth. “You’re a bad influence.” Then she sobered. “Oh. We can’t let anyone know about this. Do you realize the firestorm this would create?”
Marc tilted his head, processing the meaning.
“Very few people knew about my Identify spell, my mother, and Kia. It was fairly short range, line of sight, single target cast, and I could do it 3 or 4 times before I needed to regenerate mana. Now it is everything for a thousand meters. It tracks every ally, friend, neutral, enemy, and threat. We could track a meeting behind closed doors in a basement. Threats on a battlefield. It would paint a huge target on us, from every foreign nation, every criminal organization.” She took a deep breath. “No one can ever know, and we must be careful in how we use this publicly so that we don’t create even a rumor of what we can do together.”
He was about to reply when the System pane blinked again. This time, the offer was different.
[Goddess Elainea offers Blessing of Communication to Alena of House Silverwing. Accept?]
[Note: Blessing will apply to primary partner, Marc Summer.]
Alena’s breath caught. She read the screen twice. “Gift and a blessing? This is for me?”
“Do you want it?” Marc asked, suddenly wary. If [Perception] was overwhelming, what would happen if she accepted a telepathic bond?
Alena didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” she whispered.
[Blessing accepted. Initiating the link.]
It was like being struck between the eyes with a tuning fork. A spike of pain radiated through his temples, lancing to the root of his teeth and down his spine. He hissed, and realized Alena had dropped to one knee, clutching her head.
The world went silent.
[Link successful]
Then, a voice, not external, but inside his mind.
Hello? Can you hear me?
It was Alena’s voice, sharp and clear, but laced with a layer of metallic distortion, the signature of the System.
Marc steadied himself and thought: Yes. I hear you.
Alena’s eyes snapped to his, gold irises huge. You’re not saying it. You’re just… thinking.
He nodded.
Alena straightened. Say something. Out loud.
“You’re insane,” Marc said, smiling.
“Now say it in your mind.”
He did.
She flinched. “It’s louder than the old way. Like you’re next to me, but whispering in both ears at the same time.”
Marc flexed his hands. The blue runes glowed, then faded. “This is going to break every rule.”
“Good,” Alena said, with a laugh so sharp it startled a flock of crows off the roof. “But it is another thing we keep secret.”
They stood there, hands still barely touching.
For the first time, Marc felt what it was to be part of a team, not just a number or a weapon.
He looked at Alena, this time with no secrets at all.
Ready? he thought.
She nodded.
Ready.
◆◆◆
 
They trained until the sun erased every shadow.
Marc started with the shield, classic, the simplest build. He flexed a disk of [Force] between them, watching it expand and contract with every breath. Alena circled, probing with jabs and sweeps, searching for a flaw or a way to outmaneuver the shield. She didn’t bother holding back. Each punch sharp, every kick followed by a punch, every feint meant to draw out something new.
She scored a hit with a palm strike. The shield flexed and rebounded with twice the power. Alena rolled with it, somersaulting back and landing in a perfect crouch.
“Again,” she said.
He obliged. They looped through the pattern, faster each time, until the [Force] shield was just a blur, adapting with every attack.
Alena tried a head kick. He saw it coming in the [Perception] overlay but also in the flick of her thoughts. He dropped the shield and ducked, letting her momentum carry her over his head. She pivoted, twisting in midair, and kicked out with her trailing leg. He caught her heel in his palm, then redirected the energy upward. It spun her sideways, but she used the torque to launch off the ground, twist and land in a perfect defensive stance.
Marc turned, laughing. “Moving like that should be illegal, you know.”
Alena grinned, sweat painting her cheeks silver. “No rules in the real fight.”
He agreed, and brought the [Force] shield up again, this time layered, with two disks at slightly different angles. Alena’s attack hit the seam. The gap absorbed the blow, then snapped shut. Her hand stopped, wrist locked. She arched an eyebrow.
“Well?”
He let the shield collapse, and she withdrew her hand, flexing her fingers. “The shields are amazing,” she said. “Can you track my movements?”
“We could try.”
“Ok,” Alena said. “Use the shielding on my flanks, while I simulate some attacks. Ready?”
Marc nodded.
Alena launched into a series of steps, turns, then a set of attacks, a roll to the right, kick and block. Marc tracked her movements, looking to keep the shields on her exposed flanks. At first, he lagged behind, but he became more aware. The way their thoughts merged on contact, the constant, low-level background hum of Alena’s presence in his mind. He didn’t need to guess her next move; he could feel the intent, the shift from “attack” to “feint” to “evaluate.”
As Alena progressed through the sequence, she could sense the shielding following her like it was tethered. She made a last leaping kick, followed by a leg sweep with her sword. She looked back, finding two disks hovering just behind her hips, covering her flanks perfectly.
“Now that is impressive,” she said, standing and walking back to Marc.
“I could feel you,” Marc said. “Like I was right there.”
“This is so broken, in a good way.” Alena said. “What’s next?”
“Want to try [Blink]?” he said.
She nodded.
He set the field, picked a target, the bench at the far end of the yard, feeling the location through [Perception]. Usually, [Blink] was a solo act. But the new logic included “group” in the targeting parameters. He pictured the bench, pictured both of them on it, then activated.
The world skipped.
They landed side by side, both seated, both breathless. For a half second Marc felt his body lag behind his mind, a ripple of disorientation, then everything caught up. Alena gasped, a sound equal parts terror and exhilaration.
“That’s… new,” she said, hand clenching the bench so hard the wood creaked.
Marc’s vision flickered. “Was it bad?”
She shook her head, hair sticking to her face. “I could see every route at once. Like a thousand lines, all branching, and we picked the same one.”
Marc nodded. “That’s the [Perception]. You’re running it now, just like I am.”
She wiped sweat from her forehead and looked at him sideways. “If I can do this, what else can we do?”
He didn’t answer. The possibilities scared him, but not as much as they thrilled him.
They tested [Blink], pushing range and complexity. They found one limitation, where Alena had to approve the [Blink] mentally before it would work. From there, they tried all kinds of combinations, looking to discover the limits. [Blink] forward, shield up. [Blink] backward, split the field to cover both flanks. Staggered [Blink]. A leapfrog [Blink], with six quick [Blinks] left and right along a line. Marc held up a hand after the leapfrog.
“Ok. That gave me a headache,” he said. “I get a little mental lag whenever I use [Blink] for you. I can [Blink] myself easily, but it takes more to [Blink] you. And quite a bit more to [Blink] us together. It seems moving more mass takes more mana.”
“I can feel it as well. No headache, but it is like some feedback, or pressure bouncing back to you,” Alena answered.
“Maybe it is a skill we can work on. Let me [Blink] you a few times. Pick a target and give mental consent. Give me about a second or two between targets. That is probably more practical as well. It is hard to make an attack in less than a second after a [Blink].”
Each use came a little easier. Each time, the bond felt less alien and more like a new sense they’d always had but never learned to use.
“Ok,” Marc said. “I think it will be better with practice. [Blinks] faster than every 2 seconds starts to cause problems, and it builds pretty fast. But one more thing. Longer distances.”
“Ok,” Alena said. “Let’s go to the bench by the Northern wall where we talked yesterday. We can rest up there a bit.”
Marc located the bench with [Perception], about 200 meters.
“Let’s try one other test. I have a feeling from the System that if we are touching, physically close, then I don’t need your mental approval to [Blink].”
Alena stepped over and wrapped Marc in a hug, which he returned.
Less than a heartbeat later, the world skipped again, and with a snap they were again seated together on the bench.
Alena shook her head. “That’s what I’m talking about.”
Marc nodded. “No more mana draw than a short distance [Blink] for the two of us. And contact [Blink] makes sense. If you were unconscious, I could still wrap you in my arms and [Blink] you out of danger, even though you could not give consent.”
They took a break, sitting on the grass in the shade. Both drank water, pouring it down their throats. Alena was the first to speak, but she didn’t use her mouth.
Do you wish your capture never happened?
Marc didn’t reply right away. He thought about the question. The pain, the isolation, the year of being nothing but an experiment or a tool.
No, he sent back. Because then I wouldn’t have this.
He didn’t say “you.” But he didn’t have to.
Alena smiled, the look softer than anything he’d seen on her before. But the softness vanished as quickly as it came, replaced by a grim, searching focus.
How long do you think this will last? she thought. Not the magic. Us.
Marc blinked, surprised by the vulnerability. “I don’t know,” he said, this time out loud. “Why?”
She looked away, tracing a finger through the dirt. “Elves live a thousand years. Humans get maybe a hundred. Even if we win everything else, I’ll lose you in what feels like a moment to me.”
He almost laughed, but stopped when he saw the tension in her jaw.
“It’s not exactly true,” he said. “I should have told you before, but… I’m not aging.”
Alena raised an eyebrow.
Marc took a breath and pulled out one of the Mithrodin short swords from his back scabbard. He turned his left arm over, exposed the inside of the forearm, and dragged the blade in a shallow line from wrist to elbow. Blood welled up, red at first, then dark at the edges. The wound should have bled for minutes. Instead, it closed in seconds, skin knitting together, leaving only a faint, blue-lit scar that faded almost instantly.
Marc looked back at Alena, her eyes were wide, but also with her hand wrapped around her forearm.
“I felt the cut. A rip of pain down my arm, but it is better now as you healed. How is that—”
He nodded. “The Overlords injected me with miniature machines, nanobots. The System converted them to Motes. They never stop repairing. I don’t think I can die, at least not from age or normal wounds. Mana powers them, so I guess I might age a bit every time I run out of mana. But it would also seem our mental bonding shares pain as well as thoughts.”
She hesitated and touched his arm where the cut had been. The skin was warm and smooth. “You’ll live as long as I do.”
“Maybe longer. That’s what scares me.”
“What scares me is that if we share pain, and I die. You might not live longer.”
She considered this and said: “Another thing we don’t tell anyone. The first rule of tactics is to hide your biggest advantages and your biggest weakness.”
He nodded, rolling his sleeve down.
They sat there, silent. The bond between them had shifted, more complicated, but stronger.
Alena broke the silence. “We should run a Category 2 together. See how far we can go as a team.”
He agreed. “Saturday early?”
She nodded.
He held out a hand; she took it, and the shock of contact was electric. Not just the Motes, not just the magic, but the raw certainty that they were, in this moment, perfectly aligned.
“We pick this up in the evening,” Alena said. “[Blink] me back to my room?”
“Your wish is my command,” replied Marc. There was a faint snap as Alena [Blinked] out, and a heartbeat later Marc [Blinked] to the training area, picked up his jacket, and [Blinked] to his room.
As he threw the jacket on the bed, he heard Alena in his mind.
Thank you.
Marc replied in kind, sending her an image of the two of them, blades out, standing at the edge of a battle neither could see the end of.
No. Thank you.
With her words came the distinct impression of a smile.
He’d always believed his destiny was solitude, despite hating his isolation at the Nexus.
He wasn’t so sure anymore.
◆◆◆
 
By sunset, every mana channel in Marc’s body sang with fatigue, and every neuron was alive.
He met Alena back at the training ground. No words, just a nod, both of them ready. The field was empty, with the lines freshly chalked by some early-morning groundskeeper. Overhead, the sky went purple, then black. Lamps flickered on, painting long shadows.
They ran scenarios for an hour: one-on-one combat, mixed magic, even teamwork against phantom “enemies”. Every round, their coordination improved. At one point, Marc threw up a wall to block a simulated fireball; Alena sensed it through the link and ducked a fraction of a second before the shield went up, letting the imagined fire pass harmlessly overhead. Another time, Marc [Blinked] her out of the way of a conjured pit, catching her out of a jump before she hit the ground.
It was less like training and more like a dance: no wasted motion, no misread cues. They spoke in thoughts as much as in words, often finishing each other’s moves without any plan.
Halfway through a break, Alena sent: You’re holding back.
Marc sipped water and looked at her. “So are you.”
She smirked. “Fine. Let’s show off, just once. You first.”
He picked a training dummy, fifty meters downrange, and focused. Using [Perception], he made a maximum power [Force] blade slightly off the target, tuned it to a razor edge, a sheet so thin it became razor sharp, but dense enough to cut metal. The air shimmered as he swept the blade sideways. The dummy fell in half, the top sliding off the bottom with zero resistance.
Alena’s jaw dropped. “How…?”
He shrugged. “It is a thin, high-powered [Force] blade. [Perception] for targeting, so that I can see where it is going. It takes more power the farther away it gets, so I can only do one [Force] blade right now. So, one wicked blade as a strategic weapon, or several defensive shields. There is also a [Force] punch, which can deal some serious blunt trauma. I can juggle a mixture of three shields and punches at close range to augment or double up my own blocks and strikes.”
“Anything else?” she asked.
“Well, yes,” Marc said. “My bones are plated in metal and they are all but unbreakable. You already know I can heal, but there is also an energy web under my skin, powered by mana, that absorbs impacts. It is almost like wearing armor.”
You really are a walking weapon.
The words hung in the air, matter-of-fact, but edged with something more. Admiration. Not just for the feat, but for Marc himself, an appraisal, as if categorizing a new and deadly breed of animal. He picked up on the current in her mind, even without the explicit thought. There was calculation, yes, but also the fiery spark of pride: she was genuinely pleased, maybe even honored, to be paired with someone this impossibly dangerous. In some way, Marc realized, that was how she measured trust. Not by promises or sentiment, but by a mutual ability to keep each other alive through sheer power.
Alena got up, walked to the severed dummy, and ran her finger along the cut.
“That’s surgical. I’ve seen enchanted blades do good work before, but this… this is art.” She scratched off a sliver of wood and flicked it into the wind, examining the blue glow at the edge. “Your abilities are a radical shift from the normal mage.”
Marc felt his ears burn. “Just so you know, I can’t use it on people. Not unless I have to.”
She nodded gravely, her expression hardening. “Good. Because if you ever unleashed that power, they’d never see it coming. It would hit them like a storm without warning, and the entire world would tremble in fear of you for eternity. It is another thing we will need to be careful about how we use it.”
They stood together, watching the sun finally go. A cold wind cut across the field, but neither of them shivered.
Alena turned, face serious. “Saturday, we run the Cat Two. Straightforward, no flash, just get a feel for the new tactics. If we’re alive after, we run Cat Three. We get through the week of classes, and we go.”
He agreed.
She hesitated, then said: “You know, you’re the first human, the first anything I’ve ever met who could match me at this. The only one who makes me feel… complete.”
He almost said something sappy, but stopped himself. Instead, he held out his hand, palm up. She took it, pulling it to her chest, squeezing, and looking directly into his eyes. He felt a wave of calm flow through his body and his mind.
They walked back through the empty campus, silent but for the echo of their steps and the faint, unbreakable thread that now bound their thoughts together.
Just before parting, Marc sent her one last thought, an image, not a word: the two of them, side by side, facing a wall of darkness with nothing but gray and silver between them and the void.
Alena replied in kind: the same image, but this time, the darkness parted, and the dawn sun came shining through.
Saturday, she thought.
Saturday, he agreed.
And that was enough.




Chapter 13: Unleashed Potential

On Monday, the tension in the air spiked as soon as Instructor Wattel strolled onto the main yard stage with his limp and crooked smile. His arrival brought the usual shuffle of boots, but today the ripple was sharper, the crowd swollen with unfamiliar faces. He held up a voice amplifier and let the first word ring out, clear and absolute: “Mixed-tier rotation. Tier 1, you’re about to find out how far you have to go.” All at once, the Tier 2 contingent lining the opposite side of the quad let out a low, competitive howl. Some slapped hands, others started stretching and sizing up the fresh meat. Marc stood with his section, watching the immediate hunch of every student’s shoulders. Some of them peeked over at the Tier 2 group, gauging potential tormentors, while others looked at the ground and shuffled nervously.
Wattel continued. “You’ll be pairing up. No groups are allowed with both members at Tier 2. Show the new kids what we expect in this company, not your schoolyard scraps. Unarmed combat. Light rules. Points for restraint, more for creativity. If you’re a Tier 1, your only goal is survival. If you’re a Tier 2, show me you can teach pain.” He dropped the amplifier with a click that echoed.
As soon as the call ended, the courtyard became a market-frenzy of negotiating and power-plays. Tier 1s tried to run to their friends, but several Tier 2s blocked the way and started picking their favorites, sometimes at random, sometimes with specific tactics in mind. Marc could see three nearby groups where the biggest Tier 2s were circling, grinning with predatory anticipation. He watched as two Tier 1s tried to sneak out of sight behind the weapons shed, only to be caught by a Tier 2, who frog-marched them back to the square.
Marc felt Alena’s mental touch. This is going to be such fun.
He spotted her coming across the quad from her Tier 1 group. She looked unbothered, almost bored, her silver hair loose and wild even in the still morning air. “Let’s get this over with before they decide to stack the deck,” she said, glancing past him at the growing chaos. Her eyes didn’t linger on the cliques or the intimidation displays; she scanned for the Instructor, the open mats, and then back at Marc. “If we move now, we might get to pick our own poison.”
Marc nodded. He followed her as she glided through the press of bodies. A team of two near twins, big, shaven-headed, and muscular, were already standing on the perimeter mat, arms crossed, scanning for victims.
Alena pointed with her chin. “Those two. They’re overconfident. I have seen them both spar. All strength, no subtlety,” she said. “We take their blind side and never let go.”
He liked her plan. He liked that she’d already decided for both of them. Marc could have smiled at the absurdity, but he just felt his pulse steady. When they reached the mat, the pair looked him up and down, then focused on Alena, their attention shifting as if she were an actual threat and not just another Elf.
“New kid and Alena. Let’s see if your reputation is deserved, Elf. You want to go, let’s go,” one of them smirked, already assuming their win.
The ref, a veteran with one ear and no sense of humor, walked onto the mat, looked at both pairs, and barked, “Begin.”
No time wasted. The blond, six-two, tried for Marc’s throat with his right hand after a feint with his left. Marc read the trajectory before it started, caught the wrist, and cranked the arm backward. Bone threatened to pop; the boy folded at the elbow, yelped, and tried to duck away. Big mistake. Marc let the lock ride, threw his leg over the boy’s shoulder, jumping and twisting into a triangle choke. Marc curled him down to the mat and tightened the pressure. Six seconds, max.
When the boy tapped out, he rolled off, already cycling for the next play.
Alena’s opponent came in low and fast, a blur of limbs and feints, but Alena didn’t meet the attack. She sidestepped, let him over-commit, then turned a loose, artless spin into a perfect leg hook. The bruiser landed hard. Before he could even groan, Alena had him pinned at the neck with one knee and immobilized both hands with a single, sinuous grip.
The ref counted three points for Marc, two for Alena. The crowd rumbled, shock, awe, some secondhand pain.
In the next heat, the instructors selected the teams. The opposing team was all muscle and malice, led by a bruiser named Creg, who had a minor reputation for “accidents.”
It started ugly. The whistle hadn’t even died before Creg shoulder-charged Marc, aiming to rag-doll him straight into the nearest wall. Marc took the hit, used Creg’s own mass to redirect him, then wrapped around in a move from the Krav Maga play book. Two punches to the floating ribs, one knee to the pelvis, and Creg’s upper body disconnected from his legs, momentarily, but long enough. Marc caught him by the shirt and used the force of the fall to slam him face-first into the mat.
The other opponent, a Tier 2 with a steel ring through his eyebrow, tried to pull a grapple. Alena let him, locked him in with a smile, and took him over her hip in a perfect throw. She landing him flat on his back, windless, and followed up with a strike to the neck, hard enough to have him gasping for a few seconds.
The crowd was silent for three full beats.
Then someone started the applause.
Even the ref looked faintly impressed, awarding three points to both Marc and Alena.
Marc helped Creg to his feet. The boy spat blood, shot Marc a venomous look, but Marc only smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “You almost had me,” he said. It wasn’t true, but the lie made the moment easier.
At the edge of the mat, Alena waited for him. Her hair was slicked back, but not a single silver strand was out of place. She gave him a sidelong look of approval, amusement, the barest hint of competitive urge.
“Your new style is more violent than last week,” she said. “I approve.”
“I’m trying to keep up,” Marc replied.
“You never had to try,” she said, but she breathed it, as if the secret wasn’t for public consumption.
Marc felt his heart rate even out. For the first time in months, he wasn’t thinking about consequences, or failures, or the next disaster. He was just… here. In the moment. Paired with someone who saw him at full power and didn’t flinch.
He wondered if the instructors would try to split them up after this.
He kind of hoped they wouldn’t, and they didn’t.
Their dominance didn’t change over the remainder of the morning.
The day’s last bout was announced with less enthusiasm than the first. By now, most of the crowd had grasped that the status quo wasn’t just being upended, it was being systematically dismantled. Word traveled fast: Alena and the outsider were untouchable. Still, the Academy valued ritual, and so the final 2-on-2 unfolded under the same scrutiny and ceremony.
The opposing pair was an odd couple, a rangy, wolfish Tier 2 with a scar down one eyebrow, and his assigned partner, a compact Tier 1 who might have been fast if he weren’t visibly terrified. They conferred briefly before stepping onto the mat, the older one clearly telling the younger to “just stay out of the way.” The plan seemed workable, at least until the opening bell.
The moment the whistle shrieked, the Tier 2 surged forward, aiming to bullrush Marc with sheer speed. Marc had to admit he was fast, but had not learned the folly of rushing a Krav Maga black belt. Marc sidestepped. Minimal effort, maximum leverage. Marc hooked his arm, twisted, and watched the momentum snap the joint nearly out of socket. Instead of following up with a choke or a bone break, Marc simply spun and drove his palm into the student’s chest. A measured strike, all force and zero theatrics. The sound was like slapping a side of beef. The boy staggered and crumpled backwards, sliding nearly a meter on the well-worn mat. Air left his lungs in a noise so abrupt the crowd flinched.
The first-year Tier 1 never made it through his opening step. His instructor’s training took over, and he dropped into a defensive crouch, arms up, but his eyes were on the fallen teammate, not Marc. He froze, just long enough for Marc to close the distance. This time, Marc made sure every move was visible, almost exaggerated, as if demonstrating for the audience exactly how restraint looked. He swept the kid’s lead leg, knocking him off-balance but not down, deflected a swing, trapped the arm, and caught him with a controlled palm strike to the chest, half the power, none of the malice. The younger boy folded, more from surprise than pain, and landed flat on his back, blinking up at the sky. Marc offered a hand, hauling the boy upright before the ref could even finish counting.
Alena hadn’t moved. She watched the entire match with her arms crossed, making no secret of her calculation. She gave him a brief nod as the ref raised their hands, her approval subtle but unmistakable.
The training yard went silent for a beat, then erupted. There were cheers, genuine, not just from their year, but from the Tier 2s too. Some teachers shot each other looks. This was not how it was supposed to go. Wattel, for his part, only smiled his ruined smile and turned his back on the uproar. He’d seen enough.
The matches were over. Marc and Alena stood at the edge of the mat, basking in the afterglow of the impossible: two Tier 1 outsiders, finishing the day undefeated and uninjured. He glanced sideways at her, expecting a quip or a complaint about the low difficulty, but Alena only watched the dispersing crowd with a look of faint amusement.
She didn’t need to say it. They’d done what they came to do.
◆◆◆
 
Lunch. The dining hall was a breeding chamber for rumor, and today the air was electric. Every table was packed except the one in the far corner, which stood empty except for two trays: one piled high with protein and carbs, the other arranged in perfect symmetry, not a crumb out of place.
Marc and Alena sat there, not avoiding the crowd but not inviting it, either.
The usual table politics went wild. He caught the stares. Some envious, some hateful, some hungry for gossip. He heard the whispers in a dozen languages:
“That’s the outsider, right? I heard he killed an entire squad in the border wars.”
“And the Elf. They say she knows your thoughts before you do.”
Marc tuned it out, focused on the food. He ate mechanically, eyes on the tray but mind replaying the morning’s combat.
Alena ate with almost ritual precision, slicing the roast into exact segments, lining up each bite.
She caught him watching and shrugged. “It’s a compulsion. Makes it easier to control the situation.”
He smiled. “You could eat like a normal person.”
“Define normal,” she shot back.
He had no answer for that.
The next table over, two girls in red sashes watched them openly, heads close together. One of them whispered something, and they both laughed. Marc pretended not to notice, but Alena’s mouth went hard.
He sent her a thought: Ignore them.
She responded instantly, a pulse of amusement in the link. You’re no fun.
Marc grinned and finished his meal in silence. When he stood to leave, Alena followed, tray in hand. The crowd parted for them, an involuntary gesture. Even the upperclassmen, the ones who never yielded an inch, gave way.
At the exit, Alena leaned in and whispered, “You know they’re afraid of you more than they are of me, right?”
“That can’t be true,” Marc said.
She smiled, a razor-thin line. “You’re the only thing in this school that doesn’t fit. That’s the scariest thing of all.”
They dropped their trays and exited into the noon-bright quad. Marc felt lighter, as if the gravity on campus had shifted by a degree.
He thought that maybe he was starting to belong. And doing it by not belonging.
◆◆◆
 
After his strategy class, Marc made his way down from the upper levels. The halls were mostly empty, students filtering off to their specialties, instructors moving like sharks on patrol. Marc drifted through the current, not rushing.
Just before reaching the MagiTech elevator, he heard it: a whisper, not in the air but in his head.
Marc?
He stopped, heart spiking. Alena’s mental voice was unmistakable, cool, certain.
Yes? he replied.
How are you holding up?
He paused, considered.
Marc: Better than I would have thought possible. But also… This is the part I didn’t know I needed until it was gone.
Alena: What part?
Her mental presence came closer, as if she was already next to him.
Marc: The part where people actually care. It’s been a long time.
He could feel her evaluating that.
Alena: You’re not alone anymore.
He almost laughed, but there was no mockery in it. Instead, he sent back: I cannot express how much I appreciate it.
Her response was a mental laugh, softer than the real thing, but more intimate.
You will never be alone again, she promised.
Then, with a mental flicker, she added more. Maybe that will be a bad thing in a few centuries.
He felt the knot in his stomach unravel, as if a hand had reached inside and gently untied the years of not feeling connected and then the soul-crushing year of total isolation with the Overlords.
Marc: Thank you.
Anytime, she sent. Now go and try not to make a scene in your Mana class.
He grinned.
If anyone had been watching, they’d have seen the difference.
A man at peace with his own power. Not just a weapon. A person. 
◆◆◆
 
