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Summary: 
                ***This is a LitRPG Isekai System Apocalypse Power Fantasy***


Clarissa just wanted a fun night out. Instead, she ends up at gunpoint in a back alley. And dies.

But death isn’t the end. At the exact moment her soul is claimed by a mysterious force called the Centrality, the world changes. Earth is being integrated into something greater. Something terrifying. And Clarissa? She almost slips into the afterlife… until the System pulls her back.

Glitched out of proper reincarnation and flung into a hostile dungeon—one of the Centrality’s twisted sub-realities—Clarissa must fight to survive in a body that’s no longer her own. Magic, monsters, and game-like rules now define existence.

All she knows is this: Earth is gone, and whatever it’s become, she’ll have to claw her way through the dark to find it.

            







Chapter One: Dawning


                It had been a long night, and now I was nursing a pounding headache to cap it off.

Ugh. I had no idea where the rest of the girls were. Probably inside—where I should’ve been. They wouldn’t leave without me... I was pretty sure.

The metal door to the club clanged shut behind me. The chilled night air in the alley was crisp, sobering against my tan skin.

My head pounded. I only vaguely remembered wanting to step out for fresh air.

I was drunk and dumb. Wandering around a college party city was one thing—but not in the seedier corners, and not at this hour.

Especially not when my blood was more booze-bonded sludge than flowing crimson.

I should’ve stayed inside.

I reached back and jiggled the door handle.

Cold steel. Didn’t budge. Locked. There’d probably been a sign about that. I’d missed it.

Reading was hard when your eyes were making two—sometimes three—of everything.

My phone. Lifeline. I reached for it.

I frowned when the screen stayed black. Was it too dark for it to tell I'd lifted it up, or?

No. I remembered—I’d turned it off to save battery.

I thumbed the power button. The bootup light hit like a tiny sun. I squinted, but muscle memory handled the rest. Thumb. Contacts. Jane.

The phone started ringing—right as I heard footsteps.

Then a clicking noise.

I tried to straighten but stumbled, catching the wall. The moisture-slick bricks stank, and the scent made my stomach churn.

“What do you... want?” I asked, slurred. Talking was hard.

I just wanted to go home.

Then I saw the gun.

My phone slipped from my fingers.

“Just give me whatever you’ve got,” the woman said—middle-aged, tense. “Money, cards, jewelry. Doesn’t matter.”

I pushed off the wall, barely.

“Don’t move.” She raised the gun. Her voice held that sharpness people got when they were scared and dangerous.

I’d been fighting since I was a kid, but I wasn’t about to test my luck against a pistol. Even drunk me knew that.

“I don’t have any money,” I mumbled, swaying.

“You’ve got something,” she said.

I raised a hand—reflex, not threat—and she flinched. I did too. I pointed behind me.

“Please. I just want to go back inside with my friends.”

“Don’t touch the door.”

“It’s locked,” I remembered. “Let me go to my car. Out back. I won’t tell anyone.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You got money in your car?”

“Uh…” I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Drunk me wasn’t the strategic one.

“Turn around. Take me to your car.”

I hesitated. “Hey, please. Just let me go.”

The gun came up again. “Now.”

My heart jackhammered.

“Alright…” I turned slowly, clumsily.



The alley stretched out ahead—brick tunnel, dim glow at the far end. Looked like streetlights. Maybe cars.

Hadn’t come in this way. Didn’t matter. Nothing made sense right now.

Would she let me go?

Should I fight?

All those years of gymnastics, boxing, fencing—none of it mattered. Not when she had a gun and I didn’t.

“Walk,” she said behind me, low and shaky.

Fear cut through the haze. Adrenaline brought the world back into focus, but it also narrowed it. I kept moving.

Maybe someone in the lot would help. Someone had to be out there.

But it was late. The club was thinning out.

“I’m putting the gun in my sleeve,” she warned. “You try anything…”

So no one would see. And I couldn’t scream.

The fear twisted into cold dread.

I didn’t want to cry. I wasn’t the type. But I wanted out of this.

I didn’t look back. Just listened to the squelch of her steps behind me.

The lot came into view—sparse, quiet. A couple figures, but no one paying attention. No one knew I was in hell.

Anger started to build.

Would she just take my stuff and go?

“There’s nothing in my car,” I muttered. “No money.”

“We’ll see. Keep walking.”

More anger now. Who was she to do this to me? She was getting nothing. My purse was still in the club. I had nothing.

Unless she wanted the car?

Maybe I could hit her. Fast. Hard.

The aggression I’d always leaned on in sports and study started to boil. But fear held it back.

We reached my beat-up Hyundai. I grabbed the handle.

Locked.

My stomach dropped. The keys were in my purse.

“I don’t have the keys,” I said.

The barrel pressed into my back. “Open it.”

“I can’t,” I snapped, maybe too sharply.

A pause. The pressure deepened… then eased.

She didn’t believe me. Her hands started patting me down.

“Don’t touch me,” I growled. She was crossing a line.

She should’ve let me go. I couldn’t give her anything. Couldn’t she see that?

"Just let me go."

A buzzing filled my ears.

A blinding light exploded across my vision.

A force slammed into us, nearly knocking me off my feet.

“What the—?” the woman snapped.

A gunshot rang out.

The bullet tore through my chest. I collapsed.

She grabbed my car for support, barely staying upright.

I stared up at her face as an all-consuming light swallowed the world.

Until even she was gone.



[The Great Game begins.]



[Stand by as your world is converted and your souls are integrated into the System.]

A progress bar flickered before my blinded eyes. Somehow, I could still read it.

[Converting Souls: 40%... 65%... 80%.]

The world slipped out from under me. My heart beat its last.

My body faded. A strange lightness overtook me.

Then the bar vanished.

The blinding light gave way to a tunnel—spinning with kaleidoscopic color.

I--or whatever I was now--drifted forward into the beauty of it.

Figures waited at the end. I didn’t feel drunk anymore. I felt… peaceful. In a way I never had before.

One of the silhouettes looked familiar. Felt familiar.

“Grandma?” I said softly. I just knew it was her.

She’d died years ago.

Which meant… I was dead.

I was only twenty.

Grief curled in my chest, but before it could take hold, a new notification blinked into view.

[Error: Your converted soul has been disconnected from the System at the moment of full investiture. Threat of soul loss detected. Emergency reclamation initiated.]

Something seized me—something that I instinctively felt shouldn’t have been able to in this place.

I was ripped apart. Not physically—but at the soul level. Like being shattered into a million pieces. And somehow… I felt it all.

[Error: Soul has lost connection to body. Teleportation failing. Emergency reincarnation initiated.]



[Error: Human species not fully indexed. System is incapable of reproducing the human body at this time.]



[Solution: Randomizing physical form from index of compatible invested species.]



[Success!]



[Error: Earth not fully converted. Teleportation not possible in partially converted areas.]



[Warning: Danger of soul loss imminent.]



[Solution: Transporting to random inter-world Dungeon.]



[Success!]



[The Centrality welcomes you, Clarissa.]

The notifications flashed past as I was yanked through space and something else.

The tunnel was gone. Just velocity now.

Then—impact.

I hit the ground hard. Wet earth filled my mouth, but it tasted off somehow--like it was different than all the other dirt I'd accidently eaten before.

I was solid again. Physical.

And so uncomfortable.

But it seemed whatever this System was gave little room for mercy.

            


Chapter Two: Dungeon World


                The soil was damp and cold beneath my fingers. Pain throbbed in my knees and along raw palms. Moist dirt soaked through my clothes.

But what caught my attention most—what dragged me from the disorientation—was my hands.

They weren’t mine.

I’d never been thin, exactly, but I was athletic—toned from years of sports. My hands were always strong, lithe, scarred at the knuckles from long hours in boxing gloves.

Now the scars were gone.

The skin was pale. Cream-colored, almost glowing beneath the strange purple-red haze that floated in the air.

I frowned—and felt something twitch.

My ears.

I felt them shift all the way from their base to their tip—and they were far longer than they should’ve been.

Curious and a little unnerved, I sat up and pressed my strange hands to the sides of my head.

My jaw dropped.

They were... elf ears.

What the fuck was going on?

[You have entered a dungeon well above your level. Extra XP, skill progression, and loot will be granted for every victory you claim.]

[A new quest has been added to your journal.]

[Quest Name: The Huntmaster’s World.]

My mind flashed back to the notifications—the ones that had hijacked my death.

It was like I’d been dropped into a video game.

And not a cozy one.

I wasn’t much of a pro gamer—barely scraped together time for MMOs between school, work, training—but I wasn’t an idiot. This was a System. A real one.

I was shocked, confused, and—yeah—scared.

But I wasn’t the kind of person to just lie down and wait for the world to eat me. Never had been.

I stood. My legs felt steady. The drunken haze was gone, though my body felt... unfamiliar. Taller. Tighter. Alien, yet functional--and strangely still mine.

I was in a dungeon, then. Probably not Earth. And—judging by the notifications and my suddenly elf-adjacent ears—I was probably not human anymore, either.

At least I was still bipedal. Bonus points for that.

Still, I hated not knowing what I looked like. I wasn’t vain, exactly, but I liked to feel in control of my image. Of myself.

I glanced at the twisted, multicolored trees around me—gloomy, dark-barked, towering like cursed redwoods.

No mirrors. No reflections. No idea what I’d turned into.

Still, priorities.

If I had a quest, I probably had a quest log.

“Quest log,” I said aloud.

My voice still sounded like mine... but with a new, odd melodic lilt.

<<<>>>

[Current Quests]

1. The Huntmaster’s World

<<<>>>

Clean. Minimal. Probably expandable. I focused mentally on the only quest I had. And it did in fact trigger another System pop-up.





<<<>>>

[Quest Name: The Huntmaster's World]

The magic-infused home of the Caliban has all but fallen—collapsed from a once-grand world into a mere world dungeon. Cowagen, the Shapestealer, servant of the Archons who stand in opposition to the System and Centrality, has seized control of the former planet's WorldHeart—and with it, the souls of the realm’s last protectors.

Under his influence, citizens have become monsters. And monsters... have become much worse.

Only by freeing the WorldHeart from Cowagen’s grasp can Caliban—and its people—begin to heal.

Objectives:

1. Defeat Cowagen and claim Caliban's WorldHeart.

2. (Optional) Defeat the Four Cardinal Guardians to weaken Cowagen’s forces and reduce his power:

• Ruler of the North: 0/1

• Ruler of the West: 0/1

• Ruler of the East: 0/1

• Ruler of the South: 01



Rewards: 

1. Wayfarer’s Sigil. (Single-use System artifact. Grants authorized transport between worlds.)

2. 1 Class-Specific Item. (Rarity Based Upon Performance.)

<<<>>>



I put my hand over my mouth. I was shaking a little.

That was... a lot to unpack. A shape stealer? Archons?

Apparently the 'Centrality', who I was pretty sure was behind bringing me here, had some kind of problem with this Cowagen guy. And they, or it or whatever, were willing to dangle a way for me to get back home in my face as a reward for doing their dirty business. Couldn't it just send me back anyway?

Was I really going to have to fight someone just to get home?

I took a deep breath.



Okay. Breathe, Clarissa. The quest mentions a class-item, meaning there have to be classes. Let's treat it like a video game.

“Character sheet.”

<<<>>>

[Clarissa Ardent, Level 1]



Class: None

Health: 10 (3 regen/per-minute)

• Baseline Health = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].

Mana: 20 (8 regen/per-minute)

• Baseline Mana = [Willpower x 10].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Willpower/2 rounded down)].

• Modifiers: [Elder Blood +10].

Stamina: 10 (3 regen/per-minute)

• Baseline Stamina = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].



Armor Class: 1 [Base: 1 | Armor: 0].

• Base Armor Class = [Endurance/10, but can not be less than 1.]

• Governs what class of weapons, spells, and unarmed attacks can damage you.



Unarmed-Class: 1 [Base: 1 | Mods: 0]

• Unarmed Class = [(Strength/4 rounded down) + Unarmed Fighting rounded down].

• Governs what Armor-Class your unarmed strikes can penetrate.



Resource Points: 0

[Stats]

Strength: 1

Physical might.

• If Strength is greater than your melee weapon's Weapon-Class add +1 to it.

Endurance: 1

Resiliency and the ability to keep moving.

Agility: 1

Speed of movement. Flexibility of body. Speed of reactions.

• Each level of Agility = 10% increase in the progression speed of physical skills.

Charisma: 1

Amplifies physical attractiveness, pleasantness of voice, and ability to read social-interactions.

Perception: 1

Increases awareness range.

• Sight and hearing range are multiplied by your Perception score.

Intelligence: 1

Speed of cognition.

• Governs how long it takes you to learn new spells from spell-matrixes and the results of spell-forging.

• Each point in Intelligence = 10% increase in the progression speed of mental skills.

• Spell-Class gains +1 for every 10 points of Intelligence you have.

Willpower: 1

Your ability to reduce pain and contain mystical energies.

• Mana increases by +10 for every point of Willpower you have.

• Divide your perception of pain by your total Willpower.



Stat Points: 0

[Proficiencies]

One-Handed: Competent (0/100)

Acrobatics: Competent (0/100)

Grappling: Competent (0/100)

Unarmed-Fighting: Competent (0/100)

Writing: Competent (0/100)



Proficiency Points: 0

[Spells Known]

N/A

[Skills]

N/A

[Perks]

Elder Blood I [B] – As a member of the Caliban race, mana flows through your veins. Your baseline mana is increased and your regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana. 

• Your baseline mana is increased. (+10 Mana per level.)

• Your mana regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana. (Mana regeneration per minute +1 per 10 points of Mana.)

[Equipped]

> Simple Traveler's Tunic. (Tattered.)

> Simple Traveler's Breeches. (Dirty.)

> Simple Traveler's Socks.

> Simple Traveler's Boots. (Dirty.)

[Inventory (0/50)]

N/A.

<<<>>>

The sheet spilled open in front of me like an invisible HUD. Helpful but so surreal.

So I was a Caliban now. That name rang a bell--an itsy, bitsy small one.

Wasn’t Caliban the villain from that Shakespeare play? Seemed a little odd for the name of an otherworld race.

Then again, maybe the System had just translated whatever species name I’d actually gotten stuck with.

Still... ominous.



I had no class. Which probably meant I needed to select one.



Moreover it looked like I was pretty low level. And I wasn't understanding a lot of the terms the System sheet was throwing my way.



"Help box?" I asked.

Nothing.

"--System basics?"

<<<>>>

[System Basics]

Level:

Your current measure of strength. Increased through completing quests, crafting, defeating enemies, or achieving notable feats.

Class:

An evolvable System focus path. Provides specific bonuses, quests, and tailored progression. If you do not yet have a class, say or think "select class" to choose one.

Stats:

Trait multipliers representing your baseline attributes based on your race and personal fitness, with an initial baseline of 1 for each attribute. Every additional point in a stat provides a 10% increase in that attribute’s effectiveness. For instance, a Strength score of 2 makes you 20% stronger than baseline, while a Strength score of 3 makes you 30% stronger, and so on.

Stat-Points:

Points you can spend to increase your stats upon leveling. You gain one point per level.

Dungeons:

Interdimensional questing zones, often consisting of sundered worlds or locations isolated from other realities. Time passes at a 1:10 ratio in your favor while inside a dungeon—10 days spent in a dungeon equates to only 1 day passing in your point of origin.

Quests:

Tasks given by the System and the Centrality. Rewards will be allocated based on performance and completion.

The Centrality:

The governing intelligence behind the System, responsible for its function and administration.

The System:

The universal framework through which you gain power, progress your attributes, and receive bonuses.

Inventory-Space:

A personal, sub-dimensional storage accessible to anyone integrated with the System. Items placed here experience no weight and do not deteriorate.

Perks:

Special bonuses acquired through class progression, significant achievements, racial traits, or extraordinary feats.

Spells:

Supernatural effects produced by manipulating mana.

Mana:

Magical energy harnessed to cast spells and activate magical abilities.

Weapon-Class / Spell-Class / Unarmed-Class:

These determine the effectiveness and potency of your attacks or spells.


	
A Level 1 melee weapon can effectively damage targets with Armor-Class of 1 or 2.



	
Higher Armor-Class significantly reduces damage from lower-class attacks or spells.





Armor-Class:

Your ability to resist and mitigate damage. Increased through armor, equipment, perks, skills, or spells.


	
Against Weapons:

Damage from weapons with a Weapon-Class more than one class lower than your Armor-Class is reduced by dividing the total damage dealt by the numerical difference between your Armor-Class and the attacking Weapon-Class.

(Example: Weapon-Class 2 striking Armor-Class 4 results in damage divided by 2.)



	
Against Spells:

Damage from spells with a Spell-Class more than one class lower than your Armor-Class is reduced by dividing the total damage dealt by half of the numerical difference between your Armor-Class and the Spell-Class (rounded up).

(Example: Spell-Class 2 hitting Armor-Class 4 has its damage divided by 1 [(4-2)/2 = 1].)



	
Against Unarmed Strikes:

Unarmed attacks follow the same rules as weapon damage calculations, except the attacker’s Unarmed-Class is substituted for Weapon-Class when calculating damage against Armor-Class.





Critical Strikes:

Certain vulnerable areas on a target’s body may amplify the effectiveness of your attacks. Landing strikes in these "critical" areas can result in additional damage:


	
Critical Areas (such as the head, heart, or similar vital regions) may significantly amplify damage from weapon strikes or spells.



	
Attacking a Critical Area increases effective Weapon-Class, Spell-Class, or Unarmed-Class by at least +1 (and possibly more, depending on the exact vulnerability and your proficiency level).



	
Some creatures may have unique anatomical weaknesses or resistances, altering the effects of Critical Area strikes. Identifying and exploiting these weak points effectively is crucial for difficult battles.





<<<>>>

It was more or less a dictionary--or game manual, I guess--and it went on and on. There was a lot for me to think about, but I really didn't even know if I was in a safe place.



The quest I'd gotten had mentioned monsters. I needed to prioritieze what I had to get done.



"Class selection."

<<<>>>





[Please Choose Your Starter Class]



Warrior: Gains bonuses to developing physical proficiencies and gains extra physical Stats per level. May develop fighting styles and learn Skills much easier than other classes. Moderate leveling speed. 



Rogue: Gains bonuses to developing non-combat proficiencies and gains extra physical Stats per level. Also gains special skills related to one-handed weapons and stealth. Fast leveling speed. 



Mage: Gains bonuses to developing magical and mental proficiencies and gains extra magical Stats per level. Also gains mage-exclusive spell-forging bonuses and deciphers spell-matrixes more easily. Slow leveling speed.



Sorcerer: Gains the numerical leveling bonuses of both a Mage and Warrior though greatly reduced in potency. Also gains all the magic-related benefits of Intelligence by investing in Charisma instead, with Charisma also governing their Mana-Regen. May occasionally spontaneously create spells through force-of-will. Very slow leveling speed.



Crafter: Gains bonuses to developing crafting and mercantile proficiencies and gains extra mental Stats per level. Also gains special skills related to crafting and mental/social proficiencies. Fast leveling speed.



(System Note: Each class is evolvable and has hidden bonuses.)

<<<>>>





I frowned.



Yeah, this was classic fantasy all-right. Warrior, Rogue, Mage--all hinting that the best route was to have a balanced party.



Problem was. I was pretty sure I didn't have many options for that. Unless others had been teleported with me as well? That could be a pipe-dream though.



What if I needed to hit things and couldn't do it well because I was a mage? Or if something was immune to physical damage and all I could do was hit it?



Being a crafter was clearly also out.



No. If I wanted to survive without a party, I'd need an all-rounder class. Even if that meant taking things slow.

Once I picked this, there probably wouldn’t be any take-backs. 



Better make it count.

I selected the Sorcerer class.

[Congratulations. You are now a Sorceress.]

[Perk Added: Sorceress's Soul.]

[Perk Description: You cast and fight with force of personality, not breadth of knowledge. You level both physical and magical stats at a moderately faster rate than others. Charisma now provides all the magic-related bonuses that Intelligence does by default. Moments of high-emotional intensity may occasionally provide you with new spells. (+10 Mana Per Level, +1 Strength Per Level, +1 Charisma Per Level.)]



I exhaled. Okay. It was done now. And at least the perk the class came with looked pretty useful.

Everything was going to be okay... I even had an idea of how to get home. I just had to lay low, get my bearings, and play it smart and safe--

A rustle to my left snapped my attention to it.



My new ears twitched. The motion was sharp—reflexive.

I dropped into a guarded stance. I couldn’t see far through the thick purple-orange foliage, but my hearing... was better. I could track something moving in the underbrush.

Then came the sniffing. Low. Wet. Animalistic.

A gnarled, grey-black foot stepped through the brush—bare, taloned, in desperate need of a pedicure.

I took a step back.

I wasn’t offering one.

If I'd known for sure it was hostile, or that it wasn't faster than me, I’d have bolted. But judging by the sharp inhale-snorts, it already had my scent anyway.

A grotesque face emerged next. One eye gouged out. The socket was still weeping half-dried blood. Its neck was cut to the muscles, along with its abdomen, and it held itself like it was visiting death's door. Stumbling. Ugly. Angry.

It was still way bigger than me. And looked like some troll-orc abomination. Too lean to be a full ogre, but bulky enough to make me nervous.

A status bar shimmered above its head:

[Skulker, Level 30.]

Shit... Shit... SHIT.

It stepped fully into view. Scarred. Trembling. Hungry.

Its lone eye found me—and it grimaced. A crooked, jagged expression, every tooth a sharpened blood-laced point.

“Hungry... pain... food heal,” it muttered.

My stomach flipped. Its body swayed like it could collapse any second, but the look in its eye said otherwise.



How the hell did I even understand it?

“I don’t have food,” I managed.

The creature tilted its head. Its grimace deepened. Relief filled its pained eye.

“Yes...”

Then it lunged. Clumsy. Awkward. Wheezing like it was barely alive.

I moved before it did—barely.

A roar of crashing branches behind me confirmed how close it had been.

I ran. Years of track and roadwork kicked in. My feet responded, gliding over uneven dirt. 



My new body was surprisingly not awkward to move with, my breathing control transferred over--if anything it was in better shape that I had been before. 



I wanted to question if that was a Caliban thing or a being integrated into the System thing... but I didn't have time.

The Skulker was right behind me. Somehow moving faster and faster as it picked up momentum, even as its torn to shreds body spewed blood everywhere into the multicolored foliage.

“Food! Food!! FOOD!” it shrieked.

Its claws tore through the earth at my heels.

"Leave me alone!"

“Hungry!!”

My ears caught its pain as if it was screaming right into them—closer than close. Too close.

If I kept running, I’d die. It was faster than me.

I dove. Pain screamed through me as claws raked across my arm. My own blood sprayed. I hit the ground hard.

[Warning! Health approaching zero!]

[You are bleeding. -2 HP/sec.]

I gasped. My vision blurred. Blood gushed from my torn arm—exposed to the bone.

I was going to die. Again. Within an hour of my first death.

The skulker staggered toward me. Even injured, it loomed like the monster it was. Up close, I saw the deep, gaping wounds already marring its chest—one gaping gash in particular exposed its heart, pulsing in open air.

How was it still alive?

Was this what level 30 strength looked like?

I couldn’t move, after only one strike. Could barely lift my head. My hair dragged against the ground.

The monster raised its claws.

“Food...” it whispered, tongue lolling from a split and blood-lipped mouth.

My mind drifted to the tunnel of light. Maybe I’d return. See Grandma again. Maybe...

But something twisted in my gut. A resistance.

The System had dragged me back once. Would it let me go this time? Or... do something worse to me? Punish me for not completing its quest?

That thought filled me with rage.

A woman had pulled a gun on me. A System had hijacked my soul. A monster was about to eat me--and not even make me useful, it'd probably die anyway.

Fuck. That.

Heat surged down my arms.

A pulse of energy welled from my chest to my fingertips.

The skulker lunged.

So did I.

[Proficiency Acquired - Fire-Manipulation: Novice.]

[Proficiency Acquired - Spell-Control: Novice.]

[Proficiency Acquired - Spell-Attack: Novice.]

[Proficiency Acquired - Spell-Efficiency: Novice.]

I didn’t care how. My rage, hot and burning, sharpened into intent, my intent into action—and my action into flame.

Fire bled from my eyes. I saw it reflected in the monster’s one good one.



The Skulker hesitated to finish me as I gasped with hatred--flinched for one moment.

I thrust my good arm forward—pure instinct.

A blade of flame formed, wild and unstable, but sharp.

It pierced the exposed heart.

[You have created a spell! Raging Blade [1st] added to spell list.]

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to create a spell. Reward granted.]

[+50 Mana, +1 Charisma, +1 Strength.]

[Perk Gained: Trailblazer [U]]

The skulker coughed blood. It splattered my face. Stinking and warm.

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to create a 1st tier spell. Rewards granted.]

[+50 Mana, +1 Charisma, +1 Strength.]

[Perk Gained: Raging Sorcery [R]]

It raised a claw in trembling defiance. Its ruined heart spasmed around my heat-waving blade.

[Warning! Health approaching zero!]

[You are bleeding. -2 HP/sec.]

My fury reignited.

My eyes flared again—hotter.

My grip slipped as the blade transformed—flame consuming form.

It launched.

The burning sword slammed through the beast and detonated.

The heart—what was left of it—incinerated.

The creature staggered back.

Still. Then collapsed.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 2.]

[Level 3.]

[Level 4.]

[Level 5.]

More notifications flooded in.

I collapsed, laughing weakly as my health bar began to crawl back upward.

I’d done barely any damage to its body.

But its already broken heart?

That, I could destroy.

[+1 (1/50) Battle Healing I]

[+1 (1/50) Gloomhunter I.]

[+1 (1/50) Incinerator I.]



[+4 (4/15) Dashing Knight.]



[+4 (4/15) Blade Channeler.]

More messages, more perks.

My torn flesh stitched itself together—slowly.

I stared up at the crimson sky.

My only hope had been that the first enemy I'd met had one or two HP left. I'd gotten so lucky.

[Level 6.]

[Level 7.]

[Level 8.]

[Level 9.]

[Level 10.]

[Level 11.]

[Level 12.]

How the hell was I going to survive this?

            


Chapter Three: A Sorceress is Born


                [+7 (11/15) Dashing Knight.]



[+7 (11/15) Blade Channeler.]



My Stamina, Mana, and Health ticked back to full as my level climbed.

My mangled arm, which probably would've been permanently damaged back on Earth, mended quickly. It was disturbing feeling--as if my abjectly overwhelming pain was actively being washed away never to be recalled again.

Another strange sensation washed over me as well, like a satisfying tingling across my entire body. But I had no idea what that was, and it was overshadowed by the healing effect of leveling up.



Apparently, in this new world, life and death was just a numbers game—like a video game.

Of course, that did nothing for the--now ruined--simple white tunic the System had provided me with. Thankfully the black fantasy-style breeches I wore were only mildly mud-stained, but otherwise intact. And the leather boots on my feet were fine as well.



I almost found it funny that it System had even given me socks. No food--and it'd stolen what might have well been Heaven from me, but hey... socks.

Character Sheet, I thought, sitting up as adrenaline and phantom pain lingered.

The familiar display appeared:

<<<>>>

[Clarissa Ardent, Level 12]



Class: Sorceress

Health: 80 [3 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Health = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].

Mana: 350 [38 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Mana = [Willpower x 10].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Charisma/2 rounded down)].

• Modifiers: [Elder Blood +120], [Sorceress's Soul +120], [System Bonus +100].

Stamina: 80 [3 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Stamina = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].



Armor Class: 1 [Base: 1 | Armor: 0].

• Base Armor Class = [Endurance/10, but can not be less than 1.]

• Governs what class of weapons, spells, and unarmed attacks can damage you.



Unarmed-Class: 5 [Base: 5 | Mods: 0]

• Unarmed Class = [(Strength/4 rounded down) + Unarmed Fighting rounded down].

• Governs what Armor-Class your unarmed strikes can penetrate.



Resource Points: 110

[Stats]

Strength: 15

Physical might.

• If Strength is greater than your melee weapon's Weapon-Class add +1 to it.

Endurance: 1

Resiliency and the ability to keep moving.

Agility: 1

Speed of movement. Flexibility of body. Speed of reactions.

• Each level of Agility = 10% increase in the progression speed of physical proficiencies.

Charisma: 15

Amplifies physical attractiveness, pleasantness of voice, and ability to read social-interactions

• Governs how long it takes you to learn new spells from spell-matrixes and the results of spell-forging. (Sorceress Class)

• Spell-Class gains +1 for every 10 points of Charisma you have. (Sorceress Class)

Perception: 1

Increases awareness range.

• Sight and hearing range are multiplied by your Perception score.

Intelligence: 1

Speed of cognition.

• Each point in Intelligence = 10% increase in the progression speed of mental proficiencies.

Willpower: 1

Your ability to reduce pain and contain mystical energies.

• Mana increases by +10 for every point of Willpower you have.

• Divide your perception of pain by your total Willpower.



Stat Points: 11



[Proficiencies]

One-Handed: Competent 2 (0/45)

Acrobatics: Competent 2 (0/45)

Grappling: Competent 2 (0/45)

Unarmed-Fighting: Competent 2 (0/45)

Writing: Competent 2 (0/50)

Fire-Manipulation: Novice 1 (0/22)



Spell-Attack: Novice 1 (0/22)

Spell-Control: Novice 1 (0/22)



Spell-Efficiency: Novice 1 (0/22)

Proficiency Points: 22

[Spells Known]



Raging Blade [1st] - Summon a fiery blade. [Fire] [Attack] [Sustained]

• Spell-Class = 7 [Spell-Attack + (1/4 Charisma + One-Handed + Fire-Manipulation) rounded down].

• Mana-Cost = 60 Mana per minute [1 Mana per second].

[Skills]

N/A

[Perks]

Elder Blood I [B] – As a member of the Caliban race, mana flows through your veins. Your baseline mana is increased and your regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana.

• Your baseline mana is increased. [+10 Mana per level.]

• Your mana regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana. [Mana regeneration per minute +1 per 10 points of Mana.]



Sorceress's Soul I [C] - You cast and fight with force of personality, not breadth of knowledge. 

• You level both physical and magical proficiencies at a moderately faster rate than others. [10% Leveling Increase After Buffs.]

• Charisma now provides all the magic-related bonuses that Intelligence does by default. 

• Moments of high-emotional intensity may occasionally provide you with new spells. 

• +10 Mana Per Level, +1 Strength Per Level, +1 Charisma Per Level.



Trailblazer I [R] - Accelerated proficiency growth for pioneering achievements.

• All proficiencies tier with half of the effort that would otherwise be required.

• Skills and spells are easier to learn.



Raging Sorcery I [RU]– You can channel strong emotions into your fire spells to condense and propel them towards a target, causing the condensed spell to explode in a violent burst of mana that deals extra damage.

• When this perk is activated, any fire spell can be converted into an explosive blast. The base Spell-Class of the blast is equal to the original spell's Spell-Class x (Charisma/10).

• Casting range of converted spells and all spells with the [explosive] tag is equal to your Charisma attribute in feet.

• Spell-Class x (Charisma/10) of all fire spells in general with the [explosive] tag.

[Equipped]

> Simple Traveler's Tunic. (Tattered.)

> Simple Traveler's Breeches. (Dirty.)

> Simple Traveler's Socks.

> Simple Traveler's Boots. (Dirty.)

[Inventory (0/50)]

N/A.

<<<>>>

Several things caught my eye. I'd jumped eleven levels just from defeating the already-wounded skulker. That couldn't be normal—but clearly, this dungeon rewarded punching above my weight.

The amount of points available was staggering. It seemed each level granted ten points to level my Health, Mana, or Stamina. Along with two proficiency points. And I guess each level only gave one Stat-Points for my attributes?

The hundred mana the System had gifted me earlier was equal to ten full levels worth of Willpower investment. Likewise, the Charisma and Strength boosts I'd received represented four levels of gains. My class had also leveled my Strength and Charisma by one each--which was less, but still nice.

Not to mention my [Elder Blood] perk had given me another one-hundred and ten mana just for leveling up. And my mana regeneration rate didn't seem too shabby thanks to the same perk. It honestly felt kind of broken.

If I hadn't sacrificed being a human to get the perk, I might feel like I was cheating.

Glancing nervously around the shadowy, crimson-tinged forest, I quickly started to decide how I wanted to allocate my points.

My highest priority was survival.



My Mana seemed solid thanks to the System bonuses, but my measly ten--now eighty--health had proven dangerously low against the Skulker.



With no current Stamina-based abilities, investing there also felt pointless for now.

Resolute, I placed all one-hundred-ten resource points into Health, bringing me up to a reassuring total of one-hundred-ninety.



That was nearly nineteen times my original pool. Being able to survive nineteen hits instead of one meant a lot more breathing room.

Next, Stats. To decide, I asked the System for clarity. Hoping I could get more than the brief descriptions gave me.



"System, how do Stats work?"



<<<>>>

Strength: Determines physical might, influencing your Unarmed-Class, effectiveness with melee weapons lacking the [finesse] tag, and partially determining your total Health and Stamina. When Strength is your highest stat upon leveling, you receive additional bonuses for melee-oriented skills and proficiencies.

Endurance: Represents your physical resilience, increasing your baseline Health and Stamina, health regeneration, and determining your baseline Armor Class. When Endurance is your highest stat upon leveling, you receive enhanced health points and regeneration each level.

Agility: Governs speed, flexibility, reaction time, and damage dealt by weapons with the [finesse] tag. If Agility is your highest stat upon leveling, proficiency growth for agility-related skills and proficiencies accelerates at double the speed.

Charisma: Influences your attractiveness, social aptitude, and effectiveness in social interactions and trade skills. For the Sorceress class specifically, Charisma replaces Intelligence for determining spell-casting ability, spell-class potency, and spell-forging proficiency. When Charisma is your highest stat upon leveling, social skills and proficiencies improve at double the speed.

Perception: Enhances sensory awareness, extending sight and hearing range, and provides resistance against spells carrying the [illusion] tag. When Perception is your highest stat upon leveling, perception-based proficiencies and skills grow at double the speed, and you gain increased resistance against illusions.

Intelligence: Measures cognitive speed and learning efficiency, accelerating mental proficiency growth. Normally, Intelligence governs spell-related mechanics, but as a Sorceress, it no longer influences mana or spell-casting. When Intelligence is your highest stat upon leveling, mental proficiencies and skills improve at double the speed..

Willpower: Strengthens mental resilience, reduces perceived pain, and directly increases your Mana pool. When Willpower is your highest stat upon leveling, your resistance to spells with the [mind] tag increases, and you gain additional bonuses when casting spells with the [sustained] tag.

<<<>>>

There was a lot of useful information in the System's explanation. Mainly that whatever your highest Stat was decided what bonuses you'd get upon leveling.



A part of me honestly thought that the Stats that granted additional Mana, Stamina, or Health permanently were better. It meant you couldn't lose the bonuses you'd already gotten.

Then again, my Sorceress class pretty much locked me into needing to level Charisma. It simply offered too many benefits to my magic now to ignore. Thought it had given me a pretty substantial boost to Strength and Charisma already...

As I'd read my Character Sheet, I'd already decided I'd rely primarily on magic. With Mana being my highest stat, and the one my racial Perk and Class buffed, it'd be a waste not to.

But my only spell for the time being was melee-focused. Strength didn't decide the Spell-Class of my [raging blade]--Charisma and my Proficiencies did. So other than needing those, that pretty much just meant I needed to make sure I had the Agility to get hits to land.

The System had mentioned something called spell-forging though.



"System, how do I get new spells?"

[New spells are gained through combining soul shards via Spell-Forging, deciphering Spell-Matrixes acquired via looting and trade, or by creating them with a Class perk.]

I frowned. "What's a soul shard?"

[Soul shards are acquired from slain enemies.]

I groaned. "Can't you just send me home?"

No response.

"System?"

Still nothing.

"Do you only answer when I ask you something about how you work?"

Not a word.

"So you're not a person, you're a fucking wiki..."

That was disappointing. Didn't mean a wiki wasn't useful, but it did make me feel a little more alone. And a lot more trapped than before.

"What is spell-forging?"

[Spell-forging is the process of combining soul shards to create spells. It will become available to you once you have acquired your first soul shard.]

So new spells would have to wait. Right now I needed to focus on my strengths.

Charisma would boost my [raging blade]'s strength. And Agility would make sure I could hit and not be hit--something I knew was important from my years in the ring.

Balancing these factors, I increased Charisma to twenty. And Agility to seven.



Almost instantly, a pleasant warmth tingled across my skin. My body loosened, my posture changed subtly in a way that felt natural. And my bone structure shifted painlessly and ever so slightly beneath my face.

I reached up and touched my cheek. It felt... so smooth. Pleasant to feel.



My hair felt less... flat on my head as well. I ran my hands through it, bringing a few strands in front of my eyes. I noticed for the first time that I wasn't blonde anymore, but a raven-haired brunette. Weird choice for the System to make for me, but okay. My hair was really silky now though.



I let my hair fall back down through my blemishless, pale fingers.

Had I just gotten more attractive? Was that the other feeling from when I'd leveled up--since my class boosted Charisma.



What did that even mean for a Caliban? Was the Charisma Stat going off human standards or my new race's? Ugh... too confusing.

I'd only favored Charisma in the allocation of my Stat points to get the extra plus one bonus to Spell-Class. Being able to damage stronger enemies seemed really important in this dungeon.



At least leveling Agility brought less existential dread with it. My body felt looser and less tense. I just felt more overall balanced. More relaxed.

Come to think of it, I also felt a lot stronger. Like a coiled spring ready to explode. Must've been my Strength increase.



Whatever. I resolved to find a mirror or something like it whenever I could to see what the hell the System was doing to me.

But I still had to distribute my proficiency points.

Consulting the System again clarified:

[Fire Manipulation greatly enhances fire spells, boosting potency, control, and efficiency exclusively for fire magic.]

[One-Handed increases effectiveness with single-handed weapons both conjured and material.]

[Spell Attack tier determines the baseline Spell-Class for spells with the [attack] tag.]

[Spell Control can provide new abilities for spells depending on its tier.]

[Spell Efficiency reduces mana costs for all spells, dividing their Mana Cost by its tier level, and is especially beneficial for sustained spells.]

Though general spell proficiencies offered versatility, Fire Manipulation's specialized boost matched perfectly with my only spell.

Without hesitation, I invested all of my points into Fire Manipulation, raising it all the way to Competent. The [trailblazer] perk had halved the points needed to tier proficiencies--which was insane to me. My [sorceress's soul] perk also didn't hurt to have--as it further lowered the requirement by a bit.

I was banking on my fencing skills, Stats, and boosted Mana to carry me. Maybe not the best plan, but it was the one I had.

It felt risky—I couldn't test any of this safely right now. My choices would either save me or doom me.

At least my odds felt better now. I'd barely survived my first encounter, and I was determined not to waste that luck.



There was only one thing that still bothered me. I focused on the now damaged shirt I'd gotten.

Another pop-up appeared.

<<<>>>

Simple Traveler's Tunic

A simple white tunic, spun from ekimo wool. Fit for traveling.

Rarity: Common.

Condition: Tattered.

Bonuses: None.

<<<>>>

Well. I'd definitely need new gear--disregarding whatever an ekimo was.

I closed my menus, taking a calming breath.

I'd have to do whatever it took to make it back to my family and friends. But despite the fear and uncertainty, excitement stirred beneath my breast.

I had magic. Real, actual magic. 



And killing the skulker? Well... as much as it might say about me.. the adrenaline of overcoming genuine danger eclipsed any thrill I'd ever felt in the boxing ring or fencing square.

Leveling up was also addictive—and I couldn't wait for more, provided my current choices didn't prove catastrophic.

But first: safety. I had to find shelter.

Before I could move, however, a glow from the fallen and smoking corpse of the Skulker caught my eye. It'd been blow back when I'd killed it--a dozen feet at least. I'd almost forgotten it existed.

The Skulker's body dissolved into blue light. Light that condensed and formed into a luminous orb that hovered a foot or so off the ground.

The System had mentioned loot...

            


Chapter Four: Soul Shards


                The orb floated up from where the skulker’s corpse had been. Like a soap bubble, but made of glowing diamond—peaceful and beautiful, if you ignored the fact it had come from something with a mouth full of hand-sized fangs.

The orb didn’t move, didn’t attack. Just floated, pulsing with faint light. I stepped toward it, extending my newly healed arm.

Just a faint hum of power.

And a System notification:

[Examine loot? y/n]

“Yes,” I muttered.

Two holographic panels blinked into existence with a soft tone, one flanking each side of the orb.

I was starting to suspect this entire world really did operate under the rules of a deranged video game.



<<<>>>

[Loot: Skulker – Level 30]

• Greater Bestial Shard

• Skulker Hide

• Skulker Meat

<<<>>>

The second window was just my inventory screen:

<<<>>>

[Inventory: 0/50]

• N/A

<<<>>>

I hovered my focus over each item. Context windows popped up—buttery-smooth UI and all:

<<<>>>

Greater Bestial Shard

A condensed fragment of soul energy brimming with primal force. Usable in spell-forging, enchanting, or alchemical refinement.

Rarity: Uncommon

Item Level: 3

Skulker Hide

Tough, flexible skin of a mid-tier predator. Crafting material or reagent.

Rarity: Uncommon

Item Level: 3

Skulker Meat

Dense, sinewy flesh. Restores 20 HP/minute for 60 seconds. Spoils in 12 hours.

Rarity: Uncommon

Item Level: 3

<<<>>>

Curiosity nudged me. I focused on the soul shard.

My palm lifted, fingers curling.

The shard materialized as if I’d always known how to summon it. A jagged crystal, humming with wild green light. It wasn’t just glowing—it throbbed. Like a heartbeat. A wild, bestial heartbeat.

If I concentrated, I could almost feel something within it—a stampede, just beyond the veil of crystal.

It was… almost alive. Somehow I knew just by looking into its cloudy light:

The shard wasn’t just loot. It was a sliver of what the skulker used to be. Its instinct. Its fury. Its refusal to die easily.

And that… lined up, didn’t it?

The System had shown an intense interest in my soul. Now here it was, packaging souls into tidy trophies. Not whole souls. Fragments. Shards. Like it had split the skulker’s being—experience into me, and the remaining essence into loot.

XP for the killer. Shards for the craftsman. Meat for the desperate.

Souls had been monetized—or at least commodified.

But why?

“Why did you bring me here? Why do you want souls?” I directed the intent at the System. “System?!”

Nothing. Again.

And if it wouldn’t give me the answer, that meant it was probably a thousand levels away.

I shelved the thought and reabsorbed the shard into my inventory with a flick.

Crafting, enchanting, even consumption... the possibilities teased me.

Just holding the shard had been invigorating. Maybe it could be refined into a stamina potion. Or something stranger.

The hide? Trade good. If there was a market anywhere. Or maybe I could make armor. Maybe.

The meat? Survival. Distasteful, but necessary.

None of it solved my real problems.

Water and shelter were still non-negotiable, nagging priorities.

I remembered my dad’s voice—tinny, half-forgotten:

“If you’re ever lost, Clare—find high ground. Let the land show you where to go.”

So I walked and I climbed.

The forest sloped gradually upward, tangled in colors too vivid to be natural on Earth. Vibrant reds. Sulfurous greens. Trees that looked half alive, half sculpted.



As I hiked, I began to think of my family back home. Mom, sister, dad, and my baby brother. My friends. Especially my dog. Would I ever see them again? Would they even recognize me? The forest suddenly felt very lonesome--and the odd beauty of its colors suddenly looked a lot more like unnerving strangness.

The first stream I found wasn’t much better. The water shimmered like liquid crystal, barely disturbing the soil it moved through. It glowed faintly, and I could hear it hum—like a wet wine glass singing on the edge of hearing.

Didn’t go to drink it.

Would have to eventually. But not yet.

For now, I was frozen. Holding my breath. Hiding behind an amber-barked tree.

Because something was already lapping at the stream.

It looked like a panther—if panthers had two extra hind legs and fur like polished indigo silk.

[Mana Cat – Level 23]

The nameplate floated above it like a curse. I noticed an extra eye on its forehead. Weird--

Then again, I had elf ears. Who was I to judge?

It was weaker than the Skulker—maybe. But only by seven levels. I still didn’t know how levels translated to actual threats. But I did know it had twelve on me.

I stepped back. Careful—

—and heard a low growl.

Not from the first cat.

I spun.

[Mana Cat – Level 20]

Another one. Closer. Watching from behind me.

Its eyes locked on mine like I owed it something.

Panic scratched at my ribs. The first cat was turning, too.

Were they mates? Hunting partners?

Fuck. Big cats were never friendly in the wild.

And I couldn’t talk my way out of it—not that it had worked the first time with my first foe.

No exits. No bluffing.

Just me. Two monsters. And my heartbeat climbing the walls of my skull.

I inhaled. Focused.

I’d always been decisive. Always known who I was.

Didn’t mean I wasn’t scared. Just meant I could act through it. And now I at least had weapons of my own.

I reached inward—beneath my ribs, where the mana had stirred the first time I cast a spell.

It answered. Deep. Potent. Charged, awakened—maybe from leveling up.

Burn for me, I thought.

Fire crawled down my arm like it belonged there. The air hissed. A blade devoid of metal formed—long, flame-born, single-edged, red-hot.

My [Raging Blade].

A mana bar appeared in the corner of my vision. Subtle. Translucent. Easy to track, easy to ignore.

The sword cost one mana per second. I regenerated thirty-eight per minute.

I didn’t do the math. But it meant I should be alright for a while.

The first cat hissed as I armed myself, ears flattening back. Good.

“An animal acting tough just means it’s scared of you too,” Dad once told us on a hunting trip.

He’d wanted sons. Got two daughters. Taught us the same way anyway--loved us more than he'd thought he'd love male heirs.

And now, weirdly, his backwoods wisdom applied to monsters in a magical dungeon.

Posturing meant the mana cat saw me as a threat. Maybe that meant I could be one.

I shifted into a stance—half fencing, half boxing. The sword felt weightless.

I lunged. Aimed for the third eye of the nearest panther.

The white cat blinked—literally. Disappeared with a vacuum pop.

Reappeared behind me.

I flinched. My new ears caught the distortion just in time.

“Shit—”

My body was too slow. Claws caught me before I could dodge the monster's strike.

Pain ripped up my leg. My calf screamed. Flesh tore. Pants split.

A tenth of my health vanished. A health bar now joined the mana bar in my vision—bleeding red in real time.

Rage flared.

The sword responded.

It grew longer. Brighter. Hotter. Gave me more range.

I struck back—bit into the cat’s shoulder. It didn't just cut. The fire ate the monster's flesh. Incinerated it--bit by bit.

Guess a Weapon-Class of seven wasn’t too shabby.

The cat vanished again—leaving my blade to hum through empty air.

No time to recover.

The second one was already on me.

I pivoted. Thrust on instinct.

The first reappeared mid-lunge—and skewered itself on my blade with only a minor adjustment from me.

Perfect, I thought.

Until the second tackled me.

I hit the ground. Sword torn from my hand—still buried in the other cat.

The second panther bit into my ribs. Teeth sunk deep. Health plummeted. Pain exploded.

We rolled. Dirt. Blood. Snarls.

This. Wasn’t. Happening.

Then: fire.

My eyes blazed. My pupils ignited with orange heat. Red flames wisped off my sclera.

[Raging Sorcery] activated—on instinct alone.

My blade detonated inside the first cat’s chest--blade converted into an explosion thanks to the perk.

The second monster didn’t care. It wrenched flesh from my side and went for my throat.

My right hand flew up instinctively to try to ward it off.



Just like before, primal need became something more.



My body screamed, but I had no room for hesitation. No room for anything but survival.



What I had left was Mana. And fire that poured from my anger and fingers.

[You have created a spell! Fireball [2nd] added to spell list.]

The blast threw the cat off me—its face disintegrating mid-air.

I gasped. Barely alive.

Leg: wrecked. Side: torn open. Chest: burning.

No level-up ping.

I stood anyway.

Had to.

The first cat was stirring.

I didn’t hesitate.



My hand shook, fingers twitching, as I summoned fire back into my palm.

[Fireball] formed, bright and hungry. Cast two.

My mana bar dropped. A quarter empty now.

The panther leapt.

I launched the orb. There was a whoosh of ignition, then:

BOOM.

The forest trembled. The shockwave passed over me harmlessly.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 13.]



[Level 14.]



[Level 15.]

Relief hit like morphine.

My wounds stitched shut. Mana surged.

Breath returned.

Two glowing orbs floated from the corpses.

[Level 16.]



[Level 17.]



[Level 18.]



[Level 19.]



Progression was slowing. That was fine.

I’d survived. I was stronger.

I stepped forward to claim my loot—

—and the mountain roared.

A cliff above split wide. Something huge stepped from a cave.

Cat-shaped. Lion-sized. Glyphs burned across its hide like star-maps.

[Ruler of the West – Level 35 Elite]

It locked eyes with me.

Roared again.

Then became light.

A streak of goddamn blue lightning—barreling straight down the mountain at me.

I blinked.

The System had dropped me this close to a miniboss?

For something that went through the trouble of reincarnating me, it sure seemed eager to kill me again.

I exhaled through my nose.

Then muttered, flat:

“Shit.”

            


Chapter Five: Ruler of the West


                [+2 (3/50) Incinerator I.]

[+1 (2/50) Battle Healing I.]



[+7 (15/15) Dashing Knight.]



[+7 (15/15) Blade Channeler.]

[Congratulations! For having Charisma as your highest Stat and Strength as your second highest for fifteen levels, you have completed the Dashing Knight challenge.]



[Congratulations! For having your casting stat (Charisma) as your highest Stat and Strength as your second highest for fifteen levels, as well as having a One-Handed Proficiency at Competent or above, you have completed the Blade Channeler challenge.]



[Dashing Knight [Un] Perk added.]



[Blade Channeler [Un] Perk added.]



[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to complete a challenge. Rewards granted.]

[Dashing Knight [Un] Perk upgraded to Gallant Exemplar [R].]

I didn’t have time to gawk. Even as I felt my body changing from my level up--the added Charisma flowing through my curves and the Strength into my muscles.

Whatever the Ruler of the West was, it wasn’t just another mana cat. Its power rushed at me from the cliffside like a falling star, and the chill in my blood told me all I needed to know: I wasn’t ready.

My character sheet flashed open at my will.

<<<>>>

[Clarissa Ardent, Level 19]



Class: Sorceress

Health: 225 [3 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Health = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].

• Modifiers: [Resource Points: 110].

Mana: 530 [69 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Mana = [Willpower x 10].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Charisma/2 rounded down)].

• Modifiers: [Elder Blood +190], [Sorceress's Soul +190], [System Bonus +100].

Stamina: 110 [3 regen/per-minute].

• Baseline Stamina = [(Endurance/2 + Strength/2) x 10 rounded down].

• Baseline Regen = [3 + (Endurance/2 rounded down)].



Armor Class: 1 [Base: 1 | Armor: 0].

• Base Armor Class = [Endurance/10, but can not be less than 1.]

• Governs what class of weapons, spells, and unarmed attacks can damage you.



Unarmed-Class: 7 [Base: 5 | Mods: 0]

• Unarmed Class = [(Strength/4 rounded down) + Unarmed Fighting rounded down].

• Governs what Armor-Class your unarmed strikes can penetrate.



Resource Points: 50

[Stats]

Strength: 22

Physical might.

• If Strength is greater than your melee weapon's Weapon-Class add +1 to it.

Endurance: 1

Resiliency and the ability to keep moving.

Agility: 7

Speed of movement. Flexibility of body. Speed of reactions.

• Each level of Agility = 10% increase in the progression speed of physical proficiencies.

Charisma: 27

Amplifies physical attractiveness, pleasantness of voice, and ability to read social-interactions

• Governs how long it takes you to learn new spells from spell-matrixes and the results of spell-forging. (Sorceress Class)

• Spell-Class gains +1 for every 10 points of Charisma you have. (Sorceress Class)

Perception: 1

Increases awareness range.

• Sight and hearing range are multiplied by your Perception score.

Intelligence: 1

Speed of cognition.

• Each point in Intelligence = 10% increase in the progression speed of mental proficiencies.

Willpower: 1

Your ability to reduce pain and contain mystical energies.

• Mana increases by +10 for every point of Willpower you have.

• Divide your perception of pain by your total Willpower.



Stat Points: 9



[Proficiencies]

One-Handed: Competent 2 (0/45)

Acrobatics: Competent 2 (0/45)

Grappling: Competent 2 (0/45)

Unarmed-Fighting: Competent 2 (0/45)

Writing: Competent 2 (0/50)

Fire-Manipulation: Competent 2 (0/22)



Spell-Attack: Novice 1 (0/22)

Spell-Control: Novice 1 (0/22)



Spell-Efficiency: Novice 1 (0/22)

Proficiency Points: 10

[Spells Known]



Raging Blade [1st] - Summon a fiery blade. [Fire] [Attack] [Sustained]

• Spell-Class = 10 [Spell-Attack + (1/4 Charisma + One-Handed + Fire-Manipulation) rounded down].

• Mana-Cost = 60 Mana per minute [(1 Mana per second]/Spell-Efficiency)].



Fireball [2nd] - Conjure an explosive ball of compressed fire. [Fire] [Attack] [Explosive]

• Spell-Class = 10 [Spell-Attack + (1/4 Charisma + Fire-Manipulation) rounded down].

• Range = 27 feet.

• Mana-Cost = 100 Mana [(100 Mana/Spell-Efficiency)].

[Skills]

N/A

[Perks]

Elder Blood I [B] – As a member of the Caliban race, mana flows through your veins. Your baseline mana is increased and your regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana.

• Your baseline mana is increased. [+10 Mana per level.]

• Your mana regeneration increases in tandem with your maximum mana. [Mana regeneration per minute +1 per 10 points of Mana.]



Sorceress's Soul I [C] - You cast and fight with force of personality, not breadth of knowledge.

• You level both physical and magical stats at a moderately faster rate than others. [10% Leveling Increase After Buffs.]

• Charisma now provides all the magic-related bonuses that Intelligence does by default.

• Moments of high-emotional intensity may occasionally provide you with new spells.

• +10 Mana Per Level, +1 Strength Per Level, +1 Charisma Per Level.


Blade Channeler [Un] - Your blade imparts your will upon the world, your mana ensures it is not challenged.

• While actively wielding a one-handed weapon (including conjured weapons), you gain: 1/4 your Charisma as bonus Strength and Spell-Class.



Gallant Exemplar [R] – Your presence is as forceful as your blade. When you strike, it is art. When you speak, it is law. You are the battle's rhythm, the spark in the hearts of heroes.

• Grants an aura of Heroic Presence, increasing ally morale and granting 1/2 your Charisma as bonus Strength to nearby allies within 15 meters.

• Killing blows made within 5 seconds of a dodge, parry, kill, or leap generate a burst of flair, boosting your Charisma by 1/5 the level of the slain enemy for fifteen seconds.

• Allies who kill an enemy while within your aura restore an amount of HP equal to your Charisma.







Trailblazer I [R] - Accelerated proficiency growth for pioneering achievements.

• All proficiencies tier with half of the effort that would otherwise be required.

• Skills and spells are easier to learn.

Raging Sorcery I [RU]– You can channel strong emotions into your fire spells to condense and propel them towards a target, causing the condensed spell to explode in a violent burst of mana that deals extra damage.

• When this perk is activated, any fire spell can be converted into an explosive blast. The base Spell-Class of the blast is equal to the original spell's Spell-Class x (Charisma/10).

• Casting range of converted spells and all spells with the [explosive] tag is equal to your Charisma attribute in feet.

• Spell-Class x (Charisma/10) of all fire spells in general with the [explosive] tag.

[Equipped]

> Simple Traveler's Tunic. (Tattered.)

> Simple Traveler's Breeches. (Dirty.)

> Simple Traveler's Socks.

> Simple Traveler's Boots. (Dirty.)

[Inventory (3/50)]

> Greater Bestial Shard

> Skulker Hide

> Skulker Meat

<<<>>>

No time to linger. My class choice had paid off. [Blade Channeler] would help me hit hard enough to knock some regret into even a mini-boss--hopefully.

Fifty core points went straight into Health. It jumped to nearly 300. I bumped Agility to 16.

My instincts screamed for more ability to fall back on. I dumped the proficiency points into [One-Handed], tiering it with the reduced requirement applied by my Agility score.

[Congratulations! For reaching Journeyman in a weapon proficiency, while knowing at least one [2nd] level spell and having your casting Stat (Charisma) above twenty, you have been awarded the Battlemage perk.]



[Battlemage Perk [Un] added.]



[Perk Description: Magic. Blades. It makes no difference. To you, they’re just weapons. (All offensive spells cost 25% less to cast).]

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to earn a Milestone Perk. Reward granted.]



[Battlemage [Un] has been upgraded to Warmage [R].]

[Perk Description: Your magic is forged in blood and fire—built not for beauty, but for war. (All offensive spells cost 50% less mana and gain + (Charisma/4) as a bonus to their Spell-Class).]



There was no way...

Oh. Hell yes.

I slammed my sheet closed.

The Ruler hit the ground like a bomb.

Trees shook. The beast roared.

I clenched my hand. Summoned my will and flame. [Raging Blade] roared to life. My grip changed. Natural. Familiar. As if I'd been using blades wrong my whole life until now.



Strength surged through me as I felt [Blade Chaneller] recognize the presence of my conjured weapon.

Sword in hand. Perks active. Stats boosted. Skills sharpened.

This was going to be a dance--or a catfight, pun intended.

The Ruler flickered. It was on me in seconds. Faster than I hoped--about as quickly as I expected.

I dodged. Just barely. Its claws sliced air where my head had been. Did not want to start this thing off by taking a critical hit.

Flames from my blade crackled as I met the Ruler's claw with my sword edge. The Ruler’s swipe veered off course. I sliced cleanly through one of its massive claws, severing it.



Fuck. I was a lot stronger--and my blade's Spell-Class was deadly.

Then the Ruler vanished. Blinked away like its kin had been able to do as well--until I'd slain them.

I struck out instinctively. It reappeared behind me—I was ready. My slash missed the kill shot, but it clipped the beast's shoulder--incinerating its flesh and sinew.

Then pain. Its counter caught me.



It rushed forward and tackled me. Sending me flying.

I slammed into a tree, losing a quarter of my health.



The Ruler panted, foreleg twitching from the heat of the burns I'd inflicted.



Then it roared once more.

The panther's body glowed--and the shine began to split off. Two smaller mana cats peeled from its illuminated form.

I stood.

"Alright, asshole," I spat, summoning flame into my hand. "Let’s see how you deal with this."



My eyes glowed, infusing more power into my spell.

I aimed [Fireball]. Bringing the spell to life at a fraction of the Mana cost now due to [Warmage]. And thanks to activating [Raging Sorcery], it also both packed a hell of a punch and had impressive range.

I hurled it directly at the boss. One of its summons charged forward to meet me, however--just as I'd thrown the spell.



The Ruler flinched. Jumped and dodged the subsequent explosion, but stumbled from the shockwaves nonetheless.

I met its smaller spawn head-on as it got close enough to leap at me. I dodged under its feline body, finding my new Agility very useful in conjunction with my acrobatics proficiency. 



Back-bent, I stabbed my Raging-Blade into the mana-cat. And detonated it with [Raging Sorcery].

The explosion blinded me for a moment. But it all but incinerated the summon.

The Ruler was on me the moment I'd pushed myself back up to my feet. Before I could even re-conjure my sword.



One enemy summon was down, but the second was hot on the tail of its master--coming for me as well.

I swept my arm across my body towards the incoming Ruler. Fire leapt from my fingers and coalesced into a projectile mid-air.

Another [fireball].

The Ruler flickered. The blast still hit its ally--knocking it off its feet.

[Raging Blade] was forming in my free-hand.

But the Ruler reappeared too close to me. I couldn’t get the sword up in time to intercept it.

Desperate, I cast [fireball] again. The Ruler jumped from my spell's path.

I redirected the burning orb to the wounded Mana Cat. It tried to jump away from the impact as well, but was still burned and sent rolling by the blast's edge. This time, I doubted it'd get up.



I swung my flame sword at the Ruler next. But I wasn't fast enough compared to its quick reflexes--again.

Claws raked my stomach. Agony shot through my body and bulged my eyes. But my blade found the Ruler's uninjured shoulder in return. I pushed the weapon as deeply inside the cat as I could, until the panther swiped at my head.

[Warning! Your are bleeding! -1HP/s.]

I retreated. Triggered [Raging Sorcery]. Exploded my spell inside the Ruler's body.

The huge, viciously majestic panther was bathed in fire.



Two more summons jumped from the explosion, however--proving their summoner wasn't ready to be dead yet.

I made sure a [Fireball] each rained down on them just as they were born.



All the while I clenched my bleeding, rended stomach. Fuck... I was hurting so bad.



I could feel cold sweat rolling out from my every pore.

The Ruler pushed itself back to its paws. Smoke rolled from its body.



I threw one more [Fireball] at the group.



The Ruler's summons, already knocked prone, died.



The Ruler itself only reeled against the shockwave. Anything but a direct hit, it seemed, did little to the beast.



I poured mana into my free hand. Tried to make my fingers burn over my bleeding stomach.



They did, igniting with orange fire. I could feel my own mana’s hesitance to harm me, but I forced it to. My spell seared my flesh--steeping the bleeding with cauterization.

[You have created a spell! Burning Hands [1st] added to spell list.]

I wasn't done yet. HP still drained, only slower.

The Ruler flickered from reality in a burst of an arcane, blue silhouette.

I was ready when it reappeared in front of me.



I kept it off its rhythm with another [fireball].



The move gave me time to summon [raging blade] and cut the panther across the whiskers--just as it came back towards me.

Backstep. Block. Counter.

[Fireball].



I lunged.



Adrenaline and the new Strength in my legs was the only thing keeping me going. My enemy's own wounds was the only reason what I had left was just barely enough to keep up.

Flurry. Dodge. Parry. Slash. I got the massive panther across the throat.

Then a break. The Ruler trembled and stepped back away from me.



I trembled and drove towards it

I plunged the sword deep into its chest.



The cat's body surged blue again--having learned not to let me keep my sword buried in its flesh. Another flicker turned teleport.

The Ruler reappeared a few feet away, barely managing to still stand.



I wasn't doing much better. Didn't feel like it was a good idea to approach the panther for more melee in my state.

Fire formed in my free hand.

It'd be my final [Fireball]. I was hot out of extra mana. All I had was enough to keep [raging blade] going for a bit longer.



I threw it at the Ruler. The panther responded by glowing brightly.

It summoned a final mana cat to take the hit. Born lunging, with its mouth open and full of all of its mother's fury.



My spell flew straight down its throat. And exploded.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 20.]

Health restored. Mana surged.

Pain ebbed away. Thank God.



I laughed. Holy shit the Ruler had just fucked itself.

The Ruler stepped back.

I threw my sword with all of my new Strength and Agility.

[You have learned a skill! Throw Sword added to skill list.]

My weapon struck the lethargic, near dead panther in the third eye. My eyes flashed, the sword exploded. The cat flickered, reappeared—collapsed.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 21.]



[22.]



[23.]



[24.]



[25.]



[Quest: The Huntmaster's World updated!]

[You have defeated the Ruler of the West.]

[Four stronger Rulers remain.]

The ground shook.

A column of light engulfed the Ruler's corpse from the sky.

And another came down to surround me.

[Congratulations! You have defeated a low-tier world guardian. You may either attempt to integrate its power into your own or forgo this for a different, lesser reward.]



[Warning! You have slain the Western Ruler without the aid of a party. Should you choose to absorb its essence, the full burden of its will, power, and nature will fall solely upon you.]



[Warning! You are only thirty percent compatible with the Western Ruler’s mana signature. Failure to integrate the inherent nature of another being may result in permanent, lasting damage.]

[Do you wish to proceed: y/n?]

The pillar of light bathed me in wild, dense power. The Western Ruler’s presence surged all around me—untamed, predatory, vast. Just being near it threatened to unravel me... somehow I knew only the System held it back.

I hesitated.

I’d survived up to this point through a mix of grit and luck—emphasis on the luck. Every battle had nearly killed me. And if the other rulers were stronger…

I needed more power. If Earth was facing anything like this world, then the people I loved might already be in danger.

I selected yes.

The System’s protection vanished. In an instant, the Ruler’s essence crashed against my skin.

My flesh offered no defense.

The feline power surged inward—cool, agile, unrelenting. It circled my heart like a predator toying with prey. The closer it drew, the more I felt it pressing to smother me from the inside out.

I resisted.



And that was a mistake.

Pain lanced through me as the Ruler’s mana retreated from my chest and seized my left arm. A foothold—anchored. From there, it spread like wildfire.

I felt my soul falter, pushed back, driven out of my own body by that stalking, relentless force.

Every time I lashed out, it evaded, flanked, surrounded. My mana wasn’t fighting—it was being hunted.

I’d once thought my magic ran through my nerves. But now I felt it—my body was webbed with circuits, a lattice of mana pathways radiating from a pooled core within my heart.

And one by one, those circuits were being severed.

Panic bloomed.

What if this had been the wrong choice?

I couldn’t win like this. Not with brute force. The Ruler’s essence was too elusive, too dominant.

And yet—this was why I wanted its power.

I didn’t want to kill its essence. I wanted to claim it.

So I stopped fighting.

By then, most of my circuits had gone dark—only my heart and mind still glowed.

If it reached my core... No. It had to reach my core. But not as a conqueror.

When the Ruler’s essence slammed into the energy surrounding my heart, I opened the gates.

I let it in.

The panther’s mana surged into my center—alien, wrong—but I didn't resist. Not yet.

I willed my core to release its grip on being only me. Because I was dying. Losing.

I gathered the last of my soul and mana, pulled them tight to my core, and gave a single command:

Burn.

Become fire—the only thing I'd seen for sure could match something like the Ruler.

"Ignite!"

And they did.

The Ruler's blue-white energy was suddenly surrounded, devoured by the blaze I had lit in the depths of myself. This time, I ambushed it—just as it had done to me. But when its essence met the newborn flame of my soul, it didn’t burn away.

It mixed.

At first, the fusion was chaos—mana clashing, unstable, volatile. I felt a single, terrifying moment of balance. A razor’s edge between destruction and rebirth.

Would this union destroy me—or remake me?

But dying the same was worse than becoming something new.

I gave everything to the fire I’d become. Will. Focus. Surrender.

When the Ruler’s mana surged to overwhelm, I let my flames yield.

When my fire flared to consume, I reined it in.

Bit by bit, the blue energy stopped fighting. It didn’t vanish. It fed the flame. Became fuel. Became part of me.

And I felt it—the moment it understood. The moment the Ruler’s essence recognized me. Saw how I had changed to beat it on its own terms—become a predator, just like it.

And that made all the difference.

My flame shimmered, taking in the last of its strength. It sharpened, edged in white-blue. Wilder. Brighter.



Alive in a new way.

Stronger.

The pillar of light shattered.

I dropped to my knees, breath ragged, as power surged through me—restored circuits flaring to life with newfound fire.

[Congratulations! You have achieved full integration of the Western Ruler’s essence. Its strength is now your own; may you use it to free this and other worlds.]

[Mana-Flicker [3rd] added to spell list.]

[Pure Flames [RU] perk added.]



[Perk Description: The purity of the Western Ruler’s essence has merged with your inner fire. (Your fire-spells now deal 75% damage to fire-resistant enemies (instead of 50%).]

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to slay a world-guardian. Reward granted.]



[Pure Flames [RU] upgraded to Soulfire [EU].]



Unlike all the other times the System had upgraded a Perk for me, this time I felt a surge of energy erupt inside my core. Already on my knees, I fell to my hands as well--gasping now.

[Perk Description: The fire of your soul has been refined. (You bypass fire-resistance and deal 50% damage to fire-immune creatures.)]



[+6 (9/50) Incinerator I.]

[+1 (3/50) Battle Healing I.]

Everything ached. Everything had changed.

I could feel it... my soul was now more flames than woman. Not broken, but reforged.



And why did I feel like the System wasn't giving me all these rewards for nothing? Like it expected something from me?

I looked up to what I assumed was the Ruler’s den.

Then to the loot orbs scattered across the forest canyon floor.

No rest until I gathered every last one. I'd risk drinking from the strangely glowing stream.

I was too tired to eat, or to try to cook the meat I'd looted.

Then? Then I’d sleep.

I’d earned it.



I trembled as I pushed myself to my feet. Not hurt... just drained. 



I raised my hand in front of the Ruler of the West's loot orb.

<<<>>>

[Loot: Ruler of the West – Level 35, Elite]

• Spirit Guardian Pelt

• Spell-Matrix: Summon Mana Cat [3rd]

<<<>>>



Another spell? And a summon at that?



Well, I was lonely...

            


Chapter Six: Summoning the Fluffy


                The water from the glowing stream hadn't killed me. As far as I could tell it was just very fresh tasting, well, water. Though maybe that was because my body was now--presumably--evolved to exist in my new enviorment.



The climb up the cliffside was harsher than it looked from below. Jagged shale bit into my palms, and the wind tugged at my torn and bloodied clothing like a jealous ghost. But I climbed, foot after foot, hand after hand, until the world below grew distant. My Strength and Agility made the actual physical exertion not so bad--but I definitely felt my relative lack of Endurance.

At the top, the entrance to a cave waited: a gaping mouth of stone halfway swallowed by ivy. The cave where the Ruler of the West had seemingly once made its home.

I stepped inside.

Darkness enfolded me, but it didn’t blind me. Not anymore.

My Caliban eyes—silver-flecked and sharp—adjusted without thought. As a human, this cave would have been shadow and silence. Now, it breathed. Glowed, even, with the small bits of light peeking in from outside. And from the gentle illumination of the various beautiful, purple crystal clusters that grew from the natural walls.

It made me feel like I hardly even needed to level Perception at all.

The ground was claw-scored. The air smelled of stone and ancient fur. But strangest of all was the feeling blooming in my chest.

It felt like home.

Not just safety—belonging. Like a den I had always meant to return to.

I stilled, one hand brushing the stone wall then running across a lavender crystal. Something old stirred beneath my skin. Not memory. Sentiment, I realized. A ghost of the Ruler’s presence—its reverence, its solitude. And beneath it all…

A sorrow I couldn’t name.

I exhaled, then opened my inventory.

The System window blinked to life, semi-translucent and steady.

<<<>>>

[Inventory: 10/50]

• Greater Bestial Shard (x1).

• Greater Mana Shard (x5).

• Mana Cat Fangs (x3).

• Mana Cat Meat (x2).

• Mana Cat Pelt (x5).

• Skulker Hide.

• Skulker Meat.

• Spell Matrix: Summon Mana Cat [3rd].

• Spirit Guardian Pelt.

<<<>>>

My inventory was getting fuller by the hour. I noticed that some items could stack without taking up extra slots, which was convenient.

I dismissed the list and pulled up my character sheet. Level 25. The numbers gleamed in a way that brought me a quiet satisfaction—that made me feel somewhat safer.

I scrolled down to my Resource Points.

[Resource Points: 60.]

I was still too fragile for my liking. I allocated the points into Health, knowing the investment wouldn't really address the actual problem.



My AC was very, very low. I couldn’t keep relying on level ups to save me after I’d taken a royal beating. Especially now that they were slowing down somewhat.



But investing in Endurance to raise my AC would be a longer play at this point.

I wasn’t so sure how I wanted to spend my Stat Points yet, though. I could definitely use more Agility to make the most of how hard I could hit.

I needed to think on it. What I really figured I needed was armor--but I really didn't have any idea how to get that right now.

I selected the Spell-Matrix from my inventory. It materialized in my palm like a coiled riddle—metallic and fluid, etched with spirals of light and spell-script too foreign for me to read.

The System responded instantly.

[Warning: Insufficient Charisma to decipher Spell-Matrix.]



[Required Charisma: 30]

I scoffed. “Of course.”

At least that made a decision for me.

I opened my stat window again and dumped three of my stored Stat Points into Charisma, pushing it from 27 to 30.

Then I tried again.

[Decipher Spell-Matrix: Summon Mana Cat [3rd]?]



[Mana Cost: 300. Proceed? y/n]

"Yes," I said.