Marc didn’t remember falling asleep, but the dream had been waiting for him all the same.
It started as it always did: the white cube, not a room but a dissection. The walls and ceiling and floor all humming with the same wet-lens brightness, erasing everything but the shape of his own body. He was seventeen and twenty-three and four and newborn, all at once; the dream didn’t care for sequence. There were no seams in the world, just the hiss of air and the slow mechanical music of the diagnostic arms, each one slender as a knitting needle, each one ending in something meant to open or burn or thread. The air tasted of old blood and ozone.
He had a face but not a name, had a voice but couldn’t remember the sound it made. They’d taken that early, replaced it with numbers. Every time he tried to scream, the needles stabbed into his tongue, laced him with blue, set the world to vibrating until the only thing left was compliance.
He lay flat, arms out, and the world peeled him open. The dream always did this part in slow motion: the cutters splitting skin, the unzipping of fascia like cheap plastic, the careful way they snapped each rib with a micro press brake. Sometimes there was pain, a hot lick at the base of the spine, but mostly it was cold, an absence of self. What hurt was the loneliness, the knowledge that no one would ever come for him, that the Overlords saw everything and cared for nothing but results.
In the real world, Marc’s body thrashed, sweat pooling in the hollow of his collarbone. But the dream held him still, pinioned by the memory of the first time they installed the mesh, the first time they hollowed out his femur and poured in the liquid Ultium. They’d told him it would make him better, but he hadn’t believed them, especially after the second round, when the pain doubled and then tripled, and then the world just faded to a blank, beautiful zero.
He tried to remember his mother. Tried to remember his old life. Sometimes, if the dream was feeling merciful, it let him see a face—his, younger and alive, reflected in a lake so flat it seemed like a portal to another world. Sometimes it let him hear a laugh, or a fragment of a song, or the sound of a dog barking at the edge of memory. But tonight, there was nothing. Not even the echo of his own heartbeat.
He was back in the Nexus, the Academy before the Academy, the cage for the almost-perfect. Every surface gleamed, but never with warmth. He had been good at it, once. The training. The endless rounds of test and fail and repair. They had wanted a machine, and he had given them a machine, and the reward was more isolation, more upgrades, more evidence that he could never go home.
But even in the dream, Marc could feel the Overlords’ hunger. It wasn’t about control, or victory, or the sterile glory of a successful project. It was about need. They needed him to be found, to be tracked, to be owned. No matter how far he ran, no matter how many worlds he crossed, they would always be behind him, reaching with their cold blue hands, whispering in the voice that had once been his own.
The dream sharpened. Now the room was infinite. Now the sky above him was a series of fractal plates, each one inscribed with runes he’d never learned to read. He was on a table, and the table was on a stage, and the stage was a planet, and the planet was a pearl in the palm of an Overlord who only needed to close a fist to crush him.
He ran. Or tried. The dream logic didn’t allow for escape, only repetition. He moved in loops, always coming back to the white room, always with a little less of himself each time. He watched himself die a hundred times, then a thousand, until he couldn’t even remember what it was like to be alive.
And then the Interface spoke, and it was not a word but a question. The question that had haunted every cycle, every upgrade, every time they’d peeled him apart and put him back together.
Why are you still alive?
The table vanished. He was falling through the layers of the Multiverse, each one a tighter spiral, each one with less air, less light, less hope. He fell until he could no longer remember who he was, only the pressure, the need to keep going, the absolute certainty that if he ever stopped, the Overlords would catch him and make him into something less than nothing.
The panic built. His hands clawed at nothing. He tried to scream but the blue wires in his throat hummed in perfect silence. The layers closed around him, the walls of each world shrinking, pressing in, a vise of logic and force.
And then, through the white noise, a voice.
Marc.
It was not his own. It was warm, and dry, and angry at the dream for even existing.
Marc, listen to me.
He fought against the spiral, tried to focus. The world stuttered. The pain cut in and out. The Overlords screamed at the intrusion, their hands tearing at his edges, trying to force the dream back to focus.
Marc, wake up.
He snapped to the surface, lungs ragged, skin ice-slicked. The dorm room was pitch black, the window sealed against the night. He lay tangled in the blanket, every muscle locked.
For a moment, he was sure he was still dreaming. But then the voice came again, this time a vibration inside his skull, a steel thread running from the base of his neck to the center of his brain.
It’s Alena. You’re safe. They’re not here.
He tried to speak. Couldn’t. Tried again.
The Overlords—
She cut him off, the mental voice sharp and certain. They are not here. They cannot touch you, not while I’m in the link.
He tried to sit up, failed, tried again and managed to lean against the wall. The room was swimming. He ran a hand over his arm, expecting to find the old surgical scars, but the skin was smooth, warm, unbroken.
He thought he could hear her heart beating, even from across the campus. He focused on that, let it anchor him.
They were hunting me, he sent. Through the worlds. They wanted—
I know, Alena replied. I saw it. Felt it. The whole time you slept, you were thrashing. My own mind could feel the fear in yours.
He felt the heat rise to his face. It wasn’t shame; it was worse. It was the knowledge that he could hurt her, that she was forced to feel his pain.
Sorry, he tried to send, but the word stuck.
Don’t, she sent back. If anything, I’m angry at them. Not you.
She waited, let the silence breathe.
I said this before.
You’re not alone anymore.
He tried to laugh, found he could not. Instead, he closed his eyes, let the bond fill the space where the dream had been.
They said they would find me, he sent. Doesn’t matter how far I run. Or who I’m with. They can always reach.
No, she said. If you let me in, they can’t touch you.
The words hit him harder than the Overlord’s drones ever had.
He hesitated, then let the link open, wide. Felt her presence merge with his, a strange and perfect hybrid. The noise of the dream faded, replaced by the low thrum of her certainty, the precise and unyielding force of her will.
I don’t know if I can keep it out, he admitted.
You don’t have to, she said. Not by yourself.
He let the world collapse. He let her anchor him.
They sat in silence, thoughts tangled, neither one retreating.
Eventually, Alena said: Sleep.
He didn’t argue.
The dream did not come back.
In the morning, the sun punched through the window, clean and cold. Marc woke with his body twisted into a knot, but only a faded memory remained of the night’s horror.
He checked the clock. He was late.
He rolled out of bed, checked his arms again. Still smooth. Still strong.
The campus outside was still and perfect, a world that pretended nothing had happened.
He heard Alena’s voice as he stood up.
You alive?
He smiled, just a little. I think so.
Good, she replied. Because today, we’re breaking every record this place has. Together.
He ran a hand through his hair, then started for the quad.
The past was not gone. But it was no longer the only thing in the room.
As he left, he caught his reflection in the glass. Not the haunted thing from the night before.
Just a boy, walking toward whatever came next.
◆◆◆
 
Marc followed the cold to the north quad, hands jammed in his jacket. Alena waited on the stone steps, a duffel bag at her feet, eating an apple. Today she wore her uniform without rank, sleeves rolled to the elbow.
He nodded at her. “You ready for this?”
She tossed the apple core into the bushes. “We’re late. Kia’s been watching since dawn.”
He scanned the edge of the quad. Nobody was visible, but with [Perception], he could sense the guard three stories up, showing the green token of an ally behind a window.
Marc: If we ran now, would she follow?
Alena: Of course.
They crossed to the east tunnels and followed them down to the dungeon entrance together. The main gate was open, but the interior portal was manned by a new Gatekeeper, this one taller, a deep-voiced half-dwarf with a limp and the accent of someone born in stone.
“Two for the Cat Two?” the Gatekeeper said. She eyed them both and made a show of checking the logs. “Not a group of six or more?”
“Just us,” Alena said. “We signed the waiver.”
The Gatekeeper grunted and produced the log crystal. She pressed it to Marc’s chest and wrist, then to Alena’s, waiting for it to blink acceptance.
She muttered: “If you die, it’s not on me.”
Marc flashed a smile. “We’ll haunt you for at least a week.”
The Gatekeeper didn’t smile. She handed Alena the dungeon briefing wafer. “It’s randomized, but the base scenario is outdoor, jungle or swamp. The first waves are avians, carnivorous. After that, expect Rocs or some scaled apex. Flora’s dangerous. Don’t eat the berries, don’t drink the water. Final zone is a cave. No fireballs, no explosives. See the log for detail.”
Alena scanned the briefing, flipping through the holographic panes with her thumb. Marc picked up the key points from her mind in parallel.
- Start: Jungle, day cycle.
- Hostiles: Fanged birds, then Rocs, then mixed packs of predatory lizards. Some are groupers, some are solitary.
- Hazards: Poison mist, quicksand, toxin plants.
- End boss: Megasaur or a named variant.
Marc: Classic.
Alena handed the wafer back. “Nothing about magic?”
“All attacks are physical,” the Gatekeeper said.
Marc: That simplifies our defense.
The Gatekeeper opened the portal, the shimmer bright as a magnesium flare. They stepped through in sync.
◆◆◆
 
The world on the other side was all green and heat and sudden, absolute noise.
A clearing, maybe forty meters across, ringed by trees whose trunks disappeared into shadow three stories up. The underbrush was dense with spiked leaves, thorns, and vines, wet with some syrupy secretion.
Marc heard them first, wings and screeching, the rhythm of something big and angry.
Alena: Thirty meters, high left.
Marc: Got it.

He toggled [Perception], saw the flock as a red bloom against the green, thirty, maybe forty birds, each the size of a small child, beaks like bone saws.
The first wave dove. Marc threw a [Force] shield, flat, broad, tuned to maximum bounce. The lead bird hit it at terminal velocity and tumbled end over end, feathers spinning off in a fine mist. The next six followed, and the shield rippled as they slammed into it, then fell to the ground, stunned.
Alena was already moving. She blurred through the brush, her swords out and catching light at the edges. Marc followed her movement with a pair of [Force] shields, guarding her flanks. She had their complete attention, but where she stepped, the birds died. Alena never stopped moving, never got caught by the trailing claws or beaks. She let them exhaust themselves, and finished them in three-move combos.
Marc handled the mop-up: any bird that hit the flanking shields and rebounded never had the time to recover. He used the opening to [Blink] behind them and remove their heads with a single strike, and [Blink] away before the rest of the flock could register his presence. He was never in one spot for more than a second, never pulling threat from Alena.
It took less than a minute.
When it was done, the ground was littered with twitching bodies, feathers, and blood.
[+3,600 (/2) XP. Spiked Flyer (x36). Threat Level: Moderate.]
Marc: That was supposed to be the “test” wave.
Alena: Next will be smarter.
She bent to wipe her blades on a mossy log. “You’re barely warmed up,” she said.
He shrugged. “I was mopping up. You had it handled.”
She pointed at the treetops. “Wave two.”
Marc looked up, saw them: Rocs, two of them, wingspans that blanked out the sun when they passed. Their eyes were yellow, almost human in their malice. They didn’t dive like the birds. They hovered, then circled, and waited for Marc and Alena to enter the kill zone.
Marc said: “You want left or right?”
Alena smiled. “I’ll go left.”
She took off at a sprint, leapt a fallen trunk, and used the momentum to vault up the side of a low tree. From there, she leapt again, catching a vine and swinging herself to the upper canopy.
Marc followed, but with [Blink]. He skipped up to a high branch, gauged the angle, and waited for the roc to approach.
It came straight for him, claws extended, beak open wide enough to swallow his head. Marc braced, let it get close, then popped a [Force] shield and braced his feet. The roc flared slightly in the attack before it hit the shield and was only lightly stunned by the impact. Marc switched tactics, creating a [Force] punch and slamming the roc sideways into the trunk of a nearby tree.
It screeched, tried to shake loose, but Marc [Blinked] on top of its back and grabbed one pinion near the wing joint. He twisted, hard, and heard the pop of dislocation. The roc tried to throw him, but he locked his legs and used his blade to cut at the nerve cluster near the base of the wing. His next thrust was through the neck and Marc [Blinked] back to the meadow as the roc died.
Meanwhile, Alena was riding the second roc.
She’d gotten onto its back during the first pass, and now she hung on with one arm while stabbing at the base of its skull with the other. The roc bucked, spun, and tried to flip, but Alena was stronger than she looked. She clamped her legs around its neck and hammered the sword home, right between the eyes, as the roc turned in an attempt to bite its tormentor.
The roc spasmed and fell.
Marc [Blinked] Alena to his side as the roc tumbled out of the sky.
Both monsters landed with enough force to shake the jungle floor.
[+2,000 (/2) XP. Roc (x2). Threat Level: Moderate.]
He dusted himself off. “Next time, you take both and I’ll spot.”
Alena wiped the blood from her face. “I hate birds. But you make it look fun.”
She pulled out a bow from her pack, strung it, and notched a black-fletched arrow.
Marc whistled. “I didn’t think you were the archery type. You know this is the stereotype elf from the legends of my world.”
“I’m not really the archery type,” she said, “but it has value.”
Alena used [Perception] to track the second pair of rocs, coming their direction but still over the tree line to the left. Before they even broke cover, she released two arrows that seemed to be only a heartbeat apart. Marc watched with [Perception] as the two targets changed from red to black and vanished from the field.
[+2,000 (/2) XP. Roc (x2). Threat Level: Moderate.]
“Not bad”, he commented.
“[Perception], so broken,” added Alena.
Marc scanned ahead with [Perception]. The next threat signature was lower to the ground, smaller, but there were dozens of them.
He said, “Incoming. Swarm.”
Alena nodded, then dropped to one knee and drew her next arrow.
There was no warning. No shriek, no thunder, no sign but the violent quiver of vines and the abrupt vanishing of all other sounds. In the next instant, the underbrush exploded, a rolling tide of lizards pouring into the clearing. Dog-sized, but no dog ever moved like this; they launched themselves on repellant, blue-green haunches, flinging their bodies through the air, landing, and rebounding again, the force of their own momentum driving them forward. Their scales shimmered with oily venom, and each open mouth was a gash lined with inward-curved, serrated teeth, the kind that could strip meat from bone in a blink. Their eyes were black and seamless, but their tongues flicked out, tasting, always tasting for blood or fear. Where they touched moss, the moss withered; where they landed on branches, branches snapped. The very ground flexed under the charge.
In the back, four lizards visibly larger than the rest, each the size of a grown man, slipped from the brambles. Their heads fanned out in a bright, membrane-ruffed frill, catching the dappled sun and refracting light in a dozen hues of warning. Their role was obvious: pack alphas, meant for flanking, herding, and killing whatever tried to run.
Marc: Ready?
Alena: Always.
He threw a pair of large [Force] shields, three meters out, and turned them horizontal to slice. Not as thin and effective as the [Force] blade, but given the speed of the incoming pack, it would give them a solid strike. The first wave hit the layered barrier and received deep, killing cuts, with green blood spraying forward. The next ranks saw the carnage, but by then it was too late and more died. With the initial rush blunted, Marc reformed the [Force] shield into a wall so that Alena had time to work.
Alena fired into the back ranks, each arrow a blur. She let the [Perception] do the work, the arrows guided by vectors only she could see.
The shots all landed, blasting through eyes, shredding brains, and taking out alphas.
The remaining lizards panicked with the loss of leadership, tried to swarm around the barrier, but Marc pivoted the shields back into a wall, squeezed them together, channeling the pack into a tight lane. Alena switched to swords and blocked the gap. Marc [Blinked] behind the pack, working toward Alena, making the channel into a kill zone.
In thirty seconds, it was over.
[+4,800 (/2) XP. Spiked Wamasu (x48). Threat Level: Moderate.]
[+4,000 (/2) XP. Spiked Wamasu Alpha (x4). Threat Level: High.]
Alena exhaled, chest rising and falling. “That shredding was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen. But it was easy, and more fun than I expected.”
“Don’t say that,” Marc said. “Murphy’s Law.”
She laughed and wiped her brow. “Murphy? “
“Whatever can go wrong will go wrong. At the worst possible time.”
“Ahh. Smart woman that Murphy. Well then, we will just have to be ready.”
He looked at her, the way her face glistened with sweat and battle-high, the way her hands never shook. He felt a surge of pride, not for himself, but for the team they made. He’d never had that, not really. Especially at Nexus, where he’d been fighting all alone.
Now, he wasn’t.
Alena put a hand on his shoulder. “Ready to move on?”
Marc grinned. “I was born ready.”
She rolled her eyes. “Never say that again either.”
He smiled, and together, they moved deeper into the jungle.
◆◆◆
 
The jungle pressed in closer as they moved, canopy strangling the sunlight into green-black strips. With each step, the ambient sound changed: the sound of birds faded to nothing, replaced by the thin whine of insects. Marc’s [Perception] tuned out the ordinary, fixated on the flickers of hostile intent.
Marc: Thirty meters ahead, left. Something waiting.
Alena: See it. Plant, not animal. The glow is off.
Marc dialed up the [Perception] overlay. Sure enough, a web of purple shimmered through the undergrowth. He reached out with a [Force] shield, tried to probe it. The plant didn’t move, at first. Then, as the edge of the shield touched a branch, it pulsed and spat a cloud of dust into the air, the particulate granules swirling like pollen.
“Don’t breathe that,” Alena said, covering her mouth.
He tuned the shield, pushing air up and away, and swept the toxin aside. The plant spat again, but Marc had already made the [Force] shield into a dome surrounding the plan to contain the attack. Marc flattened the dome, smashing the plant into the ground, the [Perception] color draining from purple to black.
Marc: Next time, we spin a field and chop it up at range.
Alena: Good idea. Disgusting, but good.
They advanced another hundred meters. Here, the flora gave way to a morass of tangled vines and carnivorous growths. Perception painted them all: some camouflaged as innocent, some flagrant in their malice.
At the center, a tangle of vines the size of a van shivered, as if it felt their presence.
Marc: You want to take it or should I?
Alena: Your turn.
He created a disk of [Force], rotated it to horizontal, and sent it spinning into the mass of vines. The first few layers shredded instantly; the next tier flexed, then snapped. The disk dug deeper, but soon it was stalled.
Marc stepped forward, shaping the disk into a fan, tapering the edges. With a snarl of focus, he revved it up to maximum.
The vines exploded in a blizzard of green, spraying sap and shrapnel over a five-meter radius.
Alena: You must really hate plants.
Marc: I hate surprises.
She laughed. “You should see yourself. There’s so much blue in your aura I could use it as a torch.”
He shrugged, and [Blinked] them ahead to survey the next kill zone, skipping an array of traps and malevolent plant life.
A clearing, bigger than before, stank of ammonia and wet death. The ground was pitted with footprints, each the size of Marc’s head. At the far edge, a ring of spike-thorn bushes formed a makeshift fence.
Alena: This is it.
Marc: Raptors.
He scanned with [Perception]. Four, no, it was six, all in motion, circling, looking for an angle.
“Ready?” he asked.
She nodded, already crouched low. “Shield, half circle to the front, two meters high, three meters out.”
He prepped the wall, braced for the hit.
The first raptor darted in, too quick to track with normal eyes. Its head slammed into the [Force] shield and crumpled, neck broken. The second tried to flank, probing around the wall looking for an opening but unable to see the boundary. As it cleared the side of the shield Alena was there: she met it as it crossed the edge, swords out, and took the thing’s head cleanly off. The third and fourth worked as a pair, but Marc spun the wall to intercept as the raptors focused on Alena, then [Blinked] above the trailing raptor, dropping down to sever the spine with a crossing strike of his blades.
The lead raptor turned to Marc and lunged, slamming once again into a shield in front of Marc. Before it could recover Marc slit the throat and slapped it with [Force] punch, throwing it to the side.
Alena: That is the tactic, shield in front, drop from above. Eliminates the tail, the fore claw, and their neck is a weak point.
Marc: Copy. When they get to the shield, we [Blink]. Two meters above.
The two remaining raptors turned toward Marc, beginning a dash. They had not yet learned the folly of that tactic.
When they crunched into the shield wall Marc [Blinked] Alena above the right raptor, while he [Blinked] over the left. He had his swords overhead coming out of the [Blink] and swept them down on the neck of the raptor that was still recovering. The Mithrodin blades severed the spine with a snap, dropping the raptor in an instant. Marc looked up to see Alena already scanning the terrain for more hostiles.
[+12,000 (/2) XP. Raptor Hunter (x6). Threat Level: High.]
Alena: Three groups approaching. Work back to front.
Marc: On it. Leapfrog method. You are up first.
Marc visualized the incoming raptors, picking the rear raptor and setting a [Force] shield in front of it. On impact he [Blinked] Alena above the raptor. As the nearest raptor turn toward Alena, he repositioned the shield and [Blinked] in to kill raptor number 2.
After the fourth kill, Marc could feel the pressure of a headache building.
Marc: Three left, but the headache is building.
Alena: Can you finish this group?
Marc: Yes. I think so.
[+14,000 (/2) XP. Raptor Hunter (x7). Threat Level: High.]
As Alena dropped the last raptor, Marc moved to her side. She glanced over to Marc, seeing a trickle of blood from his nose and a squint in his eyes.
Alena: Looks like one more set. Can you make another dome? Turtle us up?
Marc said, “OK. That I can do. Crouch, two-meter ceiling.”
Alena ducked down slightly and saw a dome [Force] shield form overhead with [Perception].
Alena: It’s a bigger one with three friends. Track my bow and make a small hole along the line. We will see if they like arrows.
Marc let [Perception] do the work, enhanced by his mental link with Alena. In his next breath, four arrows left the shield dome.
Alena: That slowed them, but their hide is pretty tough. They also dodge effectively. Looks like the big one is smarter. I think they are going to try a coordinated attack from multiple directions at once. Anchor our blades in the dome. When they hit, spin it.
Marc locked eyes with Alena. She motioned with one finger, and he peeled the dome shield apart, making a seam. Without needing words, they both jammed their blades, hers an elven saber and forked parry blade, his curved and wicked Mithrodin short swords, into the dome shield at staggered heights, forming a perimeter of lethal steel. The dome transformed from barrier to blender.
Then the predators came. Not the common raptors, but something older, crueler, almost regal in its hunger. The largest stalked in the open, teeth bared, eyes burning orange like twin coals. To the left and right, two more circled, separating but keeping pace with the alpha, their steps perfectly silent in the spongy earth. The fourth hung back, using the brush for cover, its camouflage perfect but fully visible under Marc’s [Perception].
They coordinated. The signal was so subtle Marc almost missed it: a tail flick from the alpha, and all four sprang at once, two going high, two streaking low, straight for Marc and Alena.
The big one’s leap was so massive it blotted out the meager light, a blacker shadow in a world of green-black. It hit the dome at full force, claws out, jaws wide, and the shield shuddered under the impact. The other three struck in concert, using the alpha’s weight to try to deform the dome, a test of physics against magic.
Marc felt the stress at every contact point. The mana draw was insane, and he could scent the iron-bright sting of his own blood dripping from his nose and the fire in his body as the zero-point modules flooded his pathways with mana. He spread the force through the mesh, let the shield flex, let the raptors bite into it, claws and jaws partially embedded, and with a mental yank, he rotated the entire array at a blinding speed.
The raptors became debris in a heartbeat. Severed claws, muscle, and broken bone slashed by the embedded blades, momentum carrying the pieces all the way around the shield’s rim. The alpha’s head, stuttering eyes still open, ricocheted from shield to earth, rolling to rest at the foot of the dome.
Marc let the shield collapse, gravity pulling the carnage down in a wet, meaty rain. He dropped to one knee, vision tunneling out, the world down to a core of sound and blood rush.
Alena barely broke stride. She plucked her swords from the dissolving shield and finished the twitching remains with clinical sweeps. One, two, three. Each raptor made a sound like an exhausted sigh, before going still.
She knelt at Marc’s side, hands on his shoulders. “Breathe. I’ve got you.”
He managed a nod, and spat a streak of blood into the moss. “Give me ten seconds. Or twenty. The Motes are working again. They get a little sluggish when I run out of mana.”
Alena reached into her bag, fished out a small blue vial, unscrewed the top with her teeth, and handed it over. “Drink it.”
He did. The liquid was so cold it nearly gave him frostbite, causing a jolt of energy as if someone had poured liquid rage directly into his veins. The pain receded, vision snapped back to focus, and he straightened up, shaking his head.
Alena surveyed the field. Where the shield dome had been, there was now a perfect ring of dead raptors, limbs splayed at every angle, torsos rent open in a way that looked more like an explosion than violence. “That was,” she said, “the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.”
Marc wiped the corner of his mouth, searching for sarcasm but finding only honesty. “You say that every time.”
“It keeps being true,” she countered.
System windows flashed, rapid fire, each with a new kill confirmation, and XP. Marc blinked them away, too tired even to count.
[+9,000 (/2) XP. Raptor Elite (x3). Threat Level: Extreme.]
[+10,000 (/2) XP. Raptor Matriarch (x1). Threat Level: Extreme.]
“That was the Matriarch,” Alena said, pointing at the largest head. “The dungeon will get serious now.”
“You mean it wasn’t?” he asked.
She rolled her shoulders. “That was the checkpoint. The mini boss. Next is the real challenge. But I think we unlocked something for the effort.”
She turned and grinned, blood splashed across her jaw. “Next?”
Marc slowly scanned the area. He pointed at the far end of the clearing, where a cave mouth yawned wide and black.
Alena: Boss fight.
Marc: How do you want to do this?
Alena: You’re the weapon. I’ll be the spotter or target.
Marc: Ok. Two minutes and I will be good to go.
They entered the cave side by side. The light faded fast, but [Perception] rendered the darkness as gray contours, each edge outlined in perfect clarity. A fungus, glowing faintly, coated the walls. The tunnel went fifty meters and opened into a cathedral-sized chamber.
At the center, the Megasaur. It looked like a raptor, but enlarged in every dimension.
It was also bigger than the database suggested: nearly twelve meters from snout to tail, skin a patchwork of scale and scar. Its head swiveled as they entered, the eyes catching the movement.
Marc: No mercy setting on this one.
Alena: Agreed. Kill it.
Alena stepped forward, raising her arms and shouting, “Hey Ugly.”
The Megasaur slammed its tail to the ground, preparing to answer the challenge. It raised its head up, revealing razor-sharp teeth as it prepared to roar in response.
Marc summoned the [Force] blade, long, thin, tuned to maximum sharpness. He aimed at the gap below the skull, between vertebrae and muscle.
He thought: Lethal, all the way.
He didn’t hold back.
The blade sliced through the gap, severing spine and brainstem in one pass. The roar caught in its throat as it died.
The body collapsed. The entire cave seemed to shake with the impact.
Marc exhaled, the [Force] blade flickering out of [Perception].
He checked for a second threat, but the System overrode his [Perception] with a victory banner:
[+50,000 (/2) XP. Megasaur. Threat Level: Boss.]
[+60,000 (/2) XP. Category 2 Completion.]
The instant the Megasaur hit the cavern floor, the System seized control. Marc didn’t move, couldn’t move. The world, noisy a second ago, went silent as a tomb.
Then the fire came.
It was white-hot, viral, a cascade of energy that started at his sternum and branched outward. Every cell in his body screamed its existence: muscles tore and re-knit, tendons flexed, bones vibrated, a symphony of relentless improvement. His thoughts fractured into a mosaic of input, pain, pleasure, panic, clarity. There was no way to scream, or cry, or even shut down; the System wanted him conscious for every blissful, excruciating second.
Alena was caught in her own transformation nearby. He could see her shudder, falling to one knee, silver hair a halo in the psychic afterglow. Her jaw clenched so hard it looked like it might break. Despite that, her eyes stayed open and locked on Marc, as if sheer willpower could make the ordeal easier for him, too.
They were in it together, and for a moment their minds were entangled, two rivers forging a new path through bedrock. He could feel her suffering and her resolve, each pulse echoing through his own body, the System’s fire using both of them for fuel.
He wasn’t sure how long it lasted. Time stretched. Every heartbeat was a lifetime. It felt like he was being hammered into a new shape by invisible gods. The pain crested, then receded; what followed was a dizziness, a giddy sense of power swelling beneath his skin.
[Marc Summer: Level Up]
[Marc Summer: Level Up]
[Marc Summer: Level Up]
[Marc Summer: Level Up]
[Marc Summer: Level Up]
[Marc Summer: Current Level 13]
Alena’s reaction was immediate and violent. Her eyes widened as the level up protocol seized her. She clamped a hand over her own mouth, determined not to give the satisfaction of a real scream, but the sound that escaped was halfway between a strangled gasp and a banshee wail. Her knees buckled. She hit the cave floor so hard moss and lichen exploded into the air.
Inside her, energy tore through muscle, bone, mind. Not pain, not exactly, nothing so straightforward or honest. This was a thousand needles of light punching through her nerves, paired with the deep, bone-chilling cold of ice water injected straight into her marrow. Heat. Cold. Fire. Frost. The tide surged in waves, relentless and perfectly timed to keep her right on the edge of passing out. Her pulse thundered against her eardrums, and her skin crawled as every cell, every atom, was rewritten on the fly. Through it all, she could feel Marc, and looked toward him, locking to his eyes.
Together, she thought. We are stronger together.
[Alena Silverwing: Level Up]
[Alena Silverwing: Level Up]
[Alena Silverwing: Current Level 17]
The world returned in a violent rush of sensation. Marc gasped, almost laughing from the force of it: an instant ago his veins had been full of fire, his skull hammered to molten glass, and now every color seared with high definition. [Perception] overlaid the dank cave in a mesh of green, gray and gold, each fern, moss, and drop of blood mapped out in exacting, obsessive detail. He staggered as his muscles recalibrated, the new strength itching under his skin, a coil of energy that demanded to be used.
He checked his hands. Not trembling, steady as stone. But every cell trembled with potential.
He looked for Alena. She was already standing, back straight, chin up. The first thing he noticed, beyond the halo of sweat and the white-knuckled grip on her sword, was the intensity in her face. She wore it like armor: pride, awe, a trace of joy.
Their gazes locked.
She gave a sharp nod, as if warning the universe not to try separating them now. The gold in her eyes was intense, and she pushed the battered hair back from her forehead, sweat and blood mixing in a warrior’s war paint.
He reached out, not quite touching her shoulder, but close enough that she could take or refuse.
She took. She placed her hand on his, grip crushing at first, then easing, and the contact grounded them both. For an instant, every agony and triumph of the last minutes ran through the link. The spike of pain, the churning disarray of mind, the sense of something new growing inside, all crystalized into a single, diamond-hard point of mutual understanding.
They didn’t speak, but the word hung there in the air, electric:
Together.
A last message appeared:
[Category 2 reward: Artifact Ring (x2). Stats: +2% All Attributes. Color: Blue.]
Marc looked down. On his finger, a band of yellow-gold light materialized, solidifying into a physical ring. He tried it, no discomfort, just an instant sense of calibration, every stat a tick higher than before.
Alena admired hers. “Nice,” she said, flashing it in the light. “Fashionable, too.”
“Didn’t expect that,” he said. “Shall we?”
They walked out of the cave and up the path around the cave. The green portal to the surface opened ahead, a beacon in the shadows.
Marc: How do you want to leave?
Alena: Fast and dramatic.
They stepped through together, side by side.
On the other side, a crowd.
Students, instructors, even the Gatekeeper, faces in disbelief. No one spoke at first.
Marc took it in, tried to hide the rush of pride.
Alena leaned in. “I think we just broke the school record.”
He smiled. Just tell them we hate birds.
From the crowd, a whisper: “Impossible.”
Then, louder, “Where are the rest of them?”
A student at the front said, “Only two. Just the two of them. Tier 1.”
The murmurs became an avalanche.
Alena caught Marc’s hand, squeezed once, then let go.
He looked at her, and she grinned: “Next time, Category Three?”
He nodded. “Next time, Category Three.”
The Gatekeeper just shook her head. “Monsters,” she said. But there was a glint in her eyes.
Marc and Alena walked away, the gold rings pulsing on their fingers, the myth already writing itself behind them.