The matrix glowed. A pulse of raw magic surged up my arm.

My eyes snapped wide as knowledge bloomed in my mind—not words, not pictures, but understanding.

What a mana cat was, at its core—the essence of its nature and mind.

How to call one to me from the Aether itself.

[Congratulations! You have learned a spell. Summon Mana Cat [3rd] added to spell-list.]

The System chimed again, though--barely giving me time to sort my mind's contents:

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to decipher a Spell-Matrix. Rewards granted.]



[Summon Mana Cat [3rd] upgraded to Bind Familiar: Spirit Guardian [5th].]

More knowledge flowed into me, replacing what I’d just learned from the Spell-Matrix. But this information was far more esoteric than that of summoning a mere mana-cat--almost religious in nature in comparison. 



The System’s upgrade seemed to give me a glimpse into a realm beyond my previous imagining—but only a glimpse.

I blinked as my mind, just overloaded with mystical knowledge, settled abruptly.

I opened my spell-list and scrolled down to where my new spell sat.

<<<>>>

Bind Familiar: Spirit Guardian [5th] – Make a familiar contract with an astral protector from the planes of thought. Spirit Guardians are combat focused familiars. A familiar shares your level. [Summoning] [Permanent]

• Mana-Cost = Draws 25% of your maximum mana at all times.

• You may only summon one Spirit Guardian.

• If you perish, your familiar dies. If your familiar perishes, you lose the mana used to upkeep it permanently.

• Your familiar can exist within your mana circuits, temporarily returning your mana to you.

• Your familiar is evolvable and can learn Spells, Skills, and Proficiencies.

• Your Spirit Guardian's Health and Stamina will be equal to the Mana it draws from you × [Charisma/10, rounded down]. Its Mana will be equal to the Mana it draws from you × [Charisma/20, rounded down]. Its baseline AC will be equal to your [Charisma/4].

<<<>>>

I hesitated. Where had the System gotten off calling this an upgrade to just a normal summon? Was it probably stronger? Sure, it sounded like it... but I had a feeling calling up a regular mana cat was a lot simpler--and had fewer risks.

A quarter of my mana—always gone. And if the familiar died? I lost that Mana forever. That was steep. Dangerous, even. A potential weakness for others to exploit.

But I was tired of being alone already.

And I wasn’t exactly tanky. Whereas it looked like the Spirit Guardian would be. With my current Charisma and Mana, it would have higher Health and Stamina than I did.

Meaning I might be able to let it be a frontliner while I worked the DPS game.

I exhaled. Summoned the knowledge the System had granted me.

Mana drained from me like breath, slow and deliberate. But my mind—my mind opened. Wider than it had ever been.

Thought stretched outward like a net into a sea of foggy stars. I felt my awareness brush something vast. The Astral—I just knew that's what it was. The plane behind the thoughts of all living things.

My call echoed. Multiple spirits flickered past—wraiths of will, beasts of memory. They did not stop to meet or harm me.

Until one did.

It walked forward through the swirling mist and resonating constellations with no sound, no weight, as if it had always been coming.

A white panther. Grace in the shape of muscle and silence, more than it was fur and claw.

It roared.

I gasped and opened my eyes—only realizing then that they had been shut. The panther stood before me, head cocked, fur like white light given flesh.

I flinched when I saw its third eye. Just a little.



She was much larger looking in real life. Every bit as big as the Ruler of the West had been. But she had slight differences. Golden eyes instead of blue, different arcane glyphs etched into her velvety, clean-looking fluff.

But I wasn’t afraid. She felt like a part of me, the moment I really looked at her.

“Whoa, girl,” I murmured, extending a hand slowly.

The panther dipped its head. I scratched behind her ear, breath held.

She purred.

Then she smacked my hand away with a paw and licked my face—her tongue rough as sandpaper.

I laughed, surprised and unguarded. “That’s enough.”

The cat gave me one last lick before sitting back on her haunches.

I gave the panther another slower, more confident head scratch.

“You remind me of my border collie back home,” I said softly, almost to myself.

The panther tilted her head. Then:

“I am no canine, Clarissa. But I am a good girl.”

The voice wasn’t spoken. It echoed in my thoughts, bright and dry, somehow feeling older than the cave around us.

My mouth fell open.

“Did you—did you just talk? And you know my name?"



“Of course I did and do.” The panther blinked at me with all three eyes. “I’m your familiar. I would not be a very good one if I could not do either of those things.”

“Do... you have a name?”

There was a pause.

“I have few memories from before our bond was made. But my name is Gwynevere.”

I stared at her, stunned.

Then I laughed. A full, startled laugh that echoed off the stone walls.

“What’s funny?” Gwyn asked, arching a snowy brow—well, whisker.

“Nothing. Just… I’ve met a lot of cats. Never one that talked back. My life has just been so weird today."

Gwynevere purred as if pleased by my words, tail swooshing playfully. “I can feel that you're very tired. Would you like me to stand watch while you rest, my Lady?”

I smiled, my heart lighter than it had been since I'd been reborn. "Can we talk for a little while first?"



Gwyn purred again. "I am a talking cat."

            


Chapter Seven: Spell Forging


                








I was dreaming.

It was warm and floaty in the way dreams sometimes are when you don’t know you're in one--when they're a respite from life. Dad was chasing me and my big sister through the orchard behind the old farmhouse, the late summer grass brushing my knees, Anna’s hand tight in mine. We were laughing—no monsters, no Systems, no death. Just wind and bark and sunlight and safety. Childhood.

Then I blinked.

The orchard dissolved into warmth of a different kind. Coarse fur against my skin, the soft rasp of a steady breath, the faint scent of wild musk and lavender.

Gwyn.

I was curled up against her side like she was some loving, oversized housecat. Her tail was tucked lazily near my hip. One of her big paws twitched as she slept. I didn’t remember falling asleep like this, but I must’ve.

We’d talked for a while—an hour or more. About everything I’d bottled up: about wanting to go home, about being scared, about missing Mom, about not knowing what I was becoming--what I'd already become.

And she’d just listened.

That massive, terrifying, soul-bonded apex predator had listened better than most people in my life ever had.

Without thinking, I buried my face a little deeper into her side and squeezed her gently.

I miss home already.

Gwyn made a low chuffing sound in her sleep—almost like a purr.

I let the warmth and steady rhythm of her breathing lull me back under.

When I woke again, the cave was quiet.

Too quiet.

My arm dropped to empty stone where Gwyn had been. I sat up fast, blinking the sleep from my eyes, a cold pit of concern forming in my stomach. The Ruler’s den was still cloaked in half-shadow, the faint pink-gray of dawn bleeding in through the cavemouth.

“Gwyn?” I called softly.

Nothing. No pawsteps, no breath. Just the distant whisper of wind.

Then I felt her.

A pulse of exhilaration sparked through our master-familiar bond. Wild joy. The taut coil of a hunt. Instincts sharper than teeth brushed my own senses, and I staggered slightly, breath hitching. She wasn’t gone. She was hunting, patrolling the area.

Some part of her had pulled me into that sensation, like a whisper saying: I'm fine. This is what I am. I'm close by and still guarding you.

I exhaled slowly and pushed to my feet. My joints cracked. My mouth tasted like moss and deep slumber..



What I wouldn't have done for a toothbrush...

I padded to the edge of the cave and squinted into the morning. Mist hugged the distant forest. The mountains stretched beyond, silent and ancient. The world had kept turning without me. I was still here--in a new world and a new body... with magic fucking powers and all.

But now what?

I summoned my System interface with a practiced thought, watching the clean white-blue light frame my mental screen.



I scrolled down to my inventory.



My soul shards floated near the top—still five Greater Mana, and one Greater Bestial. I focused in on them. And remembered something now that I was rested.

“System. Activate Spell Forging."



The System obliged.

<<<>>>

[Spell-Forging]

• Available Elements: Fire, Water, Earth, Air, Force, Radiant, Necrotic, Arcane, Psychic.

• Available Ranges: Aura, Self, Touch, Ranged.

• Available Effects: Buff, Damage, Debuff, Restore, Enchantment, Summoning, Manipulation.

• Available Shards: Greater Bestial Shard x1, Greater Mana Shard x5.

<<<>>>

Okay. This was… a lot. I expected dropdown menus, maybe a list of premade spells.

Instead—

[Please envision your desired spell's effects. Then you will be able to decide the level of your imagined spell.]

That stopped me.

Wait… it wanted me to imagine it? Not just pick from a list?

I hesitated. But yeah—it made sense, didn’t it? This wasn’t actually a game. This was real. Magic here wasn’t really pre-programmed I didn't think. It was about will. Intent. Resonance.

So I closed my eyes and imagined.

A golden light. Wounds sealing. Skin knitting shut, pain ebbing. A soft warmth pulsing from the center of my chest. Something I could cast in the middle of a fight to keep from bleeding out.



Something to compensate, at least partially, for my shitty Armor Class and Endurance.

Range: Self.



Effect: Restore.



Element: Radiant.

The System buzzed.

[You lack the Radiance-Manipulation proficiency. Spell-Control will be substituted to determine spell level and effect strength.]

Figures. Still—

[Select Spell Level: 1st.]

Only one option lit up. I clicked it.



The Spell-Forging menu changed again. Highlighting the spell it seemed to think I wanted.

<<<>>>

Close Wounds [1st] – Seal shut your wounds with mana.

• Restores 30 Health.

• Mana Cost: 60

• Spell Cost: 1 Soul Shard of at least lesser quality.



Select Shard: Greater Bestial Shard, Greater Mana Shard.

<<<>>>

Huh. Making spells this way really did require soul shards. The System wanted a lesser shard in exchange for creating a first level spell... but I only had greater tier shards.



Oh well.



I tapped Greater Bestial Shard out of curiosity.

The spell and interface warped in response to my selection.

<<<>>>

Fleshknit Instinct [1st] – You trigger the animal survival instinct deep in your body, forcing rapid tissue regeneration through primal reflex.

• Restores 20 Health per second for 4 seconds.

• Mana-Cost: 60



Selected Shard: Greater Bestial Shard.

Create Spell: y/n?

<<<>>>

The name alone gave me goosebumps.

The spell was better, at least for a drawn-out fight. But then I mentally-tabbed back to instead select the Greater Mana Shard, and the original spell updated again:

<<<>>>

Close Wounds [1st] – Seal shut your wounds with mana.

• Restores 40 Health.

• Mana-Cost: 40



Selected Shard: Greater Mana Shard.

Create Spell: y/n?

<<<>>>

"Kinda cool."

So the type of shard changed the theme and stats of the spell. Mana Shards made a spell cleaner, faster, cheaper. Bestial ones made them instinctual and body, or maybe animal, themed. But either way… my Spell Control capped what I could do.

I backed out again.



I wanted to push the boundaries to see if there were hard limits.

I focused again. This time: Fire element. Restore effect. Still self range. Just to see what happened.

And, half to my surprise, the System didn’t reject me. It even told me I could create a second tier spell due to my Fire-Manipulation level.

A new menu and spell popped up. I selected the Greater Bestial Shard again as my desired fuel for its creation.



And I was rewarded with:

<<<>>>

Emberhide Recovery [2nd] – You call on the regenerative instincts of fire-born beasts—creatures that shed wounds like scorched skin. Your body flushes with internal heat as controlled flame rolls across your skin, cauterizing gashes and stoking your vitality from within. The pain is sharp but cleansing.

• Restores 40 Health/s for 4s.

• Mana-Cost: 24 [60 Mana / (Fire Affinity + Spell Efficiency/2), rounded down]

Selected Shard: Greater Bestial Shard.

Create Spell: y/n?

<<<>>>

“Woah.”

I stared.

That was better than anything I expected. And the System wasn’t done.

The moment I selected create spell, it buzzed again.

[Spell created. Emberhide Recovery [1st] added to spell-list.]

[Congratulations. You are the first soul from Earth to forge a spell. Rewards granted.]

[Emberhide Recovery [2nd] upgraded to Blood of the Phoenix [5th].]

I'd half expected it, considering all the upgrades I'd been getting lately, but my breath still caught when I read the spell name.

And then the new spell hit my interface like a thunderclap.

<<<>>>

Blood of the Phoenix [5th] – You ignite your own blood with volatile fire mana, catalyzing a primal transformation. The flames surge outward from your wounds, burning away torn flesh, infection, and weakness. As the fire dies down, new skin and muscle are revealed beneath—rebuilt by the will to survive.

• Heals 50% of Health over 5 seconds.

• Deal fire damage to enemies that touch you while the spell is active. Spell-Class for fire damage = [Spell-Attack + (1/4 Charisma + One-Handed + Fire-Manipulation) rounded down].

• Costs: 200 Mana [500 Mana / (Fire Affinity + Spell Efficiency/2), rounded down]

<<<>>>

Half my health restored by one spell. For only a third of my mana. With scaling that meant the stronger I got, the cheaper it would be.

I sat there staring at the interface, heart hammering. This was real. I’d made that. Me. Albeit with a lot of help and goodwill--of what I hoped was goodwill--from the System.

I reached out again, ready to start building more—

And then everything froze.

A pulse slammed through my mind. Fury. Blood. Kill.

My hands clenched. Gwyn...

She was not okay.

I was on my feet before I realized it, sprinting toward the cave mouth. Stones dug into my bare feet--I'd taken my boots off while talking with my familiar last night--wind rushing past my ears.

I burst outside—

—and stopped.

Three shapes waited in the clearing below. Long-limbed. Crooked. Twisted. Like wolves stretched too far, their flesh and fur sick with hunger and spite. Clawed hands twitched. Black drool fell from ugly jaws.

Skulkers.

They looked up to me.

And smiled.


















            


Chapter Eight: Hunted


                The panther’s paws were soundless on stone.

Gwyn stalked through the low ravine, muscles fluid under fur, breath low and measured. She’d caught scent of a herd of creatures resembling a mix between rabbits and small dogs—a clustered burrow nested in the shade below a crooked purple-barked tree—and had planned to bring Clarissa something warm. Something fresh.

Something better than hunger.

But even as she prowled forward, she kept part of herself tethered to the cave.

Clarissa was still asleep.

The girl had curled into her side like a cub last night, warmth and sorrow bundled into a shivering shape. Gwyn had listened. She had decided she'd always listen.

And she would guard. Somehow she knew this was her purpose, her reason for coming to Clarissa in the first place.

A whisper of air brushed her fur. One with a bad scent.

Gwyn’s hackles rose.

She didn’t snarl, didn’t growl. Just vanished.

[Mana-Flicker]

Reality skipped. One heartbeat she was still—next, she flickered forward with violent grace, reappearing in mid-pounce.

Her jaws snapped shut around a furry, corded neck. The creature gurgled, black ichor spraying as its limbs flailed.

Skulker.

Twelve of them, fanning out behind the first. Yellow eyes. Rotted claws. The same filth-stink that had haunted Clarissa's nightmares.

Gwyn didn’t run.

She wouldn’t let them near her.

**SCENE BREAK**

I didn’t see her.

I felt her.

Pain, fury, and bloodlust roared across our mana bond, and I knew something had gone wrong. My boots scraped against the ledge as I scanned the canyon floor below.

And them:

The Skulkers.

Three of them, slinking like shadows through the mist and ivy-choked rocks. One of them paused—sniffing the air like it knew I was here. And it looked right up to me.

Where was Gwyn?

She wasn’t with these monsters. Not in sight. Just that distant pulse of rage and heat.

I clenched my fists, jaw tight.

“You picked the wrong me, assholes,” I muttered.

So I did the only thing I could.

[Mana-Flicker].

I vanished in a cloak of blue azure.

Reappeared on a lower ledge, then again on another—my feet skidding against the damp moss-covered stone. My left hand flared with flame.

[Fireball].

I hurled the explosive orb.

It streaked through the air like a comet and exploded in the middle of the canyon, catching the first Skulker mid-snarl. Its body twisted as fire wrapped it like a coffin.

I didn’t wait.

[Fireball].

Another orb. Another burst.

The second creature shrieked, smoke trailing from its blister-ruptured spine. I felt the recoil, the mana strain—but I didn’t stop.

[Fireball].

The last one turned to flee.

Too late.

The blast caught it square in the back, launching it off its feet and into a broken tree trunk, where it didn’t move again.

Only one was truly dead, but the other two were both off their feet. Easy to finish off.

That’s when I felt her again and differently. 

The bond surged—and snapped into clarity as Gwyn finally came into proper telepathy range.

“Enemies!” her voice rang in my head like thunder.

She plodded into the clearing, blood soaking her fur, deep gashes crisscrossing her flank. Her breath came ragged, but her golden eyes blazed with fury.

“Gwyn—”

Five more Skulkers crawled from the ravine behind her, moving with eerie purpose.

They’d been hunting her.

And now they’d found us both.

I grit my teeth.

Enough sniping.

I flickered down to the canyon floor, landing hard and mid-run. My left fingers flexed and extended—seeking a feeling and grip I barely understood but had come to love.

[Raging Blade] formed in my hand.

Flames coiled and snapped as it solidified into my summoned sword. I flickered again, behind the nearest Skulker, and drove the burning weapon through its gut.

But it spun. Too fast. My weapon stayed lodged in the monster.

Its claw skimmed my throat, almost taking my head. I gasped—then my eyes flashed with fire.

I activated [Raging Sorcery]. 

My sword exploded.

A burst of flame punched through the creature’s abdomen from the inside--leaving a massive burned hole in its torso. It dropped, twitching once, then stayed down.

Another Skulker roared.

I didn’t think.

[Fireball].

It ate the blast in the face and fell backwards with a gurgling screech. Not dead, but almost.

“Clarissa—behind!” Gwyn’s thought voice cracked like a whip.

I spun—

Too slow.

The monster leapt—

And Gwyn flickered through it, her claws tearing through flesh and bone like wet paper.

I stared.

But then—I was seeing what she saw.

Felt the world through her ears, her breath, her fury. It didn’t disorient me. It made sense.

Two minds. One hunt.



Bonded.

We moved together. I felt her predator's instincts fueling my own heated calm.



It was almost like we shared a mind... no. Not quite. It was like we were sharing two, for as much sense as that made.



But for as effective as that made us, it wasn't perfect. We slew two more monsters, but...

One Skulker caught my side with its claws. Pain bloomed bright.

I snapped.

And cast [Burning Hands].

My fists caught fire.

I punched the face of the monster that had wounded me--and then I had an idea just as I made contact.

[Raging Sorcery] activated.

The spell howled as it erupted around my connecting fist—blasting a fire-shockwave into the Skulker's skull.

Its head… wasn’t there anymore.

I staggered back, panting. Sweat stung my eyes. I looked to Gwyn.

She was dancing through the chaos, a crimson soaked wraith of fang and shadow. One lunged for her.

I didn’t even think.

[Burning Hands].



[Raging Sorcery].

I punched the air.

The fire magic curled from my knuckles, launched like a comet, and smashed into the Skulker’s chest with a shaking BOOM—sending it flying.



But I wasn't being given time for breaks.

Another monster came at me.

I blocked its claw with my flaming blade, slashed across its knee, and jammed a fireball straight into its screeching mouth.

Its throat exploded.

The last one Skulker turned before Gwyn slammed into it.

She ripped its throat out with a snarl and didn’t stop ripping it out, again and again, until it stopped twitching entirely.

And then… silence.

Only the crackle of dying flames and my own heartbeat thudding in my ears.

I stood, chest heaving. I was hurt, bleeding from my side. I must have missed the System notification--but I wasn't dying.

“Guess they didn’t realize we’d leveled up, huh, Gwyn?”

No answer.

Just a rush of vertigo across the bond.

“Gwyn?”

She collapsed. The panther's large body fell into the tall, and flame-scorched blue-green grass.

My heart stopped.

“Gwyn!” I scrambled to her, dropped to my knees beside her bloodied form. Her chest was rising—barely. "How many did you fight before you got here?!"

She was still breathing.

“Hang on,” I whispered, fingers trembling.

***Scene Break***

Deep within a cleft halfway down the cliffside, a girl crouched, wrapped in simple clothes and tangled hair that shimmered like dying ember-leaves. She watched the battle from behind carmine and amber ivy, her breath caught in her throat.

A Caliban. Not yet a woman, not quite a child.

She’d come up from the cave networks, even against her community's rules. She craved the outside world... wanted to see what had been stolen from her people. It was why she regularly snuck away despite the trouble it brought her.

And now, she stared down at a woman who had summoned flame like it was breath itself. Who had danced through death, side by side with a panther as large as a wagon... one that looked almost like the old Guardian Spirit of the Western Wilds--but that didn't appear to be under the corrupted control of Cowagen.

She didn’t think Caliban could be strong enough to kill that many Skulkers.

Not alone. Not anymore.

And never like her.

The raven-haired warrior looked like a goddess in shredded clothing.

Generously curved and fierce and radiant with impossible grace—like a story given skin. Like someone carved from fire and storm and hope.

The Caliban’s voice trembled in her throat, quiet and soft.

“…But there aren't any left.”

And she felt a pull.

Not of fear.

But of fate.

            


Chapter Nine: Sorayelle


                Gwyn didn’t move.

Her breathing was shallow. Barely-there shallow. Her ribs lifted so faintly it was hard to tell if they moved at all under the blood-matted fur and ragged, gaping wounds.

I pressed my hands to her side and flinched at the heat—wet and wrong and too much. Fresh blood, still warm. Still spilling.

“Gwyn?” I whispered.

No answer.

I shook her gently. Then harder. “Gwyn—wake up.”

Nothing.

My hand slipped. My fingers brushed a gash near her ribs, and she didn’t even twitch.

Didn’t growl. Didn’t flick her ear. Just lay there.

I pulled my hand back and stared at it.

Red. Covered. Coated in her blood. My fingers shook.

“I’m…” My voice broke. “Oh God. I’m so sorry.”

My hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

And then something inside me snapped. Like a rubber band pulled too tight.

“No,” I said. Quiet at first. Then louder. Angrier. “Absolutely fucking not.”

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes—but I didn’t cry. I wouldn’t cry.

“I already died because of this fucking System. You’re not going to too.”

I dropped to my knees and pushed my palms against her wounds, not caring about the blood soaking into my skin. I forced everything I had into my hands. All my mana, all my focus, all my will. The bond. The flame. Gwyn.

“You said I can create spells when I’m upset, right?” I hissed upward. “That’s the Class I got, yeah? Based on emotion?”

No response.

Of course.

“Well, I'm upset!” I screamed. “I’m upset! I’m fucking furious!”

Nothing.

I gritted my teeth. “Heal her! Just—just heal her! Please—"

She was the only thing that made me feel safe. The only thing that saw me here.

My chest burned. The skin above my heart glowed.

[You have created a spell! Essence Link [1st] added to spell list.]

I didn’t wait.

I shoved the spell forward, through our bond, through my hands.

A soft tether of light—blue-white and barely visible—linked me to her. I felt it draw from me. Not just mana—health. My life-force itself, draining through the bond.

Her wounds started to close.

But it wasn’t enough. Not fast enough.

I leaned into her, holding her body close, giving more. I pushed more. My vision dimmed. My heart thudded in my chest like it wasn’t sure it should keep beating.

Her breathing deepened.

Her ribs lifted.

And then—

She blinked.

Golden eyes, bloodshot but focused.

Relief slammed into me. I gave one more push just to be sure.

“Stop,” Gwyn said. Her voice echoed in my head, weak but sharp.

“Just a little more,” I breathed.

“No.” Stronger this time. She growled. “Stop. I’m alright.”

I let go.

My arms fell to my sides. My hands still pulsed faintly with light. I watched the tether fade into her, little sparks breaking off and vanishing into the air.

“I just…” My voice cracked. “I just needed to make sure you were okay.”

I swayed, the world tilting, and barely caught myself on a rock.

Gwyn stirred. Her legs shook—but she stood. Somehow. Even like that, she still looked like something sacred.

Then her ears flicked.

She turned toward the cliffs. What she saw flashed into my own mind over our bond.

We weren’t alone anymore.

A girl crept forward through the ivy. No… not quite a girl. Her frame was small, but something about her felt older. Caliban. I recognized the features instantly now. Wild hair, ember-orange, and silver eyes without pupils. Her clothes were roughspun, her posture wary. But she wasn’t running.

She’d seen us.

I looked up at her, still panting. “Who are you?”

She froze partway down the final slope. Her voice was soft.

“I… I’m Sorayelle. I’m not here to fight.”

Gwyn moved between us. Not aggressive—just steady. Guarded.

“You’re… a Caliban?” I asked.

She nodded slowly. “Did you… not know there are some of us left?”

I hesitated. “No. I’m not from around here.”

Her head tilted, like she didn’t understand. “Do you have a House?”

“…No.” I frowned. “Nothing like that.”

She stepped forward a bit, hands to her chest. “Are you… a Soravahn?”

“I… don’t know what that is,” I admitted.

“But you were using magic,” she said, almost reverently. “Real magic. You must’ve earned it before the System was cut off. Only the Soravahn ever fought like that.”

I forced myself upright. My health was crawling back, slower than I liked. My body still felt drained and lightheaded.

“You can’t use the System?” I asked.

Her brows pulled tight. “Only the elders. Everyone else’s progress froze when the WorldHeart fell. And people born after… we’ve never had it at all. But you… you look so young.”

“I can use it,” I said. “Look—I’m not trying to be rude, but I’m about to fall over.”

And I wasn’t going to collapse in front of someone I’d just met.

I whispered the name in my mind, called the spell.

[Blood of the Phoenix].

My veins glowed orange. Fire roared through me, tracing over cuts and bruises, sealing everything shut in a rush of burning heat. My HP spiked. My mana plummeted.

I gritted my teeth through the expense.

Her eyes widened. “By the Azu’rei…”

I exhaled slowly, strength flooding back into my limbs. “Sorry. Needed that.”

I looked back up at her. “Okay. Let’s start over. Where’d you come from?”

She hesitated. “From Daruvasht… that’s where my House lives. You can really fight them?”

I followed her gaze to the bodies dissolving into loot orbs. Their forms shimmered away as usual, replaced by familiar floating spheres.

“More or less,” I said. “It’s getting easier as I level up. But I’m getting tired of their shit.”

“We all are…” she whispered. “Without the Western Ruler… they’d drag us to the WorldHeart to be changed..”

Her gaze dropped to Gwyn. “Is that… the Ruler? Purified?”

I looked at my familiar. “No. I killed the Ruler.”

Sorayelle’s face froze.

“I wasn’t supposed to?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

“No—no,” she said. “She was corrupted too. But… she used to protect this land before that. In her own way she still did. She would’ve killed us if she saw us—but she killed the Southern Ruler’s minions, too. We think a piece of her remembered what she used to be.”

I frowned. “You still haven’t really told me what she was protecting you from? What do you mean by the Skulkers wanting to change you?”

She looked at me like I’d asked if the sun was real. “You don’t know?”

“No,” I said. And I meant it.

“They used to be Caliban.”

My blood ran cold.

“They… were people?”

Sorayelle nodded. “Taken to Cowagen. To the WorldHeart. Twisted by the Southern Ruler. She used to be our Empress. Our Shahmira. Before she was turned.”

I looked at one of the loot orbs. Just a glowing ball now. But minutes ago…

“That’s horrible,” I whispered. “I thought they were just monsters.”

“My sister was taken two years ago,” Sorayelle said softly. “She could’ve been one of those.”

My hands tightened at my sides. “I didn’t know.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “They’re not themselves anymore. But… if you have the System—if you can level up—would you come with me? Meet my Grandmother? She leads my House.”

I hesitated. “Where are you living?”

She gestured up the cliff. “Where Cowagen can’t find us as easily. Beneath the rocks. Underground.”

“Underground?” I echoed.

She nodded. “You’d be able to be among your own kind. And we could probably… find you some clothes. And food?”

I blushed. I really didn’t need reminding of how torn my clothes were—or how ridiculous my Charisma-enhanced… figure… had gotten. I crossed my arms tightly over my chest.

“Yeah. That’d be good.”

And food. Fuck, I hadn’t eaten in over a day. I was too tired before to cook what I had looted—though I was very glad I hadn’t tried to eat any of the Skulker meat now that I knew what it was.

I looked at Gwyn. “What do you think?”

Her golden eyes met mine, calm now. “I believe they have information. Information we need if we’re to find your way home.”

I nodded and turned back to Sorayelle. “Alright. Just give me a second to collect the loot.”

I hesitated, glancing down at the orbs. At the place where the Skulkers—people—had fallen.

They weren’t Skulkers--or people--anymore. They were loot.

And I hated that.

But I couldn’t ignore the gains the System provided. Not if I wanted to live. Not if I wanted to make it back to my people—my world.

Not if I wanted to go home.

So I swallowed the guilt, stepped forward with one arm still crossed over my chest—and silently hoped the System would finally drop a goddamn shirt.

            


Chapter Ten: Unseen Below


                The tunnel was narrower than I liked.

I followed Sorayelle, stepping gingerly between crystal outcroppings that pulsed with a soft, blue-golden glow.

The walls themselves shimmered in places like thin sheets of mica, almost translucent, as if the entire cavern had been grown rather than carved.

I kept close behind her. Gwynn, ever silent, padded at my side, her strange and beautiful, feline form making barely a sound.

I hadn't found a shirt.

Or pants. Or boots. Or anything, really.

The Skulkers didn't exactly wear anything--so I wasn't too surprised that their loot orbs didn't have any of that to find.

What I had found, though, was something called a [Light-Armor Pattern: Monsterhide Armor].



I recalled the item description from before--and how disappointed I'd been upon reading it. How my elation had quickly dropped into being frustration.

<<<>>>

Light-Armor Pattern: Monsterhide Armor.

This crafting pattern can be deciphered to learn how to craft Monsterhide Armor.

Rarity: Rare

Requirements: Leatherworking - Journeyman

<<<>>>

It had shimmered into existence on the second-to-last Skulker's loot list. Promising and enticing at first. And completely useless to me at the moment.

I didn't have a single point in Leatherworking. And based on how steep the cost curve for proficiencies were, there was no way I was going to invest enough to get to Journeyman tier.

I couldn't risk weakening my future combat skills that much right now.

Still, it made me think. The System didn't just expect to create fighters.



If all armor and weapons were made with similar crafting patterns... then there had to be entire support paths built into it. Smiths, tailors, alchemists.

This world had been meant to work like a game—a brutal one, yeah, but a System with more than just combat. Like an MMO.

I reluctantly let the thought go as I refocused on Sorayelle, who was trudging ahead. She looked as lost in thought as I had been, her redish hair dimly catching the crystal light.

"How many of your people live in Daruvasht?" I asked softly.

She flinched at my voice, then looked back. "Just my Great House. And a few of the lesser ones. We were all that remained after the upper cities fell. Or all that made it out, I guess."

I frowned. "Is it so few?"

"My grandmother was a Radiance and Earth mage," she said. "Journeyman-tier. She wasn't one of the Soravahn, but she helped carve out these tunnels and keep the monsters at bay. There were others, too. Other elders with a System. We made a home, or something close to one."

"The Soravahn," I said. "What were they?"

Sorayelle's pace slowed as she carefully chose a tunnel turn. "Warriors. Heroes. The ones who reached the highest levels after Integration. The System gave them rewards, strength. Titles."

"And?" I asked, though I already felt the answer coming.

"They died. Before I was born," she said, quieter. "They tried to stop what was coming. The dungeons started opening too fast. Too many. They were spread too thin."

"Overwhelmed and killed," I murmured.

She nodded. "Some. But most of them... they gathered at the end. They tried to challenge Cowagen directly. One last stand."

The name sent a chill down my spine.

"Did they all die?"

"Most," she said. "But not the Empress. She was our leader—not the strongest, but the most beloved. The kindest and wisest, and the most beautiful. Cowagen turned her into something else... some kind of sick point he was trying to make."

I felt my heart lurch. "Yeah, you said he changed her. Into the Southern Ruler?"

Sorayelle nodded again. "Into something... wrong. Something that hunts her own people."

I hesitated, then said, "Are you okay?"

"It was long before I was born," she replied, her voice distant. "I just... sometimes wish I had been there. Like I could have changed something. Even if that's arrogant."

"I get it," I said.

She looked at me for a beat, then I asked. "How old are you, anyway?"

"Only eighty," she said.

I blinked. "Sorry?"

"Eighty," she repeated, clearly confused by my own confusion. "You act so strange for a Caliban. Aren't you at least a hundred?"

I shook my head. "How... how long do Caliban live?"

She tilted her head. "Usually up to five hundred years. Sometimes longer, but the aging gets less graceful after that."

I gulped. There was no way. No way the System had just extended my lifespan by centuries by chance alone.



I wasn't even sure I wanted to live that long.

"How old is your grandmother?"

"Four hundred," Sorayelle said. "And the other elders are aging fast. Without any System users left, the city will fall eventually. All it'll take is one monster wandering too far."

That hit me harder than I expected. The weight of it all. I wasn't just some girl in a dungeon anymore. This wasn't just about fighting monsters. The System had tied my survival to saving an entire race. And if actual Caliban heroes had failed...

What could I do?

"You have advantages most didn't," Gwynn murmured beside me.

I glanced at her, startled. Right. She could basically read my mind--or at least my emotions.



And the, smart as hell, panther could follow the conversation causing them. Well enough to make guesses as to my exact thoughts--accurate ones.

Still... she wasn't wrong.

If the Soravahn had shared World's Firsts bonuses between them, then maybe none of them ever stacked the System's benefits too far. But I was different. I was alone, and in a time-slowed dungeon. Which meant...

I was collecting all the rewards for my planet myself.

That was good for me. Maybe less so for Earth. Especially if I died on another world's corpse.



If I did, would Earth become like Caliban? Would it fall?

"Thanks Gwynn," I said to the panther, reaching out to stroke her head as we walked, and then looked back to Sorayelle. "How long ago did Cowagen take the WorldHeart?"

"Two hundred years," Sorayelle said. "He's drained it. Cracked the world apart."

Two centuries of slow death. Of waiting to become monsters or food for them... fuck.



I was about to ask what a WorldHeart really was, when--

"How can you use the System?" she asked suddenly.

I paused. I figured I might as well tell her...

"I'm not from Caliban," I said. "I died on another world. Earth. And the System reincarnated me."

She stopped cold. Turned.

"You... you came from a world with the System? One that was still alive, or?"

"It was just starting when I died."

Her face went pale.

"But you're Caliban now," she said, voice shaky. "So you want to help your people, right?"

I hesitated. "I don't know what I am. I've only been like this for a day or two. I don't even know what I look like. But the System says I can only leave if I defeat Cowagen. So yeah. I guess that means freeing your people..."

She looked stunned. Speechless.

"Do you think you can?" she whispered.

"I don't know."



And I didn't.

Sorayelle bit her lip. Then, slowly, she unshouldered her satchel and pulled out a small hand mirror. Its surface shimmered, framed in silver and delicate spirals.

"It belonged to my grandmother," she said, holding it out. "From when we still made things like this."

I took it carefully. And I saw myself.

My breath caught.

I was... beautiful. Not in a shallow way. But in a haunting, ethereal way. Silver, pupil-less eyes. Elongated ears. Black, wavy, thick and perfect hair.

Too good.



I wasn't human anymore... in more ways than one.



But... then my features were familiar, echoes of my human face, but refined. Smoothed. Better. Edged with the characteristics of a whole other species, but still my own.

I bit my lip. Tears welled up. I still looked like me. At least a little.

"See? You really are Caliban now," Sorayelle said softly. "I'm sorry you died. Sorry you were sent here. But for what it's worth... I think you're beautiful. Like, really beautiful. And maybe... maybe you're the first hope we've had in a long time."

I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to hand the mirror back. "Thank you. I mean it."



"You can keep it."



I paused. "I can't."

"You should," she said. "I want you to. To remind you that you're one of us now."

I nodded. Stored it in my inventory, but not before admiring how pretty it was first one last time.

Then, we moved forward again for a while. Through the strange otherworldly caves, guided just by the crystal light and our strangely perceptive calibani eyes.



Until Sorayelle stopped suddenly. Just as the tunnels opened up into a large cavern.

"What is it?" I asked.

Gwynn growled. She stepped forward in front of our guide, as if moving to protect her.



I did the same.

Sorayelle pointed. "Something's up ahead. That crevice--it shouldn't be there. These tunnels are usually the safer ones... but that's a Crawler."



I looked.



Sure enough, a shadow moved.

Then a click.

Then another.

And then I saw it. The glint of chitin. A massive leg curled from the ceiling crevice, jointed and sharp. Armored legs, spidery and glistening.

Spider.

Big one.

Because of course it was.

And more clicking and rock-scraping soon joined in from adjacent tunnels.

"Oh," I whispered. "Great."

            


Chapter Eleven: Chitin and Fire


                The ceiling hissed.

That was the only warning we got before a shadow dropped from the stone above, slamming into the center of the cavern with a wet, stone-splitting crunch that echoed down every adjacent tunnel.

[Cavern Crawler – Level 30]

The nameplate flared red across my vision as Gwyn and I stepped in front of Sorayelle.

I summoned my [raging blade] without hesitation, my fingers crackling with hungry red-orange heat as the weapon flared to life in a rising scream of flame imitating steel. The narrow cavern lit with sudden firelight. Crimson reflections skating across chitin and stalagmite alike.

"Stay back," I told Sorayelle without turning. “I don’t know if my fire’ll hurt you.”



I didn't think it would, unless I wanted it to--but I was still too new at using magic.

The young Calibani girl nodded stiffly. “Crawlers are... some of the strongest things down here.”

I smiled, dry and excited. “Let’s see.”

I pulled flame into my free palm, compressing it into a compact sphere, and hurled it toward the monster’s massive, segmented frame.

The [fireball] hit dead center and exploded in a swirl of sparks and molten light. The spell blazed against its exoskeleton like a furnace unleashed.

It reared back, hissing, but the flames didn’t eat like I wanted them to. Just scorched. The monster’s chitin armor steamed and turned red but stayed intact. Great. First tank I’d met.

Gwyn moved before I could. She darted forward, her sleek body slipping beneath one of the crawler’s stilt-like forelegs just as it stabbed down with a pointed chitin tipped leg. The strike cracked the cavern floor. Gwyn snarled and raked a slash along the monster’s side, but her claws only scratched the surface. Barely.

“It’s slow, my lady!” she called.

“But tough as hell,” I muttered, and surged forward.

Mana flickered beneath my feet, and I reappeared at the crawler’s flank, blade sweeping toward the rear leg. I struck hard, intent and flame behind the cut—only to feel the same jarring resistance of armor Gwyn had. My summoned weapon skidded off the surface with a sputtering hiss.

I rolled away as another pointed leg came down hard enough to send tremors through my teeth.

This was a problem, I thought grimly. This thing had AC. Real AC. And we weren’t wearing it down fast enough.

A spike of warning pulsed through the bond with Gwyn. Alarm. Directional.

The panther confirmed that she heard more of them coming. Side tunnels.

I glanced behind me—Sorayelle still at the entrance of the tunnel we'd come down, the only path we knew was clear.

I gritted my teeth. “We need to figure out how to hurt this thing. Now.”

“I agree,” Gwyn replied, dodging another stab. Her paws flickered with mana—teleport ready but not used.

I scanned the crawler again, watching closely as it moved. Chitin plates flexed and slipped against themselves as it moved to strike. And then—

There.

Between the plates, just beneath the leg joint, a flash of grayish-blue flesh when it attacked.

I sent the mental image to Gwyn through our bond.

Gwyn growled in recognition and leapt forward, claws raking the crawler’s armored face, drawing its attention. It lunged at her. She vanished.

I struck as it tried to.

My blade slipped between the armor, into the exposed leg joint, and with a roar I pulled hard to the side. The Raging Blade bit. Sliced. Severed.

The leg detached with a sickening snap, and the crawler screeched—a high, chittering scream that shook the air.



The monster rocked, its remaining legs moving at odd angles. Exposing more weak points.

Another blink of mana, and Gwyn was there. She slashed through another exposed gap on the opposite side. A second leg toppled to the rocky ground.

The crawler collapsed forward, balance destroyed.

I flickered onto its back before it hit the ground.

Find the weak spot. Kill it before the others get here.

There: just behind the head. A jagged gap in its armor.

I drove my fire-shaped weapon downward with both hands, putting all my weight into it. It pierced through.

Two more crawlers screeched as they entered the cavern.

“Shit,” I hissed. Not enough time.

I flickered off the crawler’s back, leaving the blade embedded.

I activated [Raging Sorcery].

The feedback of between my perk activating and my spell sword responding ignited through my chest like a pulled trigger.

The sword detonated.

Chitin peeled away. Flames rushed outward. The crawler’s body spasmed, then stilled. Its limbs twitched as it collapsed in a steaming, stinking heap.

Gwyn leapt to intercept the crawler entering from left. I called out, “Can you handle it?”

Her reply was immediate over our bond. No words. Just confidence and a predator's primal exhilaration.

A yes that was as good as any.

I believed her.

I mana flickered toward the right tunnel. Straight into the path of the second crawler as it lunged at me. Two spear-tipped limbs flew at my chest. I vanished again just in time.

Reappearing inside its guard, inches from its face, I screamed and drove my blade forward.

[You have learned a skill! Thrust added to skill list.]

My body surged. My grip locked. A green aura bloomed around me. Stamina energy converted into momentum to challenge the Crawler's own. Precision. Speed.

My blade punctured deep into the crawler’s grotesque, elongated skull.

Its own weight carried us forward. I held firm, my hands on the grip of my flickering and shimmering flaming sword, boots skidding back across stone as it lost its own footing and faculties.

Stillness. Collapse.

I held on to the blade until it stopped moving completely.

Across the cavern, Gwyn was still dancing with her prey. The crawler there had lost two legs but was pushing her hard. I sprinted.

The panther was probably fine, but.

I wanted to test something.

I activated my [throw sword] skill.

Stamina flared. My arm, shrouded in that same green aura as before, pulled back.

I threw.

My weapon screamed across the air in a line of red light. It almost hit the crawler—but the monster shifted at the last moment.

But I wasn’t done.

I engaged [raging sorcery] on my weapon again.

The blade curved as it became less of a blade and more of a mass of energy--but still enough of one to penetrate. Thanks to my perk, I had control of its momentum now. I shifted it mid-air. And the weapon slammed into the crawler’s chest and exploded.

Gwyn leapt through the blast--unburnt by it--claws flashing, and ripped through exposed, scorched flesh. The crawler twitched once. Then went still.

Breathing hard, I called out. “You hurt?”

Gwyn flickered to my side and bumped my thigh with her head.

“I’m fine.”

I stroked my hand across her soft upper neck and shoulders. “You are a very good girl.”

“I know,” she replied smugly.

I turned toward Sorayelle, still at the tunnel mouth. “It’s safe now.”

She stepped forward slowly, eyes flicking between the three mangled corpses. They shimmered. Shifted. Became glowing orbs of loot.

“That was... amazing,” she breathed. “Even the Elders try to avoid crawlers.”

I shrugged. “I had help. And the right spells. Good matchup, once I figured them out.”

She nodded reluctantly, still shaken.

“Mind if I…?” I gestured toward the loot.

She blinked. “No—go ahead.”

I stepped to the first orb.

<<<>>>

[Loot: Cavern Crawler – Level 30]

• Crawler Chitin.

• Greater Bestial Shard.

<<<>>>

Not bad. Not as exciting as possible, but not horrible.

The next two gave me the same: more chitin, more shards.

I pulled up the description of the only item that was new to me.

<<<>>>

Crawler Chitin

The hard and incredibly light chitin of a Canyon Crawler. Can be used as a component in crafting.

Rarity: Rare

Item Level:3

<<<>>>

“Did you get anything good?” Sorayelle asked quietly.

“Some soul shards. Not going to complain about those. And chitin.” I looked at my inventory. “Light. Tough. Could maybe use it to make armor, but I don't have the proficiency.”

“An Elder in the city might be able to help,” she said. “He used to be a crafter before the System locked. His armor and weapons are the only reason we can use our numbers to fight at all.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What's his tier?”

“Journeyman in leatherworking. Competent smith.”

I thought of the crafting pattern I’d picked up--wondering if I might get my Monsterhide Armor after all. “You think he can use patterns?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Patterns are rare drops. And we try not to fight more than we have to.”

I nodded slowly. “And the gear he makes... it helps that much?”

“Yes,” she said. “High-AC armor can protect anyone. And weapons with a good Weapon-Class level the playing field somewhat. People still get hurt--and die--but it helps a lot."

I looked at the chitin in my inventory, one more time before closing it.

“Okay,” I said. “I'd really like to talk to him. How far off are we from the city?"

She pointed down the tunnel ahead.

“Half an hour’s walk. If we’re lucky.”

I looked back at the three fading loot orbs. Then at Gwyn. Then forward.

“Let’s not push our luck then. We should go as fast as we can.”

We started walking again.

            


Chapter Twelve: Not From Around Here


                I ducked low beneath an arch of stone, my shoulder brushing the crumbling tunnel wall. Ancient stonework now lined the tunnel, more so than bare rock.

Gwyn slunk just ahead, silent and graceful despite the confines, her muscles tensed like she didn’t trust the air around us.

The path had tightened with every dozen paces, forcing me to stoop now. I glanced behind me.

“Why’s it getting so narrow?” I asked.

Sorayelle, brushing dust from her shirt, looked up. “Because we’re nearing the main gate. It’s a kill funnel for bowmen. If something finds the city—if it can even fit in the tunnel—we want it to slow down and die before it gets close.”

I blinked. “Lovely. Gwyn, can you come back here please?"

I didn’t think the kind of people who built a tunnel like this would appreciate a massive panther on the approach. And Gwyn barely fit in the tunnel as it was--I doubted she could easily dodge arrows without using her magic.



Gwyn turned her head to look at me. "I will guard your back then, my lady."

The cat glowed and teleported behind me. "Thanks, Gwyn. Just want you safe too."

We pressed on, single file now. The walls whispered with ancient moisture, and somewhere far behind, I thought I heard the echo of skittering claws. Just paranoia, I told myself. Gwyn, now at the back of the line, would’ve noticed if anything followed us.

“Usually,” Sorayelle said, “I sneak out a different way. Side tunnel my grandmother thinks only she knows about.”

“We’re not using it this time?”

She shook her head. “Didn’t want someone to spot you and panic. You’re… not exactly familiar-looking. And everyone knows each other."

I narrowed my eyes. “Alright, but what do you mean you usually ‘sneak out’?”

She tugged at the edge of her sleeve. “I mean… I’m not really supposed to leave without permission. No one is.”

I snorted. “Then why do you?”

“I’m careful. I know where the monsters usually are.”

"You would've died from the Crawlers if Gwyn and I weren't there."

"I just—"

“You just want to see more than a cave,” I said, tilting my head.

A breath. Then a smile. “Yes. More than our lovely little cave. Eighty years in a cave might not sound like it, but it is a very long time.”

“It sounds like a long time to me.”

“Thank you. No one agrees with me except the others in my generation,” she stopped and pointed ahead. “We’re almost there.”

I squinted. “I don’t see anything.”

“We don’t light it up,” she explained. “That would just invite monsters. The gate is carved into the tunnel mouth. Ideally, no one finds it unless they already know it’s there.”

Sure enough, a flicker of light from one of the glowing crystals growing out of the crumbling tunnel stonework flashed ahead. It glinted off a thick portcullis embedded in the stone.

As we got closer, I saw there was another portcullis deeper in, sealing the far end of a narrow stone tunnel. And behind that, a heavy door gleamed faintly with some kind of magic.

“How do we get in?” I asked.



Sorayelle pointed to the small pinholes in the tunnel walls. Probably big enough for an eye to just barely glimpse through.

“Grandmother will sense us or someone will see us. The gates stay closed unless a foraging party’s going or coming. But we try to grow what we can inside the city.”

“What can you grow underground?”

“More than you’d think. Some of it’s even tasty. But the best meals come when a hunting party brings in meat from a monster.”

Before I could reply, the far gate rumbled open. The portcullis in front of it lifted up.

A tall and broad Caliban male emerged, encased in time-worn but polished metal plate. His skin was wrinkled, face weathered by time and scars. A nameplate shimmered faintly in my vision above his head:

[Name ???, Level ???]

“Why can’t I see his level?” I asked quietly.

“I think you can hide it?” Sorayelle murmured. “I'm not sure. I can’t see System prompts. That’s Varashan. He’s the city watch captain. Lesser House, but... important.”

The man—Varashan—approached the still-sealed of the two portcullises, spear and shield in hand. He looked through the iron gate, but it didn’t rise.

“Sorayelle? Who is…” His voice trailed off as he looked at her, then me, and then Gwyn. His eyes sharpened.

He must be reading my nameplate. Maybe my level was bothering him? Or Gwyn had him spooked?

“Who are you?” he asked, voice wary.

I stepped forward. “Hi. I’m Clarissa. Not from around here. I can explain, but… it’s going to sound crazy.”

“Your level is too high for your age,” he said flatly. “You can't be over even a hundred. You shouldn’t have the System. And that beast… she looks nearly identical to the Western Ruler.”

I was grateful he didn’t mention my shredded clothes... and even more grateful he didn’t ogle what that showed, just met my eyes the whole time. Like an old gentleman.

“This is Gwyn,” I said. “She’s my familiar. I got the summon spell by killing the Ruler. And… yeah, I think I can use the System because I’m connected to a different WorldHeart. But I’m not sure.”

“I—” For a moment, he looked at a loss, and like that was a very rare thing for him. “Daruvasht is a refuge for all Caliban. But what you’re saying borders on unbelievable. Sorayelle. What’s this week’s passphrase?”

She crossed her arms. “Seriously?”

“Deadly,” he said, hand tightening on his spear.

“Moonlit birds seek the sun.”

Varashan nodded. He barked a sharp order over his shoulder. Moments later, the outer gate began to clank slowly upward.

His name and level appeared then, like he’d dropped the concealment:

[Varashan Dureyl, Level 24]

My eyes widened. I had a higher level than him? That felt… wrong. This was a knight in old but polished plate armor. And he was a lower level than me?

“What’s your business here?” he asked.

“She’s Calibani,” Sorayelle snapped. “The Azu’rei demand we welcome her like family.”

I lifted a hand and placed it on Sorayelle's shoulder. “I heard Sorayelle’s grandmother runs the city. I just want to talk to her. I… wasn’t always Caliban. I died on another world and the System brought me here in this body. I’ve got a lot of gaps in what I know. I was hoping you guys could fill a few.”



My voice sounded surprisingly convincing and melodic to my ears. Another effect of Charisma?

He narrowed his eyes. “Apologies, but what sort of gaps?”

I drew a breath. I didn’t like being put on the spot, but I couldn’t blame the man for being cautious--especially if the safety of so many rested on his shoulders. “Well, the System tasked me with killing the four Rulers and defeating Cowagen. I killed one by accident yesterday. Nearly died a few times along the way. It’d be really nice to, I don’t know, be told where the other Rulers are and maybe get some armor. Or clothes.”

“Can you really access the System?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah. I was level one just over a day ago.”

Silence.

“How are you still alive?”

“The System has been giving me rewards for being the first from my planet to do stuff,” I said. “Mostly I’ve been lucky. And stubborn. I didn’t want to die again. Once was bad enough.”

Varashan blinked. “You’ve been getting System rewards?”

I nodded.

“And you intend to fight Cowagen with this strength?”

“I guess I have to. It’s apparently the only way I’m getting home. Also according to the System.”

He studied me, silent.

Then: “I’ll take you to Anahara.”

“I’m coming too,” Sorayelle said quickly.

Varashan sighed. “Trying to stop you would be more exhausting than it’s worth. And your grandmother should know you’ve been sneaking out again anyway.”

Sorayelle blanched. Becoming paler than usual.

            


Chapter Thirteen: Daruvasht


                The portcullis and gate slammed shut behind me with a deep, echoing rumble, sealing us inside Daruvasht.

I blinked, caught off guard by what lay before me.

It wasn't really what I'd expected.

The cavern was vast. An entire hidden valley stretching beneath the earth.

Towers of silver-white stone rose from the rocky ground like frozen moonlight, ancient and elegant, worn by time but unbowed. They stood with an ageless grace.

And it was bright.

A golden glow bathed the entire space, warm and radiant. Daylight somehow, underground. I couldn’t see any sun or flames, but it felt exactly like noon on a clear day.



Varashan looked to me and then to the eyes of the younger gate guard who was... not leering at me, but perhaps trying a bit too hard not to.

The older Caliban held his hand out to the younger, expectantly. "You're thinking of offering your cloak to the lady, correct, Kaevan? I do not have one, or I would have already given it."



"Uh... yes, captain. That's what I was thinking. Wouldn't want her walking through the streets like--" I glared at him and he hastily undid the brooch of his cloak. "Yes, of course, here--"

He handed it to Captain Varashan, who then unfurled it and gestured it towards me. I let the aging knight drape it around my shoulders, before I pulled it tight to conceal my very exposed body.



"Thank you," I said to the knight--and then to the younger guard.



"Shall we?" Varashan asked me.

I nodded.



Even covered by the cloak, I was forced to try to avoid the curious--and I realized: somewhat enthralled--looks of the various Caliban on the streets as we walked.



I mostly made do by observing the gorgeous architecture everywhere around me.

“How did you build all of this?” I whispered, awestruck.

“We didn’t,” Varashan said. There was quiet humility in his voice, but also reverence. “These ruins were ancient long before the System came. When Cowagen overtook the WorldHeart and shattered our world, Anahara led the survivors here. Daruvasht has been our home ever since.”

“But how is it still standing like this?” I asked. “If it’s that old?”

“Legends say there’s magic woven into these stones,” Sorayelle murmured. “Older than the System. Magic from the gods themselves.”

I stared up at the vaulted stonework. “There was magic before the System?”

Varashan nodded solemnly. “Yes. But it was rare. Difficult. A priest might spend weeks preparing a single ritual with a circle of acolytes. When the System arrived… mana surged. Suddenly, anyone with the right Class could cast spells in days instead of decades.”

“You were alive back then?” I asked gently. “When the world fell?”

His expression darkened. “I was born in the early days. When we thought the System was a gift. But dungeons multiplied. Gates began to open near cities. In time, monsters spilled out in endless, ever stronger, waves."



It sounded like an apocalypse. "That must have been horrible."



"I watched heroes die. Many for nothing. Others for what seemed like very little."

A lump rose in my throat. “How many System users are even left?”

“Fewer than twenty-five in this city,” he answered. “Most of them support builds. The warriors are nearly all gone. Among those who fight purely with the body and skills, I alone remain above level fifteen. Though I heard talk before the fall that the East was faring better than we did."



"The east? Do more Caliban live there?"



"No. It is, or was, the domain of a different race. Heathens and beast-men, but fearsome and admittedly rather advanced technologically. If they still stand, then they offer us no aid beyond perhaps distracting Cowagen."



I tried to ignore the aged disdain in his voice--perhaps even racism?

My chest tightened. “How strong is Cowagen?”

Varashan hesitated. “Two centuries ago, he was level sixty. And beyond even the classification of an elite monster. A Boss level being."

Level sixty.

I had gained twenty-five levels in a single desperate day. But only because of buffs, luck, and System rewards. And with my leveling slowing recently? That number felt like a mountain.

“Is there even a way for you all to fight back?” I asked quietly. "Or did the System just abandon you?"

He looked away. “Every day I dream of opening the gates and slaying every monster I can before I fall. But my wife is here. My children. And a diminished life for them… even beneath a tyrant’s shadow… is better than death. Or worse, becoming one of Cowagen’s twisted creatures.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, guilt creeping into my voice for even asking what I had.

We approached a wide temple of silvered stone. Its white-silver doors shimmered beneath the cavern light like moonlight on ice.

“Anahara is inside,” Varashan said.

“Can I just… go in?”

“I’ll accompany you.”



"Me too," Sorayelle said.

He pushed open the doors. And I stopped short.

Inside was a garden.

Streams glittered through soft grasses. Blossoms bloomed in crimson, gold, and blue. Marble pillars circled the glade, holding up the surrounding roof and framing the lush, living heart within.

At the center of the alien-hued flora sat an elderly Caliban woman, feeding scraps of what might be mushrooms to strange, soft-plumed birds that paddled through the clear water. Her presence seemed to me to be gentle but unwavering.



The sight made me both very thirsty and very hungry.

“Lady Anahara,” Varashan called, his voice respectful. “We have a visitor. She claims System usage. And that she's earned world's first achievements by being connected to another WorldHeart.”

Anahara looked up. Her eyes went to Sorayelle first, a faint frown curving her lips downwards.

“You were out sneaking again, weren’t you?"

Sorayelle shrank slightly. “Yes, Grandmother. But Clarissa’s strong. She killed Skulkers. And the Western Ruler.”

Anahara’s eyes turned to me and sharpened. “Come. Sit with me.”

I approached cautiously, pulling my borrowed cloak tighter around my shoulders. The Caliban elder had an air of something almost holy about her.

Gwynn plodded along beside me. Anahara's eyes focused intently on the panther. 



"Why do you clutch your cloak so tightly? I won't harm you."



"My clothes are pretty ruined," I admitted.



She softened.

“Varashan, would you kindly fetch her something proper to wear? And Sorayelle, my wayward ward, return home. We will talk later."

Varashan nodded and strode off, though not before appraising me again carefully--maybe trying to see if I was a threat to his leader? "Of course."

Sorayelle tried to argue before slinking off, but Anahara silenced her with a sharp--grandmotherly--glare.

“I appreciate that,” I murmured, speaking of her sending the captain for clothes.



I swallowed my discomfort at now being alone with someone important I didn't know.

She studied me gently as I sat down. “When I sensed you at the gates, I never imagined a tale like the one I just briefly heard.”

“How did you sense us?” I asked.

“This place is a Stronghold,” she said simply. “As its Holder, and thanks to my Class, the System alerts me to any who enter through the main entry tunnel.”

“That’s… useful.”

My gaze flicked up to her nameplate.

[Anahara, Level 30]

She noticed. “Are you perhaps wondering why I don’t fight even though I am a higher level than you, my dear?”

“No. I mean… I get it. You’re protecting everyone here.”

“And I’m old?” she teased.

“I didn’t say that.”

Her laugh was soft. “You'd be right if you had, of course. I was always a support caster. Even in my prime, I wouldn’t have stood a chance against even a Ruler. And now, I’m the highest-level System user left among this group. Besides our craftsman.”

I hesitated. “How did things get this bad? If there was a world full of System users? Varashan told me that you were overwhelmed, but... how?"

“At first,” she said, “the System was a blessing. Warriors, hunters, adventurers--they all thrived. But few commonfolk trained for combat. The monsters eventually began to grow in numbers faster than we did. For some reason, we believe they desired Caliban more strongly than other worlds. And by the time we realized what was coming… it was too late.”

I thought of Earth. Of how it might fall into the same pitfalls. A part of me hoped my home planet wasn't desirable to the Archons, or whoever Cowagen served.

“I’m supposed to kill Cowagen,” I said quietly. “The System gave me a Quest to do it. I don’t know if I can. Not alone.”

She looked at me with sadness. “Few here can truly help you--or perhaps even would if it meant risking their lives here. Varashan is among our strongest warriors and he only picked up his spear in the last days before the System was locked. A kind and wise man with foresight, he did it to protect his family. But most within the city now are young and lack the System entirely.”



"And without the System... they can't fight," I said.



"They can," Anahara replied. "And they do. With armor and weapons, numbers and hard training bereft of System proficiencies, it is not impossible to slay a higher level monster. But many always die."

“Could you at least help me get armor? Or tell me where the other Rulers are? I mean, if I complete the quest it would help everyone, right?"

Anahara tilted her head. “Where are you from, Clarissa?”

“A planet called Earth,” I admitted. “We don't have Caliban there. I died. And the System brought me here."



"Do you know why?"



I shook my head. "It's all foggy. But it didn't really tell me. Just that it wanted my soul."



She waited for me to finish talking, allowing me to continue: "It gave me this body. This Quest. And made it pretty clear the only way I was getting home was if I somehow saved the world.”



Not a huge ask or anything.

Her expression softened further. “Poor child. That is much to have on your shoulders. I could not expect that of you. You could stay here. You could find, if perhaps not peace, then at least everything we could provide. But I do fear that those who protect this place are quickly aging beyond being able to do so..."



"You'd let me live here?"



"I'd take you into my own House if you so wanted, if you promised to defend Daruvasht with your strength. We’d welcome you as kin. The Azu’rei would demand it."



Did I sense a small bit of desperation in her voice under the kindness? She was scared she'd soon be leaving her people completely unprotected, wasn't she?

“The Azu’rei?”

“The spirits of the stars. Our gods.”

“You still believe in them, even after everything?”

She nodded. “Yes. Because we are still alive. And there is still hope.”



I looked down to my lap, and interlocked my hands. Stroked my thumbs against one another.



"I saw someone who'd passed away when I died. My grandmother--actually. Before the System took me back. Maybe it was a hallucination or something. But, it makes me think there has to be some kind of something else out there."



Anahara placed a hand on my shoulder. "My people have long taught that we will be reunited in the outer reaches of the heavens with those we loved in life. It is a belief that carries many through the years in these trying times."

I looked to Gwyn. There was no judgment in her eyes for what I might or might not choose to say--for what decisions I might make. Only a quiet, patient support.

“I have family that's still alive back home as far as I know. I think I have to fight so I can get to them and make sure they stay that way.”

Anahara studied me, then smiled. “I cannot fault you for wanting to endure for those you love.”

I looked back down, embarrassed.

“I always liked fighting,” I admitted. “Even though I liked makeup and fashion and parties—and school--too. But in the ring? Or with a foil in my hand? That’s where I felt… most like myself."



Then I added: "Sorry, you probably don't even know most of what I'm talking about..."

She smiled with, if not with understanding, then acceptance. “If you wish to fight for us, we will help you to fight for yourself. As best we can. Though our resources are limited.”

Her smile faltered a bit as another thought came to her. "Even if you did stay, I could not promise Cowagen would not come for us eventually. I do not know why he hasn't already if I am honest. Perhaps it was the Western Ruler concealing our presence--though I doubt it. Or maybe we are too insignificant for him to care."

That gave me an idea.

I summoned my Monsterhide Armor pattern and held it out. “Could your craftsman use this? I also have the Western Ruler’s pelt. And chitin from Cavern Crawlers.”

She took the pattern, eyes widening slightly. “Tavaryon has no pattern of this class. Only those of the second class. And with those materials… he could craft armor for you that I suspect hasn't been seen on a Caliban since our world truly fell."

“Then tell me where to find more monsters down here,” I said firmly. “I’ll bring back materials. I think I need to get stronger before I fight the other Rulers anyway. And maybe your people can live a little safer, with armor like that too?"

She blinked. “You’d risk yourself beyond the bounds of your Quest for us?”

“And for me. I’ve already died once. I don't plan to do it again by rushing to fight before I'm ready,” I said. “If taking a chance means strength, and that we can all have a little hope, then it sounds like it'd be worth it.”

Anahara’s gaze sharpened.

“If this is truly what you wish, I will stand by my promise to support you,” she said solemnly. “But first, you need rest. Food and--"

Varashan returned, carrying clean robes.

Anahara smiled gently. “And proper clothes. A lady must protect her dignity--especially a beautiful one such as yourself."

            


Chapter Fourteen: Armor and Hope


                






The grilled lizard tasted better than I’d expected when Captain Varashan had handed it to me. I held the waterskin he gifted me in my opposing hand.

I tore off another bite, chewing thoughtfully as I walked beside Anahara and Varashan through the winding streets of Daruvasht.

Gwyn padded silently next to me, her eyes watchful. After a moment, I offered her some of the meat.

“Thank you, my lady, but I do not require food,” Gwyn replied calmly. “I survive on your mana.”

“Oh,” I said awkwardly, lowering my hand.

Neither Varashan nor Anahara seemed surprised at her ability to speak. Apparently, a three-eyed panther talking wasn’t particularly shocking for people who’d lived through what they had.

We continued walking, mostly in companionable silence, until we reached a modest building. It was crafted of the same silvery-white stone that seemed ubiquitous here. The front door stood partially open, warmth and the scent of worn leather wafting out.

Inside, an older Caliban man hunched over a worktable, meticulously stitching a piece of leather. A cracked monocle sat upon his weathered face, looking ancient but carefully preserved. My eyes immediately flicked to his nameplate.

[Tavaryon, Level 35]

Even higher level than Anahara. But looking at him, I couldn’t picture him as a warrior or even a mage, though he carried a bit more of the latter’s vibe.

“Tavaryon,” Anahara said warmly. “We have a guest. This is Clarissa. She has access to the System and has offered to aid our city. She needs your assistance.”

Tavaryon adjusted his monocle, squinting curiously at me. “If anyone else told me that, I’d likely laugh them out of my shop. What can I do to help?”

“I need armor,” I answered. “Something light, flexible. I might be fighting some elite monsters soon."

Tavaryon studied me carefully, eyes shrewd behind the monocle. “I might have some fur and leather armor I can adjust for you.” He hesitated, apparently noting my mannerisms even beneath the borrowed robes. “You hold yourself like a swordsman. Did you need a weapon as well? I have a forge out back.”

I shook my head gently. “Just armor. But I was hoping you could use this.” I summoned the System’s Monsterhide Armor pattern from my inventory.

Tavaryon’s eyes sparked with excitement. “May I?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, passing him the stack of bound pages filled with symbols I couldn’t read.

He flipped eagerly through them before pausing, looking back at me cautiously. “You understand if I add this to my crafting recipes, it’ll be consumed, correct? I couldn’t give it back even if I wanted to after that."

“That’s fine,” I replied firmly. “I can't spare points for crafting skills right now. You could use it for the city too. Make sure everyone who might need it gets better armor.”

His mouth opened slightly in shock. “I’d be delighted to. It’s been centuries since I’ve seen a System pattern of this tier. And I never actually got to use one like this. Are you truly sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Tavaryon frowned slightly, excitement fading. “There’s one more issue. This pattern requires crafting components beyond anything I have or can get. For you or for others."

I smiled at him. “May I?” I asked, imitating his earlier tone a bit, stepping toward an empty workbench.

He nodded curiously, acquiesced to me. “Please.”

I summoned the massive, brilliantly white pelt of the Western Ruler, its mana-infused runes still glowing gently. Beside it, I placed the enormous plates of dark grey Cavern Crawler chitin.

Tavaryon’s eyes widened dramatically. “Is that—?”

Anahara chuckled softly. “Yes, the Western Ruler’s pelt and Cavern Crawler armor. Clarissa, it seems is stronger than her level implies.”

Tavaryon blinked. “But how—unless...”

“I’ve got a few world’s first rewards,” I admitted, shrugging modestly. "I need the armor to take on the other Rulers."

He touched the pelt reverently, as though fearing it might vanish. “I’ll need your measurements. With these materials, I can craft one very fine suit of armor. But it’ll take several days. Likely a week.”

“I’m excited to see it,” I admitted. “But, could I still get the adjusted leather armor you mentioned? At least for now. And I plan on bringing back more monster pieces so you can make additional armor for everyone.”

“You plan to bring more?” Tavaryon asked, looking startled.

“Maybe not Ruler-level stuff, but strong enough. If Captain Varashan tells me where the worst monsters in the tunnels are?"

Varashan inclined his head deeply, eyes gleaming in a way I wasn't sure I'd seen before. “I will escort you myself.”

Tavaryon absorbed his words carefully. “Then… yes, of course. I can have leather armor ready for you by tonight. If you're willing to be measured now?”

I glanced to Anahara and Varashan. “Is that okay?”

Anahara nodded kindly. “I'll wait here and speak with you more afterward. Captain Varashan, perhaps we meet at my residence tomorrow morning?”

Varashan nodded eagerly. “Would you be prepared to hunt monsters by then, Clarissa?”

I hesitated briefly, remembering the adrenaline and terror laced euphoria of my previous battles. “I think so.”

“Then I'll return to my duties,” Varashan said with a respectful bow. “Until tomorrow.”

Once he’d left, I glanced at Anahara. “He seemed excited.”

She smiled softly. “I haven't seen that fire in his eyes since we first claimed Daruvasht. He'll likely arrive to collect you at dawn.”

“Dawn… underground?”

“The city’s magic simulates nightfall too. You’ll have darkness to sleep by tonight.”

“And I'll be staying at your home?”

“Yes,” she replied warmly. “Sorayelle and I have room for you. I promised you'd be part of my House, if you'd still like to. You're Calibani now. You deserve family.”

I hesitated. “What does joining a House mean exactly?”

“It means you'll be seen as kin. Recognized as an adopted scion of a noble lineage. Perhaps that matters less now than it once did, but you've more than earned the honor after slaying the Western Ruler.”



"I... don't mean to be disrespectful, but you just met me? And wasn't the Western Ruler sorta protecting you from the Southern Ruler?"



"She was once a sacred beast. She deserved to be put out of her misery, Clarissa. It was an act as great and as merciful as any undertaken by heroes past."



"I only killed her so I could survive," I admitted. "It couldn't be mercy because I didn't know what was going on with her."

She smiled at me softly. "And yet you know much more now, and still plan to risk your life for everyone I love. You deserve to have a connection to those whom you would save, yes?"



"I mean, I feel bad for everyone, but it's still for me too," I said. "For my people and my real family."



"Clarissa, I say this not to upset you, but you do not know how your people will react when you return wearing a face that is not your previous one--but a new face that I assume is unlike their's. Perhaps you hail from a world that is much more tolerant than this one, but here at least you would always have a home granted to you for your deeds past and future," she said and hesitated. "And if you were to pass, we would be able to mourn you with the proper rites if we could call you our own."



If I were to pass. That was dark. 

But... she might have a point about how humans might react to me. How would my mom or sister see me when I was so different now--and when my main stat would inevitably keep changing me? Would they even believe I was me when I told them who I am?

"I--yeah maybe," I replied.

"I may be wrong. I hope I am. But will you accept my offer? I believe it would go far in giving the people hope as well," she said. "To know that a member of a Great House is now fighting for them once more--and not merely helping them cling to past glories."

I paused. What would saying yes do to hurt me? If it would help others? And maybe it would give me some sort of stronger connection to my new self.

“Sure, thank you,” I agreed, feeling awkward but grateful for what the offer meant.

Anahara inclined her head gratefully and in acceptance of my words.

Tavaryon returned, measurement tools ready. “Are you prepared?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

Gwyn yawned, and brushed by me, rubbing me to comfort me. And then she plodded over to and balled comfortably in a large corner by the door.



***SCENE BREAK***

The next day, snug in my adjusted leather armor, Gwyn and I followed Varashan through darker tunnels outside the city.

The leather armor Tavaryon had provided fit almost perfectly, boosting my Armor-Class by six. It was far better than nothing.

“How far?” I asked softly.

“Steelclaws lurk nearby,” Varashan explained, holding an especially bright glowing crystal aloft. “Their natural weapons are dangerous, but their defense is only moderate. Your fire spells will be especially effective, they hate bright light.”

We'd already discussed our individual capabilities before leaving the city. Something Varashan had insisted on.

The calibani knight apparently specialized in precision strikes at mid-range with his spear. I'd explained my hybrid style: offensive spell-casting, quick melee strikes, and the idea I had to begin to rely on Gwyn to tank.

I'd also mentioned to Varashan that I had an aura skill that could boost Strength in my allies by half my Charisma score. When I'd told him my current Charisma, his eyes had widened as he realized just how much stronger just fighting beside me could make him.

Suddenly, Varashan raised his hand sharply. Gwyn sniffed the air, her ears alert.

“They're close, my lady," she warned, a low growl vibrating softly in her chest. "I can smell their metallic stink."














            


Chapter Fifteen: A Light in the Tunnels


                "Are you ready?" Varashan asked me.



"Yeah, I think so."



"Then follow my lead. They will likely attack us on sight."

We moved out from behind the tunnel corner we'd stopped to hide behind. Stepping into a wider cavern intersection. 



A low growl echoed from the gloom ahead of us, and then four shapes emerged. Thick, shaggy beasts. The size of bears. Muscles like coiled stone. Long, digging limbs tipped with steel-colored claws that shimmered unnaturally in the crystal light.

[Steelclaw – Level 26]

[Steelclaw – Level 26]

[Steelclaw – Level 25]

[Steelclaw – Level 27]

[Steelclaw – Level 23]

I summoned my [Raging Blade] in a rush of mana and fire. The sword blazed to life in my hand, again casting dancing illumination over the cavern walls in a way that was becoming familiar.