Chapter 14: School of Hard Knocks

Instructor Wattel limped into the center of the Academy quad at precisely 07:00 on Monday morning, dragging his left foot with a practiced, unsubtle weight. In his wake, Tier 1 students fanned out in the chill morning, nervously packed shoulder-to-shoulder. Marc, watching from just behind the mass, guessed half the crowd was here for the gossip, the rest for the violence.
Wattel waited until even the birds shut up. Then he thumbed the amplifier and said, “Listen up. Some of you think you’re clever. Some of you think you’re strong. If you were, you’d be Tier 2 already, and I wouldn’t have to waste my breath.” His voice was the sound of a boulder grinding down a hillside. “No more solo heroes. No more street brawls and blame-shifting. If you want to advance, you will work in groups. Starting now.”
A ripple moved through the students. No one dared move, but every head jerked, as if prepping for a preemptive dodge.
Wattel’s gaze swept the crowd, not looking for a specific student, but for weakness. “Starting next week, every one of you will fight in the Colosseum as part of a group, five to ten heads per team. You want to pass Combat Basics and have a shot at Tier 2? You finish at least two of the ten monster waves. Groups of 9 or 10 need to complete three waves. Any less, you stay Tier 1. Or you leave. If you survive.”
This time, the buzz was louder. Someone muttered, “He’s joking,” but Wattel’s mouth never hinted at a smile. “I highly recommend,” he continued, “that your groups include at least one tank, one healer, two damage dealers, and one support. Don’t think you and four of your favorite caster brothers can be a successful group.” His eyes found the cluster of hopefuls in blue sashes, future officers, all of them, and let the silence work.
“If you want to quit, quit now. If not, start building your teams.” Wattel’s voice dropped, the threat in it doubling. “We start the sorting today. When you have your team, register it with the Proctors. That’s all.” He killed the amplifier and stepped aside, as if daring someone to complain.
He didn’t have to wait long.
The quad became a swarm, predators and prey sorting in real-time. The best and the biggest locked down their picks instantly, star brawlers and name-brand mages recruited immediately. Some teams built up around a single brute or a trusted pair; others looked for numbers and took anything breathing. The last ones left were the defects, the half-breeds, the misfits, the too-small, too-quiet, or too new.
Marc watched the panic unfold with mathematical detachment. He wasn’t surprised to see the effect: when you force desperate people to build teams, the desperation doubles, and everyone gets sorted into predator or discard.
Alena glided up behind him, silent until the last step. “It’s a bloodbath,” she said. Her eyes moved over the quad, cataloging weaknesses. “There are three fights about to start, and two dozen already lost.”
“Human nature,” Marc said. “Turns out, it’s universal.”
Alena’s gold eyes flicked toward the far end of the quad, where a bony human with the look of a scared dog was being physically dragged by two larger boys toward an already-packed team. “They’re going to use him as bait,” she said.
Marc didn’t bother to argue. Instead, he stood, stretching his arms overhead until his joints popped. “You want to do this the right way?” he said, voice low. “No tricks, no [Perception], no [Blinks].”
She considered it and nodded. “We can’t risk exposure, so physical skills and your basic shielding.” She flicked her gaze toward the benches. “Seven. Not five. We go for efficiency, not minimums. And we fill with the ones everyone else ignores.”
Marc smiled, small. “You like an underdog.”
“At the Elvish court, I am one,” Alena said, flat. “Let’s pick.”
They set out together, cutting through the chaos with the calm of people who have nothing left to prove. Using Alena's knowledge of the students, and her insights into good choices, it only took three minutes before they’d sized up the talent. Marc noted three standouts: a half-dwarf tank who looked like he’d been hit by a collapsing mine and survived, an elf healer already patching up someone else’s bloody nose, and a human with no visible magic but a cool, dead-eyed way of watching the crowd.
“We take all three,” Alena said, voice crisp.
“Then fill out with two more for offense,” Marc said, ticking off names.
“Quick [Perception] scan,” Alena said. “Make sure they are not enemies.”
He laughed, brief and soft. “Done. We are good.”
They broke formation, each going to a target. Marc headed for the half-dwarf first, a brute named Dorn, who sat alone on a broken marble bench, polishing a shield that was more iron than art. Marc stopped three meters away, waited until Dorn noticed him.
“What,” Dorn said. Not a question. More like a warning.
“Your shield work’s better than anyone in Tier 1. You have full armor. But you’re alone. Why?” Marc asked, casually.
Dorn eyed him up and down and shrugged. “They want shiny, not solid. They want Human. And I don’t play well with others. To be honest, I had a brief run in with some people from House Sapphire, and now I seem to be blacklisted. I will understand if you don’t want to take that on.”
Marc nodded and pointed at Alena, who was recruiting on the far side of the quad. “I don’t care about House Sapphire and neither does she. I don’t care if you play well. I care if you can hold a line.”
Dorn grunted. “You the kid who soloed the Cat 1 last week?”
Marc said nothing, but the answer was clear.
“You would really trust a half-dwarf to anchor your entire group?”
Marc shrugged. “You’re not half anything. You’re all tank.”
Dorn stood, shouldering the shield with a finality. “I’m in. But I’m not doing any speeches or handholding.”
“Good,” Marc said. “Neither am I.”
They walked together to find the healer. Lyra, according to the System log. She was Elven, but shorter than Alena, with a nimbus of white hair that made her look like she’d been in a wind storm. She finished setting a broken finger and looked up, already tense.
“We need a healer,” Marc said, without preamble.
Lyra’s ears went red. “M-my spell. It’s not p-p-perfect. I c-c-c—” She clenched her jaw. “I c-c-can’t always control it. And I st-stutter. It slows d-down the cast.”
“I want you,” Marc said. “Because you’re the only one who’s helping anyone else right now.” He nodded at the finger she’d fixed.
Lyra’s eyes were wide, as if no one had ever noticed she was good at anything. “You want me? Even if I’m… m-m-me?” Lyra flashed back to her childhood when she had watched her best friend die. That feeling of loss still gripped her soul.
Lyra stared at Marc, at Dorn, then at the rest of the quad, where three healers were already being fought over by rival teams. She knew this was the moment her father had told her could come. The time to either step up, or step away. She squared her shoulders. “I’m in.”
Alena appeared at his elbow, her own recruit in tow, a wiry boy with smoke-gray eyes and a face so angular it looked carved. “Tavin,” she said, introducing him. “Illusionist, but prefers the quiet approach.”
Tavin stared at his shoes, and back at Marc. “I’m not a hero. I’ll play dirty.”
“Good,” Marc said. “We need dirty.”
Tavin nodded, saying nothing.
Dorn looked over the group, unimpressed. “Is that it?”
Marc shook his head. “Need two more. Alena?”
She pointed at a pair of fighters, twins, Krell and Vex, at the edge of the quad. Their skin was pale to the point of translucent, their hair a stark black. They were indistinguishable except for the slash of white hair at Krell’s left temple. They stood together, always never more than a foot apart.
“We take them both,” Alena said.
“Why?” Dorn asked, skeptical.
“Because they’re desperate,” Marc said. “And desperate works hard.”
Marc walked over and didn’t bother with a speech.
“You in?”
Krell shrugged. “Not like anyone else wants us. Most groups don’t want two swords.”
Krell and Vex exchanged a look. “Fine,” Krell said. “But we’re not splitting up.”
Alena said, “Wouldn’t want it any other way.”
That was it. Team of seven, none of them particularly liked by the rest of the Academy.
They regrouped near the fountain, away from the throng.
Alena smiled, eyes cold and bright. “You realize, if we win, the whole Academy will hate us.”
“I hope so,” Marc said. “Otherwise, we’re not doing it right.”
◆◆◆
 
Alena registered them as a team and they met at the edge of the upper training yard, a slab of dirt and sand bordered by broken statuary and a fence of iron spikes. The dummies watched, painted faces smug in their certainty that today, they would be spared. The team stood in a loose semicircle. Alena went through the System rituals and added them to the group.
Marc took the lead. “Let’s make this simple. Roll call. Let Alena know what magic you can use. Dorn—tank.”
The half-dwarf nodded, already reaching for his shield, as if comforted by its weight. “I have [Bulwark] for holding my ground, [Taunt] to grab aggro, and [Shield Bash] to stun.
“Lyra, h-healer.” She flinched at her own name, but squared her shoulders. “I have [Heal], a si-s-single target healing spell, [Cleanse], an AOE s-s-spell that clears p-po-poison, t-toxins and afflictions, and [Refreshing Glow], w-w-which helps recovery if we are not in c-c-combat.
“Krell and Vex—blades.” The twins grinned, sharp and synchronized. “We have the same skills, [Fast Attack], which gives us a quick strike, [Disengage], that will move us up to 3 meters, and the last spell is passive. [Synergy]. It increases our speed and strength the closer we are together, but drops to zero at over ten meters apart.”
“That explains why you two are always together,” Marc commented, then nodded toward Tavin.
“Tavin—support, illusions.” Tavin managed a two-finger wave. “I have [Illusion], where I can create up to 3 lifelike animals or people, [Hide], which can make the group harder to spot, and [Refine Carving].” He paused, glancing at the group. “Hey. I enjoyed carving when I was a kid.” Tavin looked away, pulling his jacket tighter.
Alena stepped in. “And we’re Marc and Alena. Defense and tactics. Marc is also a Force Mage, so he should be able to knock some of our opponents off balance, giving Krell and Vex additional openings.” She let the words hang, waiting for the questions.
Alena: Keep it simple.
Marc: Exactly.
Silence.
Lyra finally whispered, “W-who’s leader?”
Marc started to answer, but Alena cut him off. “You are,” she said, eyes on Lyra.
Lyra blinked. “M-m-me?”
“Healers see everything,” Alena said. “They know who’s about to fall apart, who’s injured, and when the line is about to break. You lead the field. We follow.”
A long pause. Then Dorn grunted. “Makes sense.” The twins nodded.
Lyra swallowed. “Ok. F-f-fine. Let’s… d-d-drill? Dorn s-s-shield me. Vex, K-Krell attack.”
No one laughed.
Dorn took point, shield up, feet planted. “Let’s see if you can keep up,” he said, eyes daring the twins to try him.
Krell went left, Vex right. Marc watched as Dorn swiveled, shield always between the closest threat and Lyra, who circled and kept herself in Dorn’s shadow.
“Better than I expected,” Alena said, making sure it was loud enough for everyone to hear.
The first pass was less than perfect: Krell got through Dorn’s defense and almost tagged Lyra, but she dodged, stumbled, then used her off-hand to “heal” herself before popping up behind the shield again. Vex tried a feint, but Dorn was waiting. He blocked the strike, [Bashed], and forced Vex back toward the fence.
Tavin hung back, hands glowing faintly, waiting.
Marc joined the fray, taking a slow, measured pace. He circled to support Dorn, testing how the twins moved together. They never split more than three meters, and they always attacked in coordinated patterns, one high, one low, then switching.
By midday, the drills had a rhythm with Marc and the new five working together, moving in sync against the training dummies. Dorn and Marc formed the spine behind Dorn’s shield. Marc providing a second defensive line for Lyra and Tavin, while supporting Vex and Krell. Tavin’s illusions grew more sophisticated, with illusions of Vex and Krell attacking from the sides. The twins started to adapt, altering their tactics on the fly while staying in rhythm with Dorn. They effectively made a wider front with their buckler shields and swords, controlling the edges of the group. The plan would have Alena guarding the flank, and ranged combat support with her bow.
As they practiced, Alena kept her distance, tracking everything, sometimes stepping in to demonstrate a move. She never lost her cool. Marc had instant respect for Alena’s leadership and coaching of Lyra.
Marc: You know, you’re quite good at this.
Alena: Thank you.
Lyra called for a break. The team collapsed under the shadow of a gnarled tree, breathing hard. She handed out water, her hands still trembling but her eyes steady.
Alena picked up a stick and started drawing in the dirt.
“The Colosseum challenges are well defined, at least for the starting waves. First wave is goblin scouts. Light armor, poison on the blades.” She sketched a rough map, marking an X where the first wave would likely break. “They’re fast, but weak. Dorn holds the line. Twins flank them here and here.” She made eye contact with Krell and Vex. “Don’t chase. Wait for them to come to you. They get reckless if you bait them. Marc, little force pushes to get them to overextend. Control your mana usage. Tavin, illusions of wolves. The goblins hate and fear wolves.”
Marc added, “Second wave, hobgoblin warriors. Usually, two with a shaman. Bigger, meaner, not as fast. More coordinated. They will use more of the scouts as meat shields. If they have casters or a shaman that hangs back, I will take them out with the bow.”
Dorn grunted. “I know the type. They’ll try to break me.”
“You’ll hold,” Alena said, no doubt in her voice. “Lyra, you run heals in the middle, use your rapier at range, but no closing to melee. If you see an opening, you are in command. Understood?”
Lyra nodded, eyes huge but voice strong. “Understood.”
Tavin raised his hand. “What about wave three?”
“We’re not supposed to get that far,” Marc said, deadpan. “But if we do, we improvise. Our overall structure is good. Adaptable.”
The team laughed. It was the first genuine laugh of the day.
They ran the plan in a mock battle. Tavin conjured three goblin-sized phantoms, giving them the personality of a drunk squirrel and the voice of a dying cat. Dorn planted himself at the point, his shield covering Lyra, and the twins sniping from the edges, blocking and parrying.
At one point, Tavin’s changed up the illusion and fooled Dorn into attacking a shadow. Krell, seeing the change, filled the gap immediately, while Lyra called Marc to the right flank.
Lyra watched the team, lips twitching. “We might actually pull this off.”
“Two waves?” Vex said, eyes glittering. “We could take four.”
They ran another mock, this time at double speed, and finished with everyone flat on the ground, panting, mud in their hair and sweat running into their eyes.
Alena looked at Marc, eyebrows raised.
He nodded. “Good progress.”
The group walked off the yard as a single thing, a team, not just a bundle of outcasts, and even the training dummies seemed to notice.
At the edge of the yard, Marc heard Dorn mutter, “Not bad for a bunch of misfits.”
Lyra beamed. Tavin actually smiled. Krell and Vex elbowed each other, already plotting how to game the next round.
Marc caught Alena’s gaze. “You think we can do it?”
She shrugged, gold eyes sharp. “It’s not about winning. That will be easy. It’s about breaking their expectations.”
He liked that answer.
As the sun set behind the towers, the seven of them cut a line across the campus, united by defiance and a mutual refusal to lose.




Chapter 15: The Colosseum Challenge

They started the week as a poor joke. The tank, the stutterer, the twins, the ghost. No one in the group had experience beyond Marc and Alena.
By midweek, that changed.
They were at the quad at dawn, ground cold and hard. Dorn ran shield drills, his block-and-bash routine so tight it looked mechanical. The shield was broad and battered, and every time he swept it left, the air whistled. Marc watched, arms folded, waiting for the inevitable crack in the pattern.
It didn’t come.
The quad was busier, but nobody watched the misfits. That was good. Alena ran the Marc and the group through multi-wave defenses, with Dorn holding a center line and the rest working off his shield. Krell and Vex took opposite flanks, while Marc doubled the edges and Lyra floated behind, staying in position to support.
Alena directed Tavin to create waves of wolves from different angles. Each time an illusionary wolf was ‘slain’, Tavin would create a new wolf a few meters off the group as an additional foe. The goal was to have the group move and turn as a team to address the threats.
The first round was a mess. They were slow to react and Tavin’s wolves flanked the twins, getting to Lyra, with Alena called Lyra as being down. The rest of the team wiped in under thirty seconds.
Alena reset them. “Again,” she snapped.
Second round, Dorn held for ten seconds longer and the group moved better as a unit. Marc could see the logic: Dorn as the anchor, twins as the blades, with his role as support for the edges, and Lyra as the critical resource.
By the tenth round, the twins started improvising. Krell would feint left, Vex would spin behind a wolf, and attack from the rear. If one twin got pinned, the other would sacrifice a swing to break them free while Marc would support the gap.
By dusk, the group was running at eighty percent. It wasn’t always pretty, but it was a team.
◆◆◆
 
Alena set the scenario: goblins. Marc didn’t bother to ask where she got the seven MagiTech golems. The point was to simulate the dungeon run, and the goblins did not hold back. Despite using dulled swords and less toxic poison, the MagiTech goblins still posed a threat, making the training realistic.
They moved like a simple street gang, screaming, jabbing with poisoned blades, always trying to swarm the weak link. Dorn set the shield angled to cover Tavin and Lyra, drawing the ire of the goblins with [Taunt]. The first three goblins splintered off Dorn’s shield, knocked down by [Bash], but two made it through on the left.
Vex caught one in the chest, drove it to the ground, and finished it with a boot to the throat. Krell took the second, using [Disengage] to change sides, slip past the blade and shatter the goblin’s arm with a single blow. Dorn rotated, setting a second time, then used [Taunt] to pull the next two off Marc who was holding them at bay, keeping them off balance with swords and [Force] punches.
Lyra’s hands never stopped moving. She healed every injury before it mattered, and when Vex took a knife to the hip, Lyra dropped the healing spell instantly, mending flesh before blood could run.
Tavin layered illusions of wolves over the enemy, confusing the artificial goblins much like the real thing.
In the end, seven goblins were dead, and nobody was down. Lyra shook with the aftermath, but Dorn just patted her on the shoulder.
“You did good,” he said.
Lyra smiled, small but real.
Marc checked Alena. She watched the team with the eyes of a hawk, searching for weak points, but she said nothing.
And so it went for another day of training as they learning to coordinate against the goblin golems.
At the end of the session, Alena called everyone in.
“Tomorrow we step up again,” she said. “We will run the Category 1 Kobold Den. ”
No one laughed.
◆◆◆
 
Marc could feel the tension in the air. After checking in with the Gatekeeper, the group lined up at the mouth of the Kobold Den.
“Ok,” Alena said. “This is a straight-forward dungeon run. We are not going to run the full dungeon, just about half of it. Our focus is on teamwork, but we don’t want to risk an injury this close to the Colosseum trial so we will not take on the final boss. Marc has done this solo, so he will be our dungeon guide as we make our way through. We keep together, work as a team. Everyone ready?”
Dorn nodded, clapped his shield twice and grinned at Krell and Vex.
Tavin didn’t answer, already deep in focus, lips moving as he mapped the first set of illusions. Lyra lingered at the back, checking her pack for potions, her face set in careful, practiced calm.
Dorn rolled his neck, then looked over his shoulder. “Let’s do this.”
Inside, the stench was worse than Marc remembered. Marc triggered [Perception], overlaying his view red, yellow and grey.
“Straight on, and there will be a few kobolds before the first intersection,” Marc said, giving Dorn the information he needed.
Dorn moved forward, shield ready, eyes locked straight, and when the first kobold broke cover, he deflected the blade and let the impact slide off the shield. Krell and Vex flanked immediately, blades drawn. They hit the kobold at the knees and the base of the skull simultaneously, dropping it before the second even registered Dorn’s presence.
The second scout tried to loop around, but Dorn saw it. “Left, two meters,” he called invoking a [Taunt]. As the kobold rushed forward, Vex pivoted on cue, catching the Kobold in a slice and using its own forward momentum to sever its neck.
“Clean,” Dorn muttered, a trace of pride in his voice.
[+50 (/7) XP. Kobold Scout. Threat Level: Pitiful.]
[+100 (/7) XP. Kobold Scout. Threat Level: Low.]
They pressed on. Marc made the calls at the intersection. “Left is a dead-end pit trap. Be ready. There are kobolds before the trap.”
Dorn stepped into the side tunnel, then raised his shield and banged it twice with his sword, following that with a [Taunt]. Between the sound and the [Taunt], it baited the next set of defenders, and three more Kobolds leapt from the shadows, spears raised. The first two hit Dorn’s wall of iron and bounced, sprawling backward, the first skewered by an arrow from Alena, the second run through by Vex. The third went wide—right into Krell, who barely broke stride as he opened the Kobold from sternum to throat.
Behind them, Lyra checked Vex’s arm for cuts, then gave a brief nod. “All clear.”
Marc scanned the air for the overseer—couldn’t see it, but the [Perception] grid showed a heat mass clinging to the ceiling above them, waiting for a shot at the group’s exposed rear.
“Tavin, up top,” Marc said.
Tavin nodded, hands already forming the gestures. An illusion of Dorn, exaggerated and monstrous, suddenly shimmered into existence a meter ahead, and the overseer bit, dropped straight down toward the illusion’s head, expecting bone and flesh, but falling through the vapor. The shock stunned it, long enough for Alena’s arrow to catch it behind the jaw and pin it to the ground.
[+300 (/7) XP. Kobold Miner (x3). Threat Level: Low.]
[+150 (/7) XP. Kobold Overseer (x1). Threat Level: Moderate.]
“Not bad,” Alena said.
“Ok,” Marc said, “Reform to go back and down the right tunnel.”
The group reformed and moved forward. The first warning was the high pitch screech, from a set of Trappers, smaller but twice as mean. They advanced in tandem, lobbing darts from behind cover. The group tucked in behind Dorn’s shield, minimizing exposure, with the buckler shields of Vex and Krell adding some depth to the edges. Despite the shielding, a dart still found Vex, hitting him in the thigh. Pulling back, he dropped to a knee but didn’t scream.
Lyra moved. She reached Vex in a second, popped the dart from his leg, and hit him with [Heal] and [Cleanse]. The effect was instant; Vex’s eyes rolled back, then refocused, clearer than before.
“Keep moving,” Vex hissed. “I’m good.”
Lyra made the call, “Tavin, c-cast [Hide]”
Tavin put [Hide] on the group, which confused the Trappers. Moving forward quickly, the group made quick work of the Trappers in close combat.
[+1200 (/7) XP. Kobold Trapper (x6). Threat Level: Moderate.]
They reached the slaughterhouse without taking another hit.
“This is our last test for the dungeon run,” Alena told the group. “Stay with the plan.”
Twelve Kobolds waited, all sizes, all mean. The floor was sticky with blood and the squeal of half-butchered animals. In the center of the room, an abomination—a stitched-together beast, part pig, part dog, lashed to a spike and still alive, howling. The noise was so loud Marc wondered if it was a warning for the rest of the Den.
“Form up,” Dorn barked, and the team obeyed. Dorn in front, with Marc on his shoulder using a [Force] shield. Krell and Vex flanking left and right with the bucklers. Tavin stayed in the back, ready. Lyra tucked in the middle and Alena off to the side, with an arrow already nocked in her bow.
The kobolds came as a wave: four with darts, two with spears, the rest wielding hatchets or old, rusty blades. The darts went first, aiming for Marc and Dorn, but the [Force] shield and iron shield absorbed most of the impact. One dart skipped off the ground and caught Dorn  below the shield line; he grunted, but didn’t slow. Lyra hit him with another [Heal] and [Cleanse].
Marc called the rhythm: “Two incoming. Dorn [Taunt] and [Bash] on contact. Krell clean them up. I will give you a secondary shield.” The first pair of charging kobolds slammed into Dorn’s shield and were knocked down by the [Bash]. Krell was there, blades out, carving the fallen before they could recover.
Alena was in motion, drawing and firing arrows in perfect tempo. Every arrow found a dart thrower, punching through the weak armor and collapsing them instantly.
Tavin did his work: with a snap, three illusions appeared—a perfect triple of Dorn, Krell, and Vex, charging in a staggered wedge. The effect was immediate. The kobolds panicked, splitting their forces, half attacking the fakes, the other half trying to find the real threats.
Dorn and the twins were in the thick of it now, every move tight and controlled. When a spear caught Dorn in the side, he spun with the force of it, using his own body as a fulcrum to bring the attacker within range of Vex. The kobold barely had time to scream before a blade found its heart.
Lyra moved from one edge to the other, healing as she went. A dart grazed Krell’s cheek, but Lyra was there, casting another [Cleanse] before the poison even registered.
They moved as a unit, and the kobolds found no opening to exploit. The trio of Dorn, Vex and Krell made short work of the remaining kobolds after Tavin’s illusions had destroyed their cohesion.
In short order the battle was over.
[+2,400 (/7) XP. Kobold Pack (x12). Threat Level: Moderate.]
Marc took a breath, counted heads. All alive, all upright.
Dorn punched the air. “That’s how it’s done.”
In the back of the slaughter house the group spotted a green exit portal, and started to make their way to the exit, slower now, taking time to breathe.
Lyra nodded, breathless, but grinning. “That was good. We might actually survive the Colosseum.”
Tavin stood in the center of the room, panting, the energy of the illusions flickering around his hands. “That was insane,” he said. “And I mean that as a compliment.”
Marc let out a laugh, surprised at how good it felt.
When they emerged, there was no applause, no audience. Just the seven of them, standing together in the light.
“Next stop,” Dorn said, “the Colosseum.”
◆◆◆
 