The Steelclaws hissed at our light. Looked pained and enraged by it even.

“Gwyn, left!” I shouted.

She didn’t answer with words. Just vanished in a flicker of mana.

If their defense was only okay, but their offense was deadly, I figured it was better to hit them hard and fast--before they could even hit us.

A Steelclaw roared and barreled forward, only to be slammed into by seven hundred pounds of panther wrapped in mana-touched muscle.

Gwyn's shimmering claws gouged fur and skin, striking with more force than I remembered her having in our last fight.

Of course they did. She was in my aura’s range.

I felt it through our link. The raw boost to her physical power. Gwyn had always been powerful and stronger than me Strength-wise, but now she struck like a force of nature. Her claws bit with impossible ferocity, shredding thick-skin-like paper.

And Varashan... he rushed forward after us following only a slight hesitation.

Once he got moving, he didn’t just fight. He flowed. His spear spun through the air with a dancer’s grace and a killer’s precision.

The moment the Steelclaws all lunged in earnest, he ducked under one, pivoted, and drove his spear clean through its inner shoulder joint. Its angry bellow turned to a scream.

He glanced at his arm as he stuck the monster into the earth itself with a cracking sound. “By the stars…" he muttered, almost startled, as he violently ripped his spear from the beast and then impaled it through one of its flat-eyes "I feel two centuries younger."

I smiled. "Then stay close to me while I fight!"

My blade ignited mid-swing, and I teleported forward in a tight [Mana Flicker], reappearing beneath the flank of a panicking Steelclaw. I slashed into its belly, fire blooming in a chain of sparks. 



Then I teleported away again, but not too far, as it tried to counter-swipe me. I launched a fire-ball into its face in response to its failure.



The beasts screeched and toppled at the impact, legs buckling.

“Get down!” Varashan shouted.

I dropped. His spear flew over my head and impaled a Steelclaw mid-pounce.



Gwyn flickered into the air after Varashan's spear landed true. The panther, not much smaller than the steelclaw, tackled the wounded creature down as it was already falling.

Another lunged. I flickered just like Gwyn had and landed a clean [Thrust]. My flaming sword thrust as a straight, hard jab into its open maw. The system pulsed around me as skill-energy flooded my limbs.

The beast reeled back, clutching its shredded face, but didn’t fall.

Gwyn was already on it as well. She leapt high, jaws glistening with her previous victim's blood, and latched onto her new one's throat.

She tore the Steelclaw down.

Four gone.

One left.

The survivor in question hesitated. Wincing eyes flicking between us and our lights. Gwyn snarled low.

“I’ve got it,” I said.

I sprinted forward and activated [Throw Sword].

My blade launched from my hand, spiraling in a blur of flame. But the Steelclaw shifted at the last second, ducking beneath it.

Nope.

I activated [Raging Sorcery].

My blade erupted in midair, but not before it redirecting mid-arc and diving into the beast’s back like a missile.

The explosion that followed shook the small cavern we were in.

Breathing hard, I mana-flickered over to the the twitching body. My fists lit with [burning hands], but I realized I didn't need the spell as the corpses began to glow and break down.

Loot orbs began to shimmer and float up where the bodies had been.

<Congratulations! You have reached Level 26!>



Hell yes. My first real level up in a while, ever since I'd started evening out with the monsters of the dungeons in terms of raw numbers.



I felt Gwyn's happiness for me wash over our bond. I felt her grow slightly stronger as well as the amount of Mana she could draw from me increased.

But other than the soft ping of the System notification: there was silence.

I looked over to Varashan. Who was panting, but had a composed and appraising look on his face as he examined what we had done together.

“Hey,” I said, brushing a sweat-slick strand of hair behind my ear. “How’d I do?”

Varashan met my eyes. The knight’s stern expression softened for the first time since we’d left the city.

“You fight with skill,” he admitted. “But you’re relying on raw power and instincts. You barely used any proper Skills.”

I blinked. “I only have [Throw Sword] and [Thrust].”

He gave me a long look. “That is satisfactory for a battlemage perhaps. For now. But if you are serious about fighting like this, you will need to hone your swordcraft. Once you reach the expert tier in your one-handed proficiency, the System will allow you to start shaping your own style. Or, if any swordmasters still lived… you could have learned theirs already.”

My heart stirred a little at that. Shaping my own style? It sounded… poetic.

But I still asked again, a little grin forming, “So. How’d I do?”

Gwyn licked her paws, grooming the blood off them, and spoke to Varashan: "Just tell her she's a good girl and be done with it. She fought very well."

That, and perhaps the exhilaration of battle that I had no doubt he was feeling as well, cracked his mentor expression for good.

He laughed. It was loud, warm, and fatherly--though I guess he was one after all. “You might just slay the other Rulers yet. And if we loot their claws…” He nodded at the Steelclaws as they finished dissolving into loot orbs, “Tavaryon should be able to forge weapons and armor from them that exceed the second tier. Even with his current tier of smithing.”

His eyes worked, as if he was contemplating something else he hadn't yet revealed to me.

I smiled. “See? I like you better when you’re complimenting me. You remind me of my grandpa when you laugh like that.”

Varashan chuckled. “My own children have not given me the honor yet. But I look forward to the day.” He watched as I stepped forward and begin to loot the Steelclaws. “Clarissa, are you willing to hunt more of these beasts? With your aura... this went far better than I expected.”

I inspected the first loot list, with three more still to come:



<<<>>>

[Loot: Steelclaw – Level 25]

• Steelclaw Claws.

• Greater Bestial Shard.

• Steelclaw Meat.

<<<>>>

I was quickly picking up a lot of new soul shards. I'd really have to make some new spells soon to expand my kit and versatility. "Sure. Why not?"

            


Chapter Sixteen: Refining the Fire


                I sat on a flat slab of stone while Gwyn kept watch at the edge of the cavern, her ears twitching toward every drip of water or shift of rock.

Varashan stood with his back to me, silent, his longspear braced against one shoulder. Also on guard for more enemies.

We’d carved through the Steelclaws like they were almost nothing. But I wasn’t going to pretend I didn’t still feel every brush with death, every moment where I’d nearly slipped.

Even if the System had rewarded me for surviving them.

I pulled up my stats menu and allocated the points I'd gained since my fight with the Western Ruler. No hesitation this time, I was pretty sure I knew what I needed.

+30 to Health. I could burn mana for speed and power, but nothing replaced the raw survivability of not dying when hit.



+30 to Mana. Even with the importance of Health, my bond with Gwyn did reduce my Mana Pool by a lot.



+10 to Stamina. Neither of my current Skills used much Stamina at all. And my Class bonus to Strength every level had served to steadily increase my pool as I'd leveled. Still, Varashan had mentioned that I might come to rely on Skills more as time went on. Some preparation seemed smart.

+7 to Agility. My blade was only as fast as I could swing it, and dodging claws the size of claymores didn’t leave much room for error. Not to mention, each point of Agility drastically reduced the requirement to tier my physical proficiencies. I'd probably have to focus on Endurance soon, though, even with my new armor.

+5 to Acrobatics and Unarmed Fighting. With my Trailblazer perk massively reducing the cost to tier all proficiencies in general as well, there was no reason not to bring both of them up to Journeyman now that my Agility was high enough to make the cost truly negligible.



+4 to Grappling. Only because it didn't make sense not to bring it up to journeyman as well. I'd have preferred to increase my Spell-Attack or Spell-Control, but tiering those was still too far away a goal.

The moment I confirmed my choices, I felt them ripple through me. Like I’d just drawn breath after holding it too long. My body steadied, my limbs tensed with readiness and refined muscle memory. It wasn’t beyond dramatic. But it was definitely a really big boost.



[Congratulations! For reaching Journeyman in both Unarmed Combat and Acrobatics, while having Agility above twenty, you have been awarded the Quickstriker perk.]



[Quickstriker Perk [Un] added.]



[Perk Description: You move like smoke and strike like a coiled snake. (All Unarmed Combat and Acrobatics skills grant +1/4 Agility when in use during combat).]



[Congratulations! For reaching Journeyman in both Unarmed Combat and Grappling, while having Strength above twenty, you have been awarded the Stronghand perk.]



[Perk Description: Your grip is crushing, your punch solid as stone. Your strength lingers in every lock and throw. (All Unarmed Combat and Grappling skills grant +1/4 Strength when in use during combat).]



More perks... and with them more power. All of it realistically only possible thanks to my System rewards. Without [Trailblazer] I'd never be able to tier so many proficiencies at my current level. Without [Raging Sorcery] and [Warmage], I'd be forced to invest more into my spells to keep their power high enough to challenge the sort of enemies I was.

“Alright,” I muttered, tapping into the Spell-Forging menu. “Let’s make something useful.”

I had a few more Greater Bestial Shards from the Steelclaws. Enough to experiment.

First spell was easy to choose.

[Blood of the Phoenix] was great when I had mana to spare. But I wanted something cheaper. More reliable in a pinch.

I recreated the spell it had once been, before the System had upgraded it for me:

[Spell created. Emberhide Recovery [2nd] added to spell-list.]

The healing was weaker, sure, but far more sustainable. I’d take that trade.

Next, I thought about something I could use in the dark. I didn’t want to be forced to use [Raging Blade] like a torch. It cost too much for so basic a use, even if my mana-regen basically counteracted its cost, I still wanted more mana and my hands freed up.

[Spell created. Fire Wisp [1st] added to spell-list.]

So I tried to forge a torch spell. Simple. Functional. Though made slightly more unique by the greater bestial shard used to create it.

<<<>>>

Fire Wisp [1st] – You summon a small Fire Wisp. The Fire Wisp can produce either enough light to light a small area around you, or up to enough to comfortably illuminate a small room. May also be used to light flammable objects on fire.


	
Spell-Class: 1



	
Mana-Cost: 5 Mana per minute. [(5 mana per minute)/Spell-Control].





<<<>>>

I cast it with a flick of will. A small orb of flickering flame spun to life above my palm. It drifted slowly up into the air, hovering like a curious firefly.

I smiled.

It was prettier than I expected.

“Want one?” I asked Gwyn, summoning another next to her.

She blinked at the wisp and swatted at it with a purr.

I grinned and summoned a third. I made it dance and swirl between my fingers.

Magic was really amazing.

“What are you doing?” Varashan asked, glancing back at me.

“Just playing with lights,” I said, “but I had a thought.”

I called on [Raging Sorcery] and infused the third wisp with it.

Its flame grew darker, more saturated with power. I willed it to drift out rapidly, and when it reached the center of the cavern…

Boom.

A crisp, bright blast rocked the space. Nothing massive. But clean. Controlled.

A slow smile stretched across my lips. “Huh.”

Varashan raised a brow. “You just made a floating fire mine.”

“More like a poor girl’s fireball. But yeah. One part torch, one part cheaper bomb."

“Clever.” He paused, rubbing his jaw. “You might consider rune spells.”

“Rune spells?”

“Explosive sigils. Traps. You place them and trigger them at will, or allow proximity to do so. I have seen mages use them to control the battlefield before. I feel they would suit you well.”

That sounded… actually perfect. "Let me try to make one?"

Varashan nodded.

I pulled up the Spell-Forging menu again and focused on what he described. Pictured what Varashan had described in my mind. The System responded.

I slotted in a Greater Mana Shard.

[Spell Created! Rune of Flame [2nd] added to Spell List.]

<<<>>>

Rune of Flame [2nd] – Infuse an explosive blast into a rune that you may either mentally trigger or set to trigger upon being approached.


	
Spell-Class: 10 [Spell Attack + (1/4 Charisma + Fire-Manipulation), rounded down]



	
Range: 20 feet



	
Mana Cost: 30 Mana [(30 Mana)/Spell-Control].





<<<>>>

“Well, I've got one now. Feels like it'll be really useful," I smiled at him, thankful I didn't have to figure everything out on my own anymore. "Thanks."

Although, honestly, infusing my [Fire Wisps] seemed like it would be cheaper most of the time. Still, the Rune could come in handy sometimes I'm sure.

“It will,” Varashan confirmed. “Especially with whatever conversion spell you used with your light wisp before.”

“It's actually a perk. It's called Raging Sorcery,” I said. “It lets me detonate any fire spells I have and makes fire explosions hit harder."

He studied me closely. “A System reward?”

I looked at him. “Yeah. Any other advice?”

He considered. “Lady Anahara will have better advice for you. She might offer more insight as a mage herself. But, if I may, you may want to save some of your shards regardless.”

I blinked. “Why?”

“For alchemy,” he said. “Anahara can show you how to refine those into potions. Mana. Stamina. You wouldn’t believe what a good stamina draught can do for someone mid-fight. And I imagine a mana potion would be a boon to any mage as well.”

Now that he mentioned it… I vaguely recalled the System mentioning something about shard conversion.

I nodded slowly. “I’d like to learn that.”

“Good.” He adjusted his grip on his spear. “Now then. Shall we?”

“Where are we heading?”

“The Steelclaws,” he said grimly. “Their numbers have been rising. They occasionally tunnel into the city’s outer sectors. It causes… carnage. If we can truly reduce their numbers then we'd greatly aid the city. And you'd gain levels as well, I'm sure."

My new rune spell tickled at the edges of my mind. A smile tugged at my lips.

“And with your new rune spell,” Varashan continued, “we might actually make a dent in their hive. If we are tactical in how we attack them."

I rose to my feet, eyes glinting.

“Let’s go.”

            


Chapter Seventeen: Bait and Burn


                I crouched low behind the jagged bend in the tunnel. According to Varashan, this tunnel was one of many that led straight into the mouth of the Steelclaw den.

Crystals growths lined the stones again here, but they weren’t like the ones closer to Daruvasht. These glowed a deep, pulsing red--as faint as simmering coals left to die. They barely lit the corridor, which was probably the point. The Steelclaws liked it dark.

Which, I hoped, would make the small flares of orange drifting around the head of the sentry ahead of us all the more noticeable.

Three of my [Fire Wisps] circled lazily near the creature’s head. I kept them dim, just enough to be seen, just enough to irritate. The Steelclaw in question, previously lounging, scrunched its nose and bared jagged fangs as it swatted at the air.

Varashan crouched behind me, whispering. "Everything is in place. The runes are set in the other tunnels. All you need to do is draw the den's attention. The Steelclaws are highly territorial; once they sense a threat they’ll check every tunnel mouth."

"Focusing," I muttered.

My wisps danced around the Steelclaw’s face. One brushed past its nose and singed it very slightly. It snorted, shook its head, and rose with a slow, irritated growl.

I grinned as it nipped at one of the wisps.

"Open wide."

With a flick of thought, I sent all three wisps surging forward. They zipped into its slightly open mouth, vanishing down its throat.

My eyes flashed with fire.

[Raging Sorcery] infused my wisps. And detonated them.

The Steelclaw’s head ruptured from within, jaws snapping wide in one final, terrible moment before the upper half of its skull blew outward in a burst of thundering flame. It hit the stone floor with a heavy, wet thud.

"Think that was loud enough?" I asked, turning to glance at Varashan.

As if on cue, a chorus of enraged roars echoed down the stone corridor ahead.

"I believe that gives you your answer, my Lady," Gwyn purred behind me.

Varashan nodded. "We must move. You've seen yourself that they’re slow to start moving but gain momentum quickly."

We sprinted. The tunnel we came through blurred past, our boots slapping stone.

And along the way, every [Rune of Flame] I had planted shimmered softly as we passed. Finding all seven entrances to the Steelclaw den had taken most of the day. We’d dodged lazy and instinctive patrols the whole time. Fought in bursts of silencing ferocity when we'd had to. And all the while I'd laid my runes with caution.

Now it was time for the pay-off.

We ducked behind a large, craggy rock formation just as the first wave of steel-claws-on-stone thundered through the tunnels behind us. The Steelclaws were coming. And a lot of them.

Good.

A chain of detonations filled the air. Blinding light beamed out from the tunnel we'd left.

One by one, I felt my flame runes ignite, even though I couldn't see them.

The air shook once, and again, and again. Dozens of times, starting and stopping as each of the booby-trapped tunnels into the Steelclaw den turned into fire-filled killing fields.

Dust poured from the rocky ceiling above us. Gwyn snarled low beside me as the shockwaves passed.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 27!]

[28.]

[29.]

[+20 (50/50) Incinerator I.]

[Congratulations! For slaying fifty enemies with fire-magic, you have completed the Incinerator I challenge.]

[Blazing Recompense [Un] Perk added.]



[Perk Description: Each soul claimed by your flame feeds your fire further. (Killing an enemy with fire magic restores 5% of your max mana and reduces the Mana-Cost of your next fire spell by 10%).]

[+10 (10/100) Incinerator II.]

I breathed out. It was good to get confirmation that the runes had worked and not just pissed off a metric-ton of monsters.



The new perk was also very exciting. As long as I had enemies to kill, I'd be able to chain spells like my fire wisps nearly infinitely.

More explosions echoed in the distance. Then silence. Then a few more final booms.

I then received a few pings from the System about the next tier of Incinerator.

"I got notifications that we took out a lot of them," I said to Varashan. "Think there’s more?"

The calabani knight rose slightly from behind the rock, listening. "Perhaps a few. They feed often upon the weaker monsters of the underground. I cannot imagine they could support a large population."

"Are we going to check, or?"

He hesitated. "We should. You’ll want your loot I'm sure. But... I doubt the tunnel held."

We crept back toward the mouth of the original corridor. Rubble choked the path. Flame-blackened stone.

"Guess I shouldn’t be surprised," I muttered.

Varashan approached, steady. "You could clear it. With your fireball spell. Just mind the chance for another cave in."

"I’ll be careful," I said. "We should back up though."

They retreated and so did I. Then I focused.

An orb of flame spun into shape above my palm, fed by orange fire wisping between my fingers.

I reared back and thew it.

The blast shattered stone. Rocks rolled and cracked as the debris blocking our path shifted.



I looked to Varashan, who cautiously observed the ceiling and walls of the tunnel. "Try once more."

I summoned another fireball and threw it. More stone crumbled and fell.



I looked back to my older companion once more briefly and, when he didn't protest, I called forth another orb of flame. And hurled it.

It did the trick and broke open a gap. Enough to see glowing loot orbs scattered among the rocky collapse.



I stepped forward, eager to claim my loot.

And then... a sound interrupted me.

It was a roar that put the ones we had heard from the other Steelclaws to shame. Lower. Heavier. Louder. Deep and resonating enough to shiver through my bones.

I turned my head slowly back to my Gwyn and Varashan. "What was that?"

Varashan stared in the direction of the Steelclaw den, brow furrowing in concentration and concern. "I do not know."

Gwyn moved forward and sniffed the air. "Whatever it is… it is large. And I can smell its anger."

Another roar came after the first. Higher pitched than the original. Anguished. Echoing with fury. Smaller, desperate snarls joined in with it.

I looked to Varashan. "Should we leave?"

He clenched his hand around his spear. "Whatever it is, it is no doubt a threat to the city. One we were previously unaware of and unprepared for."

A smile tugged at my mouth.

"Good. I didn’t want to leave anyway."

He met my gaze, steel in his expression. "Then lead the way. Carefully."

We moved into the breach. The cavern beyond the entry passage was huge. Dust from the detonations still settled in clouds around us, lit by many towering groupings of the same red crystals as before.

And at the center of it all: a familiar, but altogether new type of beast.

Enormous. Hulking. Reminiscent of a Steelclaw yes, but with longer blades atop its paws. Instead of brown, it had a shaggy black hide that was marked with vicious looking carmine swirls and tuffs.

[Steelclaw Mother - Lv. 28 Elite]

The van-sized matriarch crouched amid the wreckage, thick limbs tense, eyes glowing a red to match its fur's patterning--but more alive and hateful. Surrounding her were a number of her surviving and smaller kin, clawing and bunching backwards near their progenitor.

"I thought only Rulers were elites," I whispered.

"Some monsters earn the title," Varashan replied grimly. "Rulers are Cowagen’s chosen custodians of our world. But other elites are the horrors of the world itself."

"Think we can take it?"

Varashan exhaled. "You defeated a Ruler."

Gwyn padded forward. "And now, you’re not alone."

The Steelclaws turned their heads towards us, sniffing the air. Seeing us with their lacking vision and locating us by superior scent--maybe even some form of tremor sense, judging by how they'd fought us this far.

The Steelclaw Mother roared, sending a shockwave through the air towards us. The soundwaves hit our group with a rolling, physical force; I was forced to take a single step backwards against the shout's sheer viscosity and momentum.

[Warning! You have been affected by the Weakening Shout debuff. Strength and Dexterity are decreased by 10% for 30 seconds.]

            


Chapter Eighteen: The Den's Last Roar


                I felt it the moment the Steelclaw Mother roared: the raw force of her shout. But it was so much more once it hit me, once the debuff was applied.

Not just in my ears, but in my bones. A wrongness, creeping cold into my ligaments like an indescribable frost coating my bones. My limbs slowed, dragged down by a weight that wasn’t mine. And by a fear that I knew didn’t belong to me, but that still crawled inside my skin like a parasitic dread.



My eyes focused in on the debuff notifcation:

[Warning: You have been affected by the Weakening Shout debuff. Strength and Dexterity reduced by 10% for 30 seconds.]

I clenched my jaw. No. This wasn’t my fear. This wasn’t real. Not really.

And I hated being manipulated. Fire formed in my hand, summoned from my Mana and indignation.

I threw my fireball. Directly at the Steelclaw Mother. Her debuff didn't affect my spellcasting, so fuck her.

The orb of flame screamed through the air toward the Steelclaw Mother’s snarling face—only for one of her kin to hurl itself into the spell’s path. My fireball hit the brave little idiot mid-leap and exploded, hurling its charred body backward.

"We need to thin the herd!" Varashan shouted.

There were too many of them.

"Way ahead of you!" I snarled.

Fifteen fire wisps flared into existence around me, orbiting in fast, furious spirals. I shoved [Raging Sorcery] into each one and hurled them forward, a swarm of glowing orange death homing in on the Steelclaws ringing their queen.

The Mother reacted, slamming a clawed paw into the ground. A tremor split the cavern, racing toward me with a sudden burst of jagged, rising stone.

I [Mana-Flickered] back, blue energy crackling as I disappeared from the surging earth and reappeared ten feet away--just as my fire wisps detonated across the Mother's protectors.

The mini-blasts lifted dust, scorched fur, and shattered stone. Screams of pain tore from thick-throated maws.

Varashan moved as well. Spear low, then thrusting upward like a dancer’s step turned lethal. His blade pierced a Steelclaw's eye and he rolled under a retaliatory swipe, coming up in a crouch as green skill-energy coated his weapon. A second thrust from his now skill-infused spear knocked the monster he’d blinded backwards as it howled.

As I reappeared out of the path of the rising trail of earth-spikes, I mana-blinked again—this time towards the Steelclaw Mother.

My reforming feet hit the stone near her, just as I summoned more flame around my hand. [Burning Hands] flared to life across my left fist in a glow of fierce orange. Another Steelclaw lunged at me, intent on keeping me away from its queen. I met it with a punch straight to the jaw. I triggered [Raging Sorcery] mid-hit.

Boom.

The spell exploded from my knuckles. Fire, force, and fury launched the beast back away from me as it whinnied a guttural cry.

More fire wisps formed around me, and were sent screaming toward the Matriarch's remaining kin--just to keep them off me, to keep them from interfering. She’d begun charging now. Her massive, van-sized body barreling toward me, fury at my indiscriminate slaying of her children in every lurch of her muscled limbs.

I threw another fireball at her as well.

She roared and raised her claws.

Not to shield, but to cut.

Skill energy sheathed the steel blades on her paws as she slashed the fireball from the air before it could detonate. Magic scattered like sparks, doused.

I growled, focused, and ran. I didn't know Skills could counter my spells, but now I did.

I ran and leapt.

I [Mana-Flickered] forward at the peak of my jump, using my movement's velocity to reappear above the Matriarch’s hulking spine. My [raging blade] formed in my hands mid-fall. I raised it high as I landed on the huge Steelclaw Mother's mantle.

And then another Steelclaw lunged at me from her flank.

Gwyn blurred into existence, teleporting with a rip of blue light and a roar of her own—and slammed into the interloper mid-air, the two of them tumbling down into a crater in the cavern's floor. She ripped and clawed, graceful even in chaos, dodging the bear-mole’s swipes and tearing flesh in return.

I stabbed downward into the Steelclaw Mother's back.

My flaming blade punched through hide, but just barely--the thrust slowed. The Matriarch’s flesh was as thick as my own armor, much more resilient than her smaller brood's. I snarled and pumped [Raging Sorcery] into the blade.

She reared onto her hind legs.

And I disappeared in another burst of mana.

Another boom.

My sword detonated in her back. I landed in a crouch a few feet away, rolling up to my feet with the new acrobatic grace granted by my journeyman proficiency.

Another flame-born sword flared into being in my grip.

The Matriarch was burnt. Roaring. Bleeding now.

But still very much alive.

She charged me again. And I ran to meet her.

Gwyn, bloodied but unbowed, sprang from the side and latched onto the Mother’s neck. Her claws dug in, her fangs struck true. The Matriarch staggered, shook, and slammed herself into a nearby stone pillar to try to dislodge my panther familiar.

Another Steelclaw came for me from the side. I saw it too late.

No time to dodge. But it was roaring as it charged--an instinctive mistake I'd make it pay for.

I threw my free hand up and launched a pack of [Fire Wisps] straight into its mouth, igniting them as they passed its fangs.

Its stomach and jaw blew out. It slid past me, dead on arrival.

The Matriarch shrieked and flung Gwyn off with a sweep of her claws. My panther cried out, her claws skidding across the stone.

I roared in return. "Gwyn!"

My right hand blazed with [Burning Hands]. I threw it like a missile, triggering [Raging Sorcery] the moment my fist was coated in the spell's fire. A moment later, the fist-shaped cloud of flame slammed into the Matriarch’s face and burst.

She reeled.

I teleported again. And closed the gap between me and the monster I was targeting.

My blade slashed across the matriach's leg as I reappeared in front of her, cutting a groove I knew had to be deep enough to sting badly.

The monster raised both of its claws off the ground and swiped downward at me. I ducked, rolled beneath her, and flung a fireball at her rear ankle as I passed.

She faltered as her fur was seared away and her now burnt inner flesh exposed.

I stood, spun, and activated [Throw Sword].

My arm lit with emerald skill-energy.

The sword hurled from my hand, guided by my Skill, and pierced straight into the matriarch's throat.

I exploded the blade just as it struck.

The fire shattered her windpipe. Flames belched from her open jaws.

I summoned twenty fire wisps.

They circled her like glowing gnats intent on causing death.

And they exploded as one.

The Matriarch screamed as she was bathed in heat and pain. And in that moment, Gwyn pounced again, landing on the monster's huge face even despite cloud of explosions, and this time biting straight into the monster’s eye.

Blood sprayed across Gwyn's pristine white fur. The Steelclaw Mother reared.

And Varashan—quiet, steady Varashan—charged past me. I'd almost forgotten he was with us. That was my mistake.

The calibani knight's spear flared with green skill-light as he rammed it straight into the matriarch's ruined throat.

The Steelclaw Mother seized as she took the blow.

I appeared beside Varashan with a final flicker of mana and drove my [Raging Blade] straight up through our enemy's open jaw and into her brain.

She froze.

Then toppled.

Varashan and I dove back, rolling and stepping clear. The monster's heavy corpse struck the stone and shook the air.

Gwyn leapt clear from her perch on the huge corpse's face and landed beside us.

The few remaining Steelclaws—broken, bloodied—whimpered and tried to either come to stand or to back away.

I summoned more fire wisps. Just to make sure they didn’t escape.

And they didn’t.

They died in my fire.

Silence fell.

I exhaled, my limbs trembling slightly with fatigue and adrenaline.

Varashan turned to me, panting, his spear dripping with blood. He looked at me like I was something, someone special.

"You..." he said slowly, wonder in his voice.

"What?" I asked.

"You are what we’ve been waiting for. All these years. The way you fought..."

My face flushed. I looked away. “I’m just glad I can help.”

But inside?

Inside, I was overjoyed. I was useful. I felt like somebody in a way I never had before.

And maybe it was arrogant... but I liked that feeling.

            


Chapter Nineteen: The Champion and the Chittering Thing


                I stood above the still-warm corpse of the Steelclaw Mother, her blood cooling on stone, her cavern heavy with silence, as her body began to dissolve into light and loot. The last corpse-embers of what my fire wisps had wrought faded into ash-light.

Varashan still stood beside me, his spear lowered, though not quite relaxed. His gaze swept the cavern. He looked over the piles of lesser loot orbs littering the stone, shimmering faintly beneath red-hued crystal light.

He finally spoke again, after he'd complimented me. “How much of the spoils of this battle do you plan to share with the city?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“We have only briefly discussed specifics,” he said, glancing toward the collapsed tunnels. “There is... much here.”

I looked around again. He wasn’t wrong. The glowing loot spheres were everywhere. One for each Steelclaw killed. And there had been a lot.

“I’m probably going to keep most of the soul shards,” I admitted, “and anything unique that I might need. But the rest? I mean… it’s fair game.”

Varashan nodded slowly. “Would you need the meat?”

I hesitated. “Is it good?”

He smiled. “It is delicious when grilled. Far more appetizing than the mushrooms and cultivated moss most of us survive on.”

“Well… I might want some,” I said, grinning a little. “But yeah, I don’t mind sharing.”

“In days past,” Varashan said, voice thoughtful, “after such a victory, a feast would be held in honor of the champion’s success. There is certainly enough here for such a celebration.”

I stared at him. “You want to throw me a party?”

His eyes met mine, unflinching. “The people will need to know of your existence eventually. It would lift their spirits. As would the food.”

“I mean… I’m not sure I want a feast,” I said. “I’m still getting used to being around your people.”

“Think it over,” he urged. “There has been nothing to look forward to in the city for a long time.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I will. Okay?”

His shoulders lowered, just a little. “That is all I ask.”

“You mentioned wanting their claws before?” I said, shifting topics. “I might want a knife. Maybe bracers. But other than that, I don’t think I need them.”

“Thank you,” Varashan said. “Nearly nothing we possess could match the steel I believe these claws might forge.”

“Yeah, no problem.” I stepped toward the glowing loot orb from the Mother’s death. It shimmered gold and red, brighter than any other in the chamber.

I touched it. The loot list unspooled before me. Mostly standard stuff I'd expected: a Greater Earth Shard, the Steelclaw Mother's claws. But one entry caught my attention immediately:

<<<>>>

Gauntlets of the Underground

Light-weight, bone-studded gauntlets constructed from the thick hide of the Steelclaw Mother. Imbued with her essence. Grants tremor sense out to 20 feet around you. May be used with Unarmed Skills.

Rarity: Rare

Weapon-Class: Unarmed-Class +5

Armor-Class: +1

Item Level: 3

<<<>>>

Tremor sense.

It sounded like blindsight. Or a ground-based awareness. A literal sixth sense in either case.

I claimed them immediately and equipped them from inventory.

They shimmered onto my hands, overlapping my sleeves and tightening around my forearms. Black-and-red hide molded snugly against my skin, knuckles capped in gleaming ivory bone.

A pulse spread from my feet. A ripple. It radiated out from where I touched the ground, passed through the stone and then returned into my heels and bones.

And with the constant pulse came clarity.

I could feel Varashan behind me. Feel Gwyn, circling from the right. Their exact positions. As if my body was attuned to every subtle vibration, every whisper of movement in the stone.

I grinned.

Holy shit.

This was awesome.

***SCENE BREAK***

Frost clung to every surface. Pale ivy strangled columns long since collapsed. The once-pristine jade courtyard, now webbed and ruined, gleamed with a sheen of creeping ice. All of its ornate fountains and water-fixtures had frozen over. The trees that lined its walkways, though dead, somehow still bore fruit: crystal berries encased in ice that pulsed faintly with unnatural mana hung from their limbs.

Spiders the size of hounds skittered across stone and branches alike. But they scattered at the presence of the figure who stepped into the courtyard.

He was massive, seven feet tall easily. Regal. Horrific.

A white-horned being in ornate armor that shimmered with a lost Calibani style. His skin was deep midnight, etched through with flickering veins of glowing mana. No sword sat at his side--only a whip, coiled and waiting. His feet were hooves. His eyes burned constantly with wisping magical power and detached purpose.

What once might’ve been Calibani had become something... else.

He ascended the far stairs of the courtyard. Behind him, his tail swayed--a graceful, but proportionately thick, curling blade of flesh and force.

At the top of the stairs before him, massive but weathered palace doors loomed. He raised a hand.

The doors groaned open with the sweep of the creature's will.

He entered the palace and proceeded within its depths.

Torches along the inner columns sputtered and ignited as he passed, casting gold-bluet light over decaying architecture. Faces peered out from between the stone cylinders as he went, they were even more disturbing mockeries of the Caliban than the midnight-skinned man--their features twisted, their expressions locked in hate and agony as they gazed upon him. All recoiled from the light of the mana-torches.

He ignored them. Kept progressing into the once regal structure. Until he stopped before a throne.

It was empty.

But above it, something moved. Something that did not breathe into its upper lungs, but that lived nonetheless.

The horned man bowed his head--not so much out of respect, it seemed, but mere bored courtesy.

“I come with news from your master,” he said.

A flick of his hand conjured an image in the air. One of flame, motion, and violence. A girl with dark hair dueled a panther of moon-white fur with blazing fire and sword.

The image shifted: became Clarissa, speaking with Sorayelle.

“The System has brought a new champion,” he said, tone unreadable. “She wields magic and blade. She has slain the Ruler of the West. And she has happened upon a nest of survivors.”

Above the throne, the thing in the shadows chittered--its sharp, dry legs scraping against ancient stone and webbing.

The horned man was unmoved. “Find her. We do not yet know if she can be bent to the Worldheart’s will. Your master doesn’t care. Slay her. Take the others. They can be made useful in the usual way. Cowagen grows tired of this world's resistance."

He waved away the image. And turned to leave, not waiting for a reply.

The thing above hissed.

The horned man smirked and stopped walking away for a moment.

“Oh? Are you jealous or hateful of her?” he mused. “Or merely enthralled by the beauty you no longer posses?"

He walked away from the throne room, his cloak trailing across the cracked tile, black as shadow. "Then prove your worth despite that. Rid the world of her. And then kill your own weakness. There's no place for it in this world either.”

Behind him, the air grew colder still. And long, pointed limbs crashed against blameless stone in a self-hating rage.

            


Chapter Twenty: A Potion and a Promise


                We didn’t speak much on the way back.

It was a long walk from the Steelclaw den, past partially collapsed tunnels and dust-thick air. And even though I wasn’t tired, exactly, there was a heaviness to me that hadn’t been there before. A quiet weight after all the fire and thunder. A buzz in my gauntleted fingertips that hadn’t faded since I’d first felt the ripple of the stone beneath my feet.

Varashan walked beside me. Steady. Spear still in hand.

Gwyn as always, guarded me closely.

We stepped into the city through one of the side entrances near the fungal markets. Light broke across the carved halls in pale blues and soft greens, nothing like the bloody glow of the Steelclaw tunnels. This was a home, lived-in. Scarred. But still breathing. Full of hesitant, guarded life.

Varashan guided me through its winding heart, all the way up a carved, spined ridge path to a tiered district shaded by pale-silver trees. And there, nestled at the top of a stone terrace, was Anahara’s mansion.

Mansion might have been the wrong word. Temple? Manor? It was regal, yes. But also weathered, like it knew it had been built in the age before the world fell, and had simply refused to crumble like the rest of it. Dark jade tiles covered its roofs. Runes etched into the archways whispered softly with old power.

It was beautiful.

Varashan knocked once, sharp but polite.

The door opened a few moments later.

Sorayelle stood on the other side, bright-eyed and barefoot, her red-black hair half-tucked behind one ear. “You don’t have to knock, Clarissa,” she said, grabbing my wrist and tugging me forward. “You live here now, remember?”

I blinked, then laughed awkwardly. “Right. Still not used to that.”

The look she gave me—soft, expectant, proud—hit me in a way I wasn’t ready for. Like when my youngest sister used to wait at the door for me to come home from school. Hopeful. Grateful. Like I was someone worth looking up to. "Well, get acquainted with it."