The Colosseum loomed over the south campus like a relic from a meaner age. Four stories of fused stone and transparent crystal, its shadow cut the morning sun off at the knees. No banners, no flags, just the straight, unapologetic geometry of a place built for blood.
On the day before the challenges kicked off Marc led the group through the portal to enter the empty dungeon. The arena floor was bigger than he’d expected. Thirty meters wide, fifty long, boxed by smooth stone walls high enough to force every fight. Embedded in the walls: clusters of pillars, each spaced three meters apart. Not enough to hide, but enough to buy time. Half-walls, broken segments of ancient siege works, jutted into the sand at unpredictable angles. Marc’s [Perception] mapped them all in gray-black relief, the arena resolving into a grid of possibilities and dead ends.
Above, the crystal dome shimmered, perfect and cold. Sunlight lanced through, cutting the sand into shifting plates of white and gold. He blinked twice, toggling the [Perception] overlay until he could see the topography of the entire space. Even the air was a puzzle: the dome vented enough to keep a breeze, but not enough to lose sound. The screams would echo here.
The seats circled all the way up, tiers ready to be packed with families and staff.
On the north and south ends, two gates: five meters wide, steel bars so thick they looked grown, not forged. This was where the monsters came in.
Marc stopped at the edge of the sand, boots sinking in a hair. He let the others file in.
Dorn stepped straight for the nearest pillar, planted both hands on the cool stone. He ran his palms down its flank, frowning in concentration. “These are newer,” he grunted. “No chips, no wear. Custom made for the trial.” He knocked on the side twice, hard. “If you need to break the line of sight, these will hold.”
Krell and Vex ghosted along the wall, each kicking up a swirl of sand with every step. They tested the drag, tried a half-speed sprint, then looked at each other and shrugged. Vex whispered, “Slows you on the turn,” but Krell said, “Can still cut across if you push.” Their voices never traveled more than a meter. They eyed the monster gate, and Vex grinned sharp.
Lyra paced the perimeter, stopping every ten paces to crouch and touch the dirt. She pulled a notepad from her sleeve and started scribbling. “B-best defensive sections are there, t-there, and there,” she said, voice steadier than usual. “If I stay behind the b-big guy, I get all of you in radius for heals.”
Alena ran the length of the arena without a word, cataloguing every break in the cover, every place a body could fall. She stopped at the monster gate, standing with arms folded, and stared at the welded iron. “Nothing alive gets through that without help,” she said, soft. “We will not know which gate will open, and when it does, we’ll have ten seconds max. Logic assumes it will be the gate farthest from our position.” She turned to the group, eyes flint. “We start in the middle, use the first two pillars as kill zone. Dorn holds here. Twins flank from either side. Marc, you split the opening, one shield each for the lead threats. Lyra covers the rear. I’ll pick off stragglers.”
Marc nodded, running the scenario in his head. It made sense. He could see the advantages and the traps. “We’ll need to adapt if they rush all at once,” he said.
Alena’s eyes narrowed. “We will adapt.”
The words hung in the air, sharp as glass.
They lingered a little longer, each walking along the edge of the arena, reading the sand and the stone and the sky.
Marc caught Lyra’s eye. She gave a weak smile and looked away, clutching her notepad to her chest. Dorn just sat at the base of a pillar, breathing slow, steady. The twins never stopped moving, tracing lines through the sand until they’d memorized every slip and slope.
Marc found Alena by the south wall, eyes fixed on the monster gate.
After a minute, she said: “You scared?”
He thought about it. “Not for me.”
She nodded, never turning her head. “Me neither. I don’t know how high we could run this together, but well beyond two.”
Tomorrow, the actual trial. The arena would be full. The monsters would be real. A day after that, they would be fighting.
But for now, it was just seven ghosts haunting the sand.
◆◆◆
 
By the time the team filed into the stands, the Colosseum was a pressure cooker. Three thousand people, or more, packed elbow-to-elbow, sweat and perfume in the air. Marc, Alena, and the rest took seats on the lower tier, close enough to taste the sand if the wind shifted.
The first match of the day started with a horn blast. The black doors in the north wall slid open, and the student group entered as one, three fire mages in full academy blue, two tanks in orange with tower shields, and a healer trailing in white. The mages looked bored, their faces cocky and blank. The tanks wore helmets that made them look like rhinos, and the healer scanned the crowd with nervous eyes.
Marc scanned the field. “They’re stacking power,” he whispered. “Fast win, or nothing.”
Alena nodded. “They’ll get the first wave, but we will see what happens after that.”
Below, the gates on the south end shuddered. A flood of goblins poured out, twenty or thirty at least, armed with serrated knives and studded clubs, skin the color of fresh bruises. The goblins howled as one, a screech that made some students in the front row flinch. Exactly as described in the challenge guide.
The first fire mage stepped up and threw. No finesse, no warmup. It was a moving wall of flame, wide as the gap between pillars, and thick as oil. The front ten goblins went down instantly, their bodies turning to smoke and fused glass.
With a layering of blasts upon blasts, the other two mages joined in. The goblins tried to scatter, but the mages were quick to adjust. The only goblin who made it through got hammered flat, literally. Both tanks moved in perfect sync, their shields not just barriers but weapons.
Lyra, watching beside Marc, murmured, “That was a bad day to be a goblin.”
The first wave was gone in under a minute, and the sand ran black with char. The sand shimmered as the dungeon reset, the remains of goblins vanishing into nothing.
Then the horn sounded again.
Wave two. A pair of Hobgoblins this time, from the North gate, taller, thicker, weapons and armor better than some of the students. About ten goblin scouts led the charge. There were less of them, but each had armor and a look in the eye that said they’d been hungry for this.
Behind the hobs came the shaman.
It was taller than the others, covered in yellow-white feathers, staff topped with a shard of raw crystal. Its eyes glowed with electric malice.
Marc felt Alena’s focus sharpen. She sent, That’s the breaker.
He sent, I see it.
On the sand, the mages opened with the same wall-of-fire, but the hobs powered through, using the fallen goblins as shields. Two closed in on the right tank and hammered his shield until he staggered. The healer’s hands went bright as she funneled all her strength into keeping him upright, veins popping in her forehead.
The shaman did nothing, at first. He circled, waiting, the staff drawing lazy arcs in the air.
When the left tank took a step too far forward, exposing the back line, the shaman pounced.
It raised its staff, and a chain of purple light arced out, splitting midair into six, then twelve, then dozens of tendrils. The spell snaked through the crowd, bypassing the tanks, locking onto the mages. Two of them froze, mouths open, the fire in their hands guttering to ash. The last mage, seeing his partners go down, threw all his rage into a single attack, which targeted the shaman directly.
The crowd noise punched up to a roar.
The blast hit the shaman square, knocking it back, but not killing it. Instead, the shaman’s feathers sizzled and crackled, and the chain-stun spell doubled, latching onto the healer as well.
For three seconds, it looked like a wipe.
The left tank saw it and broke ranks. He [Charged] the shaman, shoulder low, shield out front, crossing the distance in the blink of an eye. He hit the shaman full-force, knocking the staff aside. The spell snapped, releasing the mages and the healer.
Alena, watching, whispered: “That’s the play. Always break the shaman.”
The newly freed mages didn’t hesitate. They focused on the shaman and unleashed. Firestorm, focused and blinding, blanketed the target. When it cleared, the shaman was gone, burned to a skeleton in mid-crouch, claws still reaching for the staff.
The hobs buckled. Without their leader, they lost coordination. The mages tore through them, and the tanks pushed forward with renewed purpose. The healer, spent but functional, followed, patching wounds as she could.
Within two minutes, it was over.
The mages stood in the ash, chests heaving, faces slack with exhaustion. The tanks slumped to their knees, shields cracked and smoking. 
In the stands, the crowd went berserk. Marc ignored it.
He looked at Alena, who was already watching him.
They didn’t need words.
Lyra’s hands were trembling, but her eyes were clear. “If we get a s-shaman, it’s [Cleanse], [Hide], and Alena on attack. That is our c-counter,” she said.
Krell and Vex sat forward, studying the patterns. Krell whispered, “Don’t get chain-stunned,” and Vex added, “Don’t be in the blast radius of a fire mage.”
Marc agreed.
They watched the golden glow of the dungeon swept the arena clean, blood and ash replaced by new sand, the floor as blank as if nothing had happened.
But the memory was sharp, and it was hungry.
◆◆◆
 
The next team hit the sand five minutes later. They looked more like Marc’s group: archer, two warriors, a tank, a healer. They even matched in height. Nobody stood out.
Marc noticed the first flaw before the gate even closed. The archer and healer were already arguing, voices barely muted by the crowd.
Alena said, “No hierarchy. They’re in trouble.”
He nodded. “Two leaders, limited firepower, zero plan. I wonder why they didn’t bring more bodies.”
The monsters came out the same as before: goblin flood, but this time with a pack leader holding a bone whip. The team went for textbook formation, tank in front, warriors on the wings, healer tucked behind, archer up on the wall chunk for height.
It lasted ten seconds.
The tank, a tall kid with a sunburn and nervous hands, took the brunt of the first charge. He stood, but his shield wavered on every hit. The right-hand warrior tried to show off, using a high leap-and-spin to cleave two goblins at once. It worked, but when he landed, four more mobbed him.
“He’s out of position,” Dorn muttered. “Gonna get wrecked.”
He did. The healer panicked, blasting heal after heal into the melee, her hands shaking. The archer tried to compensate, shooting into the mass of bodies, but two shots landed in the tank’s shoulder and thigh instead of goblins. Screaming the tank doubled down, using the pain for leverage. He managed to bullrush a half-dozen goblins into a pillar, but collapsed to one knee doing it.
Alena watched, arms folded. “They’re in trouble.”
They closed out the first wave, but at cost. The right-hand warrior was already limping, his sword arm shredded. The healer was sweating, her face grey from overuse, and the archer was running out of arrows.
The golden glow. A moment of respite.
Then the hobgoblins arrived.
The tank looked at the enemy, at his own team, and for a second Marc saw the math run through his head: we are not going to win this.
The warriors rallied, covering the tank, but the healer was already near zero.
The hob shaman advanced, staff arcing with purple. The right side warrior, full of bad ideas, charged it.
“He’s going to get locked,” Alena whispered.
He did. The shaman hit him with the same chain-stun as before. The warrior stood in place, arms twitching, teeth bared until a hobgoblin brought a cleaver down on his head, splitting skull and helmet and all.
The healer saw it and froze.
The tank tried to retreat, but the goblins swarmed, dragging him down. The left-hand warrior attempted to save him, only to get caught and surrounded. Through all of this, the archer kept shooting, kept screaming for the healer to help, but the healer never moved, held in thrall by the shaman stun.
At the last, the archer ran out of arrows. He dropped the bow, pulled a short sword, and went in screaming.
He died, but it took five goblins to do it.
Silence in the Colosseum. Even the crowd was sick.
The healer, the last one left, knelt on the sand, eyes blank. A single goblin walked up, looked her in the eye, and cut her throat with a casual slice.
Dorn sat back, expression set to stone. Krell and Vex didn’t say a word, but watched the crew on the sand clean up the bodies.
Lyra whispered, “What if I fail?”
Tavin’s face was pale, lips a tight line.
Marc looked at Alena, who was staring straight ahead, eyes dry but voice flat.
She said, “We’re better than them.”
He said, “We have to be.”
She nodded once and said nothing else.
The staff cleared the bodies, and the dungeon reset the sand, but nobody in the stands cheered. They all watched, waiting for the next disaster.
Marc realized, in that moment, that tomorrow wasn’t about winning.
It was about surviving.
And that was harder than any lesson the Academy had ever taught.
◆◆◆
 
Nobody talked on the way out.
Marc led the group through the crowds, down the side alleys and back roads until the stadium noise faded behind them. Alena stayed at his right, eyes forward, shoulders squared. The others drifted in her wake, Dorn stone-faced, Lyra silent, the twins subdued, and closer together than ever, Tavin flickering in and out at the edge, never quite walking in line.
They ended up at the north field, a scrap of green that wasn’t technically part of the Academy training grounds, but everyone used it anyway.
Marc sat on the low wall. Dorn took up a post behind him, arms folded. Krell and Vex paced, restless. Lyra and Tavin perched together on the bench, close but not touching.
For a full minute, nothing happened. The wind whistled in the trees.
Then Alena spoke, her voice so sudden and clear it sliced the silence in half.
“That was not us,” she said. “We are not them.”
Nobody answered.
She stood, turning to face the group. “We are going to win. And here’s how.”
She listed it in clean, precise terms.
“First, I’m immune to mental attack. Even chain-stun. That means I get to the shaman. He can’t touch me. Second, we have seven, not five.”
She looked at Tavin. “You [Hide] us on entry. That will be a key to our victory. The shaman needs a line of sight. Use wolves to scatter their goblins. Keep them off balance. I will pick them off after the shaman. If any scouts make it to the fight, Marc will take them out.”
Tavin nodded, looking relieved for the first time all day.
“Lyra, your [Cleanse]?”
The elf blinked, then nodded quickly. “C-clears afflictions. Stun, fear, poison, w-w-whatever.”
“Good. You stick to Dorn. No soloing. If someone gets caught with stun before I have him down, [Cleanse] immediately. Heals as needed.”
Lyra said, “Yes. I c-can do that.”
Alena turned to Dorn. “You anchor the kill zone. No heroics, no charges. You hold the line, keep them focused on you, Taunt and Bash, and let the twins dish out the damage. No different from the Kobold Den.”
Dorn grunted, “Copy.”
She looked at Krell and Vex. “You only move when you have openings. Always together, never split. You’re the blades, not the bait.”
They nodded, Krell flashing a crooked smile, Vex giving a thumbs-up.
“Marc,” Alena said.
He waited.
“You have the shield. You use it for the group. Keep the edges clear, if they swarm, fighting retreat, and give Lyra time to work.”
He nodded, registering the trust in her voice. She knew he was stronger than the others realized. That was the advantage.
Alena finished: “After shaman falls, it’s mop-up. No hero plays, no risks. We finish together.”
She looked at each member of the group. “Together we win, together we survive. Nothing else matters.”
The wind rattled the chain-link fence behind them. No one argued.
Tavin blinked hard against the wind and cleared his throat.
Tavin raised his hand, voice soft. “Can I say something?”
Alena nodded.
Tavin’s hand hovered in the cold, fingers flexing, then curling inward. He hadn’t expected to speak. He lived life in the background, always calculating where not to be, how to avoid attention, how to survive by making himself smaller and quieter than anyone else.
But today, watching two teams live or die not by muscle but by wit, he saw in Alena’s plan something that had been growing in him since the Kobold Den. She wanted him visible. She needed what he brought.
No one else ever had.
“We’re a weird group,” he said. “But I’d rather be here than with anyone else.”
The others nodded. Even Dorn gave a tight, approving nod.
Lyra said, “Thank you for not g-giving up on me.”
Dorn grunted, “Never did.”
Krell and Vex high-fived, then both said, “Let’s murder them.”
Marc smiled, small.
Alena said, “It’s settled. We meet at dawn, ready. Eat and sleep well tonight. No practice, no last-minute drills. Trust the plan.”
They broke apart. Dorn walked Lyra to her dorm, while Vex and Krell vanished into the night. Tavin loitered a bit before he drifted away, a thin smile on his face, standing taller.
Marc stayed on the wall. Alena stood beside him, arms crossed, staring out over the field.
He said, “You think it’s enough?”
She glanced at him, gold eyes lit. “It’s more than enough.”
He nodded.
Alena’s mental voice was gentle, almost a whisper: Together, nothing stops us.
Marc replied: Together.
They watched the wind shred a few more leaves from the trees, as the moon burned white in the dark. Marc didn’t dread tomorrow.
He couldn’t wait. 




Chapter 16: The Fight

At the Colosseum portal, the team gathered without ceremony. Each looked anywhere but at the shimmering green threshold, as if eye contact might drag them through before they were ready. The portal itself was a rectangular rip in the world, alive with static charge. It threw enough light to tint every face, even as the rising sun hammered the campus from behind.
Alena arrived last, running, silver hair pulled tight, a battered leather pouch tucked under one arm. She looked like she hadn’t slept. Maybe none of them had.
“Inventory check,” she announced, lowering the pouch to the ground. The contents rattled with a weight that shouldn’t have been possible for its size. She dropped into a crouch and started laying out bottles on the stone step: glass vials filled with liquids in surgical blue, blood red, and gold. Each one caught the portal’s light and bent it around itself.
Dorn grunted, “You rob a priest?” He didn’t move, but his eyes didn’t leave the bottles.
Alena gave him a look and shook her head. “Not unless they’ve started hiring elves at the temple.” She lined up six health potions, six stamina, and two mana, a luxury, even for the Academy’s best. “Everyone gets health and stamina. Use only if you’re about to drop. Tavin and Lyra, you also get the mana potions. If you drink it and you’re not actually out of mana, you’ll puke up your soul.”
Krell and Vex, always first to break protocol, snatched theirs in a coordinated swoop. Vex sniffed the blue, shrugged, and pocketed it. Krell popped the wax seal on the red, licked the rim. “You sure these are real?” Krell asked. “My old crew once swapped the labels and sold pig blood as health pots. Two coppers a hit.”
“Try it and see,” Alena said. She didn’t smile.
Lyra regarded her vials with the reverence usually reserved for relics. She stowed them, then adjusted the straps on her satchel.
Marc took his own set and held the bottles up to the light, turning them in his palm. The blue one sloshed slow, almost syrupy, and he caught a whiff of licorice when he uncapped it. He looked at Alena. “How much did these cost?”
She shrugged. “I have rich uncles.”
Dorn let out a laugh, hard and brief. “More like blackmail.”
“Or worse,” Tavin said. The illusionist looked gaunt, his eyes shadowed like bruises. He watched the portal as if it might blink and swallow him whole.
Alena waited for the jokes to fade, then looked around at the group. She counted heads. “Ready?”
Marc said, “Born ready”.
Alena: What did I say about that line?
Marc: Gotta use what you know.
One by one, they stepped up to the portal. It stung to the touch, more solid than liquid. Marc took it first, his skin crawling as the world bent and rewrote itself.
He checked his footing and looked up.
The Colosseum had a different feeling when the stands were packed with people and you were standing under the glare of a thousand eyes. The crystal dome arced overhead, flawless, like a lens focused on a single point: the sand.
At the ends, the gates, five meters tall, black iron, welded shut with bars the thickness of Marc’s thigh. The gates looked hungry.
The others appeared behind him, one after the next. Dorn first, followed by Lyra, the twins, and Tavin. Alena came last, as always, shaking her head to clear the portal hangover.
For a moment, none of them spoke. They took in the dome, the pillars, the impossible sky.
Lyra felt a calm and a focus that she had never experienced before. She drew a breath and said, “Positions, please.”
She sounded so calm, Marc almost didn’t register it was her voice.
Dorn took center, shield up, stance already set. Krell and Vex peeled off to the flanks, swords out, checking the distance to the nearest pillar. Tavin hung back and to the left, hands in his pockets but eyes scanning the arena. Alena slotted herself into the high right, bow already strung, eyes tracking between the gates. Marc and Lyra stood together, slightly off-center, the last line before the wall.
Lyra whispered, “We’re going to be fine.”
Marc didn’t answer. He just nodded.
They had practiced the formations a hundred times, but the scale of the place, the silence, made it feel like they were acting out someone else’s story. He watched the crowd behind the dome, thousands of faces, all blurred together, a sea of motion and color. The noise filtered in late, like thunder after lightning.
Marc caught Alena’s eye. She didn’t say anything, but the look was enough: Do not screw this up.
He flashed her a half-smile.
Lyra waited for everyone to settle, and raised her voice, steady and clear: “Stick to the plan. Tavin creates the diversion. Alena takes out priority targets. Dorn holds the center, twins on the flanks. Marc and I support where needed.”
Dorn grunted. “Just like rehearsal. Just like the Den.”
Tavin nodded, flexing his fingers. “I’ve got three wolves ready to go. They’ll hit left and scatter the first wave. Hopefully, it will be a mess.”
Krell said, “I love the messy ones.”
Vex grinned. “We’re the mess.”
Lyra’s mouth twitched once, as if she wanted to laugh but forgot how.
Alena kept her eyes on the gate. “It’s almost time,” she said.
Marc could see the mechanism on the North wall. It ticked, ratcheting with the precision of a loaded trap. A single red flag dropped from the gate’s top. The whole Colosseum inhaled as one.
Then the horn sounded, so loud the sand jumped on the floor, so sharp it went through Marc’s skull and bounced off the inside. The gate opened slowly, every hinge shrieking with the sound of old iron.
They formed up, shoulders squared, every sense at maximum.
Marc felt the Motes in his blood wake, the blue light dancing along his veins. He glanced at Lyra, saw her hands already glowing green.
They were ready.
Let it come.
◆◆◆
 
The gate clanged open with a sound like tearing sheet metal, followed by silence as every eye tracked the darkness inside. Marc’s [Perception] caught them first, two bright signatures, low to the sand, flanked by a riot of smaller motes. A moment later, the first monster charged into the light.
A goblin, but bigger than most, perched atop a stunted black boar. The goblin wore piecemeal armor, nothing matched, every scrap hammered flat and nailed straight to its skin. In one hand, it swung a barbed whip, and in the other, a hatchet notched and shiny with use. Its eyes were a rabid yellow.
Behind the lead, a second boar-rider, this one even uglier, mouth full of teeth and a banner tied to its neck: a strip of red cloth stolen from a student uniform. They came at a dead sprint; the whips cracking the air ahead of them.
Then came the rest, two dozen goblins on foot, disorganized but not stupid. They fanned out, using the pillars as partial cover, skittering and jostling for position. The effect was less a charge than a swarm.
Lyra called, “Two riders, left and center! Tavin, now!”
Tavin didn’t hesitate. He flicked his hands and sent three spectral wolves, huge, black, and howling, straight at the goblin left. The illusion was perfect: fur, teeth, the stink of wet predator. Marc watched as the foot soldiers saw the illusion and panicked. The line collapsed in on itself, with goblins piling over each other to get away from the wolves. Several tripped, one actually threw his spear and ran for a pillar.
Alena used the moment. She nocked an arrow, drew, and loosed in a single motion. The first rider, mid-whip, never saw it coming. The arrow entered slightly below the chin, punching straight through the goblin’s open mouth and out the top of its skull. It slumped, dead, before its boar had time to react.
The second rider tried to swerve. Alena’s next arrow caught it in the eye. The body went limp, but the boar, now wild, kept running, smashing through the panicked left flank.
Dorn, on the right, set his feet and bellowed, “Come get me!” The [Taunt] was more than noise. It was a spell, and every goblin within ten meters turned to him as if yanked by a leash. They hit his shield in a clumsy, uneven wave.
The impact nearly knocked Dorn back, but he was a rock. He let the shield absorb the shock, shifting left and right, pinning goblins against each other. When the front rank pressed too close, he activated [Bash], driving the edge of his shield straight into the nose of the lead goblin. Cartilage shattered with a wet crunch. The force knocked the goblin back into the second rank, which buckled.
On either side, Krell and Vex waited. When the stunned goblins staggered, the twins slipped in, swords flashing low and fast. Krell hamstrung the first, then spun and slashed at the next. Vex, mirroring, opened a throat, and spun behind Dorn’s shield to gut a third. They never slowed, never spoke.
Marc, watching the left, saw that the wolf illusion had thrown the goblin flank into chaos. Most of the goblins now cowered behind pillars, a few shrieking and clutching their heads. The boar, riderless, circled the pack, unsure of whom to attack. Marc exchanged a look with Alena.
She drew both swords, then gestured with her chin. “You take the left. I’ll clean right.”
Marc nodded, moving to Krell’s left and the closest pillar. He stepped in behind three goblins, all staring at the wolf illusion. He took the first in the kidney with his sword, sweeping his offhand sword through the neck of the second goblin as he turned. The third tried to run, but Marc tripped the goblin with a [Force] shield, moved up, stomped on its spine, hard, and the goblin went limp. With the goblins dispatched, he moved back into formation with Lyla.
On the right, Alena was already moving. She flowed behind three goblins, locked in combat with Dorn, her swords moving in tight, clinical arcs. The first she stabbed through the ear, the second she disarmed with a flick, then finished with a slash across the throat. The third actually tried to beg, but she ended him quick.
Dorn, seeing the opening, drove forward. He advanced a step, shield up, and the remaining goblins bunched together. Vex and Krell took the cue, diving in on either side. Together, they cut a swath through the crowd, the twins’ swords a blur.
Lyra followed behind the line, keeping formation. She watched, waiting, then called, “Marc, left flank, one trying to circle behind us!”
Marc had turned to face the threat, but Alena’s arrow flashed past his ear, taking the goblin through the chest.
The rest of the fight was cleanup.
Tavin released the wolf illusion. The few remaining goblins, seeing the pack disappear, froze in place. Vex and Krell darted in and finished them in seconds. Dorn planted his shield and panted, sweat already soaking his hair.
A final goblin, tiny, more a child than a soldier, stumbled from behind a pillar and screamed. Marc started for it, but Vex was there first. He didn’t hesitate.
Silence.
[+400 (/7) XP. Goblin Rider (x2). Threat Level: Moderate.]
[+480 (/7) XP. Goblin Scout (x24). Threat Level: Low.]
Marc scanned the arena. Every goblin was down. The boars had vanished into the sand, or maybe the System just cleaned up after itself.
He looked at the group. No one was bleeding. Dorn flexed his arm, testing a bruise, but otherwise intact. Lyra smiled, triumphant, and said, “Didn’t have to [Heal] a single one of you.”
Marc grinned, then realized he was grinning.
Alena checked her arrows and nodded. “That was perfect,” she said. She looked at Dorn. “You took the hit and gave us the opening. Well done.”
Dorn shrugged, trying not to look pleased. “Not my first time in a crowd.”
Krell and Vex wiped their swords on the dead and sheathed them in sync. “Can we do that again?” Krell asked, already eyeing the gate.
Tavin leaned against a pillar, looking spent. “Let’s hope the next wave is as stupid as this one.”
Lyra gave him a look. “Don’t tempt it.”
The crowd behind the dome erupted in a thunder of voices, waves of applause rolling over the sand. Marc felt the sound more than he heard it, a vibration through the soles of his boots.
The horn sounded again, more urgent this time.
“Wave Two,” Alena said, her voice tight. “Positions. No mistakes.”
They formed up, just as before. But this time, there was no fear. Only anticipation.
Marc drew his blades, glanced at Lyra, and at Alena.
They nodded in unison.
Let it come.
◆◆◆
 
When the next horn blared, it was meaner, less a call to arms than a dare. The gate at the far end groaned and jerked open, sand grinding under its lower lip.
What stepped out was not a goblin, at least, not the kind Marc had ever seen. Two monsters, as tall as Alena and as wide as Dorn, each with arms as thick as fence posts and faces covered in bone plates. Hobgoblins. They wore hides stitched together from a dozen animals, and their axes were cleavers meant for splitting more than wood. Each step they took shook the sand, telegraphing a promise: something was about to break.
Between the two hobs shuffled a line of twelve goblin scouts, these smaller, but with green skin hard and glossy as a beetle’s shell. They moved in a low crouch, darting from pillar to pillar, never breaking their line. A figure followed the scouts in a bone-white robe, its staff topped with a prism that caught the dome’s light and sent it spiking around the arena. The shaman.
Lyra’s voice, low and sharp: “Tavin, [Hide] now.”
Tavin closed his eyes, hands twisting in complex knots. The air around the team shimmered, and Marc’s own hands blurred at the edges, as if submerged in water. Even the sand underfoot lost focus. The effect wasn’t invisibility, but a shifting, oily distortion that made it impossible to pinpoint their position. The world pulsed, and with it, the shaman’s head snapped up, eyes seeking but not finding.
Lyra called, “Wait for the shaman to get clear of the posts. Then hit him, Alena.”
Marc watched as the scouts fanned out, circling to the right and left, trying to triangulate the team’s position. The shaman raised its staff, chanted, and a haze of purple-white mist crackled between its hands.
Alena exhaled, and prepared three arrows, her muscles taut as wire. She drew the bowstring. There was a moment where everything stopped, even the crowd noise, even Marc’s own heart, and she released.
The first arrow took the shaman high in the chest. It staggered, not dead, but gasping. A second arrow caught the shaman in the throat. The third arrow passed through the shaman’s left eye and out the back, sending bone fragments and brain in a wet fan, ending the chant.
“Priority target down,” Alena reported.
The hobgoblins tracked the arrows. They charged, axes up, using the chaos of the scouts to cover their advance. The scouts, for their part, shrieked and split: six dove left, six right, flanking wide and coming in low.
Tavin dropped the [Hide] for a heartbeat, and cast a new [Illusion], three more wolves, these larger, glossier, and placed on the right flank, where six goblins were already committed. The effect was immediate: the goblins, mid-charge, veered toward the wolves, colliding and tumbling over themselves.
Dorn squared up to the lead hobgoblin. He braced the shield and cast [Taunt]. The hobgoblin’s eyes locked on him, and it sprinted straight, uncaring of the scouts or the second hobgoblin.
When the hob hit, the impact echoed off the dome, a bass note that rattled Marc’s teeth. Dorn’s shield held, but the force pushed him back a half step, and the axe followed, slamming down in a blow that would have cracked a stone block. Dorn pivoted, rolled the hob off his left, then countered with a [Bash] that staggered the monster.  Lyra sent off a [Heal] to Dorn, keeping him at full health.
Vex and Krell were already in motion. As the hob reeled, Vex darted in and stabbed behind the knee, hamstringing it; Krell mirrored the attack on the other leg. The hob dropped to one knee, bellowing, and reached for Vex with a hand the size of a shovel. Vex used [Disengage] to slip back out of reach and formed up again on Dorn.
The second hobgoblin came in a moment later to Dorn. It was smarter, trying to create an opening. That fell apart with Dorn’s second [Taunt], and the hobgoblin rushed toward Dorn.
Meanwhile, the wolf illusion had done its job. Five right side scouts were down from arrows, while four of the right-side scouts lay dead, three to Alena’s arrows and one to friendly fire as a panicked goblin stabbed its companion. The remaining two realized the trick too late, as more arrows from Alena dropped the pair.
On the left, the remaining scout had circled back, hoping to catch Lyra or Tavin exposed. Lyra saw him and pointed, calling, “Marc, behind you! Six!”
Marc stepped in, attacking the goblin at the knees and forcing a block. He followed with a [Force] punch, a side kick, and a double slash that ended the threat.
Dorn’s first hobgoblin was still on one knee, refusing to die. It swung the axe in a desperate, overhead arc. Dorn absorbed the blow with [Bulwark], but the impact knocked the shield out of alignment. For one moment, the hob had a clean shot at Dorn’s head if he could bring the axe around. But Vex stepped back in, using his buckler to pin the axe and thrusting his sword into the neck of the hobgoblin. Arterial blood sprayed over the group as the hobgoblin died.
Only the second hobgoblin remained.
It had learned. It waited behind a pillar, breathing in wet, ragged huffs, one hand clutching the arrow in its armpit.
The hob charged, making one last play for glory. But with the focus on Dorn and his [Taunt], it was a misguided effort. Dorn tanked the slam with [Bulwark], threw in a [Bash], and a second later, Krell and Vex had swords planted in the hob.
Silence for a heartbeat.
[+480 (/7) XP. Goblin Elite Scout (x12). Threat Level: Low.]
[+2400 (/7) XP. Hobgoblin Warrior (x2). Threat Level: Moderate.]
[+2000 (/7) XP. Hobgoblin Shaman (x1). Threat Level: Moderate.]
Then the crowd detonated. The noise was a physical thing that crashed down on the team in a wave.
She stood, arms out, radiant with adrenaline. “No stutter,” she said, voice soft but proud. “I didn’t stutter.”
Krell and Vex stood together, arms slung over each other’s shoulders, both grinning.
Tavin slumped to the sand, laughing. “Did you see their faces? This was easier than the Den.”
Alena walked over to Marc and offered a hand. He took it and pulled her into a hug.
She said, “We did it.”
He nodded. “We did.”
Lyra gathered the team, a rare smile breaking across her face. “Best squad ever,” she said.
The Colosseum reset. The sand went clean, the blood vanished, the monsters gone as if they’d never been. But the crowd remained, a wall of sound and faces, every eye on the team in the center.




Chapter 17: Betrayal in the Shadows

Proctor Hammel had spent most of his adult life wishing for a cause. He’d been bred, trained, and ultimately broken by the slow grind of a system that knew exactly how to suck the fire out of its best men. And yet, here he was: chosen for a job that could tilt the future. Hammel didn’t believe in destiny, but he put his faith in deliberate acts, the kind that changed things, not just for a day but for generations to come.
His orders tonight were clear: intercept the elf and her Outsider accomplice immediately after their match. Delay them for a minute. That was all it would take to set the next phase in motion. Afterward, he could go back to pretending to be another cog in the Academy's clockwork, but for now, he was something more, a fulcrum on which history turned.
He watched them from the shadowed arch above the corridor entrance. The elf girl, Alena Silverwing, was exactly as described: too composed, too perfect, every step calculated for optics and effect. The human boy, though, was harder to parse. His file said “Marc Summer,” but the face contradicted every preconception Hammel had about foreign-born brats: nothing soft left in it at all. It was all angles and wariness, and perhaps a flicker of amusement at how poorly this world fit him.
It disgusted Hammel that these two could parade through the front doors after their little display in the arena. But policy was policy, and even lesser beings deserved due process before culling.
He rolled his right shoulder and stepped into their path.
The rest of the team, a bit futher ahead, was almost around the next corner.
Hammel let them get clear. No sense in involving children in what came next.
“Hold,” he said. It was not loud but pitched perfectly, so it ricocheted down stone corridors built for this kind of authority.
Alena stopped immediately; Marc took one defiant half-step before halting at her side.
He nodded at both of them but fixed his gaze on Alena’s gold irises, the kind you never saw outside royal bloodlines or divine abominations. He let her sit in silence for four slow heartbeats before speaking further.
“You two. Wait,” the Proctor said. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t have to.
Marc stopped, Alena matching the motion perfectly. “Is there a problem?” she said.
The Proctor snorted. “You tell me.” He sized up Marc like he was looking for rust on armor. “I reviewed the fight logs. You, Summer, logged four confirmed kills. Four.” He held up as many fingers, as if Marc might not know the number. “Half the damn team scored triple that.”
Marc shrugged. “I execute my role.”
“Cute,” the Proctor spat. “This isn’t a scrimmage. You’re supposed to be showing skills. Not hiding behind a wall of bodies. Are you even listening?”
Marc didn’t answer. He didn’t have to; Alena’s hackles went up instead.
She stepped closer, just enough to cut the angle. “With respect, Proctor, that was our plan. Dorn anchors, draws threat. Krell and Vex strike. Marc covers the gap. Tavin and I manage the shaman or caster. The kill count is irrelevant because survival is the metric.”
The Proctor sneered. “Is that what you tell yourself at night? You are a stain in this world.” He looked back at Marc, eyes glittering with challenge. “If you were mine, I’d have you scrubbing the bottom of the river with a brick until you learned what ‘contribution’ meant.”
Marc smiled, thin. “I guess it’s good that I’m not yours.”
For a moment, the corridor held its breath. A ripple of energy, nothing magical, just the sense that the man might swing, if only for the satisfaction.
Instead, the Proctor stepped back. “Report to Review. Now. Both of you. They want to see the faces behind this year’s circus act.”
Alena’s mouth curled like she had a hundred biting replies, but none worth wasting here.
She nodded. “As you wish.”
The Proctor jerked his thumb toward the exit portal. “Don’t break anything on the way out.”
Marc almost laughed, but there was something in the Proctor’s voice that stuck. Not anger. Not pride.
Relief.
They walked to the portal chamber, side by side, neither speaking. There was no one inside, no staff, no students, only the standard return pad set into the far wall, the stone still glowing with a green halo from the last team’s use.
Marc said, “You hear that in his voice?”
Alena nodded, arms folded. “He’s glad to be rid of us. Like we’re the mess he wanted to clean up.”
Marc said, “I’d bet you a week’s mana stone allocation he reports us for whatever that was.”
“I don’t gamble,” Alena said, “unless I can fix the odds.”
She walked to the center of the pad, boots clacking on polished stone. Marc joined her, stepping into the marked circle. The return portal was a simple thing. A column of  green light banded with rings. But to Marc’s augmented [Perception], it seethed with warning, every rune around the base burning with a red tinge.
He looked at Alena. “You see it?”
She nodded, expression cold. “There’s an override. We’re being redirected.”
“Options?”
She eyed the room. “We could [Blink] back, but you can’t get us out of the dungeon. If we hesitate, they will suspect we could see the trap. Better to see who’s on the other side.”
He thought for a half-second, then agreed.
Alena grinned, razor-thin. “But they still will not expect us to be prepared.”
They paused on the threshold, Marc preparing a [Force] shield spell.
“Now,” Alena whispered.
They stepped into the portal as Marc threw a shield, tight and close. The world snapped sideways.
They landed in a different place, underground, with rough stone walls. The first thing Marc noticed was the stink: old water, old blood, and something else that was probably best left unnamed. Torches in iron brackets lined the hall, each flame a cold amber. The air pressure was wrong, heavier, as if the ceiling threatened to close.
Waiting for them, a full team of Orcs. Four warriors in lacquered black mail, axes out and ready, plus a mage draped in stitched skin robes, and a shaman at the rear, painted purple and black with glyphs. The shaman’s staff was a lattice of knotted bone, every surface hung with tiny bells that didn’t ring so much as thrum.
Marc watched as the warriors fanned out, boots thudding on the stone. The mage started a chant, its fingers splayed. The shaman only smiled, showing tusks like broken knives, and leveled his staff directly at Marc.
“Now,” the shaman bellowed. “Break the Elf. The human is nothing.”
The warriors charged, axes raised. Alena slid left, instantly in motion. She ducked the first swing, pivoted, and dropped low, setting her feet for a counter.
Marc braced for the attack, but got a direct hit from the shaman, a spell that felt like a flash-freeze down the spine. It was [Fear], not physical but mental: a pressure in the skull, a cold certainty that nothing you did would matter.
For most humans, that would have been it, collapse, panic, or death, leaving Alena alone against six. But Marc felt it flare and get snuffed out, never breaking the bubble of stillness in his mind. Alena’s mental presence, her defense, wrapped around his thoughts. The Gift of Blending: her shield was his, seamless.
Alena: That was cute.
Marc: They don’t know what we are.
Alena: Take the Shaman. He is the leader and a threat.
She was right. The shaman doubled down, sending a second pulse of raw mental hate so strong the air rippled. This time, the pressure slammed into Marc with enough force to make him flinch.
Alena: Let’s show them.
Marc reached out, made a half-meter [Force] shield cylinder, spun it horizontally and rolled it across the floor. It swept two warriors off their feet and bought Alena a second. She exploited it, cutting one behind the knee and opening its throat in a clean, practiced line.
The mage recovered, pointed at Marc, and threw a bolt of raw green mana. Marc sidestepped, using [Perception] to track the path of the blast before it formed. He let the bolt pass, and responded by hurling a [Force] punch back. The mage was knocked into the chamber wall with a crunch.
He and Alena synced up.
Marc: You ok?
She thought, Yes. Aim for the shaman. I’ll handle the left.
He [Blinked], appearing behind the shaman, swords drawn. The shaman’s staff spun faster than Marc thought possible and blocked the first attack. The sound was bone on metal. But Marc didn’t let go; he rotated his wrist, locked the blade against the staff, and forced it down. With his left hand, he slashed the shaman across the ribs, drawing blood. The shaman gasped, but didn’t fall.
The shaman spat in Marc’s face, foul and yellow, making Marc dodge, and twisted free. The shaman tried to run, but Marc [Blinked] again, only a meter, and cut the shaman’s hamstring. The shaman went down, howling, black blood streaming down his leg.
Meanwhile, Alena was dancing. She made killing look casual: a step, a feint, a kill. She toyed with the first two warriors, forcing them to swing at air, then countered with speed the eye could barely track. Both were down in six seconds flat, each with a single, perfect wound.
The last warrior launched an overhead attack, only to slam into Marc’s shield around Alena. As the warrior staggered, Marc dropped the shield and Alena cut him down in two quick strikes.
Alena: Thanks.
Marc corralled the recovering mage, pinning him against the wall with a [Force] shield across his face. He watched as the mage clawed at the air, then slumped, oxygen cut off by the tightness of the field.
The shaman, crippled but alive, glared up at Marc. “You are not human,” he spat.
Marc shrugged. “You’re not the first to say that.”
He looked at Alena, nodded toward the captured mage, and moved the [Force] shield down to his neck.
She closed the distance, wiped blood from her blade, and crouched in front of the mage. “Who sent you?”
The mage didn’t answer.
Marc made the [Force] shield a little tighter.
The mage gasped and hissed, “If I talk, I die slow.”
Marc said, “If you don’t talk, you die now.”
The shaman interrupted. “We’re only the start,” he said, grinning through broken teeth. “The real war comes next.”
Alena pressed for more, her voice ice. “Who set us up at the Academy?”
The shaman laughed, a wet, gurgling sound. “You’re both already dead. Especially you Princess. Don’t even know it.”
Marc said, “Let’s see how dead we are.” He turned to the mage. “Last chance.”
The mage looked at Marc, over to Alena, and back at the shaman. Something passed between them, a code, or just the universal language of doomed men.
The mage said, “You will never get out of here alive.”
Alena pressed. “Who at the Academy betrayed the Elves?”
The mage shut down, jaw clenched.
She withdrew, sweating. “He won’t give it up. It’s not loyalty. It’s fear.”
Marc: Any more use for them?
She shook her head. He’s going to suicide.
Sure enough, Marc’s [Perception] picked up the tell: a spike of internal mana building in the mage’s spine. He was overloading his own core, turning himself into a bomb.
Alena: Cover!
Marc raised a [Force] shield, surrounding himself and Alena, gave it full power and braced for concussive force.
The mage’s body erupted, not with fire but with raw mana, green, sickly, radioactive. The [Force] shield took the hit, with the mana spike causing a flash of pain in Marc’s body.
The energy cleared, leaving only a fine mist of vaporized tissue where the mage and shaman once stood.
Marc coughed, deactivated the field, and looked at Alena. You okay?
Alena: Yes, but we need more information.
Marc: He called you Princess. So, we find Kia. She’s almost the only one who knows you’re the Princess.
Alena: If it is not Kia, then it could be the headmaster. We start with Kia.
She should be near the old archive, if protocol is followed. And if she’s in on it?
Marc considered. Well, either we’re already dead, or she is.
They let the tension settle and moved to the corridor. They used [Perception] to trace the tunnel system, identifying three more squads in the maze. Marc said, “We [Blink] out.”
Scanning with [Perception], Marc found a small pool of water, slightly under the range limit for [Blink]. A moment later, they stood in front of a clean pool of water. Marc rinsed the gore off his jacket; Alena scrubbed the blood from her hands and face.
For a second, they stood quietly, breathing.
Alena broke the silence. “You know, I never thought I’d need a human to get out of a fight alive.”
Marc grinned. “I am not sure I qualify as a human. At least the shaman didn’t think so.”
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t get cocky. Next time, they’ll send an army.”
Marc looked at the sky and the line of the city’s walls. “Let them try, but I think they just might send an army. The question might be where they send it.”
◆◆◆
 
The third [Blink] was to a point behind the kitchen building, near a heap of broken crates and rusted blades. The school was dead quiet; even the guards at the main quad seemed bored, smoking and watching the sunset over the west wall. No sign of pursuit, no shadow teams sweeping the perimeter.
Marc checked again with [Perception] and gave Alena a silent signal. Clear for now.
She didn’t lower her weapons. Let’s find Kia.
Marc [Blinked] them across the campus to the base of the Amory, carefully out of sight of a group of Tier 3s heading to dinner. Another [Blink] took them to the third floor of the west wing, in an alcove outside the old archives. Marc made a scan, finding the area empty except for one person by the archive doors.
Kia was waiting. She didn’t look surprised to see them. Her brown eyes were alert, every muscle tensed. Her usual student smile was gone, replaced by the icy mask of the Shadow Guard. She motioned them into the archive and closed the door.
She spoke first. “You’re alive. That wasn’t the plan.”
Alena’s voice was a razor. “Whose plan, Kia? Was it yours?”
Kia didn’t blink. “No. But I heard you were dead less than ten minutes ago. The story was already moving through the faculty.”
Marc: Use [Truth].
Alena invoked her magic, eyes going gold. “Kia, did you sell us out to the orcs?”
Kia replied without hesitation: “No. I did my job. I monitored you and protected your identity. My last report, like the others, went to your mother’s chamberlain, not to the Academy or any outsiders.”
No lie. Not even a flicker of intent.
Marc pressed. “Do you think anyone in the Shadow Guard leaked information about the Crown Princess to the orc agents in the city?”
Kia shook her head. “Impossible. There should be only five people on this continent who know her real identity. You, me, the headmaster, her mother and the Chamberlain. It would be my guess that the leak is in the Elvish Empire court.”
Still nothing but truth.
Alena relaxed slightly. “A Proctor was involved.”
Marc nodded. “The muscle-bound Proctor with the hawk face.”
Kia’s face darkened. “He’s a plant. I thought he was Sattel Intelligence, but this is much bigger. I have two questions. How did orcs get into the city and why would the orcs risk direct action on campus?”
Alena snarled. “For the second question, likely because they want to destabilize the Empire. If they kill me or make it look like a human did, they get a war. For the first question, I would not have thought it possible.”
Kia processed this. “I think your time at the school is over, but what next? Do we challenge the headmaster?”
◆◆◆
 
They didn’t have time to answer Kia’s question.
One moment, Marc was mapping exit routes and cataloging the subtle twitch of tension in Kia’s jaw; the next, he was nowhere.
The archive vanished. In its place: a garden, infinite in every direction.
It was green, alive, and wrong.
He saw it with every sense at once: the light wasn’t the light of sun but a precise, saturated glow, as if reality’s colors had been turned up a degree. The grass underfoot was perfect. Not a single blade was out of place. Every leaf, every flower, was symmetrical. The air was perfume.
Beside him, Alena sucked in a breath. Kia said nothing, but her hand had already found a blade at her belt.
They stood in a triad, facing the single anomaly in the garden: a woman.
She sat at the center of a ring of white lilies, not waiting but already present, as if the universe had built her in advance. Her hair was silver, not old, but the silver of liquid metal. Her eyes were every color and none. She wore nothing that could be called clothing, just a shifting veil of light and geometry that revealed and obscured at random. She was beauty as a weapon, made for war.
Kia drew herself up, dropped into a fighting crouch, and glared. Alena gave a slight bow, a sign of respect.
Marc didn’t know what to do. He recognized the Goddess from his first day in this world, but knew nothing of what protocol might be in play.
The woman looked at him and smiled, her lips curving in a way that broke and reformed the laws of charm in a single instant.
She said, “So this is what the world’s best minds look like. The guard, the heir, and a construct.”
Her voice was summer, warm, heavy, and inevitable. Marc felt every cell in his body want to submit, or at least kneel, but fought it down.
Alena found her voice first. “Goddess Elainea, to what do we owe the pleasure?”
Elainea regarded Alena with the look of a lioness regarding her cub. “You don’t sound surprised.”
Alena clenched her jaw. “My mother warned me. About you. About what happens when you make appearances.”
Elainea inclined her head, as if pleased. “She always had a sense for the dramatic.” She turned to Kia. “You may relax, Shadow. Nothing here is a threat, and neither is the headmaster.”
Kia straightened, but only relaxed slightly.
Marc tried to speak, but Elainea cut him off with a look.
“Marc Summer. Child of Earth, Product of the Nexus, escapee of Amodus, survivor of the Overlords. I am happy to see you again.”
She smiled faintly, her expression shifting to one of satisfaction. “You’ve completed your first task, saving the Princess, but your journey is far from finished. I hope you are not too angry with me for your path in this world.”
Marc took a deep breath. “No. Not angry at all. You said I might find what I needed. I think I have.”
“That is good. Knowing the true path of the future is never completely clear,” Elainea said.
“You said I am not finished?”, Marc asked. “Is there more about the Princess?”
“In a sense. I am here for the world that the Princess will build.” Elainea’s finger traced a meaningless pattern in the air, and for a heartbeat, the sky above the garden rippled, showing a thousand other worlds. Most burned or died in darkness. A few cracked or faded into nothing. One or two glimmered with light.
“But she can’t do it without you. I have invested too much to let this world fall,” Elainea said, voice low but absolute.
He felt Alena’s hand brush his arm, grounding him. “Goddess, what do you want from us?” she said.
“I want you to finish what you started. You have three more tasks. The first is to finish what you started today. Shattering the cycle of assassination, revenge, and bind the destinies of human and elf.”
“And the others?” Marc asked.
“I cannot say,” replied the Goddess.
“Then how can you tell us of the first task?” Alena queried.
She watched them, weighing every molecule. “The contract has been violated. I have some options, for a time.”
Alena tensed. “Which contract?”
Elainea smiled. “The Accord. A universal law for the Gods of this world. The enemy was never to move orc armies by magic into human cities before the Equinox. They broke that. Which means I can warn you, at least once.”
“Warn us about what?” Marc asked.
“The next attack,” Elainea said. “The orcs are not the true enemy. They are the first strike, a test. There is more coming, and soon. But more relevant for you, Princess Alena: the next move is not against you.”
Alena’s eyes narrowed. “Then who?”
“Your mother,” Elainea said, her voice gone flint. “Within three days, a cell of enhanced orc assassins will attempt to reach her. If they succeed, the empire fractures. The world ends in one massive spiral or a hundred small ones.”
Alena flinched, almost too small to notice. But Marc saw it, and so did Elainea.
“Why warn us?” Marc asked. “Why not stop it?”
Elainea smiled, but there was no joy in it. “Divinity is not omnipotence. It is a set of tools, with rules even I must obey. You, on the other hand, are outside the system. That is your value.”
He nodded, trying not to betray his chill. “So, what do we do?”
Elainea didn’t answer at first. She let the silence build, made the garden heavier, thicker, the leaves and grass pressing in on all sides.
“You go home, Alena. Take your Shadow, and your construct, and you get to the Matriarch before the orcs do. Stop them, or die trying.”
Alena said, “That’s not a plan.”
Elainea shrugged.
Kia said, “We need information. More than this.”
Elainea fixed her with a look so intense it left a shadow on the grass. “You will have it. I have arranged for a courier to meet you at the north road junction in twelve minutes. He has a code phrase you will recognize.”
Kia nodded, not trusting herself to speak.
Marc said, “And what about the Academy? The compromised Proctors? I doubt the orcs will give up.”
Elainea looked at him and smiled. “Marc Summer, if you can’t evade underpaid spies and a few orcs, you’re not the asset I thought you were.”
He grinned, despite himself. “Challenge accepted.”
Alena looked at Elainea, her face unreadable. “Why warn me, personally?”
The goddess paused, then reached out, touching Alena’s face with a single, shimmering finger. The contact was so gentle Marc almost missed it, but the effect was immediate: Alena’s eyes went wide, then blank, then—she smiled. Real, genuine, and a little sad.
“Because you’re the first descendent of mine who might survive this,” Elainea said.
Then she stood, walked out of the lilies, and vanished.
The garden collapsed. The world rebuilt itself in layers, the green draining to gray, the gray to the hard stone of the archive.
They stood, unchanged and yet altered.
For a second, none of them spoke.
Kia broke the silence. “Ok. North road, twelve minutes. We push your [Blink] for whatever it is worth and run the rest. We move now.”
Marc and Alena looked at each other.
He said, “You ready?”
Alena smiled, tired and true. “Always.”
“Ok. Kia, you will need to put your arms around me to be included in the [Blink].”