And for just a second, I wondered… was I filling someone else's place in Sorayelle’s life?

Did I remind her of her own sister?

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

Her hand slid down to mine, her fingers wrapping around my palm. “Are these new?” she asked, staring at my gauntlets with awe. “They look so sturdy and majestic. You have to tell me everything. What was the hunt like? Was it scary? Did Gwyn eat anything weird?”

Gwyn purred from beside me. "Gwyn can talk for herself, little one. And yes, I bit quite a few weird things."

Varashan cleared his throat behind me. “May I come in as well? I need to speak with your grandmother.”

Sorayelle looked up. “She’s having breakfast right now, but yes—I believe it should be fine.”

***SCENE BREAK***

My arms were sore.

Which didn’t make sense, because I was strong now. System-strong. Monster-slaying strong. But grinding a Greater Mana Shard into powder by hand?

Still not easy.

Especially not while trying to monitor the heat of a bubbling alchemical brew that smelled like sweet mint and overcooked berries.

“Keep grinding,” Anahara instructed from over my shoulder. “But do not fail to watch the pot, girl. Too hot, and you’ll burn the potency off entirely. Too cold, and the suspension will fail to take.”

“I’m trying,” I muttered, rotating the mortar beneath my pestle with short, steady pushes. I glanced up at the shimmering brew. “Is it supposed to glow like that?”

“Yes. That means it’s still alive. Now hurry. Add the second shard’s dust. It’s time.”

I lifted the pestle bowl of powdered shard and dumped it into the pot.

Anahara practically beamed. “Now bind the mixture with elderoot before it separates.”

I stared blankly at the roots she’d laid out earlier. “Uh…”

She sighed, grabbed the rightmost root of the many, and shoved it into my hand. “Chop. Quickly. You have seconds.”

I scrambled for the neaby cooking knife, diced the elderoot as fast as I could, and tossed the bits in. A puff of purple steam erupted from the pot, sweet and spicy and thick enough to make me blink.

Anahara grinned. “That’s it. Smother the fire.”

I did, killing the flame with mud from a nearby jar of it. Just as a System ping hit me like a pat on the back.

[You have created a potion!]

[Congratulations. You are the first soul from Earth to create a potion. Rewards granted.]

[Instinctive Herbalist [R] Perk added.]

[Perk Description: Your senses guide you to the useful plants and herbs of the varied worlds, sifting the wheat from the chaff. (By utilizing smell, sight, or taste, you may identify one effect of any given alchemical ingredient, stacking to discover other effects.)]

Anahara handed me a ladle and a squat, empty glass bottle. “Strain it in. Don’t waste the brew. And then you’re done. You’ll want rest before tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” I echoed, half-dazed.

“Your feast,” she said, amused. “It is happening, dear. That's what Varashan and I were discussing before, while you and my granddaughter socialized."

I blinked at her. Then down at the pot of glowing liquid.

Now that it was finalized, the System identified it instantly:

[Greater Mana Potion (Poor): Brewed inefficiently and without much skill, this potion still brims with a greater aura of magical energy. Restores 100 mana. Quantity: 1.]

My first potion.

It smelled like sugar and lavender. And success--well, not really, but to me it did.

***SCENE BREAK***

We lay in the dark, the room aglow with soft light leaking through silver-crystaled windows.

Sorayelle’s bed sat beside mine. Gwyn curled up by the door, half-awake, her breath slow but alert.

“You okay?” Sorayelle asked.

I paused. “Yeah—”

“You don’t have to lie,” she cut in. “Talk to me. Grandmother says she wants to take you into our house officially. That makes us family.”

“That’s the thing,” I said, voice quiet. “Would she do that for just anyone?”

“No,” she said without hesitation. “But you’re special.”

“Because I might be able to save the world?”

“Well… yes.”

“It’s a lot,” I admitted. “And I keep thinking that if I do manage it, I’ll have to go back home and do it all over again there.”

“This is your world now too,” Sorayelle said. “At least, what’s left of it.”

“What will you all do if I succeed?” I asked. “If Cowagen falls? Will this place stop being a dungeon? Will it become a planet again?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “But maybe we’ll just… live. Free. Not hunted. That could be enough. It'd be more than we have now by a lot."

I closed my eyes. “I want that for you. For all of you. You’ve been kind to me. I just… I’m not used to having so much riding on me.”

“You’re not alone,” she said. “Even if all I can do is listen, I’ll do that.”

Gwyn lifted her head slightly from the floor. “And I share your burden, my Lady.”

I smiled faintly. “I’m glad I have you. Both of you.”

There was a pause. Then Sorayelle’s voice, quieter.

“You know… that used to be my sister’s bed.”

I opened my eyes again. I’d guessed, but hearing it made my chest ache.

“What really happened to her?” I asked gently. "How was she taken?"

“She was part of a scavenging group,” Sorayelle said. “She trained under Varashan. She wasn’t a System user… but she was strong. Brave.”

“And?”

“We had a bad harvest. The elders decided to risk the tunnels that led aboveground, ones that exited far from the Western Ruler. But my sister's party was ambushed. Skulkers.” Her voice cracked slightly. “She and a few others held them off so the rest could run.”

“Did they take her?”

“Or kill her. But Skulkers don’t usually kill. They want to make more of themselves.”

I felt my blood run cold. My hands curled beneath the blanket.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I can’t imagine losing my sister.”

“You have one?”

“Two. But I was mostly thinking of Anna. She’s only a year younger than me. Prettier. Smarter, most of the time. I think I looked up to her more than she did to me, even though I was older. I miss her.”

The silence hung for a long while.

“Can I ask a favor?” Sorayelle said.

I turned toward her. “Of course.”

“If there’s any way… if you find her. My sister. If she’s still alive…”

“I don’t know how,” I said honestly. “But if I can... I swear, I will.”

The faint light glimmered on her cheeks. Tears caught like stars in her eyes and then shooting down her cheeks.

“Thank you.”

            


Chapter Twenty-One: The Weight of Belonging


                Anahara’s dressing chamber smelled faintly of crushed mint and what could've been a strange, alien cousin to old cedar.

Sorayelle fussed with the straps at my shoulders while Anahara smoothed a palm down the fall of fabric at my hip, her hands cold against my skin even through the dress.

The gown was a traditional Calibani thing; it was layered and elegant, cut to move with me, not fight me. The outer layer was a deep night-violet with threads of silver runes stitched along the hems—protective motifs, according to Sorayelle. Beneath it, a softer underdress caught light like water where it peeked out at my collar and shoulders.

“It belonged to my daughter,” Anahara said, voice gentle, eyes somewhere far beyond the room. “It deserves the air again. And it will suit a feast well.”

I glanced at Sorayelle, as the girl braided my hair, then back to the gown. I knew what had happened to her sister, but again I chose not to pry into the details of her mother's demise. “Who’s going to be there?” I said instead, careful.

“Nearly all of our commonfolk,” Anahara replied. “Three hundred souls, give or take those at watch. And the leaders of the lesser houses, two dozen, perhaps a few more.”

I winced. “I’m not so sure I'll be good at… noble talk.”

Anahara smiled, honest and tired. “Our titles mean little now. We keep them out of tradition, and to remember what we once were. The people cling to what once was and so we retain some of our old privileges still.”

Sorayelle stepped back and clasped her hands like a proud stylist. “You look wonderful.”

I tugged at the sleeves, embarrassed. “I’ll try not to trip.”

“You wear the battle braids of our people well,” Anahara added, her voice rich with approval. “They frame you elegantly.”

It had been her idea, to braid my hair in the style of Calibani warriors. Silver beads threaded through the thick black strands, catching the light with every shift. The style was meant to stand in contrast to the noble’s gown, a deliberate pairing of grace and steel, of past glories and the martial hope they wanted me to represent.

Gwyn’s tail thumped once from her place by the doorway, where she lounged like a statue. The panther's white fur and golden eyes watched me proudly in the dim morning cavern and candle light.

I smiled faintly. Even my appearance today felt like a kind of weighty thing. “Thank you both for fussing over me like this.”

"Like you need it," Soryaelle jabbed playfully. "But you're welcome."

“Shall we?” Anahara asked.

“Yeah,” I said, and tried to breathe like this was just a party and not… all of everything it actually was.

The great hall opened into a deeper cavern, all glow-crystal chandeliers and strands of luminous moss draped between pillars. Steelclaw meat roasted on spits along the far wall, smoke sweet with herbs I didn’t know. Conversation hummed, nervous and hopeful. Faces turned when we entered; some curious, some wary, most just tired.

Varashan met us beneath an arch of carved stone and dipped his head to Anahara before looking at me with a warmth that cracked the usual steel of his countenance.

“Come,” he said. “Before the formalities swallow you.”

He led me to a quieter corner where a woman stood with two girls at her side. His wife wore simple silver-grey, hair braided back, eyes bright with a softness that reminded me of my mom when she tried not to be nervous and preening in front of guests. The older girl looked maybe sixteen, kept her spine straight and her mouth firm. The younger, the calibani equivalent of twelve by my guess, stared at me like I’d jumped out of a storybook.

“Clarissa,” Varashan said, a little too carefully casual, “my wife, Lethari. Our daughters, Vesha and Qiri.”

I smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Qiri blurted, “Are you really going to save us?”

I shot Varashan a look that translated pretty universally to: what have you been telling her.

He coughed into his fist and angled away like the ceiling carvings were suddenly very interesting.

I knelt to Qiri’s height. Up close, she had her mother's eyes but so much... more hopeful. “I’m going to do everything I can,” I said.

She smiled, the kind of smile that hit like a sunbeam. “I would like to grow up strong like you. My daddy says you could become a hero someday for real.”

I ruffled her hair. Looked back up at Varashan.

“I don’t know if I said hero,” he muttered.

Lethari laughed, easy and bright. “You implied it, dear. And then outright said it when Quri got excited."

The sound of familial closeness loosened something that had been growing tight in my chest. For a moment it felt like standing in my parents’ kitchen, my sisters teasing each other while I snuck the last pancake.

A bell chimed. The hall shifted. Anahara moved to a raised platform with a ring of pillars and lifted her hand; the room quieted like it was used to obeying her.

And then it began.

I met the leaders of the lesser houses in a receiving line that felt more like a test than a welcome. Most were old. Most wore their scars politely. They bowed in their own fashions. They said the right words.

One of them, a narrow-shouldered man with white hair and a walking stick, watched me with pale skepticism. A faint glow hovered at the edge of my vision where his nameplate was, but he wasn’t concealing anything; the System marked him simply: [Aranhall, Level 10]. When he finally spoke, it was with weary courtesy.

“So many tried,” he said. “Do you truly think you can do what they could not? Your level is high for us, but nowhere near that of those who fell. Forgive me, but I can scantly believe you to be so special."

A dozen answers pressed to the back of my teeth. None of them were helpful. Varashan leaned slightly toward me, just enough that his words were mine alone.

“His retainer,” he murmured, “was stronger than I am now. He died fighting a swarm in a mana storm so hundreds could reach these halls. The old man and his wife survived because of him.”

I swallowed the retort I’d almost made. Looked back at the noble.

“I’ll do everything I can,” I said.

Before he could reply, a small group hesitantly broke from the crowd. Commoners, workers with the gait of the middle and lower class--many with pale faces as weathered as old leather. An older woman led them, clutching two folded lengths of streamer cloth.

“Excuse me, my lady,” she said, voice tremulous.

“I’m not a—” I started, then heard myself, then sighed. “Well, I guess I am a lady. But you don’t have to call me that.”

The woman dipped her head. “I apologize. We only wished to speak.”

Amusement warmed Anahara’s voice behind me. “You have accepted my House, child. It has been announced. They are being polite.”

Right. Nobility. Me. Sure.

I turned back. “I’m sorry for correcting you. What do you need?”

The woman stepped closer and extended the cloths with both hands. They were beautiful—embroidered with symbols that curled like constellations, thread catching and releasing the light.

The System chimed as I touched the first.

<<<>>>

Calibani Seal of Devotion

A sacred emblem once worn on the cuirasses of Calibani paladins, said to anchor the spirit against hostile sorcery. Its patterns mirror the old prayers. Its embroidered lines are laid as wards, thread blessed in the temples of a more pious and gentler age. Grants +1 Magic Resistance

Rarity: Rare

Item Class: 2

<<<>>>

“It belonged to my son,” the woman said, voice steady through practice. “He fell protecting our previous home, before Cowagen fully overtook the world.”

My throat tightened. “I can’t accept—”

“It is a great honor,” Varashan said softly, but with the kind of tone that brooked no argument. “To refuse would wound them.”

The woman lifted the second cloth to me.

<<<>>>

Calibani Seal of Crusading

A battle-blessing sewn and pinned to the armor of those who swore the old crusader’s oath: to stand, protect, and endure the dark. The cloth holds the memory of that vow, stoking the bearer’s strength and swiftness when they march for others. Grants +5% Strength, +5% Endurance, +5% Agility

Rarity: Rare

Item Level: 2

<<<>>>

“We want to thank you,” she said. “For joining our city. For taking a place as a warrior in a Great House when so few remain. For choosing to fight for us."

I took the Seals with both hands. “Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

The woman bowed and stepped back into the crowd. "You honor me."

That broke something open. One by one, people came. All bearing gifts. A carved charm of polished bone. A woven sash dyed with blue-crystal pulp. A flask of something sweet. A smooth river stone rubbed by three generations for luck. A small bottle of perfume that smelled like rain on copper.

I kept glancing at Anahara and Varashan like I needed permission to keep accepting what was being given to me. They just nodded. Let them thank you, those nods said. Let them hope.

The final gift eventually passed into my hands: a small and beautiful antique glass bottle of perfume.

A soft ping brushed my senses.

[Your name has been updated to: Clarissa Ardent‑Elcorvain.]

My eyes widened. The System had listened, to the people, to the fact that they'd accepted me as a member of a new family, and it had stamped their acceptance into me.

As if the System itself was telling me I belonged to more people than just those I loved back on Earth now. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. I thought I liked it.

Later, when the food had dwindled and the crowd’s noise dropped to a hopeful murmur, Varashan found me again. He had recovered his spear from wherever he had stored it before, and tapped two fingers against the weapon. The look he gave me was the same one my old fencing coach used when he’d decided I was too full of myself to learn properly until I got smacked with a foil a few times.

“Walk with me?” he asked.

"Sure," I replied. "Lead the way I guess."

He led me through a narrow arch into a chamber that had probably been a shrine once and now held a circle of sand and chalk. Gwyn padded after us, silent and watchful, eyes half-lidded in the way that meant she was paying attention to everything.

“You fight well,” Varashan said, taking his place in the ring. “But you have gaps and move... strangely for one of us. The Calibani learned to fight with grace because our Strength does not go as far as others. A beast-man, for example, will almost always be stronger than you given you both have the same Strength attribute. We move better with precision, and not force alone.”

“I’m… open to instruction,” I offered, dry. "Can I change first, or?"

I didn't want to ruin Sorayelle's mother's dress.

Varashan nodded. "Of course. Would you like me to turn?"

"It's fine."

I opened my System inventory and equipped my armor. My dress glowed and became a fluid energy that morphed into my leather armor instead. "Ready now."

He didn’t smile. “We used to have a hundred combat-styles. We have one or two left, what the survivors pieced together from memory. You have power and finesse. What you lack are Skills. Particularly, I think you'd benefit in learning to use Skill-energy to bridge the gap between thought and motion.”

“Which I'd do how?”

He planted his spear, then let his breath fall out until the muscles along his jaw went slack. A green sheen crawled over his limbs like light sinking into water.

“[Fluid Movement],” he said, and stepped.

He didn’t blur; he simply ceased to have a pause between decision and action. The spear flicked toward my shoulder. I flinched on instinct and he pulled the strike a hair’s breadth short, then flowed into a second motion so fluidly my combat-trained brain nearly missed the tells that yes, he had already begun to attack. I dodged him, but only just so.

After a few seconds, the sheen faded. He exhaled like someone letting go of a weight.

“I can hold it for moments at best,” he said. “It drains Stamina like wine from a cracked skin.”

“What was that?” I asked, dubious. "How am I supposed to do it?"

“You are supposed to remove the lag between thought and limb,” he said, and then, kinder, “It will feel like being swept into a river at first. You must allow your thoughts to link with your Skill-energy and to then guide you faster than your body could alone."

“Okay,” I said. "I'm going to have to give it a try... probably a few."

I summoned my [raging blade] into my hand and approached my new teacher.

For the first few tries, I failed to channel my Skill-energy at all. I traded sparring blows with Varashan decently, if distractedly, but didn't gain anything.

Once I finally did feel my Skill-energy rouse in my limbs, I realized Varashan was right. The energy disrupted everything about my fighting. I moved like someone wearing two left boots. I thought to step and my legs obeyed with a jerking stutter. I thought spin and my hips added an extra beat.

“Stop pushing your body,” Varashan said and half-gently shoved my back and out of an attempted strike towards him. “Guide the energy and it will move you.”

Right.

I kept failing. Kept being jerked to and fro between my Skill-energy and my own instinctive need to pilot my body by flexing and contorting my muscles--and not by just imagining what I wanted it to do.

"It's kinda hard," I admitted, half-complained.

Mostly I was just frustrated. I mean... how cool was the idea of unhindered movement? For me? A boxer and fencer and gymnast? I'd spent my whole sports career trying to approach that kind of ability. I wanted it.

"Can you not relate it to how you control your Mana?" Varashan asked me.

I hadn't thought of that... but:

Actually... maybe.

When I mana-flickered, I didn't move. I shaped a path with my thoughts, then took it with my mystical energy. I didn't drag my body along; I let the mana flow and I flowed with it.

So I did the same thing with my Skill-energy, only smaller.

Though granted, I didn't have the benefit of having the skill Varashan was trying to teach me downloaded into my brain like I had with [mana-flicker].

I let the green tingle of Skill-energy rise from somewhere between my ribs and shoulder blades, down my arms, into my calves. I pictured the motion I wanted to take—cut, pivot, step—and then stopped ordering my muscles to do anything at all.

My body sagged and went lax, I almost thought I'd fall to the ground, but then my Skill-energy caught me. Righted me.

The world snapped into one clean line. I stepped, and the step was simply there, my body following the thought like a bead threaded along a string. Varashan didn't even have a chance to raise his spear, as my flickering blade stopped at his neck.

Varashan knocked my summoned sword aside with his spear and attempted to press me.

He didn't get far, I caught the haft of the weapon and--this time--I shoved him back.

Two seconds. Three. Five. Ten. Then my lungs burned and the slickness popped. I wobbled, breath dragging, Stamina slashed down hard enough to make my knees feel just a bit traitorous. I could've kept the Skill going, but not for that much longer.

[You have learned a skill! Fluid Movement added to skill list.]

Varashan’s mouth quirked. “You learned faster than I did. And you were swifter than I with the Skill, once you learned to move properly with it"

“It felt like… Mana-Flicker,” I said, panting. “Except only inside my skin and sweatier.”

He nodded. “Perhaps so. But further build your Stamina if you can ever spare the Stat points. Or you will be a candle when you find raw combat necessary over magic--bright, brief, and then snuffed out. I choose only to use that Skill in singular moments where precision or reaction is life or death."

“Noted,” I said, and tried not to think of dying like a blown match. "Any reason you chose that one to teach me?"



"I will teach you others in the coming days, if you wish," he said. "However, it is the best I know to allow you to practice your control of Skill-energy. Hone it and learning others will become far easier."

I smilled. "Maybe you'll make a hero out of me, yet?"

He might have blushed. "Yes, well. That is the goal is it not?"

Gwyn purred with mirth as my quip and its effect on the aging calibani knight.

Once the feast was over, I found Sorayelle in the mansion’s inner garden, sitting on the lip of a little channel that cut through the blue-green grass. The air smelled like wet stone and cold shadows under leaves. She looked up as I approached and rose with a quick, self-conscious smoothness.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing is the matter."

"Yeah?"

“I just... have something for you too,” she said, voice steady but eyes wide like she was trying to hold herself in place.

I hesitated. "You don't have to, I already got so many gifts today. And you already did my hair, I can count that if you don't want to be left out or something."

She took a pendant from her pocket and placed it in my palm. The metal was old, warm from her hand. Calibani work, delicate setting geometry around a small inlayed shard of twinkling lavender crystal, natural reflection lines crossing the stone like star-maps.

“It was my mother’s,” she said. “And Grandmother’s before that. Then my sister’s. When her party was ambushed… she pushed it into a survivor’s hands and told them to bring it to me if they got home.”

I swallowed. “It’s beautiful.”

“If you find her,” Sorayelle whispered. “If she’s alive. Show it to her to prove I sent you. And maybe it will… bring her back to herself. Even if she’s been…” She couldn’t say the words 'turned into a monster'. I couldn’t blame her.

I stopped. I didn’t want to lie and tell her everything would be okay, because I really didn't know that it would be. But I decided she could use a little hope too. “I'll bring it back to you when I find her.”

Her composure cracked. She stepped into me and hugged me like she was drowning and I was the only piece of wood left afloat. I wrapped my arms around her and held on.

“Thank you,” she said into my shoulder. Her voice trembled. “Thank you.”

Gwyn’s presence brushed my mind; a rumble of approval, a warm weight just behind my heart. I stroked the pendant with my thumb behind her back and felt, for one aching second, like I was holding a loving dream in my palm.

"You've already said that," I told her.

"I know," she sniffled.

“I’m Clarissa Ardent‑Elcorvain now,” I said softly, surprising myself. “That has to mean something. Maybe that finding your sister is my job now too."

“It does,” Sorayelle said. “To us, it means you’re ours.”

I thought about the feast, the gifts, the Seals, the little girl asking if I would save them, Varashan’s wife laughing, Anahara’s solemn but hopeful approval, the weight of the city’s many exhausted eyes.

“Then I guess,” I said, tucking the pendant against my collarbone, “I have more work to do, don't I?"

            


Chapter Twenty-Two: Maps and Monsters


                The city militia broke formation on Varashan’s signal, sweat-slick and panting in the cool cavern air. The training yard was just a flat stretch of packed stone, ringed in faintly glowing rune-posts, but the echoes made it sound like a much bigger place. Wooden spears clacked as the younger fighters leaned them against the wall and stripped off boiled-leather harnesses.

They’d fought well.

Better than I expected, given most of them didn’t even have the System to help them. The only one who did was a Caliban warrior who looked by human standards to be maybe a half decade younger than Varashan, still older than the rest, whose level marker hovered just over ten. The others? All baseline. All trained the long way.

I understood that. I’d learned to box, to fence, to twist through a gymnastic dismount long before the System ever decided to start tagging numbers to my life.

“They're good,” I told Varashan as he stepped over to join me. His own armor was dusted in pale grit, but he didn’t look winded.

Varashan’s expression didn’t shift much, but I caught the pride there. “Fighters can be made from any willing body, given time. Without the System, it is slower, but not impossible. What cannot be replicated are the rapid improvements to strength, speed, and resilience it grants… and, of course, the use of Skills.”

There was truth in what he said, but also something to the idea that you didn’t need glowing menus to make an athlete... or, I guess, a soldier.

“You told me that there were magic-users before the System came to Caliban,” I said. “Do you have any here?”

He shook his head. “Most had abandoned the traditional magics by the time Cowagen himself invaded our world. Still, he targeted the old mystic enclaves first. Their repositories of knowledge, their libraries, their apprentices. Even in the old days, we had more priests and paladins than true arcanists.”

“I’m guessing they used holy magic?” I asked, drawing on my Earth knowledge of the terms.

“Not precisely. They wielded mana, but it was gifted to them by the Azu’rei. Like with those mages who did cling to our traditional sorcery, the System only reinforced this gift later on.”

“They had power before the System, too, though? Where is that now, then?"

Varashan’s mouth tightened. “Perhaps the star exarchs have abandoned us for our failure to govern their creation… and to protect it.”

I knew almost nothing about Calibani religion, but his words sounded heavy and laced with doubt. “Would they really do that?”

His gaze flickered away. “No. Only a few might have. I should not have said that regardless. It was sacrilege.”

I saw the pain in his strong, weathered face. And I found that it hurt me too.

I stepped closer and set my hand on his shoulder. “Anyone could have doubts like that after what you've all been through.”

For a moment, he met my eyes. An aging man, a father, carrying a weight of hard years I could only guess at. Maybe he hadn’t expected comfort from someone half his age, but he accepted it with a slow nod. “Thank you. Now that I have fulfilled my duty to the watch… would you like to practice your own skills?”

I hesitated. That wasn’t exactly why I’d come today.

Earlier, I’d stopped by Tavaryon’s leather workshop to drop off the Steelclaw Mother’s claws. He’d been overjoyed, practically glowing as he explained how many weapons and armor plates he could craft from such high-grade material. I’d also checked on the armor he was making for me; he’d only finished most of the base layer so far. The Western Ruler’s pelt, he said, was a nightmare to work with but worth every ounce of the trouble.

Which had given me an idea.

“Actually,” I said, “how do you feel about more hunting? If I’m going to leave the city soon, I should probably level up a few more times. And less monsters in the tunnels is a win for you guys too.”

He considered. “Our eradication of the Steelclaws was already a boon to our security. But yes, there are more than a few species of beasts that have plagued us from time to time.”

“Like the Cavern Crawlers?” I prompted.

He squinted. “They mostly stay in the deep dark and avoid the city. But when they do come near, we can scarcely pierce their armor. It’s a miracle they’ve not caused more damage.”

“Any elite ones you know of?” I asked. “Tavaryon hasn’t started using the regular chitin I gave him yet. I was thinking… elite monster chitin would make for better armor, right? And I think I could use every bit of help I can get.”

Varashan’s face darkened. “I am not entirely sure I could help you with that fight, Clarissa.”

“So there is one?”

“If there is, then it is a cannibal. When we first came here, I led most of the scavenging parties myself. Before we’d mapped the tunnels fully, we became lost and wandered into… something’s lair. A massive cavern, thick with webs and littered with the half-devoured corpses of Crawlers. And eggs. We fled before we saw much, but I glimpsed something hulking in the shadows. It was larger than any Crawler I’ve heard of.”

“How big are we talking here?"

“I’d wager the size of a large dwelling.”

From where she lounged, Gwyn purred like a cat thinking about an especially fat bird. “Something that large must be slow. And we can move swiftly with our mana, my lady.”

“But it can probably take a hell of a lot of damage,” I told her. “And we only have so much mana.”

She purred, tail still swishing like she was picturing the hunt. “I will concede to your point.”

I looked back at Varashan. “Could you show me where it is? I won’t ask you to fight it.”

He hesitated. “This is truly your wish?”

“You said it has eggs. If it’s breeding, maybe it’s the queen... or king, I guess. Killing it could mean no more Crawlers, right?"

He considered that. “If that is true, eliminating it would save lives. But I still believe you should wait until you are level thirty.”

“Why thirty?”

He looked surprised at my apparent ignorance.

“You unlock a second class at thirty. Your options will depend on your achievements and the System’s interpretation of them.”

That was news to me. The System was upfront and free with information, but only if you asked it directly. It didn't really anticipate your needs. It was kind of fucking stupid, honestly.

“So… like a subclass?”

“At times. At others, I had heard that you may choose something entirely new.”

“Well, I’m leveling slower now,” I said. “I think I'll need to kill something really big to even hit level thirty anytime soon. And I figure more elite kills can’t hurt my chances of getting something good when I do.”

He nodded reluctantly. “I can take you to the section of tunnels where you might find what I saw. But it has been well over a century. I cannot promise it remains.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t help me?”

“Based on my own strength, not my willingness,” he admitted, frustration in his tone. “But I cannot in good conscience allow you to go alone.”

“What are my chances of dying?” I asked bluntly.

“It is… not an impossible outcome.”

“And what would your chances be if you came?”

I wasn't trying to be cruel... just, I didn't want him to commit suicide on my behalf or out of bravery.

He recoiled a bit, then squared his shoulders. “Quite high.”

“The city needs you,” I said. “But I'd really appreciate it if you could draw me a map.”

A long pause. Then: “Yes. I can do that.”

**SCENE BREAK**

The ruins of the Calibani capital lay drowned in frost and swampwater. Once-white marble and silvered-vein jade lay cracked under sheets of ice. Vines, dead and frozen, hung from archways split by the weight of two hundred winters.

The Southern Ruler’s voice hissed through the ruined courtyard, clipping each word like she wanted to bite it in half.

The crowd before her was not just one kind of nightmare, but three separate ones.

Closest to the Ruler stood the half-spiders—torsos of Caliban women rising from the furred, ice-pale bodies of frost arachnids. Their many legs anchored them in patient, unnatural stillness, eyes like molten gold and blood.

Behind them, the Skulkers jittered and snapped. Shadow-thin, all claw and fang.

Furthest back stood the bone-faced archers. They were Caliban, if only barely, but stretched thin and disproportionated. They had only single, unblinking eyes, bone ridges curving from temple to jaw, and bows grown from their own skeletons where one of each of their hands should've been.

“The Western Ruler is dead,” the Southern Ruler hissed. “Slain by a Caliban spell-blade who still clings to the System's boons. She has joined with survivors. They hide beneath our feet. They think themselves safe.”

The Skulkers huffed and swayed, hungry and primed with rage at the edges of her words.

“Search the tunnels nearest to the Western Ruler’s den. Search until your limbs are useless and your eyes burst from your skulls. Bring the survivors to me. And as for the sorceress...” the Ruler chittered, as if everything within her resisted speaking what she was about to say, "kill her, and end the last hope of all who defy us."

The Skulkers roared in savage approval. The bone archers lifted their weapons.

The half-spiders said nothing, their silence heavier than the noise behind them.

At the edge of their front rank, beside the most ornately armored lieutenant, stood a younger half-spider with auburn hair. Her eyes—those catlike, burning eyes—were more notable in that they perhaps held a fading ghost of defiance. She was the last to turn when the orders broke the crowd into motion. The last to summon a whip of ice into her hand. The last to crack it across the air, spurring Skulkers forward into the frozen streets.

But, like the others, once she had turned to her duties, Sorayelle’s sister did not look back.

            


Chapter Twenty-Three: Beneath the Surface


                The city’s hot springs had been carved into a wide, low cavern, the pools terraced into gentle shelves so the water spilled from one to another. Steam drifted in thin veils, carrying the smell of minerals and something faintly floral.

I sat half-submerged in the nearest pool, my shoulders and well-curved clavicles bare above the rippling surface, while Sorayelle floated lazily a few feet away. Gwyn swam slow, deliberate laps around us, her pale fur plastered against her frame, tail slicing through the water like an otter’s.

For a moment, I’d wondered what the others might think of her—sapient, yes, but still an animal—paddling around the baths. Then I’d decided I didn’t care. She wanted to enjoy herself. I wasn’t telling her no. Sorayelle hadn’t said anything either, so I guess that meant it was okay? Or maybe everyone else was just going to be too afraid to tell my massive panther companion no...

“So you’re really going after another elite?” Sorayelle asked, her voice echoing lightly off the stone.

“I mean, yeah,” I said. “The Western Ruler almost shredded me to pieces. I need the best armor I can get, and the daddy or mommy Cavern Crawler sounds like it’d make some good plates.”

Sorayelle drifted closer, resting her arms along the rock lip. “Come here. Let me scrub your back.”

I hesitated. Then turned, letting her draw me toward her and work a sponge-like moss across my skin. It was rough enough to feel satisfyingly cleansing, and yet soft enough to be comforting.

“I know I watched you kill more Crawlers than anyone else here could,” she said. “But what if the elite’s worse? It’s not that I think you can’t win. I’m just… worried. If even Varashan won’t go near it…”

“I don’t think Varashan’s afraid of much,” I said. “He’s just smart.”

She made a small sound in her throat. “Does that mean you aren’t?”

I glanced back at her, surprised at the flicker of teasing in her tone.

The corner of my mouth twitched. Then I flicked water at her with one hand.

“Hey!” She laughed, flinging a splash back at me.

I was mid-swing for another when Gwyn surged up from under the water between us, landing in a spray that drenched both of us.

“I will be by my lady’s side,” Gwyn said, floating smugly between us. “And I am smart enough for the both of us.”

I left the city before midday, Varashan’s map tucked into my inventory and the memory of hot water lingering like phantom heat across my skin.

The tunnels narrowed as I moved south, the glow-crystals scattered along the walls dimming to occasional pinpricks. I kept my [fire-wisps] orbiting around me, six burning spheres that lit the stone in shifting hues of hot gold. My gauntlets pulsed faintly at my wrists, feeding my tremor-sense. I felt every stone, and every crevice of the walls or floor within twenty feet.

The map was simple enough to follow. At least until the crystal-lit passage sloped into a cavern with a low, still reservoir sprawled across it.

No bridge across the water. No easy path. Just a rocky bank that edged the black water, slick with mist.

I checked the map again. My route cut straight across. The far tunnel mouth was exactly where I needed to go.

"Guess we're going across," I told Gwyn.

"That is probably wiser and quicker than moving through the water," she agreed.

I nodded and looked out over the dark, vaguely crystal-lite underground lake. "Yeah, we're definitely not swimming in that."

We set a careful pace along the stone enbankment, water sloshing quiet beside us. The mist beaded along my armor, dampening the leather, curling my hair. I was halfway to the other side of the reservoir when something broke the surface of the water.

Then another something.

Then a third... and a forth.

They came up like nightmare lanterns. The monsters were glowing and squid-shaped with rippling wings instead of fins, each of their tentacles lined with rings of teeth. 

The wings of the flying squids snapped wide, sending droplets off into empty space, and they surged toward me through the air.

I didn’t think. I [mana-flickered] sideways, vanishing from their small swarm in a blink and reappearing several feet away. Half my [fire-wisps] detonated where I’d been, the blasts punching heat into the mist.

One of the flying squids reeled from the explosion. My [raging blade] was already in my hand. I cut through its midsection as it tumbled toward the ground.

A second creature dove for me, only for Gwyn to slam into it midair, hauling it down. One sucker slapped across her face, teeth digging at her skin. She snarled and ripped it free, then tore the thing in half.

The third squid streaked past my shoulder. I pivoted, hurling a fireball into its side. It twisted midair, charred flesh curling, and hit a nearbly wall.

I watched it do so, just in time for a glowing streak to nearly collide with me from the side.

Fuck!

I lashed out, coating my free-fist with [burning hands]. The heat gathered to a blinding point, then I drove it into the incoming squid's body. Flame roared, and it burned away as I detonated the spell around my balled hand with [raging sorcery].

I glanced to Gwyn as she growled and moved in front of me.

The breaking of water-tension split the air again.

Four. Five. Six more winged squid surged from the reservoir, wings snapping as they rose toward us.

**SCENE BREAK**

Far from where Clarissa now was, closer to the hidden city of the Caliban, a detachment of monsters moved through the shadowed tunnels.

Skulkers led the way, the black-eyed things' claws clicked softly against the rock. The bone-bowed archers came next, their single eyes unblinking, their weapons cradled like the extensions of their arms that they were.

At their head was the auburn-haired half-spider, her molten eyes sharp and watchful. The ice whip in her hand trailed against the wall, leaving frost in its wake.

A Skulker at the front made a low, guttural grunt, crouching.

The whip of Sorayelle's sister cracked, striking across its back. The Skulker whined, but the sound only made the others sniff harder, their growls building as they turned toward a narrow side tunnel.

“Found them…” one hissed.

“Nearby…”

“Here…”

“There…”

They all looked nervously and angrily to their half-spider commander, their teeth bared in anticipation.

She stared at the one she’d whipped, her gaze flat and cold. Then she pointed forward.

“Show me the way,” she said. “But hold your bloodlust until I give you leave.”

The Skulkers surged ahead, their shadows breaking and reforming in the dim crystal light, leading her squad toward the scent of untainted Caliban blood.

            


Chapter Twenty-Four: Paths to Battle


                We'd finished off the flying squids without much issue. I'd gotten a few Greater Water Shards from them, but not much else. Then we'd continued on out of the reservoir cavern and on through the tunnels.

Now we reached one that was particularly dark, however.

I slowed. My Fire Wisps spread out, restless light sliding over crystal-studded walls and a floor that fell away into shadow.

The tremor-sense provided by my enchanted gauntlets rippled through my soles and came back strange. A low, alien hum from somewhere in the dark below.