Chapter 18: Return of the Princess

The first five [Blinks] covered most of the four kilometers to the North Road junction in under a minute. They did it in staccato, pausing long enough to let the world reassemble in their heads before taking the next.
Marc felt the stress of moving the mass of three people in the base of his skull: every jump adding to the pressure. The only pause was for the [Perception] overlays to rebuild, then recalibrate. The first two jumps were clean, the third a little raw. By the fourth he tasted metal in his teeth and saw black at the edges of his vision. Alena tracked the effect in real time, hand on his arm to steady him when he stumbled.
They took shelter in a tangle of low brush, a few meters off the trade road. Marc slumped, hands pressed to his knees, lungs spasming as if the air was made of knives.
Alena: “You shouldn’t push like this.”
He flashed a smile. “It’s only pain. The Motes will keep me upright, and my mana will regenerate.”
Kia crouched at the edge of the brush, scanning the horizon. “Ten minutes until scheduled contact,” she whispered. “If they’re on time.”
Marc risked a peek over the grass. The north road cut straight through a field of old growth, tall grass to the left, scattered black pines to the right. Dusk collapsed the world to indigo, every shadow ten meters deep. Perfect for an ambush. Or a meeting.
Marc’s heart stuttered as he stood. “We go together, or we go in two waves?”
“Together,” Alena said. “Easier for Marc and his shields.”
He nodded. “Alright. We walk the last fifty meters. Make it look as normal as possible. One figure at the intersection, one cart about 500 meters to the east.”
Kia snorted. “Two platinum blond Elves, one blond human. Nobody will mistake us for normal.”
They set out, Marc in the middle, Alena at his right, Kia floating behind. The trade road was dirt, but hard-packed and rutted from the recent merchant season. Every five meters, a marker stone; every hundred, a cross-ditch to drain the spring melt.
Halfway up the last rise, Marc saw the shimmer. Not magical, a trick of glass, or more likely, a fold in a high-grade cloak.
He tapped Kia’s arm. “One contact. Twelve o’clock, Behind the pillar, slightly below the crest.”
“Got it. Don’t react,” replied Kia.
At the marker stone, they stopped. Alena slipped a hand to the small of her back, as if stretching; Marc planted his left foot, ready for the [Blink] if this turned ugly. For a heartbeat, all was quiet except for the wind combing the grass.
Then Warden Tellis stepped out.
He wore the full-length cloak, iridescent in the twilight, with the Warden’s insignia, a silvered eye, at the clasp. Tall, lean, with the ears a little too round for pure elf. His face was pale, almost bloodless, and his eyes were slate gray, cold and unreadable.
He stopped three paces away. “Summer.”
Marc nodded. “Warden.”
Tellis looked over the group, a single up-and-down for each, and returned his attention to Marc. “The Goddess said I should give you a passcode, something only the two of us would know.”
Mark gave Tellis a nod.
“Well, remember me telling you, the sharpest sword is the one that doesn’t leave the sheath?”
Marc paused, smiling. “I do. You also said never bring a sheath to a sword fight.”
That got the ghost of a smile.
“Good,” Tellis said. He turned to Alena. “Princess.”
“What,” Marc said. “Does everyone know she is a princess now?”
“Only those that work for the Goddess and were told to gather information for her Chosen daughter.”
Alena dipped her head, formal. “Warden.”
He skipped Kia. Marc caught the expression, barely a flinch, when Tellis’s eyes passed over her.
“Status?” Tellis asked, voice low.
Alena deferred to Marc. He said, “We are headed to the Elvish Empire. We need intel and some idea of a safe corridor to the capital.”
Tellis nodded, face all business. “First the bad. The orc army’s not a rumor. They massed at the Smoked River, two clicks north of the old border. Three thousand at last count. Two days ago, they started moving south in irregulars, strike teams, not line infantry.”
Marc blinked. “Ok. That’s bad.”
Tellis’s voice was flint. “Report also included the story of new modified units, Battle Champions, genetically altered, extreme damage resistance. Rumor is, some of them are immune to kinetic.”
Kia, off to the side, hissed: “Is that even possible?”
Tellis nodded once. “With enough magic, anything is possible.”
Marc processed. “So, we don’t kill them with sword or shield.”
“Magic,” Tellis said. “Or you hit them so hard they atomize.”
Alena asked, “What about the palace? Are they ready?”
Tellis winced. “They think they are, but the Matriarch’s internal security is a joke. Someone at a high level has been compromised. If the enemy hits the upper city, there’s nothing but political willpower to stop them.”
Marc looked at Alena. “We go now?”
She nodded. “We go now.”
Kia spoke up. “And the Princess’s mother?”
Tellis hesitated, and said, “She’s alive, but there’s a rumor of an Orc strike team either already inside the palace, or ready to move. If you’re going to move, you do it tonight. Otherwise, you don’t get another shot.”
Tellis regarded him with something almost like respect. “You get her there, Summer. Or it’s a world war.”
“Copy.”
He looked at Alena. She looked back, and through the mental link, he caught the flash of nerves, the spike of adrenaline.
“Ready?” he whispered.
She said, “Always.”
Tellis took a step back. “Go.”
And they did.
◆◆◆
 
For the three-hundred and seventeenth time over the past few hours, the world snapped back into focus.
The [Blink] ended in the ditch of an old farm road, the air sharp with the scent of pine sap. Marc hit the ground in a crouch, vision doubled. To his right, Alena was already up, scouting the perimeter with a hunter’s patience, waiting for [Perception] to finish mapping the area. Behind, Kia’s breathing never broke rhythm. She stood, dusted herself, and muttered, “Again?”
Marc gritted his teeth. “Again.”
This had been the story for the past six hours. Sixty kilometers in an hour. Impossible, unless you were already half machine.
It was like flipping the page of a map: the world rendered in neon, heat signatures popping through the trees, every lifeform a glow. Two elf signatures, a hundred meters downriver, on patrol. Four more, but clustered and stationary, probably a checkpoint.
Marc let the headache recede before he looked up. The city was visible now, distant but distinct, the spires like needles of glass, sunlight shattering on every facet. The main road ran straight for the city, but between here and there: two kilometers of open field, no cover, and patrols every two hundred meters.
Alena whispered, “Take a breath.” She handed him a stamina potion. “Time to use this, before you [Blink] us to the gate. Do you see the path?”
Marc yanked the cork from the slender potion flask with his teeth, spit it onto the gravel, and shot the entire contents in a single, burning pull. The drink was cold, violently so, the temperature difference detonating behind his sternum and racing through his veins. For a split second, his vision went pitch black, then every cell in his body seemed to flare to life. His bones rang like tuning forks; his eardrums crackled with static. Then, just as quickly, it was over.
He exhaled, a long, shuddering hiss, and felt the edges of his fatigue retreat. The potion was medicinal, not magical: brewed from the root of a plant that grew only in the process-accelerated greenhouses of the High Order. It worked differently from the stuff in games; no instantaneous health bar, no sudden surge of stamina, just a relentless, creeping cold that forced the pain and exhaustion into the background, so the body could keep moving.
The effect was immediate. The nausea and tremors from the last five [Blinks] faded, and the sneaky little seizure in his left eyelid went silent. Even the ache in his molars, the perpetual companion to his over-clocked mana system, simmered down to a dull buzz.
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and passed the empty vial to Kia, who tucked it away, eyes watchful for anything tracking their movement.
Alena didn’t bother to ask if he was ready. The answer was obvious. Instead, she laid out the plan. “Two more jumps to the city perimeter. Last one, straight to the main gate. After that, we walk. No sense burning more power when we’re already in sight of the palace.”
Marc nodded, already buoyed by the potion’s chill. “Stay tight, both of you. I’ll aim for the hilltop north of the city first, then the gate.”
Kia offered a crooked smile. “If you leave us in the Between, I’m haunting you for a century.”
He tried to smile back. “You’ll have to get in line.”
He closed his eyes and built the world inside his head: the topography, the placement of every rock and root in a thousand-meter radius.
Marc felt Kia’s arms wrap around him again, and the signal came from Alena, a gentle squeeze on his shoulder. He triggered the spell, his mind shattering space.
When they reassembled on the hill, it was dusk, the city lights all coming alive at once: gold, yellow, and silver, streaming from the spires and windows and the thousand bridges that connected them at impossible heights. For a moment, even Marc had to admire it. Then the ache returned, but it was manageable. He squinted, mapped out the gate, and prepared them for the final run.
“Two hundred meters due west,” he whispered. “On my mark. Three, two, one—”
The world snapped, and suddenly they were at the city’s gates.
Marc could already feel the city’s magic washing over him: dense, layered, aggressive. His headache doubled and fire raced through his veins, but his body, amplified by the potion and enhanced by Motes, pushed through it.
He grinned. “Let’s finish this.”
◆◆◆
 
It took less than a quarter of a second, in Marc’s estimation, for the gate guards to process three bodies popping out of nowhere at the city limits, less time for the two human-shaped figures, and several milliseconds more for the dark silhouette of Kia in full Shadow Guard regalia. But the guards of Silverspire were experts in snap judgment; if the capital fell to anything, it would not be slow reaction times.
By the time the displaced air had settled, both guards had leveled pole arms in a neat X across the road, one aimed directly at Marc’s chest, the other at Alena. Both elves were high-caste, what Kia had called “blood bred for soldiering”, sleek, taller than Marc, armored in silver and pale yellow, eyes open and perfectly blank. They spoke in unison, voices melodic but completely devoid of warmth: “Identify yourselves. State your business at the High Gate.”
Alena stepped neatly in front of Marc, her movement so crisp, so instantly Imperial, it took Marc a second to recognize her. Her face shifted, subtle but absolute: mouth flattening, eyes drawing cold and narrow, a glint of sapphire energy threading through her irises. When she spoke, the air was brittle, like the world itself was forced to listen.
“Crown Princess Alenaoniel Silverwing, Daughter of the Matriarch, Bearer of the House of Light. I demand open passage to Silverspire. These two are my bound escorts. Announce us. Now.”
For a beat, nothing happened. Then, as if a spell had been released, both guards straightened, snapped their staves vertically, and dropped to one knee, a military bow that was equal parts fealty and fear.
“Your Highness,” the first one said, voice tight with panic. “Forgive us, protocol—”
“Protocol is for time-wasters,” Alena replied, not even blinking. “You have six seconds to open the gate. Five to spread word to the Palace. Four to forget you ever drew on me.”
The interior guard moved for the side lever. A crystalline chime sounded, and the city’s outer portal, a wrought lattice of living silver, pulsing with midnight-blue, unfolded its petals with practiced grace. The entryway, wide enough for a company of horse, gaped open, revealing the city’s lower ring: Infinity Street, the merchant-artery that wound in loops up to the royal precinct.
Kia flashed Marc a quick smile. Pride, maybe, or appreciation for a flawless power play.
◆◆◆
 
The Elvish capital wasn’t a city. It was an art form, rendered in light and geometry.
Marc’s first impression was color: the way every surface refracted the sun into impossible angles, painting the streets with patterns that shifted as you walked. The buildings were not made so much as grown, spires of living crystal, twined with silver filaments and inlaid with something that looked like glass. He tried to process it and failed.
At ground level, the avenues followed the old riverbeds, winding in smooth curves that defied the human addiction to right angles. Footbridges arched over canals in delicate arcs, each adorned with beadwork that caught the light and scattered it in fractal rainbows. The river itself was so clear Marc could see the bottom: stones, darting fish, even the shadows of ferns that lined the banks.
They followed the winding path up from the outer market, through the shadow of the low spires, and into the network of walkways that led to the central plateau. Here, the air was different. Thinner, and edged with the crispness of citrus. The crowds, too, were different. No humans, not even half-breeds. Just elves, tall and silver-haired, their movements so precise that Marc wondered if they choreographed the traffic.
They stared.
At first it was just looks: a flicker of eyes, a hard set to the mouth. But as Marc, Alena, and Kia crossed into the Merchant Ring, the stares became glares, and eventually outright hostility.
“Don’t slow down,” Alena whispered. “Don’t make eye contact.”
He didn’t, but he felt the pressure: the way the crowd parted, not for awe, but revulsion. To them, he was an invader, a toxin. Even Kia’s presence didn’t seem to help.
As they cleared the last bridge, Marc heard the first voice: “Outworlder.” Soft, but not whispered.
Alena kept pace, ignoring the comment. Kia did the same, though Marc caught the tension in her fists.
At the base of the High Spires, the guards waited: four of them, each in silver-black armor, the helms open to show faces as pale and severe as marble. They stood like statues, hands resting on the pommels of sabers that looked ceremonial but were not.
One guard raised a hand, palm flat. “State your business.”
Alena drew herself up, gold eyes hard. “Princess Alenaoniel Silverwing. My companions are guests of the Crown. We request an immediate audience with the Matriarch.”
The guards stiffened. The lead guard went white, then executed a bow so deep Marc thought his spine might snap. “Your Highness,” he said, voice tight. “We were not expecting—”
Alena cut him off. “No one was. That’s why we’re here.”
The guard nodded and eyed Marc with open suspicion. “And your companion?”
Alena said, “He is under my personal protection. If you question it, question it to my face.”
The guard blinked and nodded. “Of course.” He motioned, and the other guards fell in around them.
They passed through the gates, and up a ramp of translucent stone. The palace was a miracle of light and shadow with curving walls and vaulted ceilings. There were no torches, no lamps; illumination came from veins of crystal that pulsed with a slow, steady heartbeat.
Marc couldn’t help himself. He ran a hand along one wall as they passed. The texture was cool, almost wet, and hummed under his fingertips. He wondered if the entire building was alive, or just pretending to be.
The guards led them through three archways, past a corridor lined with statues. Ivory, each carved in the likeness of a different elf, some serene, some fierce, some so lifelike Marc had to look twice to be sure they were stone.
The air was thick with the scent of flowers. Marc looked up, saw the ceiling of the corridor was a garden: vines and midnight-blue blossoms tumbling in from a balcony above, their petals glimmering with dew even though it was nowhere near dawn.
Kia whispered, “They’re watching us.”
Marc looked: every alcove, every shadow, a pair of eyes. Silent witnesses.
The guards led them deeper into the palace. 
Their final destination was a high-ceilinged anteroom lined with benches of crystal and veiled in drapes. The visible walls were some kind of gray-white stone with faint runic patterns inset in gold. The quartet of guards stationed themselves just outside of the door. Marc was not sure if they were to keep others out, or to keep them in.
Alena waited until the door slid shut behind them before turning to Marc and Kia. She scanned the room with [Perception], sweeping for listening spells or hidden witnesses, and squared her shoulders, drawing them both into a huddle at the center of the room.
“Listen,” she said, voice pitched low but intense. “You don’t know what’s about to happen in there, so let me be clear: the Court is not a family gathering. It’s war without bloodshed.” Her eyes darted to Kia first, who nodded, lips pressed thin, then to Marc.
Alena continued, “The Council will try to undermine me, especially with you two at my side. They’ll use tradition, protocol, every tool they have to challenge my legitimacy.” She paused, weighing whether she should go further. “Don’t speak unless addressed. Don’t react if I’m insulted or threatened. If you’re questioned directly, be honest, but brief.”
Marc had never seen her so focused.
Alena: I will let you know when I need you. We do this, together.
Marc nodded, “Got it.”
Kia grinned faintly. “Happens every family reunion.”
Alena didn’t smile. “This isn’t a joke.”
Kia’s posture shifted subtly, shoulders set back, chin out, her own version of going on alert.
They stood there as each minute felt like hours. Marc paced the far end of the room while Kia checked every seam in her uniform and fingered one of her blades with absent precision. Alena stared straight ahead at nothing, lips moving in what might have been prayer or rehearsal.
Exactly thirty minutes after they’d arrived the lead guard returned. He wore different armor than before: black lacquer worked with gold filigree and a sash denoting rank Marc didn’t recognize. The guard bowed once to Alena with stiff formality.
“It’s time,” he said simply.
They followed him through a narrow door, the same one he’d entered through, and down a passage even narrower than before. It sloped upward; Marc realized they were ascending toward some central chamber high in the palace spire.
No one spoke.
At each landing, another ember-eyed elf joined their procession; by the time they reached their destination, six silent honor guards flanked them. The approach was almost ceremonial, except for the palpable threat humming off each escort.
At the end of the corridor, a set of double doors: four meters tall, faced in hammered silver and engraved with a thousand runes.
The lead guard knocked three times.
The doors opened with a hiss, revealing the grand hall: a ring of pale stone, domed ceiling painted with the history of the Elvish line. Tiered seating ran the circumference, each row occupied by the robed and the powerful.
At the center, alone on the dais, sat the Matriarch.
She wore nothing but a shift of yellow silk and a torque of gold at her throat. Her hair, long as a waterfall, shimmered in the torchless light. She was old, but perfect, every wrinkle a badge, every line a story.
She looked straight at Alena.
“Daughter,” she said.
Alena went to one knee, head bowed. Kia did the same, though with less grace.
Marc hesitated and mirrored the move.
The Matriarch’s eyes flicked to him. She regarded him for a long, chilling second, then smiled.
“You brought a human to my court, child?”
Alena straightened, voice clear. “He is not just any human. He is the reason I am alive.”
The Matriarch nodded once. “Then he will be the reason many more live, or die.”
She gestured to the audience.
“Welcome to the heart of the world, Marc Summer. Now, let us see if you are worthy.”
◆◆◆
 
The audience chamber was a weapon disguised as a work of art.
The room itself was a cylinder, lined with columns of living wood, their trunks spiraling up to meet a domed ceiling painted in a thousand shades of night. Lights embedded in the vault flickered in slow, precise constellations, replicating the true sky, but improved. Around the edge, courtiers sat in rigid tiers, each robed in a color that meant something to someone but nothing to Marc. The seats of honor, thrones, really, were arranged along the curve, so every eye was forced forward, toward the marble dais at the center.
Alena led the way. Not fast, not slow. Measured, every step the echo of the last, hands folded behind her back. Marc trailed her by exactly two paces, chin up, eyes front, a soldier’s bearing even though he’d never been one.
The Matriarch did not rise. She waited for Alena to approach and regarded her with the patience of someone who has outlived three wars and seven husbands.
Alena bowed again. Just enough.
The Matriarch spoke first. “You come to the heart of the Empire, without warning, with a human at your heel. You bear neither seal nor summons. Explain.”
Alena straightened, gold eyes hard as coins. “There was no time for protocol, Mother. I bring news of war.”
A ripple through the room. Nothing vocal, just the shift of silks, a half-second delay in every motion.
The Matriarch’s lips twitched. “War? Or a skirmish?”
Alena did not flinch. “There are three thousand orcs moving on the Smoked River. They have new units, biological and magical upgrades. They will be at the border in three days.”
A few of the courtiers exchanged glances. One, a rail-thin elf in a robe of black and white, leaned over and whispered in the ear of the Chancellor. The Chancellor, the only elf in the room with actual age on his face, frowned, and looked at Marc.
Alena continued: “There was an assassination attempt on my life. It was coordinated, using humans and orcs as part of the plan. The attempt was less than twelve hours ago, on Academy grounds.”
The Matriarch nodded once. “And you believe this is the opening move?”
“Yes,” Alena said. “The next attempt will be on your life, Highness. And if we wait for the Council to deliberate, the orcs could be in the upper city before we finish the first round of speeches.”
A courtier in the second row, a female, her hair done up in seven silver loops, stood. “Forgive me, Highness. Is there any proof? Secret orders, dead bodies, anything besides your word and that of a human?”
Alena’s jaw flexed. “There is the word of Warden Tellis, who risked his life to get us here. There is my Shadow, who can verify every word. And there is the matter of my companion, Marc Summer. He saw everything. He is the only reason I’m alive to report it.”
The Matriarch’s gaze traversed to Marc. “Human. Speak.”
Marc stepped forward, cleared his throat. “I was there for every event the Princess described. I witnessed the assassins. I can provide a full tactical report if you wish.”
The Chancellor cut in: “And why would a human speak for the Crown Princess?”
Alena’s voice was a whip. “Because he is the only one in this room blessed by the Goddess Elainea.”
That shut the room up for half a breath.
Then the Matriarch did something unexpected: she smiled. “Bold words, Daughter. But the Council requires more than boldness. You are very young. You have not completed even the First Cycle. And yet you come to this place and demand we trust you over the assembled wisdom of centuries?”
Alena did not waver. “Yes.”
The Matriarch looked at the Chancellor. “What is the current state of the border?”
The Chancellor checked a parchment, voice flat. “Patrols report no activity. Scouts have returned no evidence of an advance. The Sattel ambassador denies all knowledge of new deployments. The Wardens report no unusual magical activity.”
Alena’s fist clenched at her side. “Because the patrols are dead or compromised. Because the Enemy may have shielded their movement. Because the Wardens are not allowed north of the River. They are blind, and they do not know it.”
A snicker from somewhere in the third row. The Matriarch’s eyes flicked up, caught the offender, and the snicker died on the vine.
The court let the silence build. A test to see if Alena would break.
Marc heard her through the link: This is the part where I’m supposed to lose my temper. Or collapse. Or beg.
He sent back: Do neither. Hold your ground.
Alena’s mother was watching. Not just Alena, but Marc, too. There was a twitch at the corner of her mouth: not a smile, but a warning.
Alena: They’re still not convinced. Not all of them.
Marc: What else do they want?
Alena: Not want. Need. The old guard, the ones who matter, won’t trust until they see it for themselves.
Marc: So what do we do?
She drew a long, shaky breath. We escalate, using [Perception].
She invoked [Perception] with [Identify Friend/Foe].
The world viewed by Marc and Alena flooded with color, every living thing crowned with an aura: the guards, the courtiers, the Matriarch herself.
Most of the chamber glowed in soft, reassuring blue and green, loyalty true and deep. But here and there, on the edges of the tiers, flashes of harsh red. Disloyalty. Betrayal.
Marc focused on the Matriarch, pure green, ally, with a center of blinding white.
Marc and Alena shared the information in a flood of images and thoughts, not bothering to parse words.
There. Lord Tiania, second tier. He’s red.
I see him. And three near him. They’re connected.
The Matriarch saw the change in Alena’s posture and smiled, just a hint.
Alena looked up at the dome, and at the guards on the ring. Most were blue, but the two on the western pillar flickered red whenever Lord Tiania moved.
She looked at Marc. It’s going to get ugly.
He nodded. Ready when you are.
The Matriarch brought the chamber to order, her voice ringing through the stone. “The Crown Princess will now field questions.”
Lord Tiania did not waste time. He had not expected to feel sweat on his palms. He was an elf, and centuries of practice had banished biological weakness, even the show of it. But when the doors opened and the Crown Princess strode into the chamber alive, a statistical impossibility according to his informants, Lord Tiania experienced something he had not since his first days as a novice on this very floor: real, primal fear.
He did not let it touch his face. His expression was calm, disdainful even, as if Alena’s presence was only an annoyance. A wayward child returned from her sulk rather than a mortal threat to everything he’d spent so long constructing.
He schooled his gaze on her as she advanced toward the Matriarch, flanked by the human and the Shadow. The irony was exquisite: all three should be dead, erased by blade or spell or magical accident. Instead, they were here, at the worst possible time, alive and flanked by half the city’s honor guards.
Tiania’s mind flicked through contingency trees. The orc host was likely already in motion. He himself had seen the route orders under a carefully neutral cipher, so if the Matriarch survived past dawn, every thread would unravel. Even worse, if Alena leveraged her position as heir to the throne before Tiania could orchestrate a proper transition of power, a thousand years of tradition would be wasted on a single foolish girl. She was not the leader the Elvish Empire needed for the coming new world.
He tried to hate her for it, but failed. He reserved his hatred for those who failed him, like the orc strike teams and the supposed professional assassins who were meant to intercept her at Ashton Academy.
He could not act immediately. Subtlety always won in these chambers. Yet every second that passed was another second for Alena to turn raw panic into legitimacy. Already he saw courtiers recalculating their allegiances with every word from her lips.
Lord Tiania caught hints of disloyalty from some of his allies, and filed it away for later discipline. The Dark Tower would not be kind to those who failed in their duty.
He noted with satisfaction that two members of his personal guard still held position at the west column. Their loyalty had been bought, which made them more reliable in moments like these. But violence had never been Tiania’s preferred tool. Influence was cleaner and far more permanent.
It didn’t matter. He would pivot.
A backup plan unfolded itself with ruthless clarity: expose Alena’s recklessness, tie it to human interference (easy enough given her current travel companion), and paint her return not as triumph but as power play for the throne, a breach of protocol that endangered them all.
He waited patiently for the princess to finish recounting her improbable story and for the Matriarch to pass judgment before opening the floor for questions.
And then, just as protocol demanded silence so that the Chancellor could collate counterarguments, Tiania stood without being recognized, jumping into the opening created by the Matriarch.
“Your Highness. How are we to believe that you are not compromised? You have been in the human world too long, your mind perhaps affected by their magic. Your own record at the Academy was… less than exemplary. Now you arrive with a human at your side, demand we change everything on your word alone? A war? I see a power play designed to take control of the city and this Court.”
A ripple of assent. Some courtiers nodded, some sat back with arms folded.
Alena replied, voice steady. “You know the protocols, Lord Tiania. Challenge me, if you dare.”
Tiania’s lips curled in a sneer. “How do we know this human is not the one manipulating you? My men can verify this once they isolate him.”
The Matriarch’s eyes were cold, but she did not intervene.
Marc and Alena exchanged a glance. This was the actual trial.
Tiania motioned, and the two red-tinged guards moved down from their post, spreading out toward Marc.
Alena raised her chin. “You want proof of loyalty, Lord Tiania? Here is what you get: I have not lost a duel, nor failed a mission, since childhood. My mind has the best defense in the land. And I have risked my life, and his, at every turn to get this message to you.”
Tiania laughed, sharp as breaking glass. “Then submit to judgment, here and now. Let the guards separate you from the human. If he is truly loyal, he will comply.”
“You seek to challenge my honor and my word. That shall not stand.”
The two guards closed in, drawing slim, silver batons. Behind them, four more guards were moving.
Marc felt the tension. You want me to go passive?
She shook her head slightly.
Marc: We go hard?
Alena: We go hard, just don’t kill.
The guards came forward, one on each side.
Marc’s heart slowed. He waited.
The first guard reached for his arm.
The second guard drew a blade, not just a baton.
Alena: Now.
◆◆◆
 