I carefully moved toward the ledge. Wisps trailed my steps and lit a swaying curve of something pale ahead.

A lattice of silk ropes, thick as my wrist and wet with reflected light, stretched across the gulf to the mouth of another tunnel. Barrel-sized knots sagged from a ceiling I could barely see. The weight of the whole thing made it shiver.

It was a bridge, I realized, if you could even call it that.

I checked Varashan’s map. “This isn’t on here.”

Gwyn padded up beside me, tail low, eyes narrow. “Which would mean?”

“Either the Crawlers expanded, or Varashan’s memory needs work.” I traced the ink lines. “My bet’s on the expansion.”

She didn’t argue. Her ears flattened. She sniffed the air. "We are not alone."

My tremor sense whispered to me again: three heavy pulses above us, but one especially light and quick. The rafters of silk weren’t empty.

“Three somethings overhead,” I murmured to my familiar, speaking more quietly. “Two heavy. One light.”

My words were cut short as a wet, insectile screech split the dark.

I sent a fire wisp darting up towards the sound.

A shape peeled off the webbing above. Wings spread, chitin catching the light in oil-slick colors. Not a Cavern Crawler. A warped crossbreed of a moth and one of the armored hunters, its buttock releasing sticky threads as it came at us.

The bridge’s knots twitched. I flared my scouting wisp brighter. Two juvenile crawlers clung upside-down higher on the webbing, exposed in the expanded wisp light, their spear limbs now shifting.

“Well, there’s the rest of them,” I muttered.

The moth thing dove once it'd gotten closer.

[Fluid Movement] surged through me in a short burst. The Skill sent me sliding across the ledge. The monster's dive missed in response to my movement.

The juvenile crawlers stabbed down through the thick webbing, faster than their full-grown kin could've.

Gwyn vaulted up onto the web, moving light despite her size. She raked for the nearest crawler’s joint. The creature fought and jabbed at her, but she twisted away and tore a leg halfway free. Ichor spilled as the Crawler scrambled higher and jerked away from my familiar.

I mana-flickered onto the web bridge myself, following Gwyn's lead, my boots only sticking slightly to the webs.

I dropped a [Rune of Flame] into the load-bearing web knot toward the far cavern mouth. The magical sigil's heat blackened the strands of stickiness around it. The juvenile crawlers above hissed at me, as if enraged that I was damaging their home.

The moth, for its response, banked and spat more filament my way. The webbing hit my wrist and cinched tight.

The moth flapped backwards and tried to pull me off my footing. My Strength stat didn’t let it. I yanked. In the next second, [burning hands] flared down to my wrist bone, turning the silk there to stinking ash.

“Gwyn, down!”

She dropped to a lower section of web. I sent two wisps racing opposite lanes of the web, charged with [Raging Sorcery].

They blew in unison next to either of the crawlers. The bridge thrummed like a plucked harp. The juvenile crawlers flinched, plates gapping to show softer seams.

Gwyn sprang into a teleport again, this time reappearing to tear the uninjured crawler's leg clean off. The crawler toppled, weight breaking through flaming silk. It fell, and bellowed, into the gulf below.

The second juvenile lunged for me. I mana-flickered past its leg thrust, landed behind it, and planted another rune on a second main braid of the webbing.

I then teleported again, in a burst of two mana-flickers, to the other side of the bridge.

“Gwyn! Over here!”

The moth crawler dove low. I summoned my [raging blade] and hurled it with [throw sword] in one fluid motion. The conjured weapon soared past the flying creature's head and pierced into the flame rune I'd just lain.

The explosion of both of my spells completely took the braid apart. Fire curled up the web. One of the moth’s wings was torn off mid-dive. It spun into the dark below, shrieking until the black swallowed it.

The last crawler remaining jumped off its section of burning web. And landed halfway across the silk bridge. It began to chitter towards us.

My eyes flared with magic. Just as the Crawler passed the very first explosive rune I'd laid.

The detonation blew and the final Crawler joined its brethren in the chasm below, grabbing aimlessly for nothing as its footing was rapidly blasted away.

Silence returned, broken only by the soft creak of sizzling silk lines. There was enough left to cross later, my destructive spells had pretty much separated all the burning sections of webs from those that remained stable. It'd probably be fine.

Gwyn landed beside me, ichor spattered across her fur. She licked a paw, smug. “I am enjoying this hunt.”

“They were small game,” I said. “But maybe don’t leap onto a web without testing it first?"

“I am a cat, my lady. We always land on our feet.”

I eyed her. “Yeah? Even in a bottomless pit?”

Her ears tilted back, the panther suddenly slightly less shameless. “And I can teleport.”

I smirked at her, just as--to my surprise--three loot orbs floated up and drifted towards me. It seemed the System was more accommodating than I thought. If loot orbs were inaccessible, it would bring them to you. "Well, you still did a good job. And after we loot these, we shouldn't be that far away from the Elite Crawler."

**SCENE BREAK**

The tunnel narrowed, its ancient stonework lit only by the faintest pulse of crystal-light.

Sorayelle’s sister stood at the edge of the glow, one palm against the tunnel wall.

She could feel the subtle shaping of it: ancient work, laid in the days before the world’s collapse. The tight, deliberate choke in the passage. The funnel. She slowly remembered the purpose for it, though the happier memories scraped now against the programming stitched into her skull.

The Skulkers fidgeted behind her now, low chittering carrying just loudly enough to make her jaw ache.

She turned her head, red-auburn hair brushing the armor of her shoulder-plates, and looked at them without expression. Behind them, the bone-archers were still as ever, their natural bows unstrung but ready. All waited for her word.

The tunnel yawned forward into darkness. She could feel the shape of it as if tracing it in her mind: a second, deeper gate ahead, thicker bars beyond the first, and murder-slits high along either tunnel wall for crossbowmen to rake the approach of enemies. Beyond that, the heavy inner door warded in old magic.

She had seen this gate before.

But it was... not the entrance to her home anymore.

Her body wanted to move. Wanted to push forward, to tear through iron and wood and stone. She held it still.

"Go," she said.

The Skulkers charged forward first, melting into the faint crystal-light like released hounds. They loped for the outer portcullis and set to it, claws screeching against iron. The bars shivered but did not yield. The Skulkers hissed in frustration, scraping, battering.

The first crossbow bolts came out of nowhere. They hissed down from the slits in the tunnel walls and punched through a Skulker’s throat. The creature dropped without a sound. Then more bolts came. The remaining Skulkers banged against the city entrance more loudly, yowling with rage and pain.

Sorayelle’s sister only watched. The weight in her limbs swayed her toward action more fervently as her minions died, but she did not move.

The bone-archers shifted behind her, but would not attack without leave. The Skulkers snarled and slapped the bars. Another projectile ripped through one’s forearm; the limb dangled loose, bone splintering.

The half-spider resisted the ingrained need for her to act, to intervene. She could resist, couldn't she?

Another few minutes, and perhaps the defenders would thin their forces further. A part of her wanted that, fought for it.

She knew she should return to the other hunting parties to regroup and strike with force enough to crack the city open like a shell. That would be the logical choice. But she had resisted that urge thus far as well.

But logic had little to do with the pressure coiling up her spine now. She needed to attack, to bright terror to the unchanged, to obey...

Her black-lacquered nails tingled. Her breath grew sharp. The cold built in her forearm until it ached, until her fingers curled without her leave.

She was so angry.

She brought her arm up despite herself, palm out toward the gate. Frost bloomed in the air between her claws. The ice magic gathered, tightened, hardened to a glimmering spike of glass-blue ice.

Her lips drew back into a world-hating hiss as she loosed her magic.

The ice spike screamed forward, cutting the air with a crack. It froze the murder-slits on the tunnel walls over with ice as it passed them, preventing further crossbow bolts from loosing at the Skulkers. Finally, it struck the portcullis' bars dead-center. Iron burst outward in shards. The portcullis sagged, a gaping wound ripped through its center.

The Skulkers surged, hissing in delight. The bone-archers lifted their bows as one, saluting her action.

Sorayelle’s sister lowered her hand, breath steadying somewhat but remaining heavy, the frost still fading from her palm's white skin. She hated that she’d given in. Hated that her many legs now carried her forward into the disabled kill-way without pause.

But the programming within her bones and exoskeleton was in motion now.Her hatred shifted in its character, becoming hot and filled with battle lust. She had her orders.

            


Chapter Twenty-Five: The King Crawler


                Yet again, all I'd gotten from the fight on the web-bridge were some shards and chitin. I was ready for something more exciting. And luckily, Gwyn and I were getting close to our destination.

The tunnel bent and widened until it ended in a sheer curtain of webbing. It sealed a mouth of stone big enough to swallow a house.

I called one wisp down to illuminate my hands and Varashan’s map. I traced my finger along ink lines in the firelight. The mark for the Elite Crawler was dead ahead. “I think this is it.”

At my will, the map broke into flecks of drifting light and vanished into my inventory.

“Are you ready, my lady?” Gwyn asked.

“This one might push us,” I admitted.

Her tail flicked. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?”

The hunter’s joy in her voice stirred something in me. Maybe it was a symptom of our bond, but I wasn’t going to pretend it didn’t. “Yeah. I can’t say I’m not excited.”

My left hand flexed. [Raging Blade] shimmered into my grip. “What about you?”

“By your lead.”

I lifted my right hand. Five fire wisps spun into existence, then shot forward in a tight spread. They ignited in the webs blocking our path with sharp concussions, heat rolling back against my face. The barrier's center collapsed in burning ropes.  A gap opened, edges still smoking.

We stepped through.

The cavern beyond was the largest I’d seen underground. It was lit in pulses by crystals jutting from cliffs and feeding black underground waterworks. Webs thicker than any I’d seen formed a sprawling network across both the floor and ceiling.

Eggs lay scattered at my feet, glistening pale and the size of my head. I stepped around them. “Gross.”

“It is further in,” Gwyn said. “I can smell rot.”

She led, silent on her paws. If I focused, I could smell what she did through our bond. The reek sharpened until I saw the source. Piles of Cavern Crawler corpses, shells split and either hollow or filled with insectile remains. All surrounding one massive heap of the same that reached many times taller and wider than I was.

“What, does it eat its mates or...”

Before I could finish the thought, the largest mound shuddered. The dead bodies that made it up rolled away and down. A black-and-purple leg the length of my body heaved free, then another, and another.

I stepped back. Gwyn’s growl rumbled low.

The monster we'd come for climbed clear of the pile, its bulk as big as a very large house. Just as Varashan had promised.

[Cavern King, Level 45 Elite]

Fuck, I wasn't letting it hit me first.

Fire Wisps swarmed into existence at my command, fifty points of light darting forward. They struck in clusters along the King's body and erupted in chain blooms of fire.

The King roared, the sound cracking through the cavern. Its front legs slammed down.

Earth surged. Crawler corpses launched outward in arcs. A rolling wall of spikes tore for me.

[Fluid Movement] flared. I handsprung back, leaning on my Journeyman Acrobatics and old gymnastics drills, but I still didn’t trust my flips without the Skill. A mid-air [Mana Flicker] pulled me clear of a falling crawler shell. I reappeared mid-rotation and landed low twenty feet back.

Another mana-flicker carried me further from the slowing earth wall the King had sent our way. I cut [Fluid Movement] once the killing avalanche fully stopped.

Gwyn’s own teleport dropped her in at my side, shoulders low and eyes bright.

The King wasted no time in crashing through its own wall, throwing spiked rubble in all directions as it rushed us.

I flickered again, then twice to avoid the debris. A [fireball] left my hand after the first teleport, burst on the King's carapace, and rolled over the chitin uselessly.

“My lady, it has no gaps in its armor!”

She was right. Unlike with the other cavern crawlers we'd faced who had gaps at their joints, the King had no seams. Its plates swelled and overlapped over every joint.

“We can’t stay on the back foot. We need to make our own gaps!”

The King slammed another leg down. Another wall of earth spikes shot for me, but this one was more directed. It was a killing line, not a wave.

But I'd meant what I said to Gwyn about not retreating.

I triggered [fluid movement] again. I used the incoming earth spikes as a staircase, a hand on the first, a heave that vaulted me to the second, and a powerful kick of my legs that sent me to the third. At the top, I jumped forward and mana-flickered with my momentum, coming back into being in the air and right beside the King's striking leg.

I dragged my [raging blade] across that leg as I flew past it. The cut sank but didn’t breach. The King's chitin splintered but held.

Its head turned. Web shot from its mouth.

Gwyn followed my path up the spikes and struck the same spot I had, her claws ripping a chunk of armor free.

I flickered clear, break-rolled underneath the King's body, and came up with more fire wisps forming. The monster I was now beneath rotated to shield its new wound.

Legs the size of pillars came down around me. I dodged one and then the next.

Movement within the King's wound caught my eye as I moved. Something began to pour out of the gap we'd created in the monster's armor. Pale, cat-sized worm bodies with too many legs and barbed tails. They crawled and fell, hitting the cavern floor in mass and skittered for me in a undulating swarm.

[King Parasite — Level 10]

My first [Fireball] lit them up and blasted the front ranks into smoking piles. The rest rushed in without hesitation and kept coming.

"The fuck... that's just nasty..."

But they were weak.

I dropped fire wisps into their numbers, each detonation restoring more mana than I spent thanks to [Blazing Recompense]. [Gallant Exemplar]’s on-kill buff boosted my Charisma with every kill as well, and the aura of the same perk spread bonus Strength to Gwyn. My own Strength climbed as well due to [Blade Channeler].

As I dealt with the parasites, Gwyn took the opening and darted for the King's wounded leg. 

The King’s struck out for her in return, but she was too swift.

With another jump of her own, Gwyn bounded up the King's leg and carved deep into the gap in its chitin that we'd created together.

Power surged through me as my Charisma climbed. I could feel my [raging blade] growing stronger within my grasp, and could feel just how much harder my other spells would now hit.

To test my new power, I hit the back of the limb Gwyn had just bit into with a boosted [Fireball], this time blowing armor away.

This was the way to topple the bastard. I had to exploit my perks and buffs.

I hurled fire at every leg of the King. Its armor burst under every explosion. More parasites spilled out and hit the ground from the new gaps in the King's chitin. The cavern stank of burning exoskeleton.

I summoned as many [fire-wisps] as I could at a time, knowing I'd get the mana back, and sent them to obliterate the gross creatures I'd freed from the King's body. The kills provided me with more strength and more mana than I could use.

All the while, the King merely roared and tried to reposition to see me as I attacked from beneath it. 

Then I started targeting the ground. My [fireballs] collapsed the stone under the King's legs until the points of its legs sank into the shattered cavern floor. The weight of the king's spear-like legs only drove them deeper.

The King leaned to one side, as it tried to free at least half of its legs.

Three quick [mana-flickers] took me close enough to slap a [rune of flame] onto one of its weight-bearing legs. I teleported again and again to get the next three legs it was leaning onto.

The moment I'd lain the last one and begun to teleport away, I detonated the runes all at once. All four of the King's runed legs blew apart at the bottom joint. And the King toppled with a roar.

Gwyn and I mana-flickered clear, out from under the huge monster.

It heaved back up on its remaining limbs, leaning against its stumps, and gave a different sort of roar. A roar for help, from a creature I figured had probably never asked for it before.

The massive eggs that filled the cavern in clumps cracked all around us.

It could decide when its babies hatched, how was that fair... how did it even make sense?!

"Gwyn! Watch out!"

[Juvenile Cavern Crawler — Level 15]

They poured out from their canvas-like shells, wet and snapping their long mouths.

One lunged at me. [Gallant Exemplar]’s aura fed through me into Gwyn, boosting her Strength. But my new Journeyman Grappling skill and my own boosted Strength from [Blade Channeler] made me confident enough to grab the incoming horse-sized crawler.

My hips turned, weight dropped, and I sent the newborn monster rolling over itself. To my surprise, skill energy burned through my legs and core. It joined with the intoxicating hum of my boosted Strength attribute.

[You have learned a Skill! Grounded Stance added to skill list.]

Gwyn roared and smashed a different juvenile’s faceplate open with a single glancing slash of her aura-enhanced claws.

“Don’t kill them unless you need the heal!” I shouted, blasting the one she'd injured with a killing [fireball]. “We need to keep the buffs going!”

Another [fireball] gutted the upturned belly of the one I’d thrown.

One of the King’s uninjured legs slammed down, yet again sending a spike wave to rush us. Used to its gimmicks by now, I mana-flickered away from the attack.

Then I reappeared, but as the buff from the parasite kills faded, my next [fireball] only cracked a plate on the King's attacking leg.

I needed to refresh my buffs...

I pulled more wisps into being, fifty or more now, and sent them at the many smaller crawlers. My wisps and the crawlers alike popped in heat and light. Buffs surged back through me. My mana refilled.

The King was truly proving to be a one-trick pony as it slammed its cracked leg back into the ground again.

But I had my strength back.

The King's next spike wave met a boosted [Fireball] and broke apart. Another blast took the leg that had launched the wall of earth off at the joint.

I ran through the swarm of remaining crawlers, wisps being born and peeling off my body and killing the monsters as I went. A few tried to lunge or run at me, but I didn't need to look at them to see them thanks to my tremor sense, and all they got for their trouble were fire-wisps intercepting and obliterating them.

I climbed the half-shattered wall of spikes I'd halted with my ball of fire, [Fluid Movement] turning my thought into motion. At the wall's peak, a thundering jump from my Strength filled legs took me into the air above the King's head.

My [raging blade] spun from my hand as I activated[throw sword], spearing into the King’s faceplate. 

My eyes glowed. My sword exploded as it sank into chitin. But I wasn't done. My hands filled with fire. I dumped [fireball] after [fireball] into the blast point until the King's head was nothing but a ball of exploding white and red.

A final mana-flicker took me clear of the King. My boots slid in the burnt and congealed ichor of the dozens upon dozens of monsters Gwyn and I had killed up until this point.

I summoned a final swarm of [fire wisps] and sent them roaring out to hit every remaining baby crawler and straggling parasite in sight. Just as the King's body began to glow, beginning the process of becoming a loot orb.

[Congratulations! You have reached Level 30!]

[You have reached the level cap of your class! You may now select a new class!]

            


Chapter Twenty-Six: The Phoenix Class


                The cavern was silent except for my breathing. Gwyn, as always, didn't make a sound.

The King Crawler’s corpse dissolved, chitin and flesh breaking into motes of light until only a single, small loot orb floated where it had fallen. Around it, other orbs shimmered across the cavern. One for every juvenile, one for every parasite. The air still stank of burning shells.

Gwyn padded to my side and brushed against my leg. “We did well, did we not, my lady?”

I let my [Raging Blade] fade from my grasp and scratched behind her ear. “Yeah. Tough fight, though.”

Her purr rumbled. “Quite the exhilarating foe.”

I stepped forward to the largest orb. “Let’s see if we got what we came for.”

The prismatic surface of the orb responded to my touch, opening the loot list.

<<<>>>

[Loot: Cavern King – Level 45, Elite]

• Greater Bestial Shard

• Cavern King Chitin

• Gem of the Unyielding

<<<>>>

The chitin was expected. The gem wasn’t. I opened the descriptions for both.

<<<>>>

Cavern King Chitin

The incredibly resilient and shockingly light chitin of the Cavern King. Can be used as a component in crafting.

Rarity: Rare

Item Level: 4

Gem of the Unyielding

A unique magic gem. Can be socketed into items of the same or higher Item Level to enchant them. When socketed, prevents all physical or magical attacks with a lesser Spell-Class or Weapon-Class than your Armor-Class from damaging your equipment and prevents you from suffering a critical hit by the same attacks.

Rarity: Rare

Item Level: 4

<<<>>>

That’ll do, I thought. The gem wasn’t what I came for, but it was going into my new armor the second I had the chance to hand it over to Daruvasht's resident craftsman.

I claimed everything the Cavern King had dropped and added it to my inventory.

Gwyn swished her tail and purred. "You look pleased."

“Well, we got the chitin and more,” I told her.

“The spoils of battle are sweet indeed. Shall we see what else we have gained from our other slain enemies?”

“Maybe in a minute.” I let my shoulders drop. “First, I want to see what classes I unlocked.”

She purred. “As you will, my lady.”

“Choose class,” I told the System.

[Congratulations! As the first soul from Earth to unlock a second class, all of your class options have been upgraded by one tier.]

A list unfolded before me.

<<<>>>

[Please Choose Your Next Class]

Battlefire Duelist (Rare – Job)

A hybrid melee caster who channels destructive magic into precise strikes. Gains bonuses to Strength and Agility when actively wielding conjured or enchanted weapons. Combat spells and Skills do extra damage. Gains Charisma and Agility per level. Moderate leveling speed.

Emberlight Warden (Rare – Job)

A defensive flame-user who shields allies while burning enemies. Learn fire-aspected barriers and protective wards while leveling. Gains extra Charisma and Mana-Regen per level. Moderate leveling speed.

Calibani Paladin (Rare – Job)

A sacred calling reserved for the children of the Caliban. These paladins wield sword and mana as one. They mend the wounded with radiant magic and smite corruption with wrathful strikes. Exclusive to Calibani warriors who combine melee precision with mana channeling. Learn healing and smiting spells upon leveling. Gain extra Charisma and Strength per level. Moderate leveling speed.

Ebon-Claw Huntress (Rare – Job)

A predator’s path for those with a bonded familiar. Enhances both combatants equally and increases their synergy. Learns familiar-based spells while leveling. Gain extra Charisma and Perception per level. Fast leveling speed.

Infernal Warmage (Epic – Job)

A heavy-combat firecaster who blends artillery-level spells with martial dominance. Designed for controlling large-scale fights. Learn fire-aspected and explosive spells while leveling. All combat spells are greatly reduced in cost and deal significantly more damage. Gains extra Charisma and Wisdom per level. Slow leveling speed.

Phoenix (Legendary – Racial)

A soul reborn in fire, bound to the eternal cycle of death and renewal. The phoenix embodies an undying blaze, rising where others fall. Acquire the ability to resurrect from death and buff your allies with your mystical aura. Gain powerful racial spells per level as your body aligns with the aspect of the phoenix. Very slow leveling speed.

<<<>>>

My eyes stayed on the Phoenix class and its distinct tags. Legendary and racial.

“System, what’s the difference between class rarities? And what’s a racial class?”

[Classes have tiers ranging from Common to Mythic. All base classes are common tier. Common classes require thirty levels to reach their cap. Uncommon classes require twenty-five. Rare classes require fifteen. Legendary classes require ten. Mythic classes require five.]

[Job classes grant Perks, Skills, Spells, and or Stat increases. Racial classes alter your core being and grant more powerful abilities and Perks, but fewer or no Stats per level and do not usually offer Stat or Proficiency points per level.]

“So, if I choose Phoenix, I... what, become a phoenix?”

[By leveling a racial class, you will mix your current race with the qualities and attributes of the new class’s namesake. You will retain your current body, but may acquire hybrid forms.]

“So, no?”

Silence. Of course.

“Are higher rarity classes stronger?”

[Higher rarity classes offer more rewards per level, but take longer to level. Leveling speed tags compare classes of the same rarity.]

I glanced back at Phoenix and it's very slow leveling tag. If legendary classes all progressed slowly, then this one would be slower still.

“Can I have more than one racial class?” I asked, just trying to cover my bases.

[There are no restrictions. New classes will be offered based on your achievements when you reach the next level cap.]

I tried not to overthink it. Power and survival were the only real goals I had. Why would the System have rarities if a higher rarity wasn't better?

And if I didn’t like the Phoenix class, I could swap it in ten levels. I couldn't pass up a Legendary class. Especially considering the fact that I probably wouldn't get another free chance at one through a System first award.



Besides, the ability to resurrect did sound legendary. If having extra lives was an option, why wouldn't I take it?

I chose Phoenix.

[Congratulations! You are now imbued with the essence of the Phoenix.]

[Perk Added: Undying Soul.]

[Perk Description: Your being is imbued with the essence of the phoenix. You gain resistance to all fire-based damage. Additionally, you instantly heal from any attack from enemies with a level less than half your own and may resurrect at 50% health upon death once per day.]



[Perk Added: Aura of Renewal.]



[Perk Description: Your aura heals allies within 30 meters by an amount equal to your Charisma Stat per minute. Additionally, allies within your aura have their weapons enshrouded by an aura of fire that raises their Weapon-Class by 1/5 of your Charisma, rounded up.]

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to unlock a Legendary class. Rewards granted.]



[Mana +300, +3 Strength, +3 Charisma, +3 Agility.]

[Phoenix (Legendary) Class may be upgraded to Phoenix Lord (Mythic) Class. You will retain all the benefits of your previous class. Would you like to upgrade your class?]

"What's the difference?"



<Phoenix Lord retains all of the abilities of the Phoenix racial class, while also granting the ability to raise fallen enemies as fire-attuned summons.>

And the only cost was even slower leveling. Still... getting the highest tier class?

"Sure, upgrade me."

[Phoenix (Legendary) Class upgraded to Phoenix Lord (Mythic) Class.]



[Perk Added: Flames of Resurrection.]

[Perk Description: At the cost of permanently losing Mana equal to the level of a recently deceased being, you may resurrect them as a fire wight bound to your will. You may summon or dismiss your wights at will, but if a wight dies then the Mana used to raise it is lost forever.]

Heat bloomed in my chest. My soulcore flared with what somehow felt like a golden, life-infused fire. The new energy erupted within my chest and ran through my every nerve. My skin prickled against the intense, but not unpleasurable, inner heat.

But the fire wanted out.

I turned toward the space where the Cavern King had fallen. Though its body had turned to loot, I could see a ghostly outline. The Monster's spirit was visible to me now, faintly yes but there. My hand rose without thought. Mana bled from me, forty-five points gone in a breath, as fire shot from my palm into the ghostly echo before me.

The flames wrapped the unmoving massive ghost, filled it, and built it back into being. My gifted fire became flesh. The King’s body returned, plated in gold light, eyes now burning like twin suns. And it stood once more, all of its legs restored.

[Cavern King – Level 45, Elite Wight]

It lowered its massive head and kneeled to me.

I smirked. 

But Gwyn’s sudden roar tore me from my self-satisfaction. I quickly turned my gaze to her. Her body was haloed in light, mana rising off her in sheets.

[Your familiar is evolving.]

            


Chapter Twenty-Seven: The City Besieged


                The System’s next prompt blinked into my vision as I stared at my familiar, shrouded in the blinding light.

[Your familiar, Gwynevere, is ready to evolve to a new form. Do you wish to guide her evolution now: y/n?]

I didn’t even hesitate. I mentally selected yes.

The cavern vanished and was replaced by what I somehow knew was a mindscape of sorts: a void of stars and nothingness.

Gwyn appeared before me, though not as I knew her. In my mind’s eye, she was still a silhouette of white mana, featureless, but unmistakably her. The faithful presence I’d come to rely on.

The System’s voice carried inside my skull.

[Gwynevere shares in your strength, but not necessarily your path. You may choose from three paths for your familiar: Mana Strider, Lightning Caller, or Flame Bearer.]

Shapes walked forward from the panther's glowing form, splitting into three Gwyns.

To the right: a leaner, larger version of Gwyn, body marked in brighter glyphs like the Western Ruler had been. Her paws blurred in and out of reality, her eyes burning with azure light. Mana Strider.

To the left: massive and broad, her white fur blackened as though dusted with soot. Fire prowled in her gaze and flickered off her hair, every muscle on her body was coiled with brutal power. The connection between us tugged tight. This one bore my flame. Flame Bearer.

The center: neither stretched nor swollen with bulk and tanky strength. A more balanced Gwyn, lithe muscle under her coat, azure lightning arcing over her shoulders. Pride burned in her noble stare. Lightning Caller.

I stood before them, weighing.

Flame Bearer felt like the obvious answer. I wasn’t a tank. I still needed someone who could draw the damage while I rained spells, though maybe less so now with my new Phoenix Lord abilities. She could be that.

But… Flame Bearer didn’t feel right. It wasn’t Gwyn, it was a version of her too heavily influenced by me.

I closed my eyes and reached inward, to my soulcore. Gwyn's spirit was bound to me. I called to her.

And, to my relief, something stirred in response to my call.

Her presence brushed my mind. Warm. Patient.

Help me decide, I willed to Gwyn's mental touch.

And she did. 

Light flared behind my eyes as her intent flowed through me and into a shared decision. Thunder crashed in the void.

The Flame Bearer Gwyn burst into fire and dissolved into a swirling pillar of embers. The Mana Strider scattered into raw mana and streamed upward. Both climbed, whirling together until they merged high above the central Gwyn's form.

The fire wrapped around the mana and ignited. Celestial flame, jagged like lightning, burst downward and slammed into the Lightning Caller version of my familiar.

The panther roared as she was bathed in blue-white electricity. The sky inside my vision cracked with the sound of her thunderous howl.

When the vision faded, the cavern returned.

Gwyn stood before me, the last of the white glow flaking from her fur. She was still massive, still panther-shaped, but leaner now, and seemingly quicker by how she looked. The azure runes still shimmered faintly in her coat, but now crackling with a living lightning. Her eyes blazed with an azure glow in the dark.

[Congratulations! You are the first soul from Earth to evolve a familiar! Reward granted.]

[Conjurer’s Jewel added to inventory.]

She purred. “Thank you for asking my opinion, my lady. I am honored.”

“You don’t have to thank me. It would’ve been wrong not to," I smiled, just glad she was still her after her evolution. "But maybe a little warning next time you decide to evolve would be nice?”

Her whiskers twitched. “It surprised me as well. I feel much stronger now.”

“Good.” I let out a breath. “Me too, honestly.”

Her gaze shifted to the looming figure kneeling behind us, the fire-wight Cavern King. “It appears that is true. That one will serve us well if it is half as powerful as before.”

I studied the creature in question. Still massive. Gold-lit eyes fixed on me. A monster that had almost killed me less than and hour before, it now bowed to my will.

“Maybe,” I said. “At least where it'll fit or until our enemies outlevel it. Permanent mana loss for a static summon is… rough And I don’t think it levels with me the way you do.”

“Perhaps it can still be useful against swarms of weaker foes?"

“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll get more auras that could buff my wights. But if the System hadn’t just gifted me mana, I’m not sure I’d risk making any of them at all. I'm probably sticking to just raising elites for now.”

I lifted my hand toward the Cavern King. Instinct tugged, the knowledge of how to dismiss it was simply there as with nearly all System-granted abilities.

Light wrapped the Cavern King's form in response to my will. The fire-wight broke down into a stream of golden flame and poured into my palm. The heat surged up my arm and settled in my chest, bound in my core. Waiting to be called again.

Unlike with Gwyn, the mana I’d spent to create the wight didn’t come back to me when it was unsummed. Gone forever. A steep price for a potentially powerful class ability. 

“Useful,” Gwyn said simply.

“Yeah. Big guy definitely wouldn’t fit through half the tunnels we’re going through to get back. At least now he’s stowed until I want him.”

Her ears flicked. “Shall we loot the rest?”

“In a second.” I opened my inventory. “The System gave us something for you evolving.”

I summoned the item in question. The jewel materialized in my palm: silver worked in spiral patterns, a deep purple gem flecked with stars of light. An earring. Elegant in a way Earth jewelry rarely was. Maybe not something I'd have worn as a human, but it seemed to fit the fantasy world I was now in... and it was pretty.

But what interested me more than its looks was its System description.



<<<>>>

Conjurer’s Jewel

A beautiful silver and leycrystal earring that once belonged to a powerful conjurer of spirits. Grants +10 mana regen per minute for every summon you have actively deployed.

Rarity: Rare.

Item Level: 4.

<<<>>>

I reached up. The ears of my new body weren't pierced like my old ones.

Curious, I willed the System to equip the earrings anyway. The piece of jewelry vanished in the System's trademark light and reappeared affixed flush in my left ear. No pain, no blood.

I chuckled under my breath. The System had not only given me an item that could really help offset the downsides of my new class, but it had also pierced my ear for me.

***SCENE BREAK***

Varashan’s command rang through the open space before the sundered city gates.

“Hold the line! Do not falter! Lady Anahara will already know we have been found. We must make time for the city to evacuate!”

The guardsmen, thirty Calibani in the best armor they'd been able to be equipped with, tightened their hands around their spears. Faces pale. Every one of them knew what their captain's words meant: their families might live if they stood long enough. They would not.

The Skulkers hit them first. The lead one charged low on all fours, eyes glowing with wild hunger, claws scraping sparks against the stones of the city street. 

Varashan surged forward with [Fluid Movement]. His spear struck the oncoming Skulker's eye.

 The beast shrieked, convulsed, but still tried to swipe at the aged calibani knight. Until another guardsman rammed his own spear into the monster's other eye. Together they pushed forward into their thrusts, and the thing's eyes, until they'd dropped it.

“Hit their weak points!” Varashan shouted as he ripped his spear from the dying enemy. “You do not need the System to be skilled!”

A quarrel hissed through the dark. Bony bow-armed archers entered the city gates after the Skulkers. One of the bone-archers’ had wasted no time, its arrow punched into the head of the guardsman who had stood beside Varashan. The man fell dead as his captain's eyes widened in horror.

Another Skulker barreled through the line of defender's on the left. Two men thrust spears into its gaping mouth. It howled, flailing, and two others went down in sprays of blood before another spearhead found its eye and finished it.

Varashan grimaced. He spun his spear, let skill-energy surge into the haft, and rammed it through the throat of the next Skulker nearest to him. Black ichor sprayed.

He needed to make it to the archers, or all would be lost.

Then ice locked his legs, a frozen and climbing sheet that rooted him in place suddenly.

He scanned for the source of the spell.

She was there.

A half-spider woman with auburn hair brushing her armor-plated shoulders. She strode through the city gates, the archers parting around her many-legged steps. Frost still clung to her clawed fingers. Her red, catlike eyes burned with hatred.

“Virehne,” he breathed.

A girl he had trained. A child he had once protected and one of the ones he had lost. Now a lieutenant of the Southern Ruler. Changed, transformed... stolen from her family and herself.

“Do not try to sway me... master,” she hissed, voice quivering with self-hatred. “I hardly remember that name.”

Varashan shattered the ice on his legs with his spear and another burst of skill-energy. He charged, his weapon lancing for the throat of the girl he'd once known.

She whipped her hand, her face morphing briefly into what might have been surprise. Her ice whip lashed out and coiled around Varashan's waist; the weapon yanked the knight into her grasp. Her claws closed on his neck.

“You would slay me so casually!?” she demanded.

His throat tightened under her grip. His voice rasped. “The Virehne I knew would want to be slain so her family could live. For her… I would slay you.”

"Until I set foot here... my memories were all but gone. Until I saw you, I had forgotten my own name." Her claws dug deeper. “I was told to bring you and the others back to become servants. But I will slay you all instead. You are weak... you would not be adequate.”

Varashan's spear slipped from his fingers. His hands reached at hers as his vision dimmed.

“Die, master—” she whispered. A trace of regret flickered in her eyes.

The earth heaved. A spike shot from the stone at her feet. She hissed and leapt back, dropping Varashan.

Light enveloped the calabini knight. The magic was healing, warm and steady, and repaired the bruising of his crushed throat.

“Anahara!” Virehne shrieked.

Across the cavern mouth, the elder in question strode forward. Anahara raised her arms and the ground obeyed. Skulkers and bone-archers alike were impaled in a storm of earthen spikes. Her mana crackled in the air.

Her eyes fixed on the transformed child. Abject pain and resolution filled her voice.

“Is that any way to address your grandmother, child?”

            


Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Flames of Resurection


                Sorayelle ran. Her hair brushing against her shoulders as she pushed through the panicking crowd.

“Grandmother!” she shouted, reaching toward the figure ahead.

Anahara stood in the middle of the street, staff raised, her body sheathed in earthen mana and empowered by the city itself and its Stronghold buffs. She dragged pillars of stone from the ground, impaling Skulkers three at a time.

Virehne dodged one such spike, her spider legs throwing her a dozen feet to the side. She landed in front of her sister.

Sorayelle froze, hand outstretched, lips parted. Her eyes locked on the pale, monstrous face of the sibling she remembered.



Varashan reached up and grabbed her ankle from where he lay bleeding. "Don't--"

But Sorayelle ignored him. “Virehne… please—”

The ice came down before she finished. Virehne didn't even look at her as the mere ambient effect of her spell, aimed at their grandmother, killed Sorayelle.