Marc moved.
He didn’t think, didn’t calculate. The world snapped to gray outlines, every motion a sequence of vectors and possibilities. The first guard’s hand was already reaching, Marc stepped in, pivoted, and [Blinked] behind him. He spun the guard with a hard grip on the biceps and drove a palm heel up and under the sternum. The guard’s eyes rolled back, all the air gone in a single, ugly chuff. Marc let him drop and sent a [Force] punch into a pressure point at the base of the second guard’s neck.
The two guards hit the floor as one. Marc pivoted on his back foot, saw the third and fourth coming in together, fast, weapons raised. He created a [Force] shield, flat, six inches from their faces, and let them run right into it. The shields didn’t just stop momentum; they bounced. The guards ricocheted, one smashing headfirst into a marble bench, the other flipping backwards and sprawling.
The fifth guard slowed, reassessing. Marc waited for the feint, saw it coming a mile away, and sidestepped. He grabbed the guard’s baton, snapped it in half, and used the jagged edge to disarm him. With a casual flick, Marc tossed the pieces onto a nearby table. The guard tried a round kick, but Marc [Blinked] to the side and striking with a ridge hand to the throat. Five down.
The sixth was the oldest, probably the best. He hung back, eyes never leaving Marc’s hands. Marc respected the caution, but it was too late.
He [Blinked], moving a meter to the right of the guard, slapping his wrist with a [Force] punch and taking his sword, and a [Blink] behind the guard. He tapped the man on the shoulder.
When the guard spun, Marc was already gone with blinding fast [Blinks] to gather the guard’s weapons.
He circled back to the table, calmly stacking the confiscated weapons in a neat pile.
The entire room was silent.
Marc looked at Alena. Through the link, she said: Bring Tannia down here, then go for Kelvish. 10 o’clock, second row, in dark blue and yellow. Tell him it is time to make a stand.
He nodded. In less than a second, he [Blinked] up to Tannia, brought him down seated in front of Alena, then he [Blinked], directly behind the Lord Kelvish.
Kelvish had barely enough time to gasp before Marc leaned in, lips close to the Lord’s ear.
“Now is the time to show your support,” he whispered.
He [Blinked] away, back to Alena’s side where Alena had drawn her blade.
The moment Tiania found himself transported onto the marble floor in front of Alena, surrounded by the judgmental silence of the high chamber and the Matriarch’s impassive stare, he attempted to reassert his dignity by straightening his robes and clasping his hands at the small of his back. Marc, still charged from the melee, took two deliberate steps away, placing himself beside Alena but within arm’s reach of the Matriarch if needed. Kia, expression blank, rejoined them, eyes on the perimeter.
Alena did not let the moment breathe. She leveled her sword at Tiania’s heart with absolute steadiness. She cast the full force of the [Truth] spell on Lord Tiania, forming a golden glow around the elf.
“Lord Tiania,” she intoned, her voice amplified by the mirrored dome. “State for the Matriarch and the assembled houses: have you conspired against the Throne?”
Tiania tried a scoff, but it landed flat. “You wield parlor tricks and illusions,” he said, gaze flicking to the Matriarch for support. “You invoke the Old Magic, but you barely understand the cost.”
Alena pressed her blade to his chest. “You will answer. Or you will stand judgment for silence.”
A wave of magical pressure rippled outward as Alena poured everything into her spell. The air grew metallic and sharp; even the most magically blind in the chamber could taste it.
Tiania’s mouth worked, but the truth spell seized his tongue with unyielding force. “No,” he ground out, every muscle in his jaw resisting. “Never betrayed.”
But a red corona crawled up his throat and across his scalp, a visual sign that the spell, and all present, recognized him as a liar. Behind the lie, intent: hate, fear, and desperate ambition.
Alena’s sword dipped, just a fraction, in acknowledgment of the confession. “You are marked, Lord Tiania. Even now, you cannot speak the truth without resistance. If you have nothing else, you are unfit for this council.”
Tiania’s mask of decorum melted away. In its place: panic, followed by naked, howling rage. He lunged at Alena, bare-handed, with all the dignity of a trapped rodent. “You are not fit to rule. I am!”
But Marc was already there, intercepting him with an arm bar that left the Lord face-down on the cool stone. The force of the impact knocked the last remnant of self-control from Tiania, and now he spat invectives and threats at court and kin alike.
The Matriarch raised a hand. The whole chamber stilled.
“Lord Tiania,” she coldly announced, “your own aura has condemned you. You shall be stripped of your title and station until the Goddess herself decrees otherwise. Guards—remove him. And see that his co-conspirators are placed under house arrest until they are judged.”
The red flickers in the gallery, reflections from the powerful spell, did not bolt or protest. They wilted and sat rigid, awaiting their fate.
In three seconds, the entire social order in the hall collapsed and rebuilt itself. Tiania was dragged from the center in a tangle of arms and invective.
The courtiers who had been dismissive were now silent, heads lowered. The Matriarch regarded Marc with something new: not curiosity, but calculation. Those guards, who were still conscious, stood to attention and waited for instructions.
Marc’s hands didn’t tremble. His breath was steady. He looked at Alena.
She nodded, and he bowed to the court.
It was done.
The silence in the chamber was absolute.
Without warning, the doors at the far end of the room swung wide. The sound, metal on stone, snapped the entire court to alertness.
A priestess of Elainea entered. She wore the shifting white, gold and green high robes of the temple. Where she walked, the air seemed to grow brighter, as if she carried her own source of dawn.
She didn’t announce herself; she didn’t need to.
The Matriarch inclined her head, but the priestess ignored protocol, moving straight to the dais.
She stopped in front of Marc and Alena, hands clasped in front of her. She looked at Marc with an unsettling intensity, then at Alena, and back at Marc.
When she spoke, her voice was an octave lower than Marc expected, alive with power.
“The Dawn Mother sees all.”
A pause.
“The Goddess of Light sees you, Marc Summer. And you, Crown Princess. She marks you as her own.”
Another pause, heavier than the first.
“None in this room may question the will of the Goddess. These two are blessed, joined by the Gift of Blending, an act no mortal or immortal has achieved since the First Cycle. It is a sign and a warning.”
She turned to the Matriarch, bowing once, deeply. “Your Majesty. The war you feared is at hand. Listen to your daughter. Trust her, and the human. Or lose everything.”
The priestess held the silence until she was certain it would last, then stepped back.
It was over.
The Matriarch, to her credit, recovered first. She looked to Lord Kelvish. “What say you, Lord?”
Lord Kelvish stood. “I support the Crown Princess, with my life and my house. The evidence is now—unquestionable.”
A second noble followed. And a third.
Within seconds, the entire court was on its feet, heads bowed to Alena.
She looked at Marc.
He sent: Now what?
She sent back: We prepare.
Then, aloud, to the Matriarch: “With your permission, I would begin the defensive preparations immediately.”
The Matriarch gestured, broad and open. “The city is yours, Daughter.”
Alena nodded and turned to Kia. “Send word to the Shadow Guard. I want every mage and soldier in the city mobilized and every magical defense readied. I want the palace perimeter tripled, and sentries placed the river approaches.”
Kia bowed and vanished, moving faster than Marc had ever seen her.




Chapter 19: The Princess Rises

The afterglow of chaos hadn’t faded, but the next threat came with ceremony.
The Captain of the Guard entered the throne chamber at a slow, even march, helm cradled in the crook of his arm. Every step landed with a click, a metronome against the hush of the court. His armor was immaculate, diamond-bright, each plate reflecting the white-gold light streaming from the living crystal vault above. The column of guards behind him wore the black and silver of the royal house, the formation perfect.
Marc, at Alena’s right hand and half a step behind, was still using [Perception] and had a moment of shock at what he was seeing. Alena’s chin lifted, her gold irises flaring, as she saw the same threat.
The Captain’s aura was red. Not the honest, loyal red of the ancient houses, but a shade Marc recognized from war games and real-world disasters: threat red, anger red, death red.
Marc scanned the guards. They were all blue and loyal, unaware that their Captain was a traitor.
Alena took one step forward, pinning the Captain with her gaze. “You come to the throne without announcing yourself, Captain,” she said, voice ringing. “Is this what passes for discipline in the High Guard?”
The Captain stopped at the foot of the dais. He bowed, deep, but with no warmth. “Your Highness,” he said. “Matriarch. The City is secured, the inner wards are sealed, and the council awaits your next order.”
Inwardly, the Captain seethed. The plan of opening a portal in the Court chambers had been dashed, and now a more distant room would need to be used for the orc strike team. There were still options for those who had the will to see the plan to completion and were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice.
The Matriarch watched, impassive.
Alena kept her hands at her sides, but she sent Marc a message
Be ready, but don’t move.
The Captain’s gaze swept the room, pausing on the cluster of nobles to the right, then on Kia in the left gallery, and finally on Marc. The look was as cold as the steel on his belt.
Marc held his ground, letting the Captain’s eyes run off him.
The Captain turned back to Alena. “Your new toy is quite the spectacle,” he said, jerking his chin at Marc. “But some of us still remember when the Elvish court was not a circus.”
Alena didn’t flinch. “Some of us remember when the Captain of the Guard was loyal to his oath,” she replied.
A beat. The Captain’s face twitched.
Alena: He’s going to kill Mother. Now. Shield her.
Marc: I see it. I’m ready.
Alena spoke aloud, a voice pitched to reach the farthest echo of the throne hall. “You’re a traitor, Captain. Confess, or face justice.”
The Captain smiled, slow and terrible. “You can’t even wield a blade, girl.”
He drew, the motion a blur. The sword was ceremonial, but the edge was real.
He lunged, not at Alena, but at the Matriarch.
Marc was ready and acted before the Captain’s sword had even cleared the scabbard. His [Force] shield materialized between the Captain and the Matriarch, an invisible wall that turned the sword’s edge. The Captain’s momentum carried him into the shield, slamming his shoulder into the wall of force and stumbling.
He recovered instantly, spinning to face Marc. “Stay out of this, human,” he hissed.
Alena moved to interpose herself, hand already at the hilt of her own blade.
Alena: This is mine. My Empire. My fight.
Marc nodded and stepped back, keeping the shield between the Captain and the Matriarch.
The court was frozen. No one dared move, not even the nobles. Kia stood at the edge of the crowd, a throwing knife already drawn.
The Captain’s sword wove lazy arcs in the air, tracing old duelist symbols. “You think you’re a warrior?” he sneered. “You hide behind shields and words. I earned this post in blood before you were born.”
Alena bared her teeth in a smile. “And you will lose it in blood today.”
The Captain pressed his advantage. He circled, boots scraping, the ceremonial sword now a threat with every flick of his wrist. “They told me you were weak. That you preferred the company of humans and outcasts. That you never mastered the disciplines.” He flicked his eyes to Marc, contempt thick.
The words hit, but Alena’s expression was carved from ice. “You know nothing,” she said.
He attacked.
The sword came in a brutal double stroke, horizontal cut for the ribs, and a vertical rip to open the shoulder. Alena deflected the first, twisting her body so the sword slipped past by centimeters. The second stroke was closer, and the tip of the blade caught her collar, slicing through fabric and nicking flesh. Red welled instantly, but Alena didn’t so much as blink.
She danced back, then in, trading an economy of motion for raw aggression. Her own blades flashed, a curved rapier in her right hand and a three-pronged parrying blade in her left. She parried the next three strikes, each blow reverberating through the room, then snapped a kick to the Captain’s knee. He took it, stumbled, but spun and brought his sword up to block her follow-through.
He was stronger, and he was faster than Marc expected for his age, but Alena was more than his match in speed.
She pressed him, trading tempo for position. The Captain used his height, his reach, every trick of his palace training. Alena baited him relentlessly, dancing in and out, probing for a weakness. The Captain attacked again, a feint to the left, followed by a savage elbow to the face. Alena caught the elbow with her cheekbone, but rolled with it, coming up inside his guard and raking her knife across the back of his hand.
The Captain roared and started a backhand slice toward her stomach. She blocked with both blades and used the momentum to pivot and slice at his thigh with the rapier. The Captain danced back, blood running from his hand and now his leg.
“You’re good,” he said, voice low, “but not enough.”
He feinted high and swept the sword in a killing arc for her throat.
Alena ducked. The sword missed by a hair, hissing across over her head. As he tried a second backhand slash she came up with both blades, caught his wrist in a scissor, and cut. The sword clattered to the marble, fingers trailing after it.
The Captain howled, falling back, clutching his ruined hand.
Alena straightened, blood running down her own arm and soaking the shoulder of her tunic. She advanced, slow and deliberate. The Captain staggered, trying to backpedal, but his leg buckled under him.
Marc watched, heart a jackhammer.
The Captain fumbled for a dagger with his left hand, but Alena stepped on his wrist, pinning it to the floor.
She leaned in close. “For the Elvish Empire,” she said, and with a single, perfect motion, opened his throat from ear to ear.
The Captain went limp, blood spreading in a lake around his head.
For several heartbeats, no one moved. Not the Matriarch, not the nobles, not even the remaining guards.
Alena wiped her blade on the Captain’s uniform and turned to kneel at her mother’s feet.
“Your will, Matriarch,” she said, voice unbroken.
The Matriarch reached out, touched her daughter’s hair, and said, “You have done what was needed.”
A ripple surged through the court. The message was clear: loyalty, truth, and the will to kill when nothing else worked.
Marc felt his legs unlock. Kia let out a shaky breath, the knife vanishing back into her sleeve.
In the center of the room, the Captain bled out onto the white marble, and the Empire’s new order had opening for the next step.
◆◆◆
 
The chamber was a still life of violence. The Captain’s blood crept toward the steps of the dais, fanning in crimson tributaries across the white floor. Alena held her posture, blades down, breathing like she’d finished a sprint.
Kia was the first to move. She crossed the hall in five quick steps and stepped to Alena’s side. She didn’t speak. Instead, she pressed her fingers to the tear in Alena’s shoulder, where the cut ran deep and leaked a steady ribbon of blood. Her hand glowed. Not the green of Elvish healing, but the gold of the Goddess of Light, warm and absolute.
Marc’s jaw went slack. He’d seen healing spells, but never from Kia. She was all daggers and shadow, not light. But here the spell shimmered out of her, and the wound closed under her hand as if it had never been.
Alena’s eyes flicked to Kia’s. “All those years together. You never told me you were a healer.”
Kia gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I would be a poor excuse for a bodyguard if I couldn’t patch up a scratch, my princess.”
The Elvish court did not adjourn. It was frozen in place, every noble fixed by the spectacle they’d just witnessed. The guards, some still dazed from Marc’s earlier work, formed up in a discreet ring along the periphery. The Matriarch had not risen from her throne; she sat now like a monument to hard decisions, eyes never wavering from the center of the floor.
Alena stood at the eye of that storm.
At a signal from the Matriarch, the Chancellor addressed her in the brittle, formal style of the old court. “Crown Princess. The Chamber would hear your reasoning in full. You have earned that right by birth and blood.”
Alena bowed, but only with her head. She let the silence build, measuring her audience as she would an opponent. Marc saw the magic in her posture: she could have delivered her words to a single person or a thousand, and the impact would be identical.
“My lords, my ladies, and honored kin,” she began. “I ask you to set aside your pride and prejudices for the next five minutes. I will not speak of old glories, nor of the burdens of dynasty. I speak instead of threats to the world that do not care about banners or bloodlines.”
She let her gaze travel the arc of the room. The ones who disliked her glared openly. A few watched her the way predators watch rival apex predators: silent, calculating.
“The orc army on our border is not the enemy. It is the weapon,” Alena said. “The true enemy is the mind that put it there. The mind that dares to rewrite the rules of war and break the oldest contracts of the gods.”
A ripple. Several courtiers shifted, faces pinched. The phrase “oldest contracts of the gods” was not used lightly; it implied heresy, or at least the certainty of a power beyond mortal reach.
Alena pressed on. “Last night, the Goddess Elainea manifested to me—witnessed by my Shadow and my companion. She told us of a violation so profound that even the gods were forced to intervene. Orc armies were not merely moved by hand or foot: they were transported, in their entirety, into human cities. An act that was forbidden.”
A clatter of rings on wood as a noble’s hand struck the armrest. Another tried to object, but the Matriarch silenced him with a raised hand.
“Forbidden by whom?” the Chancellor asked, eyebrows like razors.
“By the Accord. By the ancient law that binds every god and every nation to the slow rhythm of war. This violation is the equivalent of hurling a mountain into the sea to drown a single ship. It is not just escalation; it is madness,” Alena said.
Marc could see the effect, the way the words punctured the usual inertia of the court. He let his [Perception] range out—auras shimmered at the edge of his vision. Most were blue, green and white, the spectrum of loyalty and duty, but here and there a spasm of yellow, the sign of fear.
Alena didn’t let up. “The enemy is not the orc. The enemy is the architect of this perversion—the one who stands above, and moves armies as pawns. We will not survive this if we continue to act like children bickering over inheritance.”
She let that land, hard and deliberate.
A noblewoman in the first row, hair the color of iron filings, called out, “You ask us to unite with the humans? And likely the dwarves? And expect trust after centuries of betrayal?”
Alena didn’t hesitate. “I ask you to consider what happens if we do not. I have seen the consequences from the Goddess, the dead in their thousands, the children sold as cattle, the empire burned hollow from within. This. World. Will. Die.”
She paused to let the words sink in to the gathered nobles.
“If we unite, we have a chance,” Alena continued. “If we divide, we all die. There will be no slaves. Only bones and memories.”
A voice from the left: “You speak like a human. Is that what you are now?”
Alena’s smile was all teeth. “If the price of survival is learning from our enemies, then yes. I will be whatever I must.”
A few in the gallery actually nodded, grim and slow.
The Chancellor, understanding what was at play here stood. “You have told us the threat. Tell us how you propose we meet it. If we cannot trust our old allies, how do we tell friend from foe?”
“That,” Alena said, her voice low and sharp, “is my gift. My true gift, not the bow or the blade. I know the minds of those around me. I can see treachery, deception, or true intent in any living thing. And if you wish, I will demonstrate—now, to anyone in this hall, noble or peasant.”
Murmurs, then a challenge from the second tier: “A lie. I must protest. You seek power.”
Alena turned, locked eyes with the challenger, an old lord with a record of private armies and a taste for intrigue.
She invoked Identify Friend/Foe, using every bit of power at her disposal, and the chamber felt it: a pulse of gold that rippled across every living soul.
Marc could see it, even without [Perception], the lords and ladies all glowing with their essential color. Most went blue, a few greens. The challenger went orange. Compromised allegiance. Alena held her gaze on him, then looked at the Matriarch.
“This one, while not in league with the enemy, would sell the empire for his own gain. If he denies it, test him. If I am wrong, punish me.”
The challenger tried to laugh, but it came out a croak. The Matriarch gestured to the guards. The noble did not protest as they escorted him out; instead, he glared at Alena, who did not bother to acknowledge him further.
Alena waited for the silence to return, then finished. “Let me build an army where every member is truly loyal—regardless of their race or class. Let me do this, and we will win.”
Marc could feel the tide turn. Even the Matriarch’s old rivals now saw a future, however improbable, where survival was possible.
A voice from the back, trembling but clear: “What about the humans? Can you trust them?”
Alena answered, “I have spent time among them. I know which to trust and which to kill. That is my gift. But even if you cannot trust a single human, you can trust this: the enemy will slaughter them, too, if we fail. They are as desperate as we are.”
She paused, then: “We can choose how we die, or how we live. That is all the freedom the enemy has left us.”
She looked at Marc, and he felt the weight of the next moment.
He stepped forward, just a pace. He could see the recognition in every noble’s face: the human who had humiliated their guards. He didn’t bow.
He spoke, his voice flat and clear. “The Princess is right. I have seen your history books, and I know what you believe about my kind. Most of it is true. But the world you’re facing is not the world of old stories. It’s new, and it’s worse than you think. You can choose to kill me for being human, or you can use me. I promise you this: if you choose the second, I’ll give you everything I have.”
He could see a few jaws slacken, a few eyes widen. No one spoke.
Alena turned to the Matriarch. “The decision is yours, Mother. If you say no, I will not fight you. But the next time you see me, it will be across a burning field. Because I will not let this world die without a fight.”
She knelt, then, but only for the Matriarch.
The room froze, the silence a vacuum. The Matriarch sat for three full breaths, then raised her hand and pointed to Alena.
“Do it,” she said.
The word echoed like a war drum.
Alena stood, and the rest of the court followed.
In that instant, the empire redefined itself—not by tradition, not by blood, but by a single decision in a single room.
They would not die alone.




Chapter 20: Nations Collide

They allowed themselves five minutes of privacy, sequestered in a side chamber that overlooked the city’s thousand towers. Kia waited for them there, arms folded, face an unreadable slate.
Alena closed the door and exhaled so hard she almost collapsed. Marc steadied her, one hand on her arm.
“You did it,” he said.
She shook her head. “No. I set the trap. Now we see who takes the bait.”
Kia let herself smile, just a twitch at the corner of her mouth. “You scared the old bastards. I liked that part.”
Alena said, “You’re a Shadow. You’d like a blade in their backs even more.”
Kia didn’t deny it.
Marc stepped to the window. From here, he could see the movement in the lower city: messenger hawks launching from spire to spire, soldiers sprinting to their stations. The entire capital had gone from inert to electric in under an hour.
“How long until the orcs cross the border?” he asked.
“Less than a day,” said Kia. “If their portal teams are still operating, maybe sooner.”
Alena’s face was tired, but there was fire in her eyes. “Then we don’t sleep tonight. Kia, you get to work with the Shadows and root out every mole in the palace. Marc, you go to the front and help set up the magical defenses. I’ll coordinate with the Matriarch and the generals. When they come, we’ll be ready.”
Marc lingered. “What if this is the easy part?”
Alena grinned, then pulled him into a quick, fierce embrace. “Then we are already dead. But we die fighting.”
He held her for a second, then stepped back. “Don’t get yourself killed, Princess.”
She rolled her eyes. “You are not rid of me yet.”
She was already halfway out the door, calling orders down the corridor, when the first peal of alarm sounded from the east tower.
Marc started to speak, but the first bell cut through the room, a flat, insistent note from inside the palace, followed by a second and a third. The sound could only mean one thing: enemies at the gate, and maybe already inside. They hurried back to the main chamber.
A blur of robes crashed through the doors. A palace courier, robes spattered with blood, tripped over the threshold and half-fell before the dais.
“Matriarch! The palace has been breached. Orcs inside the walls. They have—” He gasped, hands clutching his side. “There was a portal.”
The Matriarch stood, authority radiating from her in icy pulses. She didn’t shout. “Kia, get the Princess to the safe hall. Summer, you’re with them.”
But Alena shook her head, chin streaked with drying blood. “No. We answer it here, together. They will come for you, or they will come for us.”
Marc met Alena’s eyes. Through the link: Go now?
She nodded. Now. Turning to the guard company, she gave them an order. “You are with me. “
They ran, with Kia flanking the right, Marc left, Alena setting the pace in the center. Behind them, the full company of palace guards moved to support the Crown Princess, looking to atone for the disgrace of their former captain. The palace was chaos, servants and minor officials streaming for the upper floors, guards forming up in threes and fours, weapons drawn and faces tight. At the corner of the east corridor, Marc glimpsed the four orcs, each built like a siege engine and clad in hammered bronze and black leather. Their skin was a deep, uneven green, their jaws fringed with tusks and ritual scars.
The leading orc carried an axe as tall as Kia, one hand gripping the haft, the other clutching a human head by the hair. Behind him, the mage, a shaman by the look of it, spun a staff in slow, menacing circles, the air around him thick with vapor and static.
Alena stopped them at the archway. She held up a hand, silent.
The orcs advanced in perfect unison. The lead orc scanned left and right, snarling. They had expected surprise, not a full company of elf guards and soldiers.
He spoke. Not in Common, but in the old tongue, voice deep enough to rattle the glass:
“Veshka’korr!” A challenge.
Alena said, “It’s a duel. Champion’s right. If we refuse, they will fight and take as many with them as they can.”
Marc: You or me?
Alena: We both go. Blending gives us the edge.
She stepped forward, blades ready. Marc joined her, and for a split second, time stopped.
The orc champion smiled. “Two against one? Elves have no honor.”
Alena replied in perfect Orcish, “We fight as one. Goddess blesses us. But not here. In the courtyard for all to see. Your group and mine.”
The orc paused, surprised, and grinned wider. “So be it.”
“Kia, Marc. With me.”
Alena sheathed her blades, walking straight ahead, not even glancing at the orcs as she walked past them and down the corridor to the courtyard with Marc and Kia at her side. The orcs followed, and then the palace guard.
With a motion to clear the courtyard, they walked slightly past the center and turned to face the orc squad.
“I am Ailinoniel Silverwing, Crown Princess of the Elven Empire.”
“I am Battle Champion T’gth,” the orc snarled.
“You have broken the treaty and disgraced your clan. I will give you an honorable death, which is more than you deserve.”
“The Orc Nation shall be ascendent. Now you die.”
He charged.
The first exchange was all brute force. The Champion’s axe came in a full swing, and Marc blocked it with a [Force] shield, this time, tuned to elastic, which bounced the blade just enough for Alena to come in underneath. She stabbed at the Champion’s armpit, but the blade hardly scratched his skin before she rolled away from a following slash.
Kia was keeping the other two orcs busy, dancing in and out of their reach, but the shaman was still chanting. Marc could feel the pressure building, the way the air thickened with every word.
Alena was up and flanked left, drawing the orc’s attention.
Through the mental link:
Alena: I will keep him busy. Take out the Shaman. Then help Kia.
Marc feinted high, drawing the axe, and [Blinked] away. Alena dove in, slashing for the handle of the axe. The blade bit into the handle, weakening the weapon, which shattered as it struck the pavement where Marc had been standing. Alena released her blade and tried to roll clear, but caught a backhand slap to the ribs from the Champion.
The shaman screamed, a sound of rage, not pain, and the air shattered. A ripple of magic, black and purple, spread from the shaman’s staff, covering the courtyard in a mist of freezing cold, blinding friend and foe alike.
Marc felt it like daggers in his lungs, but his [Blink] had placed him behind the shaman. He wrapped his right-hand blade in a [Force] blade and scissored his augmented weapons through the shaman’s neck. His slice had just finished when he felt like he had been kicked in the ribs. The shaman coughed, fell, and lay still. The spell dissipated into a haze hovering over the courtyard.
Grunting through the pain in his ribs he tracked the fight in [Perception] through the haze that engulfed the courtyard. He quickly identified the orc locked in combat with Kia and slammed a [Force] punch into the side of his head. The orc staggered left and Kia jumped on the opening, driving her sword through his chest and ripping the blade out. The second orc tried to jump over his fallen comrade to reach Kia, using an overhead strike with his axe. He crashed face first into Marc’s shield and fell to the ground. He never had a chance to do anything else as Marc’s Mithrodin short sword sliced through his neck and spine.
Three down.
"Kia," Marc said to the Shadow Guard. "Heal Alena when you get a chance."
◆◆◆
 