Her body turned glass-white, caught mid-reach, tears frozen on her cheek.

Anahara’s scream shook the cavern as she watched her youngest granddaughter die and was hit by the ice spike from her eldest. Earth split, a dozen jagged spikes ripping through Virehne's torso and and pinning her in place between them. Virehne’s legs twitched, her body arching as the ground itself tore her apart.

But Sorayelle’s statue did not move.

Anahara dropped to one knee, her body bleeding, frost creeping up her body where the overcharged ice spell had struck. She coughed, eyes dimming. “Child…”

Her voice trailed off as her staff slipped from her hand.



***SCENE BREAK***



The silence was wrong. The frost and Skulker bodies in the gate tunnel were wrong. 

The streets of Daruvasht had always been filled with voices. Children laughing, guards drilling, the scrape of steel, the echo of songs even. Now there was nothing to be heard.

I stepped through the shattered portcullis, my boots crunching over scattered debris, and froze.

Varashan lay there. His spear broken in half beside him, his body pinned to the ground by an ice spear as thick as my thigh. His lips were pale, blood running from the corners of his mouth.

And just past him, Sorayelle.

She stood frozen mid-step, reaching up toward the mutilated half-spider body of a creature with a face that looked much like hers, who was herself still impaled on a dozen jagged earth spikes that jutted from the street. Sorayelle’s face was locked in horror, her eyes wide, frost sealing her in place.

Bodies didn't become loot orbs unless they were killed by an active System user. And there were so many bodies.

I dropped to my knees in front of her. My hands trembled as I touched her frozen arm.

“No…” The word scraped out of my throat raw.

Gwyn pressed against my side, rumbling low. “My lady—”

I couldn’t listen. My chest felt carved out and hollow, like I’d left the city only to walk back into its memory. I had promised them all. I had all but told her she’d be safe.

“Clarissa.”

The voice was a whisper. I thought for a second it was just in my head, but then Varashan coughed, flecks of blood spilling from his blue lips. His head turned toward me, one eye cracked open.

“She… tried to convince her sister to yield…” His breath rattled. “We told her to run… Lady Anahara… ended her when she struck Sorayelle down…”

My head snapped up to Virehne’s corpse. The spider legs still twitched faintly as the earth spikes held her aloft. Past her, at the far end of the square, I saw Anahara collapsed on the ground. Half-frozen, her robes torn, icy blood pooling beneath her.

I looked back to Varashan, my throat tight. “I can save you. I can heal you.”

The knight smiled, winced, and let his eyes drift shut. “I am fading. Avenge us… avenge our world. They had no right to take… everything. My daughter… my wife…”

His head sagged.

“No.” My eyes burned. “No!”

The fire inside me burst. My soulcore roared with it, flames leaping up my arms and spilling from my fingers. The grief and fury I felt turned molten, and I stopped trying to hold it back.

My [Flames of Resurrection] ignited.

Golden fire swept out from me in a circle, racing across the square, rolling through the streets. The air howled as the blaze struck every body. I felt their souls like sparks catching in the current, one by one reigniting.

Sorayelle’s frost shattered. Her frozen eyes glowed with sudden firelight. She gasped, breath rushing back into her lungs.

“Clarissa?” she whispered. Her voice shook as tears burst down her face. “She… she killed me…”

I pulled her into my arms. “You’re okay now. You’re okay.”

“You?” she asked, her glowing orange eyes searching mine.

“Yeah,” I said, my vision blurring. “Me.”

Around us, the guards began to stir. Men and women who had fallen into death not long ago touched the flames licking their wounds. Their skin glowed as charred flesh healed into scarless perfection.

Then my fire surged further. Out past the walls of buildings. Into the homes. Across the streets. A chorus of gasps and cries filled the cavern as men, women, and children all rose from where they had fallen.

The dead city breathed again.

“Please.” Sorayelle’s voice tugged me back. She looked toward her sister’s broken body still nailed to the stone. “Her too. She didn’t mean to. She didn’t want to.”

I swallowed hard, staring at the twisted corpse. The nameplate of Sorayelle's sister oppened.

[Frostblood Countess, Level 30 Elite.]

Even her name was gone. Cowagen had stolen that too.

I clenched my jaw and raised my free hand. Flames crawled from my palm, golden and hungry, wrapping the impaled corpse.

At once, a malevolent darkness pushed back. I swayed on my knees, head pounding as something inside Virehne clawed at me. I almost faltered. Almost let go. But Sorayelle’s trembling hand clung to mine.

I groaned and shoved everything I had into my fire.

The spider half of the creature's body twitched as it blackened, legs curling and collapsing in flame. The earth spikes broke as the corrupted flesh burned away. Only the untouched body within the monster fell.

Before Virehne hit the stone, Varashan, newly risen and as golden-eyed as all the others, stepped forward and caught her.

[Virehne, Level 30.]

She blinked, calibani once more, her crimson hair falling loose around her shoulders. Her golden eyes welled with tears as she looked first at Varashan, then at Sorayelle. “Master--” Her voice cracked. Then softer and filled with horrified guilt. “Sister…”

Sorayelle tore free from my arms and threw herself against Virehne, sobbing. “You didn’t want to. You didn’t mean to. I missed you. I missed you so much.”

Virehne wrapped trembling arms around her sibling, burying her face in her sister’s hair. Her own tears fell hot down her cheeks.

Varashan stepped back, his firelit gaze falling to me. “What you just did…” His voice was hoarse, reverent. “It would have been beyond even the Soravahn.”

I couldn’t smile. Not with the smell of blood and horror still clinging to the stones. “I got my new class,” I said flatly, as the healing flames around us flickered and drifted away into the air.

Virehne lifted her head, still holding Sorayelle. “My Skulkers and Bone Archers will have fled when I died and after the slaughter was done. But there are others and we were ordered to find you as well. Each lieutenant commands their own hunting squad. They’ll regroup once they know you were not killed, they will return. We must run, if it isn’t already too late.”

"You were looking for me?" I asked.

She nodded. "The Southern Ruler knows about you. She wants you dead."

Well that was just fucking wonderful. I'd lost the element of surprise.

“How many?” I asked.

“Four other squads,” she said, grim. “At least forty Skulkers. Thirty Bone Archers. Four other Countesses, all Elites, each Level 30 or higher.”

I cursed under my breath.

Anahara staggered forward then, blood still streaked across her face but she had her staff in hand. The citizens of the city had begun to gather behind her, hundreds of glowing souls drawn toward me instinctively now that they were wights.

“There is nowhere else to go,” Anahara said.

I turned, scanning the crowd. I could feel them. All three hundred plus people. They were bound to me and I to them. They would benefit from my aura perks if they fought by my side. Even so, I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

“Then we fight,” I said. My hand rose. “But this time, you all won’t be alone.”

The cavern floor erupted in golden fire as I summoned the Cavern King. Its vast form tore free of the flame, armored carapace gleaming with burning cracks. It roared, shaking the cavern.

The citizens and even the guards stepped back in shock.

Then I turned to the nearest and largest of the Skulker corpses. I raised my hand and released my resurrecting flame. My fire raced over them, peeling away their monstrous hides.

I swayed under the intense feedback of Cowagen's taint. But I did not falter.

I was too angry to fall over.

When the blaze faded, three Caliban women stood where monsters had fallen.

[Yasmyrel, Level 25.]



[Navaerys, Level 28.]



[Amireth, Level 35.]

Their eyes widened, hands running over their reborn and bare bodies.

"Give them your cloaks!" Varashan ordered the nearby guards, who obeyed.

“I am me again?” Yasmyrel whispered.

I nodded to her and the others. “I brought you back. How much do you remember?”

“All of it,” she choked. “Everything those monsters made me do.”

Navaerys tightened her fists, scarred muscle showing even under the guard’s cloak she'd been handed. “I fought before the fall. I was slain in battle. They took my corpse and twisted it.”

Amireth bowed her head, cloak clutched tight. “I was a protector of a place like this once, a temple. I failed those I promised to keep safe.”

I met their eyes one by one, somehow I knew their strengths and even their classes through our bond. “Mage. Fighter. Paladin. You can fight. Will you fight for these people, with me?”

They looked at one another, then back to me.

“For anyone else, I could not,” Yasmyrel said and peered at me with curiosity. “But for you, yes. I feel strangely loyal to you."

“You have my sword,” Navaerys said more simply.

Amireth raised her chin. “The Azu’rei and you have given me another chance at life. What else would they wish of me but to defend you and their people?”

I could feel their wight-born loyalty pressing against me like a tangible thing. It unsettled me, but I forced myself to nod. “Thank you.”

Amireth straightened. “We will need arms.”

“You’ll have them,” Varashan said. “And we’ll stand with you.”

Some guards hesitated, fear in their eyes. Their gazes drifted toward me, as if they couldn’t decide to speak out without my leave.

“Go,” I told them. “If you want to protect your families or shelter with them, then go. I won’t make anyone fight.”

A few bowed their heads and left. The rest stood taller.

Anahara’s gaze burned into me. “What is your plan, Lady Clarissa?”

The title from the city's matriarch caught me off guard. “Lady?”

“You brought us back from the dead,” she said simply. “I will not call you less. I ask you again: what is your plan, my Lady?"

I breathed deep and looked over the crowd of now golden-eyed Caliban. “We get ready. Yasmyrel, Navaerys, and Amireth need weapons and armor. I need to start laying flame runes. And we need any other defenses we can get.”

“I will armor them,” Tavaryon said, pushing forward. “The fittings will be crude, but they will serve.”

“Good,” I said. “We have to be quick. We don’t have long. Varashan, can you organize the guards? I'm not a soldier like you."



The calibani knight nodded. "Of course."



 Amireth stepped forward. "I was a captain of a squad of paladins once. I can assist him."

I bowed my head slightly. "Thank you."

Anahara gripped her staff. “I will shape the stone itself to defend us. They will not catch us unprepared again.”

I turned toward the few Skulker corpses still littering the square. I'd have resurrected more of them, but I couldn't afford to. I'd already burned through the extra Mana the System had given me. The leveled warriors we had would have to be enough.

            


Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Second Attack


                Navaerys shifted her grip on the halberd, eyes fixed on the tunnel mouth. Beside her, Amireth planted her greatsword in the stone floor, leaning forward in readiness. The cavern air reeked of frost and rot. 

The sound of the enemy's approach came before the enemy itself: scraping claws, chittering legs, the echo of too many wrong bodies moving disjointedly.

Then the two resurected calabni warriors saw them with their golden eyes.

Forty Skulkers pouring out of the dark, fangs dripping with spittle. Behind them, rows of Bone Archers slithered forward, their left arms grown into bows, their silent mouths closed. Towering behind all of them, four Frost Countesses stalked on spidery limbs, cold light dancing in their hands.

“Fall back,” Amireth said evenly to her counterpart.

They retreated, step by step, through the ruined gates. The Skulkers surged after them like hounds on a blood scent. Navaerys turned and swung her halberd to keep them off, but one snapped close enough that she felt its breath on her back.

A thunderclap split the air.

Gwyn, a bolt of lightning incarnate, tore through the charging beast’s chest. The Skulker dropped smoking to the ground as Gwyn reformed in a crackling blur ahead of the gates, her eyes glowing.

"Go!" the panther roared.

Navaerys turned, grinned and didn’t slow.

At least half of the Skulkers barreled into the city entrance without a thought, chasing their prey and only mildly harried by Gwyn. But what met them wasn’t the open streets, it was a sealed dome of stone. Earth walls then rose around them too, shaking the ground and cutting them off from the tunnels. They were trapped, if only momentarily. 

Meanwhile, Gwyn and the two calibani warriors she'd protected disappeared through a small opening on the far side of the earth dome.

Confusion rippled through the Skulkers’ ranks. A few of the mutated archers raised their bows in confusion as they entered in after the trapped Skulkers. Then the ground beneath their feet erupted in fire and death.

Dozens of [Runes of Flame] detonated in concert. Fire consumed the dome from within, golden light ripping across stone and flesh alike. Skulkers shrieked as they burned alive. The few Bonesilk Archers that had followed into the dome met a similar fate, or were flattened, as the runes atop the dome also detonated.

The earth dome caved in, crushing the thrashing monsters as flame and rubble collapsed together in a single thunderous roar.

The Countesses hissed from the tunnel’s mouth, holding back the remnants of their kill squads as firelight washed over the ruins.

**SCENE BREAK**

I stood at the edge of the square, watching Anahara’s dome implode with my fire runes' detonations. The ground quaked with the collapse, my runes flaring out one after another until the whole trap was a roaring funeral pyre.

Every kill rippled through me. Strength surged in my limbs. Mana burned hotter in my veins as the kills buffed me.

Navaerys and Amireth ran up, their new chitin armor scratched but intact.

“Good job,” I said, my voice measured and hopeful. My eyes lifted to the huge earthen wall that Anahara had erected behind us to further impede the incoming monsters. “Anahara!”

The matriarch stood atop the wall, crossbow-wielding guards braced beside her. Her staff shone, eyes glowing gold, voice still lace with anger at what had been done to her people when I was gone. “I will skewer the survivors in the tunnels!”

She raised her arms.

But the rubble in front of the city gate exploded. Ice magic howled through, tearing the dome's remnants aside. Two Countesses strode through with glowing hands, followed by the other two. Their remaining forces poured in behind them, Skulkers hissing, Bone Archers scraping claws against bone.

The fight was nowhere near over.

I cursed and raised my hand. I sent a fireball flying. Then another. Then another. I hurled them in sequence at the Countesses.

Walls of ice snapped up in answer in front of the hands of the half-spider monsters. My spells cracked the frost apart, still burning their caster's twisted bodies, but only enough to stagger them.

“Fire!” Varashan’s voice thundered from the wall.

Crossbow bolts rained down, striking Skulkers and Archers alike. The first volley hit true, but then bone arrows hissed upward in return. A guard toppled screaming from the high earthen wall.

Gwyn vanished into lightning and crashed through the line of Bone Archers, reappearing in a spray of sparks that left six of them convulsing.

I launched another fireball, only for one Countess to lash a whip of ice around it mid-flight, snuffing it out with a hiss. My teeth ground together.

“Fuck you,” I spat.

Golden fire erupted from my palm and landed in-between the half-spider mages, and my Cavern King rose in answer. The massive wight unfolded from the blaze, its spear-like limbs piercing the stone as it let out a roar that shook the cavern as much as the explosions had.

The Countesses leapt back on spidery legs, but Yasmyrel’s chant cut through the chaos. Mana chains lashed out, binding one Countess to the ground. The Cavern King drove a limb through her chest.

“Yes!” I shouted. Rage and triumph burned in my throat.

One down!

I mana-flickered forward, fireballs exploding from my hands as I blinked across the battlefield. Gwyn tore through Archers in flashes of lightning. Navaerys swung her skill-coated halberd in sweeping arcs, cutting Skulkers into pieces one piece at a time. Amireth’s greatsword, covered in golden mana, cleaved one monster clean through before she impaled another with a radiant spear of golden light before it could flank Navaerys.

The other three Countesses struck back. Ice whips lashed around the Cavern King’s legs, freezing its chitin plates. Frost magic spread like rot over its naturally armored body, slowing it.

I appeared at one Countess’s flank and drove an exploding, [burning hands] covered fist straight into her face. Her flesh boiled where my knuckles and the explosion hit. She screamed as her whip's grip on the Cavern King's leg faltered. I followed my attack up with a chain of fireballs, blasting another Countess until she skittered across the ground, legs cracking.

The last of the remaining three elite monsters raised her free-hand. I half-expected her to target me, but she turned and screamed her hatred and sent a massive ice spike into the wall Anahara had erected. Stone shattered, opening a hole. “Into the city!” she shrieked to her Skulkers. “Kill as many as you can before you fall!”

The cruelty in her voice turned my stomach. If she couldn't win, she wanted to kill as many as she could before she fell.

Skulkers surged for the breach. Navaerys and Amireth fought to hold them, but there were too many.

Anahara’s exhausted chant rang out. The wall sealed again with a quake of earth. The Skulkers nearly slammed headlong into it, only to be met with a forest of stone spikes that erupted from the ground and ripped many of them apart with their own forward momentum.

Another ice spike hissed for me. I flickered aside, reappearing at the Countess who’d hurled it. My raging blade cut deep into her spidery leg. She snapped her whip at me, but [Fluid Movement] sent me somersaulting over the icy weapon's snap. I landed, a fireball already forming in my hand as a lashed it out at her in turn.

The blast hit her full in the face. Her whip dissolved into the air. I rushed forward and leapt onto her back, slammed a [Rune of Flame] into her exoskeleton with my free hand, and drove my blade into it. Then I kicked off of her with my powerful legs as the rune detonated.

Her lower body exploded in fire. Her destroyed torso crumpled, falling apart, as she collapsed to the ground.

As the same time, the giant above us trembled. The Cavern King roared free of the frost sheets covering it, impaling another Countess through the chest as the icy binds smashed onto the ground. I flickered to the third, driving a flaming sword into her throat. She raised her hand at me, coating it in magic as she did. But her ice spell fizzled as I mana-flickered away and my blade exploded, burning her head to ash.

I staggered, nearly out of stamina, but forced more fire into my hands as my mana continued to surge thanks to my enchanted earring. A good thirty feet from me, Gwyn’s lightning ripped through the archers again, scattering them. I hurled fireballs in support, blowing them apart piece by piece as I closed the distance to support my familiar.

Finally, I teleported into the middle of their number, another [raging blade] forming in my hand.

An archer cut into my side, the pointed blade growing from its non-bow wrist tearing my leather armor and skin. I grunted, pain flaring, but a mana-bolt ripped the offending monster's arm off before I could respond. Must have been Yasmyirel. 

I cut the reeling archer's throat. Gwyn slammed another to the ground, its throat also torn out in her jaws.

She lightning-flickered and reformed at my back, sparks still dancing off her fur. “I’ve got your flank, my Lady.”

And I knew she did. I could feel her strength, her predatory instinct, surging through me. I slashed and she pounced, each of us covering each other's weakpoints and reading one another's intent through our bond as we fought.

Moments whirred, seconds turning into minutes as adrenaline and mental synchronicity carried us through the fight. I felt her joy through the bond as we tore through the last of the Bonesilk Archers together.

By then Navaerys and Amireth had carved down a good number of Skulkers, but they were slowing.

Gwyn and I turned as one towards the two calibani warriors. And we rushed towards them.

I cut through the back of a Skulker as it nearly tackled Navaerys down.

Meanwhile, the two warriors surged with renewed vigor as I came into proximity of them. Their wounds sealed with healing flames, and their bodies bolstered with Strength, under the effects of my auras. The Cavern King, no longer harried by the Countesses, smashed the surviving Skulkers flat. Guards rained bolts from above.

The last Skulker fell, Gwyn ripping its arm away as I ran it through with my burning blade.

Silence fell.

My sword dropped point-first into the stone as I sank to my knees, chest heaving.

Then the cheering started.

Guards atop the wall roared victory. Navaerys raised her halberd high, voice hoarse with triumph. Amireth lifted her blade in solemn salute. Gwyn threw back her head and roared.

Yasmyrel walked up to me and helped me to my feet. The mage was doing her best not to smile at the cheering warriors. 

I laughed once, breathless and exhausted, fire still licking at my fingers as I allowed my [raging blade] to dissipate. 

We were alive. We'd won.

            


Chapter Thirty: The Spoils


                Yasmyrel’s hand steadied me when my knees gave out, the mage’s expression unreadable but her voice was measured.

“Your magic is very impressive for your level.” Her glowing eyes flicked over me with a sharp kind of scrutiny. “Your reserves seemed nearly endless.”

I huffed out a breath, still leaning on her. That was the [Conjurer’s Jewel] and my army of wights doing work. The mana regen buff from my enchanted earring stacked so hard with the fact that none of the unleveled citizens had required any mana to resurrect, each of their number increasing my ability to regenerate mana. With my current available spells, anything I cast barely had time to drain me. It wasn’t a patch for my other weaknesses, though.

“Thanks,” I said, giving her a physical exhausted smile. “I still get tired, though. But I think I can stand.”

“Yes, of course,” she agreed, and released me.

I straightened slowly, my body trembling a little but holding.

Navaerys came striding over, halberd still balanced on her shoulder, a grin splitting her sharp face. She slapped my own shoulder hard enough to make me stumble sideways. “You fought like a monster! Even a whole platoon couldn’t have done what you did!”

I laughed at the slap and nearly tripped over my tired legs. “I couldn’t have done it without you guys.”

She grinned wider at that.

Amireth, standing nearby with her greatsword propped beside her, inclined her head once. Her voice was calm, firm. “You are no doubt exhausted.”

I looked at her longer, trying to get a read on the resurrected paladin. “I am. I keep getting myself into pretty rough battles.”

Amireth paused, choosing her words carefully before replying. “I imagine it has been impossible to avoid in such a world as this has become?”

Her tone was almost hopeful, like she wanted me to tell her I wasn’t fighting out of love for it.

I hesitated. “I mean, yeah, I think. It's been pretty crazy."

Amireth nodded. “There will likely be many more battles to come.”

Gwyn padded up beside me, rumbling low. She pressed her head against my hand, her fur flickering faint with lightning.

I rubbed her head, scratching behind her tuft where she liked it best. My chest loosened a little as I remembered how we’d fought back to back earlier, our minds meshing until it felt like one body moving through the chaos. “Don’t know what I’d do without you either, Gwyn.”

Her purr rolled from her chest.

“Perhaps I only speak for myself, but I will also be here for you,” Amireth said, her voice steady as stone. She looked at the other two fire-wights. “The Azu’rei would no doubt judge me harshly if I did not aid you in your quest.”

I’d told them all about my plan while we prepared the city’s defenses for the attack we'd just averted. I'd explained my intent to hunt down the remaining Rulers before facing Cowagen. That was also when Virehne had excused herself from our number, saying she wasn’t ready to fight again. She was still behind Anahara's earth wall with the noncombatant civilians and Sorayelle.

"Thank you. What about the rest of you?" I asked.

“How could I not stick with you?” Navaerys said, her voice thick with battle-lust and the bitterness of loss. “With you, we can finally give back a bit of what Cowagen gave us. Besides, I wouldn’t know what else to do if I weren’t fighting.”

Yasmyrel gave her a sidelong glance. “That might be why you died in the first place.”

Navaerys snorted. “Everyone died. You did too."

Yasmyrel’s face tightened. “Yes. Nearly everyone did.”

I stepped in, catching the mage's haunted tone. “You don’t have to fight anymore if you don’t want to. What you just did was more than you had to."

Yasmyrel’s lips twitched faintly, almost a smile. “No. I feel like it’s what I should do.”

I looked at the three of them, my gut twisting. “You guys mentioned you felt loyal to me since I resurrected you before… That's not, like, mind control, right? I don’t want to control you. That seems wrong.”

Amireth met my gaze, steady as iron. “For me, it is an inclination, not a compulsion. One I would likely feel naturally in relation to my debt to you regardless.”

“That’s right. You brought us back from being damned monsters,” Navaerys said.

Yasmyrel agreed as well. “Yes. I don’t feel controlled. Just like I can trust you. And I believe a large part of that likely stems from the fact that we’re technically summons now.”

“Huh. Feels weird to hear it said like that,” Navaerys muttered.

I frowned. “How do you mean?”

Yasmyrel straightened slightly, her tone clinical, peer-like. “All summons have a tether to their summoner, to a greater or lesser extent. Our feelings of goodwill toward you may be a condition of our bond as much as it is the result of feeling your intentions towards us subconsciously.”

That explanation settled something in me. At least it wasn’t slavery. “But what if I ordered you to do something you didn’t want to? Not that I would, but if I did?”

Yasmyrel hesitated. “That is a different matter. We’d likely be forced to obey.”

“I guess it’s not that much different from being a soldier under an officer…” Navaerys muttered in the silence.

Amireth’s voice was low, thoughtful. “There are always prices to pay for freedom.”

My throat tightened. “Then my first order is that you never have to obey me just because I say something. And to not let that order be overruled by any other orders I ever give. You’re people, not slaves.”

I realized then I’d have to say that to the entire city of wights I’d brought back. Everyone except the Cavern King, at least. The huge monster was more like a beast I’d bent to my will than a person who deserved freedom of choice.

“That’s… very kind of you,” Yasmyrel said. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, I’ll still listen to you because you’re clearly leading the show now anyway,” Navaerys added, lifting her halberd. “But I still appreciate it.”

Amireth inclined her head. “It is gracious of you. Still, I will remain by your side if that is what you wish.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I could definitely use you guys’ help. We’re probably going to have to go after the Southern Ruler next. I’m worried about the city while we’re gone, though.”

“Can you not unsummon everyone here until it is safe for them to live as they wish?” Yasmyrel asked.

I frowned. “But how would that be for them?”

“Likely like sleeping. As if everything you experience is a dream for them.”

I chewed my lip. “I guess we’ll have to ask them what they want.” My eyes scanned the field of glowing loot orbs where the Skulkers, Bone Archers, and Frostblood Countesses had fallen. “I can’t afford to resurrect anyone else. I lose mana permanently every time I do. It’s messed up, but we’ll probably just have to take the loot.”

“No point in making yourself too weak to save the whole damned world,” Navaerys said somewhat jokingly. “Cheer up. They were already pretty much dead anyway, from what I remember about being one of them.”

“You have freed them to join the stars,” Amireth agreed.

I sighed. “Yeah. Might as well start looting them.”

Gwyn rubbed against my leg again and purred deep once more, grounding me.

I raised my hand and dismissed the Cavern King. Its hulking body dissolved into golden fire that streamed into my palm and sank into my core.

Then I walked to the first Frostblood Countess’s loot orb and touched it.

<<<>>>

[Loot List: Frostblood Countess – Level 30, Elite] 

• Greater Mana Shard 

• Spell-Matrix: Elemental Whip [3rd]

<<<>>>

A spell?

I didn’t hesitate to summon the hotly-burning, metallic spell-matrix into my hand.

[Congratulations! You have learned a spell. Elemental Whip [3rd] added to spell-list.]

A flaming whip streamed into existence from my palm, long and flame-flickering, answering to my thoughts. It coiled and cracked through the air, its fire shedding sparks along the ground.

Unlike my [Raging Blade], this spell was purely built for mages and not battlemages; its strength drew from my Charisma and elemental affinity alone. Its length could spread debuffs instead of just sheer damage. I also instinctively felt that it could unravel lesser spells on contact, just like the Countesses had done to my fireballs.

It drank more mana and was less purely focused on direct damage than my fire blade, but with my new regen, that hardly mattered.

Happy to have a new tool in my arsenal, I dismissed the whip and stepped to the next orb.

I only got another Greater Mana Shard and something called Frostblood Silk. Apparently, a rare filament that could be spun into cloth resilient enough for light armor.

The third orb yielded the same baseline spoils.

But the final Countess gave me something rarer, much as the first had.

<<<>>>

Gem of Blanketing 

A unique magic gem. Can be socketed into items of the same or higher Item Level to enchant them. When socketed, creates a minor aura of magical damage around you when you have a spell active—the aura’s type matches the active spell.

Rarity: Rare 

Item Level: 3

<<<>>>

My heart sped up in excitement. That meant I could have a fire aura active almost constantly, since [Raging Blade] nearly never left my hand in a fight.

I tucked the gem into my inventory carefully, already thinking about Tavaryon and how many gem sockets my new armor might have. I'd have to talk to the craftsman very soon.

Then I moved through the rest of the field. I looted Skulker hides, Greater Bestial Shards, and something called Bonesilk and Greater Wind Shards from the archers. Piece by piece I gathered what I could from my slain enemies.

When I finally turned back, the city’s citizens were waiting. All of them. Hundreds of golden-eyed souls now bound to me. Anahara and Varashan stood at their front with Yasmyrel, Amireth, and Navaerys beside them.

The crowd was silent, watching me.

I felt my cheeks heat, my throat tight. I swallowed hard and forced myself to walk toward them.

The weight of three hundred reverent stares pressed on me as the battlefield’s flames flickered low.

What the hell was I supposed to say to all of them? I was so going to embarrass Anahara.

            


Chapter Thirty-One: Regrouping


                The three hundred citizens of the city stood waiting. Their orange-silver eyes glowed faintly in the cavern's simulated daylight, every soul that had fought and hid away during the fighting alike was now staring back at me. Anahara and Varashan stood at the front, flanked by Yasmyrel, Amireth, and Navaerys. Behind them, fifty militiamen in worn leather and crossbows still clutched tight. Blood streaked many of their arms and faces.

But as I walked closer, I felt my invisible aura flare. Golden fire began to spread over the wounds of everyone near me. The wounded guards blinked in shock as their cuts knitted shut, their bruises lightened to nothing, and broken skin smoothed to flawlessness beneath the healing flames. I breathed easier. At least I didn’t have to worry about them dying here in front of me.

Anahara smiled when I came near, her face creased but bright.

The old matriarch’s smile grew faintly playful. “Do you not wish to address your people after your victory?”

“You look nervous,” Varashan said in his fatherly way.

My eyes lingered on the guards. Their awe deepened after the golden fire from my aura had sealed their wounds in seconds.

“Uh. Is there anyone else who’s hurt too badly to come up here? My aura can heal them if they’re brought close,” I said.

Several of the guards frowned. Varashan shook his head. “Lady Clarissa, those who are not here have already passed.”

My throat tightened. “Then bring their bodies.”

Varashan’s gaze sharpened, but he gave the order. The crowd shifted until the fallen were laid before me.

I knelt over the nearest body, closing my eyes for a heartbeat. I could feel that the spirits were still overshadowing their bodies. Not gone long enough to drift beyond my reach.

And, thankfully, I could feel that there was no limitation to the number of times I could resurrect the dead as long as they weren't dead for too long. And, just as before, with the guards being unleveled it wouldn't cost me any mana to bring them back.

I raised my hand. Fire poured out of my palm in a sweep of gold, curling over the corpses. The flames sank into their bodies, stitching bone and sealing flesh as it spread.

The dead's wounds closed. Their eyelids flared bright. One by one, they shot up and awake, staring around in disbelief as if dragged from a dream. The crowd’s awe grew thicker, gasps and held breath pressing into my sensitive ears.

I stood and raised my voice. “I know you all feel loyal to me because I brought you back. I just found out that if I ordered you to do something, you’d have to. But I’m not going to. My first and only order to all of you is that you make your own decisions. Never obey me because you have to. Never let any other order I give override that one.”

Silence fell. Even Anahara and Varashan looked startled. The awe in the crowd deepened.

I fumbled for words, still feeling their eyes on me. “I—uh. I’m proud of all of you. Thank you for fighting beside me for those who did, and trusting me. I plan to face the Southern Ruler next. But first we need to talk about how the city can be defended while I’m gone. I… think we should vote on ideas later tonight?”

Anahara laughed softly and stepped forward, her hand warm on my shoulder. She turned to the crowd, and her voice rose like the cavern itself carried it. “We will hold a gathering tonight to explain. Return to your homes and families. Later there will be much work to do; the gates are a ruin.”

The crowd began to break apart. Varashan moved among the guards, calmly assigning shifts and sending the rest home. Relief unwound through my chest as the people obeyed and began to disperse.

I leaned toward Anahara. “Did I sound dumb?”

She patted my shoulder before letting go of it. “No, my dear child. You did not.”

“You just brought the dead back for a second time,” Navaerys said, striding closer. “You likely could’ve said anything and it wouldn’t have sounded dumb to them."

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Right, but it only works on recent deaths. If anyone dies while I’m too far away, I won’t be able to help them. I could unsummon everyone into my mana like we talked about, but that still feels…”

Anahara tilted her head. “What if there was a way for you to know if the city was in danger no matter where you were?”

I frowned. “Like a spell? I'm pretty sure I can only unsummon someone if I can see them."

She shook her head. “If I transfer command of the Stronghold to you, you will sense intruders inside its walls anywhere in the world. But if the summoning does not work at range..."

Yasmyrel added, calm and precise. “Strongholds amplify magic. If you owned this one, you could unsummon the entire population at once, so long as they are within the city.”

I stared and then looked at Anahara, knowing that her magic was stronger within the city because she'd explained it to me during our preparations for the previous battle. “But wouldn’t giving up the Stronghold make you weaker inside it?”

Anahara’s smile was sad. “I could not have stopped today’s attack regardless.”

“So if I get the alert, I just pull everyone inside me until it’s safe again,” I said slowly.

Varashan nodded. “It would be a prudent plan.”

Amireth’s voice was steady. “It would allow people to live freely if nothing happened, but without fear of a surprise slaughter when we are away.”

“Alright,” I said to Varashan and Anahara. “As long as you’re both okay with it. But I don’t know if I want to lead the city. Can you two  keep doing that?"

“For now,” Anahara agreed. “But you are noble now too, Lady Clarissa. In time, you may very well lead. Few would deny you after what you’ve done.”

I sighed. “Fine. It sounds like a good plan.”

“The control node lies in the temple,” Anahara said. “We will go there later. For now you need food and rest.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “That’d be nice.”

Sorayelle broke from the crowd and threw her arms around me. “You did it! You saved everyone.”

I hugged her back, laughing breathlessly. Virehne trailed after her, hesitating at the edge. Shame shadowed her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Virehne as my and Sorayelle's hug broke off.

She looked at her sister, then me. “Sorayelle tells me you’ve been adopted into our House. She talks about you like… like she used to talk about me.”

“Are you jealous?” Sorayelle teased.

Virehne gave a faint smile. “No. But I feel as if I should’ve fought too if we're family now. I can feel the spells the Worldheart gave me are still within me. I am stronger now...”

“You’ve been through enough,” I said.

“So has everyone,” she murmured, glancing at the others.

Amireth’s gaze was steady. “There is no reason for shame.”

Navaerys grinned sharp. “You can still fight with us later. Plenty left to kill.”

I gave Navaerys a look before turning back to Virehne. “If you want to stay here and protect the city, do that. If you want to come with us, you can. No one’s forcing you.”

She lowered her head. “Time. I just need time.”

“Then take it," I said.

Thanks to my reincarnation and System quest to get home, I more than anyone knew what it felt like to be forced to fight. Thankfully, I liked fighting, mostly, regardless of whatever that said about me, but Virehne didn't seem to be sure she would.

Sorayelle approached and hugged her sister next, and Virehne returned it slowly. Anahara moved forward wrapped her arms around both of her grandchildren. “I for one am only glad you are both here,” she said softly.

The sight pulled another, calmer smile from me despite everything.

Varashan finished with the guards and came over as we were discussing Virehne's willingness to fight. “I wish I could go with you, but I am not sure I'd be much help. Even with your aura strengthening me, I fear I may only get in the way."

“You’re needed here,” I said. “I'm sure everyone will feel better having you stay. Your family needs you too.”

He inclined his head. “Summon me if I may serve. For now, the gate is still broken and I must join the others.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

Anahara released her granddaughters and raised her hand. A massive slab of stone ground up to block the gate entirely. “Captain Varashan, that will give you time to see your family, will it not?”

He shook his head. “My men have families as well. I’ll take first watch with them.”

I noticed that Amireth regarded the captain with a certain level of burgeoning respect for his words.

Anahara nodded. “As you wish, Captain.”

He saluted with his fist to chest, bowed to both her and me, then departed.

Navaerys laughed. “Ha! That’s settled then. Now, food. I can’t remember the last time I had a good meal!"

“I could certainly eat,” Yasmyrel admitted, more reserved but no less eager.

Was the mage a foodie?

Amireth inclined her head. “I would be honored to partake.”

Gwyn padded up expectantly to Anahara, tail flicking. “I am also very hungry.”

Anahara smiled. “Then there will be a place for you at my table, noble creature.”

Gwyn purred loudly, clearly pleased with how she'd been adressed.

I smothered a laugh as Gwyn's pride rolled through our bond. Then, to my surprise, my stomach growled loud enough to betray me as well.

Navaerys pointed, grinning. “See? The hero’s hungry. That means no more delays. Onward to food!”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Yeah… I could eat.”

"Virehne is a great cook!" Sorayelle said.



Virehne blushed. "Well, it's been a while since I made anything."



"And yet we have all missed your cooking," Anahara told her and placed a hand on her forearm. "I will help you. Don't forgot who taught you to prepare food in the first place."

            