The orc Battle Champion was not dead. He stood in the center of the courtyard, a trickle of blood running down his side, but otherwise unhurt.
The Champion’s axe was gone, splintered by a strike from Alena, but he still had his hands. He balled them into fists and slammed them together with a sound like the breaking of stone.
Marc [Blinked] to Alena, who was still recovering from a backhand blow from the orc. The wind scoured Marc’s face, picking up the iron tang of orc blood and the acrid stink of magic.
Marc: I felt the blow to the ribs. Are you ok?
Alena: Getting there.
The Champion turned, finding them as the shaman’s haze faded to nothing. His eyes burned red, literally, not a trick of the light.
“Come, elves,” he rasped, spitting toward the pair. “Show me your will.”
Marc: He is mine.
Alena immediately understood the intent. Marc needed to establish himself with the Elven Lords, just as she had done with the Captain of the Guard.
Dropping his blades, Marc advanced on the orc, the guards forming a loose ring around the courtyard. The orc bared his tusks and roared, a sound of hate, of pride, of refusal to die.
The Champion charged and the first swing of his fist shattered the tiles at Marc’s feet as Marc dodged to the right. Using his Krav Maga skills, Marc stuck the orc in the elbow and shifted closer, flowing into a piston-straight double palm strike to the Champion’s solar plexus. It connected, causing the orc to flinch and mossy-green hide to ripple from the strike.
To the elves watching the fight, it looked like Marc was standing toe-to-toe with the Champion, blocking and trading blows at a tempo faster than most fighters could even observe. In reality, Marc was blocking with invisible force fields fractions of an inch off his skin, and assisting his own strikes with a [Force] punch, integrating his physical and magical skills into a seamless whole and holding nothing back. The orc was fast, but not compared to the Overlord drones that had been part of Marc’s brutal training. The mana draw was significant, but each dodge helped with regeneration.
They traded blows. The orc’s fist caught Marc in the ribs, prompting a golden glow as his mana mesh absorbed most of the strike. Even with that, the impact moved Marc’s body a foot to the right as his Motes dealt with the damage. Marc’s [Force] enhanced counterstrike landed on the orc’s clavicle, snapping with a crack they heard on the steps of the palace. Marc’s vision blackened at the edges with the mana draw, but he held on, landing more and more precise strikes to the orc’s windpipe, carotid, and solar plexus.
After taking a glancing blow to his chin, Marc took a step back, buying some time for mana regeneration.
Marc grinned. “Is that all?”
“You are not human,” the Champion rumbled. “What are you?”
“A weapon with a purpose. And bad news for you,” Marc said, and shot forward, going low and right, using a [Force] punch assisted kick to crack the orc’s kneecap.
The knee gave, and with a sickening crunch, the orc went down to one knee. Marc used the opportunity to get behind him, looking for close contact. The orc’s head snapped back, catching Marc’s chin and driving him backward, but not before Marc wrapped his own arm around the orc’s throat, trying for a rear naked choke.
The Champion growled and stood, grabbing Marc’s arms and pulling them free. With a roar, the orc arched, flexed, and threw Marc over his head, slamming him into the ground with such force that the courtyard pavement cracked. Marc’s [Force] fields and mesh took most of the hit, but the impact rattled his teeth and left him stunned. The orc twisted, pivoted, and kicked Marc across the courtyard. Marc felt the huge mana spike rip through his body as his Motes worked to repair the damage. Marc slid to a stop, rolled, and rose to his feet, moving once again to meet the Champion.
Marc taunted the Champion again. “Heh. Alena hits harder than that.”
The entire courtyard was silent now: guards, Kia, the Matriarch on the palace steps, all eyes on this duel. They were seeing a display of power and skill that left the assembled elves breathless.
The orc came, uncaring about anything but the kill. The two met in the center of the courtyard, and the world collapsed to a blur of violence, fists, [Force] spells clashing, the courtyard filling with the echo of each impact. Marc went on the offensive, letting his mana grid and Motes deal with strikes, and putting his full effort behind powerful [Force] punches. His powered strikes were taking a toll on the massive orc, each strike aimed at joints, ribs and soft tissue. The mana draw was enormous, and his body burned as the zero-point modules ramped up the power flow to match his effort. Marc knew he needed to end this quickly.
The orc could not believe that a puny human, a being he outweighed by 200 pounds, could still stand and throw punches that hurt even his reinforced body. He knew he was losing, but had one weapon left. The Matriarch might be out of range, but the Crown Princess...
The orc locked eyes on Alena, and with a guttural word, unleashed a blast of black energy, a psychic shriek that should have killed anything mortal. Alena gritted her teeth, countered with her own mental shield, and threw the echo back at him. The orc stumbled, clutching his skull.
Marc seized the opening. He [Blinked] behind the orc, wrapped his arms around the Champion’s neck a second time, hooking his legs around the orc’s chest and locked in with every ounce of force he could muster.
Now in close contact with the orc he triggered [Blink], the target one kilometer straight up. Marc had never moved that much mass, his headache flared and blood dripped from his nose as the Motes were restricted by the limited remaining mana in his core.
They hung there, in frozen air, the wind and gravity silent for a fraction of a second. The orc twisted, his hands finding Marc’s arm, but it was too late.
Pushing through the pain, Marc let go and [Blinked] back to the courtyard.
The orc plummeted, a green-black blur against the sky.
There was a stunned silence in the courtyard as Marc reappeared with the Battle Champion nowhere in sight. Kia was the first to respond.
“What happened to—”
Marc staggered slightly and pointed up to the sky. “He will be back in about 15 seconds,” Marc replied. “And I will have a surprise waiting for him.”
Fourteen seconds later, the Orc Battle Champion hit the courtyard, exactly where [Perception] had predicted and where Marc had formed a grid of thin [Force] shields. The impact turned the Champion into a spray of bone and armor. The body bounced once, and lay still, half of it sheared away by the invisible blades.
Silence.
The guards stared. The Matriarch stared.
Alena looked at Marc, eyes wide.
From the ruin of the Champion’s chest, the orc’s head twisted up. One eye gone, teeth broken, blood everywhere.
He spoke with every word a curse.
“The Dark Tower knows you. They will not be kind.”
Then he died.
Marc collapsed to one knee, the rush of mana exhaustion hitting him all at once. His vision blurred and faded to a single point before his mana levels rose again, and the Motes got back to work. Alena crossed to his side, knelt with him. Kia came to flank them.
The Matriarch descended the stairs, slow, unhurried.
The Matriarch’s steps, measured and silent, carried her to the center of the shattered courtyard. The assembled court parted before her, their silks and leathers and gilded regalia dulled to shadows amid the ruin. She paused over the bisected corpse of the champion, looking down with an emotion that might have been contempt or sorrow.
When she raised her voice, it rang clear and cold, unruffled by the carnage at her feet or the shattered stone around her.
“Let all present bear witness!” she called, her tone making even the bruised and winded guards snap to full attention. “Let all who dwell within the Empire’s reach know truth this day. By right of birth, by a trial of combat, and by the explicit will of the Divine, my daughter, Ailinoniel Silverwing, is the anointed Crown Princess of the Elvish Empire. There shall be no other claims to the throne.”
Alena, not quite steady, rose from Marc’s side and bowed her head. The gesture was formal, but her eyes glinted with something more complicated: vindication, exhaustion, and an echo of the adrenaline from moments before.
The Matriarch continued: “By her side stands the human, Marc Summer, who has vanquished the enemies of the Empire and proven his merit before goddess and nation. I name him Champion of the Princess, and in so doing, grant him the rights, duties, and protections accorded to such a station from this moment forward.”
Murmurs bled through the court, a few stifled gasps, some muttered oaths, a cough that might have been from shock or outrage. For most of them, the idea of a human, even a remarkable one, holding such a title was a breach of centuries of tradition. But none dared protest aloud, not with the Matriarch’s eyes upon them and the blood-soaked evidence of Marc’s prowess steaming in the morning light.
The Matriarch wasn’t finished. “Let it also be known that with them stands Kianara Numue, Shadow Guard of my daughter, survivor of a hundred campaigns.” She locked eyes with Kia, who blinked in surprise, and grinned with a flash of canines. “These three are henceforth Champions of the Empire. From this day forward, they will be known as the Triune. Any who challenge this, challenge me, and by extension, the will of the Goddess.”
She waited, gaze sweeping the assembled nobles, daring dissent.
There was silence. Not the comfortable kind, but the brittle hush of a world realigned in a single stroke.
The Matriarch’s voice dropped, almost gentle, but not a soul in the courtyard failed to hear. “The Empire endures. But the fight is not over. We will avenge those who have fallen.”
The declaration hung over the courtyard. Around the edges of the audience, the courtiers and guards processed what they’d witnessed. Some lowered their heads in respect or submission. Several elves, young, unused to the realities of war, simply sat, stunned and unblinking, struggling to fit this new, violent order into the world they thought they knew.
The head of the Council of Nobles, Lord Virel, strode forward. “Your Majesty,” he intoned, formal but never more than a hairsbreadth from defiance, “you ask much of us. The line of succession—”
“Is restored,” the Matriarch replied, voice like steel wrapped in velvet. “Would you contest it now, Lord Virel?”
He glanced at the Champion’s corpse, then at Marc, and wisely shook his head. “No, your Highness.”
One by one, the other nobles followed suit, bowing or kneeling. They murmured oaths of loyalty or, for the more pragmatic, simply remained silent and alive.
Alena’s name bounced off the white stone of the palace walls, starting as a murmur, then fractured and multiplied as it caught in the throats of hundreds, soldiers, courtiers, kitchen hands, even the architects and messengers drawn outside by the commotion. At first it was the lower-ranked elves: the scullions and flag-bearers and under-officers, their voices half-raised as if they weren’t sure whether to chant or simply murmur alongside their betters. “Alena!” one said, then again, with more certainty. “Alena! Alena!” Her name rippled outward, gaining momentum, urgency, pitch. In a matter of heartbeats, it became a chorus, less like a cheer and more like a prayer, as if the utterance alone might reshape the world.
Other elves, even the old-guard officers who had until now worn their skepticism like a uniform, repeated her name with a kind of shell-shocked awe. They had seen her rise through the ranks, noted her physical talent, but had dismissed her as ceremonial, a bloodless child with no offensive skill, dressed up for the pretense of war. Now the evidence lay before them: two bodies, one of their own traitorous captain and the other the most powerful orcish warlord in living memory, both dispatched without a second’s hesitation. Alena hadn’t just survived the duel; she hadn’t just bested the Captain of the Guard, she’d ended him, with a precision and savagery none had believed possible from her. And then they had watched the impossible: a human, her consort, going toe-to-toe with a Battle Champion bred for no other purpose than killing. The taste of blood and broken tradition hung in the air.
Amid this political shift, Alena stood perfectly still, as though she herself couldn’t move until her people had decided if she was real. She had a red welt on her side, but she did not show pain. She neither preened nor faltered. Instead, she scanned the crowd, locking eyes, one by one, with every doubter. Each time a noble or veteran’s gaze met hers, they flinched and bowed their heads in service and respect. For the first time since her naming, Alena looked every inch the Matriarch-in-waiting.
In the shadow behind her, Marc rose to his feet, bruised but not broken. Unlike the elves, Marc did not bow or call out. Instead, he regarded the battered assembly with flat, inscrutable eyes. But the real story, the reason half the court regarded him with something close to religious terror, was that he had taken the full measure of the orc Champion’s fury and survived. None could imagine a human lasting three seconds against such a beast. Marc had not only survived; he had obliterated the legend of orc hand-to-hand combat invincibility in plain sight.
The nobles recalibrated. In whispers, getting louder, as they retold what they’d witnessed. The rapid calculations of power and succession, the redrawing of lines and the reshuffling of alliances, played out right there on the steps of the palace. Some huddled in urgent conferences; others stood apart, staring at the bloodied flagstones as if reading in them the future of the Empire.
For Alena, the moment was both blessing and curse. She had not expected that so much would depend on this single public slaughter. Her entire life had been an exercise of caution: work hard but don’t draw attention, don’t make waves, never threaten the status quo. Now, with one impossible victory, she had shattered the very world that bound her.
She looked sideways at Marc. There was no triumph in his face, only the haunted calm of someone who had suspected all along that this was the only way things could end. He returned her glance, a flicker of understanding passing between them. No words needed.
The Matriarch allowed her people a moment to process. She turned from the dead orc, stepped over the ring of blood, and moved to Alena. Mother and daughter met eyes.
“Prove worthy of the title, daughter,” she said, quiet enough that only Marc, Kia, and Alena herself could hear. “Lead not as I have, but as you must. The Empire is yours to shape or shatter as its Champion.”
The Matriarch turned to Marc and Kia. “You two—rest, if you can. The next strike will not wait for our wounds to heal.”
As if on cue, the clean-up began. Guards hauled the bodies of the fallen away. Healers streamed in, carrying poultices and vials of glowing liquid that filled the air with the scent of mint. Workers appeared cleaning up the courtyard, filling the cracks in the marble filled with gold-threaded resin. The ritual of order was reasserted, but everyone knew it was only a gloss on chaos.
Marc, exhausted, walked over and sat on the edge of the central fountain. The adrenaline drain left his limbs hollow and his head ringing. He glanced at his hands, expecting them to shake, but they were steady. He wondered what that said about him.
Kia joined him, face freshly bandaged but smiling as ever. “Next time, open with that whole [Blink] and drop trick. It would save a lot of time,” she said, nudging his shoulder.
“I’d rather not see another orc this side of the century,” Marc muttered.
Kia snorted. “You know what the best part is? You’ll get your wish. For a week, maybe.”
Alena sat beside him. “Thank you. We needed that.” Marc heard her mental laugh.
You really are a beast when you want to be, but you are my beast.
“Together,” Marc replied. Always together.
She grinned, showing teeth. “Let’s do it again sometime.”
He looked down at the ruined stone, the red and green blood mixing in the cracks.
He said, “As you wish, my Princess.”
The palace was still. But outside, beyond the glass and the crystal, the world was moving. The next threat was on its way.
They would be ready.




Chapter 21: A New Dawn

The ceremonial hall was a pressure chamber of light, noise, and living history. The living crystal that formed the vault arched ninety meters overhead, throwing the light into rainbows across the assembled masses. Every color, every shimmer, drew the eye to the dais, thrice-arched, built like a wave frozen in the moment before it breaks. On that dais, the Matriarch of the Elvish Empire sat motionless, her silver-white hair water falling down her shoulders and over the blue and gold of her formal regalia.
The court had turned out in force. Every noble house had sent their best: tiers of men and women in the sharpest cut of fashion, faces painted in the house colors, armor worked with precious metal. Below the nobles stood the lesser houses and the guilds; even lower, the conscripts and apprentices, the commoners who might one day die for this empire. At the base of the dais, a regiment of palace guards, black and silver, helms off to display their loyalty in the bare set of their jaws.
Marc stood at the focus of it all. The living axis of a hundred thousand eyes, and every one of them either judged or yearned, or both.
At his side, Alena. Crown Princess. More dangerous than any dozen in the hall and yet standing with a measured calm. Her expression was blank, a mask of imperial grace; but Marc, through the link, felt the blood in her veins race as fast as his own. She wore the formal sash of the House of Light, the colors not white but a blue so pale it read as silver from a distance. Her left arm, still marked with the faint bruise from the Captain’s blade, rested easily at her side. The right with fingers curled just enough to betray the tension.
To Marc’s left, two paces behind, Kia. Shadow Guard, and for the first time dressed as such: black-on-black armor with gold lacing at the collar, twin blades crossing her spine, hair pulled so tight it must have ached. Her face was relaxed, but Marc saw the micro-movements of her gaze: tracking the doors, the guards, every noble with a pulse.
Marc had never seen this many Elves together, or this much coordinated power. The effect was overwhelming. The court was a living thing, beautiful and predatory, and he felt it measure him with every heartbeat.
A ceremonial horn sounded from the gallery. Three notes, and silence. On the dais, the Matriarch rose.
She did not need to call for attention; the crowd stopped, soundless, every living thing focused forward.
She began.
“In the time before time, our line was born from the breach of the sun and the moon,” she said, and her voice, amplified by the crystal, carried both warmth and absolute authority. “Every Matriarch has been forged in the crucible of war and tempered by the necessity of change.”
She let the words hang for a moment, scanning the crowd. Then she turned her gaze on Alena, and then, without flinching, on Marc.
“Change is the law of survival. Last night, that law was rewritten by the hand of my own blood, and by the human who now stands at her side.”
The word “human” was not an insult, but not a compliment either. The court reacted, some tense, some dismissive, most simply curious.
The Matriarch went on: “The attempt on this palace was not merely an act of war. It was a challenge to the foundation of our existence, and a test of our capacity to adapt. In that moment, the Crown Princess proved herself, body and mind and soul. In that moment, our future was secured not by tradition, but by the will to act.”
She paused, letting the resonance build.
“Marc Summer. Born of another world, forged in fire, and brought to us by the hand of the Divine herself. He has, in one day, defended my daughter’s life, destroyed the Champion of the Orcish horde, and proven loyalty that would shame the purest line of this court.”
A ripple through the nobles, some approval, some more reserved.
The Matriarch’s gaze flicked to Marc, holding him in the beam of her attention. “You were not born of our world, and yet you have bled for it. Few among us would have chosen you. None would have guessed what you could become. But here you stand, the single best hope for our empire’s survival.”
Marc felt every word hit like a punch. He wondered if he was supposed to kneel, or bow, or just absorb it. He did nothing; he let the moment swallow him whole.
The Matriarch turned to Alena. “Daughter. You have exceeded in every challenge. You have broken the cycle of  expectation and forged a new standard. You have claimed the right to lead, not by decree, but by merit and sacrifice.”
This, finally, brought a shimmer of emotion to Alena’s face, a tremor at the corner of her mouth, gone in an instant.
The Matriarch spread her arms, a sweep of blue and gold silk. “I said this in the courtyard, and I repeat it now for all to hear. In accordance with the ancient law, I declare you, Ailinoniel Silverwing, Crown Princess and Heir of the House of Light. Under my rights, I name Marc Summer Champion of the Princess, to stand with you in defense of our people.”
She let the echo roll across the crowd.
Somewhere in the upper gallery, a single voice, a child’s, let out a war whoop. It cut the tension, and the crowd exhaled as one. The lower tiers broke into applause, a rhythm that built and built until even the nobles were swept in. Only a handful held back, clapping politely, eyes narrowed.
Kia risked a glance at Marc. Her eyes flashed, something between pride and the old skepticism. She shifted her weight and stilled again. The Shadow Guard had never been the heroes of a story, but even she had to admit that today, they were something new.
Alena looked at Marc, the tiniest flicker of a smile. Through the link: You hate this, don’t you?
He thought, I’d rather fight the orc again.
She didn’t laugh, but the thought danced across her mind.
The Matriarch had not finished.
“We face an enemy older than our hatred, and more cunning than our wisdom. The time for secrets is over. The time for pride is over. From this day, we fight as one. And we put our hope not in blood, but in the will to change.”
A final sweep of her gaze, from the highest gallery to the servants at the back of the hall.
“Let all present bear witness: Today the Empire is reborn.”
She sat.
The crystal ceiling erupted in light, a flare of white so intense that even the seasoned guards squinted. The applause doubled and redoubled. In the confusion, Kia leaned close to Alena.
“Next time you warn me before starting a revolution,” she whispered.
◆◆◆
 
It took a moment, after the last peal of applause faded, for the hush to settle, a living thing that pressed in from every angle. For a second, even the children in the galleries stopped breathing.
It began as a trick of the light. A ripple in the air over the dais, like the heat shimmer on the edge of a dying fire. Then the living crystal chandeliers pulsed, once, twice, the frequency of the light shifting up the spectrum until the whole vault glowed not with gold but with something beyond visible: a white so pure it threatened to erase the color from every other object in the room.
The shimmer resolved into a form. She was tall, graceful, and the world bent to her. Her hair, impossible to focus on, moved in slow gradients from green to silver to absolute white, and her eyes changed with the moment, mercury, then topaz, then the hard violet of a newborn star. She wore nothing so crass as a crown, but every movement of her limbs left contrails of afterimage, as if the air itself had to recover from her passing.
Elainea. Goddess of Light. The name was a whisper in every mind, even those who had never heard it spoken.
She did not glide or walk, she simply was, one second empty air, the next, her presence standing beside the Matriarch.
The effect on the crowd was immediate. Nobles fell to their knees, heads bowed as if caught mid-prayer. Palace guards snapped to attention. Even the lowliest page in the rafters stilled, every muscle locked in reverent awe.
Marc felt the shift in the world’s energy, the hair on his arms standing at attention.
Alena dropped to one knee. Kia, at Marc’s side, did the same, though her head was up, eyes scanning. Marc, unsure if protocol or instinct mattered here, did both: a tight bow, but his [Perception] was open, scanning the impossible weave of power around the Goddess and through the rest of the building.
Elainea surveyed the hall, her face neither smiling nor stern, just present. She took in every living thing with a glance, then focused on Marc and Alena.
“Rise,” she said, and her voice was the echo of the first morning after creation, cold and perfect.
Alena stood. Marc followed. Their eyes met for a second, and the link between them vibrated, not mental, not magical, but something underneath both, an overtone that harmonized with the light.
Elainea turned to the Matriarch. “You have spoken truth. You have led with wisdom, and the world will remember you for that. But now, I claim what is owed to me.”
The Matriarch, so powerful, so unshakable a moment before, bowed her head. “It is yours, Light-Bringer.”
The Goddess moved forward, every step an event. She faced Marc and Alena, and did something Marc did not expect: she smiled. Not the warmth of a mother, or the pride of a teacher. This smile was more like the acknowledgment between duelists, warriors who know what the next round will cost.
“Marc Summer,” she said. “You have crossed more worlds than any being born of dust, and have survived every test I set before you, even those that were meant to break you. You have been the knife in the dark, and the shield in the light.”
He started to answer, but she raised a single, luminous hand.
“You are not finished,” she said. “Not until your path merges with hers, as it was always meant to.”
She turned to Alena. “You have never accepted the limitations of your birth. You have rebelled, questioned, and fought for every inch of yourself. You have proven worthy, not just to the Empire, but to me.”
Alena inclined her head, but Marc could feel the pulse of anger, pride, and raw need in her mind. She wanted to speak. She wanted, for once, to know what came next.
Elainea read the moment perfectly.
“It was always about the two of you,” she said. “One born of Light, one born of Reason. You will remake the world or break it. Either is preferable to letting it rot and die.”
From her right hand, she produced two rings. They were not gold, not silver, not any metal Marc recognized. The surface drank the light and spat it back in all directions at once. They looked fragile, but every atom sang with energy.
She offered one to Alena, the other to Marc. The implication was not lost on anyone in the hall.
Marc took his, feeling the tremors of the energy beneath. It was warm, but not the warmth of flesh or fire, something more fundamental.
Alena accepted hers, hand steady but breathing hard. For a long second, nothing happened.
Then the Goddess produced a crystal vial from an invisible fold in the shimmering light of her robes. Inside: a liquid so gold it might have been compressed sunlight. The Goddess uncorked it, and the scent, sweet, metallic, almost intoxicating, hit Marc full in the face.
Elainea dipped the tip of her finger into the vial and touched it to the inside of each ring. She recited words in a language that sounded like rain and thunder at the same time.
When she finished, the Matriarch moved to stand beside the Goddess and spoke, reciting the ancient Elvish vow:


In the presence of the First Light,
Under the witness of the Old Gods,
We bind these souls in shared cause.
One mind, one strength, one will.
So let it be written. So let it be done.


The Matriarch took the ring and placed it on Alena’s finger. Elainea did the same for Marc. The instant the ring touched his skin, it liquified and reformed, wrapping his finger in a perfect, seamless band.
The effect was not only tactile. Marc sensed the world slide sideways, a doubling of vision, a new bandwidth opening in the radio of his soul. He looked at Alena, and for the first time, saw her mind not as a color or shape but as a complex lattice, every emotion and thought mapped in shifting patterns. He knew she was seeing the same in him. 
The Gift of Blending was not just stronger, it was complete. Where before they had exchanged ability, now they shared at a deeper level. They were now fully united.
Alena staggered, clutching at her chest. Through the link: This is too much…
Marc steadied her. You can do it. We can do it.
They stood in a halo of power, the world’s eyes locked on them.
Elainea surveyed her work and turned to the hall.
“It is done,” she said, voice soft but absolute. “The new order is born today, not of blood or history, but of will. Let any who would contest this face me first.”
She looked at Marc one last time, and in her eyes he saw not infinity, but hope.
Then she was gone. Not a fade, not a shimmer, she simply exited the moment, leaving only the afterimage of her presence.
The hall did not dare exhale. Even the Matriarch needed a second to reclaim her place.
Marc looked at Alena. Through the link, he sent: You okay?
She smiled, brilliant and wild. Never better. I can taste your thoughts before you think them.
He snorted. No more surprises.
She laughed and reached for his hand.
The world watched.
Kia, from her post, shook her head and muttered, “I’m going to need more training.”
The Matriarch took control. “All present, bear witness: the binding is complete. The Empire and the Light are one. We welcome the Champions of the New Era.”
In the silence that followed, Marc realized he was more alive than at any moment before.
He could feel the future, and for once, he did not dread it.
◆◆◆
 
The crowd thinned in waves as the hall emptied for the reception and the next round of whispered plotting. Marc and Alena found themselves on the perimeter, outside the ceremonial dais, flanked only by guards and a handful of courtiers who valued proximity over dignity. Kia, always the shadow, hung back near a support column, but even she seemed unwilling to break the spell that lingered over the palace.
Marc flexed his fingers. The ring was gone, or rather, it had merged with his skin, leaving a band of matte blue that shifted with the light. Alena traced the line of her own, as if checking for a pulse.
They tested it without speaking. A question, sent not in words but in pure intent: Can you hear me?
Loud and clear. Her reply was so direct it nearly startled him.
He grinned and pushed further. He focused on a guard at the far end of the hall, and tried to send an image to Alena, a mental snapshot of the man’s rigid stance, the tension in his eyes.
She responded instantly. You’re obsessed with tactics, even now.
He laughed, and the sound echoed through the link, mirrored by her own amusement.
Marc’s mind flicked to the balcony above. Try it, he sent.
Alena extended her hand, palm up, and Marc sensed the tingle of force between her fingers. She closed her eyes, reached for the memory of Marc’s [Blink], and visualized the spot on the balcony with [Perception].
There was a flash, small, but unmistakable. For a fraction of a second, Alena was gone, then she was there, twenty meters above, staring down at Marc with a smile that said everything.
She dropped to the floor with effortless grace. Through the link:
That was new. It uses my mana, so while I can [Blink] independently, I don’t have the mana to do it very often. It could still be useful.
Marc nodded and flexed his mental muscles. He tried to raise a force shield, but this time, he built it with Alena’s mental barriers woven through. The field shimmered, then solidified, a visible shell of blue and gold so dense that even the magic lights overhead dimmed in its presence.
Alena walked up to the shield and pressed her palm against it. No feedback, no pressure, just a faint tingle. “It is visible and solid,” she said. “Can you control it?”
With a mental twist, Marc made the shield invisible again, and back to solid. “I can’t move it when it is visible, but it seems to be permanent, it is not drawing mana.”
“You realize what this means?”
He did. It meant that the Gift of Blending had become even more powerful. It was a weapon. Or a wall. Or both. An expansion of their power, and a tighter union of their abilities. He wondered what more they might discover.
Marc sent, We should thank the Goddess.
Alena’s reply was immediate. She doesn’t give gifts. Only tests.
Marc snorted. She picked the right test subjects.
They drew the attention of the Matriarch, who watched their experiment with the faintest of smiles. She waited for the lull, then beckoned them over with a single, imperious finger.
Marc and Alena approached, standing at ease but alert. Kia trailed, blending into their wake.
The Matriarch’s eyes were grave, and for the first time, Marc saw the fatigue in the lines around her mouth. She gestured for the guards to withdraw.
“There is more,” she said, voice pitched low. “Intelligence from the north. The Dark Tower is real.”
Alena tensed. “The Champion’s threat. He wasn’t lying.”
The Matriarch shook her head. “No. The scouts confirm it. Something old and hungry moves there, and the orcs are the first reach.”
Marc absorbed it and said: “You need us to go.”
The Matriarch looked at him, and at Alena. “You are the only ones who can. The bond you have—” She paused, as if unwilling to put words to the thing. “It is the only counter we possess.”
Alena didn’t hesitate. “We’ll leave as soon as possible.”
The Matriarch smiled. “That’s my girl.”
Marc asked, “Anything else?”
The Matriarch eyed him and leaned in. “Don’t let the Court tie you down. They’ll try. And beware the merchants, they are more dangerous than the orcs, given enough gold.”
Marc nodded. “Always.”
The Matriarch dismissed them with a wave. They turned to go, but as they left, Marc caught her whisper to herself: “The world doesn’t know how lucky it is.”
They found a corner near the exit, away from prying eyes. Kia joined, arms folded, gaze on the nearest escape route.
Alena said, “Do you think the Overlords could be behind the Dark Tower?”
Marc shook his head. “I don’t think so. The timing is wrong. Whatever the Dark Tower is up to, it has been going on for a while. The Overlords didn’t know about this world until I was pulled here.”
Alena nodded. “I agree.”
“But,” Marc continued. “I don’t think the Overlords are out of the picture for good, not given the dreams. It took them a year to train me, so I think we have that long at least.”
Kia said, “We’ll need supplies. And time to train. Your Gift is different now.”
Marc felt the future building in front of them. He looked at Alena, and she looked back. Through the link, he sent: “Whatever happens, we do it together.”
She replied, “Together. Always.”
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